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   A small body of determined spirits fired by an unquenchable faith in their mission can alter the course of history.
 
    
 
   - Mahatma Gandhi
 
    
 
   
  
 

Introduction
 
    
 
   In the 1950’s, unbeknownst to the public, society had drifted towards an extraordinary change.  The industrialization of the world was nearly complete.  Man and machine were intertwined; science turned from theory to fact, and ideas that would have taken decades to create were manufactured in months.  Life sped up from a crawl to a blur.  Governments raced to reach the stars.  As technology rocketed forward, humanity underwent a similar change.
 
   Men and women across the globe were beginning to exhibit unusual abilities.  And quietly a small group of scientists began to study these anomalies.  Their findings were compiled into a report that proved the existence of Super-Human beings.
 
   After the report was released, public fear incited the major world powers to investigate these scientific findings further.  In 1964, it was concluded and announced to the world that these beings did, in fact, exist.  The United Nations decided that an organization would be needed to police these entities, or risk destruction and loss of life.  The organization was granted autonomous authority in order to prevent any nation from using these beings to garner strength.  It became a sovereign entity with an unhindered power over the Super-Human population.  Ten years after the worldwide revelation, The Office of New Entities was chartered, and The One was formed.
 
   The first duty of The One was to track and monitor Super-Humans.  Officers of The One were appointed from the global pool of Super-Humans.  Those people who had been outcast as monsters or feared their abilities willingly joined The One.  They received customized training and were accepted into a community that understood them.  It wasn’t long before their numbers increased into the hundreds.
 
   Seeing a great potential for good, the UN created an amendment to The One’s charter.  The change required the organization to act as a relief agency to help protect the civilian population in the event of a disaster.  For several years, The One’s agents were credited for coordinating rescue missions and helping contain disasters.  Iconic images of officers rushing families to safety became synonymous with The One, and public acceptance grew.
 
   In the late 70’s, Russia and its’ allies attempted to subvert the authority of The One by creating an army of Super-Human soldiers, the Red Iron.  At the request of the UN, The One invaded northern Russia.  Cities and settlements in the region were turned into wastelands.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 1: Home of the Brave
 
   1978, The War
 
    
 
   Cold.
 
   It was very cold.  Captain Porter's breath hung in the air like a cloud then rose and dissipated.  The hairs in his nostrils were frozen so that it hurt every time he touched his nose.  He looked back at Sergeant Collins and laughed at the misery on his face.
 
   “I don't know what you think is so funny,” Collins said.
 
   First Platoon was crouch on the back side of a large drift of snow.  All five of them bundled in thermal camouflage.  Next to Porter there was a young Private lying in the snow and staring down a rifle scope.  He was watching as Second Platoon crossed into the open field ahead.  Third and Fourth Platoon had already swung around to the right to help cover them.
 
   “We've been here for over a year,” Porter said.  “And you still haven't gotten used to the cold?   Adapt or die.”
 
   “That's easy for you to say,” Collins grumbled.  “For all you know you can't die.  I have to sit here and worry about frostbite, but you're cool as a cucumber.”  He laughed and added, “Pun intended.”
 
   “I might not have to worry about losing a finger, but it hurts just the same,” Porter told him.
 
   “Movement,” the sniper interrupted.
 
   Both Porter and Collins went silent as they waited for more information.  Second Platoon had spotted something in the field and was moving in to investigate.
 
   Porter and Foxtrot Company were so far north that they should have passed to the rear of the enemy's position.  From all reports, nobody was supposed to be out here.  Not the Red Iron, the Russian regulars and not even The One.  There were certainly no civilians, and that allowed them clearance to use full force.  Porter was happy to give the order for safeties off.
 
   “Target acquired,” the sniper said under his breath then fired.  The shot echoed off the ice, breaking the silence.  “It's down,” he said to Porter and rolled onto his back.  “Just a rabbit.”
 
   A moment later Second Platoon's Lieutenant came over the radio, “It's clear.  And tell the kid nice shot.”
 
   “Copy,” Porter replied.  “Foxtrot Company, fall into formation and start heading due east.”
 
   The four men with Porter were glad to be on their feet and moving.  Sitting too long let the cold seep into their bones.  Once their core temperature started falling they'd never get warm again.
 
   Their snow shoes left a funny trail across the icy tundra.  The company marched east in a wide formation for another two miles.  Porter trusted The One Intelligence Department, but only so far.  He wanted his people watching as much terrain as possible.  During the last year, the Russians had shown over and over that they were focused on defensive positions.  There was something they were protecting, and it was important enough to dictate their methods.  So Porter took it upon himself to circumvent their strategy.  His battalion commander liked the idea and signed off on the trek.
 
   “Third Platoon, hold,” a command came through the radio.
 
   Porter brought up his binoculars and scanned north for Third Platoon.  What he wouldn't give for a telepath right about now.  A hold order by one of his Lieutenants was paramount to saying, keep down and keep quiet.  Porter gave the equivalent hand signal to his platoon.  They waited to hear the all clear, but it never came.
 
   From over a hill of snow came an explosion.  The blast sent a fireball a hundred yards into the air.
 
   “Third Platoon is taking fire,” the voice came back.  “Second is moving in to assist.”  They were the closest.
 
   “Give them cover to fall back, Second Platoon,” Porter ordered. “Fourth, move to flank and hit those bastards.”  He turned and signaled to his people to move double time.
 
   They were heading straight into the fray.  Hopefully, Second Platoon could hold off the enemy until Porter arrived.
 
   Something shot through the sky.  Porter slowed and brought his rifle up to sight on the target.  He followed the figure up into the sun and lost it.  Then suddenly it raced down at an incredible speed.  It was hard to tell, but Porter knew it was a man.  The ground shook from the sonic boom, and a blast of air tossed his platoon into the snow.
 
   Not bothering to get up Porter shouted into the radio, “Red Iron.  Red Iron.  Regroup on my position.”  There was no reply.
 
   He moved his platoon to the top of the snow bank and saw the rest of his people being obliterated.  A Red Iron Super-Human battalion was charging straight at them.  The few soldiers left in Third Platoon were too far to reach.  Second Platoon was doing its best to slow the Red Iron down, but five against eighty meant nothing.  Porter saw no sign of Fourth Platoon and was about to call them when he heard a familiar sound.  It was an incoming mortar shell, and it put the fear of God into his unit.  There wasn't much they could do other than drop and cover their heads.
 
   The shell hit the far side of the embankment blasting Porter with ice.  Flung down the hill, he came to a sliding stop.  A Russian heavy artillery team was taking position behind them.  He counted four mortars, three tanks and some RPGs.
 
   “Get up,” he shouted.  “Get up and get moving.”
 
   He crawled to a nearby soldier and lifted him to his feet.  It was Collins, and he was dead; his face had been burned nearly beyond recognition.  The three other men were struggling to their feet.  Porter grabbed them by their shirts, pushing and shoving them over the hill.  The first priority was to find cover from the shelling.  He’d worry about the Red Iron next.
 
   As soon as they disappeared over the ridge, the Russian regulars quickly changed targets.  They redirected their fire on Second Platoon and let out a full barrage.  Through the smoke, Porter couldn’t tell if anyone had survived.
 
   The Red Iron had already cut its way through Third Platoon.
 
   Porter assumed Fourth platoon was KIA.
 
   He looked at his remaining men.  They all had abilities more suited to close range combat, including Porter.  The best option was the Private with the sniper rifle.
 
   To the two others he said, “Move to the next hill then cover our position.  Me and the kid will cover you.”
 
   They were afraid and knew the odds of surviving were slim.  Nevertheless they nodded and made ready to run.  Porter checked his weapon and knelt to face the charging enemy.  The kid rested his rifle on Porter's shoulder and flipped open the scope.  The two of them took aim as the wave of Super-Humans came closer.
 
   “You're going to have to make your best guess with the targets,” Porter said to the Private.  “Don't bother with the fast ones or the armored ones.”
 
   When the Red Iron was in the Private’s scope, he started shooting.  One shot, one kill.  Porter had to wait another minute before his assault rifle would be in effective range.  Porter opened fire, and the Red Iron did as well.  The return fire went wide, but a few rounds hit Porter square on.  He gritted his teeth and jammed his boots deeper into the snow.  No matter what, he would stand his ground, using his body to shield the kid.
 
   “Move,” Porter heard his radio.
 
   He tapped the kid who didn't hesitate to run, and then two seconds later Porter turned to follow.  A hail of fire pounded his back as he went.  The kid was making good time to the next hill and for a second he thought they had a chance.
 
   He forgot about the flyer.
 
   The man came screaming through the sky, smacking into the Private at full speed.  The boy was thrown almost out of sight.  He had most likely died on impact.  It didn't matter because the Red Iron was on Porter a minute later.  An electric blast caught him in the leg knocking him to the ground.  It was quickly followed by a steady stream of machine gun fire.  When they realized he wouldn't die, they beat him into unconsciousness.
 
    
 
   Hour One
 
    
 
   John Porter woke up in a dark room tied to a chair.  His clothes were in tatters, and the cold air bit his skin.  He hurt.  Everything in him hurt.  The image of Collins' burned face, the kid being knocked into oblivion and the knowledge that all nineteen deaths were on his head.
 
   It was enough to make him overlook the man standing in the corner.
 
   “I'm very impressed,” the man said in a thick Russian accent.  “I'm guessing you are invulnerable?”
 
   “John Porter, Captain, S-5-3-3-6-H,” Porter mumbled.
 
   “Nice to meet you, John Porter,” the man said, “They call me... What's the translation? The Boneman.  Do you know why they call me this?”
 
   “John Porter, Captain, S-5-3-3-6-H,” Porter repeated.
 
   “Because I can break bones, anyone’s, with a touch,” The Boneman said.  “But I'll tell you a secret, I tried it on you when you were sleeping.  And you know what?”  He pretended to wait for an answer.  “Nothing.  Nothing happened.  This is making me very annoyed.  So the question is how do you get information from a man who won't break?”  Again he paused.  “The answer is that all men break.  We only need to find out how.”
 
   The Boneman opened a door and waved another man into the room.  The two spoke in Russian and then turned their attention back to Porter.
 
   “You met my comrade earlier, I believe,” The Boneman said.  “I was curious to note that when he electrocuted you, you fell.  You weren't burned.  Your organs were okay.  So tell me John Porter, Captain, do you feel pain?”
 
   The other man didn’t wait for an order.  He sent an arc of electricity through the air.  The energy reached out and grabbed Porter.  Maybe in another situation or another time Porter would have been ready for it, but he was so tired.  He was already in so much pain.
 
   Porter screamed, and The Boneman smiled.
 
   The Boneman made a small gesture, and the electricity stopped.  “Very good,” he said.  “Now we begin.  Tell me how many forces?  Where are they stationed?  What is their plan?”
 
   “John Porter, Captain, S-5-3-3-6-H,” Porter said.
 
   “Do not be annoying,” The Boneman said.  “If you don't have my answers, don't bother saying anything.  Now, maybe we start with an easy one.  What was the name of your company?  You know, all those dead boys and girls?”
 
   Porter stayed quiet.  The Boneman signaled, and the electricity ripped into him.
 
    
 
   Hour Thirty
 
    
 
   The blaring sound of the Russian national anthem was deafening.  Porter had lost count of how many times he’d heard it.  At first the sound was like a drill in his brain, keeping him from falling asleep.  Now it had turned into a trance, lulling him into a state somewhere between dreams and consciousness.  His chin dropped to his chest, and a second later Porter was engulfed in pain.  The current seized his muscles causing him to thrash around in his restraints.  Then the electricity stopped.  Porter heard laughter between the blare of trumpets.
 
    
 
   Hour Forty-Three
 
    
 
   His skin had grown so hot that it began to steam.  He didn’t even have the strength to scream anymore.  Then it stopped, and they gave him a second to catch his breath.
 
   “Was that it, Lieutenant?”  The Boneman asked, then wrote in a notebook.  “Sustained current for eight minutes twenty seconds.”
 
   “He was getting too hot,” the Lieutenant explained.
 
   Porter’s eyes were having trouble focusing.  He was looking at something; it was important, but his mind couldn’t put anything together.
 
   “As well,” The Boneman said.  “He needs his strength to answer our questions.”
 
    
 
   Hour Seventy-Eight
 
    
 
   The music stopped suddenly.
 
   “I’ll look into getting you something new to listen to,” The Boneman said as he came into the light.  “How are you doing?  Ready to answer questions?”
 
   Porter didn’t respond.
 
   “What is your favorite color?”  The Boneman asked.  “Surely you can answer that?”
 
   Still Porter didn’t reply.
 
   “You’ve had a lot of time alone,” The Boneman said.  “If you don’t answer my questions, I can bring back our friend.”
 
   “Blue,” Porter answered, his voice hoarse.
 
   “What?”  The Boneman prodded.
 
   “Blue,” Porter repeated himself.  He took the opportunity to take stock of his surroundings.
 
   “Do you have a girl back home?”  The Boneman asked.
 
   “No,” Porter answered.  He was trying to peer into the dark corners of the room
 
   The Boneman grabbed him by the chin and turned his face forward.  “What was your mission?”
 
   “Hunting for assholes,” Porter laughed.
 
   The Boneman wasn’t amused.  He left without a word.  The music came back on.
 
    
 
   Hour Ninety-Two
 
    
 
   By now Porter’s clothes had been burnt to ash.  He was grateful.  The smoldering fabric on his bare skin had been hell.  An arc of electricity went through one side of his head and out the other.
 
   “Good practice,” the Lieutenant shouted over Porter’s screams.  He stopped, then circled around Porter looking for another target.
 
   “No originality,” Porter mumbled.  Slowly an idea was beginning to form in his head.  “They keep sending you.  A pyrokenetic would at least be a step up.”  The Lieutenant looked angry.  “It’s been days and you still haven’t managed to break me.  Why don’t you come back when you have some new tricks, and I’ll let you know how useless you are.”
 
   “I’ll show you a trick,” the Lieutenant smiled.  He went around grabbing the chair Porter was tied to.  Tilting it back on two legs the Lieutenant dragged him to the exit.
 
   It was day, the sun high overhead and the light blinding.  A fine powdery snow lay fresh on the ground.  The Lieutenant knew exactly where he was going, dragging Porter to a large open area.  Anger was snapping off his skin in bolts of electricity.  Then the Lieutenant shot out a stream of power, melting the snow and then the ice below.  With one motion, he turned Porter around and threw him head first into the frigid water.  Porter’s instinctive reaction was to gasp, but he held it.  His face went numb, and his eyes were starting to freeze.  There was a sense of panic building inside him as he ran out of oxygen.  Porter’s muscles stiffened and ached.  Thoughts began to slow and misfire.  Suddenly the plan his subconscious had been developing became apparent.
 
    
 
   Hour One Hundred Fifteen
 
    
 
   The Lieutenant took a perverse pleasure melting the hair off of Porter’s head.  It was the only part of him that had any vulnerability.  The idea that he was as smooth as a baby made Porter laugh.  His laughter became hysterical.
 
   “Where is your battalion?” The Boneman asked after Porter quieted down.
 
   “Coming here.  For you,” Porter answered.
 
   With a smile, the Lieutenant jabbed his thumbs into Porter’s eyes.  The electricity shot down his optical nerves and into his brain.  The Boneman gave the signal to stop.  He waited for Porter, who was mumbling gibberish.
 
   “I can give you...” Porter tried, and his words came out as a whisper.  “I can give you intelligence.”
 
   “Oh yes,” The Boneman sounded skeptical.  He nodded to the Lieutenant who was ready to shock Porter into submission.
 
   Porter remembered the acrid smell of the room when they first brought him in.  He remembered the way the room echoed when the music was blasting and had a good guess as to the size and layout.  When he was in the throes of pain, the light from the electricity showed him something.  He’d seen barrels.  Then when he was dragged outside he saw a caution sign on the side of the building.  Maybe part of him had thought that no one would be that stupid, but the evidence was there.  Porter looked The Boneman in the eye and said, “You shouldn’t use open current near gasoline.”  Then he leaned forward catching the Lieutenant’s hand in his mouth and bit down.
 
   The Lieutenant screeched and let off a blast of energy.
 
   “Stop you idiot,” The Boneman shouted.
 
   But it was too late; Porter used what little leverage he had and threw himself into the Lieutenant.  Bolts of electricity spit off in every direction as they tumbled to the ground.  The Boneman did his best to run.
 
    
 
   When the blast cleared, Porter brushed off the debris and ash.  He found The Boneman lying in a pile of rubble; most of the man’s skin was blistered and burnt.
 
   Standing over the broken man, Porter said, “To answer your question, my battalion will be here by the end of the day.  And this entire base will be overrun.”
 
   The Boneman couldn't respond, only continued to gasp for air.
 
   Leaving him there, Porter made his way to the radio tower killing anyone who got in his way.
 
    
 
   1988, Central Russia
 
    
 
   It was snowing again.  It seemed like it was always snowing in Russia.  Petr Florian was used to it, having lived his entire life in the country.  That didn't mean he had to like it.
 
   He closed the window to his small apartment.  Petr's soft brown hair was a mess as usual.  Out of nervous habit he scratched his head making it worse.  He'd been cooped up in a small one bedroom apartment for almost a month.
 
   It was a good enough place.  The floor boards were intact.  The windows were clean and unbroken.  It even looked like they had freshly painted the walls.  This was supposed to be his reward for his work with The One Intelligence Department; a vacation and a nice apartment.
 
   Petr didn't mean to be greedy, but he expected more.  In fact, he thought that they would have flown him to the United States by now.  It was the least they could do since he had spent the war undercover as a Red Iron diplomat.  He had almost missed the birth of his child.
 
   Using the poker, Petr stoked the fire and glanced into the bedroom.  Elena was asleep in bed, and he could just make out the bulge of her belly.
 
   There was a soft knock at the door, and Petr rushed to answer it before it woke his wife.  In the hallway was the nondescript face of Lieutenant Phillip Green, Petr's handler.  The man was neither thin nor fat.  He wasn't particularly handsome, but he wasn't ugly either.  Of course, that's just what Petr saw.  Lieutenant Green had the ability to alter people's perception of himself.  In essence people saw what he wanted or didn’t see him at all
 
   “Morning, Petr,” Lieutenant Green said.
 
   Petr left his longtime friend at the entrance and ran to close the bedroom door.  The Lieutenant wiped his feet and let himself in the rest of the way.  He hadn't been by to visit the Florian's since the Red Iron had surrendered.  Petr was integral in persuading the Red Iron forces that a Super-Human war would eventually destroy the motherland.  He was so convincing that more than half of the soldiers went as far as to defect and aid in the assault on Moscow.  Lieutenant Green had to break contact with Petr or give away The One’s subversive plan to end the war.  So, Petr had been on his own for the last year.  At the same time, Lieutenant Green had work of his own.  While The One and the United Nations were satisfied with Russia's surrender, he needed it personally verified.
 
   He made his way to the fireplace to warm his hands.  “How much longer?”  Green asked after Elena.
 
   “Soon, the doctors say,” Petr answered.
 
   “Do you have everything you need?  Diapers, crib?” Green inquired.
 
   “Yes, The One has made sure we have everything,” Petr paused.  “Except what we agreed on.”
 
   Lieutenant Green turned to look at Petr and raised his eyebrow slightly.  After a moment he said, “Well you know the new amendments to The One Charter are making things difficult.”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about, Phillip,” Petr tried not to panic.
 
   “The new amendments The One is rolling out over the rest of the year?”  Green tried.  “Where have you been?”
 
   “Here,” Petr said, his voice was getting louder.  “On vacation in my new home you gave me.”
 
   Lieutenant Green did his best to explain calmly, “Last month The One said they would be implementing three new amendments to the charter, to prevent another war.  The first is, no Super-Human can participate in local or international government.”
 
   “So,” Petr said confused.
 
   “It effectively fired every Super-Human from government positions,” Green said.  “Including diplomats turned spies.”  He saw the realization hit Petr.  “You have no grounds for asylum.”
 
   “But you said you would keep us safe and get my family to America,” Petr cried.
 
   “Don't worry, the entire Red Iron force has been absolved of all actions,” Green assured him.  “The papers are even starting to call this The War of Absolution.  It's the other amendments you have to worry about.  They haven't revealed them yet, but I have my sources.  The One is strategically setting itself up as the governing power of all Super-Humans.”
 
   “What do you mean?”  Petr asked.
 
   “The first step was throwing all the Super-Humans out in the open,” Green told him. “The second amendment will state that all Super-Humans are required to join The One or be arrested.  The third amendment will then say no one in The One can kill, but they're holding it till last in case there’s resistance to the second amendment.”
 
   Petr fell back into a nearby chair.
 
   “Forced conscription,” he muttered.  “I worked with The One so I could be free.  Now they'll make me a soldier.  I'm a diplomat, a people person; I talk not shoot.”
 
   There wasn't much Lieutenant Green could do for his friend.  A lot of what was happening involved political red tape.  He was good at stealing information but not so much at filling out paperwork.  Green crouched down in front of Petr.  Things were serious, and he believed that it was best to know the truth even if you didn't like it.  Otherwise, how could you find a real solution?
 
   “Petr,” Green said.  “There are a lot of things up in the air right now.  Some people want this war buried and forgotten.  Others want to continue with the militarization of The One.  You're my friend, and I'll help you, but you have to make the decision of what you want to do.  For now, you still have some options.”  Lieutenant Green stood.  “Talk it over with your wife.  But do you really want to be on the run with a baby?  And maybe if you stick with The One you can get transferred to the States in a couple of years.”
 
   Petr sat in the chair stunned.  “Yes, my friend, thank you,” he said.
 
   He didn't show Lieutenant Green out, but when the front door closed, he put his face in his hands and started sobbing.  There was so much he had given up.  Uncountable risks he'd taken so that he could make a better life for his family.  For a man whose ability could sooth the angriest voice or saddest heart, there was nothing he could do for himself at the moment.
 
   “Petr,” Elena's voice came to him softly.  “Petr, why are you crying?”  She came to him and knelt at his feet.  Her gentle fingers pried Petr's hands from his face, and she wiped away the tears.  “What has happened, my love?  Was that the Lieutenant who left?”
 
   “I have failed you, Elena,” Petr said.  “We're to be turned into killers like the Red Iron had wanted, and our child will never know freedom.”
 
   It took some time for Petr to get a hold of himself and explain things to his wife.  Elena sat quietly until he finished.  Then she stood and paced.
 
   “You are right,” she said finally.  “The One is making the same mistake as the Red Iron.  They may have the best intentions.  To help people and save lives, but you don't carry a gun and not use it when times get bad.  This is not what we want for our lives.”
 
   “Then we run?”  Petr asked.
 
   “As soon as the baby comes,” Elena answered.  “The Lieutenant will help us escape to America.  We'll have new names and get jobs.”
 
   “And eat hamburgers,” Petr continued.  “And take our daughter shopping.”
 
   “Take our son to play baseball,” Elena corrected.
 
   Petr kissed her; his heart was pounding from the fear and exhilaration.
 
    
 
   The Following Week
 
    
 
   On the night that Elena's contractions started, Petr called Lieutenant Green.
 
   “It's time,” was all Petr said and hung up.
 
   That was the signal for the Lieutenant to set things into motion.  He already had their new identities arranged.  It was just a matter of getting them out of the apartment and onto a train undetected.
 
   For the hundredth time Petr checked the suitcases, one for each of them, and only the essentials.  Elena was in the bedroom screaming horribly while the midwife coached her.  They couldn’t risk taking her to a hospital, especially since they were known Super-Humans.
 
   Only two days ago The One passed the second amendment.  They had created a new division called Super-Human Tracking.  The American newspapers were having a field day making jokes of the acronym.  Still, SHT was a force to be reckoned with.  They had begun monitoring medical facilities, keeping track of births, deaths and injuries that looked suspicious.  If they knew Elena was giving birth, they'd be there to see if the baby were Super-Human.
 
   Elena screamed again.
 
   It was loud enough that the entire apartment building already knew what was happening.
 
   Petr fidgeted and went to the window to see if Lieutenant Green was coming.  Then he thought he might look suspicious, so he pulled the shutters closed.  It would take fifteen minutes for the Lieutenant to get to the Florian’s apartment.  Petr checked his watch.  Ten minutes had passed since he called.  He sat knowing that he was near total panic.  Taking a few deep breaths his heart began to slow.  Then there was a knock and his heart hammered in his chest.
 
   “Yes,” he said nervously before opening the door.
 
   “It's Phillip.”
 
   Petr opened the door and was relieved to see the Lieutenant.  He let him in and then checked the hallway to make sure it was clear.
 
   “I have...,” Lieutenant Green started when the sound of a crying baby interrupted.
 
   Without a thought, Petr pushed past him and into the bedroom.  Lieutenant Green waited politely in the living room to give the family a moment.  They had maybe three minutes before they risked being found out.  Lately, The One had a curious knack for finding Super-Humans.  It wasn't SHT's crack detective work either.  There was something amiss, but so far Lieutenant Green's contacts couldn’t find anything.  He was afraid that the Super-Human community had turned to informing on each other.
 
   As he waited and stared at the suitcases, Lieutenant Green rethought his earlier calculations of time.  The sooner they left, the better, though he had his doubts about Elena getting on her feet.  He grabbed the luggage and made for the door.  The door knob was already turning.  He had no time to warn Petr.  The Lieutenant dropped the cases and moved out of the pathway.
 
   Two men in One uniforms entered the apartment unannounced.  There was no need to guess; these were men from SHT.
 
   “Mister and Misses Florian,” The man with the Corporal's insignia spoke up.
 
   The mix of fear and silence was thick enough to stop time.  Lieutenant Green watched from the kitchen, invisible to their perception.  It felt like minutes had passed, but it was only the span of heartbeats.
 
   “Yes,” Petr's voice came from the bedroom.  It was hesitant and scared.
 
   “My name is Corporal Wilson,” the man said.  “Why don't you come out here and talk to me?”
 
   There was no telling what either of the SHT men’s abilities was.  For all the Lieutenant knew, they could tell he was in the room and were waiting for him to play his hand.  The Private was shifting uncomfortably and scratching at his uniform.  The job must have been new for him.  The wool uniform took some time to get used to.  They had probably pulled him straight from the trenches.
 
   The Lieutenant was still feeling them out when Petr emerged from the bedroom holding a bundle.  He stood in the doorway as if he could stop the men from taking his family.
 
   “My wife can't get up at the moment,” Petr told them.
 
   “Yes, we know,” Corporal Wilson said.  “Is it a boy or a girl?”
 
   “It's a gun,” Petr said gently and pointed a pistol.
 
   The SHT men put their hands up, but it was clear the Private was itching for a fight.
 
   “Mister Florian,” Corporal Wilson said calmly.  “We just want to get your wife to the base to have her checked out by our doctors.”
 
   “You want to take my family away,” Petr said.
 
   The Lieutenant saw the options closing in front of him.  He moved around the SHT men then to Petr's side.
 
   “Don't do anything stupid,” Green whispered.  He was impressed that Petr didn't flinch at his voice.  In fact, he didn't seem to acknowledge it at all.
 
   “We won't be slaves,” Petr said.  “Even if we have to run for the rest of our lives.”
 
   “My job is to bring you in,” Corporal Wilson told him, “not talk you down, convince you or negotiate.  But I'll give you a choice between the violent and non-violent solution.”
 
   “I know now that I can't protect my family forever,” Petr went on.  “Not even God can, but I know...”  The gun trembled in Petr's hand.  Corporal Wilson casually stepped to the side to give the Private an open angle of attack.  “I know how best to serve my family.  All I have to do is believe that my void will be filled.  That the friends I made, were truly good friends.”
 
   It was obvious to Lieutenant Green that Petr was talking to him.  He wanted to argue, to help fight off the SHT or drag his friend out of there.  Petr was right though; he didn't have the skill to keep his family hidden.  Eventually, the Florians would be caught.  His only solution was to find a way to ensure his family’s wellbeing.  The guarantee came in the form of Lieutenant Phillip Green.
 
   “I have a bomb,” Petr said, “It will go off in sixty seconds, and we will stand here peacefully and wait.”
 
   While Petr used his powers to keep the SHT calm and at bay, Phillip went into the bedroom.  The midwife was crouched in the corner clutching the newborn.  Alongside her, Elena was working to stop her own bleeding.  Phillip opened the window and checked the fire escape.  The One was over confident about the SHT’s abilities.  There was no sign of backup.  He let his perception filters drop, and Elena spotted him.  Usually, it took a moment for people's brains to put things together.  Before the midwife could scream, Elena slapped her hand over the woman’s mouth.  Then Elena grabbed the baby, and Phillip grabbed Elena.
 
   “Can you run?”  Phillip asked.
 
   Elena pulled her baby close and said, “I can do whatever it takes.”
 
   “Then let's not make your husband’s sacrifice pointless.”
 
   The woman who had just given birth, who was afraid for the life of herself and her baby, who knew that her husband would be dead in a minute, clenched her jaw and stepped out into the cold.  Phillip followed, closing the window behind them.
 
   As they climbed down, they heard the SHT man say, “I don't think you have a bomb.  I think you're stalling.”
 
   Petr said something when a gun went off.  A strange sound followed and then a second gun returned fire.
 
   Phillip had parked his car several blocks away.  He looked back at Elena, who was trailing along.  She was wearing a nightgown, thin as silk and covered in blood.  Without stopping Phillip took off his coat and handed it to her.  Elena didn't put it on but wrapped it around the baby.  She said nothing, not even about the cold or her bare feet.
 
   Their way out had been blown.  Phillip was reasonably confident SHT didn't know he was involved, but they would certainly be looking for Elena.  That meant the roads, trains and airports were being watched.  He needed a way out of the country.  Something fast and something that wouldn’t be connected to the Florians.
 
   They got into the car, and Phillip started driving.  He had a favor to ask.  As well as a risk that was too big to calculate.
 
    
 
   Fifteen Minutes Later
 
    
 
   Phillip pulled his car up to an old building.  It was well-maintained with beautiful architecture.  The One had commandeered it after they seized Moscow.  Now it was being used to house officers and VIPs.  The street was lined with cars emblazoned with The One logo.  Directly in front of the entrance a large truck sat with its motor running.  Several soldiers were coming in and out of the building carrying boxes.
 
   Lieutenant Green found it funny how often hiding in plain sight worked.  Probably something that security should have solved a long time ago.
 
   “How far are you willing to trust me?”  He asked Elena.
 
   “If you're asking, do I think you will turn me in?  No,” Elena said to him.  “If you're asking, do I think this is a good idea?  Then I would tell you I do not have much of a choice.”
 
   “Fine, as long as we're clear about things,” Phillip smirked to himself.  “You'll have to give me the baby.  I can conceal something that small.”
 
   He said the words but didn't exactly understand the concept.  It took Elena putting the baby in his hands for him to realize just how tiny it was.  The way it shifted in his arms gave him a feeling of holding the most fragile thing in the world.  His instincts roared; be careful, don't let it break.  Phillip figured out how best to hold the child and then had Elena put on his coat to hide her blood stained clothes.  Her golden hair was tousled and slick with sweat.  Using the rearview mirror, she did her best to pull it back and used a strip of torn cloth to tie it.
 
   The two of them got out of the car.
 
   “I’ll follow you in,” Phillip told her.  “If someone looks at you look back and smile.  Don't look around.  Keep your eyes forward.  And if they start to look down say something to them.  Last thing we want is them to notice your feet.”
 
   Taking a deep breath they made their way into the building.  Elena went straight for the front door.  Phillip noticed a few of the soldiers watching her, but who wouldn't stare at a beautiful woman.  The double door was propped open, so they went in and took the elevator up to the third floor.
 
   They were alone, and Phillip used the opportunity to speak.  “There's going to be more of those soldiers up here.  Pretend you belong.  Like you've been here a hundred times.  And when the big guy barks at you don't back down.  Tell him you have a message.  We need him alone.”
 
   The elevator stopped, and they went down the hallway.  As they walked, more soldiers passed them carrying boxes.  They reach the source of the commotion and Phillip went in following Elena.
 
   The apartment was elegant, spacious and nearly empty.  A stack of boxes had been placed near the front, and they pushed past them.
 
   “Who are you,” A voice snapped.
 
   Phillip spun around fast.  He saw Elena stop in her tracks.  A big man lumbered out of the far bedroom.  It had been a while since he'd talked to the man, but Porter looked mostly the same.
 
   “I asked you a question?”  Porter growled.
 
   Elena turned to face him, and Porter was caught off-guard.  She was pretty and unassuming, but what Porter saw was Phillip’s coat.  Porter's eyes narrowed as he waited for her to speak.
 
   “I have a message for you,” she said to him, not even a tremble in her voice.
 
   Porter made a noise in his throat then looked around.  He gestured to the kitchen and led the way.  It had been one of the first rooms to be packed, so there was no reason for anyone to enter.  Leaning against the stove Porter folded his arms and waited.  When the door closed all the way, Phillip showed himself.
 
   “Lieutenant Green,” Porter stared at him for a while then said, “I don't even want to know what you've gotten yourself into.”
 
   “You will want to know,” Phillip said to him.  “And you will want to help us because you're a good man, even if you are narrow minded.”
 
   Using his full height, Porter looked down at Phillip.  He wasn't making a winning argument.  That was until he revealed the baby.  Now Porter shifted and took a protective posture.  It was because Porter was a good man.  Because when something as innocent as a child needed help, he couldn't ignore it.
 
   “This is Petr Florian's wife and his new baby,” Phillip explained.
 
   “The diplomat?”  Porter had heard of the man.  “You were running him through OID this whole time?  So then Red Iron sympathizers are looking for them?”
 
   Phillip grimaced.  He knew the next part wasn't going to go over very well.  “SHT,” he told Porter whose eyes flared.  “They just want to be a normal family.  Now they’re being told they have to go from conscription into the Red Iron to conscription into The One.”
 
   “It's not the same thing,” Porter's tone said he was yelling but he spoke in a whisper.  “The One is a globally sanctioned entity.  The laws that were created are there to protect Norms and Super-Humans.  We might not like them, but it's for the best.”
 
   “We might not like them?”  Phillip repeated Porter's words and that only annoyed him.
 
   “I have my opinions on how things should be run,” Porter said.  “But there's a right way and a wrong way to change things.  Breaking laws only proves to people that you can't control yourself, and you're not to be trusted.  No one listens to a mad man screaming in the street.”
 
   “And sometimes no one listens unless you scream,” Phillip said.  “And what are you going to do, bide your time till Rodgers quits and then take his place?”  The two men had unconsciously crossed the room to shout in each other's face.  Phillip checked himself, looked around and took a step back.  “I don't even know what I'm arguing about.  Up until thirty minutes ago I was towing the company line, ready to protect and serve.  Then I saw my friend Petr die...”
 
   “Then use the story to explain why these amendments are wrong,” Porter said.  “If you run off and hide, no one will know.”
 
   “A line has been crossed, John,” Phillip said.  “By everyone.”
 
   “It’s not too late to change things,” Porter tried, but the words only spurred Phillip on.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Porter rubbed his face and scratched his hair.  It was a sign that he was giving in; all Phillip had to do was give him room to think.
 
   “What about your friend?” Porter asked.  Phillip didn't catch his meaning, so he clarified, “The one with that Board.”
 
   “I was going to use him stateside,” Phillip explained.  “But as of now I have no way to get there.”
 
   Porter laughed and shook his head as he guessed the plan.  “You really want to hide in my luggage, all the way to New York?”  He asked Elena.
 
    
 
   One Week Later, New York
 
    
 
   An abnormal fog was pushing in from the ocean.  It made it difficult for Porter to find the warehouse in the dark.  As he drove the small sedan down the docks, he swore.  Sometimes it would be nice if coincidences stayed coincidences.  The odds that a fog would come in at the same time this meeting was scheduled were slim.  What it said to Porter was that there were a lot of Super-Humans out there running under the radar.  He was a little embarrassed that the idea hadn't occurred to him before.  Now that the Free Flight laws made it illegal to be an unregistered Super-Human, this underground organization would gather more recruits.
 
   Porter pulled up to a building marked nine and got out of his car.  He found the door unlocked and slipped inside.  For anyone else, showing up to a secret location without backup was stupid.  At least Porter knew he wouldn't die, but there were worst things.  He hoped that the people Phillip trusted were actually trustworthy.
 
   Near the front of the warehouse, Porter found a crowbar and took it with him.  His belongings, along with Phillip and Misses Florian were being stored here.  Phillip spent the better part of twenty-four hours remodeling the container; air vents, sound baffling, and a way to discard waste.  Porter didn't envy the two of them with a baby, having to spend a week in a six by six box.  It was smaller than the cell they'd be put in if they got caught.
 
   He walked along rows and rows of wood crates.  His boots echoed off the concrete ground.  The container he was looking for was on his right and at the bottom of a large stack.  Luckily they weren't literally boxed in.  Porter knocked seven times on the wood boards.  Five knocks came back from the inside and Porter returned the code with three more.  He jammed the crowbar in between the boards of the crate and pulled.  The wood splintered, then came free.  One corner of the box opened and Porter went around doing the other.  After that, gravity and Phillip finished the rest.
 
   Phillip looked terrible.  His beard was coming in thick, and his skin was pale.  The interior of the box reeked almost as badly as Phillip.  Elena stayed where she was in the crate, holding the baby.
 
   “Have a pleasant trip?”  Porter smiled.
 
   “I could see how you might think you’re funny,” Phillip said, “But you're not.  Is my guy here?”
 
   “Somewhere,” Porter answered.  “Probably waiting to make sure it’s not a trap.  Want to go take a look around?”  He asked Phillip, then said to Elena, “Misses. Florian, stay put for a bit.”
 
   Porter needed a moment to talk to Phillip alone.  It was obvious enough, so Phillip went along.  The two of them walked back the way Porter had come.
 
   “What's up?”  Phillip asked when they were out of earshot.
 
   “You still want to go through with this?”  Porter had to try one last time.
 
   “You mean escape from Russia in a box?”  Phillip knew what he was asking so said, “Or do you mean, how can I disagree with what The One is doing?”
 
   “Tell me this, do they do more bad than good?”  Porter asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Phillip replied.  They stopped at the foreman's office, and Phillip peeked through the window.  He didn't expect anyone was inside, but he learned to expect the unexpected.  It was all very counter-intuitive spycraft.
 
   “And you think you can do more from the outside than on the inside?” Porter asked.
 
   “I'm angry, John,” Phillip stopped walking.  “I'm angry that I let it get this bad without noticing.  I'm a goddamn spy, and I didn't see this coming.  But I see where it's going, and I have to do something to change the course.  It's one thing to fight a war in someone else's backyard.  It's another to fight it at home, and you and I both know that when this gets bad it's going to be global.  Civilians versus Super-Humans.  Super-Humans versus Super-Humans.  The military versus Super-Humans.”
 
   “And I think I can fix it,” Porter said, “and I wouldn't mind some help.  I already have an idea.”
 
   An enormous man, nearly seven feet tall with dark skin, came out of the shadows.  It was impossible to believe that someone of his size could have snuck up on them.
 
   In a deep voice he said, “To stop any force you need an equal and opposite force.  To turn it back, you need something more.”
 
   “Or the planning to deflect it,” Porter retorted.
 
   “We'll leave that up to you,” the big man said.  “The people I work for have their plans and no one gets very far by dividing their efforts.”  He came closer and put out his hand.  “People like to call me The Dragon Slayer.”
 
   Porter shook his hand.  “Yes, I know, I was there.  It's hard to imagine the man who killed a Red Iron General can get around without being noticed.”
 
   “I would say the same thing about the famous Major Porter and the infamous Lieutenant Green,” The Dragon Slayer said.  “Phillip, let’s see the woman.  I need a word with you.”
 
   Porter took the hint and let them go.  He wasn't exactly sure why he was waiting around.  His part was over, and they'd disappear with the woman.  Maybe it was sentimentality.  Phillip had been his go-to-man throughout the war.  If Porter wanted troop movements, the position of a Red Iron Colonel or a Russian official to look the other way, Phillip was the one who could do it.  There was a mutual admiration and trust between them.  Thinking about it now, he supposed that Phillip was one of the few people he could call a friend.
 
   When he spotted Phillip walking back towards him, he waited.  The Dragon Slayer wasn't with him, and he wondered what had happened.  As Phillip got closer, Porter could see that he was smiling.
 
   “Let's go,” Phillip said.
 
   “What, they reject your application?”  Porter asked.
 
   “No,” Phillip replied, “he made a convincing argument.”
 
   The two of them left the warehouse and closed the door behind them.  Then they got into Porter's car and sat for a moment.
 
   “Sergeant Deacon-Slater didn't seem like the type of man to change opinions,” Porter said.
 
   “DS, always knows what he wants to do,” Phillip said.  “The guys pulling the strings are the ones that make it complicated.”
 
   “You can stop there,” Porter said starting up the car.  “Tell me plain and simple, you staying at The One?”
 
   “As long as I can stand it,” Phillip replied.
 
   “How are you going to explain showing up in New York?”  Porter sped through the dock.  The fog had miraculously cleared in the last couple of minutes.
 
   “Do you know how many times I've disappeared and shown up two countries away?”  Phillip waved a dismissive hand.  “Tell me, how are you going to explain to the ladies that you’re younger than you look?”
 
   “What?”  Porter asked confused.
 
   Phillip ruffled the hair at his temple, and Porter took a moment to glance at himself in the mirror.  The hair there was going grey.  He'd first noticed it after being captured in Russia but hadn't paid it much attention.  Now it had grown to a long streak that faded behind his ear.
 
   Porter grunted and ignored the comment.  Then said, “Flip.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I'm going to enjoy calling in the favor you just incurred here.”
 
    
 
   1989, New York
 
    
 
   An old man stood staring into a mirror remembering when he wasn't so old.  AJ Rodgers rubbed the socket where his eye used to be.  The eye patch that had once bothered him seemed normal now.  He still had all his hair, except that it was white.  On cold days, his knee hurt like hell where it had been shattered.  The cane that he'd been using for the last twenty years felt weightless in his grip.  It was a perfectly balanced instrument.  AJ didn't have to check the sword inside to know it was clean and finely honed.  A sword master like him would have nothing less.
 
   “The kid is late,” Porter said.  He was sitting in an armchair near a massive window.
 
   AJ's office overlooked The United Nations Plaza.  It was an excellent view considering the glass was eight inch thick bullet resistant material.  He hated it; it made him feel disconnected.  He hated the office too; for the same reasons.  The One Director yearned for the old days, before the war, even before The One.  The best times were when it was just him on his own, hiding in the shadows and scaring the crap out of criminals.  Now he was relegated to giving orders from a desk thousands of miles from the action.
 
   “Kid?”  AJ raised an eyebrow as he turned around.  “Major Kelley is only six years younger than you.”
 
   “I still remember him as the boy genius from that show he had in the sixties,” Porter said.
 
   AJ laughed because he remembered him the same way.  The image of a tiny seven year old in shorts and a bow tie was ingrained in his mind.  Billy Kelley would stand behind a podium answering all sorts of nonsense the audience asked him.  It was hard to believe that the tot had grown up to be Major William Kelley.  No matter how much money his family had, they couldn’t wash that out of existence.  Of course, recently he'd been using that to his advantage.  AJ had to hand it to him, he was a brilliant strategist and maybe that would be enough.
 
   “It is impressive how he turned everything around,” AJ said.
 
   “You mean the embarrassment of being found out as a Super-Human and not a genius?”  Porter asked.  “Or getting people to stop calling him Billy.”
 
   “The newspapers ate him alive,” AJ recalled.  “That was back before The One had changed the reputation of Super-Humans.  To take that much ridicule at that age.”
 
   “It sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Porter noted.
 
   “You know I hate this, John,” AJ replied.
 
   Porter was reading the morning paper and looked up.  “What?  The speeches or quitting?”  He didn't mean it to sound as angry as it did.  “Sorry, sir.  I'm not too happy about it either.”
 
   “Then take the damn job,” AJ's voice got louder.
 
   “No offense, sir,” Porter put down the newspaper, “but I'm not going to make the same mistake you did.  I can do more good in the field than in an office.  Out there I have a chance to shape the future of The One without getting tangled in the red tape.”
 
   There was no point arguing with him because AJ agreed.  He took a seat across from Porter and held his cane between his legs.  The silver head of a cat adorned the handle, and its ruby red eyes stared at him.
 
   “But when this is all over you'll take the promotion?”  AJ asked.
 
   “I have to,” Porter replied.
 
   “Ah, yes, your pet project,” AJ said.  “I never figured you for someone to play the long game.”
 
   “I've been working on this since after the war,” Porter told him.  “For my plan, I need a certain type of recruit and I need to be in a position of power.  The recruits, I’ve been tracking since they were born.  The power, that will come with the promotion.”
 
   “Lot of work for something that might not pan out,” AJ commented. “What is it you think you can get these kids to do?”
 
   Before Porter could answer, AJ's secretary knocked on the door and poked in her head.
 
   “Sir, Major Kelley is here.”
 
   “Send him in,” AJ replied.
 
   William James Kelley Junior came in, not wearing a uniform but dressed in an expensive tailored suit.  For the last seven years, he had been assigned to The One’s US East Coast division as a liaison.  Mostly he spoke with governors, police commissioners and politicians who sought mutually beneficial arrangements with The One.  Kelley’s excuse for not being in uniform was that it put the civilians at ill-ease.  While a large percentage of the population were fearful of Super-Humans, the decision makers understood the big picture.  Being friends with people in power was good for both sides; having aide requests prioritized or allowing One operations free access to resources.  Never the less, as far as constituents were concerned, a senator was happier to be seen in public with William Kelley the socialite rather than Major Kelley the Super-Human.  In that way, Kelley made many friends in high places.  And that was why he was in AJ's office now.
 
   “Sir,” Kelley saluted and stood at attention.
 
   “Yes, fine, son, take a seat,” AJ didn't bother to stand and greet him.
 
   Kelley sat in the last arm chair and composed himself.  He knew why he had been called.  Kelley made it a point to know everything if only because he made everything happen how he wanted it to.
 
   “You know Major Porter,” AJ gestured.
 
   “Yes, of course,” Kelley nodded, “if only by reputation.”  He did an excellent job of keeping the smile off his face.  Porter had been the only real threat to him, and now he had bowed out.
 
   AJ spoke, “I've had a lot of very interesting people bring up your name lately, Major Kelley.”
 
   Kelley chose to keep quiet.
 
   “For a Major, you've made quite a name for yourself as a liaison,” AJ said.  “Do you catch many evil villains on the upper east side?”
 
   Faking a laugh at the obviously vicious joke, Kelley replied, “I served in the intelligence department during the war.  And yes, this job is a cushy position.  Maybe I'm not blowing up Red Iron commies or nabbing Free Flights, but I work hard.  I do a job that very few people are capable of doing.  And I must say that what I do is integral to your work.  I make the screaming masses, the voter hungry politicians and money grubbing corporations listen and keep quiet.”
 
   AJ chuckled.  “Didn’t mean to offend you, son,” he said.  “I'm a war horse, like Porter here, so my understanding of glad-handing is negligible to say the least.”
 
   Kelley was still annoyed when he said, “If you don't mind me asking, why is he here?  For that matter, why am I here?”
 
   Settling back in his chair AJ explained, “I'm sure you've heard rumors of some changes in The One.  Effective at the first of the year I'll be resigning as Director of The One.”
 
   Kelley tried to look surprised.
 
   “As some of my last acts I'll be setting into motion a few projects,” AJ went on.  “Most of them are designed to integrate The One into normal society.  I want to change the image of Super-Humans; none of this locked away from the public, sitting like lords in castles or demons in cages.  I want us on the street, face to face and helping people.”
 
   “A commendable decision,” Kelley said.
 
   “After I'm gone, Major Porter will be promoted to Colonel,” AJ told him, “and will be running a special project outside of our standard departments.  He'll have a lot of leeway, which will ruffle some feathers, but the rest of the brass can deal with it.  I'm telling you this because I want to make it absolutely clear that my final orders are to be carried out to completion.”
 
