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   Prologue:
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I am not a monster.
 
    
 
                 I am not human, not anymore, but I am not a monster.
 
    
 
                 A monster comes from something inside a person, not how he or she is perceived.
 
    
 
                 I am not a monster.
 
    
 
                 I broke free from that twenty-two months ago, when I was just seventeen.  I am now a nineteen year old who has taken on more, seen more, and suffered more than any other being ever has.  Some say I am a distorted, psychotic girl.  I might be.
 
                 I am a criminal—an international fugitive.  I have robbed, cheated, desecrated national sites, and destroyed countless other buildings and locations.
 
                 I have killed.  Not intentionally, but not fully unintentionally either.
 
                 I am hated.  Newspapers and authority figures across the world have painted me as an immoral, indomitable villain.  They are not wrong.  I have been forced to compromise my morals and to sacrifice much more.  Somewhere along my way, I have lost who I am, but I am not a monster.
 
                 For twenty-two months now, I have been on the run—running for my life.  Running to my death.  Twenty-two months now, and they have not caught me, but they will.
 
                 Twenty-two months ago, when I escaped from them, they had a reason to chase me.  They created the ultimate nuclear weapon—a human, nuclear weapon.  The unnatural idea of it all backfired because even a human weapon is still human.  Naturally, they would want me back.
 
                 I can only run for so long though, and this pursuit, as it was, has only one ending for me.  So in a desperate attempt to change my fate, I did something suicidal.  I attained tangible, practical dirt on them, my pursuers, giving them a reason to not only recapture me but to kill me, turning the pursuit into a deadly hunt.
 
                 Twenty-two months of running, and now I am the one looking for someone.  As they continue searching for me—a fatal game of cat and mouse—I search for someone who I can entrust the “tangible dirt” with and use it to bring them down.  This someone has proven to be difficult to find.
 
                 Twenty-two months since my escape, and I feel the end of this hunt coming near.  Twenty-two months I have waited.  Twenty-two months, and I have been tried and tested as to who and what I am.
 
                 There are no lines I have left uncrossed, nothing more I have to lose except this “tangible dirt.”  But what will I have to do—what will I have to become—to protect it?  Twenty-two months later and I am still what I was in their factory.
 
    
 
                 I still have faith; I still have a glimmer of hope.  But I need someone.  I need help.
 
                 
 
                 No one will help me.  They will call me a monster.
 
                               
 
                 I am not a monster.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I: Dead End
 
   Monday, March 10, 2065; 7:31 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Footsteps race toward me, sloshing through puddles and half-melted snow.  The air is bitter, and the snowflakes bite the raw skin on my face.  Keep running… don’t look back…
 
                 I fight to keep my eyes shut and pull the icy garbage bag over my shoulder.   An empty, thick cardboard box labeled YAMAHA leans against the side of a brick building and a large brown dumpster—the perfect homeless man’s tent and my bed for the night.
 
                 In my dream I’m running from the footsteps, but the steps and the snow are too real―too tangible―to be a dream.  Sirens echo in the distance, and the footsteps are followed by at least ten others.  A German Shepard barks.  It’s the barking that separates the dream from reality. 
 
                 My eyes snap open.
 
                 From the opening of my cardboard tent, I see two men layered in stocky, stained sweats sprinting through the snow-and-trash-littered alley.  
 
                 “Toss it!  Toss it, you idiot!” the taller one says.
 
                 The shorter, stockier one pulls out a plastic bag and throws it aside.  They hit the blinding light of the main road and turn left.  
 
                 The German Shepard chases after them, gaining.  I sit completely still, my heart racing as fast as the footsteps, and watch as seven police officers of the Greater Cleveland area run to catch up with the two men and the canine.  
 
                 Had they been aware of whom they were running by, I wonder if they would have stopped and changed their pursuit.
 
                 As soon as the alley is silent, I crawl out of my cardboard tent.  I sneak forward and search for the bag thrown aside by the two pursued men.  There—looks like ten bumps of cocaine.  Not sure if it’s worth seven police officers and a canine, but hopefully it’s worth some eggs and coffee.
 
                 I start walking in the opposite direction.  The alley is still dark, but Superior Avenue shines with an uncommonly bright March morning.  Too bright for a Monday.
 
                 I brush the ice and dirt off my black sweater and scratch off the dried blood on the inside of my Cleveland Indian’s cap.  The cut on my forehead must have re-opened last night.  Seems to be fine now.  And my leg—I look down to see the black cloth wrapped around my right calf—I’ll check it later.  I pull the baseball cap back on my head, pull the hood of my sweater over it, and head west on Superior Avenue.
 
                 The streets are busier than usual this morning.  Not surprising—it’s the week before St. Patrick’s Day, and there’s no better place to be than Cleveland for the holiday.  T-shirt vendors claim their spot early to hang ill-fitting, cheaply-made green shirts.  Street corner coffee shops advertise Hazelnut Coffee, Irish Crème Lattes, and the Best and Cheapest Beer in the City.
 
                 Cleveland wasn’t always like this: big, booming, and still growing.  Marred by robberies and poverty, the city had a distinct layer of depression and grime around every corner.  Growing up here, I remember having to hold my mother’s hand whenever we ventured through the city. 
 
                 “Don’t make eye contact with anyone,” she would say.  She would squeeze my hand the whole time until we took that first step inside our home.
 
                 That was before Kenyon was built.  The third tallest skyscraper in Cleveland, Kenyon is both the Center for New Human Species and Development and the New School for Gifted Children.  Once Kenyon went up, more and more skyscrapers followed, lifting the spirit of the city with them, and Cleveland earned a spot on the map.  But the layer of depression still lingers in the shadows of the new city, and now there’s no mother to hold my hand.
 
                 One such spot of dirt is Turk’s Coffee Corner, which isn’t even on the corner of the block.  It’s about twenty-five feet within a lonely alley off Superior Avenue, and if it could go any further into the shadows then it should. 
 
                 I open the doors to the café, and small bells ring.  The smell of coffee, pancakes, and tobacco flood my sinuses.  The waitress, Stephanie, glances at me from behind the bar and nods.  I walk through the café and take the back corner barstool.  I lean against the wall and angle my body toward the television hanging from the ceiling.
 
                 Stephanie finishes wiping the counter around the man who’s dead asleep at the other end of the bar, and then she comes toward me.
 
                 “Busy today,” I say to her.  Almost every table is occupied, but most customers seem engaged in their food or their phones.
 
                 “You can say that,” she says.  She wrings out the dirty water from the washrag and wipes her hands on her apron.  “The new blonde that Turk hired decided not to come today.”
 
                 “No Turk?”
 
                 “Smoking in the back, as usual. What can I get ya?” she asks.
 
                 “Eggs and toast, and some coffee.”
 
                 “Coffee too?  You have money for that?”
 
                 I grab a napkin and fold it around the plastic bag of cocaine.  I hand it over to her, and she inspects it from underneath the counter.
 
                 “Eggs, toast, and coffee coming your way,” Stephanie says.  She stuffs the drugs in her apron, writes out my order, and passes it through the window behind the bar.  On the other side of the window, the chef shouts for a new carton of eggs and some goddamn bread.
 
                 I watch the news while I wait for my food.  The anchorman is going on about some high school on the West Side that raised an impressive amount of money for embryonic stem cell research.  Probably just had their parents throw in some change, but whatever.
 
                 “It’s been a while since you last came here,” Stephanie says, handing me a hot cup of coffee.  I hold the cup to warm my fingers and blow on the coffee. 
 
                 “Got any cinnamon?” I ask.
 
                 Stephanie leaves and comes back with a shaker of cinnamon sugar.  I guess that works.
 
                 “So I heard this rumor about the police chief that my friend down at the precinct swears by: screwing the mayor’s daughter.  I mean, she’s sixteen, so she’s technically legal, but it will be a big scandal when it goes public,” Stephanie says.
 
                 I smile.  Although entertaining, I know that eighty percent of Stephanie’s rumors are total bullshit.  If the rumor isn’t about sex, then it’s about Kenyon.  This one time, she swears that her friend saw a girl with pink skin walk out of Kenyon.  Another time she saw through a window a teenager who set his whole body on fire.
 
                 “You know the guy who delivers the meat to Turk would also be interested in your business. Not sure if you’re a vegetarian or not, but—”
 
                 “Thanks, but I’m not a reliable seller,” I say. 
 
                 The man on the other end of the bar wakes up and vomits a little on the counter.
 
                 “Clearly.” Stephanie says.  
 
                 She leaves to take care of the man, and I turn back toward the television.  Commercial break.  Now I have nothing to distract myself from my growling stomach.  I’m not so sure if it’s hunger or the tobacco-scented air that’s making my stomach turn. 
 
                 The kitchen calls out my order and places a steaming plate of scrambled eggs with two pieces of wheat toast in the window between the kitchen and the bar.  Stephanie leaves a glass of water for the man at the bar; then she hands me my breakfast.
 
                 “Here you go, eggs and toast,” she says.
 
                 “Thanks,” I say.  I reach for a napkin and silverware and pick the shell pieces out of the eggs.  It’s everything I can do to keep myself from devouring the whole plate.
 
                 “Welcome back to News Channel Five.  We have for you the latest update on the Cavalier’s star point guard Aaron Brooks’ ankle injury last Saturday and…” the news anchor on the television says.  Now that breakfast is on the table, the news can wait.  “But before we get to that, we have some startling news from the Cuyahoga Cleveland Clinic.”
 
                 My ears perk up.
 
                 “The police force just reported a break-in that occurred yesterday morning in the mortuary and basement level of the downtown Cleveland Clinic.  An estimated eight people were killed, and another twelve remain injured.  No information was released about the identities of the victims or why it took so long for the break-in to be reported.  However, nothing was reported stolen.”
 
                 I smirk.
 
                 “Shitty way to start the week,” Stephanie says, wiping down the rest of the counter with the same cloth used to wipe off the man’s vomit.
 
                 “I’ll say,” I reply.
 
                 “No suspect has been found, but police speculate if this attack could be the work of international terrorist Basia Nancy, last seen in Austria and Munich, Germany two months ago.  This wouldn’t be the lone-extremist’s first strike on the clinic or the city, so police and citizens alike are now wondering: has Basia Nancy returned to Cleveland?”
 
                 Stephanie stares at the picture of Basia Nancy on the screen.  Slender and fit, the girl in the photo looks almost ghostly with her dark brown hair against her pale skin.
 
                 “I think I’d be scared to death just looking at her,” Stephanie says.  She turns to see my reaction, but I’m already out the door.
 
                 I pull the hood of my sweater a little tighter around my face and bury my hands deep in my pockets.  The food warms my stomach, but the rest of me still shivers.  
 
                 I knew coming back to Cleveland would be dangerous—life-threatening, even—but I had no choice.  This is the city where it started for me, and this is the city where it will end.
 
                 The news of Basia Nancy’s return keeps me on edge, and every police officer I walk past seems to look at me a second too long.  I keep walking though, away from the Key Bank building and the heart of the city.  Maybe I’ll head out to the suburbs, if I can make it that far.  My right calf aches more with each footstep.
 
                 Not even two minutes pass, and I sense someone following me.  I glance back, but I see no police officer in my tracks.  The absence of police sends a chill across my body, so I change my course and turn a corner to confirm my suspicion.  Sure enough, the footsteps follow—loud steps with the clicks of steel-toed shoes.  Those steps could only belong to one special group of hunters, and they are not the police.
 
                 Am I paranoid?  I run across the busy street.  Cars honk at me—one nearly hits me—but I make it to the other side without causing too much commotion.  As expected, the footsteps follow.
 
                 It’s too early for cat-and-mouse, honestly, I think to myself.  I turn another corner, and the footsteps are joined by a second pair.  These new strides are longer, heavier, and have the same clicking of a steel toe.
 
                 I can picture their disgusting faces already wearing an overconfident grin.  They’re probably thinking how funny this scene is: me racing away from them as they move closer and closer to their prey.  Like a snake approaching a tree frog, only this frog is filled with venom. 
 
                 I pick up my pace and dodge into an alley while a parade of pedestrians blocks the view.  I scale part-way up the wall with the help of a water pipe and wait to watch them pass.
 
                 The two numbskulls walk right past me.  I study them for a minute, remembering all the torture they put me through, how I tricked them during my first escape, and how I blinded the shorter one in his left eye.  I shake my head to make myself forget, and then I return to the street, heading the opposite direction of the two giants.
 
                 Big mistake.
 
                 Now I have three following me.  Shit!  My heart echoes my quick steps as I start to jog to E. 13th Street.  I could turn there and duck into a café.
 
                 No.
 
                 Two more of them are already walking on that path.  Their eyes are locked on me.  My heart races even faster: they found me.
 
                 I turn opposite of the group of two, and my face hits the sunlight.  Even in my black sweater that shields my head and arms, I gasp and feel the muscles in my face tingle uncontrollably.  Thank God it’s still morning: direct sunlight like that would have been much worse.
 
                 Where to now?  I can’t go to the rapid—they would expect me there.  I can’t go in a small shop—that would meet a dead end, and a dead end is the worst case scenario.
 
                 I continue to walk toward Rock & Roll Blvd where traffic is so overwhelming at this time in the morning you wouldn’t be able to tell if it was your own father next to you.
 
                 Then, out of the corner of my eye, I spot another one of them: an unfamiliar face.  A new recruit — not good.  He’s walking directly toward me, so I turn a bit to my right and—
 
                 SMACK!
 
                 “Oh!  I’m so sor—” I begin to say, but as I look into the face of the person I ran into, I stop dead in my tracks.
 
                 Big problem.  Big, big problem.
 
                 Twenty-two months later, and his gray eyes seem even darker, his black hair is a little longer, and his head is at least four inches above mine.  Twenty-two months later, and I still can’t face him.
 
                 Goddamn-it… Stupid… Mother-f… I turn away as fast as I can and strut toward the new recruit.  He won’t be ready to stop me—he couldn’t if he tried.  I don’t care if they see me anymore; I just have to get away from the original New-bee.  
 
                 My hood had fallen when I ran into New-bee, and now the sun beats harder and harder on me with every passing second.  I can’t tell if it’s the sun or adrenaline pumping my blood—probably both.
 
                 Run, I tell myself.  Get out of here.  I start running, and I run straight at the new recruit.  His face changes to a perplexed look, and it stays that way as I come closer and closer.  He fears me—good.
 
                 Just when I’m an arms-length from the new recruit, I change directions and make a suicide run across the busy street.  This bright-red Ford Fusion almost hits me, but my inhuman reflexes save me.  I push through a mob of people and dart into a tight alley.
 
                 Dead end.
 
                 “No,” I gasp.  
 
                 I turn back to the road, but I hear seven pairs of steel-toed footsteps coming this way.  I duck behind a large garbage bin and wait five seconds for footsteps to come charging into the alley.  I’m cornered, and the cats are ready to pounce.
 
                 “Come out and play, little girl,” a man says, leading the others deeper into the alley.  “We know you’re in here.”
 
                 A thousand curse words in several different languages run through my head.  I hold my breath and pull my knees into my chest.  Just keep cool and keep things under control.  My heart slows down, and my mind settles.  I have been in this position countless times before.  I know what I have to do.
 
                 “Dean, you guard the exit.  Brown, watch above us,” the leader Bruce orders.  “No one’s getting outta here unless I say so!”
 
                 I look up to the sky and mumble, “Please let me get through this.”  I hope someone up there is listening.
 
                 “Bruce,” New-bee says.  His voice… it kills me, yet it ignites a fire in me.  The fire burns in me, and all I want is to burn down the entire city.
 
                 New-bee must be pointing at something because no one else makes a sound.  I exhale and let the fire elicit the monster in me.  I wait only three seconds…
 
                 WHACK!  First two shots and I send some husky guy to bed with a powerful kick to the head and punch Bruce so hard in the jaw that a tooth pops out.  The next guy seems so shocked that all he can do is try to scratch me—please, like anyone could scratch me.
 
                 So the third guy goes down just as fast as the first two, and then I fight number four and the new recruit.  The recruit is completely unprepared for me, but he puts up a decent fight… until I clock him in the nose.  Number four knows how to fight me; he fights dirty, too.  He pulls out white nunchucks, but I grab a garbage bag.  Within a few seconds, I have him lost and tumbling into New-bee.
 
                 “MY TOOTH!” Bruce is back on his feet.  “YOU LITTLE BITCH!  YOU KNOCKED MY TOOTH OUT!”
 
                 I can’t help but crack a smile, but now I have a madman charging me.  Just before he can hit me, I leap high enough into the air to shove Bruce’s fat head into Dean.  Both of them fall to the concrete.
 
                 This is too easy, I think to myself.  Even without using my nuclear powers, these guys are falling faster than they’ve ever fallen before.
 
                 But I underestimated the new recruit.  No sooner had I landed, I lift my head to see him pointing a rifle at me, and I feel a bullet pierce my skin on my left side.  I stumble for only a second and then swing a large steel plate at the new recruit, which puts him out for good.
 
                 I also underestimated their numbers.  New-bee had snuck behind me, grabbed the nunchucks, and now has me pinned against him with the weapon holding my hands at my neck.  His tight clutch prevents me from seeing anything but the nunchucks and the ground near his feet.  Faster than expected, the remaining members begin beating me to a pulp.  They attack my stomach, legs, ribs, and beat my face with some sharp, wooden blocks.
 
                 It hurts like hell.  I can see glittering blood staining the nunchucks and the ground.  Is that my blood?  I try to move, but New-bee holds me tighter, and the hunting crew strikes harder.  I choke; my body feels nauseous, and my head spins like a disco ball.  But I have to fight on… I have to fight on… fight on… 
 
                 Then, everything turns white, and I feel absolutely nothing.
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t know what happened, but when my vision and feeling come back, I find myself standing against the brick wall watching four men struggle back to their feet.  I seize the opportunity and knock Bruce back to the ground, this time for good.  Shortly after, I have two more out cold.
 
                 New-bee is the only one left, and when our eyes meet, I pause for a brief moment.  He has not attacked me yet, only held me down.  Does this mean he doesn’t want to fight me?  But he’s still one of them.  I swing at him left and right while he blocks my shots.  Then I see an empty beer bottle on the ground.  I pick it up and hit him on the head with it.  He falls to the ground, unconscious.
 
                 I look around.  Seven bodies crumpled in the alley.
 
                 I fall to my knees and clutch my left side only to get a fist full of red blood.  Shit…
 
                 I glance at the bodies on the ground and at the unaffected, ignorant people on the main street.  It always amazes me how a group of people could be fighting for their lives in an alley just outside the main street, yet nobody seems to notice or care.  I should probably get out of here before any of the unconscious bodies around me wake up.
 
                 I rise to my feet, and an intense surge of pain hits my left side, stemming from the bullet.  I bite my lip to keep from screaming, pick up my Indian’s hat from the ground, place it back on my head, and pull my hood over my face.  Back into the crowds.
 
                 But hey—that’s the best part of city life: crowded streets mean that no random person walking past is going to notice if your face is dripping blood.  And if people do, then they’re too busy to take a second look.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   II: Under the Bridge
 
   Monday, March 10, 2065; 8:47 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Finally, the bridge.
 
                 I grabbed a truck leaving downtown that took me here, the complex bridge system south of the city.  Now I stagger below the busy highways and under a bridge that runs over the Cuyahoga River.
 
                 I had planned to use this spot as a last resort, and seeing now that I’ve come here, I guess it must be.  Under this enormous, steel structure I can hide from the sun and from them.  But there’s neither food, water, nor an easy exit.  So I’ll wait here to gather my strength or wait for death.
 
                 I hobble down to the edge of the river to wash.  I dip my hand in, and the water is freezing cold. I yank my hand out of the water.
 
                 No shit, Sherlock… I think to myself.  Half the river is still covered with ice. 
 
                 The temperature wakes me but sends chills across my body, making me feel sick.  I pull off my sweater and my shirt without irritating my side too much.  Examining the shirt, I see that the bottom-left side is not white, but completely stained red.  I drench my shirt in the icy water and use it to wash the sparkly blood off my face.
 
                 It’s disgusting.  By the amount of red water I’m sending down the Cuyahoga, it appears as if Moses has been here with his magic staff.  I’ve seen plenty of blood before, but I’ve never seen so much come from my own body.  And the pain…
 
                 Any normal human would be dead or dying after the attack in the alley, but not me.  I’ve gone through worse—I’m sure.  My body is designed to breeze through demanding physical performances and withstand severe corporal punishment.
 
                 Sure, I’ve taken a few bullets here and there.  I always had to fix them myself, so I have a pretty good handle on it.  But never have I been hit on my torso, and so close to the weakest spot on my body.  This special experiment left behind a scar on my lower left back… 
 
                 I wash all the blood away from the rest of my body, leaving my whole body shivering in the breeze.  If I don’t die from loss of blood, hypothermia will surely try to kill me.  I look down at my stomach—red and brown.  Yuck.  I begin to wash away the blood with my shirt.  The skin is extra sensitive on my lower left side, so I wash that area tenderly until I reveal where the bullet struck.  As I smear the blood on my torso, I can see each of my ribs, bony and bruised, and I feel hungry again.  Or maybe just nauseous.
 
                 I finally wipe most of the blood off, and now the bullet hole is visible.  I want to take the bullet out, but I know better.  Taking it out means more blood, and I can’t afford to lose any more blood.  So I take my shirt and wrap it around my waist to halt the bleeding.  Knowing that the tied shirt and my black sports bra won’t be enough to keep me warm, I put my sweater back on and hobble back toward the top of the bridge.
 
                 Every move comes with more and more pain.  When I finally make it back to the bridge, my stomach crumples, and I puke a thin, orange fluid.  I cough out blood and saliva next.  Shivering, I grab a handful of white snow and shove it into my mouth.  I spit the snow out, and it’s a deep fuchsia.  I continue to grab handfuls of snow and spit them out until the snow is only a light pink color.  I sit down against the cold, hard beams of the bridge and close my eyes.
 
                 Why did you come back here?  A voice in my head says to me.  I knew it wasn’t talking about the bridge when it said “here.”
 
                 Do you want them to find you?  You could’ve killed someone back there… all it takes is one misstep to lose control of your powers, and we all know what happens when you lose control.  It’s just a matter of time now before they find you or before you lose control again.
 
                 I pull my jacket tightly around my shivering body, avoiding the fears my conscience echoes through my mind.
 
                 It’s just a matter of time now.
 
                 “Shut-up, Nancy,” I say.  I keep my eyes closed and try to fall asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   Footsteps in the snow approach me.  I hear her coming.
 
                 “Run!” I shout.  
 
                 But the footsteps are gaining on us.  Soon she’ll be upon us.
 
                 “Hide over there,” I say, pointing to an old, stone bridge that crosses over a sewage drain.  They run to safety under the bridge, and I turn to face her.
 
                 Kick—Block—Strike—Strike—Glittering blood.  I tumble down the hill and land in the semi-frozen stream under the bridge.  Her voice echoes through my ears and through my mind.  Her ghostly face burns in my eyes.  The fire inside me burns.
 
                 And burns… and burns… out of control…
 
                 I’m unable to move.  Afraid the monster inside me will strike again.
 
                 The others poke their heads out from behind the bridge.  I’m still stuck, motionless, under the bridge.
 
                 “She’s dead.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I open my eyes expecting darkness, but instead I see an orange and pink sky sparkling against the ice and water.  I wiggle my fingers and toes.  I can move.  This is reality: under the bridge in Cleveland. 
 
                 But footsteps still ring in my ears.  Lots of them.  I shake my head to force the nightmare away to no avail.  Why don’t they go away?  There must be fifteen or twenty steel-toed footsteps, now voices both calm and harsh coming from above.  This isn’t the same nightmare.
 
                 Not now… not already, I think to myself.  I unwrap myself from the warmth of my sweater and slowly rise to my feet.  I wince as a wave of pain sweeps across my body, and I hold only the beam of the bridge to steady myself.
 
                 “Shit,” I sigh.  I can feel my side starting to bleed again.  At least it’s not the old cut on my head. 
 
                 How did they find me so quickly?  Among my powers—er, my burdens—is my ability to shield my mind from others.  They couldn’t have found me with any of that new mind-reading equipment they use to track people down.  Perhaps it was the trail of sparkling blood I sent down the river…
 
                 I peek my head around the corner of the beam to see if any of the hunting crew are making their way down to the river.  I see only the silver tips of their boots, but then three people wearing long, black pants and the same steel-toed shoes walk toward me.
 
                 I take a step away from the pillar, but just as I take another step back, someone grabs my arm and covers my mouth with his hand.  My heart jumps, and I spin around to see a boy about my age staring at me.
 
                 The boy is a head taller than me with short black hair, dark skin, and deep brown eyes.  He’s wearing some sort of fitted, silver outfit that draws attention to his large muscles and makes him look like a back-up dancer for Zedra.  He seems to radiate heat, or maybe I’m just that cold.
 
                 I try to wiggle free from him, but he lets go of me on his own.  He smiles and holds his finger to his mouth.
 
                 “It’s okay.  We’re here to help you,” he whispers.
 
                 A blonde girl about the same age appears behind him.  She is beautiful—large, blue eyes and a long, blonde ponytail—and wears the same fitted, silver suit.  She smiles at me then turns to a boy behind her who has white, spikey hair.
 
                 Who the hell are they?  What are they doing here?
 
                 Why am I not afraid of them?
 
                 “Eli,” the girl says to the dark-skinned teenager.  
 
                 She points toward a bridge parallel to the one we are standing under.  We all look in that direction and see a van parked on the side of the highway with a person pretending to check the back tire of the van.  I’m still staring at the strange sight when Bruce and Dean come around the corner of the beam.
 
                 They first look at me, and I know by their faces they want to kill me right here and now.  They too have scratches on their faces from the fight in the alley this morning, and Bruce has a fat lip.  Their expressions change, however, once they realize I’m not alone.
 
                 The blonde girl begins the attack, knocking out both Bruce and Dean with three swift, silent movements.  After admiring her work, the blonde girl looks up and smiles at the dark-skinned boy.
 
                 “Nice, Zoë,” the boy says.  He grins back at her.
 
                 From the corner of my eye, I see the new recruit pointing his gun at the blonde girl.  I jump in front of her, tackling both of us to the ground, and a familiar, sharp pain pierces the back of my left shoulder.
 
                 ”Zoë!” the dark-skinned boy, Eli, yells as the blonde girl and I tumble down the hill.  I hear the girl roll into a beam, but I continue further and further until I finally come to a stop about fifteen meters away from the water’s edge.
 
                 Owwwwwwwww…  My shoulder burns, and the skin on my back feels like it’s ripping apart.  That’s another bullet wound.  I lay there for a while soaking up all the pain, expecting another bullet to hit at any moment.  Then I hear something small and heavy splash into the water— the gun. 
 
                 Not long after, I hear about twenty more guns splash into the water.  A strong gust of wind whistles in my ears.  The voices I had heard before are louder and flustered now, and I hear the roaring of flames.
 
                 I’m desperate to know what the hell is going on around me, but since I’m as good as dead anyway, I take my time.  Moaning in pain, I roll onto my back and open my eyes.  Another powerful gust of wind blows over me, and someone appears above me.  I can’t tell if he belongs to the young silver-squad or the hunting crew because I never heard any footsteps.  I blink until my vision clears, and I see the boy’s face a foot from mine.
 
                 He’s roughly eighteen or nineteen with pale skin and crystal blue eyes.  His dirty blonde hair dangles in front of his face and dances in the breeze.  If the silver jacket he wears doesn’t hint enough to whose side he’s on, the fact that he isn’t strangling me to death right now convinces me.
 
                 “Hey there,” he says.  He smiles when he sees me looking at him.  “Gently now.”
 
                 “Who the hell are you?” I ask.
 
                 He takes my hand and helps me sit up, but his smile vanishes when he sees my two, shimmering-red wounds.
 
                 “Lazz!” the boy shouts.  His voice trembles, and his eyes flicker from my eyes to my wounds.  I avoid eye contact by looking for my Indians cap and find it floating in the Cuyahoga.
 
                 The boy with white, spikey hair comes running down the hill to meet us.  His eyes are wide when they see the blood.
 
                 “Are you…” the white-haired boy starts to ask, but I’m already rising to my feet.  I try to take a step away from them, but they hold onto me and keep me steady.
 
                 CRASH!!
 
                 A black car tumbles down the hill, shards of metal flying in every direction.  The car splashes into the river, and the icy water slowly engulfs the busted machine.  Goodbye, Indians cap.
 
                 I look to where the car fell from and see nearly twenty men in black scrambling and shouting as a husky guy dressed in silver jumps from the bridge and lands on the ground among the scrambling men.
 
                 Is his skin… steel?  Who the hell are these people?
 
                 “Lazz, get to van,” the blonde boy says.  “We will cover you.”
 
                 The boy with white hair—Lazz, I guess—nods, and the other sprints up the hill.
 
                 “And what are you going to do?” Lazz shouts after him.
 
                 The boy running away ignores him and suddenly leaps into the air, flying toward the fight unfolding at the top of the hill.  An enormous gust of wind blows behind him that feels so cool and so clean.  
 
                 At the top of the hill, the flying, blonde boy joins the others dressed in silver.  The dark-skinned boy I first saw is now completely on fire and standing guard over the blonde girl who lays unconscious on the ground.  He busily shoots blasts of fire from his hands to the snow, creating a huge fog between the silver squad and the hunting crew.  A husky boy stands by another girl with long, curly brown hair.  His skin is the same metallic black of the car sinking in the Cuyahoga.  The brunette holds a sharp, sleek pole in one hand while shards of the sinking car levitate around her.  
 
                 What the fuck.
 
                 “Here,” Lazz says.  He offers to carry me on his back.
 
                 “What are you people?”
 
                 “The ones who are getting you out of here.  Hop on my back, and I promise I can take you to safety.”
 
                 “I’m fine,” I say.
 
                 He raises an eyebrow at me.
 
                 “I mean, I can run.”
 
                 “Okay,” he says.  
 
                 He takes me by the arm, and we start jogging toward the van—thank god he’s not sprinting.  We run through the thick, gray fog created by the dark-skinned, fire-throwing boy, and the wind swirls around us, strong and surfeit with snow.  I try to focus on what’s ahead of me, on escaping, but I can’t help but look back.
 
                 Through the thick mist, I see the dark-skinned boy running after us, carrying the blonde girl in his arms.  The flying boy must be somewhere behind them, still blowing snow into the air to thicken the mist.
 
                 “Come-on!” Lazz says to me.  I turn back and see a tall man in black coming at us from the right.
 
                 “There!” I shout.  
 
                 Lazz turns his head and extends his arm out in the man’s direction.  His white hair seems to stand up and spark as his hand glows a bright green color; then a photon of green electricity shoots from his hand to the man charging us.  The man bounces backwards into the fog.
 
                 I try to run faster to keep up with the white-haired boy, but my right calf is burning, and my shoulder aches.  I hear a car starting up in front of us and know we are close.  I blink as the silhouette of the van becomes less and less nebulous.
 
                  I collapse just as we get to the van.  Lazz lets go of my arm and tries to yank the door open.  He yells at the driver to unlock the damn door, and the driver yells something back.  The door finally slides open as the dark-skinned boy emerges from the fog, still holding the unconscious blonde girl.  He takes her into the van then climbs back out to stand next to Lazz.
 
                 “What are we waiting for?” he shouts.  “Where’s everyone else?”
 
                 “They were right behind us!”
 
                 The other two sprint out of the fog, panting and covered in snow, and the boys pull them into the van.
 
                 “Climb in!” Lazz says to me, extending his hand.
 
                 “Where’s Nate?” the dark-skinned boy asks.
 
                 Two of Bruce’s men charge through the fog, knives in their hands.  The boys jump out and start fighting them as the passengers in the van shout.  I look into the fog for the flying boy to come running out, but I see nothing.  Then I notice that the wind that was so strong and loud before is gone.  Someone shouts from within the fog.
 
                 “Hey!  Stop!” Lazz shouts as I run back into the mist.  
 
                 As I run, I feel a fire burning inside me that seems to melt away the raw, icy air howling by me.  I sense my eyes warm and glowing, and I know that my powers—my nuclear powers—are taking over.
 
                 It’s just a matter of time now, the voice says.
 
                 But there’s someone out there who’s in trouble… he needs my help.  
 
                 Not your help.
 
                 “Shut up,” I say to myself, and I let the monster take control.
 
                 I see shadows amid the fog and hear the “umph” of fists against flesh.  I stop running and stand completely still.  Energy grows in my fists, and I step toward the sound.  From the fog, eight men in black stand around the flying boy, who is braced up against one of them.  Bruce, back on his feet with a fresh, bleeding cut on his head, holds a small knife under the flyer’s chin.
 
                 “Where’s the girl?” Bruce growls.  
 
                 The boy says nothing but stares back at Bruce with an unbreakable face.  Bruce steps back and hands the knife to none other than New-bee.
 
                 “Kill him.”
 
                 “Go ahead and try,” I say.  
 
                 I step out of the fog and make myself visible to all of them.  I must be glowing gold or covered in blood because the expression on each of their faces is that of complete and utter awe.  More likely covered in blood. Even the flying boy, his face smeared with blood, stares at me with eyes wide.
 
                 The muscles in my hand tighten, and a burst of sparkling, white-and-gold energy shoots out of them.  I pull back at the last second so the blast is not as strong as it can be, but I still knock four of the hunting crew to the ground.  They are upon me within seconds, but I dodge back into the fog.  We are back to cat-and-mouse, but this time they are hunting a dragon.
 
                 They come from all directions and all with different weapons—except guns—thank you, silver squad.  Each time one falls, the nuclear energy gets stronger and stronger.  One of them is able to punch my left side where the first bullet wound is.  I groan and sink to the ground.  
 
                 Don’t think about the pain… don’t think about it… I say to myself.  My assailant kicks me again on my left side.  I reach up and blast him away with a burst of gold and white energy.
 
                 Someone is crawling toward me, and I turn myself toward him with a photon of energy ready in my hand.  The flyer emerges from the fog, crawling on his hands and knees.  We lock eyes.  
 
                 Strike him! The voice says.
 
                 The energy tingles on the tips of my fingers and through my arm.  In his crystal blue eyes, I see fear, anticipation, and a plea. My stomach turns, and my entire body feels heavy with the weight of something beyond my physical body. 
 
                 Strike!
 
                 I hold myself back.  The energy resentfully fades from my hand.
 
                 One of Bruce’s men comes out from the mist.  This one is a woman, and she comes at us with a shard from the sunken car.  The energy returns to my hand, and I shoot it at her.  I hit her shoulder, not enough to stop her.  Then a huge gust of wind takes her off her feet and pushes her back into the mist.
 
                 I turn back to the flyer and see his hand raised toward the mist where the woman was.  Our eyes meet again.  He stares at me, and I can’t tell if he’s scared of me or just waiting for the next attack.  My eyes are locked on his, until a dark figure forms in the fog behind him.
 
                 Bruce steps out from the fog with his knife in hand.  My heart skips a beat, and I feel a hole inside my chest where I imagine him stabbing the knife into me.  The flyer throws a decent-sized piece of ice at Bruce, hitting him in the face.  Bruce glares down at him then stomps on the boy’s ankle.  The boy hollers in pain.
 
                 I rise to my feet to start to attack Bruce, but he deflects my shot and retaliates with a kick to my knee and punches the bullet wound in my side.  I gasp and fall to the ground.  My breathing is barely a cough, and I struggle to stand back up.  Meanwhile, Bruce has lifted the boy into the air above his head.  The boy kicks Bruce’s head, and Bruce drops him.  There’s a cracking sound as the flyer hits the ground, landing on his already-injured foot, and he cries out again.
 
                 “Nate!” a voice calls from far away.
 
                 I push myself back to my feet and keep fighting Bruce.  Then New-bee appears, and I can feel the nuclear power consuming me.  I shouldn’t be conscious right now—I should be in more pain—my body should’ve given up by now.  But I’m not in control anymore.  I’m locked on autopilot.
 
                 The nuclear power attacks, and I can do nothing to stop myself.  However, New-bee fights back with some inhuman capabilities.  Within the twenty-two months I had been gone, he must have participated in one of their experiments.  I should’ve known.  Unfortunately for him, my powers are practically unmatchable at this point.  
 
                 I shoot a large blast at Bruce and connect.  He falls to the ground, unconscious.  Now only New-bee and I are left standing.  I reach both hands out and shoot a nuclear blast at him that has the ability to kill him—I realize that too late.  The nuclear energy is already separating from my fingertips.
 
                 No, I say to myself.  I use the power I can control to create a force field in front of him, but the blast itself is so strong that it still sends him flying backward.  He lands next to Bruce and doesn’t move.
 
                 I fall to my knees and exhale.  From my knees I sink down further and lay on the snowy ground somewhere between the two bridges and surrounded by several unconscious and wounded bodies.  I look up at the sky and feel it coming.  As fast as it came, all the nuclear energy vanishes, and I’m left with the pure exhaustion and pain of my body.
 
                 “Nate!  Nate!” the voice calls again.  It’s coming closer.
 
                 “Here!” someone shouts from right behind me.  My skin jumps it’s so close.
 
                 I turn and see the flyer crawling toward me.  His foot drags behind him, yet he comes closer still and props himself up next to me.  He digs into his pocket and pulls out a syringe.
 
                 “No—” I say.  I bat him away, but just moving my left arm hurts my shoulder.
 
                 “It’s okay,” he says.  “I’m a doctor, so just trust me.”
 
                 Trust you—an eighteen-year-old doctor? I think to myself.  Wait… doctor? He brings the syringe closer to my body, and I scream.
 
                 “No, no!  It’s okay.  This is a tranquilizer that will—oomph!” he says.  I punch him in the face before he can finish.
 
                 “Nate!  Where are you?!”
 
                 I try to wrestle him away, but he’s too strong.  He punches my injured shoulder and pins my arm to the ground.  I scream again.
 
                 “I’m sorry.  I promise you’ll be okay soon,” he says.
 
                 “Naaaaate!”
 
                 I feel the syringe in my arm, and a cold liquid starts to spread through my arm.  My vision starts to blur, or maybe it’s the fog.  I groan again as the cool liquid passes over my shoulder.
 
                 “It’s okay…” I hear.  “It’s okay… okay… okay… okay… o…
 
                 I close my eyes, but before I fall asleep, I notice something warm and soft brush my hand and hold onto my fingers.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   III: Hospital Blues and Grays
 
   Monday, March 10, 7:53 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 There’s a strange feeling, like a comfort too good to be true or a dream that leaves me on cloud nine, and I don’t want to wake up.  There’s a strange smell too—artificial, clean, and toothpaste-like.  But there’s noise too, and it’s the noise that disturbs my slumber.
 
                 Muffled voices asking for a scalpel, Tranquilizer-X45, and more blood.  A machine beeps like a metronome in the background.  The voices are sharp and loud, and they come from all around me.  Something beyond this comfort is wrong.  I have to see what it is.
 
                 My eyes peel open, but all I see is a yellow-brown light in the middle of a black background.  I blink, and light blue circles fade into view, creating a bubble-like wall on my peripherals.
 
                 “Keep it steady,” a voice says, coming from the blue ball to my left.  “Tweezers.”
 
                 I blink again, and the blue balls take on more shape and color.  Could they be faces wrapped in blue?
 
                 Another noise disrupts me, and it disrupts the blue faces, too.  Then there’s shouting.
 
                 “We’re doing what we were told,” the blue face to my left says. 
 
                 The noise shouts again.
 
                 “She’s not going to make it if we move her,” the other blue face says.
 
                 More shouting.
 
                 Black dots sparkle in my vision, and soon the blue faces are gone.
 
                 “… said we have to save her because…”
 
                 “We’re losing her…”
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes are open.  I’m in a dark, silver-plated room with no windows and one door that is always locked.  Somewhere there are heavy footsteps with the sharp click of steel-toed shoes, and I know that they are coming.
 
                 Everything is blurry, not that I can’t see, but that I know this is just a memory… a vision from two years ago.
 
                 I look down and I’m strapped to a cold, hard table holding me in a standing position.  Cold metal braces my ankles, my legs just above the knees, my waist, my biceps, my wrists, my forehead.  I hear the high-pitched buzzing of a drill, and someone screaming.  Someone else shouts my name, telling me not to close my eyes…
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up screaming, but I’m all alone.  The room is not gray but white, and the table is soft against my back.  The beeping metronome replaces the sound of the drill, faster and louder than before.  I try to sit up, but a stabbing pain hits my left shoulder.  I cry out.
 
                 A door swings open and crashes against the wall of the room.
 
                 “Emergency in room twenty twenty-four!  Patient has regained consciousness, and primary wound has re-opened,” a person dressed in a light-blue garbage bag suit says.  He sprints through the door with an army of light-blue clones behind him.
 
                 I glance at the source of the pain and see a glittering red liquid soaking through pale bandages around my left shoulder.  The liquid trickles past the bandages and drips onto the white, cushioned table.
 
                 “Get back-up, now!” the blue man says.
 
                 I feel sick.  I close my eyes and feel my body sinking into the table.
 
    
 
    
 
   I scream again and again as the drill digs deeper into my kneecap.  There was supposed to be Novocain.  Maybe they did give me a shot of it before they started, but it wasn’t enough.  This is my punishment for fighting back.
 
                 The drill stops.  They move to my other knee, and the drill starts again.  I scream louder than before.  Will I be able to walk after this?  I feel the nuclear energy inside me building like a fire sprayed with gasoline.  It burns where the drill digs deeper into my bones.
 
                 “The sternum, too,” a voice says.  The voice is low and cold—his voice.
 
                 “But sir, the cells in the bone marrow of her knees will metabolize and take over in just twelve hours,” another voice says.
 
                 “Make it six,” he says.
 
                 The drill starts again, piercing the bone right above my heart.  A piercing noise escapes my lips, and it’s louder than the drill.  If only the drill could pierce my heart, this could all be over faster.
 
                 The nuclear energy rages through my body.  It tries to escape through my fingers, but the radiation handcuffs force it back inside my body.  The handcuffs emit radiation against my skin trapping the nuclear energy in my bloodstream and burning the skin that hits the metal.  I want to die.
 
                 “It’s done.”
 
                 The drill stops, and everything is silent except for the roaring of the nuclear monster trapped inside me.  The metal bracing my forehead releases, and I turn my head to the side.  The doctors clean and collect their equipment then exit the room.  The door locks.
 
                 I lay on the cold table and don’t move.  My violated, tortured body swallows the pain as the nuclear monster bonds with the new, mutated cells in my bloodstream.  At least ten hours they’ll keep me here.  But they can’t keep me here forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes bat open, and I’m staring at a white, tiled ceiling.  No more gray.  Sunlight shines into the room from somewhere; it must be a nice day outside.
 
                 The strange feeling of surreal comfort returns, as well as the smell of toothpaste.  I blink a few more times, and more strange things appear.  I see a large metal contraption to my left with a screen that shows a moving, green, jagged line.  It beeps a low and monotonous tone, like a metronome.  
 
                 Wait, I think to myself.  Is that…
 
                 I look down at my arm and see some sort of large, black bandage strapped around it with a long, black cord connecting to the machine.  I feel small tubes under my nose and around my cheeks, and there’s something odd around my right calf and foot—
 
                 Hospital bed… why am I in a hospital bed?  Where am I?  I think to myself.
 
                 I look around the room and see a boy sitting in a chair at the opposite end of the room.  He’s maybe a couple years younger than me; has thick, dirty-blonde hair; pale skin; and pink lips.  His face is soft and innocent with big blue eyes and freckles.  He wears a gray shirt and dark blue jeans tailored to give more definition to his skinny legs.  He is engrossed in a sports magazine in his hands and flips the thin pages without looking away.
 
                 Who is he?  Something about him is oddly familiar… the flyer!  No, he’s too young.  Did the flyer and the silver squad take me here?
 
                 I lay still and study the boy.  If he or the silver squad wanted to hurt me or turn me in to the police, they would have done it already.  They also would not have left a fifteen year old to watch me.
 
                 His crystal blue eyes move to the next page then flicker up and look at me.  The boy gasps, his eyes as large as on owl’s, and then he vanishes as fast as lightning.  I stare at the empty chair as the magazine falls to the floor.
 
                 What the hell? I think to myself.
 
                 The boy reappears, just as fast as he had vanished, with his back against the door and his eyes locked at me.  Then he vanishes again, just like that.  I wait, but he doesn’t come back.
 
                 Is there something wrong with me?  Is my face contorted or half gone?  I glance around the room again.  Hospital.  They can find me in a hospital, and if not them, then the police or the FBI surely can.  If this is a real hospital, I’m a dead man.  I have to get out of here.
 
                 I try to sit up, but my head and body immediately ache, and my muscles quiver.  I sit up anyway, and the white sheets fall to my legs.  I see my torso wrapped tightly in a long, pinkish bandage; my left shoulder, too.  Is that where… the bullet wounds…
 
                 Without warning, the teleporting boy flashes back into the room with a taller blonde girl holding his arm.  The girl is so familiar—her long, blonde hair and big, blue eyes.  She stares at me in a sort of awe.
 
                 “You’re alive—I mean—you’re awake,” she says. 
 
                 “Where am I?” I ask.  
 
                 The two glance at each other then back at me.
 
                 “It’s okay.  You’re safe,” the girl says.
 
                 Was she one of Bruce’s hunters—is that how I recognize her?  The boy could be one of the experimental children—ECs, we called ourselves—just waiting to tell them when I wake up.
 
                 “Cliff, go get Dr. Reins,” the blonde girl whispers to the boy.  He teleports away.
 
                 Wait… my head is spinning.  Doctor?!
 
                 I pull away the tubes from my face and the black bandage from my arm and swing my legs around to the side of the bed, throwing the sheets to the floor.  The monotonous beeping is louder and faster.
 
                 “Whoa, don’t move!” she says to me.  I ignore her and frantically come to my feet.  My eyes blackout momentarily, and I almost fall.
 
                 “Hey!  Just stay where you are.  Everything is okay.  No one is going to hurt you.”
 
                 I stumble, pushing the metal contraption to the ground and causing an even more obnoxious alarm to sound.
 
                 “I have to get out of here,” I say. 
 
                 “Shit,” the girl says.  She moves next to me and tries to push me back toward the bed.
 
                 “Just calm down.  You’re okay,” she says.  I push her away from me, and she trips over the metal contraption and falls to the ground. 
 
                 A deafening buzzer rings through the room.  It sounds like the alarm of a sinking ship, but perhaps that sinking ship is me.  I clasp my hands over my ears and fall to the ground next to the blonde girl.
 
                 The door swings open, and ten people dressed in light blue lab coats pour into the room.  They run toward us, grab my arms, and pull me back to my feet.
 
                 “Let me go!” I shout. 
 
                 “Miss Mencken, are you alright?” one of the blue nurses asks the blonde.  The blonde girl nods and pulls herself back up.
 
                 I try to fight off the nurses, but then the sunlight from the window hits me.  The nurses in blue brace me against the wall, sunlight from the window shining against my face, and they extend my arm out against the wall.  I cry out as if someone is going to help me, but I know better.
 
                 A woman in light blue grabs a box and pulls out a sharp, long needle.  I struggle and scream, but the sunlight drains all my strength.  The woman steps toward my outstretched arm as more nurses help pin me against the wall.  The woman jabs the needle into my arm and injects the fluid into my bloodstream.  I hold back a scream.
 
                 The woman pulls the needle out, and I feel dizzy and defeated.  I still try to fight back as my vision blurs, and all I see is white.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up with a jolt.  I look around and see that I’m in the same white room but without any machines, tubes, or beeping.  A small table sits next to my bed with a vase of yellow daffodils on it.  Outside the window, the sun is setting behind the skyscrapers of Cleveland.  The door in front of me is shut, and the chair where the blonde boy once sat is empty.
 
                 Is this real or a nightmare?  I’m panting and shivering, and the last thing I remember is the nurse jabbing that giant needle into my brachial artery.  I wiggle my toes and crack the knuckles of my fingers.  Everything feels real.  I must be okay.  I’m awake.
 
                 I examine my body and find that the majority of the pain and bandaging is gone, excluding a large bandage taped to my left side that covers a bullet wound, an arm sling, and another bandage covering my left shoulder and upper-left chest.  I move my right leg, but my calf doesn’t hurt.  I’m okay...
 
                 I’m wearing—what the hell?  A pink tank top?!  And jeans—someone else’s jeans because I’ve never seen these before and they don’t fit. But something tells me I’m not in danger, and whoever put me here is not one of them.  Maybe it’s the pink tank top.
 
                 I’m about to swing my feet to the floor when the door clicks, and the knob turns with a small squeak.  I watch an older man walk into the room and close the door behind him.  He has dark and graying hair with a grayish-white goatee.  His eyes are gray, and his bushy eyebrows are the same color as his hair.  The man stands tall and stately with a black cane, and he wears a black suit with a clean, white blouse underneath.  He turns to me with a gentle smile.
 
                 “Good morning,” he says.
 
                 I stare back at him without a word.
 
                 “My name is Sylvester Reins, president of the Center for New Human Species and Development and principal of the New School for Gifted Children.  Welcome to Kenyon.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IV: Welcome to Kenyon
 
   Saturday, March 15, 2065; 6:25 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Welcome to Kenyon.”
 
                 Kenyon?
 
                 “I assure you that you are safe here; those people who were attacking you will not find you here,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 The old man stands tall at six feet and three inches.  He could be thirty by how fit he appears; however, the wrinkles under his eyes and the gray that colors his hair reveal him to be much older than that. But his gentle smile is the most mysterious part about him, and that mystery unnerves me.
 
                 “Where am I?” I ask.
 
                 “Kenyon.  You’ve seen the tall, gray building downtown with shaded windows?” he asks.
 
                 I nod.
 
                 “That’s us.  Right now we are in the hospital wing.  I apologize for any stress we caused you thus far.  Your injuries were severe and required extensive attention and healing.  I trust you’re feeling better now?”
 
                 I nod.  Does he know who I am?  If he does, I doubt he would be so hospitable.  He mentioned injuries, and my mind traces back to the fight under the bridge.  Two bullet wounds, old cuts on my head and right leg, and God knows what else.
 
                 “How long?” I ask.  “How long have I been out?”
 
                 “Five days.  Today is Saturday, March fifteenth,” he replies.
 
                 Saturday… but it was just Monday…
 
                 “How did I get here?” I ask.
 
                 “Some of my best students brought you here.  If your memory goes back that far, they were the young men and women dressed in silver whom you met under the bridge of Route 10.”
 
                 “What do you want from me?”
 
                 “Nothing,” he says.  “Just to help you.”
 
                 I glance around the room, and my eyes catch something I didn’t give much notice to before: the vase of daffodils.  A white and yellow ribbon hugs the vase and end in a fancy little bow.  I bet it’s plastic.  Or not—I can smell the flowers from here.
 
                 “Why?” I ask.
 
                 “That is what we do here at Kenyon,” Dr. Reins says.  “We help people, and we provide a sanctuary for gifted individuals like yourself.”
 
                 Gifted individuals—like the flying boy who can control wind, the boy with white hair who shoots green electricity from his hands, the husky boy with metal skin, the brunette with metal levitating around her, the dark-skinned boy who can set himself aflame, the boy who teleports.  Dr. Reins must think I’m like them.  But I’m not.
 
                 “I think you’re mistaken.  I don’t—”
 
                 The door clicks, opens, and the familiar blonde girl steps into the room. Her long blonde ponytail reaches far down her back, and dark mascara and eyeliner make her large blue eyes pop.  Her sweater hugs her chest and the muscles on her arms. Following her into the room is a brunette with long, curly hair.  She has dark brown eyes, impeccable skin, and a nose so thin I bet I could break it with just two fingers.  
 
                 “Ah, there you are,” Dr. Reins says to the girls.  He turns back to me and says, “May I introduce you to Zoë Mencken and Marissa O’Brien, two of our brightest and most reliable students at Kenyon.”
 
                 “Hi, I’m Marissa,” the curly brunette says.  
 
                 She walks right up to me and extends her hand.  I hold my breath, as do Dr. Reins and the blonde girl. 
 
                 “I’m sorry if we scared you this morning,” Marissa says.
 
                 Oh… right… when I freaked-out, and they stuck a needle in me, again.  And when I pushed the blonde girl into the machine…
 
                 “Oh, yeah.  Sorry for pushing you,” I say to the blonde girl.  She looks away.
 
                 “It’s okay!  No one was hurt.  Anyways, we’re glad you’re awake now,” Marissa says.  
 
                 She glances back and forth between my eyes and her extended hand.  She keeps smiling, but despite her enthusiasm, I can’t help but feel her kindness is more forced than this handshake.  Regardless, I shake her hand with my uninjured arm, and she smiles even brighter.
 
                 “Zoë and Marissa volunteered to give you a tour of Kenyon,” Dr. Reins says.  “That is, if you feel well enough to move around.  Please don’t feel rushed or anything. You are welcome to stay here as long as you’d like.”
 
                 “Stay?” I ask.  
 
                 Stay here?  What is this, a hotel?  Dr. Reins is very welcoming, but I don’t belong here.  They wouldn’t invite me to stay if they knew who I was.
 
                 “Zoë and I finished putting together your room,” Marissa says.  “Our room is just down the hall from yours, so—”
 
                 “Wait, room?  No, I’m sorry—I really can’t stay,” I say.
 
                 “You are perfectly safe here, my dear.  No one knows you are here, and I intend to keep it that way,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 “So you know my name?” I ask.
 
                 Dr. Reins smiles.
 
                 “We know who you are, yes.”
 
                 “Then why am I here and not in custody?” I ask.
 
                 Marissa opens her mouth to say something, but then she looks back at Dr. Reins.  Zoë, arms crossed and eyebrow raised, looks to Dr. Reins, too. He steps forward and rests his cane on the foot of the bed.
 
                 “Because that is not where you belong,” he says.
 
                 My mind shuts down for a second. Not where I belong?  I may be avoiding custody, but I’m not arguing that I deserve to be there.  I’ve done many things to earn a cell.  Hell, I’ve done things to earn a spot on death row.  Death is my sentence, and I am prepared to pay it.
 
                 “But I don’t belong here,” I say.
 
                 “That is for you to decide, but for tonight here is where you should stay.  Take the time you need to recover from your injuries, and tomorrow we will hopefully take that sling and bandage off your arm,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 I may be desperate to get out of here, but I’m not stupid.  I just had two bullets pulled out of me, slept for five days, and can’t move my arm without feeling pins and needles run through my shoulder.  Staying at Kenyon won’t be my first choice, but it’s my best option.
 
                 “Alright,” I say.
 
                 Marissa’s face lights up.
 
                 “Great!  So would you like that tour now?” Marissa asks.  “Or are you hungry?  Do you want food, or water?  What would you like us to call you?”
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 “Your name,” she says.
 
                 “You know my name.”
 
                 “Is that what you want us to call you?”
 
                 I hesitate.  To have a new name for a day—that wouldn’t be too bad.  But what name would I give myself?  There was that one name… God, what was her name…
 
                 “Annika,” I say.  “Call me Annika.”
 
                 “Well then, Miss Annika,” Dr. Reins says.  “Welcome to Kenyon.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So we figured we could start in the hospital while we’re here, head to the first floor, then work our way up,” Marissa says.
 
                 “We can say hello to some of our friends while we’re here, too.  I think Lazzer and—” Marissa says.
 
                 “Do you have my sweater somewhere?” I ask.  
 
                 I follow Zoë and Marissa down the white hall of the hospital.  They walk fast, faster than my leg will allow me to walk.  They also have sweaters on, while I still have this ugly pink shirt and jeans.
 
                 “It’s just a little cold,” I say.
 
                 Marissa and Zoë stop and turn back to me.  They glance at each other, and Marissa bites her lip.  My stomach sinks.
 
                 “You didn’t throw it away, did you?” I ask.
 
                 “No!  No, we still have it.  It’s just—” Marissa says.
 
                 “It’s downstairs where we’re not taking her,” Zoë says to Marissa.
 
                 Marissa turns to Zoë and says, “I can grab it and meet you two… Oh, but then…”
 
                 “Or could Kia get it and meet us…”
 
                 “No, Kia’s not back yet, but I bet…”
 
                 “It’s okay,” I say.  “I don’t need it now, but later maybe.”
 
                 “Of course! Do you want a sweater now, though?  It’s kind of cold in here today,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Why don’t we start upstairs then, show Annika her room and grab a sweater there?”
 
                 “Did we put sweaters in her room?”
 
                 “I did.”
 
                 “Sounds like a plan.  Is that alright with you?” Marissa asks me.
 
                 “What?” I say.  I’m still stuck on the idea that I have my own room with new clothes in it.  “Oh, yeah… that sounds great.”
 
                 “The elevator is this way,” Zoë says.  They’re the first words she’s spoken to me, and they come with the most sincere screw-you tone I’ve ever heard.
 
                 We turn around and start walking.  When we get to the other end of the hall, it opens up to a round room with hallways branching off in different directions.  Eight large elevators form a circle in the middle of the room.  We walk toward the closest elevator, and Zoë presses the “up” arrow on the Bleu screen next to the elevator.  When an elevator finally opens, we step inside.  Zoë taps “71” on the Bleu screen inside the elevator, and the doors close.
 
                 “You were the ones who found me at the bridge,” I say.  “Weren’t you?”
 
                 Marissa and Zoë glance at each other but don’t say a word.  Marissa bites her tongue, but Zoë shakes her head.
 
                 “I remember you,” I say.  “Thank you.”
 
                 They glance at each other again, but this time they smile.
 
                 “Of course,” Marissa says.  “And thank you.”
 
                 I shake my head.  
 
                 “Don’t thank me.  I almost got you all killed.”
 
                 “Thank you,” Zoë says.  She stares at me for the longest time then looks to the floor.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to stare… it’s just, I’m trying to remember what happened.  I was told you saved my life.”
 
                 I feel my shoulder start to ache, and finally it clicks.  She’s the blonde girl who the new recruit tried to shoot.
 
                 “Who are you, by the way?” I ask.  
 
                 “We’re the Metanites,” Marissa says.
 
                 “The who?”
 
                 “Uhh, the special operations team located in Cleveland, formed from the top of Kenyon’s class.”
 
                 I stare back at them.
 
                 “You’ve never heard of us?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “No…”
 
                 “Seriously, she’s never heard of us?” Zoë says to Marissa.
 
                 “You know,” Marissa says to me, “the super-powered ‘Young Justices’ or ‘Little Avengers?’  We had a story in Time Magazine, not a cover story, but, you know.”
 
                 “She doesn’t know, Riss,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Yeah, no idea.  Sorry,” I say.
 
                 Marissa takes a deep breath and tosses her curly hair behind her shoulders.
 
                 “That’s okay!” she says.  The elevator doors open, and we walk out and down a blue and gray hall marked North Wing.  “You’ll have plenty of time to get to know us.  You are staying, aren’t you?”
 
                 “Uhm, just for tonight.  I can’t—” I say.
 
                 “Here’s your room!” Marissa says, stopping at the closest door to the elevators, room 71N01.  “You have to scan your hand to unlock the door.”
 
                 I hold my right hand on the screen, and the screen flashes green.  A light by the doorknob glows green, and the door clicks.  Zoë grabs the handle, opens the door, and leads me into the room.
 
                 My mouth drops when I see it.  The room is three times the size of the hospital room and has its own bathroom.  It could easily fit ten people comfortably, yet the arrangement of furniture yields only one person.
 
                 The walls are light gray with a white border at the top.  A bed rests against the side of the far wall, a short dresser fits under it, and a desk sits next to it.  On the bed is a pair of folded pajamas, black and soft.  There’s a Bleu-screen positioned on the wall above the desk that probably shows three hundred channels, and a couch leans against the wall on the opposite side.  Where I walk in there’s a door to the left that leads to the small bathroom with a toilet, shower, small cupboard, and large mirror.
 
                 “It’s a bit small, but it is a single,” Marissa says.  “And there are sweaters and blankets in the bottom drawer of the desk.”
 
                 “Our room is down the hall and to your right.  We’re room 71N17,” Zoë says.
 
                 I trace my fingers on the soft, gray comforter neatly tucked on top of the bed.  A bed, a warm bed with a pillow—three pillows.  And a shower!  And a couch to match the gray comforter!  How long has it been since I’ve enjoyed comfort like this?
 
                 “If you want a window view, just press the pink button the side of the screen,” Marissa says.
 
                 “And here is a sweater for you,” Zoë says.  She hands me a black, hooded sweater similar to my own, only this one is more of a fashion statement than a practical sweater.  It is fuzzy on the inside, though.  And it’s not pink.
 
                 I feel tears coming to my eyes as I hold the clean and warm sweater, but I force them away.  I catch Marissa and Zoë glance at each other when my eyes water—how embarrassing. 
 
                 “Thank you,” I say, “for… all of this.”
 
                 I refuse help when putting on the sweater, even though I definitely need it.  I have to restart and pull my left arm through first before pulling the sweater over my head.  After conquering the sweater, we leave the room and head back toward the elevators.
 
                 Marissa keeps talking, but I tune her out.  If I had my way, I would choose to stay in my room for the rest of the night.  But that would be kind of rude, and a tour of Kenyon would be pretty cool.  What lies within the shaded windows of the tall gray building that brought Cleveland to life, and what mysteries does it hold?  Also, where are the exits?
 
                 I hear a door creak open while we wait for an elevator.  Zoë and Marissa don’t notice—too busy talking about something.  I turn around and see a face poking out of a door, staring at me.  The face disappears, and the door closes.
 
                 “Annika, you coming?” Marissa asks.
 
                 I turn around and they are waiting for me inside the elevator.  I glance back once more, but the face is gone.
 
    
 
    
 
   “So this is the school,” Marissa says.  “Grades seven and up have classes in the morning, and grades six and below have theirs in the afternoon.  It’s almost five, so they should be getting out soon.”
 
                 Something-something about school and holidays… weird graduation ages… something-something… three more exits on this floor alone to add to the fire escape on the North Wing on every single floor.
 
                 “We’ll have to be quieter, Riss,” Zoë says.  “Ms. Grenavich will probably be here.”
 
                 “Who is she?” I ask.  
 
                 I listen in just enough to know that we should be avoiding a certain woman, but for the most part, I’ve been concentrating on the people following us for the last twenty minutes.  There are at least two of them, and they’re not very quiet.  I’m somewhat shocked that Marissa and Zoë haven’t noticed yet, but then again, they talk a lot.
 
                 “Ms. Grenavich is… well, she runs things here.  She’s like Moton’s right-hand man,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Who?” I ask.  Now they have my full attention.
 
                 ““Oh, Dr. Reins—we call him Moton.”
 
                 Moton… that’s why Dr. Reins looks so familiar!  Moton, the world’s first unimagined superhero, with his ability to read minds, fly, and bones stronger than brass… that must be him.  He disappeared for almost thirty years, forced to retire from a near-fatal injury.
 
                 “Wait,” I ask, “the Moton?”
 
                 “Yeah,” Zoë says.  “He’s the one who founded Kenyon and the Metanites.”
 
                 It was big news over twenty years ago that someone had opened a boarding school for the child victims of the chemical mutation accident in Detroit, which ended Moton’s career as America’s superhero.  Multimillionaire Rayvon Artis, Moton’s long-time nemesis, planted a trap in an elementary school in Detroit, which, when released, would transform all three-thousand students and staff members into gruesome creatures under the control of Rayvon Artis.  Moton was able to rescue the children before the school exploded, but some of the staff were killed, and Moton suffered a severe injury to his left leg, maiming him forever.  Or so the story goes.
 
                 Ten years after, when the students started to have children, the world discovered that the students did not escape as safely as everyone had thought.  The fumes from the chemicals Rayvon Artis planned to use to mutate the students and staff leaked into the building before the explosion, altering the survivors’ DNA and resulting in birth defects for their children.  The birth defects, as one might describe it, made the children of the students a so-called new species.  Such defects include the children’s ability to shoot colored energy from their hands, the ability to fly, children with purple skin or green hair, and children who can set aflame anything they touch.
 
                 No wonder Moton is the one who opened the school; the responsibility he must feel to take care of these victims’ children must be overwhelming.  That makes Kenyon the school and sanctuary for those special children.  That makes the Metanites those special children.
 
                 “So does Dr. Reins—” I begin to say, but the whispers that had been following us since we left my room are now just a few feet behind us.  
 
                 I swing my leg around and kick a tall teenager in the stomach.  I move to punch the other teenager, but I forget that my arm is in a sling and end up only swinging my shoulder in a whirl of pain.
 
                 “Whoa!” the dark-skinned teenager says.
 
                 I gasp.  Teenagers?  And they’re not even trying to fight.  They are not who I expected… My head feels heavy, and black dots close in my vision.  I feel myself falling backward, but either Marissa or Zoë catch me.
 
                 “What the hell?!” Zoë says.  Her voice is close to my ear, so I know it was her who caught me.
 
                 “Abe?  Eli?” Marissa says.
 
                 “Oh!  My stomach!” The tall, light-skinned teenager says.
 
                 “What are you two doing?”
 
                 “They’ve been following us since we left the bedroom floors,” I say.
 
                 When my vision comes back, Zoë helps me regain my balance then quickly steps away from me.  The tall teenager still holds his stomach and grumbles.
 
                 “Ohww… that was a really good hit,” he says.
 
                 “Sorry,” I say.
 
                 “Eli?” Zoë says.  “What were you thinking?  Why would you sneak up on us?”
 
                 “You two really shouldn’t be here,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Yeah, well neither should you, Princess,” the tall teenager says.
 
                 “What?  We wanted to say hi and see what you guys were up to,” the dark-skinned boy says.
 
                 He winks at Zoë and smiles.  She tries to act angry, but a smile eventually cracks her scowl.  A real smile—not like the ones they’ve been forcing with me.
 
                 “Annika, these are two of our good friends and member of the Metanites,” Marissa says.  “This is Elijah, and the dramatic one is Abraham.”              
 
