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	I was unable to move, although I was anxious to get away. I willed for myself to run. I could feel my brain fire the order to my legs, but my legs only gave a twitch. I was completely immobile save for my fearful trembling. 

	Darkness choked off everything. Though I could not see, I knew there was something in this darkness, something that wanted me. A wave of terror washed over me. I shuddered and my fear welled up from deep within. 

	I had a feeling that the malevolent…thing…in the darkness was delighting in savoring the helplessness of its prey. It could get me at its leisure. In a moment it would finish me. It wouldn’t eat me. It would use my tremors of terror to invade me and disintegrate me from the inside. It would destroy me molecule by molecule until nothing at all remained. 

	My trembling became more severe as my flesh and bones fell away bit by bit. I couldn’t inhale or breathe out. Everything was starting to spin. I could feel less and less of my body. I was about to die. 

	I lurched forward and pushed myself up; I gasped and was breathing hard. My heart was pounding away like a jackhammer. I was in a different sort of darkness. A shaft of moonlight speared in through my window. 

	I took deep breaths, calming myself as I took in more details of my bedroom: my bookshelf, my desk, my chair, and my television. There was no sinister creature here. I looked over at my alarm clock. It was four o’ clock in the morning. I already knew that I wasn’t going to get any more sleep tonight. 

	The nightmare had been a staple in my mind ever since I could remember. 

	I threw my covers back and pushed myself out of the bed. I shuffled my tired feet to the bathroom where I threw some cold water on my face and rubbed the sleep out of barely awake eyes. I sighed and stared stupidly at my reflection for a long moment. I am peached skinned with an oval-shaped head. I had brown eyes and long, thick, wool textured black hair that I pulled back into a ponytail. I’m five foot ten. I’ve been called ‘cute’ before but I don’t worry so much about my looks. 

	I went downstairs, turned on the dining room light and read a book. My journal was next to me, so I wrote that I had the nightmare again and I put down the journal, not having much else to write about. 

	The house was quiet. My family was still asleep. I lived with my adoptive mother, Beatrice, and my foster brother, Andrew. Even though I knew I was adopted I referred to Beatrice as Mom and Andrew as my brother.

	I sat at the table reading a book on hummingbirds. It was one of the many nature books that my mother was so obsessed with. In general, she took an interest in science, especially animals. She would leave books all over the house despite telling Andrew and me to be neat and orderly with our things. 

	I continued reading. Did you know that the wings of a hummingbird get a lift from both sides when they flap? That’s how they can hover and even fly upside down for brief periods of time. That makes them a unique creature in the avian world. I’d never expected a simple hummingbird to be so interesting. 

	It didn’t matter how tired I was, I had never been able to get to sleep whenever I had this nightmare. So I figured that I would just stay awake and read until it’s time to get ready for school. 

	I stayed absorbed in that book until I heard footsteps on the stairs. I looked over at the clock. It was four thirty. I knew it was Mom. There’s nothing on earth that would get Andrew to wake up this early. 

	My mother was talking on her cell phone. 

	I was puzzled and then I flashed a smile as she reached the bottom of the stairs and spotted me. 

	She smiled back at me and kept walking towards the kitchen. 

	She listened to the person that she was talking to and I knew her well enough to know that she was pacing. My mother always paced when something was vexing her. 

	I wondered who she was talking to this early in the morning. 

	“That is serious.” I heard her say. “Someone tried to abduct her?” 

	I felt a jolt at the word “abduct”. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop but the house was so quiet. I tried to plunge my attention back into the book that I was reading. If I were smarter or if I had some measure of foresight I would have paid attention to my nightmare and my mother’s conversation. 

	I heard Mom say a few more things to the person on the other end. “I’ll call you back after I send my sons to school.” She paused. “Okay. Talk to you later.”

	I pretended that I didn’t hear anything. 

	Moments later a glass of water was placed on the table in front of me. 

	“So, you had the nightmare again?” she asked. 

	I nodded. 

	Beatrice Weatherbee was a short woman, standing only five foot six. She kept her grey-streaked dark hair in a bun. Her eyes were not yet dull or milky like those of most people who were entering old edge; rather they had an edge of brilliance to them. 

	At the moment, she looked concerned. “Looks like the medication didn’t work,” she sighed, “Back to the drawing board.” 

	We had tried every method we could to exorcise this nightmare from my mind: hypnosis, altering my diet, and therapy. Our latest attempt was medication. Now we would need something new. 

	“There has to be a cause. Some kind of psychological trigger for the nightmare.” my mother stated. She put her index finger to her chin and tapped her chin with her finger. 

	I sighed. “I guess I’m just going to have to live with this forever.” 

	Mom went from looking vexed to looking pained. “That’s not an attitude I like you having.” 

	“What?” I asked. 

	“Just giving up like that,” she replied. “If there’s something wrong then you need to help yourself. Don’t defeat yourself by refusing to help yourself. Always remember that.” She looked straight at me her eyes locked on mine. Her voice was stern and determined. “Don’t ever give up.” 

	It struck me as strange that Mom would make such a big deal out of that one little statement. At the time, I thought nothing of it…

	“Ooookay,” I said slowly. 

	“You know, Troy, I have a theory,” Mom said returning to her normal tone. 

	“What?” I asked. 

	“For as long as I can remember you’ve stuck yourself in the wall-flower role in your dream, that’s the reason, you can’t move.” I think that it’s because, on some subconscious level, you see yourself as that guy. You’re being eaten because you secretly believe things will always be like that.” Beatrice hypothesized. 

	It made sense. I cocked my head. Interesting! How did you come up with that?” 

	“I was talking to one of my old friends the other day. His name is Doctor Adam White. He’s a psychologist.” my mom said. 

	“I’m pretty sure his mom didn’t name him ‘doctor’,” I said jokingly. 

	“You know what I mean.” Mom said trying not to laugh. 

	“In any case, you’ll be happy to learn that I am not so much a wall-flower anymore,” I said proudly. “I’ve been making an effort to be more outgoing this year.” 

	“Really” 

	“Yeah,” I said. 

	“That’s wonderful.” 

	“I’ve made new some friends this year,” I bragged. “There’s Alex, May, and Elyse.” 

	“Elyse?” Mom questioned. She smiled. “Oh yes, the one Andrew says you have a little crush on.” 

	“Mom,” I groaned. 

	Mom laughed. 

	I felt my cheeks redden. 

	Mom got up. “Well, Romeo, you can get ready for school.” 
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	We were in a couple of months into the school year. In Milwaukee, people were cheering on the Packers and summer was receding, giving way to fall. 

	I was a sophomore now. Anything was better than being a freshman. The first couple of weeks were always a little lax as everyone settled into their new roles, and found their new classrooms and met their new teachers. 

	Before the school year began, I made a vow to myself. This was to be the year that I overcame my social anxiety and came out of my shell. I imagined how charming I’d be. I would take everyone by storm with the wit and personality that had always been suppressed by the blanket of angst that was draped over me. I would throw that blanket off and become someone whose very presence was celebrated. I would be someone whom people flocked to. 

	I firmly believed that I could do it. Making friends with Alex and May was a strong start. I believed that I was on my way. 

	But two weeks into the school year, I had started to falter in my ambition of being hugely popular. Then it fell through. I felt bad for talking up my progress to mom. Well, I wasn’t cut out to be very popular anyway. I’d be much happier having a few close friends.       

	Around school, Alex had gained respect from people of every grade. He was as outgoing as I was hoping to be. Even some of the seniors who graduated last year liked him. He was one of the few freshmen that had been invited to senior parties.

	May was different. She was an honor roll student and someone that my foster brother wanted to date. Andrew said that she was playing hard to get. May, would say that she wasn’t playing but then she would bat her eyelashes at him. They had the whole teasing dynamic going for them. May was nice enough. Even though she was attractive, I really didn’t have any romantic feelings for her. 

	Elyse. She had brown skin the color of cinnamon. She was cute with a small nose and big beautiful dark eyes. Her raven-colored hair reached the middle of her back and she was short and slender. 

	I really hadn’t meant to let my attention slide off of the history lecture, but it was the final class of the day. Besides, Elyse was so beautiful sitting off to my right. 

	I met Elyse through May. Both of them were on the student council. My social anxiety makes it nerve-wracking to meet people and be in social situations. The thought of Elyse being my girlfriend excited me; at the same time the thought of walking up and asking her terrified me. I knew on a cerebral level that there was nothing to be nervous about since we got along so well anyway. 

	I wanted to ask Elyse out. I wondered how I would ask her. What would I say? Where would we go on our date if she said yes? 

	Then my angst kicked in. What if she said no? What if she thought I’m weird for asking her? Worst of all; What if she said that we should be just friends? 

	I took deep breaths and tried to assure myself that it would not happen. I looked over to my left and behind me. I realized that May had caught me staring at Elyse. She grinned. 

	May mouthed the words, “Go for it.”I turned back feeling slightly more encouraged.  

	The history teacher Mr. Wierman was a tall stern-faced man with a square jawline, thinning brown hair and sunken eyes. He wore a suit with elbow patches and a tie. His dull monotone would have made it difficult to be engaged by what he was saying even if I hadn’t had Elyse on my mind. “I’ll end the lecture here for today.” he said. “Be sure to read pages twenty to thirty-two and answer the questions on page thirty-three for your homework tonight.” 

	I looked at my notes. I’d spent the class period drifting in and out. My notes reflected it having only part of what he said written down. The rest was a doodle. 

	The last five minutes of class everyone spent talking and getting ready for the dismissal bell. My best friend/foster brother Andrew came walking up to me. He was beaming his ever-present smile. Andrew was the same size as me. He had short, brown, cropped hair and his green eyes saw the humor in everything. He was one of the handfuls of people who didn’t trigger my anxiety. I felt like I could really be myself with him. 

	“What’s on the agenda for tonight Troy?” he asked. At any other time, I would have indulged him but I had something that I wanted to do. “Hold on a minute,” I said. I walked over to Elyse. I pushed my anxiety aside. My desire is stronger than my angst, I told myself silently. 

	Elyse was stretching as she stood. She started gathering her books. “What’s going on, Elyse?” I asked, doing my best to come across as casual.

	Elyse smiled. “Nothing much, How are you today Troy?” 

	“I’m awesome,” I said. 

	“That’s good.” 

	“Oh no, that’s not how I’m doing: I’m just awesome,” I joked. 

	Elyse laughed. “Okay Mr. Awesome, how are you today?” 

	“Actually, I’m not doing so well,” I said. 

	“Aw, why not?” Elyse asked. 

	“Because I had plans to go out to this Persian food place and have dinner on Saturday, but I have no one to go with. You see it’s a bit of a problem.” I smiled and gave Elyse a meaningful look. “If only,” I put my arm around Elyse and looked her in the eye. “I had someone to go with me. You wouldn’t happen to know someone who would be interested in going with me would you?” 

	Elyse’s smile widened. “Troy Haden, are you asking me out on a date?” 

	“Well, if you want to label it a ‘date’ and you’re comfortable with that term…” I let it hang and then grinned at her to let her know that she didn’t have to take me too seriously. 

	“Okay,” she said. “I’d love to go out with you.” 

	My heart fluttered and my knees grew weak. I did my best to contain my idiot grin. 

	Elyse and I exchanged numbers just as the bell for dismissal rang. We parted ways as we left the classroom. Elyse went with May in one direction and I walked with Andrew in the direction of our lockers. 

	The halls were alive with the sound of people talking, laughing, and metallic locker doors being slammed shut. Andrew and I pushed our way through the crowds and made our way to our lockers. 

	Once Elyse was out of sight I couldn’t help but smile. 

	“You’re cheesy’ hard,” Andrew commented.

	I am not what you might call a “player” but I can attract a girl or two. “Why shouldn’t I be?” 

	“So what did you say to her?” Andrew inquired. 

	“I asked her to go on a date with me and she said yes,” I said. 

	“Nice.” Andrew nodded his approval. “That’s as smooth as I’ve ever seen you.” He faked wiping away a tear. “My little boy is growing up.” 

	Andrew and I had to walk home because Mom was going to meet a friend of hers. I didn’t mind. There was a Wendy’s that wasn’t that far away from our house that Andrew and I went to. 

	I was disappointed that Mom wasn’t at home. I wanted to brag about my date. She would have been proud. 
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	The rest of the week passed too slowly for my liking. Is it just me, or does time move more slowly when you have something that you’re really looking forward to?

	I endured good-natured, yet relentless ribbing from Andrew over how “in love” I was with Elyse. I was hardly in love with Elyse, but I was very excited. 

	I laid out a neat collared shirt on my bed. It was next to a pair of freshly ironed jeans. I did a ten-point inspection. I made sure my hair was neat. I checked my face for blemishes and I made sure that I smelled good. I dressed and made sure that I looked presentable. I went downstairs. 

	Mom was waiting for me downstairs. She was swelling with pride, her eyes fond. “Looking good Troy,” she complimented. 

	“Thanks,” I said appreciatively. 

	“Troy, now that you’re going on a date, I’d like to talk to you about the birds and the bees.” Mom continued. 

	My mouth gaped and my stomach felt like it had a stone in it. I felt flush with embarrassment. 

	“I’m kidding,” Mom laughed. 

	“Oh, thank God,” I said. 

	“Ha! I got you!” Mom crowed. “Actually, I do have something for you.” She reached for a box that was sitting next to the door. 

	“Cologne?” I asked. 

	“Yup, just wear this,” Mom instructed. 

	I applied the cologne. “Well, wish me luck.” 

	Mom was gracious enough to let me use the car. I grabbed the keys off the counter. 

	“Bye Mom.” I hugged her. “See you later.” 

	“Have a good time Troy.” Mom said hugging me back. “But not too good, I don’t want this night resulting in any grandchildren.” 

	“No promises,” I teased. 

	Mom crossed her arms and grinned. “Very funny,” she said. 

	Before I headed over to Elyse’s place I did some writing in my journal. It helped to calm the butterflies I was feeling: My first official date, I can’t believe it. Mom joked with me not to take things too far with Elyse and gave me some cologne. Andrew just made fun of me. It’s fine though. I’m on cloud nine. Ah, life is good.

	I drove to Elyse’s place. I rang the doorbell and waited. 

	Elyse answered the door. She had her hair straight and she wore a blue silk blouse and a blue jean dress. It was so simple and yet so stunning on her. 

	“Hey there Elyse, ready to go?” I asked enthusiastically. 

	“Not quite yet. Come in Troy, my parents want to meet you,” Elyse said. She took my hand and led me inside. 

	I followed. A short hall led to the living room. There were two couches and an easy chair arranged in a semi-circle around the television. A wooden table sat in the middle of the room. On the wall hung pictures of Elyse’s family and various paintings!

	Elyse’s parents stood in the living room. 

	I’m not going to lie. I was a bit nervous but I was going to do my best to present an unshakeable game face. 

	Elyse was the spitting image of her mother. Her mother wore her hair curly and short. Elyse was shorter than her mother was. 

	Elyse’s father was only slightly taller than me. He was a stout, powerfully built man. I would have believed that he was a boxer or a wrestler or something. Elyse had informed me that he was a security guard of some sort. 

	“So, this is Troy,” Mr. Art said inspecting me. He stepped forward and stuck his hand out. “Nice to meet you” 

	I did my best to present a strong handshake. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Art,” I shook Mrs. Art’s hand too. “Nice to meet you, ma’am” 

	“So where are you taking my little girl tonight?” Mr. Art asked me. 

	“We’re going to Shahrazad,” I replied. 

	“It’s a Persian restaurant,” I added when Mr. Art looked as though he was going to question it. 

	“I see,” he said. 

	Mr. Art proceeded to question me about my life. It was nothing too personal. He asked about my family and my grades and what I wanted to do when I got older. After he was satisfied that his daughter didn’t bring home a bad guy he gave us his blessing and instructed me to have her home at ten thirty. 

	Afterwards, Elyse bid farewell to her parents and we were on our way. 

	Later I sat across from Elyse. She was so beautiful to me. Her eyes caught the light and made them sparkle in her face like two diamonds. Her skin was so smooth and perfect. 

	“This is so nice,” Elyse commented looking around. 

	The waiter came to our table and asked us what we’d like to order. Neither of us had been to Shahrazad before. I talked Elyse into ordering what I ordered. It was the Lamb Kefta Mashwee. 

	“Did my dad freak you out?” Elyse asked jokingly. 

	“Nah,” I said. “Especially not after what my mom said to me”

	“What’d she say?” 

	“If I told you it’d only make the evening awkward,” I replied. 

	“Tell me.” Elyse pressed. 

	“You really, really don’t want to know.” I insisted. “Parents,” I shook my head. My anxiety had eased a little. “So what kind of music do you like?” 

	“Kaki King and Kelly Clarkston are tied for my favorites,” Elyse answered. 

	I winced a little. “Nothing against them, but I need to turn you on to Lupe Fiasco, Coheed and Cambria, and some old school stuff like Metallica.” 

	We chatted some more about music and then our lamb arrived. “This is delicious,” Elyse said in delight after taking a bite.

	“I told you,” I said feeling both smug and happy that she was enjoying it. “Just imagine that this is normal Persian cuisine. Can you imagine that?” I paused and then leaned in a little. “So?” 

	“So, what?” Elyse wiped her mouth. 

	“So, if you could go anywhere else in the world, where would you go?” I asked. 

	“I’d go to…” She considered. “Italy.” 

	“Why Italy?” I asked. 

	“Because of the food,” Elyse answered. “I’ve always been a fan of Italian food. Though this is pretty amazing too, But Persia, that’s Iran, right? I’d prefer Italy.” 

	I couldn’t blame her for that. “What about riding the gondolas?” I asked. “Have you ever fantasized about taking a romantic ride on one of those boats?” 

	Elyse looked as though she was pleased by the fantasy. We talked more about travel, then books, movies, and school. Our date was going so well, my anxiety had completely vanished. 

	I was about to tell Elyse a joke when I noticed my phone vibrating in my pocket. I ignored it. 

	We finished our meal. I paid the bill and we prepared to leave. Elyse excused herself to go to the bathroom. I checked my phone. Fifteen missed calls from Andrew and as many text messages. As I read them, my heart stopped and I could do nothing but stare wide-eyed and stunned. My entire world had just changed. 
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	I dropped Elyse off at her home and as fast as I possibly could, I drove back to my house. I turned on to my block. My heart went into my throat when I saw the fire trucks parked outside of my house. The firefighters had just finished putting out the blaze. 

	The house was a charred skeleton gutted by the fire. Neighbors stood on their porches, stupidly gawking at the scene. 

	I parked behind a fire truck and got out of the car. “What happened?” I asked the nearest fireman. “This is my house. Is everyone okay?” I asked frantically. 

	His weary, smoke-blackened face looked sympathetic. “Come with me son.” The firefighter led me to one of the fire trucks. Andrew sat on the back bumper. He had his head buried in his hands. 

	I was relieved at least to see Andrew. I expected to see Mom. Maybe she was being questioned about how the fire started and would join us momentarily. 

	“Andrew,” I placed my hand on his shoulder so he’d look up. 

	He looked up at me. His eyes were puffy and red. His green eyes were hollow and his face raw and blank. 

	For a moment, I couldn’t just say anything. There were just so many questions and so many worries. 

	“Where’s Mom?” I asked. 

	Andrew shook his head. He made a noiseless sob. “She’s dead,” he choked out. 

	At that moment, my heart sank. My breathing became shallow. Everything seemed to spin and everything seemed to recede away from me. How could this happen? 

	The euphoria from my date drained away. Mom dead, it was hard to comprehend. I kept thinking there must be some mistake-it was some other woman they were talking about not Mom. 

	I was only vaguely aware of what happened next. A policeman questioned us about relatives-we had none-and then Andrew and I were placed in the basement of a church for the night. The volunteers set us up with a couple of cots to sleep on along with pillows and blankets. 

	There were about thirty different cots in the church all of them neatly arranged and most of them occupied by homeless people. I guess that now included Andrew and me. 

	The basement ceiling was low and the walls were a light shade of red. There were lamps by each of the beds. Neither Andrew nor I could sleep. We didn’t say anything. I looked at Andrew. He was on his back staring straight up at the ceiling. He lay still, as though the gravity of it all was weighing him down. 

	I couldn’t help but feel guilty. Andrew had tried to contact me and I ignored him. It was an awful feeling, a weight in my stomach. 

	“Andrew?” I said. 

	He looked at me, a vacant expression on his face. 

	“I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “I had no idea that…” I tried to find the right words. 

	“You should have picked up. You should have come home. Maybe there was something that we could have done,” Andrew said accusingly. 

	I was stunned. Andrew was blaming me. “What could I have done?” I countered weakly. “What could you have done? What possible good could we have done together? It was a fire.” 

	Andrew sat up. “I called you fifteen times! I left you fifteen text messages. What, were you so busy lip locking Elyse that you couldn’t get home?” 

	His accusations were like a slap in the face. “How dare you blame me? Did I start the fire? What did you do? What was I supposed to just snap my fingers and extinguish the fire?” I snapped. “You’re being totally irrational.” 

	“Look,” Andrew said. “I know that there was nothing that we could have done about it, but I still believe that you should have been there.” 

	“To do what?” I exploded with sudden anger and jumped to my feet. “To watch the flames spread and wipe away everything?” I was shaking with rage.  For an all too uncomfortable few moments, Andrew and I stared at each other. 

	Andrew said nothing. He was emotionally drained, confused, and didn’t have the energy to put up a fight. “Sorry, man.” He shook his head. “I know that it’s not your fault. It just hurts, you know?”

	“Of course, I know. Don't you think I’m hurting too? Nothing is going to get solved with us lashing out at each other.” I said, trying to control my emotion. I sat down back and lay on my back. 

	My mother was gone. My house and my life were gone. The only thing that I wanted to do was sleep. Maybe when I woke up I would be back in my bed and then this would all be a bad dream. 

	I expected my anxiety to play all sorts of tricks on my mind. But no thoughts crossed my mind as I stared at the ceiling. I was in limbo. 

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	      

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

	Our school was contacted. Andrew and I were excused from classes for two weeks. Like the pain of losing our mother would be magically healed in two weeks. 

	Potential replacement guardians were contacted and funeral arrangements had to be made. 

	I didn’t sleep well. I woke up still emotionally numb. 

	I had no change of clothes. I had to re-wear the clothes I had on for my date with Elyse. I was starting to feel confined and I began to pace. 

	Andrew’s eyes followed me as I walked back and forth. 

	“Andrew, I’m going for a walk.” I declared. 

	“We have to stay here until they can get someone to take us in,” Andrew pointed out. 

	“You stay here,” I said. “I’m going for a walk.” 

	I could tell that Andrew wanted to protest, but he let it go. That was a good thing. I needed a little space. 

	“I’ll be back in ten minutes,” I vowed. 

	The church that they were keeping us in was in a nice neighborhood. It was one of those places where every lawn was neatly trimmed; I passed by suburban ranches, split level houses, and charming colonials. 

	I walked and as I did the bubbles of anxiety popped into my mind. It was as though in addition to having everything snatched away, I was being mocked by life itself. It seemed to say: “Hey look at what you used to have. Look at how happy everyone but you is, with their apple pie life.”

	Even though she was my adopted mother, I still respected and loved Beatrice Weatherbee as though she were my biological mother. She had raised me and Andrew. She was one of the few people whom I really felt comfortable around. Now she was gone. Her loving presence would never again grace my life. I wished I could have said “I love you” to her just once more. 

	And I wasn’t there at the end. I was off enjoying myself. I felt guilty, afraid, and empty all at once. I walked until I reached a park and I sat on a bench. I simply stared absently into space. Life goes on, I told myself. I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Andrew calling. 

	“Hello?” I answered absently. 

	“Hey Troy,” Andrew said. “They found a guardian for us.” 

	“They did?” 

	“Yeah, the Herron’s,” Andrew said. The Herron’s were friends of my mother’s. “They’re coming to move us into their house later on today, but they’re going to get us some new clothes and things like that before they do. So, get back here man.” 

	I went back to the church and waited with Andrew. I made sure to thank the volunteers for their help. Dominic and Carla Herron pulled up twenty minutes after I got back from the park. Dominic was a tall man with a medium build. He had short textured brown hair and brown eyes. He had a long face and if I didn’t know any better I would swear that he was Andrew’s father. Dominic made his living as an accountant and during tax season worked as a tax preparer. 

	Carla Herron had long blonde hair. She worked as a personal trainer. She had a rounded face, blue eyes, and a rather attractive figure. 

	Carla hugged us. “Troy, Andrew, I’m so sorry. Beatrice was such a wonderful woman. I’m sorry for your loss. I know we can’t take her place, but you can have a home with us now.” 

	We gave our thanks and then Mr. and Mrs. Herron drove us to Target to get some clothes. We got some towels and hygiene products and then got some keys made at a small hardware store. 

	The Herron’s lived five blocks away from where my old house was. Their split-level house was nice and spacious, and it smelled good. Mrs. Herron had made dinner: spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad. The food smelled delicious even though I didn’t have much of an appetite. Dominic, Carla, Andrew and I sat around the dinner table. 

	The whole setup was so reminiscent of our dinners with Mom. 

	“I know that you boys have just lost someone who was very special to you. I just wanted to know that my wife and I are here for you if you ever wanted to talk.” Dominic said. “I want you to treat this as if it’s your home.” 

	“It’s going to be an adjustment for you,” Mrs. Herron added softly. “This is a bad time for you and believes us, we know how you feel. Beatrice was a treasured friend of ours. The thing that I want you two to realize is that time is going to heal your wounds. Even bad times come to an end.” 

	Though I didn’t have an appetite, I ate a serving of spaghetti, some bread and some salad as so not to be rude. I appreciated the Herron’s words. 

	After dinner, Elyse called me. Noting that my phone was low on power, I went upstairs and plugged my phone into the new charger that I got today. 

	“Troy, thank God, are you alright?” She asked. “I heard your house burned down.” 

	“I’m fine but my mother is gone,” I said. 

	Elyse gasped. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

	“Thank you,” I said sincerely. 

	“Is there anything I can do?” She asked. 

	“No,” I answered honestly. I was more rational than to be mad at Elyse. It wasn’t her fault that our house burned down. “It hurts that’s all, nobody can help that.”

	“I can’t imagine anything more painful than losing your mother. Where are you staying now?”

	“I’m staying with some friends of my mother’s,” I answered. 

	“And how is Andrew dealing with all this?”