   “Sir, I feel I'm missing something,” Kelley prodded him to come out and say what he was here to say.
 
   “As the new Director of The One, you'll be tempted to trash everything and start over,” AJ warned him, “That's a fool’s move.”
 
   “Did you just say I'm your successor?”  Kelley asked.
 
   AJ stood up and grabbed the man's hand to shake it.  “Congratulations, son,” he said.  “You'll never sleep another day in your life.  Now, if you'll excuse me I have to make the announcement to the world.”  He paused and looked at Kelley.  “Unless you don't want the job?”
 
   “No, sir,” Kelley stood up.  “I mean, yes, sir.  I'm honored to take the reins.”
 
   “Very well,” AJ said and left.
 
   William James Kelley Junior, new Director of The One waited a moment after AJ left.  Then he turned to Porter and asked, “They offered you the job first?”
 
   “Yup,” Porter replied.
 
   “Why did you turn it down?”
 
   “I'm a soldier,” Porter told him the half-truth, “I work better as a soldier and I can do a lot of good in the field.  What I'm not, is a politician.”
 
   “Strange that two Majors were the prime candidates,” Kelley said.  “There’ll be a lot of angry Generals.”
 
   “War Generals.  It's why they went with you,” Porter told him.  “They want to bury everything about the war.  So the last thing they want is a veteran war General commanding the most powerful force on the planet.  You, you're boy genius Billy Kelley; the people love you, the politicians love you and the corporations love you.  I only got offered the job because AJ likes me.”
 
   Kelley gritted his teeth and let Porter’s less than subtle barb slide.  “Have a good morning,” he said and walked out.  In the foyer his assistant, was waiting for him.  She was holding her notebook in her lap and stood when she saw him.  He headed straight through to the hallway.  His assistant followed close behind him.
 
   “Did the meeting go well, sir?”  Helen asked.
 
   “He's making the announcement right now,” Kelley replied.  “You're looking at the new Director of The One.”
 
   “Congratulations, sir,” she said.  “What about Major Porter?”
 
   “The idiot thinks he can do more in the field,” Kelley said.  “He still thinks fortune and glory can be swooped up in war.  If I do things right, there won't be another war anywhere.”
 
   “I'm sure you will,” Helen said.
 
   “Before Rodgers is done with his speech I need you to sell those stocks I was talking about. Also change the titles on those properties and start releasing the news snippets to the media.  Then I want to see The One's accounting reports.  Lastly, set up a meeting with that military contractor, the one with the base designs.  And buy up their stock.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 2: A Bright New Future
 
   1989, Virginia
 
    
 
   Since the war, The One had been housing people on borrowed land.  To remedy that, Director Kelley promised to build seven state-of-the-art bases around the globe.  Construction started a few months ago and wouldn't be finished for some time.  So for now places like Bethesda naval station served as a temporary headquarters.
 
   Robert Day liked to sit and watch the ships coming and going.  The cold ocean air made his cheeks red, but he could stay out for hours.  It was one of the few times he felt guilty that those two men had to follow him.  The big one was dressed in a navy uniform.  It was his job to make sure that Robert didn't stray into the wrong places and that he was, largely, kept safe.  The tall one was dressed in a One uniform, and it was his job to make sure the navy didn't screw up.  That's what he told Robert, anyway.  They left him alone most of the time, but he'd rather that they didn't have to stand out here in the cold with him.  He asked his dad once why he needed them.
 
    
 
   “You don't, Robert,” his dad answered.  He was sitting at his desk as usual working on something.  His dad was a multitasker, thus always available to answer questions.  “You might be six but you're a good boy, well behaved and smart.  Beyond that, you are the diplomatic bridge between two planets.  But that doesn't matter to the people reading reports and crunching numbers.  They needed to take precautions to make themselves feel better.”
 
   “Because mom is an alien, and they think I’ll blow them up,” Robert said.  “And that's why I can't live here anymore.”
 
   Robert's father stopped working and looked at his son.  “I hope you understand that sending you away wasn’t an easy decision for us, Robert.  You're mother and I do a lot of important work with some very important people.  These people are so important that there can't be any chance they might get hurt.”
 
   Robert bit his lip and looked down at the floor.
 
   “No one is saying you're bad; they're only trying to limit the possibilities of danger.  That means they won't let you come with us, not only for other people's safety but yours too.  There are some bad people who would take you if they had the chance.  Besides your old enough now to stay with The One and then you'll get to show everyone how good you are.”
 
    
 
   The man from The One sipped his coffee and tried to pretend he was interested in the boats.  Robert knew he didn't want to be babysitting a diplomat's son, but he appreciated that he didn't take it out on him.
 
   “Hey, Robbie, is that the Enterprise coming in?”  The man asked.  His name was Chuck, and he was excellent at predicting when something bad was going to happen.  They called it precognition.
 
   “That's just a cruiser,” Robert replied.
 
   “Let me know if you see the Enterprise out there,” Chuck said.  “I want to get a photo next to it.”
 
   “Sure,” Robert said.  He looked at his little watch with cartoon characters on it.  It was nearly ten in the morning.
 
   “They'll be here,” Chuck said.  “You know they're always running late.”  There wasn't much else he could say to make the boy feel better, so he wandered over to Baxter, the navy man.  “You can run and get some coffee if you want; I have things covered,” Chuck said.
 
   Baxter stared at him annoyed.  The War of Absolution may have ended, but most of the Norms still hated Super-Humans.  “You might rethink being so casual with the half-breed,” Baxter said.  “Thing could kill you by throwing a tantrum.”
 
   This time it was Chuck's turn to glare back.  He kept his comments to himself as he heard a car approaching.  A long black Buick drove up and came to a stop.  Robert stood and waited patiently, his hands twisting behind his back.  The car door opened and a little girl, about two years old, ran out at full speed.
 
   “Robber,” She screamed slamming into her brother.
 
   Robert took the impact with a grunt.  “Hey, Caroline, I missed you,” he hugged her.
 
   “I missed you too, Robber,” she said.
 
   A woman dressed in a business suit stepped out of the car.  Her hair was a dark purple that nearly looked black in the shade.  On the side of her neck, branded to her skin, was the red symbol of her planetary rank.  She smiled at her son, but she wasn't happy.  Robert's mother closed the car door behind her.
 
   “Dad couldn't make it,” Robert said.
 
   “I'm sure you're following the news about Thailand,” his mother said in a strange accent.
 
   “Yes, I hoped...,” Robert trailed off.  “I'm glad you came.”
 
   “Come play, Robber,” Caroline said tugging on his arm.
 
   The kids ran off into an open field of grass that was used for navy drills.  Robert's mother went to the two bodyguards, both of whom stood at attention.
 
   “How is he doing?”  She asked them.
 
   Baxter didn't look like he was going to say anything.  It was in part because he didn't care, but mostly he resented an alien living on his planet and getting special treatment.
 
   Chuck spoke up, “They have him going out into the ocean to work on controlling his powers.  He seems to like the day trips.  As always he's doing well with his classes.  And there's been a Major on the grounds asking about him.”  That caught Baxter's attention.  The little sound in Chuck's head that warned him of something bad gave a soft buzz.  He dismissed it as common military spying.  Robert's mom had a concerned look on her face.  “Nothing to worry about ma'am,” Chuck told her.  “I've heard of the guy; he's kind of famous around The One.  From all accounts he's a good man, bunch of medals from the war.”  Chuck got a kick out of making Baxter uncomfortable.  In the minds’ of the Norms, the war was full-fledged Armageddon, multiplied by two. To have a decorated veteran roaming around Bethesda must have made him nervous.
 
   “This wouldn't happen to be a Jonathan Porter?”  Robert's mom asked.
 
   “Yes, ma'am.”
 
   “I was under the impression he was promoted,” she said.  “Either way, my husband has already spoken to him and he's to be given access to Robert.”  She turned to look at her children playing some version of tag.  “Has there been any sign that he might be losing control?”  She wasn't asking Chuck because she knew she wouldn't get a true answer.
 
   Baxter, who had a high-level clearance, didn’t like talking about things in the open.  He answered regardless, “I've been told to look for changes in ambient temperature, electromagnetic disturbances and physical symptoms similar to radiation sickness.  So far I have not observed any of these things.”  He paused because he wanted to add something and wasn't sure how to word it.  “I'm concerned that he is becoming emotionally unstable which could lead to an incident.”
 
   “He's depressed,” Chuck cut in angrily.  “He misses you and his sister.”
 
   Robert's mom folded her arms and kept her voice even, “My concern is for my family as well as the relationship between our planets.  My husband and I have chosen to dedicate our lives to helping this nation, and that has forced us to sacrifice our time with Robert.  We've left it up to The One to make sure he's looked after, raised well, and made happy.  It's your job, Chuck, to take care of my son.”  She gestured to Baxter.  “It's this gentleman's job to see that the country is safe.  You don't have to work together, like each other or interact to get these jobs done.  And while I appreciate your candor about my son's well-being, there isn't anything I can do to change the situation, so you must fix the problem.”
 
   “Yes, ma'am.  Sorry, ma'am,” Chuck said.
 
   “I think Jonathan Porter's project may be the solution to the problem, so see that they meet,” she said.  “And Lieutenant Baxter, unless Robert is about to explode, stay the hell away.”
 
    
 
   1995, Colorado
 
    
 
   To everyone but Porter the specifics of his project were unknown.  And sometimes Porter himself didn't know what he was doing.  He had never worked with children before.  Give him an eighteen-year-old Private, and he could shout him into becoming a soldier.  If you did that with a six-year-old all you'd get was tears.
 
   Porter's basic idea was to build a new generation from the ground up.  In the war he had seen all manner of things.  The worst of which were the soldiers who took things too far; ones who took pleasure in death and destruction.  Then after the war he saw similar people use their authority to take advantage of people weaker than them.  These people were an inevitable outcome of inadequate parenting and training.  They were the reason people feared Super-Humans and they were the corruption that would destroy The One.  The goal was to raise a group of Super-Humans who believed in freedom, honor and the protection of those who couldn’t protect themselves.  In a way, he and Kelley had the same goal, with different approaches.  But Kelley would spend all his time and energy forcing and fighting people to do what he wanted.  Attempting to change the minds of the old guard would always be futile.  The solution rested in building the minds of those to come.  And hopefully, they would help guide The One along a noble path even in the worst of times.
 
   What he saw in Robert was the epitome of his idea, made stronger through his mother's lineage and his father's patriotism.
 
   So Porter took Robert under his wing, acting like a surrogate parent.
 
    
 
   In the winter of his sixth year with The One, Robert was living at the new Colorado Complex.  Construction was nearly complete, and airplanes were landing every day with supplies.  Robert sat in his bedroom working on a paper for class.  A knock came at the door, and he answered it.  Colonel Porter was standing there as stoic as always, his salt and pepper hair neatly combed.  Over the years, Robert learned to read the subtle emotions on his face.
 
   Something bad had happened.
 
   In Robert's head, he could almost hear Chuck's voice saying, ‘watch out,’ and he wished Chuck was here now.  He'd always been nice to Robert, more of a friend then a guardian or adult.  Robert gripped the door knob as tight as he could and held his breath as he waited for Porter to speak.
 
   “You should come with me,” he said.  “There's a helicopter waiting for us.”
 
   After taking orders from Porter for so long, Robert's feet moved on their own.  It felt like he was in the distance watching himself walk down the hallway and into the elevator.
 
   “There's been an accident, Robert,” Porter said when they were in the elevator.
 
   Robert, he had called him.  Not son, boy, Day or even Cadet Day.  The Colonel never called him Robert.
 
   When Robert didn't respond Porter continued, “It's your family.  They were in a plane crash.”
 
   A moment of relief washed over Robert.  A plane crash was nothing.  His mother could have gotten them out with only a couple of scrapes and bruises.  Caroline probably was freaked out and wanted to see him.  Then Porter put his hand on Robert's shoulder, and the fantasy slipped away.
 
   “It's bad isn't it?” Robert’s voice was tight.
 
   “The plane exploded in mid-flight,” Porter told him.  “Possibly one survivor.”
 
   “Possibly?”
 
   “They think your sister's powers manifested,” Porter answered.  He shifted to look Robert in the eyes.  “We knew that there was the possibility your human biology might not be able to contain your alien powers.  People have been worried about it since the day you were born.  We thought your mother’s power skipped Caroline.  It looks like she was just different, not inert.”
 
   The elevator doors opened to the dining hall, and Chuck was waiting amongst a contingent of One; military and political personnel.  He ran over to them.
 
   “I heard what happened, Robert,” his voice was steady and relaxing.  “I got here as fast as I could.  Don't worry, we'll sort this out as best we can, right?  That's what we're good at.”
 
   The crowd of liaisons trailed behind them as they headed to the helipad.  Out in the distance, blowing up a storm, was a helicopter big enough to fit over a dozen people.  Porter led them toward the ramp at the back.
 
   “Captain, you joining us?”  He asked Chuck.
 
   “You're damn right I am,” he said giving Porter a confused look.
 
   “We may need your expertise,” he said hinting at something.
 
   The three of them took seats near the side door, and the helicopter took off.  To talk over the deafening noise, they put on headsets.  Chuck focused on Robert, watching his blank face.
 
   Hunching over and resting his elbows on his knees, Porter observed the boy's reactions.  “There's more,” he said.  His voice sounded miles away through the headsets.  “Your sister is still active.”
 
   This woke Robert from his daze.
 
   “Her powers are still running at full steam,” Porter explained.  “No one can get within a mile without risking death.  Luckily she's in an unpopulated area, so there haven't been any more casualties.”
 
   “Robert,” Chuck said as loud as he could.  “They're hoping that if we can get you talking to her you can calm her down.  Get her to shut it off.”
 
   Robert nodded absently.
 
   “It's your time, buddy,” Chuck said.  “Take control of the situation, get Caroline out of there and fix this.”  Chuck was relying on everything he could remember from The One classes on psychology.  As a bodyguard he had learned that the people he guarded needed to be in control, even if everything was out of control.  And from time to time when he lost someone, he had learned a lot about grief counseling.  Robert was a strong kid, but he needed to feel like he was in charge of the situation and taking an active role.  Otherwise, he'd spend the rest of his life wondering, what if.
 
    
 
   One Hour Later, New Mexico
 
    
 
   The voice of the pilot came over the headset, “Approaching the safe zone.  I'm being told that radiation levels are increasing, and they're planning to evac in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Chuck,” Robert said all of the sudden, “You ever get that picture in front of the Enterprise?”
 
   Chuck's brow furrowed until he remembered the ships.  “Yeah,” he answered.  “But the other one.”
 
   The helicopter landed with a thud, and Robert was out of his seat before anyone could stop him.
 
    
 
   It was the middle of nowhere.  The desert stretched out in every direction, and the sun was hot, but not as hot as where Robert was headed.  Even from a mile away it was easy to tell where Caroline was.  Ahead of him, a ball of energy one hundred yards in diameter glowed and crackled.  The sky around it bit and snapped with electricity.  It was the first time Robert had seen a plasma storm.  Heat was radiating from the center, causing massive updrafts that threw dirt into the air.  Despite the blinding sand and searing heat Robert ran to his sister.  He wasn't sure if he would die before he got there, but he hoped that his power could resist hers.
 
    
 
   Porter swore under his breath as Robert narrowly escaped his grasp.  He quickly grabbed radios off the two nearest soldiers.  He shoved one of them into Chuck's hand.
 
   “Channel seven,” he told him.  “I need you to use your ability and tell me if this is going to go south.”
 
   “How is that going to help?”  Chuck asked.  “We won't get clear in time.”
 
   “All I need is a couple seconds warning,” Porter said grimly.
 
   Chuck knew what he meant and yelled after him, “Porter.  Porter, they're just kids.”  He switched the channel on the radio and yelled some more. “Porter, if you do something to those kids, God help me I'll find a way to kill your indestructible ass.”
 
   Porter ignored him and charged into the dust storm.
 
    
 
   It was like walking into an explosion that never stopped.  Pieces of Robert’s clothes caught fire burning him.  He had to take his shirt off, then his pants and finally, he walked naked into the epicenter.  The heat must have been several hundred degrees, but somehow it had no effect on him.  Beads of sweat evaporated before they could begin.  The closer he got, the brighter it was and soon he had his hand over his eyes looking out through a gap between his fingers.  Then he saw her, sitting on the ground and tucked into a ball.  She looked up as he got closer.  Robert collapsed to his knees in front of her, struggling for air as the wind whipped the oxygen away.
 
   “I keep crying, but the tears burn away,” Caroline said softly.  She was eight years old now, with olive-brown skin like their father but the sharp features of their mother.
 
   The energy that she was emitting was beginning to push Robert physically backwards.  He planted his hands on the ground to keep from sliding away.
 
   “What happened, Caroline?”  Robert asked.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” she cried.  “You told me how your powers worked.  You told me what it was like to control them in your mind.  That you just had to know that it was possible, and you could make energy.  And if you knew that and believed it then you could make your mind do it.  I kept thinking about it.  All the time.  I couldn't stop thinking…”  Caroline broke down into an uncontrollable sob.  “We were all on the plane, mom, dad...  And it made sense.  You just had to know, like learning to swim.  I killed them, Robert.  I killed them.”
 
   Robert struggled to get closer to his sister.  He just wanted to hold her, but he could barely get within arm’s length.
 
   “It's not your fault,” Robert said.  “It was an accident, a terrible accident, but it wasn't your fault.”
 
   Caroline looked at him slowly and said, “Did you know mom was pregnant?  It was there, alive, and then it turned to ash like the rest.”
 
   “Caroline, listen to me,” Robert shouted.  “We have to get you to stop before any more people get hurt.”
 
   “I don't think we should be allowed to live,” Caroline said more to herself.  “Our human side changed our powers to something beyond even mom's.  It's why it killed her, and maybe it'll kill us and everyone else we love.  We should die.”
 
   Porter came through the storm crawling on his hands and knees.  The wind had carried Caroline's words, and he knew that she had become suicidal.  Which meant bad things.
 
   “Robert,” he called out from behind.  “We have to stop this now; before it gets worse.”
 
   “Caroline,” Robert tried to get his sister’s attention.
 
   “There are other people's lives on the line here,” Porter yelled.  “If you can't get through to her we'll have to act.”
 
   Robert didn't turn around or acknowledge Porter.  Instead, he continued to struggle to reach his sister.
 
   “Colonel Porter,” the voice of a telepath came into his head.  “Captain Darren here has a message, uh, direct verbiage.  First, taking a radio into a plasma storm was a stupid idea.  Second, be on your toes, something is about to happen.”
 
   With that, Porter pulled from his reserves of strength and stood, forcing himself forward.  He had to reach the girl and stop her.  His weapon had melted along with the radio so it would have to be with his own hands.  His feet slipped and skidded back, but he kept putting one foot in front of the other.  As he came up on Robert, he thought to push the boy away, but didn't have the energy.  Porter was surprised that Robert had lasted this long as he fought to grab his sister.  Robert's fingers reached out and strained.  The tips brushed Caroline's arm, and she looked at him.
 
   “I forgive you,” Robert said to his sister.
 
    
 
   Chuck watched the storm growing and thrashing.  It was obvious to everyone in the safe zone that things were not going to end well.  It was clearer to Chuck, whose head was ringing like a fire alarm.  Someone was about to do something very bad.  His survival instinct hoped it was Porter, but he didn't like the idea of the girl dying.
 
   Suddenly, the ground shook and the dust cloud lit up with bolts of energy.  A sound, like something sizzling, filled the air to an almost painful level.  The wind hit them with enough force to throw Chuck to the ground.  As he recovered, he saw a flash of light at ground zero.  Air rushed back in to fill the space created by a vacuum, sucking everything towards it.  Chuck groped to hold onto anything and then the implosion collapsed the plasma storm on itself.
 
    
 
   Porter had been thrown over a mile from the blast.  When he woke he immediately headed back to where Robert and his sister had been.  He found Robert and Caroline still alive.  Robert was holding his sister tight, smothering her energy output with his own.  Her powers had been negated.  They had blown each other out in the same way you fight a forest fire with dynamite.
 
   Robert should be dead, but there he was alive, and Porter knew he'd chosen the right student.
 
    
 
   1998, Uganda
 
    
 
   Anne Marie Godfrey looked out the window of her father’s beat up Range Rover.  She watched as the last signs of Kenya shrank in the distance.  Geert scrutinized her from the rearview mirror.  His skin was brown and leathery from his years spent on the continent.  In many ways, his exterior matched his interior.  Sitting in the passenger seat, his wife, Mosi squeezed his thigh, so he spoke up.
 
   “It won’t be forever, Anne Marie,” he said in his thick Dutch accent.
 
   When he was young, the company he worked for had sent him to the Congo to build a bridge, and he never went home.  He had moved around a lot, mostly through central Africa until finally settling down in Kenya where he met Mosi.  Anne Marie was his pride and joy, but sometimes shame was a stronger drive.
 
   “I know,” Anne Marie replied in her typical stoic manner.  She kept her eyes on the scenery.
 
   It was hard to read her sometimes, and even harder to comfort her.  Geert knew that she would have preferred to stay in Kenya; that was where her friends were.  Somewhere in there, she had to be sad, or angry or afraid.  Or maybe Geert was projecting his guilt.
 
   “You know I did not like my job,” Geert said to his daughter.  “I did a lot of things I regret.  Bad things.”
 
   Anne Marie finally looked at him.  “What did you do?”  She asked.
 
   Geert hesitated to answer, and Mosi filled in for him, “That isn’t important.  What is done, is done.  Now we make things better.”
 
   “Okay,” Anne Marie said.
 
   “Are you angry with me?”  Geert asked.  “I understand if you are.”
 
   “I’m not sure,” she replied.  “But Papa, I still love you.”
 
    
 
   The trip through Southern Uganda was long, but not as much as the second leg north.  They stopped in Kumi, where her father met up with a man.  His name was Martin, and he smiled a lot.  With him, he had several cases that they struggled to strap onto the roof of the Range Rover.  Anne Marie watched the two men heaving and swearing; Geert in Dutch and Martin in French.  When the cases were finally secure, Mosi moved to the back seat with Anne Marie.  Martin took the passenger seat and the job as navigator.
 
   “The roads ahead are… carié,” Martin explained.  “Dangerous and rough.  It will take much longer to travel.  But we must be there before sundown.”
 
   It wasn’t an exaggeration.  Geert pushed the Range Rover through ruts, rocks and mud.  It felt as if the bouncing and jarring would rattle the teeth from their skulls.  Keeping in her seat and holding on tight became exhausting, and Anne Marie’s eyelids sagged.  Her mother wrapped an arm around her, using her body to soften the bumps.  Miraculously, Anne Marie faded into sleep.
 
   She woke as Mosi slipped out from under her.
 
   “Are we there?”  Anne Marie mumbled half asleep.
 
   “Yes,” Mosi replied.  “Now close your eyes, it is late.  Your Papa will unpack for you.”  She draped a coat over Anne Marie and gently pushed her down across the car seat.
 
    
 
   The second time Anne Marie woke, it was dark and getting cold.  Her father was standing outside holding the door open.
 
   “Hurry, get your coat,” he said and put out his hand to help her out of the car.
 
   The moon was smothered in clouds.  The only light came from the car, and that blinked out when the door shut.  Geert held his daughter's hand and led her into the darkness.  Someone clicked their tongue softly to indicate their position.  They found Martin crouched near some bushes.
 
   “Follow close or you’ll get lost,” Martin said in a hushed voice.
 
   They pushed their way through the shrubs, going deeper and deeper into the abyss, until finally they came to a stop.  Anne Marie had a sense that they’d reached a clearing.  None of them moved or made a sound, but waited.
 
   It started as a soft sound, like sand spilling onto the ground.  Then it grew into a rhythmic beat.  When it arrived, Anne Marie felt a gentle wind and heard the sound of shuffling and fabric.  In her imagination, she’d thought it was some sort of an animal herd migrating past them.  She turned to her father, just making out his face in the low light.  He nodded for her to go forward, and he stood with her.  Anne Marie cautiously stepped out into the open.  Something brushed past her and another stepped around.  As they came closer, she saw now something she couldn’t understand.  Hundreds of children were walking along a dirt road in the black and silence.  Their dark brown faces and sunken eyes spoke only of sadness.
 
   “The invisible children,” Geert said.  “Every night they leave their homes to sleep on the city streets.”
 
   “Why?”  Anne Marie asked.
 
   “So that the Lord’s Resistance Army can’t conscript them and turn them into child soldiers,” Geert replied.
 
   Anne Marie put out a hand, gently touching the arm of a boy as he passed.  A little girl reached up and touched her, and then another after her.  She lost count of how many of them reached out from the gloom.
 
   “We will get as many of them as possible, to come to our camp,” Geert said.  “We will give them a place to sleep and food.”
 
   Martin stepped forward speaking to the children in Swahili and French.  Geert repeated the same thing in English, “We have free food and beds.”
 
   There weren’t many who were willing to trust them; just over a hundred.  Martin led the line of children back toward the camp.  Anne Marie walked with him while her father brought up the rear.
 
   “We did very good tonight,” Martin said to Anne Marie.  She looked at him questioningly.  “They don’t trust adults, having you with us was a big help.”
 
   Anne Marie let a slight smile play on her lips.  She was beginning to understand why this was so important to her father.
 
   Martin stopped suddenly.  For the longest time, he said and did nothing.  There was a rustle of leaves nearby and without seeing anything he knew what was happening.
 
   “Run,” Martin shouted.  “LRA.  Run.”  He spun and grabbed Anne Marie by the shoulders.  “Run.”
 
   A rattle of machine gunfire sent the children screaming.  All the voices of the night were calling out in fear.  A bullet pierced Martin’s chest spraying blood in Anne Marie’s face.  She was afraid, but not panicked.  Anne Marie thought about her mother, somewhere out there.  Then she put that out of her mind, because the boy standing next to her was frozen in place.  With a hard shove from Anne Marie, he started moving.  She pushed and grabbed anyone she could as she ran from the gunfire.  But the LRA had them surrounded; the shooting started from both sides.  The children stopped, unsure where to go.  Working her way through the crowd, Anne Marie felt a sudden urge to find her father.
 
   Her instincts led her straight toward him.  Geert was kneeling on the ground, with his hands in the air.  A man with a gun was standing behind him.  When he saw his daughter, terror rushed through his veins.  He would not let them get her, no matter what.  With no hope of winning, Geert jumped up and reached for the man’s gun.  The machine gun tore through him at point blank range.
 
   Anne Marie didn’t cry out or shout.  That would have been stupid, and so the man didn’t see her.  And even if he had, he wouldn’t have expected what happened next.  Anne Marie didn’t either.
 
   Her senses flared like wild fire.  Time seemed to slow.  She could feel the air, hear the children behind her and smell the three soldiers in front.  And at her hands she felt a power; the primal sensation of destruction.
 
   One clawed hand slashed through the man’s neck, spurting blood into the night.  He went down quietly, struggling to scream.  Anne Marie leapt onto the back of a second man, who was too startled to react.  She dug her claws into his throat and held on till he toppled to the ground dead.  The last man shot at her, but Anne Marie had become supernaturally fast.  She rolled left then darted back right, popping up at his feet and nearly cut him in half.
 
   Sniffing the air, she couldn’t detect any other nearby threats.  “They’re dead.  It’s safe,” she called out to the children.  “Hurry, go now.”
 
   A brief hesitation turned into a flood of fleeing boys and girls.  Anne Marie made her way to her father.  She didn’t’ expect much.  He was dead; there would be no last words.  She couldn’t tell him that she wasn’t angry; that she was proud of him.  Before it was too late, Anne Marie escaped into the night.
 
    
 
   Two Weeks Later
 
    
 
   With the other children, they had made it to the nearest city.  Many of them had seen what Anne Marie had done, and were both afraid and awed.  They took her to the Holy Mother orphanage, where she told her story; that her father was dead, and her mother was most likely dead too.  Despite being over crowded, they took her in.  The sisters gave her a cot to sleep in; it was one of many shoved into a small room filled with girls like herself.
 
   Anne Marie sat on the makeshift bed, staring out the window and wondering what to do with the rest of her life.
 
   One of the sisters came into the room and called out, “Anne.”  Three other girls looked up at the same time.  There were twelve Anne’s in total at the orphanage.  “Anne G,” the sister added.
 
   Anne Marie heard her but made no sign that she did.
 
   The girl in the cot next to her, Elizabeth, said, “Angie, she called you.”  She was an older girl who had heard the rumors of what Anne Marie had done and decided that they were friends.  “Angie?”
 
   “Yes,” Anne Marie said as she stood up.
 
   “Anne G,” the sister said.  “Mother Superior would like to speak with you.”
 
   Anne Marie followed the sister down the concrete halls, stained and cracked with age.  With a quick knock at the office door, the sister showed Anne Marie inside.
 
   The Mother Superior was an older woman from America, though she’d been away for so long she’d picked up an accent.  “Close the door,” she said to Anne Marie.  “Anne G, take a seat.  I have some news.”  She waited till Anne Marie was settled and continued, “I have been in contact with the police.  I’m sorry to tell you; they have identified the body of your mother.”  Expecting a response, tears or some emotion, she waited again.  When nothing came, the Mother Superior said, “I’ve also spoken with some people in Kenya, and we can’t seem to find any relatives.”
 
   “I don’t have any,” Anne Marie told her.  “If that’s all, may I be excused?”
 
   “Sure,” Mother Superior said.  “If you would like to talk, I’m always available.”
 
   Anne Marie left the office and returned back to the dorm.  Elizabeth was waiting for her at the door.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said immediately.  Anne Marie furrowed her brow.  “It’s never good news,” she explained.  Anne Marie started for her cot, but Elizabeth stopped her.  “Wait.  Come with me for a second, I want you to hear something.”
 
   Elizabeth took her out in front of the orphanage were a few of the children were playing.  The building was surrounded by a high wall and a locked gate.  On the other side were more children, some with family somewhere, but all came to find company.  There was a boy at the center of a crowd; he was talking, and they were listening.
 
   “I escaped, I swear it,” the boy said.  “I came to tell someone; something must be done.”
 
   “Hey,” Elizabeth called him over.  “Tell my friend what you said.”
 
   He was only too happy to have someone hear him.  “I ran.  I ran as fast as I could.  The LRA is coming.  There is a village, they will attack it tonight, but they would not listen to me.  No one will.  They will all be killed.”
 
    
 
   Midnight
 
    
 
   The night air was stiff and stale.  Somewhere in the distance a fire was raging.  Anne Marie could see it, but the smoke hadn't reached the orphanage.  She leaned against the windowsill and watched the night.  Secretly, they’d managed to remove the bars that were once their cage.  With the rope they scavenged, Elizabeth tied it off.  The other girls in the room all watched; coconspirators who would cover for Anne Marie if need be.
 
   Anne Marie was twelve, but she had grown up a lot.  Especially with her new found power.  After that, the next step was inevitable.  She couldn't sit still and watch innocent people be hurt.  It's not like she thought she could save the country, but she knew she could save a few and maybe they would save a few and so on and so on.
 
   It was a child's dream, but maybe it would take a child to do it.
 
   Anne Marie winced as she thought of herself as a child.  She checked that her boots were tied tight.  She was dressed in all black with a pack strapped to her back.  In the pack were food and a flashlight.  As far as weapons, Anne Marie was the weapon.
 
   She tossed the rope out the window.  She made it to the ground then proceeded to work her way over the eight foot wall.  The alley behind the orphanage was dirty and piled with trash.  There was no light, so it was easy to get clear without being seen.  Stray animals picked at the rubbish and sized her up for food.  Anne Marie paid them no attention.
 
   The village she was headed for was an hour away on foot according to the boy.  The LRA would be there in two hours.  She knew from experience what they would do.
 
   The thought of boys her age having their hands cut off, or the girls used for sex, spurred her on.  She moved at full speed through the streets.
 
   There was a curfew in the city, but that meant nothing to the criminals.  It did make it easier for Anne Marie to tell who was friend or foe.  At this time of night, everyone was foe.
 
    
 
   1:00 AM
 
    
 
   Anne Marie came upon the village.  It was quiet and dark except for the central fire and a few torches around the walls.  She could just make out a couple of men who must have been the local watch.  One had an old rifle and the others knives and clubs.  They would be no match for the LRA’s machine guns.
 
   Anne Marie circled around to the main road and approached the village casually.  When one of the guards spotted her, she waved and said, “Hello.”
 
   The man waited till he got a look at her and then said, “What are you doing here, girl?”
 
   “I've come to warn you that soldiers are coming,” she replied.
 
   He waved his machete at her.  “Go away,” he said.  “You don't belong out here.  Go back to the city.”
 
   “They will come,” Anne Marie pleaded.  “They'll have machine guns and they'll burn your village to the ground.”
 
   “If that's so, why isn’t the military here?”  The man asked.  “Or did they send you to protect us?”  He laughed.
 
   “Yes,” Anne Marie answered his joke.  It only made him laugh harder.  “Before I go, do you mind if I warm up by the fire?”
 
   He made a sound that was a cross between annoyed and dismissive, but he waved her through.
 
   Anne Marie lowered her head and walked into the village and to the central fire.  She didn’t expect him to believe her.  Still, she was embarrassed by the teasing.  Either way, she planned to stay as long as it took, even if he came around to make jokes at her expense.
 
   The fire was warm, and Anne Marie took the time to eat some of the food she’d brought.  The men left her alone while she waited, but always kept an eye on her.  Villagers were notoriously untrusting of strangers, and they were right to be.  If they were smart, they should have kicked her out.  For all they knew she was a spy for the LRA, sizing them up.  It wasn't an unreasonable idea since most of the soldiers were kids.
 
   She hated seeing drug crazed children screaming insanities, thinking that having a gun made them men.  If guns made them men, what did that make Ann Marie?
 
   Looking at her hands in the firelight, she pondered the question.  If she had been born in a village like this, the people would probably think she was a demon.  Maybe she was?  Maybe that's the source of her powers?  Even after reading all the books on Super-Humans, they all said the same thing.  There was no single, direct explanation for Super-Human powers.  Some people had it in their genes.  Others got them through freak accidents and on occasion sometimes they were granted by higher beings.  Maybe one night the jackal came to her mother and made her a bargain?  She would never know.
 
   The sound of a truck coming up the road caught her attention.  The men on watch started shouting to each other as they tried to blockade the main entrance.  Some of the sleeping villagers began to stir.  Anne Marie’s instinct said to wake everyone, get them to safety, get them running.  She knew that the LRA would only chase them down.  So she would stand her ground and protect them here.
 
   Anne Marie whispered to herself, “You can't save everybody.”
 
   Gunfire rattled off.  It was a loud enough wake up call.  Instantly, the entire village was awake.  The truck stopped at the entrance.  There was a machine gun mounted on the back and a man at the trigger.  He fired randomly into the village.  On foot, more soldiers were coming up the road.  They’d be at the wall in a few minutes.
 
   Sprinting right and swinging around the side of the truck, Anne Marie knew what she had to do.  The gun was the biggest threat.  She flexed her hands, and her nails extended like three inch claws.  These were not fingernails or talons, but something more; able to cut through steel or man with ease.
 
   The rebel behind the machine gun didn't hear or see her coming.  She put one foot on the tire and leapt up into the truck bed.  Her right hand pierced his side, slipping between the ribs.  He turned to face her, and Anne Marie hit him in the chest with her other hand.  The claws raked and chipped the bone.  The man toppled backwards off the side of the truck.  The driver of the truck looked back to see what had happened.  Anne Marie wasted no time punching through the glass and killing him.  She swung the fifty caliber weapon to face outwards through the gates.
 
   “Come, come,” she called to a villager who was running past.  He stopped not quite sure to make of a twelve-year-old girl with a machine gun.  “Come shoot this thing,” she said to him.  “Now, before they get here.”
 
   The idea seemed right to him, so he climbed into the truck.  Anne Marie left him, hoping fear wouldn’t get the better of the man.  She headed back to the center of the village looking for any soldiers that might have slipped by the guards.  Even still, with her enhanced night vision it was too dark to see much of anything, so she stopped and listened for shooting.  The soldiers loved to fire at everything.
 
   There.  Towards the back.
 
   She sprinted full speed into the danger.  This side of the village was nearly pitch black.  A burst of gunfire lit up a hut.  As the man came out holding his AK-47 and laughing, Anne Marie struck.  With a single swipe, she cut the gun in half, taking his hand off in the process.  For several heart beats, the man had no idea what had happened.  Then by the time Anne Marie had spotted another man, the first one was screaming.  He called out to his friends for help.
 
   It was the perfect opportunity for an ambush.
 
   Two soldiers found their friend lying on the ground crying to himself.  They made it too easy, staring at their friend, backs open.  The villagers were rarely a danger, so the men were over confident.  Anne Marie came out from the darkness severing their spinal cords in a single slash.  Their deaths were instant.  Then she gathered their guns and went to find some villagers who were willing to fight.
 
   By the end of the night, a dozen LRA soldiers lay dead.  The rest ran off.  Five of the villagers had been killed, and two children were missing.
 
   “You can't save them all,” Anne Marie said to herself.  It was something she had to learn to live with.  Otherwise, the failures would become overwhelming, and she wouldn't be able to protect anyone.
 
    
 
   When she arrived back at the orphanage, Anne Marie scaled the wall once again.  But as she approached the place where the rope hung from the window, she found the Mother Superior waiting for her.  A flashlight shone brightly into her face.
 
   “Anne G?”  The Mother Superior questioned.  “What…?  Holy Mother.”
 
   It was only now under the light that Anne Marie looked at herself.  Her face and clothes were covered in dirt and blood.
 
   “The LRA attacked,” Anne Marie said.  “I stopped them.”  She flashed her claws.
 
   The Mother Superior began to mumble a prayer while moving to grab something.  “Quickly,” she said.  “We must clean you off.”  And she ran to fill a bucket with water.
 
    
 
   Twenty Days Later
 
    
 
   Sitting in the hard wooden chair at the Holy Mother orphanage, Anne Marie stared at the floor.  Old stains told stories of days long gone.  She'd been called to the Mother Superiors office and then told to wait.  No one had explained why.  She tried not to complain.  The sisters had said nothing about her nighttime activities.  The least she could do was make things easier for them.
 
   The sound of footsteps approaching made her look up.  Two big men were coming down the hall.  They both looked serious and strong.  The black man wasn't from Africa; Anne Marie could tell by his clothes.  As they passed, the other man, with white hair, looked at her, and they locked eyes.  Then the two men went into the office and closed the door behind them.
 
   “Porter and Deacon-Slater,” the white man said.  “We’re here in regards to the girl, Anne Marie Godfrey.”
 
   “Oh, yes, Anne G.  You know we have a number of Annes here. There’s an Anne F, an Anne R…,” the Mother Superior was rambling.  “Anne G’s parents were murdered.  Terrible, terrible thing.  The poor girl saw it.  I can't imagine...”
 
   “She claims to have abilities?”  The white man interrupted her.
 
   “Yes, I've seen them.”
 
   “Them?”
 
   “It would be easier if you saw for yourself.”  A second later the office door opened, and all three of the adults came out.  “This is Anne G.  Anne, would you please show the gentlemen your gifts.”
 
   Anne Marie obliged.  It was a simple matter of flexing the right muscle and then the claws would snap to, like a switch.  Neither of the men seemed startled or surprised.
 
   Deacon-Slater spoke in his deep bass voice, “Told you it would be worth your time.”
 
   Porter ignored him and said to the Mother Superior, “The One will take custody of the girl now.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” she replied a little too eager.  “The paperwork has already been filled out.  I just hope you can provide the care that she needs.”
 
   “That won’t be a problem,” Porter said.
 
   The Mother Superior went back into her office to find the forms.  When she was out of earshot, Porter said to Deacon-Slater, “She's a little too old.”
 
   “Yeah, but she hasn't been raised at The One,” Deacon-Slater replied.  “And there's the other thing.”
 
   Porter glanced back at Anne Marie.
 
   The Mother Superior returned and had Porter sign off on the papers.  Then Porter turned to Anne Marie and said, “Let’s go.”  The two men led the way out of the building, and the girl followed.  “How accurate is the intel?”  Porter asked.
 
   “It's my intel,” Deacon-Slater answered.  “The Board has had me out here for a couple of days now.  Granted, I didn't see anything with my own eyes.”
 
   The car they came in was parked in front of the orphanage.  Porter opened the back door for Anne Marie.  Then he got in and started driving.  For a while, he scrutinized her in the rear view mirror.
 
   “Anne G is it?”  He asked.
 
   “They call me Angie,” her accent was more apparent amongst the Americans.  “It’s easier.”
 
   “George here has been telling me about you,” Porter said.  “He thinks you've been running around fending off soldiers single handed.”
 
   “I used my gifts the best I could,” she answered straight-faced.
 
   “Then you've killed men?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A lot of them?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered again, “only the ones who hurt people.”
 
   “Are you angry about your parents?”
 
   Anne Marie shifted in her seat and stared out the window.
 
   “Angie, are you angry at the people who killed your parents?”  Porter asked forcefully.
 
   Looking at Porter through the rearview mirror, she answered, “I'm angry at everyone who would do such a thing.”
 
   Porter looked at Deacon-Slater, who was a little too smug for his taste.  “Where we're going we'll train you how to protect innocent people and stop the ones who hurt them.”
 
   “Good,” Anne Marie said.
 
   “How are you planning on transferring her to the States?”  Deacon-Slater asked.
 
   “That was easy,” Porter replied.  “I adopted her.”
 
   Deacon-Slater laughed, “If you think having a teenage daughter is easy, then you have another thing coming.”
 
    
 
   2000, Nebraska
 
    
 
   Henry Schreier was disturbed by the amount of clutter scattered around the office.  Doctor Stein didn't seem to be bothered.  To Henry, it was a bad sign.
 
   “Please, take a seat,” Doctor Stein said as he picked a magazine up off the only other available place to sit.  Stein sat in his worn leather chair and moved a stack of paper so he could see Henry.  “I'm so glad you could come, Doctor Schreier.”
 
   “Henry, is fine,” he replied in a German accent.
 
   “Then please call me Victor,” Doctor Stein said then paused for a moment.
 
   Henry shifted awkwardly.
 
   “Uh, most people make a joke about now,” Doctor Stein explained.
 
   “Oh,” Henry said not understanding.
 
   “My middle name is Franklin,” Doctor Stein replied embarrassed.  “Victor Franklin Stein…  Victor Frankenstein…  Like in the book…  Anyway, the reason I invited you here was because of that paper you wrote.”  He dug through the mess on his desk and pulled out a sheet.  “Your ideas on mapping synaptic impulses and motor functions are... Well, right up our alley.”
 
   “You know that it is all edge theory,” Henry informed him.
 
   “Henry,” Doctor Stein changed to a more serious tone.  “Do you know what this place is?”
 
   To be honest, he wasn't exactly sure.  An invitation to meet Doctor Stein, all expenses paid, had reached him in Germany a few days ago.  Typically, Henry would have ignored it, but he hadn't been working on anything important.  He was also a bit surprised that a high-end research company would have a location in the middle of nowhere.  But he was more surprised when the car pulled up to the facility.
 
   Reliant Dynamic Science was housed in a renovated mansion in the middle of an empty plot of land.  It was all grass and sky as far as the eye could see.  The house must have been over a hundred years old.  The facade and architecture had been kept perfectly intact.  But inside, the house was lined with power and data cables.  The rooms were an amalgamation of hot labs and parlors.  Doctor Stein's office was no different, with a computer terminal built into an antique bookshelf.
 
   “From what I have seen, something top secret and advanced,” Henry answered.
 
   “We work solely in, as you phrased it, edge science,” Doctor Stein told him.
 
   For the first time since Henry met the disheveled little man, he was intrigued.  Sitting forward he said, “You want to fund this project?”
 
   “Yes and no,” Doctor Stein said.  He clenched his jaw as he tried to work out the best way to word his explanation without giving anything away.  “We have a project that could benefit from your line of thought.  With the funds from that project, we are prepared to grant you money to continue your research.”  He added, “At this facility of course.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Henry said thinking.  “How much over-sight?”
 
   “Like I said, we specialize in edge science, so we have an understanding attitude,” Doctor Stein replied.
 
    
 
   Three Weeks Later
 
    
 
   Henry took no time settling into the mansion.  His things were packed and shipped from his home in Germany.  He soon learned that the Victorian house was only the tip of the RDS iceberg.  The research facility had five subterranean levels.  There was a tunnel leading out to the main road that concealed the large shipments coming and going.
 
   Henry was staying in one of the underground dormitories.  His room was just large enough to fit a bed, but that didn't matter because he wasn't getting much sleep.
 
   From day one, the other researchers already had a number of projects and requests for him.  His doctorates in medical research and engineering were being put to use.  As well as his Ph.D.'s in math.  But being the new guy, most of what they had him working on was basic number crunching and tests.  Not exactly the edge science that Doctor Stein had implied.
 
   Henry’s main project was designing artificial limbs that performed as close to real as possible.  The challenge was the mechanics of the device, the control system and the materials used to manufacture it.  All of which Henry had solved in his first week there, he just didn't tell anyone.  It was partially because they had relegated him to ‘lab assistant.'  He knew it was petty, but there was logic to his plan.  Despite his talents and abilities the others didn’t respect him.  He had experienced the same thing as a child genius.  So he understood that in such a situation, it was best to solve the problem quietly and then wait until the others failed.
 
   In this case, Henry had designed schematics for the limbs, created a human to machine interface and developed hardened material that was resistant to damage and wear.  During the process though, he discovered that the project would be a failure, at least to his standards.  Yes, the researchers would produce the product that had been requested.  They would even get a pat on the back for their good work.  Admittedly, the problem wasn’t with the staff, but the vision of the financier.  Henry saw that the project could go far beyond what their backer had dreamed.
 
   So he spent his time creating what he knew would be revolutionary science by using the materials and resources of RDS, and in his spare time worked out equations for his co-workers.
 
   At the moment, he was waiting for the computer to finish machining one of his designs.  The noise of the laser cutter didn't bother him as he stood in front of a white board thinking.  There was a long equation written in black and Henry's notes in blue.
 
   “Doctor Schreier, did you finish those structural tests on the joints?”  Jenny Banks asked.  She was lead medical engineer on the project.  Relatively attractive, if you took into account that they had all been cooped up together for months.  Biological reactions being as they were, people tended to see things differently when going without sex for so long.  She only had an MD but was specialized in vascular surgery and seemed to have a proficiency in mechanics.  There was no real reason she should be the head of anything, except that her father was some sort of General.  “Doctor,” she said louder to get his attention.
 
   “The joint will fail at two point three foot pounds of rotational torque,” Henry replied.
 
   “Can I see the report,” Jenny asked annoyed.
 
   “I did not write a report because I did not do any tests,” Henry was still staring at the white board.
 
   “First off, I told you to run those tests last week,” Jenny was shouting over the laser cutter.  “Second, you can't make up data; we need facts, because this is science.”
 
   Henry put the cap on the marker he was holding and turned to Jenny.  “I did not do the tests because it was obvious from looking at the thing that it was flawed.  The calculations I used were simply based on the materials and measurements.”  Something occurred to him at that moment, and he asked, “Do you know the potential atomic energy of an apple?”
 
   Jenny Banks put her hands out and clenched her fingers.  She was nearly about to strangle him.  “What the hell are you working on?  What the hell are you machining in here?  Why are you not doing what you're told?  You're not paid to fool around; this is serious stuff we are working on.”
 
   “I heard the Chinese were doing something with teleportation,” Henry said, “I thought it would be fun to work out the math.”
 
   “That's not why you're here,” Jenny yelled.
 
   “Yes, I know,” Henry said.  Now he was getting angry.  “I am here because Doctor Stein thought I might be instrumental in creating a human interface for your project.  But what I'm doing is solving equations that a college freshman could do.”
 