                 “Dramatic?” the tall teenager, Abraham, says.  He stands upright and rubs his stomach.  “You go five hours without food then take a direct hit to your stomach!”
 
                 “Guys, this is Annika.  She just woke up this afternoon,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Nice to meet you, officially,” Elijah, the dark-skinned boy, says.
 
                 He’s so familiar… oh—the bridge.  He’s the teenager who lit his entire body on fire and carried an unconscious Zoë back to the escape van.  I don’t recognize Abraham as any of the silver-suited teenagers from the bridge, but he has the same build as the driver of the van.
 
                 “Hi, I’m Abraham,” he says. “It’s so good to see you alive!” 
 
                 He steps toward me and spreads his arms.  I take a step back too late and find myself wrapped in a tight hug.  I wince—his arm squeezes my arm sling, causing the edge to pinch my shoulder.
 
                 “Oh!  Crap—I’m so sorry!  I forgot about your arm,” he says, unwrapping me and looking at my left arm.
 
                 “You guys need to quiet down before—” Zoë says.
 
                 “Miss O’Brien!  Miss Mencken!” an older voice croaks from further down the hall.
 
                 “Oh shit,” Elijah says.
 
                 I turn and look down the hall to see a woman marching toward us.  The woman is petite and as tall as Dr. Reins.  Her skin is dark and stretched but doesn’t take away from her fit frame.  Her face is frightening with dark circles carving under her brown eyes, and her hair is dark, short, and frizzed.  Her sophisticated dress is dark green and one size too big for her.
 
                 “Classes are still in session, so none of you should be in this part of the building,” the woman says. “And ladies, I trust there was a reason you left in the middle of—”
 
                 She makes eye contact with me, and for the first time since my return to Cleveland, I feel afraid.
 
                 “Out. Now!” she hisses. 
 
                 “Wait, Ms. Grenavich—” Elijah says.
 
                 “I don’t want to hear it, Mr. Henderson.  Take yourself and your friends out of this room immediately before someone gets hurt.”
 
                 “Hurt?” Marissa says.  “No one’s going to get hurt.”
 
                 “This is not something you can argue.  All of you out, now!” Ms. Grenavich says.
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Because she’s dangerous!” Ms. Grenavich says.
 
                 Yeah… she definitely knows who I am.
 
                 “No, she’s not.”
 
                 Yes, I am.
 
                 “Don’t fool yourself, O’Brien.  She is more dangerous than you think.  And you,” Ms. Grenavich says.  She turns back to me.  “Get out of my school or you’ll be behind bars before you know it!”
 
                 Behind bars?  So they are going to turn me in?  Anger at the woman builds inside of me, and now I almost want to stay as long as I can just to spite her.
 
                 “Ms. Grenavich, we were just—” Elijah says.
 
                 “I’ve agreed to let her stay here under the condition that she not be allowed anywhere near the children, so Out!”
 
                 “On our way!” Marissa says.
 
                 She grabs my right hand, and we jog down the hall and away from the woman.  The boys run past us giggling, and we don’t stop running until we make it back to the elevators.
 
                 “So she’s…?” I ask.
 
                 “Don’t worry about her,” Marissa says. 
 
                 The five of us file into an elevator, and Marissa presses the “11” on the Bleu screen. 
 
                 “Wow… I thought she was going to bite our heads off!” Abraham says, laughing.
 
                 “Yeah, but seriously, we should probably stay away from her while we have… you know,” Elijah says.
 
                 “Eli—” Marissa snaps.
 
                 “But actually…” Zoë says.
 
                 The elevator doors open, and I’m first to step out.  I look around, and the room looks strangely familiar.  I think we’re back in the hospital.
 
                 “So Annika,” Abraham says, “what do you think of our home?”
 
                 “Big,” I say.  “Is this the hospital portion?”
 
                 “Science lab and hospital. It’s only open to the students here at Kenyon, since most people need some form of special treatment or another,” Marissa says. 
 
                 We follow Marissa down a hall that’s different from the one that lead to my hospital room.  Instead of individualized or surgical rooms, this hall leads to a series of lab rooms only visible through the glass window of closed doors.  I try to focus on where I am, but the sight is all too familiar…
 
                 Crowds of scientists in dark blue lab coats crowd the room.  The machine fires up, sparks fly from the generator, and the wall of square batteries glow green.  The scientists cheer.  The machine is alive—and hungry.  The doctor steps up, smiling, and his teeth are eager to sink down into the first subject to the machine: me.
 
                 I stand against the wall, my heart punching my rib cage, begging to be set free.  But it’s trapped, as I am, and the machine will take us both soon.  The machine’s first meal.
 
                 Screams echo from another lab room where a red and orange lava-lamp-like wall bubbles faster and faster.  More screams.  A young boy, stark naked and red-eyed, runs toward us.  He sprints past us, down the hall, then disappears around the corner.
 
                 “Annika—you okay?” a voice says.
 
                 I turn around and see the four teenagers staring at me from further down the hall.  They look worried, but they’re not looking down the hall where I saw the boy disappear; they’re staring at me.
 
                 “Yeah—I’m fine,” I say.  
 
                 I catch up, and we walk further down the hall.  The echoes follow me, and I wonder if the others can hear them.  Zoë and Marissa keep talking; Elijah and Abraham keep laughing; but the echoes overshadow them.  Zoë opens a closed door to a lab room, and we all enter.  She closes the door behind us, and the echoes vanish.
 
                 I sigh and rub my eyes.  Hopefully this trip across the lab is shorter than all the other stops.
 
                 “Wow, he must have cleaned this place recently,” Zoë says.
 
                 I look around the lab room.  There’s two rows of lab tables to the left and two rows of tall shelves on the right filled with an assortment of books, test tubes, labeled bottles of all sizes, and binders.  Where there isn’t a storage compartment on the walls, there’s a poster—mostly science related, but one is an old poster of Moton in his original super-suit.
 
                 “There you guys are,” a voice says—a real voice.
 
                 I turn toward the voice and see a teenager with white spikey hair sitting on a black lab table.  His shirt sleeve is rolled up, revealing a stitched-up laceration on his right arm.
 
                 “What’s up, man?” Elijah says.  
 
                 He walks toward the white-haired teenager, and the two slide the back side of their left hands against each other then fist-bump with the same hand.  Abraham and the white-haired teenager repeat the motion.
 
                 “Lazzer, this is Annika.  She just woke up this afternoon,” Marissa says.
 
                 He tries to force a smile toward me, but he’s even less successful than Zoë who has been staring—glaring—at me for the whole tour.  Can’t blame them, though.  I was the reason they were in danger, and I’m sure that cut on Lazzer’s arm came from the evening under the bridge.
 
                 “So how’s the arm, Lazz?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Eh, infection went down a bit, but Nate wants to inject some super-antibiotics to make the rest go away by St. Patrick’s Day.  He should be coming back soon.”
 
                 “Wouldn’t want to miss the basketball tourney, hey?  Because if you and Nate wanted to drop out now, because ah—you know Elijah and I have it in the bag…” Abraham says.
 
                 “Yeah, between his ankle and your arm, you might as well throw in the towel now,” Elijah says.
 
                 “Alright, I found just enough of the antibiotics for one dose,” another familiar voice says.
 
                 I turn my attention toward a teenager emerging from the storage closet in the back of the lab room.  I immediately recognize him as the flyer from under the bridge.  He makes his way toward us on crutches, and a cast over his right foot peeks out from underneath his long, light blue lab coat.  My fingers start to tremble, and my breath quickens.  Then I see the syringe in his hand.
 
                 I gasp, and photon of nuclear energy shoots from my hand and shatters the syringe.  The flyer jumps, everyone else jumps, and I stumble backward into Zoë.  She catches me and doesn’t let go.  My body shivers, and my breathe shakes with it.
 
                 “Whoa!” Abraham says.
 
                 “Nate are you—?” Marissa asks.
 
                 The flyer shakes the glass off his lab coat and approaches me.  
 
                 “Nobody step there—I’ll clean it up later.  Lazz, toss me my stress ball,” the flyer says.  He pulls out a small, slim flashlight and shines it in my eyes.
 
                 “Is it still in the basket?  Oh, found it,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “How long have you been walking her around Kenyon?” the flyer says.  
 
                 He holds two fingers against the side of my neck and places his other hand on my forehead.  My eyes are glued to his lab coat, a sure sign of whose side he’s on.  I want to push him away, but I might fall over.  I shut my eyes and move my face away from his.
 
                 “About an hour, maybe?” Marissa says.
 
                 “Did you give her anything to eat?”
 
                 “Ah… no.”
 
                 The flyer removes his lab coat and lets it fall to the floor.  Lazzer tosses the flyer a green ball the size of my fist, and the flyer catches it with one hand.  He places it in my right hand, and my hand instinctively squeezes it.
 
                 “There, that should help,” the flyer says.  “Sorry for startle.  Some food and some rest should make you feel better, too.  Zoë, could you take her back to her room for the night?”
 
                 “Sure,” Zoë says.
 
                 “I’ll order pizza,” Elijah says. 
 
                 “Oh!  Can you get pepperoni and sausage,” Abraham says.
 
                 “Seriously, Abe, bad timing,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Pizza sounds great,” the flyer says.  “And if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me— I’m the first number programmed into the phone in your room.  My name’s Nate Reilly.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   V: Eavesdropping
 
   Sunday, March 16, 3:02 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I’m lying in bed when I hear a cough.  Frail and sore, like the vibrations of the noise are ripping the flash within the neck.  Her neck.  I sit up and rub my eyes.
 
                 “You?” I say to her.
 
                 I was expecting the other.  There—standing next to the gray couch in my temporary bedroom—just a breath more than a ghost.  I was expecting the ghostly figure with long dark hair, but I awoke to a young girl with curly blonde hair that grazes her shoulders.  Her blue eyes—neither gray nor green—stare at me.
 
                 “Is it you?” I ask her.  I almost smile, but I’m too scared.  But why should I be?  She is not the enemy.
 
                 “Say something,” I beg, but she remains silent.
 
                 The longer she stares at me, the sicker I feel.  Her eyes glance away from my eyes and to the sling on my arm, and then she looks back up at me.
 
                 “It’s okay—these people fixed it.  I wasn’t trying to start a fight, but I…” I say.
 
                 Her eyes still linger on mine, and the longer they linger the deeper the guilt sinks into my stomach.
 
                 “I know it’s my fault.  I’m making it right—for you.  For all of us!  I’m not going to hurt anyone else; I promise,” I say.
 
    
                  She steps toward me until she reaches the edge of the bed.  My heart races, and sweat drips down my back.  She lifts her hand to my left, bandaged shoulder but doesn’t touch it yet.  Her fingers inch closer, and closer, and closer.  The instant the tip of her finger touches my shoulder, a blinding white light flashes from the spot.
 
     
 
   
 
    
 
   My eyes open to starlight.  I’m laying back in bed—the girl!
 
                 I sit up, and blood rushes to my head and to my left shoulder.  My shoulder goes from numb to searing and back to numb in just three seconds.  I look around my bedroom for my ghostly visitor, but I see no one.
 
                 “No,” I whisper.
 
                 I climb out of bed and spin around the room.  I look out the starlit window only to remember it’s not a real window.  I run to the bathroom—empty.  She’s gone.  I almost call out her name, but voices echo from the hall outside my bedroom door.
 
                 “I don’t care if it’s one in the morning!  Wake her up and kick her out, or I’ll do it myself!” a bitter, female voice says.
 
                 “Quiet down, Kono!  This is neither the time nor the place,” a soft, female voice says.  “You’re jetlagged and need sleep.”
 
                 “I am fine!” the bitter voice—Kono, I assume—says.
 
                 “You’re going to wake everyone on the floor!”
 
                 “Let them wake up!  How could anyone rest with a deadly criminal sleeping among them?” Kono says.
 
                 Ohh, she’s talking about me.
 
                 “Moton and the others will explain everything to you in the morning,” a male voice says.  The voice comes from the ground directly behind my bedroom door.  He must be sitting on the ground and leaning his back against the door.  I know I have heard his voice before.
 
                 “I don’t need an explanation, like how I know she’s the reason you’re on crutches and why Izzi didn’t contact me for the past five days.  And how could you explain housing her here without telling anyone?!  Do you think the government is blind to her here?”
 
                 So they didn’t tell the government that I’m here.  Maybe Kenyon is as safe as they claim it to be.
 
                 “They won’t find her here,” the male voice says.
 
                 “And your foot?”
 
                 Silence.
 
                 “So I was right—she is responsible for putting you on crutches,” Kono says.
 
                 “Yeah, she is, because without her I’d be in the ground.  She saved Zoe’s life, too, which is another reason why she’s staying.”
 
                 “Saving two lives is not enough reason to keep an international murderer under your roof rent-free.  Now step aside, Nate.”
 
                 Nate, as in Nathan Reilly?  The teenaged doctor?
 
                 “I won’t,” Nate says.
 
                 “What’s going on out here?” another voice says.  This time I recognize it right away.
 
                 “Abraham,” the soft, female voice says.
 
                 “Good morning Kiaria, Kono, Nate,” Abraham says, coming closer. 
 
                 I lean my back against the door and slide down.  I close my eyes and can almost feel Nate push the weight of his back against mine.  I am careful not to move too much that they sense me here, but feeling his weight pressing my back assure me that this is no dream.
 
                 “What seems to be the problem?” Abraham says.  A satirical tone replaces the teasing nature of his voice—or perhaps he’s just exhausted and frustrated for being woken-up.
 
                 “You’re kidding, right?” Kono says.
 
                 “No, because from where I’m standing, you’re the problem of the hour, Kono,” Abraham says.
 
                 “You would be okay with this!  I can’t be the only one who thinks that keeping her here is a bad idea,” Kono says.
 
                 “You’re not, but the only opinion that matters right now is Moton’s, and he says that she stays,” Nate says.
 
                 “How is she?” the soft, female voice says—Kiaria, I think.
 
                 “She’s doing much better.  We almost lost her in the operating room when we first got her here, but she made it through.  She’s scared, though,” Nate says.
 
                 Scared?  Me?  I’m not afraid of anyone here… only afraid of their judgment level for bringing me here and whether or not they are trying to contain me here only to turn me in later.
 
                 “Oh not you too,” Kono says.
 
                 “I haven’t made up my mind yet,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Have you tried reading hers?  She’s probably plotting how to kill us in her sleep.”
 
                 No, but you’re getting close, bitch.
 
                 “Come-on Kono.  Just meet her and take a look at all that she’s gone through in the past week,” Abraham says.
 
                 “She’s just a teenager—just like us.  Maybe she came from a troubled past, but so have a lot of students here.  Given the opportunity, I think she’d choose to do the right thing and use her powers to help people.  She already proved that she could when she saved Zoë and me,” Nate says.
 
                 “Sound familiar, Kono?” Abraham says.
 
                 There’s silence. 
 
                 “I won’t support this,” Kono says.
 
                 “Of course not.”
 
                 “You don’t have to, but you do have to live with it until Moton says otherwise,” Nate says.
 
                 “She is dangerous!” Kono says.  “She’s putting all of us in danger just by being here.”
 
                 “Well, we are the Metanites,” Kiaria says.  “Let’s show her that we’re dangerous, too.”              
 
                 The three retire to bed, but Nate remains.  He probably can’t move since I think Kono did something to his crutches before leaving.  My mind races with thoughts on what the Metanites could possible do to threaten me with their power.
 
                 Dangerous, huh?  We shall see.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   VI: Darts and the Doctor
 
   Sunday, March 16, 2065; 10:45 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Just one more… There,” Nate says. 
 
                 I feel the sling on my left arm loosen, and my arm is finally free.  I shake the rest of the sling off before Nate can grab it—partly to check the strength of the arm and partly to annoy him.  No blood seeps from underneath the tan bandage covering my arm, and no pain comes from any movement.  There is a small tingling sensation, but the arm is strong.
 
                 “Okay, now all that’s left is to take that wrapping off and check the wound,” Nate says.  He picks up the sling from off the floor and places it on the lab table next to me.  Whatever.
 
                 Although I’ve only been in Nate’s lab room for less than ten minutes, I already want to leave.  Actually, I never really wanted to come, but if it meant the arm sling coming off then it’s not a bad deal.  I’m one step closer to getting the hell out of here.
 
                 “So are you always this quiet?” Nate asks, digging through a drawer for scissors or something.
 
                 I can only assume he’s talking to me since we are the only two in the room.  Moton was here earlier, but something about a thunder issue called him away.  The last eight minutes since Moton left have been filled with Nate’s doctor language and awkward silences.  If he knew that I had heard the majority of the argument last night, he’d probably prefer silence, too.
 
                 “I take that as a yes,” he says.
 
                 He pulls out a small pair of scissors and snips the wrapping.  I try to help, but he tells me to sit still as he slowly...unbearably slowly… unravels the bandage.
 
                 “Am I done now?” I ask.  I slide off the table.
 
                 “No!  Just hang on a minute longer,” Nate says.
 
                 I sigh and hop back onto the lab table.  He couldn’t drag this out any longer if he tried.
 
                 “Let me take a look at this scar.  Could you turn that way for me?” he says. 
 
                 I glance the other way as he leans his face close to my shoulder.  He places one hand on my back and presses his fingers lightly on the opposite side of my shoulder.  My heart quickens, and my skin under his fingers starts to tingle like before.
 
                 “Why did you save us?” Nate says.
 
                 Me… save them?  I nearly got them killed.  I think the better question is why they saved me. 
 
                 “Still nothing,” he says.  His fingers press a little deeper on my shoulder, and I feel like the bullet re-pierces my skin.  I wince. 
 
                 “Sorry,” he says.  He takes his hands away.  “There’s a pocket of blood or fluid trapped where the bullet was—it looks like an infection.  Your body is already fighting it off, but an antibiotic solution would relieve any pain and speed the healing process.  That means I need to give you a shot, are you okay with that?” 
 
                 I nod but don’t look at him.  I hate needles, but since I almost blew-up Nate’s hand the last time I saw him holding a syringe, he doesn’t seem that excited to give me a shot either.  He grabs his crutches and hobbles to the back of his lab to prepare the shot.
 
                 “Did I scare you—the last time you were here, or back when we found you under that bridge?  If I did, I wasn’t trying to.  We’re here to help you, and that’s all.  I just… I feel like I can’t help you if you’re afraid of me, or any of us here at Kenyon,” Nate says.
 
                 I turn and stare at his back while he puts the shot together and talks.  He’s not wearing the blue lab coat, although there’s a very in-your-face sign saying “ALL WORKERS ARE REQUIRED TO WEAR A LAB COAT AND GOGGLES AT ALL TIMES.”  Is he not wearing it for me?  More likely he’s not wearing it because he’s still on crutches.
 
                 He can’t be more than a year older than me, but he is already a doctor?  Maybe I shouldn’t call him that, or maybe he’s still training to be one.  But his youth and accomplishments are not the biggest mystery about him.  His desire to help me and stand up for me… that I don’t get.  I’ve never felt so tied to anyone who has saved my life.
 
                 He hobbles back with the syringe in his hand, so I keep my eyes glued to his forehead. 
 
                 “Okay, this will sting,” he says.
 
                 I watch his face as he inserts the needle into my arm and covers it with a four-leaf-clover Band-Aid.  At least it’s not pink.  His crystal-blue eyes could cut my skin open, and a deep crease in his skin forms between them.
 
                 “There, it should be good now,” he says. 
 
                 He looks up at me, and the crease between his eyes disappears.  I want to jump down from the lab table and get out of here, but there’s some mystery still that keeps my eyes where they are.
 
                 “Answer me one question, please,” he says.  “When we were fighting those men back when we first found you by the bridge, you shouldn’t have been able to fight them, but your powers kept you going.  It was almost like… like they had taken over.  But then you turned to me, and you almost—the energy almost attacked me, too.  And you stopped it…  Why?”
 
                 I hesitate.  How could he be so perceptive, see all the destruction I could cause with my nuclear abilities, and witness my own struggle to contain it?  Someone with that much perception is valuable, not always to be trusted, and above all: dangerous.
 
                 “Why don’t you say anything?” he says.
 
                 “Does the silence scare you?” I respond.
 
                 “Only when there’s something that needs to be said,” he says.
 
                 The door opens, and Marissa and Zoë walk in.
 
                 “Hi guys!” Marissa says. 
 
                 She and her big smile skip over to us.  Nate steps back from me, and I slide off the lab table.  Zoë stays by the door, arms folded but slightly smiling.
 
                 Between the two girls, I feel severely underdressed.  Zoë wears a pair of tight, black-leather pants with a sharp blue shirt that matches her eyes.  Marissa is more dressed-up; she is wearing a pair of white jeggings and a colorful blouse.  The oversized jeans and Cleveland Browns shirt Marissa let me borrow make me look too thin.  I do need to gain some weight, though; being on the run for twenty-two months doesn’t nurture the healthiest of bodies, even for a body manufactured to a fixed agile state. 
 
                 “Are you guys ready?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “Ready for what?” I ask.
 
                 “We have a surprise for you, Annika, and all the Metanites are supposed to be there—right Nate?”
 
                 A surprise?  Probably the Metanites’ attempt to show me that they “are dangerous, too.”  We’ll see.
 
                 “Almost everyone,” he says.
 
                 “Is it my sweater?” I ask.
 
                 “Not quite, but your sweater is where we are taking you, so kind-a! So come-on,” she says.  She grabs my hand and drags me out the door with her and Zoë.  “Nate, are you coming?”
 
                 “I’ll catch-up,” he says.
 
                 “Okay, let’s go,” Zoë says. 
 
                 We walk toward the circle of elevators in the middle of the lab-hospital floor.  Once inside the elevator I wait for either Zoë or Marissa to enter a floor level into the Bleu screen, but neither move.
 
                 “So what floor?” I ask.
 
                 Zoë and Marissa smile at each other, but still don’t move.
 
                 “This isn’t our elevator,” Zoë says.
 
                 She reaches up to the speaker that sits just above the Bleu screen and pushes the entire box into the elevator wall.  We hear a click, and the wall behind us slides open and reveals a large, hexagonal elevator with doors on all sides that connect to the ordinary elevators.
 
                 Holy shit, I think to myself.  I should run for it—get out before they’ve trapped me, and I have to fight my way out—but I follow the girls into the secret elevator.  The floor and walls are gray and sleek like the surface of a mirror and reflect our figures with a tinge of gray.  The ceiling of the elevator is different: it’s white, tiled, and holds a flat speaker in the center.
 
                 “Careful. Don’t touch the walls,” Marissa says.
 
                 Zoë steps toward a wall and flattens her hand against it.  A red line scans every wall from the top, through Zoë’s hand, to the floor, and disappearing under our feet.
 
                 “Zoë Mencken,” says an artificial voice from the speaker.
 
                 A list of glowing numbers 1 through 99 along with the letters “M” and “B” appear on the wall where Zoë’s had was.  They glow a sharp orange and seem to pop off the wall.  Zoë taps the orange letter “M”, the letter amplifies, glows red, and all the numbers and letters fade back into the wall.  The secret elevator “dings” and descends at an increasing rate, plummeting us stories below Kenyon.
 
                 “Welcome to the Base,” Marissa says.
 
                 The elevator comes to a gradual stop.  The walls become transparent, two of which open up to the most incredible room I have ever seen.
 
                 Spanning the size of two football fields, this twenty-first century training room outshines all the awe-inspiring architecture and technology of Kenyon.  The elevator sits in the center of the enormous space, elevated a few steps above the floor of the room.  The transparent walls offer a panoramic view of the whole room, and I take it all in.
 
                 The floors, the walls, and the high ceiling are dark titanium.  Ropes, bars, and monkey bars hang from the ceiling; some of the various ropes reach down to a thick matt on the floor.  A slender girl with bronze skin and a dark, bouncing fro leaps from rope to bar to rope high above the cushioned floor.
 
                 On one side of the room is a set of four screens, each the size of a billboard and each showing a different image: a view of downtown Cleveland, a camera-view of the entrance to Kenyon, someone’s file, and a long and complex set of numbers. The screens are slightly angled in a semi-circle around a chair and large Bleu-screen control table.  A girl with short black hair sits in front of the screen; her fingers dance along it, tapping various buttons and dials and changing the image on the billboard screens.
 
                 To the left of the billboard screens is a large, round table with black, cushioned chairs.  In the middle of the table is a bold, black letter “M” which could be for either Moton or the Metanites, I guess.  A couple refrigerators, cupboards of food and paper dishes, and a microwave line the wall behind the table.
 
                 On the opposite side of the room, there’s a large space the size of half a professional soccer field.  Various obstacles and moving objects are arranged throughout the space as teenaged boys throw small beanbags—or just shoot energy, fireballs, etc—at targets scattering through the obstacle course.  Elijah is among the boys and shoots a fireball at a target hanging from the ceiling.  The other guys cheer when the target catches on fire.
 
                 Most importantly, there’s no clear way to get out of here.  The elevator is the only option, but I can’t access it.  If these teenagers so choose, this could be my prison.
 
                 “We’re here!” Marissa shouts, stepping out of the elevator and walking down the steps to the floor. 
 
                 The teenagers all glance up.  When they see me, they pause for a moment, then everyone makes their way toward the elevator.  Even the trapeze-girl slides down a rope and makes her way over.
 
                 I step down a couple steps, but I’m too anxious to join them. I have to show control though—show them that I’m not afraid of them or whatever skit they put on to convince me how dangerous they are.  The elevator closes and shoots up and away.  My stomach drops.
 
                 They’re not out to get you, I tell myself.  They won’t trap you down here because this is their space, and they don’t want you in it.  Just be tough, and don’t let them make you nervous.  They’re just teenagers… just like me.
 
                 No, not like you, the voice in my head says.
 
                 “Metanites, Marissa says, “this is Annika.  Annika, meet the Metanites.”
 
                 “Hey,” I say, and instantly regret it.
 
                 Four of the seven teenagers respond with hellos and forced smiles—more generous than I had expected.  I recognize a few of them.  Elijah and Abraham are here, and they both smiled and said hello.  Lazzer—white, spikey hair—is here, and he didn’t smile at all at me.  The only other one that smiled was a short Japanese girl who was sitting in front of the billboard screens. 
 
                 As a whole they’re not exactly what I expected: they look like normal teenagers, for the most part.  If they had worn those silver uniforms instead of casual clothes then they might have looked more dangerous.
 
                 “Now I know Annika met some of you already, so here’s the ones you haven’t met,” Marissa says.
 
                 No one moves or says anything until Marissa coughs and glares at the teenager wearing sunglasses.  He’s also wearing a thick tank top over a vibrant Under Armour shirt.
 
                 “Oh,” he says.  He clears his voice and steps toward me.  “I’m Xander.” 
 
                 He holds his hand out and winks at me.  Ew.  I smile though and make sure to squeeze his hand harder than him.
 
                 “Izzi,” says the bronze-skinned girl who was swinging from the ceiling.  Even with one word her thick English accent is noticeable.  She doesn’t move toward me at all, outdoing all of Zoë’s protests against me in a single second. 
 
                 “I’m Nickel,” says a larger, tall teenager.  I’m assuming he’s the one whose skin turns steel, like it did when they found me under the bridge.
 
                 “And I’m Kiaria,” says the short girl.  She smiles through her eyes, even though her bangs are a week away from getting in their way.
 
                 I smile back and say, “Nice to meet you all.”
 
                 “Great, so…” Marissa starts to say, but a low thud echoes from behind us.
 
                 I turn around, and the elevator doors slide open, revealing Nate.  He hobbles out of the elevator, still using his crutches.
 
                 “Sorry I’m late,” Nate says.
 
                 “Nate!” everyone yells.  Elijah and Lazzer run past me and hoist Nate up onto their shoulders.
 
                 “Whoa! Hey! Stop—Eli!”  Nate yells.  The crutches fall down the stairs, and the boys surround Nate and carry him down to the arena where all the obstacles and targets are stationed.
 
                 “Zoë, help me!” Nate yells, smiling.
 
                 “Hey guys, put him down.  Don’t break him!” she shouts.
 
                 “Break him?” Lazzer responds.
 
                 Zoë and the girls run after them.  Marissa takes my hand and pulls me over toward the group.
 
                 Everyone stops at the edge of the arena.  Nickel grabs a tall stool from the arena, and Elijah and Lazzer sit Nate down on it.
 
                 “What is wrong with you guys?” Nate says, but he doesn’t stop smiling.  He looks at me and smiles brighter.  I catch myself smiling and turn away.
 
                 “We missed you, man!  You’ve been hiding out in the hospital all week,” Nickel says.
 
                 Nickel is huge… I mean, he’s just a machine.  He’s taller than the rest—well, maybe not Abraham—and the heaviest.  But he is not overweight; muscles coat his thick body, muscles that could be closer to metal than human flesh.  Marissa had mentioned him before… something about his skin transforming into whatever metal or material he touches…steel, copper, bronze…  The way he walks and stands, too, is like someone presses a button and he goes, on command, with a certain purpose, with and without fluidity.  But his face, his eyes in particular, are as soft and as fragile as a stray kitten.
 
                 “Thanks, Nick,” Nate says to him.
 
                 “Dude, can you still fly?” Abraham asks.  “Because it’s still not too late to drop out of the tournament.”
 
                 Abraham, the total opposite of Nickel when it comes to appearance though just as tall, is Mr. Personality as Marissa calls him.  He uses his super-human flexibility to reach his arm around the others and mess-up Nate’s hair.
 
                 “Moton said I shouldn’t… but,” Nate says.  Everyone laughs.  “Where’s Kono?”
 
                 “She’s not coming,” Izzi says.
 
                 Shocking.
 
                 “Nice,” Nate says, glancing my way.  “So what destructive, senseless thing are you guys doing today?”
 
                 Inviting me to their base, I think to myself.
 
                 “Darts,” Lazzer says.  Everyone who didn’t smile when introducing themselves to me smiles now.  So this must be the “dangerous” skit they have planned for me.  I can’t wait.
 
                 “Darts, of course,” Nate says.
 
                 “Yeah, Elijah just got a new high score: forty-five hundred points,” Xander says.
 
                 “And five hundred style points,” Abraham adds.
 
                 Elijah shrugs.  “Yeah, it was pretty sick.”
 
                 “Oh, shut it,” Zoë says.  “No one says ‘sick’ anymore, and I saw you had two lucky shots.”
 
                 “Are you kidding?  I set the arena on fire, babe!”
 
                 “Sure, sure.”
 
                 “Okay, then beat it.”
 
                 “That score?”
 
                 “You chicken?” Elijah teases, winking at her.
 
                 Zoë smiles.  “X, start the arena.”
 
                 The Metanites “ohhh” and giggle as Zoë steps out into the arena.
 
                 “This is going to be good,”  Marissa whisper in my ear.
 
                 Xander hits the red button, and suddenly the arena comes alive.  The floor shifts and surges; the red-and-white, circular targets rotate and swing; and the obstacles throughout the arena turn and slide in all directions.  Zoë leaps around the arena with an easy confidence.  She fires light-blue photons of electric energy at the targets, striking bull’s eye almost every time.
 
                 From the corner of my eye I catch Izzi staring at me.  She whispers something to Xander.  He smiles and glances over at me.
 
                 “Oh!” Abraham says.
 
                 My attention returns to the arena, and I watch Zoë nail a particularly tricky shot: striking bull’s eye while back-flipping off a rolling barrel.  After taking five impressive shots, Zoë gives us a bow and struts back toward us while the Metanites clap and salute her.  Xander hits the red button again, and the arena dies.
 
                 If this is their “dangerous” skit, then I’m impressed.  Not scared, but just impressed.
 
                 “How about that shooting?” Zoë says to Elijah.
 
                 “Eh, eight out of ten.  Maybe eight-and-a-half,” he says, arms folded across his chest.
 
                 “Yeah, sorry Zoë.  He beat you by five hundred,” Xander says.
 
                 Elijah and Zoë go back and forth until Kiaria and Abraham decide that Elijah wins the high score but Zoë wins with style points.
 
                 “You want to have a go at it?” Xander asks.  It takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me.
 
                 “Me?” I say.  Is he serious?
 
                 “Yeah, go for it.”
 
                 “Uhh, no thanks.”
 
                 “Um, X…  I’m not sure—” Marissa begins.
 
                 “Seriously,” Xander insists.  “It will be fun.”
 
                 “Seriously,” I say.  “No.”
 
                 “Fun?” someone says from behind me.  Clearly I’m not the only one who thinks his friendliness is a bad idea; everyone except Xander seems a little bit on edge now.
 
                 “Come on,” he says.  He points to me.  “I bet you could beat Elijah’s score on your first go.”
 
                 “Xander, she doesn’t want to do it.  Just leave her alone,” Nate says.
 
                 A small flame ignites inside me.  “I never said I didn’t want to,” I say to him.
 
                 “Then let’s see it,” Xander says.
 
                 Nate stares at me, begging me not to do it.  I look back at Xander, who I don’t want to please either.  At least I could establish who the real dangerous person is in this Base.
 
                 I walk past Xander and toward the stand of all the weapons and throwing items.  I can almost hear the Metanites’ heartbeats stop when I pick up a stack of five small daggers.  I step onto the arena without looking back at the others—I’m ninety-five percent sure their faces are white, anyway.
 
                 “How’s the scoring work?” I ask.  I glance around at the barrels, hurdles, boxes, and statues throughout the arena, all with white and red circular targets labeled here and there. 
 
                 “Oh, umm… bull’s eye is five hundred, the white ring is two-fifty, hanging and flying objects are double, and distance is triple bonus,” Xander says. 
 
                 Hmm, probably shouldn’t aim for the statues… wouldn’t want to give the wrong first impression.
 
                 “And, uh… a miss is negative two-fifty,” Xander says.
 
                 “Five bucks on Annika,” I hear Abraham whisper.
 
                 “Shhh,” Nate whispers back to him.
 
                 Xander hits a button, and the arena turns on.  Targets sweep in from the walls and fly toward the ceiling; statues and hurdles spin and revolve around me; the floor shifts, dragging me in one direction while other sections of the floor shoot up or down.
 
                 I jump and grab onto a target flying toward the ceiling then launch my first dagger across the arena.  I swing and leap through the arena, throwing the knives when a target presents itself.  I know my performance is good—it looks pretty damn good, too.  With my last dagger plunged deep into the bull’s eye of the tallest hanging target, I land on the floor of the arena and hold my stance.  Five bull’s eyes, and not once did I use any of my nuclear abilities.
 
                 A thunder of applause rings from behind me.  I rise to stand, and when I turn around I see half of the Metanites jumping and cheering in elation; the other half gapes at me.  I walk back to them with a small grin.  Perhaps this wasn’t the best move if I wanted these people to like me, but at least they now know who the dangerous one is.
 
                 “Oh my God!” Marissa exclaims.  The arena dies with a low drown sound as I step off the arena floor.  “That was incredible!”
 
                 “Holy Hell…  How did you do that?”
 
                 “That’s…seven-thousand points,” Xander says.  I guess he now regrets his proposal.
 
                 “Damn,” Elijah says.  He steps forward and raises his hand to me.  I hesitate, but then I reach up and give him a high five.  “Nicely done.”
 
                 I blush and look around at everyone’s expressions.  All but two aren’t smiling: Izzi and Xander.  That shows them not to challenge me again.  Even Zoë smiles, which surprises me.  I wonder if she—
 
                 EEERRRR!!!  EEERRRR!!!  EEERRRR!!!  An obnoxious, resounding buzzer thunders through the room.  I jump out of my skin; Nate falls out of his chair, but Nickel catches him; Marissa jumps and grabs my arm tightly.
 
                 What the hell…
 
                 “Shit!” Lazzer shouts.  He runs toward the billboard screens, presses a few buttons on the table, and the alarm stops.
 
                 “Goddamn it!  Who turned the volume up on the alarm?!” Xander shouts.  His hands are flattened against his ears.
 
                 “My bad,” Abraham says.  “Thought I was turning up my beats.”
 
                 I glance over at the billboard screens.  A red, flashing light borders the far screen that shows the video of the front entrance of Kenyon.  There’s a man in a dark coat leaving soggy footprints from his steel-toed shoes.  His face hides underneath his dripping umbrella.  Something about him seems oddly familiar…
 
                 “Cliff, what are you doing down here?” Nate says.
 
                 I glance over and see the young blonde boy with big blue eyes—oh, the teleporter from the hospital.  He stares at Nate, and the more I look between the two of them, the more certain I am they are brothers.  Or at least half brothers.
 
                 “Moton sent me.  There’s someone here,” Cliff says.  His voice shakes.
 
                 “Yeah we know what the alarm means,” Xander says.
 
                 “What does the alarm mean?” I whisper.  I thought Marissa was next to me, but I glance over and see that I had whispered to Zoë instead. 
 
                 “It means that someone’s in the building who shouldn’t be here—someone who doesn’t know the Metanites are here,” she whispers back.  It’s the nicest thing she’s even said to me.
 
                 “Well, who is it?” Elijah asks Cliff.
 
                 Cliff says nothing but turns to stare directly at me.  I look back to the billboard screens, and the others follow suit.  The dark figure is now chatting with a female receptionist.  He shakes his umbrella, and more rain bounces off it.  At last, he lowers and closes the umbrella, revealing his face.
 
                 Oh shit.
 
                 “Dr. Nancy,” Kiaria says. 
 
                 All eyes are on me now, but I can’t take mine away from him.  Twenty-two months, and I have yet to see him face-to-face.  I hear his low, cold voice whispering in my ear and down my spine.  I am frozen like the statues in the arena.
 
                 “We need to lock the Base.  Everyone spilt up and stall him—he’s probably heading to the hospital area.  Zoë, you and I will take Annika to Moton’s office.  Cliff, go warn Ms. Grenavich,” Nate says.
 
                 “Let Elijah go with Annika instead of you,” Kiaria says to Nate.  “No offense, but you would slow them down.”
 
                 “You should be in the hospital to meet them, anyway,” Zoë says.
 
                 Dr. Nancy still chats with the receptionist.  Then another man comes into the view of the camera: it’s Dr. Reins.  He’s smiling… he walks up to the doctor and… shakes his hand…
 
                 Traitor.  I knew they were in this together!
 
                 Now they’re patting each other’s backs.  This was all just a trap.  I feel the fire inside burning, growing hotter with each second.
 
                 “We’ll take her there,” Elijah says.
 
                 Zoë grabs my arm and says, “Let’s go.”
 
                 Go—I couldn’t agree more.
 
                 We hurry to the elevator, and Zoë sends us to the tenth floor.  Elijah says something about Dr. Reins’ office and safety, but I ignore him.  I know exactly where my exit is, and as soon as I get out of this damn elevator, I’m running for it.  Come-on… this elevator needs to speed it up.
 
                 Finally, the doors open, and we walk through one of the main elevators and onto the main floor.  Now where is the North Wing?
 
                 Zoë and Elijah lead me to the left, and then I see it: the EMERGENCY EXIT sign on the window at the end of the North hall.  I let Zoë and Elijah go just a little bit more in front of me, then I sprint toward the window.
 
                 “Hey!” Zoë shouts.  I hear her and Elijah’s footsteps chase after me.
 
                 I charge at the window and crash through it and onto a set of stairs.  Glass shatters around me and cuts my face and arms.  A rattling alarm starts.
 
                 “Annika!” Elijah yells.
 
                 I regain my balance and scale down the stairs.  Cuts on the back of my hands are already bleeding.  When my feet hit the ground, I start running.  I start running, and I don’t look back.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   VII: A Booming Holiday
 
   Monday, March 17, 2065; 8:36 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The city exhausted all efforts to purge the city of the grime and dirt, leaving some areas to collect all the dirt swept off the main streets.  The boat docks on Lake Erie suffered the most.  Cleveland has such a beautiful (relatively) lake at its disposal, and yet a disposal is all the city tends to use it for. It’s a pity, really.  However, the deserted boats offer an easy and safe retreat for homeless people and nomads like myself; until May when people return to their boats and wonder why it reeks of fish and piss.  I know the Metanites won’t find me here…  I wonder what they’re up to right now.
 
                 I thought about hiding my tangible dirt here, but I didn’t want to chance a druggie finding it and trying to eat it—or worse.  So I put it somewhere I knew only one person could find it, somewhere I knew I could go back to when it’s time to use it. 
 
                 I chose my boat because it has a stocked first aid kit and a descent bathroom.  Spiders have overtaken most of the bathroom, but a little Raid and dusting took care of that.  I stand in front of the sink and grimy mirror and dig through the first aid kit for alcohol wipes.
 
                 Today is Monday, March seventeenth.  Happy frick’en St. Patrick’s Day.  Woke up with my stomach in knots because even though the boat didn’t rock in the icy-covered lake, just being on a boat makes me seasick.  It’s a good location though, for now.
 
                 I re-clean the cuts on my arm from crashing through the Kenyon window.  No cut was too deep, but they still sting.  At least they don’t look too suspicious: someone could easily mistake them for scratches from a dog.
 
                 I inspect the bullet wound on my side then on my back.  Nate was right.  Whatever shot he gave me made the wound heal much quicker, although the bullet will leave a permanent scar.  I glance further down my back.  Scars decorate my back, but none are as striking as the one on my lower left side.  The scar came from an experiment—the most momentous, unique experiment—that Dr. Nancy has never repeated since.  The scar is about the size of a quarter, slightly purple, and is the shape of the Roman numeral IX.  Not sure how it’s related to the number nine, but what it signifies no one outside the experiment could understand.
 
                 The ECs (experimental children) know what it means.  The scientists who witnessed and created the experiment know what it means. Dr. Nancy knows what it means.  New-bee knows what it means.  But none of them know the burden of it—that I carry alone.
 
                 “What is that?” a young child asks.  He’s an EC, and a friend.
 
                 More ECs stand around, and all take a look at the new scar.  The girl with blonde, curly hair is there, too.  And New-bee.
 
                 “It looks like they carved it to be a design,” says an EC with red hair and a green baseball hat with a four-leaf clover on it.
 
                 “It looks deep,” New-bee says.  He stares at me, and I can see in his eyes how angry he is.  Not at me but at the people who cut into me.
 
                 You have no idea, I thought to myself.  The blonde girl smiles at me and takes my hand.  They are all dead now.  The only two who remain are New-bee and myself.
 
                 I shake the flashback away and pull my shirt back on.  I need to go for a walk and clear my head… get away from these dreams and this damn boat.  Maybe get some food, too.  I exit the boat and head for downtown.
 
                 The crowds are all dressed in green and orange.  The closer I come to Superior Avenue, the heavier the crowd.  In Cleveland, when people become excited about something, they go all out.  Beaded necklaces, hats inspired by Alice in Wonderland, bright green tights, leprechaun costumes, four-leaf clovers.  People are literally walking around as giant four-leaf clovers.  Street vendors coat the sidewalks with their tables and tables of merchandize.  On Superior Avenue, the annual St. Patrick’s Day parade begins, and the crowd cheers.
 
                 Today, I don’t blend in.  By looking ordinary in Marissa’s jeans and Cleveland Browns shirt, I stand out like a penny in a bag of Skittles.  While a vendor busily sells necklaces to a mother with two whining children, I grab a green jacket with an orange four-leaf clover on it.  Maybe it will bring me some luck.
 
                 I continue walking toward the center of downtown.  I haven’t seen any of them or the Metanites since yesterday when I escaped from Kenyon.  Now, looking across the busy street, I see Bruce and Dean standing against a building.  They both stare off in different directions, unaware that I’m right in front of them.  Bruce has stitches over one of his eyebrows, and Dean’s eye is still slightly bruised.  Still, the hunting crew is back on the hunt.
 
                 Some luck, I think to myself.  I dodge into the closest store.  A make-up store—really?
 
                 I look around at the jam-packed store: hair products, eye shadow, foundation, a bunch of crap that I’ve never heard of… and pink.  Everything pink and purple.
 
                 “Hello!  Welcome to Cosmogirl’s!  How can I help you?!” a bubbly voice shouts at me.  A petite girl wearing a pink and purple apron stands in front of me, staring a smiling.  At least four pounds of makeup surround her eyes.
 
                 “What?  Oh, umm—no.  No, I’m fine,” I say, and then I dart over to a deserted aisle of hairbands and bobby pins.
 
                 I try to look through the mob of people standing by the store windows to see if Bruce or Dean noticed me, but I see nothing.  How long can I keep this up?  Can’t they at least give me the holiday off?
 
                 “Psst!” someone hisses at me.
 
                 I look down and see Marissa and Zoë crouched down against the shelf of my aisle and staring up at me.
 
                 Goddamn-it.
 
                 “What?  How did you—?” I say.
 
                 “Shh!  We’re hiding,” Marissa says, holding her finger to her mouth.
 
                 “Hiding from who?”
 
                 “We don’t know.  Aren’t you hiding from someone?”
 
                 “No…not anymore,” I say, rolling my eyes.  They stand up and adjust their clothes.  “What are you doing here?”
              “Looking for you,” Zoë says, as if I should have known that.
 
                 “How did you find me?”
 
                 Marissa points to my, well, her shirt.  “Tracking device in the tag.”
 
                 “Marissa has a tracker on every item of clothing she’s ever owned,” Zoë says.
 
                 “So who else is here?  Did you bring the whole Metanite team to come get me again?” I ask.
 
                 “No, just the two of us, and Eli is outside,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Do they all know where I am?  Who else knows?”
 
                 “Just us, Elijah, and Kia.  We only told them in case something happened and we needed backup.”
 
                 “I only came so Marissa didn’t come alone, like she wanted to do,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Can I help you girls find something?!” another bubbly Cosmogirl worker asks us.
 
                 “No, we’re fine.  Thanks,” I say to her.  The girl leaves.  I stand and stare at Marissa and Zoë in silence.  I’m not the one who has explaining to do.
 
                 “What happened?” Marissa asks me.  “Why did you take off like that?  We were just trying to keep you sa—”
 
                 “Keep me safe?” I say.  “You shouldn’t have let him in the building.  You shouldn’t have let me in the building.”
 
                 I turn to walk away, but someone grabs my arm.
 
                 “No, Annika—”
 
                 I turn around, and to my surprise, Zoë had stopped me.
 
                 “We’re sorry.  We had no idea Dr. Nancy would come to see Moton.  Honest,” she says.
 
                 “Does he come to see Dr. Reins often?”
 
                 “No, no, it’s a complicated situation…”
 
                 “Awesome.  Don’t fill me in, or anything.  It’s only my head he’s after, and it’s so nice to know that his partner runs a group of silly superhuman heroes and promises to keep me safe!”
 
                 “That’s not—!” Marissa says
 
                 “Quiet, Marissa,” Zoë says.  She keeps her eyes on me.  “Dr. Nancy and Moton are not partners.”
 
                 “Then why the hell were they so friendly with each other?” I say.  “How do you even know what side Dr. Reins is on, because I think I know what side he’s on, and it’s certainly not mine!?”
 
                 “Can’t you see?  We are all on your side.  That’s why we’re here,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Kono and Izzi, too?  Even you?” I ask Zoë.
 
                 “I came for Marissa, but that doesn’t mean I’m against you.  Annika, we’re not trying to turn you in or get anything out of you.  We’re just trying to protect you from the people coming after you,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Protect me?”
 
                 “Yes, and we knew the other Metanites wouldn’t want to approach you this way, so we didn’t tell them.”
 
                 I look down.  There seems to be some truth to what they are saying, but still, I don’t trust Dr. Reins.  I look back up at Zoë.
 
                 “I don’t trust the man who let Dr. Nancy into his building and treated him like a friend,” I say.
 
                 “Moton doesn’t work with your—er, Dr. Nancy, and you can trust him,” Zoë says.  She sighs.  “I know what it’s like to be running from people and to be afraid to trust others.  Before I came to the States and became a Metanite, my family was killed by the German Mafia.  Before they died, my parents sent me to the States where Moton found me and took me in.  He helped make Kenyon my home.”
 
                 She glances around the room and shifts her feet.
 
                 “I know I can’t convince to you trust Moton, but I trust him.  After all he’s done for you to heal you and let you into Kenyon, I don’t see how you could think he’s out to hurt you,” she says.
 
                 “Truth is,” Marissa says, “Moton has been investigating Dr. Nancy for over a year now.  That’s the only reason why Moton communicates with him.”
 
                 I hesitate.  Could that be true?  There’s evidence both for and against their case, and I can’t seem to separate the bullshit from the truth.
 
                 “I want to see proof… proof that he’s really investigating Dr. Nancy,” I say.
 
                 Zoë and Marissa’s faces illuminate, and smiles break out on their faces.
 
                 “So does this mean you’ll come back—for a little while, at least?” Marissa asks.
 
                 I open my mouth to respond when the door to Cosmogirl’s creaks open and the clicking of steel-toed shoes hits the tile floor.
 
                 My head jerks toward the noise.  New-bee walks in with a tall woman at his side.  I recognize the woman as his older sister, Eva, but that’s not good news.  She works for Dr. Nancy’s hunting crew, too, and she’s more ruthless than Bruce.  They scan the store until the bubbly store-greeters call their attention. 
 
                 “Shit!” I say.  I pull Marissa and Zoë down against the shelf.
 
                 “What?  Are we hiding again?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “They’re here.  They found me,” I respond.
 
                 Quickest way out of here…eh, that would be the only way out of here, which is through the front door.  Unless there’s a back door…  The rest of the hunting crew is probably waiting outside the front door for me.  Think, think, think!  God…this is the worst timing ever.
 
                 “You mean they found us,” Zoë says.
 
                 Us… No!
 
                 “No—they found me,” I say.  “That’s it: they found me. They’re not looking for you two.”
 
                 “What are you saying, Annika?”
 
                 “If we’re all going to get out of here without any casualties, I have to separate from you two.  I’m the only one they’re looking for,” I say.
 
                 I search the aisle and find a black wig.  I grab a hair tie from the shelf, tie my hair up, and rip open the wig’s plastic case.
 
                 “What are you doing?!” Zoë asks.
 
                 “Disguise,” I reply.  I throw the wig on my head and look back up at them.
 
                 “Oh, I see,” Zoë says.  She touches up my wig while Marissa glances around the corner.
 
                 “Is that them?” Marissa asks.  “Who are they?”
              You don’t want to know.
 
                 “They’re part of that group that’s after me,” I say.  “With any luck, they won’t notice us until we’re gone.  I’ll go out the back door and meet you guys at the Key Bank building.  Call Elijah and the others so they can pick you up there,” I say.  I stand up to leave.
 
                 “No!” Marissa says, pulling me back down.  “They’ll suspect you to go out the back door.  Besides, what if something happens to you on your way to Key Tower?  Zoë and I will have no idea if you’re in trouble.”
 
                 “Riss, I think Annika knows what she’s doing,” Zoë says.
 
                 “No offense, but this isn’t just another one of the Metanites catch-the-bad-guys game.  This time, the bad guys are the hunters, and they won’t play nice,” I say.
 
                 “If we split up, I don’t want you to be left alone.  If you’re alone, then there’s a greater chance that they will get to you,” Marissa argues.
 
                 “They can’t get to me if they can’t find me.”
 
                 “How about I go out the back door, you and Zoë leave through the front door, and Zoë and Elijah will tag you to Key Tower?  That way we won’t lose you, and they won’t expect me to come out the back door,” Marissa says.
 
                 “It’s a good plan,” Zoë says.
 
                 It’s a decent plan… but we don’t have time to argue anymore, and I’m one against two.
 
                 “Fine,” I say.  “Meet you at Key Tower.”
 
                 I stand up and stride toward the door.  From my peripherals, I see New-bee and his sister still scanning the room while walking through each aisle.  I pass by the store greeter unnoticed and walk outside.
 
                 Outside is a zoo.  The parade is in full swing, and people cheer as loud as their voices will allow.  Candy flies through the air, music plays from the parade floats, and marching bands of bagpipes fill the air with a humming scream.  A mass of people walking and standing between the buildings and the orange cones replace the sidewalks.
 
                 Seeing Bruce and Dean watch the doors of Cosmogirl’s like hawks, I disappear into the crowd.  I walk slowly because the crowd doesn’t give me much choice, and if I go too fast then Zoë and Elijah may lose me.
 
                 I spot Elijah not too far away from the hunting crew; he holds his watch up to his ear and nods.  Zoë must have told him the plan.  I watch Bruce out of the corner of my eye.  He whispers something into a microphone attached to his shirt, peers through the crowd around Cosmogirl’s, and mouths the words  “black hair”… but how could he know?  Did New-bee see me on my way out?  Then, our eyes meet.
 
                 Damn-it.
 
                 I turn and push through the crowd just as he and Dean hustle toward me.  I look down the street to see more men dressed in black with steel-toed shoes receiving a message from their earpieces.  I glance back only to see if Zoë is still following me: she’s right behind Bruce and talking to someone through her watch.  Elijah is further behind them on the opposite side of the road.  I turn back around.  Time to disappear.
 
                 I snatch a green baseball hat off the rack of an occupied street vendor.  I bend down and pretend to tie my shoe, and when I stand back up the green had hides my hair and the wig.  The simple trick works to get Bruce and the others off my trail, but it works too well.  I turn a corner and glance back to see if Zoë is still following me.  No.  She’s just as confused as Bruce.  He barks into his microphone while Zoë stops and talks into her watch.
 
                 Shit, I need to let her find me, or at least prevent Bruce from going after her.  If New-bee saw me leave Cosmogirl’s, he could have easily spotted Zoë with me.
 
                 I make a mad dash across the parade, causing float riders and marchers to shout at me.  That gets her attention, and theirs.  Back to square one. 
 
                 Think, think!  I see a young woman ahead of me with a similar stature and height.  She walks alone, and wears the same green jacket that I have on.  It’s perfect.  The only difference is her black hair pulled into a ponytail while I’m wearing a hat.  I follow her instead of turning right on Route 20 Twenty to get to Key Tower. 
 
                 Behind me I hear Bruce and Zoë making their way to the other side of the street.  I will have a solid twenty-five meters ahead of them by the time they make it to my side of the street, but Bruce didn’t come alone, and the hunting crew won’t take their eyes off me now.  An idea flashes through my mind.
 
                 The woman ahead of me turns a corner, walking toward the Key Bank building and the end zone of the parade.  Just before I disappear around the corner to follow the woman, I drop the green hat on the ground and pretend like I’m putting my hair into a ponytail.  When I turn the corner, I dodge behind a line of vendors and carts and pull off the wig.
 
                 Just as I had hoped, Bruce falls for the bait and follows the woman with the black ponytail.  Zoë follows them, but I will be able to reach her by the time we get to Key Bank.  I rejoin the crowd and glance back at her; she has no idea I’m ten feet in front of her.  And Bruce… I’m right behind him.  I survey the area one more time: men wearing the same black suits and steel-toed shoes drive a float about fifty meters ahead of me and park it on my side of the road?  How did they get a float?
 
                 “She’s heading north West Third.  How much time we got?” Bruce says into his microphone.
 
                 Something is wrong.  Something is definitely fishy.  Black hair, a float outside the parade, time running short… oh shit.
 
                 “Yeah, she’s right in front of us, just a minute away from—wait,” Bruce says.  “Damn-it!  That’s not her!  It’s a decoy.”
 
                 “Shit,” Dean says.
 
                 “You think she’s working with her?” the voice from the microphone yells.  It’s New-bee’s sister.
 
                 “No, but she’s got to be on this road somewhere,” Bruce says.  “She’s got to be watching.”
 
                 “What about the decoy?” Dean asks.
 
                 Bruce hesitates.  “Plan stays the same… we’ll give her a little St. Patrick’s Day surprise in twenty seconds—teach her what happens when she gets outsiders involved.”
 
                 I watch the two men with steel-toed shoes exit the float and run away.  The woman I followed walks closer and closer to the float.  I study the float and find what I’m looking for.
 
                 I dip into the closest alley and pull Zoë into it as she walks by.  She first tries to throw a punch before she realizes it’s me; then she looks dazed.
 
                 “Annika? But who is—?”
 
                 “Stay here and tell Marissa and Elijah to abort!” I order.  I don’t give her a chance to argue before I run back onto West Third Street.
 
                 Fifteen seconds.
 
                 I chase down the black-haired woman as fast as the crowd will allow me.  All these people around me, they are all regular people, innocent and ignorant of the danger they’re approaching.  But I can’t save them all.  The woman is now a few steps away from the float.
 
                 Six seconds.
 
                 I grab the woman by the arm and pull her away from the abandoned float.  She’s startled, but her surprise makes it easier for me to pull her away.  I keep running; I don’t know how big or small it’s going to be.
 
                 BAAAMMMM!!!!!!
 
                 The float behind us explodes, fire, gas, and flower petals bursting behind us.  The force of the explosion sends both the woman and I flying into the air then falling to the ground.  Fire roars, and singed pieces of the float land around us.
 
                 A high shrill rings through my ears, and the screams around us seem to come from a mile away.  I open my eyes to see a blur of smoke and colors.  My nose is wet with…blood?  I feel the heat on and around me—my arm is on fire! Holy shit! I tear off the green jack and throw it as far away from me as possible.  Thank god it was only that on fire.  I need to get out of here.
 
                 I turn to the woman: she’s gaping at me in either fear or bewilderment.  I rise to my feet and pull her up with me.  Grabbing her by the wrist, which is broken… sorry.  I let go, grab her forearm, and pull her away from the explosion.
 
                 My vision clears and the ringing dies down.  Once the woman and I stumble out of the cloud of smoke, I see pedestrians running madly through the street and away from the smoke.  The woman’s ankle is twisted, making it difficult for her to walk.  I guess she can’t run away from me even if she wanted to.  I lead her to a nearby bench a safe distance away from the smoke.  Bruce and the hunting crew are still around somewhere, so I need to get out of here, fast.
 
                 I turn to run away, but the black-haired woman gently touches my arm.  I spin back around and she’s staring at me like she wants to say something.  Does she know who I am?  What does she want to tell me?  Got to get out of here…  I nod to the woman and jog away.
 
                 Then I feel it.  The sun peaks out from behind the clouds.  I gasp and fall to the ground, shivering in the heat.  My body enters a deep shock of pain.  I can’t move, and the more I try the more pain hits me.  Everything around me is chaos; inside me is worse.
 
                 “Annika!” I hear.
 
                 I see Zoë run toward me and kneel down next to me.  The sun hides behind the clouds, and I sit up.
 
                 “Annika, are you alright?” she asks.
 
                 Well, I wasn’t blown to smithereens, and I’m no longer frozen in pain… I nod to her.  She helps me back to my feet, but I stumble and fall back down.  I look across the street.
 
                 “Zoë… look,” I whisper.  I point to Bruce and Dean who are looking straight at me.  I can’t make out their expressions.
 
                 “Zoë! Annika!” Elijah yells.
 
                 He comes sprinting in from the opposite direction with Marissa and Lazzer behind him.  A black sports car pulls up, and Izzi, Nate, and Abraham climb out.  The Metanites form a circle around Zoë and I, and I watch Bruce and Dean leave.
 
                 “Zoë, you okay?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “I’m fine,” she responds.  “Help Annika.”
 
                 “Good god, I thought you said it was a little problem!” Izzi says.
 
                 “Here, give me your hand,” Nate says to me.  He drops his crutches and holds out his hand.
 
                 “What?” I ask.  I don’t take his hand, so he grabs mine and swings me onto his back. 
 
                 “We’ll meet you all back at Kenyon,” Nate says to the others.
 
                 “No, I can walk,” I say, and it’s true.  I’ve gone through worse.
 
                 “Are you crazy?” Elijah says to me.  “Who knows how many more bombs there are around here!  No way you’re walking anywhere.”
 
                 “I’ll be fine.”
 
                 “You’ll be safer with me if you fly,” Nate says.  We hear a fire truck a few blocks away.  “We’ve got to get out of here, fast.  Izzi, can you give us some coverage?”
 
                 “As far as I can see you.”
 
                 “What about you, Nate?” Marissa asks.  Nate doesn’t seem to notice her and he leaps into the air.  I glance down, but he isn’t there—we’re invisible.
 
                 “Hold on tight, Annika,” he whispers.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   VIII: Hardly a Victim
 
   Monday, March 17, 2065; 9:25 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Hold on, Annika… Hold on…” Nate’s voice echoes in my ears.  The sun comes out again, and I’m drifting out of consciousness.  Soft flakes of snow whiz by my face as Nate soars over the rooftops of Cleveland.  Snow… the last big snowfall I remember before returning to Cleveland hit when I was in Austria…
 
    
 
    
 
   Nighttime.  Snow falls blissfully around me with the lamplight in the distance the only way of knowing the soft snowflakes are real.  I’m lying in a semi-frozen stream under an old stone bridge.  I listen to the water trickle by me and into a gutter at the side of the bridge, then there’s footsteps splashing in the water.
 
                 She’s standing across from me, dressed all in black, and holding a dagger in her left hand. Like she needs a dagger.  Her dark, grayish-green eyes pierce me through, more painful than when she pulled the dagger out of my arm, and more painful than anything she could say to me.  Her dark brown hair, her dark eyes, her preference to her left hand, her stature…just like me.
 
                 She’s shouting at me.  I know these words by heart.  I hear them every day, every night.  Those words, they ignite a fire in me, and the more they burn the more desperate and angry I become.  The fire burns.
 
                 A strong beam of nuclear energy shoots from my hand, striking the girl through the chest.  The beam disappears, and the girl falls to her knees.  I want to go to her, to catch her, to help her… but I don’t want to help her.  I can’t move, I can’t speak, I can’t do anything. The girl collapses with her eyes still open—that piercing look now one of shock and pain—and her body falls frigid and heavy.
 
                 The others’ heads are poking out from behind the bridge.  They saw.  They know what I did.
 
                 “Basia,” one of them says.  I stare at the young girl with curly blonde hair, and I’m still unable to move.
 
                 “She’s dead,” another one of them says.
 
                 The girl with the blonde curly hair walks up to me and takes my hand.  She doesn’t thank me, she doesn’t scold me, she doesn’t say anything to me…but she holds my hand, and that’s enough.
 
                 I look again at the girl who body is frozen in the stream.  She can’t be dead…but she is.  I killed her.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Annika… Annika…” a voice calls to me.
 
                 My eyes flutter open.  I stare at the ceiling of a familiar hospital room, bordered by blurry faces I assume to be the Metanites.
 
                 “Here!  She’s waking up.”
 
                 I close my eyes and sit up.  When I open my eyes again, I see myself on a white bed surrounded by the Metanites, a large machine that’s connected to a tube and a needle in my arm, and a metallic table with a bowl of red water with a bloody washcloth in it.
 
                 Ughh…great.  What’s worse: the crowd, the needle, or the blood?  Ten of the Metanites stand around the bed, including a Japanese girl with long, straight hair whom I assume is Kono.  Zoë is the only one missing. Nate and Marissa are closest to me, and everyone is staring.
 
                 “Hold still for me,” Nate says. 
 
                 He’s four inches from my face and shining a small flashlight in my eyes.  I jolt backwards.
 
                 “Geeze,” I say.  I pull the needle out of my arm and throw it on the ground.  Amazing that it doesn’t break.
 
                 “No, don’t—” Nate says, but he can’t stop me.  “Just relax and take a deep breath.”
 
                 “What is it with you and sticking needles in me?” I say to him.
 
                 “I told you she wasn’t going to be happy,” Abraham whispers.
 
                 “It’s an IV, and you needed it.  When we landed on the roof you were unconscious, so Nickel and Xander helped me carry you down here,” Nate says.
 
                 “I carried Nate,” Nickel says.
 
                 “And I carried you.  Nate didn’t mean to make it sound like you’re fat and heavy and needed all three of us to carry you.  You’re actually quite light,” Xander says.
 
                 Izzi elbows him and rolls her eyes when he glances over at her.
 
                 I look down at the rest of my body.  My jeans are cut on one side, revealing a leg with first-degree burns.  I’m burned on my arms too, and my other leg is wrapped in tight, white gauze.
 
                 “Who…?” I ask.
 
                 “I did,” Nate says.  “You should probably not pull that off, too.”
 
                 I can’t think of anything to say, so I just glare at him.  Who does he think he is?  I don’t need a doctor every time I need a little Band-Aid.
 
                 “So what happened?” Xander asks.
 
                 “Well, the bad guys planted a bomb for Annika, and then…boom,” Zoë says.  Her voice comes from a chair behind the crowd surrounding me.  Kiaria slides over, and I see Zoë rubbing ointment on her burnt wrist.
 
                 “Thanks, Zoë… so insightful,” Xander says.
 
                 “Zoë and I found Annika downtown at the parade,” Marissa says.
 
                 “How?”
 
                 “Tracking device in my shirt.”
 
                 “And you didn’t let us know?  What were you thinking?” Lazzer says.
 
                 “Clearly they weren’t thinking,” Abraham says.
 
                 “I knew, and so did Elijah,” Kiaria says.  “They made sure they had back-up.”
 
                 “They did the right thing not to tell the rest of you,” I say.  “I would not have agreed to come back if more of you had shown-up.”
 
                 “See, we knew what we were doing,” Marissa says.  “Everything was under control.”
 
                 “Oh yeah, you guys had everything under control…”
 
                 “Alright, enough,” Nate says.  “Just tell us how you got from the parade to blowing-up West Third.”
 
                 “Well, the guys who came after Annika before showed-up, so we needed a fast way back to Kenyon.  The plan was to split up with Annika in disguise and Zoë tailing her, but it didn’t work as well as we had hoped.  They caught on, and… I’m not sure what happened after that,” Marissa says.
 
                 Marissa looks to Zoë, and she looks to me because she doesn’t understand what happened either.  Now everyone is staring at me and waiting for my explanation.  What do they want me say?  I mean—the bomb went off, and that’s that.
 
                 “I got them to follow someone else who mirrored my disguise.  It would have worked, except for the bomb.  When they figured out they were following the wrong person, they decided to set it off anyway,” I say.
 