	I sighed. “I really don’t know.” 

	“You haven’t talked to him yet?” She asked surprised. 

	“Look, both of us are just…” I stopped myself. 

	“I know guys don’t share their feelings, but I can guess how you feel,” Elyse said. 

	“You’re sweet Elyse,” I said. “You really are.” 

	For a while neither of us said anything. I think she was expecting me to say more. “Listen Elyse I’m really tired. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

	“Okay,” Elyse said slowly. “Remember if you need to talk, I’m right here.”

	“Thank you,” I said. 

	“Bye.”

	“Bye.” 

	I hung up and I let out a heavy sigh. The healing process would have to begin at some point, but tonight, I just couldn’t muster up the energy to do anything. 

	The Herron’s explained the sleeping arrangements. Andrew and I were going to have to share the guest room until Mr. Herron could convert his library into a bedroom for one of us. I told him that it wouldn’t be necessary because Andrew and I would be willing to share, but he insisted. “You two are our sons now,” he said. “I hardly ever use the library anyway, now that I have a tablet. Maybe you boys will like some of the books.” 

	“Medieval history and science fiction,” said Carla rolling her eyes. 

	“Hey, swords are cool,” Andrew said. 

	Mr. Herron brightened and started to talk but I couldn’t really pay attention. I was wondering if mom had been burned in the fire or if it was the smoke that got her. They hadn’t told us and without a definite answer my anxiety produced some for me, and they weren’t at all pleasant to think about. 

	“Dominic, the boys are tired,” Mrs. Herron said. 

	Dominic looked at us. “Okay, I’ll get out of your hair.” 

	“Try to get some sleep okay?” said Mrs. Herron. 

	“Okay,” I said. 

	“Thanks, you guys,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah, thanks,” I said as Mr. and Mrs. Herron left the room. 

	The guest room was currently furnished with one normal bed and one mattress on top of a box spring. I let Andrew have the bed because honestly, it made no difference to me. It was nice to have a place to stay. I was really grateful to the Herron’s for their hospitality, I intended to thank them later and try to be a good whatever I was-not son-but right now, I was too depressed. I knew that they were decent people, just like Mom. I knew in time that I would come to adjust to my new situation. 

	I didn’t count on what happened next. 

	

	

	 

	

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER SIX

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was two o’ clock in the morning. I was awake after having my nightmare. 

	Dominic and Carla were sound asleep. 

	I went downstairs and sat in front of the computer. The house was dark, save for the light of the screen that I stared into. It gently illuminated the area around me. 

	Absently, I browsed the internet.  Mom wasn’t coming to make me feel better. I couldn’t talk to anyone on Twitter. I went on YouTube. I wanted to find something to make me laugh, maybe a Just Kidding News video or a Team Four Star video. 

	I heard someone on the stairs. I looked and saw Andrew coming down. 

	“Troy?” Andrew said. “Couldn’t sleep huh?” 

	I nodded. 

	“What’s keeping you up, the nightmare or the thought of Mom?” asked Andrew. 

	“Both,” I replied. 

	“It’s crazy,” Andrew said. “Hey man, come on.”

	“Where are we going?” I asked. 

	“We’re going on for a little walk,” Andrew said. “It might help us clear our heads.” I couldn’t argue. I logged off and put on a pair of jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. 

	Andrew and I left the house. We planned on being right back. 

	The streetlights bathed sections of sidewalk with orange light. Only the chirping of crickets penetrated the still darkness. The night air was cool. I walked with my hands shoved into my pockets and my eyes down. 

	Andrew and I walked together side by side. “So?” I asked. 

	“You know that it’s not going to hurt forever,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah, I know,” I said. “It’s just shocking to have everything change on you like that. It’s weird to think that she’s not coming back.”

	“Troy,” Andrew said. “It’s like Carla said, every bad time has to come to an end.”

	“I know that too,” I said looking at the ground. 

	“Come on man,” Andrew prodded. “Don’t stay depressed forever.” 

	I lifted my gaze and looked at Andrew. “It’s been one day, Gimme a break.” 

	“You know, after you left for your date, Mom talked about how you were growing up and how proud she was of you, she got all emotional about it. You know how mothers get about their kids.” 

	I managed a smile. 

	“And that birds and the bees thing was classic,” he added. 

	I laughed despite everything. “Ah, there he is!” Andrew clapped. 

	I didn’t think that I could laugh. “I remember the time when Mom was trying to get you to eat your vegetables and you wouldn’t do it, so the two of you sat at the table for a really long time trying to wait for each other out until you dozed off and fell face first into your plate,” I said with a snicker. 

	Andrew laughed at his own expense. 

	“You know she took a picture of that,” I said barely suppressing a laugh. “You were asleep with little bits of corn and carrot stuck to your face.” 

	“We’re going to be alright,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah,” I agreed. “I mean it’s heartbreaking that Mom is gone, but she wouldn’t want us to break down over this.” 

	Andrew nodded his agreement. “Still, I could go for a little misery drowning. Let’s hit the CVS.” The CVS Pharmacy was open twenty-four hours, so we went there to get some snacks. I wasn’t hungry, but maybe I could get some juice or soda to drink later.  

	Andrew and I bought some snacks and we kept walking. We came to a McDonald’s parking and cut through. Once, a long time ago, this was Kohl’s next door to a Pick N Save. The McDonald’s shared a parking lot with the two, but the Kohl’s has since shut down and the Pick N Save moved leaving their side of the lot empty. 

	A Nissan came tearing into the lot and cut in front of Andrew and me, not more than ten feet away. The car came to a screeching halt and Andrew and I glanced at each other wondering who was driving like this. The driver side and passenger side door opened and two men stepped out not bothering to close their doors or cut off the engine. 

	The man who got out from the passenger door looked like he was a college aged burnout. He wore raggedy jeans and a black vest over a red shirt. His hair was wild and unkempt and he kept his gaze squarely on me. 

	The driver was an older man with deep lines around his mouth and sunken eyes. He wore a dirty white T-shirt with tiny holes adorning it and paint-spattered jeans. 

	The driver walked around until he was standing next to his passenger. 

	Immediately I became alarmed. The danger sense in my mind was going off. From the cold way that these guys looked at us to the way they walked, it was obvious that they were looking for trouble. 

	Are these guys going to rob us? I wondered. 

	Mom had placed Andrew and me in martial arts when we were younger. As teens, we had fallen out of the habit but I was reasonably sure that Andrew and I could take these losers. 

	I was on a hair trigger, ready to go. I glanced over at Andrew I could tell he was ready to fight if needed. 

	 

	“Troy Haden,” said the driver. “Come with us.”

	Andrew and I glanced at each other; now we were both alerts. 

	“Now this is weird,” Andrew said moving closer to me. 

	“They must be on drugs or something.” I surmised. 

	“Then how do they know you?” Andrew questioned. “And why would they come after you?”

	“Who are you?” I demanded.

	The bizarre duo was silent. I was disturbed. I waited for the tension to either deflate or for this to turn into a fight. 

	Could we walk away? I wanted to think that we could, but part of me knew that these guys weren’t going to let us. 

	I waited for them to make a move, for this to turn into a fight. 

	“We should get out of here,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah,” I agreed. 

	While I knew that it was the smart thing to do to get out of here, I didn’t know how to back off without these two coming after me. 

	“Troy Haden, come with us,” The passenger said, more sternly than the driver had. “You won’t be asked again.” 

	I balled my fists, I brought my front hand up to protect my head, my backhand protecting my stomach, and I lowered my stance. 

	Andrew had been thinking what I was. 

	 

	I would take the passenger. Andrew would take the driver. 

	They attacked. 

	Both of them came after me! They closed in with shocking speed. 

	The passenger reached for me. I jumped back out of range of his reach, but just barely fast enough.

	I had an opening! I swung my fist and caught the passenger in the face. 

	I expected to knock him over, I expected some sort of yield, but no, my attacker did not slow down. My hand hurt unexpectedly as if I’d just punched concrete. I fell back and I was pinned by an unnaturally strong arm. 

	Everything was moving too fast. 

	Andrew leapt over to help. He grabbed the passenger and tried to pull him back. 

	The passenger turned and swung an arm. The blow caught Andrew in the side of the head and knocked him over. 

	My head was spinning. I tried to regain my composure, tried to remember my training, but my mind was racing. 

	Andrew was on the ground. He was groaning and bleeding from a wound to his head. The blood trickled down his face and split into two trails on either side of his nose. 

	My adrenaline kicked in and I struck. My punch caught the passenger squarely in the nose. I kicked at his stomach. I kicked and punched again and again. But none of my blows had any effect. 

	 

	My attacker gripped my neck. I was lifted up off the ground. My mind swam and blackness closed in. I was desperate for help. But no one was coming. 

	Why were these guys targeting Andrew and me? What were they going to do with us? Why? My mind trailed off. The question was lost in the fog that consumed me. 

	It became harder to breathe. The blood rushed to my head. My legs dangled. 

	Then, a sudden flash of green, I fell from his grip. I couldn’t even feel myself hit the ground. Everything was a haze. 

	My attacker fell in front of me. Another flash of green and I saw Andrew’s attacker fall. 

	I saw a pair of feet coming towards me. Then I blacked out. 
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	I came to. 

	My body felt numb and heavy. It was very hard to move. I was tired and it felt as though a heavy weight was pressed on my entire body. As I became more and more aware I realized that I was lying on my back on a table. 

	Where was I? Where was Andrew? 

	Wherever I was, it was dark. They only came from a lamp on my left. I looked around. Andrew was lying on a table to my right. He was unconscious. 

	I tried to call out to him. “An…drew…” My words came out after great effort and only very slowly. 

	“You’re awake,” came a woman’s voice. “It seems like I got to you just in time.” The woman walked into view, slender and olive skinned with an oval head. Her black hair was pulled straight back and streaked with blue. Her eyes were green. She wore tight black pants and a black sweater. 

	“Who…….are…….” I started. 

	“Save your strength, Troy,” she said. “I’ll explain everything.”

	How does she know my name? I wondered. Was she a friend or an enemy? I willed myself to move. I was desperate to move but my body wouldn’t respond. 

	“My name is Katherine Prescott,” she explained. “I was a friend of your mother’s. I have very little time. So, it’s imperative that you listen.” As she talked she was holding a syringe up to her eyes as if to check that whatever was inside had been properly measured. 

	I commanded my body to move, I tried to push myself up but my body replied with tiny insignificant movements, the merest twitch of the finger or a curl of a toe.

	“Sorry, I injected you and your friend with a paralyzing agent,” Katherine explained. I was confused and outraged and scared, though I was unable to express any of it. “Forgive me,” she apologized again, “but I had to be sure that you would listen. I have to act fast, as your life and well-being and the safety of everyone that you care about is at stake.” 

	“What?” I managed to ask. 

	Katherine did not deign to respond. Instead, she walked up to the side of my table and turned my numb arm over. She tied a band around my arm until a vein appeared. She stuck the syringe into my arm and pushed down the plunger. 

	What was she doing? “Hey…..no…..” I cried weakly. 

	Katherine had finished injecting me with the substance. “I know that it’s hard to trust me in these circumstances…” she said. I noticed that she seemed stressed. “But you’ve seen that they’re serious about getting to you.” 

	I felt a strange calm. There was the expectation of stress but not the actual feeling; still, my mind was going a mile a minute. 

	“As I stated before I was a friend of your mother's.” Katherine said. “I greatly admired her. She was a very kind-hearted person.” She looked at me as though she was expecting a reply. 

	I had several, but I was still unable to move or say very much and was completely at her mercy. 

	“I see that Beatrice didn’t tell you anything. I suppose that she wanted to protect you from the truth.” Katherine filled another syringe and stuck me with it. “There, now try moving.” 

	After a while, I got a little more feeling back. I was able to sit up and face her. I couldn’t manage much more than that but, I was able to speak normally. “What’s this about?”

	“Those guys who attacked you wanted to get to you specifically Troy,” Katherine said. “There’s something very special about you.” 

	I thought back to how the burnout and the old man demanded that I go with them. My breathing became shallow and slow. It was like breathing through a narrow straw. 

	“To understand you must know your mother’s history. I have to take you back about twelve years. Your mother and I formerly belonged to an organization called Tovlin.” Katherine said. “We were scientists. You can say that we stood on the cutting edge of quantum physics, and bioengineering.”

	I believed her when she said she was a scientist. Now that I got a better look at the room, I could see that it was an unadorned room with a low ceiling and dim lights. There were tables all along the wall covered with beakers and various liquids. There was a white board with calculations that looked like they belonged in a college class. 

	“If the guys after me are interested in solving math problems, then they are definitely barking up the wrong tree,” I said tiredly. 

	Katherine ignored my attempt at a joke and continued. “Troy, you are very special.” 

	“I recall Sesame Street telling me the same thing when I was five,” I muttered. 

	“I guess there’s no easy way to tell you this, so I’ll be blunt,” Katherine said. “But you were a test subject in the Tovlin experiments.” 

	That stopped me. “Run that by me again.” 

	“Tovlin was an underground group,” Katherine explained. “What you need to know is that we aimed at splicing and altering the DNA of young humans to imbue them with incredible power. We pushed the boundaries of science. It was the dark places that breaking those boundaries took us to that lead Beatrice, me and a few others to rebel and attempt an insurrection that would cripple them.” 

	“Huh?” I asked, confused. 

	“Beatrice was not what she seemed, as I am not what I seem to be at first,” Katherine said. “This is a clone body. Beatrice had a clone body too.”  

	Clones? I asked skeptically. “This has to be either a bad dream or a bad joke.” 

	“There is no joke here, Troy,” Katherine replied. “I don’t have time for skepticism.” 

	“I don’t have time to be held, hostage.” I shot back acting more bravely than I felt. 

	Katherine glared at me. For a while she said nothing. She began to pace. 

	It was unnerving to be at the mercy of someone like this. I looked over at Andrew. He had his eyes open. The cut on his head was bandaged. 

	I looked back at the woman who called herself Katherine. My bizarre captor who claimed that my mother was a clone: A woman who claimed to be a clone herself, who claimed that I was a test subject of some sort.  I could see the wheels turning in her head. 

	She was crazy, I concluded. Maybe I could manipulate this psycho and negotiate me and Andrew’s way out of this nightmare. “Listen, if you let my brother and I go, we’ll go straight back home. Our foster parents don’t even know that we’re gone. We could go to bed and no one would ever have to know about this. I promise that we won’t say a word to the police or anyone.” It was the only tactic that I had. 

	Katherine snapped her fingers in an “a-ha” moment. “I know how I will prove it to you.” 

	My heart beat hard in my chest. How?

	“You,” Katherine said. “You, Troy, shall be my proof.” 
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	Katherine turned and grabbed two more syringes off of her table. 

	I could do nothing as she jammed the syringe into my neck. I jerked involuntarily as she emptied the plunger into my neck. “What are you doing?” I cried. 

	“That was the formula to unseal your powers,” Katherine explained. “Now,” she held up another syringe. “I’ll follow that up with a shot of adrenaline.” Another syringe’s worth of liquid was emptied into my veins. My heart pounded furiously, and my mind raced. Andrew looked helplessly at me. 

	I began to feel very warm internally. A spike of sharp pain shot up my spine. I began to cough a hacking dry cough until my throat was dry and raspy. I coughed until my lungs and my sides ached. I was sweating profusely and I thought that I was going to vomit. My muscles stung and I was vaguely aware of Katherine’s voice. 

	“You shall serve as the proof,” Katherine said. “It will be an unpleasant process, to say the least, but your powers are now being unsealed.” 

	My body began to spasm violently and beyond my control. I fell off the table. The pain of hitting the ground was nothing compared to the awful, paralyzing pain that shot throughout my being now. “Don’t try to fight it,” Katherine urged. “Soon you’ll see. You’re about to become more powerful than you can imagine.”

	I didn’t feel powerful. I felt the opposite. I felt like I was dying. I was in immense pain and my vision began to grow hazy. I seemed to drift away and I could see white swirling around me. It was cloudy at first and then thicker and thicker until it crowded out everything in a veil of pure white light. 

	My pain receded. 

	No pain and the pure white light. Was I dead? 

	“Troy….Troy…” 

	I could see someone in the distance. It was a woman. 

	“Troy…” The call came again.

	“Mom,” I wondered. 

	I blinked. The whiteness was fading away. As it did, the feeling returned to my body. I no longer felt any pain. In fact, I felt good. I realized that I was on the ground and I got to my feet. 

	I wondered if Katherine had given me another injection just in time to pull me from the brink of death. 

	Looking over I realized that Andrew was sitting up. His face was awash with amazement. His eyes were wide and his mouth gaped. “I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” he said slowly. 

	Katherine stood beside him. She was staring too. She nodded slightly. “Now Troy, see what I was talking about,” Katherine said. She gestured towards a mirror, inviting me to take a look. “This is what they did to you.”

	I walked over to where Katherine gestured and looked into an oval mirror that was hanging on the wall. The face that stared at me was no longer my own. 

	My skin was jet black. My face was featureless, save for my eyes which were white and glowing. My hair turned long and silky. It was white and silver and reached the middle of my back. I stepped back and looked down at my clothes. 

	My clothes had changed as well. My top was a white keikogi that had a grey flame pattern around the torso and around the forearms. A black band ran through the flame patterns on the forearms. My pants were a grey hakama with a black stripe that went up the middle of the legs. The bottoms of my hakama up to the shins had a white flame pattern. There was a black sash around my waist. 

	I stepped back shocked beyond words. It was surreal. How was this possible? Fear welled up within me.

	“Troy, we don’t have much time, you need to know everything.” Katherine stepped forward. 

	I don’t know what happened. I just lost my mind. I knocked Katherine back into the wall.  I grabbed Andrew and bolted from the basement, up to a flight of stairs, and dragged him out the door.

	“Troy!” I heard someone call me. I didn’t care; I gave in to the rising panic. I just ran and ran dragging Andrew along half running/half stumbling after me. I wanted to get away from my mother’s death, being attacked and abducted, and now, this maybe it was all a nightmare. Reality could not be this twisted. 

	“Troy! Troy! Stop,” I heard the words several seconds before I realized Andrew was shouting at me. 

	When I came to a stop, I was in a construction site for a housing project. There were rows of half-finished houses all around me. The siding had not been added yet and the windows had not been installed. The sidewalks had been paved but none of the landscaping had been put in yet. Rocks and dirt were piled on either side of the walkway. I stopped in the center of the development. 

	I wasn’t physically tired. Mentally, I was overwhelmed. But here, in the dead of night and in this empty place, I could weigh the vexing problem that is my life. 

	I started to calm down. “I’m good; I just need a moment to think.” 

	“So what do we do now?” Andrew asked. 

	I thought. We could just go back to the Herron’s. Then what? I had seen that I was a target. Plus, I didn’t look like myself; the Herron’s wouldn’t know me. The only thing that made sense to do was go back to Katherine. She would have answers. 

	That’s it; I needed to cope and to stay in control. I would get answers and deal with everything as it came. 

	I began to head back out from the rows of unfinished houses. As I walked I noticed lights on the ground and heard the slow crunching of tires going over gravel. I turned and the headlights washed over me. Instinctively, I raised my hand to shield my eyes, but my eyes had already adjusted to the sudden change. 

	I was a few feet away from a van that had pulled up into the housing development. From behind me, I could hear the gravel being crunched underneath the wheels of a car. There was another set of headlights. I was between two cars. There were two sets of headlights on me and Andrew as if we were on stage. 

	I felt a chill go down my spine as I recognized one of the cars. It was the Nissan. The two men stepped out the old man with the sunken eyes and the ragged, and the younger burnout with the unkempt hair that accompanied him. Both of whom were deceptively strong. They kept an unwavering gaze on me as they began to close in. I tried to force myself not to be tense. 

	Behind me was a van, three more men were behind me. They were no doubt working with the men in the Nissan. 

	I felt an awful dread in the pit of my stomach. My anxiety was going haywire, throwing distracting thoughts and feelings at me. I was stupid for running, stupid and cowardly. I always did the wrong thing. Now that bit of panic was coming back to bite me. I’d put Andrew and myself in danger. 

	I couldn’t hope to outfight them all. Not when the old man and the burnout could take me by themselves. I should have stayed in the house. I should never have taken that walk with Andrew. What were these guys going to do with me? What was it that Katherine was going to tell me? Oh God, I was going to be killed by my mistakes. The feeling made me sick. 

	As the old man and the burnout advanced on me, I took a step back. I looked behind me and saw the three new guys advancing on me too. I’ve heard stories of how people who had near-death experiences, tried to make peace with themselves. As I saw no way out from this, I tried to do the same.  
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	They had us surrounded. They all looked at each other as though sharing some unspoken understanding. 

	“Who are you guys?” I demanded. “Why are you after me? I know that you’re a part of a group called Tovlin.” 

	It was the Nissan driver, the seemingly old man who spoke, but he did not answer my question. “Come with us, Troy Haden.” The Nissan driver said. “If you do not, we shall lessen our measures of restraint.” 

	The thought of giving in made me sick. I dreaded the coldness I felt from this pack of men. I dreaded not knowing what they wanted from me. What were they going to do to me? I should have listened to Katherine. I was overwhelmed and now it was going to cost me my life. My anxiety turned my thoughts into a swirling cluster of useless energy. 

	I was frozen. My assailants watched me intensely. Andrew was similarly frozen. 

	“Surrender now.” The Nissan driver’s booming command cut through my thoughts. “Revert back to your true form and lay face down on the ground so that we may take you into custody.”  

	I looked at my hands, my jet-black hands. A plan had formed in my mind but it was fragile. I swallowed my anxiety. 

	That’s right, I was still transformed. Then I had another thought, a wild, desperate one. Was that the reason these guys were not attacked because I was transformed? Was it possible this transformation somehow tipped the odds in my favor? Katherine said that I had some sort of power.

	I began to calculate what this meant to me. It was my one possible out and it helped to keep the anxious thoughts from overtaking me. I didn’t have to give up hope; there was still a chance for me to escape. I just had to time everything right…

	“Trust me, Andrew. Just follow my lead.” I whispered. Andrew nodded. 

	“I’ll go with you,” I said. “Just let Andrew go first. I’m your target there’s no need to attack him.” 

	Andrew looked at me, puzzled. 

	“Trust me, I’ll be right behind you,” I said. 

	The men looked at each other. 

	“Very well,” the men agreed. “That one may go.”

	Andrew was stubborn. I pushed him. “Go on. Just trust me.” Andrew left the circle and the construction site.

	“We’ve granted your friend safe passage.” one of the men said. “Now, you will give in.” 

	Slowly I dropped to one knee. I placed my hands behind my head. “I am surrendering,” I announced loudly. I placed my other knee on the ground. 

	“Revert back to your true form.” the van driver said from behind me. 

	“I’m not sure how to do that,” I said. 

	The men looked at each other. They were satisfied that I was not going to run. 

	The Nissan’s passenger walked towards me. 

	That’s right, I thought, just a little closer. 

	He walked until he was right upon me. The passenger reached for my wrist. 

	In a flash, I grabbed his wrist tightly, swung my other arm and caught him right on the ankles. The blow swept him off his feet. He hit the ground with a thud. I leapt up and used his body as a springboard to give myself a running head start. I ran towards the spot that the passenger had been standing before he went to grab me. 

	I ran as fast as I could. The driver moved to cut me off. I faked to my left, the driver lunged and I made a running back style jump cut to my right. That little maneuver worked like a charm. 

	I pumped my legs, seeing the street ahead of me. I had zero interest in looking back. 

	Then I felt a sudden, sharp and intense pain squarely in the middle of my back. The pain caused me to stagger and fall. It caught me off guard. 

	I looked back. My mind was racing again. The men hadn’t given chase, but one of the men had his arm raised. Had he shot me? My back burned with the pain. 

	I pushed myself up off the ground. I groaned with the effort. I couldn’t see a gun. What had he shot me with? 

	Their skin started to flicker like an analog TV with bad reception. The five men disappeared leaving in their place something that I couldn’t believe. 

	Androids! They had oval heads with two small eyes that looked like glass. Their torso was a burgundy red and armored like knights of old. Their right arms ended in hands edged with small saw blades, light blue and glowing. The left arms had lasers on their wrists. 

	Five androids! Of course, that’s why Andrew and I couldn’t beat those guys! That’s why my punches had no effect. They were androids the whole time. 

	The android that had fired on me had smoke sizzling from the laser on its wrist. Two others had exploded into motion! They were coming at me, saws screaming, laser barrels growing. 

	Lasers were fired. Tsseewww! Tsseewww!

	I leapt to the side to avoid the shots. The ground where I had been seconds before burned and sizzled. 

	The two androids closed on me. One of them swung its saw at me. I ducked under the blade. I leapt back. The other android was a fast flash of movement-it had circled around to my left trying to outflank me. 

	It drove its saw at me, aiming to plunge the rapid spinning blade to cut into my torso. I fell onto my back. The pain of my burn was newly agitated; it was like falling on glass. “Aaaahhhh!” 

	I caught the arm just behind the saw. The blade was spinning inches from my face. The other android was leveling his laser at me. The laser barrel glowed red. The android fired. 

	I swept the android’s feet from it. I turned my body and rolled out from underneath its grip. This all happened in a second. 

	Then there was an explosion that blinded me and knocked me back. I hit the ground. It took me a moment to realize what happened. The droid’s head rolled over and came to a stop right in front of me. 

	Four androids remained one of them killed by friendly fire. The four aimed their wrist lasers at me and fired in unison. Tssseeeewwwww! The air burned with four streams of laser fire. 

	I ran, remembering the hot pain in my back. Thinking quickly, I plowed into the door of an unfinished house, knocking the door off of its hinges. But I was safe inside. 

	No, I wasn’t safe, I reminded myself. I needed a way out. The inside of the house smelled strongly of sawdust and paint. There was a stairwell that led to an upstairs ahead of me. The kitchen was to my right and the living room to my left. Outlets had yet to have their face put on and the wooden banister needed to have a finish applied. 

	I went to my right into the kitchen. I hoped that maybe there was a side door I could slip out of. Slowly, I looked around. The kitchen had an unfinished island counter, with cabinets all around save for the spaces that were set aside for a stove, a refrigerator, and a dishwasher. 

	I heard footsteps coming in the front door. It was the androids, the buzzing of their deadly plasma saws slowed to a whir. They were looking for me, working together in their eerie silence. 

	I tried not to make a noise. Then eureka! I saw it, a side door! The footsteps had receded. Still, I wanted to be careful not make a sound.

