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  Chapter One


   


   


  I gripped the sides of the sink and stared into the mirror. It wasn’t me staring back. This wasn’t how college was supposed to start.


  My checklist of what I was supposed to see in the mirror: Brown hair, check. A day’s worth of stubble, check. Slightly crooked nose, check. Brown eyes, well, that was the problem. I was sure they were still brown, but it was hard to tell when the whites of my eyes were glowing bright green.


  I pinched the back of my hand. It hurt. “Kevin, you’re not dreaming,” I said to myself. I had been, a dream that ended with a surge of pain centered right between my eyes, agonizing enough that it snapped me out of a sound sleep. I couldn’t remember much of it, but I remembered frustration, anger, a voice I didn’t recognize, and a word.


  Awaken.


  I was certainly awake now, thank you, mysterious dream voice. Another surge of pain nearly flattened me. I fumbled for my drawer, looking for something to dull the pain and let me get back to sleep. I found the drawer was already open. I didn’t remember opening it. I pulled my gaze away from the mirror and looked down into the drawer. My bottle of aspirin quivered, then slowly rose into the air and hovered.


  “I hope this is just a lucid dream,” I said to the bottle. Luckily, it didn’t answer me. “While you’re just hanging out there, why don’t you open for me too?” The bottle didn’t open upon request. I giggled and struck a pose and reached out toward the bottle, palm up. “Open!” I commanded.


  The cap popped off. I lunged forward to catch it. I managed to catch the cap, but my forehead hit the bottle itself. Pills scattered all over and I lurched backwards in surprise. My head hit the wall behind me and I let out a yelp of pain. For one long moment, I couldn’t see anything but green. The pain was indescribable. I screwed my eyes closed and covered them with my hands.


  “Kev? You ok, man?” I opened my eyes and squinted as someone turned the bathroom light on. My roommates stood in the doorway. Drew took up most of the space, tall and muscular and looking very confused. Max stuck his head around the corner, his long hair hanging loose. “What are you doing, man? It’s three in the morning.”


  “Don’t tell me you’re trying to overdose on your first day here,” Max said. “You’ll give me a complex.”


  “That’s your fault,” Drew told him. “After that human sacrifice joke you made when he showed up? Yeah, I’m going to pin that on you.”


  “I’m fine,” I said. My vision was slightly blurred. “Just woke up with a headache. Dropped the bottle and lost my balance.”


  “Klutz,” Max said.


  Drew bumped into him with his shoulder. “You’re one to talk,” he said as Max lurched sideways with a mumbled curse. “Kev, you need a hand?”


  I shook my head and immediately regretted it. “No, my bad, I’ll clean up and get back to bed. Sorry for waking you guys up.”


  “All right.” Drew hesitated for a moment, but then backed up and closed the door. I leaned back against the wall and sighed. Pills were scattered all over the floor, my headache was even worse, and now I had freaked out my new roommates. My new life at Ripley University was off to a flying start. At least they hadn’t seen my eyes glowing. That would have been a difficult explanation.


  The bathroom door cracked open. I looked over and saw Max peer around the corner. “Don’t give me a complex.” He closed the door. I closed my eyes and laughed in spite of myself. My roommates were good people. Maybe a little weird, in Max’s case, but I wasn’t in any place to judge.


  I cleaned up the bathroom, swallowing a couple of aspirin that had managed to stay in the bottle, and tossing the rest. I put the bottle back in the drawer and turned to go. My hand on the doorknob, I turned to look in the mirror. The checklist passed this time. Brown eyes stared back at me without a hint of green. I nodded at myself. It could have just been a strange hallucination brought on by the headache. An elaborate hallucination.


  Awaken.


  I shivered and went back to bed.


  My alarm went off early the next morning. I was already awake and was unsure whether I had actually slept. I hadn’t gotten to bed until well after midnight, then the dream had woken me up after three, and now I had to head to campus for orientation at eight sharp. “I can’t believe I’m awake right now.”


  “I can,” Max mumbled. I looked up toward his loft. He lifted his head just enough to glare at me with one eye. “If your alarm goes off again, I swear I will use your shoes as ashtrays.”


  “I’m going, I’m going.” I lurched out of bed and into the bathroom. I paused as I passed the mirror, made sure my checklist passed, and then took a quick shower. I tried to wake myself up by turning the water cold, then hot, but all I managed to do was piss myself off.


  I showered quickly, dressed, and headed back into the bathroom for a quick shave. Dark circles loomed under my eyes and I sighed. I looked either strung out or hung over. I rubbed at my eyes, closing them for a moment, then looking back in the mirror. Something flickered in the depths of my eyes. My heart started to pound again. I could feel someone watching me. I closed my eyes and shook my head. There was no way someone could be in the bathroom with me.


  I checked the shower. There wasn’t.


  I finished cleaning up and left, locking the door quietly to avoid waking my roommates. By the time I reached the main campus, I realized I had some time to kill, so I headed for the Cafeteria to grab some coffee. Ripley University’s strange trimester system started their academic year in January as opposed to the fall, so I had arrived in the midst of a New York winter. I was not prepared.


  The warehouse-like building that held the Cafeteria was unimpressive. There were a couple of doors with signs advertising food services available within. Inside, the decor ranged from mold green to dirt brown. Other colors were either worn or eaten. The food wasn’t anything to write home about, but it beat my own cooking.


  I walked up to the counter, stifling a yawn. The lady at the register stifled one too and gave me a small smile. I gave her my ID card, let her swipe it, and waited for the transaction to clear. I glanced toward the dining hall proper. There were maybe a dozen people sitting in there, each sitting alone and clutching a cup of coffee. I felt very much at home.


  That feeling didn’t last long. As my eyes tracked back, I caught a glimpse of someone standing in the middle of the dining hall. He was tall and dark skinned, wearing a trench coat and sunglasses. I couldn’t see his eyes, but he was facing me, and I knew that he was watching me, and I knew that I knew him. The sense of sudden familiarity was overpowering. I had never seen him before, but something in the back of my head insisted that I knew him.


  There was no way I could have missed seeing him before. He was standing in the middle of the room. Had I looked right past him before? I rubbed at my eyes, and when I looked back, he was gone. Completely gone.


  “Sir?” I glanced back. The lady was holding my card out to me.


  “Sorry. Thanks.” I took it and looked back into the dining hall. “Who was that guy in the trench coat?”


  “What guy?”


  I looked back at her. She looked confused. The hair on the back of my neck started to rise. “You didn’t notice him? Big, tall, dark? Sunglasses and a trench coat?”


  She shook her head. “No one like that’s come through. I’ve been here since we opened.”


  I opened my mouth to argue the point, but before I could say a word, pain rippled through my temples. I dropped my ID as I clutched at my head. Flashes of color rippled across my vision and I squeezed my eyes closed to try to make it stop. It didn’t. It got worse. Just like in the bathroom at the dorm, I felt a presence. My stomach twisted and I felt myself break out in a cold sweat. I forced the fear away and rubbed my temples, trying to massage the pain away.


  After one more throb that threatened to split my skull from the inside, the pain vanished. Only the memory remained. I cautiously opened my eyes to find the lady at the register staring at me, her face creased with concern. “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah, just a headache.”


  “You’re as white as a sheet. Do you need to go to the infirmary? I can call someone to help you there.” Her hand strayed toward the phone on the counter.


  I waved her off and picked up my ID. “No, I’ll be fine. Need some coffee and food. Don’t worry, this sort of thing happens.” Before she could protest, I walked away and headed directly for the breakfast counter.


  Coffee. I poured myself a cup, found myself a seat, and sipped. The guy in the trench coat had vanished in literally the blink of an eye. Had I been imagining him? More hallucinations? Sleep deprivation? I rubbed my face. That was bullshit and I knew it. The pain in my head was oddly similar to what I had felt after the dream.


  I finished my coffee and headed out. Mission accomplished; I was far more awake than I had been ten minutes ago. I forced thoughts of the weirdo out of my head and headed to orientation, making it with minutes to spare. I took a seat. The coffee was ineffective. I fell asleep.


  “We’re just about done with this part of the new student orientation presentation,” the main speaker said. I blinked awake and didn’t even remember who he was. “Just a few more minutes and we’ll let you go. Just as a reminder, orientation continues all day today and up to two in the afternoon tomorrow. Check your packet for specific sessions that might interest you. We recommend that everyone attend the sessions on student life and course registration. Now, let me introduce our final speaker who will be giving the traditional address to our incoming students. Ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to give you the founder and president of our school, Alistair Ripley.”


  Another scattering of applause started, but cut off quickly as a man approached the podium. To me, he looked like the archetypical distinguished old man. He wore a sharp suit and tie, and his white hair and beard were neatly trimmed and groomed. He carried a cane, but it was obviously an affectation, since he walked quickly without any trace of a limp.


  I only knew a little about Alistair Ripley. He was a philanthropist and educator, someone who had hit it big and decided to give back to the world. He had founded Ripley University back in 1989, choosing to place it just outside of the city of Troy in upstate New York, deliberately competing with other long-established schools. From what I had read on Wikipedia, the media had slammed him, predicting doom and failure at every turn. Now, the same media that had laughed at him were completely on his side. His school was an example of how higher education should be. When he cleared his throat, the entire hall went silent.


  He let the silence drag out for a moment, then grinned, looking for all the world like a white-haired teenager in pinstripes. “This year is a special year for me, a very significant year. I’ll ask you to indulge this old man for a few minutes. I’m sure none of you will mind.” A few people chuckled. I smiled. His voice carried effortlessly through the hall without assistance from a microphone.


  “I founded this school for many reasons, but my main intent was to create a place where those with the drive to learn and succeed would find the support they need. It’s no secret that education proceeds at the pace of the slowest student. I’ve spoken with many bright young students over the years. Almost as a rule, it’s something they cite as an example of what held them back or frustrated them. How many of you have blazed through your work, just to find that you have to listen to your teachers repeat the material? How many of you have gotten angry because of someone asking an obvious question just because they weren’t paying attention? How many of you have given up because other students created an environment where you simply could not learn?”


  I nodded. I wasn’t the only one. It had happened to me all throughout high school and community college. Some joker or jackass would ask basic, stupid questions, and we’d have to sit there and listen to the teacher explain. Educators had more patience than I ever would.


  “I took up that challenge and founded this university. Ripley is based on a trimester system and operates on accelerated principles. You are free to take four years to complete your undergraduate degree, but you are also free to accelerate at your own pace and finish in three years. Some have done it in less. Some have completed a graduate degree in four years.


  “Our professors, one and all, are dedicated to helping you learn. They will not slow down their classes for the benefit of a handful. If you cannot keep up with a class, they will help guide you to tutors or extra work that can help you catch up, but you are young adults now, and this is your responsibility.


  “Every freshman class is held to a strict limit of six hundred students. Never more, often less. Why? Quite simply, there are only so many professors capable of teaching to our school’s standards, and we cannot and will not overload our classes.”


  He took a breath and folded his hands on top of his cane. “This year’s freshman class is quite impressive, perhaps our most impressive to date. Over half of the incoming class ranked in the top ten percent of their high school class. Sixty-seven of you earned a perfect score on either the SAT verbal or math, and eleven of those scored perfect on both. Fifty-one scored perfect on their ACT. An even dozen are accredited National Merit Scholars.”


  Ripley banged his cane on the floor. I jumped. “Your accomplishments mean nothing. This is not to demean what you have done to this point, but contrary to what your guidance counselors, teachers, and parents may have told you, high school is meaningless. We simply don’t care about your transcripts, or what sports you played, or your extra-curricular activities. We care about one aspect of your high school career, my young friends, and that is your potential. You were chosen for your potential, your ability to learn, your special talents.” He looked up into the audience. I blinked as his gaze seemed to meet mine.


  “Your talents,” he repeated quietly. “Your drive and your passion. Not all of you have realized your talents yet, but I assure you, every person in this room can bring something magnificent to this university. Each and every one of you has tremendous potential. Our staff is here to help you awaken that potential. It is our goal, our job, our sole and overriding ethic as educators, to assist you in recognizing and making use of your unique talents and abilities.”


  He paused again for a long moment. He had emphasized the word “awaken”. I shivered. It had to be a coincidence. It was a common turn of phrase. Wasn’t it?


  “I will not lie to you,” he continued. “It is difficult. It is meant to be difficult. Some of you will fail to realize your abilities. Some of you will be unable to keep up. Some of you will simply not reach your full potential. I regret to say that some of you will not graduate from this university. Perhaps as few as a tenth of the class. Perhaps as many as a third. Ripley University does not have a reputation as an easy school, and it never shall as long as I live. Even so, you will have learned something in your time here, maybe something about this world, maybe something about yourself. Your time will not be wasted.”


  He smiled up at everyone. “As I said before, this year is special. Twenty years ago, the first class enrolled at this university, a freshman class of just over two hundred students. Four years later, we enrolled four hundred freshmen, reaching our capacity. Ten years after foundation, I authorized the capacity limit to increase to six hundred freshmen, where it has stayed since. This year, we have enrolled the full six hundred, our twentieth freshman class. Twenty years ago, they told me that Ripley University would not stand, that we would fail, that we could never fill the niche that we aimed for. Students were less interested in learning than we thought. Parents wouldn’t send their children to a school where they could fail. Every year, we hear similar complaints. Every year, we enroll hundreds of new students. Now, twenty years later, I stand vindicated!”


  The room burst into applause. I joined in. “Thank you,” he said sharply, cutting across the applause. “I stand vindicated, as Ripley University continues to grow and thrive with each and every student that enters. It is my most sincere hope that each and every one of you will awaken the potential within you. Your dreams are what will make our future a reality.”


  As he spoke those final words, he gazed across the audience again. His eyes locked onto mine and all of a sudden, as if I was looking through a pair of binoculars, I could see him up close. I could see the laugh lines radiating out from the corners of his eyes and mouth, but his expression was stern and cold. His ice-blue eyes bored into me. I felt a presence again, not like the hostile presence in my mind last night, but curious and pensive.


  The world around me seemed to fade. All I could see was the face of Alistair Ripley as he took my measure. I could feel his uncertainty and concern. His head tilted and then he frowned, ever so slightly. He was reserving judgment. It was like reading someone’s intentions through their body language, but these weren’t cues that I should have been picking up. He nodded.


  I flinched back into my seat and the moment passed. People were standing up and applauding. My head throbbed. My vision blurred. I closed my eyes and rubbed at my temples as green sparks danced across the darkness. As soon as I heard the people to either side of me start to leave, I stood up and shuffled my way outside as quickly as I could.


  The cold air brought tears to my eyes and I wiped my face. I pushed my way out of the foot traffic, leaned against a wall, and squeezed my eyes closed again. The throbbing in my head abruptly died away and the colors dancing around the edges of my vision faded. I sighed in relief. I really wanted to get back to my room and sleep. Two similar incidents within an hour of each other told me that I was far more tired than I realized.


  “Hey, are you ok?” I looked to my left. A girl was leaning on the wall like me, just a few feet away. She hadn't been there when I closed my eyes. She squinted at me and stepped closer. “You're pale. Do you need to go to the infirmary?”


  “You're the second person to ask me that today,” I said, forcing a smile. Her eyebrows drew together, just like the lady at the Caf. “No, really, I'm fine. I didn't sleep well, and then coming out from that hot cramped room into the cold? I'm just not used to the weather here.”


  She smiled back, a cute smile, including dimples. “Oh, I agree. I'm not used to it either, but I've learned how to cope with it. Wear layers. Guess how many layers I have on.”


  I checked her out at her invitation. She had a pretty face, but everything else was hidden by bulky clothing. Even her hair was hidden under a knit cap. I thought up a number of layers and added one. Too low a number and it would sound like I thought she was fat. That wasn't going to make her like me. “Four layers?”


  “Close! Three. Coat, sweater, and a shirt. Well, I guess four is right if you count underwear.” Her smile turned a little warmer. I felt my face heat up a little.


  “I guess it depends on how thick the underwear is,” I said. I was a little out of practice at flirting. It was tempting to ask if I could check, but she didn't seem like she’d appreciate something so blatant. There was also the problem of not having anywhere near the amount of guts needed to say that.


  She laughed. “True! But, my point is you need to layer up more. See? I'm perfectly comfortable here.”


  “You look warm,” I said. “I'll have to steal this idea of yours.”


  She looked me up and down. “Let me think. You'd look better in darker colors. Try something dark blue, maybe charcoal. Yeah, that'd look good. Sky blue just doesn't look right on you.”


  I pretended to write on an invisible piece of paper and wished it was real. I had no idea what colors looked good on me. “I'm taking notes here.”


  She giggled. “Definitely darker colors. Use lighter colors as accents. Hey, I have to go, I'm having breakfast with my roommate. Nice talking to you! Say hi if you see me, ok?” She lifted a hand and disappeared into the crowd before I could get another word out.


  I took a step after her, but had to wait as a group of meaty guys lumbered past, loudly discussing prospects of joining the football team. After they passed, a group of girls followed, discussing their prospects with the potential football players. By the time the third group passed, consisting of guys discussing the pretty girls, she was long gone. I sighed and cursed my stupidity. I hadn't gotten her name, and how would I even recognize her when I had only seen her face?


  “So, was that as exciting as it looked?” I looked to my right. Max grinned at me around a cigarette. Unlike yesterday when we met, the cigarette was lit. It wasn't just for style after all.


  “What, the orientation?” I asked.


  “No, failing with that girl, dumbass.”


  I glared at him. “Were you watching the entire time?”


  “Yup.” Max's grin widened and he blew a stream of smoke into the air.


  “Didn't you say it was too early for you to be up?” I asked.


  “It is, but Drew kicked me out and told me to rescue you from orientation. You don't need to know anything from it. You register, go to classes, try not to screw up, and get your piece of fancy paper at the end. And you have as much fun as you can in between. Besides, I wanted to check out the new freshman chicks, and I'll tell you, I’m not disappointed. Come on, I'll show you another way out of here.” I followed him around the edge of the wall to a tiny stairwell that led up to a covered walkway “We're planning on introducing you to a few people today. How was it, anyways?”


  “What, failing with the girl?”


  “No, the orientation, dumbass.”


  I sighed and refrained from smacking him. We came out of the walkway and turned onto the road that led back to the dorm. “Boring. I slept through most of it. The only interesting part was the president's address. He's a good speaker. Twentieth anniversary for the school. He seemed pretty excited about it. Kind of cool, it was founded the year I was born.”


  “President Ripley’s interesting,” Max said. “I’ve heard some weird stories about orientation, though.”


  “Yeah? Like what?”


  “People feeling like he was speaking directly to them, making direct eye contact, things like that. I thought it was the mark of a good speaker, but I’ve run into a few people who mentioned something like that.” He breathed out another stream of smoke as we walked. “The weird part is that all of them insisted they had a headache afterwards.”


  “You mean like the headache I have right now?” I asked.


  Max glanced back at me, then flicked his cigarette into a snowbank. “Oh, more fuel for that rumor. At least you didn’t faint. I heard that someone did last year, but I didn’t see it. What was it like?”


  I shrugged. I liked Max, but I didn’t know him all that well yet, and I wasn’t sure how far to trust either of my roommates with everything going on inside my head. “It was just like you said, it felt like he was making direct eye contact and speaking to me.”


  “Maybe he thinks you’re cute.”


  I stepped over to a nearby snowbank and flung a hasty snowball at him. “Like hell!”


  Max ducked, but it didn’t even come close to hitting him. “At least the girl seemed to think you were. Are you disappointed? Come on, Drew’s got to be ready by now. You can work on your aim later.”


  We reached the dorm a few minutes later. Carson Hall sat on top of a small hill on the northern side of the campus, an edifice that sloped down the hill like a modern day concrete castle. The pictures on the website showed it standing tall and bright and proud, but in reality, it looked like it was sagging and old. Still, it was home, at least for the next year.


  Inside, it was gray and white and brown in equally dirty measure. For a school that was so dedicated to its students, they weren’t terribly dedicated to cleanliness. The layout of the dorm was strange. The floors didn’t match from front to back due to being built partially into the hill itself, having the second floor of the front half of the building be the first floor of the rear half. I had almost gotten lost when I arrived.


  We reached our room, B215, and found Drew inside watching TV. His clothes were neater than what he had been wearing yesterday, and everything about him looked a little more groomed. Max cleared his throat. “Are you wearing cologne?”


  “Maybe.” Drew grinned and clicked the TV off. “About time you got back. How was orientation? Run into any hot chicks?”


  I didn't even get to open my mouth before Max started in on me. “He was talking to this girl when I found him, but he got no name, no phone number, no room number, nothing. Utter failure. I almost felt bad for him.”


  “She seemed cute, too,” I added as I hung up my coat. “Max scared her off.”


  “Tough luck, Kev, tough luck. Max does that. However, I have a fabulous consolation prize for you. We're going to introduce you to not just one, but two hot chicks. Once I remember what room they're in.” Drew rubbed his hands together.


  “Andreas said they were in 229 yesterday. Hell, you remembered they were in 229 yesterday. You're way too excited about this.” Max turned back to the door. “Come on, they're right next to the stairwell. I'll hold your hand so you don't get lost.”


  They left the room, laughing and needling each other all the way down the hall. I trailed behind. Introducing me to these girls was just an excuse to visit them. It wasn’t much of a choice for me. I could take a nap, or I could go with them. I also had the option of heading back to orientation. I shook my head and decided I would try to be sociable.


  Something caught my eye from down the hall, past Max and Drew. The guy in the trench coat stood near the stairwell, sunglasses on, facing in my direction. I opened my mouth to say something, but he simply turned and walked away. Neither of my roommates showed any signs of noticing him. I shook my head and caught up with them. His appearance was not subtle. The fact that I was the only one who noticed him was crazy.


  Drew knocked on the door. “Hey, anyone home?”


  “Door's open!” called a girl's voice. Drew and Max led the way in and I pulled the door shut behind us. Inside, the room was cramped, noticeably smaller than ours. The only light came from a large monitor that was flashing with bright explosions. A girl was playing a game, fast-paced, colorful, and loud, but not one I recognized. It had to be brand new.


  “Hey, Jess, what's up? New game?” Drew asked.


  “Yeah.” More flashy explosions followed. “If you're looking for Lisa, she went to the Caf about half an hour ago. She should be back any minute now.”


  “Can we hang out until she gets back?” Drew asked.


  “I can't stop you,” she replied. Drew walked across the room to an unoccupied chair and flopped down into it. Max slipped past and leaned against the wall near Drew. With them out of the way, I got my first view of Jess. Typical nerd girl. A little heavy, from what I could see. She paid no attention to me. I wasn't sure she even knew I was there.


  I stepped around the corner to get out of the doorway. Two beds were bunked against the far wall near where Drew sat. A stack of empty soda cans was in the corner next to Jess's desk. I took another step to get around the corner and stepped on something soft that slipped under my foot. I put a hand on the wall to steady myself and make sure I didn't ruin whatever I was standing on. My hand landed right on the light switch.


  “Holy shit!” Jess shouted as the overhead light came on, blindingly bright. “Max! I'm going to kill you! You hear me? Kill you!” She twisted in her chair and lunged out of it toward me. Her hand was an inch from my throat when she stopped dead and blinked at me, green eyes behind thick glasses. “Wait. You're not Max.”


  Max cleared his throat. “I'm over here, Jess. Nice to see you, too.”


  She looked over her shoulder at him and her hand dropped to her side. “So you are.” She looked back at me. “So, who’s this asshole, and why does he have a death wish?”


  “I don't think either of us can answer the second part of that question,” Drew said. “I didn't think he was suicidal. Do you think we should take him to the infirmary now, Max?”


  “It might not be a bad idea,” Max agreed.


  “Third time today,” I muttered.


  “What?” Jess glared at me. Now that I could actually see her, I had to revise my first impressions. She was a classical redhead with green eyes and freckles, and even if she was a little chubby, she still looked pretty good. If she lost some weight, she'd look even better. “Wait a minute,” she said. “I bet Max put you up to this.”


  Her personality left a little to be desired, though. It wasn’t as if I had any standing to complain about that. “I had nothing at all to do with that,” he protested.


  “He didn't. I stepped on something and accidentally put my hand on the switch when I was trying to catch my balance.” I pointed down at the ground. The offending object was revealed to be a skirt. I promptly moved my foot away. “I'm their new roommate, by the way. Kevin Parker. Look, I didn't mean to blind you in the middle of your game, I know how that feels. Sorry for making you lose.”


  She frowned at me, but then shrugged and took a step back. “Jess Kelton. Nice to meet you. So, you’re a gamer? What’s your game of choice these days?” She pointed at the computer.


  I mentally slapped myself. I hadn't even thought about it, just shot my mouth off. “I don't game anymore. Broke the addiction.”


  “Addiction? Right.” Her lip curled. Her personality definitely could use adjustment. “So, what are you majoring in? Psychology?”


  “Right now I'm doing business, but I want to take more general education courses and see what catches my interest,” I said. “How about you? Computer engineering?”


  She retreated to her chair and snorted. “I'm no engineer. Computer science with some side courses for graphic design. Looking into the game programming and design field. Why did you think engineering? Do I really look that nerdy?”


  “Well, since you asked, yes,” Max said.


  “Shut up, Max,” she snapped.


  “It was just a guess. Computer science was my next guess,” I said.


  She nodded and pointed at the floor beside me. There was a beanbag on the floor next to the can stack. “Sit,” she ordered. I sat. “So what did you play? Why did you give it up? Embarrassed? Did you miss the memo that nerds are cool these days?”


  That wasn’t true, at least in my experience. High school had been a series of awkward and embarrassing encounters. I thought that community college would let me have a fresh start, but even there, my past followed me. That was part of the reason I came to Ripley. “I never got into games like that. Was that something new?”


  She narrowed her eyes and I thought she'd keep prying, but Max spoke up and saved me. “I didn't know you were a geek, Kev. Don't worry, I don’t think any less of you. Drew might, but I don’t.” Saved me in a manner of speaking, at least.


  Drew shook his head. “No way, man. I have nothing but respect for those guys. If my laptop ever screws up, I'm lost. Hell, all I know how to do on it is check my mail, write my papers, and visit websites.”


  “Yeah, and we all know what sorts of websites you visit,” Max said.


  Jess continued to glare at me. Her expression was hard and disapproving, but she let the topic go. “I didn't think you two would be the type to take in a freshman.”


  “I’m not a freshman,” I said. All three of them stared at me. “I’m technically a transfer student. I went to community college for about a year before coming up here.”


  “That’s weird,” Drew said. “Andreas said we’d get a freshman.”


  “I guess we’ll keep you anyways,” Max said to me.


  “How generous of you,” Jess said.


  “We only signed up for the mentoring program because of the dining plan discount,” Drew added. “Though, it's nice to have someone else around. Max is pretty hard on the eyes after a while, you know?” I winced. Now I felt like a meal ticket.


  “Speak for yourself, Fabio,” Max said. “I've seen the way you gaze into the mirror in the morning. Kev's been pretty good so far. Doesn't look like he's going to need much training, and he already knows how to feed himself and use the litter box properly. I think by the end of the first trimester, we might be able to enter him in a show.”


  “You know, I can hear every single word you say,” I pointed out.


  “Why, so you can.”


  The door burst open. “Hey Jess, I just ran into Kaitlyn over at the Caf, and she said...hey, there's people here!” A tiny black-haired tornado swept into the room. She scooped up the skirt I had stepped on and flung it at the lower bunk as she flew straight at Drew. “Max! Drew! I almost missed you during winter break! No, I'm lying, I didn't miss you at all, but I did think of you once or twice.”


  “Drew thought of you once or twice too,” Max said.


  “I know he did,” she said. “Andreas said you guys were signed up for the mentoring program. I couldn't believe it, but then, I guess you wanted to corrupt some poor freshman. I bet you already took him to meet Andreas to begin the process. I was hoping that I could talk Jess into doing the same thing so we could cancel out you guys, but she didn't want to. I was so mad at her. I still am, by the way!”


  “No, you're not,” Jess contradicted her.


  “Well, I was!”


  “For about five minutes.”


  “Yeah, well, I can never stay mad at you,” she said, with a slight emphasis on the last word. “So where is he? Did you already abandon him? Don't you ever think about anyone other than yourself, Andrew Lee Grant?”


  “He's right there,” Drew said, pointing at me.


  I stood up just as she whirled around. When Max had joked about Drew having a fetish for tiny Asian girls, he wasn't exaggerating. If she was anything over five feet tall, I would have been shocked. She was no delicate flower, though. She ran across the room and threw her arms around me. “He's so cute!”


  “Full marks from the Chinese judge,” Max said.


  I flipped Max off behind her back. He snickered. I looked down at the girl hugging me fiercely. “Hi, I'm Kevin Parker. Nice to meet you?”


  “I'm Lisa Chen, nice to meet you too. Welcome to Ripley! I'm so sorry you got stuck with those two.” She let go of me and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “They're complete assholes, both of them. If they give you a problem, just let me know, and I'll come beat them up for you.” She growled. It was more cute than menacing.


  “I'm not an asshole,” Drew protested.


  “Oh no?” Lisa spun away from me so quickly her hair whipped my chest. “Drew, we need to talk about something. Come here. Now.”


  Drew stood up. He was over a foot taller, and had to weigh twice as much. Even so, he didn't look too confident as he stepped toward her. “I should probably apologize, right?”


  “Oh, no, it's far too late for an apology,” Lisa said. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck. How could she reach that high? “You did something very wrong, Drew. Very wrong. But it's all right. I've already forgiven you. Ok?” She snuggled up against him, rather suggestively. I didn't know whether I should keep watching or sneak out.


  “Well, that's good, I guess?” Drew looked at me as if I could predict what she'd do next. I didn't know the girl, but she seemed cute and nice, if a little energetic. It wasn't as if she was going to attack him.


  “But you did do something wrong. You know what you did, don't you?” Lisa's tone was silky smooth and infinitely dangerous. There was something going here that I was missing and I didn't know what it was. Jess was grinning like a cat and Max covered his face with his hand, then shook his head.


  “I think so?” Drew was starting to sweat. He looked from side to side, but there was no escape.


  “Then you realize that when you do something wrong, you need to be punished, right?”


  “I'd much rather not-”


  Lisa's knee lifted sharply, at a very unpleasant angle for Drew. I realized at that moment that I was very wrong about her. His eyes went wide and he made a strangled noise, an uncomfortable noise, a noise that I had made once or twice during my life as well. “That, my dearest Andrew, is why you shouldn't stand a girl up. It gets them upset.” Lisa's voice was sultry and dark and it promised things I didn't want any part of. Drew didn't reply, not even when she let go. He pressed his hands to his crotch, spun, staggered, and collapsed onto the lower bunk. His head clunked against the wall and then he curled up into a ball.


  I found that I had turned sideways. Jess caught my eye and snickered. It was time to cut our losses and retreat. “So, Max, do you think it's time to take our leave?”


  “I think you might be right, Kev, we should probably get out of here and come pick him up later, maybe in a couple of hours, maybe in a couple of days-”


  “I didn't hit him that hard!” Lisa protested. “Come on, you guys can't even take a little tap? I was just showing him who's the boss around here. Me. Right?”


  Drew grunted from the bed. Whether he was agreeing with her or not, I didn't know, and I didn't want to know. “You know a tap like that is exquisitely painful? It's probably an order of magnitude worse than just slamming your knee up there. He's probably going to be there for a while,” I told her, against my better judgment. Giving her more information like that might backfire someday.


  Max shook his head as we both moved toward the door. “He might throw up in your bed,” he added.


  “He better not! I'll do it again!” Lisa snapped. Drew grunted and curled up more. “But I don't think he will, because he's learned his lesson, and now we can start over. Right, Drew?”


  I looked straight at her. “Lisa, you're one scary chick.”


  She beamed. “I know! Guys think they can walk all over me because I'm tiny. But you know what? A girl has to think about her reputation. And you're going to think twice before you ever stand a girl up now, right?”


  Max and I looked at each other. “I hate to admit it, but she's got a point,” he said. I nodded.


  “Like you'd ever get a date, Max!” Jess laughed directly at him.


  “Are you saying you'd never go out with me?” he asked.


  “I wouldn't say never,” she said. “But I don't think you'd survive to be the last man on earth, so it's sort of a moot point.”


  “Hey, that's harsh, I'm date material,” Max protested. “You know that. Hey, Drew, back me up here. Date material, right?” Drew groaned and declined to answer. “Kev? Back me up, man. I'm counting on you.”


  “I don't know about that. I wouldn't date you.”


  “What if I was a girl?”


  “Max, you'd be a really ugly girl.”


  Lisa and Jess both burst out laughing. Even Drew laughed before subsiding back into painful groans and grunts. Max rolled his eyes, then punched my shoulder and grinned. “Jackass. I think I like you. You'll do just fine here.”


  “As long as you give up on that fantasy of entering me in a show,” I told him.


  


  Chapter Two


   


   


  By Sunday afternoon, I wished I had brought my computer from home, regardless of the damage it would do to my social life. I had gone to breakfast with Drew, picked up a few things at the campus store, and come back to the dorm. Max had still been asleep by the time we got back. He woke up close to noon, mumbled something about lunch, and disappeared. Drew had a lunch date, so he took off as well, leaving me alone.


  At home, I was used to solitude. Dad and I had been more like roommates than parent and child. It never bothered me then. Here, away from home, it was definitely getting to me. If I had brought my computer, at least I’d have something to do.


  “Stop being such a coward, Kevin,” I told myself and sat up. There had to be something interesting going on somewhere. Orientation was still ongoing, too, so I could always head to some of those sessions. Maybe I’d run into the girl from yesterday. That settled it for me. I swung my legs off the bed and got ready to head out into the cold.


  Just as I reached for the doorknob, the door opened. “Kev! You heading out?” Drew and Max pushed past me, Max shivering noticeably.


  “I was going to see if there was anything interesting going on,” I said.


  “You were going down to campus to see if you could find that chick,” Max said. “Never give up. Never surrender. Stalker in training.”


  “Stop being an asshole,” Drew told him as he took his coat off. “Hey, Kev, don’t want to derail any plans you have, but do you want to meet our dorm assistant guy?”


  “Residence assistant,” Max said.


  “Yeah, that.”


  I shrugged and took my coat off. “Sounds like a plan.”


  “Good man. Andreas is a cool guy. Friendly, smart, and the most likely to blow the building up by accident.”


  I paused as I hung my coat up. “Maybe I’ll go out after all.”


  Max chuckled. “Don’t worry so much. He’s just a little weird. You’d have to be if you were working on two doctorates simultaneously. I’m surprised he’s as stable as he is.”


  “And coming from Maximillian Ulysses Pendleton, our resident expert on stability, that should be taken seriously,” Drew said.


  “Don’t call me that.”


  “Besides, he only gets really unstable when he’s been drinking.”


  “He drinks a lot, Drew.”


  “You would too, in his situation.”


  I held my hand up. “Question. Is he really crazy or not?”


  My roommates looked at each other. “Yes,” they said.


  “Wonderful. I’m going to campus.”


  “Don’t be such a pussy.”


  We walked down the hall to room B201. Like all the other doors, it had a cheesy star on the door with the resident’s name written on it. “Andreas” stood out in black marker on the white star. Unlike all the other doors, his door was painted black. “So, why did he paint the door?”


  “It was painted red, and then he got drunk and listened to that Rolling Stones song,” Max said. “That's what he told me, at least. He was sort of drunk at the time though.”


  “He told me that he wanted people to know that they were passing through a dark portal into a dark realm,” Drew said. “He was sort of drunk then too, so I'm not sure that's right either.”


  “It sounds like he's drunk a lot,” I said.


  “Like we said before, you’d drink a lot too in his situation,” Max said. “Dual doctorates in computer science and biotechnology? He’s probably as deranged as they get.”


  “What else does he say when he's drunk?”


  “You'll find out sooner or later,” Drew said as he knocked on the door. “Don't worry about it. Rule of thumb, if he starts ranting in Norwegian, run.”


  “Heading to campus was such a good idea,” I grumbled.


  “Don't be such a pussy,” Max told me again as the door cracked open.


  “Drew? Did you come alone?” asked a hoarse whisper. His speech was slightly accented, but I couldn’t place it.


  “Of course not. Are you hung over again? Let us in, we got the new guy here to meet you,” Drew said. “Or I'll just push the door open and we'll pillage your fridge.”


  “Ah, I see. Please, come in.” The door pulled all the way open and I got my first look at Andreas. After the way Max and Drew had described him, I had been expecting a mad scientist wearing thick glasses and a stained lab coat, disheveled and disreputable. Instead, he was as tall as Drew, but rail thin. His pale blond hair hung straight to his shoulders, and an untied tie hung loosely around the collar of his white shirt. I got the feeling we had interrupted him before some sort of formal event.


  “How'd winter break treat you, man? Did you go home for it?” Drew and Max walked in, leaving me in the hallway.


  Movement down the hall caught my attention before I followed them in. Once again, the guy in the trench coat stood down the hall, seeming to stare at me. I stared right back at him, flipped him off, then followed Max and Drew into the room and closed the door behind me.


  Andreas's room had more than enough space for a single occupant, and there were actually two rooms. Being an RA seemed to have some perks. There was a clink of glass from the other room, telling me where he had disappeared to. Max and Drew had occupied a small couch, and I sat down on a wooden chair that creaked as I put weight on it. In the back of the room, a partition blocked view of whatever was behind it.


  “May I offer you something to drink?” Before I could ask further questions, Andreas appeared in the doorway to the other room, two glass tumblers in each hand.


  “Thought you'd never ask,” Drew said. My roommates extended their hands for a glass, and I followed suit.


  “You must be Kevin Parker, transfer student. An interesting academic history. A mysterious transfer.” I felt my cheeks begin to burn. Andreas stared, his expression unreadable. “Any friend of Drew and Max is a friend of mine. You will have to excuse my curiosity, though, as the circumstances of your arrival here are indeed mysterious.” He pushed a glass into my hand. “What will you have?”


  “I'll have whatever they're having, I guess,” I said. Fancy glasses, nice and thick and heavy. You didn't pour soda into glasses like these.


  He nodded. “I shall return.”


  He disappeared again and I continued to glance around his room. The room was styled in dark colors, mostly shades of black and gray. It was similar to how I had painted my room back home. There was a large widescreen television mounted to the wall opposite the couch that my roommates were sitting on, and I could see speakers mounted around the room. Folding chairs were stacked neatly by the partition. I could hear the familiar quiet hum of computer fans from somewhere in the room. Andreas was a computer science graduate student, so I assumed he had multiple systems stashed around his place. I pushed away that curiosity.


  Andreas reappeared with a pitcher. He poured smoothly into the glasses, filling them about halfway, but pausing before he poured mine. “I have neglected to properly introduce myself. I am Andreas Eriksen, residence assistant for this wing. If you need any assistance with situations that may arise during your residence here, come to me.” He smiled, revealing straight white teeth. “Are you are sure you would like this, or would you prefer something non-alcoholic?”


  “Wait, you're distributing alcohol to minors?” I asked. “I thought that residence assistants were supposed to discourage students from drinking, not the other way around.”


  “Ripley University does officially discourage students from such things, yes. Unofficially, however, it is permissible in controlled situations, such as drinking with an older and wiser responsible adult. That is part of my role and function here.” His smile transformed into a sly grin. “It is also perfectly legal, as you have not purchased alcohol, only been provided with it.”


  “Older, sure. Wiser?” Max asked.


  “Definitely not after the first drink,” Drew said.


  Alcohol hadn't thrilled me like most of my friends back in high school. I had tried a couple of beers and while I had gotten a slight buzz, the taste hadn't been worth it. What Andreas had didn't look like beer, and I didn't want to turn down the gesture, especially with Max and Drew watching. Besides, I was thirsty. “In that case, how can I say no?”


  “Excellent,” Andreas murmured, and filled my glass about halfway. I raised it to my lips and took a cautious mouthful. It burned on the way down, but the aftertaste was nowhere near as disgusting as I had been expecting. It definitely wasn't like the cheap beer I had had before. “So?”


  “Good,” I managed to say. My throat felt raw and I resolved to sip carefully.


  “Andreas is a man of many talents,” Drew told me. “We're usually guinea pigs, but this tastes familiar. Is it the same as you made before winter break?”


  “It is similar, as you have noticed. Slight tweaks to the ingredient ratios,” Andreas said. He relaxed into a chair opposite mine and stared at me. “My analysis indicated that only slight changes were needed to create an ideal flavor. I think I may lock this recipe into the book.”


  “I don't know how you keep all that shit straight,” Max said. His glass was already near empty. I wondered if he had something against his internal organs starting with the letter “L”.


  “It is simple. I remember almost everything,” Andreas said with a perfectly straight face. “And what I forget, my computers remember.”


  “Got a server farm back there?” I asked.


  Andreas glanced toward the back of the room. “That? That is my workspace. My personal system is in the other room. Are you interested in computers, Kevin?”


  “A bit, I guess,” I said, trying to hedge.


  Max put his glass down on the table with a clunk. “I don't suppose you've got more? This was damn good, some of your best yet.”


  “Thank you, Max. Sadly, that was the last of my current stock.” I silently thanked Max for changing the subject. Drew had been giving me a funny look. I took another sip to cover my mistake. I had come here to start over, not to become a shut-in all over again. “I do have some domestic beer for emergencies, but I do not feel that this situation warrants it. My next experimental batch will be ready for testing next weekend, though, and you are all invited to come and try it.”


  “I'll be around if I'm free, which is questionable,” Drew said. “I'm sure Max will be over since he's got no social life whatsoever.”


  “I'll be around too,” I said before Max could reply. Everyone looked at me and I felt my face heat. “What? I don't know anyone besides you guys.”


  Max leaned toward me. “It'll be nice to have some moral support. Drew just wants to avoid the weird experiments, like the big coward he is. He had an incident a few days before finals last trimester. Remember, don't try anything Andreas makes if it's tinted green.”


  Drew clapped a hand to his mouth. “Dude, I felt like I was dying for three days! I was sick for weeks afterwards. I couldn't even look at anything green.”


  “I'd say it was acute alcohol poisoning, but Andreas swore up and down that the alcohol content wasn't anywhere near high enough for that. It didn't bother me. Drew's just a big baby,” Max said.


  “I believe I isolated what caused Drew's reaction,” Andreas said. “As long as he does not get sick today.” Drew looked down at his glass and put it down on the table as if he was afraid it might break.


  Max laughed, then looked up at Andreas. “So, any intelligence? Any room changes? Any hot new girls in your domain?”


  “Sadly, no. A pair of dropouts from the third floor left, replaced with new freshmen. Some of the sophomore girls on the fourth floor swapped roommates. Otherwise, the only notable addition is Kevin.” He raised his glass to me. “I did run into Jessica and Lisa yesterday, though. Lisa mentioned that she was looking forward to seeing you again, Drew.”


  “She sure as hell was,” Max said. “She got her revenge on the dumbass here. Don’t ever stand that girl up.”


  Drew crossed his legs and cleared his throat. “Lesson learned, gentlemen. Do not cross the tiny Asian girl.”


  Max leaned toward me. “So here’s the whole story, Kev. This dude was hot for her all last year. Granted, that didn’t stop him from playing the field, but every time he saw her, he’d try to pick her up.”


  “Literally or figuratively?” I asked.


  He smirked. “She’d turn him down each time, but he never gave up. Finally, right before finals, she agreed to a date. Drew promptly forgot all about it.”


  “In my defense, I did have three finals that day,” Drew said.


  “At least it looks like you’ve been forgiven,” Max said.


  “That’s true. So what’s up with you and Jess?”


  “What do you mean?” Max’s tone shifted. His face turned slightly red.


  Drew leaned forward and grinned. “Did you ever get her away from her computer?”


  Max muttered something inaudible and Drew laughed. Andreas looked to me and shrugged. “Jessica is, to put it bluntly, a nerd. A gamer, a shut-in, an introvert of the highest caliber.”


  “I noticed,” I said.


  “To put things in perspective, she had close to three hundred empty cans of soda stacked in the corner of their room last year. Most of them were Dew or Jolt or similar.” I blinked and did the math. It was a scary amount of soda. I had never been quite that bad, but I had still gained close to twenty pounds during my most sedentary phase, and I’d only just started to lose it.


  Andreas abruptly stood up and began to tie his tie. “I hate to be such a poor host, but I have a meeting on campus to discuss my research goals for the year. I shall return around six or seven this evening. You are all welcome to return at that time, and we can watch a movie, or play some games.”


  We all stood up. “Sounds good, man,” Drew said. “Think you’ll be up for that, Kev?”


  I nodded. “Sure. I do want to hit the campus store again, though. There are a lot of little things I need to get that I never thought of.”


  “I still can’t believe you had to buy sheets. How unprepared was that?” Max shook his head. “Especially with how expensive they are at that place, and I’m not much for caring about expenses.”


  I shrugged. “I’ll be fine, I’ll just put it on my card.”


  “Be careful with that,” Drew said. “Bad financial habits are hard to break, man. It’ll get you later in life.”


  “Thanks, but I’ll be fine,” I repeated. I wasn’t the one paying for it. Mom had sent me a credit card and told me to get whatever I needed when I needed it. I didn’t know what the limit was, but I didn’t plan to push it.


  “I will walk down with you, Kevin,” Andreas said. “Will you two come with us as well?”


  “I need to pick up a new carton of cigarettes.” Max rolled his shoulders and headed for the door. “We can also check out the freshman girls who are silly enough to hang around orientation. Maybe Kev can find that one chick who actually talked to him.”


  “Weren’t you giving him shit for that earlier?” Drew asked. “And now here you want to check out all the girls. You’re a creeper, dude.”


  Max spluttered. “Creeper? What?”


  Andreas shooed all of us out the door. The day passed uneventfully. After the campus store, Max, Drew, and I wandered the campus for a while, the two of them pointing out places of interest and giving me an abbreviated tour. We hit the Caf for dinner and headed back to the dorm, running into Andreas on his way back from the meeting.


  The entertainment center in his room was stocked. Consoles of all flavors were hooked up to a television that was obscenely large, to put it mildly. We threw in a movie and played games until late, then headed back to our room.


  I brushed my teeth and headed out of the bathroom, Drew taking my place. Max looked up as I entered the room. “Kev, did you check your schedule today?” he asked.


  I stifled a yawn. “Why? I set it up during orientation. Printed it, even.”


  He clicked his tongue. “Don’t assume. Last trimester, I had to rearrange my whole schedule the night before classes started because they changed a time. It was a huge pain in the ass. They don’t even e-mail you when that happens. Guess it’s some sort of responsibility thing. Here, check yours before you fall asleep.”


  “Thanks.” I stifled another yawn and sat at his desk, staring at his laptop.


  “It's all right, you're still new to the game here. Check the weekly schedule display,” Max said, pointing at the screen after I logged in. “You're taking mostly basic freshman classes, right? Those always have a bunch of sections, so you shouldn't have a problem, even if one got moved.”


  “Yeah, this looks right. I tried to balance the week out so I wouldn't have too much on any one day. Nothing past three in the afternoon, either.”


  “I always try to get at least one day a week off,” Max said. “I know one guy who tried to stack all his classes into two days last year. He bragged about it up until that first day, and then he was miserable for the rest of the trimester. Eight hours of class per day? Not fun.”


  I laughed and started to close the window. “Yeah, that sounds pretty terrible.”


  “I thought you said you didn't schedule anything after three?” Max asked.


  “I didn't. Why?”


  “Scroll down.” He pointed at the screen.


  I hadn't even noticed until he pointed it out. I scrolled down to reveal a one hour class at four in the afternoon on Wednesday. “What the hell is Comparative Ethics? I didn't sign up for that course.”


  I heard a thump from behind me and Max swore quietly. I turned to see him rubbing the top of his head. “Comparative Ethics,” he said. “You got into that too?”