                 The Metanites look around at each other, but Zoë keeps staring at me.
 
                 “Whoa, whoa, wait… are you saying that…that bomb was meant for you…to kill you?” Abraham says.  He looks to Nate.  “Is that true?  Did you look at the explosion?!”
 
                 Nate nods.
 
                 “We need to stop these guys,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Stop them?  We don’t even know who they are!” Xander says.
 
                 “Well, we’re going to find out,” Elijah says.  “They’re a danger to the citizens as well as Annika.”
 
                 But no one outside this room is going to know this.  The hunting crew will frame me for the bombing and act like the good guys trying to stop me.
 
                 “Fine, but then what do we do?  These guys are practically invisible; we have no idea who they are, where they are, or when they’ll strike next.”
 
                 “They strike when Annika is out there and vulnerable,” Marissa says.
 
                 “So are you suggesting we use Annika as bait?” Kono asks.  I bet she would love that plan.
 
                 “No, not a chance,” Nate says.
 
                 “So we just keep her bottled-up in Kenyon for however long it takes to find these guys?”
 
                 Sounds like house arrest.
 
                 “Sounds like house arrest,” Zoë says, echoing my thoughts.
 
                 “What choice do we have?  It’s that or we let her walk through a mine field.”
 
                 “Hey, I didn’t say I disagree with it.  I just think it sucks… for Annika.”
 
   
  
 

              “I think we should start by establishing why they want her dead,” Kiaria says.
 
                 Oh, no… let’s not get into this.
 
                 “I’m going to bet they’re not the only ones who want her dead.  What I’m more interested in knowing is why they are having so much more success than anyone else who may be after Annika.  That’s how we’re going to stop them,” Nate says.
 
                 The door opens, and Dr. Reins steps into the room.  All heads turn and stare at the man dressed in a dark grey suit.  He doesn’t move far enough in to close the door, but he clicks his cane on the ground.
 
                 “An eventful holiday, no?” he says.  None of the Metanites know what to say, so they start glancing back and forth at each other.
 
                 “Moton, we—” Marissa starts, but Dr. Reins raises his hand to silence her.  He looks at me now, and I stare back at him.  He doesn’t frighten me.
 
                 “Nate, are all of Annika’s wounds taken care of?” he asks.
 
                 “Yes, comparatively minimal damage to what she could have received,” Nate says.
 
                 Mhe-me-mhe-me-mehh.  Comparatively minimal damage.  Me-me-mehh.
 
                 “Excellent,” Dr. Reins says.  “Annika, may I have a private word with you?”
 
                 I nod.
 
                 Dr. Reins nods back to me.  “Follow me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The elevator opens to the seventieth floor, the same floor as my room and the Metanites’ rooms. Instead of walking toward the bedroom, Dr. Reins leads me around the corner and to a small memorial framed on the wall.
 
                 It’s a baseball cap, emerald with a green four-leaf clover sewn on the front, burnt near the edges, and stained with spots of brownish-red.  A glass frame covers the folded and pinned hat in the shallow display box.  I’ve seen this hat before.  A short string once hung from the bill of the hat, but now it is gone.
 
                 I remember the boy who always wore this hat.  He never took it off.  He said that it was his talisman from his homeland, the only thing he owned that was truly his.  We all had something like that: the one thing that solely and uniquely belonged to us.  He said the hat gave him luck.  He would kiss two of his fingers and rub the clover with them whenever he needed a little luck.
 
                 I can picture him still wearing this hat.  His red hair flipping out under the sides of the hat, his freckled face sparkling with that mischievous grin, and cheeks the same shade as his hair.  He was shorter than the others his age, and they would tease him by holding the hat above their heads.
 
                 “Eighteen months ago, Abraham, Nickel, and Kiaria came across a young boy in an alley downtown.  He was in critical condition when they found him and brought him here to Kenyon,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 I listen, but I can’t tear my eyes away from the hat.  I wish I could.
 
                 “We did what we could to save him, but he died just a few minutes after arriving.  Apart from the fatal wounds that caused his death, there were other mysterious scars on his body, which, after some examination, we determined were caused by experimental surgeries.”
 
                 I remember that day he showed me the scars on his feet and legs.  He wasn’t proud of those scars or his new abilities that came from them.  Like the rest of us, he hated them.  He was afraid of them.
 
                 “He didn’t say much, but what he did say was remarkable.  He said his name was Peter, he didn’t have a last name, and he told us he came from Dr. Nancy,” Dr. Reins continues.  “He said, ‘she came back for us’… that Basia Nancy rescued them.”
 
                 That was eighteen months ago.  Then, my mission was simply to save as many of us, the ECs, as I could.  I was a different person then.  I had people to protect and people who depended on me.  I was doing something good.  But that was eighteen months ago.  Even the green clover is a shade darker now.
 
                 “Do you remember him?” Dr. Reins asks.
 
                 I look down at the floor.  Of course I remember him.  I remember all of them.  That day…eighteen months ago… that was the last day I saw him and most of the others.  I broke most of them out of the factory and away from the fire, but I only escaped with eight in my company.  I don’t know what happened to the others, but I remember all of them.
 
                 “Miss Nancy,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 Peter was special.  Unlike the others, he still had that glow of innocence in his eyes.  I remember those eyes.  I remember all of them.
 
                 “Basia,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 I look back up at the hat.
 
                 “We are not against you; we are on your side.  I am on your side.  We have strong suspicions of what Dr. Nancy does, and we don’t believe you are responsible for those crimes held against you.  We believe you are a victim.”
 
                 Peter, the young girl with curly blonde hair, the others—they are victims, victims of Dr. Nancy’s experiments.  But me… some of those crimes I did commit and many I am responsible for.  That girl in Austria… I did that.
 
                 “I’m hardly a victim,” I mutter.
 
                 Victim—me?  No, I did this.  Dr. Nancy may have pulled the trigger, but I was his rifle.  His monstrous weapon.  That’s the mission now.
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m halfway through my bedroom door when I hear Marissa exit the elevator.
 
                 “Annika!” she says. 
 
                 Ugh.  What now?  I turn and see her skipping toward me.
 
                 “What are your plans for dinner?” she asks.  The curls of her hair bounce off her shoulders.  “We are going downtown for a group dinner, and we were wondering if you wanted us to pick something up for you.”
 
                 “Um, thanks but I think I’ll pass.  Not that hungry,” I say. 
 
                 Real answer: I’m starving.  I won’t be here when you all get back, so bringing back food for me would be pointless.
 
                 “Are you sure?  The place we’re going is awesome, and since we feel bad that you can’t go with us—oh, I almost forgot!  I have your sweater in my room!” she says.
 
                 “Oh, okay.”
 
                 “Come down to my room, or… maybe you should change first,” she says.
 
                 I glance down at the torn jeans and the wrapping around my leg.
 
                 “Oh, right… sorry about your clothes,” I say.              
 
   “It’s okay!  I didn’t care much for those anyway.  Let me go look for your sweater, and I’ll meet you in my room,” she says.  She leaves before I can reply.
 
                 I unwrap the bandage around my leg to reveal a number of small, red cuts.  Nothing too bad.  Once I’m back on the streets they won’t bother me too much.  I change into dark, athletic clothes that I think I can survive the next few weeks in, then I wander down the hall to Marissa and Zoë’s room.
 
                 I hear Marissa chatting behind the open door of room 71N17.  I knock on the door and look inside. I see Zoë standing in front of a full length mirror and sticking long, shiny earrings into her earlobes.  Then Marissa, still talking, bounces to the door.
 
                 “Hi! Come on in,” Marissa says.  I follow her into the room, careful not to step on the clothes scattered on the floor.
 
                 Zoë glances at me as I walk in, but she says nothing.  At least she didn’t roll her eyes. 
 
                 Their room is twice the size of mine and has a purple theme throughout it.  Both beds have a similar purple pattern. A purple rug in the middle of the floor—hidden under clothes, of course.  A purple chandelier.  A purple blanket and pillows on a grey couch.  And purple picture frames with over a dozen pictures of the Metanites.
 
                 I see a small clutch purse on the pseudo windowsill.  It would be the perfect size to fit into the pocket of my sweater.  I also need something to be able to hold coins and small valuables without them bouncing around in my pocket.
 
                 The purse sits next to a bowl of Andes mints and Hershey’s kisses.  It’s not much, but I’m starving.  It would be an easy snack for the road, and I won’t be making another stop after I leave Marissa and Zoë’s room.
 
                 “Okay, I am so sorry, Annika.  I don’t remember where I put it,” Marissa says, digging through a bin she pulled from under her bed.
 
                 “Hmm? Oh! That’s okay,” I say.  I grab the purse and snacks and hold them behind my back.
 
                 “It’s in Kia’s room,” Zoë says.  “Remember Kia said she could get that stain out?”
 
                 “Oh right! I’ll be right back.  Annika, you can stay here,” Marissa says.  She bolts out the door, leaving just Zoë and me.
 
                 I slide the snack-filled purse up my sleeve and study the purple-framed photos of the Metanites.  Based on the light quality of the photos, I assume all of them came from pictures taken from a Smartwatch.  Only one photo captures them all together: they stand outside Rockefeller Park in the snow, bundled in layers and layers of thermals.  Nate is the only one not smiling in the photo—an erupted snowball covers half his face.  Abraham is looking at him with his arm extended, so he must have thrown the snowball.
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell them about the woman on West Third?”
 
                 I turn and look at Zoë.  She’s still messing with her earrings.
 
                 “What?” I ask.
 
                 “Don’t pretend like I didn’t see you save that woman from the bomb.  The video cam on the street probably caught it, too,” Zoë says.
 
                 What do I say to that?  I didn’t exactly save her, since without my interference, the hunting crew would not have targeted her in the first place.
 
                 “Why don’t you want anyone to know you saved her?” Zoë says.  She turns around and stares at me.
 
                 She doesn’t look angry.  She sounds a little angry, but maybe.  She stares at me the way she did in the elevator when she and Zoë gave me a tour of Kenyon.  Not the glaring, get-the-hell-out-of-my-home stare, but the one where she’s trying to look into me.
 
                 “Why does it matter?” I say.
 
                 “Because they think you’re a criminal, and criminals don’t save people.”
 
                 “Maybe some do,” I say.
 
                 “Look, I don’t know if this is just an act to intimidate us or try to get us off your back, and maybe you really do believe you’re a criminal… but I saw differently today,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Because of me she was almost killed,” I say.  “Just for looking like me.”
 
                 “Yeah, but you still saved her.  That’s something most of the Metanites couldn’t have done,” she says. 
 
                 I grin and look at the floor.
 
                 “Maybe we started off on the wrong foot, but I think  Kenyon might be really good for you,” she says.
 
                 I smile and look back up at her.  “Oh no.  You’ve been talking to Nate,” I say.
 
                 She smiles.
 
                 “Did he convince you to say this to me?”
 
                 “No, you did,” Zoë says.  “Think about it tonight, but do consider staying.”
 
                 “Here it is!” Marissa says, barging back into the room with my black sweater in hand.
 
                 Marissa tosses me the sweater, and I catch it before it hits the floor.  Finally.  The chocolate and mint-filled purse almost slides out when I put the sweater on, so I clutch it in my hand.  If either Marissa or Zoë notice it, I don’t know how I could play it off.
 
                 “Also—forgot to mention: Kiaria put you in the system, so you can hang out in the Base while the rest of us are at dinner,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Thanks, I think I’ll head there now then,” I say.
 
                 “Okay!  Have fun!”
 
                 I head out the door and straight for the elevator.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   IX: A Reason to Go and a Reason to Stay
 
   Monday, March 17, 2065; 8:35 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I take the elevator all the way down to the first floor.  I’m sure the Metanites will play back the camera and see me, but I’m hoping that walking out the front door will send the message to not run after me again.
 
                 “Going somewhere?”
 
                 I spin around, clutching the purse under my sweater.  Dr. Reins sits on a bench against the wall.  He sits so still that I actually mistook him for a statue.  His arms stretch in front of him and hold his walking cane, pulling the sleeves of his tailored grey suit past his wrists.  An end of a cigarette burns between his middle and pointer finger, and seeing that it’s snowing outside, I figure he must have decided to smoke inside.  His jacket is unbuttoned, and the top buttons of his white dress shirt are also unbuttoned, revealing a thin silver chain that hides the rest of the necklace behind his shirt.  His eyes are closed, but then he opens one, sees me, and smiles.
 
                 “I…” I say, but I can’t finish.
 
                 I feel my face burning red, and the purse stabs into my side.  My legs quiver, frozen to the ground, and my stomach twists into a knot.
 
                 How did he find me?  Wasn’t he just upstairs with me two hours ago? 
 
                 When my shock sinks in, the guilt starts building.  Dr. Reins and the Metanites have given me everything—food, a bed, clean clothes, security.  Hell, they pulled two bullets out of me.  They put themselves at risk for me, some have almost died because of me, and they’ve asked for nothing in return.
 
                 Yet… a voice in my head says.
 
                 Even so, they’ve risked their lives for me and have been… kind to me.  More so that I deserve.  And here I am, taking their charity and running away—again.  I’ve never been more embarrassed.
 
                 “I see,” Dr. Reins says.  He closes his eyes again.  “Why don’t you take a seat?”
 
                 I sit down next to him on the bench.  A janitor moves from the room over into the large ceremonious lobby.  He glances over at us, exchanges a nod with Dr. Reins, and leaves up the elevator.  I wish I could follow him out of here—forget this whole thing ever happened instead of sitting here in this chair of guilt.
 
                 “What’s in the purse?” Dr. Reins asks.
 
                 My heart skips. 
 
                 Shit.  This is now the most embarrassed I’ve ever been.  I pull the purse out from under my sweater and hand it over.  He opens the purse and peers inside.  Then, he leans his head back and smiles ear to ear.  A huge belly-laugh escapes his mouth and vibrates through the high-ceiling lobby, shaking his white-grey beard, the modern chandelier, and my bones.  I stare at him and see an image of a skinny, high-fashion Santa Claus.
 
                 “Mints and chocolates!” he says.
 
                 I feel my face turn darker red, if that is even possible. 
 
                 “You surprise me, Annika,” he says.
 
                 “Sorry.  I don’t want you to think of me as a thief,” I say.
 
                 “A poor thief you would be.  I would have gone for the cash,” he says, handing the purse back to me.  He’s still giggling.
 
                 Dr. Reins,” I say, “can I ask you something?”
 
                 “Of course,” he says.
 
                 “Why are you doing this?  You’re risking your lives, your futures, Kenyon, all of this for me.”
 
                 “Do you not think you’re worth it?”
 
                 “I know I’m not worth it,” I say.  Dr. Reins closes his eyes again, sits in silence, and breathes in the nicotine. 
 
                 “You said earlier today that you are ‘hardly a victim,’” he says.  He opens his eyes and turns to me.  “But I don’t see you that way.  I believe you try to do good, but sometimes your efforts result in unanticipated casualties, and you think that makes you a bad and dangerous person.”
 
                 “I am dangerous,” I say.
 
                 “There are many dangerous students here in Kenyon, many of whom you’ve met.  They all come here with the same look that I see in your eyes: fear of themselves and fear of hurting others,” Dr. Reins says.
 
                 I can feel his eyes on me, but I dare not look at him.
 
                 “They come here to learn both how to control their special talents and how to embrace them,” Dr. Reins continues.  “And often, they discover something about themselves they didn’t expect to find.  Like them, I think there is much more to you than meets the eye, and this purse proves that.”
 
                 I look down at the mints and chocolates that now feel like much more than snacks for the road.  I look for whatever Dr. Reins sees in these stupid treats—what he sees in me—but what am I looking for?
 
                 “How did you know I was going to be here?” I ask.
 
                 “I’ve seen cases similar to yours.  People tend to run away from the things that scare them and the things they want to protect, especially when they feel like they don’t belong there.”
 
                 “It would be safer for all of you if I left,” I say, “before any more of you get hurt.”
 
                 “At this point, I don’t think you could leave without the Metanites pursuing you, even if I tell them not to.  They’ve taken a fondness to you,” Dr. Reins says, smiling.
 
                 “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I say.
 
                 “Me too,” he says.  He sighs and closes his eyes again.  He massages his knee with his hand.
 
                 “What if I left tonight?” I ask.
 
                 “What if you did?” he responds.  His eyes stay closed.
 
                 “Would that make things better?”
 
                 “Did it?”
 
                 I remember Zoë and Marissa finding me in Cosmogirl’s.  I remember the woman on West Third Street, the bomb, and all those people who died because of it.
 
                 “No,” I reply.
 
                 “Is there another reason why you think you have to leave?”
 
                 “Because Kenyon is for heroes and victims, you and the Metanites.  But I’m neither.  I don’t belong here.”
 
                 “There are no heroes, victims, or villains, Miss Nancy.  There is only what you do and your reason for it.”
 
                 I turn back to see him staring at me.  He’s smiling, and his fearsome face is as soft as cotton.  Even if I’m not convinced by his words, it’s clear that he believes it.  And right now, that’s enough.
 
                 “So if I stay, what would I have to do?” I ask.  “If I stay.”
 
                 “If you stay, that’s all you would have to do,” he says.
 
                 “Stay?  How long?”
 
                 “However long you would like.  I would ask that you try to get along with the Metanites—not that they’d give you much of a choice.”
 
                 “No special rules?”
 
                 “Well, I’ll ask you to live by the same safety and procedural rules as the other students here.  Don’t pull the fire alarm, check in once a day, the usual.”
 
                 “And I’m allowed in the Base?”
 
                 “You are if you’re with a Metanite.”
 
                 “You want me to help you catch the people who are after me?”
 
                 “That’s up to you.”
 
                 “And Dr. Nancy?  You will stop him?”
 
                 Dr. Reins stands up and smiles.  He tosses the remains of his cigarette in the garbage and buttons his suit.
 
                 “We will have a better chance of stopping him if you stay.”  He turns and starts walking toward the elevators.  I find myself smiling and look down at the mints and chocolates.
 
                 “Oh, Moton,” I say.
 
                 He turns around, and I toss him the purse.
 
                 “Don’t tell Marissa and Zoë.”
 
                 He smiles and leaves, opening a chocolate candy and tossing it in his mouth as he goes.  I take one last look out the front doors before I too stand up and head toward the elevators.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the Metanites’ Base there is little to do without anyone else here.  I explore what I can of the place, but most of the compartments or interesting aspects of the Base require hitting some button or breaking some lock that’s foreign to me… besides, I feel like I’m intruding.  Well, Moton did just say that I should be with a Metanite if I’m down here, so I guess I am intruding.
 
                 I walk over to the arena.  The Metanites changed the set-up so now an army of mannequins fill the arena, but these are no ordinary statues.  They look more like robots.  I guess the Metanites are serious about fighting the hunting crew.
 
                 I step onto the arena.  My footsteps echo on the hard floor as I walk past the statues.  Even with almost a hundred bodies spread through the area, the place feels lonely.  My thoughts still swim around Peter, Austria, the woman on West Third Street… the emptiness of the base isn’t distracting enough.
 
                 “What are you looking at?”  I say to a mannequin.  Its robotic head replicates a human face, and the flat eyes stare at me.
 
                 So I punch it.  The mannequin wobbles back and forth then comes back to its solid stance.  It worked, a little.  Peter, the dark girl, and the others were out of my head for a sliver of a moment.
 
                 I punch the mannequin again, and then another one.  I swing around and kick a mannequin in the head.  It falls to the floor with an echoing thud.  Running, jumping, smashing—I tear through the arena with a fire burning so hot inside me that the steam seems to be screaming out through my fists. All the mannequins are down, but the thoughts return.
 
                 Not enough, not enough, I think to myself.  I pace over to the stand next to the arena where the Metanites all stood to take turns playing “darts.”  I punch the red button.  The mannequins stand up and face me; large rifle-like machines open from the arena walls.
 
                 Here we go…  I sprint toward a mannequin and begin to tear the arena apart.  Striking moving mannequins and dodging beanbags pelted from the machines on the wall, I struggle to keep the offensive.  I remember a time when this course would have been a piece of cake, a time when I could control my abilities.
 
                 No one’s here, you might as well try it, a voice in my head taunts me.
 
                 No way…  I’m not going to risk what damage that would do, I think to myself.
 
                 What would you be risking? the voice says.  No one’s here.  No one will know.
 
                 No, I can’t.  I know what happened under the bridge by the Cuyahoga River… what happened in Austria.
 
                 You had control once.  You can control it still.
 
                 Maybe, maybe not.
 
                 Trust yourself.
 
                 I dodge an attacking mannequin and throw it to the floor.  I see a beanbag flying toward me.  I stretch my arm toward it and shoot a white and gold photon of energy at it.  The photon and the beanbag collide, and the beanbag explodes in a firework of glitters kernels.  I turn around and blast a line of mannequins backwards with a beam of energy.  Three more bean bags fly at me.  I dodge two and shoot the last.
 
                 Shooting, blocking, exploding—I heat up the arena.  I feel on fire but not in danger.  I’m in control, and I’m destroying the challengers and self-doubt with each blow, each shot, each deflection.  Finally, the last mannequin falls, and the machines stop.  My arms fall to my sides, relax my stance, and let the gold shining off my hands fade back under my skin.
 
                 A sharp clap reverberates from the middle of the Base.  I turn: Nate and Cliff lean against the side of the open elevator, clapping their hands together and smiling.  A covered tray sits on the floor next to them, and I wonder where Nate’s crutches are.
 
                 “Wow!” Nate says.  He walks toward me, and Cliff follows behind him.   “Who knew you could do that?”
 
                 “So you—how long have you been standing there?” I say, still panting from the exercise.
 
                 “Long enough,” he says.  “You were so impressive, we didn’t want to disrupt you.”
 
                 “You’re very good,” Cliff says.
 
                 That doesn’t make me feel any better, I think to myself.  But I keep it to myself and just say thank you because it’s Cliff.
 
                 “Shouldn’t you be at dinner with the others?” I ask, walking toward them.
 
                 “You want to get rid of me already?” Nate says.
 
                 “A little…” I mumble.  Cliff giggles.
 
                 “It’s St. Patrick’s Day, so we wanted to do a family dinner.  Hungry?” Nate says.
 
                 Cliff picks up the covered tray, and they walk toward the round table to the left of the elevators.  Steam raises off the edges of the tray, and I can smell the corned beef and potatoes.  I am starving.  I follow them to the table.
 
                 “Isn’t it late for dinner?” I ask, glancing at the time on one of the billboard screens.  It’s nine-twenty.
 
                 Nate lifts his pants to reveal a fitted, black boot around his foot and shin.  Or is it a sock?  It looks flexible by the way the black wrapping crosses over his ankle and hugs his foot.
 
                 “Just got my crutches off.  I couldn’t wait to walk normally again,” he says.
 
                 “Yeah, you weren’t so good with the crutches,” Cliff teases him.
 
                 “Well crutches are better than a chair,” he says.
 
                 He lifts the lid of the tray to reveal a large plate of corned beef, cooked cabbage, mashed potatoes, and Irish soda bread.  Cliff grabs three paper plates from a kitchen cabinet.  I want to be strong and resist his gesture of friendship, but my stomach wins over my pride.  I take a seat and wait for Cliff and Nate to start eating before I serve myself.
 
                 “Thank you, this smells amazing,” I say.
 
                 “If we couldn’t convince you to stay for your own safety, then we figured we could bribe you with food,” Nate says.  He smiles.
 
                 I shake my head.
 
                 “What?” he says.
 
                 “You’re crazy for wanting me to stay.”
 
                 “Why does that make me crazy?” 
 
                 “Because I am literally a bomb,” I say.
 
                 Cliff chokes on a bite of potatoes and starts laughing.
 
                 “Well, I trust you not to explode,” Nate says.  “At least not on purpose.”
 
                 “Trust me?  You don’t even know me.”
 
                 “I know you saved that woman on West Third—saw it from the video cam,” Nate says.
 
                 “Do you and Zoë tell each other everything?”
 
                 “No.  Why didn’t you mention it to anyone?”
 
                 I shrug and look down at my plate.  “Because I almost got her killed.”  There were others there, too… I don’t even want to think about what happened to them.
 
                 “That’s not your fault,” Nate says.  “If I were you—”
 
                 “Exactly.  You’re not me.  You guys are used to playing the ‘good guys.’  I’m not, and that’s how I know it was my fault.”
 
                 “Nope.  I refuse to believe that.”
 
                 “Crazy…” I mutter.  Cliff laughs again.  At least I seem to be getting along with someone.
 
                 “What do you think, Cliff?” I ask him.  He looks up, but he doesn’t seem afraid of me.  “Is your brother crazy?”
 
                 “Oh yeah.  Completely,” he says.  “It even says so on the Mind.”
 
                 “Oh thanks, Cliff.”
 
                 “The Mind?” I ask.
 
                 Nate points to the billboard screens and the Bleu counter below them.  “That’s the Global Mind, or we just call it ‘the Mind.’”
 
                 “How does it work?”
 
                 “Let me show you,” he says.  He stands up and walks toward the large screens with Cliff right behind him.  He sits down at the chair in front of the Bleu counter and types in a long keycode.  Cliff squeezes next to him on the chair, and I pull my chair up next to them.  As Nate types into the Bleu screen counter, the screens change like they did the day I first walked into the Base.
 
                 “It’s a giant program that acts sort-of like a mind of the world.  We can access cameras from anywhere around the world, pull off documents from any database, even evaluate the levels of radio and Internet waves anywhere.  Then there’s the classification system,” Nate says.
 
                 He types out a long password, and a giant image of a folder forms on the screen.  Then, the screens each show what looks like an FBI document of a person’s background information except the amount of information is tenfold.
 
                 “It’s called the Finder.  We’re very creative with names here,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Every person ever born—no matter what country—has a file in here.  The more we find out about a person or the more that is downloaded about that person through the Web, the bigger the file becomes.  If we know the name of a person then we can look them up here,” Nate says.
 
                 “Wow,” I say.  “I bet the CIA would kill to get their hands on this.  Where did you find it?  Black market?”
 
                 “Haha, no we created it, actually,” Nate says.
 
                 I turn and stare at him, but he looks away, blushing.
 
                 “You created it?”
 
                 His cheeks turn a deeper red, and he refuses to look me in the eyes.
 
                 “You made this?!  Nate, this is… incredible.”
 
                 “I didn’t make it by myself.  Kiaria helped me with a lot of it,” he says. 
 
                 “So modest… liar,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Honestly, that’s why she’s so adept with it.  I wouldn’t have been able to do it without her help.”
 
                 “Find someone,” I say.
 
                 “Okay,” he says.
 
                 “Do me!” Cliff says. 
 
                 Nate turns to Cliff and smiles.  He types the name Cliff Duane Reilly, the file on the screen vanishes, and Cliff’s folder materializes before us.  He’s fourteen years old, born June 2nd, 2051.  Highlighted below his name and birthday is the word TELEPORTATION.
 
                 “Hey, we have the same birthday,” I say.
 
                 “Really?” Cliff says, turning to me.
 
                 “Uh, oh.  Double birthday party here we come,” Nate teases.
 
                 “You hate birthday parties,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Only my own.  If it’s someone else’s birthday, then it’s fine.”
 
                 They argue back and forth, and thoughts of the young girl with curly blonde hair return to my mind.  She looks like them, too, more than she ever looked like me.
 
                 “I have to go.  Thanks for dinner,” I say.  I stand up and start walking toward the elevator.
 
                 “Okay, everything okay?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Yeah, just tired.”
 
                 I take the elevator all the way back up to the seventieth floor, and when I step out of the elevator, the rest of the Metanites are scattered down the hall and returning to their rooms.
 
                 “You’re still here,” I hear.  I spin to my right and see Zoë stepping toward me.  “I thought for a moment that I had scared you away.”
 
                 “Not yet.  It takes a lot to scare me,” I say.
 
                 She smiles.
 
                 “Well, if you’re still here tomorrow, come to lunch with us.  We can meet you outside your room at twelve-thirty, if you’re interested.”
 
                 “Thanks, Zoë.”
 
                 “Don’t mention it,” she says.  She walks down the hall toward her room.  “And don’t tell anyone that I changed my mind about you.”
 
                 I smile.  She returns to her room, and I return to mine.  Of all the thoughts spinning through my head, the good ones win tonight.  As soon as I fall asleep, I don’t have any nightmares, and I don’t wake up until almost ten the next morning.  So much better than sleeping on a damn boat.
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                 “And so I just walked away!  I didn’t know what else he expected me to say,” Marissa says. 
 
                 Zoë starts laughing, and I force a smile.  I’m not surprised Marissa gets a lot of attention from guys.  Maybe it’s the nose.
 
                 We sit our lunch trays at a table by the window.  The window spans almost the entire wall to give a remarkable view of the southern part of Cleveland.  Well, it would be a nice view if there wasn’t a classic Cleveland storm with snow pouring out from the clouds.  I sit with my back to the window knowing that if I can see out it I will completely exile my mind from our conversations.
 
                 “Lunch here isn’t that bad,” Zoë says.  She takes off the top half of her burger and squirts a helping of ketchup onto it. 
 
                 This is my first time eating in the unusual cafeteria at Kenyon, but it’s not really the space itself that is unusual.  The Kenyon students, spanning as young as six or seven to twenty-one, make it… strange.  As I look around the spacious room, I see a girl with purple skin, a heavy boy with six arms, a teenager with elongated spikes on his head where his hair should be, and a young girl with one eye.  But I’ve seen strange before.  At Dr. Nancy’s factory, many of the kids looked like this but with a distinctly different expression on their faces, behind their eyes, in their voices: loss.
 
                 “So, tell me about the Metanites,” I say.
 
                 “Hmm,” Marissa says, taking a sip of her electrolyte drink.  “Well Moton had the idea to form a group of young people with special talents who could protect—”
 
                 “Oh, no.  I mean, how long have you all been friends?” I ask.
 
                 “Depends on when people came here.  Some have spent nearly their whole lives here, but most of us have been friends for at least two years,” Zoë says, smashing her burger back together and flattening the bun.  Excess ketchup seeps out the sides.
 
                 “Kia and Kono are the most recent addition… they came, what—two years ago?  Just six months after I got here.”
 
                 “Are you all pretty close, then?” I ask.
 
                 “Oh yeah!  We’re like family to each other.”
 
                 “Hi guys!” Kiaria says, skipping toward our table for four.
 
                 She is petite, unlike Marissa and Zoë who have more muscles and curves.  Kiaria’s hair is as black as night, cut at a short bob with bangs just above her almond eyes.  She’s wearing a silky, red dress with a white collar and black tights, which far exceeds my pitiful abilities—or lack thereof—in fashion.  Around her neck hangs a necklace with a small, plastic watermelon at the end, matching the bracelet around her wrist.  On the same wrist, I get a glimpse of a black ink tattoo, but I can’t make out what it is.  Marissa and Zoë are dressed nicely too, though they’re not wearing dresses.  Perhaps I’m underdressed in my jeans and black T-shirt.
 
                 “Hey Kia,” Marissa says.
 
                 Kiaria looks at me and smiles.  She puts her tray down across from me and extends her hand.
 
                 “Hi!  I know we met, but I feel like we really haven’t met yet.  I’m Kiaria, or Kia… whichever works.”
 
                 “Nice to re-meet you,” I say, shaking her hand.
 
                 “What are we talking about?” she asks.
 
                 “Introducing Annika to the Metanites,” Marissa says.
 
                 “And all our intertwined drama,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Careful—Kono and Izzi are right over there,” Kiaria says.  She nods to her left, and sure enough, a girl almost identical to Kiaria sits at a table with Izzi, the dark skinned girl with the short, curly fro.  Despite her tomboy appearance, the biggest contrast between Kono and Kiaria is Kono’s long, straight hair.  She and Izzi glance over at us, and we turn back to our food.
 
                 “They’ve been together for over a year, which is nice since they can calm each other’s tempers,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Xander and Izzi are cousins, which you can only tell because they have the same temper.  Shoot, I forgot silverware.  Be right back,” Marissa says.  She leaves and marches to the other side of the cafeteria.
 
                 “Let’s see…  Zoë and Elijah are dating,” Kiaria says.  She smiles.  “Although, sometimes I feel like Abe and Eli are a couple, too.”
 
                 “I can’t compete with that bromance,” Zoë says.
 
                 “And Marissa and Nate are…?” I ask.
 
                 “OH no… don’t bring that up,” Zoë says.  “They broke up a few months ago.  Don’t let Marissa start talking about it again.”
 
                 “I thought they were cool,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “They are, but Marissa is… she likes having a boyfriend, and she hasn’t found anyone else since,” Zoë says. “New topic.”
 
                 Marissa returns to the table within seconds, and Zoë, Kiaria, and I all take a bite of our food.
 
                 “So what did you do last night, Annika?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “Not much.  I talked to Nate and Cliff. He showed me the Mind.  I can’t believe you two made that,” I say to Kiaria.
 
                 “Oh, well it was mostly Nate, but I helped a little with the design aspect and the Finder.”
 
                 “Still, it’s really impressive.”
 
                 “What did you guys talk about?” Marissa asks. 
 
                 I feel a knot in my stomach because I honestly can’t remember what we talked about, and now I’m afraid to say something to trigger Marissa.
 
                 “Mostly the equipment in the Base and all the stuff you can do with the arena,” I come up with.
 
                 “Hey, Kia, you think we’ll have that new training thing up soon?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “We should,” Kiaria says.  She turns to me.  “Nate and I are working on a training sequence-setup-thing that will help up stop these guys from coming after you.”
 
                 Cool, but I doubt that a training sequence will truly prepare the Metanites for what the hunting crew is capable of.
 
                 “Sounds good,” Marissa says.  “We could use a new training course.”
 
                 “What’s this about a training course?” a voice asks from the middle of the cafeteria.
 
                 The girls and I turn to see Elijah, Lazzer, and Nate running toward our table.
 
                 “What the hell?  Why are you guys here?” Zoë says.
 
                 Elijah and Lazzer make it to the table, but Nate is blockaded by a group of ten-year-olds who want to see his boot-foot-wrap contraption.  Elijah wraps his arms around Zoë’s shoulders and squeezes.
 
                 “Umm, we live here, don’t you?” Lazzer replies.  He’s holding a basketball in one arm.
 
                 “In the cafeteria?  Not surprised…” Zoë says.
 
                 “So how’s lunch?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “You girls want to shoot some hoops with us?  Getting psyched for the tournament tonight?” Nate asks, finally making it to our table. 
 
                 The three boys lean over the table, taking up as much space as possible.  I swear, the concept of personal space is a foreign concept to these people.
 
                 “No, do we ever?” Marissa snaps.  “We’re trying to have a nice girls’ lunch here.”
 
                 “Go play hoops without us.  We’ll see you at the tournament,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Oh, sorry.  We had absolutely no intention of intruding on your special lunch.”
 
                 “Hey, those fries look good, Zo,” Elijah says, grabbing a French fry from her plate and shoving it in his mouth.
 
                 “What about you, Annika?  Do you wanna play basketball?  You know the Cavs play the Heat after the tournament tonight—big rivalry game!” Nate says.
 
                 “No thanks,” I say.
 
                 “Do you know why the Heat and the Cavs are rivals, Anya?” Nate asks me.
 
                 “No one knows, Nate,” Marissa sighs.
 
                 “No one cares,” Zoë mutters, dipping a fry in ketchup and smashing it against Elijah’s face.
 
                 “What did you just call her?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “Anya.”
 
                 “Anya?”
 
                 “Yeah, short for Annika, right?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Ahh!  I’m bleeding!  I’ve been fried!” Elijah says, holding his hand to the ketchup smeared on his face.  Zoë laughs, and Kiaria hands him her napkin.
 
                 “Annie?”
 
                 “No!”
 
                 “Hey, Everybody!” Abraham shouts, prancing toward our table.  He stretches his arms out to encircle the entire table then squeezes everyone together in a giant hug.
 
                 “Alright, all the boys leave and clean-up Eli.  Please,” Marissa says.
 
                 The boys laugh and walk across the cafeteria to the table with the napkins and plastic ware.
 
                 “Sorry about them,” Marissa sighs.
 
                 Kiaria laughs, and her laugh is so contagious that it spreads around the table.  Even I can’t help smiling.
 
                 “What’s so funny?” a low voice asks from behind Zoë.
 
                 We turn to see a teenage boy hovering over Zoë.  He’s tall with light brown skin and short, fuzzy hair.  Even though we’re inside, he wears a pair of dark sunglasses and a black T-shirt that’s tight against his muscular body.  Along with the sunglasses, he has small, black gages, a silver and black cartilage piercing, and a small piercing on the edge of his right eyebrow.
 
                 “Hey,” he says to me.  His breath smells like ice-cold beer.
 
                 “Thunder,” Zoë says.  She and Kiaria look down at the table and take a bite of their food.
 
                 “Could you please leave us alone, Thunder?  We’re having a girl-talk,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Some storm out there!  Looks kinda chilly,” he says. His voice grows louder.
 
                 “Did you make it, Thunder?  Oh wait, you can’t do that,” Zoë says.
 
                 “You should leave before Elijah and the others get back,” Marissa says.  I look across the cafeteria for the boys and make eye contact with Abraham.  He furrows his eyebrows when he sees Thunder.
 
                 “I thought you said you were having a girl talk… oh, wait… that makes sense!” Thunder says.  He hits the table with his fist and laughs hysterically.
 
                 “Thunder…” Zoë barks at him.
 
                 “Relax, blondie.  I just came over to introduce myself to our lovely new resident of… the great grey building called Kenyon,” he says.  He looks at me.  “The name’s Thunder. What’s yours, sweetheart?”
 
                 Basia Nancy… that would send him running, I think to myself.  But that’s probably a bad move, so I just glare at him for calling me sweetheart.
 
                 “Leave her alone,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Oh!  I’m sorry, Marissa.  Are you dating her?!”
 
                 “Because I would be so interested in an alcoholic,” I say to him.
 
                 “Now listen,” Thunder says, leaning over the table. “I—”
 
                 “Hey!” Elijah shouts.  He, Lazzer, Nate, and Abraham are seconds away from our table.
 
                 Thunder spins around, and as he spins, his arm connects with Lazzer’s face.  A short fight ensues, which doesn’t bode well for Thunder.  Not only is he outnumbered four to one, the alcohol slows and distorts his attempt to hit them.
 
                 “Eli!” Zoë yells as he tackles Thunder to the ground.
 
                 “What has Moton told you about drinking, huh?” Elijah whispers in Thunder’s ear.  They boys pull Thunder back to his feet, each holding one of Thunder’s arms behind him.
 
                 “What the hell?  I didn’t even do anything!” Thunder moans.
 
                 “What are you getting at?” Nate shouts at Thunder.  The sunglasses are on the floor, and the left side of Thunder’s face is stinging red.
 
                 “What are you getting at, gimp,” Thunder replies.  “I didn’t do anything.”
 
                 Great, now everyone in the cafeteria is staring at our table.  Two security guards come rushing in from the entrance to the cafeteria.  Aside from the murmuring and loud, clunking footsteps of the oncoming guards, I can hear Thunder panting.  There’s a low whipping sound coming from the window… but it’s not the wind.
 
                 “Annika, you okay?” Zoë asks.  She’s staring at me.
 
                 I turn and look out the window.  The snow spins at a rapid pace above us.
 
                 “GET AWAY FROM THE WINDOW!” I shout.
 
                 There’s just enough time to push Zoë out of the way before a dark figure swings from a cord and crashes through the glass.  The glass splinters into a thousand shards around us.  I duck my head, feeling the shards stick to or bounce off my shirt.  Wind blasts through the hole in the window, drawing snow in with it.  The droning sound of a helicopter above us mutes all other noise.
 
                 When I look up, I see a man completely covered in a fitted, black suit with a black ski mask on his head.  He stands about ten meters away from our table and scans the room.
 
                 He’s looking for me.
 
                 I crawl over to Zoë, who had been thrown under the table from the impact of the crash.  She doesn’t look scared, just pissed-off that someone had attacked her home.  She looks at me then out the window.  More men dressed in black suits hover outside the shattered window with jet packs strapped to their backs.  Marissa crawls over to us.
 
                 “What the Hell!” Zoë shouts. 
 
                 I can barely hear her over the hum of the helicopter and the wind.  I glance at Zoë then Marissa.  They somehow read my eyes and shake their heads.
 
                 “Annika, No!” Marissa shouts, but I’m already running toward the man in black standing in the middle of the cafeteria.  He sees me coming just before I reach him, dodges my kick, and tries to grab my foot.  I evade and catch myself before landing hard on the cafeteria floor.
 
                 He’s both strong and fast, but not the ideal strong and fast of normal humans.  A stronger strong and a faster fast.  A surgically altered state.  An experiment.
 
                 I lead the attack while he stays mostly defensive.  I swing, he blocks.  I kick; he jumps.  I need to tamper with his emotions… make him uncomfortable… the mask.  I start running away, and when I notice him behind me, I plant my foot against a table, jump in the air, and grab the mask as I flip over him.  As I fall I take the mask with me, and his identity is revealed… at least the back side of his head.  The person in black turns to face me, and—
 
                 New-bee.
 
                 We stare at each other, neither of us moving. I look into his grey eyes, once warm and promising friendship, now cold and aching.  I’m sure my eyes tell him the same story.
 
                 Then, his face changes.  I almost recognize the expression as he whispers, “Bia,” and steps toward me.
 
                 A fireball hits New-bee in the chest and sends him tumbling to the ground.  I stand still, unable to move or breathe.  I feel like the walls of the cafeteria inching toward me and the floor swallowing my feet.
 
                 More and more adults and faculty members in the building start pouring in to rush everyone else out of the room.  I stand still as Elijah, Lazzer, and Abraham work together to fight New-bee.  He fights back with some struggle. Actually, he’s holding his own very well.  Whatever experiments he must have complied to enhanced his fighting, especially his speed.
 
                 So this is what it has come to: my best friend three years ago, now my adversary.
 
                 Zoë and Marissa join the fight, and now the Metanites are starting to get the upper hand on New-bee.  He knows it, too.  The helicopter and the men with the jet packs are gone, and Kono finishes telekinetically piecing the window back together.  He is abandoned and trapped.
 
                 He looks my way and starts sprinting toward me, creating some distance between himself and the Metanites.  Abraham extends his arm to trip him; Elijah shoots a line of fire on the floor between New-bee and me; Zoë shoots sparks of blue energy at him; but New-bee drives through all of it. 
 
                 I try to move, but the floor won’t let go of my feet.  I can’t move!  Why can’t I move!!  He’s seconds away from me…
 
                 “Annika!” Nate yells, tackling me out of the way.  A metal rod strikes New-bee in the head, and he falls next to Nate and I on the ground.  I stare at the unconscious teenager next to me, and I’m still unable to move.  All of my instincts of fight or flight, to protect and defend—they all failed me.
 
                 Nate unwraps one of his arms from around me and steadies himself before helping me back to my feet.  He’s still holding me with one arm, staring, like I am, at the unconscious body at our feet.
 
                 “Annika,” Zoë sighs.
 
                 Nate lets go of me as Zoë squeezes my arm.  Marissa comes over and hugs us.  The other Metanites assemble around the intruder and stare.
 
                 “Get out of my way…” Ms. Grenavich growls as she hustles toward us.  She’s the lady who verbally expressed her disapproval of me when I toured Kenyon.  She’s ready to chew us out but stops when she sees New-bee on the floor.
 
                 “Two of you take him to Moton,” she says.  The wrinkles on her face seem to shake.  “The rest of you report to your rooms immediately and wait for more instruction there.”
 
                 She walks away, and Thunder and Elijah lift New-bee onto their shoulders and follow Ms. Grenavich out of the cafeteria.
 
                 “Nice hit, Riss,” Lazzer says.  He pats her on the back.
 
                 It’s quiet, except for the sound of everyone’s heavy breathing.  The Metanites exchange nods and weak high fives, but no one is smiling or laughing.  They know as well as I do that this is just the beginning.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XI: Up on the Rooftop
 
   Tuesday, March 18, 2065; 4:01 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 How did I end up here?  A little over a week ago I was jumping from alley to alley, just trying to hide from the hunting crew, and now I’m here, sitting on the roof of Kenyon as the snow dances around me.  I thought the tables were finally turning for me, but now that New-bee is here, Kenyon doesn’t feel safe anymore.  Not that Kenyon ever felt safe, but it’s better than being curled under a YAMAHA box and sleeping with one eye open.
 
                 It’s cold outside, but I like the way its freezes my skin and bones.  I was shivering in my room, so I decided to come up here where I could be cold on the outside, too.
 
                 I watch the sun set against the red and violet sky and slip down into the distant earth.  The rays are not strong enough to affect me, so with the storm clouds gone to the East, I can enjoy the colors and softness of the last little bit of sunlight.
 
                 He used to talk about the sun—New-bee.  He would say, “The sun is shining,” and how something else is looking good, promising today would be a good day.  Today wasn’t a good day—not even close.
 
                 “Look at that cloud!” the girl with curly blonde hair says.  She sits between New-bee and me and points at a small cloud shaped like a butterfly that sits just above the sunset.
 
                 “Looks more like a piece of popcorn,” I say.
 
                 “No way, it’s a butterfly,” the young girl says.  “And the pink sky means that it’s a girl butterfly.”
 
                 “I’m pretty sure the pink sky means rain is coming,” I say.
 
                 “No, no, you’ve got that all wrong.  Pink skies at night are a good thing.  Red skies at night, sailor’s delight; red morning, sailors take warning,” New-bee says.
 
                 “Are you sure you don’t have that backwards?” I tease.
 
                 “Would you relax?  Today was a good day—the sun was shining, we got to explore Cleveland all afternoon, and look at this view!” New-bee says.
 
                 I smile and take in the view of Cleveland from the rooftop of the hospital building.  Maybe a different skyscraper would give a better panoramic view of the city than this, but right now, there’s no place I’d rather be than with these two.
 
                 “I can see Kenyon from here!” the blond girl says, pointing to the third tallest skyscraper of the city.
 
                 “We should break in someday,” New-bee says.  He winks at me.
 
                 “Someday,” I say.  I glance at him, smile, then watch the sunset sink behind Key Tower.
 
                 “Me too?” the blonde girl asks.
 
                 “Eh… you might be too young.”
 
                 “This is a serious mission.  We can’t afford to take any risks or lose you in there,” I say.
 
                 “I could find my way out!”
 
                 “Yeah, but what if they want you to stay?”
 
                 “And what if you like it there so much you want to stay?” I ask her.
 
                 “Well, then I’d make you two stay with me,” she says.
 
                 I shake my head and try to force the flashbacks away, but this city and this view force me to remember all the things I loved about my childhood—all the things I lost.  Walking down the Rockefeller Gardens in the summertime; playing at the beach where a fragile, beautiful woman shouts at me not to swim too far out; the sweet smell of fresh bread from Iago’s Bakery.  I remember all these as memories, but I know that they are not my own.  I’m not that girl anymore.  I’m a completely different being now.  Cleveland reminds me of that.
 
                 I lean forward just a little.  My feet dangle off the edge of the building, but I’m holding onto the low railing that forms a perimeter around the roof.
 
                 What if I just let go?  Would I even feel myself hit the pavement?
 
                 No.  Shut-up, Nancy, I think to myself.
 
                 “So this is where you went?” a timid voice calls to me.
 
                 I turn around and Cliff, Nate’s younger brother, stands fifteen feet away from me.  He stands as still and cold as an icicle, but maybe he’s just freezing cold up here.  I’m surprised, though that does explain why I didn’t hear anyone coming.  Still, I didn’t think Cliff would talk to me, let alone be comfortable being in the same place as me without anyone else around.
 
                 “Aren’t you worried those people might come back?” he asks.  He still doesn’t move.
 
                 I shake my head.  “I wasn’t really thinking of it.  Are we allowed up here?”
 
                 Cliff shakes his head.  “Not really.”
 
                 “Are you going to tell them?”
 
                 “Tell-em what?”
 
                 “That I was up here.”
 
                 “They already know,” Cliff says.  He points to a camera on the other side of the roof?.
 
                 “Oh.”
 
                 Cliff stands there for a moment, takes a deep breath, then comes and sits by me.  He doesn’t sit on the edge though.  He stays a few feet away.
 
                 “Aren’t you afraid you’re going to fall?” he asks.
 
                 “Not really, you?”
 
                 He shrugs.  “So how’d you get up here?”
 
                 “The stairs,” I tease.  I get him to smile a little.  “What are you doing up here?”
 
                 “Looking for you,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Ah hu…” I mumble.  If the Metanites were looking for me, I’m sure an alarm would have sounded by now.
 
                 “I shouldn’t tell,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Come-on.  You answer that question, and I’ll answer one for you.”
 
                 “Any question?”
 
                 “Just about,” I say.  Now that I’ve offered it, I might regret it.
 
                 “Okay, deal,” Cliff says.
 
                 “You ask first,” I say.
 
                 “Alright…  What were you thinking about before I came up here?” he asks.
 
                 After a long moment of silence, “My family,” are the only two words I can say.
 
                 “What about them?” Cliff asks.
 
                 “We used to live in Cleveland—my father working in the hospitals and all.  I was thinking about all the things we used to do here.  I miss it, and I missed this place.”
 
                 “Yeah, Cleveland isn’t that bad.  Does your family still live here?”
 
                 “No, they’re dead.”
 
                 Cliff doesn’t say anything, but I can feel him turn to look at me.  The howling wind fills the next minute before either of us say anything again.
 
                 “My father and I are the last ones left, but we’re not exactly talking.  Sometimes I feel like… like we all died... like there’s nothing left of what we were.”  My voice drags, and a sharp pain stabs my throat from within.  I’ve already said too much, but Cliff’s silence begs for more.
 
                 “I had a sister, you know,” I say at last.
 
                 “Really?” he asks earnestly.
 
                 “Uh-hm.”
 
                 “Younger or older?”
 
                 “Younger by four years.  You kind of look like her—curly, blonde hair.  Hers was longer, of course,” I say, looking at Cliff.
 
                 He smiles.  “What’s her name?”
 
                 “Cassandra.  She had these red, rosy cheeks, too, and blue eyes.”
 
                 “What happened to her?” Cliff asks.
 
                 My throat catches the words, but I pull myself together and let them go.  “She was killed.”
 
                 The wind picks up and howls in our ears again.
 
                 “When she died,” I continue, “I never felt more alone in my entire life.  Just like that, no more family.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he says.  “I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose Nate.  But Dr. Nancy… he’s your father?”
 
                 “Not a very good one,” I say. 
 
                 Father?  What kind of father would subject his daughter to what he put me through?  What kind of father has a death order out for his own daughter?  But I’m no daughter to him; he made that clear.
 
                 “Lots of people here don’t have much family.  You’ve heard Zoë’s story, haven’t you?  And Lazz doesn’t have a family either.  His parents died in an electrical explosion that almost killed him, too,” Cliff says.
 
                 “But they’re not responsible for their families’ deaths,” I say.
 
                 “Who says you are?”
 
                 “Me.  They wouldn’t have killed my sister if it weren’t for me.”
 
                 “You can’t be sure of that.”
 
                 “If she wasn’t with me, then they would have spared her.  They killed her because they wanted to hurt me, and it worked.”
 
                 “That sounds like their fault, not yours.  They were the ones who pulled the trigger.”
 
                 I shake my head.
 
                 “I know what they did, but they did it because of me…  So I made it my responsibility to make it up to her, to avenge her.”
 
                 “What did you do?” Cliff asks.  I can hear in his voice that he’s afraid of what I might say.
 
                 What did I do?  The break-in at the Cuyahoga Clinic, the tangible dirt…  That’s one of those questions I was afraid he would ask, because what I did was unforgiveable…
 
                 “I lost it,” I say.
 
                 Cliff nods his head, and doesn’t try to ask anything more.  It’s something of a blessing that Cliff is the one who’s asking me these questions because he won’t pry the truth out of me.  He’s more than happy with ambiguous answers or no answer at all.  Right now, that’s all I can handle: someone who doesn’t want to ask questions any more than I want to answer them.
 
                 “Are you afraid of me, Cliff?” I ask.
 
                 Cliff purses his lips and stares at the sunset.  The sun is almost gone now.
 
                 “I don’t know,” he says.  It’s the most honest answer anyone has given me since I came to Kenyon.
 
                 “So why’d you come up here?  No offense, but I wasn’t expecting Moton to send you,” I say.
 
                 “Zoë and Nate asked me to.  They are all busy with the guy in the interrogation room, and it’s not going well.  They wanted to see of you were alright, and if so, then they wanted to ask you to help them out.”
 
                 “I don’t want to see the interrogation.” I say.  I really don’t want to see him.
 
                 “You know him, don’t you?”
 
                 I bite my lower lip.  “Someone from my past.”
 
                 “An enemy?”
 
                 “He wasn’t always.”
 
                 “We’re having trouble finding him on the Finder, do you think you could help us?”
 
                 “I don’t think I’ll be of much help, Cliff.”
 
                 “Why not?”
 
                 “Have you ever poured salt on a wound before?” I ask.  I shake my head.
 
                 “You never know… it might help,” Cliff says.
 
                 “Salt? I don’t think so.”
 
                 “No, seeing him.  It could… what’s the word Marissa used… empower you.  These guys have been hunting you, but now we’ve got leverage.  Maybe you should look at him for what he is now,” Cliff says.
 
                 What is he now?  Leverage?  More like a double-edged sword.  Maybe Cliff is right, though, and a little empowerment is all I need to get back on my feet.
 
                 “Those are pretty strong words, Cliff.  Very mature,” I tease.
 
                 He blushes. 
 
                 “I can’t take credit for all of them,” he says.
 
                 I smile.
 
                 “Nate said you don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to, but he did come after you, and you deserve to know why,” Cliff says.
 
                 I know why… I think.
 
                 The Metanites have done so much for me, and they did let me stay on the roof where I’m not allowed.  Helping them is the least I could do, and I owe them.
 
                 “How can I help?” I ask.
 
                 Cliff presses his lips together to stop himself from smiling, but I can see the victory in his eyes.
 
                 “Why not you come down and see?”
 
                 “Okay,” I say.  I push myself away from the edge and stand up.  “Are we taking the stairs?” 
 
                 “We don’t have to,” Cliff says. 
 
                 He holds his hand out to me, ready to teleport back to the interrogation scene.  I take his hand, and the sunset flashes out of sight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XII: The Walls of Jericho
 
   Tuesday, March 18, 2065; 4:19 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The colorful sunset view vanishes into a small, dark room with dark walls, black carpeting, and a large window looking into the interrogation room.  The nine bodies crammed into this room make it warm and stuffy.  Nate, Marissa, and Kiaria sit closest together at a long table sitting in front of the window to the interrogation room.  They scribble something onto a tablet, oblivious to anyone else in the room.
 
                 My eyes travel to the window next.  He’s right there.  In the white interrogation room, he lounges on a metal chair and stares at his feet.  His hands are handcuffed with a short chain connecting them to a silver table positioned between him and the door.  I wonder if things had gone differently under the bridge… would this have been my bedroom here?
 
                 It’s a distance fallacy, being so close yet so far away.  That’s how it feels now.  That’s how it felt then, too.
 
                 Despite the blinding whiteness of the room, he is as dark as coal.  His dark brown-black hair creates a shadow over part of his face; his dark brows are crossed above his grey eyes.  He wears the same black suit that he wore when he crashed through the window of Kenyon.  But it’s the darkness behind his grey eyes that make his obscurity impermeable.
 
                 “Annika!” someone says.  I’m recalled to the small, dark room.
 
                 “You’re here,” Marissa says… well, more like asks.
 
                 I turn to look at her but say nothing.  Lucky for me, the door of our room creaks open, and in marches Zoë.
 
                 “Annika, glad you’re here,” she says.  “So the window in the cafeteria is now totally fixed, and everyone was told that the police came to pick up the intruder.  If only we could figure out who this asshole is.”
 
                 “… yeah, try that.  Maybe you’ll break him,” Nate says to Kiaria.
 
                 This must have been what it was like when I first came to Kenyon: trying to figure out who I was, how to soften my impenetrable mind, and then what to do with me.  I suppose my circumstances were much different than New-bee’s.  They could have guessed who I was just by the scars and abnormalities of my blood and body while I was unconscious in their hospital for five days.  Also, I didn’t crash through a window of their home—they found me.
 
                 “Alright,” Kiaria says.
 
                 She stands up and leaves the room.  After a few seconds, we watch the door to the interrogation room open and Kiaria walk in.  She starts talking to New-bee, but he’s completely unresponsive.  Just as I suspected.  There’s no way they can crack him unless they want to use an icepick to his skull, and even then his walls are too strong.
 
                 “Marissa and Kia have been going back and forth for the past three hours trying to get him to give us something, but he’s a total wall.  It helps that Kiaria reads people’s minds, but his mind… he must have trained it to shield out any interlopers because she can’t even get access to his memories,” Nate says.
 
                 He doesn’t have to explain this to me.  I’m all too familiar with New-bee’s walls, and not just his mental ones. New-bee was never one to let others in, and I doubt that’s changed in the past twenty-two months.  When we were… when I was still living in Dr. Nancy’s factory, he barely opened up to me at all, and when he did it was like a minnow swimming in a creek.  He would hide in the murky waters where no one could reach him, then slowly, warily, swim out to the sun-lit water.  But at the first indication of another creature, he would dash back to the murky water and stay as still as a statue.
 
                 And no matter what I tried, how I pleaded, comforted, interrogated, and harassed, he always remained that little minnow fleeing back to his darkness.  He built a home there—no, a castle—so strong with walls that nothing could break.
 
                 “What do you know about Dr. Nancy’s experiments?” Kiaria asks.
 
                 New-bee is still unresponsive.
 
                 What does he know about the experiments?  I’ll tell you what he knows about the experiments: they’re wrong.  Immoral.  Unethical.  Illegal.  Appalling.  Wrong.  He watched Dr. Nancy perform experiment after experiment after experiment.  He watched child after child, friend after friend, be subjected to an experiment.  He watched them suffer and cry when it happened and after it was over.  He even watched some of them die because of the experiments.  He watched us suffer and live through the scars.  He watched, and I know that he took his turn—willingly, no doubt—with the experiments that gave him inhuman speed and strength.  He knows now what it’s like, and I bet he has the scars to prove it.
 
                 “What do you know about the children Dr. Nancy experimented on?” Kiaria asks.
 
                 Her voice is too sweet.  He’s never going to crack.  He only responds to threats.
 
                 But why did the hunting crew attack, and leave him here alone?  They should have known better than to break into a house full of Metanites.  New-bee would have known better.  He would have known this was a failing mission before it started.  Then why did he do it?  What point are they trying to make… that they can still get to me?  No, there’s something deeper to this.
 
                 The door creaks open again, and Kiaria returns to the crowded, dark room.  I didn’t even notice the interrogation had ended.
 
                 “Nothing,” she says.  She saunters back to her seat.
 
                 “Alright, what’s next?”
 
                 “What’s next?  Nate, we’ve tried everything!” Marissa says.
 
                 “Not everything…” Xander says from the corner of the room. 
 
                 Marissa shoots him a look and Nate rolls his eyes.  Apparently violence and torture is not tolerated here… that’s a shame in this particular case.
 
                 “Hey, I’m not suggesting we pound the guy’s head out until he starts talking, but maybe a little psychological torment will do him some good,” Xander says.
 
                 “Sure, except we don’t even know what he’s thinking.  It’s hard to target his emotions when you don’t know where to aim,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Well, just tell him stuff like, that he only has a few more hours to live unless he starts talking,” Xander says.              “Won’t work.  He knows we’re not going to touch him,” Elijah says.
 
                 “Why?”
              “Because we would have done it already.”
 
                 “Well, I guess we’ll just have to start a little late.”
 
                 “That’s enough.  We’re not going to be torturing anyone,” Nate says.  He leans back in his chair and sighs.
 
                 “Except ourselves… this is torture.”
 
                 “We’ll find out who he is, but bitching and moaning isn’t going to make it go faster,” Marissa snaps.
 
                 Cliff nudges me with his elbow.  I peel my eyes away from the window into the interrogation room and look down at him.  Cliff stares at me and jerks his head slightly to the table where Kiaria, Marissa, and Nate sit.  I sigh, nod, and then turn back to the window.
 
                 “Annika is here to help,” Cliff says.
 
                 Okay… kinda thought that was obvious by me being here.
 
                 “That’s great,” Zoë says.  “Is he the one we saw on St. Patrick’s day in the store?”
 
                 I nod.  He’s the one from the alley, the bridge, and the bombing on St. Patrick’s Day.
 
                 “Well, who is he?” Zoë asks.
 
                 I open my mouth, but I can’t find any words.
 
                 “Zoë, easy,” Elijah says.
 
                 “He didn’t just attack Annika—he went after all of us!  Broke into our home.”
 
                 “Zoë, please.”
 
                 “Right, sorry Annika,” she says.
 
                 “Is he connected to the other attacks, too?” Kiaria asks.
 
                 “Yeah, I remember seeing him at the bridge.  He’s a good fighter,” Nate says.
 
                 “Well, I don’t really care how good of a fighter he is; I want to know his goddamn name so we can crack this tool!” Xander says.
 
                 “Calm down, X!”
 
                 “Sounds like you guys are making progress up there,” Izzi’s voice says from a small microphone on the table.
 
                 “Shut-up, Iz.”
 
                 “Izzi, not now,” Nate sighs.
 
                 “Come-on, you guys,” Kiaria says.  “Everyone just needs to stay focused and relaxed. Xander, take it down a notch or take five.”
 
                 For the moment, no one speaks.  Cliff nudges me again.
 
                 Come-on, Nancy—Annika, whatever, I think to myself.  Say it.
 
                 “Jericho, Jericho Novak,” I say.  “That’s his name.”
 
                 Everyone stares at me, but I’m still staring at the teenager in the interrogation room.  I can almost feel Cliff holding back a grin.  None of the Metanites know how to respond, so it’s quiet for a solid five seconds, which is a year for these people.              
 
                 “You get that, Lazz?” Nate says into the microphone.
 
                 “Got it… information surfacing as we speak,” Lazzer’s voice says from the microphone.
 
                 “I can’t believe you sent the three of them down there to work the Finder,” Zoë says.              
 
                 “Who?  Lazzer, Abe, and Nickel?”
 
                 “Yeah!  You wonder why any results weren’t coming up…”
 
                 “Nah, they have Izzi and Kono.  Besides, his—ah, Jericho’s—fingerprints are unreadable,” Nate says.
 
                 “Meaning…”
 
                 “Meaning they’ve been deconstructed… changed.  Ghostprints.”
 
                 Another one of Dr. Nancy’s ideas.  He would have used it for himself if it weren’t for the hospitals requiring his fingerprints for standardized testing.  Imagine someone with untraceable fingerprints… they’d be a ghost.  Untraceable. They’d be kind of like me.
 
                 “Okay, so he’s eighteen years old, originally from Croatia, second child to Podravko Novak and Laura Johnson.  Parents died when he was five, and he became the ward of Dr. Stefan Nancy, moving him to Cleveland,” Lazzer says.
 
                 I remember that day, the day Dr. Nancy brought Jericho home with him.  He was asleep when Dr. Nancy carried him in—woke up the next day and nearly tore the house apart, screaming and crying.  That was the only time I ever saw him cry, the only time I ever saw Jericho for who he was before the walls were built.  How I hated those walls, how I respected them.  How I, too, tried to break them, how I pitied him.  The walls of Jericho.
 
                 “His half-sister Eva Krahe found him when he was eleven when she moved to Cleveland and… it looks like she started working for Dr. Nancy.  More importantly, he was involved with the attack at the Statue of Liberty and an unsolved murder in Australia, neither of which he has direct ties to,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “But he’s Mr. Mysterious, so I’m going to say guilty on at least two charges,” Abraham says.
 
                 “So how do we break him?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “Me,” I say.  I turn away from the window and look directly at Kiaria.  “You have to be mean and cold.  And whatever you do, don’t ask him about his family.  Ask him about Basia Nancy.”
 
                 The room falls silent again, more silent than it was when I gave away the first identity.  Kiaria turns to Marissa and Nate, and they nod.
 
                 “Okay,” she says, and she leaves the room without another word.  But she can read minds, so maybe there was more communication going on than I’m aware of.
 
                 As she leaves, I can’t help feeling pleased.  It’s not every day the Metanites listen to me, and in this case with Jericho they needed me.  What a concept.
 
                 Kiaria steps into the interrogation room and stands in front of the table.  The door seems to shut with a harsher thud than before.
 
                 “So, Jericho Novak,” Kiaria says.
 
                 Yes.  Her voice is strong this time, even angry.  Her tone and the sound of his name grab his attention, barely.  It’s a shift only I notice: his eyes narrow ever so slightly.  Kiaria steps closer and sits at the opposite end of the table.
 
                 “You’re an elusive character,” she says.  “I bet you thought the trick with the fingerprints was impressive.  We disagree.”
 
                 Jericho is a wall, but I see his fort shaking.  An earthquake has hit his fortress, and the walls will soon begin to crack.  A single crack is all Kiaria needs to get inside that dark, mysterious mind.
 
                 “Tell me about Australia, or better yet, tell me about your involvement with the attack at the Statue of Liberty.  Must have been fun for you… taking a crack at our country’s symbol of freedom.  Tell me, how free do you feel now?” she says.
 
                 Jericho’s lips curl up on one side of his cheeks.  A small, but potent crack.  This time, everyone in the interrogation room notices the shift, and I can almost hear the six other heartbeats in the room.
 
                 “You know what,” Kiaria says, unfolding her arms and holding her hands together on the table.  She leans an inch forward.  “I’m not really interested in any of that.  Tell me about Basia Nancy.”
 
                 Then, something incredible happens.  Something incredible, wonderful, and horrible.  Jericho’s grin vanishes, and he leans over the table toward Kiaria.  The chains connecting his handcuffs to the table rattle against the cold metal.
 