	Inching along in the darkness step by patient step I made my way to the door. Then I heard the footsteps getting louder and closer. With each closing step, my heart pounded faster. I consciously pushed my composure against the tide of panic. However, there was no time to plan. I was fast. My plan now was to open the door and run back to Katherine. 

	I could hear the steps and the whirring of the saws right outside the kitchen. 

	Forget stealth. I threw the door open and ran outside. My heightened reflexes were the only thing that saved me from what happened after that. 

	I opened the door and I dodged, hugging the door frame. “WHOA!”  I yelped. The twin laser beams narrowly missed my head. I stumbled back in the house. 

	A neat hole burned through a cabinet door. Smoke slithered through the air. To make matters worse, two of the androids were in the kitchen. They were going around either side of the island counter. Both of them had their lasers trained on me and their saws sped up, buzzing loudly. 

	There was no way out but over. I turned quickly, and ripped two cabinet doors off their hinges and threw one at each of the androids. They fired a quick shot and the doors exploded in midair. 

	I used the diversion to make my escape. I jumped on top of the island and dove for a window followed by scorching hot laser fire. Like a gymnast, I tumbled gracefully to the ground. Two of the androids raced around the house and began firing their lasers at me. The ground exploded at my feet. Rocks and dirt were sent flying into the air. Reflexively, I threw my arm up to shield my eyes. I turned to run, but by this time the androids came out of the house and blocked my escape route.

	The laser fire stopped and I was being rushed from either side by the androids who had their saws spinning and screaming to slice into me. I looked quickly, tentatively to my left, then anxiously to my right. 

	The two closed in a flash.  Their attacks were so fast. They sliced at me and the glow from their blades left a trail of light in the air for a moment after every swing. They sliced and swung and I constantly had to jump and duck and watch out for the next attack. I was frustrated being restricted to mere defense.  I could barely dodge. A swing of the saw narrowly missed my head and I glanced at a few strands of my silver hair fell to the ground. I jumped back and turned. 

	“Aaaaaaahhhhh!!” I screamed in agony. I stumbled back and brought my hand to my chest. Then I looked down to the wound, mortified. Blood had seeped into my keikogi. It was seeping through my fingers and dripping to the ground. A gash had been cut into my chest. My hand trembled as I struggled to comprehend the horror of my blood, my blood leaving my body. 

	The saw-wielding android drew its arm back for another strike. For a moment, things seemed to go in slow motion, and then I kicked into another gear. 

	In a flash, in a desperate moment fueled by nothing but rage and adrenaline, I was able to seize the arm of the android before the saw could spill more of my blood. I grabbed it by its mechanical elbow. I pulled it as hard as I could, aim the blade at the neck of the other droid. 

	The deadly blade sliced and tore into the droid, cutting into wires, sending sparks flying. The droid jerked and twitched wildly as the blade cut into it. Finally, it stopped moving and it sagged being held up by its fellow droid. 

	Two down. I was breathing heavily. The android let its destroyed partner fall to the ground. 

	Three androids remained. Two on one side one on the other. 

	I had to restrain my excitement at taking down one of the androids because A: Three androids were still fully functional, and B: I was fading. 

	I knew that if I didn’t win or escape now, I wasn’t going to.

	Out of the five androids, I had beaten one. Another was accidentally killed by a shot meant for me. I didn’t like my odds. Basically, they were the poachers, and I was an exhausted, crazed animal on its last legs. There was no realistic way that I was going to win. 

	I ran away from the two androids. One of them was in my path. It plunged its’ saw at me. I ducked and slid underneath the attack. I staggered to my feet, feeling weaker than I expected. 

	As I ran, I tried to block out the pain, tried to keep the fatigue from affecting my mind. 

	I had to find my way back to the street with the murderous androids on my tail. 

	I ran through the unfinished houses. I breathed hard, pushing my body to the limits. I stopped in front of a house. The ground seemed to spin. My heart was going at a machine guns pace. I was confused and losing blood. Where do I go? 

	I entered into another house. I staggered up the stairs and hid in a closet. It was vain to believe that they would not find me here. I just need a moment of rest. Still, I hoped. Maybe I had lost them. Maybe they would think that I had escaped and they would give up in their pursuit of me. 

	My back still ached from the burn. The wound from my chest was bleeding although not as much. I was weak and tired. I leaned against the wall. Minutes passed. Maybe, just maybe, they had moved on. After a little while longer I relaxed a little. The closet had the same sawdust smell as the rest of the house. No there was something different. Something in the smell that I could not quite put my finger on 

	Actually, it was getting hot…

	I gasped and scrambled from the closet as fast as I could. Thick black smoke had risen to the ceiling of the bedroom. 

	I threw open the door but was blocked by a wall of flames. I staggered back and choked on the smoke. The air was sweltering and wavy. 

	The cut and the burn caused me pain, but inhaling the smoke seemed to do more. It made my very muscles sting. My body ached. With my last bit of strength, I leapt out of the window. For a moment, the fresh air brought relief. The ground rushed up at me and I blacked out for a moment. 

	I came to and rolled over to my back. I saw the house engulfed in flames. Several other houses were burning too. I understood. They had been burning the unfinished homes one by one hoping to flush me out. Now they had me beat. 

	The three androids surrounded me. “It’s over.” 

	From nowhere there came a bright flash of light. One of the androids fell. Two more quick flashes and the other two dropped. 

	Moments later, Katherine was standing over me. She was holding a strange-looking rifle-like weapon. “Are you ready to listen to me now?”
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	Katherine took us back to her place. It was an unimpressive, small one-story house. It would not have stood out to anyone. According to Katherine, this was a good thing for our purposes. I sat on the table in Katherine’s basement. 

	She instructed me on how to transform back into my normal self. I did so and she treated my injuries. Luckily when I transformed back, the extent of my burn and my cut were lessened. 

	Andrew was quiet as he watched. We weren’t about to try running again. It had been a hasty and foolish thing to do. “I’m sorry that I freaked out,” I said. 

	“You cost me a lot of time.” Katherine searched what I supposed was her medical cabinet. 

	“Sorry,” I said meekly. 

	“Well at least…” Katherine rubbed a salve onto my back. “You now know that this is real.” 

	“So, start from the beginning.” I requested. “Who are you? What am I? And why were those robots after me?” 

	Katherine paused. “I’ll indeed start from the beginning.”  

	“That’s usually the best place to start.” Andrew chimed in sarcastically. 

	“There are several races out in the universe. Since I am on a time constraint, the two relevant ones are the Aanbi-Sali and the Vildealos. They’re embroiled in an ongoing war on my home planet, which is…well, let’s just say it’s very far away. It’s an incredibly bloody conflict with neither side willing to negotiate or surrender. It’s just senseless bloodshed and has been for decades. Some time ago, a group of us formed Tovlin in an area far from the conflict. Tovlin originated as a peace movement, a refuge where the Vildealos and Aanbi-Sali could leave in harmony together. The idea was for refugees no matter if they were Aanbi-Sali or Vildealo to come and pursue a peaceful life. We were going to be the shining example of interracial harmony.” Katherine paused looked at the ground and sighed. “Tovlin’s peaceful roots were eventually forgotten as the war raged closer and closer to us. It was decided that we would be the ones to end the war. If we couldn’t do it with our ideals, then we would do it by force. That’s where you come in.” 

	“What do you mean?” I asked. 

	“You see, Tovlin would not have survived if we had stayed. We had to come to some place where no one would gain from antagonizing us.” Katherine explained. “Earth was perfect. No Vildealo, no Aanbi-Sali cared about Earth. Humans think this planet is special, but there are many planets with as many resources, closer by. This one is out of the way and somewhat backward technologically. We thought we could come here and just do what we needed to do to accomplish our goals. That involved study. After we learned enough about Earth, we were ready to begin. We took twenty orphaned children…” She gestured at me when she said the word orphaned. “And through our science, we granted them incredible power.” 

	“You were the ones to do this to me?” I asked. 

	“Not me personally,” Katherine said. “No, the person most responsible for altering you was Mibweet.” 

	Who? I asked. 

	“Mibweet is the person that you know as Beatrice Weatherbee,” Katherine said looking me in the eyes.

	“You mean Mom?” Andrew said disbelievingly. 

	The wheels were turning in my head. I was not sure to handle this revolution. Aanbi-Sali, Vildealo, Tovlin, and Mom. “So, Mom was…an alien?” I asked slowly. My thoughts were that this was absurd, ridiculous, unbelievable, but I had seen the evidence. “And you’re an alien too?” 

	“Yes. I began life as a Vildealo just as your mother did before cloning herself a human body.” Katherine answered. 

	“Let me get this straight,” Andrew cut in. He walked over with his hands open. Then he dropped his hands to his side. “You are a part of an alien peace organization that came to earth and gave orphans superpowers, then later became human by cloning a human body. Is that right?” 

	“Yes, but there’s more than you need to know,” Katherine said. “About twelve years ago, your mother and a handful of us betrayed Tovlin. We sabotaged their operation and liberated all the children who were subjected to those terrible experiments. Using our cloning technology, we were able to craft bodies for ourselves. Of course, it was a simple matter to hack human computers and craft actual identities for ourselves. We gave you all homes. In your case Troy, Mibweet adopted you herself. While we couldn’t undo what we did, we were able to suppress your powers.” 

	I took in the story. It was a lot to take in and it weighed on me. Mom an alien? Aliens using Earth as a tool? It sounded like a bad joke. But I couldn’t afford to think of Katherine as crazy anymore. 

	“So those guys who came after us tonight?” Andrew began. 

	“Were androids,” Katherine supplied. “I’m not sure how Tovlin survived all this time or why they decided to come after you now. For all this time, we have been so careful.” 

	I snapped out of my thoughts. I needed to be engaged in the present. I could figure out my emotions and ask a million questions later. “How did they find me?” I asked. 

	“Your powers actually come from nanites in your blood,” Katherine explained. “The androids must have been scanning for those.”

	“What are my powers? And how do they work?” I asked, taking the reins of questioning from Andrew. 

	“Each of the Tovlin kids is a marvel of quantum physics and bioengineering,” Katherine said. “To understand the ‘how’ of it would require you to understand all this….” She waved a hand over her bookshelf and chalkboard, “and so much more.” 

	“Okay. Whatever,” I said. “What can I do?” 

	“Troy in your transformed state you are about ten times stronger than usual, you have the ability to discharge lightning, you are able to fly, you can emit shockwaves, bind to shadows, and conjure weapons with your mind,” Katherine explained. “Even your clothes serve a purpose. The Keikogi and hakama help you to breathe.” 

	“What?” I asked. 

	“Normally a human being has about a two percent capacity to breathe through their skin. When you transform that capacity it increases to thirty percent. Your costume acts as a magnet for the toxins that you absorb. You’ll notice that in areas where toxins abound you’ll weaken, so be careful when you use your powers,” Katherine warned. 

	For a moment, I was giddy though I didn’t show it. No wonder those androids came at me with such force. If I had known that I probably would have beaten all five with no help from Katherine. 

	“Do you mean to tell me that Troy is the most powerful thing most powerful thing walking the face of the Earth right now?” Andrew questioned. 

	“I can kick butt on Superman,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. 

	“Superman would kick butt on you,” Andrew grinned. 

	“Actually,” Katherine said, completely serious. “Troy is not the strongest. There are several Tovlin kids stronger than he is. You were designed for missions that required stealth and delicacy. One can’t always blow up a control room.” 

	“To think that there are twenty other kids like Troy out there,” Andrew marveled. 

	“Actually, each of the Tovlin kids was uniquely designed,” Katherine corrected. She shook her head and sighed. “In the old days, I would have been thrilled to see our work up close, but now…” 

	“So, if Mom altered me, does that mean that Andrew was part of the experiments too?” I asked. 

	“No, Andrew was not part of the experiments. Beatrice formally adopted Andrew shortly after she adopted you.” Katherine explained. 

	I glanced at Andrew, who looked awe-struck by everything that he was hearing. I wondered why Mom had adopted him. 

	“Why clone human bodies at all?” Andrew asked. “Why not just leave the kids with normal human families.” 

	“Beatrice helped the small handful of us to see the error of our ways. The experiments were our ultimate mistake. When you make a mistake that big, there should be no effort that you spare to atone for it. For us it was personal, for Beatrice, I think it was more so.” 

	I watched Katherine put on her jacket and grab her car keys. “I need the two of you to stay put.” 

	“Stay put?” I objected. “Where are you going? What if those androids come after me again?”

	“I took measures to cloak your presence from Tovlin. As long as you don’t leave this house you’ll be safe. In the meantime, you can make yourselves at home. I have food upstairs,” Katherine said. 

	“I still don’t know how to use my powers,” I pointed out. 

	“It’s a simple matter of concentration and will,” Katherine said. “You lost because you weren’t aware of what you could have done. Now that you know, I recommend you practice.”

	“And you will be where in the meantime?” Andrew asked. 

	“I’ll be back as soon as possible,” Katherine said. “I need to make sure that Tovlin isn’t moving against the other altered kids.” 

	With that, she went up the stairs. I could hear the keys jingle and the steps creak. The door opened and then closed. 

	That left Andrew and I alone again.
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	My mind was weary but I could have no rest. I walked the perimeter of the basement. From a table full of beakers, I picked up a random beaker with a dull green liquid inside of it. I futilely tried to make sense out of the advanced calculations she had on the board. 

	“Man, I’m hungry. Does she have something to eat at least?” Andrew said. “She wants us to stay put, but she didn’t say to starve.”

	Andrew was right about that. I shrugged and started pacing. Andrew headed up the staircase. 

	“Whoa, man, what are you doing?” 

	“I’m going to check out the upstairs, see if this woman doesn’t have anything to eat,” Andrew explained. 

	I resumed pacing.

	My anxiety would play tricks on my mind if I started thinking too much. Waiting was no better. I was helpless again. I wondered if Andrew and I would get back to the Herron’s house if we would be able to resume a normal life. Something made me doubt it. 

	Luckily, Katherine had a stack of blank papers. I took a sheet and a nearby pen. On the top of the paper, I wrote: Thoughts that matter. 

	It was something I picked up from mom. This way I could look at my situation in a more logical light while keeping my irrational anxious thoughts off of the paper. Where to start?

	Mom, I wrote. I tapped the pen on the paper not sure what to write next. My anxious thoughts seeped in. An alien, a clone, a fake… I wrote. What happened to my real parents? 

	“But she loved me and raised me,” I said aloud to counter my anxiety. I wrote that down. She defied Tovlin. 

	Tovlin was the next thing that I wrote down. I know they’re after me but what do they want from me?

	Andrew came back downstairs. “Did you find anything to eat?” I asked. 

	“Not really,” Andrew replied. “Not, you know, what I’d call food.” 

	“I just can’t figure this out,” I muttered. 

	“Figure what out?” Andrew asked. He came over to me and looked over my shoulder. Normally I would have been irked by him butting into my private thoughts. In this instance, I was glad I had him to bounce ideas off of. 

	“I’m trying to make sense of this whole situation,” I said. “I mean what does Tovlin want with me?”

	“I don’t know, man,” Andrew said. 

	Then I had an idea. “You know what? I think that I’ll do what Katherine said. I’m going to practice using my powers. There’s nothing else to do. I might as well test this out.” 

	Andrew stepped back. 

	I let out a deep breath. “Okay.” I clapped my hands. “One for the money, two for the show, three to get ready, and four to go.” I expected it to be easy. But there was no change. 

	Andrew looked at me expectantly. “Well?” 

	I looked at my hands; they were still the same. 

	“She said to focus,” Andrew reminded me. 

	I stood still. I breathed deeply and closed my eyes. I concentrated. Soon I began to feel very warm internally. I noticed that I was sweating. I opened my eyes and witnessed the swirl of white flames at my feet, around my torso, and enveloping my arms all the way to my hands. Then, I could see nothing but the contained swirling of white flames around me. I could feel an electric tingling all throughout my body. 

	For a few moments, the white flames and the surging of the electric feeling were all-consuming. 

	Finally, the flames broke into small embers and then those embers disappeared. 

	I looked down. I had left a scorch mark in the carpet. My hands were black. I looked in the mirror. My face was featureless save for my glowing white eyes. My hair was snow white with some silvery streaks. The transformation was successful. 

	“That’s really cool,” Andrew said. “I feel like Morpheus should be here teaching you how to dodge bullets.” 

	I laughed. I looked in the mirror. “How can I be talking with no mouth?” I wondered. As I talked, my jawline moved. It felt as though my voice was coming through my entire body. (I’m not really sure how to explain it.) 

	“Okay,” I said. “She said that I was able to conjure weapons with my mind, right?” I extended my hand. “I wonder how I do this.” 

	“Focus on making a gun,” Andrew advised. 

	I concentrated. I focused on a gun. Nothing happened. 

	“Are you focusing?” Andrew asked. 

	“Yeah,” I answered. “Maybe she was wrong.” 

	“Try another power,” Andrew said. “What else did she say that you could do?” 

	“She said I could shoot lightning.” I extended my hand and focused. Electricity crackled in my hand. I jumped back surprising myself. “Whoa!”

	“Awesome.” Andrew’s grin widened. “Try shooting something with a lightning bolt.” 

	“Okay. Andrew, stand right over there.” 

	“What?” 

	“I’m kidding.” I laughed. 

	Andrew grabbed a chair and placed it at the center of the room. “Shoot that.” 

	I aimed my hand and concentrated on electricity. I fired a small bolt of electricity. Zzzzzsssaaapppp!!

	The chair was blown back against the wall. Bam! It hit the wall and clattered to the floor. 

	“I kinda hate to say it, but this is really cool,” Andrew said. 

	“Hmm,” I folded my arms. “I just wonder how strong I could go with that.” 

	“Don’t stop now,” Andrew said. “Try another power.” 

	“Let’s see…” I thought. I snapped my fingers. I extended my hand. My fingers began to tremble and a purple haze appeared around my hand. Then it vanished. 

	“What was that?” Andrew asked. 

	“I was going to use my shockwave power. But I was kind of worried that I might break something. After all, I don’t want to wreck this woman’s house.”

	“Come on, man,” Andrew pleaded. “You blasted that chair. Just blast the chair again.” He grabbed the chair and set it up for me to blast. 

	“Dude, these powers are not a toy,” I said. 

	“These powers are not a toy,” Andrew mocked. 

	“Mimicking me?”  I asked. 

	“These powers are not a toy.” He repeated his mocking tone. “Come on, man, do you have any idea how lame you sound right now?” I realized he was joking to keep us both from freaking out. 

	“We’re kind of in a serious situation here,” I pointed out. 

	“Katherine said that we’re safe in here as long as we stay put,” Andrew said. “So, we might as well not be bored out of our minds. I mean she doesn’t have Madden or NBA 2K.” 

	“Because that would be the first thing that an alien fugitive who cloned herself a human body would do, go to the local GameStop and buy an Xbox One.” 

	Andrew cocked his head and looked at me doing his best to restrain a smile. “Anyway, my point is to really test your powers, we’ll have to build some makeshift targets or something.”

	“In the meantime,” I said. “I want to know what’s next.”

	“I think you have two more powers to go,” Andrew said. 

	The truth is that while I was trying to comprehend the situation at hand and be more serious about things than Andrew, I was excited about having these powers. I just wish they’d appeared under better circumstances. 

	“Well, I can’t fly around in here,” I said slowly. “So, I guess the last thing is my shadow binding power.”

	“I’m really curious about that one,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah, me too,” I said wondering what shadow-binding was. “Let me give this a try.”

	The room was lit by a fluorescent ceiling light. So, I stepped back to the corner of the room where the light didn’t reach. I concentrated on what Katherine told me. I calm my giddiness and did my best to focus. My body began to feel numb. The feeling in my hands and feet faded as if they’d fallen asleep. Then the numbness traveled up my arms, legs, and torso until it consumed my entire body. It was at that moment, I realized what it was that Katherine meant when she said “shadow binding.”It was as though the shadow that I was standing in was reaching out to me, trying to merge with me. My body was evaporating and vanishing into the shadow until the shadow and I were one. I was watching from the wall. I was vaguely aware of my body, but at the same time, I could move around the shadow like the shadow was a pool that I could swim in.  

	Andrew came to where I had been standing. “Troy?” He placed and hand on the wall. “Where’d you go?” 

	“Okay, this one is beyond weird,” I said still trying to assess the feeling. “You can’t see me?”

	“I see exactly nothing,” Andrew replied. “It’s like one second you were there, the next you disappeared into the shadow on the wall.” He came close to the wall and placed his hand on it. 

	I could feel the touch as if Andrew had placed his hand on my shoulder except at the moment; I was a shadow on the wall. Like I said beyond weird. 

	I tried moving to my right. I was unprepared for the speed with which I moved. Suddenly, I was on the adjoining wall. 

	“This is cool,” I exclaimed. 

	“You know that’s really creepy when you speak,” Andrew said looking around for me. “It’s like you’re some disembodied voice.” 

	“Katherine said that I was made for stealth,” I reminded him. 

	“I wonder if you can take people with you while you bind to the shadows.” 

	“Maybe,” I said. “First I have to learn how to un-fuse myself. What’d you have in mind?”

	“I’m thinking the girl’s locker room,” Andrew smiled deviously. “You know, for the sake of science.” 

	I would have rolled my eyes. “Forget it, perv.”

	“Worth a shot.” Andrew laughed. 

	I wanted to get out of the wall, out of the shadows. I thought, Materialize. 

	I didn’t. 

	“Umm, Andrew,” I said nervously. “I think, I’m stuck in here.”

	“What?” Andrew said concerned. 

	“I don’t know how to get out of here,” I said with my panic in my voice. “Come on, man, do something.” 

	“What do you want me to do?” Andrew asked worry seeping into his voice. 

	“Come to the wall. Maybe I have to be pulled out.” 

	Andrew came to the wall. “How am I supposed to pull you out, I can’t touch you?”

	“Just try, man, you’ve gotta help me,” I pleaded. 

	Andrew placed his hand on the wall. 

	“Okay, good,” I said. 

	“Now what?” he asked. He waited a moment. “Troy, what next? Come on man.” 

	“BOO!” I grabbed Andrew’s shoulder. 

	Andrew jumped a foot. “Yaaahhhh!!!” He fell to the ground. 

	I laughed and laughed. Andrew leapt to his feet, face red. I was holding my sides, laughing at my friend. 

	“You son of a….” He started. He took a deep breath. He punched me in the arm. Normally, it would have hurt. “You had me worried.” 

	“I figured out how to come out from the shadows a few moments ago,” I revealed. “But, man, did I ever get you. The best part is that you’ll never get me back.” I transformed back into myself. 

	Andrew shook his head. “So, Mr. Superpowers, what are you going to call yourself?” 

	“What am I going to call myself?” I repeated stupidly. 

	“Yeah, what is your superhero name going to be?” 

	“I really don’t have any ideas,” I admitted. “And I’m hardly a hero,” I added. 

	Andrew came next to me and slapped his hand down on my shoulder. “Troy, you have to learn to put your own personal flavor on things. Make your name an extension of your personality.” 

	On one hand, it felt corny; after all, I wasn’t a superhero. On the other hand, the prospect of giving my transformed state a cool name was enlivening. Clark Kent was Superman, Bruce Wayne was Batman, I was…I thought. I wanted something unique. 

	For long moments Andrew gazed at me expectantly. 

	“I got it!” I exclaimed. “I’ll be Toka-Ace!” 

	“You’re going with your screen name?” Andrew asked. 

	“Of course,” I said. 

	Toka-Ace was a named that I came up with a long time ago when I made my Youtube profile. Toka stood for ‘The One Known As.’ So, I’d be The One Known as Ace or Toka-Ace for short. 

	“Toka-Ace,” Andrew tried it out. He nodded. “Okay.”
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	In about three hours, Dominic and Carla Herron would wake up and discover that Andrew and I were missing. What could we do about that? If we went back, then, Tovlin would find me again and we would all be targeted. I already knew how they attacked Andrew that innocent bystanders were not only going to stop them from attacking me but could easily get hurt. 

	Andrew and I went upstairs and looked through Katherine’s refrigerator. She had nothing but healthy food. When you’re hungry enough, you’ll even eat your vegetables. After he ate Andrew fell asleep in what he presumed to be the guest bedroom. 

	If someone told Andrew “make yourself at home,” he really took it to heart. If he could, he would leave his dirty socks and boxers all over the floor like they were area rugs or something. I wasn’t ready to sleep. Katherine had a computer in her living room. I sat on the chair, eyes transfixed on the screen as I aimlessly surfed the internet. 

	The fun had disappeared now that Andrew was asleep. I hated that. The pressure of the situation returned. 

	Andrew was able to liven up a situation, to calm me down by making me laugh. Now it was just me, totally serious, alone with my anxiety. My anxiety is a miserable company. 

	What was taking Katherine so long? 

	It doesn’t matter, I told myself. Now was the time to think everything through. I had my list. The first thing was Mom. She was part of Tovlin. 

	I went to Google.  The homepage wallpaper was a picture of a hummingbird. The search bar waited patiently for me. “Human Experimentation.” I pressed enter and waited. 

	The results were not pretty. Throughout history, there had been a grotesque misuse of science an astonishing number of malicious experiments carried out on people. I read and was appalled at the various evils among them: the torture of MK Ultra, the chemical injections that the Nazi’s carried out, and the deliberate injection of the poliovirus into black men’s veins for the Tuskegee experiment. 

	It was then I noticed a theme. It was always the people who were perceived of as being lesser value who were being used as the guinea pigs. 

	The ones doing the experiments always hid in the shadows. When the light was shed on their deeds, usually very much against their will, they always justified their work by saying that they were working to advance some grand agenda. 

	When I read about the Tuskegee experiment, a certain line caught my eye and I fixated on it. 

	SOME WORKED FOR THE “GLORY OF SCIENCE”  

	The glory of science, Innocent people were deliberately left to die a slow death so that the scientists could study the progress of a disease? Did they really value human life so little? People had their minds scarred by horrific torture, for what? 

	That’s what I had been to Tovlin. A guinea pig: that was the awful truth. The mother that I had cherished for so long saw me as nothing but a tool to advance her organization’s agenda. Tovlin used orphans, people who no one cared about. It was sick. 

	Before I could get too angry, I reminded myself that Mom was the one who put a stop to these experiments according to Katherine. I would have liked to know more about the details when Mom decided it was wrong what she did. I would have to remember to ask Katherine about that. 