  “You took it too?” I asked. “How'd you get signed up for it?”


  “No idea, it just showed up. Most of the people in that class said that something funny happened during orientation. Stories like yours.” Max reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He rolled it in his hand before continuing. “Lots of them said they had headaches afterwards. Everyone thought that the old man made eye contact with them.”


  “Did you have a headache?” I asked him.


  “Nope, but I have one right now.” He slapped the loft and grimaced.


  “What's the class all about?” I asked. “Easy, hard?” If it was a hard course, there was no way in hell I was going to bother going. I'd just drop it.


  Max stepped out from under the loft and stretched his arms up over his head. “It's easy. There's no real work. They base your grade on how well you get the concepts. It's a lot of thinking. They could call it Applied Ethics, since most of it is practical, for lack of better words. You get situations and talk your way through different ethical considerations and scenarios.”


  “Doesn't sound too bad,” I said. “How'd you do?”


  “Failed. I guess my ethics suck. Big surprise, right? There's another class in the fall, but if you fail the first one, you don't go on to the next. I didn't lose any sleep over that.” Max stretched again, then winced. “I'm going to smoke before bed. Back in ten.”


  I looked over my shoulder as he walked away. As he reached the door, Drew walked in from the bathroom, rubbing his head with a towel. “Not asleep yet?” he asked.


  “Nope. Just getting a smoke. Kev got a nice little surprise in his schedule, just like I did last year.”


  “Oh yeah?” Drew loomed behind me. “That class? Max was bitching about it. I don’t get it.”


  “Me either. But whatever,” I said. “It says it doesn’t count toward your GPA, and one hour a week won’t kill me. Might be interesting, and if it isn’t, I can just stop going, right?”


  Drew nodded. “Good plan. You all set for tomorrow?”


  “Schedule, books, the whole thing. All I need is to actually sleep tonight,” I said. My roommates seemed to be conspiring to keep me from actually going to bed.


  “I hear that. Listen, if you need any help with courses, here's who to ask. If it's math, ask Lisa. Seriously. She aced all the freshman math courses last year. Computers, go to Jess, obviously. Max knows a lot of the general stuff so ask him for help with English or anything like that. Business classes though, I've got no idea who to go to for those. If I find anyone, I'll let you know.”


  “What about you? Anything I should go to you for?” I asked.


  Drew laughed. “You planning on taking any engineering classes?”


  “Good point. What about Andreas?” I asked.


  “He's a smart guy,” Drew said. “Too smart for us. He'll give you answers that are way, way above the level for the class, and it'll take him three hours to get there. Last resort, man. Whatever you do, don't ask him for help with a soft science like psychology or sociology. At least, not without witnesses and an escape route.”


  “I see,” I said. “Did Max say a lot about that Comparative Ethics class?”


  “Not much. Maybe it's for people who need remedial ethical training?” Drew said with a grin. “No, he didn't say much about it. I think he stopped going by the end. He was too busy getting into trouble. I had to rescue him from a couple hairy situations because of his mouth. He's actually gotten better about that. Hard to believe, right?”


  “I can't imagine him being much worse,” I said.


  Drew laughed. “The dude was fearless. He told off anyone and everyone, thought no one would fight back. Most people didn't, but he was lucky the one time it got real, I was close enough to step in.”


  “A fight?” I asked. Max had struck me as a cheerful asshole, not the sort to go around picking fights with people.


  “Almost. The guy backed off after I stepped in. People don't seem to mess with me,” he said, lifting a fist in the air. “When we got back to our room, I told Max he had to knock that shit off or I'd be first in line to take a swing the next time. He took it pretty seriously.”


  “I'm kind of surprised you stood up for him,” I said.


  He looked at me as if I had suddenly sprouted horns. “Are you serious? Would you have let him get beat?”


  “Not like that,” I said. “I mean, a lot of people would have let him have what they thought was coming to him.” I had watched that happen from time to time in high school.


  “I'm not like that,” Drew said. “Not at all, man. How could I live with him afterwards? Hell, how could I live with myself? Could you?”


  “Probably not,” I said. I had in the past. Drew was a better guy than I was. “But I don't have the same advantages you do.”


  Drew relaxed a bit. “Yeah, well, we've each got our own strengths. I'm a big guy, so I take advantage of that. You'd do what you could, right? You seem like a good guy, so I figure if I'm ever in trouble, you'd have my back, right?”


  “Of course.” What else could I say? He'd never need it.


  He seemed satisfied. “Cool. I got your back too, Kev. I need some air before bed. Get some sleep, man.”


  “Yeah, I will,” I said as he walked out. I logged out of the course registration system and stood up, leaning on the chair. I hadn't gotten near enough sleep ever since I had arrived here, and now I had to wake up in seven hours for classes. I flopped into bed without turning the lights off and closed my eyes. I was asleep before either of them came back.


  


  Chapter Three


   


   


  I ran down the sidewalk back to campus, swearing every time my right foot hit the ground. I had stopped by the campus store to pick up some books after class ended at three, taken my time browsing, walked back to the dorm. Andreas had been on his way out, so I chatted with him for a few minutes before going back to my room to relax. Max looked over his shoulder at me as I walked in and said, “Don't you have Comparative Ethics at four?”


  I had less than five minutes before the damn class started. I hated being late. Even if it was some bullshit optional mystery class, I didn't want to be rude to the professor, or have the entire class stare at me as I came in. At this point, it was going to be a tossup as to whether I reached the building in time or not.


  Fortunately, the building wasn't too far from the dorm. I waited for an elevator, panting and out of breath. Both elevators were on the third floor. As I watched the display above the doors, one moved up to the fourth floor. I snarled something profane at the elevator gods and took the stairs. The class was on the third floor and by the time I reached the room, my legs were jelly and my watch read 4:03. Damn. I slammed the door open a little harder than was necessary.


  Bang! I stopped short. There hadn't been a professor listed on the schedule. Max hadn't mentioned who taught it. Now the sharp crack of a cane striking the hardwood floor punctuated my entrance. “Oh, shit,” I said.


  “Oh, shit, indeed, Mr. Parker.” Alistair Ripley's blue eyes locked onto me and he frowned, but his tone was ever so slightly amused. “I'm pleased you could find the time to attend. I trust you had no trouble locating the room?”


  “No, sir,” I said.


  “I see. I trust that you will not be tardy again?”


  “I'll do my best.”


  He shook his head. “I suppose that heartfelt attempts are the best I will see out of you this trimester. At the very least, Mr. Parker, please leave the grandiose entrances to me. Take a seat. I believe this one right here in front will suit you best.”


  I walked to the seat he had indicated, the staring of my classmates like pinpricks all over my face. I was sweaty, shaky, and now thoroughly embarrassed. The first day and Alistair Ripley himself had called me out. Walking out and never coming back tempted me, especially since it wouldn't hurt my GPA. But, since I was already here, I'd stick around for this session. If the old man himself was teaching the course, there had to be something special about it. Besides, I was just too damn tired to walk back now.


  “Now, since we are all finally here, allow me to introduce myself. As I am sure you know, I am Alistair Ripley. This course is Comparative Ethics. There are thirty of you enrolled this trimester, and all of you have managed to show up for the first class. Barely.” He glanced at me before continuing. Jackass. “Now, this course and its aims. Comparative Ethics is-” He cut off abruptly. “You have a question, Miss Wainwright?”


  “Yes, President Ripley?” The voice from the seat to my right was familiar. I turned to look. She sounded just like the girl from the other day, the one who had told me to wear darker colors. Her brown eyes were the same, and her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. She was wearing a dark green turtleneck that hugged her body. Damn fine curves. I forced myself not to stare. “I'm sorry to interrupt, but how would you prefer us to address you?”


  “Professor will do. I was a professor long before I was a president. Your question?” The old man folded his hands on top of his cane.


  “I was just wondering if you were going to take attendance, Professor?” she asked.


  Ripley raised an eyebrow, as if he hadn't quite heard her right. “There's no need for that, Miss Wainwright. Only thirty of you passed the selection tests. I find it rather easy to remember your names and faces.”


  There were murmurs of surprise from the back of the room. Remembering thirty names and faces wasn't overly difficult, but without meeting those people? I couldn't do that. I didn't know whether to be impressed or scared. Was that why he had looked directly at people during orientation?


  The girl didn't seem satisfied with that. She tilted her head and frowned. “What do you mean by selection tests? I don't know about anyone else, but I didn't take a test.”


  Ripley sighed, sat on the desk at the front of the room, and laid his cane across his lap. “Would you like to venture a guess, Miss Wainwright? Or anyone else, for that matter?”


  I could have ventured a guess. “Yeah, you looked at us funny during orientation.” I had no intention of saying that out loud. I didn't want to become the class freak. Judging by the silence in the room, no one else was going to volunteer either.


  The silence stretched until Ripley sighed again. “I see. You will recall that part of the entrance process was an interview, either in person or by phone? Your interviews were analyzed for indications that you may be receptive to what this class is intended to teach. Our staff discussed all prospects, and I reviewed every potential entrant personally. The final determination came after orientation.”


  “So that's why the class didn't show up until afterwards?” someone in the back asked.


  “That is self-evident, Mr. Taylor.” Ripley stood up and tapped his cane on the floor again. “Now, are there any further questions? Yes, Miss Richardson?”


  This voice came from somewhere to my left. “I was curious about the name of the course, Professor Ripley. How are we going to compare ethics? Isn't it a matter of opinion?”


  Ripley's expression tightened. “Miss Richardson, if you hold the position that ethics and morality are a simple matter of opinion without justification or analysis, perhaps you are not cut out for this course.”


  “I don't mean it like that, I just mean-”


  “It's quite all right, Miss Richardson.” His expression shifted into a smile. “Confusion this early in the class is understandable. However, remember, if you cannot keep up with the concepts introduced in this course, I will not allow you to hold the rest of the class back. Is that understood?”


  “Yes sir!” She squeaked out her answer and I chuckled. The old man was starting to jump all over people for silly questions. That was a change of pace from regular teachers.


  Ripley's gaze shot to me. “Mr. Parker! I see that you are amused. Good! I am glad that my course is entertaining you. Perhaps you will share your source of amusement?”


  My face had just stopped burning. Now it was igniting all over again. I looked away from him. The brown haired girl was looking at me with a smile. “Well-”


  “If you won't share that much with us, Mr. Parker, perhaps you'd be so good as to answer a question for me?”


  I was too tired to get shit on, even if he was the president of the school. What did I have to lose? This course didn't count for anything. “Of course, Professor Ripley. I'd be delighted to answer any question you have to the utmost of my ability,” I said. Silence met my words. Ripley raised an eyebrow.


  “Excellent. Could you give an example of an ethical concept commonly followed in Western culture?” He turned away as he asked the question and walked to the blackboard.


  “The Golden Rule? Do to others as you'd want them to do to you?” I said. “Is that the sort of example you're looking for?”


  “Exactly.” He wrote it on the board with precise strokes. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Would anyone else like to give me another example? Mr. Tompkins?”


  “Don't be a dick,” called out a voice from the very back of the class. Several people chuckled appreciatively. I grinned. That took some of the attention off me. I could try and relax now, as long as Ripley didn't pick on me again.


  He actually wrote it on the board, drawing another round of chuckles. “Crude, but acceptable. Mr. Kolishky, can you give me another one?”


  “The Ten Commandments? A set of rules to follow.”


  “Good. That's based on religious constructs rather than cultural, but that's a distinction that we're not going to cover at this point.” His chalk squeaked slightly and he turned slightly to look over his shoulder. “Miss Richardson, you look like you have an example?”


  “An it harm none, do as ye will,” she said.


  He wrote it down, but made no comment on it. “And Miss Wong, can you give me another one?”


  “The greater good for people? The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few?”


  “Or the one?” Ripley asked, getting a few laughs. It made me chuckle. “Good. Now, for all of these examples, do you notice the basic theme? Each one of them exhorts their adherents to do what is right, and to not do what is wrong. Can anyone simplify that for me? Two specific concepts. Miss Wainwright?”


  I looked at her again. She frowned, thought lines appearing on her forehead, then she smiled. “Right and wrong? Good and evil? That sort of basic conflict?”


  He pointed a piece of chalk at her. “Precisely.” He started to write rapidly on an unused segment of the board. The girl noticed me looking at her and smiled. It had to be her, the girl from after orientation. The smile was the same, down to the dimples.


  “Enjoying the class so far?” My attention snapped back to Ripley, who stood right in front of my desk. I hadn't heard him move or stop writing. I started to stammer a reply, but he cut me off with a bang of his cane. “Look around. What is strange about this situation?”


  I looked around the room. All of my classmates were staring at the blackboard. No one seemed to notice that Ripley was standing in front of me, addressing me and me only. Even the girl next to me was looking at the blackboard, still smiling. Their eyes all looked a little glassy. I looked back at Ripley. “What's going on?” I demanded. Had he somehow hypnotized everyone in the room? Their expressions were all so vacant.


  “Do you remember what I referenced at orientation?” he asked, folding his hands on top of his cane yet again.


  “You talked about a lot of things. Which part?”


  “Specifically, that everyone has untapped talents and abilities. That they lay dormant, awaiting merely the right time to awaken.” He tapped his right temple before returning his hand to the top of his cane.


  I sat up straight in my chair. “How do you...what are you...what the hell is going on?”


  “An interesting question. Are you awake right now, or are you dreaming?”


  “This is more like a nightmare.” I started to stand up. “I don't think I want to hear any more. I'm done with this bullshit.”


  “Mr. Parker,” he said. “It's too late. You're already awake. Perhaps you don't understand what I mean. Why don't you take a seat and listen to what I have to say?”


  Reluctantly, I sat back down. He sounded like he knew what had happened in that dream. Maybe he would explain what was going on.


  “When I said that some of you have untapped powers and abilities, I was referring to something specific. You do have a certain potential that you have only seen a hint of so far. What I offer you is the chance to learn what this potential is and how to use it. Do you know what I am referring to?”


  I shook my head. I knew, but I didn’t want to know. “I'm not sure.”


  He didn't say anything, simply held one hand beside his expressionless face, palm facing inward. With a sudden flick of his wrist, he passed his hand in front of his eyes. I jumped up from my seat. The whites of his eyes were glowing fiery green, far brighter than mine had been that night.


  Before I could run for the door, he snapped a command. “Sit down, Mr. Parker!” The windows rattled. I froze, then slowly sat back down. What the hell was that? “Do you understand what I am referring to now?” he asked.


  “I understand less than what I did before.” I tried not to shout. “What the hell is wrong with you? And with me? And with this school? Am I losing my mind? Is this some sort of prank? Am I dreaming all of this shit up?”


  “No, you aren't.” His eyes returned to normal and his hand returned to his cane. “You just haven't had the opportunity to learn about certain things. As I said before, I can offer you the opportunity. Interested?”


  “In learning about my own freakishness?” I asked. “Depends on what the catch is. There's always a price. You're not going to do it out of the goodness of your heart.”


  He frowned. “You impugn my motives.”


  Impugn? Seriously? “You're not denying it. I'm right, aren't I?”


  Ripley nodded. “A term of service. You would have three or four years of training, and an equal length of service afterwards. Similar to the military,” he said.


  “And what would I be doing for your mysterious, unnamed organization?” I asked.


  “Saving the world.”


  I couldn't help it. I laughed. The expression on the old man's face was priceless. “Are you serious?” I asked when I could speak clearly again.


  “You seem to think I'm joking.” His expression was cold. “You already know that things are not as simple as they may seem. There is more to this world than you suspect.”


  “I don't think you understand what I mean,” I said. “It's not that I don't believe you on that count. I'm not crazy, that's a relief. I'm convinced there is some weird shit at work here, which is also a relief. But, I have a healthy distrust of anyone who claims that they're trying to save the world. I'm pretty sure that the world you see that's in need of saving isn't quite the same world I see. Like you said, things aren't always as simple as they seem.”


  His expression was still cold, but I could tell that he was considering his next words carefully. “I realize that you have your suspicions and reservations,” he said after a long silence. “Under other circumstances, I would applaud your skepticism and critical thinking. However, you will not have the luxury of remaining skeptical for long. This is not fantasy, this is reality. You have awakened, and you are now in play.”


  “What's that supposed to mean? Is this some sort of game?” I asked.


  His eyes flashed green. “Not at all. The moment you awakened, you were in danger. There are those who will stop at nothing to either claim you or render you worthless. They will neutralize you if you do not join them, simply to deny your power to anyone else.”


  “And you would do that too?” I asked.


  He smiled. “That is one way that our organization differs from others. No, we would not neutralize you. But, if you do not join us, we cannot spare the resources to protect you. It is simply a matter of give and take. There's no such thing as a free lunch, I'm afraid.”


  “Heinlein,” I said. He nodded. “Let me get this straight. I have two options. I can join you, and you'll teach me and protect me from these mysterious unspecified enemies. Or, I can refuse to join you, and you'll let them kill me. Sorry. Neutralize me.”


  “We would do what we could,” he said, the smile remaining in full force.


  “Which would be next to nothing. I'll pick a third option. I'll think about it.”


  His smile didn't change at all. “Think about it as long as you want, Mr. Parker. As foolish as you are being, that is your decision to make. When you decide that joining us is in your best interests, feel free to contact me. My secretary will be expecting you. Now, let us return to the class already in progress. Do not speak of this to anyone.” He banged his cane down again, and the crack of the impact echoed around the classroom.


  An unnerving sensation overwhelmed me as the echo faded. I remembered everything we had just spoken about, but other memories were popping into my head, overlaid on top of our conversation. I could remember him lecturing, writing on the board, encouraging discussion about morality and ethics, drawing comparisons between good and evil. I knew that we hadn't talked about any of that. Or had we? It was a strange feeling. We had only spoken for five minutes at most, but I could also remember a half hour of class, and the clock on the wall showed that over thirty minutes had actually passed. Which memory was real?


  “And next week, we shall proceed to more specific examples of what we discussed today. Have a good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” Ripley placed the chalk down on the tray and nodded at us, then walked out of the room without a glance backwards.


  I stretched my arms up over my head, wondering what I had gotten myself into. Two sets of memories? Saving the world? What a load of shit. It wasn't a dream or hallucination. I had told him I was certain I wasn't crazy, and it was true. I held no illusions about his sanity, though. Whatever sort of conspiracy was going on, I didn't want to get involved with it before I knew more about it. “Seems interesting,” I said out loud.


  “You're right.” I looked to my right and the brown haired girl smiled at me. “It does seem like an interesting class. And we make a good team, right?”


  I reviewed my “memories” of the class. The two of us had bantered back and forth over some weird definitions of good and evil as well as order and chaos. Ripley had been amused, judging by the expression on his face. It was a strange event. I remembered it as if I had done it, but I didn't remember actually doing it. “Yeah, I guess we do.”


  “So I see you've gotten the idea of layering?” Her smile turned slightly impish.


  My heart jumped. She remembered me. “I guess, though it's just two t-shirts and a coat. Nothing like the layers you were wearing. You know how we guys have to be stubborn and tough, right?”


  “Stubborn is just the beginning,” she said. “That's why you're still wearing that light blue jacket. Didn't I tell you that you'd look better in darker colors? Stubborn and dumb.”


  “I won't argue that,” I replied. “So, how many layers are you wearing today?”


  “Wouldn't you like to know?” Her smile was playful. “You know, I didn't catch your name the other day. I'm Nicole Wainwright. Call me Nikki.”


  “Nice to meet you, Nikki. Kevin Parker. You can call me Kev if you like.”


  “All right. So why were you so late today, Kev?” She tilted her head to the side inquisitively.


  “Oh, well, I sort of forgot about this class. I went back to my room and one of my roommates reminded me at five of four. I felt like such a dumbass.” I sighed. “Which is exactly what he's going to call me when I get back.”


  She covered her mouth and giggled. “So you ran all the way here? What dorm?”


  “Carson,” I said.


  “That's a long run. You looked tired when you sat down.”


  “A little,” I admitted. I wasn't about to admit that I was on the verge of collapse. I did have a little pride. “I'm more hungry than tired, though. I haven't eaten at all today.”


  “You shouldn't do that,” she told me. “Breakfast is important. So is lunch. So is dinner! Speaking of dinner, are you interested?”


  “With you?” I bit my tongue. I had sounded far too surprised about that. Dumbass was the least of the names I deserved. Max would be falling over with laughter if he had witnessed this. Lucky for me, we were the last ones in the room, so no one was around to see me fail with the girl all over again.


  She didn't seem to notice. Failure postponed. “That's the idea, unless you've got other plans?”


  “No, I'm done with classes, no plans for the evening,” I said. “Where are you thinking?”


  “The Caf,” she said. “I didn't bring enough cash to get anything at the student center, just my ID.”


  “Same here,” I said. “I ran out of the dorm so fast, I barely even remembered my ID.”


  She giggled again. “Then it's settled. The Caf it is. Ready?”


  “Whenever you are,” I said. We stood up. No one was in sight as we walked into the hall toward the elevators. Typically for me, both of the elevators were nowhere near our floor, but both started coming up as soon as she hit the down button.


  When the doors dinged open, I gestured for her to go in first. “Ladies first,” I said.


  Dimples. So cute. “Thank you kindly, good sir.”


  I stepped into the elevator after her and pressed the button for the ground floor. Her finger hit the button at just about the same time. We both laughed. “Really, I guess we do make a really good team,” she quipped. “Great minds thinking alike and all that.”


  “I think you're right,” I said.


  “Of course I'm right. I'm a girl, after all,” she said with a toss of her head.


  We walked to the Caf together, passing the time in idle conversation about the class. When we arrived, the dining area was starting to get crowded. We split up to get food. I kept her in sight the entire time. She spoke to the staff, smiling and tilting her head slightly as she asked questions. She had nice legs, and she was just a couple of inches shorter than me. Her hair hung down a little past her shoulders and she was slender without being too thin.


  She turned in my direction and I quickly looked away and continued my search for food. I let her talk me into getting some salad to go with my burger and we walked over to a small table near the back of the Caf. She ate with small bites and didn't say much as we worked our way through our food.


  Nikki put her fork down and folded her hands under her chin. “So what do you think?”


  “Of what?” I asked. “The class? The school?”


  “The world. The universe. The cosmos.” I couldn't tell if she was serious or not. “No. President Ripley. What do you think of him?”


  I didn't know how to answer. Was she the sort who went for distinguished old men? “Well, he was a strong speaker during orientation. Passionate. Charismatic, I guess.”


  “I felt the same way. Like he was speaking directly to me at times. Did you get that feeling, too?” Her eyebrows lifted and her expression seemed somehow guarded. She picked up her fork again and pushed her salad around. Had she experienced something strange at orientation too?


  “Yeah. I think I know what you mean,” I said, taking a chance.


  Relief was immediately evident on her face and she jabbed her fork into her salad. “Good. I was wondering if I was the only one. He's really something. Really.”


  I wanted to ask if she had experienced anything like I had. Ripley had said not to mention our encounter, and I didn't want her to think I was crazy. If I wanted to stand a chance with her, I'd have to be a nice, sane, normal guy. Not a freak. I picked up my glass. “Definitely something,” I agreed.


  


  Chapter Four


   


   


  Two weeks passed. Classes were in full swing and I was easily keeping up. Ripley hadn't spoken directly to me since the first class. I didn't lose any sleep over that, nor did I lose any more sleep to weird dreams, night terrors, hallucinations, or glowing green eyes. Those particular memories were fading, and I was settling into a routine.


  The most pleasant bit of my routine involved Ripley's class. Nikki and I ate dinner together each week after his class. I was becoming more and more interested in her. Not only was she pretty, our personalities meshed in a way that just felt right. I wanted to see her more often than once or twice a week. When she smiled, I wondered if she was starting to feel the same way.


  I decided that I'd ask her out soon. There was incidental physical contact, her hand brushing my arm or hand as we walked. She looked me in the eye and smiled when we spoke. She listened carefully and paid attention to what I was saying. The signs were there, but I just wanted to be sure that I wasn't misreading things.


  When it came to this sort of thing, I knew who to ask for advice: Not Max.


  Drew looked at me as if I had asked him about the meaning of life. “You want to what?” he asked.


  “Talk to you about a girl. Get your advice, I guess,” I said. Drew was a decent guy. I was sure he’d give me a hand.


  “You want my advice about a girl,” he repeated, then scratched the back of his head and looked slightly embarrassed. “Hey, look, I know Max talks me up like I'm some player who gets with a different chick every weekend, but I'm not that bad.”


  I crossed my arms and stared at him. His expression grew pained. I had learned a long time ago with my family that silence could get better answers than asking questions.


  “Come on, Kev, he walked in once and built a legend around it!”


  “Once?”


  “Ok, twice. And almost a third, but she was just about to-”


  “Do you need to count on your fingers?”


  Drew glared, but proceeded to do so. He counted off three fingers, looked thoughtful, and counted off a fourth, then a fifth. By the time he was done with the other hand he was grinning. When he went back to the first hand, I waved a hand in front of his eyes. He blinked and focused back on me. “Well, maybe Max was right for once,” he said. “Kev, man, I really don't know if I'm the guy you should go to for advice on relationships.”


  I chuckled. “Drew, I know three guys here well enough to ask their advice. You, Max, and Andreas. Should I ask one of them instead?”


  “Point, Kev. Get your coat.”


  “What for?”


  He grinned at me. “We're going to the gym. If you're going to make me talk about chicks and shit, I’m going to make you get some exercise. The indoor courts are always empty around now. We'll get some one on one in.”


  I tried not to look too horrified. I wasn't in the mood to walk ten minutes in the freezing cold just to get my ass kicked at basketball, but I’d pay that price. “I assume you're going to spot me some points at least, right?”


  “Two or three,” he said. “You get some advice, plus a workout. Twice the benefit.”


  I groaned and followed him. It wouldn't hurt to get some exercise and start shedding some extra weight. I shivered when we left the building. It had only gotten colder as January had progressed. Drew stretched his arms over his head and grunted. I heard several distinct pops. “Man, this feels good.”


  “Still too cold,” I muttered.


  “Yeah, but at least there's not a lot of wind. We'll warm up quick when we get to the gym. Come on.” We started down the road that led to the main campus. “So, this chick. The one you were having dinner with last night?”


  “How do you know about that?” I asked.


  Drew laughed. “I was in the Caf when you came in yesterday. Was about to wave you over but saw you were with a girl. Now, see, I didn't want to steal her away with my good looks and charm, so I just watched. She's cute, dude. Good eye.”


  I forced a chuckle. This was not exactly how I had imagined my chat with Drew going. “She is pretty. That's not really part of the problem.”


  “Got problems talking with her?”


  “No, not exactly, but-”


  “Easy guess, then.” Drew stretched again, this time with a twist. His back popped. I winced. “You want to date her, but you're being a gigantic pussy about it, and you want to know how to do it right.”


  I covered my face with my hand. “He shoots, he scores.”


  “That's what I figured. Look, Kev, I'll tell you the best way to ask her out. You ready?” He looked over at me with a huge grin.


  “I'm ready,” I said. “But I think I'm starting to regret this.”


  “Ok. You're the girl, right? And I'm you. Got it?”


  “Got it.”


  He looked me straight in the eye, still grinning. “Hey, I'm having a lot of fun hanging out with you. Want to get some drinks or have dinner downtown sometime?”


  I blinked and waited for him to say something else. “And?”


  “That's it. Go ahead, say no.”


  “No.”


  “Ok.” He walked on in silence. “See?”


  “I don't get it.”


  “You said no. I kept walking. That's all it takes, man. If she's not interested, she says no, you both get on with life.” He shrugged. “That's why I don't think I'm the right guy to ask for advice on this. It's simple, but guys like you and Max and Andreas make it into this huge thing. Your life isn’t going to come to a screeching halt if she says no. That's why Max hasn't asked Jess out, he's afraid she'll say no.”


  “But what if she does?” I knew it was a stupid question, but I just didn't have his level of self-confidence. “I like her and we're getting to be good friends. What if I ask her out and she doesn't want to be friends anymore?”


  Drew sighed and stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk. “Look. You both know what you want from the other. Now you need to find out what the other wants from you. Flip the situation, man. If you were only interested in her as a friend, but she wanted more, would you really be comfortable around her? No, right?”


  “No,” I admitted. “But-”


  “No buts. Look, I went to senior prom with this amazingly hot girl, took her to a hotel that night, had amazingly hot sex with her, and never talked to her again after that night.”


  “Why would you do that?” I asked.


  “Because we were both looking for a hot prom date, a fun night, and a great memory. I was going away to school up here and she was staying local. Honestly, she was a whiny little bitch. No way was I going to get serious with someone like that, let alone try a long distance relationship with her.” Drew poked a finger into my shoulder, driving me a step back. “The point is that we both knew what we wanted, we were up front about it, and neither of us played games. My advice, if you want to get serious with this girl, ask her out and make your intentions known straight up. If she's not interested, move on. Don't disrespect her by playing games, and make sure she doesn't play you either.”


  I stood there for a moment. While I didn't have Drew's level of confidence, he was right. I had just met Nikki, and if she turned me down, it wouldn't be that big a deal. I had only known her for a couple of weeks, after all, so there wasn't much to lose. I had problems making new friends, but this was a new place and a new start.


  Drew slapped my shoulder. “Kev?”


  “Sorry. Just thinking.” We started walking downhill toward campus again. “You're right. I'm going to ask her out after class next week. Earlier if I run into her.”


  “You don't have her number? Or what dorm she lives in?”


  I shook my head. “She's got a night class on Wednesdays, so she leaves after we eat, and I've never asked her what dorm she's in or for her phone number. I'm a dumbass, right?”


  “Yup,” he said. “But you're learning, man! You're growing more balls in a month than Max has in a year. At least where girls are concerned. You ever had a girlfriend before?”


  I shrugged. “I guess.”


  “You guess?” Drew laughed. “I bet it was one of those awkward high school things where you were friends and just ended up being around each other so much, everyone thought you were going out anyways, so you did.”


  “What the hell, Drew? Did you spy on me during high school? Read my mind? Read my diary?”


  “You keep a diary? Freak.”


  I sighed. “Figure of speech. It's like you know what I'm going to say before I say it.”


  “Hey, don't sweat it, man. I've been friends with lots of people through high school and college and I've seen plenty of beta types like you go through the same thing. So tell me what happened with this girl. I promise I won't predict what happened.”


  I didn't say anything right away. This was the reason why I had left in the first place. “You're close,” I finally said. “We were friends through high school. Got closer as it ended. Ended up spending a lot of time together, and then I just figured we'd take the next step.”


  “What happened?”


  I shook my head. “She transferred.”


  “Where?”


  “Berkeley.”


  Drew winced. “Damn. Did you try a long distance relationship?”


  “No.” I didn't want to talk about it. Just remembering it was painful enough.


  “What was her name?”


  “Her name was Stephanie. Hey, what about Lisa?” I asked.


  Drew stopped dead again. “What about her?”


  “Did you ask her out again?” I wanted to change the subject, and I was curious as to whether Drew followed his own advice. I figured he was the sort of guy who would walk the walk as well as talk the talk, unlike Max.


  He shrugged. “Not yet. After that other night, I've been avoiding her. Still recovering.”


  “I'm surprised you're still interested after that,” I said.


  “She called me the next day and apologized,” he told me. “She was very serious about it, man, she felt bad. See, I'm going to give you some advanced tips. It's all about the balance of power. Now that I'm the wounded party for once, I have the balance, and I'm letting her squirm for a while to get her worked up. You have to keep your distance, Kev, otherwise they don't think anything of you, cause they already have all of you they want.”


  “I think I've learned more in the last few minutes than I have in all my classes so far,” I said.


  “And my lessons are probably more useful in real life,” he said.


  We both started to laugh, and then everything went to hell. I heard a car's engine roar from behind us and we both spun around. Bright lights came on, blindingly white, heading right for us. There wasn't time to think, only time to react.


  Drew was on the inner side of the sidewalk, closer to the row of houses. I pushed him with one hand, as hard as I could. He flew out of the way, out of my field of vision. I caught a look of surprise on his face just before I lost track of him, and then it was just the car and me.


  I closed my eyes. I didn't want to see it happen. I didn't want to see the impact. Didn't want to see the world spin around me. Didn't want to see the ground rush up and hit me. Didn't want to feel that pain.


  Fuck that. I didn't want to die.


  I opened my eyes and jumped, straight up in the air, as hard as I could, as high as I could. I thought that even if I could just land on the hood and roll over the roof and off the back of the car, I could make it with fewer injuries. I might even look awesome in the process, like something out of a movie. Even if there weren't any witnesses, I could imagine what it would actually look like.


  I never imagined I would jump high enough for the car to pass completely under me.


  A rush of air buffeted my legs as the car roared through where I had just been standing. In the dimness of the evening, I couldn't tell the exact color of the car, but I did notice small details as I hung in midair. The windshield wipers were on. There was a thin crust of snow stuck to the roof. The car was actually traveling slightly slantwise, not straight along its axis as cars normally do. As it passed under me, I twisted to watch it continue forward. One of the taillights was out. There was no license plate.


  The ground then proceeded to rush up and hit me.


  I laid there in a daze. I hadn't landed on my head, but my legs had buckled on landing and I ended up flat on my back. Spread-eagled on the sidewalk, I contemplated the stars, the moon, and how amazingly lucky I was to be alive. I lifted a hand up toward the sky to see if I could figure out how many fingers I was holding up.


  Two fingers, shaded green. My temples throbbed. I squeezed my eyes closed and curled up on my side. The pain in my head grew and I held back a sob. My head hurt, my back hurt, my legs hurt, my heart pounded and I couldn't breathe and all the weird things that I had been trying to forget over the past two weeks were all coming back. I just wanted to live a normal college life, and now this was happening again. I could almost hear Ripley's voice warning me about others looking to neutralize me. Was that a warning or a threat? Was that what had just happened?


  “Kevin! Kev! Holy shit, are you ok?” I felt a thump as Drew crashed down to the side of me. “Dude, answer me! Are you ok? Did it hit you?”


  “No,” I managed to say through clenched teeth.


  “I'm going to call an ambulance,” he said. “Hang on, man, hang on!”


  “No!” I said it louder. “I'm fine. Don't worry. Wind knocked out of me.”


  I felt his hand grab my shoulder. “Kev, are you really all right? What happened? Look at me man, I can't tell if you're hurt or not!”


  I tried to shake his hand off and closed my eyes even tighter. The headache was starting to fade away. I didn't want to open my eyes until it was gone. “Don't. Give me a minute. Ok?”


  “Ok.” His grip loosened, then let go. “Man. I didn't think you were that strong.”


  “Strong?”


  “You pushed me like twenty feet away! Sent me flying over that snow bank, I think I did a complete flip. Almost landed on my head!” Drew sounded almost in awe. “Crazy, man, totally crazy. I don't know why that guy was so out of control, he must have hit the gas at just the wrong time. It's not that slippery on the roads tonight. Dude, seriously, I had no idea how strong you are! How much can you bench?”


  “No idea.” I wondered if the driver had really been out of control. I hadn't heard a car until the engine had revved, and the evening had been quiet. I didn't want to bring Drew into my private paranoia. “Probably just a bad driver,” I said.


  “How'd you get out of the way?” Drew asked.


  “Jumped.” I took a deep breath and proceeded to lie. “Must have timed it right. Hit the hood, rolled over the car.”


  Drew whistled. “Just like a movie stunt, right? I'm surprised you pulled that shit off, that's awesome! You're going to be a mass of bruises tomorrow. You sure you don't want to go to the infirmary, just in case? I really don't think you should mess around with this sort of thing, man.”


  “No, I'm fine, really,” I said. “Just winded. And I guess a bit of shock. I didn't expect to make it through that either. Wow.” I laughed and I slowly cracked my eyes open to peer at my hands. The headache was gone and there was no green tint to my vision. I turned my head and looked up at Drew. He didn't freak out, so I assumed that my eyes were normal again.


  He helped me sit up and we just sat there on the sidewalk for a minute, both breathing heavily. I looked in the direction that I had pushed him, directly into someone's yard. There were obvious places in the snow where he had tumbled. The final marks were about twenty feet away from the sidewalk, almost to the house itself. There was no way I could have pushed him that far normally. Adrenaline spike, most likely. I looked back at Drew and saw that his left cheek was scraped and bleeding.


  “You ok?” I asked him, indicating his face.


  He put his hand to his cheek, then winced. “Yeah, that stings. No big deal.”


  “This wasn't the exercise I was expecting tonight,” I said.


  Drew stared at me, and then began to laugh. After a moment, I joined him. It was bizarre, just like everything else that seemed to happen to me at this school. We had just survived a life or death situation and all I could do now was crack a joke about it and laugh until my ribs hurt.


  When we could breathe again, we started to get to our feet. We were both somewhat unsteady. Drew spun around quickly and nearly fell down. I laughed and tried to steady him, but he shook me off. “Dude, where'd the car go?”


  I blinked. That hadn't even crossed my mind. We had been on the sidewalk, and the car had been coming for us from behind. It had gone right under me. I followed the trajectory of where the car should have gone, directly into a house further down the street. Tracks cut through the snow on the lawn, but the driver had apparently recovered control just in time. A tight arc led off the lawn, over the curb, and back onto the street. I squinted and thought I could see taillights. “Looks like he got away.”


  “What the fuck is wrong with that guy?” Drew was fuming. “He nearly flattened us, and he couldn’t even check and see if we were ok? Son of a bitch.”


  “Maybe he was just freaked out about losing control of the car like that?” I asked.


  Drew shook his head. “I don’t buy it. The streets are clear, not slippery, and there’s no turn or curve here. No reason for him to be coming at us.”


  I considered that and didn’t like what came to mind. Ripley’s warning echoed through my head. “Maybe we should just go back to the dorm,” I said. “I'm exhausted. That was more than enough exercise for me, to tell you the truth.”


  “Nope.” Drew pointed downhill. “We're going to the gym and we're going to play until we can't walk.”


  I groaned. “You can't be serious.”


  “Totally serious. I need to do something to get this off my mind or I'm going to go nuts trying to figure it all out. And you, you need to stretch and work out so you don't get completely stiff tomorrow.” He led the way downhill, and after a moment, I followed him.


  “You know, if we play that hard, I'm not going to be able to get out of bed in the morning,” I said.


  “Me too.”


  “So why are we doing it?”


  “Because we have to get our minds off women and cars. Since we're guys, all that leaves for us to think about is sports. Right?”


  I stared at him. “Are you sure you're the sane one here?”


  “Pretty sure, why?”


  “No reason.” I lifted my arms up in the air and stretched them out over my head, then felt a satisfying crack from my shoulders. “No reason at all.”


  


  Chapter Five


   


  “An anti-Valentine's Day movie night? Seriously?”


  “Completely,” Lisa said, planting her hands on her hips. “We’re going to get together and watch terrible action movies and wear all black and have a good time. That's what I've decided we're going to do.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Drew said. “I don't have anything lined up this year. What about you?”


  “I don’t know,” Max said. “It sounds pretty lame, Lisa. I'd rather be alone with my thoughts and a bottle of whatever I can steal from Andreas.”


  “Jess is coming.”


  Max closed his mouth with a snap. “I think I could grow to hate you,” he ground out through clenched teeth.


  Lisa smiled at him. “You're too easy to read. Can I tell her? I'll be completely honest and tell her Maxie Pendleton is smitten and lusting for her. It is lust, isn't it?”


  “I need a smoke.” He yanked his desk drawer open.


  As he stormed out, Lisa called after him, “You are coming, aren't you?” A grunt was all the response he made before stomping down the hall. I chuckled. “He's going to show up,” Lisa said. “You guys can tell him it's at eight, ok? Is that good for both of you?”


  “Hey, I didn't say I was coming,” I protested.


  Lisa looked at me, then stepped closer to Drew. She tugged at his shirt and he leaned over to listen to her. He was nearly as tall sitting as she was standing. “Did he get a girlfriend?” she stage-whispered to him.


  “He was talking about this one girl the other day,” he whispered back.


  “Do they have a date tonight?”


  “I'm not sure if he ever did ask her out, actually.”


  I rubbed my forehead. “No, I don't have a girlfriend. I didn't ask her out yet.” True to Drew's prediction, I had woken up the morning after the near accident a mass of bruises and hadn't been able to move, let alone go to classes. It was a good excuse to put off my plans.


  They sighed together. “Poor Kev,” Lisa said. “Well, Kaitlyn's coming tonight. Maybe you'll be interested in her! I think she's bringing her roommate too.”


  Drew rubbed the back of his head. “Kaitlyn? People are only interested in her for one reason and it ain't her brains. Well, two reasons.”


  “Oh, she's one of those?” I asked. Drew cupped his hands in front of his chest. Lisa smacked him in the back of the head and glared at me. “Totally one of those,” I concluded.


  “She is not!” Drew started to laugh and she smacked him again. “Ok, she is, but she's not that bad! Stop laughing!” She smacked him a third time and he laughed even harder.


  “She's a total valley girl,” Drew said when he had recovered enough to speak. He held his hands up to block any more attacks from Lisa. She only glared. “Pretty, but empty. Sorry, Lisa, I know you like her, but it's the truth.”


  “Stop telling the truth then!” She smacked his arms. “And put your hands down. I'm going to beat you up now.”


  “Look, short stack, I could put my hand on your forehead and hold you at arm's length. It’d be just like the old cartoons. You'd be swinging and swinging but your stubby little arms would never be able to reach.”


  “Short stack?” Lisa's voice screeched up at least two octaves. “Stubby? Andrew Grant, you're going to get your ass kicked, right now! Stand up and fight like a man! We'll take this outside!”


  Drew stood up. The top of Lisa's head came up to about mid-chest on him. “Are you sure about this?”


  “Bring it on!” she declared, putting her fists up in front of her.


  I had to leave before my laughter caught Lisa's attention. While Drew was probably immune to future violence from her, I wasn't sure if I was. Watching them flirt was a little uncomfortable. I walked outside to see if I could find Max. He was smoking a few feet from the door, leaning against the wall and muttering to himself.


  I stepped up beside him and he glared at me. “What?”


  “They're having a bit of a fight up there,” I said.


  “Oh?”


  “Yeah. I decided to leave before it turned into something sappy.”


  “Sappy.” Max blew a cloud of smoke into the air. “Yeah, that's what will happen. I hate Valentine's Day.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Well, you know how my family’s pretty well off? Back in high school, I got conned by a gold digger. She was a nice average girl, barely came on to me, which was a change from all the other gold diggers. I thought she was for real. She wasn’t. Senior prom rolls around, I go to pick her up in a limo and she answers the door in sweatpants. Says she can’t keep lying to me. She closes the door, I leave roses on her doorstep, and go back home.” He stubbed his cigarette out against the wall. “Sometimes I wonder what happened to her.”


  “That's shitty, Max. That really sucks.” No wonder he had trust issues.


  “That's another reason why I can't stand my family. All they did was blame me afterwards. Like I should have known better.” He shrugged again, then pulled out an unlit cigarette and stuck it between his lips. “Let's go talk to Andreas. Get him to come to this stupid party. He loves staring at Kaitlyn. And Kaitlyn loves being stared at.”


  “Does she?” I asked.


  “I guarantee you, she will wear a top that's amazingly low cut and tight. Plus something that shows off her legs. You'll stare, I'll stare, Andreas will drool, and Drew will leer. Lisa will hit Drew. A lot. He'll keep leering because it's impossible not to. You get it?”


  “I guess so,” I said.


  We walked upstairs and checked in with Andreas. He turned us down at first, but as soon as Max mentioned that Kaitlyn would be there, he caved in instantly. It was remarkably similar to Max's reaction when Lisa had mentioned that Jess would be there, I noted.


  I buttoned my shirt and chuckled at my image in the mirror. Black dress shirts were silly looking most of the time, but I still had one around for the rare occasions where it was appropriate. Black shirt, black jeans, black sneakers, even black socks.


  I walked out of the bathroom. Max chuckled as soon as he saw me. “You look like Johnny Cash! All you need is a cowboy hat.”


  “It's not bad, though, dude,” Drew observed. Both of them were wearing black t-shirts and jeans. Max's shirt hung loose off his shoulders, while Drew's looked as if he had sprayed it on. They were both carrying six-packs of soda, one in each hand. “We ready to go?”


  Andreas joined us in the hallway outside our room, smiling cheerfully. He wore a button-up shirt like me, except he was also wearing crisp dress slacks and freshly shined shoes. Max whistled at him. “Lady killer!”


  “I am no murderer,” Andreas stated. “I merely choose to dress well for the occasion. Dressing well is a mark of maturity.”


  “I don't think that will work on Kaitlyn,” Max said. “She goes for immature gorgeous assholes, not suave mature gentlemen. But good luck anyways.”


  “I think you are incorrect,” Andreas said. “But that has yet to be determined. Shall we, gentlemen?”


  “What's that?” I asked. He turned and I saw he had a laptop tucked under his arm. “Oh, for the movies?”


  “Yes. Lisa stopped by and asked if I had one, as hers is not in the best of condition.” We walked down the hall and past the stairwell, around the corner. Each floor had a lounge with a television mounted securely to the wall. Most of the time, they were completely ignored, but people would occasionally use them for gatherings that were too large for a dorm room.


  Black hearts and streamers decorated the lounge. Max and I both groaned. It was absurdly cheesy. In the back, Lisa was putting out some drinks and snacks. She was wearing a black t-shirt and jeans with her long black hair pulled back in a floppy red ribbon. She turned as we came in and grinned. “Hey guys! Drinks and snacks over here!”


  Drew and Max walked over toward her. I followed Andreas toward the TV, where Jess was playing with the remote. She looked up as we approached. “You got the goods, Viking?”


  “I am not a Viking,” he said, handing the laptop over to her. “You are the only one who insists on calling me that, Jessica. I do not understand.”


  “He's from Norway, so I call him Viking,” she explained to me, then looked back at Andreas. “I don't get why you don't like it. Makes you sound tough.”


  “I have no interest in sounding tough, Jessica. It is not a quality that I choose to cultivate.”


  Jess shook her head and I laughed along with her. She was wearing a baggy black sweatshirt and loose sweatpants, and her red hair was braided and hanging down over her shoulder. She grabbed the braid and threw it back out of the way, then reached for the cable. “Well, whatever. You two should be good friends. Both trying hard to be something you're not.”


  Andreas and I exchanged looks. “What are you getting at?” I asked. Unless she was just giving me shit for the gaming thing, I had no idea.


  She smiled up at us. “Don't worry about it. Keep pretending.” She looked across the room. “Hey, we should be ready to go,” she called to Lisa.


  “Cool! Now we'll just wait for Kaitlyn and her roommate to get here!”


  “Someone call my name?” asked a voice I didn't recognize.


  “Oh, wonderful, here we go,” Jess muttered.


  Andreas whirled toward the doorway. I followed his gaze and felt my mouth drop open. The owner of that voice was a leggy blonde who was wearing a black miniskirt and a top that was so low cut, I was afraid – or hoping – that she'd go spilling out of it if she leaned forward. Every inch of her exposed skin was smooth and tan, indicating that she spent plenty of time in the sun, or a tanning bed.


  Max had been right. He stared. I stared. Andreas drooled. Drew got punched.


  She marched over to me, bouncing with every step. I wasn't sure where I should be looking, but decided that eye contact was safest. One girl back from high school would wear tops like that, then give guys shit just to embarrass them. It only took once for me to learn to avoid her. “I don't think we've met. It's so nice to see a new face here, I was getting so tired of just seeing Drew and Max and Andreas. Especially you, Andreas! You're so stiff and boring.” She poked him in the chest with a manicured finger and giggled. Her smile was bright and warm.


  Andreas' expression was that of a martyr, ready to die for a glimpse of heaven. I glanced at him, then forced myself to look away and meet Kaitlyn's eyes again. “I'm Kevin,” I said lamely. “Max and Drew's roommate. Nice to meet you.”