                 “Why should I talk to you about Basia Nancy?” Jericho says.
 
                 Everyone in the small, dark room—everyone except me—sighs and smiles.  Kiaria smiles.  She’s in.  And the walls of Jericho come tumbling down…
 
                 “Well, I guess I don’t have to,” Jericho says, realizing what Kiaria’s smile means.  Maybe he senses her inside him, too.  He leans back in his chair, more relaxed than he was before.
 
                 “You’ve known her for a while, practically grew up with her,” Kiaria says.  “Tell me, Jericho.  How does one go from nearly being family of someone to attacking her three times in one week?”
 
                 “Time.  My friends call me Jay, by the way.”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t think you have much in the way of friends.”
 
                 He smiles, wickedly.  “I had friends.  An old one is standing on the other side of that window I’m not supposed to see through and looking in on us.  Too cowardly to say hello, I suppose.”
 
                 I can feel my heart hammering against my chest.  No—there’s no way he can see through the window, not with the Metanites’ high-tech equipment.  I stand like a statue, though.  Jericho might have broken, but I won’t.
 
                 “She’s not there,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Come-on, don’t tease me, Kiaria Ying,” he says.
 
                 Shit…  How does he know her name?  Did Dr. Nancy look up all the Metanites?  Is he going after all of them now?
 
                 “You Metanites think you’re the next generation of superheroes, but you have no idea what you’re up against.  There’s only one person who knows how to beat us, and there’s only one way you found my name and all that information about me.  It’s not coming from Dr. Reins’ parade of teenaged wanna-bes.  It came from her,” Jericho says.
 
                 “She’s not there, and like I said before, we weren’t impressed with your ghost prints,” Kiaria says. 
 
                 I cannot believe how calm she is.  If someone I didn’t know said my name to my face, I would panic.
 
                 “That doesn’t mean—” Jericho says.
 
                 “She said she didn’t want to see you.  She doesn’t want to have anything to do with you, and she doesn’t care what happens to you,” Kiaria says.  “And you know that’s true.”
 
                 Jericho clenches his jaw and stares at Kiaria like he could kill her with his eyes.  I feel a wave of relief run through me, but there’s a small voice in my head that makes the relief bittersweet.
 
                 You do care, the voice says.
 
                 I study Jericho over one more time.
 
                 No, I don’t, I respond to the voice.
 
                 “It’s been nice talking to you,” Kiaria says.  She stands up and walks to the door.
 
                 “Did she tell you about the attack at the Cuyahoga Clinic?” Jericho says.
 
                 Shit… he wouldn’t… 
 
                 Kiaria’s hand just touched the doorknob, but she turns back around. 
 
                 “Eight people died, our people.  Did she tell you she was there that day?” Jericho says.
 
                 Dammit, Jericho, you son of a bitch.  Kiaria doesn’t move or say anything, and it looks like she’s blocked out from his mind.
 
                 “Did she tell you what she stole from Dr. Nancy?” Jericho says.
 
                 “Why does that matter to us?” Kiaria asks.
 
                 “Kia, get out of there,” Nate says into the microphone.  Kiaria must have heard him in her earpiece, but she’s not listening. 
 
                 Jericho smiles.  “Because it’s the only thing keeping her alive.  Now that we know she has it, we can’t kill her until we get it back.”
 
                 “Is that what brought you here?”
 
                 “I came to deliver a message.  If Basia tries to pass on what she stole, we will kill anyone who lays eyes on it—including the Metanites,” Jericho says.
 
                 I feel all eyes on me, digging into my skin.  My skin starts to inch and sweat, but I can’t break.  I can’t show them I’m worried.  For all they know, Jericho could be fabricating the entire story.
 
                 “Kia, he’s trapping you into his own interrogation.  End it, or we’ll come and get you,” Nate says.  Kiaria doesn’t move.
 
                 “Nate, I don’t think the earpiece is on,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Shit,” Nate says.  He stands up and rushes to the door.
 
                 The rest of the Metanites and I follow him out of the dark room and into the hall.  When we all make it out of the small room, we see Kiaria already closing the door to the interrogation room.
 
                 “Kiaria, are you okay?  Could you hear us?” Nate says.  He places a hand on her shoulder.
 
                 “Yeah… I figured you’d be freaking out when Jericho started talking about…” Kiaria says.  She glances over at me.
 
                 Now all eyes are on me, again.  Great.
 
                 “Was he telling the truth?” Marissa asks.  I’m not sure if she’s asking me or Kiaria.  She dials in a code to the interrogation room, and we hear the door lock.
 
                 “It’s complicated… I saw a lot more than I expected, and I’m not sure how it all pieces together yet,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “God, I hate that guy,” Elijah says.
 
                 “What was he talking about when he said you stole something,” Zoë asks me.
 
                 The words are in my mouth, but I force them back down my throat.  If I tell them about the tangible dirt, the hunting crew will hold true to their promise and hunt the Metanites.  And what about the person I hid the tangible dirt with?  He doesn’t even know he has it.  Would the hunting crew kill him, too? 
 
                 Ring!  Ring!  All of the Metanites’ watches buzz and glow.  Just in time.
 
                 “Metanites, all of you report to my office at once,” Moton’s voice calls from the watches.  The Metanites exchange anxious glances.
 
                 “On our way, boss,” Elijah replies. 
 
                 “Annika, you too, please,” Moton says.  I swallow the words in my throat and stay silent.  The Metanites start walking toward the elevator, and Zoë glances back at me.  She smiles—barely—and nods for me to follow.  I should run, but instead I follow her to an uncertain trial of my most recently-revealed secrets.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XIII: Where is Basia Nancy?
 
   Tuesday, March 18, 2065; 4:50 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 We wait in the living room outside Moton’s office. All twelve Metanites—plus myself—find a seat on the two black couches, the two vintage, silver chairs, or the floor.  Like the rest of Kenyon, this waiting room carries the same impersonal and grandiose feeling, but packed into a smaller space with a key-locked door and a real window.  The oddest part about the room is the fake fireplace made from white bricks; a mirror over the mantal reflects a large square of the room, including the Metanites and me, yet I am the only one who looks at it.
 
                 I fidgit in my seat on the floor, and Kono glares at me.  Nothing new.  Although it’s more quiet than usual, the Metanites whisper among each other, inquiring what Moton wants and why we’re all here.  Translation: what the hell am I doing here?
 
                 “Learn anything good from reading his mind, Kia?” Abraham asks.
 
                 “Nothing good, but I saw a lot.  I’m just starting to sort through and make sense of it all,” Kiaria says.
 
                 She glances at me, but not for long.  It’s just enough to tell me that what she learned was not all about Jericho.  She learned something important about me.
 
                 “At least we finally got him to crack, thanks to you,” Xander says.
 
                 “Thanks to Annika,” Kiaria says.
 
                 I feel their eyes on me, and I don’t know where to look, so I look at the ground and pray for Moton to come in.
 
                 “Do you think he was telling the truth at the end, when he said… that thing about the clinic?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Maybe Moton caught something you didn’t,” Izzi says.
 
                 “Or maybe he wants us all on the same page,” Nate says.
 
                 “Or he wants to kill us by helping the terrorist with whatever she stole,” Kono says.  She looks directly at me again.
 
                 “Hey—” Nate says.
 
                 “I didn’t steal anything,” I say.  “And if I did, I wouldn’t give it to you anyway.”
 
                 “Kono, don’t—”
 
                  The door to Moton’s office clicks, and two adults walk out. Moton is first.  He’s wearing his staple grey suit and white blouse underneath; although the dark circles under his eyes and the extra pressure he exerts on his cane show how tired he is.
 
                 Ms. Grenavich follows him.  Her wild, frizzy hair is pulled back into a low bun, and her dark skin wrinkles around her eyes.  Her blue dress drapes around her fit and petite form, and her short heals dig into the carpet.  When she looks at me, she makes a deliberate effort to not do so again.
 
                 The two adults stand in front of the fireplace, and both fold their hands behind their backs.  Ms. Grenavich looks to Moton; he nods then turns to the Metanites.
 
                 “Thank you all for efforts to stop our intruder today and to get to the bottom of this.  I believe you all have earned the night off.  That being said, I’m sure you will understand that the basketball tournament is cancelled tonight,” Moton says.
 
                 Abraham sighs, but doesn’t make a show of it.  Xander is visibly upset, too.  He opens his mouth to complain, but Ms. Grenavich shuts him down before he could say anything.
 
                 “Kiaria, why not you sleep on it, then tomorrow we will compare notes and decide how to handle the situation.  And Annika—” Moton says.  Everyone turns and stares at me.  “Get some rest tonight.”
 
                 “That’s it?  What about the thing she stole from Dr. Nancy?  We could use that to stop him, but she’s putting all of us in danger because of it,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “We don’t even know if Jericho was telling the truth.  What if he was just saying that stuff to make us turn on Annika?” Nate says.
 
                 “Does something that could bring down Dr. Nancy actually exist?” Marissa asks.  She’s looking at me, but I’m not going to say a word about it.
 
                 “Is there?” someone else asks.
 
                 “Annika?” Moton ask.  Everyone waits for me to speak.
 
                 “I didn’t steal anything,” I say.
 
                 “Good.  That being said, Moton and I have reached an agreement,” Ms. Grenavich says.  “In the interest of the Metanites and the children here at Kenyon, we are not going to pursue this object—whether it exists or not—because the safety of Kenyon and its students comes first.”
 
                 “Then why am I here?” I mumble.
 
                 Too loud.  Now everyone is staring at me.  I wonder if they are shocked by what I said, or surprised that I said it first.
 
                 “Because Kenyon does not turn anyone away,” Moton says.  He glances at Ms. Grenavich, and she takes a deep breath.  She turns her attention back toward the Metanites.
 
                 “Here’s the one change we are making as a result of Jericho’s intrusion and comments.  Annika is to be with one of you at all times, except at night or when she is in her room,” Moton says.
 
                 Dammit.
 
                 “What?!”
 
                 “I don’t care how you do it, but that is your first responsibility,” Moton says.
 
                 “Why?!”
 
                 “But that’s—”
 
                 “It’s a good idea.”
 
                 “No it’s not!”
 
                 “It’s going to be good for—”
 
                 “Enough,” Moton says.  His voice echoes through the room, and the Metanites fall silent.  “This is for everyone’s best interest.  If you have a concern with it, you can come to Ms. Grenavich or me in private.”
 
                 I glance around the room and wait for someone else to protest, but Moton has the final word.  Not a single person—well, maybe Nate—looks happy about the babysitting order, yet I feel relieved.  If this is Moton’s only attempt to elicit from me what I stole from Dr. Nancy, my tangible dirt is safe—
 
                 —for now.
 
    
 
    
 
   “She’s back!  New information indicates the international terrorist Basia Nancy was indeed responsible for the despicable attack at Cleveland’s very own St. Patrick’s Day Parade—brought to you by Channel Eight, Cleveland’s best and most watched news channel.  Although the police have not released any information concerning suspects and motives, we do have some interesting leads from witnesses and others who caught part of the bombing on tape.  Whether she is still in Cleveland or not is an unsettling question for all of us,” says the greying, middle-aged man on the screen.
 
                 The Metanites are scattered around the room in their designated cliques.  Marissa and Kiaria sit at the table in front of the screens with Zoë standing behind them; their eyes are glued to the nightly news.  Nate and Lazzer sit at the table with a deck of cards in front of them, but their attention is also cemented to the screens.  Izzi and Kono gossip by the ropes that hang from the ceiling.  Abraham, Elijah, Xander, and Nickel wrestle in the arena.
 
                 I’m sitting on the stairs near the elevator, as far away from the screens as I can get without tucking myself in a corner like a broken, petrified animal.
 
                 “Sources say that Basia Nancy planted the bomb hours before the parade began and waited until several people surrounded the float to set off the explosion.  An interesting video clip from West Third Street shows her running into the crowd seconds before the explosion,” the reporter says.
 
                 A pixilated video pops up on the screen, and I watch what looks like me push my way into a herd of pedestrians; seconds later, the float explodes.  I have to look away.
 
                 “Because of the commotion and chaos that followed the bombing, no one caught on camera if Basia Nancy escaped, and the fire squad does not report an adolescent girl among the unfortunate victims of this truly appalling crime. 
 
                 “However, that all changed today when a brave witness came forward and reported seeing a dark-haired girl flee the scene,” the reporter continues.
 
                 I look back at the screens to see a Channel Eight reporter sitting in a deli with a blurred-out figure.
 
                 “Yeah,” the interviewee says.  It’s Bruce.  “I saw her.  From where I stood, it looked like she pulled a woman back into the vicinity of the bomb to make sure she wouldn’t survive.  But then I see the woman hobbling out of the smoke with Basia still holding onto her.  That’s when the Metanites arrived, and Basia fled.”
 
                 “This is ridiculous!” Marissa says.  “They’re twisting everything.
 
                 “Isn’t he one of the guys who was coming after Annika?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “They’re just trying to get ratings, that’s all,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “We should send them one of our videos of the attack… that will give them some ratings,” Zoë says.
 
                 “The Metanites were able to contain the fire and any further damage from the explosion, but there was little the Kenyon training team could do for the eight innocent people who died and the eighteen others still in the hospital.  Police and FBI investigators are still looking for Basia Nancy and—”
 
                 Kiaria changes the channel, taking us to a network site in New York City, but the same headline runs on the bottom of the screen.
 
                 “Basia Nancy strikes again, killing at least eight people in yesterday’s St. Patrick’s Day Parade in Cleveland, Ohio.  The dangerous, rogue terrorist is still at large, promising to—”
 
                 Kiaria flips to another station.
 
                 “Terror strikes again, this time targeting Kenyon School for Gifted Individuals, located in downtown Cleveland.  Amid the ferocious storm earlier this afternoon, a small band of men dressed in all black broke through the window of the seventy-first floor.  The attack was quickly stopped by the young agents of the special-ops ground known as the Metanites.  FBI and Cleveland police believe it was the actions of a European mafia group suspected of coordinating attacks with international terrorist Basia Nancy last year.”
 
                 “It’s everywhere,” Lazzer mumbles. 
 
                 And he’s right; the next two stations are talking about me, too. 
 
                 “It’s all wrong!  Someone must be feeding them information to make Annika look like the villain in all of this,” Marissa says.
 
                 “She did have the time to plant the bomb in the parade,” Zoë says.
 
                 “You don’t really believe that was her, do you?  And how would she have found the supplies to make that bomb?”
 
                 “I don’t believe she did it, but it’s an easy story to convince the public,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Despite the terror and destruction caused by this individual, FBI and CIA executives are optimistic in their efforts to bring this reign of terror to an end.  CIA Director Ibra Henderson says that it’s just a matter of time before they locate Basia Nancy and bring her to justice.  Now, just one question remains: where is Basia Nancy?” says the reporter of Channel Five’s Nightly Action News.
 
                 Kiaria turns the screen off and tosses the remote aside.
 
                 “Quit worrying about it, Kiaria.  It’s not like the government is coming after all of us,” Xander says.  Elijah pins him against the ground, his forearm pressed against Xander’s neck.
 
                 “If they’re coming after one of us, they’re coming after all of us,” Nate says.
 
                 “Well, we all know who’s coming after us now,” Xander chokes.
 
                 “I still don’t get it,” Zoë whispers.  “How did he know to find her at Kenyon?”
 
                 “I’m sure they have the technology and aptitude to put two-and-two together.  They must have seen us protecting her after the car bombing,” Marissa whispers back.
 
                 “But they knew exactly where we were when they attacked,” Zoë says.
 
                 Marissa shrugs her shoulders and glances my way.  I pretend that I’m not eavesdropping into their conversation, continuing to stare off at the space between the screens and where the boys are wrestling in the arena.  I don’t want to hear it, but I need to know what they’re saying—I need to know what Kiaria learned after reading Jericho’s mind.
 
                 “What is she thinking?” Marissa whispers to Kiaria.
 
                 Kiaria doesn’t give a verbal response.
 
                 “Marissa—” Zoë says.
 
                 “Can you read her thoughts?”
 
                 “No,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “No you can’t read her, or no you don’t want to?” Marissa says.
 
                 “I couldn’t read her when Moton asked.  What’s the difference now?”
 
                 She tried to read my mind?  Was this in Moton’s office, or before?
 
                 “Well, can you try again?”
 
                 “I’m not reading her mind.  I don’t want to know what she’s thinking, especially after what we all went through today, and you shouldn’t want to know either,” Kiaria says.
 
                 Maybe they’re staging this, knowing that I’m listening in, and when I’m gone they’ll talk about what Kiaria learned from Jericho.  But Kiaria just snapped at Marissa…  Kiaria is always so nice.
 
                 “I wish I could just know what she’s thinking about,” Marissa says.  “Can’t you just get a hint of her thoughts?”
 
                 “Look at her,” Kiaria says.  “What do you think she’s thinking about?”
 
                 Jericho… shit.  Everything was good, not really good but not a complete disaster either.  Everything was fine.  But now it’s a complete disaster that’s been hit by a hurricane and an earthquake all at once.  Now both Dr. Nancy and the Metanites know what I stole, and I don’t know what to do with it.  Goddamn Jericho.  Goddamn me; I’m the one who caused this mess.
 
                 I should just give the Metanites the tangible dirt and disappear.  It’s not like they’re innocent bystanders anymore; they’re already knee-deep in the quicksand that is Dr. Nancy’s experimental empire, so maybe the hunting crew already added them to their death list.  But Marissa’s right: how did the hunting crew know where I was today?  They didn’t just know that I’m hiding out in Kenyon; they knew the exact window and the exact time.  No one outside of Kenyon’s walls would have been able to tell them that.
 
                 “What should we do?” Marissa whispers.
 
                 “Give Kiaria some time and space to figure out their next move,” Kiaria says
 
                 Zoë laughs.
 
                 “No, I mean… about her.”
 
                 I can feel their eyes on me, searching and coming up empty.
 
                 “Despite Moton’s babysitting order: space… space and time,” Kiaria says.  “No, Zoë… not now.”
 
                 “What?” Zoë says. “Did you—?”
 
                 “I didn’t have to.  Don’t go over there.  I doubt she wants to talk to anyone right now,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “What do you know?” Marissa asks.
 
                 Kiaria is silent, and that’s when it hits me: what Kiaria learned from reading Jericho’s mind is something she wouldn’t confide in anyone because she didn’t want to know it herself. 
 
                 “Nothing,” Kiaria mumbles.
 
                 Liar.
 
                 “What are you girls whispering about?” Nate asks.  They ignore him.
 
                 “They’re talking about you, Doc… arguing over which one is going to settle for number two while one gets to be with me,” Abraham says from the arena.
 
                 “Shut up, Abe,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Heyy.  Elijah, tell your girlfriend to be nice to me!” Abraham wines.
 
                 “Abe, don’t mess with Zoë,” Elijah replies.  Nickel tackles him to the ground, and then Xander pounces on both of them.  They moan and laugh.
 
                 “What’s the trouble, ladies?” Lazzer asks.  He and Nate roll their chairs over the girls to form a circle.
 
                 “We’re just talking,” Marissa says.
 
                 I stand up and walk toward the arena, but not where the boys are wrestling.  I walk straight toward a mannequin used for boxing.  I grab some tape and wrap it around my knuckles, fashioning a simple, cheap protection.  I toss the tape aside and throw some practice punches at the mannequin, careful not to strike too hard and draw unnecessary attention to myself.
 
                 “One of us should talk to her,” Nate whispers.  “She’s had a rough few days.”
 
                 “Few days?” Zoë says.
 
                 I pretend to be busy assailing the plastic-gum mannequin.
 
                 “I’ll talk to her,” Marissa says.
 
                 “No, just give her some space and time.  We’ve all had a rough few days,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Well, she should know that we’re here for her if she needs it.”
 
                 If I need it?  No, no I don’t need it.  I’ve been fine on my own for the past twenty-two months, even before that, and I certainly don’t need anyone now.  The only person I’m interested in talking to is this mannequin, and I’m saying everything I need to say.
 
                 “Look, that’s a noble idea, Nate, but I don’t think she wants to talk to anyone right now.  Try again tomorrow, or later,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “You okay, Kia?  You seem rattled.”
 
                 I hear Kiaria roll her chair around to face them, or face away from them.  I’m not sure anymore, and I’m not going to take my eyes off this mannequin to notice.
 
                 “Sunday, Dr. Nancy came to Kenyon.  Yesterday a float exploded on West Third.  Today, a guy just broke into my home, I had to crack into the mind of a psychopath, and those people are still out there.  I’m not rattled, I’m rightfully concerned.”
 
                 “You’re not the only one,” Zoë says.
 
                 I again feel their eyes on me.
 
                 “What do you think rattled her?”
 
                 “Don’t know,” Zoë says.
 
                 I start punching the mannequin with more force and more intention.  Maybe the applause of punches will drone out the conversation I’m still listening in on.
 
                 “Yeah, so she shouldn’t be so… I don’t know…”
 
                 “Rattled?”
 
                 “What do you think she’s hiding from us that Dr. Nancy wants so badly?”
 
                 “You think that’s what she’s nervous about?”
 
                 “Maybe it’s him,” Marissa says.  “Do you think she still cares about Jericho?”
 
                 I strike the mannequin, and the structure cracks into two uneven pieces.  The thud the pieces make when they hit the floor resonates through the entire base.  Everyone is as quiet as death, and everyone is staring at me.
 
                 Great.
 
                 I take a step back from the mannequin, tear off the tape on my hands, and storm toward the elevator.  I punch the button to take me to my bedroom floor and wait for the elevator to close.  I see Kiaria and Nate both on their feet; Kiaria holds her hand against Nate’s chest.  Zoë jogs toward the elevator, however, and squeezes into it at the very last second.
 
                 The door closes and the walls become opaque.  Zoë stands across from me, not daring to come closer.  The elevator dings, and we start escalading up through Kenyon.
 
                 “Annika—” she starts to say.
 
                 “No!” I shout.  “I am fine.”
 
                 “Are you?”
 
                 “Stay out of this, Zoë.”
 
                 “Just let us help you!  We’re sorry that—”
 
                 “You’re sorry?!  You have nothing to be sorry for, except that you’re still trying to help me!”
 
                 “Why?  These people need to be stopped, and we want to help you stop them.”
 
                 “Because they’re going to kill you, Zoë—all of you!  And it’s because you’re trying to help me.  You heard what Jericho said: the more you try to help me the more they will come after you!” I shout.  My head is pounding as the elevator escalates faster and faster.
 
                 “What I heard him say is that there’s a way we can stop them.  We’re not going to let you fight this battle on your own,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Maybe I’m the villain!  Maybe I’m the one who you should be trying to stop!  You’re smart, Zoë, so I know you’ve thought about it.  Those eight people who died from the bomb, that assassin in your interrogation room… all of this is because of me.”
 
                 The elevator slows to a stop.  A wall slides open to another elevator, but neither of us move.  Zoë’s face tells it all.  She has considered who the real villain is, and I’m still a viable option.
 
                 “Annika,” she says, “you are not to blame for any of this.  Those men… those monsters… they did this.  You are not a—”
 
                 “A monster?” I finish.  I shake my head.  “I can’t promise you that.  I can tell you, for certain, that I’m not the good guy… and I’m sure as hell not the victim.”
 
                 I storm out of the elevator, hitting the “M” button on my way out and leaving Zoë alone in the elevator.  When my bedroom door doesn’t unlock, I shoot it with a blast of nuclear energy and kick it open.  I slam the broken door shut then lean against the wall and sink to the ground.
 
                 A single tear trickles down my cheek, and I know that my composure, my hope, and my time are melting away.
 
                 What was I thinking?  I knew this wasn’t going to work, and now I’m running out of time.  Dr. Nancy and his hunting crew are closing in, and my last hope in the Metanites is crumbling.  What little faith they have in me I’m destroying with the secrets I can never tell them.
 
                 Destruction… that’s all I’ve ever been good at.  But that tangible dirt.  I still have that, and maybe… maybe turning it over to the Metanites could mean something good will come out of all my destruction.  My own destruction is sure to come soon, but I can’t let that tangible dirt die with me.  That has to survive.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XIV: Poker Face
 
   Wednesday, March 19, 2065; 8:45 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Knock!  Knock!  Knock! I glance up from my book and stare at my bedroom door. Maybe if I stay quiet, whoever it is will go away.
 
                 Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
                 “Annika, It’s dinner time. Do you want something to eat?” Zoë’s voice echoes from behind the door.
 
                 I look at the clock: 8:45 p.m. So dinner time was a few hours ago. My stomach rumbles.
 
                 “I’m not hungry, thanks,” I lie.
 
                 “Well I’m hungry, and I can’t go anywhere for food unless you come with me,” she says.
 
                 Ugh.  I close the book, hop off my bed, and walk to the door. I open the door, and Zoë is standing there with two boxes of pizza in her hands.  Elijah stands behind her with four more boxes. The steaming pizza floods my sinuses and makes my knees week. Cheese and pepperoni. My stomach growls.
 
                 “Liar,” I say to Zoë. I smile.
 
                 “No one can resist Vincenza’s pizza,” she says.
 
                 “Or any pizza, for that matter,” Elijah says.
 
                 “What’s the catch?” I ask.
 
                 “Come play cards with us. Just the Metanites, some pizza, spirits, and relaxation. I can’t go if you don’t come, too,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Alright,” I say. “Let me find my shoes.”
 
                 Zoë and Elijah turn to each other and smile. I think they’re surprised I said yes. I pull my sneakers on and search for a sweater..
 
                 “Where are we going?” I ask.
 
                 “Abraham, Lazzer, and Nate’s room. They’ve been cleaning it all day,” Zoë says.
 
                 I grab a sweater and follow them out into the hall.  As we come closer to the room, we begin to hear voices from the other side of the wall.  It sounds like… like a party or something.  Something I shouldn’t be invited to.  Maybe I just grab a piece of pizza and leave.  But Zoë might be upset with me for that… I could stay for a little while.
 
                 Elijah knocks on the door, and the noise stops.  Abraham answers the door by cracking it open maybe three inches, and when he sees us a smile cracks across his face.
 
                 “Heeeyyyyy!” Abraham says.  He opens the door further so we can see inside.  
 
                 The Metanites sit on the floor around a coffee table covered with cards, Orange Fanta, and orange-tinted napkins.  The Metanites smile when they see us, and they cheer when Elijah announces that the pizza has arrived.  They clear the coffee table for the pizza, and Abraham reaches his arm across the room for the paper plates on his bed.
 
                 “God, I’m hungry,” Marissa says.  She opens a box and starts passing out cheese pizza.
 
                 Zoë hands one to me, and I fight the urge to devour it whole.  I wait for everyone to take a bite of their pizza before I do.  The cheese is hot still, and the sauce makes everything taste like it melts in my mouth.  Slowly… slowly… eat like a normal person.
 
                 “Oh my god, I could kiss you,” Lazzer says to Elijah.  Elijah leans he face down to where Lazzer sits, and Lazzer pecks him on the cheek.  I wonder if there’s more to the Orange Fanta drinks than flavored carbonation.
 
                 “Join the table, guys!” Kiaria says.
 
                 I hesitate, but Zoë nods to me and tells me to sit next to her.  I sit between her and Kiaria at one end of the table. 
 
                 “How are you guys?” Marissa asks.
 
                 I look at the opposite end of the table and see Marissa sitting next to Kono and Nate.  She looks more dressed up now than I’ve ever seen her before.  Maybe she had something else going on today… or maybe sitting next to Nate has something to do with it.
 
                 “Hi Annika,” Nate says.
 
                 I look up to see him smiling at me.
 
                 “Hi.”
 
                 “So what game are we playing?” Xander asks.
 
                 “War!” Abraham says.
 
                 “Noooo!” echoes through the room.
 
                 “How about Texas Hold ‘Em?”
 
                 “That sounds good,” Xander says.
 
                 “Do we have chips somewhere?”
 
                 “Oh yeah!” Abraham says.  He stands up, walks over to their closet, and comes back with a bag of potato chips and salsa.
 
                 “Oh my god…”
 
                 “That’s disgusting.”
 
                 “I got them,” Lazzer says.  He leaves to get the poker chips.
 
                 I look across the table to see how close Marissa and Nate are, but there’s at least two inches between them.  Then Kono catches my gaze.  She’s glaring at me while she grips the deck of cards in her hands.  So she’s still not my biggest fan.  I wonder if she hates me because I threaten her, but I don’t think that’s the case.  If she wanted to, I bet she would beat the shit out of me, and maybe she could.
 
                 “Annika, would you like one?” Xander asks, holding an Orange Fanta to me.
 
                 “I’m good, thanks,” I say.
 
                 “Buzzkill,” he says.
 
                 “Hey—at least she’s not a drunk-fuck like you,” Abraham says, dipping a potato chip in salsa and stuffing it in his mouth.
 
                 “True,” Izzi says.
 
                 “At least I’m not a lightweight, twig,” Xander says.
 
                 “At least I don’t have a beer gut.”
 
                 Xander takes his shirt off and shows off his abs.  He and Abraham go back and forth, and then Abraham tries to smear salsa on Xander’s chest.  Luckily, Elijah grabs Abraham’s arm, and Nickel holds Xander back.  Xander continues to taunt Abraham, but Abraham just laughs.
 
                 “Xander, you’re an embarrassment,” Izzi says.
 
                 “Thank, cuz… love you, too,” he replies.
 
                 “Are you all done?” Kono asks.  The deck of cards levitates between her hands, and as she moves her fingers, the cards shuffle themselves.
 
                 “Please…”
 
                 “Wait, I have a question for Annika,” Xander says.  He leans over the table toward me.  “Who’s this Jericho?”
 
                 Ugh… now?  If Xander is asking me while drunk, does that mean everyone has wanted to ask me about Jericho but didn’t have the guts to ask?  Or perhaps they were too wise to ask.
 
                 “Xander, not now”  Kiaria comes to my rescue.
 
                 I want to thank her, but her comment reminds me that she knows something about Jericho—something about me—that she has yet to share with anyone.  Has she told anyone?  Would the Metanites treat me differently if they all knew what Kiaria knows?  Now is not the right time to ask her… but maybe another time this week.  I need to know what she learned after reading Jericho’s mind.  I need to stop think about Jericho.
 
                 “Why not?” Xander asks.
 
                 “Because we’re trying to have a nice evening, and you’re big fat mouth is ruining it,” Marissa says.
 
                 “You could go hang out with Jericho right now, if you’re so curious,” I say to him.  
 
                 The Metanites chuckle, and Xander has no reply.  Kono passes two cards and twenty chips to everyone with the wave of her hand.  I glance at my cards: Two of hearts and Five of diamonds… how stellar.  Well, maybe it will be over faster if I lose quickly.
 
                 “Wait, I thought we were playing War,” Abraham says.
 
                 “War is stupid,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “You’re stupid.”
 
                 “Whatever, are we ready?” Nate asks.
 
                 Zoë leans close to my ear and whispers, “I’m sorry we’re so obnoxious.  Let me know if you want to leave though.”
 
                 I turn back to her and tell her that I’m good.  It’s not a lie.  This is awkward but it’s better than sitting in my room all night and thinking about Jeric—the past.  Maybe a drink would help.  Zoë grabs a cup and splits her Orange Fanta with me.  I take a sip and taste the Triple Sec more than I can taste the soda… this could be an interesting night.
 
                 
 
    
 
   “Alright, Kono.  Give Nate the worst hand possible so we can all share the chips,” Lazzer says. 
 
                 Nate has half of all the chips after winning a large bet against Xander and Zoë.  Nate smiles at Lazzer then blows him a kiss from across the table. 
 
                 Kono shuffles the cards, then passes two to each person still remaining.
 
                 “Oh, come on!” Elijah yells.  He slams his cards face down on the table.  
 
                 I look at my hand: Ace and Jack of Clubs.  Good enough.  Nate starts the betting, and three people immediately drop out.  
 
                 The flop: Queen and Ten of clubs and Four of hearts.  
 
                 “Any bets?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Only you,” Marissa says with a smile.  
 
                 Nate responds by adding five more chips to the pile.  One more person folds. I watch Marissa study her cards, but she is thinking of something else.  Her eyes keep glancing up to Nate, longing to say something.  I then look at Nate.  That crease between his eyes reappears while he decides what to do next.  His pupils are dilated, and his fists are red and sweaty: he’s bluffing.  
 
                 The turn: King of spades.  
 
                 So close!  
 
                 Marissa puts her hand down and smiles; she raises the bet.
 
                 “Uggggghhh.  I fold,” Abraham says.  He lays his cards in his lap and finishes his drink.
 
                 That leaves Marissa, Nate, and me.
 
                 “You sure you want to stay in, Nate?” Marissa asks.  
 
                 “Of course,” he responds.  “Why, should I not?”
 
                 “Oh no, you can.  Just make sure to count your chips at the end of this round.”
 
                 “I plan on it,” he says.  He grabs a handful of chips and throws them in the middle of the table.  Marissa and I toss our chips in to match his bet.
 
                 “Wheewwwwww!  Look at that table-talk,” Elijah says.  
 
                 “Someone’s going to eat their words.”
 
                 “Are you guys going to talk, or do you want the river?” Kono asks.  
 
                 Please, please; give me the King.  
 
                 Everyone fidgits in their seats and watches as Kono reveals the last card.  
 
                 The river: King of clubs.  
 
                 Wow.
 
                 “Fuuuuuuuuuucking shit!” Abraham shouts.  He throws his cards at Elijah and leans back until his head touches the floor.
 
                 “Well I’m all in,” Nate says. 
 
                 “You’re mad!” Izzi says.
 
                 “I am not!  I said I’m all in!”
 
                 “I can’t believe you!”
 
                 “Are you completely out of your mind?” Marissa says.  “If either Annika or I beat you—game over!”
 
                 “You’re not going to beat me,” Nate says, smiling.
 
                 “Reilly; not even cool!” Abraham yells, with his head still on the floor. 
 
                 “I’m in,” says a soft voice from the opposite end of the table.  Everyone turns and stares in total amazement.  Abraham sits up and stares.  The words I was thinking had actually come out, and I had just challenged the best player in the game.  
 
                 “What?” Nate asks.
 
                 I regain my composure. “I’m in,” I repeat.  
 
                 I push all my chips to the middle of the table.  Nate’s face blushes, that crease on his forehead returns, and his eyes quiver.  Then he catches himself, accepts the challenge, and brings part of his focus back to the game.
 
                 “Are you sure about that,” he asks. His eyes beg me to take it back.
 
                 “I’m out.  You’re both crazy,” Marissa says.  She tosses her cards on the table.
 
                 “You’re bluffing,” I say to Nate.  
 
                 Nate’s eyes and mine lock, daring the other person to make a move.  Everything is silent as the every Metanite holds their breath.  Then Nate smiles.
 
                 “I’ve gotta pair of Fours,” Nate says as he lays down his hand.  Abraham slams his head on the table.  Marissa smiles and mutters that she knew it.  Now everyone turns to me.  I grin and let my cards fall to the table.
 
                 “Royal flush.”
 
                 Bam.  The room erupts in cheering and shouting.  Zoë hugs me and screams happily in my ear.  Marissa’s eyes bulge and her skin turns dead white.  Abe stays completely frozen but drops his jaw to the table, literally.  Elijah and Xander cheer and point at Nate.  Nate stares at my cards, lifts his hand up to his face, and drops his jaw.  Lazzer runs up behind him, grabs him around the head, and gives him a knuckle sandwich.  Nickel and Kiaria laugh and hug each other; Izzi hits Kono in her excitement; and even Kono smiles.  
 
                 I try to hold it back, but my smile cracks open and I laugh.  For this short moment, I forget who I am, what I’ve done the past twenty-two months, and what these people might want from me.  I am just a normal teenager, and happy.
 
                 “OH! NO SIR, NO SIR!” Lazzer yells as he shakes Nate’s shoulders.
 
                 “Wow!  I can’t believe it!”
 
                 “Oh!  Nate, you’re out, man!”
 
                 “Way-to-go, Annika!”
 
                 “Reilly, she read you like a book!” Elijah yells.  
 
                 Smiling, Nate wrestles Lazzer off and looks at me, shaking his head in disbelief.  Everyone pushes their cards and chips to the center of the table.  I guess the game is over.  Thank god… I’m exhausted and ready for bed.
 
                 “I’m going to call it a night,” I say to Zoë as I stand up.  The alcohol kicks in, and I tip sideways before regaining my balance.
 
                 “Whoa, Annika… are you drunk?” Abraham teases.
 
                 “Mostly tired,” I say.  
 
                 “Awe,” Zoë says.  She’s leaning against Elijah, and his arm is wrapped around her.  I don’t think she’s going to be rising to her feet anytime soon.
 
                 “Thank you for having me,” I say to Abraham.  I think this is his room.
 
                 “I’ll walk you back,” Nate says. 
 
                 He stands up and walks out into the hall with me while everyone else says goodnight.  I think most people will crash on the floor tonight.  The door closes, and Nate and I start the walk down the hall.  I walk slowly; my legs feel like they’re made of bricks.  Nate doesn’t say anything, which kind of surprises me.
 
                 “Thank you, again.  Tonight was… nice,” I say. “That pizza was delicious.”
 
                 “You’ve never been to Vincenza’s?”
 
                 “No…”
 
                 “God… we should take you there sometime.  Actually, we should do a whole tour of Cleveland.”
 
                 “That would be fun.  Maybe as fun as tonight.”
 
                 “I’m glad you had fun.  We enjoyed having you there.  Also, nice hand at the end there.  You called my bluff like it was written on my forehead, or something,” he says.
 
                 “Well, it’s not too hard to tell when you’re bluffing,” I say.  We stop at my newly fixed bedroom door; I unlock it, open it, but then stand there.
 
                 “Is it that easy to see right through me?” he asks, laughing.  “Damn, I was trying to be sneaky.”
 
                 “Well, practice can’t hurt,” I tease. 
 
                 What am I waiting for?  I am exhausted, am I not?  It’s time for bed.
 
                 “Okay, goodnight Nate,” I say.  I step into my room and turn the lights on.
 
                 “Goodnight Annika,” he says.  I look back once to see him returning to his room.  Whatever time it is, I’m glad I stayed up late.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XV: Wade Oval Wednesday
 
   Wednesday, March 26, 2065; 8:11 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I wake up sobbing and calling for my sister.  Another nightmare that began like every other: in the factory where I’m strapped to a metal table or convoluted machine, to Austria where I see that ghostly girl again, and finally to the day Cassie died.  I woke before I could even get to the Cuyahoga Clinic.  I rub the delusion out of my eyes and look around the room.  My blankets are on the other side of the room, and the lamp next to my bed is on the floor.  Another disaster.
 
                 I go to the bathroom and wash my face.  I scrub the blood away from my fingers and knuckles—must have tried to fight the furniture.  I brush my teeth and hair and return to the room.  I pick up the lamp; the shade is cracked, but the thing still works.  I pull on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved grey shirt. The shirt is cotton, unbelievably comfortable, and warm.
 
                 I look at the clock: 8:13 a.m.  So I slept in, a little.  I wait in my room for ten minutes more, expecting Zoë or Marissa to knock on my door, but no one comes.  Odd.
 
                 What if something is wrong?  What if I am still in a nightmare?  Only one way to find out. I stand up to leave, and then I see her.
 
                 The small, blonde girl stands between me and the door. Is she telling me to stay?  If I leave, will something bad happen?  What is she trying to tell me?
 
                 “What do you want from me?” I shout at her.  “Cassie?”
 
                 She bites her lip and runs away—through my bedroom door and into the hall.
 
                 “Cassie, no!  I’m sorry,” I say, running after her.
 
                 I open the door and charge into the hallway.  I jump and shriek when I see a real blonde-haired person leaning against the wall.
 
                 “Cliff?!” I say. My heart pushes against my chest, and I try to control my breathing.
 
                 “Sorry, did I scare you?” he asks.
 
                 “No, no—I… I just wasn’t expecting you to be there.  Where is everybody?”
 
                 “They’re on a mission.  Moton asked me to stay here and take you down to the Base after you woke up,” Cliff says.
 
                 “A mission?”
 
                 “Yeah. Kiaria is downstairs waiting for you. Ready?” he asks. He holds his hand out to me.
 
                 “Um, sure,” I say. I take his hand, and the hallways spins from blue to grey, and I’m standing with Cliff in the Metanites’ Base.
 
                 The place feels empty, emptier than ever before.  I’m relieved when I see Kiaria sitting at the chair in front of the screens and Bleu-counter.  She’s wearing an earpiece and microphone, and she flips through different views from the video cameras in some… is that… where is that?  I approach the screens, mesmerized by the mysterious place.
 
                 “Approaching subjects from the south entrance,” a voice says from the far left screen.  It’s Elijah’s voice.  “We have a visual.”
 
                 The screen shows four men dressed in black and steel-toed shoes sitting around a table in an old, abandoned warehouse.  The video shakes slightly.  I’m guessing Elijah is wearing the camera on his shirt.
 
                 “Lay low and await my signal,” Kiaria says.  “Nickel and Abraham are still at the East post—they were delayed by the cops.  Abe, how’s it going?”
 
                 A shaky, strange image flickers on the screen on the right; it’s an image of a tunnel, a very small tunnel.
 
                 “Ahh, it’s a little tight up in here, Kia,” Abraham’s voice says from the video camera. 
 
                 “That’s what he said,” Xander’s voice says from the far left screen.
 
                 “That is what I said,” Abraham says.
 
                 Another image, smaller than the others, starts to shake and chuckle.
 
                 “Xander, Abraham—focus.  Lazz, stop laughing.  We’re working,” Kiaria says.
 
                 The smaller video stops shaking, and Lazzer says, “Sorry Kia—I’m focused.”
 
                 “Good, because—” Kiaria starts to say, but then she stops when she sees me stepping closer, my eyes glued to the screens. 
 
                 “Hey,” she says, her voice sweet and shy.  “Good morning!”
 
                 “What’s going on?”
 
                 “Who’s there?” Elijah’s voice asks.  “Is that Annika?”
 
                 “Yeah, she’s here,” Kiaria says.  She covers the microphone by her mouth.  “From reading Jericho’s mind, I discovered that those men are hiding out in the old warehouse in the Flats.”
 
                 Kiaria turns back to the screens from a moment.
 
                 “Nate, take over as the eyes for a second,” she says.
 
                 “Alright, catch-up to you soon,” Nate’s voice says from the earpiece.
 
                 Kiaria grabs a bowl of cereal from the counter and hands it to me. 
 
                 “Breakfast?”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say, taking the bowl of cereal.  I look behind me, but Cliff is gone.  I turn back toward the screens. They went after the hunting crew without me.  They didn’t trust me, of course, but they didn’t even tell me.
 
                 “You okay?” Kiaria asks me.
 
                 I look toward her and open my mouth, but no words come out.   I clear my throat and try again.  “You found them?”
 
                 “We think so, at least, we found some of them.  I managed to decipher some of the jumble from Jericho’s mind and discover that they have a location at this warehouse. There’s another place, too, but I haven’t figured that one out yet,” she says.
 
                 I keep staring at the videos.
 
                 “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you, it’s just… you were asleep, and we figured you could use some rest, and the police are on the scene…  We didn’t want to put you in danger, and—” Kiaria says.
 
                 “I get it,” I say.
 
                 Kiaria pauses.
 
                 “You did the right thing not to tell me,” I say, at last.  “I wouldn’t have been of much help, anyway.”
 
                 “No!  We just didn’t want to endanger you with the police.”
 
                 “No, I’m not… stable,” I say.  I put the bowl of cereal down and rub my hands.  Kiaria notices the cuts on my hand immediately.
 
                 “Rough night?”
 
                 I nod.
 
                 “Me too,” she says, pointing to a large mug of coffee on the counter.  “Triple caffeine, third cup this morning.”
 
                 “I could use one of those,” I say.
 
                 “Cups are over in the cabinet. Pull up a chair, and I’ll split this with you,” she offers.
 
                 “Thank you.  Do you have cinnamon somewhere?”
 
                 “Yeah!  Top shelf to your right.”
 
                 I find a tall cup in the cabinets by the microwave, grab the shaker of cinnamon, and pull a chair over next to Kiaria.  She pours half of her coffee into my cup.  The nearly-black liquid smells as intoxicating as a fresh brew.  I mix in some cinnamon and take a sip.  The coffee teases and bites the inside of my mouth, leaving a trail of kisses as it makes its way down to my stomach.
 
                 “Thanks, again,” I say.
 
                 “You’re welcome.  Want to help me oversee the extraction?”
 
                 “Extraction?”  I was thinking we could just exterminate them.
 
                 “That’s why the police are there; we told them that it was the Chicago Mafia since there was a possible tie from Chicago to the attack on Kenyon last week.  We’re going to smoke them out and have the police waiting for them at the north exit of the warehouse.”
 
                 “Smart.”
 
                 “Actually, it was Lazzer who suggested it.”
 
                 “Lazzer?”
 
                 “He stayed up with Nate and me to develop our action plan.  He’s with Elijah and Xander on the inside,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Is Nate with them, too?”
 
                 “He’s got a video set like this one in a van about a block away from the warehouse.  He still can’t do too much with his leg.”
 
                 “I see.”
 
                 “Hey, how’s Annika doing?” Nate’s voice calls from the video camera.
 
                 Kiaria turns the microphone back to her mouth.  “Ask her when you guys get here; just make sure everyone makes it back safe and sound.”
 
                 “Will do,” he responds.
 
                 Kiaria bends the microphone away from her face again and turns back to me, smiling.
 
                 “What?” I ask, taking a sip of the coffee.
 
                 “Nate…  He’s concerned about you,” she teases.
 
                 I burn my tongue on the hot liquid.  “I get the feeling you’re all concerned about me.”
 
                 “Shouldn’t we be?  You’ve been having nightmares since Jericho came here, and you’ve been quiet.”
 
                 “I had nightmares before Jericho came here.”
 
                 “Were you always bleeding afterwards?”
 
                 I look down at my knuckles.
 
                 “I know I seem a bit… rattled… and I am.  But not for the reason you’re suggesting.  I’m not used to working with others, let alone working with people who are trying to protect me.  And despite what Nate and Marissa may think, I am dangerous—not only because of who I am but because of the people coming after me.”
 
                 “We know, and we’re not afraid of those reasons, except for the tiny factor of the FBI and CIA… but as long as we keep you a secret them there’s no problem.”
 
                 “You should be,” I mumble.  “I just want you to know that having a specific person here—having Jericho here—doesn’t affect me any more than it would if we had another member of the hunting crew locked in Kenyon,” I tell her.
 
                 Kiaria reaches out and takes my hand in hers.  She knows I’m lying.
 
                 “I know you know something,” I whisper, “something you learned when you read Jericho’s mind… something you didn’t confide in anybody.”
 
                 Kiaria stares at me like she’s trying to read my mind.  Maybe she is trying, but she and I both know that she can’t.
 
                 “Yes,” she says.
 
                 “Hey, Kia!  We need you for a second,” Nate calls from the video cameras.  Kiaria swirls her chair back to the Bleu-counter and adjusts the microphone back in front of her mouth.
 
                 “I’m here; what’s the problem?” she asks.
 
                 “I’m out of the tunnel,” Abraham says.  “Now I’m looking at this box, and I’m like…”
 
                 Sure enough, the video that used to show a narrow tube now shows a metal box fastened against a white wall and with tubes and wires spreading from it.
 
                 “Open the generator and cut the cords to the air traffic and water responder tangent to the streamline for the electricity,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Uhh…”
 
                 “Open the box and cut the blue and yellow wires next to the big red one.”
 
                 “Oh, why didn’t you just say so?” Abraham says.  He does as Kiaria instructed, thanks her, and Kiaria takes the headset with the microphone and earpiece off her head and sets it down on the table.  She turns back to me.
 
                 “Reading someone’s mind is much more involved and dangerous than you might expect, especially when you can read so much more than a person’s primary thoughts,” Kiaria says.  “When I read someone’s mind, I invade their brain.  Their memories, images from their past, the emotions they felt, their every thought—I can access all of it.  Having that much access into a person’s mind would be dangerous if I didn’t know how to control what I perceive based on what I’m looking for.  Yet, sometimes, thoughts are so dominant in a person’s mind that I can’t help but see them.”
 
                 “And Jericho?”
 
                 “For him, I knew his mind was trained to block me out, but once I was in… even for a short time…”
 
                 I nod, and Kiaria inches her chair closer to me.
 
                 “There were these images and emotions… these memories… that I couldn’t avoid.  I saw the two of you playing together on the beach with a little blonde girl and a beautiful woman.  Then I saw him pounding on the glass of a window that looked into a room where you were strapped to this metal table with these men in long lab coats, and you were screaming, and he was screaming; someone pulled him away from the window and he fought.  Then I saw the two of you kickboxing, for fun, and you pinned him on his back—you were laughing and smiling.  I saw images of the hunting crew chasing you, and talking about killing you and—I’m sorry that I’m being too blunt about this.”
 
                 “No, I’m glad you’re telling me,” I say.  The memories fabricate as she describes them, and I try to push them away.
 
                 “I learned that the two of you were friends, close friends, and that you cared about each other,” she says.
 
                 “I don’t care about him anymore.”
 
                 “I think he still cares about you, though,” she says.  “I felt his guilt in those memories.”
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell this to the others?” I ask.
 
                 “Those are personal memories… not something everyone needs to know,” she says.
 
                 I’m lost for words.  Kiaria knows a part of me that I was deathly afraid to disclose to anyone, and she accepts that part of me.  And she respects the privacy and intimacy of my secret.
 
                 “Thank you,” I whisper.
 
                 “I think there’s a traitor here, too.  That’s another reason why I have not been keen to tell anything to anyone,” Kiaria admits.  “Dr. Nancy’s appearance the day after you woke up, the attack on Kenyon… I don’t believe those were coincidences.”
 
                 “Neither do I,” I say.  “Why are you telling me this?”
 
                 “Because I know you’re not the snitch.”
 
                 “Because they’ve tried to kill me?”
 
                 “They’ve come pretty close, too,” she says.
 
                 She turns back to the Bleu-counter and billboard screens.  The warehouse is filled with smoke, and police herd and handcuff the hunting crew as they flee from the fire.  Marissa and Nickel are there wearing the same grey outfits they wore when I first saw them at the bridge by the Cuyahoga River.
 
                 “We’ve caught them,” Kiaria says.
 
                 A flood of relief rushes through me, but there’s something incomplete about the victory.  They didn’t catch all of them, only some, enough to convince people that this war is over.  Bruce is among the captured, but Jericho’s sister, Evan, is not.  And she’s more dangerous than Bruce.
 
                 “We’re all done here, Kia,” Nate says.
 
                 Kiaria replaces the headset back on her head.  “Great.  Nice work, team.”
 
                 “We’ll be on our way back shortly.”
 
                 “See you then,” Kiaria replies.  She takes the headset off again and starts toying with the control table.  I look down at Kiaria’s hands furiously typing something into the Bleu-counter.  That’s when I see it again—the tattoo on her wrist.
 
                 “You’re tattoo… what is it?” I ask.
 
                 “Oh, this?” Kiaria says.  She looks down at her wrist then holds it up for me to see.  “It’s a phoenix.”
 
                 On her wrist is a colorful image of a celestial bird; the red, orange, yellow, and black blend together to create an illusion of fire within the bird.  But there’s something beautiful about it, even with the fire.  Freedom, rebirth.
 
                 “It’s beautiful,” I say.
 
                 “Thanks,” she says. 
 
                 “What’s the story?” I ask.
 
                 “Well, the phoenix reminds me of my brother.  Kono and I are actually triplets.  Our brother’s name was Kane.  Like Kono and I, his powers dealt with the mind.  Kono can move things with her mind; I read people’s minds; and he could hypnotize people and convince them to do what he wanted.  He was very good at it, too”
 
                 Kiaria smiles as she tells the story.  That’s how I know it’s all true.  But it’s a broken smile.  That’s how I know it’s a sad ending.
 
                 “Long story short,” she says, “he became consumed by his powers and became lustful and uncontrollable, which led him to his death.  Right before he died… he realized what he had become and righted his wrongs… but he died in doing so.  He said something to Kono and me: ‘I burned my soul to ashes, but now I am reborn.’”
 
                 Now it’s my turn to take Kiaria’s hand.  I do, and she grips mine back.
 
                 “I guess we all have our histories,” she sighs.  
 
                 I’m reminded of my first night at Kenyon when I heard Kono, Kiaria, Abraham, and Nate arguing outside my bedroom door.  With so many dangerous young people at Kenyon, it comes as no surprise that some had imperfect paths to get to Kenyon.  Nor are all guaranteed a spotless future after Kenyon.
 
                 “Do you have any tattoos?” Kiaria asks.
 
                 “Not the same kind,” I say.
 
                 Kiaria doesn’t have to read my mind to know what I’m talking about.  The scars on my body are my tattoos, and they tell the story of my entire existence.
 
                 A few minutes later, after Kiaria and I drink the rest of the coffee, a low rumbling sound echoes from behind the wall next to the kitchen.  It’s a car… behind the wall?  The humming grows louder and louder as the vehicle approaches.  I wait for the car to drive through the wall, but then it screeches to a hault.
 
                 “They’re back,” Kiaria says.
 
                 She takes the last gulp of her coffee and stands up.  The wall next to the kitchen slides open, and the rest of the Metanites make their way out of the hidden garage and into the Base.  Elijah is first to come through; he’s chanting and pumping his first while Zoë hangs onto his back.  Lazzer flips through the entrance.  Abraham struts in with his arms draped over both Kono and Izzi, who are both smiling.  Nickel and Xander enter with wide grins, punching each other playfully.  Nate and Marissa are last to walk through the entrance; she’s clutching his right arm with both of hers and presses against him.  Nate smiles and laughs at the others who came in before him.
 
                 My heart leapt when they first came through the door, but now it stings with a small pain I don’t recognize.  Zoë waves to me, and even Izzi gives me a smile.  Nate’s eyes lock with mine, and pain sinks a little deeper.  His smile changes, as does mine.
 
                 “Hey!  Great plan, Kia!  It worked perfectly.”
 
                 “Awe, well done, Lazz,” she says.
 
                 “Did you see the part when Eli lit the wall behind the oven on fire?!  I thought they were going to catch us!”
 
                 “You should have seen how small Abe was!  It was ridiculous; I was so close to cracking up right in front of the cops!”
 
                 “Did you see their faces when they saw the police?  I should have taken a photo… it was perfect!”
 
                 “Annika, we did it!  Aren’t you ecstatic?” Marissa exclaims.  She lets go of Nate and gives me a tight hug.
 
                 “Sure,” I say.  I try to sound happy, but I don’t fool all of them.
 
                 Then Nickel comes over and gives me a giant hug; when he touches my shirt, his skin transforms to a solid grey and is as soft as cotton.
 
                 “Hey, everything’s going to be okay!  The bad guys are going into custody, you’ll be safer, everyone else will be safer…” Elijah says.
 
                 I open my mouth to speak, but I don’t have the heart to tell them that their mission was only a partial success and that there are many more of them out there.  I can’t tell them now, not when they are all so happy.
 
                 “What is it?” Zoë asks,
 
                 “There’s more of them,” Kiaria says.  I swear, sometimes it’s like she can actually read my mind.  “That woman with Jericho you saw on St. Patrick’s Day wasn’t there.  And there’s also that second location we haven’t found yet.”
 
                 “We’ll find it,” Nate says.  
 
                 “But for now, let’s celebrate!” Abraham says.  “Who’s in for Wade Oval Wednesday?”              
 
                 The Metanites cheer, but not me. Wade Oval is outside the walls of Kenyon; therefore, I’m not invited.
 
                 “Awe, but what about Annika?” Marissa says.
 
                 “It’s okay.  It’s not really my thing,” I say.
 
                 “Well, with all of us there, it would be totally safe.  Moton could even come with us,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Moton would say no, no doubt,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “I think it’s best if I just stay,” I say.
 
                 “I’ll stay here with you,” Nate says.  
 
                 The Metanites beg and bribe him to come with them, but none offer to take his spot and stay at Kenyon with me.  They know someone has to stay, and Nate and Marissa are probably the only two who would want to stay with me.
 
                 “Nah, my foot is somewhat sore.  You all should go, though!  It’s the spring opener, so it will be great,” Nate says.
 
                 Lame excuse.  I bet he just wants breathing room from Marissa.
 
                 “Well, okay.  The circle doesn’t open until ten, which is only fifteen minutes,” Kiaria says.  “Do you think we can be ready to go in ten?”
 
                 “Maybe.”
 
                 “If we started getting ready now.”
 
                 “Awesome.”
 
                 “Let’s go!” 
 
                 “I’ll tell Moton where you’re all going,” Nate says.
 
                 He follows the Metanites as they take off toward the elevator, but I stay behind to grab my untouched bowl of cereal.  Kono hasn’t been outwardly rude to me yet, so I won’t risk it by confining the two of us in a crowded elevator.  I hear clicking behind me and know that someone else stayed to catch the second elevator with me.
 
                 “Hey, Annika.  I’m sorry you can’t come with us—I wish you could!  We should all do something fun later tonight,” Marissa says.
 
                 I know she’s trying to be nice, although it’s annoying.  I should give her a little lee-way.  She has always been kind to me, even when I don’t deserve it.
 
                 “Thanks, but I’m really fine.  Still need to eat breakfast, anyway,” I say.
 
                 “So do you like staying with us… in Kenyon?” Marissa asks.
 
                 Ugh.  Small talk.  I wonder where this is going.  I shift my weight to my other foot and think about her question.  What do I say?  I haven’t asked myself that question.
 
                 “I don’t know, honestly.  I haven’t thought about whether I like it or not—it just seems to be the best option for me right now.  I mean, not that I dislike it.  I guess I do kind-a like it… I think what I’m trying to say is that I’ve been several places around the world for the past two years.  Liking where I was seemed a bit irrelevant because it was where I had to be,” I say.
 
                 “Well, now that you’re thinking about it, what do you think of Kenyon?”
 
                 “I guess I do… parts of it,” I say.
 
                 “I’m glad,” Marissa says, “because we like having you here.  Well, most of us.”
 
                 “Yeah, Kiaria warned me to stay away from her sister and Izzi,” I say.  As if the giant “Piss Off” plastered on Kono’s forehead didn’t warn me enough.
 
                 “Don’t worry about them.  They’re just sensitive to outsiders,” Marissa says.  “I know that… Nate… and Abraham, of course, are really happy to have you.  As am I.  I’m really glad you’re here, too.”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say.  I walk over to the elevator, convincing myself that standing closer to it will make it come faster.  “I think they’re hung up on the idea of me saving Nate.”
 
                 “I think there’s more to it than that,” Marissa says.
 
                 Ughhhhh… come on, stupid elevator.
 
                 “Well—hm—you know,” I say.  I clear my throat.  “They’re both very outgoing and kind to strangers.  Abraham could talk to a wall if he tried.”
 
                 Marissa nods, smiles a little, but says nothing.
 
                 “Nate mentioned you.  So has Zoë.  They think highly of you,” I say.
 
                 “Really?  What did he say?” Marissa asks.  She turns and looks at me, her face brighter and eager.  I guess she missed the part when I said, “Zoë.”
 
                 “He told me that the two of you used to date,” I say.  Did Nate tell me that, or was it someone else?
 
                 “Yes,” she sighs, blushing.  “We dated for a while, but then we decided to take a break, you know?  You know… you get really close to someone, and then you just get tired or—or bored, but not bored, just tired, and you want some time to yourself?”
 
                 “No, not really,” I say.
 
                 The elevator comes back, and the doors open.  Thank god.  I step into the elevator and wait for Marissa to send us back to floor 71.
 
                 “It’s like… like everything is just fine, but you’re tired of fine, and you want something better than just fine.  Like—you want him to fight for you, or—or do something that upsets you, just so you can fight about it and feel something, and then make-up and be better than where you started.  You know?” she continues.
 
                 “No,” I say.
 
                 Marissa starts pressing buttons, but not fast enough.  Maybe if I tell her I have to go to the bathroom then she will speed things up.
 
                 “I don’t know what to do, Annika.  I miss him!  I do!  But I feel like I’ve lost him, and I’m afraid to tell him that I miss him because… because I don’t know if he wants me back.  It’s hard to talk to any of the others about this because they would all think I’m being dramatic and needy.  But it matters to me.  I mean… Nate and I are just taking a break, but… what should I do?”
 
                 “Look, Marissa,” I say.  I sigh.  “I feel for you, really… but I don’t really do relationships.  I have no clue what you should do or what I’m supposed to tell you.”
 
                 The words stutter off my tongue, maybe because it was such a pathetic answer to her problems or maybe I was copying the way her thoughts stuttered out of her mouth.  I do feel sorry for her.  Out of all the Metanites she would choose to talk about her feelings with me, all because she’s afraid her friends would think less of her if she told them.  I feel sorry for her for holding her vanity so high.  I also feel sorry for her because I doubt Nate cares.
 
                 “I could talk to him about it while you are all gone—you know, without flat-out telling him,” I say.
 
                 “Would you!?  That would be awesome,” Marissa says.  “You don’t mind if I ask you a few questions, do you?”
 
                 “Fire away.”
 
                 “Do you and Jericho know each other well?”
 
                 Ahh, how do I drop the subject quickly?  The elevator starts to move—finally.
 
                 “We knew each other.  My family took him in until his sister found him,” I say.
 
                 “His sister who works for Dr. Nancy?”
 
                 “Half sister, yes.  She moved to Cleveland to be with him.”
 
                 “And you grew up here, didn’t you?”
 
                 “Yeah, I did.  That doesn’t mean it holds a special place in my heart.  I got out of here as soon as I could.”
 
                 “What made you leave?”
 
                 The elevator keeps climbing… almost there.
 
                 “Because I didn’t like what I was turning into,” I say.
 
                 “And what was that?”
 
                 The elevator comes to a stop, and the doors open.  Marissa follows me through the exterior elevator and into the hall.  We start walking toward our bedrooms where we hear the Metanites getting ready to leave.
 
                 “A monster,” I say.
 
                 “So why did you come back?” she asks me.
 
                 Cassie.  I remember that day she came to me, asking me questions I didn’t have answers for.  Questions that led me back to Cleveland, not because the answers were here, but because the answers forced me back here.  Cassie.  She wanted this to end.  She wanted to go home, home to Cleveland.  She never made it back.
 
                 “Annika?” Marissa calls to me.
 
                 I jerk my head up to her, and we look each other in the eyes for the first time since the conversation began.  Her eyes beg me for answers, just like Cassie’s eyes, and I force myself to not look away.
 
                 “Because I had to,” I say.  “It was the only way I could stop him.”
 
                 “Stop him how?”
 
                 “There you two are,” Nate says.  
 
                 Marissa and I see Nate walking toward us.  He is still wearing the silver suit marking him as a Metanite.  His left pant is stuck on the black straps binding his foot—the only indication that he’s injured.  He doesn’t limp anymore.  If he wanted the others to buy his excuse that his foot was hurting too much to go to Wade Oval, he should have limped a little.
 
                 I am relieved to see it.  His timing prevents Marissa from inquiring more about the tangible dirt I have on Dr. Nancy.
 
                 “Marissa, hurry!” Xander yells from down to hall.
 
                 “Okay, sorry I have to change!” Marissa says.  She starts running down the hall.  “I’ll catch up with you both later!”
 
                 Neither Nate nor I respond, which makes me feel worse for her.  She’s a nice person.  She deserves someone who is going to care for her.
 
                 The rest of the Metanites rendezvous around Nate and I, chatting on and on about the mission, Wade Oval Wednesday, and all the other fun things they do without me.  I’m not missing much, though.  They may be entertained by small victories, but ignorance is bliss.  I should let them enjoy their bliss before they’re too deep into my mess.  Marissa is last to join, and she comes running back to the group with skinny jeans and a low V-neck shirt.  Nate places his hand on my shoulder and leans closer to me. 
 
                 “I’m going to shower and change, but I’ll be back soon,” he says.
 
                 “Okay, I will be in my room if these guys leave before you come back,” I say.
 
                 “Sounds good,” he says as he leaves.
 
                 The Metanites leave right as Nate does, and now I’m alone in the hall.  I’m glad though… after one week of no casualties, I’m glad the Metanites are loosening the babysitting reins.  I go back to my room and place my untouched cereal on the table next to my bed.  Finally, I have a chance to eat.                
 
                 I mess with the buttons to control the Bleu-screen in my room.  I spend over five minutes skimming through the different window views from Kenyon—hard pass on the cafeteria window’s view—until I find a view from the roof.
 
                 I finish the entire bowl of cereal when I notice a white envelope under the cereal bowl.  Was that there the whole time?  The envelope is sealed but has no address nor recipient.  Odd.  I guess there’s no harm in opening it…
 
                 I pull out nine flashcards from the envelope.  All have a picture of a person on them with their name, age, height, weight, eye color, date of birth… and date of death.
 
                               Dr. Gina D. Vowels
 
                               05/28/2012—03/08/2065
 
                 
 
                               Dr. Otis Raynor
 
                               10/21/2025—03/08/2065
 
    
 
                               Dr. Gordana Klarić
 
                               10/04/2031—03/08/2065
 
                 
 
                               Dr. Phillipp Becker Jr.
 
                               05/06/2030—03/08/2065
 
    
 
                               Dr. Bogomil Blažević
 
                               01/30/2002—03/08/2065
 
    
 
                               Dr. Joseph E. Barnhill
 
                               09/14/2023—03/08/2065
 
    
 
                               Dr. Mary E. Ayala
 
                               10/23/2020—03/08/2065
 
    
 
                               Dr. Joel Davey
 
                               05/13/2018—03/08/2065
 
                 The eight people who died in the break-in at the Cleveland Clinic.  The eight people I killed when I stole the tangible dirt from Dr. Nancy’s factory.
 