	I pushed the chair back, stood and then stretched. Then I began pacing. I returned to the computer. Another line from the page I was reading caught my eye. 

	THE ENDS JUSTIFY THE MEANS.

	The people who conducted these atrocities, who performed dangerous experiments on people tragically thought that they had the right philosophy. All of them thought, or at least they claimed, to think that they were working for the greater good. 

	Who was so arrogant as to believe that their ideology was so pure that they could make any sacrifice, including the suffering and death of innocent people to achieve it?

	The questions went around and around in my head until I felt like a merry go round. 

	No, it couldn’t possibly be for anyone’s good, I decided. 

	I sprawled on the couch. This whole experience had been draining. I knew that maybe I should have been thinking of some action that I could take...someway to protect myself...what to do next. Maybe that could wait…after all, I was so tired. 
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	I was jolted awake suddenly. The computer screen had gone to sleep, which served to darken the house almost completely. “What?” I started. 

	Andrew silenced me by placing his hand over my mouth. I was agitated and confused. “I think someone is trying to get into the house,” he whispered. 

	“Maybe you’re just hearing things.” I was so sleepy. I didn’t want to wake up. 

	“You think that maybe those Tovlin guys tracked us down?” Andrew said into my ear. 

	I felt a jolt of fear. “Maybe it’s just Katherine,” I whispered. I sat up and then stood up, too afraid now to be sleepy.

	“You think that she would take this long to get into her own house?” Andrew pointed out. “I think there’s someone at the back door.” 

	“I’ll check it.”I consciously tried not to make a sound as I slowly walked towards the door. I didn’t hear anything. I paused: total silence and darkness. I took another careful, gingerly step. 

	Then it hit me. Andrew was just messing with me, getting me back for the shadow thing. I stopped and turned, smiling and walked back towards Andrew. “Nice try, man. You really had me going. For a moment, I was actually scared and I…”

	Then I heard a sound. It was a jostling of the doorknob. My heart felt like it was lodged in my throat.

	Katherine had a thin curtain over the window of the back door. I could make out three shadows. 

	I felt something on my shoulder. I spun around fists raised, ready to fight. “Whoa.” Andrew raised his hands. 

	I lifted a hand silencing him. Slowly, I backed him out of the kitchen. “I think you’re right.” I hissed. 

	“See,” Andrew said in a low voice. 

	I peeked into the kitchen. The door opened slowly as if whoever was coming in was trying not to make a sound. An unfamiliar man dressed in all black entered the house. He looked around slowly taking in every detail. Two other guys followed him in. 

	I backed off unnoticed. “There are three guys in the house,” I informed Andrew. 

	We were in the small hallway that connected the living room, the bathroom, and the bedrooms. There was also a door that led to the basement. Thankfully, when we came upstairs, neither Andrew nor I had closed it. We didn’t make a sound as we slinked back into the basement. 

	We could hear them above us. “Holy crap,” Andrew fretted. “Do you think they’re burglars or Tovlin?” 

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said. My heart was lodged in my throat and my mind raced. I heard the floor creak above me. I could tell they were getting close. I was going to be forced to use my powers, but to do what? Escape or fight? 

	“Troy, use your powers,” Andrew said echoing my thoughts. 

	I swallowed my angst and breathed deeply. I began to feel very warm. It was faint at first but then the white flames became increasingly visible as they swirled around me and then intensified to envelope me. For a moment, I could see nothing but the swirling white flames. Then the flames broke and I was Toka-Ace. 

	My senses were heightened by the transformation. I now knew that all the three men were at the basement door despite them doing all they could not be heard. They were starting down. Luckily, the staircase that led down to the basement was narrow. Only one person could descend at a time. 

	“Come on, Andrew, we have to get out of here,” I said. 

	“What about Katherine?” Andrew protested. 

	“She’ll just have to find us again,” I said after a moment of hesitation. Andrew had made a good point, Katherine was the only one with the answers we needed. 

	I looked back at Andrew. I could tell he was holding some concern, but It would have to wait until another time. I placed one hand on the wall and the other hand on Andrew’s shoulder. I concentrated on binding with the shadows. Andrew and I were starting to become one with the shadow. 

	Then…light. Someone had cut the basement lights on. I withdrew my hand from the wall. I could no longer bind with the shadow because there was no shadow. 

	I got in front of Andrew. I backed up and Andrew stayed behind me. 

	The three men finished descending the staircase and stood looking at Andrew and me. 

	At once I knew who they were. “More androids,” I said. They dropped their holographic disguises. 

	“Big mistake on you guys part.” I had hoped to sound tough. They were metallic humanoids, with thin dark grey skin that looked like scuba suits.

	How had they found us? Katherine said that we’d be safe here. I couldn’t run and I knew a fight was coming. One versus three, not bad given my powers but Andrew was going to be a problem, I couldn’t afford to fight recklessly. 

	I lowered my stance and raised my guard, electricity crackled around my fists. 

	I shot out my hand and threw out a blast of lightning. The room flashed from the bolt. My target would be annihilated. 

	The android dropped to its stomach. It was crouched low. Its legs were spread wide and its hands gripped the floor. It had gone from standing upright to crouching low in the blink of an eye. 

	I saw a flash of movement from my left, and I turned my head. 

	Wham! The blow caught me in the face. I staggered back and caught myself before I fell. These androids were faster than the ones I fought before. Way faster. But I had to win this fight. 

	Another of the androids charged. It was too fast for me to react. 

	The androids drove its fist into my gut, and the force of the punch pushed me back. I grabbed it by the wrist tightly and unleashed a massive discharge of electricity. It twitched and jerked violently in my grasp. 

	It stopped moving. Smoke sizzled off the machine. I threw it, hoping to nail one of the droids. They simply dodged and the nonfunctioning droid hit the wall and fell to the ground. 

	Two on one now, better odds but the droids weren’t going to let themselves get caught like their comrade. 

	They circled and attacked. So fast they were grey blurs. I swung and blasted with electric blasts. I hit nothing. 

	They circled me. Bam! They hit me. They struck my stomach, my ribs, kidneys, and face. They would hit me and then get out of range before I could counter. 

	I was knocked to the ground. I shot my hands up and fired a bolt of electricity. The blur of speed evaded my counter attack. 

	I sat up and saw the android draw back its’ fist, then it came to me. I wanted to counter-attack but it was too fast, so I raised my arms to brace myself for the attack, but something felt different. There was no pain. My hand was closed around the handle of a sword. 

	The blade was driven deep into the androids’ shoulder. I twisted the blade and leveraged it. Then, I pulled the sword out as hard as I could. As I did the android’s arm separated from its body. It jumped back next to its comrade. 

	“Yeah, keep it going, Troy!” Andrew jeered. He had his back toward the wall, inching his way to the staircase. 

	They circled me again. Their speed was unreal. The room became a whirlwind of flying, paper, glass, and sparks. 

	I slashed, whipping the sword so hard that the blade cracked the air. But I hit nothing. 

	I knew that I would have to wait for my chance to strike. Trying to get them now would be like trying to pluck a speeding fly out of midair. 

	Beakers containing chemicals were ripped from their resting places on the tables and flung through the air. 

	I’m not entirely sure how it happened, but I heard the sound of glass smashing together. I saw smoke being released into the air. 

	I stepped back slowly. The blazing speed of the androids pulled at the gas cloud and it rapidly merged with the vortex.

	The androids stopped suddenly and the gas slowly spread through the room. I took advantage of the moment of stillness to attack. I drew the sword back and prepared to slash through the neck. I leapt. 

	Then…

	“Aaahhhh!!” I screamed in pain. I felt a sudden searing pain, like burning needles when the gas touched my skin.

	I fell back away from the gas. As I did, my skin began to feel relief. 

	The gas spread slowly. I backed away not wanting to touch any more of it. I backed up until I was against the wall, and the gas was closing in on me. The gas rose and spread. A blue cloud had started to block the ceiling light and darken the room. 

	I covered my face with one arm. “Andrew!” I yelled. “Get upstairs! Do not let this gas touch you!” 

	I placed my hand against the wall. I concentrated on merging with the shadows. My body became numb and took on a shadowy appearance before fusing with the shadow on the wall. 

	The gas had touched the wall but luckily had no effect on my body. 

	I moved within the shadows to get to Andrew. He wasn’t on the staircase. Maybe he had gotten upstairs.

	I couldn’t see the androids. 

	I emerged from the shadows upstairs in the hallway. The gas had seeped in from downstairs and I breathed some of it in. My skin burned and I began to cough. 

	The front door flew open. Katherine was standing there. 

	“What’s going on?” she demanded. 

	“Androids,” I coughed out. “They’re fast!” 

	There was a loud crash from the back door. CRUNCH! The sound of splinters cracking made me jumps. 

	Katherine pulled out a gun and ran past me. 

	She searched the house. 

	I went to the living room and sat down trying to catch my breath. 

	A short while later Katherine came back. “What’s the matter?”

	“I fought androids and breathed in some toxic gas,” I explained. 

	“Transform out,” Katherine said instantly. “In that form, your capacity to breathe through your skin increases from two percent to thirty percent. If you go back to normal, you’ll be fine.” 

	“But the androids…” I argued. 

	“There are no androids here now,” Katherine said. 

	I complied and reverted back to my normal self. I immediately felt the difference; it was much easier to breathe. 

	I told Katherine what happened. 

	“I don’t understand how they were able to find you here.” Katherine rubbed her chin. “I planted special devices all around this neighborhood that should have scrambled any sensors that they would have. But I’ve been out of Tovlin for a long time. It’s possible that they could have better technology than I have.” 

	“Oh. I almost forgot to mention that you might have a little bit of a problem cleaning up your basement. What took you so long?” 

	“There is someone named Jib’reel,” Katherine explained. “We had to be sure, absolutely sure, that he was taken care of in a manner where Tovlin would not get their hands on him. He’s being moved right now to a secure facility.” 

	“So, you left me and Andrew vulnerable so that you could take care of this other guy?” I bristled. 

	“I’m sorry, but I really didn’t think that Tovlin would be able to beat my protective measures,” Katherine said. “Besides, Jib’reel is very special. If Tovlin gets their hands on you, that’s bad, if Tovlin gets a hold of Jib’reel, that’s catastrophic.” 

	“So, what makes you think that Tovlin won’t find this Jib’reel fellow?” I asked somewhat belligerently. 

	“There are only three of us attempting to protect nineteen of you,” Katherine said tiredly. “The remaining member of our group is solely dedicated to protecting him. It’s in no way a guarantee, but it is the best that we can do.” 

	I didn’t like that answer. 

	“We need to get out of here,” Katherine said. “If they can find you here, then, we can’t afford to stay.” 

	“What will we do?” I asked. 

	“We’ll keep moving,” Katherine answered. “And we’ll figure something else out. Troy, I need to ensure that the others can use their powers and protect themselves.”

	“Wait, what does that mean?” I pressed. 

	For a moment Katherine hesitated. “It means that for quite a while, you won’t have a normal life. Now that Tovlin is hunting you, you’ll have to devote your life to protect yourself and your brother.” 

	Right then I felt a weight on my shoulders. I began to feel numb as I imagined everything I had, my old life with mom and Andrew, and the nascent life with the Herron’s fading away. I wanted to ask another question but my mind was a blank. I sighed heavily. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take, how much deeper I could dig, or how much more I could give. 

	I turned and walked away. Katherine opened the door, to air out the basement. 

	After a few moments, Katherine and I started down. “Andrew!” I called tiredly. I walked down the stairs with Katherine close behind. “Hey man, its safe now,” I called. “Katherine’s here. I think she scared the androids away.” 

	I expected Andrew to come out from some hiding place, maybe from behind an overturned table or a closet. Moments passed. 

	“Andrew,” I called again. “Now is not the time to try and scare me; it’s been a long evening. Come on man.”

	No answer. An awful anxious feeling boiled from the pit of my stomach. “Andrew?” I called again. I ran up the stairs. “Andrew?” 

	I went to the living room. “Andrew?” 

	I looked in the dining room. “Andrew?” 

	Frantically, I searched the entire house. “Andrew where are you?” 

	He was gone. 
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	Andrew was nowhere in the house. I searched through the mess of the basement looking for my cell phone. After a few minutes, I found it. No missed calls or text messages. 

	I called Andrew’s phone. It rang a few times but he didn’t pick up. I went back upstairs. I paced, full of anxiety and regret. I should have made sure that he was okay before coming upstairs. 

	Katherine was packing a bag, loading it with guns and computers. She then went to a room and retrieved something and then stuffed it into her bag. “Troy, we’re going to have to get going soon.”

	“Not until I figure out what happened to Andrew,” I snapped. 

	Suddenly, my phone vibrated in my hand. The caller ID showed Andrew’s name and a picture of his face. “Andrew,” I picked up. “What on Earth happened to you?”

	“This isn’t Andrew,” a deep unfamiliar voice said. “As for ‘what on Earth’ happened to this boy….well, nothing yet?” 

	That’s where the androids went, while I was in the shadows. They used their great speed to abduct Andrew. I started to feel sick and helpless and outraged, my emotions all mixing and competing for dominance. “Who is this?” I asked carefully. 

	“My name is Aug-Ig.” the voice said. “I have to assume that you know about me by now, seeing as you’ve encountered that traitor.” 

	I looked at Katherine. “So, Aug-Ig, was it?” I looked at Katherine meaningfully. 

	Katherine’s eyes widened. 

	“What is it that you want?” I asked. 

	Katherine snatched the phone away from me and hung up.
“Hey!” I snarled. “What the hell? That guy has Andrew.” 

	“Aug-Ig can’t be up to anything good,” Katherine said. 

	“But if this guy has Andrew I need to hear him out,” I argued. “Now give me back my phone.” 

	“If Aug-Ig has Andrew, he’s going to use him to get to you,” Katherine countered. 

	“I know,” I said. “I’m not stupid, I figured that much already. But maybe…” I said finding that the words weren’t coming as easily as I fought back tears. “Maybe this Aug-Ig and I can work out a deal. Maybe he’ll let Andrew go in exchange for me.” 

	“Troy that’s not a good idea,” Katherine said as patiently as she could manage. “Aug-Ig is ruthless.” 

	“But I’m the one he’s after,” I said firmly. 

	“If you made such a deal with Aug-Ig he would not honor his side of the bargain,” Katherine said. 

	I swallowed hard. I clinched my fist and my throat tightened. I told myself to calm down but my heart was beating like a jackhammer. It felt as though there was a lead in my stomach. “What would you have me do, just leave him? What’s your plan for getting Andrew back?” 

	Katherine didn’t say anything to that. She zipped her bag up. “We need to keep moving. Tovlin must not be allowed to take you.” 

	I stood there, staring acidly at Katherine. I was vibrating with rage, angry at the circumstances, angry at my own helplessness. My fists clinched so tightly that my fingernails dug into the skin of my palm. I was ready to explode. 

	Then I let it go. My hand relaxed and I sighed, tired again. All of the impotent rages deflated like the air from a balloon. “Alright,” I said between gritted teeth. “We’ll do things your way.” 

	Katherine gave me a pitying look. Then she picked up her bag and put the strap over her shoulder. “Let’s go.” She led the way. 

	In a flash of white fire, I transformed.

	Before Katherine could react, I hit her in the head just hard enough to knock her out. She fell, but before she hit the ground, I caught her and plucked my phone out of her hand. 

	I put Katherine over my shoulder and walked outside. “Sorry about this,” I said to her. 

	Katherine had said that I was able to fly. It was an ability that I hadn’t been able to test inside the house but now was as good a time as any to give it a try. 

	It seemed that all I had to do was to focus to use my powers. I focused on flying. I expected just to take to the sky like Superman. It turned out that my ability was a little different. 

	As I focused on flight, I felt a distinct sensation on my back. It was as if something was trying to press out from the inside. Bulges grew on my back. For a moment, I had the horrible thought of those creatures from Alienbust out from inside me. Luckily no such thing happened. 

	Two giant crow-like wings sprouted from my back. Each wing was about six and a half feet in length. I understood that my wings would be there when I needed them and gone when I didn’t. It was really cool, Andrew would have been impressed. I have to get him back. 

	I held on to Katherine and her bag. She groaned. 

	I opened my wings and flapped. That single wing beat lifted me five feet in the air. Another flap of my wings got me higher. I flapped until I was looking at the shingled roof of Katherine’s house. Then I was looking at the shingled roofs of an entire neighborhood. I flew silently in the sky. 

	I realized where I had been. I was in a neighborhood near the University. It was very near the Persian restaurant where I had my date with Elyse. 

	I set Katherine down on the roof of the university study hall. I slapped her face gently to wake her up. She moaned and was starting to come to. Katherine would be alright and that’s all I need to know. 

	“Troy wait,” she called pushing herself up on one elbow. I spread my wings and took off. I wasn’t going to be stopped. What I had to do was too important. 

	Flying was so freeing! I would have felt enthralled were it not for Tovlin and having to worry about my Andrew. 

	I flew until I came to my old house. I circled overhead in ever-narrowing circles.  I willed for my wings to vanish and dropped vertically through a hole in the roof. 

	My old house was a burned skeleton of its former self. The walks were charred and the smoke smell lingered. Gloom was imprinted on the walls. The floor creaked with each step. Piles of dust and ash were on the ground. What had once been furniture was now a useless heap of springs and fluff. There was nothing that could be salvaged. 

	The more I looked around, the emptier I felt. It was a depressing thing, to be surrounded by my old life knowing that this could never be mine again. 

	I called Andrew’s phone once more. “Hello, Troy,” Aug-Ig’s voice greeted me. 

	“Sorry we got interrupted earlier,” I said. “Katherine won’t get in the way of this conversation.” 

	“Good,” Aug-Ig said appreciatively. “Now you and I can talk. You know you really are something, Troy. Three encounters with my androids and you have managed to avoid capture. That’s impressive, you know for such an unpolished fighter.” 

	“Yeah, well, I try,” I muttered rolling my eyes. “Is Andrew safe?” 

	“Yes, he is.”

	“I want to make a deal for his safety,” I demanded. “You let Andrew go and I will go with you willingly.”

	“I like that you are so dedicated to doing business with me. Personally, I’m prone to my musings.” Aug-Ig said. “Where and when would you like to do this exchange?”

	“I want to know if it’s possible to do this after my mother’s funeral,” I said. “I need to be there. After that, I will go with you willingly. And after I go with you, you will leave Andrew in peace. Deal! 

	Aug-Ig seemed to take a moment to process my request. “It seems reasonable. It’s not him we’re interested in any way. You understand that I will not return your friend until the day of the funeral. You will be allowed to grieve and then you will come with us.”

	“I want to talk to him,” I demanded. “I want to know that he’s alright.” 

	There was a pause. “Very well,” Aug-Ig agreed. 

	“Hello?...Troy?” asked a panicked-sounding Andrew. 

	“Hey yeah, it’s me,” I said hurriedly. “Are you OK? Did they hurt you?” 

	“No, I can’t leave but I’m fine.” 

	“Andrew, I am so sorry, but everything is going to be alright for us, I promise.” 

	“What? How do you know?” Andrew asked. 

	“Just…” I paused. “Man, you’re the only family, I have left man. I know we’re not blood but man, you’re my brother. Make sure that your life doesn’t go to waste. Okay? Promise me that.”

	“What?” Andrew asked. 

	“I love you, man,” I said. “You’re my brother and I love you.” 

	Aug-Ig cut back in such love, not unlike my race. You’re doing a noble thing for your friend.”

	“Yeah well, I just hope that you guys make good on your end of the bargain,” I said. 

	“We will,” Aug-Ig assured. “But if you fail to make good on your promise, we will kill him.” 

	“Yeah, I kind of figured that about you,” I said. “Coming from such a loving race, I mean.” 

	“As long as you understand,” Aug-Ig said. 

	With that, he hung up. 

	I stood in the quiet of all that was now lost to me. 

	It scared me not knowing whether I could trust Aug-Ig to be there and make good on his promise to release Andrew. It also scared me to think that he really would kill Andrew if I didn’t show up. 
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	The funeral was going to be tomorrow. That gave me plenty of time to think. I hated that. I didn’t want time to let the dread creep into my mood. Really, I just wanted to get it over with. 

	The sun was rising. The morning light was slowly revealing more of the ugly gloom of the house. I transformed and flew away. 

	What was I going to do with this day? I had no clue whether Tovlin intended to keep me captive or kill me. Either way, my life, as I knew it, was over. 

	Facing the end was like living in a void. All my hopes and ideas, all that I flowed into nothingness. I lived without being attached to anything. 

	I could run, but there was no way that I would let Andrew die if I could help it. I could try to rescue Andrew from Tovlin but then we’d be hunted again. This was the only way.

	How would Andrew cope? I wondered. He would be fine, I assured myself. He was more resilient than I was. Sure, he’d be sad for a while, but ultimately, he’d make the best of things. He’d have a life anyway, that’s all I could do for him. 

	What about Elyse? She would grieve over my disappearance too. She was so sweet and pretty, surely, she would have no trouble finding someone else. 

	But, I really liked her. I could envision myself going to college with her, even marrying her after we graduated. For a moment, I considered telling her the truth about me, I could pull her aside and show her my powers. Then she’d never forgotten me. 

	Why not? I wondered. I was going to my end; this was not the time to hold anything back. But what would it accomplish? It would only be a burden on Elyse’s mind. I’d have to tell her what was going to happen to me, and her heart would be broken. Better if I just disappeared. 

	I rose into the sky as the sun rose higher. The clouds were becoming more and more visible as the light touched them. It was so serene up here and below it was so peaceful. No one had entered the rush of their morning yet.  I wished the day could stay like this. 

	The lakefront was especially breathtaking. I was on top of a downtown bank building. I could see so clearly, the Milwaukee Art Museum and the bike path along the lakefront. Some early morning joggers and bikers went their usual courses along the path. Nobody looked up. 

	Beyond that, I could see the lake. The light from the rising sun was causing the water to shimmer beautifully. 

	I wanted to see the wings of the art museum open. It occurred to me that I never knew exactly what those were. I always thought that the wings depicted a swan. Andrew argued that they were sails. Later we learned that those wings opened up and you were supposed to see across. 

	I’ve never been big on religion. I guess that was a result of my mom not being particularly religious. However, I always believed that there should be a God or some higher power. I’ve always thought about cause and effect. There is nothing that happens without a reason. We’re all here on this Earth. There must be some reason why we’re here. 

	What if this life was all that there was? It would make all the strife in life awfully meaningless. It would be as if we were just living in a void. All that were or ever could become would be meaningless no matter what story you told yourself, what meaning you concocted while on Earth. If you made the purpose of your life money, then what would happen after you die? You can’t take your money to your grave. 

	I thought about what I would have done. I couldn’t imagine myself becoming super rich or famous or greatly accomplished. I would have just finished high school, gone to college, graduated, married Elyse. I would have made a career and then retired and lived out the rest of my years watching my kids, and then my grandchildren do the same thing. It sounded like not enough, but also wonderful. College…Elyse as my wife, kids…days and years love and memories. What did I know about what it was like to be an adult? A parent or grandparent, I had all of that to lose. 

	The wings of the art museum began to open, jerking me from my thinking. I realized that I had let myself become totally absorbed in imagining how my life would have been. For some reason, the images gave me peace. They distracted me, which was good. I desperately wanted to be distracted. 

	I watched until the wings extended fully. 

	Satisfied, I took to the sky and tried to resume day dreaming my life story. But I had lost my train of thought. Suddenly, I found myself frustrated. I looked down at all the people below me. What were the chances that all this would happen to me? Why me?

	A person stands a one in a million chance of getting struck by lightning. If you take a million people and told them that, it wouldn’t mean a thing to nine hundred ninety-nine thousand nine hundred, and ninety-nine of them. To the person who was struck by the lightning bolt, it means something. They may ask, “why me?”

	Why me? Why me? Why not me? 

	My odds of being orphaned and endowed with these powers had to be one in a billion. I could call it unfair, but who was I to judge what’s fair or not?

	If I had been born into better circumstances, would that be fair? If I had rich parents who loved me and bought me stuff and sent me to the best schools, would that be fair? 

	Would I call it unfair if I had been born into poverty with a leaking roof, missing meals, ratty clothes?

	Of course, if I dictated what was fair, I wouldn’t be trading my freedom for Andrew’s would I? Ironic, that despite my power, I felt so weak. Despite the craziness, confusion, and randomness that life was, I was going to miss it. 

	I was going to miss Andrew. I envied his ability to relentlessly keep going. He would be sad for a while after I went away, but he would return to being the charismatic and humorous guy that he naturally was. He would make a good life for himself. 

	I spent the day flying around. It was the ultimate in feeling free. I wasn’t even bound by the rules of gravity. It went deeper than that, though. It was as if I were detached from everything. The present seemed like a distant and fond memory. I couldn’t really touch any of it. 

	I witnessed kids my age and younger going to school and playing with each other. I flew over UW Milwaukee and landed on top of the learning center. No one looked up at me. Most students had their earphones on or their eyes fixed on their textbooks. I saw them; they didn’t see me. So many people prepared and worked for their future. 

	I took off into the air once more. I flew over joggers and people leaving their houses going to work. In the park was an elderly couple walking their dog. This was life in all of its variation and I was going to miss it all.

	Suddenly I had an idea. One last thing I had to look forward to. But I had to wait. 

	At the end of the school day, I took out my cell phone and dialed Elyse. My throat was tight. I was nervous. I don’t know why. 

	“Hello? Troy?” she answered almost disbelievingly. 

	“Yeah, it’s me,” I said. 

	“Troy, you and Andrew were on the news. I was so worried...”

	I cut her off. “I’m fine. Don’t worry. But I wanted to talk to you.” 

	“What’s going on with you?” Elyse asked. 

	“I know that you’re worried,” I said. “But please, just meet me today.” 

	Elyse was silent and seemed to be thinking. “Okay, Where?” 

	I wondered where I should meet her. It needed to be somewhere quiet and intimate. 

	“I’ll meet you at the Starbucks in Mayfair,” I said. “I promise that I’ll tell you everything that’s going on with me. But right now, I just want to talk to you.” 

	“Alright,” Elyse agreed. “What time?” 

	“Let’s say in an hour,” I said. 

	In an hour, I was at the Starbucks waiting for Elyse. She was ten minutes late which really annoyed me. On the other hand, I had no idea what I was going to say to her. So, the extra time gave me a chance to plan my goodbye. 