  “I'm Kaitlyn,” she said. “Doesn't this look great? I was going crazy trying to find an outfit that would fit Lisa's theme. The skirt is cute, isn't it? See?” She spun around in a quick whirl, flaring the skirt. At my angle, I couldn't see anything except for another inch or two of tanned thigh. From hearing Max swear as he dropped his soda, he probably saw a little more. This girl was far more dangerous than the one back in high school. “I thought it was a silly idea when Lisa first told me, but then I thought, like, I didn't want to get dragged out on some silly romantic date by some guy who'd be all serious just because it's Valentine's Day. Ever since middle school, my boyfriend that year would take me out and confess they loved me, stuff like that. As if. They just wanted my body,” she said, leaning forward as if she was confiding a secret to me.


  “Imagine that,” I said. I couldn't help but glance down. Black lace was showing. It was well worth the potential embarrassment.


  She didn't seem to care that I was talking to her chest. “Guys here are so boring. All they do is work and study and then go out drinking and then they want to take me home and have sex. It's so totally predictable. If you ever find a guy who isn't boring and predictable, let me know, ok? You too, Andreas!”


  “I shall endeavor to do so,” he said, with only the slightest quaver to his voice.


  I looked up at Andreas. “Steady, Viking,” I muttered quietly to him.


  He glanced sideways at me. “Jeg prøver ikke å være kjedelig,” he muttered. I had no idea what he meant, but his expression was gloomy.


  Jess sighed. I had practically forgotten she was there. “She's such a bitch to him,” she said, not bothering to lower her voice.


  Kaitlyn didn't even pretend not to hear. Instead, she looked down at the redhead and smiled. “Oh, Jess, I didn't notice you down there! Still having fun with all your imaginary friends?”


  “Oh, yes, tons,” Jess said, standing up and brushing herself off. “I'm surprised to see you here tonight. Was your regular street corner occupied?”


  Before the situation could escalate any further, Lisa shouted across the room. “Hey, Kaitlyn! Come over here and say hi to me, too! Where's your roommate?”


  Kaitlyn turned her back on us and flounced over toward Lisa. “She's coming, she just had to make a phone call.” She glanced over her shoulder at me and Andreas, smiled, and put an extra sway into her walk. Andreas whimpered.


  Jess pushed me sideways and grabbed Andreas's hair. “Listen, Viking,” she hissed. “She's a bitch. She knows how you feel. She knows perfectly well that you want to fuck her in half. She is going to lead you on until you run off a cliff. Then she'll watch and laugh and fuck someone else and tell you all about it. Is that what you want?”


  “No! But the way she looked at me!” Andreas protested. He winced as Jess pulled harder. I cringed in sympathy. “Stop! Devilish woman!”


  “That's her, not me,” Jess continued. “Look, Andreas, you know I'm telling you the truth. I've heard her talking about it to Lisa. I'm telling you, you don't have a chance with the way you are, unless she decides to pity-fuck you. Is that what you want?”


  Andreas sighed and she let go. “No, it is not. But I can hope, yes?”


  “Hope all you want, Viking. I feel for you, but that’s the way she is,” Jess said.


  Kaitlyn's voice was suddenly louder. “There she is. Over here, Nikki!”


  I spun around. If I had been holding a soda, I would have spilled it. She stepped into the lounge, looking around and staying close to the doorway. She was wearing all black like the rest of us, but she was wearing a button-up shirt open over a black tank top. She drifted a couple of steps toward Kaitlyn, then glanced over in my direction and did a double-take. “Kevin?” she asked.


  I lifted a hand in greeting. I was a lucky bastard. Incredibly lucky. Amazingly lucky. What had I done to deserve this? “Hi!”


  “Who's that?” Jess whispered.


  “I know her from class. Must be Kaitlyn's roommate.” I whispered back.


  Andreas cleared his throat. “Jessica, could you assist me with setup?”


  Jess pointedly turned her back on me and knelt down beside Andreas. I took the given opportunity to walk over to Nikki. My palms were sweaty and I was suddenly nervous. Why? I'd had dinner with her several times, we were comfortable together, and I really liked her. “I didn't know you'd be here,” she said, suddenly looking down. Her cheeks were flushed. At least she seemed equally flustered. “Kaitlyn didn't tell me anything.”


  “She wouldn't have known. I've never met her before,” I said.


  She nodded and looked me over, then whistled. Behind me, I heard Jess stifle a laugh. “I knew you'd look better in darker colors. All black is a little much, but you still look great.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “You look pretty good yourself.”


  “Thanks! So these are all your friends?” Nikki asked, looking around the room.


  I nodded. “Over there, the girl I was just talking to, that's Jess. The guy with her is Andreas, he's our wing's residence assistant.”


  “I see. Are they dating?” she asked. “They seem pretty close.”


  “No, they aren't. I think they're both interested in other people. Besides, if they were dating, why would they be here at an anti-Valentine's Day gathering?”


  Nikki slapped her forehead. “There you go, using that logic thing again.”


  I chuckled. “Over there with Kaitlyn, the tall one is Drew, the one with the ponytail is Max. They're my roommates. The short girl is Lisa. I guess she's friends with Kaitlyn?”


  “Yeah, Kaitlyn talks about her a lot. I haven't actually met her yet. Aren't you going to introduce me?” She smiled at me again. I led her over to the table with drinks and snacks where the others were.


  “So he was holding me at arm's length and I couldn't punch him, so I kicked him in the shins,” Lisa was saying as we walked over there.


  “Then she headbutted me right here when I let go,” Drew added, rubbing his chest. “I folded like a dollar bill. Got me right in the solar plexus. She's such a violent woman.”


  “I told you I was sorry!” Lisa said.


  Drew ignored her and looked at me. “Hey, Kev, this the hottie you were talking about before?” He yelped as Lisa suddenly smacked him in the back of the head.


  Nikki blushed. I grinned. “This is Nikki, Kaitlyn's roommate, and classmate of mine. We've been having dinner together on occasion. Weird how stuff like this works out, isn't it?”


  Both Lisa and Kaitlyn looked at us with eyes gone wide, then both grinned. Some sort of relationship calculus was going on behind their eyes. I could see it in their expressions. They exchanged glances, then Lisa looked directly at me, and Kaitlyn looked across the room at Andreas. I did not understand what sort of group dynamic was going on here, but I was sure that I wasn't going to like it.


  Max sneered. “So, you think you're good enough for our roommate? We shall see.”


  Lisa marched over and cuffed him in the back of the head as well. “You are such an asshole! Stop messing with her!” She turned and drove herself between me and Nikki. “Hi, I'm Lisa. If any of these animals, especially Kev, say anything mean to you, just let me know. I'll beat them up for you. Your hurt feelings are my hurt feelings!”


  “Thanks?” Nikki sounded a little confused. Max caught my eye and pantomimed holding his hands in front of his crotch, just like soccer players did during penalty kicks. I winced and nodded. Lisa did not make empty threats.


  “Ok, let's watch some terrible movies!” Lisa called out. Drew flopped down in the middle of a couch, leaving plenty of room on either side. Andreas and Jess picked a couch close to the TV, and to my surprise, Kaitlyn sat with them, trapping Andreas between herself and Jess. Andreas looked confused but pleased, Jess looked wary, and Kaitlyn was smiling. I shook my head.


  Nikki tugged my arm and we sat together on the last empty couch. Max rolled his eyes and sat down next to Drew, who glared at him and grudgingly moved over a little, still leaving an obvious amount of room next to him on the other side.


  Lisa held up a bunch of DVD cases. “So what does everyone want to start with? Cheesy 80's action movies, or cheesy 90's action movies?”


  “80's!” Kaitlyn called out.


  “90's!” Drew shouted.


  “Why do you have a collection of cheesy action movies?” Max asked.


  “Shut up, Max. Ok, I'm picking one!” Lisa ignored all objections, fed one of the movies into the laptop, and switched the lights off. Instead of sitting in the conspicuously empty space next to Drew, she ran over to me and stuck an elbow in my ribs. “Move over!”


  I ended up shoulder to shoulder with Lisa on my left and Nikki on my right. Neither of them seemed to mind the close quarters, though I spotted Drew glaring in my direction. I would have shrugged helplessly at him, but that would have dislodged one girl or the other. I'd just have to apologize to him later. I certainly didn't mind the attention.


  The movie was one I hadn't seen before, just your typical low budget action flick from the time before CGI was used for everything. It was full of horrible lines, wooden acting, and a body count well into the triple digits. I didn't pay as much attention to the movie as I did to Nikki. Several times, I caught her looking in my direction as well.


  When the movie ended, Lisa bounced up without warning and I sagged sideways. Nikki leaned on me for a moment, a long moment, before pulling herself up. Lisa looked back at me with a wink, as if she had planned for that to happen. Sneaky woman. “Let's take a few before the next movie, ok?”


  I stood up and stretched as Nikki did the same. She grinned at me. “I think I'm going to get some air,” she said.


  “I think I'll join you,” I said.


  Max stood up and reached into his pocket. “I'm going to smoke.”


  “Not right now, you aren't.” Jess stalked over toward him.


  He glared at her. “I'm not stupid, you know. I'm going outside, and whatever direction they go in, I'm going the other way.”


  “I'll be damned,” Jess said, stopping short. “You aren't as stupid as you look. I may have misjudged you, Maxie.”


  Max sketched a slight bow to her, then gestured for us to precede him. “Go on, get out of here.”


  True to his word, Max went the other way. Nikki and I walked around the corner of the dorm, toward a courtyard in back. “You never told me you lived here,” I said to her.


  She laughed. “You never asked.”


  “There's a lot of things I haven't asked you about,” I said.


  “I'm not going to tell you my sizes or how much I weigh,” she warned me. “And we might have to fight if you do.”


  I laughed. “Nothing like that.”


  She smiled at me, then stretched her arms up over her head. “Nice night.” She brought her arms down and pulled her shirt closed over the tank top. “Colder than I thought, though. Smells like snow tomorrow.”


  “If I had a jacket, I'd give it to you to keep warm,” I offered.


  “If you had a jacket, I'd take it to keep warm,” she replied. “Of course, after all the teasing I’ve given you over wearing layers, I didn't wear them tonight.”


  I laughed. “Of course not. I didn't expect to be going out in the cold tonight, you know, and I'm only wearing this shirt.”


  “Neither did I,” she said, looking up and staring into the sky. There was something wistful in her voice. She sounded like she was remembering something pleasant. I wanted to ask her, but I couldn't. Her profile was lit up by the quarter moon, a gentle smile and hair whipping around as the wind picked up. She flinched, then looked back at me and smiled as she brushed a lock of her hair back behind her ear. “Sorry. Didn't mean to stand around spacing out. Especially in this cold.”


  “It's ok. Hey, Nikki,” I started, and then stopped. My heart was starting to pound. It was the perfect time. She was obviously interested if she had made it so obvious she wanted to go out on a walk with me. The only thing holding me back was my own fear. “There's something I wanted to ask you.”


  “Oh? What's that?” She smiled at me. My knees felt weak.


  “You're going to think I'm completely lame,” I said, looking away from her and down at the ground. It was a play for time. I couldn't come up with the right words, or the right tone, or the right idea. All the scenarios that had ever played out in my head had vanished. My tongue felt thick. Even though it was below freezing, I felt uncomfortably warm.


  “I'm not going to think you're lame, Kevin,” she said. “What's on your mind?”


  “Well, I know we're having this anti-Valentine's Day thing here, so it's against the spirit of that, but I was just wondering if you would you be my Valentine?”


  In my head, I screamed at myself. How lame was that? I blushed and stared at my feet. That wasn't what I wanted to ask, but it had just sort of come out.


  She giggled. “Oh, Kev. You're a romantic, aren't you?”


  “I guess so.” I couldn't look up.


  “You guess so? You are, completely. Nothing wrong with that. It's sweet.”


  “So?” I trailed off and dared to look up. She was watching the sky again.


  She didn't say anything for a long moment, then looked down at her feet. “Well, I'd say yes, Kev, I really would. But I have a boyfriend back home.”


  My heart plummeted from my throat down somewhere between my liver and kidneys, where it could drown itself in booze and filth, as was appropriate. My mouth was dry and I had to swallow hard before saying anything. “I didn't know,” I finally managed to get out.


  “It's ok,” she said, still studying her feet. “I never told you. I should have. I'm sorry.”


  “It's all right,” I said, and tried to summon up Drew's advice, even the tiniest bit. Any sense of self-confidence I had, had just been taken out back and shot. What a dumbass I was. I had never asked her if she was single, I had just assumed she was.


  “Let's just be friends for now, ok?” She looked at me, took my hands in hers and squeezed. “Ok?”


  How could this be happening all over again? I looked away for a moment, and when I looked back, she was wearing Stephanie's face. I jerked backwards, tearing my hands free from her icy grasp. “Why are you doing this?” I asked.


  “Doing what?” She was Nikki again, surprised and hurt. She moved toward me and snow crunched under her feet. “Kevin, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt your feelings.”


  “But you waited until now to decide that it was a good time to tell me?” It was just like Steph. Just like what had happened with her. She had never said anything to me either. I had finally asked her one day. It had taken me years to find some balls. Then I found out she was already with someone the same way. The same fucking way.


  “I said I'm sorry! You have to believe me, you're special to me, you're a great guy and I really enjoy spending time with you, but I made a promise!” She took another step forward.


  I stepped back again. Steph's words echoed with hers. “I'm sorry, Kevin,” she had said. “You're special to me, you've been one of my best friends for years. I love spending time with you. But I made a promise.”


  I shook my head. The past faded away again, leaving only Nikki behind. Her cheeks were flushed and she leaned toward me. “Kevin? Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” I snapped and took another step back. “I should have known. The guy far away is more important than the one right here. Fine. You made a promise to him. Keep your promise. I'm going inside.” I turned my back on her and took a deep breath, trying to release the tension in my shoulders and back before it turned into a full-blown migraine.


  I hadn't dated Steph. I hadn't broken up with her. I had hardly even asked her out. She had been a close friend all through high school, maybe my best friend. We even went to the same local community college after graduation. When I finally asked her out, she was already involved in a long distance relationship. I hadn't known. I was too embarrassed to face her again, face any of our mutual friends, or face anyone at all. I dropped out of classes. Out of school. Out of life.


  “Kevin, wait!” Nikki's voice intruded into my memories. She didn't sound at all like Steph, but at that moment, her tone was eerily similar. “I still want to be friends with you! I feel comfortable around you because you're one of the only people here who can understand what I'm going through!”


  I forced myself to walk away. I felt as if I was betraying her, even as I wished that she would betray her boyfriend, leave him, and be with me. My head started to throb painfully and I closed my eyes to try to push away the headache. Taking a deep breath of frosty air didn't help. Everything hurt even more. Even so, maybe there was a way to salvage this. I didn't want it to end like how it had with Steph and me. I didn't want to run away and pretend this had never happened. I didn't know what else to do, though.


  I didn't hear her walking toward me, not with my pulse throbbing in my ears. I only felt her grab my arm and heard her voice getting shrill. “Are you even listening to me? What's wrong with you?”


  Her tone was so insistent and hurt, it made me feel even worse. Her frustration fueled my own. Who did she think she was? What was I thinking? The situation wasn't like Steph! She had turned me down, but we had been friends for years. She hadn't appeared in my life and flirted and shown interest and led me on, just to slam me into the friend zone. She was obviously trying to keep me on the back burner, leaving me in reserve in case something happened with the boyfriend. That wasn't fair. That wasn't right.


  My temples throbbed with pain all over again, so painful that it almost forced tears from my eyes. I knew the truth now. Drew would have known what was going on, he knew how the game was played. Max would have known too, he had dealt with girls like her. I should have known. She was toying with me. I was just a game to her.


  Her grip on my arm tightened painfully. “Kevin, talk to me. I don't want things to end like this. Let's talk this out, ok?”


  I spun toward her. I didn't want to talk it out. I didn't want her to touch me, I didn't want her to be near me, I didn't want her to hurt me any more than she already had. My temples throbbed as if my brain was about to burst, and I pushed her away. “No!”


  Her expression in that moment was shocked, horrified, surprised. Her face was highlighted in green light. At that moment, I realized my mistake. My anger-fueled push flung her through the air, her arms and legs flailing helplessly, sending her flying into the wall of the dorm about twenty feet away with a dull crunch. Her body slumped limply to the ground and snow puffed away from her in a white cloud. I fell to my knees, muscles aching, my head feeling like it was about to split open.


  I felt drained, as if I had just run thirty laps around the building. My muscles screamed as I forced myself to my feet. I only took a single step forward before crashing down, slumping forward on my hands and knees, staring at the ground. The snow was tinted green with the light from my eyes. It was happening again. Just like I had pushed Drew out of the way when the car had almost hit us, I had pushed her away with far more strength than I was physically capable of. What sort of freak was I?


  A killer freak, maybe. I forced myself up again and staggered toward her unmoving body. My head throbbed with every step, but the pain was starting to fade. I took three steps and fell on my knees again. She still wasn't moving. I couldn't tell if she was breathing.


  “You fucking idiot!” Someone kicked me aside as they strode past me. I flopped on my side and rolled onto my back. My head bounced off the ground, sending another shock of pain through me. “What the hell were you thinking? You threw her into a wall? You threw her into a fucking wall!”


  


  Chapter Six


   


   


  I rolled over and pushed myself up on trembling arms. “I don't, I didn't, what?”


  The man spun toward me. His trench coat rippled as if a strong wind was blowing, but I couldn't even feel a breeze. Without warning, green light shimmered from behind his sunglasses. Something pulled me into the air and dragged me over to him. “Why?” he snarled. Green light. He was one of them too.


  “I don't know!” I said. I rose higher into the air, dangling several inches off the ground, my feet kicking at nothing. He didn't say a word, just stared up at me. “I don't know how to do anything like that! I'm not that strong! I don't know what I did! Let go!”


  The strings holding me in the air suddenly snapped and I fell to the ground, my legs giving out under me as I hit. I gasped in pain as my knees crunched into the ground yet again. He held a palm up at me, then turned away and walked to Nikki. After a moment of silence, he looked toward the main campus. Green light flickered behind his sunglasses again, but he didn't say anything.


  I tried to stand again. My knees were aching now, but there had to be something I could do. “What can I do?” I asked.


  He looked over his shoulder at me. “You've done enough. Get lost.”


  “Such a greeting.” Another voice spoke, one I didn't recognize. I turned my head as she swept past me. Like the man, she wore dark sunglasses and a trench coat, but her skin was pale. She paused as she walked past, turned her head fractionally to glance at me, then strode past to kneel beside Nikki. With the similar wardrobe, she had to be another freak.


  “Wasn't talking to you. Asshole there flung her into the wall. How far did you throw her? Shit, how hard did you throw her? Were you trying to kill her or the wall?” He shot questions at me, questions I didn't know how to answer without damning myself.


  “Ease off, Shade,” the woman said. From my perspective, I could see her left eye starting to glow green. Both of them had the same sort of glow as Alistair Ripley. They had to be part of his organization. Ripley hired people like this to help him save the world? Bullshit.


  The man's next words confirmed my suspicion. “Like hell. He's the piece of shit who turned down Alistair's offer. Thinks he's too good for us.”


  “Is that so?” She placed a hand on Nikki's forehead and the glow grew brighter.


  “No!” I protested. “It’s not like that. I wanted time to think about it.”


  “Oh?” The woman spoke as if she was paying a dollar a word. Then again, she seemed distracted.


  “I don't trust him! He says his organization wants to save the world, but he's willing to let people die if they don't join him! That's not the type of person who wants to save the world!” I said. I was babbling and probably doing more harm than good, but I couldn't keep my mouth shut. “I don't know who you are or what you're doing, I don't have any reason to believe him! I just want to know what I'm getting into before I commit!”


  The woman snorted, but said nothing. The man rose to his feet, brushed off his knees, and then stepped over to me and grabbed the front of my shirt. He lifted me up off the ground one-handed and I heard my shirt's seams start to rip. “Have you ever considered that maybe our organization is trying to save the world from fools like you?” he asked in a conversational tone. “Fools who insist that they want to be normal, live a normal life, marry a normal girl, raise normal kids. But you can't. You won't. And you won't fucking accept it!” All of a sudden, I was flying through the air, part of my shirt still clutched in his fist.


  “Stop!” Something caught me before I hit the ground. The woman beckoned to the man. “Shade, stop. I need your help, before we lose her.”


  “Lose her?” the man asked. Whatever force was holding me up abruptly let go and I fell to the ground yet again. My knees were violently protesting this treatment and my head was spinning and I was freezing with my shirt torn open and ruined. I hunched forward and limped back toward them, trying not to distract them.


  Even so, he noticed me. “What the hell are you doing? I already told you, there's nothing you can do. Why don't you just crawl into a hole somewhere and die?”


  “I want to help!” I said.


  The woman sighed. “You can't. You don't know how. Watch, if you want. Pray, if you're of a mind to.”


  “How badly is she hurt?” I pressed for answers.


  The woman pushed her sunglasses up over her forehead and looked at me. Her eyes were glowing bright green. “What's your name?”


  “Kevin.”


  The woman nodded. Her hand rested against Nikki's forehead. “Kevin. I'll explain as quickly as I can. Consider me a medical professional. She hit the wall hard enough to break bones. Her skull is fractured, she has a severe concussion, and her scalp is split. Plenty of blood loss. Help her generate blood.” Her last words were directed to the man.


  “On it,” he said.


  “Below the neck, her spine has a few minor fractures. It doesn't look like there's any spinal damage, so you didn't paralyze her. If she had spun any further, she might have broken her back. Lucky girl. As lucky as you can get when flung through the air like that.”


  “How did I fling her so far?” I asked.


  She either didn't hear me, or ignored my question. “Her left arm twisted behind her when she hit. Her elbow joint is damaged. She may have other internal injuries, but it doesn't seem like she has any life-threatening injuries below the neck. Modern medicine would have her in the hospital for weeks. Physical rehab for months.”


  “You make it sound like modern medicine is lacking,” I said.


  The woman favored me with a small smile. “Barring any serious issues, we'll have her back on her feet tomorrow.”


  “Speaking of serious issues, she's in shock,” the man said. “I think she's about to stroke out.”


  “What?” The woman turned away from me and the green glow from her eyes brightened. “I see. Subdural hematoma. She hit harder than I thought. Can you stabilize the blood vessels while I handle the hematoma?”


  “I don't think so. I'm not too good with anything more than the basics.” The man let a hissing breath out. “I can keep an eye on her vitals and try to keep her blood pressure from going too high.”


  “Good enough. I'm going to reinforce the blood vessels in the brain. Once that's stable, I'll drain the hematoma. As long as I can keep it from getting any worse, she'll pull through.” The woman placed her other hand on top of Nikki's head and winced. I shuddered. Just her simple descriptions of what had happened were painful enough.


  “Is there anything I can do to help? Anything at all?” I pleaded. “I did this to her, I need to do something!”


  “You can't. I already told you that. Watch. Pray,” the woman said.


  “And shut up if you're not going to fuck off,” the man added. I felt my tongue suddenly freeze in my mouth. I tried to lift my hand to feel my face, but my arm refused to move. I couldn't lift a finger or toe. All I could do was stand there in the freezing cold and watch. The cold evening wind whipped through the ragged tear in my shirt and I started shivering.


  They knelt in silence. The green light from their eyes subtly varied in shade and brightness, and I could almost see something like lines drawn through the air. The impression was so faint and fleeting, it was as if it wasn't there at all. After a minute, the woman let out a deep breath. “Almost done with the brain injuries.”


  “Something with her heartbeat. Irregular. Shit!” The man placed a hand on Nikki's chest. I felt a sudden, irrational surge of jealousy. “What do I do?”


  “Hold on!” the woman snapped. “Keep her stable!”


  “I'm trying. Skipping beats. What the fuck?”


  “Fibrillating. Arrhythmia. Keep her going. Almost done.” The woman's voice was rough, almost rasping.


  “Cardiac arrest!” the man shouted. “She's in arrest!”


  I couldn't close my eyes. Whatever was holding me in place was keeping me from making a single voluntary muscle movement. I couldn't even blink. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I couldn't help, and she was dying. Cardiac arrest. Everyone knew what it meant. My temples throbbed with a constant dull beat of pain.


  “Clear! Clear, dammit!” The man threw himself backwards and sprawled on the ground nearly at my feet. I heard an electric crackle and the smell of ozone reached my nose. The woman pressed both hands to Nikki's chest. I heard an electric crackle and saw Nikki's entire body spasm. The woman counted aloud to five, and then there was another crack and convulsion, followed by a gasp. I didn't see any sort of chest paddles. How had she done that? “She's fine. Momentary arrest, due to shock. Keep an eye on her heart. You're doing fine.”


  “This is not my area of expertise,” the man growled as he scrambled back.


  “You're doing fine,” the woman repeated. “I need to drain the hematoma. Ready?”


  “How are you going to drain it?” he asked.


  “Like this.” I didn't see what she did, but the smell of ozone was abruptly overwhelmed by the stink of burning flesh. There was a hiss and the man made a sound of disgust. “That should do it. Any blood left there should be reabsorbed by her body over time. I'm going to seal her up and take care of the fracture now. How are her vitals?”


  “Heart rate and blood pressure are high, but stable,” the man said. “I wish you had warned me you were going to do that.”


  The woman laughed. “Payback for last week.”


  “I told you I didn't do that on purpose.”


  “Sure. You know how I love surprises. All right. Fracture is done.” The glow from her eyes flickered and dimmed, and she wiped sweat from her forehead. “I don't know if I can handle much more right now. The major injuries are taken care of.”


  “Can we move her?” the man asked.


  She looked up at me before answering him. “Not yet. I don't want to risk a spine injury. Give me time to recover and I'll take care of the spinal fractures. We can brace and move her after that. I'll keep an eye on her, so why don't you start the cleanup?”


  “Right.”


  “And let Kevin go.”


  He made another disgusted sound, but the force holding me in place suddenly let go. I crouched down and wrapped my arms around myself, not willing to collapse on my knees again tonight. I was shivering uncontrollably. It was freezing, but there was no way I was going to go inside until I was sure Nikki was going to make it. Maybe it was stupid, but I couldn't leave her with these two strangers, even if they had saved her life.


  “Cold?” the woman asked.


  “Freezing,” I stammered through chattering teeth. Her eyes flickered and I felt a sudden surge of warmth. I slowly stood up, still feeling the cold, but not as much as I had moments ago. “Thanks, I think.”


  “You're welcome, I think.” She stretched, cat-like. “She almost didn't make it. Lucky I was nearby.”


  “I gathered that,” I said.


  “Did you now.” Her tone was suddenly less friendly. “Do you have any idea how close she came to dying, Kevin?” I shook my head. “I can't bring dead brain cells back to life, but I stopped more from dying. Do you know what could have happened? She may have vision problems from the damage to the parietal lobes, possible cognitive problems from the bruise to the frontal lobes. I saved her from those possibilities, I think. I hope. We are going to examine her overnight to see if we can do anything more. Understand?”


  “I think so,” I said.


  “That was bad enough. Where she hit her head, it split her scalp and cracked her skull. See?” She pointed at the wall where traces of blood were disappearing. “Can't leave any of that behind.”


  “No thanks to you,” the man snapped at me.


  “Quiet. Like I was saying, she split her scalp and cracked her skull, and you know how much head wounds bleed, right?” I nodded. “Then you know that she was going to lose a lot of blood, and the force of that impact weakened many blood vessels in her head. Some ruptured, not in the brain itself, but between her brain and skull. I had to drain the blood in order to keep her brain from getting compacted inside the skull.”


  “Burned a hole in the back of the girl's head,” the man said. “Sprayed all over the wall. Just missed me. More to clean up. I should be making you clean, since this is all your fault in the first place.”


  “I'd be more than willing to help out,” I said.


  “Shut up. Just shut up,” the man said.


  The woman cleared her throat. “Did anyone notice?”


  “A couple kids heard a noise. We're lucky it was in the back of the building and that kids are out trying to get laid tonight, otherwise I'd be here all night. The only one who actually saw anything was the kid smoking around the corner, but I got to him before he could freak out.”


  “Max?” I asked. How had the guy known that Max had seen it? I hadn't noticed him going over to check.


  “What, the smoker?” The man shrugged. “If that's his name, yeah.”


  “What did he see?” I asked.


  “Nothing. He went inside after finishing his cigarette.” The man crossed his arms over his chest. “That's what he remembers. Don’t try to tell him otherwise, unless you want to traumatize him. Haven't you traumatized enough people tonight?”


  I winced. That wasn't fair. I didn't want to hurt anyone, not Max, not Nikki. All I wanted to know was what had happened. “I was just curious.”


  “Of course you were,” the man said. “You were just curious, or just wondering, or just fucking stupid. That's the way it is with scum like you. It's never your fault, you just don't know what you're doing, right? Never mind that you turned down the chance to learn. I don't know why Alistair doesn't just twist them off when someone turns him down. Fuck second chances for stupid shits. I never agreed with that policy. This shit is why.”


  “Stop it.” The woman's voice was raspy again. I looked over at her and saw her hands on Nikki's shoulders. Her eyes were flickering green again. “You know accidents happen. He’s untrained. We've dealt with worse.”


  “Don’t absolve him of responsibility.” The man pointed a finger at me. “This stupid son of a bitch doesn't have any control or sense. He doesn't know his own strength. Yeah, we've dealt with worse accidents when some kid slips up during training. This was an accident from a kid who's completely untrained. It's just as bad as any savant I've had to deal with. Maybe worse.”


  “That's not my point,” the woman said. “We've dealt with worse and we'll have worse to come, I'm sure.”


  “Of course we will! Can you imagine the destruction he'll cause if he's trained?” The man threw his arms wide. “Next time he'll push on a wall and collapse the whole building! He'll throw someone for miles! Maybe he'll aim for the fucking moon. What are we going to do about that?”


  “Hope that whoever trains him can teach him well enough to avoid such dramatic loss of control incidents?” the woman asked.


  “Hope doesn't save lives.”


  “Are you saying that if I'm trained, I'll learn how to keep things like this from happening?” I asked.


  Their attention flicked back to me. The woman looked somewhat pleased, while the man looked even angrier. “Now he figures it out. Dumbass. Have you been listening at all?”


  Before I could answer, I was flying through the air again. He plucked me out of the air by the back of my collar, causing my shirt seams to rip some more, then thrust me down to look at Nikki's face from inches away. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was slightly open, as if she was sleeping. Her sunken cheeks and drying blood trailing from her nose, ears, and mouth spoiled the attractive image. Her head sagged forward a little, exposing raw red flesh across the back of her head. “That's after it was healed, asshole. Do you get it now? See the blood on the wall? Can you imagine what this poor girl felt? Maybe I should slam you into the wall. Payback's a bitch.”


  I heard a sudden crack and the man let go of me, spilling me on the ground. “What the hell do you think you're doing, moving someone with potential spine injuries? I didn't say I was done yet, did I? Did I say one damn word about it being safe to move her yet? Did I?” I tried to scramble away, but she snagged me by the remnants of my collar and thrust me into a sitting position next to Nikki.


  “I didn't-”


  “You didn't what?” she challenged him, hands on her hips, standing between me and the man. Was she protecting me, or protecting Nikki? Probably Nikki.


  “I didn't move her without checking the injuries myself!” he shouted. “Do you really think I'm that fucking stupid?”


  “Sometimes I wonder,” she said.


  He growled and stepped around her, squatting down right in front of me. I thought he was going to take his anger out on me, but he turned away. “We'll have to report this. And we'll have to bring her to the infirmary.”


  “I already said that,” the woman said. “Kevin, do you know her roommate?”


  “I just met the roommate tonight,” I said. The woman touched my forehead and I felt as if someone was looking over my shoulder as I thought of Kaitlyn, encouraging me to remember everything I could about her. Every word she had spoken ran through my head, as well as the scent of her perfume, the expressions on her face as she spoke, and all the conflicting feelings I had that surrounded her. Including some rather explicit thoughts.


  “I see, she's very pretty,” the woman said, withdrawing her hand. “I don't blame you for wanting to see her naked. No need to be embarrassed.”


  “Wait, what? How did you do that? What did you do?” I asked. My temples throbbed again and my face burned.


  She ignored my question. “We'll need to keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn't question why her roommate doesn't come back tonight. Do you want to handle that?”


  “Sure,” the man said. “Part of the cleanup.”


  “All right. I'll bring the girl in for medical treatment. You handle the rest. I really wish more people were on duty tonight.” The woman sighed and stood up. “Hopefully we won't have to meet like this again.”


  “Wait. Wait!” Both of them looked back at me, the woman sliding her sunglasses back down over her eyes. “What the hell did I actually do? Can't you tell me that?”


  The man covered his face with both hands. “For fucking crying out loud.”


  “Are you serious?” the woman asked.


  “I'm serious. I said it before, I know I did it, I know I'm responsible for it, at least tell me how to keep it from happening again!” I stood up and clenched my fists. I had to know. What if I had killed her? What if I killed someone else? What if I did something worse? I couldn't let them walk away from here without telling me something, anything, just to keep any other disasters from happening. “I just want to know what I can do to stop this from happening again.”


  “Alistair told you, didn't he?” The woman's voice was very soft, almost amused. “You've got certain talents, certain abilities. And you were awakened. I know you were awakened.”


  “Of course you know that. I told you I awakened him,” the man said.


  I blinked. His deep voice was familiar, but I hadn't made the connection. His voice was the one in my dream.


  “He was on the verge of awakening himself,” she said, then returned her attention to me. “But regardless, you've seen evidence on at least three occasions so far. It's all real, Kevin. This isn't some elaborate trick.”


  “I thought I understood before. Maybe I didn't.” I shook my head and wrapped my arms around myself. Whatever she had done to keep me warm was fading away rapidly.


  “Your power can manifest before you learn to control it. That's what happened tonight. When you're trained, you'll learn to control how and when it manifests,” she said.


  “If I'm trained,” I said.


  “If,” she repeated. “If you are not trained, your abilities will continue to manifest unpredictably. If I could venture a guess, it seems that extreme emotional reactions cause you to manifest.”


  The man sighed. “That's obvious. He's a kid.”


  “Kevin, training will strengthen you and give you the understanding to control your power. Yes, there is a price, and that price is to join us. Regardless of trusting Alistair or not, you'll find that most of us are not quite so willing to leave you for dead.” She looked over at the man, who seemed on the verge of speaking. He shut his mouth and she continued. “On the other hand, you can continue to turn down the training and try to teach yourself. You probably won't succeed. You'll end up causing disasters and we'll have to clean up after you until you manage something that either kills you or forces us to kill you. That's the price for independence.”


  I leaned back against the wall. “That doesn't sound like a good deal.”


  “Think about it some more.” Her eyes began to glow again and Nikki's limp form floated gently into the air. She spun slowly until she was lying prone, as if she was lying on a stretcher made of air, then floated over to where the woman was standing. “Are you done? I'm going to take her to the infirmary, then sleep for a day, then eat for a day. I'm exhausted.”


  “One last thing to take care of,” the man said. He squatted in front of me again, leaving me nowhere to run with the wall directly behind me. He regarded me from just a few inches away, then took the sunglasses off and looked at me directly. His eyes were so dark, I couldn't tell where the pupil ended and the iris began. “First lesson's free,” he said quietly. “It's the most important lesson you'll ever learn in your life. Learn self-control.”


  He put his sunglasses back on and rejoined the woman. They both walked away, Nikki's body floating along between them. I pushed myself off the wall to my feet, freezing again. My shirt was torn apart at the front, stretched and ripped along all the seams, and stained in a couple of places. My body was exhausted and I could barely keep my eyes open.


  I forced myself to walk inside and up to my room. I didn't see Max on the way in, nor did I go back to the lounge. I didn't care what they'd assume happened between the two of us. Hopefully Kaitlyn wouldn't ask too many questions. Hopefully no one did.


  I undressed and collapsed into bed. The dull throb in my temples was finally fading away. When I closed my eyes, all I could see was Nikki slumped against the wall. It terrified me. I couldn't get it out of my mind. I had nearly killed her. No matter what had happened between us, it wasn't her fault, it was mine. I couldn't let that happen again.


  The last thought on my mind before I fell asleep was that I'd go to Alistair Ripley on Wednesday and agree to join his organization. I'd start learning how to control these strange abilities. It was the only choice I had that made any sense.


  


  Chapter Seven


   


   


  “Mr. Parker.” I froze in the midst of rising from my chair. Alistair Ripley stood at the front of the classroom with his hands folded on top of his cane, looking toward the door. “I have something to discuss with you.” His tone wasn't angry, but it wasn't pleasant either.


  I sunk back into my seat and glanced at the door to see what he was looking at. Nikki. Shit. I had picked a seat in the back to try to avoid her, but she had noticed me after all. I looked away. There was no way I could look her in the eye now. Not after last night.


  “Miss Wainwright. I realize you want to speak with Mr. Parker as well.” Ripley's tone sharpened. “I assure you, we will not be long, but I must ask you to leave until I am finished.”


  She didn't say anything. I saw the door close out of the corner of my eye. As soon as it latched, my chair sizzled and the seat of my pants became uncomfortably warm. “On your feet,” Ripley snapped. I jumped out of the chair, double time. The metal frame of the chair was red hot and melting, radiating heat like a furnace. Plastic and metal crumpled and ran together, but not a single drop touched the floor. I took a step away and stared at Ripley. His eyes were glowing bright green, but his expression was calm. Too calm.


  “Stop. Touch it.” I didn't dare disobey the old man, not when he was turning school property into slag. The chair was no longer radiating heat, but I still hesitated. I tapped it with the little finger on my left hand. It was still warm, much warmer than room temperature. “You understand, I am rather upset with you at the moment,” he said.


  “I think I picked up on that,” I said.


  He didn't even crack a smile. “You do not seem to understand the gravity of your situation, Mr. Parker. Your abilities are strong, absurdly so. However, as you have realized, you lack discipline. It is not uncommon for the newly awakened to have difficulty controlling their power. What is uncommon is for one to turn down the opportunity to learn how to do so. You present me with a difficult situation. Your strength makes you dangerous, both to yourself and to others.”


  “I realize that-”


  Ripley's cane slammed down. The hardwood floor cracked. “I did not give you permission to speak.” I shut up. His expression was still calm, but now he was radiating fury. This was not the time to be a smart ass. “You nearly killed that young woman. You. No one but you. Your failings also reflect on me. I failed to teach you. I failed to protect her. The only reason that young lady is alive right now is because I prepared for the worst, while hoping for the best. That is the one source of solace I have in this situation, that our agents were nearby, watching for just this sort of situation. If they had arrived a minute later? If they had made a single mistake? Nicole Wainwright would be dead.”


  I looked at the floor and couldn't find anything to say, smart ass or not. I had been powerless to help her. They had told me there was nothing I could do, because I had refused the training. I had hurt her, because I had refused the training. I had to take responsibility for my actions.


  Ripley grunted and tapped his cane on the floor. “It's never too late to learn, Mr. Parker. Control and discipline are the first lessons we give to the awakened. Perhaps now you understand why.”


  “Why was I awakened?” I asked.


  He raised an eyebrow. “Why?”


  “Why did you do this to me? Why did you change my life like this?” I tried to keep my voice under control, but couldn't keep a quaver from my words. “This wasn't what I wanted. I didn't ask for this.” No, it wasn't just my fault. If they had never awakened the freak within me, I wouldn't have hurt her.


  “Because you are needed,” he told me.


  I waited, but he didn't explain any further. “Needed?” I asked. “What do you mean, needed? This wasn't my choice!”


  “You're right. I took that choice from you.” Ripley's expression was even calmer than it was before. His serenity frustrated me. “I specifically chose you, Kevin Parker. I chose you because it was necessary.”


  “Necessary for what?” He said nothing. My frustration hit its limit. “Why won't you give me a straight reason for this? You throw my life into chaos, threaten me, and now tell me that you need me? After what happened last night? What sort of fucked up bullshit is this?”


  He slammed the cane down on the floor again, all serenity broken. “Mr. Parker. Your situation does not allow you this sort of leeway in speaking with me!”


  “What situation is that?” I shot back.


  I could see his jaw moving, as if he was grinding his teeth. “Involuntary manslaughter,” he said. “A preventable accident that you did not take steps to prevent.”


  I shook my head. “That's not what I'm trying to-”


  “You were not trying to kill her, were you? Your refusal of training, of learning discipline and control, that is what almost killed her. I say it again and again, but you do not seem to understand that you nearly ended a life.” His eyes shone brightly and he pointed his cane directly at my face.


  I held my hands up in front of my face. “Bullshit! You awakened me! If you hadn't, this shit wouldn't have happened! I'm not going to take all the blame. You forced this on me!”


  Ripley's eyes glittered with green sparks. “Bullshit, Mr. Parker. You were on the cusp of awakening on your own. We awakened you in a controlled situation so that we could teach you and avoid the sort of accident that just happened. You are the one who refused to learn.”


  “You never told me what you'd teach me!”


  “And would you have believed me, with your skepticism?”


  “No, but-”


  He prodded my hands with the cane. “But what?”


  I batted the cane away from my face and leaned in toward him. “I'm sick of this. If you're going to kill me for this, fucking kill me. What do you want me to do? Fall on my knees and cry? Go insane? What's going to make you believe me?”


  “Remorse,” he said.


  “Remorse? Who the hell are you to say that? I had nightmares all night. I couldn't sleep. All I saw is what I did to her. All I could think about is how if I had accepted your offer, I would have been able to do something. I could have helped her. It wouldn't have happened. I made a mistake from the very beginning.” I reached out toward him, then stopped and let my hands fall to my sides. I wanted to grab him by the collar and shake until something fell out, but I no longer had the strength. My eyes stung.


  Ripley fell silent and lowered the cane. His eyes were no longer glowing, but he looked no happier. “Perhaps I have misjudged you,” he said. “Understand, Mr. Parker, that our organization is not involved in small, petty things. The stakes are high and death is always a possibility. Forgive me. I must be certain of your motivation.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I accept responsibility for what I did. I don't want it to happen again. Your people told me that training would teach me how to control those abilities. I don't want to hurt anyone like that again. So part of accepting my responsibility, is accepting your training.”


  Ripley's eyes glittered. “So that's what it takes to convince you. You cloak your idealism with cynicism. Is that what you want to use your powers for? To help people, to protect people?”


  “I won't know what I want to do with my power until I learn what's possible,” I said.


  “So you don't trust me enough to tell me what your motivation is?”


  “I don't trust you at all,” I said. “You stole my future from me. No matter what I want, I have this power. I don't trust that you have my best interests in mind, only your own. You've given me the choice of joining you or dying, maybe not at your hands, but dying all the same. I don't want to die. There's my motivation.”


  “I see. I understand.” Ripley folded his hands on his cane and gave me a crooked smile.


  I started to relax. “I'm glad we're reaching an understanding. So, where do I sign up?”


  “Sign up?” he asked.


  “To join your organization.”


  “You have made one slight error,” he said. “Your only option is to take us, as you said. However, that does not mean that I will accept you.”


  “What?”


  My muscles froze again, just like on Valentine's Day. Ripley prodded me with his cane and sighed. “You try my patience. I allowed you an open-ended invitation to reconsider. My advisors protested vehemently, yet I believed that you would grow to understand over time. You did, but only due to this disaster. I find your motivation questionable.”


  “Questionable?” The grip had relaxed enough to let me talk. “You think it's questionable that I don't want to die? What other motivation could I have?”


  “An excellent question. Perhaps you have ulterior motives.”


  “Are you accusing me of using you? You want to use me, too, remember. I don't trust you. You don't trust me either. Big surprise.”


  “I trust your given motivation,” he said. “But I don't trust that it's your only motivation. Perhaps you'll seek revenge someday, for the loss of your future. Perhaps, as you said at our first meeting, that your idea of how the world needs saving differs from mine. You have given me no reason to trust you.”


  “And you haven't given me reason to trust you either,” I pointed out. “We don't trust each other, but we don't need to, to make use of what the other offers. You'll have my word on a contract, won't you? My word is good.”


  “Is it?” he asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “It's a business relationship. You use me, and I'll use you. What's wrong with that?”


  He clicked his tongue. “Nothing is wrong with that. However, not everyone feels the same way. There are some who believe that you are being accorded special treatment.”


  “Special treatment?”


  “The recent incident did not go unnoticed. While I am the leader of this organization, I do have opposition. What I have done for you, they find abhorrent, undeserved special treatment. They seek to use this incident as justification to deny you membership, and to undermine my authority.” Alistair peered into my eyes. I couldn't pull away, no matter how close he came. “Some go further and demand your termination. Some demand the permanent revocation of your powers. You are fortunate that they cannot come to a consensus.”


  “You can remove someone's powers without killing them?” I asked.


  “Is that what you're most concerned about?”


  “If you were planning on killing me, I'm sure I'd already be dead. If you can switch this power off, it would solve everyone's problems, wouldn't it? So is it possible?”


  The corners of his lips twitched. “While I'm sure you are willing to give up your powers, I doubt you're willing to live the rest of your life as an invalid. Correct?” I tried to nod. “However, temporary impairment of your power is possible, without risk of permanent damage. Therefore, I shall take advantage of the lack of consensus amongst the opposition. As you are not a member of our organization, prosecuting you under our charter would be a ridiculous precedent to set. Since what happened was, in fact, an accident, I find it necessary to review your suitability for our organization. For the duration of the review, your powers will be impaired. At the beginning of next trimester, you will report to my office, at which time we will discuss the results of the review.”


  “Wait, I haven't agreed-”


  “It does not matter if you agree or not,” he said. “Whether or not you join us, the punishment will be carried out. We will resume our discussion at a later time. Are you prepared?”


  “I guess so,” I said.


  “Try to relax. Resistance will make it harder.”


  It was almost a relief, knowing that I would return to being normal, even if just temporarily. Even when Alistair's eyes glowed, I didn't flinch away. He reached out and touched my forehead with his fingertips.


  I found myself on the floor, ears ringing and vision blurred. Someone rolled me onto my back. Three Ripleys loomed over me, waving their hands in front of my face. “Mr. Parker. Can you hear me?” His voice sounded distant, echoing from the bottom of the ocean.


  “Yes.” My tongue felt thick, but he seemed to understand me. “What did you do?”


  “It is an unnatural state,” he said. “Your mind is used to certain patterns, certain methods of thought. It is now twisted, a different sort of mental balance. It will take some time for you to adjust.”


  “Feels like everything is tilted,” I said. I felt slightly off-balance, even when I was sitting on the floor, as if the world was sliding sideways under me. Ripley finally resolved to a single concerned face and I started to stand. He offered me a hand and helped me to my feet. His grip was stronger than I expected.


  “You will recover in time. The worst passes quickly.” He leaned on the desk at the front of the room. “You may leave when you feel you are ready. Good evening, Mr. Parker.”


  I couldn't walk a straight line. I practiced walking back and forth until I felt I could pass a field sobriety test. Ripley watched me fumble around in silence. When I could finally walk across the room without staggering, I headed for the door.


  I pushed the door open harder than I thought I would. Nikki gasped as I burst out of the room. “Kevin? What happened?” I stared at her. She must have been waiting. Why? Did she remember? Blood drained from my face and I looked away. I had to get away from her. I walked down the hall as quickly as I could, staggering as the world seemed to spin around me. “Wait! Kevin, wait!”


  She grabbed my arm. I pulled away and turned my back to her. “What?”


  “What's wrong with you?” she demanded, spinning me around to look me in the eye. I barely kept my balance and forced myself to look away. Her eyes were bright again and her face was flushed, not pale and vacant. “You're walking like a drunk, you’ve been avoiding me, and now when you do look at me, you look like you're seeing a ghost. Are you sick? What happened?”