                               Jaser Macura
 
                               01/03/2032—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Katja Pabst
 
                               11/03/2031—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Abigail Morgan
 
   
  
 

                            04/19/2046—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Ryan Yates
 
                               06/18/2043—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Erika Yakes
 
                               02/23/2043—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Benjamin Hart
 
                               10/09/2027—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Harriet Cunningham
 
                               06/15/2012—03/17/2065
 
    
 
                               Arno Mačkić
 
                               07/09/2043—03/17/2065              
 
                 The eight people who died in the bombing on St. Patrick’s Day.
 
                               Marissa O’Brien
 
                               Date of Death: 03/26/2065
 
                 My heart stops.  Marissa is the hunting crew’s next target, and they’ll kill her to get to me.  I flip the card over:
 
                               Come alone.
 
   I have to go to her.  I have to stop them.  Nate’s gone… this may be my only chance.
 
                 I turn around, and the blonde girl is standing between me and the door.  Cassie.  She stares at me with those big blue eyes, begging me for something.  But what?  What does she want from me?  Is she just here to remind me that everyone I come close to dies, or to remind me that I can’t save anyone?  Or is she warning me not to go, knowing that if I leave Kenyon to track down Marissa and the hunting crew, someone I care about will die because of me?
 
                 “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” I say to the ghost, “but I have to try.”
 
                 I close my eyes and run toward her—through her—and into the hall.  My heart starts again after I run through the ghost, but now I can hardly breathe.  I look up and down the hall—no Nate.  
 
                 Time to go, and fast!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XVI: Sunlight and Radiation
 
   Wednesday, March 26, 2065; 10:35 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Clear skies and fifty-three degrees.  It’s the perfect day for the spring opening of Wade Oval Wednesday, and half of Cleveland came out to enjoy it.  People and food tents fill the oval; the smell of cinnamon nuts and churros flood my sinuses; and local bands compete with happy chatter for domination of noise.  The sunlight makes everything feel that much brighter and happier.
 
                 It’s my absolute nightmare.
 
                 I push through crowds and strollers and tents of local artists and jewelry makers.  Marissa… where is Marissa?  I pull my jacket close and tighten the strands of my hood to prevent any sunlight from hitting my skin.  
 
                 She must be somewhere.  If only I can get to her before the hunting crew… or maybe they already found her.  Perhaps I should be looking for them instead.
 
                 I trip on a wire holding up a tent for chili dogs and cheese.  I twist my ankle and fall sideways into someone.  My hood falls off, and I look at the person who I fell into.
 
                 “Annika?” Nickel says.
 
                 Shit.
 
                 I take off toward the Cleveland Museum of Art.  I pull my hood back on and cross the busy street.  Then, I see what I’m looking for: a man dressed in all black with steel-toed shoes.  He and I make eye contact, and he turns and enters the art museum.  I look around me to make sure Nickel is not on my tail, and I run after the man.
 
                 A sign on the door says that the art museum is closed for construction until April, but the man left the side door unlocked for me.  I’m running straight into a trap, and I know it.  But what can I do?  If I don’t, then Marissa will die, and I would have done nothing to stop that.
 
                 I follow the man in black up the stairs to the spacious lobby.  Plastic sheets cover the new ticket booth, the paintings on the wall, and a sign for the upcoming summer exhibit titled Sunlight and Radiation.  The white, marble wall in front of me stretches toward the ceiling, and under it are bronze statues of the gods of Olympus.  The squares of soil in the lobby have no plants in them yet, and the room itself echoes that emptiness. The hunting crew is not here, and neither is Marissa.
 
                 I turn toward the balcony, and I see them.  A row of men and women all wearing steel-toed shoes stand on the balcony and stare at me.  They have been waiting.
 
                 I make my way toward the balcony and up the stairs, slow enough to catch my breath and calm the fire growing inside me.  The balcony is long and skinny with a simple steel railing along one edge.  When I make it to the top of the balcony, I see twenty members of the hunting crew that form a long aisle with me at one end and two figures at the other.  
 
                 Marissa is one of the two people at the end of the long aisle.  She’s on her knees, facing me, and her hands are bound behind her back.  Thick blue tape covers her mouth with a strand of curly hair caught to her cheek, and she stares at me with wide, wild eyes.
 
                 Eva stands behind Marissa.  With one hand she holds a knife, and in the other hand she holds the end of the rope binding Marissa’s hands.  Eva’s blonde and pink hair stands like spikes on her head like the piercings on her eyebrow and ears.  Her lips twist up on one side when she sees me, and I remember just how dangerous she is.
 
                 “Basia, how good of you to come,” Eva says.  Her dark lips part just enough to flash a white, wicked smile.
 
                 “Eva,” I say as I pace down the aisle of hunters.
 
                 “Not any closer,” Eva says, jerking the rope that binds Marissa’s hands.
 
                 I stop and narrow my eyes.
 
                 “Why the soar face, Basia?  Did we spoil a precious bonding moment with your new friends?” Eva teases.  She brushes the flat side of the knife on Marissa’s head.  My stomach turns, and I feel like I could throw up.  But I must stay calm and controlled.  Otherwise, Marissa won’t be the only one dead.
 
                 “Actually you interrupted some bondage—I mean, bonding time with our lonesome invader… had to cut a few fingers off to make him speak up,” I say.
 
                 Eva glares at me and grips the knife harder.
 
                 “Miller, give us some light, would you?” Eva says.
 
                 Someone steps out of formation and presses a button on the wall.  The ceiling above us begins to slide into the side wall, revealing a large paneled sun roof that expands across the entire ceiling. Sunlight moves across the floor as the ceiling changes, and the light creeps all the way to our feet on the balcony.  I feel the sunlight against my cotton shirt, and my skin tingles. 
 
                 “Nothing like a little sunlight, right Basia?” Eva says.
 
                 I stay silent.
 
                 “You know what we want,” she says.  “Where are the files?”
 
                 “Let her go,” I say.
 
                 “The files!”
 
                 “Let her go.”
 
                 “You’re not in a position to negotiate!” Eva says.  She pulls Marissa up by her curly hair and holds the knife to her throat.  Marissa breaths in quickly, her eyes shut, and her skin quivers against the blade.
 
                 Those files… my tangible dirt… that’s all I have.  That’s my leverage.  But Marissa… friend or not, she’s still a person… a person who deserves to live.  I didn’t come here to save the documents.  I came here to make sure Marissa doesn’t die.
 
                 “I’m not in a position to negotiate?” I repeat.  “I have files on every experiment Dr. Nancy ever oversaw and partook in, including all of those involved in the experiments.  I have documents of every orphanage and organization that provided mutated children to Dr. Nancy’s experiments.  I have your brother chained and locked up in one of the highest security centers in America.  I have the nuclear power to blow up this entire museum, and I have the motivation to do it.  Now tell me I’m not in a position to negotiate.”
 
                 Eva blinks, and some of the men and women around me shuffle.  Now that all the chips are on the table, everyone feels the pressure.
 
                 “Your leverage versus our leverage,” Eva says.  “What we want still doesn’t change.”
 
                 “You’re not getting those files,” I say.
 
                 “Then I’ll cut her throat open!” Eva yells.
 
                 “No!” I shout as Eva pulls Marissa’s hair tighter.  Marissa moans behind the tape over her mouth, and tears roll down her cheeks.
 
                 “If you want her to live, give us the files,” Eva says.
 
                 “I’ll make a trade,” I say.  “One life for another.”
 
                 Marissa’s eyes snap open, and she moans something incomprehensible to me.  I’m going to pretend she’s good with my plan.
 
                 “You?  Why would we trade you for her?” Eva asks.
 
                 “You could finally kill me,” I say.
 
                 “And I can’t now?”
 
                 “Not as easily.  Besides, you wouldn’t want the Metanites coming after you for killing one of their own.”
 
                 “And who’s to say I couldn’t just kill you now and destroy any chance of those files leaking out?”
 
                 “Who’s to say I haven’t given them to someone already?” I reply.
 
                 Eva glares at me while she thinks over my offer.  If it’s the files she wants, then that’s the card I have to play.
 
                 “What do you want?” Eva asks.
 
                 “Let her go.  No one moves until she is out the doors of the main lobby, and no one pursues her,” I say.
 
                 “Deal,” Eva says. She shoves the knife into her belt and pushes Marissa toward me, tossing the rope at me too.  “No of you move until the girl is gone.”
 
                 I help untie the rope around Marissa’s wrists and pull the tape off her mouth.  Her face is wet and red, and her whole body shakes.
 
                 “Annika—” 
 
                 “Go, Marissa.  Now,” I tell her.
 
                 “You can’t do this!”
 
                 “Go.”
 
                 “But—”
 
                 “Now.”
 
                 “You have three seconds to get out of here, curly, or you can stay and watch,” Eva says
 
                 “Marissa, please… go,” I say to her.”
 
                 “No.  I won’t leave you,” she says.
 
                 “Miller.”
 
                 Two men pounce on me, grabbing my arms and handcuffing my wrists behind my back with shiny golden handcuffs.  My instincts scream at me to fight back, but as long as Eva isn’t threatening Marissa, I can’t do anything.  A sinking feeling that this was Eva’s plan all along eats at me.  That feeling worsens when I feel the weight of the handcuffs—handcuffs that seem to radiate heat.  
 
                 “Annika, no!  Don’t do this!” Marissa says.  She reaches out to touch me, and an intense, scorching sensation radiates from the handcuffs and electrocutes through me.  My head jerks back and I scream, falling to my knees.  The scorching lasts only five seconds, but the shaking and pain linger. 
 
                 “That’s your first warning,” Eva says.
 
                 The handcuffs… they emit radiation.
 
                 “Next time you get too close, curly, I’ll stain her blood with radiation,” Eva says.
 
                 Bitch…
 
                 “Sorry, someone beat you to it,” I say.
 
                 The scorching returns like heated, poisonous needles stabbing every part of my body.  I squirm and kick as my arms bear the weight of a thousand pounds of burning metal.  Those poor women burned at the stake centuries ago must be grimacing in their graves.
 
                 The burning stops again, leaving me gasping for breath.  Although I’m chilled in the cold room, a thin layer of sweat already covers my skin. 
 
                 Eva laughs, and I can hear steel-toed shoes stepping toward me.  She kicks me in the ribs as I try to sit up, and I flop backwards.  The kick feels just as bad as a bullet, pain swelling and itching from my ribs.  Her face covers my blurred vision.
 
                 “The files,” she says, dangling the small button for the torturous handcuffs in my face.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 The scorching repeats, and I cry out again.  I can hear Marissa shouting and fighting against the hunting crew—she’s getting nowhere.  The burning stops.
 
                 “You want to stop it, curly?  You may not have a knife to your throat anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’m done with you.  You tell me where the files are,” Eva hisses.
 
                 “I—I don’t know,” Marissa says.
 
                 “Didn’t she tell you where they are?”
 
                 “No… I didn’t know about them.”
 
                 I roll to my knees and muster up the energy to get back to my feet.
 
                 “Liar!” Eva says.
 
                 Just as I swing my arms to hit the button out of Eva’s hand, she grabs my arm and pulls my face toward hers.  Our eyes lock, and she stares at me so intently I can feel her eyes trying to carve mine out of my skull.
 
                 The scorching returns, and I wrestle with the electric, stabbing pain as Eva squeezes my arm.  Another endless five seconds of hell dies away.  I blink and see the burning, pink shade of skin on my wrists where the handcuffs touch my skin.
 
                 “I swear,” I mutter softly, “the next time I see Jericho… I’m snapping his neck in half.”
 
                 Eva’s eyes burn, and she hits the button.  I close my eyes and try to rein in my screams, but the pain is unbearable.  And it doesn’t end.  Eva kicks me to the floor, where I shake and spasm, hitting the source of the radiation against the ground as if I could break it off.  The needle-like pain grows hotter and sinks deeper, and I fear the pain will never stop.
 
                 “Annika!  Marissa!” I hear, but the call is distant, maybe even an illusion.
 
                 I continue to wrestle with the handcuffs when more sounds of shouting and blasts of fire and electricity explode above me.  Someone grabs me, trying to contain my spasms, and even tries to pull the hot handcuffs off my wrists.  Moments later, the handcuffs break, the scorching finally stops, and my hands are free.
 
                 “Hey… hey!” someone shouts at me, lifting my head and shoulders off the floor.
 
                 I open my eyes, and Nickel is inches from my face.  His hands are the same golden color as the broken handcuffs, and he studies my eyes for consciousness.  My hair has fallen out of my ponytail and hangs over my face, so I pull the strands behind my ears and look around the balcony.
 
                 Battle is in full swing.  Zoë and Lazzer throw blue and green blasts at approaching madmen while Elijah, with his arms on fire, fights off three men.  Nate and—is that?—an invisible Izzi fight next to Abraham, who’s positioned in front of Kiaria, meddling with some system in the wall.  Kono fights off Eva, along with Marissa, who holds a metal pole in her hand that she probably pulled off from the pipes on the new hole in the wall.  Xander stands behind Nickel, giving him an opportunity to help me back to my feet.
 
                 “It’s alright.  I got you,” Nickel says.  He lifts me from under my armpits until I’m on my feet.  I fall against him at first, and my vision goes black.
 
                 Shit… shit…
 
                 “You’re okay,” Nickel says.
 
                 My vision slowly returns, as does my balance, and now I feel strong enough to stand on my own.
 
                 A man in black hollers and charges at us, but Nickel jumps toward him and starts throwing punches.  Another man jumps at me, but I’m steady enough to dodge the first strike, and the second, and then find the energy to kick his legs out from under him.  A shock of pain as quick as a breath assaults my ribs.  I groan and grab the sore area with my hand.
 
                 A woman with a purple, slick ponytail comes toward me next.  I deflect punch after punch, kick after kick, backing up in the meantime, until my back hits the balcony fence and the sunlight from the sun roof.  The woman winds up to strike me, but Elijah pulls me out of the way and lets the woman fall over the side of the balcony.  I look at him and see that he’s holding his right arm close to his body.
 
                 Out of nowhere, a man charges at us.  Elijah winds up to fire at the man, but the man tackles him first.  Elijah trips, and the two fall off the balcony.  I reach for them and manage to grab Elijah’s left wrist.  His weight and momentum pull me against the railing and into full sunlight, but I wrap my leg around the railing and hang on to him with both hands.
 
                 The sunlight seizes me immediately.  Under my skin, I can feel my blood burning and my mind fogging.  Tiny needles, not nearly as painful or overwhelming as before, pierce me from underneath my skin.  I hang on, dizzy and strained from the sunlight and the weight of Elijah’s dangling body, and I know I cannot hold on forever—I don’t even think I can hold on for more than fifteen more seconds.
 
                 “Nate!  Somebody!” I shout.
 
                 I look down to the main lobby of the art museum. The man who fell through the wall with Elijah and the woman with purple hair lie on the ground with their necks angled sickly away from their bodies and shards of metal around them.  Dark, red blood is splattered on the floor like a firecracker and starts to pool from underneath their bodies.
 
                 Elijah opens his eyes and looks down.
 
                 “Ho!  AH!  HaahHH!!” he shouts.  He looks up at me.  “Annika?!”
 
                 “Give me your other hand!” I yell.
 
                 “I can’t!  It’s dislocated!”
 
                 I grimace and let out a cry of pain.  
 
                 “Nate!”
 
                 “Annika!” I hear him shout back to me.
 
                 Sweat drips through my fingers and onto Elijah.  Hold on…  Hold on!
 
                 A sharp, scorching pain stabs my lower left back—my Achilles’ heel—and the electrocuting agony returns full throttle.  I scream, my muscles seize beyond control, my legs collapse underneath me, and my arms fly backward, letting go of Elijah’s hand.  My assailant digs the radiating dagger deeper into my back and holds a hand over my mouth to silence me.
 
                 “You little bitch… I swear you’ll get what’s coming to you,” Eva hisses in my ear.  Her lips barely touch the skin of my ear, and her nails dig into my skin.
 
                 The stabbing pain is so overwhelming that I can’t move.  My body is paralyzed, but I see clearly and feel everything.  Inside, it’s a constant screaming of pain, but my mind is soft and peaceful, removed from everything.  The sting in my back sucks all the energy and severity off the turbulent balcony, and a low buzzing sings in my ears.
 
                 Then, Nickel thrusts Eva’s body away from me, leaving the radiating dagger still stuck in my back.  I fall backward, like falling from the peak of a mountain into thin, artic air, but someone catches me before I hit the snow.  I blink, and Nate’s face fills my vision, his bright blue eyes sparkling like crystals dancing in a flame.
 
                 “What’s wrong with her?” Kono asks from miles and miles away.
 
                 Somewhere behind Nate’s head, I can make out Abraham stretching over the balcony railing.  He pulls Elijah—alive and scared to death—back onto the balcony.  I see Zoë jump into his arms, and Elijah wraps his good arm around her.  Some part of me knows that things are going to be alright.  I feel ice freeze in my veins… a passive sort of freezing… the sunlight… the sunlight… the fire inside me sedates.
 
                 “I think it’s the sunlight,” Nate says.
 
                 He takes off his jacket and wraps it around my shivering body.
 
                 “Hang on, Annika…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XVII: Goodbyes
 
   Wednesday, March 26, 2065; 10:59 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Peace, almost.
 
                 My mind drifts away from my body, drifting back to a time I try not to remember…
 
    
 
    
 
   The wind roars around me, throwing my hair in one direction and then another.  Lake Geneva carries the burning casket away from me toward a distant place of peace.
 
                 It is exactly the way she wanted it: her funeral.  She had said that she wanted to be sent away from this world the same way she believed Merlin said goodbye to King Arthur: a burning casket floating out in the lake.  I had made her stop whenever she talked about how she would die or the details she envisioned of her funeral.  This is different lake, but I guess it’s as good as any.  Switzerland is a place of peace, and that’s the way she was.  I suppose it suits her.
 
                 My face burns.  The tears that scar my face now freeze in the bitter wind, and I wonder if permanent ice will form. My body shook for the first few hours but now stands as cold and unmoving as a statue.  I stand there long after the lake engulfs the casket and the flames.
 
                 I will make them pay for this.  I tell myself those words over and over until I convince myself they are true.  Whatever it takes, I will make them pay for this.
 
                 The appeal she made to me asking to return now seems a cruel fortune of fate.  I am bound to her plea to make a stand against him and his factory as mistletoe is bound to its host: death the fate of both.
 
                 Basia, I hear her call to me.  Her voice echoes in my mind, the only way I can conjure her back into my life.  Where are we going?
 
                 Home, Cassie.  We’re going home.
 
                 We don’t have to split up, do we?
 
                 Just for a little while, but we’ll be back together soon.
 
                 “Basia,” a voice calls to me.  The sun peaks out from behind the mountains, and a distant rainbow with it.  Footsteps alert me that someone is coming behind me.  A soft hand touches my shoulder, and the familiar voice says, “Basia, it’s time to go.  It’s time to say goodbye.”
 
    
 
    
 
   A quiet night.  We stand at the closed door of the small jet as a black car pulls up to the barbed wire fence some twenty meters from the plane.  We’re not supposed to be here.  This is a private jet filled with precious heroine traveling from Switzerland to Sydney and then to Cleveland.  We found the dealer just as they were boarding, and since he remembered that he still owed me a favor, he had no choice but to offer a free ride for my friend and me.  We used his untraceable phone to call Margo’s father in Australia.  He’s the one in the black car.
 
                 Here, in the warm night of Sydney, Australia, I say goodbye to my last friend.  She stands about a foot away, facing me, trying not to cry.  She’s good at that: holding back her emotions.  She had to learn, just like me, the art of apathy.  Without apathy, we never would have made it; without emotion and fire, we never would have made it either.
 
                 “So what are you going to do?” she asks me.
 
                 “Something,” is all I tell her.
 
                 “Come-on, Bia.  I know exactly what you’re going to do,” she argues.  “That’s why you won’t let me come with you.”
 
                 I ignore her.
 
                 “You’re not even going to give me a chance to change your mind, are you?” she asks.
 
                 “You belong here, Margo.  You deserve a better life here with your dad, and that’s the life I know you want,” I say.
 
                 “But I want it to be your life, too,” she says.  I can see she’s fighting harder to hold back her tears, and now she’s testing mine.  “You can come with me, be my sister, and live here.  I’m sure my dad will be happy to—”
 
                 “I can’t, Margaret!” I shout.  “You know I can’t!”
 
                 “Yes, you can!  Basia, please… don’t go to Cleveland.”
 
                 “I have to,” I say, turning away from her.
 
                 “No, just walk away from it.”
 
                 “I can’t.”
 
                 “But it’s a suicide mission!”
 
                 “I know…”
 
                 She sighs.  “I know you are angry at them for killing Cassie, and so am I, but you can’t just go out and get yourself killed just because you’re hurt.  You have a life to live.  Don’t just throw it away!”
 
                 “I don’t care!  I run and hide and run and hide… and for what?  Nothing has ever made a difference!  Run, hide, run, hide!  But you know what—I can’t run anymore!  I can’t hide from what happened,” I shout.
 
                 I can see that Margo can’t hold back her tears for much longer, and I would hate myself for making her cry.  I take a deep breath and start again, this time with more control. 
 
                 “I’m sorry, Margo, but I can’t… I can’t keep running forever.  This is the only way that I can stop them, and I have to make a stand for Cassie, for you, for me, for all of us.  I have to… I have to stop him.  I’m sorry.”
 
                 She hugs me tightly, resting her chin on my shoulder.  I return the embrace and bury my face into her neck.  We hold onto each other like this forever.  She doesn’t say anything, and neither do I.  The silence doesn’t scare us, and there’s nothing more we could say that would mean more than this precious moment of silence.  I’m grateful for that, not the silence, but the friendship.
 
                 When she finally pulls away from me, she wipes the tears away from her eyes.
 
                 “Dr. Nancy keeps files on all his experiments and test subjects,” she says.  “If you can get those files, and if you can get those files into the hands of someone who can access them… then you got him.  Otherwise, burning down the—”
 
                 “Burning down the building isn’t going to kill what’s inside it,” I finish, smiling.  “I know.”
 
                 She smiles and puts her hand on the door of the plane.
 
                 “So this is goodbye,” she says.
 
                 I nod.
 
                 She opens the door.
 
                 “Goodbye, Basia,” she says.  She leaves, looking back only once.  Part of me wants to run out to join her, part of me wants to stop her and give her one last hug, and part of me knows better than to do either.
 
                 The plane starts again and soon takes off.  I look out the window while we’re still grounded, but the black car is long gone.  I back away from the window and close my eyes as the plane steers toward Cleveland.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XVIII: I’ll Give You Answers
 
   Thursday, March 27, 2065; 9:25 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Get me that tray and heart monitor.  Kiaria, hook up the heart monitor to her—quick!  Elijah and X, guard the door,”
 
                 I think the voice belongs to Nate, but I can’t be sure.  I feel my overheated body placed against a cold table, and cold arms pull out from under me.  A needle shoots into my arm, and small suctions fix to my chest and my arm over my veins.
 
                 The mole… the mole must have put that envelope on my bedstand… How else would it have gotten there?
 
                 Pain still surges through me, stemming from the radiation knife still in my back.  
 
                 How could they have not noticed that by now—or is the mole trying to hide the dagger that is slowly killing me?
 
                 “AHhh!” I groan.
 
                 Someone keeps giving out orders, but the burning continues.  Finally a female voice says that my body temperature and something that has to do with my heart are still rising.  Duh…
 
                 “Maaahhhh aaackkkk!” I moan.  I try to say, “My back,” but it doesn’t quite come out that way.
 
                 “What’s she saying?” I think Zoë asks.
 
                 I imagine Nate and Kiaria shaking their heads since I don’t hear anyone response.  Someone secures the needle in my arm, and I scream in pain.  The scorching seems to never end.
 
                 “Everybody out!” someone screams.  This time I’m sure it’s Nate’s voice, but I couldn’t even imagine him yelling like that—angry and scared.
 
                 “We’ll handle it, Zoë,” Kiaria says.
 
                 The door shuts, and Nate and Kiaria fiddle with some loud utensils and the needle antagonizing my arm.
 
                 The mole… it has to be one of the Metanites, or Moton, perhaps.  No, maybe not Moton.  All I can hear now above the droning ring in my ears is Nate mumblings bitterly and frantically, though I can’t make out what he’s saying.
 
                 “Wait, before you inject that into her bloodstream, there’s got to be something in her that’s causing her blood to react,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “I know that, but there’s no chemical unusual to her blood that can be causing this.  This tranquilizer should at least sooth the pain,” Nate says.
 
                 “Maaahhhhh!!”
 
                 “I know, I’m so sorry, Annika,” Nate mumbles.
 
                 “Well maybe it’s not coming from her blood.  What if it’s coming from a wound or something?”
 
                 Both are silent for a moment, then I’m flipped onto my stomach, my nose smashed against the cold surface.  A cold hand rests gently against my sweating skin, and the knife pulls away from my body with a last surge of fiery agony.  I gasp—or probably holler—and my eyes snap open.  I make out a dark room with small, bright lights.  Nate turns me onto my back as I watch Kiaria put something into a small vial; my vision, though clearing, is still too blurry to make out what is in the vial.
 
                 Nate… he was the one who stayed behind instead of going to Wade Oval… he left before the others did, so he had time to put the envelope in my room.  He showed up right before Jericho crashed through the window in the cafeteria. He was there when I first met the Metanites by the Cuyahoga River, and could have staged his capture.  He’s smart enough to get away with the whole ruse, and he’s been uncommonly kind to me.  Nate’s the mole.
 
                 “Annika, I’m so sorry,” he whispers to me.  My vision blackens from the edges of my eyes, and soon I’m out cold…
 
    
 
                 
 
   “Just keep your head up, and try focusing on something else,” someone says.  It’s Marissa.
 
                 I half-open my eyes and see her sitting in a chair off to the left by my feet.  Nate sits next to her, though he looks uninterested in anything she has to say.  He’s bent over with his elbows digging into his knees and his head buried in his hands.
 
                 Somehow I know, despite the darkness of the room, that it must be nighttime or close to it.  Everything is much more peaceful than it was before, and my body tells me it’s time to sleep some more.
 
                 “None of us blame you,” she continues.  “You know Moton, he… he just doesn’t like surprises.”
 
                 Nate continues to ignore her and doesn’t move a muscle.  Poor Marissa.  But wait… Nate could be the mole, in which case she deserves better.  Marissa… she can’t be the mole after what happened today.  But then again, Bruce almost killed Nate.  Maybe Nate’s not the mole.  So many possible moles… but who… who…
 
                 
 
    
 
   “You need anything?” a female voice asks.
 
                 My ears buzz, but I can hear enough to know that I’m awake again.  My eyes flutter open, and I see Izzi has taken Marissa’s place, holding a tray of tea, coffee, and energy bars in front of Nate, who hasn’t move.  He shakes his head, and Izzi sits down next to him.
 
                 I’m in the same dark room, but I feel that the time is far from what it must have been when I woke the first time.  Izzi sounds tired, so it must be early morning hours.
 
                 “Is it bad, Izzi?” Nate asks.
 
                 She hesitates then says, “It could be worse.”
 
                 My eyes close again, too exhausted to stay open.
 
                 “She looks alright, given her state,” Izzi says.  “Do you think she’ll be up and moving soon, after she wakes up?”
 
                 “Why—you want to throw her out so soon?” Nate snaps.
 
                 “Look, I’m not happy with her staying with us, but I don’t think she deserves this.”
 
                 “And the others?”
 
                 “Most agree with either you or me.”
 
                 “And Kono?”
 
                 “Don’t ask.  You should try to sleep, you know.”
 
                 “I can’t.”
 
                 “I’ll wake you up if she needs any medical attention,” Izzi says.  Nate doesn’t respond, so Izzi doesn’t say anything more.  I feel myself drifting away again…
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes open for a third time, and everything is still dark except for the light peeking through the blind in the window.  For the first time, I recognize where I am: a hospital room similar to the one I was in when I first opened my eyes inside Kenyon.  Is this even Kenyon?  It seems like the same layout for the room, but the distinct darkness… without the sunlight I would swear myself to be in an underground bunker.
 
                 I then notice Nate sitting in the same seat and same defeated position I had seen him in the two times I briefly woke.  Elijah is in the chair next to Nate with his hoodie over his head, his head leaning against the back of the chair, and his mouth slightly open—he’s dead asleep.  Nate leans back in his chair, dragging the palms of his hands down his face.  His eyes peel open, staring straight ahead, then close again.
 
                 I glance down at my body: I’m in the same jeans and tank top I wore to Wade Oval.  I glance over to Nate and Elijah: Nate’s outfit hasn’t changed, at least I don’t think it has, and Elijah is wearing clothes that are a step above pajamas.
 
                 I look back down at the table-like bed I’m lying on.  No bandages except for some weird suction cup-like things on my chest, the white wrapping around my wrists, and bandages holding a needle in my arm.  I feel fine—tired, sore, but well-rested and alive—so I rip away the suctions against my chest and the bindings holding the needle to my arm.
 
                 “Whoa, hey!  Don’t—” Nate says.  He jumps to his feet, but I’m already pulling the needle out of my arm.  The needle comes out quickly, but incorrectly… blood now pokes out of my skin where the needle once was.
 
                 “Ahh!” I grimace.
 
                 Nate leans over me to grab my arm and presses his thumb against the spot of blood.  He reaches for a piece of gauze and replaces his thumb with that.  When he’s convinced that I can’t bleed anymore, he sighs and closes his eyes again.
 
                 “Every time.”
 
                 “Sorry,” I say.
 
                 “No, it’s okay,” he responds.  “Saved yourself from me taking it out and probably doing the same thing.”
 
                 “Because a doctor that’s been up all night is liable for suing?” I say.
 
                 He smiles only a little… not the best time for jokes.
 
                 “If you could find a lawyer to take your case,” he fires back, smiling.  His smile disappears when he closes his eyes again.  He adjusts the pressure on the gauze against my arm by switching from his thumb to his pointer finger.
 
                 “Thank you,” I whisper.
 
                 “Don’t thank me,” he says.  “I’m the one who put you here.”
 
                 “You didn’t put me here.”
 
                 “But I’m responsible for it.  I should have been with you… stopped you from running off by yourself.”
 
                 “Hey,” I say.  I stare at him until he looks at me.  “That’s on me.  I was stupid.”
 
                 “Do you remember what happened to you?”
 
                 “Most of it,” I admit.  “I think you said something to me, and then I passed out.  I came back a little when you took that dagger out of my back.”
 
                 Nate turns to a small table behind him and grabs a vial.  He holds the pin-sized, clear container for me to see.  Inside it is a pocket-sized pin with a spherical, red head.
 
                 “You mean this?” he asks.
 
                 “Is that what was in my back?”
 
                 Some dagger…
 
                 “Yeah, and it caused your body to go into shock.  I can’t believe I didn’t recognize it sooner… if it had been in you for much longer you could have—”
 
                 “Died,” I say.  “I know.”
 
                 Nate doesn’t say anything, but that crease on his forehead is back, which tells me he’s deep in thought.  I hope he doesn’t blame himself for what happened, or what could have happened.  How was he to know that a pin-sized dart was in my back and causing my body to… well… destroy itself.
 
                 “That scar on your back…” Nate murmurs.  
 
                 “Which one?” I ask.  I know exactly which scar he’s talking about, but god I hope he’s asking about anything else.
 
                 “The one where the dart was,” he says.
 
                 No… not talking about it.  If he has anything to say about it then he can ask it himself, but he won’t get an answer from me.
 
                 “Where did you get it?” he asks.
 
                 “Why does it matter?”
 
                 “Just… I’m sorry,” he says.  He turns away from me, but that crease in his forehead is still there.  
 
                 Is he dropping the subject?  Why is he suddenly so intrigued by it?  If I told him that was the weakest spot on my body, the made-made scar to remind me where I came from, the spot where I feel the most pain, the part that makes me human, the part that makes me not… what would he do with that information?
 
                 “I X,” he says, still looking away from me.  “Nine.”
 
                 “Nate there’s a mole,” I tell him, trying to change the subject. 
 
                 I instantly regret it, remembering that he may be the mole himself.  Nate turns and looks at me like I’m speaking a foreign language.
 
                 “What?” he says.  “How do you—”
 
                 “There has to be,” I say.  “I found an envelope in my room, and that’s why—”
 
                 “Yes, I know about the envelope.”
 
                 “Whoever put it in my room… that’s who’s responsible for the whole thing.  They have to be from Kenyon.”
 
                 Nate leans back, forgetting the gauze on my arm because his mind is far, far away.  That crease sinks deeper and deeper between his eyes.
 
                 “Where are the others?  Are they okay?”
 
                 “Oh… yeah.  Everyone’s… okay.”
 
                 “They don’t want me here anymore, don’t they?”
 
                 “What? No, no.  Why do you think that?”
 
                 “Nate, I heard what Izzi said.  She’s right, I shouldn’t be here.  I…” I say.
 
                 Nate can’t even look at me.  He braces the edge of the bed and stares at my feet.  His eyes are pure panic, and his mind travels far beyond anywhere I can imagine.
 
                 “Nate, are you okay?”
 
                 He looks like he’s about to burst into flames, and doesn’t answer my question.
 
                 “Where are the others?”
 
                 “They’re with Moton.  They’re… they’re…”
 
                 “They’re what?”
 
                 “Talking… about the mole… talking about you.”
 
                 I pull myself out of the bed, bumping into Nate, and I head for the door.
 
                 “Whoa, hey!” Nate says.  He grabs my arm and pulls me toward him, but he slips, and we fall into Elijah.
 
                 “Ahhh!  What the—” Elijah shouts.  He winces as Nate lands on his arm.  “Ah!  Dude—my arm!”
 
                 “Sorry,” Nate says, wrestling me as I fight toward the door.
 
                 My body finally catches up with the beating it has taken over the past few weeks, and I’m too weak to escape Nate’s grip.
 
                 “What are you two doing?” Elijah yells.
 
                 “I don’t know!  Annika just took off again!”
 
                 “I’m finding the others and Moton!” I shout.
 
                 “What?  Why?”
 
                 “I have to!  Elijah, stop him!”
 
                 “What’s the problem?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Nate’s the mole—that’s why he doesn’t want me to tell them!  That why he’s trying to stop me!”
 
                 “What?!” Nate shouts, but his grip doesn’t loosen.  “No!  They think you’re the mole!”
 
                 “What?!!” I shout.
 
                 “What the hell are you two talking about?” Elijah yells above both of us.  He shoves us off of him and stands up.  Nate lets me go, and we both jump to our feet.  Neither of us dares to move toward the door, so we stand at stalemate, our eyes locked on each other.
 
                 “You think I’m the mole?” Nate asks.  His voice is angry and betrayed, like a kid who just found out their favorite superhero was actually paid for every act.
 
                 “I don’t know, are you?” I ask.
 
                 “Of course not!  You really think I’m the mole?  Really?”
 
                 “I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell not the mole!”
 
                 “Hey!” Elijah shouts.  Nate and I turn to him.  “First of all, let’s all calm down.  It’s been a stressful twenty-four hours for everyone, so can we reign in the antagonism a bit?  Now, no one is trying to accuse anyone of anything—f”
 
                 Huh.
 
                 “—because the stress and exhaustion is obviously wearing on you both.  Neither of you could possibly be the mole because Dr. Nancy’s men have tried to kill you both and come, frankly, way too close.  So let’s put the egos aside and think like rational people,” Elijah says.
 
                 Nate and I shift and roll our eyes, but Elijah is right… I think, at least.  Nate folds his arms across his chest and refuses to look at me.
 
                 “And I was tackled off the side of the balcony, so I think that excludes me from being the mole, too,” Elijah says.
 
                 I sigh and turn toward Nate.  “I’m sorry for accusing you of being the mole,” I say to him.  “I never really believed… I’m just… I don’t know who to trust.  So I’m sorry.”
 
                 “I understand, and I’m sorry, too,” Nate says.
 
                 “Great.  Kiss and make up so we can find Moton and the others,” Elijah says, turning to open the door.
 
                 Nate and I freeze and stare at him as he walks out into the bright hallway.  Elijah turns back and sees our expressions.
 
                 “Kidding—figure of speech—now let’s go!”
 
                 Nate and I spring after Elijah and into the hall.  Luckily, Elijah doesn’t seem too keen on running; I don’t think I could run, and I certainly don’t need them to see me weak.  Elijah shakes out his right arm, and I remember him shouting to me, as he dangled off the side of the balcony, that his arm was dislocated.  It looks better now… healed even.  Anyways, he leads us through the empty hall to the elevator, he punches the “10” button and leads us to Moton’s office.
 
                 The door is locked, and we hear no noise from the other side.  Elijah knocks three times, then once, then twice.  We wait.  The door clicks, and Elijah swings it open.
 
                 “Morning, everyone,” Elijah says. 
 
                 Nate and I tip-toe into the room behind Elijah, and everyone stares at us.  Their expressions tell me that we just interrupted a climactic moment, and I wish I had stayed in the hospital room a little longer.
 
                 “What are you doing here?” Moton says. 
 
                 I jump at his scathing tone.  Among all those who would be angry at me for what I did, I didn’t expect Moton to be one of them.  Ms. Grenavich, perhaps, but she’s standing behind Moton and not giving me her usual evil eye.
 
                 “We had some questions and answers we thought could help,” Nate says.
 
                 I turn to see Nate’s pained expression.  Oh… Moton wasn’t talking to me.  He’s angry with Nate.
 
                 “What did I say?  I said to stay in the hospital and take care of her and to not come up,” Moton says.  “If we wanted you to come up, then we would have called for you.”
 
                 “But we—”
 
                 “You think you can be helpful and find the magical solution after your mistake nearly costs your friends’ lives?  Get out.  You’ve done enough damage here,” Moton says.
 
                 Nate’s face begins to blush, and my heart sinks.  I look around the room, and although the others appear to share Nate’s embarrassment, none are about to stand up for him.
 
                 “I know about the mole,” I say.  Maybe if I speak that will ease the tension toward Nate.  “Elijah and Nate brought me up here so I could share with you the information that I know.  I want to help solve this problem as best as I—”
 
                 “Solve this problem?” Kono says.  She’s staring at me directly.  “You are the problem, back-stabbing bitch!”
              I would be offended, except Kono has never been my biggest fan.  Despite my ambivalence, Elijah grabs my arm to keep me from charging at her.  Nickel and Xander do the same for Kono.
 
                 “It’s okay, Eli,” I whisper to him.  He glances at me, ponders, then releases my arm.
 
                 “Oh, so suddenly you’re bowing down to her, too?” Kono says.
 
                 “Hey, why don’t you shove—” Elijah says.
 
                 “That’s Enough!” Moton shouts.  Everyone is silent, and Moton turns to me.  “You have answers for us?”
 
                 I clear my throat.  There’s only one way Nate comes out of this not looking at fault, and that’s if I give Moton something valuable.
 
                 “Yes, I do,” I say.
 
                 “Who’s the mole?”
 
                 “I don’t know, but whoever it is put that envelope in my room between the time I went down to the Base with Kiaria to the time I returned to my room after everyone left for Wade Oval Wednesday.”
 
                 “She’s the mole—she’s trying to frame one of us!” Kono says.
 
                 “Shut up, Kono!”
 
                 “I’m not the mole,” I say.
 
                 “Annika is not the mole,” Kiaria says.  “She and I talked about the possibility of there being a mole before she found the envelope.”
 
                 I glance Kiaria’s way, and Marissa catches my eye.  She bites her lip and says nothing.  That’s when I see the small purple bruises on Marissa’s neck from a hand squeezing her throat.  And she’s not the only one: Kono has a cut above her right eyebrow, Xander has a black eye, and everyone has circles under their eyes.  
 
                 I did this.  Even without giving them my tangible dirt, they are already carrying the weight of my decisions.  I tried to save Marissa, and maybe she is still alive because I tried, but now everyone is hurt.  
 
                 “Did you tell them?” I ask Marissa.
 
                 She shakes her head, and her eyes water. 
 
                 “Good.  Thank you,” I say.  I turn back to Moton and Ms. Grenavich.  “I have those files.”
 
                 A gasp and a murmur echoes through the room.  “I knew it!” and “Shhh!” fire back and forth among the Metanites.  Ms. Grenavich looks to Moton, and the circles under her eyes look a shade heavier.  Moton glances at the floor then back up at me.  Maybe he’s disappointed that I lied to him, or maybe he knows that by having the files I’ve already signed my own death wish.
 
                 “What files?” someone asks.
 
                 “Jericho wasn’t lying when he said that I had stolen something from Dr. Nancy… something that could defeat him.  That’s the reason why I came back to Cleveland and the reason why they’re hunting me so desperately,” I say.
 
                 “You’ve had them all this time?” Moton asks.
 
                 “But how can we trust her or Jericho?”
 
                 “Jericho also wasn’t lying when he said that Dr. Nancy would kill you all if I turned them over to you,” I say.  “He didn’t say that he was willing to kill you regardless.”
 
                 “So you lied?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “I said what I had to.”
 
                 “It’s still a lie.”
 
                 “Would any of you have done differently if you were in my place?  If I had given you those files earlier, who’s to say I wouldn’t have handed them over to the mole?  For all I know it could be any of you, and I wasn’t willing to take that chance,” I say.
 
                 “Mole or not, she shouldn’t be here,” Lazzer says.  “She’s putting everyone in danger the longer she’s here.”
 
                 “Wow.  Really, Lazz?” Nate says.
 
                 “Hey—you know as well as the rest of us that things have gone downhill since Annika came here.”
 
                 “We have to protect her and the information she has about Dr. Nancy!”
 
                 “We have a duty to protect the people of Kenyon and Cleveland, too.  We can’t do both,” Ms. Grenavich says, looking to Moton at the end.
 
                 “You’re right,” I say to the wrinkled woman.  “I shouldn’t be here.”
 
                 “What?!”
 
                 “Annika!”
 
                 “No way,” Nate says.  “If you go out there, they will kill you.”
 
                 “No they won’t,” I say to him.  “They can’t kill me until those files are destroyed.  Put a tracker on me so you can follow where I go, and after the hunting crew has captured me, come finish them.”
 
                 “That’s the dumbest fucking idea you’ve had all month,” Zoë says.  “It’s suicidal.”
 
                 “Why not just release the files?”
 
                 “To whom?” I ask.
 
                 “So you didn’t trust any of us?” Nate asks.
 
                 “She’s been holding out on us the whole time!  It seems like she’s protecting Dr. Nancy.”
 
                 “No!  It’s not—I mean—”
 
                 “Jesus, Annika.  We could have used those documents to stop him a long time ago!  You should have given them to us.”
 
                 “Hey!  Those documents are all I have!  You don’t know what hell I’ve gone through or what I had to do to get them.  I’m not about to hand them over if I’m not one-hundred-percent convinced that they are going to count for something!” I shout, my composure denting at last.  
 
                 Everyone is finally quiet… and staying that way.  
 
                 “Those files… that’s all I have,” I repeat.  My eyes begin to water, but I bite the inside of my lip and force the tears away.
 
                 Moton steps toward me and puts his hand on my shoulder.
 
                 “Annika, what’s on those documents?” he asks.
 
                 I glance up to meet his eyes.  “Everything.”
 
                 “And you can’t give us… anything?” he asks.
 
                 “No,” I say.
 
                 “We need those—”
 
                 “Alright, alright!” Moton says, trying to quench the murmur echoing through the room again.  But the Metanites are bickering amongst themselves now, and everyone’s in on it.
 
                 “I’m so sick of you using us for security from your little family feud!” Kono says to me.
 
                 Elijah grabs my arm again, now with good reason.
 
                 “You know nothing of my life!” I shout.              
 
                 “You’re a selfish criminal!”
 
                 “I’ll leave today!”
 
                 “Annika, just answer a few more questions for us…”
 
                 “You want answers?!  I’ll give you answers—no.  I’ll give you something better than answers.” I tell them.  All eyes are on me, waiting.  I take a breath.
 
                 “I’ll give you Jericho.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XIX: More Than Friends
 
   Thursday, March 27, 2065; 11:05 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I stand at the door to the interrogation room where Jericho waits for either Marissa or Kiaria to come in and batter him with questions.  After some more protest, Moton and Ms. Grenavich agreed that I would be allowed to interrogate Jericho, under a few, trivial conditions: no violence, no talking about the Metanites, and no talking about Kenyon.  
 
                 Marissa and Zoë were responsible for making me look presentable; that included taking off the bandages on my wrists that revealed red rings where the radiation handcuffs had burned my skin and dressing me in a long sleeved shirt to hide them.  My back started to kill, so Nate gave me some pain medication that made my entire back feel numb.  Probably not a good thing, but as long as I don’t tell him that, it can’t hurt him.  Kiaria is now the only one left standing in the hall with me as the rest of the Metanites squeeze into the small watch room.  She’s hiding a chip in my ear so she can communicate with me while I’m on my own in the interrogation room.  She’s making some last minute adjustments that are taking way… too… long… but if it means she has a moment in private with me, she’s going to take all the time she needs.
 
                 “He’s not expecting you,” Kiaria says to me.
 
                 “I know,” I whisper back.  “Is everyone in the watch room now?”
 
                 “Yes, even Moton.  He wanted to be close in case anything were to happen.  Some of them are worried that—”
 
                 “—that things might get out of hand?” I finish.
 
                 “Something like that.”
 
                 “I’m in control.  You can trust me on this one,” I assure her.
 
                 “I trust you,” she says.  She finishes fine-tuning the chip, and now straightens my long-sleeve shirt that hides the burn marks on my wrists.  I guess I’m not the only one nervous for this confrontation.
 
                 “I trust you, too.  It’s just… those files—” I say.
 
                 “You don’t have to explain yourself to me.  I’ve seen enough to know how important they are… whatever you have.”
 
                 “Kia,” I whisper.  God I hate myself for this… “I need you to read his mind and get all the information you can.”
 
                 “But what if he catches on?”
 
                 “He won’t.  He’ll be focused on me,” I say.
 
                 Kiaria nods and steps away.
 
                 “Okay,” she say.  “But if anything goes wrong, I’ll call for you to come out.”
 
                 “Agreed,” I say.
 
                 Kiaria smiles and walks into the watch room.  I stare at the door of the interrogation room.  Thoughts of running away flutter through my mind, but I push them aside.  I have to confront him, and I want to.  There’s so much I’ve wanted to say to him in the past twenty-two months, so many lines I’ve conversed back and forth in my head, but now I have no plan of what to say or what to do.  I’m sure something will spill out of my mouth… something I’ll probably regret.
 
                 I open the heavy door, and instantly the brightness from the white room shocks my eyes.  The room is smaller than I remembered it to be, and in the utter silence lays a low humming too quiet to be unimagined.  The dark figure in the room sits at the table in the exact bearing he carried days ago.  His legs stretch under the table; his back arches against the back of the chair; and his cold, dark eyes bury into the table.  A short beard grows down his jaw and around his mouth.  Last time I knew him, I didn’t think he was capable of growing facial hair.  There were a lot of things we didn’t think the other to be capable of.  
 
                 When the door creaks open and I enter the room, he resists glancing up, but soon he succumbs to his curiosity and looks up.  He recognizes me in an instant.  His eyes bulge with either anxiety or zeal—maybe a touch of both.  His silence is louder than the silence of the room, and we can’t remove our eyes from each other’s stare.  The door closes with a piercing intensity, and I step toward the table.
 
                 “You…” Jericho mutters.  He’s stunned.  I stand over him at the other side of the table without saying a word.  “What are you doing here?”
 
                 “Really?” I reply.
 
                 Jericho straightens his posture as I take a seat at the opposite end of the table.  We are both very conscious not to touch each other, especially our feet under the table.
 
                 “I thought… the others… are they watching us?  Do they know?” he asks.
 
                 “Tell him no,” Kiaria says from the chip in my ear.
 
                 “Forget them.  You’re talking to me.”
 
                 Jericho is quiet again and shifts in his seat.  My eyes stay locked on him the whole time, but his eyes flutter around the room with sporadic urgency.  I’m not letting him weasel out of this one.  His walls are history now.
 
                 “You look like you’re seeing a ghost,” I say.
 
                 “Maybe I am,” he replies.  “I didn’t think you wanted to see me.”
 
                 “I didn’t.”
 
                 “So what made you change your mind?”
 
                 “This is an interrogation, Jericho.  I’m the one who asks the questions.”
 
                 “Is that what this is?” he says.  I shoot him a hateful look and say nothing.  “Alright, what do you want?”
 
                 “What are you doing here?” I ask.
 
                 “What—you think I’m choosing to stay a prisoner of these bratty pseudo-heroes?”
 
                 “Yeah, I do think you chose to be here.”
 
                 Jericho hesitates.  “I see you got into some trouble recently,” he says, looking at the burn marks on my wrists peeking out from under the sleeves of my shirt.  
 
                 I pull my arms off the table and fold them across my chest.  So much for hiding those.  Jericho is gradually overcoming his shock and growing angry, which for my purposes is exactly what I need.
 
                 “Why did you come here?” I ask again.
 
                 “Because I had to see you!” he says.  “I wanted to see you so that we could have this conversation without trying to beat the crap out of each other.”
 
                 Now I’m the one caught off guard, but not for long.
 
                 “You wanted to see me?” I ask.  “No—what are you really doing here, Jericho?”
 
                 “What am I doing here?  What are you doing here?  Why did you come back to Cleveland?  You must have known they’d find you.”
 
                 “I had to come back.  I had to put an end to this once and for all.”
 
                 “At the cost of your own life?!  What were you thinking, Basia?!  Are you completely suicidal?”
 
                 “I did what I had to do.”
 
                 “No!  You could have disappeared forever and lived.  You might have even had a chance at a normal life… but no!  No—living just isn’t good enough for you, is it?  You just had to come back and steal those files, not to mention all the blood you spilled along the way.  Now you’re just choosing to die.”
 
                 “I didn’t have a choice!”
 
                 “Yes You Did!” Jericho yells.  “You’ve had plenty of chances to save yourself in the past twenty-two months, but you chose to go risk everything, and you’re still choosing to go this way!  You’re digging your own grave now.”
 
                 “What do you care, Jericho?  You’re working with them!”
 
                 “I don’t understand why you came back and chose to die.  There’s a price on your head for what you stole, and now they are never going to stop coming after you.  It’s only a matter of time now.”
 
                 “I may go down, but I’m taking as many of you with me as I can.”
 
                 “You may go down?” Jericho says.  He shakes his head.  “You chose your path twenty-two months ago when you chose to run away.  You’re a dead man walking.”
 
                 “Yeah?  Well you made a choice that day, too.  You betrayed me and chose them.  I may be a dead-man, but at least I’m not a traitor or a coward!”
 
                 Jericho stands up and puts his face right in front of mine.  Am I… when did I stand up?  Now Jericho stares at me with hateful eyes, both of us refusing to be the first to recoil.  I wait for Kiaria or Moton or another Metanite to rush into the room and pull me out of there, but nothing.  Not even from the earpiece.  I imagine they’re all stuck to their seats, waiting, too enthralled to stop me if I were to start attacking Jericho.  Hell, maybe they’d even cheer me on.
 
                 “What happened to you?” Jericho says in disgust.
 
                 “I was about to ask you the same,” I reply.  “After all the torture you saw me and the others go through, you still chose to partake in one of his experiments.  What did he do: bribe you with power and invincibility?  You should have asked him to give you the power to open up to people, maybe then you’d have the guts to stand up for yourself.  Or I bet you wanted it, didn’t you?  All that suffering you saw… that power… you got a thrill out of it.  You just had to taste it for yourself.”
 
                 “You’re doing well, Annika.  Keep it up,” Kiaria says in my ear.
 
                 Jericho says nothing and sits back down.  I place my hands on the table for support and take my seat.  It’s a low blow on my part, and I almost regret saying it.  Then he looks back up.
 
                 “I’ll tell you what, for someone who comes off like she doesn’t give a damn what others think of her, you’re just as broken as ever.  The girl I knew would never throw her life away like this.”
 
                 “I guess you didn’t know me as well as you thought,” I reply.
 
                 “Don’t pretend like I don’t know you,” he says, waving his finger at me.  His expression deviates, and he looks at me the way he did when he broke into Kenyon… that familiar, desperate face. 
 
                 “Your walls are strong,” he says, “but I see right through them.”
 
                 “Stop it, Jericho.”
 
                 “What’s wrong Basia?  You afraid to have anyone close to you, too?”
 
                 “Don’t call me Basia.”
 
                 “Oh, I’m sorry.  That’s not your name, is it?  Oh wait, but you don’t have a name, do you?” he taunts.
 
                 “Jericho… don’t.”
 
                 His eyes flicker with recognition.
 
                 “What—you didn’t tell the Metanites about our friend in Austria?” he says.
 
                 Images of the dark girl from the cold, snowy night in Austria—the girl I killed—run through my mind.  How dare he mention her.
 
                 “You know, you say we were friends, but I fail to see how a friend could turn his back on someone he claimed to care for and then do the things that you’ve done to me!”
 
                 Jericho smiles and shakes his head.  “No… Basia and I were friends.  You and me… we were more than friends.”
 
                 “You know what, Jericho—you’re right!” I shout, standing up again.  “I am a dead man walking, and do you know why?  Because There’s Nothing Left Inside!  You, And My Father, And The Rest Of You—You Killed Everything!”
 
                 Jericho sits there without moving a muscle.  His eyes, however, quiver and shrink.
 
                 “I hate you,” I continue.  “I hate all of you, and I’m never going to stop until you’re all behind bars or dead for what you did.”
 
                 “Now wait, you—”
 
                 “And guess what: I’ll be glad to turn those files over to the Metanites.  After all the damage we’ve done, it’s nice to know something good can come out of this after I’m dead,” I say, choking the words out.  I clear my throat and compose myself before I say anything more.
 
                 “Bia, you don’t know what you’re doing,” Jericho says, rising to his feet.  His handcuffs jangle against the cold, hard table when he tries to reach for me.
 
                 “I know exactly what I’m doing.  Like you said: it’s suicidal.”
 
                 “Stop.”
 
                 “It’s only a matter of time now, right Jericho?”
 
                 “And who’s going to look out for Cassie when you’re dead?” he asks.
 
                 He went too far this time.  I grab the back of his dark hair and slam his face into the table.  He bounces off the metal surface, flustered and angrier than before.
 
                 “How Dare You Bring Up Cassie!” I shout.
 
                 “Hey!  What are you so—”
 
                 “You Have No Right!”
 
                 “What is your problem!”
 
                 “She’s DEAD!” I shout.
 
                 Jericho’s face turns white and his body freezes.  His eyes are the only part that moves; they quiver, stare into mine, his mouth hangs open, and he blinks.  I’m ready to strike him again, but he’s not acting… he didn’t know.
 
                 “You and the rest of the hunting crew killed her,” I say.
 
                 “No… that’s not… that’s not possible,” he says.
 
                 “Ask your sister.  She was there when they shot her!” I say.
 
                 The door to the interrogation room opens.
 
                 “Annika.”  It’s Moton’s voice.
 
                 Shit… the no violence rule.  I turn around and walk toward Moton.  I glance back at Jericho and see his face turn shades of white and green like he’s about to hurl.  I leave the interrogation room, and the door closes with a resonating thud.
 
                 “My office, please.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XX: Leverage
 
   Thursday, March 27, 2065; 1:00 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I sit on one of the black couches in the waiting room outside Moton’s office.  Thunder—the drunk teenager I met just before Jericho crashed through the cafeteria window—sits across from me on the other couch.  I’ve been sitting here for half an hour now, just waiting for Moton and Ms. Grenavich to finish their private conversation inside Moton’s office.  I don’t know why I’m bothering to wait around… I should leave Kenyon no matter what Moton has to say to me.  But maybe there’s a way to stay at Kenyon and keep the Metanites safe.  I don’t know.  I hope there is.
 
                 “Why are you doing that?” Thunder asks me.
 
                 I look up, and the teenager is staring at me.  His light brown skin stands out between the black couch and his white T-shirt.  His sliver piercings match the hair pic in his short, fuzzy hair, and his black gages have sliver detailing on them.  His eyes are grey, and despite the harshness of the rest of him, his eyes are also soft.
 
                 “Doing what?” I ask.
 
                 “Trying to crack your knuckles.  You’ve already cracked them three times; I don’t think they’re going to crack again… unless you’re trying to break them,” he says.
 
                 “Is it annoying you?” I ask.
 
                 He hesitates.  “I guess not.”
 
                 I look out the window of the room.  It’s early afternoon and sunny outside, but it feels like it should be much later than that.  My back hurts, and I’m getting the feeling that I should have stayed in the hospital a little longer.
 
                 “So what did you do get here?  Skip class… spread a rumor about someone?  Steal something?” Thunder asks me.
 
                 I glare at him then return my gaze to the window.
 
                 “Oh, wait!  You’re the Nancy girl.”
 
                 “Don’t call me that.”
 
                 “Well, you could give me something to call you by.”
 
                 “That’s the worst pick-up line ever.”
 
                 “Who says it’s a pick-up line?”
 
                 “Marissa warned me about you.  She said you would hit on anything that walks.”
 
                 “Ouch,” he says.  “Well Marissa thinks any guys who talks to her is hitting on her.”
 
                 “What are you doing here?”
 
                 “Dinner date,” Thunder says.  He smiles and wiggles his fingers in the air.
 
                 “Whatever.”
 
                 “You know they told me about you, too.  They said this Nancy girl doesn’t like talking to anyone.  So I guess that makes me lucky.”
 
                 “Don’t call me that.”
 
                 “Right, my apologies,” he says. 
 
                 I look down at my hands and start cracking my knuckles again.  Remembering what Thunder said, I stop.  He must have been paying more attention to me than I thought.
 
                 “Do you want to know what else they said about you?” Thunder asks.
 
                 I hesitate.  “Doesn’t matter.  I won’t see any of them again after today.”
 
                 “Why, are you leaving?”
 
                 “Yeah.  As soon as I finish talking to Moton.”
 
                 “Well, that’s a stupid idea.”
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 “They said you are their best chance at bringing down Dr. Nancy, and without you they couldn’t do it.  If you die, they lose their only leverage against Dr. Nancy, and everything would have been for nothing.  You aren’t at all curious as to why they brought you here and kept you alive?” Thunder says.
 
                 I open my mouth to speak, but I check myself.  I’m their leverage?  I guess that’s fair.  Still, why would they fake friendship instead of telling me the real reason why they want me here?
 
                 “They said you would leave the second you got scared.  I guess they were right,” Thunder says.
 
                 “What are you getting at?”
 
                 “I could ask you the same thing.  You could have left and stayed away several times—”
 
                 “I did that.”
 
                 “And yet you came back.  Something’s keeping you here, and I don’t think it’s because you’re afraid to leave.  I think you know Kenyon is your best chance, and that’s why you’re here.  I also think you enjoy watching the Meta-minions scramble and bitch at each other because they don’t like having you here.”
 
                 I smile.
 
                 “You’re not a fan of them, are you?”
 
                 “No.  And that’s why I personally want you to stay.”
 
                 “So that I can continue to annoy the Metanites?”
 
                 Thunder raises his hands.  “I never said that I cared about this whole Dr. Nancy thing, anyways.  But since the Metanites think you’re going to leave, I think it would be priceless if you stayed.”
 
                 Moton’s door opens, and he and Ms. Grenavich walk into the room.  They looked stressed and sad.  The circles under Ms. Grenavich’s eyes are dark indigo.  She makes eye contact with me, and—amazingly—she doesn’t look disgusted with me… just… sad.  She sighs and sits down on one of the silver chairs.
 
                 “Hello, Annika,” Moton says.  He sits in the silver chair next to Ms. Grenavich.  “I don’t know how I can convince you to stay, except I want to reiterate that you are still welcome here.  Ms. Grenavich and I want to extend our welcome to you.  We want you to become a student at Kenyon, and… and I know that’s a long process and not what you want, but we—”
 
                 “I don’t want to become a student here, no offense.  I’m not ready for that, but…” I say.  I glance at Thunder.  “I want to help until we bring down Dr. Nancy, however I can.”
 
                 “Except for those documents,” Ms. Grenavich says.  
 
                 “The files are safe, and they’re going to stay that way,” I say.
 
                 “But if something were to happen to you before you can do something with those documents—” she continues.
 
                 “They are in good hands, and… when I trust that Kenyon is snitch-free, I will turn them over to you,” I say.
 
                 “In the meantime, I do have one favor to ask,” Moton says.  “You are under no obligation to oblige, and if you feel uncomfortable with it, please refuse.  However, I think your expertise on Dr. Nancy and how to fight the people who work for him could help us, and some of the Metanites have agreed.  If you would be willing to teach them and help with their training, you could possibly save a life.”
 
                 “Which, we can all agree, is what’s really important,” Ms. Grenavich says.
 
                 I hesitate, but I don’t have to think for very long.  I agree, under the condition that I don’t have to answer any more questions about the files.
 
                 “Can I be there?” Thunder asks.
 
                 “T, please be patient,” Moton says.
 
                 “Thank you,” I say.  From the corner of my eye, I see Thunder grinning.  
 
                 “Thank you, and do spend some time in the hospital tonight before you go to bed.  I’m sure Nathan has some follow-up treatment to help you heal,” Moton says.
 
                 I stand up and walk toward the door.  Before I leave, I turn around and take a breath.
 
                 “Moton?”
 
                 “Yes?” he replies.
 
                 “It wasn’t Nate’s fault that I ran off.  Even if he had been there, I would have left alone, regardless.  It was stupid, I know, and reckless… but it was my fault, not his.”
 
                 Moton smiles.
 
                 “Thank you, Annika.  I hope we don’t have another incident in which you feel you need to run off,” he says.
 
                 I smile and leave for the hospital to find Nate.
 
    
 
   XXI: Training
 
   Friday, March 28, 2065; 6:26 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 In my room, I pull on a tight blue shirt and some black, baggie cargo pants covered with large pockets over my thighs and calves.  I think this should work for the training thing today.  I can’t believe the Metanites are okay with this.  I guess my interrogation with Jericho yesterday scared them enough to want me to stay.  I guess I have a plan for what to teach them.  I mean, I know plenty about running and hiding, but the Metanites don’t need to do either.  Maybe a little combat will be good.
 
                 A short spasm of pain shoots through my back, starting from the lower left side where the radiation pin was.  I clench my teeth and fall against the bed until the pain wanes then I push myself back to my feet.  Since the episode at the art museum my body has been more sensitive to pain.  The more I move the more my body punishes me for the damage I have put it through.  I asked Nate and Kiaria for more pain meds to calm the constant aching, but Kiaria said I should just relax for a few days and give my body a rest… so I pleaded with Nate, knowing that he still felt guilty and would give in.  Cruel?  Yes, but it was a necessary evil.  I took two this morning, and they’re starting to wear off.
 
                 I grab my half-eaten sandwich from lunch and head out the door.  I close and lock the door behind me before I realize my shoe laces are caught in the door.
 
                 “Ugh,” I huff and bend down to yank the laces out from under the door… and they’re stuck.  Great.  I reach for the Bleu-screen to unlock the door, but I can’t reach it without standing up… and that’s more work than I’m willing to put in.
 
                 “Come-on,” I moan.  
 
                 “Hey, Annika!” I hear from down the hall.  Abraham prances toward me.  “Having trouble?”
 
                 “Just a small one,” I say.
 
                 “Whoa!  Are those shoe laces?!  How old are your shoes?”
 
                 “Just a couple…”
 
                 “—decades… here,” Abraham says.  He crouches next to me and yanks the shoe laces out of the door, smashing the plastic tips of the laces.  “There, free as a bird!”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say, smiling.  “What are you doing here—shouldn’t you be in the Base?” I ask.
 
                 “Yeah, but I can’t be there on time.”
 
                 “Why not?”
 
                 “Where’s the fun in that?” Abraham says.  I shake my head and retie my shoelaces.  “That’s the trick, you know.”
 
                 “What, being late?”
 
                 “Close, but it’s actually having fun—having a sense of humor.  That’s how I get by, at least.”
 
                 “Are you giving me advice, Abe?” I ask, smiling.
 
                 “I’m just saying!”
 
                 “Well, I’m afraid I’m not very funny.”
 
                 “You know, there are so many offensive jokes I can counter that statement with, but I’m going to restrain myself and just say that sarcasm counts.”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say, standing back up.  “See you down there?”
 
                 “Yeah!  Well now that I know you’re running late, I have to find something to distract me for a few minutes longer before I can go down.  Gotta be last, you know,” he says.
 
                 “Alright, see you,” I say, and I walk toward the elevators.
 
                 I keep thinking about Abraham and our strange encounter the whole way down to the Base.  I know him to always be friendly and comical, but something was odd.  What was he suggesting when he said, “getting by?”  Was he talking about Jericho?  Does he know about the girl in Austria?  I didn’t think anyone knew about her… no one should have.  Of course Jericho and the others would know that she died—maybe they would know that I killed her—but what if they found her?  God—if they found her…
 
                 The doors of the elevator open to the Base where I see all ten members except Abraham busying themselves while they wait for me.  Elijah, Nickel, and Xander are on the floor of the enormous arena taking hits at each other, laughing; Lazz and Nate are taping their knuckles near the new punching mannequin; the girls are stretching and chatting.  If only they knew what happened when I stole those files… if they knew about the girl in Austria…
 
                 “I’m glad you’re all getting warmed up,” I say as I descend the stairs and walk toward the arena.  
 
                 Every head turns to look at me, hitting “pause” on whatever each person was doing.  I begin to notice more as I come closer.  For one, they’re not dressed like they normally dress; they’re all wearing sweats and work-out clothes.  In their eyes, I can see that I startled them, but they aren’t afraid of me, not exactly.  Odd, I thought the interrogation of Jericho would have frightened them enough.
 
                 “Ready?” I ask, pulling up the sleeve to my shirt.
 
                 “What are you going to teach us?” Lazzer asks.
 