	She was so beautiful with her light brown cinnamon colored skin, and her dark shiny hair. She smiled sweetly and she greeted me with a hug. Hi, Troy.

	I hugged her tightly. “Glad you could make it Elyse.” She looked up at me. Concern crossed her face. I gestured to the seat across from me. “Have a seat.” 

	Elyse sat down. “Okay, Troy, just what in the world is going on with you? You’re being talked about as a missing person. I was worried sick.” 

	I reached across the table and placed my hand on her hand. “Elyse, sometimes in life things don’t go as we planned. And recently, I have had that thrown in my face. When things go bad, I mean really bad, it gets hard to look ahead. When it gets hard to look ahead…” I paused and considered my words. “Something like this, it changes you. But no matter how you change…” I trailed off. 

	Elyse waited politely for me to finish. 

	“Let me put this another way,” I said after a moment of thought. “I just experienced something traumatic, and as someone who cares for me, you’d want me to be okay right?”  

	“Of course,” Elyse agreed in a soft voice. 

	“That concern goes both ways,” I said. “If someone that you cared about was suddenly taken away, I would want you to be okay because I care.” 

	“Just what are you getting at?” Elyse asked. 

	She was so beautiful. Her eyes were so full of light. Her face was awash with concern for me. My throat tightened and I fought back tears that threatened to well in my eyes. I swallowed hard and forced a smile. “With my mom dying, it’s just that I’ve been thinking about the end a lot. Like if something was to happen to me.” 

	Elyse moved closer to me. She rested her head on my shoulder. I noticed how good she smelled. “Don’t talk like that, Troy Nothing like that will happen to you.”

	I put my arm around her. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
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	Today was the day that I would trade my freedom for Andrew’s. I didn’t know whether Tovlin would kill me. But facing what one perceives to be certain death takes one part bravery and one part numbness. 

	Bravery: because I knew that I was making a sacrifice for someone dear to me. 

	Numbness: because I knew that I was going to miss out on a lot. 

	The really good thing about my powers was that I could get into any place without being noticed. The Herron’s didn’t even know I was in the house as I grabbed the suits that they had bought for me and Andrew for the funeral. Just as quickly, I was out of the house and on my way to the cemetery. 

	As the sun rose, I tried not to think of this as the end of my life but the first day of the rest of Andrew’s life. 

	The funeral was going to be held outdoors. The weather permitted it. The clouds moved slowly through the sky. The breeze was gentle. 

	There were rows of chairs and a podium. The casket was situated over the plot. In the photo was mom smiling her warm smile. A bouquet of flowers rested on top of the casket. There was a large picture of her standing on an easel. 

	Seeing the casket was especially difficult. I felt a lump in my throat and it felt as though there was a stone in my stomach. I felt a cold feeling go down my spine and settle at the pit of my stomach and then fester in me. I had been numb before, but it hit me now. This was it. I landed and reverted back to my normal self after making sure that no one would see me. 

	I couldn’t fight it. Tears had already welled up in my eyes and were now rolling down my face. I sobbed silently. “I’m so sorry that it came to this.” 

	I was aware of someone else coming. I could hear their footsteps getting closer. I wiped the tears from my eyes. I didn’t bother to turn to see who it was. In her picture, Mom’s smile was so warm. Even in a photograph, her love radiated from her. I did not want to look at the casket. I didn’t even want to think about the charred remains that were in there.

	“It’s a real shame,” said the person behind me.

	I turned.

	The man was taller than me with erect posture. He had short spiky black hair and a clean-shaven sharp-featured face. He wore a white button-down shirt, neat black dress pants, and a short brown jacket. His shoes were black and polished. He clasped his hands together. “So, Troy, it’s been a while, a long, long while.”

	Instantly, I was a put-off. “Who are you?” I asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, but if I know you, I don’t remember you.”

	He glanced at the casket and then turned his focus to me as though the sight of my mother’s coffin didn’t bother him at all.

	“It’s about time we met face to face,” he said. 

	“Aug-Ig, I presume.”

	“That’s right,” he confirmed.

	I don’t know what came over me at that moment. But in a flash, I balled my fist and swung. The blow caught an unprepared Aug-Ig on the side of his face and knocked him on his butt.

	For a moment, he looked up at me his eyes wide with surprise; he gritted his teeth and for a moment looked furiously at me. Then he recovered, his face went back to showing no expression. He climbed to his feet.

	I was on a hair trigger and vibrating with rage. “That was for mom,” I said. 

	“I’m sorry that it came to this,” he stated. “Our diplomacy with your mother failed. I thought you would be the reasonable one what with you handing yourself over in exchange for your foster brother.”

	That stopped me. “Where is Andrew?”

	“En route,” Aug-Ig said simply.

	“Why isn’t he in here?” I snarled.

	“Andrew will arrive shortly before the services begin,” Aug-Ig explained. “You will be allowed to grieve for your mother as per our deal, Andrew will be left alone and you will come with us.”

	I began to feel a lot more annoyed. Aug-Ig spoke in the tone of a chess player who had just beaten his opponent by checkmating him. He was so wholly confident. 

	It wasn’t difficult to imagine why. He still held all the cards here. 

	“Just relax, Troy,” Aug-Ig said smugly. “Oh, and my operatives have come too. You’re being watched at all times. Don’t try anything stupid and jeopardize the safety of the funeral-goers.” He turned and folded his hands behind his back and then he walked away. 

	I sat in the chairs. I was in the back row. Hopefully, no one would notice me. Little by little people began to arrive until the rows were nearly filled and chatter filled the air. I held Andrew’s funeral clothes in my lap. I got up and walked towards the casket.

	Family friends that I hadn’t seen in years showed up. People stood in small clusters and talked and caught up. I managed to avoid getting caught up in a conversation, though I saw a few people who looked like they wanted to say something. 

	Andrew came towards the casket. His hair was unkempt and he looked around cautiously. 

	“Andrew,” I raised my hand and motioned him over towards me. 

	“Troy, thank God.” He gave me a hug. 

	“Are you hurt?” I asked. 

	“No, I’m fine,” Andrew said. “What’s going on? Why did Tovlin bring me to Mom’s funeral?” 

	“I’ll tell you later.” I handed him the change of clothes. “Now hurry and change into these.” 

	I pushed Andrew along but he resisted. “Troy, what’s going on?” he asked, perplexed. 

	“I’ll tell you later,” I insisted. “Now get changed.” Andrew gave me a long questioning look before going to find a place to change. 

	Suddenly my arm was grabbed roughly. My adrenaline was pumping. I spun around with my fist balled. 

	“Easy! It’s me!” Mr. Herron said. Mrs. Herron was right by his side with an extremely worried look on her face. 

	“You startled me,” I said flatly. 

	“Troy, where have you been? We’ve been worried sick about you and Andrew!” Dominic demanded. 

	I should have foreseen this but didn’t. I was stuck not knowing what to say. “We’re safe,” I said quietly. 

	“Safe?” he echoed. “Is Andrew here?” 

	“Andrew’s here,” I said. “He’s safe.”

	“I glad that the two of you are okay,” Dominic said. “Where did you go? Why did you run away?”

	I wasn’t sure I should even answer. Any answer I gave would just make Dominic feel worse when I suddenly vanished. It was a little like being away for a while. I had suspended my investment in my familiar surroundings but I suddenly had to connect with it again. 

	“I guess we just freaked out,” I said lamely. “I couldn’t take….you know, Mom dying.” 

	“We could have talked about it, Troy,” Carla said gently. 

	“At the moment, it all seemed like a little much,” I offered. 

	It was eating me from the inside seeing them anguish over Andrew and me. 

	“Hey, can we talk about this later, please?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know if…” Dominic started. 

	“I just want to say my goodbyes to Mom before the service starts,” I added quickly. 

	I could tell Dominic wanted to say no. 

	Carla put her hand on his shoulder. “Troy, Mr. Herron and I fear that you and Andrew aren’t thinking rationally right now. If we leave you alone or lose track of you,” she paused to consider her next words. “We’re afraid that you might do harm to yourselves.” 

	I was somewhat offended but I didn’t let it show. She thought that Andrew and I were suicidal!

	Well maybe I was, because that was basically what I had agreed to after all, but for a good reason. 

	“We’re here together now,” I said. “Thank you for your support.” I went back to my seat. I started to walk to the back row. 

	“Troy,” Dominic called. I turned and faced him.

	“Sit with us.” He gestured to the front row. 

	His insistence made me angry. I wanted to tell him off. But it would be unfair; he knew nothing and by sacrificing myself, he would be kept safe too. 

	I stood and stared at him. He stared at me. 

	I sighed. I had no fight left. This was it for me anyway. I might as well spend it with someone who cared about me. I followed Dominic and Carla to the front row. 

	I sat gazing down at the grass. 

	Friends of my mothers came up to me and give me their condolences. 

	Eventually, Andrew sat next to me. This meant I had more explaining to do. 

	“What is going on here Troy?” he hissed into my ear. Mr. Herron turned his head to look at Andrew and me. 

	I bit my lip and swallowed hard. 

	Mr. Herron looked back slowly. 

	“Later,” I whispered. The pastor came to the podium. “Everyone, everyone, we’re going to begin now. Please be seated.” 

	Everyone sat in their seats and fell silent. 

	The pastor began his service. When he finished, people were invited to go up and share touching and funny stories about my mother. 

	Then came my turn, 

	I was nervous as every eye was on me. Aug-Ig was in the audience; he was sitting two rows back and behind me. I swallowed hard and took a few deep breaths. Everyone in the seats was patiently waiting for me to speak. 

	My knees were wobbly and my hands were shaking. “Mom,” I started. My voice was shaky. I took another deep breath as a wave of sadness welled up in my gut. I hadn’t prepared a speech. Nothing that I could have written down felt good enough. “She had the biggest heart of anyone that I could imagine. She meant the world to me and my brother Andrew. She took two orphans and made us brothers. That’s the kind of person she was.” I paused and wiped my eyes. “Even though she wasn’t my biological mother, she gave my brother and I everything that we needed and always did right by us. As I reflect on her and what she meant to the community, I realize that I couldn’t have asked for anyone better to call Mother.” 

	The audience looked at me as if they were expecting more. I was never a good public speaker. 

	“Thank you,” I said feeling shabby and awkward. 

	I walked away from the podium and sat down in my seat. I was still trembling. Dominic placed a steadying hand on my shoulder and gave me an encouraging smile. 

	The pastor thanked me and then Andrew went up to give his speech.

	I looked back at Aug-Ig. His holographically projected face showed the same grief as everyone else.

	I was offended. He was the one who killed her, how dare he pretend to care. He revolted me but I was helpless to do anything about it. Then that made me angry all over again. 

	I wanted to do something. I wanted to take him out right here.

	 I could take him down in front of everyone. 

	No one else mattered. My focus narrowed. I felt stone cold hatred, hatred like nothing I ever felt. Red seemed to wash over my vision and I reached into a well of anger that didn’t end. 

	Without realizing it I had risen. I could feel the internal warmth that would burst into flame and trigger my transformation.  

	People were looking at me and whispering. Their words cut through and I realized how close I had come to start a brawl. People began to rise around me. 

	I looked back at Aug-Ig. He was looking back at me. He looked ready to meet my challenge. 
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	The casket was slowly lowered into the ground.       

	The dirt was thrown onto the casket. 

	People cried. Some mourned silently. Then little by little, they left. After a while, it was Dominic, Carla, Andrew, and I left at the grave. 

	Andrew looked crestfallen. He stared at the grave uncharacteristically solemn. I felt a hand come down on my shoulder. “Troy,” Dominic said. 

	“Please, give us a few more minutes here,” I requested. 

	“Of course,” Dominic said. “We’ll be waiting in the car.”

	I heard his footsteps getting further away. Now only Andrew and I were left standing in front of our mother’s grave. Dominic and Carla kept a respectful distance. 

	I could see Aug-Ig standing twenty yards away leaning against a tree. It almost seemed as though he was giving me time to grieve.

	“So?” Andrew cut the silence. 

	“So?” I echoed. 

	“What is going on?” Andrew asked. “Why did Tovlin bring me here?”

	“I made a deal with Tovlin,” I answered. 

	“What?” Andrew asked. “What kind of deal did you make?” 

	“I agreed to let Tovlin take me, but in exchange, they had to leave you alone,” I confessed. 

	For a moment neither of us said anything. I avoided looking at Andrew but I could feel his eyes on me. 

	He grabbed me and turned me towards him. “What do you mean you agreed to go with them?” Andrew demanded angrily. “Did you forget that they tried to kill us?” 

	“No Andrew, I didn’t forget,” I said. “But I did realize that this is best.” 

	“Best?” Andrew repeated. “How are you defining ‘best’ here?” 

	“It’s the best option so that no one gets hurt,” I said. 

	“So that’s it, you’re giving up?” Andrew asked. 

	I sighed and suddenly I was irritated. “Andrew, I’m doing this for you, for everyone that we care about. Tovlin has demonstrated that they don’t exactly care about who gets in the way. For God’s sake, man, when they kidnapped you I thought they might kill you.” 

	“Would you have given up like this if they did?” Andrew asked. 

	“I can’t believe that you have a problem with this. All I’m trying to do is take control of the situation and keep everyone safe,” I said forcefully. 

	“What?” Andrew shrieked. “Of course I have a problem with this. My brother is sacrificing himself on some half-baked plan. That’s not taking control. You could have run and you could have thought of something else to do.” 

	“Like what?” I challenged. “Look at all the good running and hiding did. Look, Andrew, even when I was trying to protect you, they still got you,” I said defensively. “I can’t win now, so I’m doing the next best thing.” 

	“Giving up?” Andrew hissed. He was insistent. “That’s the next best thing? Are you serious?” 

	I was irritated. “You think I like this?” I asked. “I don’t. All I’m trying to do is protect everyone. Katherine can’t do it. She helped us, and Tovlin still got to us. What Tovlin wants is me. If they get me, they’ll leave you and everyone else alone. Look, man, I know that you’re not going to approve, but I am telling you, not asking, what I’m going to do.” 

	Andrew looked as though he wanted to argue but he had nothing with which to counter. He knew that I was right and it was sinking in. Tears welled up in his eyes. He walked right up to me and grabbed me. He threw his arms around me and hugged me. “I love you man.” 

	“Stop it,” I commanded. “I don’t want my last thought of you to be you in tears.” 

	Andrew wiped his eyes. “Sorry. I’m going to miss you.”

	“I know,” I said. “I’ll miss you too. But I need you to take care of Elyse for me. Make sure that she doesn’t end up with some d-bag. Let her know that I care about her and I’m sorry that I couldn’t be there. I want you to make the most out of your life. Be successful, stay focused, and do your best.” 

	“You’re starting to sound like Mom,” Andrew said. 

	“Yeah,” I laughed. “I guess it all sunk in too late.” 

	Andrew barked a bitter laugh. 

	“Troy,” Aug-Ig’s voice cut in. I looked over at him. “It’s time, come along,” he instructed. 

	Reluctantly, I stepped away from Andrew. Andrew tried to keep from crying. “I love you brother,” I said. “Stay strong and do your best. Goodbye.” 

	I walked beside Aug-Ig. Four of his assistants fell in behind us. 

	I tried to let all thought fall away from my mind. But all my anxieties were clamped onto my thinking. I was going to miss out on everything. Along with my anger and my fear, those thoughts of a lost future came too, so bright and painful. 

	“You know, it’s not our intention to hurt anyone,” Aug-Ig said. 

	“Well, you could have fooled me,” I said snippily. 

	“What happened with Mibweet was unfortunate,” Aug-Ig said quickly but firmly. “Anyway, I made sure that no one would step in this time. Your legal guardians have been pacified and rendered unconscious while we take you. With you turning yourself over peacefully and honorably, there’s hope for us not having to hurt the others. Instead, we can peacefully negotiate all the others turning themselves over.” 

	“Why didn’t you do that with my mom?” I demanded. 

	“Mibweet was determined to interfere,” Aug-Ig explained. 

	“So just what do you want with me anyway?” I asked. 

	“Your power will be utilized to help us implement our order,” Aug-Ig answered. 

	Hmm! 

	“I thought you’d have more to say.” 

	“Well forgive me, I don’t exactly feel like carrying on a conversation at the moment,” I said. 

	“That is understandable,” Aug-Ig said. He looked down and then he looked at me. “I often wonder about all the children that we empowered Troy. I wonder what you would have been like had there never been the betrayal if we could have made you see things our way. Well, it doesn’t matter. You will soon have a firsthand look at why you are needed and why Tovlin must succeed.” 

	The car was a four-door sedan parked maybe fifty yards away at the end of a winding dirt driveway that cuts through the middle of the cemetery. The dread was building, choking me. My neck grew tight. My heart beat in a slow hard rhythm. I had to prepare for…for I didn’t know what. 

	Andrew would live a long happy life. Yes, that was the key, which was the thought that I needed to hold on to. I wanted so badly to stay and have a happy life too. 

	One of Aug-Ig’s assistants was waiting by the car. He opened the door when we got close. Aug-Ig got in. 

	“Now you,” the assistant ordered gruffly. 

	I sighed heavily and let go of everything. I shuddered and started to get into the car. 

	HISS!  A billow of smoke exploded around the car. The smoke got into my eyes and made my eyes water. My nose and throat burned. I coughed and choked on the smoke.

	Aug-Ig’s assistants coughed and gagged. 

	Another canister was thrown and smoke poured from it. The air filled with the gray gas.

	 I stumbled back. Then I felt a strong arm grab me around my throat and I was being dragged away. I was unable to make sense of anything. 

	I was roughly thrown into a car. The car started and quickly pulled away throwing me, still coughing and choking against the back seat. 

	“Turning yourself over to Tovlin? That was a profoundly stupid, boneheaded thing for you to do you, little idiot.” 

	“Katherine?” I choked out. 

	“Who else,” she said. “Somebody’s got to save your dumb ass.” 
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	I flushed out my eyes with water in a sink.  After ten minutes, I felt good enough to stop. I still rubbed my eyes with a cool cloth every few seconds. My eyes were burning and raw. 

	I knew that we were in a house, but I didn’t know exactly where. 

	But Andrew was with me helping me to flush my eyes out. 

	After a few minutes, I stepped into the living room. There were two men and a woman whom I did not recognize in the room. One was holding a gun and standing near the door, his gaze outside, looking for signs of trouble. 

	The other woman was sitting on a couch. She was leaned forward typing on the tablet that she had set up on the coffee table. 

	Katherine’s arms were folded. Her glare was fixed on me, and her foot was tapping impatiently. 

	I didn’t care what kind of mood she was in. I was feeling just as confrontational. “You ruined my plan,” I said scathingly. 

	“I saved your life.” 

	Life! I echoed. “What life? What is there for me? I don’t have a future, not with Tovlin after me.”

	“You should have let me think of something,” Katherine said.

	“You were going to leave Andrew.” I accused. “While you were taking your time thinking, I was doing something to keep everyone I care about safe.” 

	“All you did was give up,” Katherine hissed. 

	“That’s what I said,” Andrew commented. 

	“Shut up Andrew!” I exploded. “I was trying to keep all of you safe! What would have done to protect our friends? I don’t need all of you accusing me of being a quitter. And you,” I addressed Katherine. “How would you have saved Dominic and Carla from Tovlin’s androids? Or Elyse Or Andrew Huh?” 

	Katherine snorted. 

	“We were under your protection,” I sneered on the word ‘protection.’ “And we were still tracked down, and Andrew was still taken, while you were off doing God knows what.” 

	“This is getting us nowhere.” One of the men spoke up as he walked to the middle of the room and stood between Katherine and me. 

	He was taller than me, standing at least six-foot-four. His hair was black, with noticeable strands of gray. His five o’clock shadow had graduated into gray stubble. He was not particularly strong looking, but he had a solid build. Something about him seemed familiar. 

	“We have to think rationally, and come up with a plan,” He said. 

	“Dr. White?” Andrew said. 

	Now I remembered. Doctor Adam White was a friend of my mother’s. He had been our family physician when Andrew and I were younger. He went into psychology after being a pediatrician. The last time I saw him was when I was thirteen. 

	“It’s nice to see you, boys, again,” Dr. White smiled. “I hope the two of you are doing well.” 

	“We’ve had better days.” Andrew quipped.  

	“Allow me to introduce everyone,” Dr. White said. He gestured toward the other man who had long brown feathered hair that reached his collar and fell in front of his face so that his sharp black eyes were barely visible. His ears seemed unusually pointy. He greeted me with a nod. 

	“That is Francis Gerald,” Dr. White said. 

	He gestured to the woman who was on her tablet. 
      “Yasmine Dugan.” 

	Yasmine had short blonde hair and blue eyes. Her gaze was fixated on her screen and she did not deign to greet me as Adam introduced her. 

	“We are all former Tovlin operatives. We are the handful that stopped Tovlin twelve years ago, minus Beatrice,” Adam said. 

	“You four,” I questioned. 

	“Five,” Dr. White corrected. 

	“Guys, we need a plan,” Katherine said impatiently. “Tovlin is sure to come after us.” 

	“Correction, we don’t just need a plan for Troy or for us, we need a plan for all the altered children.” Yasmine looked up from her tablet. “I propose that we take them and make a run for it.” 

	“You’re talking about seriously changing the lives of children who know nothing and are targets through no fault of their own,” Adam objected. “If we could...”

	“What would you rather them do?” Katherine asked. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Tovlin will come after them either way, for all we know Tovlin has already started to move on the others like they did Troy, so their lives will change no matter what.”

	“You didn’t let me finish,” Dr. White said. “I wasn’t debating the fact that something needed to be done. If we could just get to the kids before Tovlin does and explain the situation and also unseal their powers, we might stand a much better chance at keeping these kids safe.” 

	“Despite what you might think of his earlier plan we should ask Troy about his take on this issue,” Francis said dryly.  “Since he’s the only one here likely to understand how the kids will react.” Then he turned back to looking outside, both his hands gripping the gun. 

	Katherine, Yasmine, and Adam turned their eyes on me. “Well, what do you think?” Adam asked. 

	I paused. I’ve never liked being put on the spot. But I needed an answer, I needed it now and I needed it to be good. “I agree with elements of things what each of you said.We do need to tell these others what’s going on. Then we need to take them and their loved ones and make a run for it.” 

	Adam, Katherine, and Yasmine looked at me as if they were expecting me to say more. Francis kept his eyes out for trouble. 

	I looked over at Andrew and then back to the former Tovlin members. “The way I see it, we have two problems. First, we have to move faster than Tovlin to get to these kids, and second, we would have to ensure that they and their families are safe.” 

	“The important thing is to get the kids out of there after all. They are the ones being targeted,” Katherine pointed out. 

	It annoyed me that Katherine could be cold enough as to just write off these kids’ families. 

	“Maybe you’re right, Katherine,” Adam said. “Maybe all Tovlin cares about is getting their test subjects back. But I think that Troy is right too. We must make an effort to get their families out of harm’s way as well. Tovlin has shown that they don’t care who gets in their way. Let’s say that we get one of the kids before Tovlin can, and then Tovlin attacks their family member as a way of luring him or her back into their clutches. Do you want to deal with an angry grief-stricken, powerful kid? Do you want to be held responsible for the death of a sibling or parent?” 

	“So, we must try to get the entire family out of the way,” Yasmine said. “However, if push comes to shove, then all we can do is get the altered kids out of there and make a run for it.” 

	Katherine spoke up. “That sounds like a good plan. Time is of the essence here. So, the last question is: how do we execute the plan?” 

	Yasmine started to talk. I listened for a minute but my eyes started to bug me, so I went to the bathroom to rinse them with more water. I turned on the faucet and cupped some cooling water into my hands. I brought my hands up and flushed my eyes out. 

	“Man, that stuff seems like its murder on your eyes,” Andrew said. 

	“No kidding,” I said. I had my eyes shut. 

	“Pain or no, I’m glad to have you safe, man,” Andrew said. 

	“Thanks,” I said appreciatively. “Can you hand me a towel?” 

	Andrew pressed a towel into my hand. “I’m just glad that Katherine and the others showed up when they did.” 

	“Hey, man, let me ask you something,” I said. 

	Sure, what? 

	“If you were in my shoes, and Tovlin had taken me, what would you have done?” I asked. 

	“Um,” Andrew started. “I would have tried to get you back. Or are you asking if I would have traded myself for you?” 

	“I just don’t like people thinking that I’m a quitter,” I said. “I’m not, it was just that it seemed like the only way to save you and protect everyone.” 

	“I get that much,” Andrew said. “But these are the guys that killed Mom. I wouldn’t want them to get what they want. I want them all dead.” 

	Andrew was right. I felt disgusted at myself. While I was trying to keep everyone safe, I was about to hand myself over to the organization that killed my mother. What was wrong with me?

	I used the towel to finish wiping my eyes.

	“Feel better?” Andrew asked. 

	“Not really,” I answered. “But I feel good enough.” 

	I was a child still, prone to moments of incompetence. I wondered if I would be of any help at all in whatever Katherine and the other former Tovlin members planned to do, or if I would screw up. I wondered what Mom would have said to me in this instance. 

	I threw the towel onto the towel rack and went back into the living room. “Ah, Troy, good,” Adam said. “We have a plan but we need your help.” 
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	We were to begin immediately. Doctor White, as it turned out was the physician for all the Tovlin test subjects when they were kids. It was his way of making sure that the experiments had no negative long-term effects after he and his group took down Tovlin. Because of that, it was easy to find out where each of the others lived. 

	Katherine, Adam, Francis, Yasmine, and I divided up the duty of talking to the Tovlin kids. Yasmine provided pictures of the kids and wrote their address on the back of the picture. In fact, Yasmine was able to dig up so much information on all of the test subjects that by the time she was finished, we knew where they went to school, their schedule, even what they were posting on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. 

	Remembering my own disbelief, I knew that I had to be absolutely convincing in conveying the danger, even if it meant transforming into Toka-Ace in front of who I was talking to. 

	Going over in my mind, I knew that I waited by the bus stop that my first target would take to get home. It was out of the way near Bradley Woods. 

	Thanks to the picture provided, I was able to recognize her right away as she disembarked. Of average build, Layla had red curly hair that she wore in a ponytail, a round face sprinkled with freckles and thin lips. Her ponytail looked like a big poof ball. Her green eyes were downcast as she walked. 

	Not wanting to waste even one moment, I approached her. 

	“Layla Lowenstein?” I said stepping in her path. 