  “A lot of things happened,” I said, turning away again. “A lot of things that have nothing to do with you.” She didn't remember. I wouldn't tell her. As far as I was concerned, I'd never tell her.


  “Stop it! Don't hide things from me, tell me what's wrong!” She grabbed my arm again.


  I looked back at her. “Funny, hearing that from you.” I pulled away from her grip, walked into the elevator, and mashed the button for the first floor. She was still standing there, right where I had left her, staring at me as the doors closed.


  I stomped through the snow on the way back to the dorm. Cold flakes brushed my face and melted. As my sense of balance returned, my outrage bled away. She hadn't deserved what I had said, but who the hell was she to call me out for hiding things? She was just as bad as I was. Hiding her boyfriend, hiding her affection.


  No, she wasn't as bad as I was. That was bullshit.


  I reached the spot where the mystery car had nearly flattened me and Drew, about halfway between the dorm and the main campus. I looked over at where I had pushed him. The marks were gone due to fresh snowfall, but I remembered where they had been. The woman had said that extreme emotional reactions were probably to blame for my abilities going out of control. That explained how hard I had pushed both Drew and Nikki. However, it didn't explain how the bottle of aspirin had come floating out of the drawer that night when I had the odd dream.


  I paused under a streetlight to rest and think. All three incidents had involved something that defied common sense. All of them involved stress, extreme emotional reactions. I had pushed people twenty feet away and jumped several feet straight up in the air. Those were almost possible for a normal person, if they were in amazing physical condition. My physical condition wasn't even average, let alone amazing. As for the pill bottle, no one could levitate an object like that. That was direct defiance of gravity. Even worse, the woman healing Nikki's injuries. That was far beyond anything a normal person could do. I didn't know first aid, let alone know enough to heal a person from those sorts of injuries.


  Snowflakes drifted down around the streetlight. I tried to visualize it suddenly going out, plunging me into shadow. Nothing happened and I smiled. Of course, nothing would happen right now. Ripley had impaired my power. I almost wanted to ask if he could give me repeated treatments to keep it turned off. Of course, that would probably end with the same result as the permanent treatment. I'd rather be a functional freak than a vegetable.


  I shivered. The cold was too much. I huddled into my coat and continued uphill to the dorm. The main lounge was warm and empty. I shook the snow off and headed upstairs. The door to Andreas's room was partly open and I was tempted to stop and have a drink. I had spent some quality time there in the days after Valentine's Day with him, my roommates, and some experimental brews. It had been a temporary solution to my problems.


  The door to my room was unlocked. Both Max and Drew looked up as I walked in. That was surprising. Outside of sleeping, it wasn't too common that we'd all be in the room at the same time. “What's up, Kev?” Drew asked as I hung my coat up. “You look tired, man.”


  “Exhausted,” I said. “Think I might try to take a nap.”


  “At least you don’t look as depressed,” Max said.


  “It's true,” Drew agreed. “You've been lurching like a zombie ever since Valentine's Day. I was thinking about dragging you to the infirmary.”


  I sighed. They had noticed. It wasn't as if I could hide something that obvious. “I haven't been sleeping well.” I hadn't told them what had happened between Nikki and me. Lisa had fished for answers a couple of days ago, but I hadn't taken the bait.


  “You'll sleep worse when you hear what Max is thinking,” Drew said.


  I looked at Max, who grinned at me around a cigarette. “I was thinking we need to have a bonding experience.”


  I held a hand up. “I don't want to hear anything about bonding with you.”


  “You should be honored. But, seriously, we get all of April off for spring break. I was thinking we could go to Florida. Road trip. Sound good?”


  That sounded rehearsed. “You've been planning this for a while, haven't you?”


  Drew jumped in. “We might miss the big spring break crowd, but man, it's still Florida. Hot beaches! Hot bitches! We might even find a chick with low enough standards for Max.”


  Max flipped him off, but continued to grin at me. “Gives us something to look forward to, get through finals, you know. Change of scenery. Get our minds off of school and the people up here. What do you think?”


  I sat down on my bed and kicked my shoes off. Getting away from the insanity here would be nice. “Sounds great, but I don't have a car. Do you?” Max's grin grew even wider. “You look like you've got something in mind.”


  “Remember how I'm a rich bastard?”


  “You might have mentioned it once or twice before.”


  “My family owns a big ass RV that my dad uses for camping trips. Well, used once, to be exact. It's been sitting around for years. I'm sure I can get my parents to let me borrow it for a month.” Max looked so satisfied with himself, I almost couldn't bring myself to start shooting him down. It did sound like fun, and it would keep my mind off other things.


  “Do you need a special license to drive one? They're huge, aren't they? Hard to drive?” I asked.


  Drew shook his head. “I asked that too. Normal license covers it. No harder to drive than a van. You got your license, right?”


  I nodded. “All right. How would it get here? Is it going to be in any shape to drive after sitting around for so long?”


  “Well, my parents do keep staff on hand for maintenance,” Max said. “I assume it'll be in decent shape. They'll probably send a guy to drive it here and then fly home. Or two guys in two vehicles. Something like that.”


  I lay back on my bed. “How can you be so sure that they'll let you borrow it?”


  Max chuckled. “I haven't asked for anything lately. It's a small favor, as far as my family's concerned.”


  That boggled my mind. Borrow something that probably cost as much as a small house, and call it a small favor? Rich families were weird. “All right, I'm in. I know my parents won't mind. Sounds like fun.”


  Drew cheered. “Told you he'd be in, dude! Call your parents, let's get this set up.”


  I rolled onto my side and watched Max call home. “This is Max. Yes, that Max. Is my mother available? Sure, I'll wait.” He rolled his eyes. “Maximillian, my ass. No matter how often I tell them to call me Max, they never listen.”


  “You have people to pick up the phone for you?”


  “My mom's personal assistant. What, did you think we had a butler?”


  “I was hoping for maids.”


  “Yeah, me too, but my mom always kills that plan whenever I float it.”


  Drew leaned over toward me. “Hey, Kev. Five bucks says he gets it, no problems.”


  “Done,” I said, sitting up and pulling out my wallet. Drew followed suit. We both slapped five dollar bills down on the corner of my bed.


  Max flipped us both off, then turned his attention back to the phone. “Hello, Mother? Yes, it's me, your darling son. I'm fine. No, no disasters, no catastrophes. My grades are fine. My health is fine. My friends are fine.” He paused, then pulled the phone slightly away from his ear and grimaced. “What do you mean, 'what do you want then'? That's quite rude.”


  “I'd probably ask the same thing,” I said.


  Max shot me a dirty look, then spun his chair around, facing away from us. “Well, I'm looking for a favor. Nothing too big. I was just hoping to borrow the old RV that Father bought for that camping trip a few years ago. Why? We were thinking of making a trip to Florida.” He sighed again. “I know, I should stop by and meet all these wonderful girls you know, rather than wasting my youth away. Oh? Oh, her. She's wider than she is tall. I don't care how nice she is or how rich her family is, she's not really my type.”


  Drew shouted a little louder than necessary, probably so that he could be heard on the other end of the phone. “Max, there really are girls out there who have low enough standards for you?”


  Max winced and spun back around. “No, that was Drew, Mother, you met him last time you were here. Yes, I'll tell him.” He lowered the phone for a moment and covered the mouthpiece. “You, sir, are an uncouth young man.”


  Drew gave Max a thumbs-up and grinned. Max rolled his eyes and spun back around. “Yes. One month, for our spring break in April. My discretionary fund should cover the costs. No, none of us have driven one before, but we'll figure it out. There are plenty of guides on the internet on what to do. All right, I can wait.” He covered the mouthpiece again. “She's going to ask my father. She's being pretty agreeable, which makes me nervous. But I think it's in the bag.”


  “Looks like you're about to lose,” Drew said to me. “I'll have a drink in your honor.”


  “It's not over yet,” I said.


  “What did Father say? Oh?” Max blinked twice, then his face slowly drained of color. He reached into his desk and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. His hand shook as he pulled a single cigarette free, then dropped it on the floor. “I understand. Really?” Color returned to his face. “Well, I'm interested. Let me check with my friends.”


  “That doesn't sound too good,” Drew said as Max covered the mouthpiece of his phone, then bent over to scoop up the dropped cigarette.


  “Well, they don't want me to borrow the RV. I don't understand why, they never use the damn thing. But, they made me a counter-offer.” Max examined the cigarette, then blew on it and stuck it in his mouth. “If I come home for spring break, they'll buy me a new car.”


  “A new car?” I asked. “Seriously? New as in new, or new to you?”


  “Brand new. Mom said to let her know what I was interested in and she'd pass it along. She also said that my friends are invited to come spend the month at our place,” he added. “So, if you guys are cool with it, we'll do that this break, and we can take a road trip in August. My parents will provide transportation there and back. I'll ask Lisa and Jess if they want to come. Andreas too, but he'll probably be busy with research. Think we should ask Kaitlyn?” He glanced at me.


  I shook my head. If we asked Kaitlyn, we'd have to ask Nikki. No way. “Andreas would get jealous.”


  “True enough,” Drew agreed, nodding at me.


  “It's a plan, then,” Max said. He took his hand off the mouthpiece. “Mother? I just asked my roommates. We’ll do it. How many? I'd say no more than half a dozen, including myself, but that's subject to change. I'll be in touch with you over the next couple of weeks about the details. Yes, I understand. All right. Goodbye, Mother.”


  He flicked the phone closed and I scooped up the pair of five dollar bills. “So sorry, Drew, but your drinking money is now my drinking money.”


  Drew groaned. “I'll just get Max to buy me a beer. He owes me now.”


  “Like hell. You'll owe me a drink every night we go out,” Max said, burying his face in his hands. “I hope you two appreciate what I'm going to go through for this. I just walked into a trap.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “My mom said she has some young ladies she wants to introduce me to.” He groaned. “She picks these girls based on how much of a scheming bitch they are, with added points for being drop dead gorgeous. You guys don't know pain until you go to dinner with a girl who looks like a model, but has ice water instead of blood. No, shut up, Drew. Just shut up.”


  “I wasn't going to say anything.”


  “Like hell. I saw the look on your face.”


  “Look on the bright side,” I said. “Maybe your mom will hook you up with the opposite type this time. Sweet, innocent, intelligent girls, as ugly as the day is long.”


  “Your bright side is damned dark, Kev,” he said. Drew chuckled.


  “Are you sure your parents are going to let the girls stay too?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Why not? It'll throw them off, surprise them. It'll keep them off balance, which makes me happy, plus having those two around will be fun, which also makes me happy. Win-win situation.” I figured that he just wanted Jess around. From the expression on Drew's face, he was thinking the same thing.


  Before either of us could voice our thoughts, Andreas burst into the room. His face was red and his breathing was ragged. Neither Drew nor Max seemed too surprised at his entrance, so I relaxed.


  Andreas looked as if he had just run from campus to the dorm, his normally neat appearance disheveled, tie askew. His voice was slightly hoarse. “I need to drink. You are going to assist me.”


  “Don't need to tell me twice,” Drew said. “Where? Your room? Downtown? Call it.”


  Max and I didn't move. “Why?” Max asked.


  Andreas took a deep breath and exhaled very slowly. “Kaitlyn.”


  I jumped to my feet. “Yeah, that's a good reason.” Max followed suit.


  “Shot down again?” Drew asked.


  “She did not even give me a chance,” Andreas said. “One moment we were having dinner, and the next, she was gone. Hanging on the arm of someone else. Did not even look at me. Drinking. I need to drink now. My room.”


  


  Chapter Eight


   


   


  The rest of the trimester passed without further incident. My head still felt off-balance, tilted in a direction that only existed in my mind, but I got used to it within a few days. The dorm quieted down during the last weeks of March as people studied for finals.


  I tried to avoid Nikki. Every time she tried to talk to me, I walked away. She was persistent. I was stubborn. Even so, I found my eyes drifting toward her while we were in class, or whenever I saw her on campus. She was still pretty, still interesting, and I still wanted to be around her. I knew I was being irrational, that what I had done was accidental, but every time I looked at her, all I could see was her face in the moments just before she flew through the air. Remorse. Guilt and remorse.


  Finals were over sooner than expected. After the last day of tests, we celebrated with Andreas, watching movies and playing video games all night. Lisa and Jess showed up in the middle of the gaming session and Jess proceeded to thrash all of us in turn. Even with a drink or two in her, her skills were superior. A year ago, things would have been different, but I was out of practice.


  I woke up late and slightly hung over. Max's parents had sent a driver with an enormous SUV to bring us to his place. The driver referred to Max as “Master Maximillian”, which made Jess and Lisa giggle. It took us a half hour to load the SUV and pick our seats. Max took shotgun, Jess and Drew took the two middle seats, leaving Lisa and I in the back. Drew shot me a slightly annoyed look. Lisa looked pleased. Jess seemed amused, or maybe she was just sneering. The girl was hard to read.


  I didn't know exactly where Max lived, just somewhere downstate. We drove south, skirted New York City, then crossed a bridge to Long Island and headed east. When we drove through Hampton Bays without stopping, I began to wonder just how affluent Max's family had to be. We finally left the highway a few miles away from East Hampton. When we pulled up to the Pendleton house, I found myself at a loss for words. Judging from the silence of the rest of my fellow passengers, I was not alone.


  “Home sweet home,” Max said.


  “I'll take care of the luggage, Master Max,” the driver said. Max had spent most of the ride negotiating a compromise with the man on his form of address, and that was the best he had been able to get.


  “Sweet mercy,” Lisa said, her voice trembling. “How much land is this on?”


  “About an acre? We have a landscaper on staff to take care of it.”


  “How many rooms?” Jess asked.


  “Too damn many,” Max said. “I sometimes got lost when I was a kid.”


  “I feel small,” Lisa said. “I feel really small.”


  “You are really small,” Drew said over his shoulder. Lisa bent forward and smacked him in the side of the head. None of us had made a single move to get out of the SUV yet. The house was intimidating.


  Max jumped out first, finally getting us moving. “Are there any other guests? Father's partners? Ari's fiancé? Mother's knitting club?”


  “None at the moment,” the driver said as we all spilled out. “Do you have particular rooms in mind for your guests?”


  “No, I just wanted to know if we needed to double up. If the guest rooms are all free, use your best judgment on who goes where.” Max took a walk around the SUV and shivered. “It's freezing. It's not supposed to be this cold in April. Must be because my mom's here.”


  “Very good, Master Max. May I recommend calling upon your mother before you do anything else?”


  Max grinned and put a cigarette to his lips. “I was planning on it.”


  He led us into the house, throwing the door open and kicking his shoes off near the front door. We all took our shoes off as well, Lisa lining the shoes up with several other pairs that were already there. The furnishings looked expensive. The shoes looked expensive. The house looked like it had barely been lived in, as if it was cleaned obsessively, leaving not a trace of the inhabitants behind when they left a room.


  No one spoke as Max led us through the house. Lisa grabbed Drew's arm as we walked, her head turning this way and that. Drew's normal air of confidence was subdued and I saw him looking down at Lisa from time to time. Jess stalked alongside Max, and when she looked over her shoulder at the rest of us, her face was thin-lipped and drawn. Max smirked, but didn't make any of his normal banter. I trailed behind the group. An ornate floor-length mirror caught my attention and I slowed down to take a closer look.


  A quick throb of pain struck me in the temples and my vision blurred. For a moment, I thought I saw Shade standing behind me, but the image vanished as soon as my vision cleared. It couldn't be. He was back in Troy, and besides, my powers were impaired. I didn't have to worry about having any accidents until I got back to school. This was a vacation, not only from school, but also from the oddities at school. Still, I had recognized him in that split second, and my head had throbbed. It was the same sort of pain as whenever my powers had gone out of control. Thankfully, the throbbing vanished as quickly as it had come.


  I walked away from the mirror, heart suddenly racing, catching up with the group just as they entered one of the living rooms. An enormous television showing a major news channel dominated one of the walls. An older woman was sitting straight-backed in a chair, a phone pressed to her ear. She looked up as we entered the room and her eyes narrowed. “Your brother and his guests have arrived, Ariel. Please come home to meet them as soon as you can. We'll discuss this topic at length later.” She placed the phone down and rose to her feet. She wasn't dressed formally, but the dress she wore was tailored perfectly. “Maximillian. So good of you to come home and visit, for once.”


  “It's so nice to be home, Mother,” Max replied. His tone was slightly mocking, but outwardly respectful.


  His mother didn't smile or show any affection that I could see. She and her son remained at arm's length on opposite sides of a low coffee table. “These are your friends?”


  “These are my roommates, Andrew Grant and Kevin Parker,” Max said, pointing us out. “And these are friends from our dorm, Lisa Chen and Jessica Kelton.”


  “Friends,” his mother repeated. “I was unaware you had female friends.”


  I held back a laugh. Drew didn't, earning himself glares from everyone in the room, including Mrs. Pendleton. Max shrugged and spread his hands wide. “I thought I'd surprise you, Mother. I know you love surprises.”


  “Ah, yes,” she said. “Our family just adores surprises. Including you, isn't that right, Maximillian? Your sister just revealed a rather large surprise of her own.”


  “Is that right? Did she get knocked up?” Max grinned widely.


  His mother's lips thinned and her eyes narrowed even more. “Quite the opposite. She has broken her engagement with Jonathon.”


  “Doesn't mean she didn't get knocked up. But, she didn't seem too taken with him last time I saw them together. I'm surprised that you're surprised.”


  “I'm surprised that you're not surprised,” his mother replied. “Perhaps you are more observant than we thought. Excellent. A good omen for the future.”


  If I hadn't been looking at Max at that moment, I would have missed the sudden tension in his jaw. “A good omen. Right. Where's Father?” he asked.


  “Germany. He will not be back until late summer, and so I am maintaining the business in his absence. Ariel is assisting me.” She smiled for the first time. “I would appreciate your assistance in certain matters while you are home. As part of our agreement.”


  Max sighed. “As we agreed, yes.”


  “Good, then I shall ask you to-” The phone rang. “Excuse me. We will discuss this topic later, when your sister gets home. Your guests are all welcome here. Please, feel at home here for the duration of your stay. Our staff will be happy to assist you if there is anything you need.” She picked the phone up and turned slightly away from us.


  Max turned and shooed us all out of the room. “That's my mom,” he said when we were safely out of earshot. “Queen of the castle. But yeah, like she said, my home is your home. We have plenty of things to do around here, or plenty of nothing if you just want to relax. The recreation room has a full home theater setup, sound and projector. And yes, Jess, it's got computer connections.”


  “What, you're telling me I can play games on a projector? Why would I want to do that?” she demanded.


  “Because it's a twelve foot screen and a full HD projector?” Max said. “Up to you.”


  “Twelve foot screen.” Jess sounded skeptical. “I'm not sure I believe you. I want to see this. Let's go.” She seized Max's arm and started pulling him away.


  “Hold on. First of all, it's in the other direction.” Jess immediately reversed direction and spun Max around. “Guest rooms are upstairs. Doors will be open, go ahead and settle in, I'll find you guys once I've got this crazy nerd plugged in. Would you relax? It's not going anywhere!” Jess ignored his protests and dragged him off, leaving me with Drew and Lisa. I was tempted to follow, but I was sure I'd see the place soon enough.


  “I guess we should go up and find our rooms, right?” Drew said, scratching the back of his head. Lisa was still clutching his arm. “Man, this place is something. I met his parents when they came to see the school last year, but man, I never knew about this. He plays it off so cool.”


  “I really wish he hadn't left us like that,” Lisa said. “His mom is scary. And they have staff? They have people?”


  “They're just people,” I said.


  “Very rich and powerful people,” Drew added.


  “They could buy me!” Lisa moaned. “Buy me and sell me and everything!”


  We walked upstairs and checked out rooms along the hallway until we found a guest room. The room was about the size of our dorm room, but that much space for one person made it seem far larger. Drew pulled free of Lisa's grip and threw himself on the bed. “Score,” he said. “This is so comfortable. Much softer than the slabs at school. Man, this feels so good.”


  I chuckled. Lisa sat on the edge of the bed. “Oh, wow, this really is soft,” she said.


  “I think I'm going to take a nap,” Drew said.


  “Didn't sleep well last night?” I asked.


  “Are you kidding? I barely slept, and then I had a headache all morning from all that drinking we did last night.” Drew covered his mouth as he yawned. “Totally naptime.”


  Lisa poked Drew in the ribs. “Move over. I'm tired too.”


  Drew grumbled but shuffled over. Lisa curled up next to him, almost, but not quite, touching him. I took a step back and bumped into the doorframe. “Well, this is awkward, so I'll leave you guys alone now,” I said.


  “You do that,” Lisa said, then yawned. Drew said nothing. Maybe he was already asleep. I fled the room. For a brief moment, I wished that Nikki had come with us. Lisa and Drew were pairing off and being around them was going to be awkward. Being a third wheel was not fun. I had experienced enough of that in the past.


  I put that feeling aside and explored the house, avoiding the room where Max's mother had been. There was another large living room with another huge television, and I checked out two dining rooms, one formal and one informal. When I peeked into the kitchen next to the formal dining room, the cook gave me an odd look. Guests didn't usually end up there, it seemed. I got directions on how to get to the recreation room from him and headed there.


  My initial impressions were confirmed as I walked through the house. Nothing looked used or lived in. It was a sterile place, oozing serenity and boredom in equal proportions. I could see another reason why Max was so reluctant to come back here. This was just a house, not a home.


  The recreation room was actually a finished basement. As I walked down the broad stone steps, I could hear voices from below. “I'm impressed. This is a lot more detailed than you made it sound.”


  “You know me, I'm an impressive sort of guy,” Max replied.


  “Sometimes you manage to surprise me,” Jess said. “But only sometimes.”


  I paused on the stairwell. I didn't want to walk into another awkward situation. “Well, I hope that you'll let me surprise you more often. Maybe even impress you from time to time,” Max said.


  Jess laughed. It wasn't her normal sort of laugh, when she was laughing at someone. “Maybe,” she said.


  I walked back upstairs. I didn't want to step into the middle of that either.


  My concerns seemed unfounded at first. We went on day trips to the city several times, either to shop or to see shows or just to play tourist. Max's family footed the bill for almost everything, leaving us only paying for incidentals. We spent evenings watching movies or TV, sometimes playing games, sometimes drinking. There was a bar in the rec room and no one seemed to notice if the bottles mysteriously emptied.


  Max's sister, Ariel, was almost his complete opposite. Where Max was sarcastic and laid back, she was as serious as a heart attack. Her smile was rare and she often looked sad, especially when Drew and Lisa were flirting. Heartbroken, maybe. Max seemed to notice after a couple of days. Instead of needling her and giving her shit, he just left her alone.


  The situation between Lisa and Drew became complex. The flirting became more and more outrageous, until they stopped speaking to each other one day, then started over from scratch the next. Occasionally, Lisa would corner me and drag me around with her. I caught Drew flirting with Max's sister from time to time as well, drawing a smile and a couple of laughs from her. I wondered who was winning their little game.


  All of my speculation became moot one night halfway through the month when I left my room late one night to use the bathroom, just in time to see someone scurrying down the hall into Drew's room. The list of suspects was rather short, as was the suspect herself. I went back to bed with a grin.


  Three weeks into the vacation, the weather had started to get warmer, letting us spend time outside without worrying about hypothermia. “Man, I'll be glad when all this is over,” Max said, looking down at his watch. He was wearing a business suit, reminding me of Andreas, but with a little less assurance. “I've got another event to go to tonight, another mystery bitch to hang on my arm. Hopefully she'll be better than the last one.”


  “You didn't seem to mind the last one too much,” Jess said. “She was damn hot, and that's coming from a girl, you know.”


  “Which makes it twice as hot,” Drew said, then yelped as Lisa kicked him under the table.


  “Well, she was pretty,” Max admitted.


  I sat silently and sipped my water. The byplay between all my friends was starting to grate on me. Lisa and Drew made me uncomfortable with their lavish displays of affection, and the tension between Jess and Max was growing daily. Every day I found myself wishing for a friendly face. Ariel didn't care to talk with me much, I didn't want to get between Max and Jess, and the estate staff was usually too busy to chat. I had taken to spending some quality time in the Pendleton family library just to stay out of the way.


  “What was so wrong with her?” Drew asked. “She had a killer body, from what I could see from the window.”


  “You know what she talked about all night?” Max asked. “She talked about politics. All about politics. When she started getting onto the topic of gay marriage, I had to fake being sick. I got back here and that's when we mysteriously ran out of scotch. My dad's going to shit a brick when he gets back. One of those bottles was his special stash.”


  Drew guffawed. He was laughing a lot more than usual. Of course he'd be happy these days. I would be too in his situation. Lisa grabbed his ear and pulled him over, whispering something in his ear. Jess crossed her arms and glared at the both of them. Was she getting jealous of her roommate? Was there something deeper going on there? I finished my water and kept my thoughts to myself. I didn't want to get myself into the middle of any drama.


  “Well, I've got to head out soon,” Max announced, standing up. “What are you guys planning for the evening? Anything crazy?”


  “I think we're going to watch some movies,” Lisa said. “What about you, Jess, Kev?”


  Jess shrugged. “I was planning on heading downstairs and gaming till I pass out. I don't feel like pretending to ignore you guys making out all night.” Drew laughed again and Lisa flushed, then looked to me for my answer.


  I shrugged as well. “Same idea as Jess. I'll probably go back to the library and continue my quest to read every book there.”


  Max glanced at me. For just a moment, he frowned, obviously unhappy, but then he grinned again. It seemed forced. “Sounds like more fun than I'll be having, at least. But I'm sure that's up for debate. I should be back around eleven or so. If you guys are still up by then, I'll probably be looking to do some shots. Cyanide shots, maybe. We'll see.”


  Our group broke up, Max leaving for the party, Lisa and Drew heading for one of the living rooms, and Jess for the rec room. She hung back and looked at me as I finished my glass of water. “You're lonely too, aren't you,” she said quietly. Her tone wasn't as waspish as usual.


  I nodded. I hadn't thought she was lonely too, not with having the computer there. There was a difference between not being bored and not being lonely, though. “A bit. But at least I can find some peace and quiet here.”


  “I know what you mean,” she said. “Hey, Kev, if you want to hang out while those two are sucking face in the other room, that'd be cool.”


  I was a little surprised, but smiled. “Thanks, Jess. I think I'll pass tonight. Maybe another time.”


  She frowned, then nodded and disappeared around the corner. I never thought she cared too much for me. We were both in a weird situation. Kindred spirits, in a sense.


  I wandered my way upstairs. My thoughts drifted back to Ripley, the glowing eyes, the superhuman strength, the confrontations and the guilt. After seeing the reflection of that asshole on the first day here, my state of mind had come into question. The sudden headache hadn't reoccurred, but it made me wonder if Ripley's impairment had weakened. Having my power go out of control here would be a disaster, far beyond anything that had happened at school. I thought that leaving school for a while would leave those concerns behind.


  It was like having a demon beside me, no matter where I went. I almost turned to look over my shoulder. I knew I wouldn't see anyone there, but the temptation was strong. I headed upstairs and walked toward my room, passing the library on the way. The loneliness I felt here was one thing, but constantly thinking about Nikki in conjunction with it bothered me. She had hurt me. I had hurt her back. I had overreacted and I knew it, but it was impossible to apologize for something she didn't even remember. What was I going to say? Sorry I threw you into a wall? Sorry I almost killed you?


  I walked to the window and threw it open. Nikki's face and Steph's face constantly crisscrossed in my mind, each one fading into the other. Both had hurt me, and both times, it had been my own fault. I might never get the chance to apologize to Steph, but I could at least apologize to Nikki. I climbed out of the window and clambered up onto the roof. When I got back to school, the first thing I'd do would be to go track Nikki down and talk to her. Lisa would know the room. She deserved an apology for the way I had been treating her after Valentine's Day, at the very least. Maybe we could start over.


  I walked up the slope of the roof to the peak where it overlooked the back of the estate. Thunder rumbled in the distance. The sky was gray and overcast, throwing everything into shadow. The other houses in sight were so far away. The edge of the roof was close and it was a long way down. I didn't think being so far up was a good idea, especially not in this weather. I needed to get down. It would be fastest if I jumped. Maybe if I jumped far enough, I could land in the pool. It was close enough to dive into. No problem. I took a step back in order to get a running start. This was going to be awesome.


  A hand grabbed the back of my shirt. “That's enough.”


  I gasped and pushed myself backwards into the person behind me. I was on the roof? How the hell had I gotten to the roof? Why was I about to jump all the way down? The top of the roof was three stories up, maybe more. The pool was at least twenty feet away and drained for the winter. Even if I somehow did reach it, diving into an empty pool would be deadly. But something in the back of my head was telling me that I should jump down, that everything would be ok. I started to take another step toward the edge and found myself yanked back again. “Enough, I said!”


  “You won't be able to stop him forever,” said another voice. I shook my head, momentarily silencing the whisper in my mind, then turned around. Directly behind me was a familiar figure, trench coat and sunglasses, a green glow faintly visible behind the sunglasses. Shade. Another man stood on the rooftop, about twenty feet away. His eyes were glowing, not the green that I was familiar with, but a dark purple glow. The way he held himself promised violence. I dropped to my hands and knees, straddling the peak of the roof in an attempt to keep my balance. Purple laughed. “He's resisting my suggestion without drawing on any power. It's too bad I have to kill him. We could use someone like him.”


  “He's under our protection,” Shade said. His voice was far calmer than it had been the night I hurt Nikki. “More to the point, he's under my personal protection. Walk, now, while you can.”


  Purple chuckled. “You don't scare me. I've heard of you. I've read your file. I know what you're capable of.”


  “Do you?” Shade sounded amused. “What do you think, Parker?”


  “I think I want to get off the roof,” I said. Heights were not my thing. Especially not when a thunderstorm was coming. Being hit by lightning was not on my bucket list.


  “Let me help you, then.” Purple made a lifting gesture. I rose into the air and started to flip over backwards. I felt a wrenching sensation and my movement suddenly stopped. Purple lightning flashed in front of my eyes, followed immediately by green sparks. Lightning was not supposed to be that color, nor was it supposed to travel horizontally. Whatever was holding me in the air let go, and I fell down on my hands and knees again. I dug my fingers as far under the shingles as I could get them. If anyone tried to pick me up again, they'd have to take part of the roof with me.


  “I told you he's under my protection,” Shade said, then looked over his shoulder and flicked his sunglasses down right in front of me. Green light flashed in his eyes, then he looked back at the other man. “If you're looking for a fight, I'll give it to you. Let's see how far you get.”


  Purple said nothing, just thrust two open palms toward us. Green sparks shimmered then coalesced into a slanted wall. Purple lightning reflected off it into the sky. Thunder boomed. The charcoal gray sky was turning black and storm clouds hovered over the Pendleton estate. Rain started to fall, enormous drops that stung on impact. For the first time in my life, I found a thunderstorm to be unimpressive and nonthreatening. I pressed down on my belly and clung to the roof. This was impossible. No one could shoot lightning from their hands. This wasn't fucking Star Wars!


  “You're too defensive,” Purple said. “You can't defend both yourself and the kid.”


  “Can't?” Shade flicked his fingers toward Purple. Green light strobed through the air, leaving glowing afterimages. I couldn't tell if I had actually seen anything, or if I only saw the afterimages. Before those traces of light faded, he lifted both hands, palms outward, toward Purple, mirroring the guy's previous gesture. “Do you believe everything you're told?”


  Purple energy formed a globular shield around my attacker. Another flash of energy ricocheted off into the sky, directly into the storm looming overhead. It drilled a hole right through the clouds, revealing a momentary glimpse of blue sky before the cloud drifted onwards. Shade charged twenty feet in seconds, throwing punches and kicks at the attacker, his fists blurs as he moved faster than any normal person could. His trench coat flapped wildly. It would have tripped me up, but it looked like he was moving with the coat, not fighting against it. Purple was striking back, but even at their rapid-fire speed, I could tell he was on the defensive. This fight had gone from Star Wars to some sort of Jackie Chan movie.


  Shade swung. Purple dodged and pulled him off balance with a tug to the sleeve, then sprinted right for me. I could see him stutter-stepping in order to line up a kick. With his strength, he'd probably kick me right off the roof. Even if I survived the kick itself, I wouldn't survive the fall. Beyond him, Shade regained his balance and stretched out a hand, but he was going to be too late. Purple was already lining up his kick.


  I let go of the roof and crossed my arms in front of my face. Thunder boomed above us. I felt a sudden, familiar throb in my temples. Ripley had impaired my power, or so he had said. The throb intensified and turned painful. Had he only told me that he had done so? Was it already too weak to hold my power in? Could I use it to defend myself? It was the only chance I had. I didn't have a choice, not if I wanted to live.


  In that moment before Purple's foot reached me, I felt a surge of power from inside my mind. All my doubts and fears retreated to a distant corner of my consciousness. This was my life at stake. I wasn't about to give it up so easily. I didn't want to die. Power flowed through my body and the throbbing in my temples abruptly stopped. I heard the whistle of air as his foot whipped toward me, a devastating kick that would kill a normal person outright.


  At that moment, I gave up being a normal person forever.


  


  Chapter Nine


   


   


  I felt the shock of his foot striking, but it didn't strike any part of my body. I opened my eyes and saw him standing over me, glowing purple eyes open wide as his foot pressed against a rectangular shield of crackling blue and green energy. The shield deformed under the impact, bending back toward me, a fraction of an inch away from my arms. Energy flickered in a spiderweb pattern through the shield.


  I panicked. I couldn't let him break it. I pushed outwards, ramming the shield into him as hard as I possibly could. Raindrops sprayed in every direction as the shield thrust through them. The surge of energy faded and the shield vanished. The push sent Purple skidding backwards across the roof, barely able to keep his balance, his arms pinwheeling madly. Shade caught him before he could regain his balance and pressed his right hand to the man's forehead. After a few seconds, Purple’s arms dropped to his sides, the glow faded from his eyes. He coughed and a thin trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth. He collapsed. Even at this distance, through the rain, I could see his body convulsing.


  I almost felt sympathy for him. Almost. I couldn't move and my own muscles were twitching weakly. The rain grew heavier, sheets of water drenching me. I knew I should get off the roof and get inside, but I could barely keep my eyes open. I had no idea how I had climbed up onto the roof in the first place. I closed my eyes. Maybe I'd just sleep here tonight.


  I felt footsteps, then a thump. “Fuck me,” said a deep voice, his tone almost reverent. “I thought Alistair said he had twisted you.”


  I forced myself to smile without opening my eyes. “I think I broke it.”


  “Yeah, no shit. How does it feel?” he asked.


  “I can't move,” I said. He grunted and I felt his fingers on the back of my neck, then a curious jolt. I took a deep breath and found that some of the exhaustion had faded. I still felt like I could sleep for a week, but now I felt like I could find a bed first. Thunder boomed above us again and I could feel my clothes sticking to my skin.


  “How about now?” he asked.


  I pushed myself up to my hands and knees. “Better. Thanks.” I opened my eyes and looked up. He had already recovered his sunglasses and put them back on. Sunglasses in the middle of a thunderstorm looked just as ridiculous as sunglasses inside, if not more so. With power like he had just shown me, it didn't matter if he looked silly.


  “Don't thank me. That's temporary, it'll hurt more later,” he said. “You're going to wish he had actually kicked you tomorrow.”


  “I bet,” I said, then turned over and sat on the roof. Rain streamed down my face and back. “I can never go back, can I?”


  He snorted. “Why would you even want to? Hang on for a minute. Don't go anywhere.”


  “I don't think I could, even if I wanted to.”


  He pulled a cell phone out of an inner pocket. For some reason, the rain didn't seem to be hitting the phone. “Alistair. I thought you twisted Parker. You did?” He glanced toward me and almost smiled. “He broke it.”


  I could hear the old man's voice over the rain. “He what?”


  “One of the gangbangers tried to puppeteer him, almost talked him into jumping off the roof. Would have looked like a suicide. I barely got here in time. Had to fight the banger. He faked me out and went for the kid. Parker throws up a shield.” He paused for a moment and glanced at me. “Yes, I'll clean up. I don't think anyone noticed. The storm here was keeping everyone inside.” He glanced at me again. “Don't fall off now. I don't want to have to file an incident report.”


  I caught myself leaning sideways and corrected to leaning the other way. “Sorry. Tired.”


  “You have no idea what tired is yet. What? Just talking to the kid. You want to say anything to him? Sure. Here.” He handed me the phone.


  “Are you all right, Kevin?” Ripley sounded concerned.


  “Exhausted,” I said. “Really exhausted.”


  “That's normal when you are beginning to control your powers,” he said. “It seems that I underestimated your strength. I am glad you are unhurt, but promise me, you won't make use of your abilities again until you have returned to campus. You've drawn enough attention to yourself as is.”


  “I was just defending myself!”


  “You haven’t done anything wrong,” he said. “Regardless, it will attract attention. If you weren't returning so soon, I'd have you brought back immediately. There shouldn't be any significant danger if you remain there for the next five days. Please allow me to speak with Shade again.”


  I handed the phone back to Shade. It had gotten wet while I was talking, but as soon as he took it back, rain stopped hitting it. Very strange. I hung my head between my knees and tried not to fall asleep or fall off the roof.


  “No, I don't think I need any backup. It took them three weeks to decide to send one. It'll take them at least a week to decide whether to risk more. Right. I'll let him know.” He flicked the phone closed and put it back in one of his inner pockets. “Alistair seems pleased with your progress. I think you're just one lucky bastard. Broke that twist just in time, and his twists don't come undone until he wants them to. He must have fucked it up.”


  “I didn't really have a choice,” I said. I wondered if Ripley had underestimated my strength. Worse yet, maybe he had deliberately made it weak. What would the purpose of that be? To make me have another accident?


  “I would have kept you from dying, at least,” he said. “Though you wouldn't have liked getting a boot in the face. Or having two broken arms.”


  I shuddered. I was cold, wet, and tired, but I still had hundreds of unanswered questions. I'd get whatever I could out of him before I collapsed. “Who was that guy?”


  “The one who attacked you? Some banger.” His tone was dismissive. “There are a few minor organizations in the city. It's gang warfare. They're always looking to expand their operations, but we never let them. Organized crime. Human trash.”


  “What did you do to him?” I thought back to what he said. “Twisted him? What does that mean? Is that what Ripley did to me?”


  “Just like that. Twist his mind so he can't use his powers for a while.” He made a corkscrewing motion with his hand, then looked over at Purple, who was still twitching every few seconds. “I'll have to dump him somewhere so that his people can find him. Hopefully they don't give him a second chance.”


  “Second chance,” I repeated. “You're one of the people who didn't want me to get a second chance, aren't you?”


  He didn't say anything for a long moment. “I don't like that policy in general. I don't like special treatment, even for those with your supposed potential. It's irresponsible to let kids like you walk around without any training. He should have locked you up until he got a straight yes or no. Or just turned you off. But, he's the boss. No matter how I feel about the policy, or how much of an idiot I think you are, I'll follow his orders.”


  I shivered, and it wasn't entirely due to the rain. This guy scared me, somewhere deep inside. “I think I understand.”


  Shade nodded and pointed toward the twitching gangbanger. “He wasn't bad,” he said while the body floated toward him. “I got careless. A little overconfident. No, he wasn't bad at all.” He hoisted the body up in a fireman's carry. I got a glimpse of Purple's face. The guy was young, maybe even younger than me. His eyes were rolled up, and his jaw was slack. A spot of blood that hadn't been washed away by the rain still stained the corner of his mouth.


  “Why didn't you just kill him?” I asked.


  He looked back at me. “Why bother? I could have. He was going to kill you and you're under our protection. That would make it acceptable according to our rules of engagement, but I try not to kill indiscriminately. If you twist someone, they usually return the favor. Twists are recoverable. Death isn't. Keeps things civilized.”


  “I don't get it,” I said. It didn't fit. A strange sense of mercy, maybe? Or maybe just pure pragmatism?


  “Of course not. You don't understand anything yet,” he said. “I'm going to get somewhere warm. Remember not to attract any more attention.”


  “Wait!” I called as he started to walk down the slope of the roof. “I don't know how to get off the roof. I don't even know how I got up here in the first place. I'm too tired to go exploring. Can you give me a hand?”


  He lifted a hand and I felt myself rise into the air again. When he leaped off the roof to the ground below, I went with him, and he set me down on the ground. “Here's another freebie. Sleep a lot tonight. Eat a lot tomorrow. You burned a lot of energy and your body's going to need to recover.”


  “Is it going to be like this every time?” I asked.


  “At first,” he said. “You'll learn. Or you'll die. Just like we've been telling you.”


  He turned and strode around the corner, taking Purple with him. I stood alone in the rain outside the Pendleton mansion, left with a handful of questions answered and a hundred new ones.


  I slept soundly that night. When I finally woke up the following afternoon, I was ravenous and ate my way through an enormous lunch. The cook was shocked, but pleased. I got the feeling he rarely got the appreciation he deserved. By the time I was finished, it was late afternoon and Max had left to help his mother and sister with a business project. Lisa's door was wide open. Drew's was closed. I decided not to take the chance and wandered downstairs to the rec room to find Jess.


  She looked up as I walked in. “Look at that, you’re alive,” she said. “Sleep well?”


  “Like a rock. Did I miss anything last night?”


  “Well, Max got back late. He and his sister both marched down here and started going straight for the good stuff. Guess they both had a bad night. Ariel started flirting with Drew, so Lisa got pissed off, and that pissed me off. I told her to stop being a stupid bitch and she got mad at me too.”


  “You're so diplomatic,” I said.


  “Fuck diplomacy, she's been getting on my nerves with this shit. She needs to figure out if she wants to be exclusive with him or not and tell him.”


  “So what happened afterwards?”


  “Anti-climax.” She laughed. “Max passed out, Drew carried him off to his room, Lisa went to bed. Ariel hung out for a little longer. She's a lot more interesting when she's drunk. I learned all sorts of interesting things about Max from her. Great blackmail material.”


  “Diplomatic, like I said. What are you up to now?” I flopped down into one of the theater seats and stared at the screen. The game she was playing looked vaguely familiar, but I was too tired to work out what it was.


  “Avoiding drama,” she said. “What are they up to?”


  “Lisa wasn't in her room, but Drew's door was closed.”


  “Are they having make-up sex?”


  “I wasn't about to knock on the door and ask,” I said.


  She chuckled. “I'm looking forward to getting kicked out of my room so that they can get it on. Maybe I'll get lucky and they'll use your room.”


  “I hope not,” I said. “But if that happens, maybe me and Max will just come and hang out with you.”


  “That'd be annoying too,” she said, but her tone didn’t match her words. “In all seriousness, it will piss me off. It's bound to happen. Everything will be so awkward now. I mean, I'm happy for her because she's happy, but you know, things are going to get weird. Not that things aren't already weird.”


  I nodded. “Are you afraid you're going to lose your friend to her new boyfriend? It would be kind of lonely.”


  On the screen, her smooth movements hitched and her character promptly died. “Not bad, Kev. Are you sure you're not a girl? That's what we call female intuition.”


  “I'm pretty sure I'm not a girl. Do you want to check?” I asked.


  “Not a chance. You're not bad looking, but I'm just not interested in your type.”


  “My type?”


  “Pretender. Drew doesn't pretend to anything, he's just a big charming asshole. Max doesn't pretend either, he's confident in who he is, he just isn't confident that other people see him for who he is. That's endearing, in a twisted sort of way. But you, you're different. You hide things. On one level, it makes you a little mysterious, and lots of girls dig that. But, you're hiding things that make you who you are. I can tell.”


  “If you only knew.”


  “Knew what?”


  “Nothing. Hey, what about Kaitlyn? Why do you two hate each other so much?” I asked.


  Jess snorted and started playing again. “I don't hate her. She looks down on people like me, as if we're less human just because we aren't as sociable as she is. Of course, what she calls sociable, I call being a raging bitch slut. I don't like her, but I don't hate her. Sometimes we get along. She has her moments.”


  “What about her roommate?” I asked.


  “You mean, what about you and her roommate, right?”


  I laughed. “Is that the female intuition you were talking about?”


  “No, it's just the rumor mill at work. Lisa was chatting with Kaitlyn before finals. The bimbo was complaining that her roommate was depressed because you stopped talking to her. Apparently Kait thinks you're a real dick.” She laughed and paused the game. “I bet you're still interested in her, right? Holding her at arm's length? Just ask her out, dumbass.”


  “I'm not holding her at arm's length,” I said. I should have known rumors would start flying. “I did ask her out. She has a boyfriend back home. That's why I've been avoiding her.”


  “Oh, that's news. No one told me that part of it. Well, that's fine. You're still a dumbass. Isn't it obvious? We all saw the way she was acting that night. She's blatantly interested in you, even if she does have a boyfriend. If you give her enough reason, she'll dump him. Not that you're giving her much reason.”


  “I'd feel guilty if she did that,” I said.


  “Why? It's her choice to make. Not yours.”


  “I'd feel like I stole something.”


  “She's the one who makes that choice, not you, dumbass. Just go apologize to her. Get it off your chest and let her figure out what she wants to do.” I heard her get up, then she flopped down in the seat next to me. Her green eyes sized me up and she curled her lip in exaggerated disgust. “Though what she could possibly see in you, I don't know.”


  “You already said I'm not bad looking.”


  “Looks aren't everything. You need to think about what she wants.”


  “It's not that simple,” I said.


  “Spare me. It is that simple. You just want to make it complex,” she said, then slapped the back of her hand against my chest. “It's up to you to apologize, and it's up to her if she decides to accept your apology or not. What do you have to lose? That stubborn male pride? Having to admit that you're a dick? If you like the girl enough that you're asking me about her, you've really got a thing for her.”


  “I had already decided that I'd apologize when we got back. I've been having some doubts about it, but like you said, I'm just being a dumbass. Thanks.” It was true. Like Jess said, it was Nikki's choice, not mine. If she was interested enough in me to break up with her boyfriend, why would I say no? Dumbass, indeed.


  “Any time,” she said. “Hopefully she hasn't been influenced by Kaitlyn too much.”


  I chuckled. “You're like a big sister, giving her little brother some advice on how to deal with girls.”


  “Me, a big sister? That's funny, Kev. I'm the little sister, not the big sister.” She laughed harshly, not at all like I'd ever heard her laugh before.


  “You have an older sister?”


  “I have three older sisters. Had. I have two older sisters.” She looked down at her knees as she corrected herself. “Marissa's twenty-five and she's in med school down south. Cassie's twenty-two and she's finishing her accounting degree in Boston. She's engaged. First of the brood. No surprises there.”


  “Had?” I asked.


  “My other sister died,” she said. “What about you? Have any brothers or sisters? What's your family like?”


  A sister who had died? I didn't want to pry if she didn't want to talk about it. “I'm an only child. My mom and dad are still married, technically. They separated when I was little.”


  “That explains why you’re an only child. No wonder you're so used to being lonely.”


  “Probably,” I said. “I lived with my dad. We don't get along too well, so it's more like being roommates than family. I get along better with my mom, but I only see her a couple of times a year.”


  “What does she do that keeps her away from home so much?”


  “I don't think she has a home. She's a professional mediator. She doesn't talk about what she does, and my dad never wants to talk about it either. Maybe it's a cover story. Maybe she's a top secret CIA agent or something like that.”


  “She's traveling the world, bringing down corrupt regimes and saving princesses. Princes, in her case, maybe,” Jess said. “I doubt that. But it sounds like a pretty shitty way to grow up. No offense.”


  “None taken,” I said. “I agree now, but back then I didn't know any better. That's why I'm a transfer student up here. I wanted to stay back at home. I had friends there, had a girl I was interested in, and I was comfortable. Comfortable in a shitty life. No matter how much I tried to dress it up, it was still shitty, but I thought that if I stayed there, I could make it better.”


  “Like rolling a turd in glitter,” she said.