   “Doctor Stein may be the head of this facility, but he has no idea how things work down here,” Jenny gestured violently with her hands.  “It's all fine and good to hire someone to come up with some fantasy theories, but we work in practical science.  We make things that are possible today, not in the future when we have flying cars.  So you may be Stein’s new toy, but the man is an idiot.”
 
   “Yes, I assumed so,” Henry said flatly, “Otherwise why would he have hired you?”
 
   “You son of a bitch...”  Jenny stomped forward ready to slap him when she caught sight of what was being made in the laser cutter.  “What exactly is that?”  She leaned down to look through the observation window.  The laser was shooting around faster than the eye could see.  It was cutting and shaping a hollow tube.  As it went along, the tube tapered down and took on a gentle curve.
 
   “A left ulna,” Henry answered.
 
   “And the material?”
 
   “A compressed weave of tungsten fibers.”
 
   “How did you get them to...?”  Jenny tried to ask.
 
   Henry cut her off, “Doctor Banks, if you do not mind I have a lot to do.  A bioelectric nervous system does not build itself.”
 
    
 
   2001, Nebraska
 
    
 
   No one said they were going to be friends, but the team didn't complain when Henry was placed as head of the project.  For the duration of the job, they would be the human calculators and Henry would be free to work.  The schematics for every human body part had already been drawn up.  Surgical integration needed to be tested as well as the command connections to the human nervous system.  All of that was more or less trial and error work, something Henry pawned off on the others.  It was the control software that had become his obsession.
 
   The structure of the program needed to be elegant and efficient.  Their entire project would be pointless if the signal from the brain took longer than the average human's reaction time.  The biggest problem was translating the synaptic impulses.  It was like a deaf person learning to write music.  But Henry certainly considered himself the Beethoven of science.
 
   The solution seemed to require some form of neural implant.  The problem was that science had very little understanding of the brain so Henry couldn't just jam something in there.
 
   Henry made a note to do a complete mapping of the brain.  With that type of information, he'd also be able to do a massive cybernetic integration with very little data loss.  One of the other researchers came into his office.  A young kid with more book smarts than actual lab work.  His name was Arthur or Aaron or something like that.  Henry spun around in his chair when he heard him enter.  “Do you happen to know how much trauma a body can suffer before its organs begin to shutdown?”  He asked.
 
   “I...,” the kid was caught off guard.  “I'm mainly a chemist.”
 
   Henry turned and jotted down another note about designing artificial organs.  “If I can get past the body’s biological shutdown, then I could in theory cut a person apart and sew him back together again.  What do you think?”
 
   The kid had no idea what Henry was saying.  And the horrified look on his face said the rest.
 
   He wrote another note about an artificial oxygen and blood transportation system.  “I need to keep blood and oxygen flowing to the brain,” Henry kept talking, “But do you think the brain is what tells the organs to shutdown, even if they were artificial?”  This time he put a notation next to the note about brain mapping.  “The rest is grunt work,” Henry said.  “The lynchpin is the brain and the software that's going to go into it.”  To the kid he said, “Tell the others I will not be available for a while.  If they have any questions go over my notes.”
 
   Henry had a lot of work ahead of him.  He was about to create a machine that could directly interface with the brain, a software code that was compatible with it and the medical science that could stick it in there.
 
    
 
   2005, Nebraska
 
    
 
   “But it's finished,” Henry tried to explain.
 
   He was in Doctor Stein's office.  It hadn't changed much over the last five years.  Maybe some of the magazines had been switched out.  Maybe not.
 
   “I know Henry, it's been finished for nearly two years,” Doctor Stein said to him.  “We were paid 'x' amount of money to produce a specific item.  That money was put into making that item.  That item was created and delivered to some very happy clients.”
 
   “They only got bits and pieces,” Henry said.  He was trying hard to stay seated.  “They still need the direct neural interface and the training for medical integration.”
 
   “No, they don't,” Doctor Stein stayed calm.  It wasn't the first time a scientist had a tantrum in his office.  “They got what they wanted.  What you're doing is not what they paid for.  In fact, no one is paying for it.  Including RDS.”
 
   “You cannot stop something that is already done,” Henry said.  “Let us run it through some trials and then you can try and sell it to whoever you want.”
 
   “No one is going to buy this,” Doctor Stein said.
 
   “The military applications alone...” Henry stood up and waved his arms around.
 
   “Yes, but in today's current climate, with The One…” Doctor Stein tried to explain.  “The debate over if a cyborg is required to join The One would be enough of a conflict.  You did good work.  Fantastic work, but the world isn't ready right now.  So we'll shelve the project till it is.  Meanwhile, there are plenty of other very interesting things to work on.”
 
   Henry took in a breath and lied, “Yes, I suppose that’s a logical way to look at it.  My work won't magically vanish; it'll be there ready and waiting.”
 
   “Yes, yes, Henry,” Doctor Stein smiled.  “I'm happy that we could see eye to eye on this.”
 
   The two of them shook hands, and Henry walked out of the office.  He headed directly for the elevator to the sublevels.  Stein was an idiot, and Henry thought himself stupid for thinking he could change the man’s mind, especially when it was much easier to use deceit.  No one understands how frustrating it is to be revolutionary.  Henry was so ahead of his time that the world didn't even know they wanted what he was creating.  He was like a Da Vinci amongst caveman.  His genius should go down in history.  And not ten years from now.  Right now.  Before any other scientist had an inkling of an idea close to what he had done.  He was not like one of the other million people in white coats who just worked hard and eventually got things done given enough time.  He was better than that.
 
   Henry stormed out of the elevator and into the labs.
 
   “You, you and you, with me,” he pointed to three of the scientist he considered to be most lacking in ethics.  Henry led them into his office and shut the door.  “Do you want to be remembered forever?”  He asked, but it was rhetorical because who didn't.  “Maybe in your time you will create something that will revolutionize the world, maybe not.  Right here, right now I have already done it.  All you need to do to have your name next to mine is do what I tell you.”
 
   The three scientists looked at each other to gauge their answers.  Then each nodded.
 
   “Prep for an operation, get the parts for a type three transplant and kick everyone out who is not going to help.”
 
   He supposed he could have found a volunteer, but if something went wrong, he preferred not to go to prison for murder.  Besides, it would look as if he had no confidence in his work.  There was no reason not to have the procedure performed on himself.  The operation was outlined to the smallest detail.  As long as the doctors were mildly competent then there wouldn’t be a problem.  Nevertheless, Henry wasn't foolish enough to not plan for the worst.  He backed up all of his notes and updated his will.  When he was done, he changed into a hospital gown and went to the operating theater.  The room was as big as an actual theater.  It had to be, especially with the amount of equipment they needed.
 
   Henry lay down on the table and let the nurse place the IV.  His carotid artery was tapped, and blood began cycling through a machine.  In a minute, he’d fall into a chemically induced coma.  The last thing he remembered was the nurse shaving his head.  The neural implant lay on a tray next to him.  Its central processor was the size of a walnut with a web of wires sprouting from it.  When he was unconscious, one of the doctors marked a line on Henry’s skull while another grabbed a saw.  A second group cracked Henry's chest open.  They began working on replacing his body parts.  The team pulled him apart like a broken clock, piece by piece.  Several machines were brought in to work as temporary organs while the real ones were replaced.  After the organs were substituted, they would move on to replacing limbs.  Three doctors and seven nurses worked in around the clock shifts for three days.  Eventually Doctor Stein found them, and he was left with little choice but to let them finish.
 
    
 
   One Week Later
 
    
 
   Henry woke neither feeling hazy or confused.  His new body had processed out all the drugs that he had been given.  The neural implant sped up his cognitive process, so thoughts and concepts came faster to him.  He knew he was in the recovery room.  He knew he had been unconscious for a week.  He also knew that the operation hadn't gone perfectly.  There had been flaws in the software coding.  A small oversight, but it had multiple minor failures and one big one; he couldn’t move his body.
 
   “I didn't believe them that you'd wake up just like that,” A man, a little younger than himself, was standing next to the bed.
 
   Henry had known he was there before he saw him.  He also knew the man's name was Robert Day, a Sergeant with The One.  A secondary scan initiated and Henry registered low levels of radiation from within the Sergeant.  Turning his head, he spotted another person in the room.  A woman; she had been born in Africa, with a recent American education.  Her name was listed as Anne Marie Godfrey, a Corporal.
 
   “Yeah,” Henry responded, “If only I could turn on a woman the same way.”  There was something odd about what he had just said, but he couldn’t place it.  Henry started running a self-diagnostic.  He could see his arms in his peripheral vision; the version seven models.  Most of the joints had been eliminated, removing the chance of them locking up due to dirt or lubrication issues.  Henry had updated the complex metal fiber weave so that it flexed and tightened to bend the fingers and arms.  A blanket covered his legs, but they would be of the same design.  And they would all be attached to his torso, which was still composed of his original living matter, on the outside at least.  His diagnostic had already checked on the synthetic organs pumping inside him.  There was no other reason to keep the trunk intact, other than to prove he could keep living flesh viable after the transplant.  Henry’s head and brain were mainly organic tissue as well.  Without looking, he knew his skull would be a criss cross of stitches where they implanted the miniaturized super computer.  This was when his diagnostic came to a stop.  The entire process took only a few seconds.
 
   Robert was still laughing at the joke.  “We were sent here from The One to determine if you're a Super-Human,” he told Henry.
 
   “But you're not SHT,” Henry said.  He was concurrently downloading every known fact about The One and the officers standing in his room.
 
   “No, this is a special project,” Robert told him.  “So how are you feeling?”
 
   “Other than the paralyzed thing, peachy,” Henry said and then looked confused.  “Sorry, I'm not sure why I'm being so blithe.”
 
   “You're the one who can't move,” Robert replied.  “Be as blithe as you want.”
 
   “No,” Henry explained.  “I mean I never used to act like this.  It must have to do with the software errors.”
 
   Doctor Stein came into the room at that moment.  He folded his arms across his chest and looked angrily at Henry.  “It’s because you’re an arrogant idiot,” Doctor Stein said.
 
   “I suppose that would do it,” Henry quipped.  “Damn it, I can't stop saying these things.”
 
   “At least he lost that annoying accent,” Doctor Stein said.  “Have you decided to take him yet?  The sooner, the better.”
 
   “Not yet,” Robert replied.  “We can't call him Super-Human if he can't get out of bed.”
 
   “That's a simple procedure,” Henry cut in.  “The programming needs to be updated.  I kind of forgot to install the stuff about basic voluntary processes.  Sometimes I can get a little forest from the trees.”
 
   “Let me know if you're taking him,” Doctor Stein said to Robert.  “Otherwise I'll have to burn more money on this idiot.”
 
   Doctor Stein left slamming the door as he went.
 
   “You know his full name is Doctor Victor Franklin Stein?”  Henry said.
 
   Robert started laughing, and Henry joined in while Angie stood in the corner quietly.  The men looked at her, and she stared back.
 
   “I don't get it,” Angie said and that made them laugh harder.  “Can we complete the exam now?”
 
   “The Colonel gave us two days,” Robert said to her, “Relax a bit, Angie.”
 
   “There are better things we can be doing,” she said.
 
   “Better than getting the world's greatest genius and cyborg up and running?”  Henry asked.  “I'm assuming The One is willing to put in the cash to get me on their team?  I'll need access to a supercomputer to do the reprogramming, and I already have ideas for some upgrades.  In fact, I think I'm going to change the operating system altogether.”
 
   “I need to make a call,” Robert said then motioned Angie to follow him.
 
   When they stepped outside, Doctor Stein was waiting for them.  “So what do you think?”  He asked.
 
   “It feels wrong,” Robert answered.
 
   “But useful,” Angie added.
 
   “The man was a self-righteous ass,” Doctor Stein said.  “The reprogramming made him a better man.”
 
   “Still, playing God isn't what The One is about,” Robert was uncomfortable with the entire situation.
 
   Doctor Stein had notified The One as soon as he found out what Henry had done.  Somehow the report had gone across Colonel Porter's desk.  He contacted Stein directly and asked one question, ‘Can he be reprogrammed?’  The answer was yes, and he sent Robert and Angie to verify.
 
   “Do you think it would be better if he stayed how he was?”  Angie asked.  “He wouldn’t hesitate to do this surgery for a criminal with enough money.  With this new man, he can do good things now that he's been changed.”
 
   “Either way,” Doctor Stein interjected.  “The code has been rewritten.  It's buried so that he'll never even know to look for it.  If we undid it now, it would show up in his stored data.  There is no turning back.”
 
   “Thank you, doctor,” Robert said.  “If you can give us a moment.”  Stein left them.  “What do you think?”  Robert asked Angie.
 
   “You’re the senior officer,” she replied.  “And it’s the Colonel’s orders.”
 
   “But you and I both know your father is up to something,” Robert said.
 
   “You’ve been with him longer than I have.  You know him better,” Angie replied.
 
   “And if we were supposed to know his plan he would have told us,” Robert said mostly to himself.  “Thanks, sis.”
 
   Angie grumbled and stomped off.  “I will tell Doctor Stein we are taking Schreier.”
 
    
 
   2005, Arizona
 
    
 
   The wind outside of the RV was howling.  A pale nine-year-old girl lay under a mound of blankets in the back room.  Despite everything, Sara was still shivering.  Her mother checked her forehead again.  The lines on her face were deep, from worry.  Michelle Klaas brushed her hand down her daughter’s long brown hair.  Sara's fever had been running for nearly three days now.  Her father, Ben, had stopped at a commune deep inside a Native American reservation.  They had an old friend here who they hope might be able to help.
 
   Michelle looked at the cups and herbs piled on the bedside table.  So far none of it had worked and if Sara got any worse there could be permanent damage.
 
   “Fuck them,” Michelle heard Ben's voice come from outside.
 
   Standing up, Michelle peeked out the window and saw her husband talking to their friend.  The sky was grey and brown, filled with storm clouds.  It was monsoon season in Arizona, and flash floods could come and go at any moment.
 
   “They're not teaching them; they're training them to be killers,” Ben was still yelling.  Normally he was a quiet man, but seeing his daughter’s sickness made him feel helpless.  He had hoped that Johnny could do something for her.
 
   Johnny leaned against the RV, trying to stay out of the storm and doing his best to keep Ben calm.  His ponytail whipped around, banging against his face.  The hand sewn leather coat he wore wasn't doing much to keep him warm.
 
   “The government is never gonna change, man,” Johnny said.
 
   “I thought maybe they might,” Ben's voice got sad.  “Then The One starts conscripting people and I knew I was wrong to hope.”
 
   “You did what you had to do,” Johnny was working his way to telling Ben the hard truth.
 
   “Yeah, but it's not what people should have to do,” Ben replied.  “We shouldn't live in a country we call free and then have to pack up in the middle of the night and run off.  Me and the girls have been running for nine years because some doctor was following orders to register Super-Humans.”
 
   “A man doing the man's bidding,” Johnny put in.
 
   “Some days I wish she wasn't...,” Ben couldn't finish the sentence.  “Or at least could have passed as normal, but when she was a baby...”
 
   Michelle opened the RV door and stuck her head out.  “She still has a fever,” she informed them, “and I can't get her to eat anything.”
 
   Ben nodded and looked to Johnny.
 
   Johnny took in a deep breath then said, “I've done what I can for her.  Whatever she has its bad and at this point only big medicine can help.”
 
   “America, freedom for the select few,” Ben growled.
 
   He pushed past Michelle as he went into the RV.
 
   “Ben...,” Michelle tried but couldn't say anything that would help.
 
   She followed Ben to the back room where he took a seat next to Sara.  His big hand brushed her face waking her.  Sara's eyes flutter as they fought to stay open.
 
   “Hey, baby,” Ben said to his daughter.  “Have any good dreams?”
 
   “I like monkeys,” she replied deliriously.
 
   “Well, I'll tell you what, I'll get you a monkey as soon as you get better,” he told her.  Ben looked back at his wife and didn't have to ask.
 
   Michelle frowned and nodded.
 
   “But first we have to take you to the hospital,” Ben said to Sara.
 
   The words must have registered because Sara tried to sit up in bed.  She was panicked, and the delirium wasn't helping.  “We can't go,” she said.  “We can't go there; they'll put us all in prison, and I'll never see you again.”  She started to cry.  “I don't want to go to prison.”
 
   Ben grabbed his daughter and held her as close as he could.  Tears formed at the corners of his eyes, and he closed them tight.
 
    
 
   The second Sara fell asleep again; Ben started up the RV.  He sped out of the reservation and through the storm to the nearest city.  From the freeway, the tall white hospital loomed over them like an ominous sign.  Pulling the RV up to the emergency entrance Ben picked up his daughter and carried her inside.  The nurses got her to a bed, but when they pulled the blanket off of Sara they gasped.
 
   “Go then,” Ben shouted, “Call whoever it is you need to call.”
 
   He pulled the hospital sheets over Sara covering her body as it shifted shapes and sizes.
 
   “I'm sorry daddy,” Sara said.  The commotion had woken her.  “I can't stop it.”
 
   “It's not your fault, baby,” Ben said, “You are who you are, and you have nothing to be sorry for.”
 
    
 
   Morning
 
    
 
   Ben and Michelle were woken by a man and woman in grey uniforms.
 
   “Good morning Mister and Misses Klaas,” the woman said.  She was young with long black hair. “I'm Private Cortez with The One.”
 
   “We know what you are,” Ben snapped.  “You're here to take my daughter away and put us in prison.”
 
   Private Cortez didn't balk at his affront.  She took a slow breath and did the best she could to explain.  “The One doesn't have any prisons,” she told them.  “We don't put Super-Humans in prison and we don't have the authority to put civilians there either.”  Michelle sat up in her chair focusing on what the woman was telling them.  “Sure, Free Flights are illegal, but that only really means they can't get jobs or government aid,” she continued.
 
   The other officer stepped forward.  He was holding Sara's medical chart.  “Mister and Misses Klaas, your daughter has lymphoma,” he said roughly and paused to let that sink in.  “It's an aggressive case that will ravage her body.  There is no amount of money or medicine that will save her from the pain.  Lucky for her she'll be dead in a week, and to be quite frank this is all your fault.”
 
   Cortez cut him off before he said anything worse, “What my Sergeant is saying is that this doesn't have to happen.  See, your daughter shouldn't be sick.  She's a shapeshifter, and she is very capable of healing herself.”
 
   “Sara can't control her body like that,” Michelle told her.
 
   The man looked down at her with his eyebrows raised.
 
   “Don't give us that line about training and education,” Ben growled.
 
   “Here's the thing,” the man said evenly.  “You can either believe me or not.  But I'm telling you that if your daughter comes with us she will live, she will have control over her abilities, and she will be well-taken care of.  So even if I am giving you the company line, the other option is to watch her die.”
 
   Michelle turned to her husband.  She was willing to do anything to save Sara, she only hoped her husband could swallow his pride long enough to do the same.  Then after a second they both began to nod in unison.
 
   “We have a helicopter on the roof,” the man said, “We'll move you all now.”
 
   He left the room with Private Cortez in tow.  They headed to the nurses’ station to make arrangements.
 
   “Sir,” Private Cortez said.  She knew she should let it go and keep her mouth shut.  “Do you think it was necessary to be so harsh with them?”
 
   The Sergeant, who had been filling out paperwork, glanced up.  “They're idiots, and everything their daughter went through is their fault.  She could have been educated and fed on The One's dime.  Instead her parents dragged her around the country living in squalor.  Double or nothing the kid doesn't have a friend in the world.  Forget the physical pain, imagine the psychological damage.”
 
   A part of the Private agreed with him.  She herself had lived a terrible childhood outside The One.  The difference was that Sara’s parents honestly believed they were doing the right thing.
 
   “They're suffering,” she said, “and their intentions were good.”
 
   “The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” The Sergeant retorted.  “Seriously, Private, why are you even in SHT?  Every day we deal with Norms mistreating our people.  But all I hear from you is pity and justification.”
 
   “Honestly, sir, I don't know,” Cortez replied.  “I've been with The One for a while now and the whole time they had me training for OID.  Then I graduated, and I'm assigned to you.”
 
   “By order of One Special Operations,” Lieutenant Gabriel Wilson surprised them.  He was standing behind them.  “Any idea why?”  Wilson looked at Cortez who turned to her Sergeant.  “As far as I can tell, Private, you have no qualifications for SHT.”
 
   “Sir,” Cortez started.
 
   “You take pity on Free Flights because they’ve had a hard life, and you ignore that Norms treat us like second rate citizens.  If you want to be an officer someday, you should take some pride in The One.  You give the impression that you're against us.”
 
   “No, sir,” Cortez said quickly.  “The One took me in when I had nowhere else to go.”
 
   “Well, maybe that's the problem,” Wilson said. “The comfortable life The One has given you has made you forget.  OSO wants you in this department, but they didn’t say where.  I think you need a transfer to the third world.  There are plenty of Lost Ones out there to help remind you why we do what we do.”  He turned to the Sergeant.  “The OSO has also given orders that the Klaas girl is priority,” Wilson snarled.  “I’ll be taking her from here.”  He stormed off down the hall.
 
   “Am I really going to be transferred?”  Cortez asked her Sergeant.
 
   “If Special Operations is involved I don’t want to know what’s going on,” he answered.
 
    
 
   2006, India
 
    
 
   Hot.
 
   Very hot.  That was all Private Alison Cortez could think.  Flies buzzed around her trying to get a sip of sweat from her skin.  She was standing in the shade of an open air market.  The noise of the crowd was booming.  A few of the merchants tried to call her over in an attempt to sell a variety of trinkets.  Their broken English was barely understandable.  She cursed the man who had her transferred here.  A girl from the Illinois suburbs did not belong in India.  The only blessing was the new uniform.  It was an adaptation for the sweltering weather.  She was wearing grey shorts with a white linen shirt.  Her name and rank were pinned to the fabric, weighing it down.
 
   Alison found it interesting how much the people here ignored her.  In America, the Norms went out of their way to stay clear of The One.  Worse, if they knew you were SHT.  In the west they were seen more and more like gestapo, snatching up people whenever they liked.  Sure it looked that way, but these people weren’t being thrown into prison cells.  They were given opportunities, education and a place to live.  And then there was this; jobs like looking for The Lost Ones was a good thing.  Most of the kids they found were starving or abused.
 
   A woman her age, wearing the same uniform, came pushing through the market.  She had short black hair that stuck out in every direction.  Her skin was, or at least used to be, porcelain white, but had now been turned pink by the sun.
 
   “Hi,” the woman smiled and waved.
 
   Alison waited in her shady spot.
 
   “I'm Jessica,” the woman shook Alison's hand.  “Just call me Jess.  You're Alison, right?”
 
   “Private Alison Cortez,” Alison told her.
 
   “We're both Privates,” Jess snickered at the semi-rude statement.  “I think we don't have to go saluting each other all the time.”
 
   “Okay,” Alison said cautiously.  It was a huge change of protocol from her last posting.  “So have you been in India long?”
 
   “I graduated from the Australia Complex last year,” Jess answered.  “They had me there for a while in Rescue and Relief, but I didn't really fit in.  So I got moved to Japan under that new One Integration thing.  Then they said I talked too much, which wasn't good for PR.  So last month I transferred to SHT.”
 
   “Then you’re new at this?” Alison asked.
 
   “You’ve got seniority,” Jess smiled.
 
   “I've never been outside the US,” Alison told her.  “Before The One I'd never been out of Illinois.  I don't even speak any other languages.”
 
   “Which is why they paired us up I think,” Jess said cheerfully.  “Come on lets go check on our tips.”  She led the way out of the market and onto a broad street.  A few cars and motorcycles passed, but the road was mostly empty.  “You have any cash on you?” Jess asked.
 
   “No,” Alison replied.  “Why?”
 
   “We're going into a kinda poor part of town,” Jess told her.  “Lotta pickpockets about.”
 
   “You're American?”  Alison asked.
 
   “By a mild technicality,” Jess answered.  A pack of weathered motorcycles came rumbling down the street, and the two girls stepped out of the way.  “My dad is American, but my mom was Japanese.  I was born and raised in Japan.”
 
   “How many languages do you speak?”  Alison asked.
 
   “Ah, ‘speak’ is a stretch,” Jess laughed.  “My good pal Fugen is responsible for that.”  She looked around at the crowd.  “I'd show you, but it'd freak the locals out.  But it’s the basic story of man saves ancient sorcerer's life, sorcerer bestows boon, new born baby learns to summon demon, demon becomes best friend and the two of them join a superhero army.”
 
   “You really do talk a lot,” Alison said.  Jess's smile quickly turned to a frown.  Then Alison started laughing.  “Sorry, it doesn’t bother me...  I mean…  I was just commenting.  It’s nice compared to being treated like a kid at my last post.”
 
   “Well, when you see Fugen you shall tremble at his might,” Jess shook her fist at Alison.  “Anyway, there’ve been rumors on the street about a child being the reincarnation of one of the gods.  The information is like five times removed from any eyewitness sources but worth a look.  Usually, in superstitious or religious areas, Super-Humans show up as ghost, demons, spirits or aliens.  Once in while SHT finds some huckster trying to scam money.  Other times it’s just paranoia.  The rest of the time it’s someone who didn't know they had any ability.  They only happened to grow up in a place that was prone to leaping to irrational conclusions.  Especially irrational considering how common Super-Humans are today.
 
   “Western culture sees these people as disfigured,” Jess continued, “But here, it’s taken as a physical representation of one of their gods.  A lot of the time the locals worship them.  Which is a giant leap from what they do back home.”
 
   “You’re telling me,” Alison retorted.
 
   The two of them were walking along a narrow path.  It cut between stacks of houses that were squished together.  The path was so narrow that when someone needed to pass, people had to press up against the wall.  The two had walked for a while, and Alison trusted that Jess knew where she was going.  Then suddenly they came out into an open area with a fountain in the center.  A crowd of women were washing their clothes in the water.  Jess grabbed Alison by the hand and pulled her back into the alleyway.  Holding her finger over her lips, the two watched the group.
 
   Jess pointed to a woman who was standing hip deep in the fountain and talking to the other woman.  “I think we found our town gossip,” Jess told Alison.  She went down the steps to the edge of the water.  “Hi,” she said in Hindi.  “My friend and I heard a story about a local child that might be a reincarnation.”
 
   The women waved their hands making it look like they were swatting at flies.  “No, no, no,” the women said, Alison didn’t need a translation.
 
   “Oh, I'm sorry to bother you,” Jess said, “It’s just that I heard about a baby who had been born here.  The boy had horns like a goat and could speak from the womb.  I wanted to see it with my own eyes.  And you know this boy, he walked on all fours and said strange things.”
 
   “No, no, you have it wrong,” the woman corrected Jess.  “He had a tail like a monkey and spoke in an old tongue.”
 
   Another woman added, “But he did walk on all fours.”  Altogether the group of women agreed.
 
   “You know, I think it was a girl,” the first woman said.  “And she looked normal.”
 
   “No marks or horns?”  Jess prodded.
 
   “No, no, no,” the woman was drawn in by the gossip.  “But said things she shouldn’t know.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” another woman cut in again.  “I heard that she knew Puja's husband had been murdered.”
 
   “And then she told everyone that Raj was stealing from them,” the first woman added.
 
   “Where does this girl live?”  Jess asked.
 
   “She was born to beggars,” the woman answered.  “If you want to find them, check near the river and ask for the Pandeys.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jess Namasted and climbed back out of the fountain.  “Easy as pie,” she said to Alison.
 
   “Is that part of your abilities?”  Alison asked.  “Manipulating peoples’ minds?”
 
   Jess laughed.  “Ha, that's part of being Jessica Lang.”
 
   It was the late afternoon, and the sun was getting ready to go down.  The women decided to call it a day.  They found a small restaurant on the way back to The One HQ.  In the morning, they would have to requisition a car to get to the river.
 
    
 
   The Next Day
 
    
 
   Leaving early in the morning, Jess drove them east for what seemed like forever.  After shrieking her throat hoarse, Alison closed her eyes most of the way.  Families would charge across the four lane roads as cars sped by at sixty miles per hour.  Her ability to see the near future wasn't helping her stay calm.  But as far as Jess was concerned, there was no reason to worry.  She drove along singing to the music that blasted out of the radio.
 
   The river wasn't exactly what Alison expected.  In her mind, she imagined something like the Mississippi; a grey-blue stretch of water cutting its way through the land.  The river here was muddy brown.  The water moved slow enough to wade across and was narrow enough to do it easily.  All along the riverbed were what resembled homes.  The lean-tos were built out of discarded trash and often were only a roof and poles.  Here, like at the fountain, women were washing their clothes in the water.  Further upstream children were playing, and adults were bathing.  There were so many people here that Alison doubted they'd find the Pandey family or at least the right Pandey family.
 
   Jess turned the car around and searched for a secluded spot to park.  When she found it, she stopped and said to Alison, “Get ready.”  Then to herself she began mumbling in a language that Alison had never heard.
 
   The car shook a little then a light surrounded them, and a noise filled the air.  Suddenly it was gone, and Jess sat there with a mischievous smile on her face.  She rolled down the window, and a bird landed on the edge of the glass.  Alison thought of it as a bird because it had wings, talons and a beak, but that was where the similarities ended.  Its feathers were short and stubby.  They were green and shimmered like pearls or maybe like scales.  Its eyes were set more in front than to the side.  In fact, as Alison looked at it she changed her opinion and thought it was closer to a dragon.
 
   “Meet Fugen,” Jess said.
 
   The little dragon-like creature shifted to look at Alison.  It spread its wings and made a croaking sound.
 
   “I imagined he'd be bigger,” Alison said.
 
   “He's whatever he needs to be,” Jess told her, “depending on the job.  Problem is that I can't seem to convince him to look like an ordinary animal.  I'm not sure if it's pride or because he just can't.”
 
   Fugen took a jab with his beak, almost hitting Jess on the side of the head.
 
   “Don't be a baby,” Jess said to the creature and opened the car door.  Fugen was startled from his perch.  “Come on we'll use Fugen as a scout.”
 
   The women headed to the river and began walking along the waterway.  It was obvious they didn't belong.  Quickly, the two became the focus of the river town.  Children were gathering in groups as well as adults.  A cluster of kids were running around them talking and laughing.
 
   “Anything we should worry about?”  Alison asked.
 
   “They think we're journalists,” Jess replied.  “Folks out here don't know anything about The One, but they know journalists.  They’re used to Westerners coming by, taking photos and giving them treats.”
 
   “We don't have any treats,” Alison said worried.
 
   “You haven't worked with kids much have you?” Jess questioned.  “Treat doesn't always mean candy.”  She waved her hand in the air.  Fugen was circling high overhead, and he swooped down when he saw Jess.  He came down brushing the children's heads then back up in an arc to land gently on Jess's arm.  The kids who weren't startled were fascinated.  An American kid would have known that a creature like Fugen was abnormal.  These kids had no preconception and so, no fear.  Fugen seemed to be soaking up the attention as he strutted back and forth along Jess's arm.  He let his wings stretch out as far as they could go and flapped to the excitement of the children.
 
   One of the kids asked something, and Jess answered, “Fugen.”
 
   He tried to pronounce the name then asked another question.  Before Jess could answer, Fugen had hopped into the air and landed on the boy's head.  The children started laughing hysterically.
 
   Jess let the laughter die down and ask the crowd a question.  The boy pointed up the river and said something else.  At that, Fugen took off again, and Jess thanked them.
 
   “I'm guessing we got what we were looking for?” Alison asked.
 
   “Yup,” Jess answered.  “The boy knows the family.  He said they were up the river earlier this morning.  They'll be the only ones without children.”
 
   “That doesn't sound good,” Alison said.
 
   “Yeah,” Jess said softly.  “I hate thinking about these countries as barbaric; it's so ethnocentric, but sometimes the things they do out here…  Sometimes The Lost Ones get drown as babies.  It gets more and more common as western ideals push out Hindu beliefs.”
 
   Jess was somber on the way up the river.  Finding the Pandeys was straightforward.  Fugen was circling over an oddly empty section of the area.  The other families were keeping their distance.  The Pandeys were sitting under a leaf thatched shelter staring at the passing water.  Casually, Jess walked into their line of sight and looked out at the river.
 
   Jess turned to them and said in Hindi, “I've come in search of special children to take home with me.”
 
   “Why?  Why do you do this?”  The husband asked.
 
   “It is my mission to find them and take them to my home,” Jess said, “where we keep them safe from the people who might hurt them.”
 
   “Home?”  The wife asked.
 
   “A big place,” Jess replied, “far from here.  There are many of us.  We take care of each other.”
 
   “What kind of special children are you looking for?”  The husband asked.
 
   Jess's voice turned serious. “Today I come for your daughter, but I don't see her anywhere.”
 
   The wife let out a soft sob, and the husband turned his head to the ground.  “She was sick,” he said after a moment.  “She would not eat or sleep.  We could not help her, so we took her to the hospital.  They said they would take care of her there.”
 
   Jess nodded to Alison to get moving.  She said nothing to the Pandeys as they left.  They were almost to the car when she finally spoke.
 
   “It's hard not to hate them,” Jess said.
 
   “I had a Sergeant back in America,” Alison told her.  “He hated the Norms for how they treated us.  He also hated The Lost Ones for... Well, I'm not sure for what, but he hated a lot of things.”
 
   “It's just ignorance I tell myself,” Jess said, “They didn't mean anything by it.”
 
   “They drown the girl didn't they?”  Alison asked hesitantly.
 
   “No,” Jess said sighing.  “She's in what's basically a sanitarium.  The place they send everyone they don't know what to do with.  I suppose it's better than prison, like they did in England way back when.”
 
   “Sanitarium?  You mean like a nut house?”  Alison was getting agitated.
 
   “With a little less therapy and a little more restraints,” Jess replied.
 
   “That's...  That's the same thing as a prison,” Alison was almost yelling.  “The only difference is you never know when you're getting out.  We have to get her.”
 
   “It's all the way in the city.  We won't get there till night,” Jess said, but Alison didn't look like she cared.  “Yeah, you're right.  No point leaving her there any longer than necessary.”
 
   This time, as Jess sped along the road, Alison wished she would go faster.  She was beginning to understand how her old Sergeant and Jess felt.  People went around doing whatever they wanted, living their lives and making choices, but they never bothered to educate themselves.  They never asked why or found out what they should do.  Instead, they kicked people like her to the gutter, laughed, beat them and feared them.  People made life a misery for others because they were ignorant.  The Norms do it to themselves too, ignoring their injustice and pain because finding a solution to the big problem is too complicated.  The One is supposed to be here to help Norms and Super-Humans alike, but so far all Alison had done is clean up their messes.
 
   The car came up to what looked like an adobe wall.  There was a gated entrance and from outside Alison could see the extensive grounds of the sanitarium.  It had a grass lawn with benches and flowers.  Set at the back was a two story building.  It might have been an actual hospital at one point.  A guard was sitting out front on a wood stool.  He looked up from his magazine as the women approached.
 
   “We need to speak to someone in charge,” Jess said to him.
 
   “Visiting hours are over, young lady,” the man said from his seat.
 
   “Do you recognize this uniform?”  Jess said with venom in her voice.  “I'm with The One.  I'm a Super-Human.  We have full authority to access this facility and if you don't let us in we are going to get very mad.  The last thing you want is a mad Super-Human.  Now, please open the gate.”
 
   The guard had been staring at The One logo on her uniform.  He looked at Alison then back at Jess.  For added effect, Fugen perched on her shoulder menacingly.
 
   “I have to escort you in,” he said apologetically.
 
   Jess didn’t respond.  The man got up and unlocked the gate for them.  He locked up behind him then showed them the way.  Immediately after walking into the sanitarium, a nurse at the front desk began yelling at him.  He tried to explain, and Jess let him take the verbal assault.
 
   “This is taking too long,” Alison said.  “Do you know how to read the language?”
 
   “No,” Jess answered.  “Fugen does all the translating.”
 
   “Then he can find the girl?”  Alison asked.
 
   To answer her question, Fugen dropped to the ground and transformed.  He stood on four legs with the face of a lion and the body of a bear.  Fugen barked then sniffed the air.  He barked again as he trotted down the hall.  The guard and the nurse had watched the whole thing but were too shocked to do anything other than stare.  Sniffing the doorways and corners Fugen led them to a door with a small window.  Alison had been following close and was the first to look inside.  She immediately grabbed the handle and shoved at the door.
 
   “We need the key,” Alison said desperately and looked around.
 
   “Alison,” Jess said.  She peeked quickly into the window.  “Alison, what's going on?  Talk to me.  I know you were a Lost One, right?  Did they do this to you too?”  Alison couldn't hear her.  “Fugen, open the door,” she said to her familiar.
 
   Again, Fugen transformed.  This time he became a massive beast, bigger than a bear and ten times stronger.  Without straining himself, Fugen dug his claws into the steel door and tore it out of the wall.  Alison charged inside, grabbing the girl.  She was small and curled up on a cot.  Her black hair was knotted, and pieces had been ripped out.  Alison held her as she stared blankly into space, a sliver of drool dripped down her cheek.
 
   “That's a lot of Thorazine,” Jess said from the doorway.  She found the hospital chart hanging on a nail and read her name.  “Shruti Pandey.”
 
   Alison's eyes glowed with anger.  “Juvenile detention,” she said.  “I robbed a bank to show my mom that I was different.  I just wanted her to see me for a second.  I know it was a mistake, but I was a kid and...  Four years.  Four years till The One found me.  The kids beat me up because they knew I was different.  The adults still didn't notice, even when I escaped.”
 
   “That's how you got flagged by SHT?”  Jess prompted.
 
   “Yeah,” Alison went on, “I was with this girl.  It was her idea to run, but when we got caught she blamed it all on me.  Called me a freak.  One of the hundreds of keywords SHT scans for.  I used to pity the Norms.  Now I'm beginning to hate them.  I don’t want to be like the others in SHT.  I don’t think I can do this, Jess.”
 
   “I hear that,” Jess agreed.  “Put in for a transfer.  It's easy; I’ve done it a bunch of times.”
 
   “It won't look good on my record,” Alison said.  “I already messed up once to get posted out here.  Not even two days and I want to leave.”
 
   “Do you want to be a General or something?”  Jess asked.  Alison shook her head.  “A Colonel?”  Alison shook her head again.  “Then why do you care about your career?  All I'm looking for is a comfortable place in The One where I can spend the rest of my life.  I'll keep hopping from department to department until I'm happy.  It's not my job to please The One, and they know it.  The One is here for us, to keep us safe and make us happy.  Do whatever you want, they won’t stop you.”
 
   “You think they'll let me take her with me back to America?”  Alison rocked Shruti in her arms.
 
   “It's worth a try,” Jess replied.
 
    
 
   2006, Colorado
 
    
 
   Inside the Administration building at the Colorado Complex, Porter shifted around in his desk chair.  The room smelled like dust and the leather on his chair squeaked.  He had been given the office seventeen years ago when he'd made Colonel.  Since then he could count on his hand the number of times that he used the room.  They hadn't even bothered to upgrade his computer because he was never there.  The huge CRT monitor was covered in dust, and the once white keyboard was tan.  Porter sat in here now to read a report that he didn't want to be seen reading.
 
   “You're Pawn put in for a transfer,” Phillip Green said suddenly.  He appeared in the corner smiling devilishly.
 
   Porter wasn’t startled, but turned to him annoyed, “I'm going to start pulling a pistol and shooting every time you do that.”
 
   Phillip laughed.  “Private Cortez wants to come home already,” he said.
 
   “I know,” Porter replied trying to read the report.
 
   “You put a lot of faith in an eighteen-year-old,” Philip commented.
 
   “It was a gamble.  OSO thinks she has a secondary precognitive ability,” Porter informed him.  “Cortez has a tendency to find chronological focal points; links to significant turns of events.  I wish I would have caught her when she first came in.  She has a lot of potential.”
 
   “Are you saying this was fate?  Maybe you both need a shrink?”  Philip was rummaging through a filing cabinet.  “Word from the top is they're putting her in for a psych-eval.  Seems she’s not towing the company line and then there’s that Indian girl she refused to let go of.”
 
   “Works for me,” Porter said offhandedly.  “If I act now, it’ll draw attention.  The evals and red tape will keep her on base and off duty.  Afterwards, I can quietly put Cortez where I want.”
 
   “My Rook is about to graduate,” Phillip said.  “He asked me again about getting into OSO.”
 
   This time Porter looked up from the report he was reading.  “I hope you're not about to ask me to put a word in for him,” Porter said.  “I like the kid enough, but you've screwed him up.”
 
   “Admin is gonna stick him in R and R because that makes the most sense,” Phillip explained.  “I've been trying to get someone into OSO.”
 
   Porter sighed knowingly.  “I'm waiting for the part where you ask for your favor, Flip,” he grumbled.
 
   “If you’re right about that secondary skill, this girl Private Cortez has with her could be important,” Phillip said.  “I have it on good authority that she's a hell of a telepath.  She’s six years old, and the only people from The One she's dealt with are the two girls who found her.  I can fiddle with the paperwork and get her transferred to you immediately.  Your name won’t even come up.  And if I can work it, you can get Private Cortez too.”
 
   “And you want what?”  Porter asked.
 
   “The Board wants inside OSO,” Phillip said seriously.  “The Rook is our only option.  If you can’t do anything overt, then I need him placed so the right eyes can notice him.  He'll do the rest.”
 
   “You think everyone in Special Operations are chums?”  Porter scoffed.  “Getting him moved to OSO alone…  And I already said I wasn't taking him on.”  He tapped his fingers on the desk as he thought.  Porter groaned and said, “OSO has an Ultra-secret test regarding the extreme range of Super-Human abilities.  It's disturbing stuff, but it's essentially a proving ground for shadow operatives.  Lately, they're having a problem keeping their test subjects alive.  The kid might have an advantage there.”
 
   “Sounds like a foot in the door,” Phillip said somberly.  He sighed and said, “Sometimes I don't know who the villains are in this play.”
 
    
 
   2008, China
 
    
 
   The last two years in SHT hadn't done much for Jess's happiness.  She had seen a number of partners come and go.  Some of them were like Alison, who had too much heart for the work.  Others became obsessed with finding The Lost Ones, much like Jess now.  Every day she saw the atrocities of human nature, but she was compelled to help her fellow Super-Humans.  She was ruled by the fear of missing one of these lost souls.  It wasn't a splendid way to live.  Nevertheless, she kept her ear to the ground following rumor after rumor.
 
   Recently Jess had been working on her own.  SHT protocol was for her to have a companion, but it was too hard to get used to a person and then have them leave; whether it was due to depression or ambition.  Her new attitude had gotten her reprimanded, threatened and even once called a Free Flight by superior officers.  Jess would disappear on jaunts and wind up places she wasn't assigned.  She did her best to stay in the same sector, Japan, Korea, but mainly in China.
 
   The country was vast and overpopulated, making it the perfect breeding ground for The Lost Ones.  The latest rumor had come from some dock workers.
 
   They were talking about a ghost ship or perhaps it was a ship that had a ghost.  Fugen had trouble deciphering between all the dialects.  She found herself at a sailor's bar talking to a drunken man that kept trying to buy her a drink.  His face was red from the alcohol, but it was almost hidden behind his weathered skin.
 
   “...went to piss in the middle of the night,” the drunken man told his story.  “And I was out on the deck.  I don't know why I was there, maybe it was the spirits calling my name.”  He took a long sip of beer.  “I think that it was my time to die that night.  The waves were rough, and one of them came at me from port side.  The shrimp cages broke free, falling over me.  Then something hit me, knocking me out of the way.”  He drank some more and struggled to keep his head up.  “I swear to you...  I swear no one else was on the deck, and it wasn't the waves.  There's a ghost on that boat.  A guardian swooped down and saved my life.”
 
   Fugen was in the shape of a monkey-like creature.  He had been picking at a bowl of peanuts when the drunken man finished his story.  His cackling laugh startled the sailor who took a swing at him.  Fugen easily ducked.
 
   “Where's your boat now?”  Jess asked.
 
   “Dry dock,” the man answered.  “That ghost, it warned us about that too.  It's the soul of all those sailors who got it out there in the ocean.  They came back to protect us.”
 
   The sailor fell off his chair, and Jess decided that was all she was going to get out of him.  From the bar, they could reach the port by foot in a couple of minutes.  Fugen hopped onto Jess's back, and they left.  The shore front reeked from the summer heat.  Rats skittered into alleyways feasting on discarded fish.
 
   Finding the man's boat was easy.  Dry dock only had room for two ships.  One was a coastguard cutter that was being repainted.  The other was a shrimping boat with a small hole in its side.  It was late, and the only other people on the dock were too busy to pay Jess any attention.  She made her way up a flight of stairs and onto an elevated platform.  From there, she crossed a gangway to the boat.  No one was on board, so she searched without interference.
 
   The boat had three different levels, the wheelhouse, the living quarters and the engine room.  Jess started with the wheel house and climbed up the narrow stairs.  A lot of the crew's personal possessions had been cleared out.  Odds and ends were scattered about; charts, books and some trash.  She poked around a little, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.  When she went down to the crew quarters, it was pretty much the same story.  It was messy, but nothing to indicate ghostly or Super-Human activity.  It was possible that one of the crew was a Free Flight.  Maybe he had saved his crew mate and used the ghost story to hide the truth.  On the engineering level, she paused to find a light switch.  The huge machines and dark corners gave her the creeps.
 
   Fugen agreed with the feeling.
 
   “Let's split up so we can get out of here faster,” Jess suggested.
 
   Fugen grabbed onto the overhead pipes and swung through the compartments.  Jess went in the opposite direction.  The creaking and expanding metal around her added to the feeling that she wasn't alone.  As she searched, she thought she heard a door shut in the distance.  Jess hoped it was only Fugen.  Along the side of the boat, she found a small storage room.  It was hardly wide enough for a person.  Jess had to shimmy sideways and push through the shelves of junk.  There was old fishing gear, some emergency supplies and cardboard boxes.  At the back of the room, a bunch of wool blankets had been piled on the ground.  The shelves back here had been cleared out and organized.  A number of cans and bottles of water were stacked up.  It was obvious someone had been living here; a stowaway.  Jess searched the room some more and found a small hatch in the wall.  She pulled it open and heard something.  For a good minute, she crouched there listening for the sound to come again.  Her instincts told her it was a person, more likely a child; based on the size of the hatchway.
 
   “Hello,” she said.  There was no reply, so she said, “My name is Jess.  I'm not going to hurt you or anything.  I heard this story about a ghost and decided to see for myself.”  Still nothing.  “Well, okay, I'll be out here.”  She resolved that she was going to wait things out.  There was plenty of food on the shelves.  Hopefully, whoever was in there would get hungry soon.  Or she could send in Fugen.
 
    
 
   Later
 
    
 
   One hour turned into two.  Then two hours into four.  Jess had Fugen keep watch while she slept.  He woke her in the morning.  Whoever was in the hole started to shift around.
 
   “I have to pee,” a boy's voice said.
 
   “Well then come out and go to the bathroom,” Jess said with an annoyed tone.
 
   “You're with The One, right?”  The boy questioned.
 
   It occurred to Jess that the voice was speaking English with a British accent.  She answered, “Yes.  I'm with Super-Human Tracking.  We go around looking for people like you.”
 
   “My father sent you, huh?”  The boy asked.
 
   That took Jess by surprise.  “No.  Who is your father?”
 
   “Lieutenant Joseph Brown,” the boy replied.  “He was stationed at the French headquarters.  If my father didn't send you, then who did?”
 
   “No one did,” Jess replied.  “I'm kind of rogue.  I'm supposed to report in and follow leads that my CO hands me, but I like working on my own.”  Jess chuckled.  “I think I'm actually still officially stationed in India.”
 
   “I didn't like where I was living either,” the boy said.
 
   “Oh, why is that?”  Jess prodded.
 
   “They sent us to the States,” the boy said disgustedly.  “My dad said it was our duty, but I just wanted to stay at home.  I was okay living in France.”
 
   “You got all the way here from America?”  Jess asked.
 