                 “How to survive in hand-to-hand combat,” I reply.
 
                 “But we know how to do that.  We have training for that,” Xander says as Abraham walks in.
 
                 “Is there a problem with that, because I could show you how to cook dinner using a tin can or how to remove a bullet from your body when you have no supplies?” I reply.
 
                 Most of them shift and glance down at the floor.
 
                 “As you should know by now, these people coming after me—and now the rest of you—don’t fight like the people you may be used to fighting.  They have experience, strength, and most importantly, when they fight you they will kill you as quickly as they can.  Knife.”
 
                 Zoë reaches around and tosses me a small dagger.
 
                 “Thank you.  Now who wants to help me demonstrate?” I ask.
 
                 The Metanites exchange glances until Elijah steps forward, assuring me that his arm is much improved and feeling healthy.  Elijah and I step to the center of the arena while the others form a semicircle around us to watch.
 
                 “Okay, now I’m the hunter,” I say.
 
                 “The what?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “I’m the bad guy.”
 
                 “Oh, got it.”
 
                 “All of you feel free to ask any question that pertains to this.  Your life may depend on it.”
 
                 “Awesome,” Kono groans.
 
                 “Now,” I say to Elijah, “try to beat me.”
 
                 Elijah raises his eyebrow.
 
                 “Really,” I assure him.
 
                 “Powers or no powers?”
 
                 “Do you really want to start with powers?”
 
                 “Hmm… no.”
 
                 “Good.  And remember I have the—” I start to say, but just before I can finish my sentence, he lunges at me.  I dodge him while taking out his feet, and he falls on his back.  I’m over him with the knife at his throat before he can open his eyes to see what happened.
 
                 “I have the knife,” I say.
 
                 “Elijah stares at me, his cheeks as red as cherries.  I back off and help pull him to his feet.
 
                 “Damn, Eli,” Abraham teases.
 
                 “Yeah, shut up, twig,” Elijah says.
 
                 “It wasn’t that bad,” I say.  “You just need to play more defense.  Always expect them to counter your hit, and wait for the opportunity for them to slip-up so you can deliver a solid blow.  Let’s try again.”
 
                 Elijah and I step back to where we started, and he lunges again.  This time he lasts longer, but I still pin him to the ground.
 
                 “Don’t lunge,” I tell him.  “You make the rest of your body vulnerable when you do that.  This time, when you attack me, don’t aim for my middle.  Try to get me off balance, and control my hand holding the knife.”
 
                 Elijah nods, and we try again.  This time he heeds my advice and takes me down.  I land on my back, and pain surges through my back again.  I cringe.
 
                 “Whoa, Annika.  Are you okay?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Yeah, nice hit,” I reply, wincing.  Elijah helps me back to my feet and hands me two pills.  “Thanks,” I say, and I swallow the pain meds.  After a few seconds, I can already feel the relief kicking in.
 
                 “Kia, do you have any fake weapons?” I ask.  She replies that they do in storage.  “Good, let’s get them out.  Partner up with someone you’re not afraid to rough-up a little, and let’s get going.”
 
                 
 
    
 
   After a fast two hours, all the Metanites and I are drenched in sweat.  Based on the silence and panting of some people, I’m sure I’m not the most exhausted of the group, despite my drained strength.
 
                 Zoë and Marissa have been going at it since we began.  For as good of friends as they are, they certainly have no problem slamming each other to the ground and whacking each other with their foam nun-chucks.  As interesting as it is to watch them—Marissa with her methodical, professional-style training I can only assume came from her so-called Marine father and Zoë with her speed and ridiculous agility—I can’t watch them for too long because the nun-chucks remind me too much of that time I was attacked downtown… and Jericho… and why I need my strength back.
 
                 Nate and Lazzer are the same as Marissa and Zoë.  I think their friendship grows each time one bruises the other… as Nate dodges a paintball and kicks Lazzer in the head.  The two of them are the most entertaining to watch.  They’ll fight for an intense six minute straight until one pins the other; then they’ll look at each other, smile, and start laughing.
 
                 Xander and Nickel were fighting for a while, but I had to break them up to give them a taste of an opponent who’s not all-power-no-speed, so I partnered them against Kono and Izzi.  The girls kicked their asses almost every time.  The cousins, Xander and Izzi, exchanged some fighting words and swearing, but that didn’t change the outcome.  Despite Xander’s super strength and indefatigable stamina, the invisible Izzi beat him nine times out of ten.
 
                 Abraham, Elijah, and Kiaria took turns with two-on-hunter then two-hunters-on-one.  Abraham surprises me; when he wasn’t distracted or goofing off, he was good—good enough to tangle both Elijah and Kiaria, who each had a plastic knife. 
 
                 Kiaria surprised me the most, though.  She is a talented fighter; you have to be if you’re a Metanite.  The only thing she lacks is that killer instinct.  That eat-or-be-eaten ferocity.  I let it go at first, because I admire her innocence… but Cassie was innocent, too, and I got her killed trying to protect that.  I hand Kiaria the gun.
 
                 It’s just a paintball gun, the same one Lazzer and Nate are using.  She holds it in her hands like it’s an artifact, and she stares at it with such awe… such agony.  Her almond eyes are lost in it, and I wonder if I would, at this precise moment, read her mind if I could.  Where are her thoughts, so far, far away from the Base and probably Cleveland, too?
 
                 “Let me see your stance,” I say to her.  “I want to make sure your form is correct.
 
                 Kiaria doesn’t respond.  Her eyes are still glued on the gun.
 
                 “Kia, you have to know how to use a gun if you’re going up against these guys.  You can do it, you—”
 
                 “I know how to use a gun,” she says.  Her tone is cold, neither rude nor pleasant, just ice cold.
 
                 “Okay.  Show me what you got,” I say.  I take a step back.
 
                 Kiaria looks up at the mannequins, and she stands as still as stone.
 
                 “You don’t have to aim to kill, Kia.  Just aim for the places where you know you can hinder them,” I say.  
 
                 “If it’s not to kill, why shoot?” Kiaria says, staring at the gun.  “If I need to shoot a gun, then I must need to kill.”
 
                 “Kono, you should fight Annika.  I bet the two of you could go at it for hours,” Xander whispers to Kono, but he’s louder than he realizes.  He lies with his back on the floor, and Kono kneels over him with one foot pinning his arm against the floor and one knee against his chest.
 
                 “No,” Kono says, getting up.  “I wouldn’t kick a dog while it’s down.”
 
                 For a second, everyone pauses what they’re doing and falls silent.  I do my best to ignore it, as does everyone else as they return to whatever they left off.  I can almost feel the eyes and ears on me.
 
                 “What a waste of time,” Kono moans.
 
                 “You know what, Kono,” I say, “if you have something to say to me, go ahead and say it.”
 
                 “Okay,” she says.  “I don’t like this.  I don’t trust you.  I don’t like you being here with us.  I really don’t like the fact that you’re holding back information from us.  And, I don’t need you to train me.”
 
                 I raise my arms and look around the room.  Everyone is standing and staring, waiting for a fight to break out.
 
                 “Look what changed!” I say.  “Are we done now?”
 
                 Kono rolls her eyes and folds her arms across her chest. 
 
                 “Water?” Marissa suggests.
 
                 “That’s a good idea,” I say.
 
                 No one moves until I start walking off the arena to where a case of water and H2O+Plus sits out in the open.  I take a purple shade of H2O+Plus and limp over to the railing by the arena.  My back is starting to hurt again.  I guess Kiaria’s backward cross-jam has more of a punch to it than I thought.
 
                 “Getting tired?” a voice calls to me.
 
                 I turn and see Nate walking toward me with a bottle of light blue liquid.  He’s drenched in sweat and colored powder.  His hair is damp around his scalp and a pinkish-red color on one side where paint-powder had splashed up from his shoulder after Lazzer shot him with the paintball gun.
 
                 “A little,” I admit.
 
                 He leans against the railing next to me and hands me another pill for my back.
 
                 “Thanks,” I say, and I swallow the pill with my drink.
 
                 “You’re really good at this, you know,” he says.
 
                 “What—fighting?”
 
                 “No, teaching,” he says.  
 
                 “Oh… thank you,” I say.  “You know, I kind-a remember you promised me a tour of Cleveland.”
 
                 “No.  No way!” he says, grinning.  “You think I’m going to let you out of the building?”
 
                 “What’s wrong with a tour?  Besides, I would have the eleven safest escorts in the world.”
 
                 “No, you’re not going anywhere.  And I may be helping you with the pain meds, but I will personally blockade your door with a titanium wall if I have to.”
 
                 I turn to him with my mouth open, ready to say something but unable to because I’m trying too hard not to smile.
 
                 “What?” he asks, grinning ear to ear.
 
                 “You wouldn’t blockade my door.”
 
                 He turns away, still smiling.  “Maybe.”
 
                 I take a sip of my H2O+Plus and trace my finger on the edges of the bottle.  What is wrong with me?  I met these people less than three weeks ago, and yet… these have been the best three weeks.  I’m not good enough to stay here; I will leave once this is over.  But god, has this been… nice.  I bite my lip to keep from smiling.              
              “Did you mean what you said, about…” Nate says, “knowing what you’re doing is suicidal?”
 
                 I don’t respond.
 
                 “You’re not really considering that, are you?” he asks.  I don’t respond again, and Nate turns away.  “Quiet again… Sorry, we could talk about someth—”
 
                 “I don’t see another option for me.  I’m tired.  I just want it all to be over, and I don’t… I don’t know what I would do when this is over… I don’t know anything else,” I say.  “I’m ready for it.”
 
                 Nate stares at me, and I don’t know if he’s just lost for words or shocked that I said something.  I’m surprised I said something—anything.  I’m glad I did, though.
 
                 “There’s more for you when this is over.  You don’t have to die to end this battle with Dr. Nancy,” he says.
 
                 I smile and shake my head.  I wish he was right.
 
                 “Heeaayy!  I wanted the red one!” Abraham whines behind us.  Xander tells him to “deal with it,” and then we hear water splash.  Soon, a friendly water fight breaks out, involving most of the Metanites.
 
                 “Oh god…” Nate says.
 
                 “Does this kind of thing happen often?” I ask.
 
                 “Well, not as often as it seems, which, I guess is still a lot.”
 
                 “Well, so much for safe escorts!  I guess I don’t want the eleven of you to give me a tour of Cleveland.”
 
                 “Hey now, we are—AHH!” Nate says, just as gush of ice cold water hits his back.
 
                 Nate springs up with his back arching and his eye opening wide.  I can’t help it.  I start laughing and can’t stop.  Nate looks at me with a wild, calculating sparkle in his eyes, uncovers his bottle of water, and then jerks the bottle at me.  The light blue liquid hits my chest and stomach, like ice against hot iron.  
 
                 We’re in the middle of the water fight within seconds.
 
                 EERRR!!!  EERRR!!!  EERRR!!!  The alarm echoes off the walls of the Base, and red lights flash from the ceiling.  The water fight stops instantly.  Everyone freezes and looks around the room.  Then the Metanites’ wrist watches beep in harmony: a message.  Kiaria looks up at me with eyes electrified.
 
                 “What is it?” I ask.
 
                 “An alert from security,” she says, and she runs to the elevator.  The others rush to the elevator as well; Nate grabs my arm and pulls me with them.
 
                 “What happened?” I ask.
 
                 “Jericho,” Kiaria says, turning back to me.  “He broke out of the interrogation room.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXII: The One That Got Away
 
   Friday, March 28, 2065; 8:59 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Split up and take a floor!” Nate shouts.  
 
                 The elevator moves faster than ever before, and a red light illuminates the crowded space.  The elevator stops on the ground floor, the tenth floor, and the fifty-fifth floor, each time two or three members of the Metanites sprinting out.  Lazzer, Nate, Abraham, and I are the only ones left in the elevator.  I watch the orange numbers on the wall ascend as fast as if the elevator were free falling, until the numbers slow to a stop on level seventy-one, our floor.
 
                 A wall of the Metanites’ elevator slides open, and Nate pulls me out into the small, standard elevator.  The wall of the secret elevator behind us closes, with Lazzer and Abraham still inside, and the elevator shoots upward.
 
                 “Hey, why are we―” I ask.
 
                 “Wait,” Nate orders.  
 
                 He punches the button to open the elevator door, but nothing happens.  He moves in front of the elevator and raises his hand to the doors so that his hand is vertical and in-line with the crease where the doors would slide open. 
 
                 “What are you―”
 
                 “Wait.”  
 
                 Then, a low screech comes from the elevator, and the doors tremble apart, creating a window into the empty hallway on the other side.  I can hear the wind parting the doors as the metal screams and cracks against whatever system is trying to keep the doors shut.  Once the window is big enough, Nate places both his hands against the edges of the doors, palms against the steel, and pushes them all the way open with a fury of wind.  He grabs my hand again and pulls me out of the elevator and toward my room.
 
                 “Hold on, no!  I’m not going to sit in here and wait for the rest of you to take care of it!” I argue.  We stop in front of my door, and Nate turns to me.
 
                 “He’s after you.  We’re not going to give him a chance,” he states.
 
                 “But I can help!”
 
                 “No, we need you in here, safe.”
 
                 “Because he would never assume to look for me in my room…”
 
                 “This is not up for discussion.  Besides, he doesn’t even know that this is your room.”
 
                 “You know I can help, Nate!”
 
                 “Annika,” he says, staring me in the eyes.  “Please.”  
 
                 His blue eyes are like a dog begging for food.  He places his hand on the door handle and pushes the door open.  I glance into my room.  The lights are off, like before, but…
 
                 “Nate,” I whisper.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “My door was locked.”
 
                 His eyes flicker with recognition.  He slams the door to my room shut and keeps his hand steady on the handle.
 
                 “Do you think―”
 
                 “Stay there,” he says.  
 
                 He swings the door open, steps inside, then closes the door behind him.  I look around the dark hallway, and I don’t like it.  I yank the door open and join him in the dark room, closing the door behind me.  Nate turns around and makes out my figure in the darkness.
 
                 “Would you not throw yourself into danger, just once?” he complains.
 
                 “I’m not―”
 
                 The door behind me clicks.  Footsteps race away down the hall.  Nate hurries by me and yanks on the door, but we’re locked in.  He sighs and slams his palm against the door, then looks down and starts dialing something into his wrist watch.
 
                 “We can at least tell the others where he is,” Nate says.
 
                 “Here, stand back,” I say, pulling him away from the door.  
 
                 I lift my hand, and a burst of white and gold power shoots from my hand to the hinges of the door.  The walls are blackened where the nuclear energy struck.  I kick the door down, and it falls flat on the floor in the hall.  I run out into the hallway with Nate at my heels.  I head for the elevators without thinking.  Once there, I have no idea where to go next to search for him.
 
                 “The stairs,” Nate says.  
 
                 He takes off, and I follow him to an open door.  Sure enough, there’s someone stomping up the stairs three or four floors above us.  We take off after him.  My shoes slip and slide, still wet from the water fight.  I fall once, but Nate pulls me back up, and we keep running.  Above us, a door slams shut.  
 
                 “All Metanites, he’s on floor seventy-eight.  Repeat, seventy-eight.    Kia, are you back in the base?” Nate shouts into his wrist watch.  Ten seconds later, we’re at the door.  
 
                 “Yes, I’m tracking you… now,” Kia says through the wrist watch.  
 
                 Nate yanks on the door handle, but again, it’s locked.
 
                 “Damn-it!” 
 
                 “I got it,” I say, and I blast the door hinges.  This time, however, when I try to kick it down, the door stays intact.
 
                 “My turn,” Nate says, and he barrels into the door and knocks it down.  
 
                 As if on cue, the lights go out.  Damn-it.  I feel my way into the narrow hallway of the floor until I can make out a single, dim light at the far end of the hall.
 
                 “Nate?” I call.  
 
                 No reply.
 
                 “Na―” I call again, then a hand grabs my arm.  I nearly jump out of my skin.  I swing my arm around and hit the person in the head.
 
                 “Ah!  It’s me!” the person says, grabbing my other hand.  I can barely make out Nate’s wet, spiking hair in the dim lighting.
 
                 “Sorry!” I say.  I hear some commotion in the distance, the sound of a fight.  “This way!” I say, and I run toward the light down the hall.  
 
                 At the light, the narrow hallway shoots off to the right as well as straight ahead.  I turn and see another small, dim light some twenty meters away.  There’s a person halfway in the light and the shadows lying limply on the floor and against the wall.
 
                 “No,” I hear Nate whisper.  
 
                 He sprints by me and kneels by the body.  It’s Abraham.  His eyes are closed, and there’s a fresh cut near his temple where a coloring bump is already forming.  I stop and kneel down next to Nate, who places his hands on Abe’s shoulders.
 
                 “Abe!  Abe!!” Nate says, shaking his friend.  
 
                 No response.  
 
                 Nate places his fingers under Abraham’s jaw, then, after a few seconds, sighs in relief.
 
                 “Is he―” I ask.
 
                 “Unconscious,” Nate says.  Down another narrow hallway comes a ZING! and a sparking WHAM! and FIZZ!
 
                 Lazzer.  He’s shooting at something.  Or someone.
 
                 Nate stands up at once.  I rise to my feet as well, but not for long.
 
                 “Stay here,” he tells me.
 
                 “But I―”
 
                 “Stay with Abe, please!” he says, and he takes off toward the noise.  
 
                 I kneel down again next to Abraham.  Looking at the cut of his head that’s already oozing a few drops of blood, I pull my sleeve over my hand and dab at the wound.  Even though his hair is short, I try to brush away any strands that could touch the red sticky blood.  I listen for Nate and Lazzer, but I hear nothing.  Any second now, there will be another ZING! and FIZZ!  But still: silence.
 
                 I glance up into the depth of darkness where Nate disappeared.  Maybe they’ll come from another side.  I look around.  Down that hall?― no.  The one we came from?― no.  Then this hall?― huh.  A dark figure stands, as still as a statue, just outside the faint light glowing down the hall in front of me.  The white of his grey eyes have a haunting, evil dazzle in the shadows.
 
                 “NATE!” I yell.  
 
                 The eyes blink, and then the figure moves toward me.  I rise to my feet and run in the opposite direction.  His footsteps sound as loud as thunder.  
 
                 “NATE!”  
 
                 I turn back just as Jericho breaks into the light over Abraham’s unconscious body.  Then BAM!  Nate storms in from the left and tackles Jericho.  Both fall out of the light and into the shadows of another hall.
 
                 “NATE!” I cry.  I turn around and run back.  Lazzer is right behind Nate and sprints after them into the shadows.
 
                 “Ah!” CRASH! I hear.  I make it to the light, and see a green, electric photon shooting directly at me.  I duck just in time.  ZING!  SMACK!  THUD!  Black as night.  I run blindly into it.
 
                 My eyes are adjusting, and, as I come closer, I see three figures fighting.   Now and then, a green spark illuminates the figures, and I can identify who’s who.  I shoot a beam of white and gold nuclear energy at the floor near the figures’ feet, which casts a temporary light on all of them.  Nate, deflecting the rapid jabs of Jericho, glances toward me.
 
                 “Annika, no!” he says.  
 
                 Jericho’s eyes flicker to me.  I pull my hand back with a large, strong blast of energy ready to strike.  Jericho reacts unnaturally fast.  He delivers a blow to Nate’s head, who falls unseen into the shadows; then he grabs a wounded Lazzer and throws him at me.  Lazzer’s weight thrusts me backward, the side of my head hitting a hard, metal door handle.  
 
                 I fall to the ground with my arm pinned painfully under my body, though that doesn’t hurt nearly as much as my head.  My head rings and molds into the weight and red pain of the floor.  I twist from my side to my back, and feel Lazzer’s deadweight body next to me.  I open my eyes to a fog of blackness, and from it, a figure emerges, standing over me like an ominous cloud or mountain.  Gray eyes dazzle wickedly above me.  I’m yanked off the ground and held up by two strong hands bracing me.
 
                 I look into his eyes, and a fire ignites in me.  I kick him in the lower stomach, and he groans, bending over.  I swing my arm at him and scratch his dark, gray eyes.  He hollers and drops me.  I land on my back, and a lightning of pain sears up and down my body.  
 
                 “UAhh!” I wail.  My body cringes until the pain subdues.  But Jericho is right there again, reaching for me.  The fire in me burns hotter and hotter.
 
                 “No!” Nate yells at Jericho’s back.  
 
                 He yanks Jericho away from me just as a beam of golden power shoots from my burning eyes.  I hear the two punching and blocking, slamming into the walls, and wind swirls around them.  CRASH!  BANG!  SMASH!
 
                 “Run, Annika!” Nate shouts.  
 
                 Dazed, I stumble to my feet and stagger back toward the light as fast as I can.  I make it back to Abraham when I hear a resounding thud.  I don’t look back.  I keep running straight, seeing a window at the end of the narrow hall.
 
                 Two hands hook my shoulders and throw me back to the ground.  My head hits the wall on my way down, and I land on my side.  Another spasm of stabbing, burning pain slices up my back, and I howl again.  The hands clutch my arm and jerk me back to my feet then push me against the wall.
 
                 I open my weary eyes and see a pair of crazed, gray eyes piercing mine, just inches from me.  His body presses against mine, pinning me against the wall with my back digging into the cold, hard boards and my feet dangling over the floor.  He clenches both my wrists above my head with only one of his hands.  The other holds a jagged shard of broken glass or metal at my side.  His breath is hot and heavy against my skin, and I can feel his chest rise and fall with each full, shaking breath.
 
                 “Let go, you monster!” I yell.  I squirm and struggle, but he pushes more and tightens his grip on my wrists.  I cringe.  
 
                 “You… you… they won’t let you get away.  They’ll find you, you… you ba―ahH!!”  I cry as he digs his fist into my side instead of his blade, causing my back to spasm again.  
 
                 He leans his face toward mine, his forehead touching the side of mine, his lips centimeters from my ear.
 
                 “No,” he whispers.  His breaths are loud and heavy.  “You’re the one that got away.”
 
                 Crash.  The fire inside me dies a little.  I can say nothing and have no power to fight back.  Jericho leans even closer, his nose against my nose and his lips hanging close to mine, hungry and unsure.  I’m frozen, unable to lean further back into the wall.
 
                 Suddenly, the weight restraining me tears away when a powerful mass barrels into Jericho with a large gust of wind.  My feet land on the floor, and by body crumples down.  To my left toward the window, I know Nate has tackled Jericho, freeing me, and now someone crawls toward me.
 
                 “Annika,” the soft voice says.  Nate is there, next to me, and gently places his hand on my back.  His hand is weak and heavy but still, unlike my trembling back.
 
                 CRASH!  The window shatters, and we watch helplessly as Jericho slides through the window and is gone.  Nothing is left but a few pieces of shattered glass lying on the floor.  I sigh, half in pain and half in relief, and Nate pulls me toward him.  His arms embrace me securely against his chest, not too tight but just strong enough that I feel safe.  The weight of my body leans into his chest, and I rest my head against his shoulder.  My body shivers out of control, and my breaths come uneven, choppy.  Nate is solid and soft, although he too breaths deeply.
 
                 “It’s okay… it’s okay… you’re okay,” he whispers.  
 
                 Another stabbing volt races up my back, and my body quails in agony.  Nate’s arms hug me closer and steady me until the sting ends.  That’s when a parade of footsteps rushes down a nearby hallway coming toward us.  The light of a flashlight hits us, but neither Nate nor I move.  We stay exactly how we are as they approach and call our names.
 
                 “Nate, Annika…” Marissa says.  Her voice, though with definite tones of alarm and anxiety, has a sincere, soothing sound.  
 
                 No one else says a word, but I can hear the others discovering Abraham and Lazzer’s bodies, both unconscious and beaten, the overwhelming distress crying out in the disturbed silence.
 
                 “Shh, shhh.  It’s okay… you’re okay,” Nate continues to whisper.  
 
                 No one else can hear him.  His voice is like a song of the breeze: here, beautiful and tangible, then gone.  Gone, out the window of Kenyon and back into the busy streets of Cleveland.  But the music still plays, wrapping its arms around me and singing a sweet elegy.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXIII: Becoming Human
 
   Tuesday, April 1, 2065; 12:28 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I must be missing something.  I have thirty sheets of paper here― maps I drew of Dr. Nancy’s factory, a list of as many names of the hunting crew that I remember, a list of the ECs (the children he experimented on), timelines of where I was the past twenty two months (in code names, of course) and where I encountered the hunting crew, sequences of training and tactics the hunting crew uses, and backgrounds of the members, the locations, the machines…  But there’s got to be something I’m missing.  The papers blanket the table in the Metanites’ base like a tablecloth with red yarn connecting people to places and machines and secrets.  
 
                 Maybe that’s important: Bruce was one of the ones allowed to consult with Dr. Nancy’s electrical supplier.  That unmatchable electrical power was used in most of his machines, and in the one he used to… in the machine I first remember, that incredible power was invaluable.  But Bruce?  Bruce wasn’t important at that time, and he was never bright― still isn’t.  But somehow he proved crucial to Dr. Nancy’s efforts to get that potent electricity.  I connect the two pages with a strand of red, complicating the red web even further.  No, I’m still missing something.
 
                 The mole― where’s the mole in all this?  I look at where the evidence points… and it all points to me.  No surprise some of the Metanites think I’m the mole, with all this evidence, I’m starting to wonder if I’m the one who’s been clueing-in the hunting crew all this time.  Could they be using me to get what they can from the Metanites?  Dr. Nancy must know that Moton is hot on his trail; could I be the one he’s using to get close to Moton without me even recognizing it?  This is why I should leave.  If leaving is even possible, I would.  But Nate, Zoë, and the others watch me like a hawk; I don’t think I can go to the bathroom without six pairs of eyes watching me walk into the bathroom and seven pairs of eyes glued to the door when I come out.  
 
                 Maybe the mole isn’t me.  It could be any of them, really.  Marissa was always there when the hunting crew found me, but her eyes… her eyes when Eva held that knife to her throat… and Marissa has always been so supportive and always wanted me to stay in Kenyon.  Zoë has always been welcoming to me, and that’s precisely why she’s suspicious.  I don’t think she fully comprehends the kind of person Basia Nancy is, because if she does, she wouldn’t want me around, like Kono.  Honestly, Kono is the last person I suspect to be the mole.  Maybe she’s relaying the information to the hunting crew so they could find me and kill me, but something tells me that if she wanted me dead, she would do it herself.  Kiaria’s ability to read minds is remarkable; that’s a lot of power, a dangerous amount of power if she’s the mole.  Xander has a temper and doesn’t seem to get along with the other Metanites as well as the rest of them get along with each other.  That sets him out as an outsider… that, and he’s friends with Thunder.  Ugh.  Abe is feeling better after the Jericho incident― bad concussion― but just as he surprised me with his skills in hand-to-hand combat, he could surprise everyone and be the mole.  Izzi I don’t know much about, except that she’s from the UK, came to the Metanites three years ago, and is joined at the hip with Kono.  She keeps to herself, most of the time, and she and Kono are always whispering back and forth and glancing toward me… that’s the kind of person to watch out for.  Lazzer has always kept his distance from me.  Clearly, he’s not a fan of me, but he’s Nate’s best friend, and Nate… Nate can’t be the mole.  Neither can Elijah.  Ever since the argument after the art museum disaster when I woke up and accused Nate of being the mole, I don’t know.  
 
                 They’re two of the most likely candidates, a voice in my head says.
 
                 I know, but I don’t think either of them could be the mole.  They’re so loyal to their friends and what the Metanites stand for that it’s hard to think they could betray that.
 
                 You don’t think they’re the mole, or you don’t want them to be the mole.
 
                 “Annika,” someone calls to me.
 
                 What about Nickel?  Nickel is so charming and kind, but even he wasn’t thrilled about me staying in Kenyon after the art museum incident.  Then again, being so charming and kind, no one would suspect him of being the mole, and he seems rather weak at heart, sensitive, despite his obvious strength.  I don’t know where he spends most of his time when he’s not with the Metanites, so he has the time to pull it off.
 
                 “Annika,” the person says again.  
 
                 My eyes shoot up for a spilt second so I can see that Zoë is standing over the papers to my right where I drew maps and maps of Dr. Nancy’s laboratory and then some.
 
                 “Yeah,” I reply, scanning my work for the clue I’m missing.  What if the clue is there, the factory?  The mole would have to know how to contact Dr. Nancy or somebody in there… that involves some sort of electronic communication, most likely coded or signal-based.  Maybe the mole posts something on Razzle, and then someone from the hunting crew interprets the message, or maybe they just email the person and then delete the history.  Kiaria would be able to track it, especially with the Mind, but if she’s the mole, then she could communicate without anybody knowing what―
 
                 “Annika,” Zoë barks.  
 
                 My head snaps up.
 
                 “Yes,” I reply, keeping eye contact this time.
 
                 “Hi.  How are you doing?”
 
                 “Good.”
 
                 “Good?  Really?  You’re not hungry or thirsty at all?”
 
                 “No… should I be?”
 
                 “I don’t know, it’s twelve thirty, and your breakfast is still sitting on the chair next to you, untouched.”
 
                 “Oh… I feel fine.”
 
                 “Annika.”
 
                 “Really!  Look, Zoë, I’m really busy, and―”
 
                 “― and you’ve been sitting here, like this, for four days.  You need a break.”
 
                 “No, I need to stop him.”
 
                 “No, you really need to take a break.  Today is Wednesday, making today day number four of Annika-taking-over-the-table-and-doing-God-knows-what.”
 
                 “Zoë, this is important, more important than anything.”
 
                 “More important than feeding yourself?  Look, I know you want to find him and the mole and stop having to run for your life, but I think you’ve earned a break.”
 
                 “I haven’t earned anything, Zoë!  I have one job, and that’s to stop Dr. Nancy, no matter what I have to sacrifice, and so far, I haven’t done my job very well,” I snap.
 
                 “No matter what you have to sacrifice, huh?” Nate says, approaching from my left.  “That’s not what Marissa told me.  She said you traded places with her because you wouldn’t let Eva kill her to protect whatever dirt you have on Dr. Nancy and his hooligans.”
 
                 “That’s not what I meant when I said sacrifice,” I argue, but he was right.  I was willing to throw it all away to save Marissa.
 
                 “Annika,” Zoë says.  “Take an hour to come have lunch with us.  Look over there: you see Lazzer and Elijah waiting for us?  We want to eat, we want you to step away from this… whatever this is and come have a good time with us.”
 
                 “I can’t.  I have to do this.”
 
                 “Hey, we will help you when we’re all done eating lunch, but only if you come with us.”
 
                 “Stepping away for an hour or two will be good for you, and it will force you to think about it from another perspective.  Maybe a new perspective is all you need to make sense of… this,” Nate says, gesturing to the mess of papers and red string.
 
                 “Please, Annika, I need another girl at the lunch table,” Zoë pleads.
 
                 “Well, get Marissa,” I counter.
 
                 “Marissa’s at lunch in the airport with her father until two, when his plane leaves for L.A.”
 
                 “What about Kia?”
 
                 “Kia isn’t feeling well.  Stomach flu.”
 
                 “Kono and Izzi?”
 
                 “Already left to go to Aladdin’s for lunch.  Come-on, we want you to come to lunch with us, and I need you to be there.”
 
                 I glance over at Elijah and Lazzer, waiting at the elevator.  They are talking casually, and smile when they see me watching them.  I turn back to Nate and Zoë.  Zoë is giving me her best puppy-dog eyes she can manage, and Nate’s smile says you-know-you-ought-to-come-to-lunch-with-us-and-you-know-you-want-to.
 
                 “Fine,” I say, rolling my eyes.  Zoë and Nate give each other a high five.  “As long as you guys help me with this when lunch is over.”
 
                 “Deal,” Nate says.  Zoë echoes him.
 
                 “So is she coming?” Elijah calls from the elevator.
 
                 “Yeah, she’s coming!” Zoë yells back.
 
                 “Alright!  Let’s go, I’m starving,” he says.  I grin and follow Zoë to the elevator.
 
                 So up the elevator we go, and into the crowded cafeteria full of young children.  I’m reminded of the ECs in the factory when I see the young ones.  Maybe there’s something about the children and the orphanages they came from that could help pin-point who the mole is or how to bring down Dr. Nancy’s enterprise.  Or the window right by the empty table where Zoë, Marissa, Kiaria, and I were sitting when… when Jericho broke in.  Or Ms. Grenavich could be the mole.  Or… or…  What if someone else breaks in through the window again?  Kono and most of the others are out today, so that would be really bad if someone repeats Jericho’s break-in.
 
                 “Asian chicken wrap?” Zoë asks me, holding up a cylindrical sandwich wrapped in orange paper.
 
                 “Sure,” I say.  
 
                 She puts the sandwich on a tray for me, and we move down the aisle of Asian cuisine to the fruit station, where I pick up a red apple and some napkins.  When we’re both finished, we leave the food area and walk toward the empty table by the window.  A hollow feeling pulls my stomach, and I don’t think it’s from hunger.  I sit down next to Zoë so that I can look out the window from my left and see the rest of the cafeteria from my right.  I start to unwrap my sandwich, and hunger finally trumps my anxiety.
 
                 “Tastes good,” Elijah says, placing his tray next to Zoë, who sits with her back to the window.  
 
                 Elijah already has ketchup on the side of his face from the French fries he stuffed into his mouth.  Lazzer and Nate join us, pulling up an extra chair, and everyone quietly eats.  I shouldn’t say quietly, because the Metanites and the word “quietly” should never exist in the same sentence, but for the moment no one talks.
 
                 “So that basketball game last night…” Lazzer says.
 
                 “Ugh, Terrible!” Elijah exclaims.  Nate, too, rolls his eyes and drops his sandwich on his plate.
 
                 “I can’t believe they blew that lead.  That was ridiculous,” Nate complains.
 
                 “I have never seen a more pathetic display of defense in my entire life.  It was like, ‘oh, here’s the ball, Haines.  Go dribble around me and make another freakin’ lay-up!’” Lazzer says.
 
                 “You see,” Zoë turns to me.  “This is why I need another girl with me, because everything turns into basketball.”
 
                 “What are they talking about?” I ask.
 
                 “The Cleveland Cavaliers.  Who else would blow a twenty-point lead in the fourth quarter to lose to the Rockets?  No one!  Maybe the Knicks, but of course we would,” Elijah says.
 
                 “You should have seen Abe,” Nate says, laughing.
 
                 “Oh man… Abe was pissed-off,” Lazzer says, laughing as well.  “I thought he was going to throw something.”
 
                 “He did.”
 
                 “What?  What did he throw?”
 
                 “His Gomount jersey.  He took it off and threw it down the hall.”
 
                 “Haaha, of course he did.”
 
                 “What was wrong with Abe?” I ask, expecting that Abraham placed a bet on the game with Nickel or somebody.
 
                 “He’s a Clevelander.  His whole family lives on the east side and has lived there for—God, I don’t know, a long time,” Zoë says.  “That’s why he picks on Eli.  Eli’s from the west side.”
 
                 “And proud of it,” Elijah says, taking a large bite of his hamburger.
 
                 “You know people from East Cleveland do not care about the whole east-versus-west thing, only west-siders and Abe, and Abe only cares because he likes to tease you about it,” Zoë says.  Elijah shakes his head and takes another obnoxious bite from his burger.  Zoë turns away.  “Ugh, men.”
 
                 “Weren’t you watching the game, Zoë?” 
 
                 “No, Lazzer, I was working, like Annika, trying to break into Dr. Nancy’s hospital records at the University hospitals with Kia.”
 
                 “You find anything?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Nothing,” she replies.  “So Annika, if you don’t mind me asking, when was the last time you saw Dr. Nancy?”
 
                 “You mean before we ran into him here?” I ask.
 
                 “Yeah, sorry about that, by the way.”
 
                 “No worries.  Last time I saw him… it was when I broke into his factory to steal the documents.”
 
                 “You know where the factory is?”
 
                 “Yeah, I just don’t know how to get into it anymore.  I’m pretty sure they sealed-off the entrance I used.”
 
                 “Hmm,” Nate says.  
 
                 I could imagine the wheels turning in his head, but he doesn’t say anything more.  Behind him, I could see a swarm of young boys and girls coming toward our table wearing mischievous smiles.  Zoë and Elijah see them coming too, and their faces light up.
 
                 “Nate, Lazz,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Hmm?” Lazzer replies, stuffing a strawberry in his mouth.
 
                 “You have visitors.”
 
                 The two turn in unison and see the kids jogging toward them.  When the group of youngsters makes it to the table, they form a crowded semicircle around our table and smile at all of us.  They are adorable.  They remind me of the ECs at Christmas, when they would all run to Jericho and me with some funny gift behind their backs… but that was a long time ago.  I don’t think the ECs even celebrate Christmas anymore.
 
                 “Whoa, hi guys!” Nate says.  The children smile ear to ear and giggle.
 
                 “What is up?” Lazzer asks, his voice like a TV host’s.
 
                 “We wanted to know if you guys wanted to come to the gym with us,” a brave young boy speaks up.  
 
                 A few of the others behind him throw their heads up and down.  A small girl with short, straight black hair with combed bangs steps right up next to my chair.  She wears a purple dress with a matching purple bow in her hair and little black socks and white shoes on her feet.  She stares up at me with massive, crystal blue eyes, and she smiles, parting her light pink lips to show me her tiny, pearl-white teeth.  Her skin is also white, almost as white as snow.  I can’t help but smile back at her, then I look to Zoë, and she seems to think that this is great.
 
                 “You guys want to go to the gym?” Nate asks Elijah, Zoë, and I.  Zoë reads my face then turns to Eli and nods.  
 
                 “Yeah!  We’ll go to the gym!” Elijah says.  The children giggle and gasp in excitement; some even clap their hands together.  “You guys want to play basketball?”
 
                 “Yeah!  Basketball!!” the boys in the crowd shout.  They turn and start running out of the cafeteria.
 
                 “Come-on!” Zoë says, grabbing my hand and pulling me with her after the youngsters.  We jog out of the cafeteria, despite the guards warning us not to run, and continue jogging down a large hall until we come to a pair of double doors.  The doors slide open, and we follow the mass of children into the large gymnasium.
 
                 “Zoë!  Zoë!” some girls who look about age nine or ten shout.  They swarm Zoë and me and hold knotted yarn bracelets of red, yellow, green, blue, and pink up to our faces.  
 
                 “Look what we’re making!  We’re making friendship bracelets!” they shout.
 
                 “Wow!  These are so pretty, girls!” Zoë replies, tracing her finger along the edge of one of the yarn bracelets.
 
                 The girls giggle and smile brightly.  The young girl with short black hair and massive blue eyes comes up from behind me and holds my hand in her tiny, cold one.  I look down and give her a smile.  Her white cheeks blush, and she looks down at her white, Velcro shoes.
 
                 “Hey!  Nate!” the girls cry out.  They swarm him like they did Zoë and me and drag him over to where we stand.
 
                 “What’s going on, girls?” Nate asks, arching his eyebrows as the girls pull his arms with all their might.  They hold up their bracelets to him.  “Whoa, those are some pretty necklaces.”
 
                 “They’re Bracelets!”
 
                 “Yeah, Nate, they’re bracelets,” Zoë teases.
 
                 “Come over and see them!” the girls shout, and they drag all three of us to a patchy ring of boys and girls playing cards.  A pile of yarn and tape sits in the center of the boys and girls, and we sit down to fill the ring of people.  
 
                 “Zoë, can you braid my hair?” a girl with long blonde hair and bright pink skin asks her, crawling close to Zoë.  
 
                 I sit down next to Zoë, and the girl with short black hair sits down next to me without saying a word.  Nate is taken over by the boys playing cards, and sits down across from Zoë and me.
 
                 “Sure!” Zoë says.  
 
                 The pink-skinned girl smiles giddily and crisscrosses in front of Zoë, and Zoë kneels behind her and starts tying the girl’s bangs back.
 
                 “I want two side French braids, please,” the pink-skinned girl says.  Zoë agrees, and parts the girl’s hair.  
 
                 Someone tugs on my shirt.  I look down and see a girl with a dark complexion and equally dark hair.
 
                 “Can you French Braid hair, too?” the girl asks me.
 
                 I smile.  “Yes, I can.”  
 
                 The girl smiles and turns her back to me, sitting down in front of me.  I brush my fingers through the girl’s dark hair, making three equal parts.  From the corner of my eyes, I swear I can see Nate smiling at us.
 
                 “So what’s your name?” a girl asks me.  She’s busy braiding another girl’s hair into pigtails. 
 
                 “Annika, what’s yours?”
 
                 “Sloan.”
 
                 “Sloan, that’s really cool.”
 
                 “My name’s Jakara,” says the young girl whose hair I’m busy braiding.
 
                 “Your name is beautiful.”
 
                 “Thank you,” she says, and she wiggles with glee.
 
                 “When did you come here?”  Sloan asks.
 
                 “Oh, umm, just three weeks ago,” I admit.  Wow, has it really been three weeks?
 
                 “OH!  You’re so new!” Sloan says, smiling.  “You’re staying, aren’t you?”
 
                 “For as long as we can keep her here,” Nate interjects.  
 
                 Behind him, Elijah and Lazzer are fully involved in a basketball game, which looks like Elijah, Lazzer, and two small boys against an army of twelve.
 
                 “I think you should stay,” says the little girl with massive blue eyes next to me.
 
                 “Aw, thank you,” I say to her.  
 
                 She blushes and buries her head into my lap.
 
                 “Nate, what happened to your head?” another girl asks.  
 
                 On the side of his forehead, there’s a small, scarring laceration where a nuclear beam from my eyes scorched the side of his head.  I remember almost puking when I saw it, not because the blood dripping from the wound had dried and blackened down the side of his face, but because I knew I gave him the wound.  I was aiming for Jericho; I was trying to defend myself.  I always had a reason, an excuse, but when the sun comes up the next day, I’m still responsible.  I’m still the one who ran, who maimed, who killed.  It’s these nuclear burdens, but it’s more than that.  I can choose not to use my unnatural weapons, but that still won’t stop what is inside me that makes me run, maim, and kill.  I’m sorry.  I’m so, so sorry.
 
                 “Got it Friday when everyone was in lockdown,” Nate says.  He picks seven cards out of the scrambled heap of fifty-two, and sets down a pair of tens.
 
                 “Was it they guy who broke in?  Did he give it to you?!”
 
                 “Did you fight him?!”
 
                 “Yeah, we ran into him before he jumped out the window and got away,” Nate says.
 
                 “No, I was the one who gave him that wound,” I speak up.  The boys turn to me with mouths open and eyes wide.
 
                 “It was an accident,” Nate quickly says.  “Annika was there with us when we ran into him, and I stepped into the crossfire.”
 
                 “Why?” a little boy asked.
 
                 “That doesn’t mean I wasn’t the one who gave you that,” I argue.
 
                 “It wasn’t your fault, Annika.  I blame the guy who got away for the whole mess.”
 
                 “That guy was a low-life,” Zoë adds, finishing the braid in the pink-skinned girl’s hair.  “But luckily he didn’t get what he came for.”
 
                 “What did he come for?”
 
                 “Was he scary?”
 
                 “Yeah!  It was scary!” Zoë says.  “We knew that he had found four of our friends― Nate, Annika, Lazz, and Abe― and we didn’t know if they were alright or what he would do to them.”
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I say to Nate.  “I should have been more careful, and I shouldn’t have―”
 
                 “No, Annika.  This wasn’t your fault.  I know how you’re feeling, but this wasn’t your fault,” Nate says, trying to embed his words into my brain.
 
                 “So you’ll admit that the art museum wasn’t your fault?” I counter, but his message sinks in.  I don’t believe him to be responsible for the catastrophe at the Cleveland Museum of Art just as he doesn’t blame me for the cut on his head.
 
                 “Fine.  Now do you see?  Not your fault,” Nate says.  
 
                 He grins and passes an eight to a small boy with skin that looks like that of a lizard’s.  I find myself smiling too as I secure Jakara’s braided hair with a thick hairband.  She turns to me with a smile so big her chapped lips could crack.
 
                 “Thank you!” she says, and she scoots back toward her friends.
 
                 “Can we braid your hair now?” the girls ask Zoë and me.  
 
                 Zoë and I glance at each other, and she shrugs her shoulders.
 
                 “Sure!” she says.
 
                 “If you’d like,” I agree. 
 
                 The girls squeal and smile and run behind us.  Soon, I could feel three or four pairs of small, rough hands tugging and twisting my hair.  I do my best not to let my expression mirror the pain from the girls pulling my hair backward.  I can’t hide my smile though.  I miss having younger kids around me, remembering the ECs that I would play with and eat with and eventually travel around the world with to find each of them a suitable, safe home.  Being around kids is kind of like having your hair braided, in a way: once in a while the braider pulls your hair, and it really hurts, but you keep smiling and don’t let them see the pain in your face because you know they are having fun knotting your hair.  Nate sees it though, the pain; he sees it behind Zoe’s smile and mine.  He laughs to himself and keeps playing Go Fish with the group of boys.
 
                 “Look at our bracelets!” a girl says.  She and her friends hold up their woven friendship bracelets to Zoë and me while the others tug on our hair.
 
                 “Yes, you showed us already!  They’re so pretty,” Zoë says.
 
                 “You can have one!”
 
                 “Oh, no!  We don’t want to take your bracelets that you worked so hard on!”
 
                 “But we already have some!” the girl protests.  She and her friends lift their arms and shake the several different yarn bracelets around their wrists.  “They’re friendship bracelets, so we want you two to have one too so you can be our friends, too!”
 
                 “Aw, that’s so sweet of you, Kree,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Which one do you want?” the girl asks me.
 
                 “Oh, I don’t know.  Why don’t you pick for us?” I reply.  
 
                 The girls discuss among themselves which colorful bracelets to give Zoë and me until they decide on a red, pink, and orange one for Zoë and a black, green, and blue one for me.  We thank them as they tie the bracelets around our wrists.
 
                 “Where are you from?” a girl asks me.
 
                 “I’m from Cleveland,” I reply.
 
                 “Which part?”
 
                 “Well, I lived in the suburbs east of Cleveland until I was seven, then we moved to live in the city,” I say.
 
                 “Wow, Annika!  You never told me you lived in the s―aH!” Zoë says, right as Elijah sprints around us, shouting, and lifts her off the ground.  The girls braiding Zoë’s hair stretch their arms up to hold onto the long, blonde hair as Elijah holds her over his shoulder.
 
                 “Eli!  What are you doing?!” Zoë yells.
 
                 “We need you to play basketball with us!” he says.  The girls squeal and laugh and chase after Elijah and Zoë to the basketball court, where a little boy sits on Lazzer’s shoulders while Lazzer hoots and hollers and spins in a circle.
 
                 “Oh no, there they go,” Nate sighs.  He hands over a red Jack.
 
                 “Okay!  We’re done!” the girls exclaim.  They tie a hairband around two braids down my back.  They form a circle around me and admire their handiwork with smiles.
 
                 “That looks really good, girls,” Nate says.
 
                 “Thank you!” they reply.
 
                 “You should let them braid your hair more often, Annika,” Nate teases.
 
                 “You know, maybe,” I say.
 
                 “Hey Nate,” a boy playing Go Fish with him pipes up, “is Annika your girlfriend?”
 
                 “No,” I say quickly.
 
                 Nate smiles and passes a black five to another boy.
 
                 “Why not?” the boy asks.
 
                 “We’re friends,” Nate says.  “And go fish.”
 
                 “Where’s Marissa?” a young girl asks.  “Why doesn’t she sit with you anymore?”
 
                 “Because we’re not together anymore,” Nate says.
 
                 “Does she hate you?!”
 
                 “No, we’re still friends.”
 
                 “I like Marissa!  She’s nice to us, except her hair is hard to braid.”
 
                 “Yeah, it is!” another girl agrees.
 
                 “Oh, Annika―I forgot―I have something for you,” Nate says.  He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a long, skinny vial filled to the brim with small white pills.  “They’re pills that will protect you from the sunlight.  Take one a week, and your body won’t be affected by the sun’s rays.”  He hands me the vial, and I examine the contents.  So small and so many pills―there must be at least twenty in here!
 
                 “What is it?” a boy asks.
 
                 “Wow… how did you…” I ask.
 
                 Nate shrugs.  “I finally figured out it was the sunlight that reacted with the plasma in your bloodstream, so I put this together,” he replies.
 
                 “Wow… looks like I’m not the only one who’s been busy lately,” I say.  “Thank you, Nate, really.  This is awesome.”  He smiles.  “Can I test it?”
 
                 “No,” he’s quick to say.  “No, you’re still on house arrest.”
 
                 “Hey Nate, why are you so bad at Go Fish?” one of the boys playing the card game asks.
 
                 “I’m not bad at it; I just― hey!” Nate says.  He spots a little boy behind him, peering over his shoulder and looking at his cards.  “You’re a bunch of little cheaters!”
 
                 The boy shrieks when Nate catches him, rolls the boy on his lap, and starts tickling the boy’s stomach.  The boy laughs and hollers, wiggling like a fish out of water and kicking the pile of cards in every which direction.  The boy rolls away from Nate and jumps to his feet, still laughing and smiling.
 
                 From the basketball court, we hear Elijah, Lazzer, and Zoë hollering.  I look over and see Elijah holding a small boy up to the rim of the basketball hoop as the basketball falls through the net.  An army of boys climb and cling onto Lazzer to the point where moving is physically impossible for him, and Zoë runs around dribbling the basketball with a swarm of boys and girls chasing after her.  She lets them catch her, and she throws the basketball to a girl standing alone next to the basket.
 
                 “So what’s your gift?” Jakara asks me.
 
                 “My gift?” I reply.  Uh-oh, am I supposed to have something to give to Nate in exchange for the pills?
 
                 “Yeah, your uh-ba-ba-bil-i-tee?” she stutters.
 
                 “Oh,” I say.  
 
                 Gifts, huh?  I guess that’s kind of cool, though―a typical way for a school of special, genetically-mutated children to think of their extraterrestrial powers.  
 
                 “I, umm… I can shoot energy from my hands, and I can create force fields,” I say.
 
                 “Ohh!  Can you show us?” asks the pink-skinned girl.
 
                 “I don’t know,” I say, glancing at Nate for approval.  
 
                 “Go for it,” he says.
 
                 I look at Jakara and the other girls around me, and all of them give me their best puppy-dog faces.  I would hate to disappoint them.  I lift my palm up, and six dazzling photons of white and golden energy float up from my palm and twinkle in front of the girls.  I move the photons up and down so they look like stars in the reflection of rippling water, and then I make the photons swirl around the girls.  The girls “Ooh!” and “Ahh!” as their heads follow the stars until I bring the stars back in front and have them disappear back into my hand.
 
                 “Whooaa!!  That was so cool!”
 
                 “That was soooo pretty!”
 
                 “Can you do it again?”
 
                 “Yeah!  Do it again!  Do it again!”
 
                 “Whoa, settle down, settle down,” I say, as the girls scoot closer and closer to me, completely invading my personal space.
 
                 “I wish I could do that,” mopes the pink-skinned girl.  “I’m just an ugly, pink monster!”
 
                 “Whoa―hey now!” I say, placing my hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “You’re beautiful, and you’re special.  Don’t you dare think otherwise.”
 
                 “Annika’s right, Drea.  You’re a special person; all you girls are,” Nate says.  “Remember what Moton always says: we’re all human.”
 
                 This makes me think, the last thing Nate said… We’re all human.  True, all these girls, these children, the Metanites― they are all human.  But me?  No, I don’t know… not with some of the things I’ve done.  How could someone like me, someone who runs, someone who maims, someone who kills, be human?  The girl with short black hair and massive eyes brushes her hair against my side and reaches for my hand again.  The bow in her hair pokes my side, but the closeness is a comfort.  I don’t want to disturb her comfort just because her bow digs into my side.  Maybe… maybe I’m just not human yet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXIV: Who Are You?
 
   Wednesday, April 2, 2065; 6:20 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Alright, Izzi, you’re clear to approach the front door,” I say into the microphone.  
 
                 I’m in the Metanite’s Base, sitting in the chair in front of the billboard screens and wearing the headset like I had seen Kiaria wear when she orchestrated the mission to extract some of the members of the hunting crew.  That was last Wednesday, over a week ago.  Last night, after playing basketball and braiding hair in the gym with the kids, I returned to the Base to my table-web with Nate and Zoë.  We found, in the early hours this morning, a potential entrance to Dr. Nancy’s underground factory through a deserted barber shop in the Flats, Guy’s Barber Shop.  Izzi is there now, with Kono and Nickel as back-up.  She’s invisible, but the microchip Nate fastened to her shirt portrays a clear visual on the left billboard of the empty, run-down shop sandwiched between two equally squalid buildings with “For Lease” signs pasted to the window.  
 
                 I’ve never used this entrance before, but I remember seeing it from inside the factory.  It’s a giant door that looks more like a pleated wall with a massive bar locking the two sides together at the end of a long, escalading hall.  The ECs’ corridor is right around the corner, so it would be the perfect place to evacuate them if necessary.  I remember carrying my cot up to the top of that escalading hallway along with a group of ECs until we came to the wall-door.  Then, we would climb onto our cots and slide down the hall, colliding with any of the guards or scientists that would walk by at the other side of that long, slanted hallway.  Ha, we would get in so much trouble for it after hitting Bruce or Dean, or someone like that.
 
                 “I’m at the door,” Izzi says.  I return my focus to the mission at hand.  All the other Metanites, excluding those at the barber shop and Kiaria who is still sick, stand behind me, watching intently.  We watch as the door handle turns slowly, then halts.  “It’s locked,” Izzi whispers.
 
                 “There’s probably nothing important in there, anyway,” Kono says.
 
                 “Izzi, can you see anything through the windows?” I ask.  The camera on the left moves toward the window, but everything inside is dark.
 
                 “I can make out a little,” Izzi says.
 
                 “Good,” Nate says over my shoulder, “because we can’t see much from the cam.”
 
                 “Look for anything peculiar on the back wall,” I say.
 
                 “There seems to be several old posters…” Izzi says.  “But I can’t make out much more than that…”
 
                 Ugh.  Just my luck.  Our one lead: garbage.
 
                 “Oh…” Izzi exclaims.
 
                 “What is it?” Nate asks.
 
                 “There seems to be cement or something… some seal that is molded along the base of the back wall.  It runs perpendicular to the floor, too… right in the middle of the wall.”
 
                 “That’s it.  That’s the door,” I say.  “They must have sealed it off since the last time it was used.”
 
                 “Great, now let’s get out of here,” Kono says.  “I’m sure they’re watching this place closely if it was ever an entrance.”
 
                 “What, you afraid they’re going to find us, Kono?” Nickel teases.  “You want to quit the mission.”
 
                 “No, and no,” she responds.
 
                 “Well, I’m worried they could find you,” I say.  “So now we know an entrance is here; come back, and we can decide what our next move is.  Nice work guys.”
 
                 “Wait, you don’t want to see what’s inside?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Not right now,” I reply.  “Not with the three of them out there by themselves.  There could be booby-traps all over the barber shop.”
 
                 “Booby-traps?” Lazzer pipes up.  “Like bombs?”
 
                 “I wouldn’t put it past them.”
 
                 “On our way back to the Base,” Izzi says.  The video on the left billboard turns away from the barber shop and to the road where cars and people pass by, oblivious to the importance and probable danger of the abandoned barber shop.
 
                 “Nice work, Annika, Nate, and Zoë,” Marissa says.  “This is good.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Lazzer says.  “I just wish we knew what entrance they use to get in and out.”
 
                 “We do, but there’s no way we can use that entrance without catching them by surprise,” Nate says.
 
                 “And where is that?”
 
                 “The hospital is one of them.”
 
                 “So there’s more than one entrance they use?”
 
                 “There’s several, but those are all highly monitored and in public places.”
 
                 “They must have places all over Cleveland,” Abraham murmurs.  We turn to him, but he’s staring at the screen.  He shakes his head and looks at us.  “Maybe they own the big Meat Brothers downtown, too!  God!  How terrible would that be?!  They’d have to shut it down when they go to jail, and then we’d have no more burgers!”
 
                 The others shake their heads, clearly not as concerned as Abraham that the burger economy in Cleveland could be in a crisis if Dr. Nancy and his men are caught and sent to jail.
 
                 “Abe, I doubt one of the most famous names of the Cleveland hospitals owns one of the greasiest fast-food restaurants in the city,” Zoë counters.
 
                 “And with a concussion, you probably shouldn’t be looking at the screens for very long.
 
                 “Besides, it’s not like Five Guys has―” Nate starts to say.
 
                 “Annika!” a voice calls from behind us.  
 
                 We turn and see Cliff standing fifteen feet behind us.
 
                 “Cliff!” Nate says.  “What are you doing here?  You’re not supposed to be down here―”
 
                 “Moton wants to see Annika in his office,” Cliff says.  
 
                 Cliff’s voice is automatic, and his mouth is the only muscle in his body to move.  His crystal blue eyes shift from Nate to Zoë to me, then back to Nate again.  Nate looks at Zoë, his eyes vibrating and his skin pale, as if Cliff had told him the building was on fire or Jericho had returned― oh, now that would be something.  Zoë’s face mirrors Nate’s, and suddenly I feel butterflies in my stomach, and my palms sweat.  Something is wrong, very wrong, and no one seems to notice except Cliff, Nate, Zoë, and me.  Wasn’t there an FBI agent who came in to speak with Moton this morning?  But Nate said he left hours ago… right after lunch…  Somehow, going to Moton’s office is the most dangerous thing I feel I could do right now.
 
                 “Immediately,” Cliff says.
 
                 I pull myself out of the chair and saunter toward Cliff.  No one says a word.  I guess the ominous aura spread to the others, because no one dares to make even a sound.  I reach out and hold Cliff’s arm.  He nods, and before I know it, the gray, spacious Base swirls away, and I find myself in the waiting room outside Moton’s office.  Cliff is right next to me, though he appears completely insensible and unconcerned of my presence.  
 
                 “Cliff,” I whisper.  Not another soul is present, yet to speak above a whisper feels inappropriate.  “What does Moton want?”
 
                 He turns to me with hollow eyes.  “I don’t know,” he says.  He turns away, thank goodness―those hollow eyes―and he knocks on the door.  Moton answers:
 
                 “Annika, come in,” he says.  His voice sounds inviting but false.  “Thank you, Cliff.”  Moton closes the door on the boy.
 
                 In Moton’s office, a desk sits at one end with a large bookshelf behind it, and two identical black chairs rest across from the single, gray chair behind the desk.  Moton moves behind his desk to that gray chair.
 
                 “Please, sit down,” he says, motioning his hand to the twin chairs.  I take a seat in one of them and fold my hands together on my lap.  The chair is not as comfortable as it looks; the sides are too solid and stiff, threatening to close in on me.
 
                 “What’s wrong, Dr. Reins?” I ask, almost forgetting his formal name.
 
                 He doesn’t make eye contact with me― not yet.  He opens a drawer in his desk and starts searching through its contents.  Then he stops, stares at the drawer for a good ten seconds, closes the door and focuses all his attention toward me.
 
                 “Annika,” he says.  His voice is low and commanding, and I finally see how the opponents he faced in his years as a “superhero” must have dreaded him.  “I’ve been very patient with you since you’ve been here, let you in with the children I live to protect and instruct.”
 
                 “What do you want?” I ask.
 
                 “Answers, Annika.  I need answers.”
 
                 I swallow.  I knew this was coming.
 
                 “Your name is Basia Marie Nancy, daughter of Dr. Stefan Nancy and Diana Finch?”
 
                 I nod.
 
                 “And you were born June tenth, the year two thousand and forty-six?”
 
                 “The second, not the tenth,” I correct him.  
 
                 Moton nods in approval.
 
                 “How many children had Dr. Nancy experimented on?” he asks.
 
                 No answer.
 
                 “Annika,” he says.  “I’m looking out for your interests by asking you these questions.  Either you explain these things to me and start answering, or I have to take whatever actions necessary based on the information I just received from the FBI this morning.”
 
                 “The FBI?  You trust the information the FBI gives you?” I ask.
 
                 “What came in today went through the CIA, the International Crisis Committee, and MI6 before ever reaching the FBI,” he says.
 
                 Oh God… what information could they have found that would involve all those divisions?  What could they have shown Moton that would make him threaten to restrain me, or worse?
 
                 “Annika, how many child experiments?”
 
                 “What did they tell you?”
 
                 “How many?”
 
                 I’m taken back, astonished.  “I don’t know,” I whisper, looking down at the grey, metal desk.  “Too many.”
 
                 “What kind of experiments did he perform?”
 
                 “Things like… like chemical and blood mixtures, genetic mutations, implants… a lot of different ones.”
 
                 “Hmm,” Moton hums.  He straightens his back.  “And you participated in some of these experiments?”
 
                 I stay silent.
 
                 “You lived in his laboratory, underground, correct?”
 
                 I nod.
 
                 “So you knew about the experiments, of course.  You must have helped with some of them, yes?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “But you participated in the experiments?”
 
                 “I was a test subject.  Nothing more,” I snap.  
 
                 Moton looks at me for a while, really looks at me.  Some part of what I said he doesn’t believe, probably because he’s right.  I am more than just a test subject.  I always was.
 
                 “And then you left?”  he asks.
 
                 “I ran away,” I say.  
 
                 Who does he think he is to fire these questions at me?  I feel the fire burning in me again, angry and growing.
 
                 “Yes, almost two years ago,” he continues.  “Where did you go in those twenty-two months?”
 
                 No response.
 
                 “Where did you go?”
 
                 No response.
 
                 “Is Austria one of the places you went?”
 
                 What?  Moton reopens the draw, pulls out a laminated picture, and slams the picture on the table in front of me.  It’s her.  The girl.  The girl from Austria.
 
                 “Do you know this girl?” he asks, frowning.  
 
                 I swear he could jump over the desk and strangle me to death and that would have the same effect as his menacing frown.  That was like her eyes.  Oh, God!  They found her.
 
                 “Answer me!” Moton shouts, and for a second, I believe he would actually jump over the desk and strangle me to death.  “Look at her!”
 
                 I force my eyes to study the picture.  There she is: her long, dark hair, pale-blue skin, and those piercing, grey-green eyes half open.  Dressed in all black, a dark magenta stains the front of her where a dark, burnt, fleshy crater hollows the center of her chest.  
 
                 “She was found in Austria, washed out from a sewer.  The CIA, ICC, and FBI all confirm her to be Basia Nancy.  Tell me how that is possible!”
 
                 No response.
 
                 Moton slams his fist on the desk.  “Tell me ‘yes’ or ‘no’: is this Basia Nancy?”
 
                 Why?  He already knows it’s her.
 
                 “Yes.  She is Basia Nancy,” I reply.
 
                 “Then who the hell are you?!” Moton yells.
 
                 I can’t respond.
 
                 I have to get out of here.  They know― they know!  I have to get out of here before they turn me in or let the hunting crew have me for supper.  Kenyon isn’t safe.  The Metanites, when they find out, if they don’t know already, will hate me, and then they’ll hunt me, too.  I have to go.  I have to go…              
 
                 “Are you a spy?  Who do you work for?” 
 
                 “No one.”
 
                 “Well, if she’s Basia Nancy, then I don’t know who that makes you, but we both know your name is not Annika,” Moton persists.  “Who are you?”
 
                 No response.
 
                 “Look back at the picture!  Do you know what happened to this girl?  She was killed―killed when a blast of nuclear energy struck her in the chest!”
 
                 No response.
 
   
  
 

              “Did you kill her?!”
 
                 No response.
 
                 “Basia Nancy was the only one with that nuclear ability, and her death was not self-inflicted.  But you… you have that kind of power.  I can see if you lost control and―”
 
                 “Lost control?” I snap.  I shake my head.  “No.  No, I had control.”
 
                 “Then you did kill her?”
 
                 No response.
 
                 “My hands are tied.  If you don’t tell me who you are, then I will have to turn you over to the FBI and―” he says.  
 
                 I stand up and shove the desk at him, trapping him between the desk and the bookshelf.  Several books fall from the shelf and hit the floor, crumpling pages and bending paperback covers.  I lean over the desk and glare at him with my piercing, grey-green eyes.
 
                 “You’ll have to catch me first,” I mutter wickedly.  And then I do what I always do, what I’m best at: I run.  
 
                 I burst through the door and sprint down the hallway.  I’m almost to the elevators when a flaring, red siren screams around me.  The doors to the elevators close automatically.  Shit!  I sprint to stairs start ascending.  The Metanites… they’re already on their way up their secret elevator, but this time they’re looking for me.  What am I doing?  I should be going down the stairs to get to the ground.
 
                 “Annika!” someone yells from the tenth floor.  As I turn to the next flight of stairs, I see Zoë chasing after me.  “Annika, wait!”
 
                 The “wait” catches me, and for some reason I don’t fully understand, I slow down and let Zoë catch up to me.  She doesn’t stop when she sees me though; no, she runs past me, grabbing my arm and pulling me with her.
 
                 “No time no explain,” she says as we race up the stairs.  “Just get to the roof.”
 
                 “What?  Zoë, do you know―” I stammer.
 
                 “Don’t worry about the others.  I’ll take care of them; you just worry about getting to the roof.  We come to a door marked “18” and she pulls me out into the hall.  The hall reminds me of a school.  There’s not a soul in the hallway, but lockers line the hall with posters of clubs and motivational quotes, and every door is locked shut.  Most of the lights are out too, which makes sense, because there wouldn’t be school still at five o’clock in the evening.
 
                 “Come-on, come-on,” Zoë mutters, pulling me down the hall.  Soon, Cliff teleports into the hall some thirty feet in front of us.
 
                 “Get her to the roof,” Zoë says.  
 
                 Cliff nods and stretches his hand out to me.  The red siren still rings through the hall, reminding me that my welcome here has died, but then again…
 
                 “Whoa, wait!” I exclaim, stopping before we run into Cliff.  “What is going on, here?  Zoë, why are you helping me?”
 