  “Yeah, exactly. When I finally figured out that being there was holding me back, I decided I had to leave. So I transferred up here. I've never been happier.”


  “What made you want to leave?” she asked. “I mean, what was the final straw? I'm just curious, if you don't want to tell me, you don't have to.”


  “It's fine. It was the girl.”


  “Of course it was the girl. That's what I thought.”


  “Then why did you have to ask?”


  She stood up and grinned down at me. “Because I wanted to see if you'd admit it. Maybe you're not as much of a pretender as I thought you were. But I guess it's easy to admit this sort of thing to a less than pretty girl like me.”


  “That's not true at all. You're more than pretty,” I said. Jess froze and stared down at me, eyes wide. I felt myself start to blush. That had come out far more smoothly than I intended. I didn't want to insert myself between Max and her. “No, I mean it. You just try to hide it with the clothes and the attitude.”


  She looked down at her baggy clothes. “You seriously are a dick.” Her face was turning red, close to matching her hair. “But I think I can overlook it in this case.”


  “That's good,” I said.


  “I won't tell anyone you were hitting on me if you answer a question for me.”


  “I wasn't hitting on you!”


  “I'll tell Lisa you were,” she said.


  I shuddered. “That's blackmail. Fine, shoot.”


  “Does Max think I'm pretty?”


  I found my mouth hanging open. I closed it and tried to figure out how to answer that. She crossed her arms and her eyes narrowed. I found my voice. “Max? You mean, our Max?”


  “What other Max is there?” she demanded.


  “Smoking Max. The Max who lives here. The one with the ponytail.” I pantomimed smoking, then grabbed a tuft of hair behind my head. “Are you serious? That Max?”


  “Kevin, I'm running out of patience with you,” she told me.


  “Jess, without a doubt, I am certain that Max thinks you're pretty,” I said.


  She blushed again. “All right. Thanks.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “He's interesting. And kind of cute, when he isn't smoking. Don't you dare tell him I said that.” She stormed back to the computer and resumed playing. I settled back into my chair and watched. Maybe I didn't have to worry about getting between Max and her after all.


  The day of our departure dawned with little fanfare. I was more than ready to leave, and I wasn't alone. Max was swearing up and down that he wouldn't do anything like this ever again, Lisa and Drew were not on speaking terms again, and Jess was watching Max as if she was planning the best time to strike. I didn't want to get involved in anyone else's drama. Between Nikki and Ripley, I had more than my fair share awaiting my return to Troy.


  Max's mother met us as we all carried our luggage downstairs and frowned. “Well, I had hoped that Maximillian would be able to drive all of you home, but I don't believe he'll have room for all of you and your belongings. I'll have my personal assistant bring the Escalade around.”


  “Thank you very much for all your hospitality,” Drew said. “Hopefully we didn't cause too much trouble, or make too much of a mess.”


  Mrs. Pendleton wrinkled her nose slightly, but didn't deign to respond to Drew. He had probably left that guest room a disaster. Instead, she turned to her son, who was speaking quietly to his sister at the door. “Maximillian, are you prepared to take possession of your reward for this month's assistance?”


  “Hell yes. The sooner I can get away from this loony bin, the better,” he snapped. He had been drinking heavily last night. I suspected he had one hell of a hangover.


  His mother pressed her lips together, then led us out the door and toward the garage. Max immediately lit a cigarette as we walked outside, puffing away right in front of his mother and sister. Both of them wrinkled their noses. “Your father and I considered your preferences when we were deciding on what to purchase,” Mrs. Pendleton said as we walked. “We discussed it at length, but we're both very pleased with the selection we made. I trust that you will be properly appreciative.”


  “As long as it's one of the cars I was looking at,” Max said.


  “What were you looking for? Hot rod? Mercedes?” Drew asked.


  “I was thinking that,” Max said. “But I don't want to bring anything too expensive to school. That's just asking for trouble, especially in Troy, you know?”


  “I hear that. So what did you decide on?” Drew and Max discussed cars and Lisa and Jess spoke in low tones behind us. I found myself walking next to Ariel.


  She leaned in, surprising me. “What do you think?”


  “About what?”


  “About what car he'll get.”


  “Something nice,” I said. “I don't think your parents would get him some beater, but I doubt it'll be exactly what he wants. Why? Do you know what he's getting?”


  She smiled and held a finger to her lips. I wondered what that was all about. There was probably a surprise in store. I looked over my shoulder at Jess and Lisa. They both glared at me. I sighed and stayed next to Ariel. Stuck in the middle again.


  We reached the garage and the door slowly began to open. I heard an engine grumble to life within and when the door fully opened, a car rolled out in front of us. I blinked, just to make sure what I was seeing was real, and not some sort of hallucination.


  Max's normal smirk was still there, but his expression was frozen. No one said a word or even made a sound until his lips parted and the lit cigarette tumbled to the ground and went out. “That thing is my new car?”


  “Yes,” his mother said. Ariel nudged me and winked. I tried not to laugh out loud.


  “This thing?” Max took a step forward and ground his cigarette into the driveway. The driver got out, the same man who had driven us down from Ripley at the beginning of the month. “Are you serious? Is this for real?”


  “It's very stylish,” I noted. Drew took three steps to the side, choked, then sprinted to the lawn and fell on the ground, laughing hard enough to cause internal injuries. I stood beside Max and put a hand on his shoulder. “It's a very nice car.”


  “It's orange. And ugly.”


  “It is not ugly,” his mother snapped. “It is a custom ordered PT Cruiser. A fresh, unique take on the traditional design.”


  “Fresh,” Max repeated. “Unique. It's an orange on wheels. Unique?”


  “The color, according to the spec sheets, is 'Hot Orange',” Ariel added.


  Drew had started to stand up, but at that, collapsed helplessly on the ground again. “Hot Orange!” he shouted, then burst into laughter all over again. Tears were running down his cheeks. Lisa had kept a straight face up until then, but at that point, clutched her stomach and started her own set of hysterics.


  “Your father would be so proud,” Mrs. Pendleton said, completely straight-faced.


  I started to laugh and Max gave me a dirty look, then walked toward the driver's side of his car. “I need a cigarette or twelve,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a pack. He tapped one out, put it between his lips with a trembling hand, and then flicked his lighter.


  Before he could light it, Jess stepped between him and the car, then plucked the cigarette from his lips. She stared him right in the eyes, then dropped it to the ground and stomped on it. Max's eyes bugged out. She had picked the perfect time to strike. Clever girl.


  “What the hell do you think you're doing?” he demanded.


  “No smoking, asshole,” she said. “I'm calling shotgun, and I sure as hell am not riding all the way back to Troy with you smoking the entire way. It has that awesome new car smell and I will be damned before I let you ruin that for me.”


  “Wait, what?” Max's eyes widened even further.


  “Do I need to spell it out for you?” She jabbed him in the chest. “You, driver side.” She pointed at herself. “Me, passenger side. Though at this rate, maybe I should drive, since you're obviously too upset to turn the wheel the right way.”


  Max's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, then he flushed red. “Like hell I'll let you drive! No crazy chick driver is going to get the first turn in my car!”


  “Crazy chick driver?” Jess stepped into him, forcing him to step back. “Oh, you don't want to go there, Maxie. Don't even think about it. I'll break your scrawny little neck.”


  While they argued and the other two rolled around on the lawn laughing, I noticed Mrs. Pendleton had a strange little smile. “Something tells me this was all a setup,” I said to her.


  “Of course it was,” she said. Her tone was nothing like the formal way she had addressed us over the past month. “Max is my son, and he's a Pendleton. One of our favorite family pastimes is fucking with each other.”


  “I'm sorry, I don't think I heard you clearly.”


  She laughed and patted my shoulder. No one was paying us a bit of attention. “You'll understand once you have children. I'm most interested in grandchildren right now. I suspect he'll be producing them before Ariel.”


  I looked back at Max and Jess. He grabbed his pack of cigarettes from his pocket and flaunted it in front of her. She snatched it from his hand and took a few steps backwards, snapping something right back, then dodged his clumsy lunge. He swore at her, she swore back at him, and then he started chasing her around the car. Before he could catch her, she hauled off and flung the pack of cigarettes as far away as she possibly could. Max let out a cry of anguish and ran for them. Jess gave chase. “You might be right,” I said. “But what about marrying him off? He always rants about taking a job with the family business, being expected to live a certain life. He hates it.”


  “I'm sure he does,” his mother said. “But as much as we would like to see him marry someone we approve of and take a job with our company and perhaps take the reins himself, we want to see him live a happy life. Going to that school has given him that. It's such a change from how he used to be, so withdrawn and sullen. He seems happy now. What more could I ask for?”


  I nodded. I found myself jealous of my roommate for the first time that I could remember. Max had come from a life of privilege and wealth, but he would be able to live a normal, happy life with the support of his family. I'd never be able to find real happiness, or have the support of my family. I'd be hiding things from friends and family alike for the rest of my life.


  Jess and Max returned from finding his cigarette pack, which was clutched firmly in Jess's hands. Both were completely out of breath. Lisa and Drew were out of breath as well, collapsed next to each other on the ground, her hand touching his. Ariel was watching her brother with a wistful smile, as if she was jealous as well. I was alone, surrounded by my closest friends. It was going to be a long trip back to Troy.


  


  Chapter Ten


   


   


  The secretary looked over the rim of her glasses as I entered, then nodded toward the double doors. Her silent gaze remained on me as I walked past her desk. I looked back before I opened the doors. Was she one of Ripley's freaks or just a normal secretary? Her eyes weren't glowing, but that didn't mean they couldn't.


  I pushed the doors open. They swung inwards without a squeak or even a whisper. Ripley's office was ostentatious, a corner office lined with full-length windows, his desk an enormous, commanding slab set diagonally in the far corner. His chair was equally imposing, tall and broad where the man himself was not, large enough that it seemed it would dwarf whoever was sitting in it.


  It did not dwarf Alistair Ripley. As the doors closed behind me, he leaned forward and planted his elbows on his desk. “Mr. Parker. Please, have a seat.”


  I walked across the thick carpet and took a seat in one of the three chairs facing his desk, placing my backpack on the floor in front of me. There was nothing on his desk. All that room, and yet there wasn't a computer or a tray or a picture or even a piece of paper. The wood surface was solid and polished to a mirror finish, marred only by a grid of thin grooves.


  All of the room's furnishings followed the same sort of simple utilitarian design. The lights were recessed in the ceiling, slanting down slightly toward the corner in which he sat. No pictures hung on the walls. The carpet was plain. Nothing in the room attracted attention. The effect had to be deliberate. When you walked into the office, your focus would belong to whoever was behind that desk, and that person was Alistair Ripley.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  “In general? Tired,” I said. I had fallen asleep on the way back to Troy, but sleeping sitting up in the car had left me more tired than I had been when we left. It also threw my body off and left me awake well past midnight, leaving me a wreck for the first day of classes. I had almost blown off meeting with him. Almost, but not quite.


  “I was referring to the outcome of your recent adventure,” he said.


  “I was exhausted afterwards, but after a good night's sleep and a big lunch, I felt better.” I had recovered much faster than Shade had implied.


  He nodded and clasped his hands on the desk. “Good. You'll want to eat and sleep well for the first stage of your training as well. It will be similarly exhausting at first.”


  “Sleeping hasn't been easy for me,” I said.


  He nodded again. “There are things that haunt my dreams as well.”


  That small admission surprised me. Even the great Alistair Ripley could admit to such things from time to time. “Does it get better in time?” I asked.


  “All things get better in time. Let's discuss your situation, shall we?” I nodded. He leaned over and I heard a desk drawer sliding open. He produced a single piece of paper and pushed it across the desk to me. “It is a simple notice of the terms of your training. No legal language, tricks, or traps. If you accept the training program, you agree to a term of service with my organization.”


  “I already said I'd do it,” I said. “I guess there isn't much to discuss about the review?”


  He nodded. “The opposition is not unified. A simple review of the incident resolved that it was accidental and that I took appropriate action to mitigate future damage. Even some of the most vociferously opposed admitted that someone of your strength would be an asset. They may not like it, but they accept it.”


  “That doesn't fill me with confidence, but I guess it's too much to ask for everyone to like me, right?” Ripley chuckled and I read the paper. It was just as he said, a simple document explaining that I would perform services for his organization in exchange for training. “So where do I sign?”


  “No need.” He held a hand out and I slid the paper across the desk to him. The paper vanished back where it had come from. “Having it witnessed is enough for our purposes.”


  “Witnessed?” I twisted around to look over my shoulder. A silhouette lurked behind me, wearing a trench coat, sunglasses, and dark humor. I nearly fell out of my chair. “Shade?” I asked.


  “Please, be seated, Shade,” Ripley said. The man sat in the chair next to mine. “Mr. Parker, you'll be delighted to learn that I have assigned you a trainer who you are already familiar with.”


  I looked over at him. “You? You're going to be my trainer?”


  “Believe me, Parker, I'm just as delighted as you are,” he said.


  “Could I possibly get someone who isn't quite as willing to get me killed?” I asked.


  Both of them laughed. “Where's your sense of adventure?” Ripley chided me. “Shade is one of our top field operatives. He's currently taking a rotation in our training division. The man deserves a vacation from time to time, wouldn't you agree?”


  “Where'd the name Shade come from? The sunglasses?” I asked.


  “Don't ask me,” Shade said. “Alistair has a fetish for melodramatic codenames. He'll assign you one if you survive training.”


  “I have no concerns about that,” Ripley said. That was an unexpected vote of confidence from the old man. “Whether you'll survive training him is another question altogether.”


  “I'm not afraid of a kid,” Shade said.


  “You've seen what he's capable of,” Ripley countered.


  “Yes, he's freakishly strong. That's why you want me to train him, right? You want someone who can stop him if he slips up and knocks a building over?” Shade chuckled.


  It was as if I wasn't even there. “I'm not planning on knocking anything over!”


  “You didn't plan on tossing that girl into a wall, either,” Shade pointed out.


  “That was an accident!”


  “And I'm going to make sure so-called accidents like that don't happen again.”


  “Enough.” Ripley's voice whipped out and we both fell silent. “You are both on the same side. Everyone makes mistakes. It is your job to learn from them, and it is his job to make sure you survive to learn from them. Is that understood?” I nodded and saw Shade nodding as well. “Good. For the record, I authorize level one access for Kevin Parker, trainee. Allow me to finally welcome you to the Establishment for Psionic Order.”


  “Psionic?” I asked. “Telekinesis, telepathy, that sort of thing? That's what this is?”


  “Yes,” Ripley confirmed. “Psionics. You're familiar with the concept?”


  “I've read enough fantasy and sci-fi,” I said. My hands were trembling. I wanted to laugh, but it fit. It all fit. “I've heard of psi and magic and all of those powers. You're telling me that it exists? It's hard to believe, even though I've seen it. And done it. And seen it done. It's all real?”


  “He's taking it rather well,” Shade observed.


  “It's very real, Kevin,” Ripley said.


  “The Establishment for Psionic Order. You said you were trying to save the world. What do you mean?” That name could be taken so many ways. Were they trying to establish psionic order, enforce it, protect it?


  Shade laughed and leaned back in his chair. Ripley leaned forward on the desk and looked directly at me. “The Establishment was formed to defend both normal people and psions. We protect the normal world from psions gone amok, from organizations trying to exploit them. We also protect psions and psionic powers from being revealed.”


  “Why keep it so secretive?” I asked.


  “They'd kill us,” Shade said. “People fear those who are more powerful than they are. The weaker they are, the more terrified they'll be. Doesn't matter if we're trying to help them.”


  “So you're not looking to take control?” I asked. “Not trying to form a new world order or anything like that?”


  Ripley threw his head back and laughed. Shade shook his head. “I told you he'd think that way. Just like everyone else who hears that name.”


  The old man wiped at his eyes. “Of course not, Kevin. Of course not.”


  I sat back in my chair. Both of their reactions seemed all too smooth, almost rehearsed. I'd play along for now. If they were lying, I'd find out eventually. For now, I wanted to find out more about what I could do with psionics. “All right. So what's expected of me? What sort of training are we talking about?”


  Ripley nodded at Shade. “Your trainer is responsible for your method and style of training. We've already discussed what direction his training will take, correct?” Shade nodded back and Ripley continued. “The initial training will be basic, but accelerated to catch you up with your peers. You need to learn of your psionic power, both how to manifest it, and how to do so without exhausting yourself. From there, you'll learn to control and focus your power in various situations, and we’ll teach the basic skills from the three main branches of telekinesis, telepathy, and metasensory powers. Once we've determined where your aptitudes lie, we'll begin more focused training.”


  Shade broke in. “What he's not telling you is that I'm going to break you. I'm going to run you into the dirt and exhaust you. You're going to pray for death and I'm going to laugh in your face. And once you're strong enough to deal with what I throw at you, once you pick yourself up and dust yourself off, I'll come back twice as hard.”


  I stared at him, then deliberately looked back at Ripley. “So what sort of advanced training could I expect to get into down the line?”


  “We'll discuss that at the appropriate time.” Ripley looked amused. “What sort of training schedule do you have in mind, Shade?”


  “Evenings,” he said flatly. “All of them.”


  “All of them?” I asked.


  “All of them.”


  Ripley shook his head. “I did say accelerated, but he does require time to rest.”


  Shade's eyes flickered, the green light reflecting oddly from his sunglasses. I looked over at him, then back at Ripley as an answering flicker shone from his eyes. Shade sighed. “Five days a week. Under protest.”


  “Duly noted,” Ripley said. “When do you want to start?”


  “Well, I was hoping for one good night of sleep before getting into anything,” I said.


  “I'm sorry, I was speaking to Shade,” he said.


  Shade looked over at me and grinned. “We start tonight,” he said and stood up.


  I groaned. Walked right into that. I couldn't admit any sort of weakness in front of this guy. Of course, if I hadn't antagonized him, I might not be paying for it now. His obvious dislike for me had only grown since Long Island. Maybe Ripley was putting him in charge of my training as a conciliatory gesture toward his opposition.


  “Kevin. This is for you.” Ripley slid a thumb drive across the desk to me. “Install the software then destroy the drive. Under no circumstances should you use it while anyone unauthorized is around to observe you. In other words, only while you are alone, or with Shade.”


  I picked up the drive and dropped it into my backpack. “I don't have my own computer at the moment. You don't want me installing it on my roommate's computer, right?”


  “No computer of your own?” Ripley frowned. “Computer access is required for many courses here. You should have your own computer. Didn't you have one at home?”


  “I left it there,” I said. I didn't want my old gaming rig here at school, tempting me to fall back into my old patterns. “I can ask about getting it brought up here if I really need it.”


  “Don't bother,” Ripley said. “I will see to the matter personally. If nothing else, a school-issued laptop can be lent to you on a temporary basis.”


  “Come on, we're wasting training time,” Shade said. He stood right at my shoulder as I stood up, crowding my personal space. I turned away from him as I picked my backpack up and stepped away from the chair. The bastard was going to try to intimidate me to let me know just who was in charge.


  Ripley's voice stopped me just as I pulled the double doors open. “Kevin. I'm expecting great things from you.”


  I smiled as I walked out. Of course, the old man was building me up now. He was getting what he wanted. He could afford to be generous and kind. It worked, even though I knew why he was acting that way. Shade stepped into me as we walked past the secretary, knocking me off balance. “Don't be too confident yet,” he said.


  I regained my balance and considered a foot stomp, then thought better of it. Ripley was going to build me up and Shade was going to tear me down. He was just looking for an excuse to make Ripley look bad. Considering that making Ripley look bad might also be bad for my continued health, I settled for just talking back. “You don't like me.”


  “I'm not here to be your friend, Parker. I'm here to train you and make sure you don't throw any more people into walls in the process,” he replied.


  We walked down the hall and into the elevator. I reached for the ground floor button, but he moved faster and punched the button for the top floor. “Is that why you don't like me? Because of that accident?” I asked.


  His hand flicked upwards and I slammed into the side of the elevator, hard enough to see stars. My feet dangled a few inches above the floor. “You have concerns about being liked, Parker,” he said quietly. “I don't like your attitude, your ingratitude. I don't like your cavalier bullshit. I don't think you deserve special treatment, no matter what potential you may have. No, Parker. I don't like you.”


  I struggled against his power, unable to break free, barely able to breath. The elevator slowed as we reached the top floor. When the doors hissed open, his grip vanished, dropping me to the floor. I staggered out behind him and followed him down the hallway. “Why are you training me, then?” I asked when I felt that I could get a full breath out again.


  “Alistair thinks I'm the best man for the job. Under my protest, of course. Which he dismissed as quickly as my protest today. I am stuck with you. And yes, before you say it, you're stuck with me as well.” He stopped before an unmarked door and pulled it open. A short stairwell led up to the roof of the building. “Come on.”


  “I'm not sure I like going up on roofs,” I said.


  He looked over his shoulder and grinned, showing all his teeth. “I know. Come on.”


  The skyline of Troy was only moderately impressive, even when lit up by the sunset. I knew that it did look more impressive from other vantage points, but right now, I just couldn't find any sort of beauty in the view. Probably due to the company. Shade flexed his arms out in front of him and his joints popped one after the other. “Stretch. You're in shitty physical condition. You'll need to work on that too.”


  I put my backpack down by the door and started to mimic his movement. My joints and muscles protested. “I thought psionic power came from the mind, not the body.”


  He snorted. “It does, but your mind and body haven't figured that out yet. That's part of your basic training. You felt it when you flung the girl, and when you blocked that kick. Neither of those were physically demanding actions. Why do you think you were so exhausted afterwards, then?”


  He was right. I had been tired after what happened with Nikki, and absolutely exhausted after shielding myself on Max's rooftop. Going back even further, pushing Drew out of the way and jumping over the car had tired me out as well. “It's not based on doing something physical, because the shield I used at Max's tired me out too. The connection I see is that I was doing something with psionics. That much is obvious.”


  He continued to stretch, moving into more elaborate stretches and exercises. “At least you're not completely oblivious. You were manifesting your power, taking an action with your mind instead of with your body. Which one of those tired you out the most?”


  “The shield. That was just with my mind. Do you mean that my body thinks that using these powers is actually, well, doing something?” I pulled my jacket off. Though it was still chilly, especially in the evening, I was sure that I would be sweating soon.


  “Close enough,” Shade said. He rolled his shoulders and faced me. Green light was visible behind his sunglasses. “Basic biology. You eat, your body turns food into energy. When you use psionic powers, you burn energy that you don't need to. Your body overcompensates. How strong would you need to be to push someone a few feet away? Not very strong. Wouldn't take a lot of energy. Even a scrawny kid like you could push me over if I wasn't paying attention. But what if you pushed me hard enough to send me flying off the edge of the roof here?” He gestured behind him.


  I shrugged. “A hell of a lot stronger than I actually am.”


  “And that's exactly what your mind and body think. Putting up that shield? Nothing in your experience has prepared your body for that sort of thing. So what happens? Your body burns the amount of energy it thinks it needs. It's a feedback loop.” Shade shrugged and lifted a hand again. I saw my backpack lift into the air, then do a couple of flips. “Once you start to understand psionic power and use it regularly, your body will figure out that it isn't actually using that much energy. How many calories do you think you'd burn, picking up your backpack and flipping it around like this?”


  “Not too many,” I said.


  “It takes less to do it this way,” he said. “I'm simply manipulating it with my mind. I don't need to exert any muscle energy or even think about it too much. The more natural it becomes, the less tiring it gets. Of course, that doesn't mean you can keep it up forever. Now, how about this?” He pointed across the roof at a large concrete block. “We keep that up here for training. Go pick it up and tell me how much it weighs.”


  I walked over and pushed it with my foot, then reached down and picked it up. It was heavy, not overwhelmingly so, but I had to strain to lift it. “Maybe forty pounds? Fifty?”


  “About fifty. A lot heavier than your backpack. Put it down.” I put it down and stepped away. The block stirred, then lifted into the air. “It doesn't take a lot more effort for me to lift it this way than it does to lift a backpack. If I lifted you, it wouldn't be a whole lot harder either, and I figure you weigh close to four times that block. Why do you think that is?”


  “Because you're not physically doing anything? Everything still has weight and mass. I'm not much for physics, but it still takes a certain amount of force to lift something against the pull of gravity, right?” I walked back over to Shade and shook my arms. I was more out of shape than I thought I was. Too much sitting around lately.


  “Tell me, Parker,” Shade said. “How much energy does it take to think?”


  “I don't know. I'm no biology major.”


  “Is it more or less than the energy you'd use to walk across the roof and pick that up?” he pressed.


  “Less.”


  “That applies to anything you do with telekinesis,” he said. “You're thinking it, not physically doing it. Understand?”


  “I think so. But doesn't that mean that effectively, I could move anything? Like, say, the moon?” I pointed to the horizon.


  He laughed. “I'd love to see you try. You'd drop like a rock.”


  “Why?”


  “First of all, telekinesis isn't perfectly efficient. Even trained psions still struggle with this. It's something that only comes with experience and practice. You can know perfectly well intellectually that you could, in fact, move the moon if you wanted to.” He pointed up at the sky. “That doesn't mean it has no mass, no weight. I can't comprehend how much force you'd need to push the moon. Can you?”


  “Not even close,” I admitted.


  “Second of all, you have to be sensible regarding how far away you reach. Do you really think that an untrained kid like you can reach that far away with your mind? Hundreds of thousands of miles?” He pointed toward the horizon. “Even I can't use telekinesis at distances of more than a few hundred feet, maybe a quarter mile if I really strained.”


  I assumed that he was a bit above average in that aspect. Ripley had said he was one of their top people. “That makes sense. So, how did you shoot those beams of light at that guy? And how did you move so fast when you were fighting? And what about the shields?”


  He shook his head. “Advanced topics, but they all stem from this basic concept. Your mind is more efficient than your muscles. The more you use it, the more efficient it gets, and the stronger you get. Just like working out at the gym. Enough talk. Let's get to work.”


  “I have another question before we start,” I said.


  Shade sighed and sat down on the concrete block. “Make it quick.”


  “Ripley mentioned something about telepathy. Does that exist too?” I asked.


  He nodded. “Of course. Telekinesis, telepathy, metasensory. Those are the three general schools of psionic abilities. You'll learn about all of them, but not tonight. Don't ask.”


  “Fine. What do you want me to do?” I asked.


  He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. “We'll start with some basic exercise for the first week. Introductory telekinesis. Take a book out of your backpack.”


  I grabbed an economics textbook. “All right.”


  “Levitate it,” he said.


  I looked at him, then at the book. It weighed a couple of pounds, a thick boring text. Reading it would be a cure for insomnia. I had no idea how to lift it in the air with my mind. “Just lift it?”


  “Put it on the ground. Take a step back. Lift it as high as you can.” Shade sighed. “And don't take all night to do it. We're not leaving until you get it as high as your belt buckle, or until you collapse. I don't really care which.”


  “But how do I do it?” I said. “I mean, how do I go from thinking about doing it, to actually doing it?”


  He shrugged. “That's up to you.”


  Now that was maddening. I dropped the book and took a step back, then breathed in deeply. All I had to do was lift it. I knew it wouldn't take much to get that book up in the air. I just didn't know how to use my power. All the other times, it had just come out of a stressful situation. This wasn't stressful, at least, not in the same way.


  I pointed a finger at the book. “Up.”


  “Up?” Shade's voice sounded incredulous. “What, do you think it's a dog?”


  “What am I supposed to do?”


  “You have to match thought to action,” he said. “Think of it being done. You can visualize the book rising in the air, right?”


  I thought of the book lifting smoothly into the air, flying up to the height of my belt buckle. Maybe a little higher, just to show him I could. “I can see it, yes.”


  “Now make it happen,” he said.


  The vision vanished like a puff of smoke. “How?”


  “It doesn't matter how. You just need to make it happen.”


  “This isn't telling me what I need to know.”


  Shade sighed and lowered his head. “Parker, I can teach you a lot of things, but I can't teach you how to bring your power out in the first place. What works for me won't work for you. I'm surprised you haven't already figured out how to do it on your own. It was as natural as breathing for everyone else I've ever trained. Maybe you're just broken.”


  “How do you do it, though? Maybe it'll give me an idea.” I stared down at the book, then prodded it with a toe.


  “I command my power,” he said. “It obeys me. I don't think you have that sort of personality, though.”


  I considered what he said and jabbed the book with my foot again, then closed my eyes. My power was a part of me, too. It was something I had to control. How did I control things? A switch? I could turn it on, or I could turn it off. That was too simple. I needed something that I could adjust to give me as much power as I needed. The next thing that crossed my mind was a faucet, turning the knobs and watching the water flow from the tap.


  The more I thought about that concept, the more natural it seemed. I could tap into my power that way, turning the flow up when I needed it, turning it down to a trickle when I didn't. I could even aim it like a garden hose. I chuckled, earning another sigh from Shade.


  I opened my eyes and stepped back from the book again. In my head, I formed a visualization of a spigot that drew from this pool of power that existed in my mind. I reached inwards and twisted the handle, tapping into that power. It resisted and my temples throbbed in rhythm with my pulse. It was just like it should be, that slight resistance before the flow, the infinitesimal pause just before the water came pouring out. My body was warning me, but I knew that I could use this power. This time, I could control it.


  For a moment, I didn't feel anything, but then the unmistakable sensation of power hit me, just like when I manifested that shield. Shade's head snapped up. A sensation of power, of ability. The image of Nikki's face, flying through the air toward the wall. I blinked and felt a surge somewhere in the back of my mind. Pain burst in my head. My temples throbbed and I clutched at my head.


  “No! Concentrate!” Shade's voice snapped the image away from me. “It's not something you can just let run wild! You have to control it, Parker!”


  The flow of power was surging explosively, driving me away from the means of control. I ground my teeth and forced my eyes closed, trying to hold the flow steady until I could safely use it. The surges began to fade in waves and pulses, and the longer I concentrated, the easier it became to stabilize. Finally, the flow was steady and serene, something I could manipulate and control. I opened my eyes. Shade was standing close to me, but I hadn't heard him cross the roof. “I've got it under control,” I said through clenched teeth.


  “Like hell,” he snapped. “You've been clutching your head for almost five minutes.”


  Had it really been that long? My jaw ached. I relaxed and kept a watchful inner eye on the tapped power. It quivered, but didn't surge. “No, really. I have it now.”


  “You're fucking dangerous, you know that?” Shade sounded as if he'd like nothing more than to toss me off the roof. “I could feel it when you manifested. Shit, the building shook. I wouldn't be surprised if we heard about a minor earthquake on the news. Alistair expects great things from you? We might not live that long. You've got no fucking control over yourself.”


  “Isn't that what I'm supposed to be learning here?” I snapped back. “You told me to learn control, right? Isn't that what you told me? How do you expect me to learn how to control it without actually doing it?”


  Shade hissed out a breath and reached forward, then pulled back. “Parker, you've got a smart ass mouth. You think you're learning control. We'll see. If you think you've got that screwed up brain of yours under control, try lifting the book like I told you to.”


  I looked down at the book. The glow from my eyes tinted the cover green. I visualized it lifting into the air, smoothly, rising up to chest level, just to prove the point to Shade. I even visualized a little spin on it. I would show him that I could control my power.


  The book shuddered, then lifted off the ground and rose past my ankles. My knees began to shake. Sweat beaded on my forehead and I took a shaky breath. I gave up on spinning the book. By the time it rose past my knees, I was sweating and shaking as if I had just run a mile. My power began to quiver again in my mind and my concentration started to lapse. It was far harder than I thought it would be, but I couldn't let Shade get the better of me. I forced the tap open a little more, giving myself just that much more power.


  The edge of the book rose to the level of my belt, then it was too much. My power sputtered and ran dry. The book hit the ground and I fell to my knees. My stomach churned in protest and sweat poured off me. I panted for breath and heard my pulse echoing in my ears. I had never been so tired in my life, not even after manifesting that shield.


  Shade stood over me, saying nothing until my breathing settled and I was able to swallow. No congratulations were forthcoming for the performance, I was sure. “I've seen better,” he said, confirming my thoughts. “But I've also seen worse. Get some rest, Parker. Eat dinner. Force yourself if you have to. You'll need it. I expect you back here after you're done with classes tomorrow. Just come to the roof. I'll be waiting.” He walked to the edge of the roof, then jumped off.


  I shook my head, spraying drops of sweat all over. If I could even make it back to the dorm tonight, I'd be happy. My stomach protested at the thought of food, but I knew he was right. I needed to eat, sleep, and then I'd be able to come back tomorrow and show him just how much of a quick learner I was.


  


  Chapter Eleven


   


   


  The first week of my new training regimen passed just as Shade had said. It started with lifting the book, then the book in my backpack, then the backpack filled with books. By the end of the week, I was able to lift the concrete block into the air and bring it almost to eye-level before dropping it.


  Shade offered little comment on how I was progressing. When it looked as if I was about to fail, he would taunt and mock me until I succeeded. When I finally did succeed, he would dismiss it or offer a lukewarm compliment. When I asked him at the end of the week how I was doing, he merely shrugged. “Passable. Nothing special about you, Parker. You’re just another kid fumbling around. We'll see what happens next week.”


  Each night after training, I would head to the Caf and load up on food. Healthy, unhealthy, it didn't matter too much. I was always hungry and I suspected that I had actually lost a couple of pounds since the beginning of the week. After eating, I would head back to the dorm room, work on some homework, and collapse into bed as soon as I was done. Drew was often gone. I assumed he was spending time with Lisa. Max made no comment.


  The first weekend came with a respite from training. I woke up late on Saturday to an empty dorm room. During my morning shower, I tapped a trickle of power to pick up a bar of soap, pulling it to my hand. The more I used my power, the less tiring it would get, according to Shade. I was getting in the habit of using it for little things like this when I could.


  When I got out of the shower, I heard someone knocking on the door. “Hold on,” I called, quickly pulling on some jeans. The knocking grew more insistent. Who would be knocking on the door like that? I pulled the door open and blinked in surprise. “Mom? What are you doing here? How did you get into the building?”


  My mother sighed as she took in my wet-haired, shirtless appearance. “Kevin. I see your father's lazy habits have rubbed off. He always wasted weekends away too.”


  I stepped to the side. She swept in like she owned the place. In a sense, she did, since she was paying for my room and board. “I've had a rough week. What are you doing here? Weren't you supposed to show up sometime this winter?”


  She stood by my desk and tapped her fingers on it. “You need a computer, don't you? I received an e-mail from one of your professors on your behalf. Why didn't you tell me earlier that you hadn't brought your computer from home? How have you managed so far? This is 2009, Kevin. You need a computer for school.”


  I blinked. Ripley had said he'd take care of it personally. Had he contacted my mom? How did he know how to get a hold of her? “That's what got you here?”


  She sighed again, then brushed her skirt off before sitting down in my chair. Just as always, she was demanding and full of impatient energy. “I was able to finagle a short business trip here. Weekends are the best times for important meetings. No one wants to come, and since they can't leave until I say we are finished, they are very agreeable. I got in late last night and prepared my agenda for the weekend, including visiting my wayward son. Of course, since you were in the shower, it's thrown my entire schedule off.”


  “Like I said, I've had a rough week,” I said.


  She raised an eyebrow. “Studying hard, I imagine.”


  “Yes, actually.” I pulled a t-shirt on.


  “No girlfriend?”


  I rubbed my forehead. “No, Mom. I don't have a girlfriend. I've been too busy with new classes.”


  “But you had an entire trimester before this one to think about it.”


  “I have been thinking about it, but like I said, I haven't had time to do anything about it.” I pulled Max's chair out and sat down. “I thought the point of going to college was to learn. That's what you said when you agreed to pay for it.”


  “Learning from books and professors isn't the only way I expect you to learn,” she said, then looked down at her watch. “I only have a few minutes before I have to leave. You do need a computer, right?”


  I nodded. “Some of my courses require one.”


  “So why didn't you bring your computer from home?” she asked.


  “I didn't want to bring that sort of temptation with me.”


  Lines appeared between her eyebrows, but she didn't ask why. I had never explained anything to either of my parents, but maybe she understood. “How have you dealt with college life without a computer so far?” she asked.


  “I borrowed my roommate's computer,” I said, pointing back over my shoulder. “And they have labs on campus.”


  “Roommates?” She looked around the room as if she expected them to come out of hiding. “I see they were awake and active long before you. You should take a lesson from them. I always told your father that he shouldn't let you sleep in so late. Weekends are very important. You can get things done on the weekend that you can't get done over the week.”


  “Like catching up on sleep,” I said. Dad had never cared what I did on the weekends. He slept in too, usually later than I did.


  She sighed yet again and tapped impatiently at my desk. “The damage appears to be done. Do your roommates have girlfriends?”


  “Max doesn't, and I'm not sure classifying Drew and Lisa as a couple is strictly accurate,” I said. “Can we get away from my personal life, please, Mom? I've got too many things to worry about at the moment. Finding a girlfriend just isn't a priority right now.”


  “Kevin, there is no time like the present to explore your options,” she said. Before I could protest, she held her hand up. “No, don't argue. Your father and I met during college. It's a good time to meet people, perhaps the best time. Work doesn't allow you much time to connect with people.”


  “I don't think you're the best example of how to connect with people,” I said before I could think better of it.


  She stared at me in silence for a long moment. Her expression stiffened, then she looked away. “I realize that I haven't been the best mother in the world, Kevin, but your father and I both agreed. We do love each other, but it's for the better that I took this job and spend time away from him.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “That was uncalled for.”


  “Don't be sorry. I'm the one who should be sorry for not being as involved in your life as I should have been.” She drummed her fingers on my desk. “And here I go again, poking my head in, just to check and see how you're doing, and then leaving before you even have a chance to tell me.”


  “Are you leaving right after the meeting?” I asked.


  “Yes, I'll be leaving for New York City, and then off to the west coast later in the week. Busy times coming.” She bounced up to her feet, brushing her skirt off again and then the sleeves of her jacket. “As for your computer, I've taken the liberty of getting you one. I assume it'll be acceptable, it was the most expensive laptop in the store.”


  I got to my feet as well. “It should be fine. I don't really need a top of the line one. I wish you had given me a choice, though. You probably spent too much.”


  She shrugged and led the way out of the room, striding down the hall fast enough that I had to jog to catch up. I didn't even have time to put my shoes on. “You took days to produce a list of parts and only saved a hundred and twenty dollars. I don't have the time for that.”


  “You could have just given me the money,” I pointed out as we walked through the first floor lounge. Heads turned as my mom swept through. “I mean, not to sound greedy, but it would have been easier that way, for both of us.”


  “Well, excuse me for wanting to see my son for the first time since he started school up here,” she snapped as she thrust the doors open.


  “I didn't mean it that way,” I said. “I mean, I just would have appreciated the ability to make my own choice of computer.”


  Her car was something very sporty, just like all the other cars I had ever seen her rent. The alarm beeped as we walked up to it. “I'm not confident in your ability to make well-informed choices as yet, Kevin,” she told me. “Aside from attending this school, at least. Show me you can continue to make good choices as an adult and I'll treat you as an adult.”


  I didn't have much of a response to that. She hadn't approved of my decision to go to community college and left Dad to foot the bill on that. When I had transferred here, she had never asked me why, only told me that she'd pay for it since she approved. She didn't have a clue as to what had made me want to get away from home. She had always put more weight on the choices I made, not the reasons why I made them.


  I clamped down on that hurt and forced myself to respond rationally. “I understand,” I said. “I just wish you'd been around more so you could see why I made the choices that I did.”


  She popped the trunk open and pulled a box out. “I wish I had been around more too.” She put the box down on the ground, closed the trunk, then stepped over to me and gave me a hug. Physical affection from her was always quick, intense, and surprising. “I am proud of what you're trying to accomplish here,” she said as she let go. “And I'll be proud of you for trying, whether you succeed or not.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “And thanks for the computer.”


  “Send me an e-mail when you get it set up,” she told me. “I won't be able to check until I'm in the city, or maybe from the airport in Albany, but just let me know if it will work for your classes. I probably won't be back in this area for a few months, but when I am, I'll let you know. I expect that I'll be able to take you out to dinner, and hopefully by then, you'll have a girlfriend to bring with you.”


  I rubbed at my forehead again. “I'll work on it, but no promises.”


  She smiled at me and pulled the door open. “I'll be in touch. Take care, Kevin.”


  I picked up the box and stepped away from her car. She pulled away and zoomed across the parking lot, then turned onto the main road and vanished downhill. I sighed and turned around just in time to see Max approaching. “Nice car,” he called.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Not as nice as yours, though.”


  He blew smoke at me and laughed. “Laugh all you want, but remember, I have a car, and you don't. So who was that? She looked hot for an older woman. Grad student? Are you going for older chicks now? Cougar?”


  “My mom,” I said.


  Max slapped his forehead. “No shit? You've got to be kidding me.”


  “I'll let her know you think she's cute and that she looks young enough to pass for a graduate student. She'll be thrilled to hear that,” I said.


  We started walking back to the dorm. My feet were cold. The weather was getting warmer, but it still wasn't comfortable to go outside in bare feet. “Too bad I was at lunch and didn't get a chance to meet her. So what was she doing here?” Max asked. “Dropping off a care package?”


  “Sort of. She got me a laptop,” I said. “Apparently an expensive one.”


  He stubbed his cigarette out in an ashtray before we entered the dorm. “Not bad. Your family's pretty well off, then?”


  “My mom is,” I said. Max raised an eyebrow. “My parents are separated. Not divorced, but they keep separate households. She travels a lot, my dad stays put. They've been that way as long as I can remember.”


  “Sucks to have an absent parent,” Max said. “My dad's gone a lot of the time. He's a lot more tolerable than my mom. Probably because he's gone so much. Maybe it doesn't suck as much as I thought it did. What does your mom do?”


  “Professional mediator and arbitrator,” I said. “Business level, legal level, personal level, you name it, she's done it. She doesn't talk about it much, and I don't ask. All I know is that she's traveling all the time and she gets paid well enough to put me through school here.”


  Max whistled, the sharp note echoing in the stairwell as we walked up to the second floor. “Sounds like a pretty weird family life. No offense intended.”


  “You'd know what weird family life is like more than I would,” I said.


  “I would, wouldn't I? Did you leave the door open?”


  “I got rushed out of the room. Sorry about that.”


  “No problem. So now you're going to have your own computer and won't have to borrow mine anymore? Good deal. Got anything on my system you'll need?” I put the box down on my bed and Max closed the door behind us.


  “I don't think so,” I said, using my key to cut the tape on the box. “But if you find anything, I guess you can e-mail it to me.”


  “Sure, no problem,” he said, and pulled his chair over. “Let's see the specs on this thing. High end laptop?”


  “Apparently,” I said, pulling the actual laptop out and passing the box to Max. I wasn't too concerned about the specs on a laptop. I didn't plan on using it for anything other than schoolwork and the program Ripley had given to me.


  Max let out another whistle. “Damn, this thing is impressive. Beast of a machine, Kev.”


  He handed me a piece of paper with instructions for setting the system up. “To ensure your new laptop's battery is fully charged, plug the unit in for at least four hours before turning it on for the first time,” I read. “Damn. I was hoping to get it up and running.”


  “Fair enough. What are you going to do in the meantime, then?” Max asked.


  “I think I’m going to try talking with Nikki,” I said.


  Max blinked. “Nikki?”


  “Kaitlyn's roommate.”


  “Oh, the chick who shot you down. Why bother?”


  I shrugged. “Just have some things I want to say. I think we can work things out. I don't know what room she's in, though. Lisa would know, but I don't want to disturb her and Drew.”


  Max chuckled. “You wouldn't be disturbing anything today. I haven't seen Drew at all today, he was gone before I got up. Lisa cornered me at breakfast and begged me to take her and Jess shopping later.”


  “And you agreed to this?” I asked.


  “Why not? I don't have anything better to do today.”


  “You agreed because Jess is going.”


  He flushed. “Yeah, well, what can I say? We talked a lot on the way back from my parents' place. She's pretty awesome. And you know I've had a thing for her.”


  “Yeah, I know. Wouldn't it be weird if you got with her and Drew got with Lisa? You two could go on double dates.” I grinned at him.


  He didn't smile. “And leave you out again, like over spring break.”


  The grin slid off my face. “I didn't think anyone had noticed.”


  “I did. Jess did too. Wasn't much we could do about it then, you really did seem to want to be alone most of the time, at least according to her. Sorry about that, Kev. If I had been around more, things might have been more fun for you.”


  “Don't get too worried about me,” I told him. “I'm not the social type, you know that. I did have fun, I got to relax and read some books I hadn't read before. You have a good library there. Seriously, don't worry too much about it. I'm an only child. I'm used to finding ways to keep myself entertained.”


  Max finally did grin. “I'm not worrying too much about it, as long as you're fine now. Since you're going to go off and chase down that chick, I'd say you're getting back to normal. You sure you want to go chasing her today? You could come with us instead. Maybe you could steal Lisa away from Drew.”


  “I have no interest in doing that,” I said.


  “I know, I was just joking,” he said. “Kaitlyn's in room C317, by the way.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Like any guy in this building isn't interested in where Kaitlyn lives? I heard it from Andreas.”


  “I'm sure,” I said.


  After Max left and I had the laptop plugged in, I went into the bathroom to clean up, then threw a dark blue shirt on over my t-shirt. I hadn't seen Nikki at all this trimester, though we were only one week into it. Her schedule would obviously be different, but it still felt strange, like I should have run into her long before now..


  Her room was easy enough to find and I paused in front of it. It looked just like every other door on the floor, but Nikki might be behind it. What was I going to say to her? “Sorry about throwing you into a wall”? I couldn't admit to that, and she wasn't supposed to remember it either. “Sorry for avoiding you” was much more accurate and maybe she'd understand.


  I knocked on the door before I could lose my nerve. After a few seconds, the door opened and Kaitlyn raised an eyebrow at me. “Oh, hey. Kevin, right?” She was wearing white shorts and a white cutoff top, and her tan was noticeably darker than it had been when I first met her in February.


  I nodded. “Hi, Kaitlyn. I was just wondering if Nikki was around.”


  She shook her head. “She's not here, she said something about a study session or a project or something like that. Hey, what are you looking at?”


  I snapped my eyes back up from where they had been drifting. “Oh, sorry, I was just noticing how tan you are.”


  “Nice save.” She held her arm out. “I'm totally tanned now. Spent most of the month back home on the beach. Look how white you are compared to me!” She grabbed my arm and held it up next to hers. My skin was ghostly in comparison.


  “I apparently don't get enough sun,” I admitted.


  “Nowhere near enough!” she agreed. “Did you notice something else about my tan?”


  I shook my head. “No, not really, what?”


  “See any tan lines?” Her smile widened.


  “I didn't notice any.”


  “Look again.” I let my eyes drift again at her invitation, but there were no tan lines where I could see. The girl really did like being looked at. “Impressive, right?”


  “Most impressive,” I agreed. “Did you use a tanning bed to even it out?”


  “Are you kidding? Totally not my style. No way, I am all natural. I do have some tan lines though. You want to see?” She leaned forward and I took a step back.


  “Maybe some other time,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to safer topics. The last thing I wanted right now was for Nikki to find me flirting with her roommate. “Did Nikki mention when she was going to be back?”


  “Nope.” Kaitlyn stepped back into her room, leaving ample room for me to come in if I wanted to. “So back to the more important thing here, the tan lines! The first thing I did when I went home was buy this strapless bikini. You know, the twisted top type? It's so awesome and it lets me have bare shoulders without having any tan lines showing.”


  She looked like she was expecting a comment on that. I wasn't sure what to say. She was gorgeous, the classic blue-eyed blonde-haired California girl that I had seen on countless television shows, but I was sure that she was just being a tease. “Sounds pretty hot,” I said.


  Kaitlyn beamed at me. “Super hot! You want to see it?”