   “No,” the boy answered.  “We were on break visiting my grandparents.”  He stopped talking for a moment then continued, “My mom and dad said they were getting a divorce.  Only me and my dad got invisible powers, so my mom couldn't stay on base.  She packed all her stuff and left for Tokyo.”
 
   “Oh,” Jess was beginning to understand.
 
   “I really need to pee,” the boy said.  “Will you promise not to arrest me?”
 
   “On the condition that afterwards you stay out here and talk to me,” Jess said.
 
   A second later the boy squirmed out of the hole and dashed past Jess.  Overhead, the pipes made a strange sound then Jess could hear the rush of water.  The boy appeared in the doorway a little later.  Shyly he made his way to a box and sat.
 
   “What's your name?”  Jess asked him.
 
   “Scott,” he told her.
 
   “You know Scott, these boats don't go out to Japan,” Jess informed him.
 
   “Well, I learned that the hard way didn't I?”  Scott said.  “I've been in here for weeks.  I don't know Chinese, so I can't figure out what ship is going where.”
 
   Jess grabbed Fugen from the shelf where he was sitting.  He curled up in her arms as she petted him.  “Do you have a plan?”
 
   “I'm thinking of one,” Scott replied.
 
   “Oh, okay,” Jess said.  “You want to eat something while you think?”
 
   She opened one of the cans and used a hot plate to warm the food.  The two of them ate in silence.  Later she made lunch and then dinner.  They fell asleep without saying another word.  Again, Fugen kept watch, but Scott didn't make a run for it.  When the sun came up, Jess woke and made dehydrated eggs from a pouch.  It was terrible, and they had a laugh over how bad they were.
 
   During lunch Scott asked, “What is that?”  Pointing at Fugen.
 
   “He's my little demon friend,” Jess said.  “He does lots of cool stuff, like he knows every language, and he can change forms.”
 
   “He makes you look like an anime character,” Scott laughed.
 
   “I know,” Jess said grumpily, “that's why I don't let him out all the time.”
 
   “If he can change shape then how do you keep him in a cage?”  Scott asked.
 
   “Oh no, I don't lock him in a cage,” Jess said.  “Fugen doesn't have to have a physical form.  I can hear him all the time.  He knows loads of strange things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “He knows that in three days a ship will leave from pier nine headed for Japan,” Jess said.
 
   “Why would you tell me that?”  Scott sounded annoyed and confused.
 
   Jess just shrugged.  The food on the shelf was running thin, but she made dinner.  That night she sent Fugen to find more food.  He came back with a small sack of crackers and fruit.  It was good enough for breakfast in the morning.
 
   “I'm a Free Flight, aren't you supposed to arrest me?” Scott asked as he nibbled crackers.
 
   “Free Flight is a catch-all term for Super-Humans that aren't with The One,” Jess said.  “A lot of the Free Flights I find don't even know their Super-Humans.  It wouldn't be very nice if we arrested them for that.  Besides it’s not like we have a prison.  All we do is put them in training at one of the Complexes.”
 
   “Oh,” Scott said.  “How much trouble do you think I'm in?”
 
   “With your dad or The One?”  Jess asked.  “I'm sure your dad will be upset, sad, happy, betrayed and all sorts of other things.  What can you expect?  You ran away from him.  The One...  Well, they'll put a note in your file and keep an eye on you.  It's not that bad; my record is filled with notes.”
 
   The last of the food was finished that night, and they fell asleep.  When Jess woke, Scott was sitting over her.
 
   “We're out of food,” he said.  “Guess it's time to go.”
 
   “Yeah?”  Jess said questioningly.
 
   “I bet my mom is worried too, eh?”
 
   “More than likely.”
 
   “I'm never going to live this one down,” Scott said.  “I remember being a little kid and thinking I was going to be the greatest hero ever.  Then I do something stupid like this.”
 
   “Well, it's never too late to do something great,” Jess said as she got up.  “Look at me, I'm about to figure out everything I've been searching for.”
 
   “Huh?”  Scott had no clue what she was talking about.
 
   “You and I are headed to America, Scott,” Jess took his hand and led him out.  “I have a friend out there, so it’ll be nice to settle down.  Take some of you ‘troubled youth’ under my wing and guide you like little puppies.  I always wanted more pets.”
 
   “You’re weird,” Scott said.
 
    
 
   2009, Kansas
 
    
 
   Two black SUV's sped along the highway.  Bits of debris clattered against the armored metal.  Six hours ago Major Barrymore, under the orders of Colonel Porter, deployed his R and R Battalion into Kansas.  It was standard Rescue and Relief for the tornado stricken state.  Lieutenant Robert Day had been ordered to take his platoon ahead of the storm and warn the civilians.
 
   He gripped the steering wheel tighter as the wind tried to rip the car off the road.  Corporal Alison Cortez was sitting in the passenger seat calling out warnings.
 
   “Slow down a bit,” she said to Robert.
 
   His foot lifted off the accelerator as a barn roof came tumbling across the road.
 
   “You know I like this job more and more every day,” Private Alex Wynn said from the back seat.  “Be better if I could drive, yah?”
 
   “No,” Robert said sternly.
 
   “Please, dad?”  Alex joked.
 
   “We're gonna need to speed up if we want to beat this twister to the next town,” Corporal Henry Schreier’s voice came over the radio.
 
   He and Sergeant Anne Marie Godfrey were following in the rear SUV.  Henry’s sensor data was predicting the path of the tornado while Angie drove.
 
   Robert couldn't imagine how much bickering was going on between them.  “Roger that,” he replied.  “Follow as best you can.”  He sped the car up and weaved through the debris.  “I'm impressed Henry hasn't cracked any Wizard of Oz jokes,” he said to no one in particular.
 
   Alison was busy focusing on the potential dangers ahead of them.
 
   Alex finally spoke, “If you're waiting for me to say something, I should tell you I never saw the movie.”
 
   “It was a book first,” Robert mumbled.
 
   In the rear car, Henry was watching the tornado rip up a field of wheat.  Then it seemed to wobble and turn.  The turn became an arc.  In an instant, the storm changed its path.  Henry's data confirmed the trajectory.
 
   “Uh, Lieutenant,” Henry said into the radio.  “That thing is turning toward us.”
 
   “Then the town is out of danger?”  Robert asked.
 
   “That one,” Henry replied.  He brought up a map on his mental computer.  “But not the other one on our right, through those trees and about ten miles away.”
 
   Robert stared at the tree line looking for an opening.  They were coming up on what looked like a dirt path.  “We're going through the trees,” he said.  “These are SUVs, right?  They can take it.”
 
   “Tell that to the soccer moms,” Henry said.
 
   Then Robert steered the car off the highway.  They crashed down into a ditch then up the other side.  Alex was tossed into the air, landing on his side.  He made an ‘oof’ sound as he hit.
 
   “Told you to put your seat belt on,” Robert chided him.
 
   “Yes, dad,” Alex moaned.  The car was shaking like an earthquake.  He had a tough time sitting upright and getting the seat belt on.
 
   Robert took the car blindly through the trees.  “Henry do you have satellite imagery on this area?”  He asked.
 
   “You want I should make sure we ain’t headed off a cliff?”  Henry confirmed.
 
   “That would be nice,” Robert told him.
 
   After a brief analysis, Henry came back, “Yeah we're totally about to hit a river in five, four...”
 
   Robert brought the car to a quick stop.  He needed a plan, and he needed one fast.  Not only was his team stuck between a river and a tornado, but there were a bunch of civilians who didn't know what was coming.  He had some expertise with fires and wondered if similar tactics might work.  Robert hopped out of the car, and the rest of his platoon followed suit.
 
   “Henry,” Robert called out, “Is this thing taking the path of least resistance?  Can we change its course if we change the terrain?”
 
   “Sure,” Henry replied, “but we’re talking major...  Oh.”  He realized what Robert had in mind.
 
   “We'll use the river as a starting point,” Robert told them.  “I'll start carving the dirt.  Alex and Angie will take down as many trees as they can.  Alison and Henry will take the car and find a way across the river to warn the town.”
 
   The plan was clear, concise and logical.  His team didn't need to question him because they trusted that it would work.  Alison jumped into one of the cars, and Henry followed.  They headed out while the others stayed behind.
 
   “Double or nothing I can fell more trees than you,” Alex said to Angie.  He had removed his broadsword from the car and had it on his shoulder.  Then he turned west toward the trees and started chopping.
 
   Angie stood for a moment.  “Fell?”  She asked Robert.  She didn't wait for an answer.  Turning east, she brought her claws to bare and started cutting.
 
   Robert jogged along the dirt path until he came to the river.  It wasn't very wide, but it had cut a deep ravine into the earth.  He needed to make that ravine deeper by at least a dozen feet.  He hesitated for a moment.  Robert was about to unleash an enormous amount of power, something he didn't like doing.  Taking in a deep breath, he pointed his palms toward the ravine and blasted it.  Despite the power at play, it was still a precision job.  The dirt and rock weren't being disintegrated but shoved up the other side.  For every foot he cut down; he pushed the earth a foot higher.  Still, it was taking longer than he wanted.
 
   Robert stopped blasting and grabbed his radio.  “Angie.  Alex.  I need you to cut and move the trees to guide this thing to my position.”
 
   “Copy,” they replied.
 
   There was going to have to be a change of plans.  He would need to gouge a path into the ground, deep enough to coax the tornado to this spot, like a funnel.  Robert continued to work on the ravine as his people cut and moved the trees into position.  When the wind was almost too much to stand, he ordered Alex and Angie back to him.
 
   “I need you two to start running for it,” Robert ordered.
 
   “The trees aren't going to be enough,” Alex yelled over the noise.
 
   “I'm staying behind to blast another trench,” Robert told them.  “A big one.”
 
   Alex and Angie understood that they needed to get clear, not only of the tornado but Robert.  Angie made to go, but Alex stayed put.  She grabbed him by the shirt yanking at Alex to move.
 
   “You won't have time to get out,” Alex argued.  “I'll stay and get us both out.”
 
   Robert’s training said not to risk two lives.  But a small part of him thought Alex's plan made sense.  Alex was strong enough to carry him while jumping clear.  He gave the okay and Angie drove off in the remaining car.
 
   “Get behind me.”  The wind was picking up and dirt was blowing into his eyes making it hard to concentrate.  Robert let out a ray of energy that started as a narrow point from his hands and spread wide toward the tornado.  He had successfully cut a path for the tornado to follow.
 
   “Time to go,” Alex said with a smile.  “All a...”
 
   A log came barreling and flipping in the chaos.  It swung over Robert's head then came down hitting Alex.  In the blink of an eye; Alex was gone.  The storm had gotten on top of them, tossing debris at sixty miles per hour.  The impact would have been like being hit by a car.  Robert blinked again; that was his only hesitation.  Fourteen years training under Colonel Porter had turned Robert's mental process into a machine.  Now was not the time for thought or emotion.  Now was the time for a plan to save himself.  It was for moments like this that The One had trained them.  Free Flights had abilities that made them better than Norms.  But Super-Humans in The One had the intellect to implement those abilities in ways others could never imagine.
 
   Robert looked at the ground, drew on his energy and calculated the best he could.  Back at the Complex they had theorized about this trick.  The difference between theory and actuality when it came to a lifesaving technique meant nothing.  He would have to make sure that the blast was facing outward, that it was contained and he'd take the brunt of the concussion.  Most of all Robert would have to make sure not to pass out.
 
   The explosion hit him in the stomach like a freight train.  It threw him into the air and over the tree tops.  Flying at thirty miles per hour and thirty feet up was going to make the landing tricky.  All he wanted to do was vomit.  What he needed to do was target the ground and use his energy blasts to slow his descent.  With one hand, he slowed his forward momentum and with the other his downward fall.  Robert had no doubt that this was going to be painful.  He hit an open area that was more rock than dirt.  His body tumbled and rolled for several feet.
 
   After passing out, he woke on his back, staring at the sky.  Robert shifted slightly to see how badly he was hurt; broken ribs, dislocated arm, concussion and a variety of lacerations.  There was no point trying to get up, he trusted his people would find him shortly.  He had to assume the tornado had been diverted because the sky was clear.  As he lay there, he struggled to find the right emotions.  Robert thought that Alex might have survived, but knew it was only his brain trying to ease the suffering.  The thoughts that it was his fault... Well, those could be argued either way.  Then there was the anger, sadness and after that, came the duty.  Robert grasped onto that thought as he formulated the words he would say to the others, how he would tell them Alex was dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 3: Learning Curve
 
   2010, Cuba
 
    
 
   The concrete sidewalks and black tar streets sizzle under the summer sun.  Heat waves rippled on the horizon of the quiet city.  Those who could stay indoors took siestas.  Alison Cortez sat on a soft sandy white beach.  She let the sun bake her skin brown.  As the new Sergeant of the First Platoon, Sierra Company, Southern Battalion, First Rescue and Relief Regiment, she had a lot of new responsibilities.  But for this weekend she could avoid them.  Their vacation was a welcomed reprieve.
 
   Alison fiddled with her swimsuit in an attempt to avoid tan lines.  She was watching Angie and Henry, who were standing near the water.  The plan was to come to the beach and relax, but Henry had made some comment about Angie getting soft.  It was enough to provoke an argument that escalated into a challenge.  Angie was wrapping her hands in a length of cloth.  As always she was sensibly dressed, even for vacation, in cargo shorts and a white shirt.  Her dark brown skin glistened with sweat.  Henry, on the other hand, was wearing bright yellow board shorts.  He had long since upgraded his body.  Over the metal fiber weave, he had adhered a hyper-flexible polymer that conformed to his limbs.  It gave him a more human look, except for the fact that he had dyed the polymer blood red.  Henry said, along with the scars from the cybernetic surgery, it gave him an intimidating appearance.  Still, he couldn’t help goofing off as he took the Karate Kid stance.
 
   Angie ignored him.  “No powers,” she said.  “First one unconscious loses.”
 
   “Winner gets a kiss,” Henry smiled.
 
   “Winner is the winner,” Angie retorted.
 
   “That doesn’t even make any sense,” Henry said.
 
   Angie swung her arms in a circle to loosen them up.  For all their petty fights, the two of them might as well have been best friends.  They had nothing in common, except that neither cared what the other said, so they could say anything.  And then there was the sparring.  Both of them could go full on without holding back.  Angie because she was well trained and enjoyed a real fight.  Henry because he was mostly machine, and what he lacked in skill he made up in knowledge.
 
   When Angie was ready, she faced Henry and bowed.  Henry returned the bow and the two of them began, each circling the other looking for an opening.  Henry struck first with his long limbs, landing a glancing blow.  He tried again with a kick, but Angie was ready.  She spun into him striking his inner thigh with her fist.  Alison heard the loud slap from where she sat.  She was so engrossed in the fight that she hadn’t heard the footsteps behind her.
 
   “So I get this strange message to get on a helicopter,” Jess Lang was standing in Alison’s sunlight.  Her skin was coated with sunscreen, and the hat she wore was comically large.  “I get on it because this message comes from Colonel Porter himself.  Then low and behold I’m in Cuba on leave.”
 
   “Hey, Jess,” Alison smiled.
 
   “Do you know anything about this?”  Jess asked.
 
   “Sounds like the Colonel pulling some strings,” Alison replied.
 
   “So now what?  I have to entertain you?”  Jess said.
 
   Alison laughed then said, “I was going to ask if you could complain about a vacation, but I guess you can.”
 
   “Ha, ha very funny,” Jess said as she sat next to Alison.  “I heard you made Sergeant.”
 
   “Yeah,” Alison said distantly.
 
   “You afraid you can’t handle being in charge of people?”  Jess asked.
 
   “The only person I’m in charge of is Henry,” Alison replied.
 
   Jess shaded her eyes from the sun and watched Alison’s face.  “Robert hasn’t chosen a replacement yet?”  She asked.  “You can’t let him brood, you know.  That’s how he got this way to begin with.  Every time he’s faced with his emotions he closes himself off.  You’ve known him four years, and you still haven’t figured that out?”
 
   In front of them, Angie had gone into a flurry of kicks that put Henry on the defensive.  One after another, he blocked them without getting a second to retaliate.  Then finally Angie hit him full force in the chest knocking him head over heels.  Henry spat the sand from his mouth while laughing.
 
   Alison turned back to Jess.  “It’s hard to think straight lately,” she said.
 
   “Lucky for me I took those advanced psych courses,” Jess said.  “You need a friend and councilor.  And I like vacations.”
 
   “It’s not just about Alex,” Alison said.
 
   “It never is with you,” Jess said.  “Your pain is never as important as everyone else’s.”
 
   “Jess,” Alison said pleading for some sympathy.
 
   “Look at your career with SHT,” Jess said.  “You get sent off to the middle of nowhere because you feel bad for some Free Flights.  Then you throw a tantrum to get Shruti brought back to the States.”
 
   “Why are you being so mean?”  Alison asked.
 
   “Because you’re being so stupid,” Jess replied.  “You are who you are, and I love you for it.  So why not try to accept that the problem isn’t your pain, it’s someone else’s.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Alison was confused.
 
   Angie and Henry turned to grappling.  They each had a hold of the other and were spinning in a circle until they plunged into the water.
 
   “Just think about what I said,” Jess replied as she got up.  “I made dinner reservations for all of us at eight.”
 
   “But I don’t understand,” Alison called after her.
 
   Jess didn’t bother to respond.  It wasn’t standard practice to outright tell a patient what the problem was.  Of course, she was also a friend caught between two emotional idiots.
 
   The hotel was within easy walking distance to the beach.  She knew for a fact that Robert was in his room because she’d sent Fugen to scout.  When she was close, Fugen swooped down from a tall palm tree to land on a light pole.
 
   “Is he still in his room?”  Jess asked.
 
   Fugen replied with an affirmative.
 
   “Then you can go play,” Jess told him.
 
   She went into the hotel.  It was in decent condition despite its lack of American tourism.  Even still, the staff spoke English, Spanish and terrible Japanese.  Jess had gotten a good laugh earlier when the bell boy had showed her to her room.
 
   The elevator took her to the fifth floor, and she quickly found Robert’s room.  He answered the door still holding his laptop.
 
   “That better be porn,” Jess said.
 
   His embarrassed look told her it was just work.  “The Colonel got you out here pretty fast,” he said showing her into the room.  It wasn’t fancy but had an incredible view of the ocean.
 
   Jess went directly to the window to look.  “Seriously, Robert,” she said, “what is so important on that computer that it can’t wait?”
 
   He shut the laptop and tossed it on the bed.  “New orders,” he said bleakly.  Jess turned at the tone of his voice.  “There pulling the platoon off of active duty.”
 
   “They’re benching the great Robert Day?”  Jess said sarcastically.
 
   “You know I hate that poster boy stuff,” Robert said.
 
   “Is all of this about Alex?”  Jess asked.
 
   “I have to assume so,” Robert replied.  “I think that they lost confidence in me.”
 
   “I think that you lost confidence in yourself,” Jess retorted.
 
   “I know why Colonel Porter sent you,” Robert said accusingly.  “Don’t waste your time.”
 
   Jess turned away for a second because she couldn’t resist smiling.  Then she turned back and said, “Okay, we won’t talk about Alex.”
 
   “Thank you,” Robert said and sat on the bed.
 
   “I was talking to Alison earlier,” Jess said.
 
   Robert’s body went tense.  “They still at the beach?”  He asked.
 
   “You should have joined them,” Jess said.  “When you get promoted to Captain you won’t be able to be friends with your subordinates.”  She gave him a knowing look.  “Or is that the plan?  Keep them at a distance.”
 
   “I thought we weren’t talking about Alex anymore,” Robert said.
 
   “I’m not talking about Alex,” Jess said frustrated.  She picked up the nearest thing, which was a pen and threw it at Robert.  “I’m talking about the people that are left.  We all have to have friends and people we can be close to.”
 
   “You can’t tell a subordinate that you don’t know what to do anymore,” Robert raised his voice.  “You can’t let them think you have any doubt.  Especially me, the boy wonder, who’s all-knowing and perfect.”
 
   “And one day when you make General everyone will be your subordinate,” Jess roared back.  “Then you won’t be able to say anything to anyone.  This soldier routine Colonel Porter raised you on isn’t the solution to everything.  Look at Angie, at least she has an outlet.  I suggest you rethink your strategy before you lose your options and your friends.”  As she stormed out of the room she shoved Robert, who didn’t actually budge, but it made her feel better.  “And dinner is at eight,” she said then slammed the door.
 
    
 
   8:00 PM
 
    
 
   Robert didn’t dare arrive late though he didn’t have any appropriate clothes.  He settled on a white button up shirt and tan cargo pants.  As he walked into the restaurant, he saw that the others had the same dilemma.  Angie hadn’t changed from earlier.  Robert gave her a wry smile over their matching outfits.  Alison was wearing a soft yellow sundress with a low neckline.  The smile on Robert’s face broadened.  He tried to say something, but couldn’t find the words.  Instead, he took a seat next to Angie.  Jess, who was watching from the corner, casually crossed the room and took Alison by the arm.
 
   “Told you,” Jess whispered as she led her to the seat opposite Robert.  Then she sat at the head of the table.  “Where’s Henry?”  She asked.
 
   “He said he was going to be late,” Angie grumbled.
 
   Jess raised an eyebrow, but let it go.  “Then lets order drinks,” she said waving a waiter over.  “Can we get two bottles of house red and anything they want,” Jess said, and then to the others, “Don’t worry the Colonel is paying.”
 
   “In that case I’ll have a double of your best scotch,” Henry said.  “Ladies and gentlemen I have arrived.”  He bowed slightly.  “But hold your applause until after the awards.”  There was a large bag in his hand, and he began rummaging through it.  “The award for the most beautiful hostess goes to Jessica Lang.”  From the bag, he pulled out a potted plant.  It was a strange long stemmed flower with purple petals and a red center.  He set it in front of Jess who sniffed it instantly.  “Next, for the best new Sergeant,” Henry said as he pulled out a small wood box.  The outside had been hand carved with an intricate pattern.  Alison took the box, and when she opened the lid, a tiny dancing girl popped up.  The figure was fully animated, and it moved to a sweet melody.  “For the Lieutenant of the decade,” he announced.  He had a small cylinder in his pants pocket and tossed it to Robert.  Inside was a hand rolled cigar.  “Last but not least,” Henry said.  “To the victor of today’s duel.”  He put a softball sized stone down on the table.
 
   Angie picked it up and examined it.  “It’s a rock,” she said, not amused.
 
   “Well, if you don’t want it,” Henry snapped.  He snatched the rock back and with his cybernetic hand crushed it.  Alison and Jess both gasped.  Then he set the remains back down so they could see.  It was a geode; the inside was filled with bright green crystals.
 
   “Thank you,” Angie said to everyone’s amazement.  “Every time I see it I’ll think of your head; hard and hollow inside.”
 
   That made everyone laugh which in turn made it difficult for the server to take their drink order.  The poor man tried to get their attention, and when he’d nearly given up, he was startled by a loud bang.  The noise silenced the entire restaurant and then the waiter dropped dead.  Four men had come in through the back of the restaurant carrying guns.  From the front, a single man approached.
 
   Angie was ready to leap into action, but Robert caught her by the arm.  “We can’t risk a fight with this many civilians in the room,” he said.  “Wait.”
 
   The man stopped behind Jess’s chair and leaned against it.  He was dressed the same as the other men, in a t-shirt and jeans.  “If it isn’t the mighty One,” he said in a thick accent.  “Heroes of the world.  You come here to take me, but I turn the tables.”
 
   “Take you?”  Robert asked.
 
   In response, the man raised his arm and showed them.  His skin changed to a pale white, then hardened, and he became metal.  A second later it changed color again and looked to be made of rock.  “I’m comfortable here.  I don’t want to leave,” he said.  “I make good money.  I like money.  You’re American, you understand.  So I’ll take your women, and we’ll see how much your people will pay to get them back.”  He signaled to his men.
 
   One of them grabbed Alison and yanked her out of her seat.  Robert stood, but stopped at the point of a gun.  Another man went for Angie, who wasn’t going to go quietly.  She slapped the man’s hand away and jabbed her claws into his thigh.  He instantly retaliated, slamming the butt of his gun into her head.  The blow knocked her unconscious.  Again Robert made to move, but he couldn’t get the drop on them without getting shot first.
 
   The Free Flight man pulled Jess out of her seat.  “Olvídate de ella,” he ordered.  “Vamonos.”  Carrying out their injured companion and with the two girls, the men left.
 
   “Follow them,” Robert told Henry, “discreetly.”  He was already checking Angie’s skull for any fractures.  There was a lump and a touch of blood, but nothing serious.
 
   Angie stirred.  Like anyone who had been knocked unconscious she had trouble moving her limbs.  When she tried to talk, her words were slurred.  Robert helped her to sit up, but kept a hand on her shoulder to make sure she stayed down.  After a minute, her eyes refocused and her words were clear.
 
   “Which way did they go?”  She asked.
 
   “Take your time,” Robert told her.  “Henry is tracking them.  We’ll go to the hotel, grab some equipment and meet up on his location.  Can you run?”
 
   Angie shook her head to test her equilibrium and when she didn’t vomit, answered, “Yes.”
 
   The two of them got to their feet and began a paced run back to the hotel.
 
    
 
   9:15 PM
 
    
 
   Night vision and telescopic eyes made it easy to keep the kidnappers in sight.  Henry was nearly a quarter mile behind them.  The group ducked into a stack of run down housing.  He hesitated to follow them in case it was a trap, so went into the buildings across the street.  From there he tracked their heat signatures as they wound their way deeper into the houses.  Confident that he wasn’t being led into an ambush, he started after them paralleling their position.  Slipping into a shadowy alleyway, he dodged the trash and vagrants.
 
   A few yards ahead he came to a dead end, so he climbed a fire escape to the roof for a better view.  The kidnappers were two buildings over.  It appeared the women were tied back to back in a room with one man.  Two other men were watching the front door, with one on the roof and the last in what looked like a kitchen.
 
   In his vision, a red light blinked indicating he was receiving a call.  “I have eyes,” he said.
 
   Robert was on the other end.  “I have your GPS location,” he said.  “We’re coming to you.”
 
    
 
   9:45 PM
 
    
 
   “When are you feeding us?”  Jess asked.  She twisted her head to see the Free Flight who had taken her.  “Seeing as how you interrupted our dinner I think you owe us a meal.”
 
   “No one comes or goes till morning,” the man replied.
 
   “You can’t keep us tied up here all night,” Alison argued.
 
   The man didn’t respond.
 
   “It’s going to be a long night,” Jess said.  “What’s your name?”  She asked the man.
 
   This time the man grumbled and walked across the room to the window.  It had been boarded up, so he peeked through the cracks.
 
   “All right then,” Jess said.  “I’m going to call you... Batista.”
 
   The man looked at her suddenly as if he was going to say something.  He stopped himself and went back to looking out the window.
 
   “So, Batista what do you do for a living?”  Jess asked.
 
   Batista laughed.
 
   “Well, you were bragging about how much money you made, I want to know how,” Jess told him.  “Drugs?  Guns?  Extortion?  …Sex?”
 
   “Cállate,” Batista finally snapped.  “I take what I want and do what I want, because no one can stop me.  I’m God of this island.  Even the policía stay away.”
 
   “That’s what I figured,” Jess said.  “A bully who is too stupid to know any better.”
 
   Enraged Batista crossed the room.  His body transformed into metal, and he raised his fist to hit Jess.  Batista was shaking, hardly able to keep himself from killing her.  Then he managed to gain control of his temper.  “Tell me who to call so I can be rid of you,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know if you want to do that,” Jess said.
 
   “Jess,” Alison hissed.
 
   “I’m just being honest,” Jess replied.  “He hasn’t quite thought this through.  I mean does he really want a One Assault Team at his doorstep?”
 
   “They cannot stop me,” Batista growled.  “I have men, guns and power.”
 
   “So does The One,” Jess retorted.  “Did you know that The One’s Assault Teams have a maximum two-hour response time?  How long have you had us?”
 
   Batista reflexively checked his watch.  “Don’t bother lying,” he said.  “If your people pay, I’ll set you free.  Very simple.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Jess’s tone became serious.  “I’m telling you that an Assault Team is on the way already.  For your sake and the civilians around us, you should walk away.”
 
   “Give me a phone number,” Batista demanded.
 
   “Twenty soldiers per assault team,” Jess said.  “All trained since they were children.  All with powers specifically geared to combat.”
 
   “Enough,” Batista shouted.
 
   And then the lights went out.
 
   “Ya están aquí,” Jess whispered in the darkness.
 
   “Marcos?”  Batista called out.  “Marcos?”
 
    
 
   10:00 PM
 
    
 
   “Holding for entry,” Robert said into his cellphone.  He was on the side of the building watching the two guards out front.  From his position, he could just make out Henry on the roof of the building across the street.  Angie should have made it to the roof of the target building by now.
 
   “Tango down,” Angie said into their conference call.  “Tossing smoke.”
 
   A smoke grenade dropped from the roof, bouncing in front of the two guards.  The smoke obscured Robert’s approach.
 
   “Breaching,” Robert said, then built up a low yield explosion that knocked the men down.   He followed it up with another blast to the front door.  Quickly, Robert secured their weapons and zip tied their hands and feet.
 
   “Three down, two to go,” Henry’s voice came over the phone.  “Primary target is on the second floor, northern room.  Secondary is on the stairs.”
 
   Robert silently made his way to the staircase.  It was in the center of the building with an open banister.  He could see the feet of the man.
 
   “Hold,” Henry said.
 
   Robert stopped in his tracks and crouched down.
 
   “I’m seeing multiple armed tangos,” Henry told them.  “I think we woke the neighbors.”
 
   Gunshots began to fill the night air.
 
   “Taking fire,” Angie reported.
 
   “Henry, flank them,” Robert ordered.  “I’ll clear the building.”
 
   It sounded like a war had started outside, but Robert trusted that Angie and Henry could take care of themselves.  He had his objective, and he needed to focus on that.  Robert moved to get a better angle, hoping to take the man’s legs out from under him.  As he crossed the hallway, he saw down into the kitchen.  A young girl was standing there watching him.  She couldn’t have been more than fourteen, with delicate white skin and raven hair.  It was obvious she wasn’t a local.  Robert tried to signal her to leave.  The girl stared back at him then came closer.  She peered around the corner and up the stairs.  Becoming more desperate to get the girl to leave, Robert got ready to make a move.  But then she stepped back, disappearing into the shadows.  In the dark, he struggled to see where she went.
 
   Suddenly from behind him there was a small voice, “Come.”
 
   Robert turned to see the girl.  She reached out and took him by the hand.  He let her lead him away hoping he could get the girl out of the building.  Instead, he found himself walking blindly into the shadows.  A second later he was looking at the back of a man’s head.  Robert had somehow arrived at the top of the stairs.  He didn’t hesitate though, using the edge of his hand to strike.  The blow hit the man at the base of the skull, knocking him unconscious.  His body crumpled and rolled down the stairs.
 
   “Marcos?”  Someone called out.  A figure appeared in the doorway and when it saw them started shooting.
 
   Robert grabbed the girl around the waist and pulled her into the nearest room.  He tumbled to the ground narrowly escaping the bullets.  Still the shooting continued blasting through the wall and kicking plaster everywhere.  Robert held the girl down covering her head. It went quiet for a second then Robert heard the telltale sound of a grenade as it bounced into the room.  There wasn’t much he could do but cover the girl with his body.
 
    
 
   10:06 PM
 
    
 
   His ears were ringing making it hard to keep his balance.  First he checked the girl, who stared at him blinking the dust from her eyes.  She looked unscathed.  Robert didn’t expect much for himself, but when he felt his body, there was nothing.  A few bruises, but no blood.  Then he noticed he was downstairs again.  The gunfire outside became more apparent as his ears adjusted.  Getting to his feet, he went to the staircase and made his ascent, checking the rooms as he went.  In the last room, he found Jess leaning over a large furry creature with massive claws.  Fugen was bleeding from several bullet wounds.
 
   “Jess,” he said, “Where’s Alison?”
 
   “Batista took her,” she answered.  Jess looked back at Robert with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?”  Robert asked.
 
   Jess nodded.  “Fugen saved the day.  He’s in pain, but it’ll heal.  Go.  Go get them, he has a forty-five second lead.”
 
   Robert turned to go and ran into the girl.
 
   “I can help,” she said simply.
 
   She had already, so there was no reason to doubt her.  Robert took her hand and once again let her lead him.  They slipped into darkness and came out on the street behind the building.  Batista was only a dozen yards away and headed towards a car.  He had Alison at gun point.
 
   “Destroy the vehicle,” the girl said to Robert.
 
   It was the most obvious and basic of ideas.  Robert raised his hand to blast it then thought better.  The explosion could endanger Alison or any civilians nearby.  He couldn’t risk that, no matter how much he wanted to.  Robert started to run, and the girl followed.  They were too far behind; Batista got in the car and sped off.
 
   The girl grabbed Robert’s hand and said, “Keep running.”  She veered them off into an alley and a second later they were on the roof of a building.
 
   Below and to their left, Robert spotted Batista’s car as it took a turn.  The girl led them into the shadows, and they reappeared on another building.  The car was still below them, and they were still too far behind.
 
   “Be ready,” the girl said as they disappeared into a dark corner.
 
   Robert emerged alone and in the street.  Batista’s car was charging straight at him.  He couldn’t fire and risk killing both Alison and Batista.  But it was too late, Batista had panicked and tried to swerve.  The car fishtailed almost hitting Robert.  Its momentum caught up with it and the car flipped.  The first time it seemed to move in slow motion, rolling onto its roof.  Then it bounced up into the air and rolled a second time.  The car came to a sudden stop as it wrapped itself around a light pole.
 
   “Alison,” Robert cried, he was already moving toward the car.  “Alison,” he called again.  The windows of the car had all been smashed out.  Robert went around to the front and climbed inside.  Batista was dangling from his seat belt unconscious.  The man had changed into metal form before the crash, and it was the only reason he was still alive.  But Alison wasn’t in the car.  Robert circled around fearful that Alison had been thrown out during the crash.
 
   “Robert,” Alison said as she walked out of a nearby alley.  There wasn’t a scratch on her.
 
   Without thinking, Robert ran to her grabbing her in his arms.  He kissed her as though it was natural.  Alison didn’t stop him.  It wasn’t until they pulled away that it occurred to either of them what they had just done.
 
   Alison’s face turned red.  “Sir…,” she tried to come up with something to say.
 
   The girl emerged from the shadows, giving them something to turn their attention to.  “Hello,” he said.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” the girl bowed.  “I am, Of Levitas Comes the Eve of Terminus.”
 
   “She’s a Lost One,” Alison whispered to Robert.  Then she said to the girl, “My name is Alison, and this is Robert.  May we call you Eve?”  The girl nodded her assent.  “Thank you for saving my life, Eve.”
 
   “I had been watching this man for some time,” Eve said stoically.  “His moral decision making was less than agreeable.”
 
   “Do you live around here?”  Robert asked.
 
   “I’m not from this world,” Eve answered.  “I live nowhere.”
 
   Robert’s cellphone vibrated, and he answered.  It was Angie, so he stepped away to talk.
 
   “If you don’t have a home where do you sleep?”  Alison asked Eve.
 
   “Where ever there is no one,” the girl replied.  “I have been trying to assimilate.”
 
   “Where are your parents?”  Alison continued her questions.
 
   “In my home dimension,” Eve answered frankly
 
   Robert returned to the conversation.  “Angie and Henry have the buildings secured and contacted the authorities.  Your friend here,” he gestured to the car, “appears to be the only Free Flight.  We need to get him secured before he wakes.”
 
   “Why didn’t you kill him?”  Eve asked.  “That was the plan when I placed you in his path.”
 
   “What?”  Robert said startled.  “Killing isn’t an option.”
 
   “Then what is the option?”  Eve asked.
 
   “We take him to the Complex in Colorado,” Robert replied.
 
   “Then I will take you,” Eve said as a matter of fact and went to the car.
 
   “You can do that?  Like you transported us earlier?  You can travel that far?”  Robert questioned her.
 
   “All I need is to see a map of where you would like to go,” Eve replied.
 
   Robert turned to Alison.  “Hook up with the others,” he said.  “Help clean up and I’ll send reinforcements.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Alison said purposely.
 
   Robert frowned slightly but didn’t have time to address the situation.  He pulled Batista from the car.  Eve told him to get into the shadows, and they vanished.
 
    
 
   10:30 PM
 
    
 
   Alison walked back to the building where she had been tied up.  She found Jess sitting on a stack of crates.  Her eyes were red and puffy from crying.
 
   “Are you okay?”  Alison asked as she approached.
 
   Jess wiped her face.  “I just needed a moment,” she told her.  “Everyone is out front, couldn’t get any peace.”
 
   Alison gave her a hug.  “Did you thank Fugen for me?”
 
   The words sent Jess into another bout of sobs.  “He got hurt bad, Alison,” she sniffled.  “His pain is mine.”
 
   “I know,” Alison said.  “But he did a good job and he’ll be alright.”
 
   Jess sighed heavily then worked to regain her composure.  “What about you?  What happened?”  She asked.
 
   “We found a Lost One,” Alison replied.
 
   “Oh,” Jess said curious.
 
   “And Robert kissed me,” Alison added.
 
   “What?”  Jess exclaimed.
 
   “I think it was an accident, you know,” Alison said, “because he thought I was dead.  It was just a reaction.”
 
   “We’re not giving up that easily,” Jess said.  “Our fancy dinner might have been a disaster, but I’ll come up with something.”
 
    
 
   July, Colorado
 
    
 
   Colonel Porter stood in the observation room at The One's North American Complex in Colorado.  There were several scientists with him, and they all stood staring through the observation window.  On the other side of the glass, there was a basic obstacle course.  They watched as Eve disappeared on one side of the room and appeared on the other.  A few of the scientists were mumbling about readouts and anomalies.  Her portals had left some of their top physicists scratching their heads.  Porter wasn't concerned about the science; he was thinking about strategy.
 
   “Dim the lights,” Porter said without taking his eyes off Eve.
 
   One of the scientists punched at a keyboard then said, “Going to seventeen hundred lumens.”
 
   The room became a little darker, and Eve kept on moving without breaking stride.
 
   There was something that Porter thought he saw, but couldn't be entirely sure.  “How many decibels?”  Porter asked no one in particular.
 
   “Uh,” a scientist stuttered.  It was a weird question, and he had to pull up the correct monitor.  “I have nothing.  Just ambient noise.”  Porter turned his head a fraction indicating with his face that it was an unacceptable answer.  “Twenty decibels,” the scientist responded quickly.
 
   Porter looked back at the observation room watching the young girl disappear and reappear.  There was no sign of strain or concentration.  Eve moved around as easily as a person would walk.
 
   “Bring up the infrared and kill the lights,” Porter ordered suddenly.
 
   He stepped back to look at the overhead screens that would show him the infrared cameras.  The inanimate objects appeared as dark blue while Eve looked like a rainbow of color.  From this view, Porter could see Eve walk into what looked like a solid wall in space and then come out from another.
 
   “Decibels?”  He asked again.
 
   The scientist read his screen and hesitated, “Uh, nothing.  Absolutely no sound.  Like something is muting it.”
 
   Porter didn't acknowledge the answer.  He was busy counting seconds in his head as Eve moved faster and faster.
 
   “Full light, now.”
 
   The observation room was bathed in blinding white light.  All at once everything stopped.  The scientists fell silent as they stared.  Every readout indicated that Eve hadn't reappeared.
 
   “I would have explained this if you had asked,” Eve's voice came from the back of the room.
 
   Porter and the scientists turned to see her standing in the shadows of the super-computers.
 
   “If the lights had come on when you were in our dimension you would have been stuck here?”  Porter asked.
 
   “Yes,” she replied.
 
   Porter nodded thoughtfully then strode out of the room.
 
   “Sir,” a scientist called after him.  “We still have to test various light frequencies.”
 
   “Have fun,” Porter replied.  He already knew what they would find.
 
    
 
   Porter headed straight for Administration.  Director Kelley was expecting a report on the girl, and he had delayed it as long as possible.
 
   Administration was made up of two high-security buildings set at the back of the Complex.  Neither of the two buildings had any windows but were lit by internal UV lights.
 
   When he reached the door to the second building, he swiped his ID card through the reader.  It took a second for the computer to process the facial recognition data and then the doors released.  In the foyer, two guards stood on either side of a receptionist.
 
   “Good afternoon, Colonel Porter,” she said with a smile.  “How can I help you?”
 
   “I have a report for Kelley,” Porter told her.
 
   Typically, Director Kelley required people to make appointments, and in the back of his mind, Porter hoped he wouldn't see him.  The receptionist picked up her phone and called Kelley's office using an overly polite voice.
 
   The animosity between Porter and Kelley was well-known.  As in most cases of office politics there were those who supported Porter and those who supported Kelley.  Usually, the administrators sided with Kelley, so Porter never expected much courtesy when he was in the building.
 
   “Director Kelley can see you,” the receptionist informed him as she hung up the phone.  “Good luck,” she added when he passed.
 
   The top floor was reserved for executives.  The offices were decorated in dark wood and expensive furniture.  General Carter, in charge of The One US forces, and his four Lieutenant Generals all had offices on this floor.  But their plush lounges paled in comparison to Kelley's.
 
   At the end of the hall was a double door made of solid oak.  Porter didn't bother knocking; he just pushed the doors open and entered.  Director Kelley glared up at him from his paperwork.  To one side of the room there were several couches placed in a semi-circled around a wall of televisions.  On the other side, there was a bar and kitchenette.  Kelley's desk was in the center of the room with two chairs set in front.  Porter had no intention of staying long, so he stood.
 
   “That is why you're still a Colonel,” Kelley said.
 
   There was no point in replying.  Kelley would never understand any reason for not taking a promotion.
 
   “I asked for that report on the girl two days ago,” Kelley went on.
 
   Since Super-Humans emerged, every military force feared the existence of a functional teleporter.  Even a rumor was enough to send governments into a panic.  Not only was it an enormous security risk, but a huge strategic advantage.
 
   “We hadn't finished the tests,” Porter told him.
 
   “And are you done now?”  He asked sardonically.
 
   “No,” Porter replied, “I haven't typed it up yet.”
 
   Kelley scowled at him then reached into a drawer.  He took out a recorder and said, “I'll take your verbal report now.”
 
   Porter started, “Subject, known as Eve, is friendly and willingly complies with our requests.  She has an above average intelligence that may be classified as genius.  On several occasions, she has easily discerned the intentions of our tests and offered suggestions.”
 
   “I was told she was an alien,” Kelley interrupted, “but she speaks English?”
 
   “An alternate-dimensional.  I suspect she is self-taught, but I have no evidence to support that theory,” Porter answered.  “Her history is vague at best; our initial understanding is that she's an orphan.  Because of this I suggest the girl be paired with a partner during training.  Her need for companionship will play heavily in her integration here.”
 
   “How thoughtful of you.  What about her ability?”  Kelley demanded.
 
   “Her powers are scientifically extraordinary.  Unlike standard teleportation, where matter is destroyed then instantly created elsewhere, she uses portals.  These portals can only be manifested in shadows, but exert little effect in our dimension.  She uses a technique of creating a portal to pass into her dimension then creating a second portal across from the first to move to any other location she wishes.  The passing has been proven safe for inanimate and animate objects.”
 
   “So none of those messy explosions like other teleporters?”  Kelley questioned.
 
   “No.  Before I had to come here, I was in R&D running tests.  I noted that Eve's ability mutes a certain amount of sound, making her near silent.  Her ease of travel is altered by the amount of light, or in her words, ambient darkness.”
 
   Director Kelley sat back in his chair smiling to himself.  “So am I to understand that the weakness of her power is light?  That she's effectively blocked from her portals without shadows?”
 
   “Yes,” Porter answered.
 
   “Have some training sessions drawn up.  I want her tracked for Observation and Espionage.”
 
    
 
   The Following Day
 
    
 
   Eve sat in a large two story library flipping through the pages of an encyclopedia.  They didn’t have written language where she came from, so the task of learning to read was trying.  Mostly she focused on the images, something else they didn't have.  The various colors and pictures were like nothing she could have imagined.   All her life Eve had lived in a world of darkness.  It was a place where information was conveyed through words and ideas.  All things had happened and had yet to happen.  Thoughts were as real as something you could hold in your hand.  There was no reason to have pictures when your thoughts existed as tangible objects.
 
   It took her some time to get through the first few pages, having stopped to examine each image thoroughly.  She flipped a page and came across something that baffled her.  The title was nearly impossible for her to sound out, but underneath it were two words she understood.
 
   “Northern lights,” she said aloud.
 
    
 
   In the hallway outside the library, Robert had been watching her for a few moments.  The girl had been immersed in the encyclopedia and hadn't noticed him.  She sat there with perfect posture, flipping pages with a calculated movement.  It was a disconcerting sight to see a young girl move like one of Henry's robots.  Other than the clothes, she looked like an ordinary girl to Robert, but he supposed she could pass as Goth.  He laughed to himself.
 
   When Porter had ordered him to watch her, Robert assumed it was due to her being a security risk.  They might as well have called her a bomb and told him to make sure it didn't go off, like they had done with him.  Still, he couldn't muster up the caution they thought was necessary.  To him, Eve was a girl in the same situation he once was.  Yes, she needed to be looked after, but not watched.
 
   Robert nodded to the guard who was standing at the door and walked into the library.  He caught a glance at what she was looking at in the book.
 
   “It's in Alaska,” he said.  Eve looked up as though she had been expecting him.  “During certain seasons in Alaska it's always dark and in others it's always light.”
 
   “Yes, I read about this,” Eve said.
 
   “Would you like to visit?”  Robert asked trying to keep up the conversation.
 
   “No,” she replied quickly then paused for a moment.  “Is Alaska the only place light stays?”
 
   Robert caught the hint of fear and tried his best to reassure her without lying.  “It only happens in places far north or far south.”  He crossed the room and grabbed a globe from a shelf.  He pointed as he talked, “Alaska is up here and all around this line the sun acts funny.  Down here too.”
 
   “Are we close to Alaska?”  Eve asked.
 
   “We're here,” he pointed to Colorado.
 
   “This is good?”  It was half question, half statement.
 
   Robert stifled a chuckle.  “Uh, well, winter is coming so the sun will be on the other side of the planet a little longer.”  He watched as Eve thought about this.  “Winter is about one hundred and ninety days long.”  Eve seemed mesmerized by the globe.  “Come on let me show you the Complex.”  As they left, Robert noticed Eve glance back.  “Did you enjoy the library?”  He asked.
 
   “Yes, it was comfortable,” Eve replied.
 
   “It's a public room so you can come back anytime you want,” he said.
 
   “Thank you,” Eve made a slight bow.
 
   This time Robert couldn’t help but laugh.  The formality of her response was comical coming from someone her age.  Worried that he'd offended her Robert watched her face, but she didn't seem to notice.
 
   “You're not much like the teenagers around here are you?”  Robert said.
 
   “My world is much different,” she replied.
 
   As they walked along the hallway, they passed several rooms.  The doors were marked with signs that said things like, Chemistry, History, and Linguistics.
 
   “This is where we hold some of the classes for the cadets,” Robert informed her.  As they approached an intersection, he brought Eve to a map on the wall.  “This is The Complex; it’s about the size of a small city.”
 
   Eve took a moment to memorize the map, her location, entrances, paths and distances.  The Complex was laid out in a circle surrounded by a wall.  The wall looked to be wide enough to walk on, probably with guard posts at regular intervals.  There were two gates in the wall, one on the west side and one on the east side.  The western opening served as the main entrance and the eastern one led to something marked, Field Testing.  West of the Field Testing area was Research and Development, and north of that was an airstrip.  In the exact center of the Complex sat the security building.
 
   “And we're here,” Robert pointed to a spot south of the security building, across from the parade grounds.  “The Residences are next door and that’s where you'll be staying.”
 
   “What are these?”  Eve asked as she pointed to two squares marked one and two, set directly behind the Residences.
 
   “Those are the Administration buildings,” Robert answered.  “You don't need to worry about them.  Why don't we head to your room?”
 