	She looked up at me and clutched the strap of her backpack. “Yes,” she said slowly. Her eyes scanned me carefully, nervously. “How do you know my name?” She had the caution of a prey animal. 

	“My name is Troy Haden,” I said. I had a careful speech ready, but it suddenly seemed wrong, so I discarded it and jumped in with both feet. “I am a friend. You have to trust me.”

	Layla took a step back and clutched the strap on her backpack even more tightly. Her eyes widened. 

	“We don’t know each other,” she said warily. 

	“No, we don’t know each other per se, but we do have something very important in common,” I said quickly, “You have to listen to me, this is a matter of life and death.” 

	Those words made her even more anxious. I cursed my clumsy handling of the situation, I was never the most graceful person in a normal conversation, and now I had to convince a wary stranger of something utterly unbelievable I took a deep breath. 

	Layla started to go around me, not taking her eyes off of me. 

	“Layla wait!” Without thinking I reached for her. 

	That was a mistake. 

	“Get away!” she shrieked and then she started to run. 

	Good going, I kicked myself. Troy you idiot, you creeped her out when you were supposed to be convincing her. And now, anyone watching would have thought that I was some sort of weirdo. I can’t worry about that now. 

	No wonder I had been so put off by Katherine! This was not easy news to break to someone. I had no choice now, I had to show her. 

	Bradley Woods has a spacious patch of forest across the street from the residential neighborhood, so there were plenty of places to transform and not be seen. I crossed the street and plunged into the wooded area. I headed deep enough not to be seen by people going by in their cars. I let the forest grow thicker around me until I was surrounded by tree trunks and walls of green. Beams of sunlight were blocked by the treetops and barely got through. 

	I transformed and flew up into the canopy. I leapt into the sky. I was over the neatly arranged neighborhood. Fortunately, I knew exactly where Layla was headed. I glided over the roofs of houses and landed on her roof. I fused with the shadows and entered her house. 

	Layla had a simple room; painted a pale blue with dark blue carpeting Her bed had a thick, emerald-green comforter on it, with big blue and green pillows. She had a narrow bookshelf by her bed. Two of the shelves were stacked with books, and the other two had a jumble of stuff-a conch shell, a piece of glittery mica, a china cat, and photographs in frames. There was a new Samsung laptop on her small desk. 

	What I was going to do wasn’t ideal, but it was what needed to be done. I was a shadow in her bedroom. 

	Layla was putting her backpack on her bed. She was still breathing hard, not quite over the scare I had given her before. She removed her jacket and ran her hands through her hair. She started to take off her shirt. Andrew’s idea about the girls’ locker room flashed through my mind and I squelched it firmly. 

	“Before you remove any more clothing, I need to talk to you,” I said. 

	Layla looked around alarmed, her eyes wide. “Who said that? Where are you?” 

	I really felt bad for scaring this girl. “I’m about to come out, but don’t be afraid alright, please?” I said. 

	Layla did not answer me. 

	I emerged from the shadows and became a solid figure once more. Still, in my transformed state, I held my hands up to show her that I meant her no harm. 

	“What are you?” she asked. “Is this some kind of trick?” 

	“Layla, I tried talking to you earlier but I’m not that good with words,” I said. “Let me start over. My name is Troy. We met earlier although I looked quite a bit different.” 

	Layla nodded slowly. At least she wasn’t screaming, but her eyes were wide and her breathing was rapid. 

	“Would it help if I transformed back into my normal self?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” Layla said shakily. 

	A swirl of white flames washed over me and I went from being Toka-Ace to being Troy once more. 

	“I don’t understand. How did you do that? What’s going on?” she asked. 

	“Good question,” I muttered. “When we were children a group of us including you, we were experimented on by an alien terrorist group called Tovlin. That’s why I have these powers. You were adopted, weren’t you? Your grandmother became your legal guardian when you turned six didn’t she?” 

	“How do you know that?” Layla asked. 

	“All of the Tovlin kids are orphans,” I explained. “Thanks to a small band of former operatives Tovlin was taken down twelve years ago. But they’re back now and they’re hunting us down.” 

	Layla’s hand went up next to her mouth. “Hunting us?” She asked nervously. 

	I had to give her a lot of credit. She was handling this well. 

	I didn’t want her to freak out but I needed to convey a lot of information and quickly. “Yes, hunting us and, believe me, you don’t want them to get you. These creatures are evil, I’ve fought them. I need you to come with me so that I can keep you safe, but before I do that I need to talk to your grandmother as well.” 

	“She usually gets home a few minutes after I do,” Layla said. “What do you mean creatures?” 

	I didn’t want any delays, but her grandmother’s safety hung in the balance too. 

	“They’re not human,” I said. 

	“Are…you human?” I knew she also meant: am I?

	“Yes,” I said firmly, though I wasn’t entirely sure what the dividing line between human and whatever I was we were. Layla was full of questions, but I asked her to wait until her grandmother got home. The one thing I did tell her was that all of this was new to me too. I waited with Layla in the living room. 

	She sat quietly her hands folded; she was twiddling her thumbs and staring at the ground. 

	They were mannerisms that I was all too familiar with. I wanted to say something that would put her mind at ease. The moments of silence were uncomfortable. “So, how is your grandmother going to react to seeing a strange boy in her house?” I asked, trying to distract her from any worry about Tovlin. 

	“Not well,” she bristled. 

	Finally, we heard a car pull into the driveway.  “That’s my grandma now,” Layla said unnecessarily. We stood waiting for her to come in the house. 

	The front door opened. Layla’s grandmother had curly hair like Layla and deep wrinkles in her face. Her cheeks were droopy and she walked with sort of a waddle, hunched over with the help of a cane. Her attention immediately was on me. 

	“Who is this?” Her voice sounded more angry than curious. 

	“Grandma, this is Troy.” 

	“I thought I told you no boys,” snapped her grandmother. 

	Layla flinched. “I know but,”

	“But nothing.” the elder Lowenstein said. “Tell your friend to leave now.” 

	I looked at Layla. She looked defeated. I guessed her grandmother was a bully and Layla was used to giving in. 

	“I don’t know what kind of ideas you had about my granddaughter buster,” the old woman said scathingly. “I know what your generation is like. Hopping from girl to girl, pants sagging, trying to make babies with each other, doing the whole hoochie mama thing. Well no, sir. Not my granddaughter. She’s a good girl. I am too young to be a great-grandmother.” 

	I looked over at Layla. She was looking down at her feet.  I felt so lucky to be raised by Mom not some old witch like this. 

	“You thought that you would just slick talk your way in her and get my daughter to do the hoochie things with you,” the grandmother ranted. 

	Hoochie? I would have laughed if the circumstances were different. 

	“Well you have another thing coming mister, go impregnate someone else,” she continued. 

	I concentrated. White flames enveloped my entire body. 

	Oh. Oh my goodness. The elder Lowenstein’s eyes widened and she stepped back in horror. 

	I had transformed into Toka-Ace. 

	“What are you?” she asked horrified. 

	“Trust me I am not here to impregnate Layla,” I said. “I am a friend.” 

	“Grandma,” Layla said quietly. “Troy is here to help. I am in danger. Please just listen to me for once.” 
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	Danger seemed to be the key concept. Once I described my experiences I was successful in convincing Layla and her grandmother to leave their house and put themselves the protection of Katherine and the other former Tovlin operatives. Then I headed out for my next persuasion job. 

	I learned from the rocky start I’d gotten off to with Layla. This time I had a much more streamlined and efficient plan for going about this. Or at least I hoped so. 

	I went right up to the door, as myself, and rang the doorbell. After a little while of waiting, I heard a woman’s voice. “Hold on, hold on, I’m coming,” she called. 

	The door opened. An African American woman with long micro-braided hair, an oval face and bright but inquisitive eyes had answered the door. “Hi, may I help you?” 

	“My name is Troy; I’m a friend of Eugene and Ivan. Are they home?” I asked. 

	“No,” she said regretfully. “Normally, they’d be on their way home from practice right about now, but today they went off to a barbeque in the park on Silver Spring.” 

	“Okay, no problem,” I said. “I’ll just catch up with them later.” I turned away, already plotting my next move. All I had to do was find a place to transform into Toka-Ace and fly over to where Eugene and Ivan were and tell them everything.

	“Would you like something to drink?” Sharron invited. (I knew her name was Sharron; I knew more about her then she would be at all comfortable knowing.) 

	“Sure.” I blurted, and then I got angry at myself. I was so stupid. Why had I said yes? I should have just left to look for Eugene and Ivan. How awkward was it going to be if I stayed here and Eugene and Ivan showed up and this woman realized that I wasn’t a friend of her nephews? There was only one thing left to do. 

	The living room was nice and spacious. There was a big plasma screen television and entertainment system. There was a big wooden table in the middle and three couches in a semi-circle around the entertainment system. 

	“Would you like something to eat?” Sharron offered. 

	“No, thanks,” I declined. 

	“So how do you know my nephews?” Sharron asked. 

	“Actually, we go way back.”

	Really? 

	I sighed. “No, not really, Look, I need to be honest. I don’t know Eugene or Ivan per se. I just have something important in common with them. It’s because of this important thing that we have in common that they’re in danger.” 

	Suddenly Sharron snapped into motion, not particularly fast but fast enough to surprise me. She grabbed my arm and swept my legs and threw me to the ground. “Arrghh!” I went to the ground hard. The wind was knocked out of me. She put her weight on me while keeping my arm in a lock. 

	“I work for the police department,” she said forcefully. “You’d better explain yourself. If you don’t answer me, I’ll personally throw your ass in jail before dinnertime. Who are you really? And why are you threatening my nephews?” 

	“I’m not out to hurt them,” I strained to say. I knew she worked for the police department but obviously hadn’t processed the information. I concentrated and transformed into Toka-Ace. 

	Sharron jumped off of my back before the white flames could touch her. “Now let’s try this again,” I said.

	Sharron raced toward her closet. She yanked open the door and seconds later she leveled a shotgun at me. 

	“Whoa!” I spread my arms. I transformed back into my normal self. “People are after me because of my powers and the same group is targeting Eugene and Ivan.” 

	“What are you talking about?” Sharron demanded. 

	I told her everything I knew about Tovlin and the danger that her nephews were in because of Tovlin. It was hard convincing her I wasn’t crazy. I had to transform again and let her get close to me, peering at me like I was some crazy science experiment. I guess I was. She asked me a bunch of questions I couldn’t answer. 

	“They’re in danger now!” I finally said. 

	“I’ll call them right away. I’ll tell them to come home.” 

	“I can get to them faster,” I said. 

	“Hurry,” she said as if she hadn’t been slowing me down. But I couldn’t blame her. It was pretty unbelievable. 

	“Keep your shotgun handy in case Tovlin comes here,” I instructed. “Don’t worry, I will bring them back.” I paused. “I’ll be sure to let you know before I walk in the door.” 
      I transformed and flew to Silver Spring. There were two picnic areas, a park, tennis courts, a couple of basketball courts, and a section of woods. 

	Night was starting to fall and the last bit of daylight was starting to fade. I flew over the park less worried about being seen. 

	I landed on the top of a tree and looked from person to person, searching for Eugene and Ivan. 

	There was some sort of party going on. Someone brought a grill and was barbequing. Near the grills were coolers. One of the coolers was open and I could see beer inside. A stereo rested on another cooler that I knew contained beer. The music flowed. 

	Girls in short shorts and low-cut tops were dancing, trying to get noticed by the boys. The boys cheered them on. 

	“Don’t hurt yourself, baby.” I could hear one guy from up here. 

	Tsk, tsk, tsk, I thought. I know their parents raised them better. 

	I looked at every face and was still unable to locate Eugene or Ivan. It was dark. The street lights at the edge of the park were on and the only other light came from the fire of the grill and the occasional small bluish lights from people checking their cell phones. 

	Maybe Sharron called them and they’re on their way home, I concluded after more fruitless searching. I was about to leave when I noticed two girls going down a path. I followed from the air. 

	The girls were using their cell phones to light the way and ducking under low branches. They were joking with one another.

	I was gliding just above the treetops. The night and the tall trees protected me from being seen. Not that they were worried about anything other than the present moment anyway. 

	“This is where it’s going down at,” I heard one of the girls say. 

	There was a small clearing. Someone had started a small campfire. More teens were there. It was about an equal mix of five boys and five girls. Among them were Eugene and Ivan. 

	Great I found them. I descended and landed on a branch and watched. Eugene and Ivan were twins. They both have dark skin and were taller than me and had their hair cut in a fade. 

	“Hey quarterback,” Said one of the girls flirtatiously. She batted her eyes. “I was wondering if I could talk to you.” 

	“Give me a break,” I muttered to no one. 

	After a few seconds of talking I was able to work out that it was Ivan that the girl greeted. They started heading off together on a path that led away from the clearing. I sprung from my hiding place and landed in the soft dirt path front of Ivan. 

	Ivan jumped back in surprise and let out a curse. “What then...? Who are you?” 

	“Hey, football stars,” I greeted mockingly. “I was wondering if I could talk to you.” 

	The teens in the clearing all stared at me. The girls took retreating steps. The guys came forward to stare at me. 

	“Eugene and Ivan Childs, I need to talk to you,” I announced. 

	Eugene came forward. “What is this?” 

	Before I could explain another guy came forward. ”It’s a guy in a costume.” he slurred. The boy was bigger than Eugene or Ivan. He was big and bulky. He pushed his way past Eugene. “Get out of here, costume guy.” He raised his fist to strike me. 

	Normal human speed is no match for me. I extended my hand and electrocuted him when he got close.  

	He collapsed to the ground with a soft thud. I held back. He would not die, but he would be unconscious for a few hours. 

	Eugene and Ivan both looked shell-shocked. 

	“What do you want, taser guy?” Eugene asked. 

	“The first thing you need to know is that the party is over,” I said sternly. “The second thing is that I need you to come with me because you’re in danger.” 

	“What do you mean?” Ivan asked. “What danger?” 

	“I think we can answer that question.” A new voice said. It was the voice of an adult. 

	There were three new men in the clearing. All of them wearing slacks and collared shirts. Or at least that’s what their holographic disguises would have the naked eye believe. 
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	On one side of the clearing was me, Eugene, and Ivan. On the other side stood three members of Tovlin. In the middle stood some innocent bystanders. They collected their unconscious friend. 

	I knew the bystanders wouldn’t matter to Tovlin. That meant that I would have to take the fight away from here.

	“Listen to me, Eugene, Ivan,” I said. “The two of you need to get back to your aunt’s house and you need to get going right now. If anyone follows you run. She’ll explain everything to you, but things here are about to get real ugly.” 

	Eugene and Ivan looked at each other hesitant to trust me. 

	“Go now!” I snapped. 

	One of the men drew a gun and aimed it at Ivan. Faster than he could aim, I fired a bolt of electricity that hit his hand. He dropped the gun. It went off when it hit the ground and there was a scream. The bystanders ran and shoved to get away from the clearing. 

	The Tovlin members were fixated on me, Eugene, and Ivan. 

	“Hurry up and go to your aunt’s house,” I ordered. 

	The trees stretched above us and the campfire crackled between us. 

	The three men spread out inching apart to flank me. I raised my guard and lowered into a fighting stance. 

	“Find your way to your aunt’s house,” I said. “I’ll hold these three off.” Eugene and Ivan didn’t wait a moment longer. They took the path behind me and made their escape. 

	They dropped their holograms. Instead of androids, there was something quite different standing before me. 

	They had heads like wolves and eagles’ wings. Their muzzles were drawn back in a snarl revealing sharp teeth glistening with saliva. Their ears were triangular and swept back and they stood on two legs that had the knee-joint bent backward. Short, rough, gray fur covered their entire bodies. The worst part-though it was all pretty horrific- was that they had four arms that ended with sharp talon-like claws, and legs that ended in talons. 

	“What kind of androids are you?” I wondered. I was not supplied with an answer. 

	Clearly, Tovlin was getting more serious about collecting what they saw as theirs. They were going to completely forego subtlety and come with full force at us. Whoever got in their way, well that was just going to be unfortunate for them. 

	The three predators had me surrounded and were snarling and flexing their claws. It was like an old gunslinger movie. 

	Sparks of electricity jumped off my body as I waited for the first move 

	We all unfroze at once. 

	I was charged from my right. I turned and let a blast of electricity loose. It hit its target dead center. It fell back and knocked over the grill. 

	The other two charged. I turned to fire at them, or tried to…

	I was tackled. I fell to the ground and hit my head hard. One of them pinned my arms down. The other stood over me and drew two killing claws back. 

	The razor-sharp claws cracked the air coming at my throat for the kill. I jerked to one side as hard as I could to avoid the blow. The claws just missed the back of my head. 

	The one that was holding me used its second pair of hands to pin my shoulders to hold me still, claws digging into me and drawing blood. 

	The claws drew back again. I drew back my feet and aimed them carefully. 

	Faster than the claws could come back, I fired a shockwave from my feet. My attacker let out a howl as he went falling backward. 

	I concentrated and grabbed the wrist of the one still holding me. Sparks crackled around my hand and I gave as big of an electric shock as I could muster. 

	There was another howl and its body twitched and jerked violently. 

	It released its hold on me. It was barely standing. Before it could fall, I grabbed it by the arm. I swung and threw it at the companion that I hit with a shock wave. 

	I willed a sword into my hand. 

	The three had regrouped. They stood glaring at me, the fur on their backs stood on end and they flared the feathers on their wings. They looked at one another. 

	“Come on!” I said raising my sword. “You’re not so tough! Come on!” 

	The one in the center charged at me. The two others shot up into the trees. It swung its claws at me. I blocked with my sword. 

	The blows were so forceful that I almost lost my grip on the weapon. I blocked an attack that came from my throat. It quickly hopped to my left to seize an opening. 

	Razor sharp nails aimed at my stomach, my eyes, and my throat. I blocked them. The creature would attack and then immediately try to find a new angle to attack from. The battle became a frenzy heat of slashing claws clanging and ringing out against the steel of my sword. 

	I parried an attack that was aimed at my throat. My attacker’s momentum carried him past me. I used the momentary opening to kick him in the back. The kick planted him face down in the dirt. 

	I raised my sword to finish the thing off, and at that moment felt something hit me hard in the back. Then I hit the ground hard. 

	The other two had been waiting, watching and sizing me up. They waited until I was off guard and then swooped in. 

	I turned over and swung my sword. My two attackers jumped back. 

	The fire had spread and I realized that I had lost track of the third. A surprise attack could come at any time from any angle. 

	The trees that surrounded us had become a wall of flames. The fire crackled around us, mercilessly consuming, flaring up and growing more, the air around us becoming hotter and hotter. 

	I began to sweat and my vision blurred. My body began to hurt. A stinging sensation made all the muscles in my body ache and I realized that I wouldn’t be able to hold up much longer. My two opponents became black blobs against a bright orange flare. 

	One of them charged me. It hit me with a hammer blow; the shot caught me in my head and chest knocking the wind out of me. I was unconscious for a moment unable to feel a thing before the pain of hitting the ground registered. The black blob was over me again and reflexively I raised my sword. 

	One slow moment passed, then another. I felt the heaviness at the end of my blade.

	My vision became clear for a moment and then I realized what happened. The creatures’ face was only inches from mine. I was able to see the eyes go dull as the life drained out of it. I felt the muscles slacken and the body grew heavy on my blade. 

	I let go of the sword and used my sleeve to quickly rub my eyes as I got to my feet. 

	I saw clearly now what had happened. The blade of my sword was stuck in the creature’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound. With a few last pathetic gasps for breath, it was gone. The kill had been a lucky one. 

	I willed for my wings to appear. Two gigantic crow-like wings sprouted from my back. I flapped and one wing beat lifted me into the air. I needed fresh air so that the heat and smoke wouldn’t kill me. I flapped again and rose higher. My opponent snarled and bent its legs; he spread his wings as though he was going to come after me. 

	I readied myself for the attack. 

	Suddenly, I felt something heavy on my back. Jaws began to close on my neck. Wildly, I thrashed trying to throw the off wolf-like creature before the killing bite. 

	I fell from the sky, but it still held on to me. The ground rushed up. At the last moment, I twisted my body using the wolf-like alien to break my fall. 

	We hit the ground together and hard. I landed on top of the thing. It let out a whimpering howl as my weight forced the wind from its lungs. 

	The remaining one leapt at me. “RRrrwwwaaarrr!!!” 

	I threw out a desperate shockwave from my hand and knocked it back.

	It hit the trunk of a burning tree hard and a branch fell on it, lighting its fur and feathers on fire. The creature stopped moving. 

	I rose to my feet. The last remaining were-wolf alien rose to his feet. 

	Its orange eye, accentuated by the fire, stared at me with a furious intensity. He hungered for revenge for his fallen comrades. He wanted my blood. He flexed his four razor-sharp claws and bared his fangs at me. The bloodlust on his face was apparent. 

	My body began to sting again. I had scored two lucky kills against these things. 

	I stared down my enemy. 

	Only one of us is going to walk out of this alive, I thought, which means it sucks to be you.

	Then his ears twitched. His muzzle lowered and he looked away and seemed to be listening to something. 

	Seconds later, I heard sirens. 

	The wolf creature moved quickly, but it wasn’t an attack. He picked up his dead brother and then moved the burning branch off the head of his other dead brother. He gathered their bodies up and flew away. He disappeared into the thick smoke. 

	Did I just win? I wondered. Then I quickly realized, no, he just didn’t want to be around when the fire department showed up. 

	I needed to get out of here too before the effects of the fire completely overtook me. I willed for my wings to appear and I flew away.
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	My body was sore and my head was throbbing. Those symptoms faded as I flew and took in more of the crisp night air. I was eager to put that fight behind me and get back to Sharron. As tired as I was, I still had a job to do. 

	I went back to Sharron’s house, being sure to clearly announce myself to avoid being shot. She gave me the clear to enter. She lowered the shotgun as I walked in. 

	I breathed in and exhaled. As I exhaled, my body became surrounded by white swirling embers. The embers broke leaving Troy, the everyday boy. 

	Eugene and Ivan were in the living room. Their mouths gaped as they stared at me in awe. 

	“Maybe I had a little too much to drink,” Eugene said sheepishly. “Because it looked like you were just on fire.” 

	Sharron looked at him disapprovingly. “Remind me how much trouble you’re in when this is over.” She addressed me. “So, what happens now?”  

	“Well,” I said digging in my pocket. I got my cell phone out. “That’s what I am working on.” 

	I called Katherine. 

	“Troy?” she answered. “Are you alright?” 

	“I’m fine,” I said. “How did you know I was in danger?” 

	“So, you had nothing to do with the fire at the park and the reported gunfire?” Katherine pointed out. 

	“Okay, you got me,” I said. “By the way, I got into a fight, but it wasn’t androids this time.”

	“What do you mean?” Katherine asked. 

	“The things that were after Eugene and Ivan looked like wolves, but they walked on two legs and had four arms and wings.” 

	“Aanbi-Sali,” Katherine said. “They’re dangerous.”

	“I kind of noticed that,” I said dryly. 

	“This means Tovlin is getting bolder and less concerned about moving ahead carefully. Even back to my time in Tovlin, Aug-Ig was always impatient. This must mean that whatever he has planned with the Tovlin kids, he wants it done now. Did you get Eugene and Ivan?” she asked. 

	“They’re safe,” I confirmed. “They’re back at their home. They know everything that’s going on. Well, not really, but they do know that we’re the good guys.” 

	“Good,” she said. “I’m only moments away. Come outside, I’ll take them to safety.” 

	“See you in a minute,” I said. 

	Sharron, Eugene, and Ivan had been looking at me, eager to hear what I was going to relay to them. 

	“I have a friend that’s going to help,” I announced. “Her name is Katherine. She has a more defined plan.” 

	“This is nuts,” Eugene said. 

	“You don’t say.” I laughed despite myself. 

	“Who or what are you exactly?” he demanded. 

	“In a nutshell, I’m someone who’s a lot like you,” I said to him. “You-well both you and your brother have been altered to have powers like me. The group that did it were the ones who came after you tonight.”

	“But how come you can transform?” Ivan asked. 

	“Because my powers were unsealed,” I said. “I can’t really explain it all; I am seriously pressed for time here.” 

	My phone rang, and there came the honking from a car horn outside. 

	I answered. “Hello?” 

	“I’m outside, come out now,” Katherine said bluntly. 

	“Okay,” I said. I hung up. “Rude,” I muttered. 

	“That was Katherine. She’s going to take three of you to someplace safe for the time being.” 

	“Let me put together some travel bags,” said Sharron. 

	“No, we have to go now. Those creatures at the park are deadly. They could be here at any minute.” 

	She still hesitated. “Sharron,” I said. “Are you prepared to see your nephews killed?” 

	She shook her head and then three of them followed me out of the house. 

	Katherine was in a car in front of the house. She opened the door and got out. 

	“Nice work Troy.” she complimented. 

	“Thanks,” I said. “It was nothing. A few mutant werewolves…” Ivan and Eugene glanced at me and I smiled. I could see in their faces that they were imagining what their own powers would be. 

	“Hello,” Sharron said to Katherine, “How do you plan to keep us safe?” 

	“We’re going to stay on the move,” Katherine said. “Tovlin is sure to be tracking us.” 

	“Tracking?” Ivan fretted. 

	“We’re being hunted at this very moment?” Eugene echoed his brother’s concern. 

	“Yes,” Katherine said bluntly. 

	Eugene and Ivan exchanged a look. “What about unlocking our powers?” Ivan said. 

	“Later for that and we don’t have time for the two of you to be afraid.” I said. “We just have to deal with what is.” 

	“Come on, boys, get into the car.” Sharron encouraged. 

	“Ah, man,” said Eugene, but the twins climbed into the car. Sharron got into the passenger’s seat. 

	I went around to the driver’s side to have a quick word with Katherine. 

	“Troy, I need you to keep collecting the others,” Katherine said. 

	“Got it,” I said. “Where are you taking them? Where should I take them to?” 

	Katherine considered. “We’re really doing this spur of the moment after you get the next one, call me.” 

	I transformed into Toka-Ace. I was getting tired from so many repeated transformations. I spread my wings and took to the sky with Eugene and Ivan watching me amazed. 

	I flew as fast as I could to the next house. Nathan was the name of the next guy that I was supposed to retrieve. 

	I arrived in the neighborhood. “Oh no,” I gasped as I flew over the house. I dropped from the sky onto the porch of a two-story house. The front door had been knocked off its hinges. The living room was an absolute mess. Broken picture frames and glass littered the floor, and the carpet was scrunched up and out of place. 