  “You brought it with you?”


  “Of course!” She looked at me as if I was clueless. “It's going to get really hot in June and July. I'm totally going to be hitting the pool and doing some sunbathing. Now, look, I've got no tan lines up to here.” She pulled her top up a bit, revealing smooth, tan skin.


  I took a step sideways. This sort of teasing was going too far for me. Even if I did want to see her naked, I was sure she wouldn't follow through. “I'm sure you've got other things to do today, I don't want to keep you.”


  “I don't have anything to do until this evening,” she said, letting her top slide back down. “I know! You could keep me company this afternoon and catch Nikki when she gets back. Come in and spend some time with me! You seem like an interesting guy.”


  “I'm flattered, really, I am,” I said. Looking in both directions down the hallway, I saw that my escape route was clear. “Look, could you just tell Nikki that I came by and wanted to talk with her? I'd really appreciate it.”


  She pouted at me. “You're no fun at all. I was just teasing you.” Her pout vanished as quickly as it had appeared and she laughed. “Did you really think I'd put on my bikini just for you? I was just going to show you some pictures and maybe tease you a little more.”


  “Where's the fun in that?” I asked.


  “Teasing boys is fun for me,” she told me. “Plus, they like it too. I would have made it worth your time.”


  “Most guys would,” I said. “But I'm not interested in girls like you. Sorry.”


  Her smile widened. “Oh, that's fine. I'm not interested in guys like you either. Sorry.”


  “I'm glad we could have this little talk,” I said. Not just a tease, a bitch as well.


  “Me too. I'll let Nikki know that you dropped by. I doubt she'll care, though,” she said, and started to close the door.


  “Wait!” She paused with the door half closed. “What do you mean?”


  She pushed the door back open and pressed a finger to her lips. “Well, maybe because you've been avoiding her since Valentine's Day, and maybe because you haven't been talking to her, or paying any attention to her, or even looking at her.” I winced, but she continued on. “And now, ever since she got back to school, she's been so depressed. She won't talk to me about anything, she just goes to classes, studies, and sleeps. I don't know if she even eats anymore!”


  “And you don't have any idea what's going on with her?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “Why do you care? You gave up, didn't you?” She started to close the door again.


  I grabbed the door before she could slam it in my face. “I didn't give up, I just didn't want to hurt her!”


  Kaitlyn rolled her eyes and peeled my hand off the door. “You failed.”


  The door closed and I heard the lock click. My mind raced. Nikki had been depressed ever since coming back to school this trimester? Had she broken up with her boyfriend? If that had happened, maybe I'd have a chance. I just had to be patient and give her time. There was no need to rush things.


  I went back to my room and found it empty. Max and the girls wouldn't be back for a while and Drew had vanished. The laptop was still charging. Even though I was tempted to power it on and install the software that Ripley had given to me, I didn't know when Drew would be getting back, and knowing my luck, he'd walk in at the wrong time. I'd have to wait. In the meantime, though, I could practice a little on my own.


  Shade expected me to fail or cause a disaster. Alistair Ripley expected great things from me. My mom expected me to find a girlfriend and explore that side of life. I took a deep breath and tapped my power, highlighting my room in green. One goal at a time.


  


  Chapter Twelve


   


   


  Whatever hope I had of working things out with Nikki quickly dwindled. She never got back to me that weekend, and even though I dropped by her room from time to time, she was never there. Kaitlyn always agreed to pass my messages along, but I never knew if she did. She never teased me again, simply gave me an empty smile and got rid of me as soon as possible. After the first couple of weeks, I stopped visiting. She was blatantly avoiding me, just as I had avoided her.


  By the time Memorial Day weekend arrived, my thoughts of Nikki made it difficult to focus on my training. Shade took advantage of that distraction. “Stop crying over your poor little broken heart,” his voice whispered in my mind. “Concentrate. You'll never master telepathic discipline if you let yourself be controlled by your emotions.”


  I thrust him out of my mind and spoke aloud. “You're more distracting than any thoughts of her are.”


  “Good.” His eyes abruptly stopped glowing and he gestured for me to sit down. I dropped down on the rooftop and leaned back on my hands to listen to him. “While you're still pushing me out like a four year old throwing a tantrum, at least you're accomplishing the basic goal. Remember your defenses. Review. What's the point of a telepathic attack?”


  “It's a waste of time,” I said. “Defending your own mind against external influence is instinctive, and attacking another's mind takes a lot of concentration and power. The only ways it can be effective, according to what you've said, is to take advantage of someone's trust, or as a distraction. And in both those cases, you've got much easier ways to hurt them.”


  Shade clapped his hands together. “Good enough. You’ve grasped the basics. There are ways to get into someone's mind if they aren't paying attention, but that's an advanced topic. We'll be going over that and other advanced topics of telepathy in June, such as longer distance communication, and having a mental setting from which you can speak telepathically with people in real time. It's much more comfortable than just pushing words to another person.”


  “Sounds interesting. Are we going to go over anything else tonight? I'm not too tired yet,” I said. Telepathic training was tiring, but not like telekinetic practice. I didn't have the physical exhaustion, just a dull slowness to my thoughts.


  He hunkered down on the concrete block that had figured so prominently in my early training and looked at me over his sunglasses. “I was thinking of giving you a rest, but if you insist, we'll cover something new. I'll even give you a hand with your current obsession.”


  “My obsession?”


  “You're obsessing over that girl because she's avoiding you,” he said. “It distracts you. In the interests of getting you less distracted, I'll show you a way to find her.”


  “That's possible?” We had only discussed basic telekinesis and telepathy so far. Anything beyond those topics was dismissed as advanced training.


  “Of course it's possible. Private investigators can track people down by talking with people they know, looking through public records, following them and watching their movements. If you really wanted to, you'd be able to find this girl.”


  “I could, but I don't want to be a stalker. Or obsessive,” I pointed out.


  Shade flicked a hand dismissively. “Semantics. Do you want to learn how to stalk her psionically, or do you just want to keep obsessing over her?”


  “I wish you wouldn't phrase it that way, but yes, I'd like to learn that,” I said. As creepy as it sounded, being able to find people would be a valuable skill to learn. At least that was some sort of justification.


  “Fine. It's a bit sooner than I expected, but it's the last basic concept you need to learn, so what the hell. It's the cornerstone metasensory concept, what we call Sight.” He placed extra emphasis on the last word. “Think of it as an enhancement to your normal vision that lets you see psionic phenomena. That could be anything from looking for a specific person to scouting for latent traces or energy flows. Learning to focus it on something is just like focusing on what you want to manipulate with telekinesis, or on who you want to contact with telepathy. You've got a solid grip on both of those, so I figure you can learn this easily.”


  I didn't have a clue what latent traces or energy flows were, and I suspected that he wouldn't tell me if I asked. “So this Sight thing is like augmented reality?” I asked.


  “What’s that?”


  “Sci-fi concept. People have miniature computers implanted and linked to their optic nerves and their brain. Sort of like a heads-up display that's always there,” I explained.


  “Never heard of it explained quite that way,” he said. “Seems like a good way to describe it. But yes, sounds like you have an idea of what it is, and that should make it easy for you to learn. It's a foundation topic, just like what you've been learning. Once you get this down, we'll spend more time perfecting the basics, and then we'll be able to move on to advanced concepts.”


  I nodded. “What do I need to do?”


  “First, you need to understand the concept of interconnection.” He sketched in the air, drawing a series of glowing green lines pointing in every direction. “Everything connects to everything, including you. It's what you instinctively manipulate with telekinesis and telepathy. Metasensory powers allow you to visualize or otherwise sense that interconnection. It's limited in distance just like telekinesis or telepathy.”


  “What's the practical distance limit for this power?” I asked.


  He shrugged and the lines dissipated. “Everyone's different. Average psions can resolve their Sight out around a thousand feet away, maybe a quarter mile. Eventually all the connections start to blur and you can't tell one from another. If you can't distinguish them, you can't accurately focus on them.”


  “How do I use it?”


  He sighed. “Impatient as always. Listen, Parker, it's an important, dangerous concept. Just like your power in general, you don't want to rush into it. Your brain has no reference for this. It's sensory overload. People have fainted, blacked out, had seizures, even minor strokes when they first use their Sight. It's confusing and you need to focus quickly. Do you understand?”


  “I think so. I want to give it a try,” I said. How could someone have a stroke doing something like this?


  He shook his head. “All right. Turn around.” I faced away from him and looked toward the city. “Now, call up your power, but keep it low. Too much will burn your eyes and that's a bitch to recover from. My last trainee managed to do that. He was crying blood. Not pretty.” I tapped into my power, keeping it low and stable as he had instructed. “That's fine. Now focus it inwards toward your vision. Imagine that you're going to see the world through a filter of psionic power. You don't have to get too fancy. Just concentrate and tell me the moment you start to see things.”


  “What sort of things?” I asked.


  “Everyone's Sight manifests differently, but most people describe the first time as a massive spiderweb of lines. Without the spider. Usually without the spider.”


  “What do I do when that happens?” I asked.


  “Focus on me,” he said. “Don't let it drift. If you do, cut your power as fast as you can.”


  I focused as he had instructed and tried to visualize a way to look at the world through psionic energy. A simple way to visualize it was to think of it as a pair of glasses that I could put on and take off at will. I imagined myself putting glasses on, where the lenses were filters of psionic energy. They slid on and I could feel them pressing down on my nose and ears, heavier than I had thought, and my vision suddenly changed.


  Out of the city of Troy, flickers of light suddenly rose toward the sky. At first, there were only a couple, but within seconds, there were hundreds, then thousands. All around me, everything grew tendrils of light, tiny threads that glowed in myriad colors, defying any attempt to focus on them. Everywhere I looked, more grew, from the buildings, from the individual parts of buildings, from the bolts and rivets holding those parts together, from the molecules and atoms that made up everything around me. I clapped my hands to my face, covering my eyes, but I could still see those threads, everywhere around me. Even closing my eyes didn't hide them. I could hear them sliding against each other, chiming with the wind, shimmering music that resonated in my bones.


  “Focus!” Shade roared.


  I could barely hear him over the fury of the infinite number of threads, but I forced myself to follow his instructions. I had to think of him, my trainer, his dislike for me, his devotion to orders and duty, the way I saw him, the way he wanted to be seen. The more I concentrated on what I knew of him, the quieter the threads got, and suddenly they all vanished. All of them except for one, thicker than any others I had noticed. When I looked closer, I realized that it was actually several threads, braided together. It originated at the center of my chest and curled around to my left, traveling behind me. I turned around to see that the other endpoint terminated at Shade's chest.


  “This is amazing.” I lifted a hand to touch the thread, but it wasn't real. Or was it? A tingle ran through my fingers as they passed through it, but I wasn't sure if it was something I felt or just a reaction from my mind as my fingers passed through something that looked solid. “What else can this do? What else can I see?”


  Shade stood up and stepped away from his seat. “See for yourself. Lift the block.”


  I tapped more power and gripped the brick with my telekinesis. More threads appeared in my field of vision, a link from each fingertip, coiling together into a tight braid that connected right to the heavy block. I lifted it and the thread pulsed with green energy. When I lowered it back to the ground and let myself rest, the thread vanished with a distant tinkling sound. “This is amazing,” I said.


  “You're getting the hang of it,” Shade's voice came as a telepathic message. I looked at him and noticed a new thread appear between us, this time connecting us forehead to forehead. It shimmered green again as he sent another message. “Go ahead and let it go.”


  I twisted my power off. My vision flickered and returned to normal. I felt my heart pounding in my chest. My breathing was a little ragged, not like it had been when I first started training, but I was more tired than I had been lately. My vision was blurred and I saw sparks every time I blinked. “Takes a lot out of you,” I said.


  Shade shrugged. “Just like everything else, the more you use it, the easier it gets. Unlike the other techniques I've shown you, this can actually injure you if you’re not careful. Telekinesis and telepathy will tire you out. You run out of juice, you fall over. It's self-limiting in the amount of damage you can inflict on yourself. Your Sight is something your brain isn't prepared to deal with. Your brain needs to integrate the metasensory senses with your normal senses. Over time, you might start sensing psionic phenomena by sound, scent, touch, even taste. Vision is the easiest way to see it and that's where we have people start.”


  “Is this where you're going to tell me not to use it until I'm used to it?” I asked.


  He snorted. “Of course not. You're going to use it to find that girl no matter what I tell you, and I don't care if you burn your eyes out in the process. People only make that mistake once. They spend a week with our medical staff, getting their retinas rebuilt. If it gets out of control, force your power off and try again. It's the only way you can get comfortable with it.”


  I nodded. Just as he said, I was planning to use it no matter what he said. This could be handy in everyday life. “Thanks. Are we training on Monday since there aren't any classes?”


  He shrugged. “I'm taking the weekend off. You can come here if you want, but I won't be around.” As usual, he turned his back on me and jumped off the edge of the roof. That always indicated the end of our training for the day. Where he went, I had no idea, but I assumed that the Establishment was based nearby. He probably had a house or an apartment nearby, close enough to make it to campus at a moment's notice.


  I shrugged and walked to the stairwell leading down from the roof. Where he lived wasn't really my concern. I had other things to think about right now, like when I was going to track Nikki down.


  My opportunity came that very weekend. Lisa and Drew organized a Memorial Day picnic for our group of friends. There was a small park near the dorm and we took over a corner of it. Andreas acquired a grill from sources he refused to divulge and Max produced a selection of hot dogs and hamburgers. Drew declared he would man the grill, but only after we played some basketball on the nearby courts.


  Lisa pulled me aside after Drew made his announcement. “I'll give you five bucks if you make sure Drew plays skins,” she whispered.


  I chuckled. “Where's Jess?”


  “Setting up the ambush,” Lisa replied, then held her finger to her lips. I had no idea what ambush she was talking about, but I assumed it had something to do with Max.


  The ambush occurred about halfway through the two on two game. Max and I were down by three, but Andreas was getting tired and there was only so much Drew could do by himself. The first water balloon hit the center of the court, taking us by surprise, spraying me and Andreas with frigid water. The second one caught Max in the chest, soaking his shirt. He swore and his shot sailed past the backboard.


  “Get them!” Lisa cheered, hefting a gigantic water gun that looked as long as she was tall. The back of Max’s car was open, revealing buckets full of water balloons and water guns. Jess and Kaitlyn were working together, one bringing buckets down from the car, the other flinging icy cold water balloons at us from a safe distance.


  “What the hell?” Drew shouted. “Take cover!” We dropped back while Lisa continued to cheer. Kaitlyn took her turn flinging water balloons toward us. One burst only a few feet away, showering all four of us. “Damn, that girl's got good aim!”


  She blew a kiss in our direction before following up with another barrage. Lisa sent a spray of water toward us, falling well short, but the intent was still clear. This was war, and they had declared it with a liquid Pearl Harbor.


  “You let her borrow your car?” Andreas asked Max.


  “I had no idea this was coming,” Max snapped. “She said she was picking up more snacks! Dammit, the seats better not be wet.”


  “You seriously let Jess borrow your car?” Drew asked. Max muttered something inaudible as we dropped back again under fire. Jess replaced Kaitlyn, adding another bucket to their arsenal. “We'll talk about your priorities later, man, but right now, we've got to get this under control. Andreas, you're the master tactician. What's your take?”


  Andreas was already breathing heavily from the game and took a moment to catch his breath. “They attacked at a point of weakness, when we were focused on the game. The car is parked somewhat uphill, a disadvantage if we choose to attack. We have no cover. Our only advantage is that of numbers, three of them and four of us. The only strategy with a chance of victory is to split up and attempt to steal their armament from the car. If one of us can reach it, we can face them on more equitable terms and launch a counter-attack.”


  Drew chuckled. “They're all wearing white. It's like they're daring us to get them wet. Let's do this. I'll play bait since I'm the biggest target, and already have my shirt off. Andreas, you're with me, since you're too tired to run around, right?” Andreas nodded. Max and I exchanged glances. “You guys are going to go for the car from different directions. Kev, go right, Max, go left. If you get a bucket or two, we'll meet back at the court. Just converge on the guy with the bucket. Sound good?”


  Drew's plan was solid. There were at least a half dozen buckets left in the back of Max's car. Kaitlyn was replacing Jess, but instead of a bucket, she had brought down two more enormous water guns like the one Lisa was swinging around. Our only chance of victory was to steal whatever they had left. If we couldn't, we'd have to retreat, and we'd never hear the end of that.


  Max slapped my shoulder. “I'm ready. You ready?” I nodded. “Let's go!”


  I jogged to the right, Max to the left. Drew broke into a sprint right for them, shouting and waving his arms. Lisa responded with a stream of water that he barely dodged. Kaitlyn launched a barrage in Max's direction, then in mine, then aimed another toward where Drew and Andreas were closing in. Drew sidestepped and the balloon caught Andreas right in the forehead, dropping him to the ground in surprise.


  This was perfect timing. I sprinted in just as Jess launched a surprise barrage from the back of the car, aiming for Max. While no one's attention was on me, I decided to sneak in a little telekinesis. Her first balloon went a little wide, her second a little short. Of course, no amount of telekinesis could make up for being a klutz. Max slipped on a patch of wet grass and went tumbling. I let my power go and didn't bother deflecting her next shot. He deserved it. The balloon caught him in the stomach and he flopped over backwards, holding his hands up in surrender..


  Drew was trying to defend Andreas from further barrages and was taking fire from both Kaitlyn and Lisa. I saw one balloon glance off his shoulder before I was too close to the car to waste any more time focusing on the others. Jess spun toward me and I dodged around to the far side of the car, trying to fake her out and keep her distracted until I was sure my eyeglow was gone. She flung a pair of balloons in a high arc over the car, then stepped sideways to fling one straight at me. It barely missed and she scrambled for another one just as I got to her.


  “Oh no you don't!” she declared, throwing her arms out in front of the array of buckets. Some of them were empty, but there were two that were full. I stepped in and she stepped right in my way. “You can't touch them without touching me.”


  “You make that sound like a bad thing,” I said. She reached back and grabbed a balloon, holding it in front of her and twisting it slightly. “Oh, you're willing to soak yourself in order to get me?”


  “Mutually assured drenching,” she told me. “I'm not afraid!”


  “You know, all I need to do is this,” I said, then held my hands out right in front of the balloon. She brought it up, then down, but I kept both hands as a shield between us. She growled and pushed the balloon right into my hands. It burst between us, splattering my hands, but most of the water reflected back at her. She yelped at the cold splash and I snagged the two full buckets while she was distracted. “Now we're going to get our revenge,” I informed her.


  She grabbed another balloon from one of the remaining buckets as I jogged away with the two heavy buckets. The first one barely missed me, but her next shot took me right between the shoulder blades. The cold splash was a shock, but a sacrifice I was willing to make.


  The others had already withdrawn to our meeting point. Jess pulled the last buckets out of Max's car, then slammed it shut and ran downhill to join the other two girls. “We can't stick with a long range plan,” Drew said. “They've got more balloons. We need a sure thing. Andreas?”


  Andreas nodded, panting for breath. “The only way to make sure, attack point blank. Launch at range. Hope for lucky hits, then charge. Just like what Jess tried with Kev. Our last, best hope.”


  “Let's do it!” Drew whooped, then flung a pair of balloons toward the girls. I followed suit, but my throws were nowhere near as accurate as his. Kaitlyn squealed as a balloon burst close enough to spray her, but none of us took any more direct hits. When we were down to two balloons each, Drew sounded the charge. “For wet white shirts!” he bellowed, and tore off toward the girls.


  Max and I exchanged glances. “I'm sure as hell not repeating that war cry,” he said.


  “Neither am I,” I said.


  “Wet shirts!” Andreas shouted.


  Our charge was met by a hail of balloons and streams of water. We took our hits and charged directly in. The girls scattered as we got close, but we caught up to them. Drew broke both of his last balloons right over Lisa's head, soaking her from top down. Max tossed a balloon at Jess's back as she ran, and when she turned around to yell, we both broke balloons right at her, drenching her. Kaitlyn taunted Andreas, daring him to get her soaking wet. He did.


  All three of them were wearing swimsuits underneath.


  The girls, though just as drenched as we were, grinned proudly. Drew grumbled. We all congregated at the picnic table where our cooler and supplies were, but before formal negotiations could begin, there was a rumble from high above. Dark clouds were sweeping in, unnoticed during the great water war. “Shit, I didn't think it was supposed to rain today!” Max said. “This was supposed to be a great day for a picnic!”


  “It's getting cold too,” Lisa said, wrapping her arms around herself.


  “Let's get back to the dorm,” Drew said. “We can always come back, right?”


  We gathered the buckets and water guns and all the food and loaded Max's car back up. Rain was already starting to shower down on us, huge warm drops soaking our already-wet clothes. Max let the girls into his car after insisting they take their wet shirts off, then took off, leaving Drew, Andreas, and me to walk back to the dorm. We jogged most of the way, cursing Max with every breath.


  By the time we got back to the dorm, the rain had started in earnest. Thunder boomed overhead. Drew and Andreas wasted no time rushing inside, but I hung back. This was the perfect time to try to find Nikki. If she hadn't come to the picnic with Kaitlyn, she'd be either in her room, or nearby. I'd take advantage of Kaitlyn's absence.


  I ducked around the corner, out of the line of sight of the road passing by the dorm, then called up my psionic Sight. All around me, the threads started to appear, shimmering and echoing with the rain. Each raindrop seemed to freeze in midair, a jewel of light tethered to an infinite number of similar jewels. I focused quickly, concentrating on Nikki. The number of threads swiftly dwindled, finally resolving to a single thread that snaked around toward the back of the building. What was she doing back there?


  I peeked around the corner. She stood in the courtyard where we had both stood on Valentine's Day, alone in the rain. I ducked back and cut my power off, then waited a moment for my eyes to fade. Once I was sure that no trace remained, I turned the corner and walked toward her. She didn't seem to notice my approach. I was certain that she wasn't able to hear me, not through the downpour.


  As I got closer, I saw that she was completely drenched. Her tank top clung to her and her jeans were a dark, wet blue. Her brown hair was a little shorter than I remembered, hanging in lank wet tendrils at the back of her neck. She was facing away from me, looking up at the sky. I cleared my throat, but she didn't seem to hear me. “Nikki?”


  She flinched, but didn't turn around. “Kevin?”


  “What are you doing out here?” I asked.


  “How did you know I was here?”


  “I took the long way around the building. Our picnic got rained out.”


  “I see.” She lowered her head, but still didn't turn to look at me. “It's cold. Like me.”


  “I don't think you're cold,” I said. “I've been looking for you. I wanted to talk.”


  “I know,” she said, barely audible over the rain. Anything else she said was lost in a distant roll of thunder. If she knew I had been looking for her, then Kaitlyn actually had been passing the messages along. I had pegged her as more spiteful than that.


  “Why have you been avoiding me, then?” I asked. “Was it something I did?” The sheer hypocrisy of that question made it painful to ask.


  “You didn't do anything,” she said.


  “Then what happened?” I asked. She didn't reply, simply seemed to sag forward, hunching over like she was in pain. I took a step toward her. I wanted to help her, but I didn't know what I could do. She turned, finally, and looked at me over her shoulder. Brown eyes, large and sad, glanced over my face, then down at my feet.


  “We broke up.”


  Those words made me want to cheer, made me want to sweep her off her feet, made me want to immediately make a move. I held back. “With your boyfriend?”


  She smiled slightly, the barest shadow of her dimples appearing. “No, with my brother. Yes, my boyfriend. It wasn't working out. Some things just don't work.”


  “I don't know if I could handle it either,” I said.


  She laughed. “It's almost funny. He found someone else. Someone there.”


  “What about you?” I asked, when it was clear she wasn't going to add anything more.


  “Me?” She glanced back up at me, then back down. “I was lonely here. I am lonely here. My old friends are all far away and I have a hard time making new friends. When I did finally make a new friend, a good friend, something happened. He started avoiding me.”


  I winced. “I'm sorry.”


  “Don't be. I put you in a weird situation.” She laughed again. “Of course it was weird. You were here. He wasn't. What was I supposed to feel?”


  “I don't think it's a question of how you're supposed to feel,” I said. “I think it's just a question of how you do feel.”


  She turned away so quickly I thought I had offended her. Instead of replying, she walked over toward a bench and sat down, then drew her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her legs. I followed her to the bench and sat next to her. “I do like you,” she said to her knees. I had to strain to hear her. “I really do. But you have to understand how I feel about this. I feel like I betrayed him. Neither of us were happy. We had to move on. But I don't know if it was the right thing to do.”


  “I don't think it was wrong,” I said.


  “Of course you wouldn't,” she said. “I don't think it is either, but I still feel guilty. Am I making any sense?”


  “I think so,” I said.


  “Do you?” She turned her head and looked sideways at me. “Let's be open with each other, Kev. Let's stop hiding things. How did you know I was back here?”


  


  Chapter Thirteen


   


   


  Her question hung between the raindrops. How specific a question was this? “I thought I'd walk around the building and saw you back here,” I lied.


  “You weren't surprised to find me. You came right here,” she said. “Right to me.”


  How could she know that? Was she making sure she knew where I was just so she could continue to avoid me? And Shade called me obsessive. “I wouldn't put that way. You know I've been looking for you.”


  She shook her head and her eyes narrowed. “Kevin. Answer me honestly. I didn't tell anyone where I was going. Kaitlyn was with you. She couldn't know where I was. No one knew, but you found me in a place where there was no reason for me to be. So how did you find me?”


  The line was clearly drawn. If I didn't tell her the truth, I'd lose her as a friend, not to mention any relationship potential. If I did tell her the truth, I'd be breaking the rules that Shade had laid out for me early in training. Don't tell anyone. Don't let anyone see you. Notify him immediately if anything happens. He said power was a terrifying thing, especially to those without it. I didn't want to terrify her.


  I also didn't want to tell her because of how she'd react. I knew that inequality of this sort would make things hard for both of us. How could I have a normal relationship with her? Just like legions of fictional superheroes, I wanted to hide my abilities from her so that we could have some semblance of normality together.


  “Well?” she asked.


  I shook my head. “I want to tell you. But I don't know if I can.”


  “Why not? Are you going to hide things from me? I know that's hypocritical, but I decided that I wasn't going to hide things from you anymore. I want you to feel the same way. I want you to trust me.”


  I looked down at the ground. Puddles rippled with the incessant downpour. “Can I really trust you? You won't tell anyone?” I asked.


  She leaned over, putting her face in my field of vision. “Promise.”


  I took a deep breath. Damn Shade. Damn Ripley. I'd prove them wrong. Not everyone would be afraid. I stood up and took a few steps away, then turned to face her. She watched me, head tilted slightly as she waited. I tapped into my power. Heat rose in my face as my power surged and rapidly stabilized. I held my hands out in front of me and concentrated on the rain.


  My previous use of telekinesis was to move simple, solid things. Changing how raindrops moved was more challenging. Even though each one was tiny, there were thousands to deal with. Instead of whirling them around or gathering them to one point like I had originally planned, I just pushed them all away. I pushed too hard.


  Every raindrop within five feet of me abruptly moved. Puddles at my feet splashed away, splattering Nikki with cold water. She shied away, but her expression was more than enough for me. Eyes wide. Skin pale. I had guessed wrong. It was all over. I'd have to tell Shade. All my worst nightmares were coming true. What had I done?


  My loss of confidence shook me. My power surged out of control. My temples throbbed with pain and wind swirled, pulling all the rain around me into a translucent whirling wall of liquid. I was suddenly at the center of a miniature waterspout and I could barely breathe for all the water howling around me. I dropped to my knees and choked. My power surged again and my skull felt as if it was about to shatter. The green glow intensified with my power, the glow from my eyes scattering through the water. While the power would burn out, what if I managed to drown myself first?


  I could barely see Nikki through the wall of water. Her figure was blurry, distorted by the water wall, but I could see her stand up. I could see lighter colors lift from her sides, her hands rising and reaching toward me. She came closer and I could barely make out her mouth moving, a dark gap in the pale oval of her face. Anything she said was lost to the violent storm surrounding me. Lightning flashed, sending blue-white highlights through the green glow of the wall for a single beautiful moment.


  When the lightning cleared, the green glow was twice as bright. Through the wall, I could see two more spots of green. Her hands burst through the wall of water, pressed together and carving a gap in the spray, and then she yanked her hands apart. The whirling wall of water exploded in a spray of green, dissolving back into individual drops of water, each one glowing for just a second before hitting the ground.


  My surprise doubled as Nikki stepped toward me, her eyes glowing green. She leaned down and pressed two fingers to my temples and I felt a strange pulse in my head. The agonizing headache vanished. I seized control of my power and cut the flow off as quickly as I could.


  Nikki fell to her knees and before I could react, she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me hard enough to make my neck creak. “I knew it,” she whispered in my ear. “I knew it! It makes sense! It makes so much sense!”


  “What?” She had psionic powers. She knew how to use them. What part of this made sense?


  She stopped squeezing the life out of me and withdrew, keeping her hands on my shoulders. I could feel her leaning on me. “You idiot. I should have known. We were both in that class, but you never told me until now! Why did you hide it from me?”


  My mouth dropped open and I slapped my forehead. “I can't believe it,” I said. “That's so obvious. How did I miss it? I really am an idiot.”


  She laughed and then sat back, leaning on her hands. “I thought you had figured it out long before now. I hinted at it so many times when we had dinner together. I thought that maybe he had seeded the class with people who weren't psions, just to make sure we didn't assume anything. I hoped that you were, but my mentor wouldn't tell me anything. She just told me that I'd learn what I needed to know when I needed to know it.”


  It did make sense. I couldn't believe I had missed all the signs. “So you were assuming that I wasn't like you, right?”


  She nodded. “I didn't know if we could even be friends if you knew what I could do. It'd be an unequal relationship. I didn't want to put you through that.”


  It was eerily similar to what I had been thinking just a few minutes ago. “That's why you broke up with your boyfriend back home, right?”


  Her gaze dropped to the ground. “Among other reasons.”


  “So where do we go from here?” I asked.


  She looked back up at me, then up at the sky. “Looks like the rain is slowing down.”


  I looked up as well. The sky wasn't as dark as it had been and the downpour from earlier had moved on, leaving only a thin drizzle in its wake. “Well, I'm already soaked to the bone, so there's not much point in going inside now,” I said.


  She laughed. “I guess the picnic didn't go off too well, then.”


  “It was a lot of fun. The girls started a water war.” I told her about how they had ambushed us and how I had been the hero, stealing some balloons and letting us soak the girls back. She giggled all the way through up until I told her how the girls had been wearing swimsuits under their clothes.


  She rolled her eyes and tugged at her tank top. “Sorry, I guess I'm just not as nice a sight as Kaitlyn is.”


  The tank top was still soaked and clinging to her. I had been trying to avoid staring, but couldn't help myself when she drew attention to it. “Kaitlyn's a little too superficial,” I said. “I like the way you look.”


  She glanced at me, then flushed. “Of course you do, when I look like this.”


  “I thought that way long before I ever saw you like this,” I said.


  Her face turned even redder. “Now you're just being a flirt.”


  “You did tell me to be honest.”


  “I did. Don't make me regret it,” she said. “So, how long have you known? About psionics, I mean.”


  It took me a moment to shift my mind back to that topic. “Well, I've had weird things happening since the very day I got here. I never knew exactly what was going on till after we got back from Max's place.”


  “Are you serious?” she asked. “Didn't you start training during the first trimester?”


  I shook my head. “I turned Ripley down at first. They took a normal life away from me and didn't even give me a choice. It took a pretty nasty accident before I realized that I had to learn control of my power and that I had to take the one choice I was offered.”


  “A nasty accident?” she asked.


  I closed my eyes. I could see her broken body again, just as clearly as I had on Valentine's Day. Her closed eyes, sunken face, limp and injured and dying. I forced the image away and opened my eyes again. “I don't feel comfortable talking about it. Not yet,” I added as she looked like she was about to protest. She frowned, but nodded. “It was bad. Ripley had to cut my power off for a while, to make sure that I didn't lose control again. That didn't work out too well.”


  “What happened?”


  I gave her a brief description of the attack at Max's place. She listened to my description and chewed on her lower lip. “And that's what led you to finally accept the training offer?” she asked when I finished.


  I nodded. “What about you?”


  “I took it. Immediately,” she said. “I don't understand why you wouldn't jump at the opportunity. Alistair was harsh about what would happen if I didn't accept the offer, but he was only being honest. But really, Kevin, when you were given the opportunity to be different, to be able to do things that normal people could only dream about, why didn't you take it? I was nearly in tears. It felt like I finally had a reason to be here.”


  I hung my head. She sounded so thrilled, it made me feel bad for being so stubborn about it. “I felt like an outsider for so many years during high school,” I said. “I came up here so I could have a new start. I wanted to have a normal life. I never even got the chance. They took that away from me.”


  She leaned forward and touched my hand. “But don't you want to do something with your life? Don't you want to be something more than just a normal guy, like you said?”


  I looked up at the sky. The rain had faded from a drizzle to just a shower while we spoke. The sun was coming out. “Everyone does. I just wanted to be able to do it myself.”


  “And now you can,” she told me, squeezing my hand. “Look, Kevin! You have power now! You can use that power and do things that most people can't! I have this power and I plan to use it. Don't tell me that you don't feel the same way.”


  Her words sent a chill up my spine, even as the sun broke through the clouds and shone brightly down on the two of us. Power corrupts, a voice whispered in the back of my mind. We held power that was unfathomable. What sort of person would she become due to the power? More importantly, what would I become?


  She might have sensed my sudden tension, because she let go of my hand and then pushed herself to her feet. “Let's sit back down on the bench,” she said. “The ground's too wet for me.”


  “The bench is wet too,” I pointed out.


  She shrugged and her eyes flickered with green light. Water slid off the bench and poured on the ground to the sides of it. “Not anymore,” she said.


  I stood up and we both sat down on the dried bench. “Don't you feel strange using your power to do such trivial things?” I asked.


  “Not at all,” she said. “You used your power to do a trivial thing like find me, didn't you? As long as we use it responsibly, I don't see why we should save it for special occasions. Besides, the more we use it, the easier it gets to use it. Your mentor should have taught you that, right?”


  I nodded. “I've gotten into the habit of using it for silly things too, like picking up the soap or shampoo in the bathroom. Just a few simple things each day. It's a lot easier than it was.”


  “So you do it too, so why complain? In fact, I was out here practicing when you found me. You've gotten to the basic metasensory training, right?” she asked.


  “Just started it Friday,” I said.


  “I was practicing my focus. I could feel your presence when you came around the corner. I'm surprised you didn't notice, but you probably haven't learned what psionic energy traces look like quite yet.” She stretched her arms up over her head. “This sun feels really nice. I wonder if I could dry my clothes out. Seems like a simple thing, but I don't want to set them on fire or anything. Though I bet you wouldn't mind if I burned my clothes off, right?”


  She simply accepted psionics. I wondered if I could ever feel that comfortable about it. “I don't know if I'd bother,” I said.


  “Why not? It's just water,” she said. “All I'd need to do is heat them up enough to make them dry. Can't be too hard.”


  “Like you said, it's just water,” I reminded her. “Plus, what would happen if you walked inside completely dry after that rainstorm? What if someone noticed?”


  She leaned back and rested her arms on top of the bench. “You're right. I wish we could just use our powers openly. I don't care what other people think. There are people who are smarter than me, faster than me, prettier than me, all sorts of normal people who are able to do things I can't just because I don't know how. Everyone has talents. Why do I have to hide mine?”


  “People fear what they don't understand,” I said.


  She glanced at me and sighed. “I know, I'm just whining. Don't take it so seriously.”


  The sun vanished briefly behind a cloud, then came back out. I wondered if my friends were considering going right back to try the picnic again. The sky was clearing up and the storm was receding off toward the east. It was considerably warmer than it had been just ten minutes ago.


  Nikki poked me in the side. I flinched away. “You look like you're bothered by something,” she said.


  “Just thinking about everything I've learned,” I said. “Mostly about today.”


  “What have you learned?” she asked.


  “That the Establishment is hiding a lot of things from us,” I said.


  She shrugged. “Big surprise. Did you see their database yet?”


  I nodded. “Just a quick glance.” The program that Alistair had given me linked directly to the organization's databases. A quick look at what was available had shown many documents aimed at trainees, and much more that was unavailable at my access level. I hadn't browsed much more than the summaries, since Max and Drew had been popping in and out all weekend.


  “You should read over everything in there as soon as you can,” she told me. “There's a lot of information for trainees that'll help you learn what's coming up. Did you know there's a branch of telekinesis focused on control over biology and physiology? It's called biokinesis. That's how they heal injuries so quickly. I've actually started to think about taking more courses in human physiology and anatomy so I can understand more about what my mentor is teaching me. She's really smart and she's great at explaining things.”


  “I wish my trainer was that nice,” I said.


  “Yours isn't?”


  I laughed. “He can't stand me. Thinks I don't take any of this seriously, thinks I should never have been given a second chance, probably thinks I should never have been born. I'm dangerous, a loose cannon as far as he's concerned. His method of training is to tell me what he wants me to do and bitch at me until I figure out how to do it.”


  “Doesn't sound like a healthy relationship,” she said.


  “Relationship?”


  “I can talk to my mentor about anything,” Nikki said. “Anything at all. She's like a big sister. I feel bad that you don't have someone like her teaching you. It can't be doing you any favors, with what you're learning.”


  I agreed completely with her. Learning from Shade was adversarial and difficult. Still, it motivated me to beat his expectations. “He does push me.”


  “Pushes you to what? What sort of things can you do?” she asked. “Any special abilities you've come up with yet? Anything to focus on?”


  I shrugged. “Nothing that he's mentioned.”


  “What, you can't make things out of thin air?”


  “I've never actually tried,” I said. Something in her teasing tone made me want to try it. I had no idea how to do it, but it couldn't be that hard. If I formed something in my mind, and pushed things together to make it, it would probably work. Shade had told me that working with telekinesis was self-limiting in terms of danger, so I could just give it a shot.


  I stood up and tapped into my power, slowly turning up the flow, pushing it as far as I possibly could before losing control. I imagined a long-stemmed rose, similar to one that I had given to Stephanie, once upon a time. The image hung in my mind and I focused on it, deciding to make it smaller, a miniature rose that I could easily hold in my hands. I cupped my hands in front of me and imagined the rose right there, lying across my palms.


  My power surged out of me in one huge gasp. Blue and green energy swirled around my hands and coalesced into the rose I had imagined, lying across my cupped palms. My legs shook and I dropped to one knee. Nikki grabbed my shoulder to keep me from toppling sideways. “What did you just do?” she asked. “I've never felt anything like that, and I felt it even without trying to sense anything! It was like lightning struck, right there at your hands, but there was no thunder, just an echo in my mind!”


  “I have no idea,” I murmured. The rose was still there, even after my power had vanished. I could feel its slight weight. It was no illusion. Unlike the red rose of my imagination, the petals of this one were a delicate shade of blue-green at the edges, shading to a pure sky blue at the center. The stem was brilliant living green. I felt as if I could plant it and it would grow, though I knew that it couldn't actually be alive. I held it out to Nikki. As soon as she touched it, it scattered into a spray of blue and green sparks.


  “How did you do that?” she breathed. “It was real. I could feel it, even if it didn't last.”


  “I wish I knew,” I said. My exhaustion was passing rapidly, but I had no desire to exert myself again in that way again. “I just imagined it and willed it into being. Forced it to be real.”


  She shook her head. “I've never heard of anyone being able to do that.”


  “Did you like it?” I asked.


  “It was pretty,” she said. “Why blue, though? Aren't roses supposed to be red?”


  I got to my feet. Her hand lingered on my shoulder. “Damned if I know. I imagined it as red, but it didn't cooperate. I don't know how I managed to pull that off.”


  “I wish it had stuck around,” she said. “I'd have liked to keep it. I've never had a guy buy me roses before, much less make one for me.”


  “Maybe I'll try it again some time. Or I could just buy you flowers.”


  She giggled. “I'd like that. Should we go inside now?”


  “I think so,” I said, and offered her my arm.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


   


   


  By July, I thought my life was perfect. Practicing my psionic powers was paying off in many ways. I lost weight and grew stronger. Drew kept asking me what my secret was. My self-confidence increased as well. It wasn't just due to getting in shape, it was also due to spending more time with Nikki. She became such a frequent visitor, Max joked about making a spare key for her.


  We spent much of our time together practicing. She took her psionic development seriously, and demanded that I keep up. I was months behind in actual technique, but my strength already matched hers. When we both worked toward the same goal, I tended to use brute force, while she tried to finesse it. I learned more from her than she did from me.


  Not everything in my life was sunshine and rainbows. My grades started to decline, even in easy classes. I didn't study. I had better things to do. I wasn't in any danger of failing, but my GPA dropped.


  Learning from Shade wasn't much better. His method of training changed from adversarial to combative. He drilled me mercilessly. “You have potential strength,” he told me. “Emphasis on potential. We have to develop it further.” We glossed over fine control and more advanced telepathic techniques, lingered a little on topics concerning psionic control of my physiology, and ignored any focus on endurance. While my endurance was building slowly, he never pushed me for long periods, simply had me expend my power in huge bursts.


  The morning of Independence Day, Shade sent me a brief telepathic message while I was in the shower. “Special training,” he said, then showed me a location and directions on how to get there. It looked like a high school sports field, a strange location for special training, but it would be empty at this time of year. I groaned, but acknowledged his message with a quick mental nod.


  I turned the shower off and tele'd a message to Nikki, letting her know and that I'd meet her when I got back. She pouted, then sent good wishes for the session. He'd never called me out for special training session before, and the way he had presented it made it seem urgent.


  Even in my good physical condition, it took a long time to hike across the harsh urban terrain of Troy. By the time I arrived, sweat was rolling down my face. He awaited me in the center of the track, arms crossed, sunglasses in place. There wasn't a drop of sweat on his face, even though he was still wearing his heavy trench coat. That annoyed me. “Are you still wearing that thing in the middle of summer?” I asked him.


  “It's a fashion statement,” he said.


  “Fashion for mass murderers, maybe.”


  He didn't reply, simply walked away toward the starting line on the track. “Have you ever run a two hundred meter sprint before?”


  “Maybe back in high school,” I said. “The gym teacher wasn't into running, he'd usually just have us jog a lap at the beginning of class.”


  Shade shook his head and pointed at the line. “Start here. Run around the curve and down the straightaway.” He pointed at the finish line, halfway around the track. “Ready?”


  “Hell no, I'm tired from walking all this way.” I wiped sweat from my forehead. “You want me to just run it normally?”


  “When have I ever wanted you to just do anything normally?”


  I sighed and stepped up to the starting line. If he wanted me to run it with psionic assistance, fine. I could do that. I trickled power from my mind into my body, preparing for the exertion. The key to physiological control was balancing psionic power with what the muscles demanded. Too much power would exhaust the mind, too little would exhaust the muscles.


  He held up a stopwatch. “I'll be at the finish line. You'll hear the signal to start. As fast as you can, or I'll make you do it again.” He spun and jumped away, bounding all the way across the center of the track in a single leap. The grass rippled as he landed, then I felt the thump a heartbeat later. The bastard made it look so easy and natural. I could understand the concept, a psionically assisted leap while using telekinesis to carry himself through the air. Poor man's flight, he called it once. It was beyond me now, but that would change.


  He lifted the stopwatch in the air and I settled into what I thought was a running stance, balanced up on my toes and ready to sprint around the curve. A crack of thunder echoed across the field and I took off running, sticking to the inner part of the curve, speeding down the straightaway. My body felt light. The world blurred past me. I passed the finish line and pinwheeled my arms, trying to stop before I ran out of track.


  I turned and Shade was already there. “Seventeen point eight,” he announced.


  “That sounds pretty fast,” I said. I took a deep breath and stretched my arms up over my head. “I bet I could do better if I hadn't been tired when I got here.”


  “The world record is nineteen point nineteen seconds,” he said. “Set by an Olympic gold medalist.”


  I looked down at my feet. They weren't on fire. I had just beaten a world record and I wasn't even winded? “You're joking, right?”


  He held the stopwatch out to me. It was exactly as he had said. “Slow,” he said. “But not out of the expected range of a trainee. Most kids at this stage can do it under eighteen.”


  “How fast do you run it in?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “Between fifteen and sixteen.”


  I was impressed in spite of myself. I clamped down on that feeling and tried to focus back on what was going on here. “What else did you bring me here to do?”


  He gestured at the football goalposts at the close end of the field. “Lift that at least six feet high and rotate it all the way around, then put it back where it was.”


  It was the largest thing I had ever attempted to move with telekinesis and I wasn't sure I could do it. I walked closer to the goal and tapped into my power, as much as I could keep stable, then made a lifting motion with both hands. With a creak, the enormous posts lifted up into the air. I had to concentrate completely on it so that it wouldn't tip over. When I was sure I had it stable in that respect, I spun it slowly all the way around, then slowly dropped it straight down into the hole it had come from, nudging it from side to side to make sure it went right back in. Sweat was pouring off me by the time I let go, and the entire thing creaked again. I held my breath, terrified that it would fall over. It didn't and I sighed in relief.


  “Adequate. Passing grade,” Shade commented.


  “What is this, a test?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he said, but telepathically instead of out loud. “Now, telepresence. Show me.”


  The only facet of advanced telepathy that he had taught me was telepresence, the mental realm where we could have extended conversations, instead of just tapping quick telepathic messages back and forth. It was similar to a phone call, as opposed to telepathy being more like text messaging. Telepresence was based on a subconscious feeling of comfort, a location where we felt safe. Inviting someone to come into that realm was only possible because of how safe it truly was. Attacking someone from within their own mind was foolish, to put it mildly.


  My mental realm was my room back home, the place where I could go to be alone. Dad never came in, Mom was never around to come in, and my friends rarely came over. I had added to that room in my mind, shifting the computer to the corner furthest from the window, out of the way. The posters along my walls and ceiling were gone, and the paint was no longer a dirty white, it was a deep navy blue. Instead of having the windows closed and curtains drawn, I had them both open, letting the sun shine into my room. Right where the sunlight hit, I had a pair of plush chairs and a small table between them.


  The door to my room opened and Shade stepped in. The sunlight from the open windows faded and the temperature dropped. “What are you doing?” he demanded.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “Take control, you dumbshit!” he said. “You trust me so much you'd let me affect your own mind like this? Never let anyone do this to you!”


  The paint on the walls burned, shifting from navy blue to scarlet, then to black. It wasn't what I had defined. I forced my defenses up, demanding control of my own mind back, cursing my lapse. The walls grew hazy, then the paint returned to the color I had originally specified. The temperature rose back to what I found comfortable, a warm summer's day with a breeze swirling in through the open windows. The sun came out from behind the clouds and Shade made a sound of disgust, then sat in the opposite chair. “This chair is too soft,” he complained.


  “Good,” I said. I made the chair even softer, then placed a cup of coffee on the table between us. “I'm glad you dislike it so. Serves you right for pulling that shit.”


  He took the cup of coffee and lifted it to his lips. He grimaced and placed it back on the table. “Can't pass you on this. You let me influence your own mind without even a protest until I told you. Stupid, Parker, and that's being nice about it.”


  I kicked him out of my mind and let the mental realm dissolve. “You didn't even warn me you were going to do that.”


  “Do you think people are going to warn you before they attack?” He shook his head. “If I had been serious, I could have made you my puppet before you kicked me out. You're far too trusting.”


  “If I can't trust my trainer, who can I trust?”


  He grabbed me by the front of my shirt. I tried to pull away, but his telekinetic grip was too strong for me to break. “You don't get it. You trust too easily. Someday, you're going to trust the wrong person.”


  His face was far too close to mine. I wanted to spit in his face, drive the bastard away. “You're trying to tell me that I'm already trusting the wrong person, aren't you?”