   Eve gave a nod, and the two left the Education Annex.  Towering above them was a glass dome three stories tall.  It stood flush to a building that was six stories.  The sunlight gleamed off the curved glass almost blinding them.  As they made their way into the dome Eve quickly discovered that it was an indoor garden.  The floor was grass and the pathways made of dirt.  There were trees planted sporadically, some that were nearly as tall as the ceiling.  From where she stood she could see birds, a stream and all sorts of flowers.  Adults in uniforms and kids alike, milled about, chatted, ate or slept on the grass.  The garden stretched across the entirety of the dome making it hard to see where it ended.
 
   They walked further, and Eve began to see the rear of the arboretum.  There were more people behind a glass wall, inside it looked to be filled with tables and couches.
 
   “When they built this place they realized that one of the biggest problems would be morale and entertainment,” Robert said.  “This was their solution.  The Residence is spacious; the building is almost a mile wide and laden with every modern convenience.”
 
   A large group of children came flooding out into the garden.  Eve stopped and instinctively looked for an escape route.  Without thinking, Robert grabbed her hand and pulled her close.  When the kids had passed Eve look over at him, their hands still clenched together.
 
   Robert let go quickly and said, “Let me show you the lounge.”  He went to go through the door, but Eve stayed behind.  Turning, Robert assumed the next words out of her mouth were going to be that she wanted to leave.
 
   Instead, Eve asked, “Can everyone here fight like you?”
 
   “Fight?”  Robert presumed that she had mistranslated.  “We’re trained to protect ourselves and others.”
 
   “Then you will train me to fight and kill?”  She asked flatly.
 
   “We don't kill,” he replied brusquely, “above all things we don't kill.”
 
   “How do you keep your enemies from attacking you again?”  Eve asked.
 
   Robert was not prepared to discuss this with an alien teenager.  “Perhaps that’s a question for philosophy class,” Robert said.  “Provided you stay.”  He waited to see if she would give any indication of her decision, but she didn't.
 
   With the conversation over, they entered the lounge, and Robert began pointing out things.  The main section of the lounge was the dining hall.  There were rows and rows of tables and benches and a food bar.  It reminded Robert of a mall food court.  The arcade and TV rooms on the left didn't help.  There was also a large gym, pool and sauna in the back.  One of the TV rooms was crowded with people watching football on the big screen.  Something must have happened because they started shouting.  The crowd who had been eating lunch nearby got up in a rush to see what was going on.  They cut between Robert and Eve, separating them.  He saw her engulfed in a sea of people.  Elbows nudged her left and right.  Robert shoved through the mob, watching the fear build on Eve’s face.  Then from out of nowhere a small dark skinned girl slid through the crowd and grabbed Eve by the hand.
 
   “You okay?”  Shruti asked.
 
   Eve didn't respond.
 
   “Don't worry,” Shruti said and poked a big man who was standing next to them.  “Hey.”
 
   He looked down and smiled when he saw the girl.  “Hello, Shruti the panda.”
 
   “Hi, George the Dragon Slayer,” Shruti beamed at him. “I need a path out of here.”
 
   It was an easy enough task for a man who was nearly seven feet tall and all muscle.  George began walking across the room, and people moved out of his way without him having to ask.  Shruti followed close behind pulling Eve along with her.
 
   When they were clear, Shruti said, “Thanks, Dragon Slayer.”
 
   “Don't forget our chess match,” Deacon-Slater said and went back to the football game.
 
   Eve's eyes were locked on Shruti's face, stuck in a mix of shock and confusion.
 
   “I'm twelve,” Shruti answered the question on Eve’s mind.
 
   A second later Robert caught up to the girls who were standing next to the elevators.  When he saw Shruti grab Eve, he had decided to back off and see what happened.  Every cadet had a moment like this at some point.  Whether it was homesickness, the overwhelming nature of The One or just being a teenager, something snapped their resolve eventually.  It was best if the adults stayed out of it.  Colonel Porter called it a team building exercise.  These would be the kids that Eve would train with, work with and grow up with.  She had to get to know them.
 
   “You're welcome,” Shruti said to Robert.  “And it’s cruel to experiment with the psychology of a child.”
 
   “And it's rude to read people's minds,” Robert retorted.  He turned to Eve and said, “This is Shruti Pandey; she has the ability to read minds.  You'll find all types of Super-Human talents here, over two thousand variations.”
 
   “And this is why you don't kill, because you are a superior force?”  Eve asked, referencing their earlier conversation.
 
   It sounded bad out of context, so Robert spoke quickly, “Because we have these abilities we've chosen to adhere to a moral code in order to protect those who can't protect themselves.”
 
   Eve thought about his answer.
 
   “Eve is an alien,” Robert told Shruti.
 
   “Oh,” the little girl's eyes got big.  “Welcome to earth.”
 
   Robert laughed, “I guess alien isn't exactly right.  She's an alternate-dimensional; her culture is vastly different than ours.”  He put his hand on Eve's shoulder.  “If you'll excuse us I need to show Eve her room.”
 
   “Okay, bye,” Shruti waved.  “Hope to see you later.”
 
   “And Shruti,” Robert said as he pressed the elevator call button, “Watch what you're mind reading.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Shruti saluted then spun on her heels sending her long hair whipping through the air.
 
   Robert appreciated the laugh.  It had been a while since something had taken his mind off of work or Alex’s death.  When the elevator doors opened, Robert stepped in and hit a button.  Eve hesitated to join him in the small room.
 
   After a moment, it occurred to him what the problem was.  “Have you used an elevator before?”
 
   Eve was examining the numbered buttons.  “I understand it now,” she said.
 
   The doors closed, and they went up.
 
   “The numbers on the buttons refer to the level,” Robert explained nonetheless.  “Your room is on floor three.”  The doors opened again, and they stepped out.  “The floors are sectioned off into male and female wings.  Males on the right, females on the left.”  Robert looked to make sure Eve was paying attention.  Usually, about now the cadets were more interested in the kids hanging out in the halls.
 
   Eve studied the hall and waited for Robert to continue.
 
   He took her left and said, “You're in room three twenty-two.”  He pointed to a sign that listed room numbers and the appropriate hallway to take.  They turned left again.  “The three refers to the floor.  Odd numbered rooms are on the male wing; evens are female.”
 
   Eve followed along silently.
 
   “Level one is where we started, in the lounge.  Level two is for kids twelve and under.  Level three is for kids...”  Robert stopped himself, but Eve didn’t seem to notice.  “You know anyone else your age would have killed me for calling them a kid.”
 
   Eve turned her head perplexed by the information.
 
   “Well, when you turn eighteen you can move up to level four.  If you get promoted then you can move up again, but until then you'll have a roommate.  Level five and six are for senior officers and are off limits without an invitation.  If you have a problem, there’s an older resident in charge of your section.  I think you have Jess…”  Robert corrected himself, “Miss Lang.  We’re old friends, so she’ll take care of you.”
 
   They reached room three twenty-two.  The door was covered with scraps of paper, each with a hand written message on it.  Eve tried to read what she could through the glitter, marker and paint.  They were notes welcoming her to the Residence and some asking her to join group activities.  She wanted to read them all, but Robert stepped in front of her and knocked on the door.
 
   “Male officer entering,” he announced himself.  There was no reply and after a second he slid a keycard through the lock.
 
   The room was painted a flat grey, and thick curtains blocked the window.  Robert flipped a switch, and a small lamp came on giving off a little light.  There were two beds on either side of the room, each with an attached desk and computer.  A cool breeze drifted down from a vent, making the room a chilly sixty-eight degrees.
 
   “Like it?” Robert asked.  “All the rooms are customized to suit the tenants.  Some are flame retardant or EM shielded.  Yours has a minimal light variant.”
 
   “I like it,” Eve said basking in the shadows.  With the cold air and dim lighting she could almost pretend she was home.
 
   “Looks like your roommate has the right side, so you get the left,” he said.  “You have a bed, desk, computer, a closet...  You don't have any clothes do you?  Any preferences on attire?
 
   Eve shook her head.
 
   “I'm sure this is a lot to take in, and you're tired,” Robert said.  “I'm going to send Jess... Jessica... Miss Lang up here to help you out with... things.”  Robert grabbed a pen and paper from the desk and wrote.  “If you want to call anyone inside the Residence all you have to do is pick up the phone and dial the room number.  This is Jess's number and mine.  I also wrote down Shruti's.  I'd like you two to join me for dinner at seven.”
 
    
 
   2:00 PM
 
    
 
   After Robert left, Eve sat on her bed and waited for Jessica Lang.  Eventually, she realized Robert hadn't meant she was coming immediately, so she decided to inspect the room.  She spent some time examining her roommate’s things; the pictures on her desk and the clothes in her closet.  Most of the things didn't make any sense to her; magazines, empty containers and various tubes of some sort.  She read the titles of the movies and books on the shelf.  As she compiled a list of objects, she tried to develop an idea of who her roommate was.  It was an exercise in wasting time because she didn't know much about this world.  Eve moved on to reading the numerous stickers adhered to the desk when she remembered the notes on the door.
 
   A bit of excitement was building in her, but she remained cautious.  Slowly she opened the door a crack and peeked outside.  There wasn't a site or sound, so she opened the door enough to poke her head out.  The messages were still there, at least fifty of them taped to the door.  Careful not to rip them, she pulled one off at a time.  She read them as she removed them until she uncovered a plaque bolted to the door.  It read:  Eve Levitas.  Above her name was another plaque with what Eve assumed was her roommate’s name: Danni Rodriguez.
 
    
 
   3:45 PM
 
    
 
   Through with the notes Eve turned her attention to learning more about this world.  She knew that her lack of knowledge made people uncomfortable which led her to the decision to find out everything she could.  Remembering her time in the library she sat at the computer and accessed the online encyclopedia.  It seemed like a good idea until she saw the thousands of entries.  With no way to determine what information was important she needed another solution.  Eve looked around the room hoping that an idea would come to her.  On the wall, above her roommate’s bed, was a poster of boys posing with musical instruments.  At the top, it said: Desperate Youth.  Not sure exactly what it meant she typed the words into the search bar.  A list of websites and database locations popped up on the screen.  The first one on the list called itself the 'official site,' so she clicked it.  A second later the screen was filled with flashing images and music blasted out of the speakers.  Eve was as startled as much as she was fascinated.  So fascinated she didn't hear the knocking at first.  Then the knock at the door came again.  She left the computer to answer the door.  Standing in the hallway with a bright smile on her face was a short woman with sleek black hair.
 
   “Hi, Eve, I'm Jessica Lang, but you can call me Jess.  I'm the gal who keeps watch over you hooligans.”  She spoke faster than Eve thought was possible.  “Can I come in?”
 
   “Yes, ma'am,” Eve said and stepped aside to let her through.
 
   “Call me Jess,”
 
   “I apologize,” Eve bowed and kept her eyes lowered.  “Where I come from elders are treated with respect.”
 
   “First,” Jess held up a finger, “I’ll let the elder crack slip.  Second.  Are you sure you're fourteen?”  She pretended to look through the file folder she was holding.  All the while Eve maintained the bow, so Jess had to bend down to look her in the face.  “Around these parts I'm lucky if I can get someone your age to do anything I want, let alone respectfully.  But I don’t take it personally, just teenagers being teenagers.  They don't hate me; they just want to do what they want to do.”  Jess headed to the bed where she plopped down.  “Arlene's group, now, they hate her.  Arlene is a gal like me... well, not like me, but we have the same job.  Anyway, the other day her kids all flushed the toilets at the same time, while she was in the shower.  I could hear her scream from my room.”  Jess laughed.
 
   Eve looked up and asked, “This is allowed?”
 
   “Well, no, but no one got hurt.  And what are you going to do, punish the entire section?”  Jess asked rhetorically.
 
   “Yes,” Eve answered flatly.
 
   “But if you punish someone for every little thing the punishments won’t mean much,” Jess explained.
 
   “I understand, ma'am,” Eve conceded.
 
   “Jess,” Jess growled making Eve's eyebrow furrow.  “Say it.  Jeessss.”
 
   “Jess,” Eve repeated.
 
   “Great, now take a seat,” she patted the spot next to her on the bed.  “So you got your room and you remember your room number?”
 
   Eve nodded.
 
   “Here's your key card,” Jess handed Eve the plastic card.  “Robert, the bonehead, forgot to give it to you.  Then when he realized, he was too embarrassed to come back up.  Just like a man.  Are men like that where you're from?”  She didn't wait for an answer as she pulled a packet of papers from her folder.  “This is a list of stuff you can and can’t do.  But rule of thumb, if you gotta sneak around to do it you probably shouldn’t be doing it.
 
   “Okay, rules.  Check.  You're rooming with Danni.  She can be a handful at times.  If she's mean to you, ignore it.  She doesn't really want you dead.  Word of warning, she can play around with shadows, turn them into things, make them solid.  Her last roommate left crying, but I read up on you and shadows.  They shouldn’t be a problem, right?”
 
   “No,” Eve replied.
 
   “Say, nope,” Jess told her.
 
   “Nope,” Eve repeated.
 
   “Shadows shouldn't be a problem, right?” Jess asked again.
 
   “Nope,” Eve answered this time.
 
   “Robert said he invited you and Shruti to dinner tonight, to which I will be attending, so we'll all go together.  But...”  Jess leapt off the bed and shoved open the closet door.  “You haven't a thing to wear.  If you were an average teenage girl, this would be a ‘freak out’ moment right now.  However, we have some options.  You can 'A,' go in what you've been wearing for the last couple of days.”  She shook her head and made her eyes frighteningly big.  “'B,' borrow some of Danni's things.”  This time she pointed to a pile of clothes on the floor and squeaked, “Eeep.  Then there is 'C,' make a new friend who has clean clothes in your size.  Lucky for you I know just the girl and she should be here soon.  Which reminds me, I better call Shruti.”  Without a pause, she grabbed the phone and dialed.  “Hello, this is Miss Lang calling for Miss Pandey,” she said into the phone.  “Your presence has been requested in room three twenty-two.  Dress for dinner and dancing.  See you in a bit.”  She hung up and said to herself, “Friends, check.  Clothes, check.  What am I missing?  Make-up, jeez, where's my head?  There's a requisition to get you personal supplies, but that won't be here for ages.  Let me run to my room and grab some shampoo, hairspray, lipstick...”
 
   Jess wandered out of the room still listing off the things she needed.  Eve closed the door behind her and took a moment to soak in the experience.  It wasn't until a minute later that she noticed the music was still blasting from the computer.
 
    
 
   5:00 PM
 
    
 
   Jess had come back with a girl named Heather.  She had bright red hair that poofed out in every direction.  Eve assumed she would get along with her like she had with everyone else so far.  After five minutes of listening to the girl talk, Eve found her annoyingly self-depreciating.
 
   “I don’t know; I'm no good at this,” Heather mumbled.
 
   Eve was standing in the middle of the room wearing a black dress with fringe on the edges.
 
   “Black is slimming,” Shruti suggested.  She was sitting on the bed dressed in a vibrant orange tunic.  Her hair was braided in a complicated twist that ended at the small of her back.
 
   Jess tugged and flattened the fabric of the dress then stepped back to see if it helped.  “She's already thin as a twig,” Jess commented.
 
   “Well, the green one was too bright,” Shruti said.
 
   “Made her look like a landing beacon,” Jess joked.
 
   “That was my favorite dress,” Heather murmured.
 
   Shruti covered her mouth to smother a fit of laughter.
 
   “I want to look slim?”  Eve asked.
 
   “You want to look good,” Shruti answered.
 
   “The boys won't like you if you’re a slob,” Jess said and made an ugly face.
 
   “Slob,” Eve repeated.
 
   The girls were laughing at this when the door opened, and Danni entered.  Her combat boots thudded against the ground as she stormed over to her bed.  She was wearing all black with a variety of shiny metal hooks and chains coming from everywhere.  When she spotted the three of them, she stopped dead in her tracks.
 
   “This is your new roommate, Eve,” Jess introduced her.
 
   Danni didn't respond and instead sat at her computer.
 
   “How was class?”  Jess asked.
 
   “Fine,” Danni answered as her fingers clattered on the keyboard of her computer.
 
   “Fine?”  Jess questioned.
 
   “It was just Saga,” Danni grumbled.
 
   “I love Saga,” Shruti exclaimed, “His explanation of practical applications...”  Danni turned and gave her a hard look, so she stopped talking.
 
   “Eve, Shruti and I are getting ready for a dinner date,” Jess interjected.  To Eve she said, “I think the black one works for now.  We'll get you something later; it's not like Robert gave you much time to prepare.”
 
   Danni stopped whatever she was doing at the computer.  “You're going to dinner with Lieutenant Day?  Man, he has a great ass.”
 
   “Great ass,” Eve copied.
 
   Jess nearly choked.  “Let's not repeat that.”
 
   “It's not very appropriate,” Heather added.
 
   “Who asked you, carrot top?”  Danni snapped.
 
   “Girls,” Jess cut in before it escalated.  “You should never compliment a man.  They'll get cocky, and then you'll never hear the end of it.”
 
   “Wait, she doesn't have her own clothes?”  Danni asked.  Her chair was turned to face them, and she was completely absorbed in the group.
 
   “She's from another world,” Jess answered.  “One where they aren't hung up on fashion and make-up.”
 
   “You're making me sleep with an alien in my room?”  Danni said annoyed.
 
   “She's not an alien,” Jess corrected her.  “Now give me some of your lipstick.  Mine is the wrong shade.”
 
   “Whatever,” Danni said and tossed a plastic tube across the room.  “As long as she doesn't lay eggs in my stomach or something.”
 
   “I have the ability to access trans-dimensional portals involving a singularity universe... wrmme...”  Jess put a hand over Eve's mouth to stop her.  The other girls were staring at her.
 
   “That's a mouthful,” Jess tried to recover for Eve.  “Next time someone asks what you can do, try telling them you can walk from shadow to shadow.”
 
   “Why?” Eve asked.
 
   “It sounds cool,” Jess replied.
 
   “Cool,” Eve repeated.
 
   “Cool,” Shruti mimicked and giggled.
 
   “How does a black dress reduce body mass?”  Eve asked suddenly.
 
    
 
   7:00 PM
 
    
 
   On the first floor of the Residence was a banquet hall, complete with a dance floor and stage.  Robert had requisitioned the room for the night and made arrangements with the kitchen to have dinner served.  He watched intently as the staff set plates and silverware on the table.  The guests for the night would mainly be the people in his platoon.  The only people Eve wouldn’t know were Angie and Henry, but he suspected they would get along.
 
   Angie had arrived early as always.  She wore her PR uniform, the one they were required to wear when meeting with civilians.  It was made of a thick grey cotton with a red stripe running up the outside of each leg.  Polished and neatly arranged on her left breast was her name tag and medals.
 
   “I told you to dress nice,” Robert said to Angie.
 
   She looked down at herself, inspecting the fabric for stains or wrinkles.  “This is my nicest uniform,” she replied.
 
   Robert shook his head in frustration but wasn't willing to make it an argument.  He went to the kitchen, at the same time Jess came in with Shruti and Eve following behind her.  All three of them had gone to a lot of trouble to look elegant for the evening.
 
   They stopped in front of Angie, and Jess said daintily, “Anne Marie.”
 
   “Jessica,” Angie nodded.
 
   “Eve, may I introduce Sergeant Anne Marie Godfrey,” Jess said to the girls.
 
   Eve bowed and said, “Greetings, Sergeant Godfrey.”
 
   “Greetings,” Angie stood and bowed.
 
   “So ladies, are you ready to be charming and eloquent?”  Jess asked.
 
   Both Eve and Angie raised their eyebrows at her.
 
   “Well, why don’t you two take a seat,” Jess said to them, “Shruti and I will find Robert.”
 
   Jess marched off on a mission with Shruti struggling to keep up.  Angie sat back down, and Eve took the seat across from her.  They looked at each other for a while wondering if they should converse.  Eventually, Angie turned her attention to her place setting, deciding it was off center and needed to be rearranged.  Eve looked up at the chandelier, watching the way the light bounced in every direction.  Both felt comfortable in the silence and hadn't said a word by the time Alison arrived.  The dress she wore was delicately beaded with red and silver crystals.  It was a knockout of a dress, and she wore it well.  She sauntered into the room hoping that Robert would be there to see her enter.  When she saw only Eve and Angie, she dropped the act.  Alison waited for one of them to explain where everyone was, but they didn’t catch the hint.
 
   “Are you guys enjoying yourselves?”  She asked sarcastically.
 
   “Yes,” they answered at the same time.
 
   “Am I early?”  Alison asked.
 
   Robert came storming out of the kitchen followed by Jess and Shruti.  “I didn't think it mattered,” he said to Jess.
 
   “I'm sure you didn't,” she replied.  “And that's why you shouldn't be in charge of dinner.”
 
   “You said I should set up a dinner,” Robert said indignantly.
 
   “We'll I'm usurping your authority.  Take a seat, and I'll handle the rest,” Jess pushed Robert toward the table then went back into the kitchen.
 
   Robert looked a little confused as to how he had lost the argument.  He gave up trying to figure out what went wrong and sat.
 
   “What was that about?”  Alison asked.
 
   “Appetizers,” Robert said still grumpy.  “What are you three talking about?”
 
    
 
   The rest of the night went more smoothly.  Conversation was friendly despite Henry and Angie's bickering.  They talked about everything from work at the Complex to their vacation in Cuba.  There were a few questions for Eve, but not so many that she felt uncomfortable.  Henry was in the middle of a project at R&D and spent most of the time messaging the department.  Finally, he gave up trying to explain his instructions and stood to leave.
 
   “I'm gonna have to take a steak for the road,” he said then turned to Eve, “Don't forget to stop by my office.  It gets lonely in the basement; all chained up and beaten.”
 
   “You have an awful lot of freedom for a slave,” Robert said trying to make sure Eve didn’t get the wrong impression.
 
   “Freedom is useless without the cash to experience it,” Henry cried.
 
   “What would you buy, a brain?”  Angie grunted.
 
   “Wow, was that a joke?”  Henry asked rhetorically.  “Well, it's been fun, but duty calls.”
 
    
 
   Dessert was a tart covered with cream and berries.  It was the first time Eve had dessert, and the others found it entertaining to watch her.  They finished and stood to say their goodbyes.
 
   For some reason, Robert started to think about Alex and wondered what dinner would have been like if he were still alive.
 
   “Lieutenant Day, thank you for inviting us to dinner,” Shruti interrupted his dark thoughts.
 
   Robert assumed that she had heard him thinking.  He found it difficult to scold her for doing so without permission.  It always tended to be instances like this where she would casually intervene before something became worse than it had to.  “I'm glad you could come on such short notice,” Robert said.
 
   She smiled at him shrewdly, and he did his best to give her a disapproving look.
 
   “Good night, baby,” Alison interrupted, giving Shruti a big hug.  “I missed you, but I’ll be here for a while so we can visit.”
 
   “Always a pleasure, Robert,” Jess said extending her hand.  Robert shook it gently a little nervous about the way she was acting.  As she left she whispered something to Alison and that worried him more.
 
   Eve bowed and said, “I appreciate your hospitality.”  The stoic facade over her eyes flickered off.  She stood their firm and confident, but her eyes told him she was genuinely grateful.  Without waiting for a response, she left with the others.
 
   Robert turned and found himself face to face with Alison.  She was looking at him and smiled.
 
   “Feels good doesn't it?”  She asked.
 
   “What?”  Robert asked confused.
 
   “Finding Lost Ones,” Alison said.  “We go out there, risk our lives fighting or lifting buildings off of people.  But it’s the kids that make it worthwhile.”
 
   Robert tried to shrug off his feelings, but found himself saying, “Something about her reminds me of my sister.”
 
   Alison’s heart broke for him and at the same time she was smiling.  For this brief moment, Robert had let her in.  Suddenly she remembered Jess’s advice: the more you thought about doing something, the harder it was to act.  So she acted.  Taking Robert’s hands in hers, she went up on her tiptoes and kissed him.  It was soft and fast, something that could be almost mistaken for friendly, if it weren’t for the look in Alison’s eyes.  “Thank you for a pleasant evening,” she said and walked out.
 
   Robert was left in the banquet room dumbs struck.
 
   “Nothing good can come of that,” Angie said.  She was still sitting at the table holding her coffee and shaking her head.
 
   “What?”  Robert asked defensively.  “What?”
 
   “Forget I said anything,” Angie replied.  “Forget I was even here.”
 
    
 
   The Next Morning
 
    
 
   Robert's heart hammered in his chest as he followed Alison through the training simulation.
 
   “Left,” she shouted and the two of them took a quick left down a hallway.
 
   The building was designed like a maze, with traps and dead ends.  Setting off a trap could cause anything from a concussion explosion to a ball of fire.  Usually, they were safe from injury, but Colonel Porter was running the maze today.  On his bad days, he would add something more deadly to keep them on their toes.
 
   Standard procedure for this exercise was that Robert would take the lead while Alison gave directions.  Today, Porter thought it would be interesting to have them switch roles.  The reason was obvious seconds after they entered the course.
 
   Alison was classified as a precog, but she could only see two or three seconds into the future.  If she had time to focus, she could reach out further; equivalently if she couldn't focus, her premonitions were mere fractions of a second into the future.  Porter believed that she could be trained to see further, regardless of the circumstance.  He hoped that one day, with enough training, she could even see beyond her current location.  At this point, however, she had plateaued at three seconds.  Some of the scientists speculated that as the number of probable events escalated, the harder it became for the human brain to process them.  Of course, all their theories became moot when running full speed with darts shooting at you.
 
   Alison’s inability to concentrate had caused her to choose the wrong paths.  She and Robert had to react faster and faster as she ran into one trap after another.  The exhaustion and panic invaded her mind and soon she was moving blind.  Alison charged into a small room and stopped to think.  She didn't notice that the ceiling was dropping on her.  Robert came in after her, rolling under a jet of fire.  He had a second to act before she was crushed.  Using his momentum, he barreled forward tackling Alison.  The impact sent them flying out of the room and toward a spiked wall.  Going on instinct alone, Robert shot the wall with a blast of plasma.
 
   When the sound of the explosion died down, he could hear a siren shrieking.  A series of floodlights came on.  The air was filled with smoke and Robert held his position till it cleared.
 
   “Alison,” he called out.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “What the hell happened?”  She sounded angry.
 
   “The ceiling was coming down,” Robert explained.  “I had no choice.”
 
   “So you blow the crap out of the building?”  Her voice sounded close.  “We were in a no win situation.  The sim was over.”  The smoke cleared, and Alison was standing over Robert.  Her face was red as she continued to yell at him.  “And what were you thinking using that much energy in an enclosed space,” she pointed to the hole in the wall.  It stretched nearly twenty feet out and into the sky.
 
   Robert was more aware than anyone how devastating his power could be.
 
   “What if someone had been on the other side?”  Alison railed at him.  “We're lucky we weren't caught in a blast back.”  She took a moment to catch her breath then said, “Well?”
 
   Porter's voice came over the loudspeaker, interrupting them, “Observation room, now.”
 
    
 
   Moments Later
 
    
 
   To Porter all of the observation rooms looked alike, though the scientists would disagree.  The room was dark making it easier to see the dozens of monitors and read outs.  Porter stood over a display table watching the video from the training exercise.  Robert and Alison came in and stood at attention.
 
   “Sir,” Robert stood behind Porter and waited.
 
   “I'd like an explanation, Sergeant Cortez,” Porter said not bothering to turn around.
 
   “I lost my concentration, sir,” Alison answered.
 
   “You mean you panicked,” Porter corrected her.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she agreed.
 
   Porter spun around and towered over them.  “You've been in this platoon four years, and you panicked?”
 
   “Sir, if I can speak?”  Robert tried.  Porter nodded for him to go ahead.  “The alteration to the exercise wasn't expected.  Sergeant Cortez has no command training.”
 
   “She can't be a subordinate all her life,” Porter said.  “Up until this point we've been lucky you're platoon hasn't taken heavy casualties.  What do you think would happen if the Sergeant were left in command?”
 
   “Sir, if this is about Alex...?”  Robert started.
 
   “Don't be an idiot, son,” Porter growled at him.  “Terrible things happen; we're here to prepare for them.”  He turned to Alison.  “Today's exercise was to prove a point.  I knew exactly what would happen and now so do you.  Fix it.  You're dismissed, Sergeant.”
 
   Alison saluted then spun on her heels and left.
 
   Porter stared at Robert then asked, “Why did you blow a hole in my sim?”
 
   “I was trying to protect my team member, sir,” Robert replied.
 
   “From a simulation?  Tell me why you cost us a million dollars in repairs,” Porter demanded.
 
   “I don't understand, sir,” Robert said.
 
   “I watched the video,” Porter told him. “Every time she made a decision, you checked the other hallways.  Do you trust her?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Robert replied quickly.
 
   “Then why double check?  The point of the exercise was to have her lead you while using her precog abilities.  It wasn't a breach and clear; there weren't any targets, so why were you acting like you were covering her?”  Porter folded his arms and waited for an answer.
 
   Robert gritted his teeth and prepared to be torn in half.  “I'm sorry I don't have an explanation, sir.”
 
   “I hope you don't think I'm stupid, Lieutenant,” Porter stepped forward glaring at him.  “I watch all my people very closely.  I make sure they aren't injured, sick, that their morale is up and that they aren't distracted.  Because their problems are my problems.”  Porter turned and went back to the table.  He sat on the glass display.  “This isn’t just about Alex.  This is also about you and Cortez, if you catch my meaning.  There are only two ways to handle this.”
 
    
 
   Meanwhile
 
    
 
   Eve woke to the sound of an explosion in the distance.  A second ago she had been dreaming about her mother.  In the dream, she had come searching for Eve to take her home.  Just as she reached out to her, Eve was startled awake.
 
   The clock read: 4:45 am.  In fifteen minutes, the alarm would go off to wake her for class.  She didn't want to go back to sleep, so she climbed out of bed.  Quietly, she walked to the window and peeked past the curtain to see if she could spot the source of the noise.
 
   Since Eve had left home she had seen the sunrise dozens of times, and it still scared her.  Where she came from there were stories that told about the end of existence.  In the stories, the world was engulfed in light and fire and all those who were caught in the carnage were destined to suffer for all time.
 
   Eve let the curtain fall into place glad that it blocked out all the light.
 
   “Mmmmh,” Danni groaned.  She flipped onto her side and pulled the covers over her head.
 
   It was the summer session, and the real classes hadn't started yet.  But Robert had suggested that she try some of the programs that were still going on.  Danni had exercise scheduled in the morning, and Eve was supposed to ask if she could join her.
 
   “Will you be attending the exercise class this morning?”  Eve asked the sleeping girl.
 
   “Uhhhh,” Danni replied.
 
   She wasn't sure if that was a yes or no so decided to ask again in fifteen minutes.  To pass the time, Eve went into the bathroom to sort through the things Jess had left last night.  She read the instructions on the containers and thought about looking up the ingredients.  The names and the words on the make-up gave her the hardest time.  There were too many things, and she couldn't remember what purposes they served.  She let it go, guessing that she probably didn’t need make-up to exercise.  Instead, she washed her face and brushed her teeth.  She watched herself in the mirror.  Eve had chosen this appearance thinking it was the best visual representation of who she was, the choice was permanent, but she had no regrets.  Except her hair, she ran her hand over her scalp.  None of the other girls had hair as short as her, and she considered letting it grow out.
 
   The alarm clock went off in the other room making an annoying buzzing sound.  Before Eve could get out of the bathroom Danni had swung up and hit it.
 
   “Danni,” Eve said softly, but she didn't respond.  “Danni, will you be attending morning exercise class?”
 
   “Will you be letting me sleep?”  Danni growled from under her blanket.  “Maybe you need three hours to glitz up for exercise, but I slept in my gym clothes.”
 
   “I apologize.”  This was new for Eve.  She had met people she had liked and some she didn't, but Danni was the first who didn't like her.  She tried to explain, “I don't know where the exercise area is located.”
 
   “Jeez, fine.  I'm awake,” Danni snapped.  She kicked the blankets off of her in a fit.  As she said, she was already wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt.  Her boots were next to the bed, and she shoved her feet in as she sat up.  Danni rubbed her eyes then pulled on a sweatshirt.  “I don't want to hear a word from you,” Danni said.  “You can follow me and that's it.”
 
    
 
   Eve did as she was told and followed Danni out of the Residence.  They left out a back door and began jogging across the base.  For the longest time, Eve watched Danni, how she moved, her habits and how she interacted with people.  Danni had a large frame and the sweatshirt she wore added to her bulk.  From time to time, she would grumble something in Spanish.
 
   They were headed east, towards the mountains.  Along the way, they passed a number of people, all of them moving about their tasks.  Some carried boxes, others papers and several looked to be headed to morning exercise themselves.  The first one they came across was a tall girl who was so thin Eve thought she might be sick.  She had long brown hair that was tied back in a ponytail.  Every couple of minutes she would have to pull her hair back again to wrangle in the loose strands.  At first the girl had said nothing, only raising a timid hand to greet them.  Danni snubbed her and Eve followed suit, but changed her mind after remembering something Jess had said.  So Eve smiled, and the girl smiled back, her eyes brightening.
 
   She moved closer and introduced herself, “I’m Sara.  Are you new?”
 
   Eve glanced at Danni to see if she was going to snap at her for talking, but she was ignoring them.  “Yes,” Eve answered.  “I arrived a few days ago with Lieutenant Day and his team.”
 
   “Really?”  Sara’s voice squeaked.  “Alison is on that team.  She’s the one who found me.”
 
   “Sergeant Cortez?”  Eve asked for clarification.
 
   “Yeah,” Sara replied.
 
   “You were lost?”  Eve asked.
 
   “No,” Sara started, “well, yeah, kinda.  They call us The Lost Ones, ‘cause you know we haven’t been found by The One yet.”
 
   “I was the one who found Lieutenant Day,” Eve explained.
 
   But Sara didn’t get it, “What?”
 
   At the same time, a boy joined them.  He kept pace with the girls but stayed a good distance away.  Eve tried to get a look at him without turning around to stare.
 
   “That’s Scott,” Sara told her.  “He’s pretty cute.”
 
   Eve furrowed her brow confused by the statement.
 
   They arrived at the Field Testing area, which was essentially the foothills of a mountain.  They jogged to the tree line and followed a trail into the forest.  Then a few yards later the group stopped at a clearing.  In the center was a massive tower reaching into the sky.  It was tall enough to look over the tree tops.  There was an elevator and cameras built into the frame.  Two boys at the base of the tower were wrestling.  Near them was a man who clearly looked in charge; he was standing straight and holding a clipboard.  His skin was dark, and face chiseled.  The military fatigues he wore were crisp with perfect creases.  Next to him was a girl with rich blonde hair and crystal blue eyes.  She folded her arms as they approached, scowling at the late comers.
 
   “Took your time I see,” the girl said.
 
   Danni disregarded her and sat on a tree stump which only made the girl more irritated.
 
   “Good morning, Master Sergeant Lewis,” Sara said cheerfully.
 
   The man nodded to her and checked his watch.  “All right people,” he shouted.  The two boys who were wrestling stopped in the middle of a mutual choke hold.  “Looks like we’ll have to start without Koji.”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” came a small voice from the forest.  “I'm here.”  A boy smashed through the trees waving his arms and almost tripping in the process.  He came to an abrupt halt in front of Master Sergeant Lewis.
 
   “Are you sure?”  The Master Sergeant asked annoyed.
 
   Koji tried to catch his breath, “Got caught on level twelve...  Couldn't get...  Save point.”  He looked up at the Master Sergeant, who didn't seem to understand.  “Dragon Siege,” he explained.  “A video game.”
 
   “You'd rather be playing games than join us out here?”  The Master Sergeant questioned, and the kids snickered.  “Don't answer that,” he said and addressed the group.  “I'm sure you've noticed the new girl.  She'll be replacing Frank.  Team one is still, Danni, Rachael, Joe and Koji.”
 
   The two wrestling boys separated and for the first time Eve realized that they were identical.  “You're going down ya baby,” Joe said as he pulled himself free.  He stood next to Danni fidgeting the entire time.  Rachel, the angry blonde girl, begrudgingly joined them, along with Koji.
 
   “Team two, this is Eve,” Master Sergeant Lewis said.  “It's your job to tell her what she needs to know and how to play the game.  Here are your radios.”  He hefted two bags up in each hand; Scott grabbed one and Rachael the other.  Then the Master Sergeant tucked his clipboard under his arm and pressed the button for the tower elevator.  “Today is capture the flag.”
 
   The kids in team two grumbled.
 
   “Team one pick your side.  Losers run back to the Residence.”  The elevator arrived, and Master Sergeant Lewis stepped inside.
 
   “We all know who that’s gonna be,” Joe taunted team two.
 
   “Do you think you guys can keep from cheating this time?”  Scott said.  His soft British accent that caught Eve’s attention.
 
   “Don't be a crybaby.  It's only a game,” Danni replied.
 
   “At least we don't have to cheat to win,” Sara chimed in then covered her mouth, not meaning to say it so loud.
 
   But Danni heard her and yelled back, “Hey, Sara, tell me, why with your powers would you choose a face like that?”
 
   The kids in team one all laughed as they stomped off into the woods.  Eve turned to examine her team.  At this point she had gathered almost everyone's name, except for the other twin.
 
   Scott saw Eve watching them and assumed she was confused.  “We have to wait five minutes so they can set up because they won last time,” he told her.
 
   “They won the last twenty times,” the twin added.
 
   Scott shrugged, “I'm working on a plan.”
 
   “Well, now that we have the new girl we're screwed,” the twin said.  “No offense, but you're gonna slow us down.”
 
   “Have you played capture the flag before?”  Scott asked.
 
   Eve shook her head, and the twin moaned.
 
   “It's simple,” Scott explained.  “There are two teams and we each have a flag.  We have to get the other team’s flag and bring it back to our base.  And we have to keep our flag from getting taken.  We can't hit anyone or anything like that, but we can use our powers.”
 
   “I understand,” Eve said.
 
   “I'm Scott; I can turn invisible,” he pointed to himself then to the twin, “That's Michael he can make bright light and laser type stuff.  And that's Sara; she can shapeshift.”
 
   “Just to look like other people,” Sara corrected him, “I can't be a bear or anything useful like that.”
 
   Then the kids all looked at Eve, and she remembered what Jess told her to say.  “My name is Eve and I can walk from shadow to shadow.”
 
   “If only it was from light to light,” Michael said and held out his hand.  A ball of light grew and floated there.  “Then we’d kick butt.”
 
   Team One
 
    
 
   Rachael led her team toward the northern base.  No one had asked her to take charge, but no one had argued either.  She was the only one willing to take on the responsibility and the work.  The others kept quiet because her powers were instrumental in getting them the win every time.
 
   Part of Rachael’s ritual for setting up was to pass through what would be team two’s base.  She did it to see if anything had changed; Master Sergeant Lewis liked to keep them expecting the unexpected.  Team two's base consisted of a flag on top of a low hill in the middle of a field.  Being able to see the approach from three hundred sixty degrees was the only advantage.  The waist high grass, however, took most of that edge away.  Rachael spent a moment to examine the area.  The tree line started fifty yards out, and she often used it to obscure her team till the last second.  When she was sure there were no new challenges, they headed to their flag.
 
   Team one's flag was set amongst a scattering of tall rocks that Rachael used as barricades and choke points.  It made it hard to spot anyone sneaking in, but Danni’s shadow creatures could easily cover the area.
 
   “Danni, you have the flag,” Rachael said.
 
   Danni didn’t respond but took her regular seat on a rock.
 
   Rachael turned to the boys; they were caught up in Koji’s handheld videogame.  “Can you two get the flag?”
 
   Joe managed to signal that he heard her and started walking with Koji.
 
   “Are you forgetting something?”  Rachael snapped.  She was holding their radios.  Joe ran back and grabbed them.  Then she turned to Danni and tossed her the last one.  “What do you know about the new girl?”  Rachael asked.
 
   “Eh,” Danni grunted.  “She said something about trans-dimensional shadows or something.”
 
   Rachael tried to remember everything she knew about trans-dimensional physics and theory.  She had a class once with a kid that could open a portal and pull duplicates of himself from other dimensions.  There was also a girl who could feel weak spots in the dimensional barrier, but none of that helped.  Rachael began to suspect that this was the twist Master Sergeant Lewis had thrown into the game.
 
   There was an outcropping of rocks a few minutes away.  It was a twelve foot tall vantage point, out of the action and a good command post.  This was where Rachael always took position.  She would have loved to grab team two's flag herself, but she wanted to set the record for the fastest win, and she knew it would require a perfect strategy.  That, however, left Joe and Koji to take the offensive, a tactic that only worked some of the time.
 
   Standing there on top of the rocks, with the birds and clouds she couldn't think of anything else but winning.  As she scanned the trees, she spotted team two heading toward their flag.
 
    
 
   Team Two
 
    
 
   The kids came out of the forest and slowly made their way across the field to the flag.
 
   “So what's the plan, oh fearless leader?”  Michael asked.
 
   “Try not to get our butts kicked,” Scott replied.
 
   “I like that plan,” Michael said.
 
   They reached the flag, and Sara sat on the ground shading her eyes to look at Scott.
 
   As Scott handed out the radios he said to Eve, “Since your new why don't you stay here with Sara.  Michael and I will head out and try to get the flag.”  He turned to Michael and said, “I figure they're going to do what they always do.”
 
   “You mean my brother and Koji charge up here,” Michael said, “meanwhile, Danni and her monsters guard the flag.”
 
   “And Rachael watches us all from the rocks,” Scott added, then turned to Eve to explain, “Rachael has super eyes.  She can see in light, dark, x-ray, zoom and she can even see me when I'm invisible.”
 
   “She's probably watching us right now,” Michael said bitterly.
 
   “Perhaps you should eliminate her from the exercise?”  Eve suggested.
 
   Michael laughed, “Yeah, like shove her off the rocks.”  He clapped his hands together, “Splat.”
 
   “Maybe we could chase her off the rocks,” Scott thought out loud.  “But then we'd have to split our forces.”
 
   “Repeating the same actions only guarantees the same results,” Eve said.
 
   “It's worth a shot,” Scott said.
 
   The radio squawked and Master Sergeant Lewis’ voice came on, “Try to leave the forest intact.  Game starts in five, four, three...”
 
    
 
   In The Tower
 
    
 
   “...two, one.”  Master Sergeant Lewis clicked a button on his watch starting a timer.  He turned his attention to the closed circuit monitors that showed the kids.
 
   “You teamed her up with Michael Epper?”  Colonel Porter tried to keep the frustration out of his voice, but failed.
 
   Porter was standing behind Lewis, who was busy switching camera angles.
 
   Lewis overlooked the tone and answered, “If I put her with Joe they could pop the entire team in and out before anyone knew what happened.”  He was much better at keeping the emotion out of his voice.  The Master Sergeant was good at his job, and he didn’t like his decisions questioned.
 
   “What about the social dynamic with Danni Rodriguez?”  Porter asked.
 
   “I have other students to worry about too,” Lewis answered, then glanced at the Colonel to see if he’d overstepped his rank.  As a civility he added, “Until they can figure out how to counter your girl, she's going to trounce them.”
 
   “Then this should be quick,” Porter said.
 
   “Maybe,” Lewis responded.  Porter thought he saw a smile on the man's face.  “I still have to make it a challenge,” Lewis added.
 
   “What does that mean?”  Porter asked.
 
   “I didn't explain the game to Eve, or tell her team what she can do,” Lewis answered.
 
   Porter laughed.  “She's about to make a few admirers and rivals today.”
 
    
 
   Eve And Sara
 
    
 
   “So you're not human?”  Sara asked surprised.
 
   “No,” Eve replied.
 
   “You look human,” Sara told her.  She was still sitting on the ground.  At her feet, she had gathered some leaves and was arranging them in patterns.
 
   “There are some biological differences,” Eve said.
 
   A total of three minutes had passed since the game started, and nothing had happened.  Eve checked her radio again to make sure it was on.
 
   “Do you have TV where you're from?”  Sara asked.
 
   “No,” Eve answered.
 
   “What do you do for fun?”  Sara didn't seem to notice she was interrogating her.
 
   “It's difficult to explain,” Eve replied.  “In my dimension there is no light, so television couldn't exist.  There are many things here that would be pointless in my world.”
 
   “Like what?”  Sara kept playing with the leaves.
 
   “Reading, writing, painting, make-up,” Eve told her.
 
   “I don't wear make-up either.” Sara looked up as she told Eve, “My mom won't...  Didn't let me.  I couldn't do much when I was a kid.  Mostly because my parents didn’t want me to come here.  My mom and dad hate this place.  But you know, I think they’re wrong.  Since I've been here, I've seen a lot of kids who could hurt someone if they didn't know what they were doing with their powers.  Maybe no one likes to be told what to do, but someone has to be responsible.”
 
   The radio squealed then cut out.  Eve held it up to her ear and waited.
 
    
 
   On The Outcropping
 
    
 
   Rachael was using a blend of zoom and x-ray to monitor everyone’s position.  So far Eve and Sara hadn’t moved.  Scott and Michael, however, were trying something new.
 
   “They’ve split up,” she said into the radio.  “Michael is west of your position.”
 
   “I’ve got him,” Joe shouted into the radio.
 
   From where she was standing, Rachael could see Joe split off from Koji.  “Stop.  Hold your position,” she ordered.
 
   Joe ignored her.  “How far?”  He asked huffing.
 
   Judging from the distance he covered, Rachael guessed that Joe was at a full sprint.  “Ten yards,” she told him.
 
   “Uh, what should I do?”  Koji asked over the radio.
 
   “Wait where you are,” Rachael told him.  “I want to see what Scott is up to.”
 
   “Okay,” Koji replied.  “I got Joe’s powers before he took off.”
 
   “Fine,” Rachael said harshly; she was busy watching the Epper brothers.
 
    
 
   Somewhere In The Woods
 
    
 
   “I’m taking fire,” Michael yelled crazily into the radio.
 
   Joe used the noise to pinpoint his brother and fired again.  A black bolt of energy slammed into a tree nearly hitting Michael’s head.  It left a layer of frost clinging to the bark.  Michael rolled out from behind the tree and returned fire.  A blast of white light left his fingers.  The heat singed the leaves and set a dry patch of grass on fire.  Joe quickly extinguished the blaze with his foot.
 
   “I’m telling the Master Sergeant,” Joe said.
 
   “Go ahead,” Michael retorted, then began firing.
 
   Beams of light shot erratically towards Joe.  He dodged and dashed to put out the fires.
 
   “Stop it,” Joe yelled at his brother.  He fired back with one hand.  With his other hand, he used his powers to smother the flames.  One of Michael’s beams glanced off his cheek.  “Ahhh,” he screamed, holding his face.  “That hurt.  I told you to stop.”  Joe turned his full power onto his brother.
 
   Michael matched him.
 
   The forest flashed like a light show.
 
    
 
   Near The Stream
 
    
 
   Koji found a cool, shaded area to sit with his handheld.  For the sake of the exercise, he had turned the volume down.  His radio hissed, and he pressed pause on the game.
 
   “Scott is headed toward me, fast,” it was Rachael’s voice.  Koji waited for her to say something else.  “Koji, are you there, come in.”
 
   “Yeah,” Koji said into the radio.
 
   “I need you to stop Scott,” Rachael said.  “Go to the stream.”  Koji went back to his game and opened the save menu.  “Now, Koji,” Rachael barked.  “I can see you.”
 
   Koji grumbled and flipped the handheld closed.  He could hear the stream, so headed in that vague direction.  The ground went down in a steep incline.  Koji struggled to keep his footing and finally came out onto a plateau overlooking the water.  Scott was about to run past.
 
   “Hey,” Koji shouted.
 
   Scott came to a stuttering halt and looked around.  “You’re alone?”  He asked, and Koji nodded.  “You better run,” he advised.
 