	There had definitely been a struggle here. It seemed like I was too late. “I’m too late.” I cursed myself. 

	Police sirens cut through the silence and made me jump. I had to get out of here. I merged with the shadows and I was out of there before the police came in. 

	Before long I was in the night sky again. I landed on the roof of a nearby store and I reverted back to being myself. I called Katherine. 

	“I was too late. They got Nathan,” I said. 

	Katherine cursed. “Adam said the same thing happened with one of the kids he was trying to rescue. He barely got out in time.” 

	“What now?” I asked. 

	“Let’s regroup with what we have,” Katherine said after a moment of consideration. 

	“Alright,” I said downheartedly. 

	“We’re meeting near Vincent,” Katherine revealed. She gave me the address. 

	“Okay, see you in a few.” 
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	I met up with the others near the field that was between Saint Vincent High and a residential neighborhood. We were a stone’s throw away from Menomonee Falls. 

	Yasmine had arrived at the same time I did with a couple of boys who were my age and who I presumed to be their legal guardians, one of the boys, a stringy fellow with long dark hair was accompanied by a couple, the woman had her arm around the boy looking concerned, while the man was slowly and nervously looking around. The other boy, a guy with curly brown hair, was with an angry looking man.

	Adam, Francis, and Francis were there already. There were a few teens whom I did not know who were there with their legal guardians. 

	“Good, you’re safe,” Francis said as Yasmine walked up. 

	“It was a close shave,” Yasmine admitted. “I managed to save Kirk and Thaddeus as well as their legal guardians but Tovlin came awfully close to catching us.” 

	“Are you okay?” Francis asked. 

	“I’m fine,” Yasmine said. 

	“What about you Troy?” Yasmine asked. 

	“I tried going in to get Nathan but it was already too late,” I said. 

	“Tovlin most likely got the others,” Adam said. “I hate to say it, but we can’t rescue anyone else. We need to get to safety.” 

	“Adam’s right,” Katherine said. 

	“Let’s get everyone to my place,” Yasmine said. 

	“Excuse me,” The woman whom Yasmine had arrived with tapped her on the shoulder. “Not that I’m ungrateful, but you said that when we got here, you’d explain in more detail what was going on. Who are you all? And why were those people trying to grab us?” she asked. 

	“We’re just about to get to that,” Yasmine promised. 

	Everyone was huddled in a small crowd talking to each other trying to gleam what information they could to make sense of their situation.

	Adam, Francis, Yasmine, and Katherine lined up in front of everyone.  

	Adam held his hands up. “May I have everyone’s attention please?” He said loudly. “My name is Adam, and these are my associates, Katherine, Yasmine, and Francis.” He said gesturing to each of them as he said their names. “We’re going to get everyone to a secure location. The people who attacked you will not be able to find us when we get to where we’re going. But we have precious little time.” 

	I knew that Sharron, Eugene, Ivan, Layla, and her grandmother would cooperate because they knew what was going on, and what was at stake. 

	“How do we know we can trust you?” One of the men asked. It was the balding man whom Yasmine brought. “Just who are you guys and why should we go with you?” 

	“Are you kidding?” Sharron spoke up. “If you’re here, that means that one of these four had to risk their ass to save yours just so you could be here safely. Believe me, I didn’t want to believe it either, but this is real, and we owe it to these people to hear them out, they are on our side.” 

	“We are here to protect your children and you,” Francis said. “But we don’t have much time, the group who came after you before is still after all of us right now. We need to.”

	“Ella wait!” Adam called. 

	Ella and her legal guardian had started to walk away

	“You need to listen,” Adam said. He ran to cut off Ella and her legal guardian. 

	“Get out of my way,” said Ella’s guardian. He was a black man with a shaved head and a patchy beard. He had thick bags underneath his eyes

	“Avery, maybe we should listen to them,” Ella said. 

	“Me and my people will take care of Ella.” He declared.

	I walked over to the scene. 

	“Are you ignoring the fact that you were just targeted and nearly killed?” Adam asked. “They will kill you trying to get to her,” Adam said pointing at Ella. 

	“I got this, all I gotta do is call my peoples to back me up. Ain’t nobody gonna mess with us.”

	I looked at Ella. 

	The small crowd had come over to where we were. 

	Ella looked embarrassed at her guardians’ behavior. It looked as though she wanted to say something but was biting her tongue. 

	“Let’s go Ella,” Avery commanded. He began to walk away. Ella reluctantly followed. 

	“I agree.” Said Thaddeus’ legal guardian. 

	“Jack,” Thaddeus hissed, “I’m staying here, you know, with the people that just saved us from the people who just tried to kill us.” 

	“You should do the same,” Adam told Avery. 

	“Are you giving me orders?” He turned back towards Adam his body language challenging. 

	“If we’re going to go, just come on.” Ella pleaded. 

	There was no mistake; Ella was definitely embarrassed about her legal guardian. 

	Avery started to leave. 

	Adam ran to catch up to him. He placed his hand on Avery’s shoulder. 

	Avery swung suddenly. 

	With reflexes like a cat, Adam ducked and grabbed Avery’s arm stepped on the back of his knee forcing him down and got him in an arm lock. 

	“We’re sitting ducks out here. Every moment we spend here is more time that Tovlin can close in on us.”  Katherine said. “If he wants to go, then just forget him.” 

	“But we can’t leave them.” Adam pleaded. 

	“I don’t feel right about it either,” Yasmine said. “But it wouldn’t be the first morally questionable thing that we’ve done. But this time, we’re working to do something good. We’ll have to leave Ella to chance.” 

	Adam let Avery go. 

	“So, what are we doing?” Ella asked. 

	“Come on,” Avery growled. He left with Ella following. 

	“You don’t have to go with him Ella,” I called. 

	Ella turned back and Avery glared at her angrily. The pair left without a word. 

	“Us too,” Jack said. “Come on Thaddeus.” 

	“No,” Thaddeus said. “You can go if you’d like, but I am staying here.” 

	Thaddeus, Jack gritted his teeth. “I’ll go, but at the first sign of trouble, we leave the end of story.” 

	“I managed to get a fifteen-passenger van,” Francis said. “Yasmine, Francis, Katherine have cars, so we’ll be able to transport everyone to where we need to go without any complications.” 

	Adam sighed. “I never thought that the gun battle would be the easy part.” He leaned in to tell me. 
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	The house was in a quiet neighborhood. It was in a heights area with lots of apartment complexes.  

	It was a duplex apartment. When you entered the back door, you were immediately in the kitchen. A tile floor marked the boundary between the kitchen and the living room. 

	When everyone had entered the house, the living room was cramped. The crowding was like a bad house party. Worried chatter filled the air. Voices competed for attention wanting answers or to be heard. The only people I knew apart from Andrew were Eugene, Ivan, Sharron, Layla, and her grandmother. They were orphaned like me and now facing a major and unexpected shift in their lives and a threat to their personal wellbeing. Even sadder, these were the lucky ones. 

	Including me, there were eight of us that had been altered by Tovlin present. 

	There were Eugene, Ivan, and Layla. 

	Then there was a boy named Thaddeus, whose legal guardian, Jack, wanted to go to the police earlier. 

	There was a big hulking guy with short dirty blond hair named Ben. He was here by himself. 

	There was a short, wiry, and quiet black-haired kid named Kirk who was here with his foster parents, Drew and Penelope. 

	Lastly, there was a kid named Isaiah who bore a resemblance to Andrew. He had shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes. While he looked like Andrew, save for some slight differences, his demeanor was very different. He was twitchy and looked nervous.  He was accompanied by his foster parents Fred and Allison. 

	Some people sat on the chairs and two couches; everyone else was forced to stand. A television was on but the sound was drowned out by the concerned conversations. 

	Katherine, Yasmine, Francis, Adam, Andrew, and I stood off in a small huddle in one corner. It was the only way we could hear each other talk without the noise making too hard to hear. 

	“This place is packed,” I commented. “What like nineteen or twenty people in total? That’s going to be a bit of a problem.” 

	“Yeah, what’s the plan? How will we deal with all these people?” Andrew asked. “Keeping them safe is going to be hard.” 

	“Andrew makes a valid point,” Adam said. “We can’t protect them all.”

	“Yet it’s our duty to do so,” Francis said. 

	“We should unseal their powers,” Yasmine suggested. 

	“What if their legal guardians don’t go along with it?” Adam asked. 

	“Hey what are you guys talking about over there?” Jack cut in. 

	We broke our huddle. 

	“If there’s something that needs to be talked about, then try sharing it with all of us. It’s bad enough that you’ve basically kidnapped us all.” Jack said.

	“You should know that we’re coming up with a way to keep you all safe.” Katherine started to explain. “If you would just…” 

	‘      “Sir,” Adam called out. “Where are you going?” 

	Fred had opened the back door. “Relax, I just need a cigarette. I’m not going to go anywhere.” 

	“Adam, Francis,” Katherine said. “You guys guard the front and the back door respectively. Yasmine, Troy, and I will continue our discussion upstairs where it’s quiet.” 

	“What about me?” Andrew asked. 

	“Stay down here and keep everyone occupied,” Katherine said. 

	Andrew looked disappointed. 

	“Just think of this as a house party,” I said. “A really, really, lousy house party.” 

	“You know, if this were a good house party, someone would have puked and passed out by now.” Andrew joked. 

	“I bet they’d definitely want to forget this,” I said as I followed Katherine and Yasmine upstairs to a bedroom.  

	“Nice place you got here,” I said facetiously.  

	“It’s part of the life I crafted after we betrayed Tovlin,” Yasmine said. 

	“You wanted to talk to me?” I asked Katherine.

	“Yes.” she nodded. “I’m about to address everyone and I need your help.” 

	“You need my help to talk to people?” I asked skeptically. 

	“Actually, I’ll be using you as something of a prop,” Katherine clarified. “I’ll have you transform for everyone so that is easier for everyone to accept the reality of what’s happening and to convince the kids here and the legal guardians to allow us to unseal the kids’ powers.” 

	“The people here were attacked by Tovlin,” Yasmine added. “We managed to save them in time. But barely.” 

	I didn’t need to ask about the ones who weren’t saved. My mind flashed back to the scene at Nathan’s house. “Seems like a solid plan,” I said. “But I have to know, what are we going to do now?” 

	Katherine looked uncertain. “We do the best that we can do.” Her answer did nothing to give me any confidence. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go downstairs.” 

	Katherine went down the stairs. I followed with Yasmine behind me. 

	“Attention, everyone!” Katherine said loudly. “Attention, please!” 

	Gradually the conversation faded and everyone looked at Katherine who was standing in front of the T.V. 

	“My name is Katherine. I know you are concerned and have a lot of questions,” she began. 

	“Are you going to tell us who those people were who attacked us and our kids?” Jack cut her off before she could get going. He had undone his tie and wore a collared shirt and neat pants with a perfect crease. He was angry. But I could tell that his anger came from fear. 

	“Sir, I need you to calm down,” Katherine urged. 

	“Calm down?” He laughed a bitter, disbelieving laugh. “Are you kidding me? I get knocked out trying to stop some thugs from abducting my foster child and I’m supposed to be calm? Then some stranger saves us and tells me that he’s a target? How exactly do I stay calm after learning that and being dragged here?” 

	There came a murmur of agreement from the other grown-ups. 

	“Time is of the essence here,” Katherine correctly pointed out. “The fact is that each of you is being targeted by-”

	That’s when he cut her off again. “I’m sorry, this is just too crazy. I mean, why aren’t we just going to the police?” He looked around for support. “Are we seriously going to put our safety in the hands of a bunch of people we don’t know?”

	Adult faces turned angry and they started nodding in agreement. 

	Katherine looked displeased to have lost the crowd. I was beginning to feel irritated. Why couldn’t he just listen to reason and accept reality?

	“You know what? I’m going to the police. I can’t believe I let myself get dragged here in the first place,” The man said. “Come on Thaddeus.” He ordered. 

	“That’s not the best choice to make,” I spoke up. 

	He turned his attention to me. “What would you know about the best choice for me?”  

	Katherine spoke before I could answer. “This room is full of parents who are trying to keep their children safe, just like you. Troy here happens to have very intimate knowledge of what’s happening, while you do not.” 

	Jack fell silent. His supporters died down too. 

	Katherine continued. “You can’t be helped by the police. The group that’s currently after us will get to us eventually if we don’t act carefully and they’ll be completely ruthless when they come. They don’t care about witnesses or bystanders.”

	“Enough! Shut up!” He exploded. “This is…B.S!”

	“No, you listen!” I transformed into Toka-Ace, white flames swirling and consuming me until they broke leaving me transformed. 

	Jack looked awe-struck. He stepped back slightly, in fact, the entire group did. The adults and teens looked amazed and afraid. 

	“Is this enough to convince you?” I asked scathingly. 

	He said nothing. I could see that he was sweating and his eyes were darting around my body. 

	Katherine took advantage of the stunned silence. “This is what each of your kids is, a living weapon. That’s what they are to Tovlin anyway, and that is why Tovlin is after them. The difference is that Troy’s powers have been unsealed. I will unseal the rest of your powers so that you can fight Tovlin.” 

	“Whoa,” Jack said. “Unseal their powers? Fight, Tovlin?” He looked around again. 

	“Look, mister,” I said before he could object any further. “I know it’s hard to accept but this is how things are at the moment. The police can’t help us.”

	“Troy’s right,” Katherine said. “That’s the point I was trying to make before. Even if we presented Troy in his transformed state and they began investigating immediately, they’d come up with nothing. Protective custody would not actually protect the kids. How would the police do a combat with Tovlin’s androids Or their operatives?” 

	“So, is that what we do to keep our children safe?” Penelope asked. She was Kirk’s foster mother. He looked at the ground desponded. “Will that work?” She hugged him. 

	“I’m not suggesting we go out looking for a fight,” Katherine said. “But if and when-Tovlin comes for us, don’t you want to be prepared? Don’t you want your kids to be able to defend themselves?” 

	“What happens if Tovlin finds this place?” Sharron asked. 

	“Then we would need to run,” Katherine answered. “But hopefully that won’t be necessary since I’ve taken measures to prevent Tovlin from finding this place.” 

	A lot of good that did us the last time, I thought to myself. I almost let the remark slip, but I didn’t because I didn’t want to undermine Katherine’s authority. Anyway, Sharron asked for me.

	“What measures have you taken to prevent Tovlin from finding us?”  

	“Part of the reason Tovlin has been able to find you is because of the nanites that your children still carry in their blood. They’re tuning into those nanites and using them to get a fix on their location. What I’ve done is created a signal that is on the same frequency as those nanites, and that signal is now being sent all over the city. Right now, to Tovlin it looks as though there are a hundred of you right now. I wish we could have gotten it working sooner. If we had it would have saved everyone or at least bought us some time,” Katherine explained. 

	“When can we return home?” asked Eugene.

	“When we beat Tovlin,” Katherine answered. 

	It was at that moment I realized something. If Tovlin found us, we could fend them off, but they would keep coming for us until we cut the head off the snake, and we had no idea how to do that. I looked at Katherine. If I knew that, then there was no doubt that she did too. She probably refrained from saying it because it would cause these folks to panic.
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	It took a little more convincing from Katherine to the assortment of grandparents, uncles, aunts, and legal guardians that were gathered, her desire, and the importance of unsealing the abilities of the kids who had been altered. What it boiled down to was. “We can’t run forever.” She stated. I could see that the concern wash over the faces of the adults. 

	“Let me get this straight,” A kid named Ben spoke up. “If you inject us with that stuff, we’ll be able to transform like that guy?” he asked pointing at me. 

	“Your powers will be different from his, but yes,” Katherine confirmed. 

	“Then it’s a no-brainer,” Ben said. He rolled up his sleeve and patted his strong-looking forearm. “Give it to me, lady, and then when these Tovlin guys catch up to me, I’ll show them the back of my hand.” Ben was here by himself. He had no legal guardian to speak for him. 

	No one objected but Thaddeus’s legal guardian looked as though he was torn between a desire to object and an interest in letting Ben be the guinea pig in this particular experiment. 

	Katherine tied a band around Ben’s arm and waited for a vein to become more pronounced. When that happened, she stuck the needle in his arm and pushed down the plunger. 

	“I’m next,” Thaddeus declared holding out his arm.

	“Wait,” said his father, “Why don’t we wait to see…“

	“No, dad, I’m the one in danger and I’m making this decision.” All the other kids murmured their agreement and the parents gave in. Allison was crying, and it made me sad, thinking of Mom. 

	Katherine grabbed a new syringe. 

	Katherine administered the shots one by one. However, she was unable to speed up the process as she had done with me. It turned out that the beakers of adrenaline that she used to make me transform quickly were smashed in my fight against the androids. The others would have to wait at least twelve hours until their powers manifested. 

	The good news is that we knew we had some time before Tovlin would be able to even find this location. 

	Francis continued standing guard. Katherine, Yasmine, and Adam got started talking about a long-term plan. The rest of us had nothing to do but wait. 

	After a while, no one seemed as stressed as they had been. Andrew the rock star was in a corner having a back and forth conversation with Eugene and Ivan.  I leaned against the wall and decided to take a breather. I closed my eyes and took a mental load off. Ben came over and stood next to me. “So, it must be exciting to be able to change like that,” Ben said. “It must be a real rush to have all that power.” There was the beginning of a smile on his face as the wheels turned in his head.

	“You won’t think that once an android or some alien monster tries to kill you,” I said. “Or goes after someone you love.”

	I really wanted to be more positive, but I just didn’t have the energy.

	 Ben barked a laugh. “Loved ones?” He questioned incredulously. “All these other kids have homes and families. Who do you think I’m here with?” 

	“You don’t have anyone looking after you?” I asked surprised. Like at all? 

	“Don’t sound so shocked,” Ben said. “I’ve always been alone. It’s no big deal. If anything, once my powers come in, I can change my life for the better.” With that, he walked away. 

	I decided at that moment that there was something that I just didn’t like about Ben. Did he think that this was a game or something?  Maybe I would wash the bad taste I got from him by talking to someone else. Before I could my phone rang. 

	“Hello?” I answered. 

	“Hello again, Troy,” The voice on the other end of the line made the blood freeze in my veins. “Aug-Ig,” I said. 

	“Nice to talk to you again, Troy.” He said. 

	“I wish I could say the same,” I said. “Did you call just to talk about the weather or sports maybe?” 

	“I’m not in the mood for jokes Troy. You‘ve gone back on your word, as you can imagine, I‘m not happy,” Aug-Ig said sternly. 

	“That really sounds like a personal problem,” I said. 

	“I want you and the rest of the test subjects,” Aug-Ig demanded. 

	“That’s not going to happen,” I said. I was about to hang up. 

	“If you do not, then innocent people will die,” he threatened. 

	I froze. 

	“I will send my Aanbi-Sali and Vildealo operatives as well as my genetically altered creations to attack people at random. We will attack people in their homes and in public. No one will be safe, and I will make every attack newsworthy,” Aug-Ig vowed. “The streets of Milwaukee will run red with blood and all the citizens will live in fear until you all turn yourselves in. And to show you that I’m not bluffing, I’ve already ordered my operatives to conduct three attacks. One near Brown Deer, another near downtown, and one on the lake shortly after that you think about that. We’ll talk later.” 

	After that there was silence. 

	I immediately went to Katherine. It was close to nine o’ clock. The Channel Six News would start in a moment. 

	“Katherine, something big has happened,” I said. I told her about Aug-Ig’s threat, and then we went downstairs and watched the news. 

	Breaking news started the broadcasts. A concerned sounding newswoman was standing in a neighborhood in Brown Deer. She reported on a “wolf” attack. A couple had been taken to the hospital in critical condition. 

	I knew what kind of “wolf” that had been. I was simultaneously helpless, horrified, and angry at Tovlin’s power and ruthlessness. 

	“What do we do?” I asked. 

	“We can’t hand ourselves over,” Katherine said. 

	“Aug-Ig said that there’d be one more attack by the lake,” I said. “We’ve got to stop them.” 
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	I was in an upstairs room with Katherine and Yasmine. The bedroom seemed like it was made for a boy. There was a poster of Russell Wilson on the wall overlooking the computer desk and a cool looking Window’s PC on the desk itself. There was a TV in the corner and a PlayStation console with Assassin’s Creed and other cool games. Were it not for the circumstances, I’d be seething with jealousy over all his stuff. 

	Adam was still guarding the front door and making sure that no one left. 

	A couple had been out jogging when they were suddenly attacked and mauled by what one witness described as being a wolf. Someone had fired a gun to scare it away, but by that time the alleged ‘wolf’ had already done its damage. The couple was going to the hospital with life-threatening injuries. 

	“It’s beginning,” Katherine said in an urgent whisper. “Tovlin will kill innocent people. We have to stop them.” 

	“But Troy is the only one whose powers have manifested,” Yasmine said. “The kids would have to be protected. Especially Troy; he’s Beatrice’s legacy.” 

	Beatrice’s legacy, I let the words wash over me. I felt a swelling of pride and at the same time a longing for the woman who had acted as my mother. 

	“This is a trap to draw us out,” Yasmine stated. 

	“We swore that we would do the right thing,” Katherine argued. “They’ll kill people.”

	“I know,” Yasmine said. “What’s the right thing, retreat or stop Tovlin’s ruthlessness?” 

	Katherine began to pace. “I know that we swore to do right by these kids. It’s not in question of whether or not we fight Tovlin, but how do we fight Tovlin?” 

	“So how do we fight?” Yasmine asked. “We don’t know the extent of Tovlin’s resources.” 

	“We know that they’re desperate,” Katherine said. 

	Yasmine and I looked at Katherine. She was absolutely confident in her statement. “Why else would they try to negotiate and try to strong-arm us into handing Troy and the others over?” 

	“That sounds good in theory,” Yasmine said. “But it’s dangerous as soldier and tactician to underestimate your enemy, it’s best to err on the side of caution.” 

	Katherine was unwavering. “I know that.” 

	“Besides that, Tovlin has enough to carry out their attacks on us and on the public,” Yasmine pointed out. 

	“We’re losing time,” I cut in impatiently. “What’s our plan of attack?” 

	“Tovlin promised that their next attack was going to take place downtown,” Katherine reminded us. “Troy and I will go ahead.” 

	“Are you insane?” Yasmine grabbed Katherine. “You’re going to fight Tovlin, just the two of you?” 

	“I’m not a pushover, ya know,” I said to Yasmine. “You said that I was Beatrice’s legacy. That means that I have to do right by people.” I turned to Katherine. “Okay, Katherine, what’s the plan?” 

	“The plan is to do whatever we can to stop Tovlin,” Katherine said. “We’ll avoid fighting unless we absolutely need to.” 

	Yasmine left the room. I could hear electronic keys beeping in the other room. Katherine and I waited patiently. 

	Yasmine returned with a black backpack. She set it down on the bed and opened it to show Katherine and me the inside. 

	“I kept some things from the old days, just in case.” Yasmine reached in and pulled out something that looked like a magnum six-shooter except that where the chamber was supposed to be, there was an orb that glowed blue. There was something that looked like a baton and several explosives. 

	“That’s an impressive array,” I complimented. “But I think I have you beat.” 

	Wisps of white fire swirled around me, and then those wisps thickened into flames and engulfed me. In a flare of white fire, I was transformed. 

	“You’ll need to be careful,” Yasmine said. 

	“Ready to go?” Katherine asked. 

	“Sure,” I answered. 

	I put my arm around Katherine and merged the two of us into a shadow. We shot upwards up the wall and emerged on the roof. The cool night breeze greeted us as we overlooked the rest of the apartment complexes. I willed for my wings to appear. 

	“Ready?” I asked. 

	“Let’s go,” Katherine replied. 

	“Then here we go.” I swept Katherine up into my arms to carry her. I bent my legs and flared my wings. With a flap, we were in the air. Higher and higher until the houses and apartments below looked like little rectangles. We flew over traffic and more neighborhoods on our way downtown. 

	I flew over Wisconsin Avenue on my way downtown. “The Bradley Center, The Marcus Center, there are so many targets,” I fretted. “Where is Aug-Ig going to strike?” 

	“What’s going on downtown tonight?” Katherine asked. 

	Katherine and I were stuck. Downtown was a big place, especially when you looked at it from above and saw the stream of traffic and crowds of people, at restaurants, clubs, theaters, all enjoying a night out.

	Aug-Ig only said that his attack would be downtown. But where would it take place? How would Tovlin carry it out? Lives were on the line. We needed the correct answer and we needed the correct answer fast. 

	I landed on the roof of an apartment complex and set Katherine down. She Google a list of scheduled events.

	“We can rule out sports the Bucks don’t play tonight. Currently, there are no plays,” I said aloud as I read Katherine’s screen.” 

	“So that leaves the fish fry,” Katherine said. 

	“It’s as good a place as any to start looking,” I said. I picked Katherine up and flew. 

	Any fish fry would be held near the lake. It was easy enough to find. It was the park near a very popular jogging path that went along the lake. There were conveniently placed port-a-johns for the fish fry-goers. There was going to be a movie shown, so a screen was set up inside a large metal frame on a stage. Off to one side was a series of deep fryers. There were several places to get food. A medical tent was off to one side. 

	The smell of fried food filled the air. People were smiling and joking, out to have a good time. I saw various workers. First I noticed the cooks and the servers at the food serving station. There were a few policemen both on horses and on foot mixed in with the crowd. 

	Some people had blankets laid out on the ground where they sat and enjoyed the movie. Couples leaned on one another and fed one another, smiling. Groups of friends enjoyed a good time out together.

	Luckily, Katherine and I were in the night sky and everyone below was far too involved in the movie or their conversations to look up. Would any Tovlin operative think to look up? I wondered.

	The moving mass of people had no clue of what dangers were down there. 

	“Those policemen down there,” Katherine said. “We should land and convince them to evacuate the crowd.” 

	“How do I make them listen?” I worried. 

	“Your very appearance should get their attention,” Katherine said. “Just land.”

	Before I could land…

	KA-BOOM!!

	Fire shot into the sky. People screamed in confusion and horror collecting their loved ones and abandoning their blankets. It was an ugly scene; people who fell were trampled by those who fled to make their own escape. 

	I could feel the shockwave reach me in the air. I teetered, thrown from my place as the ground forced me back. I recovered and watched as horrified as anyone on the ground, but with a much better view. 