  Shade grinned at me. “Of course you should trust me. You can trust me as far as you can trust Alistair.”


  “I trust Ripley,” I said, grinning back. “Maybe a little farther than I can throw him. But you, the only thing I might trust you to do is train me properly, but I don't think you're even doing that, just pushing my strength and not teaching me anything I really need to know-”


  He spun and flung me headfirst through the air, aiming me toward the goalposts. I desperately tried to reorient myself in midair and take control of my trajectory, but he was controlling my flight path and I couldn't focus enough power to break his grip. I passed between the goalposts and arced toward the ground. I couldn't even bring my arms up to cover my face. All I could do was close my eyes.


  When the impact didn't come, I opened my eyes. I was hanging a handful of inches above the ground. A ladybug on a blade of grass twitched her antennae at me, seven spots on each wing. A breeze touched that blade of grass and she flew away, just in time. Shade dropped me and I bit my tongue as I bounced off the ground. I flipped over onto my back and jumped to my feet, but again, he was already there. His hands slipped around my throat and I froze in place. He could strangle me without even using his psionic power. With his power, I was sure that he could crush my neck with a single squeeze, and there was nothing I could do about it. Helpless. The man had me cold. I hadn't felt this powerless since I was six years old, and this was the strongest I had ever been.


  “You seem to think I'm training you incorrectly,” Shade said, his breath warm on my face. “Maybe you think I'm doing it wrong, that I'm doing things in an unorthodox manner. Maybe you believe all trainees are trained alike. Maybe you think you should be trained like your girlfriend. Am I right?”


  His hands tightened slightly. All I could do was nod.


  He lifted me off my feet. “Don't ever accuse me of not knowing what I'm doing, Parker,” he said. His tone was calm, bitterly calm, even as he lifted me higher. I gasped for breath. “Don't ever accuse me of that, or assume that, or even think that. I know precisely what I'm doing with you. Alistair knows precisely what I'm doing with you. He approves, don't you realize that? You won't find any sympathy if you run to him, crying that Shade abuses you. He already knows. He watches. I think he likes it.”


  “Fuck you,” I managed to choke out.


  He laughed, then dropped me without warning. I landed on my ass and bounded to my feet. He kicked my legs out from under me, dumping me to the ground again. “You want to fight me now, don't you?” he asked.


  Fight him? More than that. I wanted to humiliate him. I wanted him to feel as powerless as he had just made me feel. If there was something, anything I could do, just one thing that would make him terrified of me, I wanted to do it. Pure, cold revenge. I stood up, focused that inner rage, and drew my power up to the highest level I had ever managed to keep under control. Surges of power shook my body and my mind. I could almost feel raw psionic energy crawling along my skin, burrowing through my veins, spraying out with every breath I exhaled.


  Shade bared his teeth in a nasty grin. “Today's your lucky day, Parker! Do your fucking best!” He whipped the sunglasses off and tossed them aside. His eyes were blazing green orbs, and then he was on me. His hands gripped my throat again and I flung him away, a telekinetic burst of rage and power. Blood dripped from my neck where his fingernails had dug in. He skidded to a stop, carving trails through the grass and dirt. He splayed his legs and planted one hand on the ground. The ground shook.


  I skipped sideways. The place where I had been standing burst as if a bomb had been planted under my feet. Dirt showered me and I nearly lost my balance. I wouldn't fall, not for him. I planted my right foot and pushed myself into a dropkick in his direction, blindly guessing that he would be there. He wasn't. He snagged my feet out of the air and slammed me into the ground. My teeth clacked together and I tasted grit and iron. He pushed his toe into my side as I gasped for air. “What sort of idiot are you? Use your Sight!”


  He jumped backwards, letting me catch my breath and get to my feet. I spat dirt and blood on the ground and tapped even more power, calling my Sight and focusing it on him. The world around me shimmered with the familiar web of threads, but only for a fraction of a second before they focused on him. I could see how his psionic energy was focusing, arms and legs, ground and air, not waiting for me to completely recover, but ready to launch his next assault now.


  I dove sideways as energy crackled through the air, just like how he had blasted at the gangbanger at Max's place. No shield of mine was strong enough to block or even deflect that. Before that blast even completely dissipated, I could already feel him pounding toward me. He wanted to get his hands on me again, so I pulled the ground up right where I anticipated his right foot would fall.


  He tripped and flung himself sideways. I charged. He planted himself again, splayed legs, one hand on the ground. I leaped forward, recognizing what he had done before. Only then did I see his focus on something else. He grabbed my foot with a telekinetic grip before I could shield against it, and swung me down toward the ground in a tight arc. My face kissed the grass, and then he used that momentum to throw me straight up in the air.


  I flew upwards, cartwheeling helplessly, completely out of control. My power surged and sparked erratically. I couldn't concentrate to stabilize my power or my spinning. I just saw blue-green-blue-green-blue-green in rapid sequence, all the way to the apex of my flight. I frantically tried to focus my power, twisting it back down to controllable levels. I was at least thirty feet in the air and descending. Falling from this height might kill me. It might not. I didn't want to find out. Precious seconds were passing, but I couldn't do anything. I couldn't slow down. I couldn't stop. I was going to hit the ground.


  Shade caught me. He grabbed my left leg at the ankle, holding me just inches above the ground. My body groaned at the mistreatment and my arms thumped painfully against the ground. The world spun. I couldn't see anything but a dizzying cycle of blue and green.


  He laid me on my back without dropping me, then stood over me, looking down and watching me gasp for air. When I could finally focus on him, I saw that his sunglasses were back in place, covering up the glow from his eyes. “Wasn't that exciting?” he asked.


  I lifted one shaky hand, middle finger extended. “Go to hell.”


  He laughed. “Guess what the next stage of your training is going to be, Parker. Self-defense. Next week. This was just a taste. Next week's for real.” He spun around and walked away. I laid in the middle of the field, by myself, trying to breathe.


  It was mid-afternoon by the time I got back to the dorm. I walked around Troy for two hours, wandering by small stores downtown, buying lunch, sitting outside and brooding. By the time I made it back to the dorm, I was miserable. I was exhausted, psionically and physically. I just had the shit kicked out of me. That fucker was malicious. Maybe even sadistic. I unlocked and opened the door to my room. The thought of more training with him made me nauseous. Next week would be a new level of hell. I lurched to the bathroom.


  After washing up, I staggered over to my bed and found an envelope on my pillow. I sat down on the bed and looked it over. It was oddly thick, like there was more than just a letter. The return address was my dad's. Max had also written a note on there in his spidery handwriting. “This arrived yesterday, but no one checked the mail. Sorry.”


  It was completely out of character for my dad to write anything to me. I rarely even got e-mail from him. I opened it, wondering what sort of terrible news it had to be. Inside was another envelope, sticky note attached to the back. My dad had written on the note, “Got this in the mail for you.”


  I flipped the envelope over. Flowing neat print, all written in red ink. I knew that style. The postmark was from California. The return address had her name. Stephanie. Why was she writing to me? Why did I have to get a letter from her today of all days? Couldn't I just be miserable with my own life without her adding to it?


  I opened it and read her letter, twice. When I finished, I crumpled it up and flung it toward the trash can, missing completely. I laid down on my side and closed my eyes, just for a moment. Just to forget for a moment. Just to forget her.


  A loud knock on the door surprised me and I sat up. The room was darker than it just had been. Had I fallen asleep? Whoever was there knocked again. “What?” I snapped.


  “I thought you'd be here. What happened to you?” Nikki walked into the room, saw me sitting on my bed, and frowned. “What the hell? Everyone's been waiting for you, but you just came back and took a nap without telling anyone?”


  “Get off my case,” I said. “I can’t deal with any more bullshit today.”


  “What are you talking about?” she demanded. “Talk to me.”


  I pushed myself up and wiped at the corner of my mouth. I'd been drooling on my pillow. “You want to know? You really want to know what I've been going through today?”


  She pulled my chair away from my desk and crashed down onto it. “Yes.”


  “I went to that special training this morning. He beat the shit out of me. I thought I was doing well. I'm in shape, I'm strong, I'm in my prime, but I don't know a thing. I couldn't do anything against that bastard. He just flung me around like I wasn't even trying. Do you have any idea how helpless that made me feel?” I grabbed a fistful of my sheets and tried to blink away the burning in my eyes. “I couldn't defend myself at all!”


  “You probably did more than I could,” she said. “So that's why you're here sulking? Because you learned you've got a lot to learn?”


  “Fuck learning that!” I shouted at her. She sat up straight and her mouth tightened into a thin line. I clamped down on my frustration and tried again. “Sorry. It's not what I was learning. It's how he taught me. He just kicked the shit out of me and I never had a chance. Not a chance in hell. All I learned was how pathetic I really am.”


  “You still could have let me know you were back, you know,” she said. “I don't know what I could do to help, but I could at least be there for you.”


  My temper flared again. I didn't want her to see me like that, and I didn't want her to see me like this. “I could have, right? You know what happened when I got back here? I threw my lunch right back up, probably three days’ worth of lunches and dinners, and then I get my mail. You want to know what the final stroke was? You want to know what I just learned? Here, let me show you the letter.” I held my hand out. The wadded up letter streaked across the room to my hand, barely missing her. I smoothed it back out and held it up.


  “Who's it from?” she asked.


  “My ex. My kind-of ex. My best friend. My ex best friend. Fuck, I don't know! You want to know what it says?” She nodded. I read:


   


  “Dear Kevin, how are you? I've been trying to talk to you, but I guess you don't go online much anymore, or check your old e-mail account. Maybe you're just blocking me. I wouldn't blame you, not after what happened.


  “I wanted to let you know that I moved out to California after spring semester. Yes, I moved out here for him. I had to be with him. Long distance relationships don't work! Joel was always so nice to me, I couldn't take being so far away from him. I'm working part-time for a little tech company out here and saving up money so I can get my bachelor's out here. I bet my classes will be easier here than they are for you there!


  “Joel's like you in a lot of ways. Did you know that? He's always so quiet, but so smart, and he knows all sorts of silly computer things just like you. He is a little temperamental, though, which isn't much like you. You were always so calm, no matter what was going on. I don't know what happened to you to get you all excited over someone like me, but I guess we all change.


  “I really am sorry though, and I do miss you. Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had told you yes, and Joel no. Do you really think you would have been happy with me? I'm always going to wonder about that. I'm happy with him, don't get me wrong, but sometimes I wonder if I'd be happier with someone who knew me just like you did. I mean, it hurts to have my closest friend for almost all of my life disappear on me.


  “In the end, I guess I just have to deal with the hand I was dealt, right? I hope you find a nice girl who you're happy with. I also hope you don't forget me. Maybe someday we'll run into each other again.


  “I put my new e-mail address on here just in case you want to talk. Please let me know how you are! I hope you get this! I miss you!”


   


  I crumpled the letter up again and tossed it across the room again. Nikki caught it and rolled it between her hands. “So how do you feel about that?” she asked.


  “How do I feel? I feel like I just got punched in the stomach.” I bounced a fist off my mattress. Reading the letter out loud had actually released some of the tension I was feeling. “She says she has a boyfriend out there, someone she moved out there to be with, and then in the next breath says she wonders what it would have been like to be with me instead! What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  Nikki tapped the crumpled up letter against her chin. “Well, it means she's human, Kevin. We all wonder about that sort of thing. Don't you wonder what would have happened if she had said yes, too?”


  I couldn't argue with that, even though I wanted to. Stephanie and Nikki had so many of the same mannerisms. How many times had I seen Steph tap something against her chin when she was deep in thought? They even looked similar. Sometimes I wondered if I was only so attracted to Nikki because she reminded me so much of Steph. How shallow would that be? I kept that thought to myself. “I feel like such a screwup today.”


  “Why is that?”


  “First, all the bullshit with Shade. He knows about our practice together, you know. I don't think he really approves. Maybe that's why he kicked my ass around the field.”


  “Your mentor?”


  I nodded. “Second, the letter from Steph. You remind me of her a lot. Maybe that's why we get along so well. I feel just as comfortable around you as I did around her, and I knew her since grade school. It's a little strange. And she hopes I find a nice girl. I don't know if that's cruel or kind.”


  Nikki rolled her eyes. “I'm a nice girl, aren't I?”


  “Shade called you my girlfriend, you know.” I tried to force a laugh, but couldn't really get it out.


  She tilted her head and frowned. “He thinks I'm your girlfriend? That's interesting.”


  “Why is that interesting?” I asked.


  “Because I think I'm your girlfriend too.”


  “What?”


  “Did you think there was some paperwork we needed to fill out?” she asked. “I mean, Kaitlyn always asks me how my boyfriend is. Your friends talk about us like we're a couple. They make jokes about it. I think the only person who hasn't figured it out yet is you. And Andreas,” she added. “Andreas probably hasn't figured it out yet.”


  “I'm missing something here,” I confessed. Was she saying what I thought she was saying or was she just trying to make me feel better?


  She sighed and stood up, holding the wadded letter in the palm of her hand. It flashed into flames and ash, leaving only a thin wisp of smoke hanging in the air. She blew the ash off her hand, and it swirled through the air into the garbage. Neat bit of telekinesis. “Forget about her,” she said. “You've done what she wanted you to do. You've found a nice girl who makes you happy. At least I hope you're happy. Are you?”


  “Of course I am!”


  She clapped her hands to my cheeks, hard enough to sting. I was caught with nowhere to run. She looked down at me, then slowly and deliberately, bent forward and kissed me.


  After a moment, I found that I really didn't want to run anywhere after all. She let go and straightened up, then held her hands out to me. “I'm happy with you too, even if you are a bit moody sometimes. Come on. We're going to go eat, and then we're going to watch fireworks. They're all waiting for you and me. Waiting for us, Kevin. Get it?”


  I nodded, still breathless. “I get it now. I think.”


  


  Chapter Fifteen


   


   


  “Self-defense training is one thing,” I shouted over the howling wind. “I didn't think he meant it this way!”


  Nikki crouched behind me, adding her own strength to my shield. I could feel her warmth against my back. The wind howled again but our joint defense held up against the attack. This time, green energy crackled from my shield and my Sight showed a trace that led right back to our attacker. “See them?”


  “I see them!” The attacker was thirty feet away, standing on a rooftop, their eyes two beacons of green light in the darkness. I focused the shield to cut down on their lines of attack, just as I had seen Shade do a hundred times in the past week. The figure flared again with psionic energy. I deflected the brunt of the energy up into the sky and immediately dropped the shield, inviting a follow-up attack, but also allowing myself to refocus the shield's power into an attack.


  The warmth at my back began to burn, Nikki's power igniting into an inferno. While Nikki wasn’t as strong as I was, she had a certain sense of finesse. I didn't know exactly what she did, but I could see our attacker suddenly drop to their hands and knees on the rooftop. “Hit him now!”


  My power was unstable from the exertion of holding a powerful shield up, so I couldn't hit him with full strength, but what I had left was enough. I pushed him off the roof with a simple ram of kinetic force. The glow of his energy faded from my Sight as he hit the ground. I hadn't hit him that hard. Had he fallen off the roof and been knocked out?


  Nikki threw a weak shield up around us, deflecting another attack from a different direction. “There's another one!” she shouted, not bothering to waste the energy for telepathy. The new attacker struck again and Nikki's shield shattered. Frost and ice suddenly surrounded us, heat draining from our bodies and surroundings. The shock of cold distracted me and I couldn't focus to bring up another shield.


  Nikki grabbed me around the waist and jumped, carrying us both free of the frost. We landed on the roof that had recently been vacated by the previous attacker. “Get a hold of yourself!” she snapped, then threw another shield up between us and the new attacker. It would take a moment for the attacker to focus on our new position and hit us again, and Nikki would buy us a few precious seconds with her shield. I pushed my power down to keep it stable, and by the time her shield broke again, mine was set in place.


  “What should we do?” Nikki tele'd to me. “I can't sense this one. They're both able to hide their psionic energy up until the last moment before they use it! Do we just have to wait and get lucky? Any other ideas?”


  I cast about with my Sight, trying to find where the attacks were coming from. They were crashing against my shield every four or five seconds, but each one was from a different direction. Shade had never done that. Was someone moving and attacking that quickly, or was it a trick? The regularity of the attack was forcing me to keep the shield up without a break. I couldn't hold it too long, maybe another minute. “Can you sense if they're moving and attacking, or if they're faking it?” I tele'd to Nikki.


  “I don't know,” she replied. “But they're throwing something, I'm sure about that. It's not energy, that'd trace straight to them. What’s hitting us? Can you tell?”


  I concentrated on the next attack. It struck my shield and instead of glancing off, a small chunk of asphalt crumbled on impact. They were flinging them hard enough to make it look serious. There were so many potholes around, it would be impossible to anticipate where the next attack would be coming from, and they would require next to no energy to fling. That was why we couldn't find where the attacker was. When the chunk shattered, the link back to the attacker would be too weak to trace.


  I modified my shield, changing it from a solid sheet of energy to more of a liquid, something that would slow and catch the attacks. “Rocks. Try and sense them off the next one,” I tele'd to Nikki. The next rock thumped into the shield at eye level for me, an irregular chunk about an inch across. If I had let it through the shield, it probably would have knocked me out. Whoever was attacking us was aiming to disable, not to kill.


  “Got it!” She pointed and the trace glowed briefly, leading to a figure crouching out of our direct line of sight in someone's back yard. I dropped the shield and struck the ground where the attacker was standing, hard enough to knock them off balance. Nikki followed up my attack. The trace of her attack was hard to see, but it connected to our attacker and I could see their power flicker and go out. “Think we got them?” she whispered.


  A hand gripped the back of my collar. My concentration faltered and vanished. Nikki squawked. “No,” said Shade's familiar voice. “You didn't get them.”


  “That was you?” I asked. “Up here on the roof?”


  The grip tightened. “You didn't hit me hard enough. Wainwright, you did fine. Inducing vertigo was a good idea. It didn't last long enough, but you did fine for a trainee. If you had focused it on me a second or two longer, even Parker's half-assed shot would have been enough to knock me out. I suppose I should thank you for that.”


  “Who are you?” Nikki demanded. “Let go of me!”


  “It's just Shade,” I said. “Sounds like he likes you.”


  Shade grunted and pushed me. I stumbled down the slope of the roof and flung myself backwards, trying to keep from falling off. Right when I thought I had my balance, he gave me another push, right between my shoulder blades. I fell face first off the roof. Even soft ground was not going to save me from a broken nose here.


  Someone caught me before I could drop more than a foot. Two green eyes were glowing below me, a figure standing in the front yard of the house. I felt the telekinetic grip loosen and lower me easily to the ground. When the glow died away, I recognized the figure. She had her sunglasses pushed up to the top of her head and she gave me a lopsided smile. “Been a while, hasn't it?”


  “I remember you,” I said. She was the woman who had healed Nikki. Had she been the other attacker, or was she just standing by in case anyone was hurt?


  “Absynthe!” Nikki's squeal from the roof was shockingly loud in the quiet evening. Nikki flung herself off the roof right toward the woman, who caught her and spun her around with an easy laugh, her dark clothes and pale skin whirling around in the moonlight. “I thought that was you!” Nikki said as the woman set her down. “Maximum effect, minimum effort, right?”


  “You got it,” the woman said. “Though your boyfriend here has all the subtlety of a tank. That shield is impressively strong, Kevin. Throwing rocks at a tank is exactly what it felt like. When you shifted the parameters of the shield to catch the rocks, that was well done. Don't you agree?”


  That answered many questions. Attacker, healer, and mentor. I felt a thump as Shade jumped down from the roof. “He should have done it sooner.”


  “That's what training is all about, Shade,” the woman said. Her voice had a tone of mild exasperation to it. She had been nicer that night than he had, I remembered.


  “I expect more from him, Absynthe,” he replied. “So does Alistair. So should you.”


  I stepped forward and turned my back to Shade. “I guess you're Nikki's trainer?”


  Nikki was beaming. “Kevin, this is Absynthe, my mentor.”


  “We haven't met before,” she tele'd me, then continued out loud. “Nice to meet you, Kevin. I've heard a lot about you. I feel like I know you quite well already.”


  I nodded, smiled, and considered why she wanted me to pretend we hadn't met before. I assumed that it was because of the accident. Nikki didn't remember it, and Absynthe probably wanted to keep it that way. “Nice to meet you too, Absynthe. Nikki's told me you're a great mentor to her. You seem like you get along really well.”


  “Oh, we do,” Absynthe said. “And before you ask, Absynthe is the Alistair-inflicted codename.”


  “So what was this all about?” Nikki asked. “That was a surprise attack. Some sort of special training?”


  Shade stepped around me, facing toward Absynthe and Nikki, turning his back to me. I cleared my throat, but he didn't budge. “Yes. Alistair has decided that since you two have already been practicing together, we should begin some joint training sessions, focusing on self-defense. It's especially important right now since the Establishment is shorthanded.”


  “Are you sure you should be telling them that?” Absynthe asked.


  Shade shrugged. I stepped to the side so I wasn't directly behind him. “They'll ask about it the first time they have a joint session and one of us is missing. We'll be free to take care of business in the region without having lapses in training. You know what the situation downstate is like.” He glared at me out of the corner of his eye.


  “What are you glaring at me for?” I asked.


  “Remember your friend while you were on vacation?”


  “The purple-eyed gangbanger? They're causing trouble because of that?”


  “They always cause trouble. More so now. They didn't appreciate me sending their agent back with a fresh twist, and now they think they have the chops to fight us straight up. They attacked three of ours in the past month. Two got clear. The third got twisted.”


  Absynthe covered her mouth with a hand. “Who?”


  “Wing,” he replied. “Not a hard twist. He's fine, we have him in the downstate center for recuperation. Alistair is incensed. He's ordering us to escalate.”


  “Escalate?” I asked.


  Shade gave us all a toothy grin. “That's the order. We have two dozen of our people in place and Alistair wants to send one of us down to run the show.”


  “Why would he consider sending me?” Absynthe asked. “I'm not anywhere near as experienced in combat as you.”


  “I think he plans on sending you to replace me after the majority of the fighting is over,” Shade replied. “Let you handle cleanup and restating our intentions with regards to the city's neutrality. They'll be more likely to believe you. I'd just tell them all to get the hell out.”


  “Neutrality?” I asked. All eyes snapped to me. “I thought it was a border dispute?”


  Shade sighed. “In a sense. The gangs down there claim the metropolitan area. So do we, but we try to keep it a neutral ground. A play nice policy, so to speak. Otherwise there'd be some serious wars for control of the city. Anyone who controls the city would control the financial center of the world, the United Nations, millions of people. Enormous economic, political, and social power.”


  “And others accept this?” I asked.


  “For the most part. We tell them to play nice in the city, or we'll come down on you. The gangs aren't playing nice anymore. We're going to put them down. Enough is enough.” Shade cracked his knuckles.


  “Put them down?” I asked. “You mean, wipe them out?”


  Absynthe shuffled her feet, but didn't say anything. Shade turned to fully face me. His dark eyes were unreadable. “They're a gang. I meant that when I said it. You could call them a psionic mafia if you wanted to, but they're far more dangerous than that. They use power for power's sake. They're more than willing to abuse their psionic abilities for their own gains. When Alistair says escalate, he means it. Yeah, we're going to wipe them out. We're going to break their organization down, twist their leaders, and force their people out of the city. Is that fine with you, Parker?”


  “I'm just asking,” I said. I couldn't muster much sympathy for them. They had tried to kill me, after all. Still, wiping them out in retaliation for a couple of attacks seemed to be overkill.


  Shade gave me a look of disgust, then turned back to Absynthe. “So. Joint training frees one of us up to go downstate. Also, Alistair is floating the idea of sending some of our trainees out locally. Simple investigations. Patrols. That sort of thing.”


  “How many people do we have if losing two dozen is leaving us so undermanned?” I couldn't help but ask, earning fresh glares from both of the older agents.


  I also earned some scorn from Nikki. “Come on, Kev,” she said. “Haven't you learned anything from the trainee materials? Even at our level we can see the Establishment's got about a hundred active agents, about a third of that again in stages of training.”


  Shade chuckled. “Tell him off more, Wainwright. Maybe he'll listen to you. He certainly doesn't listen to me.”


  “It's not like I have any time alone to read anymore,” I shot back.


  “Oh, you want some time alone?” she snapped. “I can leave you alone if you want. Sorry. I didn't know I was bothering you so much.”


  “I don't mean you, I mean whenever I do manage to get back to my room, someone's always there, and it's not like I can take my laptop into the bathroom and read there!” I had tried that. Once. Max had caught me and told everyone. That sort of embarrassment wasn't high on my list of things to repeat.


  Nikki rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You really don't take this seriously, do you?”


  Shade continued to laugh. “I like you more and more, Wainwright. Do you want to trade trainees, Absynthe?”


  “Stop being an ass, Shade,” she said.


  Shade's chuckling cut off instantly. He stepped away from us and donned his sunglasses. “Enough for tonight. We'll start the joint training next week. Be ready for another evaluation of your skills. It'll make solo training look easy.”


  He walked down the sidewalk toward the campus, not leaping away like he usually did when normal training ended. Absynthe squeezed Nikki's shoulder, donned her own sunglasses, and jogged after Shade. When she caught up to him, I could see them exchange words, then she took his arm and fell into step beside him. I blinked. What was this?


  “Are you seeing what I'm seeing?” Nikki murmured. She stepped over beside me.


  “I'm seeing it, but I'm not sure I'm believing it,” I said. Almost as if he had heard me, Shade shifted his arm and put it around Absynthe's waist. “Yeah, now I'm wishing I wasn't seeing it.”


  Nikki took my hand. “I think it's sort of sweet.”


  “Poor Absynthe,” I said.


  The next week of joint self-defense training was just as vicious as he had implied. With Absynthe's presence, I realized that Shade had been going easy on me. Up until now, he had never inflicted more than an occasional scrape or bruise. During the course of the next week, I suffered fractures, lacerations, burns, and worse. Each time, the agony of the injury faded almost immediately as Absynthe set to work, switching off my pain receptors and encouraging my body to heal. Nikki would assist her, blinking back tears all the while. I grew familiar with the sensation of bones re-knitting themselves.


  By the end of that week, we were both exhausted. My injuries were taking a toll on my body. Even though Absynthe and Nikki were directing the accelerated healing process, my body had to do all the actual work. All I could do for myself was dull the throbbing echoes of pain at night so I could sleep. When Shade announced that he was leaving for New York City the next day, I was too tired to cheer.


  He leaped off the roof after his announcement, but instead of following him, Absynthe stepped over to kneel at my side. “You're not doing too well, are you?” she observed.


  I panted for breath. His final assault had cracked several ribs. “If I was in any worse shape, I'd probably be in the morgue,” I said.


  She touched my chest and I felt more of the lingering pain fade. “They're knitting just fine. Why do you antagonize him the way you do?”


  “What do you mean?” I sat up and winced with the expectation of pain. It didn't hurt, but I still felt as if it should. Getting used to broken bones was somewhat disturbing.


  “You taunt him as much as he taunts you,” Absynthe said. “You push him, and not in a friendly manner. You deliberately make him angry. And then he deliberately hurts you.”


  Nikki placed her hand on my shoulder. “She's right, Kevin. I've noticed too. It's like you two are playing a game to see who can make the other the angriest. Considering what ends up happening, even when you win, you still lose.”


  I shook my head and started to rise to my feet. Her hand on my shoulder held me down. “He's always hated me. He likes hurting me. He'd do it whether or not he's pissed off at me. He's a sadistic bastard.” I removed her hand from my shoulder and stood up.


  Absynthe stood up as well and looked me straight in the eye. “Bullshit,” she said. “Bullshit, Kevin. Bullshit.”


  “Come on, Absynthe,” I said. “It's not like you haven't seen it for yourself. He opposed giving me a second chance, and he resents having to train me.”


  She made a frustrated sound and shook her head. “He doesn't like you. That doesn't mean he wants to hurt you, or that he enjoys hurting you. If you give him an excuse to indulge his dislike, he takes it. He takes what’s offered. I know him that well.”


  I bit my tongue before I could ask her just how she knew that. I felt Nikki put her hand on my shoulder again and squeeze, hard. She probably thought I was about to ask a rather indelicate question. “I'm not that dumb,” I tele'd to her.


  “You are that dumb,” she said out loud. “But I like you in spite of that.”


  Absynthe chuckled. “You two get along well. I'm almost jealous.”


  “Almost?” Nikki asked.


  “My relationships have not been quite so warm,” Absynthe said. “More business than pleasure. Not that they were unhappy, mind you, but I've barely had a chance to rest in the past twenty years. My life is a whirlwind. It's only since I was assigned to training duty that I've spent so long in one place.”


  “Long distance relationships don't work out too well. So I've heard, at least,” I said. Nikki's grip tightened again. I took her hand off my shoulder again, but held on this time. “I'm glad this one isn't that way.”


  “They weren't long distance, necessarily,” Absynthe said. She walked over to the edge of the roof and placed her hands on the waist-high lip to keep people from falling off. “It's hard to explain. Not physical distance. Emotional distance. I couldn't connect with them. Not since Green.” One hand rose to cover her mouth, as if she had just said something wrong. “Ah. What am I saying? Neither of you understand emotional distance yet. Your hearts are as close as your bodies are. The way things should be.”


  Nikki squeezed my hand, but didn't say anything. I felt compelled to say something, and unfortunately, said the first thing that came into my mind. “Do you have that sort of emotional distance between you and Shade?”


  “Kevin!” Nikki hissed. Her fingernails dug into the back of my hand.


  Absynthe threw her head back and laughed. “Shade? He's as emotionally accessible as that block of concrete. I'll say no more. You two should go and rest.” She turned around and walked past us, slapping the back of her hand against my chest in passing. I recoiled, even though there still wasn't any pain. “Especially you. You won't be able to stand up much longer.” We followed her down the stairs to the elevator. She got out on the second floor, wishing us a good evening, and we got out at the ground floor and started the long walk back to the dorm.


  Nikki was strangely quiet all the way back to the dorm. Most nights we walked side by side, discussing what we had gone through that night. She rarely held my hand in public and we'd never kissed where anyone else could see. Tonight, she clung to my hand as if she was afraid to let go, and she answered all my questions with one or two words.


  By the time we reached the dorm, my arms and legs were shaking. I was so weak, I couldn't even hold the key to unlock the door. She had to do it for me. I leaned on her as we walked in. When I finally sat down on my bed, it was all I could do to kick my shoes off and lie down. “What time is it?” I asked.


  She sat on the bed next to me and gently stroked my hair. “Half past nine.”


  “Too early to go to sleep,” I mumbled. My body protested every single moment I was still awake. My chest was starting to ache and I could barely even lift my eyelids.


  “You need to rest. Start studying tomorrow. Finals are the week after next.”


  “Shit. I haven't even started.” I forced myself to sit up. I had too many things to worry about to sleep. Even if it was only an hour of studying, it would be a start, and maybe it would be enough to keep me from failing.


  Nikki pushed me back down to lie on my back. “No,” she said. “You're going to pass out if you try and do anything other than lying down.” She walked across the room and closed the door, then walked back over to my bed. She stood there for a moment, looking down at me, then kicked her shoes off. “Move over.”


  I shuffled over as much as I could. She sat down again, then laid down beside me, her head close to my shoulder, placing her right hand on my chest. “What are you doing?” I asked her.


  “Making sure you sleep,” she said. “I can feel your heart, you know that?”


  “I should hope so.”


  She balled her fist and thumped my chest. I wheezed. “Idiot.” She flattened her hand out on my chest again and pressed a little closer to me. “I was thinking about what Absynthe was saying.”


  “About the emotional distance thing?” I asked.


  She nodded and burrowed in even closer. “That our hearts are as far apart as our bodies. I feel sorry for her if she hasn't felt this way. I hope we never get that far apart.”


  “Me too.” I put my hand on hers. She kissed my cheek.


  About the same time my eyes finally drifted closed, the door opened. “Dude, I was totally wanting to see that movie again. I'm thinking, whoa, are we interrupting something?” I opened my eyes. Drew stood in the middle of the room, grinning down at us. Max sighed and rolled his eyes when I looked at him.


  “Just taking a nap,” I told them. Awkward.


  “Yeah, right,” Max said.


  “No, really,” I said. “Just tired.”


  Drew laughed. “I need more naps like that, man. I would ask you if you wanted to come with us, but I think you'll have more fun napping. If that's what you crazy kids are calling it.”


  I lifted my free hand and flipped him off. Nikki didn't even open her eyes, but I could feel her giggling. “What's the hold up here, Maxie?” I heard Jess's voice from the hallway. “Let's get over there before it's too late. What's taking you so long?”


  Max looked over his shoulder toward the hallway. “It'd take too long to explain. You might as well just come in here and be a voyeur too.”


  I heard footsteps and then Jess pushed Drew over to the side. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, shit! Did they walk in on you? Do I need to hurt Maxie?”


  “Stop calling me Maxie.”


  “We're just taking a nap,” I protested. “Really.”


  “Sure you are.” Jess crossed her arms. “I bet as soon as we leave, you two are going to start-”


  “You two are so cute!” Lisa burst into the room and jabbed Jess in the side before she could finish her sentence. “Oh wow, so totally cute! Naptime, right?”


  I lifted my free hand again and gave her the thumbs up. “Thanks, Lisa, you're the only decent one out of all these animals.” Nikki was still giggling silently.


  “Naturally! Drew's a bear, Max is a lemur, and Jess is a hedgehog. And I'm a panda!” Lisa beamed at me. I wondered how long it had taken for her to assign all those animal characteristics to us.


  “A lemur? Really?” Max's protest was cut off as Lisa started pushing everyone out of the room. She winked over her shoulder at me as she thrust them out the door and slammed it shut. Max's voice was momentarily audible from the hallway. “We'll knock next time!” I groaned. This was going to start a whole new set of rumors.


  “Your friends are so weird,” Nikki said.


  


  Chapter Sixteen


   


   


  After Shade left, the end of the trimester was almost anti-climactic. Absynthe's training was less intense, and much less painful. While she drilled us as hard as Shade had, it was without malice and she never deliberately hurt either of us. Our sessions were short and focused due to finals. The lighter pace let me heal and let us both study.


  The road trip to Florida that we had planned back in March was coming up. I called home just before finals to let my dad know and he had acknowledged it without comment. A day later, I received an e-mail from my mom, wishing me a good trip. I was surprised that my dad had actually told her. Either way, I had their blessing to go.


  By unspoken consent, none of us had said a word about it to anyone else. For my part, I didn't want Nikki to know. I did feel a little guilty about keeping it from her, but we spent so much time together, it had kept me from hanging out with my roommates and other friends. Getting a little time away from her would made it all the better when we saw each other again, I reasoned. I suspected Drew and Max felt the same way.


  The last Friday of the month was the last day of finals, with most exams being crammed into the morning by professors who wanted to leave as much as we did. That evening, Max and Drew and I hung out with Andreas, watching movies, trying out some of his new creations, playing video games. Over the course of the evening, Lisa and Jess dropped by, then Nikki came looking for me, and Kaitlyn came looking for Nikki and Lisa. Andreas kept pulling chairs out to give people a place to sit, and started to dip into his liquor stocks.


  By eleven, we were all very comfortable. Nikki had excused herself to the bathroom a couple of times, and I suspected that she was using her psionic powers to control how she was metabolizing alcohol. I had considered doing the same thing, but I was enjoying my buzz. Seemed silly to me. She was missing the entire point of having a few drinks.


  “So what is everyone doing over the break?” Andreas asked, loud enough to cut through all the other conversations. I tensed. The topic had come up between Nikki and I, but only in passing, and I had just said that I wasn't sure yet. I didn't want to be the one to reveal that we had been planning on a road trip for the past few months.


  “I'm going home again!” Kaitlyn said, jumping to her feet and staggering a little. “Going home to my beautiful beaches and skies and boys!”


  “Silly Cali girl,” Max grumbled.


  Kaitlyn turned to look at Max, then picked her way around the room, one step at a time, until she was standing right in front of him, then bent over to stare him right in the face. I was sure that he wasn’t focusing on her face. Judging by Jess's expression, she was thinking the same thing, but in much more negative terms. “You think Cali girls are silly?” she said. “Well, we're not. We're just like any other girl. Pretty girls who like pretty boys. Nothing silly about that!”


  “If you say so,” Max agreed. Kaitlyn sniffed, then straightened up and picked her way back to her previous seat. Max watched her go, then looked over at our host. “What about you, Andreas? Going back to the land of eternal winter?”


  Andreas sighed. “I have not had the opportunity to return home in two years now.”


  “That's pretty sad, Viking,” Jess said. “Why don't you make some time?”


  “I do not have the technological prowess to create time.”


  “That's not exactly what I meant.”


  I chuckled. Kaitlyn had collapsed back into her seat and was reaching for her glass. Nikki was sitting next to me, her gaze on me. She hadn't said much at all tonight, but I had caught her looking at Drew and Max with what I could only consider disapproval. Was she growing to dislike them, or was it just the setting here that she wasn't enjoying? Maybe it was just the alcohol thinking for me.


  “As I have said before, Norway is not a land of eternal winter,” Andreas said. “In fact, due to the Gulf Stream, most of the country is as temperate as Canada. My home is to the southwest of Oslo, near Larvik, and our temperature around this time of year is just a little colder than Plattsburgh. The weather is nothing like what you experience here, though.”


  “I don't know about that, it can get pretty weird around here,” Max said.


  “Weird does not begin to describe what it is like at home.” Andreas shook his head.


  “I think it'd be cool to go visit there,” Jess said. Max's head snapped around to stare at her. Jess kept talking as if she didn't notice. “All the Scandinavian culture. It sounds like fun.”


  Andreas rubbed at his eyebrow. “We do not wear horned helmets, Jessica. No matter how much you wish it was so, it is not so.”


  “What are you going to do over break, Jess? Big tournaments? Conventions? Geek parties?” Max asked.


  Jess flicked a hand at him. “No plans. I was actually going to stay here over the break. Might work in the computer lab over the break to earn a little cash. Been spending too much, going out shopping with Lisa all the time.”


  “It's not my fault you're a big spender,” Lisa protested. She was sitting on Drew's lap in one of Andreas' big chairs. Drew's eyes were closed. I wasn't sure if he was really asleep or just faking it. Probably faking it. He didn't want to be the one to break the news either.


  “Oh, I don't blame you, Lisa,” Jess said. “I blame Maxie.”


  “What? Why is it my fault?” Max demanded. “I'm nice enough to drive you both around and I barely even get a thank-you.”


  “Thank you, Maxie!” Lisa called across the room to him.


  “Stuff it, Maxie. You're an enabler. Every time we go to the mall, you always insist on going into the electronics section, wherever we go, and I always end up buying something. It's a good thing I don't have a credit card like Lisa. I'd be hitting the limit already.” Jess reached down for her glass and downed the last third in a single gulp. “Your fault, Maxie.”


  Max spluttered, then mirrored her gesture, downing the remnant of his drink and placing it on the table between them. He wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and then pointed at Jess. “It's not my fault you can't control your spending habits, woman. Don't you go trying to pin your weaknesses on me. If you don't want to spend money, don't come with us next time.”


  Jess slapped her hand down on the table. Drew nearly jumped out of his chair, dumping Lisa to the ground with a crash and a squeal. Her head missed the table by inches. Jess ignored the commotion and spoke directly across the table to Max. “Don't come with you? So much for being a nice guy. You're just an asshole with terrible smoker's breath.”


  Lisa's head popped up to stare at her roommate. “Jess? When did you get close enough to Max to know that his breath is that terrible?”


  Jess flushed as red as her hair, then buried her face in her hands. “Oh, for fuck's sake,” she muttered. Max smirked, then leaned back in his chair. The smirk slipped off for a moment, but returned full force when he noticed that I was watching him. Seemed like their relationship was developing nicely.


  “What are you doing over break, Lisa?” I asked as she sat back down on Drew's lap. Drew's eyes were already drifting closed again. “And why is Drew falling asleep?”


  She peered at Drew, whose eyes fluttered open for a moment, then closed. “I don't know!” she announced. “He must be tired from all that studying we did!”


  “I didn't notice him studying at all,” Max said.


  “It's a euphemism,” Jess snapped.


  “You're a euphemism!”


  “That doesn't make any sense at all, but I'm going to kick your ass for it anyway.”


  “Lisa, any plans for the break?” I repeated, trying to cut off the other two before they got into another fight. They were either going to get married or kill each other at this rate.


  She waved her hands in the air. “Going home. Spend some time with my old friends, see my little brother before he goes off to college himself, maybe find a job for a couple of weeks. Might go off on a family vacation. No idea! Parents don't tell me anything!”


  Kaitlyn suddenly stirred. I thought she had passed out after confronting Max. “Hey, Nikki?” she called. Heads turned. Nikki hadn't said anything in the past ten minutes or more and everyone seemed to have just realized this. “Weren't you going on a trip or something?”


  Nikki flushed and looked away. It was news to me if she was going somewhere. “Well, I'm going home for a week, and then we'll be taking a trip to Ireland and England for two weeks,” she said.


  “That sounds pretty cool,” I said, trying to draw more out of her. Why hadn't she told me? “Going to see all the tourist attractions?”


  “I guess,” she said. “My dad won the trip in a contest, so it's probably a guided tour.”


  “Going to London?” I pressed.


  “Yeah.” She looked down at her glass, which was still mostly full, then looked back up at me. “How about you? Did you ever decide what you were going to do?”


  I looked at Max. He shrugged slightly, then glanced at Drew. Drew opened one eye, then nodded at me. Great. They were going to leave it to me to reveal the plans. Just what I didn't want to do. “Road trip,” I said.


  No one said anything. All eyes were on me. “You don't have a car,” Jess pointed out, then her eyes went wide. “But you do,” she said, swiveling to look at Max. All eyes turned to him.


  “Road trip,” he said with a shrug.


  Lisa prodded Drew with her elbow. “Road trip?” she asked.


  Drew nodded. “Road trip.”


  “And just where are you three assholes going?” Jess demanded.


  “Florida,” I said.


  Jess slapped the table again, all the glasses clattering. Drew flinched again. “You three idiots are going to Florida. In August. Are you insane? Do you have any idea how disgustingly hot and humid it's going to be down there? Why don't you three try going somewhere sane for the summer break?”


  “Jess, my dear, where exactly would be a sane destination?” Max asked. She spluttered at him without a clear answer. He smirked, then leaned back in the chair. “Besides, we've been planning this since before spring break.”


  Dead silence again. Drew touched his forehead and winced. I adamantly refused to look at Nikki. “You three have been planning this for that long without a single word to us?” Jess asked. “What, pray tell, are you going to do there?”


  “A bonding experience?” I said. “A rite of passage? Something like that?”


  “Andrew Lee Grant.” Lisa slid off Drew's lap and planted her hands on her hips. “Why didn't you tell me?”


  “Because we didn't want you to flip out when we wouldn't take you along,” Drew said.


  Lisa took a deep breath and stood up straight. “My feelings are hurt,” she declared. Drew's eyes went wide and he immediately crossed his legs. Lisa shook her head. “Really hurt,” she said, then turned and walked out. Jess followed her, throwing a nasty look at Max over her shoulder as she left.


  “You didn't tell me either,” Nikki tele'd me. She was looking away, eyes closed, not letting anyone see the telltale glow. “You hurt my feelings too, Kevin.” She stood up and swept past me, not looking down at me as she passed, then closed the door behind her. Typical woman. She hadn't told me about her trip either, but I was the one in trouble.


  Drew let out a long sigh. “That didn't go as well as I had hoped,” he said. “Are you going to walk out on us too, Kaitlyn?”


  Kaitlyn shrugged. “I guess. I don't see the big deal, aside from you boys hiding things from them. They'll get over it. Someday.” She lurched to her feet and swayed to the door.


  After she left, we sat in silence. I knew I should have told Nikki about it, but she would have been upset either way. Even if she couldn't have come, she would have been upset that I was going. At least now I knew that she'd be off enjoying her vacation while we were enjoying ours. I reached for my glass and found it empty. “Got any more?” I asked Andreas, breaking the silence.


  He stirred and looked toward the back of the room. “I am afraid that I am down to my final reserves. My apologies.”


  “Sorry we didn't tell you,” Drew said.


  Andreas shrugged and brushed his hair back behind his shoulders. “My feelings are not hurt. Your adventures are your own. Even if I could go, I am not sure I would. Traveling long distances does not bring out the best in me. Also, the climate of the southern states does not appeal to me. I would much rather return home in summer.”


  “It's not like you can't afford it, right?” Drew asked. “Don't you get a stipend and research grants? I know you've been doing paid work over each break since I've been here. What's the deal?”


  Andreas smiled and looked toward the glass in his hands. “In truth, I am not sure I have a home to return to. My parents are not on the best of terms. My younger sister has spoken with me several times about how they act around each other, and how unhappy she is there. I am hoping to have her come here for her birthday next year, or perhaps the year after. Perhaps it will encourage her to leave home as well.”


  Max chuckled. “Is she hot?”


  “I would never allow you to lay a finger on my little sister, Maximillian. Never.”


  “I think that might have been the Viking speaking there,” Max said. “I was just kidding.”


  Andreas nodded, then yawned. “Sorry. The drinks are going to my head. Have you determined what route you will take?”


  “I was figuring that we'd go around the city, past Washington, then just head south through the Carolinas,” Drew said. “Why, do you have a better idea?”


  “I think we should take a look.” Andreas stood up and gestured toward the partition at the back of the room. We walked back there, revealing a large glass-topped block of a table. The table looked to be about six feet long and four feet wide, maybe a little less. The surface was glass, but it looked layered, and in the center of the table, looked a little deeper, like it was hollow underneath. Andreas walked to the far side of the table and I heard a drawer roll open, then the tapping of keys on a keyboard. Light suddenly glowed beneath the glass surface and resolved into a computer boot screen. “You've got to be kidding me,” I said. “That's an enormous screen.”


  “Finally got it running, dude?” Drew walked around and peered closely at the glass. “That screen is so awesome. That's what you spent all your money on, isn't it?”


  “Part of my research funding,” Andreas said. “Mostly personal resources.”


  “What is it?” I asked. The computer had finished booting. It seemed like some version of Linux, not one that I recognized, but the penguin logo had appeared during the boot sequence. “Some sort of tabletop display system?”


  “Not quite.” Andreas reached a hand across the table and touched the icon labeled as the system's web browser. I heard a hard drive whirring and the browser's home page appeared, apparently some Norwegian site with words that were completely unintelligible to me, even more so for being upside down. Andreas typed in the address to a popular mapping website. The browser flicked there, with south being the direction facing Andreas. He frowned, tapped the close button on the browser, then touched another icon on the desktop. The screen went black, then reappeared, rotated ninety degrees. He brought the browser back up and went back to the website, now displayed in portrait mode instead of landscape mode.


  “Touch screen?” I asked. “How did you do that? I didn't think anyone made touch screens this big.” I couldn't imagine how a large touch screen would be useful for everyday use, but it could be awesome for some applications.


  Andreas grinned across the table at me. “I simply rolled my own multitouch system. There are a number of guides online. A fun project in my spare time.”


  I touched the screen where the search box was located. The typing cursor snapped to it. Andreas typed in the campus address, then an address in Florida that Drew recited from memory. A long path traced south from New York to our destination. “It seems as if you are going to go right through several major cities if you follow this route,” Andreas commented. “Correct me if I am wrong, but the traffic in those areas will lead to several delays.”


  “You're right,” Drew said, peering at the map. “Any suggestions?”


  Andreas tapped the zoom tool, then touched the map several times around Washington, DC. He pointed at a location northwest of the city. “There. Take this interstate route around the western side of the city, staying far from the Beltway. It will also allow you to skirt New York City at this point.” He dragged the map up to the northeast and pointed out where we'd diverge from the shown route, then dragged the route line to that point.