   “No, you better,” Koji replied.  He pointed at Scott.  A curl of darkness, like smoke, rose from his fingertips.  “I think I've got the hang of this power.  So, we can either do this the easy way or the hard way.”
 
   “We're not in a videogame, Koji,” Scott laughed.  “You don't need cheesy lines.”
 
   “Then how about this?”  Koji created a sphere of darkness and threw it at Scott.
 
   Scott jumped clear splashing face first into the water.  Chunks of ice had formed where the orb struck.  He looked up at Koji, and they both knew he wasn’t going to dodge a second one.
 
   Scrambling for the radio, Scott started shouting, “I’m under attack.  I’m under attack.”
 
   Koji formed another orb and lifted it overhead.  From inside the ball a hand reached out and grabbed Koji's wrist.  He screamed and dropped the darkness on himself.  As it fell, it seemed to swallow him, and when it hit the ground, Koji was gone.
 
   “What the...,” Scott started
 
   “Koji Kojima has been neutralized,” Eve said.  She was standing on the bank near a cluster of trees.
 
   Scott flipped around to look at her.  “Where…  Wait…You don't mean dead do you?”  He asked hesitantly.  There was a blast of light from the forest.  Scott picked himself up out of the stream; he was drenched, and tried to ring out the water.  “I don’t think Michael is going to get the flag for us.”
 
   “I agree,” Eve said.  “I will take care of it, but it would be easier if it were by surprise.”
 
   “Okay,” Scott shrugged.  “I guess we’re winning, so I can’t argue.”
 
   “Radio me when you have distracted Rachael,” Eve said as she started off into the woods.
 
    
 
   Rachael’s Position
 
    
 
   “Koji, what the hell is going on,” Rachael said, but there was no reply.  She had seen Koji disappear, and Eve appear from nowhere.  “That’s not possible,” she said to herself.  “Danni, is your roommate a teleporter?”
 
   Danni came over the radio, “How should I know?”
 
   “She can’t be,” Rachael responded.
 
   “Is there something you need?”  Danni growled.
 
   “Scott is nearly here,” Rachael told her.
 
   “Is there something you need?”  Danni said again.
 
   “Joe, come in,” Rachael called.  “Can you get to the flag?”  Another blast of light came from the trees.  “Can you do anything useful at all?  Danni?”
 
   “What?” Danni snapped.
 
   “Can you send one of your things to get the flag?”  Rachael asked.
 
   “No,” Danni said.
 
   “No, you don't want to, or no, you can't?”  Rachael was getting angry.  “Never mind, don't bother.”
 
   Scott came up the rocks as casually as ever and waved to Rachael.  The nonchalant approach threw her off-guard.
 
   “You should relax,” Scott said, “The stress will kill you.”
 
   “At least you're smart enough to know invisibility won’t work,” Rachael taunted Scott, “What are you going to do, drag me off of here?  Talk about cheating.”
 
   Scott had reached the top and stood next to Rachael.  He took some time to look at the view then said, “I'm not here to fight you, just distract you.”
 
   Rachael growled, realizing that she had stopped paying attention to the game.  She turned to where Eve was supposed to be.  At the same time, Scott reached out and swatted the radio from her hands.  It flew into the air and down the rocky cliff, cracking open on the way.
 
   “And to keep you from radioing Danni,” Scott said with a smile.
 
   “You jerk,” Rachael screamed.  She raced down the rocks hoping she could get to Danni in time.
 
   Scott brought up his radio and said, “Eve, you're good to go.”
 
    
 
   Team One's Flag
 
    
 
   Danni sat in the center of the rock formation that always reminded her of Stonehenge.  She had her handheld out and was messaging one of her friends.  From off to the left there was the sound of leaves crunching underfoot.  A Minotaur appeared from around a rock, seven foot tall and snorting.  It was formed from shadows and darkness, but moved like a living thing.  The creature stomped at the ground with its hoof and scanned the area.  Satisfied that it was clear, it went on with its patrol.  Danni didn't pay it any attention.  It was one of the ten just like it, guarding the flag while she was distracted.  She was used to their noise and the beeping of her handheld.
 
   But today there was a new sound.  Danni looked up from her conversation and sat motionless, waiting for it to happen again.  And it did.  Whatever it was it reminded her of a cork popping.  She shoved the handheld in her pocket and got up to investigate.  One of her Minotaurs made a nervous sound.  The things could sense something was wrong, and the beasts were beginning to panic.  Danni came out from behind the rocks and searched for the nearest creature.  She spotted one in the woods when the sound came again, and the Minotaur was gone.
 
   “What the hell?”  Danni cursed.
 
   She ran around the rocks looking for another of her creations.  As she stumbled onto one, it disappeared right in front of her, making that sound as it went.  Quickly she recounted the number of times she'd heard that pop.
 
   Five.
 
   Danni went back to the flag, calling the remaining shadow monsters to her.  They surrounded her, forming a phalanx, but it didn't help.  Whatever was going on, was still happening.  Two of the Minotaurs blinked out, one after the other.
 
   “You wanna play,” Danni shouted.
 
   Again, a Minotaur disappeared, but this time Danni replaced it with another.  She did it again the next time and the next.  The creatures were starting to vanish faster and faster.  Danni struggled to keep up the pace of creation.  She was forced to make smaller and smaller things until she was exhausted.  She sat down on the ground sweating and puffing air.  Then next to her she heard someone and looked up to see Eve.
 
   “Is this the flag?”  Eve asked pointing to the red strip of fabric on the pole.
 
    
 
   In The Tower
 
    
 
   “That went better than I expected,” Porter said.
 
   “Maybe,” Lewis retorted.  He pressed the button for the radio.  “Anyone know where Koji is?”
 
   At the same moment, the phone rang.  Lewis answered, and Porter became curious when he saw the look on his face.
 
   “No, don't bother,” Lewis said into the phone and hung up.  He looked at Porter and hesitated to tell him who it was.  “Apparently your girl sent Koji to the rec room.”
 
   Porter didn’t say anything.  He got in the elevator and headed down.  For the sake of peacekeeping, he waited till he was outside to start laughing.
 
    
 
   Lunch Time
 
    
 
   Koji was having trouble breathing while giggling.  He grabbed his side and tried to calm down.  Catching some of his breath he continued his story.  “So, I was like, 'what happened?', and Eve says, 'good luck on level thirteen.'”
 
   Scott started laughing hysterically, which was soon drowned out by the other kids around the table.  Eve and Sara sat next to each other and listened silently.  A number of cadets were gathered, and still more came to listen to Koji.
 
   “I wish I could have seen Master Sergeant Lewis' face when I called him,” Koji said.
 
   “What took you so long to call,” Scott asked.
 
   “I had to beat level thirteen,” Koji answered seriously.
 
   The crowd burst out in another chorus of laughter.
 
   “So, like what, you can teleport or something?”  A girl asked Eve.
 
   Another kid piped up, “Remember that boy who could teleport, but everything exploded when he did it, and they told him he had to stop?”
 
   “Not the same thing,” Scott told the crowd.  “Eve walks from shadow to shadow.”
 
   A little boy, who had managed to squeeze in close, lit up and said, “Awesome.”
 
   “If there's a shadow she can go into it and come out at any other shadow,” Scott continued.
 
   “Show us,” someone shouted, starting the kids chanting, “Show us.  Show us.”
 
   There were too many people surrounding her, and now they were shouting.  Kids were nudging and pulling, trying to coax Eve into a demonstration.  There was a spot inside her chest where the panic was growing larger and larger.
 
   Scott leaned across the table and said to her, “Come on, give 'em a show.  Like pull a rabbit out of a hat.”
 
   Eve didn't hear him; she was getting ready to run.  Scott grabbed her hand and squeezed it.  Touch was the universal language.  It was a form of communication that she knew well from her world.  Through that contact, Eve read his emotions, thoughts and ideas.  Without knowing it, Scott had conveyed compassion, support and friendship.  Eve’s heart steadied, and all she sensed was Scott’s hand.  The soft palm.  The callous on his thumb.  She stood up and looked around.
 
   “May I?”  Eve asked a nearby boy for his long coat.
 
   The boy smiled and took it off.  Eve held the coat in one hand letting it dangle in front of her.  Then lifted it up and put it over her head.  The crowd hushed.  From inside the coat there was the sound of a muffled conversation.  People began shifting to get a better view.  Eve lifted the coat off her head and stuck her hand inside.  It looked like she was pulling on something, and the next thing everyone saw was Shruti stumbling out.  The room exploded into shouts and cheers.
 
   “That was the coolest thing ever,” Shruti exclaimed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 4: A New Life
 
    
 
   August, Colorado
 
    
 
   High overhead the sun glared down making the air smell of pine and grass.  Robert had led Alison up into the Testing Field.  He had found a secluded place on the side of the mountain.  They could have easily sat in the garden at the Residence, but Robert wanted privacy.
 
   “You know I think you’re doing a good job,” Robert waded his way into what he’d come here to say.
 
   “Thanks,” Alison said meekly.
 
   “I enjoy working with you, and I trust you,” he continued.
 
   “But?”  Alison put in for him.
 
   “But we kissed,” Robert said. “It’s against regulation and it’s wrong.”
 
   Alison clenched her jaw and tried to hold back the feeling in her stomach.
 
   “It would be nice if things could go back to the way they were,” Robert said.  “I don’t think that’s possible, and truthfully, I wouldn’t want that.”  He paused, hoping that Alison would catch on.  It certainly would make things easier.  As commander and subordinate, this level of intimacy was frowned on.  Worse was that he knew what he wanted was wrong, and he was too responsible just to do it.  Except that for the first time, in a long time, he knew what he wanted.  “I love you,” he said finally.  “I’m in love with you.”
 
   “Oh god, Robert,” Alison gasped.  She hugged him pressing her face against his chest.
 
   With one big hand, he tilted her head up and kissed her.  They kissed again and again until they couldn’t breathe or stand.  Then when they were lying on the ground, dizzy with bliss, Alison rested her head on Robert’s arm.  The two lay there for a long time not saying anything, staring at nothing, and enjoying the moment.
 
   “What's going to happen now?”  Alison asked.
 
   She was afraid of the answer.  What she wanted was to run off and be with him, despite the consequences.  She and Robert had only been together for a few minutes, but it was enough for her to know she wanted it forever.  Maybe it wasn't enough for Robert.  He was a commander first.  His responsibility would get in the way of that; he'd probably break it off before the relationship went anywhere.
 
   Robert shifted uncomfortably and said, “If people find out about us, you'll probably be reassigned.  A new platoon at least, if not an entirely new division.  And I'll be demoted.”
 
   “Maybe no one will find out,” Alison said, but she held little hope in that idea.  “One of us could try to get reassigned to another regiment.”
 
   “Maybe,” Robert said distracted.
 
   “And then they wouldn't have a problem with us dating,” Alison said.
 
   A gust of wind blew the trees, rustling the pine needles.  The little green pins rained down without a sound.
 
   “When I graduated top of my class, Director Kelley came to me and said that I was exactly what The One needed,” Robert said.  “He told me I was an example for everyone, and that I had to live like it.  He said that I couldn't make any mistakes because all eyes were on me.”
 
   “You think I’m a mistake?”  Alison said softly.
 
   “I think the ramifications of what we do next are bigger than you or me,” Robert said.
 
   He didn't deny her question, but his words were meant to ease her worries.  It didn't work, because Alison’s heart was beating so hard it hurt.
 
    
 
   A Few Days Later
 
    
 
   Robert lived on the fifth floor of the Residence overlooking the forest.  It had a beautiful view that was the subject of much envy.  It was sort of a bonus for The One's poster boy.  No doubt the moment the last box was out of there, someone would be moving in their things.
 
   He grabbed the packing tape and sealed another box shut.  It was just one more of a dozen, filled with things and memories.  Robert hated memories.  Throughout his entire career with The One, he had tried to stop himself from keeping mementos.  In his apartment, there was hardly a single photograph.  The awards he won were in a filing cabinet.  Any gifts he received from friends or comrades were stuffed neatly in a closet.  All accept one thing.  Hidden on the top of his bookshelf was a white coffee mug.  Robert reached up and took it down.  He rolled it around in his hands, feeling the weight and reading the lettering on the side.  Number one dad, it said.  He didn't have any children, unless he considered the people under his command.  And one in particular might as well have been his kid.
 
   “Alex,” Robert said under his breath.
 
   The name held a mix of emotions, everything from laughter to anger.  Alex was dead, and he had died under Robert's command.  It wasn't a particularly heroic death, nor was it harrowing.  He was just another name and number on the memorial in the garden, nothing different about it.  Robert blamed himself.  He had been constantly on Alex’s case to take things seriously.  So often that Alex took to calling Robert, dad.  To everyone else it was just a joke, but between them it was real.  He was quickly running out of family.  He'd made a mistake with his sister.  Then he lost Alex and now he had to move on.
 
   Maybe the worst mistakes were the ones that kept living.  The ones that never died.
 
   It had taken a month for Robert to physically recover from what had happened fifteen years ago in New Mexico.  His sister's powers were still out of control.  The only option was to place her under sedation, in a specially designed containment system.  Robert was afforded some opportunities to visit her, but she was essentially in a permanent coma.  As his responsibilities increased, he saw her less and less often.  Perhaps someday they could help her, but even then she'd be an eight-year-old in a twenty-one-year-old’s body.
 
   For now, Angie would have to suffice as a sister, they were basically siblings anyway.  “What is this?”  Angie asked from the kitchen.  She was holding out a limp green blob.  Robert had decided to make his big announcement and called his platoon in for a meeting at his apartment.  But he had told Angie first, and so she offered to help pack.
 
   “Where did you find it?”  Robert asked.
 
   “In the back of the refrigerator,” Angie answered.
 
   After a bit of thought Robert answered, “An orange.”
 
   Disgusted, Angie tossed it in the trash.  Before she had a chance to comment, someone knocked at the door.
 
   “Come in,” Robert said.
 
   Alison and Henry entered and stopped dead when they saw the boxes.
 
   “We're being transferred to the Bahamas,” Henry cheered and jumped up and down.  He saw Angie shaking her head sullenly and stopped jumping.  “Greenland?”  He asked worried.
 
   Robert put Alex's mug in a box then sat on the couch.
 
   “Why don't you guys take a seat,” he said.
 
   No one moved.
 
   “You know that they've been on me to fill Alex's slot on the platoon,” Robert started.  “And after the explosion on the training course, the brass are done giving me any leeway.”  Angie and Henry tried hard not to look at Alison.  “The Colonel and I talked, and we both agreed that they were going to move me to another command.  That would mean you guys would be serving under Lieutenant Pepper.”
 
   “Argh,” Henry groaned.  “When did he get promoted?”
 
   “This is exactly why I’m going to beat them to the chase,” Robert continued.  “Before I lose authority, I'm disbanding the platoon and transferring all of you.”
 
   “What?”  Henry was shocked.
 
   Robert looked to Alison, who hadn't said or done anything to indicate her thoughts.  He needed to go as fast as possible before they started panicking.  He grabbed a nearby folder and pulled out the papers.
 
   “Henry, I got you transferred to R&D as a department head,” he handed the paperwork to Henry.  “Congratulations Staff Sergeant,” he said, then gave him his new insignia.
 
   “Does that mean I get to do what I want, and boss people around?”  Henry asked.
 
   “Yup,” Robert answered.
 
   “I can get used to that,” Henry smiled. “What did you get Anne?”
 
   “That's Lieutenant Godfrey, to you,” Angie said gleefully.
 
   “What?”  Henry moaned, “No fair that’s nepotism.”
 
   Robert was still watching Alison who had been staring into the distance.  He told the others, “What else are big brothers for?  Angie is being reposted to an Assault Team at an undisclosed location.  And I got Alison into a post in Los Angeles with OID.”
 
   “Wait,” Henry was getting agitated.  “She gets to be a Lieutenant too?”
 
   “Not yet.  But don't worry,” Robert said.  “I'm not a Lieutenant either.”
 
   “Captain Day?”  Henry questioned.  “Captain, right? You weren't demoted were you?  Because if you were I'll use all my Staff Sergeant power to fight for you.”
 
   “Yeah, it's Captain,” Robert laughed.  “I'm taking charge of an integrated team, which is why I need to pack my stuff and get to my new offsite apartment.  So my final order is to help me carry this stuff out.”
 
   Without warning, the silent Alison, spun on her heels and stormed out of the apartment slamming the door behind her.  Robert looked from Angie to Henry, then ran after Alison hoping to explain.
 
    
 
   Alison sprinted to the elevator knowing that Robert was going to chase after her.  Not that she was running off to get him to come after her.  Of course, if he didn't, she'd kill him.  She was going to kill him, that stupid bastard.  The last week had been filled with hope.  They had been happy.  Alison had fallen in love with him and was already thinking about their future.  She thought Robert would come up with a solution.  
 
   It felt like she was going to vomit, or pass out, or burst into tears.  She just wanted to get back to her room and lock the door.  That way she could be alone, and no one could see her fall apart.  Because that was all she needed now, a bunch of subordinates watching her break down.
 
   The elevator opened up to the fourth floor; it was filled with junior officers.  So like always, it was over crowded, and Alison had to shove past.  She only hoped she could make it before the sobbing started.
 
    
 
   A minute later, the second elevator arrived and Robert came barreling out.  Anxiously he scanned the crowd looking for Alison.  When he thought he spotted her, he moved fast making sure everyone noticed his Captain's insignia.  Those who did try to clear a path could only do so much in the cramped quarters.  It wasn't helping; Alison was getting farther away.  He could see her approaching her room.
 
   “Alison,” he called out.
 
   She seemed to hear him and hesitated for a second.
 
   “Alison,” he yelled louder.
 
   This time she did hear him and so did everyone in the hallway.  They all turned to gawk.  Robert continued toward her, slowing to give himself time to think.  He had no idea what to say or how to explain himself.  The entire thing had been a misunderstanding, but Alison was still fuming at him.
 
   “Hi,” he said to her.
 
   Alison folder her arms and glared at him.
 
   “You didn't give me time to explain,” Robert said.
 
   “Explain that you're so chicken, instead of breaking up with me like a man, you make up some story about being relieved of command, so you have to disband the platoon and move away?”  Alison snarled.
 
   “No, you misunderstood,” Robert pleaded.
 
   Alison raised a threating eyebrow.
 
   “I mean I'm an idiot,” Robert changed tactic.  “Okay, can we both agree on that?  I meant this all as a surprise.  A good surprise.  For everyone.  I figured out a win, win solution, and everyone got all they could want.  Henry got out of the field and into a lab like he should be.  Angie was never going to get a command while she was under me.”
 
   “And what about me, Robert?”  Alison asked.  “What grand prize did I get?”
 
   “Me,” Robert smiled, but it only made Alison angrier.  “I'm being posted to Los Angeles too.  Under a different regiment.  And I got an apartment.  Because here at the Complex you and me couldn't...  I thought maybe we could try...”  Robert had a plan, had being the operative word.  He imagined this picture of how he'd ask her to move in with him.  It was supposed to be cute and romantic.  He'd pretty much messed that up, and Alison must have hated him for it.  “Screw it,” Robert said.
 
   He grabbed Alison by the waist and pulled her toward him.  Robert kissed her, desperately and hopelessly.  For him, his only chance to fix everything was in this one kiss, and he wasn’t going to give up, or let go.
 
    
 
   Elsewhere
 
    
 
   Sitting in the garden of the Residence, Eve plucked aimlessly at the grass.  Next to her, Shruti and Sara lay on their backs calling out shapes in the clouds.
 
   “Have you decided to stay?”  Shruti asked Eve.
 
   To Eve it wasn't much of a choice.  If The One were a terrible and lonely place that had conscripted her into slave labor, it would still be better than nothing.  She had nowhere else to go.  Besides, she had found friends here and people who cared about her.  They offered education, shelter and food.
 
   “I think you should stay,” Sara said.  “You don't want to live on the run like I did with my parents.”  She sighed at the thought.  “Boy, I miss them.  Usually, I hang out with them during the summer, but they got stuck at an anti-One rally.”
 
   “I guess I’m the lucky one this time,” Shruti laughed.  “Alison lives just upstairs, and I can talk to her whenever I want.  Even if she’s distracted.”  Shruti giggled knowingly.  She shifted to put her head on Sara's shoulder.  “But PR day is coming up,” she said happily.  Eve gave her a questioning look, so she explained, “It's when they let people on the base to visit.  This PR is mostly so parents can drop off kids for the school year.”
 
   “My mom said she's going to bring me a box full of her oatmeal cookies,” Sara said.
 
   “Isn't there food here?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Yeah, but you know, she's a mom,” Sara replied.  “They do things like that.  Maybe you should call your parents and tell them to come.”
 
   Shruti stiffened as Eve nearly burst with emotion.  She tried not to let on that she had felt it.  Eve however remained stone-faced.
 
   “They can't come,” Eve told them.
 
   Shruti's curiosity got the better of her.  “Why?”  She asked.
 
   “They don’t know I’m gone,” Eve answered.
 
   That didn't make sense to Shruti, and she wanted to ask her to explain, but Eve didn't look like she would talk about it.  The questions were burning in her head.  She resisted the temptation to read them for herself.  Shruti thought of her instructor, who told her that she needed to control her impulses in order to control her power.  So she let it go.
 
    
 
   The Following Week
 
    
 
   Classes were going to begin soon, turning the entire Complex into a bustle of commotion.  Jess arrived at Eve's room holding a piece of paper.
 
   “How did your new clothes work out?”  Jess asked.
 
   Some time ago, a box filled with a variety of outfits had arrived.  Eve had a hard time imagining why anyone needed so many different things.  Not wanting to seem ungrateful, she made sure to wear every item.
 
   “Well, thank you,” Eve replied.
 
   “You won't be thanking me in a second,” Jess said holding up the paper.  “Now that you've decided to stay with us at Hotel de One you have a schedule to follow.”  She held the paper so Eve could see the list of times and locations.  “Your entire life is on here, education, recreation and you're going to have to work,” she said pointing at a line on the paper and smiling mischievously.
 
   The line read: Staff Advisory (Lang).
 
   “Don't ask me how I swung it,” she said.  “Well, I've got to run, things to do, children to torture.”  Jess stopped on her way out the door.  “Oh, don't know if you know, but PR starts tomorrow, so the Complex is going to be crowded with kids and Norms.  If you want some breathing room head over to R&D.  It's off limits to civilians, and there's some TV's and stuff.  Right, okay, adios.”
 
   Jess bounced down the hallway.  Eve was beginning to get used to her coming and going like a whirlwind.  She looked at the schedule in her hand.  It accounted for every day hour by hour, though she noted it estimated travel time on foot.
 
   Her classes were listed as so:
 
    
 
   Monday and Wednesday – 9am – 11pm FT1 Exercise (Lewis), 11:30am – 12:30pm RC Lunch, 1pm – 2pm FT3 Espionage (Beach), 2:30pm – 3:30pm EA6 History (Thorne)
 
    
 
   Tuesday and Thursday – 9am – 10am EA2 Science (Richter), 10am – 11am EA8 Math (Poole), 11am – 12pm EA11 Language (Branch), 12pm – 1pm RC Lunch, Free Time
 
    
 
   Friday and Saturday – 9am – 10am PG Procedure (Lewis), 10am – 12pm PG Focus (Saga), 12pm – 1pm RC Lunch, 1pm – 3pm RC Staff Advisory (Lang)
 
    
 
   Most of what was on the piece of paper didn't make any sense to Eve.  All she knew was what time to be there, but didn't know where to be or what she would be doing.  All of it made her feel nervous and unprepared.
 
    
 
   PR Day
 
    
 
   As advertised PR day was pure chaos.  Hordes of families came driving in to drop off their sons and daughters.  Dozens of cadets that Eve had never seen before filled the halls.  The noise and chattering wore on her composure.  What made things worse was that to the other kids, Eve was the newbie.  They all stopped and watched her as she walked by them.  She could hear the kids whispering about her, and it was driving her crazy.  Eve had lasted through Friday night and all of Saturday, but when Sunday lunch came she couldn't find a seat.  Tired of having to dodge and duck through the people, she took her food outside.  Her friends would be busy visiting all day, so she headed off to eat alone.
 
   There was a spot near the southern wall, behind the Residence that had a place to sit.  She ate quietly; the only interruption was from a patrol that passed on the wall above her.  They asked if she was okay, checked her ID and went on.  When she was finished eating, she walked along the wall heading east.  All the while she could see the Residence in the distance.  The people were so loud they could be heard from where she stood.  As she approached the Administration building, it got quieter, but the cameras and heavy security was uninviting.  She moved on toward the Testing Field hoping to find a shady spot.  Before she arrived at the gate, Eve could already see a number of families picnicking in the forest.  None of this was making her feel very happy about being alone on such a busy day.  She supposed that was probably why it was so bad.  Everyone else had friends and family to be with today, and she had no one.  Even Shruti received leave to go with Alison and Robert to LA; they left without saying goodbye.
 
   Eve had been walking and kicking at rocks on the ground when she came to another building.  She looked up and realized that she had found her way to R&D, like Jess had suggested.  Her ID opened the door, and she went inside.  The lights were off in most of the rooms.  A couple of labs were occupied with researchers busy on time sensitive projects.  As she came to the lounge, she heard two people arguing inside.  There was a man and a woman having a heated debate over a math equation.  It looked like they were about to come to blows.  She decided against going in and continued down the hall to the far exit.  Eve stepped outside and stared across the airstrip.  There were no scheduled flights during PR day.
 
   She hadn’t seen Henry standing against the wall, so he spoke up, “Howdy.”
 
   He was wearing overalls and covered in grease.  At his feet was a small four-wheeled machine.
 
   “Greetings, Sergeant Schreier,” Eve bowed slightly.
 
   “That’s Staff Sergeant Schreier to you,” he joked.
 
   Eve took him seriously and made to apologize.
 
   “I'm kidding, relax,” Henry chuckled.  “What brings you around these parts?”
 
   Telling him that the people were annoying her didn't seem polite, so she told a half-truth, “Wandering.”
 
   Henry didn't believe her.  “Yeah, it gets noisy with all the Norms running around.”
 
   Again Eve tried to apologize, and Henry waved a hand to stop her.
 
   “Why do you think I'm halfway across the Complex?”  He asked rhetorically.  “There won't be a second of silence till Monday, and who can get any work done when it’s that loud.”
 
   “I should leave you to your task then,” Eve said.
 
   “Stay,” Henry said.  “You're quiet enough for the both of us.”  He crouched down over his little car and unfastened some of the screws.  “I've been trying to get this thing running all morning.”
 
   “Is it a toy?” Eve asked.
 
   “Automated sentry,” Henry told her.  “It can patrol the grounds twice as fast as a human, scans for activity and reports to a central computer.  Except right now it’s picking up interference.  Some type of massive stream of tracking data near the same wavelength...”  Externally Henry went silent, internally he was searching for a frequency further away from whatever was being sent into the Complex.
 
   Eve stepped closer and leaned down to look at the machine.  It was about the size of a dog and other than the tires and motor; the rest was circuit boards and servos.
 
   “You built this yourself?”  Eve asked impressed.
 
   “From the ground up,” Henry answered, having also found the solution to his problem.  “Nothing is impossible for the great Henry Schreier.”  He pulled open a metal compartment revealing a small computer processor.
 
   “This is your ability?”  Eve asked.
 
   “I'm part robot,” Henry told her, “Makes things like this a piece of cake when you have a super-computer for a brain.”
 
    
 
   Eve watched Henry.  She spent the better part of two hours trying to guess what he was doing.  He was working faster than she could keep up.  After rebuilding the circuit board, he redesigned the control software.  Then he seemed to do nothing for fifteen minutes, only staring at the machine as it whirred and groaned.  Eventually, Eve accepted the fact that she would have to go back to her room.  She left quietly while Henry was absorbed in his project.  Eve decided to walk back to the Residences rather than use a portal, delaying the inevitable.  Some of the disarray had died down.  It was the last night of PR, and most of the families had already gone home.  The dining hall was a little less packed than earlier, but Eve didn't feel hungry.  She went straight to her room and lay on her bed.  If she let the darkness of the room engulf her, it felt a little like home.  A part of her was angry that no one had cared much that she was alone over the weekend.  When they had the time, they would say all sorts of comforting things.  Then the moment they were busy, they forgot about her.  Of course, she knew that she was being irrational, and yet that didn't stop her from feeling sad.  Her friends got to see their parents.  They got to feel happy.  Eve would never see her family again.
 
   Before she could spiral any further into her depression, in barged Danni.  She flipped on the lights and slammed the door behind her.
 
   “You're here,” she said harshly.  Danni ran around the room gathering things off the floor.  She threw everything into the closet and closed it.  “Don't you have parents, or something else to do?”
 
   Eve rubbed what were the beginning of tears from her eyes.  “No,” she said simply.
 
   “Well, keep your mouth shut, and I won't have to hurt you,” Danni threatened.
 
   A knock came at the door, and Danni hurriedly kicked something under the bed.
 
   “Danni?”  An older woman said as she poked in her head.
 
   “Yeah,” Danni answered.  “I'm ready to go.”
 
   Danni rushed to the door as her mom entered.  She tried to force her back outside, but it didn't work.
 
   “Your dad and I want to see your room,” her mom said.  “And Chrissy needs to use the bathroom.”
 
   It was odd to see Danni give in so easily.  Danni’s mom was an inch taller than her daughter, with soft black hair that went to the middle of her back.  When she spotted Eve she gave a look of surprise, though Eve suspected she wasn't actually.
 
   “Oh, I didn't see you there,” she said.  “I'm Danni’s mom and this is her dad.”  She gestured to a man who had come in behind her.
 
   Her dad was thick and at least a foot taller than the others.  He nodded a hello and kept to the corner of the room.
 
   “Oh man,” someone shouted in the hallway.  “Did you see that?”  A young girl, who looked about ten, stomped into the room.  Her voice was twice as big as her mouth.  “That boy with the weird hair just caught on fire.”
 
   “And this is Chrissy,” Danni’s mom said.  She gave her younger daughter a big hug.  “My little jalapeno.”
 
   “Oh, God, jeez,” Chrissy yelled.  She pretended to vomit and then tried to squirm away.  “Come on, let me go or I'll pee my pants.”  Chrissy got free and bolted for the bathroom.
 
   Eve felt a smile come to her face.
 
   Danni’s mom said to Eve, “I would have waited for my daughter to introduce us, but she won't.”  She turned and reached out to pinch Danni’s cheek.  Danni saw it coming and ducked out of the way.
 
   Eve couldn't help it.  She forced herself out of bed and stood politely.  “I am Eve Levitas,” she said with a bow.  “It's a pleasure to meet you Mister and Misses Rodriguez.”
 
   “Is that why they paired you two together?”  Danni’s mom asked.  “So Danni will learn some manners?”
 
   “She doesn't know what she's doing,” Danni argued.  “She's not even from this planet.”
 
   Misses Rodriguez waved her daughter off and said, “Don't listen to her.  She pretends to be mean because she doesn’t want anyone to know how sweet she really is.”  Out of sight, Danni sneered and shook her fist.  “Danni said your parents can't come to visit, is that right?”
 
   Eve was shocked to learn that Danni had known that.  Danni turned and rummaged through a drawer trying to avoid Eve's eyes.
 
   Misses Rodriguez went on, “I think she's worried about you, but won't say so.  As a mom, it's my duty to adopt you.  Tonight you'll be my third daughter.”
 
   From inside the bathroom Chrissy yelled, “How about we just trade her for Danni?”  The toilet flushed, and she came out fumbling to fix her clothes.
 
   Misses Rodriguez grabbed Chrissy by the collar and said, “I don't know what I'm going to do with you.”
 
   “I have an idea,” Danni said.
 
   “Come on,” Misses Rodriguez clapped her hands, “What are we waiting for?  Eve put on your shoes.  We're having dinner at a little Mexican place with enchiladas that remind me of home.  They’re so good.”
 
   Eve shoved her feet into her shoes as fast as she could.  She wasn't exactly sure why she was rushing, or when she had agreed to go with them.
 
   Danni’s mom said, “Don't forget your coat.”
 
   Without a second thought, Eve turned and grabbed a coat, despite the fact that she never got cold.
 
   Then as they were leaving Danni’s dad whispered to Eve, “With them around I don't have much say in anything either.”
 
    
 
   A Little Later
 
    
 
   At first Eve felt awkward sitting with the Rodriguez family.  They had a lot of catching up to do, and most of what they talked about was family stuff.  Eve let them chat while she tried to figure out the menu.  It was in a mixture of English and Spanish.  While she was in Cuba, she hadn’t had the time to pick up the language.  The Hispanic food she had at the Complex was limited to tacos and burritos.  She spotted those on the menu, but there were more than one type.  She didn't know they came in a variety.  She also didn't know what an enchilada was, or a torta or fajitas.
 
   Misses Rodriguez grabbed the menu out of Eve's hands.  “Don't worry about that,” she said.  “We’re going to order a lot and we can all pick at it.  So tell me Eve, how is Danni doing in her classes?”
 
   Eve's eyes darted to Danni.  She knew Danni was not going to be happy no matter what she said.  So Eve spoke as carefully as possible, “I only have one class with Danni.”
 
   “That good?”  Danni’s mom laughed.  “I guess next time I'll have to ask when Danni isn’t around.  It's a good thing we moved out here, so we can keep an eye on her.”
 
   “Yes, it's lovely,” Danni said sarcastically.
 
   The food came, and the five of them ate and talked for the rest of the evening.  They asked Eve a few questions but made sure to keep the conversation light.  Chrissy enjoyed some of the stories about classes.  She oohed and awed like she was listening to an adventure tale.  During dessert, Chrissy started giggling uncontrollably when Danni created a little shadow mouse.  It scampered around the table knocking things over.  Her parents were annoyed until the mouse stood up and started tap dancing.  Then they all broke and laughed, including Eve.
 
   At the end of the night, Mister Rodriguez drove them back to the Complex.  Chrissy fell asleep, her head resting in Eve's lap.  So when the car stopped, and everyone got out, she didn't know what to do.  Danni noticed and grabbed her sister, yanking her off Eve.  Misses Rodriguez started to cry as she said her goodbyes.  She said a lot of things in Spanish that Eve didn't understand.  Eve decided to slip away to give the family their privacy.
 
   “Where are you going?”  Danni’s mom called to her.  “You're my daughter now too.”
 
   Eve hesitated, then slowly walked back.  She stopped and waited not sure what to do.  Misses Rodriguez grabbed her and Danni, hugging them both.  Mister Rodriguez joined in nearly suffocating them all.  The physical communication Eve read was love, hope and safety.  For the first time, Eve understood why the people here enjoyed the warmth so much.  It was the same to them as cold was to her.  It was something she thought she might be able to get used to.  Danni’s mom continued to cry, and Eve could start feeling the tears welling up in her.  She said goodbye as quickly as she could then portaled to her room.
 
   She didn't bother turning the lights on or changing her clothes.  Pulling the blankets on top of her, Eve climbed into bed.  The tears poured out onto her pillow, and her body shook.  Through the tears, she watched the clock turn to midnight and for some reason it made the sadness worse.  The door opened letting in a crack of light.  Eve flipped onto her other side so that Danni wouldn't see her crying.  She listened as Danni was silent for a moment.  The door closed after a second, but the lights didn't come on.  Eve heard Danni change clothes and get into bed.
 
   Danni started speaking softly, “You know how I got my powers?  This guy called the Sandman.  I always thought he was just a story, you know.  He came when I was little and asked if I wanted to learn magic.  I thought it would be cool; I was seven, so what did I know?  I wish I had never said yes.  I think it ruined my parents’ lives.  All their friends stopped talking to them, and they moved out here, dragging my sister along.  Nobody here has it easy.  So don't think no one understands.”  Danni settled in bed and said nothing after that.
 
   Eve couldn’t sleep, so she stared at the wall.  Then she thought she heard something.  It was a strange sound and it wasn't Danni.  Something shuffled along the floor coming toward Eve.  Whatever it was, it climbed up Eve's bed post.  She stayed still, trying to figure out what was going on.  A creature, no bigger than a cat, crawled across the bed and on top of Eve.  It looked down at her with its cute bear like face.  The thing turned its head at an angle examining Eve.  Then it slipped down under the blanket and nuzzled her neck putting her to sleep.
 
    
 
   Monday Morning
 
    
 
   Eve woke to the sound of the alarm clock.  It had been buzzing for some time.
 
   The little creature was gone, but Eve guessed as much.  She suspected it disappeared around the same time Danni had fallen asleep.  It probably meant that Danni had been awake most of the night.  Eve rolled over and saw Danni sprawled out unconscious.  She was oblivious of the buzzing alarm.  Eve got up and nudged her gently.
 
   “Uhhh,” Danni said.
 
   “We slept late,” Eve said.
 
   “Uhhh,” Danni repeated.
 
   “Class is in fifteen minutes,” Eve said.
 
   Danni sat up with a start.  “Crap,” she said and jumped out of bed.  “We'll never make it in time.”  She was scrambling to get dressed.
 
   “If we can be ready in fifteen minutes, we will be there,” Eve said.
 
    
 
   The Testing Field
 
    
 
   The other kids were a little shocked to see Eve and Danni appear together from the shadows.  They asked what had happened, but neither of them answered.
 
   “Okay, boys and girls.  Welcome to the first day of regular classes,” Master Sergeant Lewis said over the fuss.  “Today is tag, powers for defense and evasion only.
 
   “That's not fair,” Rachael moaned.  “How is anyone supposed to catch Levitas?”
 
   “You'll just have to be good,” Lewis replied.  “Michael is it.”
 
   Michael smiled happily, rubbing his hands together as he looked over his prey.  Scott and Rachael were already running into the trees before Eve realized anything was happening.
 
   Sara grabbed Eve by the hand and yelled, “Run.”
 
   They caught up to Koji, who was doing his best to navigate through the bushes.
 
   “Where are we going?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Away from Michael,” Koji huffed.
 
   With Sara still holding her hand, Eve grabbed Koji by the collar and yanked the two of them into the shadows.  They reappeared in the shade of a tree several hundred yards away.  It took a moment for Sara and Koji to get their bearings.
 
   “How do we win this game?”  Eve asked.
 
   The kids had to think about it, and Koji answered, “I guess you can't, unless you're it.”
 
   “It?”  Eve was confused.
 
   “The person that has to tag someone,” Koji explained.
 
   “Then what happens?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Then that person is it, and they have to tag someone,” Koji replied.  “Thinking about it now it sounds kinda stupid.”
 
   “Yes,” Eve agreed.
 
   “We'll I'm gonna go off on my own,” Koji told the girls.  “Don't want to be too close in case you guys get tagged.  Mind if I copy your powers, Eve?”
 
   Eve grimaced.  There was a lot of innate dangers if her powers weren’t used properly.  “Do you remember what I told you?”  She asked Koji.
 
   “Only go places I know, never stop in your dimension and don't go too far,” he listed off the rules.  Eve had been making him repeat them since he first asked to copy her.
 
   Satisfied Eve put out her hand, and Koji took it.  He closed his eyes and used his ability.  With that done, Koji went into the woods and disappeared.
 
   “We could probably hang out here for the rest of the class and never get tagged,” Sara suggested.
 
   “Probably,” Eve replied as she looked up at the concealed video camera.
 
    
 
   The Testing Field, Section 3
 
    
 
   By the end of exercise class, Eve had remained un-tagged.  When class was dismissed, she went with the other kids to eat lunch.  No one else saw that Scott stayed behind, but she didn’t bother to guess why.  Then when lunch was over, Eve took a look at her class schedule.  Espionage was next, and she noticed that it was located at Field Testing: Section 3, adjacent to exercise.  She had to find a map of the grounds to figure out where to go.  When she had the general location, she portled.
 
   Eve was in the forest again.  In front of her was a clearing and in the center was a house.  Not a cabin, but an actual house, like something found in the suburbs.  The two story building had a chimney, satellite dish, two car garage and driveway.  But as the yard and walkway ended so did the facade.  At the edge was the forest growing around it, tree roots, and all.
 
   To Eve it looked a bit like a dream, and she stared at it for a while considering if this was normal.
 
   “It's Scott, don't scream,” a voice said.  Scott appeared in front of Eve.  His face was twisted up as he prepared for her to freak out.  The screaming never came, so he relaxed.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I got here early ‘cause I thought, you know, espionage, they'll probably try something sneaky.  So I waited out here to see what they were up to.”  Scott looked embarrassed.  “Nothing happened till you showed up.  I waited some more, thinking they'd do something to you.  Then I realized nothing was gonna happen, and I couldn't just appear without scaring you and then things got complicated.”
 
   Eve watched him struggle to explain himself, which for some reason she found amusing.
 
   “You don't talk much do you?”  Scott asked her.
 
   “No,” she answered.
 
   Scott looked at her dumbstruck, then turned to face the house without saying another word.  A couple of minutes later they could hear a car approaching.  A small four wheel drive vehicle bounced along a dirt path.  It came to a stop near Scott and Eve.  The two of them instantly spotted Rachael sitting in the passenger seat.
 
   “Oh, God,” Scott moaned.
 
   Rachael heard him and smiled wickedly.  The woman who was driving climbed out and came around the car.  Her hair was cut short, but not nearly as short as Eve's.  She was small, and her eyes scanned them like a hawk, Eve felt intimidated.  Scott seemed to have the same feeling.
 
   “I am Staff Sergeant Beach,” she said at a measured pace.  “You may call me Sergeant Beach or Sergeant.  I will be instructing you in the tactics of espionage.  You will be my students till the day you graduate, so do what I tell you, and we won't have a problem.
 
   “One of the most important things you will learn here is ingenuity.  You may be better than the Norm's, but in here you are nothing.  The capacity to use your abilities in unique ways will keep you ahead of your enemies.
 
   “Inside this house, there is a computer and in that computer is a list of names.  You will get that list without being detected.  Any questions?”
 
   Scott raised his hand, and Sergeant Beach nodded for him to go ahead.
 
   “Do you think anyone would mind if I move in?”  Scott joked.  “It looks cozy, and my roommate smells.”
 
   “My all means, Cadet Brown,” the Sergeant said wryly, “at least until demolitions class at fifteen hundred.  My aide,” she pointed at Rachael, letting Scott's joke go, “will be inside the house.  She has been instructed to act like an unsuspecting civilian.  If you are detected, you fail.  If you do not retrieve the data, you fail.”
 
   With that Sergeant Beach went to the back of the car and opened up the tailgate.  There were a series of computers inside, and they came to life.
 
   Taking the opportunity, Scott whispered to Eve, “Dragon lady.”
 
   Eve had no idea what he meant.
 
   “Cadet Debord, take your position in the house,” Beach said.
 
   Rachael hopped out of the car and brushed past Scott.  “You know Scott, even when you're invisible, picking your nose is still gross,” she whispered.
 
   “I don't pick my nose,” Scott exclaimed.
 
   The Sergeant looked up from her monitors and stared at him.  Rachael giggled as she went to the house.
 
   Beach turned back around and said, “You first Cadet Brown.”
 
   Scott gave her a mock salute when she wasn't looking, then spun to face the house.  For a second, the light around him shimmered like a mirage.  An instant later he was invisible.  Eve watched his footsteps kick up dust as he approached the house.  When he arrived at the driveway, she lost track of him.  She glanced back and saw that one of Beach’s monitors showed Scott as a red silhouette.  He was already at the side window.  Eve looked at the house and saw the window slide open.  From inside the building, an annoying high pitch alarm pierced the air.
 
   Rachael’s voice came over the radio, “I see him.”
 
   Sergeant Beach flipped a switch, and the alarm went quiet.  “Fall in,” she shouted.  Scott became visible again and trudged back to where they stood.  “Did you check to see if there was a security system?”  She shouted into Scott's face.
 
   “No, I...,” Scott tried to answer.
 
   “Don't most houses have a security system?”  Her voice was overwhelming.
 
   “I guess...,” Scott couldn't get in a word.
 
   “Test failed,” Sergeant Beach said dismissively, then turned to Eve.  “Cadet Levitas, you're up.”
 
   Since her first day at the Complex, Eve had been learning to use a computer.  She knew the basic component parts, so that in her opinion this was a simple task.  Digging into her pocket, Eve fumbled around for a second.  Sergeant Beach watched her with her arms folded and eyes narrowed.  Then pulling and tugging, Eve brought out the computer hard drive.  She handed it to Sergeant Beach, and Scott tried not to laugh.
 
   Beach took it and said, “One objective is to retrieve a list of names.  This is a hard drive.  The names could be encrypted.  The hard drive could only be usable on that computer.  Another objective is to remain undetected.  How long do you think it will be until someone notices this is missing?”
 
   Unlike Scott, Eve kept quiet.  She knew a rhetorical lecture when she heard one.
 
   “As of now, you both have a failing grade for this class,” Beach said.  Scott wanted to protest, but she shot him a look.  “When you can successfully complete this test, then you will receive a passing grade.  Read this,” she handed them a small book entitled: Manual for the Dyson 345 Home Security System.  “You're dismissed.”
 
   Quickly and efficiently Sergeant Beach turned off the computers and closed up the tailgate.  Rachael came running from the house with a smile on her face.  Scott sneered at her, but that only gave her more pleasure.  Then without offering to give Scott and Eve a ride, Beach drove off.  Scott swore and kicked at the dirt.  As he started to walk off, he saw Eve wasn't with him.  She was standing and looking at the house confused.
 
   “What's up?”  Scott asked.
 
   “Are we going to get kicked out for failing?”  Eve asked.
 
   “What?  No.  Forget about her, she's a hard ass,” Scott said.  “She's just trying to use psychology to get us to work harder.  If we pass the test, we pass the class, and we have all year to do it.  Besides, think on the bright side, we have the rest of the hour free.”
 
   “It is a test within a test then,” Eve said, “to see if we can learn how to solve the puzzle.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Scott said he waved Eve on to start walking.  “What class do you have next?”
 
   “History,” Eve replied.
 
   “With Thorne?”  Scott asked, and Eve nodded.  “Easy.  He'll make you do something lame, and talk about how important history is blah, blah, blah.”
 
   “Thank you for your help with the classes,” Eve said.
 
   “Don't worry about it,” Scott told her.  “We're all in the same boat.  This is the first year they're teaching us the important stuff.  Last year was all kickball and pottery.”
 
   “Then we are all taking these classes for the first time?”  Eve questioned.
 
   “Basically,” Scott answered.
 
    
 
   History Class
 
    
 
   Since Eve knew where the Education Annex was, all she had to do was find her class.  The number listed on her schedule, EA6, led her to room six.  A little sign next to the door said: 6 Thorne History.  The classroom was covered in maps and lined with shelves.  Eve could hardly recognize any of the artifacts in the room.  The other kids were busy talking amongst themselves.  She wasn't sure what to do, so pretended to be interested in an odd looking helmet.  Koji came into the room, and Eve perked up, happy to see a familiar face.
 
   He headed to her and said, “I wish you were human, that way I wouldn't feel stupid for being in this class.”
 
   “I don't understand,” Eve responded.
 
   “This is the class for all the kids who failed last year,” he told her.
 
   “Do they think I failed?”  Eve asked worried.
 
   “Nah, everyone knows you're smart,” Koji answered.  “But you don't know jack about our history.”
 
   Eve nodded in understanding.
 
   “Come on,” Koji waved her to a seat.  “Thorne doesn't have assigned seating, so we can take any desk.”  Koji tossed his backpack on the ground and sat toward the back of the room.  “Sit next to me so I can cheat off you.”
 
   She took a seat away from the window and tried to get comfortable in the plastic chair.  Eve watched the other kids and did her best to mimic them.  Just before class was about to start they all found seats and pulled out paper and pens.  The terrible realization that she had come to class unprepared hit Eve.  She spun in her chair and saw that all the children had writing material.
 
   “Don't look so nervous,” Koji said from his videogame.
 
   “I didn't bring any supplies,” Eve told him.
 
   Koji paused his game and stared at her.  It took him a moment to process what she had meant.  Then casually he reached into his backpack and pulled out a notebook and pen.
 