                 “No time, Annika,” she replies.  
 
                 I open my mouth to object, but I feel a hand touch my arm, and soon the lockers and the posters swirl away, replaced by a gray, cloudy sky overcasting the city of Cleveland.
 
                 “Cliff, you―” I say, turning to the hand, but then that vanishes, too, and I’m alone on the roof.
 
                 “Annika,” another voice says.  It’s Nate’s voice.  I spin around, and he’s standing at the other corner of the roof, separated from me by a field of solar panels lining the center of the roof.  He runs toward me, but I backpedal.
 
                 “Annika, hold on!” he says.
 
                 “What―what is going on?  Why are you here?  Why am I here?  Do you―” I stutter.
 
                 “Just hold on.  Wait―” he says.  He’s close enough now that he tries to grab my arms, but I push him away.
 
                 “No!  Tell me what you’re doing here!!” I shout.
 
                 “Careful―you’re going to fall off the edge―”
 
                 “Tell me, Nate!” I shout.  He stops and stares at me, his eyes like crystals.  “What are you doing?”
 
                 “I’m trying to help you… and I’m trying to stop you from falling backwards off the roof,” he says.
 
                 “You knew why Moton wanted to see me in his office?”
 
                 “Not exactly, but Zoë and I figured it was bad after the FBI was in Moton’s office all morning.  Look, Annika―can we talk about this later?  Right now I have to get you out of here,” he says.
 
                 “You don’t even know what’s going on?!”
 
                 “No―I mean yes―I mean―” he says.  
 
                 BOOM!!!  The door to the roof explodes from the small compartment it connected to and crashes into a square of solar panels.  Xander, Elijah, and Lazzer storm from the compartment and sprint toward me.  I jump and take a giant step backward― too far backward.  I hit the railing and tumble over the edge.  I reach for anything to hold onto and barely catch the railing.  My legs swing over me then bounce off the side of the building below me and dangle there, some eighty-ninety stories above the ground.
 
                 Nate calls my name, but I can barely hear it above the whipping and howling wind.  I shut my eyes, tight.  Don’t look down.  Don’t look down, I repeat to myself, or maybe I’m speaking aloud.  A strong hand grips my wrist so forcefully I think I might drop.  I open my eyes and see Nate bending over the railing, his arm outstretched and gripping mine.
 
                 “Nate!  Nate!” the others shout, stampeding toward us.
 
                 “Annika,” Nate whispers.  “Let go.”
 
                 “What?!” I choke, tears welling in my eyes.
 
                 “Trust me, Annika,” he whispers.  “You have to trust me.”
 
                 “No!  I can’t―”
 
                 “Annika,” he whispers.  
 
                 His eyes reflect the sun peeking out from behind the clouds to take a look.  I watch as a single tear threatens to fall down my face.  
 
                 “Let go.”
 
                 I hear the echoes of the other Metanites on the roof and countless voices from my past whipping past me in the slicing wind.  I close my eyes… and let go of the railing. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXV: Sanctuary
 
   Wednesday, April 2, 2065; 6:39 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 My body plummets down toward the pavement as I descend the stories of Kenyon at increasing speed.  I can’t tell if I’m the one screaming or the rush of air howling around me.  A strong hand still rings my wrist, and fearfully, I open my eyes to take a look.  There’s Nate, falling like I am, with the rooftop of Kenyon shooting toward the sky.  He wears a determined look on him, the look I saw when he and Lazzer trained together, and I’m almost afraid he might try to strangle me.  
 
                 But he doesn’t.  He pulls his other arm in front of him and holds strong further up my arm.  He pulls again with his other arm, this time clenching my shoulder.  He continues to― sort-of climb― closer to me until both his arms fasten around my middle and our chests press against each other.
 
                 The wind alters directions while a wave of heavy pressure runs through my body.  Then, I am weightless, racing through the wind like a rocket.  My face buries into Nate’s gray, billowing shirt, so I turn my head to see what had happened.  We are flying.  No more than a story from the street traffic and honking yellow cabs and gray and blue Toyotas and Cadillacs, we are flying.              
 
                 Nate’s left shoulder dips, and we swerve, turning down another busy street.  His chest rises, and we ascend to a safer distance from the traffic and pedestrians.  Tiny, frozen pellets mixed in with the icy wind collide with us.  They are sharp, and they sting, but I feel invincible to them― no.  I feel completely separate from the tangible world.  I glance up to the sky where a dark gray cloud has conquered everything in its path.  For some unfathomable reason, Thunder comes to my mind.  I had not seen him since I interrogated Jericho, but now he’s my front most thought.  Could he cast this ominous cloud threatening to conquer the entire sky and all below it?
 
                 “WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF THE CITY!” Nate shouts through the howling, biting wind.  
 
                 I almost forgot he’s here.  I shake my head in agreement.  
 
                 “THERE’S TOO MANY… WILL SEE US!” I hear.  I think he said something about cameras.
 
                 “I THINK I KNOW A PLACE!” I shout.
 
                 “WHAT?”
 
                 “I THINK I KNOW A PLACE!  GO EAST!” I shout.  
 
                 Without another word, Nate arches us toward the sky higher and higher until we disappear into the low, ominous clouds.
 
                 “WHERE ARE WE GOING?” he shouts when we are alone in the clouds.  
 
                 I think of Abraham, who would surely have a witty, or not-so-witty, comeback to Nate’s question, but I’m in no state of mind to think of one let alone guess what Abe would say.
 
                 “999 CHILLICOTHE ROAD!” I answer.  
 
                 Nate lowers us so we can mostly see the buildings and landscape below us.  I marvel at the view, half in awe and half in terror, remembering that I nearly interred into it less than a minute ago.  I can see the suburban streets, oversized parking lots for strip malls, and mazes of developments with identical roofs.  I imagine we look like a bird or a phantom, grayed behind the misty edge of the cloud.  The air is bitterly cold in this high elevation, and the water pellets I felt earlier are a developing hail storm here.  Finally, I think I see the place, the sanctuary.  Nate must know we’re close to the address, because we slope down toward the trees and the newly-paved road.  The pellets and hail fall as heavy raindrops here, and the gray sky darkens as we descend.  Good thing for the weather, though; I doubt anyone would face toward the sky and see us through the rain and gloom.
 
                 Nate pulls up, swinging his legs below him, and we land safely on the ground between too large spruce trees.  In front of us is an old-style, white church with a steeple that desperately needs a fresh coat of paint.  It is a simple church, small too, with a decent-sized extension on the back that is visibly modern compared to the rectangular church.
 
                 Neither Nate nor I say anything, though I’m dying to ask him what he knows and why he’s helping me escape from his own people.  Zoë too―it’s all a mystery.  Though I’m sure he has a million pressing questions for me too, like why an old church in a small, insignificant suburb of Cleveland is my first choice of a sanctuary.
 
                 Surreptitiously, we jog to the front door.  The rain pounds down on us, and murky puddles already swallow the path to the door.  Once at the door, Nate lifts his arm to knock on the door.
 
                 “No!” I whisper, catching his hand.  He looks at me inquisitively.  I see the old flower pot to the right of the door and start rummaging through the cold, hard soil.  It’s in here― I know it― it’s been hidden here as far as I can remember.  My hand brushes across a velvet textile; I grab it and pull the black, velvet bag out from the grimy soil.  I pull the velvet bag open and flip the bag upside down; the key falls out and into my hand.  Nate is speechless, especially after I unlock the door to the church and pull him inside.
 
                 The church is smaller on the inside.  White walls; dark oak accents and benches that create an aisle down the middle of the church; tall, arched ceiling with a gaudy chandelier; green, rough carpet everywhere― glad to know some things don’t change.  The floor creaks as I pull Nate down the aisle and up to the large, oak table with a white tablecloth at the front of the elevated floor looking out at the empty benches.
 
                 “We shouldn’t be here. There’s no one here,” Nate whispers.
 
                 “Why not?  This place is safe,” I say.  
 
                 My voice echoes off the walls, and the chandelier jingles like a glass wind chime.  Nate holds his finger to his mouth and stares at me with angry, warning eyes.
 
                 “What?” I say.  
 
                 I step up to the altar and start looking around.  Behind the grand oak table is another oak counter holding a bejeweled, gold and silver box.  For such a stately-looking thing, you would there’s a lock, but there’s not.  No, there’s just a small, gem-like handle.  So I reach for it, but Nate grabs my arm and stops me.
 
                 “What are you doing?  Don’t touch that!” He says, still at a whisper.
 
                 “I know what I’m doing,” I respond.  My voice bounces off the walls and ceiling again.
 
                 “Then you should know not to touch that,” he whispers.  I try to grab the handle again, but he pulls my arm back again.
 
                 “Hey!  What the hell, Nate?” I say.  
 
                 I jerk my arm away and open the box.  Inside is a gold-painted chalice with small rubies bedazzling the stem and half an inch below the rim.  I grab the chalice and place it on top of the extravagant box; then I reach toward the back of the box and feel around the empty, soft edges of the box.  No, it should be in here.
 
                 “Annika, you―ugh!” he says, rolling his eyes.  “Do you know where you are?”
 
                 “Yeah, I do!”
 
                 “Just, calm down!  Someone is going to hear you!”
 
                 “It’s okay.  No one is here.”
 
                 “Basia?” a low voice echoes.  
 
                 Nate and I turn to the left side of the church where an old, withering man in black pants, a black sweater, and a white collar stands staring at us with an open door at his back.  His hair is white and his eyes caramel-brown; his skin is wrinkled and spotted, and his gray eyebrows droop toward his eyes.  He is tall and slender, and still walks without a cane, though he leans more on his left leg.  
 
                 “Haven’t I told you not to tamper with things that don’t belong to you?” he asks.  He’s stern at first, then he smiles and opens his arms.
 
                 “Warnock,” I sigh.  
 
                 I smile, and I run toward him.  He groans teasingly when I run into him and wrap my arms around him, but he reciprocates with a hug and laughs.
 
                 “I missed you!” I say, my head buried in his sweater.
 
                 “Of course you did!” he mocks.  I peel away from him and smile at his old, wrinkled face.  “Alright, I’ve missed you too,” he confesses.
 
                 I turn back toward the altar and motion for Nate to come meet my old friend.  He grins and treads toward us.  
 
                 “This is my friend, Nate,” I say.
 
                 “Well, aren’t you a handsome young fellow,” the old man says.  
 
                 Nate extends his arm and shakes the priest’s hand.
 
                 “Nathan Reilly,” Nate says.
 
                 “Pleasure,” he replies.  “I’m Mr. Warnock, Father Jack, whatever you’d prefer to call me.”
 
                 “Nice to meet you.  Sorry for transgressing on your church and the Holy Chalice,” Nate says.  He flickers his eyes at me, and now it’s my turn to roll my eyes.
 
                 “Ha!  It’s nothing short of what I would expect from Miss Nancy.”
 
                 “I can’t say I’m surprised either.”
 
                 “Hey!” I interject.  “I’m still here, you know.”
 
                 “Yes, that leads me to my first question,” Warnock says.  “Why are you here?  Oh, wait!  Don’t tell me… it doesn’t have anything to do with that mysterious red object I discovered in the place you were just delving through, does it?”
 
                 “Partly, yes,” I admit.  “You still have it, don’t you?”
 
                 “I must say I was rather abashed when I found it in there― so much so that I had to take it out almost immediately and relocate it.  Though despite your complete lack of consideration for my practices when you chose your hiding place, you did make it obvious, to me, at least, that it belonged to you,” Warnock says.
 
                 “That was my plan all along,” I say.
 
                 “Excuse me, but… what did Annika put it there?”
 
                 “Annika?!” Warnock exclaims.
 
                 “Yes, that’s the name I’ve been using, and I guess it kind-a stuck, even for me.”
 
                 Warnock smiles and his eyes water.  I think he’s going to cry, but then again, his composure is unfailing. 
 
                 “Well, I think it’s a lovely name,” Warnock says.  “And, it suits you well.”  
 
                 I smile.  
 
                 “Um, Warnock,” I say, “could I have what I left, now, please?”
 
                 “Ah!  Oh, that’s right,” Warnock says.  He turns to Nate.  “She left me a quarter.”  
 
                 He digs his hands into his pockets, but he does not pull out my coin.  Instead, he keeps his hands there and smiles at us, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
 
                 “A quarter?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Yes, but more importantly is what she stuck to the quarter: a red copy chip,” Warnock say.  “Like a flashdrive but far more efficient and―”
 
                 “Warnock, we… we came from Cleveland and… and we―” I start.
 
                 “By foot, it looks like,” he cuts in.
 
                 “No, Nate flew us here,” I reply.   Moton nods at Nate then turns back to me.  “We need a place to spend the night.”
 
                 “One night or more?”
 
                 “Probably more,” Nate says.
 
                 Warnock nods to himself and stares at the floor.  Could my time I spent keeping him in the dark and at arms distance have severed the support he gives me?  I would be shocked, especially when I consider our warm welcome.
 
                 “Don’t look so fretful, Basia―I’m sorry, Annika―I’m not going to kick you out.  I may try to kick some sense into your head, but you are welcome to stay here for as long as you’d like―both of you,” Warnock says.
 
                 “Thank you, Father Jack,” Nate says.
 
                 I smile.  “Those are some strong fighting words for a priest,” I tease.
 
                 “Ha!” he laughs.  “The day you become a priest, you tell me what words you’re not allowed to say… Then again, no―no, you really shouldn’t become a priest.  You might threaten the entire existence of Christianity.”  
 
                 The last line is a joke, I’m sure.  Warnock thinks it’s funny, anyways, and laughs beside himself.  I laugh with him, but Nate just smiles, uneasy and cold.  Perhaps the hail and rain got to him.
 
                 “Well, you both need a shower, too―no offense―so Annika and I will set up a place for the two of you to sleep while you, Nathan, take the first shower.  I’m sure there are some sleeping bags and pillows in the Young Scouts’ storage, or even the Retreat’s storage.  Then I’ll boil some pasta for the three of us, and we can have a nice dinner.  Sound good?”
 
                 Nate and I nod and thank him.  Then, Warnock leads us out the back of the church and to the extension, closing the door behind him.
 
                 
 
    
 
   I pull the ponytail out of my hair and let my long, dark strands cascade over my shoulders.  I grab the half empty bottle of shampoo Warnock gave me―I think he said the Sunday school teachers used it for a craft or something―and a fresh towel and walk into the designated rooms Warnock lives in.  He lives simply, or so his room would imply.  A bed rests in one corner under a shaded window; a desk with a comfortable chair sits next to the bed with a stack of running magazines on the chair; and a carved, wooden cross with a carving of Jesus hangs on the wall.  I think that would be difficult, to live where you work.  Well, I suppose the Metanites live like that, too; of course, their situation is different, different and similar.  
 
                 I grip the door handle to the small bathroom, and someone pulls the door open from the other side.  A bare-chested Nate stands at the other end of the door with a towel wrapped around his waist.  Steam races off his hot, damp skin, and a trickle of water falls from his strong shoulders, down his glowing chest, across his chiseled abs, and into the towel at his waist.
 
                 “Oh my God!” I say.  I immediately stare at the floor.  “I’m so sorry―I thought you were out.”
 
                 “Hey, no problem.  I’m just looking for my shirt,” he says, lifting his tone arm to scratch his wet hair.  
 
                 How haven’t I noticed how… fit he is?  Maybe he’s not as strong as Nickel or Elijah, but I must have known he would be in shape.  
 
                 “You haven’t seen it, have you?”
 
                 “Me?  Oh, umm, no.  No, sorry.  I think Father Jack might have thrown it in the wash, maybe.”
 
                 “Hmm,” he says.
 
                 “He has some clothes laid out for you in the main room, if you want to just change into those.”
 
                 “That sounds nice,” he says.  
 
                 The air behind him is thick with steam, and the mirror reflects a complete fog.  I step aside as he exits the bathroom and walks toward the door.
 
                 “Oh, Father Jack is making dinner for us in the kitchen.  Go ahead and start without me,” I say, looking back.  
 
                 That’s when I see them: small circles, no bigger than the width of a pencil, that dot Nate’s back, just to the right of his neck.  There’s no more than five, but the scars are unusual and pinkish-pale.
 
                 “Okay, sounds good,” he says.
 
                 I snap back.  “Do you know where the kitchen is?” I ask.
 
                 “No, but I think I can find it, thanks.”
 
                 “Right.  Just follow the blaring of the fire alarm.”
 
                 “Ha, okay,” he says.  And with that, he leaves.
 
                 I sigh and walk into the bathroom-made-sauna.  What were those scars?
 
                 I quickly pull my clothes off and jump into the shower.  I turn the shower head on, and scorching-hot water fires at me.  While I’m used to cold water or whatever water I could get in the twenty-two months I was on the run, this water burns, at first, but then the heat relaxes my muscles and sooths my head, and I feel like I could fall asleep or stand here forever.  I do stand there for a while― longer than I had intended― while I evaluate all the questions and problems that have recently surfaced:
 
                 So now the Metanites know―well, maybe they don’t―that I’m not exactly who they think I am, but who do they think I am?  Could they really know who I am―what I am?  Does Nate?  Why did he and Zoë, Cliff too, help me escape Kenyon?  They should have tried to stop me, and… and they knew, they must have… they knew about whatever Moton revealed to me in his office, but the others didn’t.  How could they have known?  But wait… I’m not the only one who needs answers.  I brought Nate here―okay, he technically brought me here―and still have given him no explanation of my connection to this place or to Warnock.  He probably doesn’t even know who I am―what I am.  He may not know much at all about the situation or why he betrayed his friends to help me.  All he may know is that I’m the girl who saved his life that day under the bridge by the Cuyahoga River, and maybe that’s enough for him to help me.
 
                 I need to tell him.  I owe him that much.
 
                 When I finally get out of the shower and dry off, I find a folded pair of soft pants and a black T-shirt waiting for me outside the bathroom door.  I quickly pull the clothes on and comb my hair, and then I make my way toward the kitchen.  
 
                 I walk out of Warnock’s room, through the main room where we set-up two sleeping bags each with a pillow, and toward the kitchen.  From the angle I’m coming from, I can see Warnock and Nate sitting at the table with half-finished plates of spaghetti with tomato sauce.  There’s a small, brown book next to Warnock’s plate, inches from a spot of tomato sauce on the table.  Warnock whispers something to Nate, who sits with his back slumped, his elbows on the table, and his eyes buried in the table in deep concentration.  Neither are smiling, and neither are conscious of my approaching presence until I’m at the entrance to the kitchen.  
 
                 “How’s the pasta?” I ask.  
 
                 They both jerk their heads toward me with self-conscious expressions written across their foreheads.  I would care that they were talking about me, but I’m too tired.
 
                 “Great, come take a seat and help yourself,” Warnock is quick to recover.  He pulls out a chair for me between him and Nate, which I take gladly.  
 
                 “It smells good,” I say, serving myself a helping of pasta.  
 
                 Warnock passes me the tomato sauce, and Nate continues eating.  There’s an uneasy atmosphere that I’ve stepped into, so I pretend not to notice both Warnock and Nate glancing at me when they think I can’t notice.  
 
                 “What did I miss?”
 
                 “Oh…” Warnock starts, “not much.  I was just interviewing your friend Nathan, here, to make sure he’s not a spy.”
 
                 “Oh really?” I ask.  “And what’s you conclusion?”
 
                 “Oh definitely a spy.  Definitely,” Warnock replies.  He chuckled.  “It’s the Catholic in him that gave it away.”
 
                 “I can’t help it.  I’m Irish,” Nate answers, smiling his fresh, clean smile.  I laugh.
 
                 “You’re not one to laugh at him,” Warnock says to me.  “Tell me, does your new name come with a new-found faith in any form of supernatural?”
 
                 I laugh and take a bite of my spaghetti.
 
                 “Well, here you go,” Warnock says, pulling the quarter out of his pocket and setting it on the table.  “Now don’t give it back to me.  I don’t want it.”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say.  
 
                 I take the quarter and examine it.  On the face side, there’s a round sticker with a red sphere in the center, just as I left it.  Inside the red sphere is dirt that will bring Dr. Nancy to his knees.  It feels strange to hold so much power in my hand; well, so much good power.  I stuff the quarter in my pocket.
 
                 “Father Jack was telling me how you two know each other,” Nate says.
 
                 “Did he?” I ask, taking another bite of the warm pasta.
 
                 “I told him how I knew your mother and you and your sister,” Warnock says.
 
                 “Hmm,” I reply.  
 
                 I take another bit of spaghetti.  I know the eyes are on me now, but all I can think of is her.  Her, with her curly blonde hair and crystal blue eyes, sad eyes.  She smiles at me, her sad eyes trying to convince me she’s happy.  She glances toward Cassie, then back at me, and then she turns her back to look at Warnock.  
 
                 “Yeah,” I sigh, “you were there for us.  I see you brought out that old poetry book we used to read.”
 
                 “It was your favorite,” Warnock said.
 
                 “It was her favorite, so of course it had to be mine,” I say.
 
                 “Whose favorite?” Nate asks.
 
                 “It was my sister’s favorite book for the longest time.  Her name was Annika,” Warnock says.
 
                 “My godmother,” I say.
 
                 I look up at Warnock and smile.  He grins and opens the book.  His thumb moves the stiff pages from one end to the other, and some bend at creases on their corners.  I can hear the pages crackle as he moves them, and the smell of old paper and glue tease my nose.
 
                 “Are you looking for Sanctuary?” I ask him.  “That was her favorite.”
 
                 “I am looking for a different one, actually.  It was the only one that she said she couldn’t figure out, but maybe younger eyes can make sense of it.  Ah—here it is: The Phoenix,” Warnock says.
 
                 Nate and I glance at each other, smile, and wait for the old man to read to us.  Warnock puts his reading glasses on, clears his throat, and begins.
 
                               “I am fire on fire.
 
                               From the flame sing my song.
 
                               On fire I fly
 
                               wings wild for escape;
 
                               the sky be my haven
 
                               where nothing is safe.
 
    
 
                               The only of my kind,
 
                               mystic day of the night.
 
                               The sun catch me aflame.
 
                               I fight, but I fall―
 
                               I fall―
 
                               believe I am to blame.
 
    
 
                               On fire I burn
 
                               until all ashes remain.
 
                               Yet, a flame.
 
                               Small, mighty, and bright.
 
                               From the ashes of my death
 
                               new wings will take flight.”
 
    
 
   Warnock finishes and closes the book.  He removes his reading glasses and looks to Nate and me. 
 
                 “It’s pretty,” I say, “but I have no idea.”
 
                 “I think it’s tracing the life cycle of a phoenix but also drawing some ties to the death and rebirth of Jesus, maybe.  I don’t know.  Is it a religious book?” Nate asks.
 
                 “No, it’s about birds,” I say.
 
                 “I don’t know if it’s religious, but it does give strong hints toward reincarnation,” Warnock says.
 
                 “In the physical or metaphysical sense?” Nate says.
 
                 “I think both.  This pasta is amazing, by the way,” I say.
 
                 Warnock and Nate laugh.  Apparently every food I taste is fantastic.  We leave the book on the table, finish our dinner, and remain together for the rest of the evening telling jokes and stories and forgetting about our own fragile reality.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do you need an extra pillow?” Nate asks me.  
 
                 He’s standing on his toes, peeking into the large cabinets behind his sleeping bag.  The room is pitch black, almost; a small yellow light shines from the kitchen, but that’s it.  I’m already tucked into my sleeping bag with my head on the pillow and my feet shoving my socks to the bottom of the sleeping bag.
 
                 “No, I’m good,” I reply.  
 
                 Nate closes the cabinet doors and sits down on his sleeping bag.  He flicks on a flashlight and shines the light on the tall bookshelf next to him.  He’s quiet, the room is quiet, Warnock is quietly asleep in the other room.
 
                 “Nate,” I say, my voice just above a whisper.  “I have to tell you something.”
 
                 “I’m listening,” he says.
 
                 I take a deep breath.  “I’m not… who you think I am, not exactly.”  
 
                 Nate doesn’t breathe a word, so I go on.  
 
                 “You know how I went through a lot of experiments while I lived with Dr. Nancy?”
 
                 “Yeah,” he replies.  His voice is reassuring and sad, very sad.  Like he knows where this is going.
 
                 “Well, there was this one experiment, an early experiment… and it went terribly wrong,” I whisper.  “It was a successful experiment, in a sense… because that’s how I came to be.”
 
                 He is silent.
 
                 “I’m a clone,” I say.  “I was created in Dr. Nancy’s laboratory, almost four years ago.  The experiment was a success in the way that, I came out completely healthy and with every memory and every thought that belonged to Basia Nancy… But, the experiment didn’t go well on the other end.  Basia entered into a coma as a result, and I had to assume her identity so that people Dr. Nancy worked with didn’t know that his experiment left his daughter in a coma.  Almost eight months after, Basia woke up, but by then, I had developed into a completely different being…”
 
                 “I know,” Nate says when I no longer can carry on.
 
                 “You what?”
 
                 “I know―er, I didn’t know about the details of Basia Nancy, but I was able to put two and two together.”
 
                 “How―?” I murmur.
 
                 “The scars on your body and the amount of plasma in your blood were the first clues.  I knew no ordinary person could survive whatever could have made those scars.  When Kiaria read Jericho’s mind the second time, she saw an image of both you and Basia.  After the interview with Jericho, things just kind-of clicked, and we were fairly sure.  That, and we couldn’t find you on the Finder―”
 
                 “―because according to the government and all natural laws of nature, I don’t exist,” I finish.  “Basia Nancy is dead, now.  The FBI found her body, and they showed Moton.  Now, Moton thinks I’m an imposter, maybe even the mole.”
 
                 “He knows, too,” Nate says.  “Zoë caught on to it, too, and she confronted Kia and I.  They are the only ones that know… oh! And Cliff.  We needed his help.”
 
                 “But… Moton—”
 
                 “He needed a way to get you out of the building while also disguising the fact that he knew who you were all along.  It was a risky move, but it will help Kenyon if the FBI believes that’s how it really happened.”
 
                 “I see,” I say.  “Thank you… for helping me, and for not confronting me about it.”
 
                 “No problem,” he says.  “Anything we can do to help.”  
 
                 I sign.  I don’t know how I feel about it, about telling Nate who I am.  I feel a trembling running through me, yet, I feel okay.  I think things are going to be okay.  I think I really need to sleep on it.
 
                 “Speaking of scars, I saw the ones on your back,” I say.
 
                 Nate is silent.
 
                 “You don’t have to share if you don’t want to… but they looked like, like cigarette burns,” I say.
 
                 “They are,” Nate says.
 
                 Silence again.
 
                 “My dad was an alcoholic and an abusive person.  He was worst to my mom.  After she saw the scars on my back and the cuts on my wrists… I mean, I was bullied a lot in school, too, for being too smart for my age… I was trying to protect her by hiding it.  She sent Cliff and me to Kenyon the day after she found out,” Nate says.
 
                 “I’m so sorry,” I say.
 
                 Nate turns off the flashlight and lies down.
 
                 “It’s okay.  Thanks for asking.  Not many people would,” he says.
 
                 Eventually, after another prolonged silence, we whisper goodnight to each other and let our heads sink deep into our pillows, deep into a whispering, heavy sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXVI: Tangible Dirt
 
   Thursday, April 3, 2065; 9:56 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 I barely slept.  I would doze off for what felt like five minutes, and then I’d be awake again, trying to make myself fall asleep.  I tried everything.  I meditated, but there were so many thoughts running wild in my head that I couldn’t focus.  I told myself a story of a prince turned into a frog who traveled the world looking for a girl to kiss him, but when he found a willing girl and they kissed, she had peanut butter on her lips.  The prince was allergic to peanuts.  End of story.  I then tried doing sit-ups until I would pass out with exhaustion, but that just made me sore and less sleepy.  I counted sheep.  I counted to two-thousand three hundred and seventy-six.
 
                 At last, the sun gleamed through the shaded window and gradually illuminated the room.  I heard Warnock moving around in his room, and then I finally fell asleep.  Warnock woke me at noon, telling me to get to the church with Nate to clean the mess we made last night with our wet, muddy shoes.  Now that we finished cleaning that, and the other random chores Warnock had us do so he could keep-up his story that no one can come to the church today because the cleaners were coming, Nate and I sit at the table in the kitchen with the quarter and our cleaned dinner plates on the table.
 
                 “So what’s on it?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Documents.  Documents and files related to the experiments Dr. Nancy performed in the past five years,” I reply.
 
                 “Five years he’s been doing this?!”
 
                 “More, actually― before he graduated from med school, I believe.  The experiments in the first so-many years overwhelmingly failed, so most weren’t documented.”
 
                 “I thought an experiment couldn’t be a failure, even if the results aren’t what you wanted.”
 
                 “That’s how it works for Dr. Nancy.”
 
                 “Hmm,” Nate says, and then he’s quiet.  He stares with his eyes fixated on the table and doesn’t move except for the steady rise and fall of his chest.
 
                 “What’s on your mind?” I ask.
 
                 “Hm? Oh…” he says, glancing up at me for a second then looking back down at the table.  “I’m just thinking about the others.”
 
                 “Yeah,” I sigh.  
 
                 I forgot how difficult this must be for him, and Zoë, Kiaria, and Cliff.  They had to act against their teammates, their friends, their title to help me.  Nate left with me; he looks like the biggest traitor of them all; he may have just thrown everything away by coming with me, that is, if the others know that Zoë, Kiaria, and Cliff helped me escape.  But the mole, the mole in Kenyon probably knows that I’m a clone, too.  Why he or she didn’t sell me out to begin with, I don’t know.  
 
                 “I’m sorry you had to go against your friends to help me,” I say.
 
                 “It was the right thing to do,” he says.  “Besides, we’re not completely on our own out here.”
 
                 “You talking about Warnock?”
 
                 “No.  Kiaria and Zoë are doing what they can back in Kenyon.  Zoë is supposed to contact us either tonight or tomorrow.”
 
                 “How?  Does she know where we are?”
 
                 “Yeah.  The Metanites― we all have trackers on us so we know where everyone is in case we’re needed in an emergency or in case something bad happens.”
 
                 “Would this constitute as something bad happening?”
 
                 “Yes, but luckily, Kiaria and I are the only two people comfortable using the tracking system, so Kiaria could easily make it look like I destroyed my tracker.”
 
                 “Do you still have it on?!”
 
                 “Yes, but―” 
 
                 “Oh, God!  Take it off, you idiot!”
 
                 “Annika, trust me.  I would take it off, but not until Zoë or Kiaria knows that we’re okay.  I needed to keep it on in case Dr. Nancy’s men found us.”
 
                 “Where is it?”
 
                 “It’s on the backside of my watch.”
 
                 “I think it’s a really bad idea to have a tracker on you,” I say as calmly as I can.  I didn’t want to hurt his feelings while he looked so torn-up.  “But, I trust you, so just… be careful.”
 
                 He nods, his eyes still fixated on the table.  I look out the window, and it’s opaque outside.  Ten o’clock.  I wonder how long we’ve been sitting here, how long we’ll be here, at Warnock’s church.  This isn’t the safest place anymore, not with Nate’s tracker still intact.  We should leave tonight, or tomorrow morning, early, before the sun comes up and the Sunday-morning churchgoers arrive. 
 
                 “I think… Marissa is the mole,” Nate says.
 
                 “What?  Why do think that?”
 
                 Nate shrugs his shoulders.  “I don’t know.  She acts weird around you, and she’s always been there when something went wrong.”
 
                 “But the art museum―that totally shook her.  She was not okay after that―”
 
                 “I know!  I know,” he says.  “I can’t explain it, but everything just makes sense to me when I think things over.  She was there at St. Patrick’s Day when she and Zoë found you, and maybe the art museum was a total sham.  I know you said that woman was ready to kill her, but I don’t think that woman would’ve minded killing the mole to cut off the loose ends after they have you.  And I know Marissa is a daughter of the government, but I would be surprised if Dr. Nancy doesn’t have people in government working to cover up what he’s been doing the past so-many years.
 
                 “I don’t want it to be her, I don’t, and I hope to God that I’m wrong, but I feel really strongly about this, Annika, and I don’t know what to do about it.  I couldn’t tell anybody either, because they would think I’m being superstitious and overreacting.  Maybe it’s not her, and maybe whoever it is just wants to frame her because she’s the perfect scapegoat, but I―”
 
                 “No,” I interrupt.  “I think you might be right.”
 
                 Nate looks up at me.
 
                 “I hope it’s not her, but I see what you’re saying.  It could be Marissa― it could be any one of them, but it definitely could be Marissa,” I say.  
 
                 “The mole isn’t the worst of it,” Nate says.  “The government has been investigating Moton and the Metanites since they caught wind that Basia Nancy might be staying at Kenyon.  I heard from Kia that Moton plans to bluff and tell them he knew all along that you’re not Basia Nancy, his reason for not turning you in, but anyway, nothing he or the Metanites does goes without the CIA or someone infiltrating our sources.  Watch messages, calls, emails, nights out― they intercept all of it.  The Finder and the Mind are the only two programs they can’t access.”
 
                 I grip the quarter in my hand, the object worth more than my own life.  The tangible dirt that could put Dr. Nancy away forever.  
 
                 “This is what she’s after.  If Marissa is the mole, then this is what she wants.  Whoever raided my bedroom when Jericho escaped was probably looking for this.  We have to make sure she doesn’t get it in time.”
 
                 I stand up and stride out of the kitchen and head toward the church.  Nate gets up and follows me, calling to ask what I’m doing.  I burst into the church area and see Warnock standing in front of the table and looking out at the empty pews with a paper of scribbled notes in his hand.  Normally, I would make some teasing remark about his scrawled notepaper, but not now.  Not when I have something important to do.
 
                 “Warnock,” I call.  The old priest turns as I march toward him.
 
                 “Annika!  Did you come to hear my sermon?”
 
                 “I need you to do me favor,” I say.  I hold up the quarter.  “I need you to make a copy of this and send it to a friend of mine in Kenyon.”
 
                 “In Kenyon?  I thought that’s where you just ran from?” Warnock exclaims.
 
                 “I don’t have time to explain, but I need this to be copied and delivered to Kiaria Ying at Kying3@fasttrack.com as soon as humanly possible.”
 
                 “Annika, you can’t email something to Kia without the… oh!” Nate says.  His face brightens with realization.  “That’s genius!  I’m sure so many eyes will see the email before it even gets to Kia―”
 
                 “―so it will be impossible for Dr. Nancy to destroy the evidence,” I finish.  I hand the flash drive over to Warnock, who holds it out in front of him and studies it.
 
                 “And this is the key to destroying Dr. Nancy’s experiments?” Warnock asks.
 
                 “It will destroy him,” I respond.
 
                 “Wait!” Nate says.  I turn and see his eyes on the front door to the church.  “There’s somebody out there.”
 
                 Sure enough, I could hear whispering from behind the door.  The whispering stops, then a sharp crack, and the door creaks open.  Two figures stand outside the entrance to the church, disguised by the darkness and large, unflattering raincoats.  When the door opens completely, the two figures rush into the church drenched head to foot and close the door behind them.  They shiver and shake the cold off themselves with their backs to us.
 
                 “X?  Izzi?” Nate calls to the figures.  The two turn, and Izzi and Xander’s faces peek at us from behind the hoods of their raincoats.
 
                 “Nate!” Xander says.  A smile crosses his face.
 
                 “Nate!  Annika!” Izzi echoes.  
 
                 They stride toward us with shoes squeaking and leaving a trail of muddy water behind them.  What the hell is going on?
 
                 “What are you guys doing here?  How’d you find us?” Nate asks.  
 
                 I can see him trying to hide his happiness at seeing them because his lips curl slightly up on the left side.  I’m not as pleased to see them, and I don’t pretend to hide that.  However, I’m more interested in their motives for finding us.
 
                 “We’re here on Zoë’s behalf,” Izzi says, looking at Nate.  “She couldn’t contact you without the CIA infiltrating the message, so she sent me and X here to find you.”
 
                 I watch their eyes.  Izzi stares mostly at Nate, though she will glimpse at Warnock or me from time to time.  Xander stares at Nate, and then his eyes flicker to the red dot on the quarter in Warnock’s hand.
 
                 “Nate, things are bad at Kenyon,” Izzi continues.  “Some of the Metanites are profoundly angry with both of you, and those of us who know the truth have to pretend irritation.  Moton is swarmed by FBI, CIA, MI6― everyone wants to know what’s going on; Moton either doesn’t understand the real story, or he’s refusing to tell them.  And to make things worse, everyone is freaking out about the mole.  Some people think you’re the mole, Nate, and others think it might be Thunder.  He’s been out a lot since Annika came to Kenyon, and he hasn’t caused any trouble since the day Jericho Novak broke into Kenyon.”
 
                 The whole time Izzi spoke, I watched Xander’s eyes move from Nate to the quarter.  He looks at me once, then quickly looks away.  I watch Izzi too; when she finishes speaking, she glances at the quarter.
 
                 “No, Thunder doesn’t have the kind of access the mole has, besides, we think we know who the mole is,” Nate says.
 
                 “Who?” Izzi asks.
 
                 “We think it’s Marissa.”
 
                 “Marissa?!  Nate you don’t mean―”
 
                 “―I don’t like it either, but just think about it.  Her family is FBI, so who knows if they’re the good FBI or the bad side.  She has the skills and probably the training to go undercover, and she has access to everything the Metanites can access.  She’s intelligent, she’s capable, and she’s got us wrapped around her finger.”
 
                 The whole time Nate explained his theory about the mole, I watch where Xander’s eyes go.  He glances away from Nate to the quarter again, and clenches his jaw as he swallows saliva.  His eyes flick up to me.  
 
                 Gotchya.  
 
                 We stare at each other without moving, daring the other to move first.
 
                 “Nate,” I say without breaking my eye contact with Xander.  “Marissa’s not the mole.  They are.”
 
                 “Wha―” Nate exclaims, but he’s cut off when Xander shoots a mild explosive from his hand, hitting Nate in the chest.  Nate bounces backward into the large, wooden altar.  I spin my head to see if he’s alright, when Izzi pulls out a gun and fires two shots into Warnock’s chest.  Warnock’s eyes widen and freeze, his mouth opening slightly with no words or groans coming out.  His body pulses backward, rippling once when each bullet sinks into his black sweater.  He takes a step back, then his body crumples to the floor; his hand still grips the quarter.
 
                 “Na― NO!!” I cry.  
 
                 I take a step toward Warnock when Xander grabs my arm.  I swing my arm at him, punching him in the jaw.  I see Izzi and the gun pointing at me and am able to shoot at her before she can shoot at me.  The nuclear energy hits the gun, creating a much bigger bomb than expected, and Izzi flies backward into the empty pews.  The gun falls to the ground by Nate’s feet.
 
                 “Annika, Look Out!” Nate shouts.                
 
                 I look down the center aisle and see Xander standing before me with a short knife in his left hand.  Knife… left hand… snow all around us… she stares at me with those cold grey-green eyes.
 
                 NOO!” I shout, and from my hand I shoot an incredible burst of white and gold, nuclear power at him.  The power surges through him; his body spasms for a short second; and then the powers dies, leaving a burnt, irreversibly-damaged crater hollowing his chest.  
 
                 From behind him, more dark figures burst through the church doors: Eva, Bruce, Dean, and a multitude of others in steel-toed shoes.  At first, they gaze around the room and marvel at the scene, but all eyes eventually fixate on a single person in the room, and they freeze.  Xander falls to his knees then face-plants onto the floor of the church.  Dead.
 
                 I let go of my breath and stare at the body.  I killed him.  I… and it was so easy.  So… automatic.  Like a machine, something manmade and inhuman.  That’s what I am.
 
                 “Kill Her!” Bruce shouts.  
 
                 The army of dark figures behind him molds into a deadly firing squad, all guns aiming at me.  I hear a loud, resounding range of gunfire, and I subconsciously feel each bullet pounding me.  But at the same time, there’s an enormous wind that blows by my right side, and the wind swings every bullet to the top of the wall behind me.  My eyes trace the curved path of the bullets when a hand grabs my arm and pulls me behind the wooden table.  Nate and I sink down with our backs against the table as the hunting crew unloads at us.  Shards of wood fly by us.  This is the end… This is it…  We are going to die.  I close my eyes and concentrate on the force field of wind protecting us.  I feel a soft, warm hand trace down my forearm and lock its fingers between mine.  Nate… I squeeze his hand in mine, and hold on for as long as I can.
 
                 The shooting stops, and a clamor of metal-against-metal erupts, then several objects fly out the window.  Another window shatters, and something―no, someone―lands in the church.  A roaring of flames is paired with a ZING! ZING! of sparky power.  No more gun shots.  The dark figures start growling and shouting.  Nate moves next to me, and pulls me up with the hand that’s holding mine.
 
                 “Look,” he says.  
 
                 I open my eyes.  
 
                 There’s Elijah and Zoë surrounded by a fog of smoke and flames.  Marissa, too: she and… Kono and Nickel are here, fighting.  Kono lifts her right arm, and the whole front bench of the church levitates.  She swings her arm, and the bench throws itself at the hunting crew, Eva among the people it hits.
 
                 “They must have known Izzi and―Umphf!” Nate says, then his head slams into what’s left of the wooden table.  
 
                 What the hell?  Why would he—Izzi.  I grab a heavy metal candlestick and start swinging.  I swing close to Nate’s back and connect with something.  Izzi grunts.  Nate reacts to the noise and grabs an invisible body, and pushes it against the table.  I hear the thud when Izzi hits the table, and an image of her flickers momentarily.  I throw the heavy candlestick down like an axe where Izzi was, but I hit the ground.
 
                 “Where’d She Go?!” Nate shouts.  
 
                 We look around the room and see Lazzer leap through the shattered window, but we see no signs of Izzi.  Then, she’s standing right over Warnock’s body, not hiding with her invisibility, staring and smiling at me.  In her hand is the red-dotted quarter.
 
                 “No!” I shout, but Izzi as well as the tangible dirt vanishes.  
 
                 I have nothing.  I have lost everything.
 
                 “Anni―” Nate tries to warn me.  
 
                 I turn and see a colossal man with beefy arms and an enormous chest towering over me and Nate.  He bats Nate away with his hand, and Nate tumbles over the table and off the altar.  The giant, no doubt one of Dr. Nancy’s experiments, grabs me by the collar of my shirt then launches me at an unbroken window.  I fly through the air, hit the side of the window with my shoulder, shatter the glass, and continue falling outside the church.  
 
                 I land on a tarp-covered bush, snapping branches and twigs from under me, and roll into the mud.  I pull myself to my feet, my legs and hands shaking furiously.  I look back at the window where voices shout and benches burst into flames.  The Metanites, they are still in there and need help. 
 
                 Not your help, a voice echoes in my head.  You can’t help them anymore.  Murderer.
 
                 I back away from the window.  They’re right.  Everyone was right.  I don’t belong with these people, and they won’t want me here.  
 
                 Murderer.  Murderer!
 
                 The giant with steel-toed shoes climbs out of the window with his yellow eyes locked on me.  I backpedal, my heart threatening to jump out of my chest, and then I turn and start running toward the street.  Once I hit the pavement, I spin around to fight the giant, but he’s only a foot away from me.  I swat my arms at him, but he’s un-phased.  He wraps his massive hands around my throat and lifts me off the ground.  Air is unattainable.  I try to scream, but the massive hands crush my throat.
 
                 Someone strikes the giant in the back, and he drops me with a scream of agony.  I collapse on the ground, choking.  From my hazy vision, I see a teenaged boy fighting the giant.  I think it’s Nate, or Lazzer…
 
                 “Stay away from her!” the teenager yells.  
 
                 That’s not Nate’s voice.  That’s not Lazzer’s voice either.  I rub my eyes and force myself back on my feet.  I glance up again and see Jericho throwing the giant into an oncoming truck.  The truck smashes into the giant as another, more slender figure hits Jericho.  It’s Zoë; her glowing green hands give her away.  Jericho rises to his feet, and he and Zoë start swinging at each other.   
 
                 “Annika!” someone else shouts.  
 
                 Nate comes from my right, grabs me by my shoulders, and leans his head toward mine.  “Run!  You have to run!”
 
                 “But I―”
 
                 “You cannot let them get you!  You can’t!” He says, but it’s his eyes that force the words into me.  
 
                 We hear Zoë cringe and yelp from behind Nate.  He turns to check on her and then returns to me once more.  
 
                 “Run, Annika.  Go!”
 
                 I listen to him, because running is the only thing I know how to do anymore― it’s the only thing I have left. I’m two hundred meters away from the church and can still hear the battle unfolding.  Someone screams, and my heart tears further because… because I do have something left.
 
                 My friends are back there.  They’ve given me more to keep fighting for than I deserve.  I owe them, and although I lost the quarter, I can still help them.  
 
                 You can’t let them get you… Run… 
 
                 No.  My time for running is over.  The files are gone, but one thing still remains.  I can still take down Dr. Nancy and clear the name of the Metanites.  I am more proof than a file full of documents.  My testimony―not even―my body and my very own existence is enough to convince anyone that what Dr. Nancy does must be stopped.  
 
                 I will turn myself in.
 
                 Because I am the tangible dirt.
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                 I don’t know what’s compelling me to keep walking forward.  I guess there’s nothing compelling me to stop and turn around, or maybe I think I will be helping by doing this.  Yes, I am the tangible dirt.  I have been all along, but I haven’t realized it until now.  I could help by turning myself in, but to be completely honest, I want nothing but the end, now.  I just want this to be over, to stop running and fighting, because… because the more I run and fight the more people get hurt, and the more… the more I hate myself for it.
 
                 I stop and stand behind the trees along the edge of the forest looking out at the illuminated police station.  Just half a mile from the church, I saw the fire truck zoom by me, heading south on Route 306 toward the burning building.  The rain is coming down on me like a meteor shower, and I can’t tell if it wants me to go back to the burning church to my certain death or forward to my certain… I don’t even know.  What would they do with me?  Throw me in prison, right away, then transport me to a secure facility and hold me there for questioning; or maybe they would shoot me on the spot, since I shouldn’t even be alive, by their standards.  Either way, it’s better than where I am now, and I can be held accountable for my sins.  And dead or alive, they’d have enough to convict Dr. Nancy for the sins he committed.
 
                 Just go, I tell myself.  Go in and give yourself up.  This is better, for everyone.
 
                 Behind me is a burning church, a dead priest―the last person who ever believed that I could be good―and a dead body.  Behind me are the Metanites.  Behind me are years of pain and running.  I take a step forward out of the shadows of the trees, but then I recoil and hide again.  What if this is all for nothing, and they dispose of my body without tracing anything back to Dr. Nancy?  And the Metanites… what would happen to them afterward?  What would they think of me after I’m gone?  Forget it.
 
                 I move completely out of the shadows and take three large steps toward the police station, but then I hear a voice.
 
                 “Basia?”
 
                 It’s sweet like honey and frail like a sandcastle.
 
                 “Where are you going?”
 
                 I turn around and see her standing a step within the forest.  Cassie.  The wind blows her curly blonde hair in front of her big blue eyes that do nothing but stare at me.  Those eyes… once full of life, but now they’re empty and broken.  Her eyes share less than a shred of emotion, but they beg for something… for what?”
 
                 “Cassie,” I say.  
 
                 Why is she here?  Why now, when I’m about to atone for all the lives I’ve ruined, including hers? 
 
                 “What do you want from me?!” I shout at her.  “Did I let you all down, and now you’re here for payback?  Tell me, Cassie, what did you expect me to do?  What more could I possibly give?!”
 
                 She doesn’t move. Why?!! Has she come back to haunt me once last time?  She looks me over with those big, impassive eyes. My face still has ashes, mud, and blood smudged on it despite the downpour of rain.  The wind burns my skin raw and red as if I am still in that church and burning down with it.  I must be such a disappointment to her, a failure of a sister or savior.  At least now she sees me for what I truly am. 
 
                 I fall to my knees, and the tears fall from my eyes at last, like water spilling over a dam.
 
                 “I am a monster,” I say to her.  “I tried, but I bring death and disaster everywhere I go.  I’m not the hero you wanted me to be… I’m sorry.”
 
                 I bury my face in my hands and cry.  The wind howls around me and bites my skin.  My whole body shakes and weeps; I can hardly breathe between the tears and the sobs.
 
                 Then I feel a soft, warm hand on my hair.  As soft as the wind, but too warm.  The touch warms me from the outside in, and my body shakes just a little less.
 
                 “You are not a monster,” Cassie says, standing right in front of me.  “You are my sister and my hero.”
 
                 I look up and reach to give her a hug, but she disappears with the wind.  No—Cassie! 
 
                 “Come back!” I shout.
 
                 But then I feel a warmth deep within my chest, and a new voice in my head says:
 
                 I am here.
 
                 “What do I do?” I ask.
 
                 Keep fighting.
 
                 
 
    
 
   I run back toward the church along the main road.  I stay close to the forest edge to dodge the lights of any on-coming traffic, but the road is empty.  The fight is long over, but I have to get back to them.  I have to get back to the Metanites and keep fighting.  The wind blows against me, so I keep my eyes down.  When I glance up, I see a dark figure running toward me.
 
                 “Annika!” the figure shouts.
 
                 “Nate!” I yell back.
 
                 “What are you doing?  Are you completely mad?!” he shouts as we come closer and closer. 
 
                 I fall into him, and he wraps his arms around me while I sob and sob again.  We’re both shaking and freezing, but it feels better to have someone to stand through the cold with you.  His skin is soaking wet and shivering, but his hug is warm, and that is enough at this moment.
 
                 And at this moment, I believe. 
 
                 “How sweet,” a voice sneers from within the woods.  
 
                 Nate and I turn to see Eva emerge from behind a tree just twenty feet from us.  Twigs snap as seven others step out from behind trees all around us; three police officers from the illuminated station walk toward us with heavy clicking boots and blue-light flashlights.
 
                 Nate jumps into the air, holding me against him.  We are a body length off the ground when someone grabs my leg and pulls me down to the ground.
 
                 “Annika!” Nate yells, and soon someone else catches his ankle.  
 
                 I wrestle my way away from one of them, but soon the traitorous policemen are upon me, and they electrocute me with their hand-held tasers.  I let out a piercing scream, but someone covers my mouth with their grimy hand.
 
                 “Quietly, now!” Eva barks.  
 
                 The electrocuting pain ceases, and the policemen bind my hands behind my back.  A handgun clicks behind my ear, and I feel the tip of the gun against my head.  I look up and see Nate struggling against five men handcuffing his wrists behind his back and his ankles with small, seemingly substantial weights.
 
                 “No!” I shout, but Eva clamps her hand over my mouth and nose and holds her dagger to my throat.
 
                 “I’ll shut you up!” she growls.
 
                 “Eva, don’t,” a low voice commands from behind her.  
 
                 I make out the top of Bruce’s head, coated with a layer of black smudge.  I choke for air behind Eva’s hand but get no release.  I feel the sharp, wet blade against the skin of my neck.
 
                 “Why?  We’re going to kill her, anyway,” Eva says.
 
                 “Not with a knife!” Nate says.  
 
                 Everyone turns and stares at him; his face held against the muddy, green-black ground, and a shimmering blade against the back of his neck.  
 
                 “A knife they can trace back to the style and customer, and since that one looks to be special-made, they can trace it back to you and Dr. Nancy,” Nate says.
 
                 What are you doing?  Are you trying to help them?
 
                 Eva glares back at me then snaps her dagger back into her pocket.  She pulls out a metal chain and goes for my neck.
 
                 “Strangulation leaves marks, too.  Pharisaic scientists can discern the force and weight of the killer by the chain’s impression and how the arteries fail,” Nate says.  
 
                 Eva scowls at me, and puts the chain away.  
 
                 “Give me the radiation,” Eva says to Bruce, holding her hand up but keeping her eyes glued on me.
 
                 “Won’t matter,” Nate says.  “Your fingerprints are already on her.”
 
                 Eva lets her hand fall to the ground, and she huffs loudly.  No one makes a sound.  Only the trembling, choking breathing coming from Nate and me.  Bruce stomps over to Nate, grabs a handful of his hair, and yanks him to his knees.
 
                 “You…you’re the Reilly boy,” Bruce says.  Nate cringes as Bruce pulls on his hair.  “The Metanites’ leader.”
 
                 “Moton is our leader,” Nate says.
 
                 Bruce releases Nate’s hair, and Nate falls forward with his head hanging over his knees.  Bruce turns to me, and the gun against my head pushes against my scalp.
 
                 “You’re lucky your friend is intelligent,” Bruce says to me.  “But he’s only prolonging this.  Eva, stuff them in the van.”  
 
                 The hunting crew pulls me and Nate off the mud and drags us over to the side of the road.  Two large SUVs pull up, and the men throw us into the back vault of one of the vehicles.  The back door slams shut, and everything is pitch black.  We lay still and silent until the vehicle starts up and speeds down the road.
 
                 I hear Nate coughing close to me.  Although my body aches and my head feels the weight of a bowling ball, I try to make my way toward him.  He tries to stand up, then the van hits a pothole, and he falls back down.  I scoot closer until I feel a grimy shoe against my shoulder.
 
                 “Nate?” I call.
 
                 “Annika― yeah, I’m here,” he says, and he moves toward me.
 
                 “I’m so sorry,” I sob.  “I’m sorry I pulled you into this.”
 
                 “No, Annika.  This is me.  I should have been more careful when I went looking for you, and I should’ve told the others…”  He kicks the side of the van in his frustration.
 
                 We are utterly alone, doomed.  No one knows where we are, and probably, the Metanites are too busy to go on an immediate search.  Nate and I are on our own without the slightest hope of survival.  Nate and I… that’s where I’ve always found myself lately.  He’s been there for me, with me, right up to the end…
 
                 “But I shouldn’t have left…” I say.  Nate is silent.  “And now we’re going to die.”  
 
                 I wipe a tear off my cheek with my shoulder.  Nate is still silent, so silent I’m guessing that he’s crying too.  He shuffles down so our heads lay on the floor next to each other and we’re both staring at the roof of the van.
 
                 “Who would you say goodbye to?” I ask Nate.  “If we had the chance?”
 
                 He sighs.  “Cliff.”
 
                 I nod, understanding.  “He’s your Cassandra.”
 
                 “Cassandra,” he says.  “She was your sister, right?”
 
                 “I would do anything for her.”
 
                 “So you understand how much I love him.”
 
                 “Yeah… so just Cliff?  You wouldn’t say goodbye to anyone else?”
 
                 “Am I allowed to?”
 
                 “Sure.”
 
                 “Well, the Metanites, of course.  Zoë, Abe, Eli… and Lazz.  He’s been… like a brother.  I’d say goodbye to my mum, too.”
 
                 “Your mother?”
 
                 “She has Parkinson’s.  She lives in a nursing home in Vermont.  Cliff and I go visit her as much as we can.”
 
                 “I’m sorry to hear that,” I respond.  A moment of silence passes while the van goes over a series of bumps.
 
                 “What about you?”
 
                 “Me?”
 
                 “Who would you say goodbye to?”
 
                 “No one.  Everyone I could say goodbye to is dead,” I answer.  
 
                 Everything is silent again, and the silence is unbearable.  
 
                 “Actually,” I say, “it’s you.  I would say goodbye to you.”
 
                 Nate smiles― I swear I can hear it.  “Well, I’m here.  What would you say to me?”
 
                 “God… I don’t know, I’d probably just write you something and stick it in your watch,” I tease, and now I’m smiling too.
 
                 “My watch…” Nate says.  He sits up quickly and drags himself toward me.  “Grab my watch,” he tells me.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “There’s something in my watch that can save us.”
 
                 “What?!  Nate, this is―”
 
                 “A long shot.  Just trust me, Annika!” he says.  He turns his back toward me, and I feel his hands on my shoulder.  “There’s a switch on the backside of my watch with a small vial in it.  I need you to get it.”
 
                 “Okay,” I say.  
 
                 I sit up and lean my back against his; I search blindly with my hands until I scramble upon Nate’s jittery hands.  Our fingers find each other, and I trace over his hands until I feel the hard surface of the watch.  The van takes a sharp turn to the right then passes over a series of bumps.  I hold onto Nate’s hands until the van steadies and rides over a gravel road.  My fingers fumble over the watch, until I find the small lever.  I push the lever sideways, and the backside of the watch opens like a sliding door; I’m able to catch the vial― which is about the size of a large pill― before it falls to the floor.  Something inside the vial rattles, like tiny metal balls, or something…
 
                 “Where do you suppose they’re taking us?” I ask.
 
                 “I don’t know… probably somewhere they don’t think anyone will find us.”
 
                 “I’ve got it!”
 
                 “Great, now hold your palm out for me,” Nate instructs.  I do so as he turns around to face my back.  The van slows to a stop, and the passengers in the van climb out, slamming the door shut.
 
                 “Shit!  They’re coming, Nate!”  I say.  
 
                 He leans down and grabs the vial out of my hands with his mouth.  The back door cracks then swings open; a blur of blinding flashlights shine in on us.  Nate and I are pulled out of the van and dropped into a motorboat with Eva, Bruce, and three other men.  Without a word, we ride out into dark, murky water of Lake Erie for what feels like half an hour.  Nate sits next to me, his shoulder brushing against mine the only comfort from the powerful wind shooting at us and the five other passengers.  As we slow to a stop, Nate spits something out into the water.
 
                 “Get up,” Eva says to me. She pulls me to my feet and straps an anchor to my handcuffs.
 
                 “No!  Wait―” Nate says.  He stands up next to me, leans toward me, and locks his lips with mine.  It’s a weird sensation, warm and unexpected, and a feeling inside my chest like I’m free falling.  With his tongue, he pushes a tiny, metal sphere into my mouth, and then he’s pulled away from me.
 
                 “Time’s up, Romeo,” Bruce says, strapping an anchor to Nate’s handcuffs and throwing him overboard.  
 
                 The water swallows him, splashing icy water into the boat.  I shout and struggle away from Eva, but she shoves me over the side of the boat, and I splash into the freezing water.  
 
                 The glacial water shocks me, and I inhale a gallon of water, swallowing the metal sphere with the ice water.  I choke and squirm, desperate to break free from the handcuffs because… because I don’t want to die.  A blackness crawls over my vision until the fading yellow light from the motorboat disappears completely.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXVIII: Here to Help
 
   Friday, April 4, 2065; 5:13 p.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 When I open my eyes again, I see blurs of yellow and white.  I blink, and the bright fog crawls away, and the images are clear.  No wonder I nearly blinded myself―I’m staring out a window directly into the sun that is hanging over the dazzling lake.  I’m either halfway to heaven or in another hospital with an artificial, cruel view of late afternoon, but… there’s no beeping machines, no needles in my arm, and definitely no singing angels.  No, the room I’m in looks like an attic of a small library with white, wooden walls and old furniture.  I glance down to my body and see that I’m wrapped in a cocoon of a motley collection of blankets and pillows, some plain, some plaid, and some patterns of seahorses and Star Wars and red, blue, yellow, green, and pink ninja-like warriors called “Power Rangers”.  A bowl of water, which I assume was scalding hot several hours ago, with rags in it sits on the floor by my feet.  I feel, but cannot see, some soft fabric enclosing my hands and feet; perhaps to heal the hypothermia from the icy―
 
                 Water.
 
                 No… I was drowning, dying… no one was there, no one was coming… how am I here… alive?  I should be dead, I should be underwater― Am I dead?  I can feel my fingers and toes―move them, even―and I can feel my head throbbing.  I can feel the sun, too.  It’s warm and real and… and it feels good.
 
                 Footsteps race up a set of stairs and onto the wood floor of the room I’m in.  Whatever couch I’m on faces the window, and I can’t see who it is, even when I try to scoot my head around the edge of the couch without disturbing whoever it is.  The footsteps stomp to the back of the room, and now I hear plastic and metal, like old DVD cases and tupperware, clanking against each other and some crashing to the floor.  
 
                 “Ugh… shit,” the mysterious person huffs, slamming something against the ground.  I recognize the voice immediately.
 
                 “Zoë?” I croak.  
 
                 Whoa, not expecting my voice to sound so weak and scratchy.  All the noise stops as if the alarm of the Metanites’ Base went off.  Then, the footsteps race toward the couch, and the figure peeks around the side of the couch by my feet.
 
                 “Hey, you’re up,” Zoë smiles.  
 
                 For the first time―and probably the only time―everything about her is soft.  The majority of her blond hair is thrown up in a sloppy bun, and she’s wearing a warm jacket, gloves, a light blue scarf, and black slacks.  Her eyes are as warm and gentle as I’ve ever seen them, but they stare at me in a way I cannot exactly describe.
 
                 “Zoë,” I say again.  “Where―”
 
                 “It’s okay,” she says.  “We’re in a safe house outside the city.  No one can find us here.”
 
                 I sigh and search for my voice.  “I seem to be making a bad habit of waking up and not knowing where I am.”
 
                 She smiles even brighter.  “Well, maybe you should stop running-off and nearly getting yourself killed.”
 
                 I smile back.  “Sorry.  I’ll try to stop that.”
 
                 “Someone seems in good humor.”
 
                 I look out the window.  “Happy to be alive, that’s all.”  
 
                 As soon as I say it, the fear and desperation of last night―or whenever that was―floods me and fills my lungs like the ice cold lake water.  Zoë reads my face though, and, lucky for me, I don’t have to ask the question.
 
                 “Today is Friday, the fourth.  Last night, we traced Nate’s tracker to the bottom of the lake, where we found you.  We took you here and revived you as fast as we could.”
 
                 “Revived?  How?”
 
                 “The pill you swallowed―it temporarily shuts down your body and gives you the illusion of death, or so, I think that’s how it works.  Technically you were dead for a few hours because your heart stopped and you weren’t breathing.  But all we had to do was give you the antidote and keep you warm.”
 
                 The pill, Nate, everything… I should be dead, or I should be in the bottom of Lake Erie or locked away in solitary confinement under the tight, crucifying grip of the FBI.  I was ready to give up, and then I was ready to die… But Nate stopped me.  “He saved me.”
 
                 “What?” Zoë asks, leaning in closer to me.
 
                 “Nate.  He… he saved me.  He stopped me from going to the police to turn myself in, then Eva and Bruce were there and took us out on the lake, and then we were tied-up with these chains and weights, and they were going to throw us overboard!  But then Nate kissed me and had the mini, metal-like thing in his mouth―it must have been the pill or his tracker, but I didn’t know what it was when he―”
 
                 “Whoa, whoa!  Stop!” Zoë says.  
 
                 She comes to the side of the couch and cups her hands over my mouth to silence me.  Her eyes are ablaze, as if I’m telling her about a long-lost treasure I might have found while sinking to the bottom of Lake Erie.
 
                 “He kissed you?!” Zoë asks.
 
                 I don’t know what to say, since I was more expecting her to be surprised that Bruce and Eva found us or angry that I went to the police to turn myself in.
 
                 “You… don’t you know about, about what happened to―” I stutter.
 
                 “Oh, I know about everything, or so I thought!  He kissed you?!”  Zoë’s eyes are as wide as an owl’s, and although she’s sort-of shouting at me, she’s not angry.
 
                 “I mean… that’s how he passed me the pill, I guess,” I say.
 
                 Zoë leans back and looks at the fuzzy, multi-colored, leopard-print blanket by my feet.  She smiles, as if the colorful spots just provided her with the epiphany of a lifetime.
 
                 “I don’t get it,” I say.  “How do you know about everything that happened?”
 
                 Zoë looks back at me.  “Same person who left out the little detail that he kissed you.”
 
                 “Nate?” I ask.  
 
                 The thought strikes me that maybe Nate didn’t make it back, that he had given me his only pill, which saved my life, and that he could still be down there, somewhere, in the dark depths of the lake.  
 
                 “Where is he?”
 
                 “He’s downstairs,” Zoë says, “madly searching for a signal for some old Wi-Fi thing I can’t understand.”
 
                 I lean my head back and smile.  Just as a wave of fearful, anxious emotions sinks back to the sea, another wave crashes into me, carrying with it an array of emotions I didn’t know I could feel.  And I know, for certain, that I’m alive.
 
                 “You want to go downstairs?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “I know I want to get off this couch,” I reply.  “I feel like I’m being mummified.”
 
                 “Well, we needed to keep you warm,” Zoë says, helping me untangle myself from the mass of pillows and blankets.  When my arms are free, she starts to peel off the tape that binds a white, sparkling cloth around my fingers and hands.
 
                 “Oh, how pretty,” I tease, twisting my hand to let the sun’s rays reflect and sparkle on the cloth.
 
                 “It’s to make sure we didn’t have to decapitate your purple fingers and toes.  Don’t worry, they should be a normal color by now.  And thank God for global warming!  Without it, the lake would probably be frozen over, and you would definitely be dead.”
 
                 “Awesome.  Can I keep the fabric?”
 
                 “Do you always keep souvenirs for near-death experiences?”
 
                 “Well, I was technically dead for a few hours, so I think this qualifies as a unique experience.”
 
                 “That’s great, Annika, really great,” Zoë teases.  
 
                 Both my hands are now free, and we pick at the tape around my feet.  
 
                 “You seem different,” she says to me.  “Something about you is definitely changed.”
 
                 “I am different.”
 
                 “Did you swallow too much lake water or something?”
 
                 “No, I’m taking Abe’s advice on humor.”
 
                 “Oh, God!” Zoë moans.  
 
                 We laugh, but soon our thoughts trace back to those back at Kenyon, those friends who came after me and my tangible dirt, thinking that I was the traitor, the mole.  Given that I’m not in Kenyon right now, I bet that distrust and resentment is still strong, and with good reason.  They are Zoë’s friends too, though― regardless if they are my friends at all― and they are the ones Zoë must have turned on to be here with me, to save me.
 
                 “Zoë,” I say, my voice near a whisper.  “When you were talking about finding Nate and me, you said ‘we.’”
 