	A second and third explosion rocked the area as the flames reached the grease from the deep fryers. The panicked screams of people below reached me. I felt helpless to do anything but watch. 

	“Troy!” Katherine yelled. 

	Her voice shook me from stunned inaction. 

	I flew over the scene feeling guilty, and angry. The heat from below was intense, the smoke was thick and for a moment, I felt like I was staring into the mouth of hell. 

	The metal frame of the screen had fallen on top of someone, pinning the poor woman underneath its weight. A little girl, who couldn’t have been more than six years old, was trying to pull her mother out. It was a futile attempt. “Someone please help my mommy!” she cried, the words nearly swallowed by the crackling of the flames. But there was no one around to help. 

	At that moment, I decided to act. I dove into the inferno below. There was a small clearing near the stage where it was safe to stand. I set Katherine down. “Just be careful, you can’t survive in this kind of environment for too long,” Katherine warned. 

	The woman’s face, already in agony, became awash with terror at the sight of me. “I’m here to help,” I assured. 

	Katherine grabbed the little girl and pulled her back. “Get my daughter out of here please!” the pinned woman begged me. 

	“I will,” I promised. “I’m going to get you out too.” 

	I placed my hands underneath the beam and heaved. It was heavy even with my enhanced strength. On top of that, it was hot. The flames had spread to nearly surround us and they were growing bigger all the time.       

	The fire seared my hands as I touched but I huffed and strained to lift the heavy metal beam. It came up six inches. My arms quivered I was in such exquisite pain as the smoke began to fill my lungs and make me weaken. 

	“Listen to me,” I said hoarsely straining to hold this beam. “I need you to crawl out; I can’t keep this thing up forever.”

	Katherine rushed in and pulled the woman out from underneath the beam. 

	“What about the little girl?” I asked. 

	“She’s alright,” Katherine assured. “She’s right behind me.”

	Once the woman was safely out, I dropped the beam. Katherine held the woman up. They were both sweating and their hair was plastered to their forehead. “Troy, you have to get us out of here, right now.” 

	I didn’t need Katherine to tell me that. She loaded the woman onto my shoulder. Katherine held the little girl tightly. I held onto Katherine and I flapped my wings. We rose but not nearly as much as I expected. 

	My body hurt and my muscles felt stiff and sore. I flapped harder and we rose a little more. 

	I was too weak from the flames to hope to make it very far. I hoped to rise high above the flames, but I was not going to be able to make it. I’d have to sacrifice flying high for flying far. 

	Thick black smoke rose. I swerved in the air to avoid it. “Troy you’re lowering!” Katherine yelled. I flapped harder. 

	“I’m looking for a place to land,” I said. 

	“Those trees,” Katherine pointed out. “If you can manage to fly above them, then you can glide down and land on the other side safely.” 

	I focused on rising and gave more flaps of my powerful wings. I rose and then spread my wings to glide over the tops of the trees. On the other side was a small park. It would take a few minutes for the flames to get that far. The woman and her daughter would have ample time to get away. 

	With a graceful glide, I landed in the middle of the park. Katherine and the woman got off of my shoulders and immediately hugged her daughter. “You saved my life, thank you.” She said.

	“You’re welcome.” 

	“Thank you for saving us,” the girl said appreciatively. “I was so scared.” 

	At that moment, my body hurt, my muscles were stiff and sore but I felt a tug at my heartstrings.  

	“Hurry and get away from here. Get to someplace that’s safe.” Katherine instructed. 

	The mother took her daughter and ran away from the flames leaving Katherine and I alone in the middle of the small park. The fire raged on the other side of the line of trees and it was making its way toward us. 

	“Give me a minute,” I said. “Then I’ll find some way to fight the fire.” 

	“Don’t,” Katherine objected. “Let the firefighters worry about that. We have to move on to stop Tovlin’s next attack.”

	“But,” I started. 

	“I know how you feel but there’s nothing we can do here,” Katherine said. “We have to get to the lake to Aaahhh!!”

	Katherine was suddenly knocked off balance.  Another shot knocked her to the ground. But I could hear no shot. 

	 I looked around to see where the attack had come from. Standing twenty feet away was a man holding a gun. Upon closer inspection, what he held didn’t look like a typical gun. The barrel had a frill going all the way around it that looked like the frill that a triceratops had and was metallic looking. 

	He aimed the weapon at me. I saw the frill glow green and then I the pain hit. Suddenly I felt very disoriented. The sky blended with the ground and I felt like the world was spinning around me. 

	I felt a hand close on my collar. As the effects of the weapon began to fade away, I could feel that I was being dragged on grass. I jerked my body and grabbed the man who was dragging me. My thrashing threw him off balance. He released me and I got to my feet. He leveled his weapon at me. I quickly zapped his hand with an electrical shock. 

	Then I leapt and kicked him in the stomach. 

	He went down hard. I grabbed him and lifted him up by the lapels. Katherine had recovered and was now coming towards me. “That’s a pulse distortion weapon,” she explained. “It’s good for stunning your opponents. Normally that is, it won’t work on you for very long, but I’m guessing that this man didn’t know that.” 

	“What about you?” I asked. 

	“I’m still feeling the effects, but I equipped myself with a Tifil. It’s a small orb that’s used to absorb and redirect energy.” 

	The man raised his arm and bit into the flesh between his index finger and thumb. 

	“What then?” I yelped startled. 

	The man foamed at the mouth as he shook violently like a six-foot trout out of the water. He coughed up blood and it ran down his mouth. His eyes and ears bled his eyes then rolled into the back and he stopped moving.

	I set him down. Katherine knelt down to examine the man. “That’s weird,” she commented. 

	“What?” I asked. 

	“Troy, get this man someplace out of the way of the fire and I’ll have Adam come and pick him up,” Katherine said. “We still have to get to the lake.” 
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	The lake was an awfully big place. A too-vague clue to reasonably be able to save people from the real danger that Tovlin presented. 

	I was flying with Katherine over the water. The moon shimmered over the dark surface. 

	I’d left the suicide-pill guy in a bathroom and told Adam exactly where to find him. Adam was going to examine the man and see if he could learn anything that could help us stop Tovlin.  

	“Tovlin must have placed a bomb on one of the boats on the lake,” Katherine guessed. 

	“There are so many boats, though. How will we know which one or ones are targets?” I asked. 

	I was expecting some quick answer, but Katherine had no response. 

	“I have an idea,” I said. “We can go to the coast guard station and listen out for mayday signals.” 

	“That’s a good idea,” Katherine agreed. We flew to the coast guard station on Lincoln Memorial Drive. I left Katherine on the roof and I used my powers to get myself inside. 

	The coastguards and Marines were vigilantly ensuring the safety of the boats on the lake. The fact that everyone was calmly going about his work made me feel somewhat better. It meant that Tovlin had not attacked yet. 

	Suddenly an SOS came in. The coastal workers hurried to their stations. 

	The distress call came from a ship. 

	“Roger, Mayday heard. A rescue ship and rescue ‘copter is being dispatched to your coordinates.” the operator said. 

	It was cool to watch these men and women work to help save people. 

	For my part, I disappeared into the shadows and emerged on the roof. I swept Katherine up into my arms, willed for my wings to appear and took flight. I flew as fast as I could in the direction of the sinking ship. 

	“Tovlin’s sinking ships,” Katherine said. We were speeding above the lake. 

	Then I saw the ship. It was taking on water. Even from the sky, I could see the hole. I could also see the people who had been on the ship. Some had made it to lifeboats, but there were others who were thrashing about in the dark water. 

	My first order of business had to be getting everyone who was not on a lifeboat onto a one. I descended and placed Katherine into a lifeboat. People noticed me and their mouths gaped. 

	I got some more altitude and swooped down like an eagle snatching a fish out of the water and grabbed a man. I dropped him in a lifeboat. He landed with a thud that rocked the boat. I didn’t worry; it wouldn’t sink. 

	One by one I grabbed people who were struggling to stay afloat and plopped them into lifeboats. 

	The two lifeboats were nearly full. I didn’t notice anyone else in the water. “Is everyone accounted for?” Katherine asked. But no one was paying attention to her. The two lifeboats floated close to each other. 

	The marveling, awestruck gazes were locked on me as I stood on the edge of the boat. 

	“Well the coast guard is on the way, so, we’d better get out of here,” I said. 

	“Right,” Katherine said stepping closer to me. 

	Suddenly…

	FWWOOOMMM!!!

	The other boat was launched twenty feet in the air atop an explosion of water. 

	My stunned eyes followed the arc the boat made. It turned in the air pouring out the people who were inside. They landed hard in the water. The ripples rocked the boat that I was on. 

	There were screams and curses. I looked where the other boat had been. The water was raining down, and near the point where the boat had been launched, I could see a thick, lizard-like tail disappearing beneath the surface of the water. 

	“Get started on getting these people to safety,” I said to Katherine. 

	I dove into the water. The cold was a shock to my skin but it was more tolerable than being near to a fire. I looked around in the water. 

	There was a thin beam of moonlight that penetrated the surface, but I could see nothing. I surfaced and jumped onto the side of the boat. Katherine and another man were pulling someone onto the boat. Then I noticed something making a wake in the water. That something was coming towards us very fast. 

	The surface of the water broke, and there came a roar. 

	HHHRRRWWWWAAAAARRRRRR!!!!!

	I saw the mouth full of razor-sharp teeth set inside the lizard-like head. The monster whipped its head forward and those killing teeth came straight for me. I reacted by firing a shockwave that hit the monster in the mouth. The creature fell back.

	“What is that?” someone yelled in surprise. 

	“Troy! Get us to shore quickly!” Katherine ordered. 

	I placed my hands on the back of the boat and opened my wings. I fired my shockwaves to propel the boat towards shore. I could see the monster still in pursuit of the boat; it had a crocodile head and rows of flat quills on its back. 

	I propelled the boat away with my shockwaves. It occurred to me that I didn’t need to worry about the monster getting the other people as long as it was chasing us. 

	It was exhausting to continuously fire my shockwaves. But we got to shore, a sandy isolated beach, I pushed the boat onto the sand. There was a thick patch of woods that would lead to a street. 

	“Get out!” I yelled. “Run away!” My arms were vibrating. I shook them back to life. 

	“Troy, the real fight is about to begin,” Katherine warned. She pointed. 

	The monster was coming out of the water. It was searching for things to tear apart and devour. It had nothing to set its sights on. 

	Except for Katherine and me 
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	Katherine and I shared a glance of awe and horror. Now that it was out of the water, I could see how big this monster really was. It was the size of an eighteen-wheeler. 

	It had a head like a Komodo dragon with yellow teeth five inches long. The head was held high at the end of a thick neck corded with muscle. The monster had four long powerful legs that ended in webbed feet. At the end of each toe was a hooked black claw. The creature’s back was covered in wicked looking black spikes. A long tail dragged behind it. 

	The creature roared and it thrashed its’ tail on the sand. It took a step forward and Katherine and I stepped back. 

	I had to consciously force myself to be brave and fight the urge to run. I will not give up this time. I will not give up this time, I told myself. 

	“I’ve seen one of these things before. That thing is a genetically altered monster. It’s most likely being remote controlled,” Katherine said with forced calm. 

	“How much of a chance do I stand against it?” I asked. 

	“The answer isn’t encouraging,” Katherine responded. I could hear the note of fear in her voice and I was determined to protect her. 

	Super beast, I privately nicknamed the creature. Super beast meets Toka-Ace. Come on, you bastard. 

	Super beast drew its head back and whipped it forward, firing dark ooze from its mouth. 

	“Look out!” Katherine yelled. She dove aside and I leapt into the branch of a nearby tree. The sludge hit where Katherine and I had been standing seconds before. 

	I was about to ask what the stuff was but the answer was soon strikingly clear. I heard a hiss as the base of the tree began to dissolve. The puddle of sludge hissed and wisps of smoke slithered upward as the ground sank to become a crater. 

	“It’s acid,” Katherine yelled up to me. “Avoid touching it or breathing the fumes at all costs!” 

	“You don’t say,” I retorted. 

	I looked down at Super beast. It smiled its cold reptilian smile as residual ooze dripped from its mouth. My eyes met the cold, yet intelligent eyes of the monster. 

	I leapt from the tree as it came down. I landed beside Katherine. “Any ideas on how do I beat this thing?” I asked. 

	Before she could answer, Super beast charged. The ground shook as it barreled at us. Its speed was shocking, and it would be on us in a second. 

	I fired my shockwave at it. Hazy purple cylinders fired from my palms and hit Super beast dead on. To my horror, the monster did not slow. 

	“What?” I exclaimed. 

	Katherine and I dove aside to avoid being trampled. 

	“Katherine!” I cried. 

	“I’m okay!” she assured me.

	Super beast turned back towards us. Its tail came over its head and straight down at me. I rolled aside. The tail smacked the ground with a loud thud and sand was thrown up around me. 

	Blam! Blam! Gunshots rang out. Puny bullets hit Super beast’s armor-like flesh. 

	I looked and saw Katherine with a gun. The monster turned with its jaws open and snapped at Katherine. 

	She darted behind a tree and the jaws closed around the trunk. The trunk cracked and splinters fell away. Super beast drew back again. Katherine moved around the tree trying to keep it between her and the monster. I saw my opening. I leapt and used my mind to conjure a sword. 

	Super beast was so focused on Katherine that it didn’t see me coming. I drew the sword back and plunged it into the flesh beneath the eye. 

	RRRrrroooaaaaaaarrrrrrrr!!! Super beast roared in terrible pain. Its cry made my head hurt and the birds who called the woods home took flight in a mass exodus. Leaves fell from the trees. 

	Super beast thrashed its head about trying to shake me. 

	It was like being in an earthquake. I was being flung like a rag doll but managed to hold on to the sword handle. 

	Super beast roared again and I was blindsided by one of the massive claws of the creature. 

	“Aaaahhh!!” I cried in pain as I hit the ground. Before I could get up, the foot came down on me. 

	I cried in pain again. It was so heavy; it was like having a bank safe dropped on me. My legs were trapped. 

	I looked up at Super beast, helpless. It looked down at me snarling. I fired a bolt of electricity at its face to no effect. I fired a shockwave, nothing. 

	Blam! Blam! Blam! Katherine fired her gun. From my perspective, she was upside down. She bravely fired, her eyes narrowed, her jaw clenched. 

	Super beast looked at her. It opened its mouth and spewed its acid. Katherine turned to run. The acid stream was only inches behind her. 

	“NO!” I struggled to free myself but Super beast’s foot had me pinned. 

	Then there was no sound except the hiss of the acid melting the spots where it touched. I knew some of those spots were Katherine. She hadn’t even had time to scream. 

	Super beast roared with a note of triumph in its voice. It directed its awful gaze at me. It drooled the acid sludge from its mouth. A strand hung down and dripped burning the ground mere inches from my head.

	I twisted and tried to pull myself from underneath the massive foot. But it had me pinned tightly. I looked up at the creature that seemed, from my terrified perspective, to fill the sky. 

	It drew its head back preparing to melt me with the foul sludge. I closed my eyes and concentrated.  The acid came down, eating and melting what it touched. 

	The spot around me was now a bubbling, hissing, putrid black pool. Super beast stepped back slightly. It sniffed at the pool, trying to satisfy itself that I was dead. 

	I would have been if not for my power to bind with shadows. I fused with the shadow cast by the creature and travelled along the connected shadows until I was safely behind a nearby tree. 

	I was alone. I could survive against this thing but that was it. With Katherine dead, I had no idea what to do next. 

	I was terrified. The next time I would not get so lucky. My fear grew and grew. I recognized what was happening in my mind. It was my anxiety taking over like a boulder dislodged from a hilltop gaining momentum as it rolled. 

	I tried to get a grip. Focus, Troy, thinks. There has to be a solution, I told myself. When I tried to focus on the situation at hand all I could picture was being covered in acid, my flesh melting. 

	“Snap out of it Troy,” I commanded myself. “There has to be a way to win.” 

	This time I pictured being ripped apart on the monster’s killer teeth.  

	I gripped my head in my hands. “Fear will not help me, worry will not help me, come on Troy, you need a way to win, so COME ON!” My heart was pounding and I was breathing hard. 

	A hand landed on my shoulder. A jolt went through my body and I jumped a foot. 

	“Yaahhh!!” I cried in surprise. I turned. 

	“Troy,” Katherine was standing before me. “You’re alright.”

	“Oh my God,” I said breathing heavily. “I thought you were a goner.”

	It was a huge relief for Katherine to be alive. I almost felt the urge to laugh. 

	I realized my mistake when I heard the roar. 

	Super beast was now staring at me. It roared. “It’s preparing to charge!” I warned. Super beast bent its front legs and the spikes on its back shifted and were now aimed at us. 

	The spikes shot out at us, dozens of them at a time like a barrage of arrows being fired from a high-powered crossbow. Katherine and I hit the dirt. 

	Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! 

	The spears hit with enough force to penetrate the tree. Katherine and I looked up and back. I cringed at how close we’d come to being skewered. 

	I got to my feet and helped Katherine up. I could see Super beast preparing to fire the next onslaught on spikes. “We’ve got to move,” I yelled. I picked Katherine up in my arms and willed for my wings to appear. I turned and flapped to get airborne. 

	“Get to the beach!” Katherine ordered. 

	Super beast fired his spikes again. 

	I flew as fast as I could. In my way was a maze of trees; behind me was a battery of spears. I banked hard to my right to avoid hitting a tree. A high-speed spike pierced the tree and got stuck coming out the other side. I kept going more trees. I made a sharp left and a sharp right, I split two trees. My wingtips brushed bark and branches whipped my face. 

	The flying spears made tree trunks explode behind me! I made a sharp right as a spear went flying by. It grazed my shoulder. I ignored the pain. 

	Katherine held on tightly and shut her eyes so that she wouldn’t succumb to the temptation to scream. 

	Then I flew up onto a tree that had a branch-wide enough to support Katherine and me. I set her down. Katherine gasped. “Troy that wound looks pretty serious.”

	I looked at my right arm and was horrified to see muscle sinew exposed. The flesh was gone, snatched away by the spike as it grazed me. Horror filled me and then I recognized the pain. It was searing and intense. 

	“This is bad,” Katherine said examining my wound. 

	I looked away. “Yeah, tell me about it.” 

	“Your powers will heal the wound in half a day, but that thing will find us very quickly,” Katherine said. 

	“How will it find us?” I asked. 

	“It can pinpoint blood by smell,” Katherine explained. 

	“How do we beat something so powerful? All of my attacks have had no effect,” I complained, “Except when I stabbed it in the eye.” 

	“We need to hit a vital point,” Katherine said. 

	“I have a plan but it’s a long shot and we need to time it right,” Katherine said. She took the backpack and began to open it. “I’m going to prepare an explosive.” 

	WHAM! The tree was hit very hard. Katherine and I lurched and lost our balance. 

	“Whoa!” I cried. I grabbed a branch above me to hold on. 

	Katherine wind-milled and began to fall. 

	My hand shot out and I caught her by the wrist while I still held my branch. I pulled her back up as Super beast prepared to charge again. 

	“Lure that thing to the beach and buy me some time,” Katherine said, gripping the branch. 

	“Okay.” I opened my wings and fired bolts of electricity at the monster. 

	The blast hit Super beast in the face and it looked at me snarling. I was dripping blood. 

	“Hey!” I called. “Over here!” I flew away. 

	I could hear the ground rumble and trees crack and fall as Super beast chased me. I swerved and avoided the trees. Super beast ran right through them. It was gaining on me. 

	Your plan better be a good one Katherine, I thought. 

	I made it to the beach. 

	The reptilian head emerged from the tree line. Then Super beast came lumbering out, leaving a wake of bent and broken trees

	Any tree that was in its way was knocked aside. Each one of its footsteps struck the ground like a piledriver. 

	Katherine wanted me to buy time. I would buy time. I conjured a sword and Super beast and I charged at one another. We circled each other. He snapped his jaws at me. 

	We circled each other, an electric cyclone of slashing and biting. 

	Super beast whipped its tail over its head and straight down at me. I dodged. There was an explosion of sand where I had been blinding both me and the creature. I fired a shockwave blast at the monster. 

	Ffffwwweeeewww!! I fired with all my might, the purple, hazy-looking cylinders colliding with the monster, not doing much except keeping it from biting. It dug in its feet and stubbornly held its ground. 

	Now it made sense to me. In the water, it had no traction so my shockwaves could affect it. On land, it was able to dig in against my attacks. 

	I leapt above the snapping jaws leaving Super beast with a mouthful of sand. I landed on its head. The rest of this monster might be armored, but the eyes were without a doubt, a weak point. 

	I raised my sword and prepared to jab the beast. Before I could it jerked its head suddenly throwing me from its head. Super beast turned its body and swung its tail. The next thing I remember is the feeling of being hit with something very hard like a sledgehammer blow. 

	I was sent careening across the beach. Everything seemed to speed by me. I jabbed my sword into the ground to slow myself. It did no good; I was going so fast that the sword was snatched away by the ground. Then there was another sudden shocking blow as I hit a tree. 

	I fell to the ground and landed on the arm that had been torn open by the spear. I groaned in pain and tried to push myself up. It was not easy. My whole body was in pain. My body quivered in fatigue as I strained to rise. 

	I felt the dreaded feeling of the ground rumbling as Super beast came barreling at me. 

	I reached deep down and tried to summon some strength. But I didn’t have it in me. “Troy! Troy! Look out!” Katherine shrieked. I looked up and saw Super beast terrifyingly close and coming fast. 

	I jumped to the side. Super beast demolished the tree with its amazing locomotive power.

	Super beast was gagging on what was left of the tree trunk. 

	That was close, I thought. I ran towards Katherine. She recognized my effort and ran towards me. She was holding up her backpack as she came at me. “We’re a go.” Super beast was still regurgitating the bark. 

	Katherine showed me what was in the backpack. It looked like a thermos except it was transparent and the inside was filled with some kind of blue liquid. “All you have to do is shove this in its throat and ignite it with an electrical charge,” Katherine said. She zipped the backpack and handed it to me. “Good luck, Troy.”

	At that moment Super beast had finished spitting out the wood bark it lodged in its throat. 

	I threw the backpack over my shoulder and ran at Super beast. This was the last move I had in my bank. 

	It was all or nothing.
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	Super beast charged at me. 

	I ran to meet the monster with the last of my strength. My whole body was in pain, straining as I pushed it for energy that it didn’t have. The flesh on my shoulder had been ripped away. Over my other shoulder was the backpack containing the bomb, my only chance? 

	Super beast and I ran straight at each other seconds away from colliding! 

	At the last moment, I jumped aside. I was hoping that it would try to eat me so that I could shove this bomb in its mouth and ignite it. 

	Super beast swung its tail around whipping up an enormous amount of sand. All I had to do was stay out of range and wait for my chance. I didn’t even have to expend any energy. It should have been easy. 

	I saw the tail coming from overhead to slam down on me. I jumped to the side. More sand was thrown up around me. I saw the monster turn and swing a massive paw at me. The tail swung at me again, and I jumped to the side. Then I dodged another slash. 

	The tail came down at me once more. I jumped out of the way and was on guard against another slash but it suddenly darted at me with a burst of speed that caught me off guard.

	I felt the cage of teeth close around my body and I was lifted off the ground. I screamed. I felt teeth tearing into my abdomen, back, legs and shoulder. The left half of my body was in Super beast’s mouth. The right half was outside. 

	“Troy!” Katherine shrieked. She was wide-eyed and powerless to do anything to help me. 

	Oh, God, I was really going to die.

	I looked and saw the teeth sinking further into my abdomen. My blood pooled around the tooth and stained the tooth. My consciousness faded in and out. I faintly noticed that I was bouncing up and down. 

	Super beast was on the move. I looked to my right. Blackness closed in. Then my eyes opened and I saw the water. 

	Somewhere in my mind, I realized what was happening. Super beast wasn’t going to eat me; it was going to drown me. 

	I needed to get away. But I could feel the strength leaving my body. It was weird; I could feel my life leaving my body through where the teeth went through my body. I couldn’t feel anything on the left side anymore. 

	I tried to move my right arm. 

	“Troy! The backpack, Troy! Use it!” Katherine screamed. 

	Her voice penetrated to fog. It took a moment for me to process. Oh yeah, the backpack. A bomb, I was going to win. Or that’s how it was supposed to go. 

	The water got closer. 

	I was supposed to use the bomb. That’s what was supposed to happen. But there was no time for that now. 

	I was beginning to fade again. 

	“Troy!” 

	I was faintly aware of the backpack on my shoulder. It had started to slide off. I tried to tighten my grip on it. 

	Super beast had plunged into the water. It was a jarring cold that rushed over me. 

	By some miracle, I had been able to hold on to the backpack. 

	I had started to feel…peace. Suddenly, I was seeing the smiling face of my foster mother. She might as well have been my real mother. She was so wise. Deep down, all I wanted to do was make her proud. 

	Andrew, he was always joking. Everyone liked him. He was the rock star. He might as well have been my real brother. 

	What happened? We had such a promising life ahead of us. Everything was taken away. 

	Super beast lifted its head. I was thrown into the air. I remembered the pain in my body; I remembered the pain in my heart, all thanks to Tovlin. I snapped back to consciousness. 

	I was falling into the waiting jaws of a monster. 

	I swung the backpack into Super beast’s mouth. I ignited it with a bolt of electricity. That was it, all I had. My arms and legs went limp. All I could do was fall. I can’t really remember what happened next. 

	Ka-boom! Bright orange flames filled my vision and then my world became a wild spinning frenzy. I felt myself floating and then I can remember laying on the sand, water lapping over my legs. 

	I was completely exhausted. My body felt like a slab of steel had been dropped over my arms legs and torso. 

	White flames washed over me and I was plain Troy Haden again. My eyelids felt so heavy. I tried to force myself to keep my eyes open.

	Katherine filled my vision. “Hold on, Troy,” she said frantically. “Stay with me.”I gave into my exhaustion. After all, Katherine was with me, and she would know what to do. 

	The next thing I knew I was in complete blackness. In the distance, there was a light. 

	I felt compelled to reach for it. I never had such a feeling of calm. It was as if my heart had been dipped in the light. 

	Yes, this is where I need to go. I was sure of it. The light was getting brighter. The darkness had been chased away. I was engulfed in this light. 

	“I’m sorry, Troy,” I heard as I was about to reach my hand out. “But it’s not the time for you to join me yet.” 

	Then the darkness returned. 
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