   He set them on Eve's desk and said, “Have mine.”
 
   “I can't do that,” Eve was near panic.
 
   “We get them for free, besides I prefer using my laptop,” he reassured her by pulling out the slim black computer.
 
   “Thank you,” Eve bowed.
 
   “No problem,” Koji replied and went back to his game.
 
   Mister Thorne walked into the room in a wrinkled sports coat and jeans.  He struggled with the stack of books in his arms, which he dropped onto his desk.  Eve had imagined that he would be an old noble-looking gentleman.  So she was surprised to find he was quite the opposite.  He was young and maybe in his late twenties; Mister Thorne was a mess of distraction.  Whenever he moved, it seemed as if he had forgotten what he had intended to do mid-stride.   Then a second later it hit him, and he continued on.
 
   “Uh, what class is this?”  Thorne asked.
 
   “History,” said a boy on the other side of the room, making the other kids snicker.
 
   “Yes, very funny, Ronny,” Thorne ignored the laughter.  “I meant what class number, what am I teaching you?”
 
   “History for dummies,” Koji spoke without looking away from his game.
 
   “Ah, Koji Kojima,” Mister Thorne said.  “The boy with two names.  If I had seen you, then I might have guessed.”  He spotted Eve and said, “You must me Miss Levitas.  I'm Mister Thorne if you haven't figured that out already.  I'm excited to have you in my class, and I hope to have a chance to learn about your people.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Eve nodded.
 
   “Right, they told me about that...,” Thorne's mind wandered.  “Yes, yes, well I have a lot of things to do, and neither the time nor energy to manage you kids.  So, seeing how it's the first day and we never get anything done...”  Some of the kids were beginning to get excited.  “Oh, wait,” Thorne remembered something, “I did have an assignment.”  He rummaged through a binder.  “That I'm going to email you.  And you should have it done by next class.  Okay.  Time to go.”
 
   Thorne grabbed the books that he had dumped on the desk and bumbled out the door.  Eve wasn't sure what had happened.
 
   “He's always like that,” Koji explained.  He was stuffing his laptop back into his bag.  “Most teachers let us go early the first couple of days, but Thorne does it a lot.”  Koji picked up his bag to leave.
 
   “May I work with you on our assignment?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Uh, well,” Koji looked embarrassed.  “I'm not sure when I'm going to get around to it.  I mean he might not even collect them on Wednesday.”
 
   “You aren't going to do the assignment?”  Eve questioned.  “But if you are bad at history, why not try harder?”
 
   “There are more interesting things to learn about, like computers and robots,” Koji replied.  “The teachers think I'm dumb, but I'm just bored.”
 
   “I don't think you’re dumb,” Eve said.
 
   Koji blushed a little and tried to keep talking.  “Yeah, well, I like to go into R&D and watch them work.  A lot of it is over my head, but I've learned some advanced stuff.”
 
   “If that is your path, perhaps you should speak to Sergeant Schreier,” Eve offered.
 
   “You mean department head Doctor Schreier?  As in, the cyborg?”  Koji was taken aback by the suggestion.  “I don't think he wants to talk to a cadet.”
 
   “Sergeant Schreier is a friend of mine,” Eve explained.  “If he knew you were my friend, I believe he would allow it.”
 
   “Seriously?”  Koji was in shock.  “Thank you.  You're the best friend I've ever had.”
 
   “And thank you for the notebook and pen,” Eve said.
 
   Koji bounced out the door with a grin on his face.  Eve grabbed her new notebook and headed to her room to check her email for the assignment.
 
    
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   In the morning, the alarm clock went off as usual.  Except this time, Eve didn't have to wake up for another hour because all her classes were in the Annex today.  She stayed wrapped in her blankets while Danni got up to shut off the alarm.
 
   “I know you're awake, Levitas,” Danni grumbled.  “You lucky little...  I have to do this every day.”
 
   Ten minutes later Danni had gone to the Testing Field.  About thirty minutes after that, Eve got up.  Danni had been nice enough to lend her a satchel.  Eve filled the bag with her school supplies, put the strap over her shoulder and went downstairs to have breakfast.
 
   The first class on her Tuesday schedule was science.  After a quick breakfast, Eve made her way to the Annex.  She was starting to get the hang of things, and found the class easily.  Doctor Richter's classroom was a lot like Mister Thorne’s.  Instead of maps, he had charts and in place of artifacts, there were experiments in glass cases.  Doctor Richter was already sitting at his desk.  He was busy reading something and ignored the commotion of the kids.
 
   More confident today, Eve asked a kid, “Is there assigned seating?”  Something that Koji had mentioned yesterday.
 
   “Nope,” the kid answered, “but you gotta write out a name tag, or the Doc won’t remember you.”  He pointed to a stack of stickers and markers.
 
   While Eve wrote her name on the tag, she looked around to see if there was anyone she knew.  A couple faces were familiar, but none of her friends were in the class.  The bell rang, and Eve took a seat.  Doctor Richter closed his book and stood up.
 
   “Quiet now, everyone, find a seat,” he said forcefully.  Richter waited until the ruckus had died down, then continued, “I am Doctor Richter.  I have three doctorates: physics, chemistry and math.  From that, you can deduce that we will not be learning biology in this class.
 
   “The first thing you must know about science is that it is a logical and realistic field.  There is no guessing in this class.  Either you know the answer or you don't know, and if you don't know you will learn it.  This is science, all questions must be answered, and all knowledge is freely given.  If you don't understand something, and don't ask, then that is your fault.  In this class, I will teach you things that you can take with you for the rest of your life.
 
   “So considering where and who we are, I think the first thing we should learn about is energy.”  At that, Doctor Richter reached behind his desk and hefted up a large bucket.  Then without warning he tossed the contents into the center of the room.  Hundreds of colorful rubber balls went flying at the class.  The kids were screaming and laughing as the balls bounced in every direction.  “Energy is always there,” Richter said.  “It can never be destroyed, only converted, diverted or absorbed.”  He had to raise his voice over the noise in the room.  “We in this classroom have more energy in us then most humans.  Some of you can expel that energy, and some of you can convert it.  I will teach you about yourselves and your abilities.”
 
   Eve was trying her hardest to pay attention to Doctor Richter, but she became caught up in the laughter.  Then when class was over she found herself walking along with the other kids.  They were all talking about how fun the science class was going to be, and Eve had to agree.
 
    
 
   Math
 
    
 
   After her experience with Doctor Richter’s class, Eve was looking forward to the rest of the day.  She used her schedule to find her way to Misses Poole's math class.  Walking into the classroom, Eve was immediately stopped by a middle-aged woman.  She assumed it was Misses Poole.
 
   “Are you in advanced math eight?”  The woman asked.
 
   “Advanced math?”  Eve was surprised.
 
   “What is your name?”  Misses Poole asked, flipping through papers on a clipboard.
 
   “Eve,” Eve said meekly.
 
   “Your last name,” Misses Poole sounded annoyed.
 
   “Levitas.”
 
   “Okay,” Misses Poole said after finding her name.  “The seating arrangement is in alphabetical order; your name is on the desk.”
 
   There were only a few other kids in the class, and they were all watching.  Eve saw Rachael sitting in the front row.  She shook her head at Eve and turned to face forward.  All the excitement she had built up in science class shattered.  Eve found her seat toward the back of the room and kept quiet.  Misses Poole handled the rest of the students in much the same way.  Finally, the bell rang, and she went to the front of the classroom.
 
   “I have three rules,” Misses Poole said to the class.  “Listen, learn and obey.  Follow these rules.”  She grabbed a stack of papers and handed them to Rachael.  “Please pass these out,” she told her.  “This is the syllabus for advanced math.  We have a lot to...”  Koji walked into the room with his face buried in a videogame.  “Excuse me,” Misses Poole snapped which got Koji's attention.  He stopped in his tracks.  “You're late.”  Koji didn't make a move or respond.  “What is your name, young man?”
 
   “Koji Kojima,” he answered.
 
   Misses Poole looked down at her clipboard and found his name.  “Yes, very well.  You're seated next to Miss Levitas.”
 
   “Yes, mein commandant,” Koji said under his breath.  The boy closest to him struggled not to laugh.  Koji worked his way between the desks and took his seat.  “Neighbors again,” Koji said to her.
 
   “Mister Kojima, when you're done entertaining the class I'd like to begin,” Misses Poole said sternly.
 
   “I don't think she'll be entertaining at all,” Koji mumbled.
 
   Again the class worked hard not to laugh.  Misses Poole continued to go over the syllabus.
 
   Koji leaned over and said into Eve's ear, “I talked to Doctor Schreier, and he said it was cool if I watched, but that you'd have to stop by sometime.”
 
   Eve wanted to respond, but was more afraid of Misses Poole than being rude to Koji.
 
   It didn't seem to matter to Koji as he went on, “I should have guessed you were a math whiz too.  Here, let me see your schedule, maybe we have other classes together.”
 
   He was reaching out when Misses Poole slammed her hand on the desk.
 
   “Mister Kojima, if I have to ask you again to be quiet, we are going to have a problem,” she shouted.
 
   “Sorry,” Koji said sincerely.  “I'll just zone out in a videogame and you won't notice me.”
 
   “Did you not hear my three rules?”  Misses Poole asked rhetorically.
 
   Koji answered anyway, “No, I was late.”
 
   The rest of math class went the same way.  Koji's minor slip ups were treated as major affronts by Misses Poole.  At the same time, Misses Poole's simple requests were lost in Koji's memory.  Watching Koji be berated for an hour, and Misses Poole being disrespected stressed Eve out.  For the first time, she understood why the other kids looked so relieved to hear the end bell ring.
 
   Eve walked with Koji as they scrambled to leave.  “Why do you cause problems for yourself?”  She asked him.
 
   “What do you mean?”  Koji pretended not to know what she was talking about.
 
   “Misses Poole is here to help you, but you treat her poorly,” Eve said.
 
   “I didn't ask for her help,” Koji told her.  “I don't even want to be at The One, but they forced me to.”
 
   “I understand,” Eve said.  “There are things I did not want to do.  However, there are worse places to be than this and the people here have good intentions.”
 
   “Maybe,” Koji reluctantly agreed.  “I can't help thinking things should be better.”
 
   They had stopped in front of Eve’s next class.
 
   A slender woman came out and said, “Class is about to begin.”  She had a delicate bone structure and glasses two sizes too big.  “Where are you supposed to be, Koji?”
 
   “Science,” Koji replied.  “See you later Eve.”
 
   “Eve Levitas?  I'm Miss Branch.  I believe we have class,” the woman said.
 
   “I apologize,” Eve bowed.
 
   “Come inside and let me introduce you to everyone,” Miss Branch said.  She put a gentle hand on Eve's back and led her in.  The other students were strangely silent.  Not afraid, like in math, but there was something different.  Eve couldn't place it.  “Class this is Eve Levitas.  She's new this year, so please help her if you can,” Miss Branch said in an over-enunciated voice.
 
   “Welcome,” the class said at once in a barrage of accents and poor English.
 
   “Will you be teaching me languages?”  Eve guessed.
 
   “I teach many languages,” Miss Branch answered politely.  “In this class I teach casual English.”
 
   “My English is proficient,” Eve said confused.
 
   “Yes.  Don't worry about it,” Miss Branch told her.  “If you know this already, we can transfer you to another class.”
 
   Eve bowed then sat.
 
   “I want to begin this year with slang,” Miss Branch said to the class.  “Then next month we'll take what we learned and use it in conversation.”  She turned and wrote on the board:  Yo, wuz up.
 
   Eve changed her mind about her English aptitude.
 
    
 
   Friday
 
    
 
   The week was slowly coming to an end.  On Wednesday, Eve found it difficult to wake up for morning exercise.  She convinced herself that using her powers to get there was good practice, and slept late.  Danni didn't argue with her logic.  After exercise, she and Scott had lunch together.  He preferred to walk, so they made the thirty-minute trek back and forth to the Testing Field.  Even though Eve had memorized the manual Sergeant Beach had given them, she still didn't pass the test.  Before history, she stopped Koji to make sure he had done his assignment.  Mister Thorne forgot to collect them, but since Koji had done the work, he decided to remind Thorne.  Thursday, Doctor Richter taught about how Super-Human powers were measured.  He brought in some equipment and soon the class turned into more of a competition.  Then before math, Eve steadied herself and walked in somberly.  She spent half of the class learning and the other devising ways to keep Koji out of trouble.  By the end she was exhausted, so she quietly sat through Miss Branch’s lesson on the usage of 'like.'
 
   Friday finally came, and Eve read her schedule.  The previous class titles made sense, but these she couldn't figure out.
 
   “What are these?”  She asked Danni.
 
   Danni was listening to music and pulled off her headphones.  She snatched the paper from Eve.
 
   “Lame is what it is,” Danni said.  “Fridays and Saturdays are always lame.  Procedure is a bunch of boring drills and crap.  Like last year we learned, stop drop and roll.”
 
   It was going over Eve's head.
 
   “Just follow me,” Danni told her.  “I have the same class.”  She looked down at the paper.  “Focus is all about practicing to use your powers.  I have to sit and meditate till my legs fall asleep.  And your last one is TA.  Like you help one of the teachers with whatever they need.  You have Jess, here in the Residence.  Which is also lame and a total setup.  You guys are probably gonna gossip the entire time.”
 
   Danni handed the paper back.  Eve looked at it, and tried to decipher what Danni had said.
 
   When it came time for class, Eve followed Danni out of the Residence.  Just outside there was a group of kids standing on the parade ground.  The two girls stopped at the edge of the crowd and waited until Danni saw someone she knew and wandered off.  A little bit later Master Sergeant Lewis showed up, and the class quieted down.
 
   “Eve,” Sara said as she tapped her shoulder.
 
   “It's good to see you,” Eve said, happy again to have a friend in the class.
 
   “Attention,” Master Sergeant Lewis shouted.  The kids immediately stopped what they were doing.  “In Procedure this year you will be learning life-saving techniques.  I hope that you will be able to use these techniques if the need arises in the future.  Today we will begin with CPR.  Teams of two, grab a dummy and spread out.”
 
   “Come on,” Sara said taking Eve's hand.  “We'll be partners.”  They ran up front to a shelf of dummies that were only a head and torso.
 
   Lewis continued his instruction, “These are not toys, do not fool around.  Lay the dummy on the ground face up.”  He waited while the kids got in position.  “CPR requires the life saver to put his or her mouth on the victim’s mouth, and place both hands on their chest.”  The children began to giggle nervously.  “It is not like kissing,” Lewis said to a pair near him.  One of the girls turned bright red and tried to hide.  Lewis continued, “Follow my directions exactly.  Failure to perform this correctly in real life may kill the victim.”  His words settled down most of the students.
 
   Sara and Eve took turns pretending to perform CPR.  Master Sergeant Lewis walked from group to group giving directions and correcting technique.  He examined every single student, and when he was done, he dismissed the class.
 
   The two girls sat on the ground for a few minutes talking afterwards.
 
   “What do you have next?”  Sara asked.
 
   “Focus,” Eve answered.
 
   “Oh, that class meets out here,” Sara said.  “Who's your teacher?”
 
   “Saga,” Eve replied.  “I asked Danni what the class taught, but her explanation was difficult to understand.”
 
   Sara stood up and brushed off her clothes.  “Uhmm...  Procedure is like, to teach you group stuff.  What to do in certain situations and how to work in a team.  Focus is like that but just about you.  You learn how to control your powers, or use them in different ways.”
 
   Eve nodded her understanding but looked doubtful.
 
   “You might think that someone who doesn't have your powers can't teach you about them,” Sara said, “but they taught me a lot of stuff when I was little.”
 
   “Then I will make sure to listen,” Eve said.
 
   The two girls waved goodbye, and Eve was left sitting on the ground.  A few minutes before class was scheduled to begin, kids started arriving.  Shruti showed up walking alongside a man that Eve assumed was Mister Saga.  He was wearing loose fitting clothes that reminded Eve of a picture she'd seen of monks.  The man seemed to float along the ground rather than walk.  Eve wondered if it was connected to his powers.
 
   Shruti looked suddenly over at Eve, having heard her thoughts in the crowd.  She waved happily.  Then she continued with the man until he stopped and faced the class.
 
   “Good morning, students,” he said.  His voice sounded soft, but he was clear enough to be heard over the noise of the children.  “I hope you have had time to rest before we begin.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” some of the kids replied.
 
   “Excellent,” Saga smiled.  “It looks like I have ten eager minds this semester.  I will work with each one of you on an individual basis.  All I ask is that you try, and anything you can't do I will help you with.”
 
   Shruti handed him some folders, and he rifled through them.  She asked Saga something, and he looked up at Eve, then at Shruti and nodded.  With his permission, Shruti walked over to Eve.
 
   “Isn't this awesome,” Shruti's eyes were alight.  “It's almost like I'm a full cadet.  This is my advisory.  They placed me with Saga because I'm so advanced.”
 
   “Mister Saga doesn't mind that you're talking with me?”  Eve asked.  She was watching him speak with one of the other students.
 
   “No,” Shruti replied.  “He likes to talk to every student, so we have some time.”  She looked over at Saga who waved her back over.  “Never mind, duty calls.  Gotta help Jimmy.”  She went over to where Saga stood next to a boy.  He gave Shruti some instructions then came over to talk to Eve.
 
   “Of Levitas Comes the Eve of Terminus, it is a pleasure to meet you finally,” Saga bowed.
 
   Eve returned the bow and said, “I was not aware that I was well-known, but the honor of this meeting is mine.  Please call me, Eve.”
 
   Saga's smile broadened.  “Well, you've caught the eye of Colonel Porter, which makes you noteworthy,” he explained.  “The last person who managed this much interest was Robert Day.”
 
   “Oh,” Eve said.  It was not a response she was used to giving, but hearing Robert's name caught her off guard.  She hadn't seen or heard from him since he’d moved off base.  Eve also found it curious that Colonel Porter had such an interest in her.  He'd only spoken to her those first few days.
 
   “But that is neither here nor there,” Saga said sensing her discomfort.  “Today we will try something new.  I'd like you to open a portal, like you have done many times, except bigger.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Eve accepted his instruction.
 
   “Much bigger,” Saga added, knowing she didn't quite understand.
 
   “I will need more shadows,” Eve told him.
 
   “There,” Saga pointed to the motor pool building.  “It's shaded, and I think that truck would make an excellent subject.”
 
   “Pardon me, sir,” Eve was sure that he didn't know how her powers worked.  “The task would be much simpler if it were darker or the subject smaller.”
 
   “Try,” Saga gently urged her.  “If you fail then we will explore why?”
 
   Eve was about to tell him she knew why it wouldn't work, but he bowed ending the discussion.  He left her to work on the task, speaking with the next student in line.  She would like to do what Saga had asked, although she knew it wouldn't be possible.  Under most circumstances, Eve could open a portal large enough for two people.  A portal the size of the truck was something that she hadn't tried, nor thought she would need to perform.  There was also a slight fear that if she failed the vehicle would be damaged.
 
   Eve was still staring at the truck when Shruti came back.  “He just wants you to try,” she said.
 
   “I will fail,” Eve told her.  It didn't seem to matter to them that it wouldn't work, or that it was a waste of time and energy.
 
   “That’s not the point,” Shruti said.  “Think of this as a test to see if you'll even try.  Not if you can actually do it.”  What Shruti knew was that Saga believed that in order to learn, one must question everything.  Eve thought she knew everything about her powers, which may or may not be true.  If she wasn't even willing to try to push her limits, then she’d never know.  In fact, part of Eve's training in focus was to learn how to push the boundaries in all aspects of her life.  At least that’s what it said in her folder.
 
   Eve grumbled and took a seat to try and move the truck.  It was ironic to Shruti, because Eve was good at taking orders and following directions.  So good that she had to be ordered to break her preconceived notions and do things on her own accord.
 
   For the rest of the class time, Shruti watched Eve struggle with the task.  She was hoping to figure out a way to get Eve to try to be the best she could be.
 
    
 
   1:00 PM
 
    
 
   Shruti had the rest of her day free, so at the end of lunch she joined Eve in the Residence.  They found Jess in her office talking to one of her kids.
 
   “Ah, here are my enforcers now,” Jess said when they came into the room.
 
   There was a small girl sitting across from Jess.  The girl was clutching a stuffed rabbit and sat motionless in the oversized chair.
 
   “If you don't talk, I'll have them break your legs,” Jess joked.
 
   The girl forced a smile.
 
   “You don't believe me?”  Jess pretended to threaten.
 
   “No,” Eve said.
 
   This time the girl's smile was real, but she quickly hid it.
 
   “Fine, get out of here,” Jess acted upset.  “You better get your act together or else.”
 
   The girl slid off the chair with her rabbit and left.
 
   “She's so sad,” Shruti said.
 
   “Yeah, since she’s been here I haven't got her to talk once,” Jess told them.
 
   “Perhaps she doesn't know what to say,” Eve suggested.
 
   “And that's why you're my aid,” Jess smiled.  “Who best to understand kids with problems, but someone who has them?  Plus, you might learn something from them.  But don't tell anyone else about the secret plot.”
 
   Eve had been following along until the part about the plot.  “I don't understand,” she said.
 
   Shruti explained, “She's talking about the advisory classes, and the fact that the kids haven't figured out it's a trick.”
 
   “Yup,” Jess agreed.  “Instead of throwing you guys in a room with a psychiatrist, we give you advisory class.  That way when you're helping a teacher you don't notice you're learning to solve your problems.  Like you, Eve my love, have a lot to learn about being an adolescent.”
 
   “Since I've been here many people have told me that they appreciated my non-adolescent behavior,” Eve said.
 
   “Being an adolescent is about pushing things around, getting to know what you can do, what you like to do and who you are as a person,” Jess said.  “That's as important as learning math or science.  'Cause if you don't know who you are, how are you going to make choices in your life?  And if you don't know what you're capable of, how are you going to be awesome.”
 
   Shruti looked away, because she’d seen this part of Eve’s file, even though she wasn’t supposed to.  Jess however was pretty much laying it all on the table.
 
   In Eve's case, her conundrum was that she lived by what her superiors told her.  So even if it rubbed her the wrong way, she was going to try to do whatever they wanted.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 5: End Of An Era
 
    
 
   September, Columbia
 
    
 
   Somewhere near the Rio Meta, one hundred miles east of Bogotá, Assault Team Four made camp as they waited for orders.  The team had been together six years serving under Captain Torres.  For an assault team, it was common to be in the field for long stretches of time.  Usually, the Colonel in charge would issue commands from the comfort of his office, and the Captains would execute the commands how they saw fit.  This, in Captain Torres’ opinion, was the only reason they were still alive.
 
   Two months ago, the daughter of a government official had been kidnapped.  It was The One's policy to stay out of local affairs, but Colonel DeCosta had a liberal idea of such policies.  Especially since the government official was a friend.  DeCosta classified the mission as civilian aid and ordered AT4 to intervene.  Torres reluctantly followed orders and led his men in blind.  If he hadn't been so hesitant, or if DeCosta had been calling the play-by-play, they might have lost everyone.  As it was, the girl had been murdered before they even arrived, and the place was packed with explosives.  It was a trap.  He lost all of Green team and two people from Red team, one of which was a Lieutenant.
 
   With eight people dead, AT4 was pulled off of active duty until replacements could arrive.  Then last month five fresh-faced rookies showed up at camp.  Standard operating procedure dictated that they were supposed to have four teams of five people.  Three of the teams led by a Lieutenant and the other by the Captain himself.  Except, now they were one man short and a Lieutenant shy.  It was typical command, cutting corners, so Torres would have to make due.
 
   He ended up having to give out an unwarranted field promotion, knowing full well that it was a bad idea.  So Daniel Muir became the Lieutenant in command of Red team.  Corporal Silva had to be moved from Blue team to Red team because Torres didn't want Muir in charge of four rookies.  That left the new girl, Lieutenant Godfrey; she took Green team instead of Sergeant Orlando, who did deserve a promotion, but it was bad timing.  Godfrey came with a letter of recommendation from Colonel Porter, and that carried a lot of weight.  Of course, he'd seen plenty of kids come up on some Colonel or General’s recommendation.  Most of them couldn't hack command, which is why he moved Orlando to her team, along with Private Mallory, who was also up for a promotion.  Captain Torres took the three remaining rookies onto his team.
 
   Reorganizing teams was never a good idea; too confusing, but it had to be done.  The time it took them to adjust would cause a lot of trouble; too many new names and dispositions to get used to.
 
    
 
   Angie sat next to a small fire drying her socks.  Her gear was laid out behind her on a tarp to keep the jungle floor from soaking it.  Orlando had done the same thing, but was busying himself by brewing coffee.  The two of them had gotten along well enough, considering she had killed his promotion.  It was the kid who she was worrying about.  Jason Mallory was sitting with Muir and his team, talking and joking.
 
   “So these kids are throwing rocks at us,” Mallory is telling a story, “and Danny, who I didn't even see circle around, turns into a wolf and comes up behind them.  I swear, when he roared they crapped their pants.”
 
   Red Team started laughing, and Muir soaked up the attention.  He and Mallory had been good friends before the teams were reordered.
 
   “I even took a swipe 'r two at 'em,” Muir added to the story.  “Not so sure I was trying to miss 'em though.”
 
   Angie’s instincts told her Muir was trouble.  They were alike; he had the ability to turn into part wolf, but that was where the similarities ended.  Muir’s abilities seemed to influence him more than physically.  Even when he wasn't in animal form he acted like one.  His leadership was questionable, and he often enticed his men to use more force than necessary.
 
   Muir must have sensed Angie watching, because he called out to her, “Godfrey, if you find us so entertaining why don't you have a seat over here?”  He patted a spot next to him and grinned.
 
   Muir was Irish, with thick black hair and blue eyes.  Angie saw how most women would find him attractive.  However, there was something about him that put her off.  And she knew that there were only a few reasons why the European section would send someone to South America, none of them good.
 
   “You should be prepping to move out,” Angie replied.  She was looking at Mallory when she said this, but the kid turned away.
 
   “We haven't had new orders for near a month,” Muir said back.  “What we should be doing is drinking that booze we confiscated.”
 
   His team agreed loudly.
 
   “Cut it,” Captain Torres said.  Earlier his team had made their way up a hill to use the radio.  They had reappeared from the trees.  “Got orders.  We're to patrol the villages out this way.  Some rebels are causing problems, and we are to protect the locals and secure supply lines.”
 
   “We're no the bleeding Red Cross,” Muir spit.
 
   Torres ignored him and added, “Colonel DeCosta says to take 'preemptive action' in regards to our orders.  Which means we have to sweep and clear thousands of square miles of jungle.”  Torres left it at that because he knew if he kept talking it would turn into insubordination.  But who ordered nineteen people to search the entire jungle?
 
   Angie was still watching Muir and Red team.  None of them had started to pack, and Mallory was following suit.
 
   Orlando, who was crouched next to her asked, “You think it's going to be a problem?”
 
   “Now that we have orders, it should be easier to keep them separated,” Angie answered.
 
   Over the last couple of weeks, Angie came to learn that Orlando had a good head for strategy.  It was a shame that he was passed up for a promotion.  He would have made a better Lieutenant than Sergeant.  She was also surprised at how non-confrontational he was.  Another soldier would have hated her or Muir.  Orlando cared, but he wasn't going to make enemies.
 
   Angie ordered Orlando to get the team on their feet while she grabbed Mallory.
 
    
 
   In The Morning
 
    
 
   They traveled through the night taking only a few short breaks.  They could spot their destination by the smoke in the air.  Before the sun was completely over the horizon, the company found themselves at a small village.  It had been built on a muddy hill, and only by a miracle it hadn’t slid down the mountain.  Animals were locked in pens near the center, and a fire burned somewhere.
 
   Captain Torres ordered Blue and Red team to sweep the surrounding area for threats.  Angie's Green team watched Torres' flank as they entered the village.  A pudgy man with a straw hat approached Torres and started to talk.  The discussion became heated, and Angie made her way over to see what was going on.  Her Spanish was terrible, especially compared to the Captain, who was Columbian born.
 
   The village head sounded angry.  To Angie it seemed like Torres was taking it in stride.  Then the village head said something firmly and walked away.  Captain Torres scratched at his neck swearing softly to himself.
 
   “How much of that did you get?”  The Captain asked Angie.
 
   “Very little, sir,” she responded.
 
   Torres sighed.  “About a week ago some rebels stopped here.  They took the supplies we left for the village and killed some of their men.  The rebels say, if the village keeps working with us, they'll do worse.”
 
   “That doesn't make sense, sir,” Angie said.  “They take the supplies and warn us not to bring more?”
 
   “Two for the price of one I guess,” Torres said.  “They get some free stuff and a chance to threaten people.  But that is only part of the problem.  Tomas,” he nodded to the village head, “is blaming us for everything.  He thinks it's our fault his people were killed.”
 
   “Is he saying he didn’t find those supplies useful?”  Angie was getting irritated.
 
   Torres laughed because it took a lot to get a rise out of her.  “Doesn't matter.  He wants us gone, but this is the only waypoint between Yopal and San Jose.  So we need a solution.”
 
   “Preemptive aid,” Angie suggested.
 
   “We'd have to be sure to wipe out the rebels,” Torres said, “or these people will suffer the consequences.”  He pulled a map from his pocket and looked it over.  “How do you feel about taking a trip?”  He asked.
 
   “Ready and willing, sir,” Angie stood at attention.
 
   Torres grabbed his radio and called Red team.  He ordered them to take a defensive position on the eastern perimeter of the village.  Blue team was ordered to do the same on the western side.  Angie and Torres’ teams headed south along the same path the rebels had taken.  It was likely they had a base somewhere close.  There was a main road a couple miles north of the village and another to the southwest.  The rebels would try to stay clear of high traffic areas like that.  The strange thing was that AT4 had just marched through the area.  In that entire time, they hadn't seen a single sign of life, let alone a base.  Of course, it was easy to hide out here.
 
    
 
   The Jungle
 
    
 
   Night came, and the two platoons made camp on the side of a hill.  They set up a watch and those who got a chance to sleep took it.  Angie slept lightly, always aware when her people changed watch or stirred.  In the morning she felt rested enough, then after a brief stretch was ready to go.
 
   Captain Torres handed her a cup of coffee when she went to see him.  “I want you to take your platoon ahead,” he said.  “Give the jungle a cursory sweep, and we'll come through and follow any leads you find.”
 
   “The rebels knew the village,” Angie ventured.  “That means they've been there before.  So they must have a trail.”
 
   “If they do, I haven't seen it,” Torres said.  “Get moving.  It's a bad idea to leave Muir alone for too long.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Angie agreed.  To her team she shouted, “Green, get up and get moving.”
 
   Mallory sat up with a grumble.  Orlando and Santiago kept their complaints to themselves.  For once, being a man short was going to work in their favor.  Smaller scouting parties could move faster.
 
   “We're taking the lead,” Angie explained to Orlando.  “Organize a sweeping pattern.  I want you on the far right.  I'll take far left.”
 
   Orlando nodded and turned to the others.  “Sweep the jungle.  Santiago center right.  Mallory center left.”
 
    
 
   They had been walking along for several hours when Angie came across an animal path.  The underbrush almost hid it from sight.  It would make an excellent route for anyone who didn't want to be found.  Not only that, but it went in the same direction that they thought the rebels might be hiding.  Angie followed it for a couple of miles until it let out at a stream.  She crouched and listened to the jungle.  The animals went on with their daily routine, undisturbed.  There was no one else out here, but that didn't mean the rebels weren't using the stream and paths to travel.
 
   After wetting down her head and neck, Angie pulled out her radio and switched channels.  They were observing tactical communication, which meant cryptic conversations.  “Green to Yellow, come in.”
 
   “This is Yellow, go ahead,” Captain Torres answered.
 
   “I'm approximately two miles south of your position,” Angie said.  “There’s a stream here that could be what we're looking for.”
 
   “Copy that,” Torres said, “We'll check it out.”
 
    
 
   The next five hours were uneventful and slow going.  Angie's platoon had covered ten miles of jungle.  At sundown, they regrouped and made camp.  Sometime in the middle of the night a call came over the radio.  The sound snapped Angie awake.
 
   “...enemy contact,” she could just make out Muir's accent, “...bad... …support... We're under heavy fire.”
 
   Torres cut into the radio transmission, “Green team fall back to the village double time.”
 
   Orlando already had the team packing their bags.  There was no way they would make it back in time to be of any help.  Still, they moved fast incase the minutes made a difference.  After having scouted the area, they already knew the quickest path.
 
    
 
   The Village
 
    
 
   “Green to Yellow, come in,” Angie said into her radio quietly
 
   “What's your position?”  Torres asked.
 
   “Five hundred meters from the village,” she reported.
 
   “Blue team is moving east,” Torres said, “In pursuit of three tangos.  Red team is not responding.  Secure the village and be careful.”
 
   “Copy, secure village,” Angie replied.
 
   From her pack, Angie pulled out binoculars to scan the village.  It looked deserted and as far as she could tell there were no signs of a fight.  That probably meant Red team was somewhere in the surrounding jungle.  The fact that she couldn't see any villagers troubled Angie.  It was best to assume that the village was under enemy occupation.
 
   “Orlando, take Mallory and swing left to give us some cover fire,” Angie ordered.
 
   “We're short manned; it’d be easier to blast the village out from around them,” Mallory argued.
 
   Angie ignored him.  “Santiago, you and I will clear the buildings.”  She turned directly to Mallory.  “Don't let anyone get behind us.”
 
   This time Mallory kept his suggestions to himself.  He nodded and then went with Orlando.  The two of them moved through the concealment of the jungle.  Angie followed their progress with her binoculars.  When they were in position, Orlando waved.  Angie and Santiago slipped their packs off.  They had to cross a lot of open ground, and they needed to move fast.  Santiago would make the sprint easier.  She had the ability to distort physics, changing inertia, mass and force.  It would make the two women fast and agile, more so than they already were.  Santiago took a second to make sure her hair was pulled back tight.  When she was ready, she nodded to Angie.  They dashed out of the jungle at full speed, heading for the nearest house.  Angie went left and Santiago right, as they zigzagged across the open field.
 
   Five seconds later they were crouched next to a rickety house.  No one had taken notice of them, or at least indicated that they had.  Angie peered between the cracks of the wood-plank house, no one was inside.  There were three large buildings across from them.  If the rebels were in the village, they were most likely in the big buildings.  From past visits, Angie knew the closest of the three was used for food storage.  The entryway was facing them, so Angie motioned her intention.  The women sprinted to the door, stopping on either side.  Santiago counted to three, then pulled the latch.  Angie charged in, extending her claws.  The building was empty.
 
   Following Angie in with her assault rifle, Santiago looked confused.  “What the hell,” she whispered.
 
   Angie was thinking the same thing.  She kept her focus on the two other buildings.  One was the common hall, where the villagers met and held religious services.  The other was a recent addition.  In fact, it was so new, that Angie had never been inside.  It became apparent that something wrong here.  Angie looked out the doorway toward the new building.  It was far, but there was a house and a well that could provide some protection.  She looked toward Orlando, who was watching them from a distance.  Signaling where she was going and that they needed cover, Angie made her move.  Santiago stayed close with her rifle, scanning the area.  Before Angie could reach the well, a burst of gunfire broke the silence.  The bullets hit her square in the chest, knocking her off her feet.  She cursed at herself for being stupid.  If not for Santiago’s powers, the bullets would have torn her apart.  Instead, she would be left with bruises and embarrassment.  She could worry about that later.  Angie rolled over onto her knees and crawled behind the well.  Meanwhile, Santiago had gone right and ducked behind a wood cart.  Another burst of fire hit the stones of the well, sending pieces of rock flying.  Santiago was also pinned down.  She did her best to return fire, but she couldn't get a fix on the shooter.
 
   Angie grabbed her radio.  “Flank them and take out the building,” she ordered Orlando and Mallory
 
   “Copy.”
 
   More rebels joined in the shooting.  The stone well would hold, but the cart Santiago was behind wouldn't.
 
   As Orlando came up on the rebels’ flank, he lit the roof of the building on fire.  At the same time, Mallory began disintegrating the key building supports.  The walls shuttered and threatened to collapse while the smoke choked the people inside.  The gunfire intensified for a minute, and then someone was shouting.
 
   Angie couldn't see what was happening, but could smell the smoke.  Then she heard the yelling and the telltale thump of a grenade.  Santiago saw it hit the ground, and her eyes went wide.  Without a moment of hesitation, Angie jumped up and ran towards her.  They hadn't been working together for long, but they were well trained.  They knew what they could each do, and they trusted that they were capable of doing it.  So when Angie tackled her at full force, Santiago altered their weight and inertia.  The two of them flew across the village and came to a sliding stop a safe distance away.  The grenade exploded somewhere, adding to the chaos.
 
   “Orlando is down.  Orlando is down,” Mallory said over the radio.
 
   Angie rolled off of Santiago and took stock of the situation.  The rebels were running out of the burning building.  Most were dazed from the smoke.  Those who could see were converging on Orlando and Mallory's position.
 
   She looked at Santiago, who was recovering from their impact.  “Take them down,” she ordered.
 
   Santiago knew what she meant.  The One didn't kill, but it could maim.  She checked her rifle, then sighted down the scope.  Using her powers, she altered the bullets’ velocity to penetrate flesh with a minimal amount of damage.
 
   As Santiago rattled off rounds, Angie ran across the main road ignoring the incoming fire.  She smashed through the door of a house.  Then she kicked out the side wall and went out the back.
 
   The gunfire was beginning to die down.  Santiago had cut through or frightened off most of the rebels.  There were still a few of them falling on Orlando and Mallory.  Here the smoke was thicker with the fire burning a few feet away.  Angie charged out of the haze like a nightmare.  She slashed her claws with vicious accuracy, cutting the fingers off of one man before he could shoot her.  In her next movement, she spun around using the momentum to kick another man, shattering his femur.  A rebel, who had witnessed her fury, ran away and that caused the rest to scatter.
 
   Angie found Orlando and Mallory wedged behind a stack of wood.  Mallory was swearing as he was blind firing with one hand; his other hand was pressed against Orlando's leg, as he tried to keep him from bleeding out.
 
   “Will you catch us someone to torture,” Mallory said when he saw Angie.  “Go, he's fine.”
 
   She didn't need much more prompting.  They had been tricked by the villagers and the rebels, led into a trap and attacked.  Her blood was running hot as she sprinted after the fleeing men.  They were all headed in the same direction; into the jungle.  There was a woman standing at the tree line.  Not a local from the look of it.  When she spotted Angie, the woman smiled and raised her hands.  All around her plants sprung from the earth and grew at an astonishing speed.  Vines and trees covered the rebels escape.  Angie was blocked.
 
   She swore under her breath, “Free Flight.”
 
    
 
   October, Colorado
 
    
 
   It had begun to snow, and it was the first time Eve had seen anything like it, other than in books.  The pictures in the books didn't compare to the real thing.
 
   Puffs of tiny white ice drifted down from the sky.  The gentle way they fell made the world feel peaceful.  Eve could almost imagine that time had slowed to a stop.  The cold air reminded her of home, making the entire experience pleasant.  That was at first.  As winter progressed, the snow built up on the ground and started to cover everything.  With the buildup, the patterns of light began to change.  The levels of ambient light had increased, knocking out the shadows that Eve had grown accustomed to.  For everyone else, this was nothing of consequence.  Classes went on, and Eve had to cope.  Every day as she walked out into the snow, she took a deep breath and swallowed her panic.
 
   It was Sunday, the previous day Eve had received a message that she and Koji were to report to R&D.  She met Koji in the Residence cafeteria.  He had already grabbed a tray of food and was eating.  Eve picked up a sandwich and sat across from him.  A moment later Jess came through carrying a pile of papers.
 
   She hardly slowed down as she asked, “Hey guys, if you aren’t busy, can you lend me a hand?”
 
   “Sorry, we’re supposed to go to R&D,” Koji replied.
 
   “What for?”  Jess stopped and turned back.
 
   Koji looked at Eve and said, “I’m guessing you don’t know any more than me.”
 
   “I don’t know anything,” Eve replied.  She was getting better at understanding human speech patterns.
 
   Koji nodded as he swallowed a bite of pizza.  “I know it has something to do with Doctor Schreier,” he said.
 
   “Do you know what he’s been working on?”  Jess asked.
 
   “As far as I know, he’s only been working on that automated surveillance system,” Koji answered.  “Maybe he wants us to help test it?”
 
   “There are far better options than two cadets,” Eve said then regretted it.  There was no point in the comment, and it didn’t make either of them feel better.
 
   “We better get going,” Koji said.
 
   “Hey guys, don’t worry, I’ll look into it,” Jess said.
 
   The two of them left the cafeteria in silence.  Research and Development wasn’t very far away, and time went by too quickly.  The kids kicked through the sludge brown snow and arrived a few minutes early.  Koji watched his breath condense into a cloud.
 
   He blew out a big white puff then asked, “You nervous?”
 
   “There’s no reason to be,” Eve answered, “But yes, I am.  It’s strange, because we don’t know what is happening.  Sergeant Schreier has always been nice to us, so there should be nothing to fear.”
 
   They stood at the front door and stared.
 
   “The moment I got the message, I felt something was wrong.  At least we have each other to watch our backs,” Koji said.
 
   “Agreed,” Eve said and went inside.
 
   After getting off the elevator at one of the sub-basements; finding Henry Schreier was easy, because he was having an argument.  Eve and Koji heard him from down the hall and made their way to the lab.  When they turned the corner, they were surprised to see Director Kelley.  He was standing with his arms folded while Schreier shouted.  They both stopped when they saw the kids.
 
   Henry made no effort to pretend they weren’t arguing.  To Kelley he said, “When Porter finds out you’re screwing with his OSO project…”
 
   “He won’t, because this is classified Ultra,” Kelley said.  “Besides, I think he has enough requisitioned resources for his project.  And if I were you Doctor, I’d start playing something other than the Colonel Porter card, he’s getting closer and closer to retirement.  Now, if you’re not going to cooperate we can figure out an alternate solution.”
 
   Henry was about to speak then stopped.  Nothing he said would change Kelley’s mind, and nothing short of punching him in the face would make Henry feel better.  He turned to the kids and said, “Follow me.”  They did what he said, trying their best not to look Director Kelley in the eye.  Henry led them into a test chamber.  Inside was a seven foot tall metal frame.  “This boys and girls, is designed to do what Eve does naturally.”
 
   There was a moment of awe as Koji gawked at the contraption.  “You’ve built a dimensional portal?”  Koji questioned.
 
   “A four-point matter stream regulator,” Henry corrected him, “Or FuPuhMSir for short.”  He tried a laugh, but it was weak.  “And we pulled it out of storage.  Up until now we had been systematically trying coordinates, hoping to find one that was useful.  That is until Eve came along, and now we know exactly where to find a singularity based dimension.”
 
   “This is awesome,” Koji exclaimed.
 
   “May I ask why you need us?”  Eve questioned.
 
   Henry frowned.  “Every previous attempt at…” he made quotes with his fingers, “’teleportation,’ has resulted in catastrophic failure.  There’s the same potential here.  We think that since this is based on Eve’s abilities, she might be able to control or collapse the portal if something goes wrong.”
 
   Koji was still walking around the machine.  “And what’s better than one failsafe,” he said.
 
   “Yup,” Henry confirmed.
 
   “I want to see this thing work,” Koji said, as a way of agreement to participate.
 
   Eve was less excited than him.  Her eyes had narrowed, and her jaw was clenched.  “I recommend against this,” Eve said.
 
   Reflexively Henry looked toward Kelley, who was in the observation room.  “Why’s that?”  He asked.
 
   “Much of my ability comes from the intrinsic understanding of dimensional movement,” Eve said.  “In the same way that you can blindly estimate how much time has passed, I can determine dimensional coordinates.”
 
   “I’ve taken that into account,” Henry assured her.  “The four points required will be calculated by the super-computer.”
 
   “There are more than four points,” Eve said.
 
   “Time, space, dimension and origin,” Henry said.
 
   “Origin is three points,” Eve told him.
 
   The overhead speaker clicked on, and Kelley’s voice came from the observation room, “We’ve condensed the origin point with a simple calculation,” he said.  “Let’s get started.”
 
   “If you don’t think it’s safe, you don’t have to participate,” Henry said to the kids.
 
   “I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Koji replied.
 
   Looking at Koji, Eve felt the burden of not letting her friend down; then she looked at Director Kelley and guessed what might occur if she didn’t participate.  “I will help,” she said.
 
   “What…  I mean,” Henry was obviously trying to communicate something, but didn’t have the words.  “This will be dangerous.  Don’t do anything you don’t want to do.”
 
   “You need help so I will help you,” Eve said.
 
   “You’re not obligated.  You can say no,” Henry said.
 
   “I will be here for my friends,” she said, also trying to use subtle communication.
 
   “Koji copy her powers,” Henry said morosely. “Then each of you stand in those green circles,” he said and indicated to two painted spots on the ground.  Henry left the room closing the massive steel door behind him.  A second later he reappeared in the observation room.  His voice came on the overhead speaker, “Charging capacitors.  Thirty seconds till full power.”  He looked to be tapping at a computer.
 
   “Do you remember how to close portals?”  Eve asked Koji.
 
   “No problem,” he replied.
 
   “This will take more concentration,” Eve told him.  “It will feel like you’ve done too much, but you must keep going until you have no more strength in you.”
 
   There was a second of silence from Koji then, “Eve,” he said.  “I’m in over my head aren’t I?”
 
   “You are only the secondary failsafe,” she replied.  “I can handle this.”
 
   “Fifteen seconds,” Henry said.
 
   From their spot near the device, Eve and Koji saw into the observation room, when suddenly a door was nearly ripped off its hinges.  Fugen’s monstrous face appeared briefly and then was replaced by Jess.  Her cheeks were bright red, and Eve could vaguely hear her screaming.  Director Kelley was the target of her rage.  He took an instinctive step backwards.  Henry was too distracted to call out the last few seconds of the countdown.  Inside the test chamber, the noise of the machine was ear-piercing.  Arcs of electricity jumped across the metal framework.
 
   “I have a connection,” Henry’s voice was nearly unintelligible over the roar.
 
   A second later there was a flash of light then absolute silence.  The machine had created a portal.  The event horizon shimmered and rolled.  Its rippling edge stretched outward.  The computers picked up the expansion a second after Eve spotted it.  Henry saw the read out and hit the intercom button.
 
   “Collapse the portal,” he shouted.  Jess and Kelley had stopped arguing and were staring.
 
   Eve didn’t see, but more felt the portal expanding.  Its presence was like a pressure in the room.  When she tried to close it, she discovered that it was more powerful than she expected.  She concentrated harder, but by that time it had grown, and with it so had the energy behind it.  The edge of the portal was threatening to swallow Eve.
 
   “Koji I need your help,” she yelled hoping he could hear her.
 
   He didn’t, but he had already been working to close the portal himself.  Even with both of them combined it wouldn’t be enough.  Eve changed her strategy.  Instead of closing the artificial portal, she created another one to envelope the first.  It was the largest portal she had created, nearly swallowing the entire room.  Still it needed to be bigger as the first one continued to increase in size.  The event horizon breached the testing chamber setting off an alarm.  Henry worked frantically to come up with a solution, but the equation was changing with each expansion.  Eve couldn’t keep up with the energy output.  By the time she ran out of strength, her portal had enclosed a small section of R&D.  The artificial portal grew until its event horizon merged with Eve’s.
 
   There was an explosion of darkness and sound that tore through everything, but went nowhere.  Eve was knocked backwards.  The protective glass of the observation room blew out, the slivers stopped in mid-air.  A wall had begun to disintegrate; its molecules were breaking apart, and observable to the naked eye.
 
   At the last second Henry had grabbed Jess and Kelley, shoving them to the ground.  He positioned himself to take the brunt of the blast, but it never came.  In front of him, shards of glass floated, defying the laws of physics.  With one finger, he touched a nearby piece.  It spun and bobbed as if there was no gravity.  Behind him, Jess and Kelley got to their feet and watched.
 