                 She nods.  “Eli, Marissa, and me.  Kia and Abe are with us too, but they’re in Kenyon to help fill us in with what’s going on.  And don’t give me that look and tell me I shouldn’t have done it and we shouldn’t be helping you, because without us you would still be at the bottom of the lake or worse!”
 
                 “I was going to say I’m sorry,” I say.
 
                 “For what?” She sounds completely befuddled that I would have a reason to apologize.
 
                 “For not telling you,” I admit.  Zoë’s eyes are soft again, soft and sad.
 
                 “You don’t have to apologize, Annika.”
 
                 “I do!” I exclaim.  “I have to tell you, and I should have been honest from the beginning, but I was scared.  I was scared of what questions you’d ask; I was scared of what I’ve done and scared that I would hurt one of you.”
 
                 “Annika, Annika― it’s okay.  I understand.  I do.  Do you know how long it took me to tell the others about my past and my family, especially since we were involved in the Mafia?  It took me forever, and I still don’t talk about it often.”
 
                 “Yes, yes, I know, Zoë, I know.  But now I have to tell you.  I need to tell you, because… because I need to free myself from it.  You know?”
 
                 “Yeah, I know,” she nods.  “You want to start over.”
 
                 “Yeah,” I reply.
 
                 “Ahh!  Christ!!” someone yells from downstairs―it’s Marissa.  A sequence of loud crashes follows, and then the sound of an old fire extinguisher shooting frozen, pressurized air follows.
 
                 “My bad, I’m sorry,” Elijah says.  His voice carries all the way upstairs to Zoë and me.
 
                 “Ugh… shit,” Zoë sighs.
 
                 “That doesn’t sound good,” I say.  
 
                 Zoë and I stand up, and I follow her down a winding, metal staircase to see what the commotion is.
 
                 Halfway down the steps and still wrapped in a blanket, I stop and examine the small dark space.  Unlike the well-light, homey look of the upstairs, below looks like a real safe house.  The walls, floor, and ceiling are platinum steel and dark gray, awful for someone with claustrophobia who would feel completely trapped and contained in the long, rectangular room.  In the front of the room is a square, metal table with five folding chairs spread around it.  Toward the back of the room, there’s a long counter with cabinets, an oven, stove, and microwave against the wall, and on the other side, the same side as the stairs, there’s a much smaller version of the billboard screens and control counter in the Metanites’ Base.  There’s a thin door on the back wall, left ajar, revealing a small room with bunk beds… like a bunker on a ship or something. 
 
                 “What is going on down here?” Zoë shouts.  
 
                 Elijah is standing by the stove with a steaming pan in his hand.  Marissa stands next to him with the fire extinguisher in her hands pointing at the pan.  A thin line of black smoke fogs the ceiling, and half of the cabinet is blackened.
 
                 “I was just trying to cook this―what is this―chicken?” Elijah says.  He examines the square piece of meat in his pan.
 
                 “Add that to the list of things Eli should never attempt― cooking,” Nate teases.  He’s sitting at the chair in front of the screens and control counter and is wrapped in a long navy robe with gloves on his hands and three layers of socks over his feet.  
 
                 “Eli, what were you thinking?  Why didn’t you let Marissa do the cooking?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “Because Marissa is a terrible cook!”
 
                 “At least I can use an oven!” Marissa argues.
 
                 “At least I don’t burn popcorn!” Elijah and Marissa nag at each other, meanwhile, Nate glances at Zoë then his eyes catch me, still standing on the stairs.  Elijah and Marissa continue arguing, until Elijah turns to Zoë for support and also notices me.
 
                 “Hey!  It’s Annika!” Elijah says.  Marissa swings her head in my direction, and she immediately smiles.
 
                 “Annika!” she exclaims, and she rushes to the stairs and gives me a hug.
 
                 “Hi,” I say, and I cringe when she squeezes me around my ribcage. 
 
                 “Oh!  I’m sorry!” she says, and she recoils.  “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
 
                 “No, I’m just a little sore still,” I lie.  
 
                 Looking at her, smiling and concerned for my wellbeing, I feel especially guilty.  Here is this person who has gone out of her way to be nice to me―and left Kenyon to support me, no less―and I figured her to be the mole.  Then again, I don’t think she’s here for me.
 
                 “Come join us; we’re making dinner right now,” she says.  She locks our arms together and leads me into the smoke-filled room.
 
                 “Good morning!” Elijah proclaims.  He scoops me away from Marissa and gives me a tight, painful hug, spinning me around and around.
 
                 “Hi Elijah,” I say, muffled by his chest.  He stops spinning and places me on the ground next to Zoë.
 
                 “Welcome back,” Nate says.  He’s standing behind me.  I turn around, and we give each other a long, gentle hug.
 
                 “Thank you,” I say.  
 
                 We pull away from each other and stare into each other’s eyes.  This is enough, a silent conversation we share with our eyes―this is enough to give me hope again.
 
                 “You’re welcome.  Thanks for reminding me,” he responds.  “I completely forgot I had those pills in there.”
 
                 “Yeah, why did you have those pills in there?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Kia,” Nate replies.  “She put them in there for worst-case-scenarios, and she must have put the antidote in Zoë’s watch.”
 
                 “So where did those pills come from?”
 
                 “I made them,” Nate replies.
 
                 “Of course,” Marissa teases.  Zoë and Elijah chuckle, and I notice Elijah take Zoë’s hand and squeeze it.  She looks up at him, smiles, and keeps laughing.
 
                 “Why is that funny?” Nate protests, but even he is smiling.
 
                 “Because you’re a genius,” Elijah replies.  “Minus the part when you almost forget and would have drowned with the pill still in your watch.”  
 
                 “And you’ve always got something up your sleeve.  Some detail that you conveniently forget to mention,” Zoë says.  She raises an eyebrow at him.
 
                 “What are you saying, Zo?” Nate asks her.
 
                 Zoë gives him a smile.  “You know.”
 
                 Nate blushes.
 
                 “Well, as punishment for not telling us, you get to make dinner,” Marissa concludes, even though she and Elijah completely missed Zoë’s message.  
 
                 “But he can’t cook either,” Elijah says.
 
                 “I can make cereal,” Nate objects.
 
                 “You mean, you can pour cereal and milk into the same bowl,” Zoë says.  “Honestly, can anyone here cook?!”
 
                 “I can,” I offer.  “What do we have?”
 
                 So I throw away Elijah’s scorched chicken and boil pasta.  Pasta, tomato sauce, cans of frozen chicken, multigrain O’s cereal, and carrots.  Those are the stock products in this safehouse, add to it the bags of potato chips, pretzels, and cans of flat pop Nate and Elijah brought here when they discovered this place.  They said they found it when the two of them, along with Abraham, went water skiing on Abraham’s father’s boat.  They never would have found it if Abraham hadn’t launched Izzi’s lucky softball onto the shore―Izzi was Elijah’s girlfriend at the time―forcing them to go searching through the woods on the bank.  When Elijah mentions Izzi’s name in the story, he hesitates, quickly finished the story, and falls silent.
 
                 “I never expected Izzi to be a part of this,” Marissa says.  
 
                 She has the map I drew of Dr. Nancy’s factory, all six floors, laid out on the table.  Zoë warms the tomato sauce in the microwave as I dish out five bowls of steaming pasta.
 
                 “Yeah, or X.  Then again, I can’t believe any of us could’ve done it,” Elijah says.
 
                 “To Hell with them.  The next time I see Izzi I’ll beat the invisibility out of her,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Zoë!” Marissa exclaims.
 
                 “What?  They betrayed us, all of us, and everything we stand for!  I can’t wait to see her rot in prison for the rest of her miserable life,” Zoë says.  She passes out the bowls of pasta with tomato sauce.
 
                 “I’m with Zoë,” Elijah says.  “And the next time I see that psychopathic woman…”
 
                 “Eva,” I interrupt.  “Her name is Eva.”
 
                 “Annika, you okay?  You look sick.”
 
                 I sit down at the table and support my throbbing head with my hands.  Flashes of Xander’s body falling to the ground with that gaping wound on his chest… flashes of Basia holding a dagger in front of me in the bitter night of Austria…
 
                 “I’m sorry about Xander,” I say.
 
                 “Annika, don’t.  Xander was a bad person.  He deserved―”
 
                 “No he didn’t.  And he was your friend,” I protest.
 
                 “Let’s forget about them for the time being.  Instead, we can figure out how we’re going to stop Dr. Nancy,” Marissa says.  Zoë, Elijah, and I silently agree.  “Annika, do you have a plan?”
 
                 “Me?”
 
                 “Yeah,” Marissa says.  “You know this place better than any of us.”
 
                 I smile and examine the blueprint of the factory.
 
                 “You got a plan, don’t you?” Elijah asks.
 
                 I lean over the maps and grab three colored markers sitting next to Zoë.  
 
                 “We’re going to smoke them out,” I say.
 
                 “I like this already,” Elijah says.
 
                 I uncap the green marker.  “Since they believe Nate and I are dead, and―no offense―they’re not counting on the Metanites to take the offensive, we’ve got the advantage of a surprise attack.  We can enter through the hospital where there’s a laundry chute that connects to the factory,” I say, and I circle an unmarked spot on a wall on the second floor.  With the green marker, I draw a line headed toward the long, large room where the ECs are kept.  “Zoë and Marissa, this green line is you two.  Get to the EC’s room, and get all of them out of the building.  There’s a slanting hallway close by― the kids will know where to go― that leads outside.  I’m trusting you two to get every last one of them out safely.”
 
                 “We can manage that,” Zoë says.
 
                 “If they wonder who you are, just tell them you’re a friend of Cassie’s.”
 
                 “But… don’t they know you as Basia?”
 
                 “Yes, but they’ll know what’s happening if you say Cassie.”  I uncap the blue marker.  “Nate, you and Eli are going to smoke the place out, so you’ll need to get to the fifth floor where the generator is.  You guys know how to reverse the air conditioning and feed smoke through the vents, right?”
 
                 “No problem,” Nate says from the chair in front of the computer system.  “By the way, I think I’ve got this…” and as he speaks, the screen in front of him turns blue, and a small doodle of a chirping bird appears on the screen.  
 
                 The bird fades, and a somewhat pixilated image of Abraham’s face appears on the screen.  Abraham sees Nate through the screens, and backs his face away from the camera.  In the background, we can see an unmade bed with a mixed pile of clean and dirty shirts and socks on it, so we know Abraham is in his room.
 
                 “Hey, it works!” Abraham says.
 
                 “Abe, how’s it going?” Nate says.
 
                 “I’m not too bad.  Still on this stupid post-concussion thing, although Kia doesn’t have to wake me up anymore.”
 
                 “That’s good,” Nate says.
 
                 “Abe!” Zoë says.  She, Elijah, and Marissa swarm to the screens.  I follow them and stand behind Nate.
 
                 “Hi guys!  Nice to see you all alive and not bleeding.  Honestly, Marissa, red is not your color,” Abraham says.  “Hey, is that Annika?!”
 
                 I wave at him and smile.  “Hi Abe.”
 
                 “Hi!  You doing okay?  No post-traumatic stress symptoms, no water in your lungs, no multiple personality disorders, or radiation level irregularities?”
 
                 “Ha, no I’m okay Abe.”
 
                 “Yeah, I’ll leave all that medical stuff to Dr. Reilly.”
 
                 “Abe, how are things in Kenyon?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Bad, dude.  People are wigging-out, and the kids don’t know what’s going on, so they’re nervous.  Kia and Moton are trying to tie things together, but the FBI is breathing down Moton’s neck, and the rest of us are going through interrogations.”
 
                 “Even you?”
 
                 “No, I get a pass because I’m concussed and because they think I’m an idiot.”
 
                 “How are the others?”
 
                 “Eh… they’re coping.  Nickel has been trying to help Kia whenever they’re not babysitting me.  Kia is taking the lead, but I know she’s just trying to tough it out.  Kono didn’t take the news about Izzi and Xander too well.  She’s been training like crazy and breaking things all day.  We’re just giving her some space.”
 
                 “And Lazz?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Mmhhh… Lazz has been… he’s been really grouchy.  Ever since you left with Annika, he’s been… well… a ball of electric anger, and he’s worse since we found out Xander and Izzi were the moles,” Abraham says.  “Yeah, when you guys get back, Nate… just stay away from him for a while.”
 
                 Nate is silent, as are the others.  The emotional conflict that comes with a friend’s betrayal silences the Metanites.  I know better than to comment because I’ve been through this, and I know the only thing they want more than to confront the traitor is to forget about them completely.
 
                 “Abe, we have a plan to take down Dr. Nancy,” I tell him.
 
                 “Really?” he says.  He sounds sincerely uplifted.
 
                 “All you need to know is that we’re smoking the place out from the inside.  You and Kia need to get the others, the FBI, CIA, MI6, news reporters, the fire department, ambulances, and anyone else to that deserted barber shop this Tuesday at nine thirty in the morning.”
 
                 “Ooowh!  You guys storming the castle?”
 
                 “What?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “It’s a movie reference… you know… the princess and the… oh, forget it!”
 
                 “Abe,” I say.  “When you get there, don’t do anything.  Just wait for the signal.”
 
                 “Okay, what’s the signal?”
 
                 “Zoë and Marissa.  Nate and Elijah are smoking out the rats.”
 
                 “Cool, so what are you going to do?”
 
                 “I’m going to find the doctor,” I say.
 
    
 
    
 
   I straighten out my blankets on a bed in the tight bedroom.  The others already have blankets and a pillow on one of the six sets of bunk beds, total twelve beds.  The door creaks open, and Zoë sticks her head in.
 
                 “Hey, Eli and I are going on a walk.  Don’t worry; no one will see us,” she says.
 
                 “Okay, have a nice time,” I reply.  
 
                 She smiles and closes the door again.  Five seconds later, the door creaks open, and Nate pokes his head into the room.
 
                 “Hey, mind if I come in?” he asks.
 
                 “Sure,” I say.  
 
                 I flatten out the wrinkles on my bed and sit down.  Nate sits down next to me and sighs, nervous and relieved.
 
                 “I have good news.  Father Jack, Warnock… he’s alive.  He was wearing a bulletproof vest when he was shot, but when he fell he hit his head and went unconscious.  A couple days in the hospital and he’ll be fine.  A nurse who is a member of a neighboring church is going to stay with him for a few weeks until he’s cleared.”
 
                 “You’re serious??” I say, smiling.  “A bulletproof vest… I really shouldn’t be this surprised.”
 
                 “Yeah, I was glad when I heard the news, too.”
 
                 “Thanks for telling me.  That’s great news,” I say.  
 
                 Nate nods and studies the floor.  I sigh, anticipating the next subject of conversation to be far more difficult than the first.
 
                 “I guess I… I don’t think… I haven’t had time to cope with… with all that happened and all we went through last night,” Nate says.
 
                 “Yeah, me neither,” I say.
 
                 He sighs again.  “I… hmm…”
 
                 “Thank you, you know, for saving me back there,” I say.
 
                 “Well, it’s thanks to you I remembered the mortum pills.”
 
                 “No, thank you for coming back for me before Eva and Bruce found us.  I was ready to die, and I thought I deserved to die.”
 
                 “You don’t still think that, do you?” he asks, looking up at me.  I smile and shake my head.  “Good,” he says, “because I don’t want you to die.”
 
                 “I might, though.  This last mission… it’s dangerous, and there’s a good chance that I’m not going to make it out alive.”
 
                 “No,” Nate protests.  “You have to make it.”
 
                 “But I―”
 
                 “No.  You have to live.”
 
                 “I know.  I’ll do my best, but if I don’t,” I say.  Nate looks down at the ground.  “If I don’t… I need you to tell the others my story.  I’m sure you know more than just what I’ve told you, the good and the bad, and the others deserve to hear it, if not from me, then from you.”
 
                 Nate nods.  “Okay, I’ll tell them.”
 
                 I don’t know what to do next.  Say thank you, maybe, but I must have said that a million times already.  So I give Nate a hug.  It surprises him, but then he wraps his free arm around my back and leans closer.              
 
                 “Zoë knows I kissed you,” he says.  
 
                 I laugh.  “Yeah, I’m sorry about that… it just kind of slipped.  It was a clever way to give me the mortum pill.”
 
                 “Thank you―that’s what I thought.  Now Zoë’s going to be spying on our every move.”
 
                 “Ugh… I know…” I say.  
 
                 Nate and I pull away from each other slightly.  He stares at me, his face six inches from mine, and we sit completely still.  His eyes shoot down at the blanket then flicker to the other side of the room.
 
                 “Well, I’ll let you get some sleep, and if you ever need something―anything―I’ll be here to help,” he says, standing up.
 
                 “Okay, thanks, Nate.”
 
                 “No problem.  Goodnight, Annika.”
 
                 “Goodnight.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXIX: Into the Factory
 
   Saturday, April 5, 2065; 8:57 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Nate, Elijah, Marissa, Zoë, and I stand at the edge of the woods next to Reidman’s Park, a small clearing with a swing set overlooking the lake.  The air is chilly this morning, but the sky looks promising of a clear, sunny day― then again, this is Cleveland.  There could be snow in half an hour.  We hear the sirens howl louder and louder until the ambulance turns down Lakeshore Boulevard speeding toward us.  Nate turns to me.
 
                 “Alright, pull the hoodie on,” he says.  
 
                 I zip my black jacket all the way up so my face is completely covered.  Elijah picks me up, and I let my limbs and head hang lifelessly.  I hear the ambulance stop just twenty feet in front of us.  Elijah jogs toward the vehicle; doors click open, and I’m placed on a hard, flat surface.  I hear Zoë and Marissa climb in and shut the doors.  I unzip my jacket.  The three of us sit in the congested backroom of the ambulance.  With no windows but the circle, shaded frames on the back doors, the space feels like the inside of an overloaded safe.
 
                 “They bought it?” I ask.
 
                 “They don’t have to.  Nate knows them through his internship at the hospital, and somehow they owe him a favor,” Marissa explains.
 
                 The back doors click open again, and Nate and Elijah climb in.  They lock the door behind them and crouch down by the doors.
 
                 “Okay, they’re taking us directly to the morgue of the downtown clinic,” Nate says.  “Let’s get you three in the bags.”
 
                 “Oh wait― here,” Zoë says, handing me a black, green, and blue friendship bracelet.  “We had to take it off you when we put the hypothermic wrap on your hands and wrists.”
 
                 “Thanks,” I say.  I tie the bracelet around my wrist as the ambulance takes off.  Marissa, Zoë, and I pull the dark blue bags off the wall and crawl in.  Kind of odd how closely these body bags resemble sleeping bags… that’s a bit unsettling. 
 
                 “So what did you do last time you went into Dr. Nancy’s lab?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “What do you mean?” I respond.
 
                 “How’d you get in last time.”
 
                 “The deserted barber shop.”
 
                 “And you just copied the files and left?”
 
                 “Why are you asking?”
 
                 “I was just wondering how they figured out you―”
 
                 “Why does it matter?”
 
                 “Marissa, just let it go,” Nate says.  “Let’s focus on the mission at hand.”  We say nothing more as Elijah and Nate throw on blue lab coats then zip the body-bags-sleeping-bags shut.  Then we wait and wait and wait until the ambulance pulls into the University Downtown Clinic.
 
                 Nate and Elijah shove the backdoors open and hand the girls and me over to the clinic workers who place us on hard, rolling tables and wheel us into the hospital.  Inside, doctors and nurses holler and spit out orders as we are pushed through the hectic hallway.
 
                 “Three to the morgue!  Three to the morgue!  Clear a path!” Nate shouts.  His voice comes from directly behind my head― so he and Elijah must be pushing Marissa, Zoë, and I again.  By-passers grumble and shuffle to the side, and eventually we come to a stop in a much quieter, enclosed space.  DING! and the room jerks then begins to descend.  JERK, DING!, CLICK, and we’re pushed into a cold, sulfur-stenching room that is completely quiet except for the squeaking, rolling wheels of the tables against the tile floor and a low, relentless buzzing from the ceiling.
 
                 “We’ve got three Jane Does for you, Doc… red tagged,” Nate says.
 
                 “Red tagged, eh?”  Let me turn the cameras off and I’ll be right over,” an animated voice replies.  
 
                 Nate pulls my cart to a halt, and the doctor takes ignorant, clicking steps toward me.  
 
                 “These count as my fourth red tagged shipments this month!  I’m curious to see what the FBI thinks I can give them from these three new victims,” the man says.
 
                 “You never know,” Nate says.  
 
                 I listen as the doctor unzips my bag and hum curiously at my face.  I open my eyes and look directly into the aging, pale face of the doctor.  He gasps, but then I blind him with a shocking white light from my eyes.  The doctor stumbles back, hollering, and then Nate grabs him and holds a chloroform cloth over the doctor’s nose and mouth.  The doctor struggles, but Nate holds fast, and soon the middle-aged man is motionless and asleep.  I crawl out of my bag and free Zoë and Marissa from their bags as Elijah and Nate stash the doctor in a supply closet.
 
                 “Nice one, Annika and Nate,” Elijah says.  He closes the closet door on the unconscious doctor and yanks the blue lab coat off his back.
 
                 Thanks,” Nate says.  
 
                 He hangs the blue lab coats on a tall hook and pulls on a pair of black gloves that match his black pants and shirt.  All of us wear the same black attire―black, fitted pants with tight black shirts―though I’m the only one wearing a jacket.  After all, I’m supposed to be dead.
 
                 “Where to now?” Marissa asks.
 
                 “This way,” I say, walking toward the doctor’s desk.  I remove a large poster of orange-lit cancer cells and reveal a sealed four-by-four-foot square on the wall.  
 
                 “Marissa?” I call.  
 
                 She grabs a metal cane and holds the end against the square.  The wall juts out at us; then the square snaps off the wall, creating a hole in the wall exactly where the seal outlined the square.  The hole opens to a four-foot-wide chute that drops directly into the factory.
 
                 Nate passes all of us a harness, which he stashed in Zoë’s body bag, and Marissa sets up the pulley system for the chute.  We tighten the harnesses around our waists and fasten ourselves to the rope on Marissa’s pulley system.
 
                 “We secure?  Will this hold all of us?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “Please―my dad would disown me if I couldn’t fashion a strong system,” Marissa assures us.
 
                 “Okay, Eli and Nate, you two go first.  I’ll follow, then Riss and Zo, you anchor,” I instruct.  
 
                 Elijah and Nate climb into the chute and repel into the darkness.  I maneuver into the chute.  With my back against one wall and my feet pushing against the other, I lower myself down the chute, one hand scaling down at a time.  When Marissa and Zoë are both in the chute, I take a second to shoot a white and gold photon down to Elijah to light his path.  We descend a full story until I feel a grated surface against my back.
 
                 “Here,” I whisper.  Everyone stops.  “Eli and Nate, you’re down three more floors.  Zoë, Marissa, and the others will meet you down there when all the kids are safe and out of the building.”
 
                 “Alright, go get ‘em, girls,” Elijah says.
 
                 “When this is done, Annika, we’re taking you out for some good Cleveland food,” Zoë says.
 
                 “That’s generous.  I’ll hold you all to that offer,” I tease.
 
                 “So long as you make it out,” Elijah says, “which you better do.”
 
                 “I will, you guys watch your backs, too,” I say.
 
                 “Deal?” Nate asks.
 
                 “Deal,” I reply.
 
                 “Good luck, Annika,” he says.
 
                 “Thanks, you too,” I say.  
 
                 Nate and Elijah continue descend down the chute.  I turn myself around, unclip my harness from the rope, and plant my feet against the grate.  
 
                 “Ready?” I ask Marissa and Zoë.
 
                 “Ready,” they reply.
 
                 I take a deep breath, pull the hood of my black sweater over my head, and blast an explosive beam of white and gold energy at the grated block.  The square grate flies outward into a white, hard-metal hall.  I swing out of the chute and slide into the hall, meanwhile tossing gas explosives at the hall guards standing at either side of the long hall.  The tiny bombs explode, releasing a thick, black smoke that stuns the guards.  I’m on my feet, and I charge the guard on my left.  Two hits― he’s down on the floor.
 
                 “Ahk!  Ahk― Alarm!!”  The second guard chokes.  “Alarm!!”
 
                 I sprint down the hall, a white vortex with black lights at each six-foot interval, in the opposite direction of the guard.  Two men in long blue lab coats with a cart of colorful test tubes stand star-struck in front of me, staring at me with wild owl eyes.  With a running start, I leap at them, locking my arms around the scientist-on-the-left’s neck, swinging my legs around to kick scientist-on-the-right’s head, and pulling scientist-on-the-left to the floor with a loud thud.
 
                 EERRR!!!!  EERRR!!!!  EERRR!!!!  A yellow light flashes all through the hall, and probably through the entire building.  Two guards turn into my hall and charge at me, shouting into their watches.  I shove the scientists’ cart toward them and jump on top of it.  I ride the cart into the first guard then pounce onto the shoulders of the second.  I twist my torso and bend backward, carrying the head of the guard with me.  I roll to the floor, and the guard’s skull smashes the hard, white floor, stained with glass and vibrant chemicals.  I roll to my feet and peel into the stairwell where the two guards came from.
 
                 A line of six guards jog up the stairs toward me.  I throw myself at the leader, landing my feet on his chest.  He falls backward, creating a domino effect.  I slide down the cluster of bodies and land on my feet at the bottom of the stairs.  I burst out of the stairwell and into a white-vortex hall of the third floor.
 
                 A shot rings out as I sprint down the hall.  I glance back at the guard with the rifle then dodge down another hall.  Three guards are there and running toward me.  I sprint at them then slide under them before we collide.  I roll to my feet and keep sprinting down the hall.  More shots echo down the hall as I come to the end of the hall, but they don’t concern me.  At the end of the hall is his office, and that’s all I’m concerned about.
 
                 “Stop Him!” I hear Jericho shout from way down the hall.  
 
                 Two men in black with steel-toed shoes sprint out of Dr. Nancy’s office.  I swerve away from the first as he reaches for me.  He grabs the hood of my jacket, so I let him yank the sweater off me while I hold onto the sleeves.  Using the guard for balance, I scale the wall and backflip over him; the sweater wraps around his head.  I pull the sleeves of the sweater, throwing the man into the other guard.  They slam against the wall and fall to the floor.
 
                 I peer into Dr. Nancy’s office, but it’s empty.  He’s not there.  Shit!  I turn and face the wrath of guards coming at me― Jericho leading the pack.  Our eyes lock, and he recognizes me.  His eyes blaze then turn ice cold, frozen in shock as if frozen in absolute zero.  He comes to a complete stop, and his hounds halt behind him.  He stands there with his mouth half open and his eyes crystalized.  A guard raises her rifle at me.
 
                 “Hold your fire!” Jericho says.  
 
                 She obeys.  Jericho keeps staring at me, and his mouth moves like he’s trying to say something to me.  I stand there breathing heavily.  Last time I saw him, he saved me from the giant by the church and then stood by as Bruce and his sister carried out their plans to kill Nate and me.  Now that I think of it… he might have been one of the ones in the boat when Bruce tossed Nate and me overboard.
 
                 I take a step toward him, and a hard, blunt object smashes the back of my head.  My body feels heavy, and my vision goes black…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXX: This is Worse Than Detroit
 
   Saturday, April 5, 2065; 9:36 a.m.
 
   Author’s view
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The sirens scream through the hall of the second floor as Annika runs down the hall and disappears into the stairwell.  The yellow light still flashes throughout the floor and into the presumably deserted hole in the wall where the intruder broke in.  A body chokes then collapses, and the hall is still again.
 
                 “Go,” Zoë tells Marissa.  
 
                 Marissa slides through the square hole in the wall and into the second floor.  Zoë is right behind.  The girls head to the right, opposite the direction of Annika, and stop at the double doors twenty-five feet from the chute.  Marissa disengages the large, locked doors to the children’s room, and Zoë somersaults into the great auditorium.
 
                 The place is like a prison, and, as the girls quickly realize, this is a prison.  A cafeteria-like arrangement of tables with metal chairs sits in the middle of the white and black auditorium.  Two levels of barred, shallow rooms each just big enough for two twin-sized cots outline the long lengths of the prison room, and inside each of the barred-in rooms, two to three children ages ranging from four to sixteen stare wide-eyed at the two girls in black.
 
                 Some of the children look like normal children, healthy and harmless, but there are others with gruesome, distinct features: the boy with eight eyes; the girl with silver, scaled skin; the twins with yellow and red eyes and long tails; the girl with a large pink scar across her auburn face, the boy with a mechanical arm and shoulder.  Yet there is something identical and unifying in all of them―in their eyes―a sense of loss, a sadness―and all stare silently at Marissa and Zoë.
 
                 “My God…” Zoë mutters, gaping at the room and the eyes of the children.
 
                 “Guards, where are they?” Marissa asks a group of boys and girls in the closest confinement.  They stare at her blankly.  “Are there any guards?” she asks.  
 
                 The children shake their heads.  Zoë rushes over to the children pressed against the bars.
 
                 “Don’t worry,” Zoë tells them.  “We’re friends of Cassie.  We’re going to get you all out of here.”
 
                 The children glance back and forth at each other and smile.  Suddenly, a sparkle behind their solemn eyes.  Cassie’s name echoes through the room and spreads with smiles from room to room until all the children whisper “Cassie!  Basia Nancy!” and wear the same smile.  Meanwhile, Zoë fumbles with the lock, thinking of the easiest way to blow up the lock without the risk of hitting any of the children―what did Annika call them… ECs.
 
                 “Marissa, a little help here?” Zoë asks.
 
                 “How about this button?” she replies.  
 
                 Zoë turns just as Marissa presses a giant red button.  Eerrrr― click!  The bars slide into the ceiling, and the children are free.  Most of them swarm Zoë and Marissa, unsure of where else to go, and others, mostly the younger ones, struggle to climb out of their second-level rooms.  They mumble Annika’s name with questions and slurred pleas.
 
                 “What’s your name?” Zoë asks two older girls.  
 
                 One, blonde with bright blue, glittering eyes, looks about sixteen, and the other, just as tall but a few years younger with dark skin and short, curly hair.
 
                 “Raven,” says the dark-skinned girl.
 
                 “Sonny,” says the blonde.
 
                 “Alright, Raven, Sonny, we need you two to lead all the others out to the top of the sloping hallway.  Do you know where that is?”
 
                 They nod.
 
                 “Good, can you do that for us while we help the others out of their rooms?”
 
                 They nod again.
 
                 “Great, wait for me there, and hurry!”
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are we waiting for?” the deputy director of the Cleveland Police Force asks the Metanites.  
 
                 He stands behind one of the police cars stationed in a semicircle around the deserted barber shop.  A collection of FBI, the federal SQUAT team, and Cleveland Special Forces position themselves behind the cars with automatic and tranquilizer rifles pointing at the empty shop.  Kiaria turns toward the deputy.
 
                 “Our people are in there now and will give us the signal when we’re clear to enter,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “And they’re in there with Basia Nancy.”
 
                 “Get your facts right, side-kick.  Basia’s dead,” Abraham says.  He’s leaning against the front of a sliver Buick. 
 
                 “Abe, you shouldn’t be here,” Kono says.
 
                 “Seriously?  This is like the safest place in the world right now,” Abraham replies.
 
                 “How did you―”
 
                 “I brought him,” Moton says, stepping out of the driver’s seat of the gray Buick.  
 
                 Kono, Lazz, and everyone else stares at Moton, dressed in a tailored, dark gray suit with dark shades over his eyes.  
 
                 “Abraham is the only one here who’s recently spoken with our people on the inside.  We need him here,” Moton says.
 
                 “Well, if Basia Nancy is in there, we have an obligation to the people to make sure she doesn’t escape,” the deputy says.
 
                 “Basia Nancy is not the one you should be concerned about,” Kiaria says.  “Our people on the inside―”
 
                 “Alright, your people on the inside have one minute before my men blow our way into the building,” the FBI director says.
 
                 The Metanites look into the deserted barber shop in anxious anticipation.
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate and Elijah crawl out of a vent on the ceiling of the fifth floor into the small dark room filled with drooping wires and pipe lines, unmarked machines with glass and glowing, colored buttons on them, large pillars for the ventilation system, and the generator stationed in the center of the dark, fuming room.  They land on the ground, and Nate walks over the generator while Elijah keeps guard, eyeing the door to make sure no one comes in.  Nate locates the control system of the generator, opens the glass protector, and starts to configure the ventilation system.  They can hear the echoes of the yellow alarm ringing from outside the room, but they ignore it, knowing that time is as delicate and as precious as the tedious generator.  One wrong button, one miss-touched wire and the entire factory could turn into a ticking time bomb.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Alright, that’s the last,” Zoë says, placing a young boy on his feet and watching him run off to join the others down the hall.  
 
                 The yellow sirens stop, and all is quiet again.  
 
                 “We better hurry and get to the others before―” Zoë says, but she’s cut off by the sound of a gun clicking at the ready.  
 
                 Zoë freezes, knowing the gun is pointed at her back.
 
                 “Don’t move,” Marissa says.  
 
                 She’s holding the rifle with both hands and pointing the weapon at Zoë’s back.  
 
                 “And don’t try anything.”  
 
                 Zoë starts to turn around, but Marissa warns her not to.  
 
                 “Hands.”
 
                 Zoë lifts her hands up and slowly raises them to her head.
 
                 “Down on your knees.”
 
                 “Marissa―”
 
                 “Knees.”
 
                 “What are you doing?”
 
                 “Isn’t it obvious?”  Marissa says.  “Xander and Izzi weren’t the only moles Dr. Nancy had in Kenyon.  When Annika and the rest of you caught our trail, we needed two of us to take the fall so one could continue with the mission.”
 
                 “Which is?”
 
                 “Destroy the tangible dirt.”
 
                 “All this time?”
 
                 “Don’t be sentimental, Zoë.  The past doesn’t suit you well.”
 
                 “You’re a bitch, Marissa.”
 
                 “And you’re wasting my time,” Marissa says.  
 
                 Zoë glances to the doors of the EC’s room where the blonde girl peeks her head into the room.  Zoë meets the girl’s glittering eyes and, without Marissa noticing, mouths to her to go on.
 
                 “Now excuse me, but I have to meet Izzi in the generator room to stop Nate and Elijah,” Marissa says.
 
                 Zoë watches the girl with glittering eyes raise her arm toward Marissa.   The girl’s glittering eyes shine as a blinding, bright light shoots from the girl’s outstretched hand to Marissa’s eyes.  Marissa gasps and takes a step back, blinded by the light, giving Zoë the perfect opportunity to kick the gun out of Marissa’s hands and start the fight.  Marissa is quick to react and is able to rebound from a shot to strike Zoë in the face.  The girls go back and forth, each taking and delivering a beating, until Zoë grabs a metal chair.  She throws the chair at Marissa, but Marissa pauses the chair before it hits her.
 
                 “You think you can beat me with my own element?” Marissa taunts Zoë.  
 
                 Zoë shoots a potent, blue beam of energy at Marissa, sending her flying backward through the air and through the back wall.  Her body is unseen.
 
                 “Bitch,” Zoë mutters.  
 
                 A cut on her forehead drips red blood down the side of her face.  She turns back to the blond girl standing at the doors.  
 
                 “Nice job, Sonny,” she says, and she runs with the blonde girl to join the others at the top of the slanting hallway.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Basia Nancy.  Come out with your hands above your head and surrender yourself to the authorities,” the deputy director calls into a microphone.
 
                 “Just wait!  They’ll be here any second now,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “We’ve waited long enough,” the FBI director replies.  “Special Teams, prepare to enter the facility.  You,” he says to the deputy, “give me that microphone.”
 
                 The deputy obeys, and the FBI               director clears his throat before speaking into the microphone.  
 
                 “Basia Nancy, this is your last chance.  Come out now.”
 
                 Silence… silence… 
 
                 BOOMMM!!!!!!!!!  
 
                 An explosion erupts from the back of the barber shop, shooting dust and boulders of the back wall of the shop out the front of the shop.  The Metanites and others wait motionless as the dust settles.  Then, a cheerful humming grows from the back of the shop, and over fifty children run out of the deserted barber shop and head straight for the police officers.  A blank, confused expression spreads across the faces of the officers and onlookers.
 
    
 
    
 
   “How much longer?” Elijah asks Nate.
 
                 “Just… a… second…” Nate replies.  
 
                 Elijah glances back and forth at Nate and the door to the generator room.  They no longer hear the yellow alarm ringing above them.
 
                 “The alarm is off,” Elijah says.
 
                 “I noticed.”
 
                 “It went off a while ago.”
 
                 “Seventy-eight seconds ago.”
 
                 “What do you think that means?  Did they catch Annika?”
 
                 “Annika knows what she’s doing.”
 
                 “Yeah, but she could be in trouble.”
 
                 “You don’t think I’ve thought of that already?”
 
                 “What if she needs us?”
 
                 “She needs us to smoke the place out, and then we’ll go look for her.”
 
                 “I know… I know… I’ve just got this bad feeling that she or Zoë, or maybe even Marissa… I don’t know… I don’t like this place… this is worse than Detroit… you don’t think they would’ve shot Annika if they―” Elijah goes on.
 
                 “Eli, would you―” Nate says, turning to look at Elijah.  He sees the metal bat levitating toward his friend.  “Eli, Look Out!”
 
                 Elijah turns to see the bat swinging at him, but he can’t do anything to stop it.  Suddenly, a blue ball of energy hits the invisible body holding the bat, and the body and bat fly against a ventilating pillar.  Izzi’s body flickers as she falls to the floor.
 
                 “You’re welcome,” Zoë says.  She’s standing at the door of the generator room then paces toward the boys.
 
                 “Whoa, what happened to your head?” Elijah asks.
 
                 “Marissa.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “She’s the third mole,” Zoë says.  
 
                 Nate and Eli glance at each other, but they have no time to ask questions before Marissa, Eva, Bruce, and six other men march into the generator room through the door.
 
                 “Don’t touch that,” Eva warns Nate.  “You don’t want to cause a scene, now, do you?”
 
                 “Now it’s a party,” a female voice says from the door.
 
                 Kono, Kiaria, Lazzer, and Nickel charge into the tight room behind the hunting crew, and Kono initiates the fight by kicking Eva in the head.  Zoë and Elijah join the fight, and suddenly a fierce, fiery battle is in full swing.
 
                 “Help me with this!” Nate shouts to Kiaria through the fight.  She slides over to him and inspects the system.
 
                 “There seems to be a wire you need to disconnect in there, somewhere,” Kiaria says.
 
                 “Yeah, but which one?” 
 
                 “Look Out!” Kiaria shouts.  
 
                 She pushes Nate’s head down and points her gun at the man sprinting at Nate.  She fires once, and the bullet sinks into the man’s forehead, directly between his eyes.  Nate stares at Kiaria’s perfect shot then turns back to the generator.
 
                 “Annika needs us to smoke the place out,” he says.  “But if we cut the wrong wire, this entire facility could―”
 
                 Marissa shoots a shard of jagged metal between Nate and Kiaria.  The shard slices through every wire and stabs the core of the generator.  Most of the lights in the room and in the entire factory turn off immediately, and the humming power of the other machines decrescendos to silence.
 
                 The SWAT team breaks through the doorway and shoves its way into the room with rifles pointed at the hunting crew.  They, and the Metanites, dominating in their hand-to-hand combat, apprehend Dr. Nancy’s men and start filing them out of the room. 
 
                 “Special Agent Reilly, what’s the situation?” the leader of the SWAT team asks Nate.
 
                 “The generator is down… facility will explode in less than three minutes,” Nate answers, staring at the generator.  Zoë kneels by Kiaria and studies the damaged machine.
 
                 Marissa laughs as she’s handcuffed.  “Destroy the tangible dirt,” she says, and she laughs to herself.  
 
                 Kiaria swings her arm around and strikes Marissa’s head with her gun.
 
                 “Get everyone out of the building now!  Don’t leave anyone behind!” Kiaria instructs the leader of the SWAT team. 
 
                 “Yes, Special Agent Ying,” he replies.  
 
                 He barks the orders to his men then shouts the message to all other forces through his watch.  The Metanites follow the SWAT team out of the room and up the stairs toward the second floor, sprinting away from the ticking time bomb.  Nate tries to veer from the crowd and head down a hallway on the third floor, but Lazzer pulls him back toward the others.
 
                 “Hey!  Where are you going?!” Lazzer shouts at him.
 
                 “I’m going to find Annika!” Nate shouts back.
 
                 “You crazy?!  The place is going to explode!!”
 
                 “I’m not leaving her in here to die!”
 
                 “She can take care of herself!”
 
                 “I won’t leave her behind!”
 
                 “She’s going to be fine, Nate!  She’ll make it out of here, but you have to come with us!” Lazzer says.  
 
                 He yanks Nate toward the stairs to the sloping hallway, and since he has more rest and strength than Nate, he’s able to fight off Nate’s struggle to break free.  
 
                 “I promised Cliff I’d get you back safely.  I’m not going to let him down, so don’t you let him down!” Lazzer says.
 
                 Nate surrenders and runs out with the others before the factory goes up in smoke. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXXI: Walk Away
 
   Saturday, April 5, 2065; 9:35 a.m.
 
   First person
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Whack!  Wham!  The hunting crew hits me again and again and again.  Whack!  Wham!  Whack!  My body, though stronger than the average human’s, suffers at the constant punishment, especially my torso and my head.  Whack!
 
                 “That’s enough,” says a low, cold voice.  
 
                 The punishment stops, and the men in steel-toed shoes back away from me.  
 
                 “And turn that alarm off,” the voice says.  The alarm rests.
 
                 I open my eyes and see the man whom the voice belongs to standing at the other side of the small fall-out shelter, ironically the safest room in the factory.  His face, his attire, his ominous aura― all exactly the way I remember him.  Tall; dark, graying hair parted to the right; dark, gray-green and hollow eyes; broad shoulders, covered by a dark, black shirt; and white, lined pants reaching down to dark, steel-toed shoes.  If not for the white pants, I could mistake him for a shadow.  
 
                 “Basia Nancy,” he says slowly.  
 
                 He treads toward me.  Bruce, Eva, and Jericho stand at his flanks, still and apathetic like robots, though they don’t come any closer.
 
                 “I thought you’d be dead by now,” he says.
 
                 “So did I,” I reply.  “You really tried your best, doc.”  
 
                 I stare back at him.  With my back against the wall, my arms extend above my head, my wrists barred by radiation handcuffs nailed into the wall, my toes brushing the floor.  The doctor stops, inches from me, and I can smell the blood and sweat on him, and I can almost feel it, too.  
 
                 He braces my face with his hand and inspects the fresh cut on the side of my face, oozing red blood down my cheek and dripping onto my shirt.  He clicks his tongue and shakes his head.  
 
                 “That doesn’t look good,” he says.
 
                 I jerk my face away.
 
                 He sighs, stares down at the floor, and then swings him arm, slapping me across the face.  My head jerks to the side, but then I retaliate, turn back to face him, and spit in his face.  He wipes away the pink saliva and steps back to his robots.
 
                 “Let’s not prolong this,” he says.  “Eva and Bruce, go pay a visit to the boys in the generator room.  Marissa will handle the German.”
 
                 What...?
 
                 Dr. Nancy glances back at me as Eva and Bruce leave the room.  
 
                 “What?  Surprised?  You underestimate me, Basia; it’s the most important lesson I failed to instill in your synthetic mind.  Of course I know the Metanites would plan an attack on my laboratory… it’s the only thing they have left to do!  And as soon as I dispose of your… pathetic friends, I’ll finally put an end to the trouble you’ve caused me.”
 
                 “You think this is over?” I say to him.
 
                 “Your mission failed,” he replies.  
 
                 I shake my head.  
 
                 “No, you’re the one who underestimates me.  You may be able to kill me, but you can’t destroy me.  The secret’s out, doctor!  People already know what I am and what kind of experiments you do in here, and they’re not going to let you get away with it.”
 
                 “Me?” he exclaims.  “I am saving lives in here, finding cures, and creating new ways for humans to survive.  What I do, I do in the name of science!  You… what you do, you do for your own selfish reasons.”
 
                 “Science?!  You kill and torture in the name of science?!”
 
                 “For what is right!  For progress!  For the advancement of human abilities!”
 
                 “And what about Cassie―your daughter!”
 
                 Dr. Nancy sighs and glances down at the floor.  “Cassandra disobeyed me and dishonored my practice.  What could I do?  She chose her fate.”  
 
                 “You’re disgusting.”
 
                 “And look at you,” he says.  “You… you’re a machine.  A weapon of mass destruction, an instrument engineered in these very walls.”
 
                 I look around the room at the four other men standing with their chins raised and their eyes over me.  They all think I’m a machine, a monster, just a clone with no sense of identity or morals.  I glance at Jericho, but he’s staring at the ground, shadows hiding his face.  He holds his hands together behind his back and stands with his feet shoulder-width apart.  I look back at the doctor.
 
                 “I am a human―a person… with a mind and a heart just like anyone else.  I am not your special, little weapon.”
 
                 “You’re a monster,” he says.  “A monster.”
 
                 “No… you’re the monster,” I reply.
 
                 Dr. Nancy’s eyes narrow and his nose pinches up; then, he turns away and paces toward a covered table next to Jericho.  He lifts the cover off the table and lets it fall to the floor, then he inspects a large syringe filled with a pale-yellow liquid. 
 
                 “You could have been great, Basia.  I’m sorry it had to come to this,” he says.  
 
                 He holds the syringe in one hand and, with the other, tosses a handgun from the table to Jericho.  Jericho catches the gun and scrutinizes its black, rigid structure.  
 
                 “A clean bullet wound and some radiation fluid should tell the story of how you barged into my private laboratories and madly attacked my faculty, until a brave, young man stopped you before you could blast him with a deadly explosion of nuclear energy,” the doctor says.  “Shoot her, Jericho.”
 
                 Jericho’s eyes stay locked on the gun as he counts the bullets.  He glances up at me, those dark eyes cutting deep into mine, and snaps the gun to the ready.  He raises his arms, both hands holding the gun pointing at my chest, and his eyes stab deeper into mine.  Then, he aims slightly higher and— 
 
                 BANG!  BANG!
 
                 My heart stops for a long moment; I feel the sparks at my hands; and my wrists fall freely from the handcuffs.  I drop to the floor.  My heart starts again, and I feel sixty bullet wounds all over my body, so real, yet… not there.  I look up at Jericho, who’s still staring into my eyes and pointing the gun at the handcuffs.  He shot… no… he shot… the handcuffs…  Jericho relaxes the rifle then tosses it to me.  I catch it, barely, and then suddenly, the lights go out.
 
                 No… the generator…
 
                 “No!” Dr. Nancy shouts.  “Get Her!”
 
                 I jump to my feet and lunge at the first of four blind guards.  I slam the guard’s head with the blunt end of the gun, and he falls.  I take down the second just as fast.  The third and fourth hear the commotion and start shooting five feet to my right.  I spin toward them and see their figures from the single light that remains lit in the dark, contained room. I fire a shot at each of their legs.
 
                 “Jericho!  Where are you going?!  Jericho!” Dr. Nancy shouts out the door.  
 
                 Jericho must have left―walked away from the doctor and the ticking time bomb of a factory.  I knock out the two guards, wailing and moaning on the floor in the center of the room.  I rise to my feet again, and a burning needle stabs into the lower left side of my back.  I holler as I feel the radiation seeping into my bloodstream through the needle’s tip.  I swing my arm around and connect the rigid gun with Dr. Nancy’s head.  He falls, his back landing on the floor.  I yank the syringe out of my back and aim the gun at the doctor’s head.
 
                 He stares at me, and I stare right back at him.  A fire, stemming from the burning, prickling sensation in my back, grows inside me; within seconds, the fire runs through my whole system like electricity waking a sleeping train.  He’s right there, too… his chest rising-falling-rising-falling and his eyes sparkling with a new kind of fear I have been dying to ignite in those dark, wicked holes.
 
                 “Perhaps I have underestimated you,” he breathes.  
 
                 Rising-falling-rising-falling.  The fire burns.  
 
                 He laughs.  
 
                 “Go ahead.  You’ve wanted to long enough.  Pull the trigger,” he says.
 
                 Pull the trigger!  Pull the trigger!  Finish him!!
 
                 The fire scorches through me.  Keep it controlled.  Keep it controlled.
 
                 Hurry it up and shoot him before you both are blown to bits!
 
                 My heart beats out the waning seconds that remain until Dr. Nancy’s factory explodes, and all that evidence of his criminal activity, all that tangible dirt goes up in flames with it.
 
                 Kill Him!!!
 
                 “No,” I say.  I toss the gun away from me, into the shadows.  “I’m not your weapon anymore.”
 
                 I step over him and walk toward the doors where Jericho left.
 
                 “You―where are you going?!” he shouts at me.
 
                 “Leaving,” I reply.  I keep walking.
 
                 “You―No!  You can’t run away from this forever!  Wherever you go, we will find you and bring you and your friends down!  You have nothing on me!  In a minute, all this will be gone―destroyed!”
 
                 I turn around.  “Actually, you’ll be here, so you won’t be blowing-up or searching for me any time soon,” I say.  “And I’m not running anymore.  I’m walking away.”
 
                 I slam the door and lock the doctor in the safe room.  I sprint down the hall, away from the doctor and the shelter. 
 
                 Got to find a way out of here― fast!  Got to get out!  The air is sticky and still, ripe for detonation.  I know I don’t have much time left to get out of here― seconds, maybe.  My body feels weak, heavy, and on fire.  The radiation running through me drags me down, but I continue to pull myself forward.  
 
                 Keep going forward.  Find a way out.  Find a way out.  Find…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XXXII: The Phoenix
 
   Monday, April 7, 2065; 9:30 a.m.
 
   Author’s view
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 On the tenth floor of Kenyon, the nine remaining Metanites crowd into a small waiting room outside Moton’s office.  They spread themselves apart: Zoë sitting on the sofa with Kono, Kia sitting on the floor with her back resting against the couch, Elijah hunched over on the opposite couch with Nickel, Abraham sitting on a sliver chair by himself, Lazzer leaning his back against another wall, and Nate standing by the window and staring out the glass.  They do this not because they want to give themselves space in the tight room but simply because they do not want to be near each other, and most couldn’t say why.  They stay motionless and silent; they try not to look at each other, too.  They had turned the news off long ago.  It was the same ambiguous, useless babble of the incident two days ago played over and over again.  They know what really happened, partly.  They know enough, yet they waited, in total silence, for Moton to arrive with more answers, like how? Why?  Finally, the door creaks open, and in walks Moton with Ms. Grenavich and a tall, dark-skinned man in a tailored suit.  They look up at the men.
 
                 “Everyone,” Moton says.  His voice lacks the security it usually carries.  “This is Mr. Henderson, the Director of the CIA.”
 
                 “Good afternoon,” the dark-skinned, handsome man says.  He nods at the teenagers, but they’re unresponsive.  “I’m here on behalf of the FBI, MI6, and the staff in Washington, and all want to thank you for your exemplary actions in Tuesday’s disaster.  Thanks to you fine heroes,” (the Metanites bite their lips at the word) “no children or innocent bystanders died as a result of the explosion, and we were able to contain the situation, getting all those injured to a hospital in due time and getting the others to a secure location where we will evaluate what crimes they may have committed.  With all that you’ve accomplished, given the troubles that came your way this past month, you should be very proud of yourselves.”
 
                 But they’re not.  They’re not proud.  They’re not even going to pretend to be.  They don’t move, they don’t speak, they don’t accept any thanks or congratulations.  Because to them, the incident two days ago was by no means a victory.
 
                 “We also want to offer our condolences,” Mr. Henderson continues.  “We understand that the loss of three friends, especially in the case of treason, is―”
 
                 “Four,” Zoë interrupts.  Mr. Henderson stops and stares at her.  “We lost four friends.”
 
                 “I see,” Mr. Henderson says, after a moment of hesitation.  “Again, our condolences… We are confident that you, being the strong individuals that you are, will make it through this difficult time.”
 
                 “What happened to them?” Nickel asks.  He directs his question to Moton.  
 
                 “Izzi Evertt is still in the hospital, but then she will go to prison with the others.  Marissa O’Brien will be taken to a high-security prison in Washington,” Moton replies.  His voice is momentarily like it used to be.
 
                 “And Dr. Nancy?”
 
                 “Off the grid,” Mr. Henderson answers.  “We found his blood in the fallout shelter along with four men who survived the explosion, but the doctor was gone.”
 
                 “So why are we sitting in here when we should be out there looking for him?” Kono snaps.
 
                 “We are compiling information from what remains of the laboratory, but all we have are the children’s testimonies and some fragments of machines we believe came from the black market,” Mr. Henderson replies.  “Yes, we are looking for him, but no, we don’t have enough to hold him on yet.”
 
                 “What about Annika?” Kiaria asks.  
 
                 Some of the Metanites glance at Nate, but he’s an impassive statue by the window.
 
                 “The clone?  This is where things get complicated,” Mr. Henderson says.  “As you’re all aware, the girl you know as Annika is no ordinary person; she’s the clone of Basia Nancy.  Because we could not find her body among the ashes and debris left from the explosion, we planted Basia Nancy’s corpse in the fallout shelter.  That way everyone believes that Basia Nancy is dead.”
 
                 The Metanites perk up and glance at each other, their eyes alive again.  Even the statue by the window breaks his stance.
 
                 “Wait, you couldn’t find her?” Elijah asks.  “So she could be alive?”
 
                 “Unlikely,” Mr. Henderson replies.  “Several people were in the laboratory when the explosion occurred, and there’s no trace of them either.  We believe the bodies vaporized, including the clone’s.”
 
                 “But you’re going to plant a body to make everyone believe Basia Nancy is dead?” Lazzer asks.
 
                 “Basia Nancy is dead.  And yes, we already decided that this would be the best story to tell the world.  According to the world, the clone never existed and Basia Nancy is a deadly terrorist, and for now they have to believe that.  No one can know about the existence of the clone.  Is that understood?” Mr. Henderson asks.  
 
                 No one raises any objections.
 
                 “I’m guessing that last little bit is off the record, right?” Abraham asks.
 
                 “We should be wrapping up the final debriefings today, and then we will leave Kenyon… until we meet again,” Mr. Henderson says.  
 
                 He glances at the door, ready to leave, then turns back.  
 
                 “And, I’m sorry about your friend, Annika.  She belongs here among you,” he says.
 
                 Nate turns his back to the window and stares at the carpet by Kiaria’s feet.  The others dig their nails into their palms, bite the inside of their cheeks, clamp their eyes shut― anything to hold back the emotions.
 
                 “Elijah,” Mr. Henderson calls.  He motions to the door.
 
                 Elijah doesn’t move.  And then, “No.”
 
                 “Son…” Mr. Henderson says.
 
                 “I’m staying.”
 
                 The FBI Director sighs.  “Alright.  June, then…” he says, and he leaves the small room.  
 
                 Moton still stands in front of the teenagers, looking over them with heavy gray eyes.
 
                 “So that’s it?” Kono speaks up.  “They’re just going to leave us alone?”
 
                 Moton half-grins.  
 
                 “The Metanites are part of Kenyon, and Kenyon is a program of the government.  We’ll always have to deal with them, but yes, they are giving us some space.  I want all of you to take the rest of the week off―and I mean it.  Don’t go looking for something to fix,” Moton says.
 
                 “Moton, why is the FBI leaving us alone?”
 
                 “Because Annika is dead,” Lazzer says.
 
                 “She wouldn’t be dead if we had gotten her out before the factory blew up,” Nate says, while he opens the window.
 
                 He punches a hole in the screen then climbs onto the ledge.
 
                 “Nathan―” Moton calls, but Nate flies out the window into Cleveland.
 
                 Moton sighs and dismisses the Metanites.  He catches Zoë before she leaves with the rest of them and asks her to keep an eye on Nate.  She nods and follows her friends out into the hall.  The door closes, and Moton sits down on one of the silver chairs.  Ms. Grenavich stands behind him and rubs his shoulders.
 
                 “They’ll be alright… they’re a strong group.  The first loss and betrayal is always the worst, but they will make it through this,” she says to him.
 
                 “I made a mistake, Jackie.  I let them down.  You were right: I cannot save all of them,” Moton says.
 
                 “But we must always try,” Ms. Grenavich says.  
 
                 Moton smiles and takes her hand.
 
    
 
    
 
   A hooded teenager sits alone in the spacious New Promise Church and stares at the floor.  A middle-aged man walks out of confession, glances at the veiled adolescent, and then strides out the church.  The hooded figure looks up and advances into the small confession room.  The teenager sits on the edge of the white-cushioned chair and looks around the room.  It’s a close-fitting room with a wooden carving of Jesus on a cross hanging on the wall in front of the chair; below the cross is a confession prayer nailed to the white wall; and next to the chair is a Chinese partition that parts the room in half.
 
                 “Good afternoon,” the priest says, after the teenager remains silent.  
 
                 The priest is Father Jack Warnock, who, with his caretaker’s permission, opened confession to help those disturbed by the incident two days ago.
 
                 “Good afternoon, father,” the teenager replies.
 
                 “Are you here to confess your sins?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Well, what are you here for?”
 
                 “To talk.”
 
                 The priest nods.  “What’s troubling you, child?”
 
                 “Well… to begin… I don’t like the sunlight, and someone stole my quarter.”
 
                 “Annika,” the priest gasps, finally recognizing the voice.  
 
                 He stands up and folds the partition against the wall to look at the teenager.  The teenager pushes the hood back and stands up, too.  The priest and the teenager hug each other tightly, and they hold onto each other for a seemingly endless moment.  Finally, they pull away from each other and sit back down in their seats, this time facing each other and smiling.
 
                 “I had a feeling,” Warnock says, shaking his finger at the teenager.  “You never cease to amaze.”
 
                 “I can say the same for you―a bulletproof vest!” Annika responds.
 
                 Warnock smiles.  
 
                 “Well, when your Goddaughter is an international terrorist, you take the necessary precautions.”  Annika blushes and laughs.  “Though, I always knew you were a troublemaker since you were young.”
 
                 “Something I get from my mother?”
 
                 “Something that just comes naturally to you.”
 
                 Annika smiles and stares at the priest, searching for the right words.  
 
                 “I’m sorry,” she says, at last.  “I’m sorry you were shot and that those people destroyed your church, and I’m sorry I put that stupid copy chip in that whatever-you-call-it…”
 
                 “You mean this?” he says.  He digs into his pocket then holds out a light blue copy chip suctioned to a white notecard.  The teenager stares at the notecard with eyes wide and mouth half open.
 
                 “You… is that…?” she stutters.  “How did you…?”
 
                 “I made a copy when I first found it.  Took me a while to find another copy chip.  Everything’s there,” Warnock says.  “I figured you could use some back-up.”  
 
                 He hands her the notecard, and she smiles, tracing it with her finger like it’s a baby.
 
                 “Oh my God… I can’t believe you.  You rock, Warnock,” Annika says, smiling.
 
                 “Yes, I know… but this isn’t what you came for, is it?”
 
                 She looks up at him.  “Yeah, I came to say goodbye.”
 
                 “Goodbye?  Already?!”
 
                 She nods and looks away.  
 
                 “I need to just disappear for a while.  Find somewhere safe and peaceful.  You know, a place to unwind and time to heal,” she says.
 
                 “You have a specific place in mind?”
 
                 “Not yet… someplace no one would think to look for me.”
 
                 “I know a place that you might like,” the priest says.  
 
                 The teenager turns to him curiously.  
 
                 “There’s a monastery I know of… actually, I know the monk in charge of the monastery.  It’s in a remote location I think you’ll enjoy, and my friend and his faction could be a blessing for you.  Don’t worry; they’re technically not a specific religion… just an old order of the sort,” he says.
 
                 “Wow… first the bulletproof vest, then you’re looking through my files, and now you’re buddy-buddy with an old order of monks?  I knew you couldn’t be an average priest,” the teenager teases.
 
                 The priest laughs.
 
                 “Thank you,” the teenager says.  “For everything.”
 
                 “You’re family to me, Annika,” the priest replies.  “It’s what family does for each other.”  
 
                 The teenager gives him another hug.
 
                 “Goodbye, Warnock.”
 
                 “Bye for now, Annika,” the priest says.  
 
                 The teenager lets him go and stands up to leave.
 
                 “Well,” he says.  “Anyone else you want to say goodbye to before you leave?”
 
                 The teenager smiles.
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate stands in front of the rubble and ashes where a deserted barber shop used to stand.  He stares at the black and red bricks, his mind far, far away.  The sun lays low in the sky, shining a crimson orange in the pink sky and casting shadows over the debris.  He bends down and picks up a piece of glass.  He turns it in his hand, letting the red and orange lights from the sun reflect off the glass like a gleaming fire.
 
                 “I miss her, too,” Zoë says from behind him.  
 
                 The other Metanites stand in the street looking out at the sunset and the wreckage.  Nickel and Elijah venture into the debris and look around, not really knowing what they’re looking for, and not really looking for anything.  Abraham stands with his hands buried deep in his pockets and his eyes cemented to the ground.  
 
                 Nate glances over at Lazzer, who’s sauntering through the ashes and red bricks.  Their eyes meet, and Nate looks away.
 
                 “You two should talk,” Zoë says.
 
                 “Not interested,” Nate says.
 
                 “He feels bad about it, too, you know.”
 
                 “Don’t care,” Nate says.  He throws the piece of glass into the wreckage; it bounces off a red brick and lands by a strip of white paper.
 
                 “You can’t blame him for what happened to Annika; he was just trying to make sure you got out of there before the place went up in smoke.  He cares about you, and maybe he doesn’t show it now, but he’s suffering just like the rest of us,” Zoë goes on, but Nate isn’t listening.  
 
                 Something reflecting in the piece of glass catches his attention―something light blue and wrapped in a strip of white paper.  He steps toward it and picks of the mysterious blue object and undamaged paper.
 
                 “Nate, what is it?” Zoë asks.
 
                 Nate’s light blue eyes dazzle in the glimmer of the sun as he clutches the notecard with the light blue spot on it and reads the handwritten note scribbled on the paper.
 
                 “Nate?”
 
                 He glances around the wreckage, and his eyes open up to the clues and the shadows among the wreckage.  The red sides of the bricks face the sky; the ashes float up in the breeze.
 
                 “Zoë, do you remember the red bricks like this?”
 
                 “What are you talking about, Nate?”
 
                 “Look at the red bricks.  What does that look like to you?”
 
                 “I don’t know… it doesn’t look like anything… a bird, maybe.”
 
                 Nate leaps into the air and hangs there, almost two stories over the Metanites and the debris.  His eyes grow brighter and brighter as they trace the layout of the bricks.  He glances down at the blue copy chip when the epiphany hits him, and then he looks once more at the paper:
 
    
 
                 Yet, a flame.  Small, mighty, and bright.
 
                 From the ashes of my death new wings will take                             flight.
 
    
 
                 “It’s not just a bird,” Nate says.  He smiles.  “It’s a phoenix.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The man steps out of the confession room and looks around the spacious church.  A hooded teenager sits in one of the aisles, waiting for his or her turn to speak with the priest.  The man, confident that no one else is present and that no one recognizes him, strides out of the church.  A light breeze blows through the air this afternoon, and the man likes the smell of it.  He knows a storm is brewing in the distance.  To his left, a black car sits on the street, waiting for him.  The man approaches the car and climbs into the passenger side.
 
                 “To the airport, my good man,” the man says.  The driver starts the engine and drives the car toward I90.
 
                 “Short trip, my friend,” a voice says from the back seat.  The man sitting shotgun looks back at the shadowed figure through the mirror.  In the backseat, veiled by the black shadows, sits the sullen Dr. Nancy.
 
                 “Doctor,” the man says.  “Good to see you above ground, not that you’re staying in plain sight for long.  Your factory―”
 
                 “An unfortunate step backward, that’s all,” the doctor replies.  “Not that I ever cared much for the outside world.  Any word on the priest?”
 
                 “He’s no longer a threat; for all he knows, the girl is dead.”
 
                 “Very well.”
 
                 “She is alive, you believe?”
 
                 “I know she’s alive.  She’s out there, somewhere.”
 
                 “We’ll find her, Stefan.”
 
                 “No.  She’s not the one who concerns me at the moment.”
 
                 “But if she turns herself in―”
 
                 “She won’t.  She’s free now; she’s not about to give that up.”
 
                 “She can still spoil our plan!”
 
                 “The girl will come back.  That’s inevitable.  But right now, there’s someone else I want more.  Someone you, my partner may find of interest.”
 
                 “Is this a target of revenge or someone we can use?”
 
                 “Both.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
                 As many of my close friends know, I have vivid dreams every night, mostly nightmares. (Note: I despise scary movies and jump at the slightest screech, boo, or crack; therefore, my definition of a "nightmare" might be very broad to you.) After reading a collection of science fiction short stories for my English & Reading class, I had this dream of a mysterious fugitive with an even more mysterious mark on her back: a radiation symbol. A group of students were hunting down this teenager, and the closer they came to finding her, the more the mark appeared. And, the more they began to see the fugitive not as a monster but as a human. Not as the nuclear bomb they needed to stop, but as a martyr then needed to help.
 
   
              I owe this odd nightmare to my eighth grade English & Reading teacher, Ms. Warenke. She asked us what "sparked" the boom of science fiction literature that occurred toward the middle and end of the twentieth century. We had no clue. Then she told us:
 
   
              Hiroshima
              
 
                 The nuclear bomb.
 
                 
 
                 Oh... We now have the power to obliterate the entire human race...
 
   
              The nightmare developed into a story throughout high school, and that story changed and developed. Names changed, scenes were cut, adjusted, thrown away. The tone changed. I learned what tone actually meant, and it changed again. But I never forgot where the original inspiration came from.              
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
Book 1
of 4





images/00001.jpeg
THE NANCY
EXPERIMENT

Tess McKenna