   “That’s impossible,” Kelley said.
 
   “But it’s happening,” Henry retorted, “so it’s not.”
 
   Kelley went to a computer and jabbed at the buttons.  Nothing happened.  The screen was frozen with the last second of read outs.  “According to this there were two portals,” Kelley said.  “And they combined.”
 
   That was enough to catch Henry’s attention.  He turned to study the screen and tested the computer as well.  It was frozen, or broken, or suspended like the glass.  “Who knows what could happen if two portals combined,” he said.
 
   “This,” Jess murmured.  “Oh, god, the kids.”  She had spotted Eve laying on the ground of the testing chamber.  Without thinking, Jess leapt through the broken window sending floating shards in every direction.  The ceiling of the room was on fire, but the flames were stationary.  When she reached Eve, she checked for a pulse and breathed a sigh of relief.  “Eve,” she said, “Eve, wake up.”
 
   Henry was next to her in a second and used his sensors to scan Eve.  “Nothing’s broken,” Henry said.  “Unconscious, coma?  I can’t tell, especially if we take into account our current situation.”  He spun around suddenly.  “Where’s Koji?”  The two of them dashed around the metal frame that was now twisted and flashed with electricity.  They found Koji surrounded by some strange energy discharge.  His body had been thrown back against the wall, and now he was pinned there, frozen like everything else.
 
   But he was conscious.  “Jess,” he cried.  Tears were dripping down his cheek.
 
   Jess reached out for him, but Henry pulled her back.  “Don’t touch him,” he yelled.  “He’s in a state of flux.  Touching him could be very, very bad.”
 
   “Henry,” Jess had started to cry, “Henry, please.”
 
   “Doctor Schreier,” Kelley called from the other room.
 
   “Stay with him, Jess,” Henry said.  “I’ll do everything I can to fix this.”  Leaving Jess, he went to see what Kelley wanted.
 
   The Director was holding a notepad and copying information from the computer screen.  When Henry came in he said, “I’ve been analyzing the data.  It looks like we’re in a temporal anomaly.”
 
   “That’s obvious,” Henry snapped.  He took a glance at Kelley’s notes.  “Recursive…  If we’re going to get out of here, I’m going to need to know what resources we have.”  Kelley was silent, so Henry looked up at him.
 
   The Director raised an eyebrow.  “Now you’re giving orders?”  He scoffed.
 
   Henry folded his arms and sat down on a chair.  “Okay, sir,” he growled.  “Tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   “You field operatives hate me because I don’t give you everything you want,” Kelley said.  “More leave.  More resources.  Less conflict.  Less oversight.  Do you think taking care of an entire society doesn’t have costs?  Costs that we pay with services.  For over twenty years, I’ve reviewed millions of decisions that affect the lives of thousands.  And in that time our death rate has been less than two percent compared to AJ Rodgers’ thirty-five.  So take Colonel Porter’s warhorse mentality and shove it, I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “Are you done?”  Henry asked.  “Can we get to work?”
 
   Kelley shook his head in frustration.  “You’re going to spend a long time as a Sergeant,” he said.  He left, using the door to get to the testing chamber.  Jess had pulled Eve across the room closer to Koji.  She was sitting with Eve’s head in her lap talking softly.  “I need Fugen to help search the area,” Kelley said to her.
 
   Jess glared up at the man.  “Well, you’re out of luck Director,” she snarled.  “I can’t reach him.  We’re cut off from everything.  This is your fault.  You wanted so badly to build this secret project that you were willing to put these kids’ lives in danger.  If they die, it’s on you.”
 
   “I don’t know how you found out about this, but you should know it’s classified Ultra,” Kelley warned her.
 
   “Yes, I know,” Jess snapped back.  “When you put restricted clearance on two kids’ files, it’s a big sign you’re doing something wrong.  If anything happens to any of us it’s all on you, and I’ll make sure everyone knows.”
 
   Without saying a word, Kelley turned and left the room.  There was no point arguing with someone who was acting irrationally.  The project was classified Ultra, and she’d never say anything to anyone.  It was up to Director Kelley to take stock of the surrounding area.  The portals had cut a perfect sphere out of the R&D building.  At the end of one of the halls, the world just ceased to exist.  It was replaced with a black void.  Kelley picked up a piece of debris and tossed it into the darkness.  It disappeared, and he made a mental note to stay clear.
 
   Like in the observation room, all the other computers were frozen.  None of them had been monitoring the test, so they didn’t show any pertinent information.  The various other technical equipment had also ceased to work.  Their outlook was becoming bleak.  One of the rooms that had been trapped with them was an electrical room.  It was a junction that ran the height of the facility.  Looking up and down the ladder, Kelley discovered that part of the level above and below had come with them.  He went down and was startled to find that there was no floor.  Only the top half was there; the tops of filing cabinets, part of a potted plant and the lighting.  Despite the absence of a power supply the overhead florescent lights were still on, but they couldn’t illuminate the darkness below.  The top level wasn’t any safer.  Its ceiling was gone.  To keep his head from touching the void, Kelley crawled on his hands and knees.  At times, he was required to change course because climbing over an obstacle meant getting too close to the edge.  Inside a partial office was where he finally found something useful.
 
   “Hello,” Kelley called out.  There was something moving in the corner shadows, and it was obviously a person.  “It’s Director Kelley,” he announced himself.  “Were you in R&D during the accident?”
 
   “I caused the accident,” a familiar voice replied.
 
   “How did you do that?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “By letting you go unhindered,” it said.  A man leapt from the shadows, grabbing Kelley by the throat.  The force knocked him onto his back.  “You made me do it.”  The face staring down at him was old and wrinkled, but it was Henry Schreier.  He had aged forty years.  Kelley shoved the Doctor back into a desk and struggled to regain his breath.
 
   “What are you doing up here?”  He asked.
 
   Henry scrambled away, tucking himself into a corner.  “Hiding,” he answered.
 
   “Why?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “Because…,” Henry started to answer.  “I don’t know anymore.  I just want it all to end.”
 
   “We haven’t even begun working on a solution,” Kelley said.
 
   “I’ve been working on it for thirty-six years,” Henry cried.  “I can’t die.  I can’t starve, but I keep getting older.”  He held out his wrinkled hands.  “Look at me, wasting away.  The connections to my cybernetic systems are degrading.  I’m going crazy.”
 
   Kelley watched as Henry tugged at his hair.  “I can see that,” Kelley retorted.  “And you say you’ve been here thirty-six years?  Maybe you should come to the observation room with me, and we can sort this out.”
 
   “We can’t leave; we can’t go anywhere,” Henry said.  “They’ll get you, forty-six.  Like Forty-two or… or no, not like Kelley thirty and Jess eighteen.”
 
   “If I’m interpreting your ranting correctly, you’re saying there are multiples of us?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “This is a singularity,” Henry laughed.  “Everything is here.  Everything has happened.  And it will all happen again.  We all end up here, for some reason, but I guess that’s the nature of a singularity.”  He laughed again, though there seemed to be a semblance of rationality mixed in with sorrow.  “Eve seven was twenty-eight years old when she came here.  Eve fifty was sixteen and twelve, thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four…”
 
   “Where did all these incarnations go?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “Multiple dimensions, multiple personalities, and time does strange things to people,” Henry answered.  “They get killed.  They kill themselves.  I said I would stay.  Once, we got together to figure a way out, but Kelley ten showed up and killed them.  I said I would stay, to warn the others.  I’ve been here so long.  I know how to hide.  I know who’s evil.  And I know how to protect myself.”  He pulled a pistol and pointed it at Kelley.
 
   Kelley tried to scoot away.  “Let’s keep calm,” he said.
 
   “I’ll keep calm if you stop moving,” Henry said.  Director Kelley put up his hands and stopped.  “Why did you initiate this test?”  He asked.
 
   “What?”  Kelley understood the question but not the reasoning.  He was afraid that the wrong answer would get him shot.  Henry waved the gun, indicating not answering would have the same results.  “It was an experiment based on data we gathered from Miss Levitas’ tests.”
 
   “How old is Eve?”  Henry asked.
 
   “We estimate that she’s around fourteen,” Kelley answered.
 
   “Who is the Controller?”  Henry asked.  Kelley shook his head.
 
   “Hubris?”  Henry shouted.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kelley pleaded.
 
   “What would you say if I told you they were rebuilding the Killer?”  Henry watched Kelley’s reaction carefully.
 
   “You’re talking about GESH,” Kelley said concerned.  “That’s classified Ultra.”
 
   Now Henry chuckled and set the pistol down.  “To go back to those innocent times,” he said more to himself.  “No war.  My friends are still alive.  Hell, I’d give my arm to get The One back.”
 
   “The One is gone in your dimension?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “The One is gone in most dimensions,” Henry said.  Something struck him as odd, and his brow furrowed.  “That’s a mathematical improbability.  If the dimensional convergence is truly random…  But it’s obviously not.  There must be a commonality.  We have to see your Henry.”  He got up onto all fours and crawled out from his hole carrying the pistol like it was a toy.
 
   Kelley didn’t have much choice, so followed along until they were downstairs.  Before they entered the observation room, he grabbed Crazy Henry by the arm.  “Maybe I should make the introductions,” he said.  The rationale was lost on the insane man, but he shrugged his shoulders and let Kelley take the lead.  Henry was sitting at a desk with all the blank paper he could find.  The papers were covered with equations, and his pencil was little more than a nub.  “Doctor Schreier,” Kelley announced himself, but Henry ignored him.  “May I introduce Doctor Schreier?”
 
   That got his attention, and he looked up.  Crazy Henry waved with his gun hand, giving a wild smile.  “How far have you gotten in your equations?”  He asked.  “Have you seen the Mobius strip?  Are you theorizing about matter conversion?”  He grabbed a chair from the corner and sat unnervingly close to the other Henry.  Then without asking, he rifled through the pages of notes.  “Oh, I see, you’re about to figure out we’re in a singularity.”
 
   “Singularity,” Henry exclaimed.  He looked at the numbers again, disregarding the fact that he was sitting side by side with his doppelganger.  “That would explain you.”
 
   “And the others,” Crazy Henry said with a nod.
 
   “Others?”  Henry asked.
 
   Kelley gave him a brief answer before they were caught up in Crazy Henry’s insanity.  “There have been dozens of versions of us, apparently,” he said.  “Your double says they either killed each other or themselves.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” Henry said.  “First off, how did he survive?”
 
   “Someone left a cheeseburger in room two twenty, I eat it.  Then it comes back and I eat it again,” Crazy Henry answered.
 
   “Okay, but why did the others resort to murder?”  Questioned Henry
 
   “Mine is not to reason why, mine is but to do or die,” Crazy Henry replied.
 
   “None of this is important,” Kelley interrupted.  “A moment ago he seemed to have a revelation.  You two need to work together on a solution.”
 
   “Oh yes, yes,” Crazy Henry said excited.  “The dimensional convergence is not random.”
 
   “What the hell?”  Henry was struck.  Again he looked back at his papers.  “I think I see what you’re talking about, but are you sure?  It looks to me that the similarity is in the divergence.”
 
   “Said the same thing,” Crazy Henry mumbled.  “A lot of mes’ did, but the tests say the opposite.”
 
   Henry was about to ask a question when the lights went out.  A second later they came back on with a rumble that shook the ground.
 
   “What was that?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “Them,” Crazy Henry said.  He was gripping the pistol and fiddling with the safety.  “Maybe more yous and mes.  Maybe evil.  Maybe crazy.”
 
   “See that doesn’t make sense,” Henry spoke up.  “Why would there be so many aggressive versions of us?”
 
   “Nonrandom convergence,” Crazy Henry said as he stood.  He poked his head out the door, waving the pistol around.
 
   “It’s not a convergence,” Henry argued.
 
   “Either way,” Kelley interrupted, “best to play it safe.”
 
   Crazy Henry was still standing in the doorway, and he patted Kelley on the shoulder.  “Good thinking,” he said.
 
   Quietly Kelley said to him, “You told me that in most of the variations, The One no longer existed.  So does that mean the same will happen in my dimension?”
 
   “Highly probable,” Crazy Henry said.
 
   “Because of GESH and Hubris?”  Kelley asked.
 
   That made Crazy Henry laugh.  “Like pawns on a chess board and I’m only the bishop, but I can still kill,” he said.
 
   “I could use some help,” Henry said.  “And maybe, Director, you should look after the kids?”
 
   Kelley hesitated.  There were answers to be found, but Crazy Henry wasn’t being helpful.
 
   Before he left, Crazy Henry grabbed him by the wrist and said, “Every god is eventually culled by his people.”  Letting go, he watched Kelley enter the test chamber.  When they were alone, he turned to Henry.  “I think he’s the one,” he announced.  “It is a divergence and your Kelley is the reason.”
 
   “What are you going on about?”  Henry said.
 
   “When Kelley gets out of here, he’ll commence with his evil,” Crazy Henry said.  “That’s why the universe has trapped us here.  We have to set things straight.  We have to kill Kelley forty-six.  I thought it was the other Kelleys, or maybe the Jesses, but I’m sure now it’s forty-six.  I saw it in his eyes.”
 
   Getting up slowly from his seat, Henry said, “You killed the others.”
 
   Crazy Henry shrugged.  “Just the ones that were mathematically evil,” he said.  “I’m not crazy, Henry.  I’m Doctor Henry Schreier.”  His words came out with a thick German accent.  “Do you remember Nebraska and Reliant Dynamic Science?  We were lying there, helpless after the surgery; they could do anything they wanted to us.  And they did.  They changed us like we were a desktop background.  Our friends did this to us, Robert, Angie, Porter and that one.”  He waved to the other room.  “He’s the center of all this.  He creates war and destruction at his whim.”
 
   “Maybe that’s what happened in your dimension,” Henry said, “But how can I be sure it happened in mine?”
 
   “The accent, Henry,” Crazy Henry replied.  “You lost the accent somehow.  The humor.  The personality shift.  And if we kill forty-six, things will all go back to how they were.”
 
   “There’s nothing to suggest that,” Henry argued.
 
   “But it won’t hurt,” Crazy Henry retorted.
 
   Henry rushed him, arms stretched out to tackle the man to the floor.  If it had been anyone else, it might have worked, but Crazy Henry had the same reflexes.  He side stepped and slammed the gun into the back of Henry’s head, knocking him out cold.  Crouching and with a delicate touch, Crazy Henry checked to make sure Henry was still alive.  Then he climbed through the broken window and into the testing chamber.  Jess was still with the kids.  Eve had yet to wake.  Kelley was standing over them embroiled in another argument.
 
   “Forty-six,” Crazy Henry shouted and pointed his pistol.  “You’re reign of terror is over.”
 
   Kelley turned slowly trying not to cause a reaction.  “Okay, Doctor,” he said.  “Tell me what you want.”
 
   “You dead,” Crazy Henry replied.
 
   “Then the others have nothing to do with this,” Kelley said.  He took a few steps away from them.  At the same moment, the lights went out again.  Crazy Henry fired blindly.  The lights came back, and Kelley was on the floor.  A woman dressed in all black, with a cloak and mask, was standing in the center of the room.  She spun on her heels and sent out a vicious kick.  The blow hit Crazy Henry in the chest, knocking him back through the window.  He went head over heels with a thud.  Then she turned and went straight to Koji.
 
   “Koji,” she said.  Her voice was intense.  “Everything is going to be okay.”  She glanced down at Jess and Eve.  “In a second you’re going to feel a lot of pain,” she told him.  “But you have to stay conscious.  You have to focus on getting home, just like when you open a portal.  Do you understand?”
 
   Koji grimaced but nodded.
 
   “I’ll help you as best I can,” the woman said.
 
   “Why are you protecting him?”  Crazy Henry was shouting from the observation room.  “After everything he does to you.”
 
   Henry woke to see Crazy Henry standing over him and shouting.  His face was red with rage, and he was too distracted to see the masked man come up behind him.  He was small but moved with the confidence of training.  In a flash, he leapt into the air, wrapped an arm around Crazy Henry’s neck and swung him in a circle.  The momentum yanked him off his feet and onto the ground.  The masked man had him in an arm lock and was ready to snap his neck when he saw Henry.  There was a shock in the man’s eyes, but he didn’t hesitate to pull a pistol on Henry.  He took aim.  Crazy Henry knocked the man’s arm, and the shot went wide.
 
   Shoving his pistol under his chin, Crazy Henry said, “Apparently it’s us,” and pulled the trigger.
 
   Everything went dark, and Henry felt as if he was being crushed to death.
 
    
 
   Three Days Later, Los Angeles
 
    
 
   Eve woke to find herself in a warm bed.  The curtains were pulled over the windows making the room dim.  She felt something heavy next to her and rolled over to see Jess asleep.  Eve sat up, waking her.
 
   Yawning and rubbing her face, Jess said, “Only meant to close my eyes for a minute.”
 
   “Where are we?” Eve asked.
 
   “Los Angeles,” Jess told her.  “It’s been three days since the accident.”
 
   “Oh,” was all Eve said.  She was beginning to remember what had happened.  There had been an explosion, but everything else was a mess of confusion.  She remembered waking up briefly and seeing the test chamber in shambles.  After that, there was a hospital, and Jess’s voice.
 
   “Come on, Robert and Alison took some leave,” Jess said.  “And I bet you have a lot of questions.”
 
   “Captain Day is here?”  Eve asked.
 
   “It is his apartment,” Jess replied.
 
   After taking a moment to stretch her legs, Eve followed Jess to the living room.  Robert and Alison were sitting on the couch watching TV.  Robert hopped up when he saw them.
 
   “You’re awake?”  Alison asked surprised.
 
   “How do you sleep with all the cars whizzing?”  Jess asked.
 
   “This coming from the girl who grew up in Japan?”  Alison raised an eyebrow then answered, “We've been so busy that we usually pass out when we get home.”
 
   Jess took Robert's spot on the couch then made room for Eve.  Robert pulled up a chair from the kitchen.  “How are you doing?”  Robert asked.
 
   Eve wasn’t sure how to answer because she didn’t know.
 
   She didn't have to because Robert said, “I think about you kids a lot when I'm wandering the city.  I miss the Complex.  I miss seeing kids who aren't packing guns, or at least know proper grammar.  I guess I just miss kids I like and respect.”
 
   “I can’t believe what happened to you,” Alison said.  “Any more news on Koji?”
 
   This caught Eve’s attention, and Jess obliged by filling in the information.  “He has burns to his legs and arm,” she said, then took a deep breath.  “He may lose his other arm.”
 
   “Damn it,” Robert mumbled.
 
   “Henry says he’s working on a replacement,” Jess added.
 
   “And what does he say about what happened?”  Robert asked.
 
   The question made Jess uncomfortable.  She shifted in her seat and looked at the three of them.  “The incident is being classified Ultra,” she told them.  “It took a lot of threats and shouting for them to let me take Eve.  And they didn’t really let me, they just didn’t stop me.  Director Kelley swore me to secrecy from his hospital bed.”
 
   “And how did he get shot?”  Alison questioned.
 
   Jess frowned.  “I can’t say anything, not even to you, Eve,” she said.  “In a way you’re lucky you were unconscious.  A lot happened that makes me question everything.  I know it was stupid bringing you here, Eve, but I knew I had to get you off the Complex.  At least for a little.”  Jess fell silent, leaving the room cold and awkward.
 
   “Anyway,” Robert said, “Alison and I were talking and we'd like to extend an open invitation to you guys.  We’d like to see you more.”
 
   Alison added, “The holidays are coming, and we want you to come for Thanksgiving.  You, Jess and any of your friends if they would like.”
 
   Jess exploded with excitement, hugging Eve in the process.  “Oh my God,” she cheered.  “This is going to be your first Thanksgiving and Christmas.  We're going to make you fat by the time New Year comes.”
 
   The four of them had lunch and made plans for a holiday dinner.  When it was time to go they all made promises that they would try and stay in contact.  Then Eve portaled her and Jess back to the Complex.
 
    
 
   Days Later, Colorado
 
    
 
   Eve sat alone in the arboretum staring at the grass.  More and more she felt like being by herself.  She had no memory of what had happened in the accident, but she had a sense that it wasn’t good.  She and Koji had been put in danger, and if that was how The One worked, she wasn’t sure she liked it.  They had helped her, but how much was she willing to give back.  And yet she couldn’t blame the entire One.  She had friends here, like Sergeant Schreier, who had tried to warn her.  Recalling his words to her just before the test, made her feel like an idiot.  Eve was so sure she understood the intricacies of this world, but the truth was she was lost.
 
   The sound of footsteps on the grass caused her to turn.  Joe was standing behind her with a forced smile.  “Hi,” he said.
 
   “Don’t you have math class?”  Eve asked.
 
   “I ditched,” he replied.  “Mind if I sit with you?”
 
   Eve shook her head.  The two of them sat silently for a while.
 
   “A couple years ago my dad was working a rescue in the Gulf of Mexico,” Joe said, “There was a hurricane and he was lost at sea.  His CO came to our apartment and told us.  He was trying to be nice, but everything he said sounded stupid.  You know?  How could he understand what we were feeling?  Everyone said the same stuff to us, and I hated having to hear it and be polite.  They found him eventually, alive and well.  But that entire time I wanted people to stop reminding me that he was gone, to get a little bit of normality.”
 
   “Yes,” was all Eve said.
 
   “Well, as your friend, I’m making it my duty to help you forget,” Joe said.  He patted Eve on the knee and in return she leaned over and kissed him on the lips.  It was quick.  “Uh, that…,” Joe stuttered.
 
   Before Joe could regain his composure Eve stood and said, “First, I must do something.”  She put out her hand.  “Will you come with me?”
 
   Joe took her hand.  “What do we need to do?”  He asked.
 
   They walked out of the arboretum hand in hand.  “Visit Koji,” she replied.  Joe didn’t say anything.  They went outside and onto the snowy parade ground.  “I haven’t been to the Research and Development building since the accident,” Eve said as they walked.
 
   “Are you scared?”  Joe asked.
 
   “Koji asked me the same thing before the experiment,” Eve told him.  “If I wouldn’t have agreed to help, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “We’re going to see Koji,” Joe said.  “Let’s just do that and forget everything else.”
 
   Eve squeezed his hand.  By touch, she could read that Joe was as scared as her, but either through bravery or stubbornness he was going to be there for her.  They went into the building and had to go up three stories to find Koji’s room.  Despite it being noon, it was dark, the curtains drawn closed.  A single light in the corner illuminated the room.  Koji lay on a bed unconscious.  The bed was covered in a plastic tent.  Before they had a foot inside, Henry Schreier was out of his chair brushing the sleep from his eyes.  He had a computer in one hand.
 
   “Must have fallen asleep,” Henry said grumpily.  He nodded toward Koji.  “He’s been out most of the day.  Feel free to stay,” he said.  Then made an awkward excuse, “I have something to check on.  Jess should be by soon.”  Not waiting for a response, he left the kids alone.
 
   His office was on the first floor, so he took the elevator down.  Repair was underway on the damaged section of the building.  The noise had driven most of the other researchers away.  As a bonus, it meant that he had better access to the super-computer.  In the corner of his office was a console.  He typed something into the keyboard then drew up his sleeve.  Underneath, and attached to a data cable that Henry had pulled from his arm, was a small device.  It had an antenna and a LED display.
 
   “What’s that?”  Director Kelley asked.
 
   Henry had heard him coming and decided on acting nonchalant, rather than trying to hide anything.  “A transceiver,” he replied.  “I’m running a diagnostic.  After the accident, I want to be sure nothing is wrong with me.”
 
   “And is there?”  Kelley asked.
 
   “No,” Henry answered.  “Can I help you with something?”
 
   “I went over your analysis of what happened,” Kelley said.  His arm was in a sling, so he struggled to open the folder he was carrying.  “It sounds like you’re theory matched your duplicates.  The problem was in the divergence and eliminating the source was the solution.  Except that the other Henry was the source.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that,” Henry said.
 
   “Try me,” Kelley said.
 
   Henry took a seat behind his desk and ran his hands through his hair.  “A singularity is all things at once.  Time has no meaning,” he started.  “That other Henry was the source of the convergence, the reason we were stuck there, and the divergence.  A catch twenty-two, to the third power.  He was there because he put himself there.  He was stuck because he didn’t want to leave.  And his effect over the divergence was creating the convergence and the holding pattern.  A basic temporal paradox.”
 
   “And his death broke the cycle,” Kelley said.  “You also think those two people who showed up were versions of Levitas and Kojima?”  Henry nodded his affirmative.  “And you have no theories as to what the other you was doing?  What he was planning?”
 
   “No,” Henry replied.
 
   “Could it have to do with altering the time lines?”  Kelley suggested.  “He’d interacted with a lot of alternate dimensions.  He could easily have developed a probability matrix to predict future events.  If that information was used…”
 
   “Sir,” Henry stopped him abruptly.  “The thing about a paradox is, nothing comes out that wasn’t supposed to happen the way it happens.”
 
   “Somehow that isn’t very reassuring,” Kelley said.  “Keep me updated on your diagnostic, or any new thoughts about this.”
 
   Director Kelley left the Doctor to his work and headed out of the building.  There was a golf cart outside the door.  He got in and drove to the Administration building.  After a painful walk to his office, Kelley’s shoulder was throbbing.  His secretary had indicated that his one o’clock appointment was waiting.  Still he took the time to regain his poise.  He wiped the sweat from his brow, fixed his hair and sat at his desk.
 
   Pressing the intercom button, he said, “Send him in.”
 
   A second later a man walked into the room and bowed.  “Director,” he said with a Japanese accent.
 
   “Major Oyama,” Kelley said, “I appreciate you coming all this way.”
 
   Jigoro Oyama stood straight.  His body was a precision instrument, and it did nothing he didn’t intend.  So when he smiled, it threw Kelley off guard.  Nothing about the man indicated that he smiled much.  “I suspect you have a worthwhile reason,” he said.
 
   “I’ve come across some disturbing information recently,” Kelley told him.  Jigoro eyed the sling.  “We have a very strong indicator that The One may be the target of an impending assault.”
 
   “There must be something more?”  Jigoro questioned.
 
   “It’s classified Ultra, and that’s all I can tell you,” Kelley said.  “We’re already out of time, and I don’t want to be caught defenseless.”  He pulled out a folder from his desk.  “If you accept this post it’ll never be spoken of, not even in your service record.”
 
   “I am here to serve The One,” Jigoro said, “Not my ambitions.”  He stepped forward and took the folder.
 
   As Jigoro read, Kelley explained, “You’ll have full discretion and requisition priority.  I want Project Mirror running in four years or less.”
 
   “Then I will begin immediately,” Jigoro snapped the folder shut, bowed and left.
 
   Kelley pressed the intercom again, “Is that Staff Sergeant here yet?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” came his secretary’s response.
 
   “Send him in,” Kelley ordered.
 
   A balding, middle-aged man walked into the room.  He was the kind of man that was passed up for promotion after promotion.  The same type that thought all he needed was a leg up.  A meeting with the Director was just that.
 
   “Sir,” he said apprehensively.  The man hardly made it half way to Kelley’s desk before his nerves overtook him.
 
   “Can you keep your mouth shut?”  Kelley asked.  The man looked panicked.  “I need you to keep a secret,” Kelley explained.  “If you can do that then I have a job for you.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the Sergeant said with a salute.
 
   “I want you to transfer these three people.” Kelley slid a piece of paper across his desk.  The Sergeant approached to take it, but Kelley held firm to the paper.  “Not necessarily immediately,” he said.  “I want this to go unnoticed.  Make it look natural and don’t leave a trail.”  Kelley let go of the paper.
 
   “There are cadets on here,” the Sergeant pointed out.
 
   “Then you know exactly the best time to transfer them to a quiet out of the way place,” Kelley said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the Sergeant said.
 
   “Oh, and Herrington,” Kelley stopped him before he left.  “Do this right and you’ll have my favor.”
 
    
 
   November
 
    
 
   It was after exercise and Eve was walking back to the Residence with Sara and Danni.  The girls had suspiciously segregated themselves from the boys.
 
   Danni looked back and decided they were far enough away.  “So you and Joe have been hanging out a lot,” Danni said.
 
   Her interest made Eve suspicious.  “Yes,” she answered.
 
   Danni made a face at Sara, and Sara hesitantly asked, “So do you, uh, like him?”
 
   “He's our friend,” Eve answered.
 
   “No,” Danni said frustrated.  “Do you like him, like him?  You're not into girls, right?”
 
   Eve wasn’t following along.
 
   “Are you guys going steady?”  Sara asked.
 
   “Do you mean mating?”  Eve tried to clarify.
 
   The two girls’ eyes went as wide as saucers.  “We mean, like dating,” Danni said after a moment.
 
   “Dating?”  Eve thought to herself.  “What's the point of binding yourself to someone of the opposite sex, if not for mating?  Aren't Joe and I already friends?”
 
   “Wait,” Danni said suddenly.  “Do you mean you and Joe are doing it?”
 
   “It?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Have you gone to first base?”  Sara asked.
 
   “First base?  Like in baseball?”  Eve asked confused.
 
   “It's an analogy,” Danni said.
 
   “Metaphor,” Sara corrected.  “Or maybe a simile?”
 
   “Whatever,” Danni stopped her.  “It means the stuff you do with a guy before sex.  Like, getting to first base means making out.”
 
   “I thought it meant holding hands,” Sara said.
 
   Danni laughed and looked over at Sara.  “Seriously?”
 
   “I'm pretty sure that's what it means,” Sara said meekly.
 
   “Then what's a home run?”  Danni asked her.
 
   Sara's face turned bright red.  “You know,” she didn't want to say the words.
 
   “Yeah, I do, but I don't think you do,” Danni scoffed.  “It's sex.”
 
   “No, that's a grand slam,” Sara said.
 
   “It doesn't go up to grand slam,” Danni told her.  “That's just something someone added on.  Its sex, that’s why they call it, going all the way.  Like all the way home.”  Danni turned back to Eve.  “So making out is first base.  Touching over your clothes is second.  Touching under your clothes is third.”
 
   Sara still didn't agree.  “What about...,” she didn't want to say it.  “What about with, you know, your mouth?”
 
   Danni waved her hand, “Ah, that's all part of sex stuff,” she answered.  Then she asked Eve, “So, how far have you guys gone?”
 
   This entire time Eve had been looking back and forth at them, trying to keep up with the conversation.  “I have no idea what you guys are talking about,” she said finally.  “And I think if I asked you to explain, I'd get more confused.”
 
   “Kissing virgin then,” Danni said.
 
   “There's nothing wrong with that,” Sara said defensively.
 
   “Kissing virgin too, eh?”  Danni laughed.
 
   Eve ignored them all the way back to the Residence.  Luckily they stopped bickering at lunch.  Eve grabbed her usual bowl of noodles and went with Joe to their spot in the arboretum.
 
   The air outside might have been bitter cold, but inside it was warm.  The trees were green and lush, fed by gardeners and UV lights.
 
   Joe was standing on a rock, balancing precariously.  He had a sandwich in one hand and a soda in the other.  Since the day they visited Koji, Joe had worked hard to keep Eve distracted.  He'd even been doing an excellent job of it, despite the fact that it made him late to his classes.  For the most part, his boundless energy didn't bother her.  Neither did his abrasive nature.  The only real problem came when Michael was around.  The two would squabble and fight for hours.
 
   “Are you going to the winter dance?”  Joe asked Eve.  “Because if you're not, then I can't go.”
 
   “You don’t need to be with me all the time,” Eve said, then saw Joe frown.  “But I will go.”
 
   “Well, then if we're going together, I think we should make plans,” Joe told her.
 
   “Plans?”  Eve asked.
 
   “Like what we’re going to do and wear,” Joe tried to explain.  “You know like a…”   He lost his balance and stumbled across the grass until Eve caught him.
 
   At the same time, Scott arrived and asked overly aggravated, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Practicing for the dance,” Joe answered.  “Eve and I are going together.”
 
   “You know it's not a date when you trick them,” Scott said to Joe.
 
   Shruti showed up with her lunch in hand and said, “Silly boys.  There are plenty of girls to go around.”
 
   Scott backed down and said, “Right.  Shruti, would you mind if I escorted you to the dance?”
 
   “Oh, an upperclassman,” she said.  “I think the other girls might claw my eyes out.”
 
   “Yes, I find them frightening too,” Scott joked.  “Possibly why I'm not asking any of them.”
 
   “In that case, I'd be delighted,” Shruti curtsied.
 
   “Whatever,” Joe said dismissively.  “I need to get my books.  Eve?  We have some plans to make.”
 
   The two went to the elevator.  As they were leaving they came across Michael, who was heading in the opposite direction.
 
   “Where have you been?”  Michael said angrily.  “You know mom and dad are at the Administration building, right?”
 
   “Sure, but I have other duties,” Joe nodded to Eve.  “Besides, we'll see them for Thanksgiving.”
 
   “You don't know that,” Michael said.  “They could get an assignment or something.”
 
   “They’re on an integration team now,” Joe pushed past his brother.  “They don't go anywhere.”  Joe got in the elevator with Eve and left Michael where he stood.
 
   The elevator climbed to the third floor.  Eve turned to Joe and said, “I didn't know your parents were OIT now.”
 
   Joe shrugged and said, “You never asked.”
 
   “Yes,” Eve said, “I'm sorry.”
 
   The two of them went down the boys’ hallway to Joe’s room.
 
   “Don't worry about it,” Joe told her.  “You have a lot on your plate.  I bet there’s a million things you’re curious about but haven’t had the time to ask.”
 
   “Yes,” Eve agreed.
 
   Joe's room was trashed.  Clothes and food were scattered everywhere.  For some reason, the mattress was halfway off the bed.  Joe rummaged through a pile of papers.
 
   “Are you interested in me?”  Eve asked suddenly.
 
   Joe looked up at her. “Sure,” he said, “You're an interesting person.”  Eve was watching him intently.  He stood and said, “You’re nice too.  And smart.  And cute.”
 
   “Would you like to go to first base?”  Eve asked him.  Joe's eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out what she meant.  “Would you like to kiss me again?”  Eve reiterated.
 
   “Is that first base?”  Joe questioned.
 
   Eve ignored the question and stepped forward, kissing him on the lips.  This time it was soft and long.  She tasted his mouth for a second thinking that it was surprisingly pleasant.  He felt like excitement, and that made it all the better.
 
   When they pulled away for a breath, Eve said, “I don't understand this base thing people talk about.”
 
   “I think I can help you with that,” Joe said and kissed her again.
 
    
 
   December 24th, 7:00 PM, Los Angeles
 
    
 
   Thanksgiving had come and gone in a flash.  Eve, Shruti and Jess all went to LA.  The dinner was extravagant and fun.  Eve still couldn’t see why it was much different than any other dinner with friends.  They told her to wait for Christmas.
 
   But before that, came the Winter Dance.  It was one of the strangest things Eve had experienced yet.  All of the kids in the Residence and some of the adults dressed in a variety of formal wear.  The entire first floor was decorated with fake snowflakes and colored lights.  Eve and Joe spent most of the night in the banquet room dancing; the other kids were shocked to see them together.  It was the talk of the night.  There was a lot of laughing and giddy happiness.  Eve found herself swept away in celebration.  She couldn’t wait until Christmas.
 
   And now it was here.
 
   They had put a large fir tree in the arboretum at the Complex.  It was decorated with shiny ornaments and lights.  From time to time, Eve heard people singing some of the same songs over and over.  The store at the Complex had been packed with gift items and wrapping paper.  Using her modest allowance, Eve took on the challenging task of buying gifts for her friends.  Sara taught her how to wrap them, and when she was done, she began to understand the holiday a little better.  She was filled with a nervous anticipation about how her presents would be received.  Her choice of a gift for Joe was enough to give her a panic attack.
 
   Eve was thinking about Joe being with his parents as she portaled into LA.  Jess and Henry had joined her, and when they arrived, the LA weather hit them at once.
 
   “Es ist verdammt heiß,“ Henry grumbled as the three started pulling off their coats.
 
   Jess gave Henry an odd look.  “You know Fugen translates everything for me, right?”
 
   Henry shrugged in response.
 
   Alison heard the noise from the kitchen and popped her head out.  “Where's Shruti?”  She asked.
 
   “We had her killed for her presents,” Henry said flatly.
 
   Jess ignored him and answered, “She's spending Christmas with Saga.”
 
   Robert came from the bedroom smiling and hugged his friends.  “I’m glad you guys could make it,” he told them.  “Alison has been in the kitchen all morning and she won’t let me in.”
 
   “Is that a subtle clue not to complain about the food later?”  Henry asked.
 
   Alison slapped him with a spatula.  For his own safety, he hopped over the back of the couch and plopped down on the cushions.
 
   “Okay ladies,” Alison announced.  “Time to get to work.”  She pushed Robert toward the couch and went back into the kitchen.
 
   “I can't cook,” Jess argued.
 
   “Neither can I,” Eve added.
 
   “Better go in before you get in trouble,” Robert said to them.  “Can one of you get us some beer while you’re in there?”  He took a seat on the couch next to Henry.  The TV was on, but neither of them were paying attention.  A moment later, Alison came out and handed each of them a bottle.  She kissed Robert on the cheek and disappeared.  Robert sipped his beer.  “You said something about a problem?”
 
   Henry checked to see that the women were preoccupied.  “If I tell you what I know you could get in trouble,” he said.
 
   “I understand,” Robert replied.  “Is this about the accident?”
 
   “Partly,” Henry answered.  “Because I was there, and already know too much, Kelley has me working on it.  I’m sorry I’m being so… undeutlich.”  Robert furrowed his brow.  “Vague,” Henry translated.  “Been reworking my processors, and there’ve been some glitches.  Anyway, while I was digging around some files, I began to notice a disturbing trend.  Since the accident Kelley has been ordering a series of secret projects geared toward military applications.”
 
   “The One does a lot of work with military organizations,” Robert commented.
 
   “These aren’t for Norm use,” Henry said.
 
   “Are you saying he’s preparing for war?”  Robert asked incredulously.  “With who?  Why?  He’s been anti-war since he accepted the directorship.”
 
   “Peace doesn’t pay the bills,” Henry said.  “The Super-Human population is growing, and keeping them reined in costs money.  So to answer your question, I don’t think the ‘who’ matters.  All he needs is a reason for The One to step in.  Imagine a Super-Human police force keeping the peace for cash.”
 
   “Next you’re going to tell me he’s organizing a conflict,” Robert dismissed him.
 
   “I’m telling you what I saw,” Henry said.
 
   “And making a lot of assumptions,” Robert retorted.
 
   “You know me, when was the last time I was this serious?”  Henry asked.  “Just keep your eyes open.  We have to stick together, watch our backs; you, me, Alison… just in case.”
 
   Robert leaned back on the couch.  “We’re always watching each other’s backs,” he said.  “But I’ll keep my eyes open.”
 
    
 
   The women were in the kitchen where Alison was surveying the food.  She opened the oven.  Inside was a golden brown ham.  “Robert, come take this out of the oven,” she yelled.
 
   “Wait for a commercial,” he yelled back.
 
   “Really, what is the point of men?”  Alison sighed.
 
   “I think you know that answer better than the two of us,” Jess remarked.
 
   Alison gave her an uncomfortable smile and eyed Eve.
 
   “Is this about sex?”  Eve asked.  “I never know what people are using as an innuendo anymore.”
 
   “Uh,” Alison tried.
 
   “Have you been talking about sex much lately?”  Jess inquired.
 
   “Danni and Sara were asking me a lot of questions about Joe,” Eve answered.  “I didn't understand anything they were saying.”
 
   “Oh,” Alison gasped.  “I think I need some wine.”  There was an open bottle on the counter.  She poured herself a glass and listened.
 
   “What kind of things were they saying?”  Jess asked.
 
   “First they talked about bases,” Eve told her, “and they didn’t know which ones were which.  So I tried to figure it out for myself.”
 
   Alison nearly choked on her wine.
 
   “Did you find out what a home run was?”  Jess asked nervously.
 
   “It's sex, right?”  Eve said.  “Sara thought it was supposed to be a grand slam.”
 
   “It could be a grand slam,” Jess joked and Alison snickered.  “I mean, did you and Joe.... You know what sex is, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Eve replied.  “Where I come from we are paired with our best match and then mate.  Here it seems like you can mate with anyone regardless of consequences.”
 
   Alison finished her glass and poured another.
 
   “Uh, well consequences… a lot…,” for the first time in a while Jess was at a loss for words.  “When you say mate with anyone, are you talking about free will to mate or... uh... a lot of... uh… mating”
 
   Robert walked into the kitchen and stopped dead.  He looked at all three ladies and could tell something was up.
 
   “What are you guys talking about?”  He asked.
 
   “Girl stuff,” Jess replied.
 
   “Can you stop so I can take out the ham?  Please?”  He asked.
 
    
 
   December 24th, 2445 Hours, Colorado
 
    
 
   Inside the brightly lit security room, the personnel wished each other a preemptive Merry Christmas.  Lieutenant James Carr sipped his coffee, letting the steam warm his face.  They were approaching the third day of Christmas PR, and Carr didn't have the patience for anything anymore.
 
   “Rrrrr,” Carr grumbled as someone passed a present to their friend.
 
   The man looked up at the noise and then turned quickly away.  No one wanted to get on his nerves, especially since the officer assigned to relieve him was running late.  Most likely because he was celebrating Christmas early.
 
   Carr grumbled again.
 
   He was tired, cold and bored.  His standard duties required that he monitor five miles of wall, including the main gate.  For the last couple of days, Carr had been stuck answering stupid questions from stupid civilians.  Thousands of them were piling through his gate, and they all wanted to get in quickly.  They all had their reasons why they should bypass security.  They all asked, ‘just this once, for Christmas.'  They all thought they were an exception.  But he expected the civilians to be annoying and inconsiderate.  The fact that his replacement was late when he knew how exhausting this job was, that was pissing him off.
 
   Carr yearned for the days of Field Duty.  He may have just been a body guard, but it was enjoyable.  Something was always happening.  Then they go and promote him, and OIS thinks he'd be better suited guarding a gate because of his abilities.  He even considered turning down the promotion, but word was that Director Kelley wanted security beefed up.  In Carr’s opinion, the man was paranoid.  What use could someone who was immune to Super-Human powers be just watching a gate?  It made him a good body guard, but a good watch dog?
 
   So all night he stood in this cramped little room growling at his new platoon.  The night had been slow.  Only a handful of people had come and gone.  Everyone else was already enjoying Christmas somewhere else.
 
   “Incoming,” a voice squawked over the loud speaker.
 
   Carr looked over at a video monitor that showed a minivan pulling up to the gate.  It stopped, and a man in a bulbous coat stepped out of his car to submit to inspection.  Standard operating procedure dictated that one man search the car, a second questioned the occupants and a third stood in the control booth.  Their radios were open at all time so their conversations could be overheard in the tower.
 
   Carr listened to them now, “State your business.”  It was a senseless question because there was only a handful of reasons to be here.
 
   “We're visiting our daughter,” the man replied.
 
   Carr's eyes automatically flicked over to the screen that showed the passenger seats.  He could barely make out that there was a person sitting in the back.  The button to talk to the man in the control booth was at his elbow, and he hit it.  “I need a visual confirmation on the passengers,” he said.  On the monitor, the guard in the booth walked out and around the car then went back to his post.
 
   “Caucasian female, late thirties,” the guard said over the radio.
 
   Lieutenant Carr strained his eyes looking at the monitor.  All he could see was someone wearing a hat.  He hit the button and said, “That's a female in the back?”
 
   The guard replied, “Negative.  Female is in front passenger seat.”  The voice was anxious as they began to realize something was wrong.
 
   Carr was about to give the order to apprehend when one of the men at the computers said, “Sir.”  He pointed to the screens.  One by one they went blank then a single word popped up.
 
   “Hubris.”
 
   Without thinking, Carr hit the big red alarm button.  His eyes stopped on the screen in front of him.  The man in the big coat looked up at the camera and smiled.
 
   The explosion rippled outward tearing apart everything in its wake and filling the night sky with fire.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Characters
 
   Batista – Matter changing skin
 
   Beach - ?
 
   The Boneman – Break bones by touch
 
   Branch - ?
 
   Scott Brown – Invisibility
 
   James Carr – Immunity to super powers
 
   Alison Cortez – 3 second precognition
 
   Chuck Darren – Precognition of danger
 
   Caroline Day - ?
 
   Robert Day – Plasma bursts
 
   George Deacon-Slater (the Dragon Slayer) - ?
 
   Rachael Debord – Super eyes sight
 
   Joe Epper – Dark projection
 
   Michael Epper – Light projection
 
   Elena Florian - ?
 
   Petr Florian – Calming
 
   Anne Marie Godfrey (Angie) – Animal instinct and claws
 
   Phillip Green (Flip) – Controls perception of himself
 
   William James Kelley Jr – 100% data retention
 
   Sara Klass – Shapeshifter
 
   Koji Kojima – Super power duplication
 
   Jessica Lang – Demon summoner
 
   Eve Levitas – Dimensional portals
 
   Lewis - ?
 
   Jason Mallory – Disintegration beam
 
   Daniel Muir – Werewolf
 
   Victor Orlando – Fire projection
 
   Jigoro Oyama - ?
 
   Shruti Pandey – Telepath
 
   Poole - ?
 
   John Porter - Invulnerability
 
   Dr. Richter - ?
 
   AJ Rodgers – Hyper reflexes
 
   Dani Rodriguez – Creation of shadow creatures
 
   Saga - ?
 
   Elizabeth Santiago – Physics manipulation
 
   Henry Schreier – Cyborg
 
   Victor Franklin Stein – Scientist
 
   Torres - ?
 
   Gabriel Wilson - ?
 
    
 
   
  
 

Author’s Notes:
 
    
 
   A Brief Word About The Series
 
    
 
   Originally written in 2008, Absolute Power has been a process of evolution.  The first incarnation was a 800 page epic with much of the same storyline it has today.  But as it sat on the virtual computer shelf it began to grow a life of its own.  Many of the main characters now, side characters then.  As the people developed, their lives developed with back stories, through stories and plots.  Eventually the characters themselves began to change the shape of the story.  The result was that Absolute Power had to be broken up into 4 separate books.
 
   The greatest thing about this process was that because I knew the beginning and end of everything, I was able to interweave hints, clues and foreshadows from the first book to the last.  If I’m lucky enough to keep you as a reader, I think and hope that by the end you’ll flip back through from the beginning, and maybe kick yourself a little for not noticing.
 
   And the other good thing, since all 4 books have at least a first draft, the delay between releases won’t be too long.
 
    
 
   Independently Published
 
    
 
   I remember independent before the major companies took over and it was usurped to mean a style of music.  Independent meant being free of the genre boxes and major target markets.  It was the ability to do what you wanted and how you wanted.  But it was more than that, it was the declaration that you didn't have to be backed by a billion dollar corporation to cut a record or make a movie.
 
   It seems like it was a long time ago where people scrounged cash, sold blood and borrowed all they could in order to make a movie.  They had one camera, a friend's house and a neighbor's car.  Maybe the production value wasn't amazing, but they made some of the most legendary films.
 
   Independent means standing up and just doing it, with all you have and all you can muster.
 
   And somehow literature lost that passion.  An idea has grown that a good story or a great character is secondary to production value; that books are now literally being judged by their covers, and maybe by their commas too.
 
   But the independent author should always attempt to reach the highest quality possible.  I hope that what I managed to scrape, muster and make did my writing and your time justice.  And since you’ve reached the back of this book, I thank you for reading, supporting the independent and giving this a chance.
 
    
 
   About the Author
 
   Grayson Queen is a full-time novelist and painter located out of Orange County, California. His artistic passions range from deeply philosophical to unusual science fiction and fantasy.
 
    
 
   In his free time, Grayson dabbles with music, sculpture, and various explorations of geek culture. He is happily owned by two amazing cats.
 
    
 
   Check for other upcoming books in print or ebook at:
 
   http://thequeencreative.com
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   Fix It
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