  Max frowned and dragged the map back to the route to the far west of Washington. “Seems like a bit of a shame, going around the capital like that. I wouldn't mind taking a side trip there.”


  “You've never been there before?” I asked.


  “No, have you?”


  I nodded. “High school trip, junior year. Spent about three days there. No, four. Saw a lot of the sights there, but there were some that I didn't get to see, or that we didn't spend a lot of time at. I really wouldn't mind going again either.”


  Drew shook his head. “Maybe next time. We've got the reservations made already, right? We're supposed to be in Jacksonville by Monday. No time to screw around. And no offense, but I've got no desire to see a bunch of suits walking around signing papers or whatever they do for fun there.” He traced a finger down the route we'd be taking. “Right, so we keep going southwest to here, switch off and go south here, we'll hit Columbia and then southeast, and get on I-95. Perfect. How did you know about that route, Andreas?”


  Andreas zoomed the map back out and frowned. “I have been to Washington myself, and the traffic was ghastly. I investigated traffic patterns and discovered that going even as far as fifty miles out of the way, it decreased actual time spent traveling. If you avoid both New York City and Washington, you will avoid many delays. I would also recommend you attempt to skirt the other major cities on your route, such as Charleston and Columbia.”


  Max groaned. “It would be easier to fly. I'm still having doubts that my car is going to survive all that way.”


  “Hell no, it wouldn't be easier to fly,” Drew said. “Do you know what the security checkpoints are like these days? Insanity, man. And you look like a terrorist with that hair. They'd strip you. Full cavity search.”


  “I do not look like a terrorist!” Max grabbed his ponytail. “Long hair doesn't mean anything like that. There are plenty of guys out there with long hair. Plenty of well known, popular, awesome guys.”


  “Name one.”


  Max opened and closed his mouth, then swore at Drew and stalked toward the door. “I'm going to have a cigarette. A non-terrorist cigarette, dammit.”


  “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, Abdul!” Drew called after him as the door slammed shut. “So what do you think, Kev?”


  “About the route? Looks good to me. I'm a little nervous about driving that far. I haven't driven since getting here, and my dad never did let me borrow the car much.” I peered down at the screen. “Though I am disappointed we'll have to bypass Washington.”


  “We'll go there another time. You ok with all this, though? I saw the way Nikki looked at you when she left. She wasn't happy.” Drew walked back over to the main part of the room and picked up a glass that still had something in it. He swirled it around, then threw it back and slapped the glass down on the table.


  “She'll get over it.” She hadn't told me, I hadn't told her, we were even as far as I was concerned. “How about you? Lisa sounded upset. I thought she was going to hit you again.”


  Drew chuckled and sunk down into a chair. “Seems silly that I'm so afraid of getting beaten up by a tiny little chick like her. But she knows where to aim. I guess she'll get over it too, but man, what a price I'm going to pay.”


  “You and me both.”


  “You never know,” Andreas said. I heard the hard drive in his tabletop computer falling silent behind me. “Perhaps you will meet someone in Florida. Perhaps this experience will change you. Perhaps they will follow you down there. Anything could happen.”


  “Find someone down there?” Drew laughed. “Man, I can just see it. I get back up here and tell Lisa that I'm sorry, I found some awesome new girl a couple thousand miles away. You know what she'd do to me? She'd carve me like a roast, dude. I'm sure Nikki wouldn't take it easy on you either, right Kev?”


  I laughed with him. The idea was ridiculous. “I can't see her taking it too well,” I said.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


   


   


  We left the next morning. Everything that could go wrong, did. We overslept and hit the road two hours later than we had planned. No one came to see us off, not even Andreas. I wanted to apologize to Nikki, but that would have to wait until I got back.


  Traffic on the way out of New York was terrible. Accidents, roadwork, and geriatric drivers conspired against us. By the time of our first rest stop, it was mid-afternoon and Max was grumbling about the schedule being completely off. I took the next turn at his insistence. Conditions were unpleasant as we made progress through Pennsylvania and we took a longer break at the next rest stop to have an early dinner.


  Drew took the last shift, aiming to get us to a hotel in Virginia before it was too late to check in. We were hours behind schedule and getting progressively more irritated with each other. None of us had prepared for long delays. I tried to read, but couldn't concentrate. It wasn't that I didn't like spending time with my roommates, but I hadn't spent much time with them lately. Most of my spare time this trimester had been with Nikki, or in practice sessions with Shade.


  By the time we reached the Maryland-Virginia border, traffic was better than it had been, which slowed the rate of annoyance and increased the rate of travel. Drew insisted that cops didn’t pull people over for less than ten over the limit. Max argued we should keep it slower around Washington, just in case. I closed my eyes and listened to them bicker. I didn't care about speed limits, I just wanted to get out of the car and lie down.


  “The hell?” Drew said. I opened my eyes. “Ah, shit, I'm totally not going that fast! I'm only doing seventy!”


  “What?” Max turned to look out the back window. I followed suit. There was an unmarked car following close behind us with a small rotating light placed just over the driver's side door. Even as we looked, the light flicked to life and the car flashed headlights at us. “Drew, you asshole! I told you not to go that fast!”


  “I wasn't! I swear I wasn't doing more than ten over!” Drew thumped the steering wheel. “It's because you've got an ugly car!”


  “Just pull over, dumbass. I'll talk to him,” Max said. “You and your lead foot just shut up and pay the ticket if I can't talk him out of it.”


  “I told you, jackass, I wasn't speeding!” The emergency lights clicked on and Drew pulled over. We waited in silence. Instead of coming to the driver’s side, someone approached the passenger side window and knocked. Max flinched and rolled the window down. A bright light shone in and I covered my eyes.


  A firm and polite male voice spoke. “Good evening. I'll have to ask you all step out of the vehicle.”


  “Sure, officer.” The man stepped away from Max's car and lowered the light. We piled out of the car, Drew walking around the hood, keeping his hands in plain sight. The man who had pulled us over wasn't a uniformed police officer. Instead, he was wearing a suit, dark glasses, and an earpiece. He reminded me of Shade. Wearing sunglasses when the sun had already set was exactly the sort of thing he would do. “Can we help you?” Max asked.


  “Mr. Parker,” he said. I frowned. “You and your friends will be assisting me this evening. Consider this the price for crossing our territory.”


  “What’s he talking about, Kev?” Drew asked.


  Before I could tell them that I had no idea, he turned to face me and tipped his sunglasses. His eyes shone a deep, scarlet red. I took a deep breath. “We should probably just do what he wants,” I said.


  “Are you serious?” Max crossed his arms and shook his head. “If he’s not a cop, we might as well just drive away. But what the hell, what is it you want us to do?”


  “There’s going to be a meeting at a local bar where information vital to national security is going to be provided to a hostile organization,” the man said. “I want you to flush them out so we can apprehend them.”


  “What are you going to do with them?” Drew asked. “Send them to Guantanamo?”


  “The details are classified.”


  “You’re full of bullshit,” Max said. I cracked a grin, but the man didn’t seem to react at all. “If you already know about this, you’d just go there yourself and grab them. What’s the real story?”


  Instead of responding to them, red light flickered behind his sunglasses. My roommates’ expressions went slack. “Mr. Parker,” the man said, “your friends are stubborn.”


  “Your story is pretty flimsy,” I said. Cold sweat rolled down my side. He could take me away, and they probably wouldn’t even remember I was there. “What’s the real story?”


  “It’s actually true,” he said. “A rogue group has information they shouldn’t, and they’re providing it to enemies of the government. They’re familiar with our agents and methods. You, on the other hand, are someone that won’t scare them off. All I want is for you to keep their guard down.”


  I shrugged. It sounded like some terrorist plot. “Fine. How will I recognize them?”


  “They’re distinctive,” he said. “You’ll know them. Now, I’m going to direct your friends to drive to a certain place and head to the bar. They will come back to their senses when you’ve arrived. Take this and divide it amongst yourselves.” He handed me an envelope. I looked inside to find it full of cash in various denominations.


  “Wait, that’s it?”


  “No time to waste,” he said, and turned back to his car. “I suggest you get in, or they’ll leave without you.” Max and Drew were already climbing back in the car. All I could do was follow and wonder what we were getting roped into.


  We drove into the outskirts of the city. It wasn't a very pleasant part of town. The buildings were rundown, and there were a lot of people sitting on curbs and doorsteps. None of them looked terribly clean or friendly. Cops probably only came here in pairs. However, when we got to the bar in question, the neighborhood was noticeably cleaner around it. There was a bouncer standing at the door, arms crossed over the barrel of his chest, frowning at everyone who passed by. All of the street thugs seemed to be sticking to the opposite side of the street.


  We pulled into a parking spot in the lot. As we got out, I stuffed a bunch of bills into Max’s pocket, then Drew’s. Both of them stretched and seemed to come back to themselves. “Yeah, this was a good idea, Kev,” Drew said. “We aren’t going to get any further today, so we might as well relax.”


  I nodded. “That’s right.” Apparently they had even been given a cover story. Whoever that agent was, they were at least as good as Shade or Absynthe.


  We headed for the door. Max walked right up to the bouncer. “Hey, gorilla.”


  The bouncer's chest puffed up. “You talking to me?”


  “Yeah. Cover charge to get in?” Max pulled out a cigarette and lit it. The bouncer plucked the cigarette from his lips and stamped it out with a thump that echoed up and down the street. Max blinked. “No smoking?”


  “No smoking,” the bouncer rumbled. “Twenty each.”


  Max handed him a bill. “Keep the change.”


  The bouncer took a look at the bill and raised an eyebrow. “Generous, ain't you. Get in there before I remember to check your ID.”


  Inside, the place was dark and sparsely populated. At the bar, there were two bartenders on duty, but neither seemed very busy. The place reeked of cheap alcohol and I sneezed. Eyes snapped to us and I fought the urge to step behind Drew.


  Toward the back, there were booths that gave a little privacy, while still giving us a good view of the front door. “What did you do?” Drew asked as we sat down. “Give him a hundred?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “A hundred bucks?” Drew sounded horrified. “What the hell, dude? That's hours of drinking! And he'll remember us!”


  “We want to be noticed, don't we? Get these people to know that we're here so we can chat with them. We're just some high rollers from out of town. Rich kid syndrome, right?” Max stood up and looked toward the bar. “Going to drop some more. I’ll be back.”


  Drew and I looked at each other across the booth table. Max was probably going to spend the entire wad of cash I had slipped him. It wasn't as if he'd miss it. “I don't know if that's such a good idea in this part of town,” I said.


  “Max likes to push the limit,” Drew said. He craned his head and looked around the bar. I looked around as well. The place wasn't quite a dive, but we were definitely out of place. None of the other patrons looked especially dangerous, but there were a few who were glancing in our direction.


  A few minutes later, Max returned with a pitcher of beer in one hand, a trio of glasses in the other, and a grin. “Bartender was pretty quiet, but I asked him when this place picks up. He said it usually picks up soon, the college age crowd starts coming in. I bought this pitcher, tipped generously, asked if there'd be any pretty girls here. Absolutely, he said. Bunch of regulars.”


  “Sounds good, man. Was getting a little worried with all the career drinkers here.” Drew poured himself a glass of beer. “Ugh. What the hell sort of cat piss did you get for us?”


  “Nothing too strong. We can't get too drunk, right?” Max laughed and sat back down. His face twisted as he tried the beer. “Maybe I should have gotten something else.”


  “So what are we going to do?” I asked. They both stared at me. It wasn’t as if they had any idea what we were here for. “I mean, are we going to just have a few and then look for a motel or something?”


  “That would be too easy,” Max said.


  “Dude, we're at a bar,” Drew said. “It’s a time-honored tradition to try and pick girls up here.”


  “Seriously?” I asked.


  “It’s true,” Max said. I wondered if the agent had stuck this in their head too. “Let’s see, Drew. Fifty says I can get numbers.”


  “Done. What about you, Kev?” Drew asked. “I know you and Nikki are dating, so don’t worry about this shit. But I have to say, man, you could pick up chicks. You've got the look, hell, Lisa talks about you sometimes. I don't know what you're doing, but you should keep it up.”


  “I don't do anything,” I said. “And what would Lisa do to you if she found out?”


  “Shit, she's already going to have my head on a stick for a totem. Probably plant it in the middle of her room and dance around it. I don't have anything to lose. Kev, you keep not doing anything the same way you always do, I'll keep trying to do something the way I always do, and Max, well, good luck.” Drew grinned.


  Max rolled his eyes. “I'll just drop money and buy a lot of drinks.”


  The conversation turned to lighter topics. Max and Drew finished their glasses, filled them, drained them, and filled them again. Their conversation started to get louder and I wished I hadn't gone along with this idea. It wasn't as if I had a choice. I raised my glass to drown my laugh. No one gave me a choice for anything these days.


  People had been filtering in and out of the bar all night, and there had been a few small groups with some pretty girls, but no one who stood out. When the next group walked in, I only glanced over, not expecting much. It looked like there were three girls in their party. Two of them were in front, a tall blonde and a skinny brunette, while the third was still in the doorway, chatting with the bouncer. I tapped the table and nodded toward the door, then looked back just as the last girl walked in and strode to the bar.


  My jaw dropped. She wore a sleeveless dark top, maybe black, maybe blue, but it was impossible to tell in the dim light. An equally dark skirt fell to mid-thigh and she wore boots that climbed all the way up, exposing just a finger's breadth of ivory skin between boot and skirt. Her hair was a brilliant fiery red, sparkling when she walked beneath a light. A simple hair band restrained the flames, letting the loose curls drift down below her shoulders. She was slender and moved with alacrity and grace, her fingers dancing over the top of the bar as she exchanged words with the bartender. He bent forward to say something and she turned her head to look in our direction. I felt a sudden jolt as her gaze drifted over me. Was this the girl in question?


  “Damn. Damn!” Drew whispered. “That's no ordinary girl, that's a work of art. Look at that rack. Look at those legs. Look at that face!”


  “The redhead?” I asked.


  “No, the blond! The redhead's cute, but that blonde, damn! She's showing it all off! Man, she's got to be it!” Drew sounded excited, but his libido was running on alcohol. The blonde girl was cute, that was for sure, but the redhead was breathtaking.


  Max grunted. “Well, you go for her, then. The brunette's cute, maybe not noticeable, but still. Got to divide and conquer, right, Kev?”


  “Huh?” I couldn't take my eyes off the redhead. She was talking to the bartender while he mixed a drink for her. I wondered what she was having. “Divide and conquer?”


  “Those three girls. All noticeable. I guess you're going to go for the redhead, right?” Max stomped on my foot under the table. I flinched and glared at him. “Right?”


  “She's way out of my league, man,” I said. “Way out. And Nikki-”


  “Nikki's not here,” Max said. “And you're not going to bring this girl back to a hotel, are you? Shit, you know how I feel about Jess, but I'm not going to pass up having some fun.”


  “But I don't feel-”


  “Stop being a pussy, Kev. I'm going to ask that blonde if I can buy her a drink,” Drew declared. He stood up, a little unsteady, but grinning like a fool. “You're coming with me, Max,” he added.


  “Who, me?”


  “Yeah, you. I'm going to throw you at the brunette. Surprised you're not going for the redhead. Whatever, just buy her a drink, right? Kev, man, we'll mention our other friend is just holding the table, maybe the redhead will come over and talk to you. We'll tell them you're just shy.” Drew grabbed at Max, but missed.


  “I'm coming, don't embarrass me,” Max snapped. He stood up and brushed himself off, then followed in Drew's wake. The two girls looked up as my roommates approached. They were too far away from me to hear what they were saying, but before long, Max pulled a chair over and Drew headed to the bar. He flashed me a quick thumbs up sign out of their line of vision.


  I sighed and refilled my glass. I'd go over and join them in a few minutes so I didn't have to sit and drink by myself in a booth like a common drunkard.


  He stepped up to the bar just as the redhead walked back to the table. She paused before sitting down and I could see Max talking to her, probably introducing himself. He must have mentioned me, because all three girls looked at me. I froze and my face burned. I looked deeply into my beer and wondered if I could drown myself in it.


  The redhead stood up. She looked in my direction, then drifted around the tables toward me. Her hair was still sparkling whenever she passed beneath a light. She was walking in my direction. I felt my mouth go dry and took a quick drink before she arrived. I couldn't believe it had actually worked. More to the point, what the hell was I going to say to her? What would I tell Nikki?


  She paused as she reached the booth. At this distance, I could see that she had a scattering of freckles across her cheeks. Her eyes were a dark green and she was watching me without saying anything. I put the beer down, trying to keep from trembling. “Hi,” I said.


  “Hi,” she replied. “Mind if I join you?”


  “Not at all,” I said. She sat down across from me and placed her drink on the table. I could smell coffee. “Just coffee?”


  She smiled. “Irish coffee. Heavy on the coffee. You?”


  “Just this terrible beer my friend ordered,” I said. “Fresh from the cat.”


  Her smile grew. “Your friend said you were a little shy. I'm not sure he was telling me the truth.” Her voice was a comfortable alto, her tone a little teasing, a little playful.


  I shrugged. “Max exaggerates sometimes.”


  “And your other friend?”


  “Drew makes Max looks like a paragon of truthfulness. Some sort of paladin.”


  She laughed, a carefree laugh that I wanted to hear again. “Max and Drew. And what's your name?”


  “Kevin. You?”


  “Call me Star.” She folded her hands under her chin and smiled at me. “As dramatic as it sounds, it's just a nickname.”


  “I like it,” I said. “Does it refer to your hair sparkling?”


  “You noticed?” She looked pleased.


  “It's hard not to notice. I like that too.”


  “Thank you, Kevin.” She laughed again. “Are you from around here? I don't remember seeing you around here before.”


  “No, I'm from Pennsylvania, go to school in New York. We're taking a road trip to Florida over our summer break,” I told her and reached for my drink.


  She reached for it as well, brushing my hand out the way. I watched as she raised the glass to her lips. “You're right. This is cat piss. Your friend has no taste.” I chuckled and she grinned playfully at me. “Summer break. I see, so you're a college guy? What school do you go to?”


  “Ripley University.”


  Both eyebrows rose. “Ripley? I've heard of that school. An interesting take on education, isn't it? Special courses for special students?”


  “Something like that,” I said, pulling the beer back over to my side of the table and taking a drink. Something in the way she said “special” struck me as strange. Maybe she was making fun of me in some obscure way. “It's a pretty nice place. Some odd things happen there, but I think you can say that about all colleges. What about you?”


  She shrugged. “I work. Been working since high school.”


  “What do you do?”


  “This and that,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Odd jobs. I'm saving money so I can go to school like you are.”


  “You could always get a loan,” I said.


  “I don't like being in debt,” she said, then looked over at her friends. “Did you know that tonight is karaoke night?”


  “No, we're just passing through,” I said. “Are you going to sing?”


  “Of course,” she said. “Would you like to sing with me?”


  I shook my head. “You don't want to hear me sing. Really. I'd love to, but I think people would start tossing barstools at me.”


  She laughed. “I doubt it. Your voice is strong. If you're not a singer, that's fine. How about dancing? Will you dance with me?”


  I looked toward the center of the floor. One of the bartenders was moving some of the tables out of the way, while the other was setting up a portable karaoke machine between orders. “I'm not that great a dancer, either.”


  She stared at me and both eyebrows shot up again. “Don't sing, don't dance. What do you do for fun, Kevin? Maybe you are as shy as your friend said.”


  “It's not that I'm shy,” I said. “I just have a girlfriend back at school.”


  Idiot. I bit my tongue and waited for her to cool off and walk away. I didn't expect her to laugh. “So?” she asked after catching her breath. “I don't see you as the seductive player type. You're not going to betray her so easily. I can tell. But, she doesn't know you're here, does she?”


  I sighed and looked down at the table. “I didn't tell her that I was going to Florida until just last night. She didn't take it too well. I think she's pretty angry with me.”


  Star's hand walked across the table and covered mine. “Sorry. I didn't mean to bring up any bad memories. But you haven't answered my question. Will you dance with me? Maybe it'll take your mind off your girl.” She laughed again. “Just so you know, I plan on dancing well enough to take your mind off everything but me. What do you say? Last chance!”


  “Sure,” I said. “But I’m serious about being a bad dancer. I don't want your broken feet to come as a complete surprise.” I grinned in spite of myself. I had never had a girl flirt so openly with me, let alone one as gorgeous as Star. I did need to get my mind off Nikki. She wasn't here and I was just going to have some fun. I wasn't going to be trying to seduce anyone. We were just going to dance. How could I say no?


  She stood up, pushing her drink toward me. “Good. I'll be back for that. Go ahead and try it if you want. I always get the first song of the night. People think I've got a nice voice for some reason.” She grinned at me and sauntered away. I watched her walk up to the bar and chat with the bartender, then glance over at me. I picked up her drink and took a sip as she watched. Her lips curved into another playful smile.


  It took another few minutes for the bartenders to finish setting up, transforming the place from a dive to a low-key club. When they were ready, they handed Star the microphone right away. The entire bar went silent. She had to be the one the agent was looking for. The song started playing and I recognized the tune as a ballad from a few years ago. Her singing voice was powerful and pitched perfectly, a little deeper than the original singer, but sounding even better than the song I remembered. When she finished, she was breathing deeply, then took a bow with a flourish. Applause rippled through the bar and I joined in.


  After she handed off the microphone, she walked back to my table, moving quickly, a little unsteadily. She slid into the seat and breathed in sharply before saying anything. “What did you think?”


  “I think you sounded great. You put a lot into it.” She still sounded breathless and her chest was heaving noticeably. She didn't seem to mind my blatant noticing. Gorgeous girl. Nikki was pretty, but Star had a killer figure.


  “Thanks. Dance?” Her playful smile was back in full force.


  “Are you sure you don't want to catch your breath first?” I asked.


  She bounced up out of the booth. “I'm not out of breath. I'm excited. Come on!” She held her hands out to me. Behind her, I saw my roommates getting up, along with the other two girls. They were going to dance too. There was safety in numbers. I wouldn't be the only one to embarrass myself. “Come on!” she repeated.


  She wouldn't wait forever. I took her hands and she led me to the dance floor, firmly arranged my arms around her waist, and wrapped her arms around my neck. The next song was another slow ballad. Maybe it was the theme for the night. The singer was nowhere near Star's singing ability, but the music was enough for dancing. Truthfully, silence was all I would have needed to dance with her. She led, not letting my clumsy steps get in the way. At first, she whispered directions as to where she was leading me, but as time passed and I grew more comfortable with how she was moving, she fell silent and we just danced.


  Occasionally, I saw Drew or Max and their partners over her shoulder. Drew and the blonde girl were dancing energetically, bouncing around loosely. In contrast, Max and the brunette were very close and quiet, almost stiff, but both of them were smiling. They were having fun too, in a more restrained sort of way.


  Star was perfectly relaxed and her carefree manner had me relaxing as well. She tightened her arms around me and pulled me closer. She was just a couple of inches shorter than me. “Hey, Kevin,” she said, just loud enough to be heard over the music. “It's glitter in my shampoo.”


  “It's what?”


  She laughed. “My hair. It twinkles because of the glitter. It's a pain to wash it all out, but I like the effect.”


  “So do I,” I said.


  “Are you curious?” she asked.


  “About what?”


  “The type of shampoo I use. How the glitter gets in there. You know.”


  “I've never heard of it before,” I said. “Is it something special?”


  “Maybe you'd like to come back to my place and find out firsthand?” she asked, pulling herself even closer to me.


  Apparently seduction had been in the cards all along. I took a deep breath before responding. “I'm interested, but I don't know if I should.”


  She pulled slightly away to look me in the eye. “Girlfriend?” she asked. I nodded. We hadn't gone very far, just made out a few times. I'd never see this girl again. “I promise I won't tell,” she said.


  “I thought you said there wasn't going to be any seducing going on.”


  “I said you weren't going to seduce me. I said nothing about me seducing you. I decided you're the type of guy who I want to get to know a little better. Special. You know what I mean?” Her eyes narrowed slightly.


  “I think so,” I said. My resistance was waning. There was something just so deliciously straightforward about her. Where Nikki was quiet and coy, Star was making it absolutely clear what she wanted.


  She leaned forward and brushed a kiss against my cheek, then traced her lips down the side of my neck. I shivered and reflexively pulled her closer. What she wanted, I wanted too. “Let's get out of here,” she whispered.


  “Now?” I asked.


  “Now.” She caught the attention of her two friends with a slightly raised hand, then gestured rapidly between herself and me. Her friends both signaled back with flicks of their wrists. It was fascinating to watch, almost like sign language. After a few seconds of flurried hand motions, they both turned back to their partners and Star hauled me toward the door. She was breathing heavily again and smiling very widely. “I'm looking forward to this,” she said as she pushed the door open.


  “So am I,” said a completely unexpected voice. The bouncer was sprawled face down across the sidewalk. The agent who had pulled us over a couple of hours ago stepped forward, a broad smile on his face. He folded his sunglasses and placed them in one of the inner pockets of his suit jacket. “I've been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time.”


  Star started to say something, but before she could get a word out, the man took a long step forward. I stepped in front of Star and threw my arms out wide before he could reach her. “What do you think you're you doing?” the agent asked. His voice was deathly quiet.


  “She's not who you're looking for!” I snapped. “I'm not going to let you take her away.”


  “On the contrary, Mr. Parker-”


  “On the contrary, Kevin, I am who he's looking for,” Star said from behind me. She gently pushed me aside and stepped up, face to face with the agent. “Tell me, agent, are you going to cockblock me tonight? If you are, I'm going to remove your dick with a butter knife.”


  I wasn't sure if I had heard that properly, but I knew that I couldn't let this go. “Look, I don't know if you're really a government agent or what, but she's not any sort of threat. You let her go and I won't call the cops on you as a kidnapper. And assault,” I added, remembering the bouncer who was still laid out on the ground.


  “Kevin, I appreciate your stepping in,” she said. “But listen to me. You need to walk away. I'll be fine. Don't worry about me.”


  “I'm not going to leave you. This guy isn't what he seems.”


  “Your devotion is wonderful, Kevin. Simply wonderful. Your grasp of the blatantly obvious is equally wonderful. If we make it through this, I'll give you a reward. A very nice reward. But you know what? This isn't the time for heroics!” Star grabbed my shoulder and pushed me away. She was far stronger than she looked. When the agent took a step toward me, she interposed herself between the two of us again, reversing who was protecting who. “Run!” she snapped over her shoulder.


  I wanted to run. This man, government agent or not, was going to take her away. If I didn't get out of here, he'd probably take me too. That only left two options. Run, or fight. My adrenaline was ramping up, and my power was on the verge of manifesting itself, outside of my control. I forced it down. That was my last resort. If I needed to use it to save her, I would. Adrenaline was my fuel. Well, adrenaline, testosterone, and a glorious cocktail of other hormones.


  “Mr. Parker,” the agent said. “You're consorting with a terrorist. You're giving aid and comfort to the enemy. Don't you know what the penalty for that is?”


  “He hasn't actually consorted yet,” Star pointed out.


  “Let me guess,” I said. “You're going to kill me.”


  The agent gave me a vicious, tight little smile. He was going to kill me. He was going to kill me just to make sure no one ever found out about this. Running was no longer an option. I smiled and tapped into my power. Psionic energy flooded my body and I lunged for him, driving my fist toward his face, as hard and fast as I could.


  He lifted his hand and caught my fist. “Provocation.” His eyes blazed with scarlet light.


  “What the shit, Kevin?” Star's voice was suddenly surprised.


  “Kevin Parker, overstepping your bounds.” He made a tsk-ing noise and shook his head. “Unfortunately for you, you're all alone here. Alistair Ripley isn't here to protect you. I'll make sure to write him a letter, personally, telling him how you screamed and begged for mercy.” The agent squeezed and the bones in my hand creaked. His other hand rose, pointing right between my eyes. “Good night, Mr. Parker,” he said.


  


  Chapter Eighteen


   


   


  The agent froze as the doors to the bar crashed open. Star's friends spilled out, followed by my roommates. The agent's fingers were pointed at my forehead, his eyes were glowing, my eyes were glowing. No one spoke. Even the street was silent, abandoned. The thugs who were out earlier in the evening had vanished, as if they had decided it was a good night to stay indoors. They were right.


  The agent's fingers twitched. Star grabbed my shoulder and flung me backwards, hard enough for me to lose balance and fall on my ass. The agent grunted and pointed at Star. Red sparks danced from his fingertips to her forehead and she staggered backwards, lifting her hands to her eyes. I scrambled to catch her as she fell. Her hands seized and I saw that her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated. She gasped erratically for breath as I lowered her to the ground, then convulsed, clawing the sidewalk, fingernails raking the concrete. I grabbed her hands before she could hurt herself. Her grip was shockingly strong. “Star?” I called her name. Her hands squeezed mine, but other than that, she made no response. I wasn't sure if she had even heard me.


  “There's nothing you can do for her,” the agent said. He took a step toward us, ignoring our audience. “There's nothing you can do for yourself either, but I'll give you a fighting chance. We'll play a little game. I’ll go easy on you. What do you say?” He gave me a twisted smile. I knew where this was going. It was the sort of game that a cat would offer a mouse.


  Behind the agent, I noticed Star's friends moving to flank him. I was sure he knew they were there, but he was ignoring them, as if they were no threat. I didn't think they were either, not until both of them manifested an electric blue eyeglow that I'd never seen before. “Get down!” the blonde shouted. Max and Drew hit the deck and I tried to flatten myself on the sidewalk next to Star. I could feel psionic energy carving the air above me. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I heard glass shatter somewhere behind me.


  “Fools.” I looked up. The agent had flung himself sideways, but one of the girls had grazed him. He clutched his right shoulder and smoke was curling up from under his hand. He grimaced and then removed his hand. Whatever wound had been there was already closed. He lifted both hands and a scarlet shield flashed to life. Almost as soon as the shield appeared, a gap appeared in the middle and he flicked another series of red sparks out through it, all of them aimed at the blonde.


  The red sparks burst against a hastily created shield and the girls countered with whip-like lashes of blue energy. While they battered each other, I returned my attention to Star and tried to figure out what he had done to her. I could sense injury, but my medical knowledge was limited to whatever I had seen Absynthe and Nikki use on me. The only biokinetic ability I was proficient with was a simple pain relief method. I cautiously attempted to use it on Star. She swatted my psionic touch away, blue light sparkling from her eyes. “You too?” I asked her, even though I didn't think she could hear me. “Stop resisting me! I'm trying to help you!”


  Her hands squeezed, but psionic energy was still raging through her. I grimaced. She was out of control, focused completely on defending herself. I'd have to either wait it out, or break her defenses. Her friends might know what to do, but I didn't dare distract them. If I could get Max and Drew to help me get her into cover, maybe I could do something for her.


  A flicker of energy directed toward me gave me just enough warning to throw my own shield up. The attack cascaded off it, electric red ropes snapping into the air. The nearest streetlights blew out in showers of sparks. “Parker! I won't let you do that!” he shouted at me. The girls attacked him again, spreading out to attack him from multiple angles, but he manifested a second shield and blocked both of them at once.


  The agent was more powerful than the two girls put together, and I doubted that my own attacks would make a difference. I reinforced my shield and expanded it to cover both Star and myself. She shuddered as the shield stabilized. The agent stepped back as my shield's strength grew, and I saw his eyes widen. Was my shield that strong? I deliberately focused my power, a precursor to an attack, and the agent leaped backwards across the street, focusing one shield to defend against any attack I might make.


  My distraction worked. Two shields seemed to be his limit. The blonde rushed forward, her own shield reinforced and blazing with energy. When the agent landed, she simply thrust forward, smashing her shield into him. The agent's other shield buckled and he crashed backwards through the window of the building behind him. I could hear a crash and a scream from inside. “Did you get him?” I shouted.


  The blonde was already falling back to our side of the street, breathing heavily. “Not a chance,” she called. “I think I just made him angry.”


  The agent burst through the roof of the building, showering everyone with dust and pieces of masonry. Debris bounced off my shield and I heard Max and Drew curse as rubble rained down on them. The agent floated into the air above all of us, a bubble of red energy deflecting a hasty lash by the brunette. He pointed down at the blonde. With the power she had just expended, she had nothing left to defend with. He grabbed her with telekinesis and pushed her down to her knees. Before anyone could focus a shield, he forced her backwards. She shrieked in pain and I could sense the agent pressing her down, crushing her down into the pavement.


  The brunette launched herself into the air and flung energy at the agent, flanking him and trying to distract him from the blonde. It worked. He tried to swat her out of the air, but she was agile enough to dodge his attacks. Her attacks were weak, but enough to force him to focus on defense. He couldn't keep the pressure up on the blonde and shield against the brunette at the same time. After one dodge, she locked eyes with me for just a moment. The message was clear. She was buying time for me to do something.


  What did she expect me to do? I glanced down on Star. She was starting to hyperventilate. Her uncontrolled power was still enough to block anything I tried. I had to get her away from the agent. I looked over at Max and Drew, who were both clinging to the ground as if the earth was going to try and throw them off. “Max! Drew!” I snapped, trying to get their attention without drawing the agent. “Get the blonde! Bring her back inside!”


  Drew looked at me wide-eyed, then nodded. He crawled forward to the blonde, then grabbed her under the shoulders. Before the agent could renew the pressure on her or attack Drew, I extended my shield to protect them. The agent's telekinetic grip broke and Drew dragged her back toward the bar. Max looked at me for instructions and I gestured for him to help Drew. “This is an amazingly fucked up situation,” he said.


  “You're telling me,” I said.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  I didn't know what to tell him. The agent and terrorist story was far-fetched enough without the psionic twist coming into play. “I'll tell you about it later,” was the best I could do.


  He laughed harshly. “If we live that long.” He jumped up and yanked the bar's doors open for Drew. The agent started to fling an attack toward him, but the brunette flayed his shield, forcing him to concentrate on defense again.


  Max gestured at me and pointed at Star. If I could get her into the bar, at least she'd be a little safer, and I could try and do something for her while the brunette held off the agent. I scooped Star up off the ground and headed for the door. I'd do my best to save her, at least.


  “Wait! What are you doing?” the brunette shouted.


  The agent laughed. The attacks had stopped. I looked back over my shoulder. The brunette was shielding against the agent's attacks, but her eyes were on me. I could see the expression on her face. Betrayal. “That's right, Parker, leave this one to me,” the agent said. “Run away, coward, run inside so you don't have to watch. I'll come for you and that bitch when I'm done breaking this one.”


  “Don't let him get to you,” Max said, still holding the door open. “He's trying to confuse you. Don't listen.”


  “Max,” I said. “Take her inside.”


  “Don't listen to him!”


  “Do it!”


  Max propped the door open with his foot and I shoved Star into his arms. He grunted and looked down at her, then back up at me. “I hope you know what you're doing. If Nikki finds out that you were risking your life to save another girl, she's going to kill you.”


  I had to laugh. “If we live that long.”


  He grinned, then stepped backwards, Star cradled in his arms. I slammed the door shut and whirled around to face the agent, extending my shield to defend the front of the bar. “All right, you son of a bitch, you've got my undivided attention now,” I said.


  The agent laughed again. “I wasn't going to kill you, but now? Now you're going to wish I had.”


  I chuckled and tripled my shield's strength. My power hummed through my body and mind, fully focused for the first time this evening. “One problem with that, secret agent man.”


  The agent's eyes narrowed.


  “I'm still here!” the brunette shouted. She had taken advantage of the agent's focus on me to get directly below him, and now she thrust both her hands upwards. A lance of blue energy flashed straight upwards and popped his bubble shield. He only barely dodged the deadly spike, but the attack had wrecked his defenses. “Now!” the brunette tele'd to me.


  I reached sideways with telekinesis. None of the attacks the agent or Star's friend had used against each other had involved actual objects, only raw force and energy, things that Shade hadn't trained me on yet. I was willing to bet the entire fight on the idea that the agent wouldn't be prepared for a simple physical attack. What I was planning was an order of magnitude or two stronger than a simple punch, though.


  I grabbed the base of one of the streetlights with telekinesis and lifted. It resisted and I applied some torque. It wrenched free of the ground and sparks flew as I whirled it around, driving it toward him at an angle from behind and above, whistling through the air as it moved.


  He threw a new shield up at the last moment, but I was swinging my super-sized club hard enough that he simply didn't have the strength to completely block it. The strike bent the streetlight even as his shield shattered into glowing red shards and drove him down. The impact left a crater in the street. The shield had absorbed enough of the kinetic force to leave him alive, but he was dazed and staggering in the middle of the street. He was obviously in no shape to continue the fight, but I couldn't give him time to recover.


  It was almost anti-climactic. I walked up to him and swung a right-handed roundhouse punch as hard as I could. I broke his jaw. His jaw broke my fingers. He ended up face down on the ground while I swore viciously up and down.


  “Is he out?” The brunette regarded me with a guarded expression.


  “I hope so,” I said. My hand felt like it was on fire from the inside out. The pain was enough to make my eyes water. “I'm never going to punch anyone like that again. Not without gloves. Holy shit, this hurts.”


  She didn't even crack a smile. “What did you do with Star?”


  “What?”


  She grabbed me by the collar. Glowing blue eyes, very close to me. What was with people grabbing me by the collar? “Where is she? You brought him here. You're the reason she's hurt. So help me God, I will take you apart piece by piece if we lose her.”


  “She's in the bar, with your other friend!” She let go of my collar and stalked toward the bar. I followed her, adjusting my collar with my left hand. “I couldn't help her. Her power was out of control and blocking anything I tried.”


  “Of course,” the brunette snapped as we walked in. “She doesn't know you, how could she trust you? Of course she wouldn't let you through her defenses. Idiot.”


  I bit back a response and looked around the bar. All of the patrons were sitting down, eyes closed, unmoving. The blonde was sitting on a barstool, breathing heavily, and Drew was bringing her a glass. Star was lying on the floor and Max was kneeling above her, fingers pressed to her wrist. He looked up as we entered. “Her heartbeat's getting weak. What the hell happened? It’s like she's in shock.”


  The brunette shook her head. “You don't want to know what she's seeing right now.” She knelt on the other side of Star and placed her hands on Star's shoulders. Blue energy flickered from her eyes and I could sense her biokinetic touch with my Sight. Star's defenses challenged her, then faded. Whatever damage the agent had done was undone in seconds. Star took a deep breath and sat right up. “How do you feel?” the brunette asked.


  Star looked down at herself, then glanced around until she saw me. I expected her to frown or be angry or even to attack me, but all she did was smile. “I feel like I've just found a new goal in life.”


  The brunette sighed. “That agent almost kills you and all you can do make jokes?”


  “I'm not joking, Beth,” Star said. She stood up, wobbling a little, then walked toward me. “Didn't you feel it? I could, and I was halfway to the moon. My boy Kevin here has amazing power. I felt like I could fall into it.” She prodded me in the center of the chest with her fingers. “I think you could be very useful to us.”


  The brunette looked at me and rolled her eyes. “You're doomed,” she mumbled.


  “Us?” I asked. “Hold on here. Aren't you supposed to be terrorists?”


  Star looked over her shoulder. “Hey, Ruth? How many people have we terrorized in the past month or so?”


  “Lost count,” the blonde said. She was wheezing with every breath.


  Star looked back to me. “That's what the suits call us,” she said with a shrug. “But one man's terrorist is another man's patriot, as the saying goes. I prefer the term vigilante, though. Or maybe we're agents of justice?”


  “You're losing me here,” I said.


  She started to reply, but then tilted her head to the side. Blue energy flickered in her eyes. “More suits on the way. Beth, you up for another fight?”


  “Sure, if you're not worried about winning,” the brunette replied.


  “Figured. Get to the safehouse. We're bugging out tonight, cell compromised. Pack what we can, burn what we can't. I'll catch up in a few minutes.” Star fell silent, but I could sense telepathy flickering between her and the other girls.


  “Got it,” the brunette said. Star grabbed my left wrist and dragged me outside. The agent was still lying in the middle of the street where I had left him. She knelt beside him, then touched his forehead. Her eyes shone blue.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Twisting,” she said. “He shouldn't remember this, and even if he does, he won't be coming after us for a few months.” She patted him on the head and stood up. “His crew will handle cleanup, so don't worry. You and I need to talk.”


  “Talk about what?” I asked. “Who are they? Who are you, for that matter?”


  She touched my injured hand. I could feel her probing the injuries. “Maybe I just wanted to talk about rescheduling our tryst,” she said.


  “Like hell.”


  She laughed. “I'm serious. We don't have enough time to discuss things properly. You go to Ripley? That's in upstate New York, in Troy, isn't it?”


  “Are you planning on taking a tour?” I asked.


  Her smile turned playful again. “Of course. I've always wanted to visit that campus. Will you be my guide?”


  “Yeah, for about three minutes before you get caught up there too,” I said. “Are you serious? That's like walking naked through a field full of beehives. Our people up there will track you down fast, and I don't think they'll be any happier to see you than this guy was.”


  “Are you thinking about me walking around naked?”


  I was, now that she mentioned it. “That's not my point!”


  Star laughed again and I felt psionic energy curl into my broken hand, knitting the bones and encouraging the injuries to heal quickly. I clenched my jaw as the pain spiked, then receded. She was at least as skilled at biokinesis as Nikki, maybe better. “You can trust me, Kevin. I won't get caught. I've been on the run since I was fifteen. I can dodge the authorities, I can fend for myself, and most importantly, I can keep a secret. Can you?”


  “I'd like to think so.” I wiggled my fingers with only a small twinge of pain. “Thanks.”


  “You're quite welcome. Here's what's going to happen. Your friends just got their memories of this event tweaked. You'll have spent a nice long evening in the bar, but didn't get anywhere. Your friend Max owns a car?”


  “Yeah, that one in the lot,” I said.


  “Good. They’re going to be in a haze until they get some sleep, so you'll want to grab a hotel room. Wish I could join you. Oh well. There's always next time.”


  “Hopefully not involving a government agent almost killing us,” I said. “That settles things for them, but what about me?”


  “I'd like to trust you,” she said. “I'd like to trust you to not tell anyone about what happened tonight. I'd like to trust you to not even think about it. You're right about the Establishment. They won't be happy to see me. There's a lot you don't know about them.”


  “How do you know-”


  She cut me off before I could ask. “Trust me on that. Return my trust, all right?” She sighed and looked side to side. “We're running out of time. Kevin, here's the deal. We can trust each other and we both walk away from here. If you don't trust me, I'll just tweak your memories too. The suits probably won't bother you any more if you're laid out like everyone else. That one seemed like he was going beyond his orders. He set you up so he could take you out alongside me.”


  “So what-”


  “Listen!” She grabbed my shoulders. “No time! Do you trust me?”


  It didn't take much thought. She was telling me things, not like Ripley or Shade, and she hadn't kept me at arm's length like Nikki. She was straightforward and she was honest and she had tried to keep me from getting involved. Even though I had only known her for a half hour or so, I trusted her. “Yes.”


  Her expression softened with a smile. “Good. Do you want to see me again? I want to talk to you, tell you things. I want to see you again. I want to do things with you. To you. But it's your call. What do you think?”


  My hormones had calmed down by this point. I had a girlfriend. I could turn down the blatant seduction, and I could learn what was going on. “You'll tell me about what's going on? About who you are?”


  She nodded, hands still gripping my shoulders. “Yes.”


  I nodded as well. “Sure. When?”


  Her smile widened and she looked simply radiant. “I'll need some time to take care of business. I'll contact you. I promise. And here's something to seal that promise,” she said, and pulled me roughly to her. Her kiss was intense, brutal, nothing like kissing Nikki. Star kissed me like there was nothing more important in the world. The world could end around us and she'd still kiss me until she was perfectly satisfied.


  She let go far too soon. “Run, Kevin,” she whispered. “Run before I lose my mind over you. Go!” She licked her lips, then took a shaky step backwards, turned her back on me, and ran. Her hair twinkled as she passed under a working streetlight and I watched her go until she turned a corner and was out of sight. Immediately overhead, I heard a helicopter. I pressed up against a wall as it swept overhead, searchlight flashing past me and down the street, following her. I wanted to knock it out of the sky, but she had asked me to trust her. I curled my hands into fists and ran back into the bar.


  Max and Drew were standing near the door, both grinning drunkenly while the rest of the bar looked around with glassy eyes. The blonde and brunette were long gone. I pushed them both out the door. “Get in the car!” I shouted. To my surprise, they did. “Buckle up!” I snapped as I slammed the driver's door shut. I tore out of there like a frightened rabbit.


  Traffic was non-existent for several blocks and I twisted and turned until I found a sign that pointed me west, away from the city. I got onto a highway, merged into the light traffic at whatever ungodly hour it was, and raced off. Max and Drew were still silent with identical ridiculous grins on their faces. Whatever memories Star's friends had suggested to them must have been pleasant. I sped down the highway and pulled off at an exit long before the point where we had originally been caught. There was a cheap motel not far from the exit and I pulled into the lot.


  The late night clerk was more than happy to accept a full night's payment for a room in cash. I thanked him, took the key, and herded my friends into the room. “Go to sleep,” I told them. Each of them obediently picked a bed, climbed into it fully dressed, and promptly passed out. We were probably far enough away by now to be safe. I dropped into a chair by the window and looked at the clock. It was almost three in the morning and I still had adrenaline pulsing through my veins. There was no way I could sleep right now.


  My thoughts drifted back to Star. If she really did come up to New York to find me, what would I do? Could I even talk to her without betraying the Establishment? Was she trying to recruit me to be a traitor to the people who were training me? It wasn't as if I had a lot of loyalty to Ripley and his crew, but if she was part of a terrorist group, I didn't want to get involved. She didn't seem like someone who would go around slaughtering innocents, though. What was her story? I needed to hear it.


  I nodded and curled up in the chair. I'd listen to what she had to say. She'd be able to take care of herself when she came up to Ripley, and hearing her out was the least I could do if she actually showed up. The only thing left for me to consider was how I would explain this to Nikki. Or if I would tell her at all.


  


  Chapter Nineteen


   


   


  Florida terrified me. After what had happened in Washington, I was constantly looking over my shoulder. Would they come after me? Would I wake up some night to see glowing red eyes in the darkness of the hotel room? That was the theme for nightmares that month. The incident had only gone to show me how very vulnerable I was when I was away from Ripley.


  Some of my dreams involved glowing blue eyes. Those dreams tended to wake me for entirely different reasons. I hadn't heard anything on the news the next morning, but that wouldn't have come as any surprise. The government agents had probably fixed whatever damage we had done to the area and then adjusted as many memories as they needed to. There were no mentions of terrorists on the news. I doubted there would be, even if they had caught her. I'd have to wait until November to find out.


  Max and Drew remembered nothing of the strange events. For them, we had diverted to Washington on our own initiative, they had danced and flirted with pretty girls, and then we had left. Fuzzy memories. They chalked it up to having too much to drink.


  By the time the end of vacation rolled around, I was ready to enjoy myself at last. Of course, that was when we had to leave. No amount of argument on my part could convince them to stay an extra day. “Besides,” Max said, “If we don't leave today, we'd have to sleep and drive in shifts to make it back in time. We're cutting it close already. If there are any delays on the way, we'll be in trouble.”


  We were almost in trouble. It was nearly midnight by the time we pulled into the parking lot. We rushed back to our room and frantically unpacked, got in each other's way, and checked our schedules. My only surprise was finding Comparative Ethics II on my schedule, this time scheduled for Monday afternoon. That suited me fine, since I had a class right before it. It also meant that I would get to see Nikki.


  My classes all got out early that day, so I made sure I was early for Ripley’s class, which was in the same room it had been in before. I sat at the same desk as I had the first trimester and pulled out my laptop. I had grabbed a few files from the Establishment network after Max and Drew had fallen asleep last night. I wanted to learn anything I could about the people I had encountered in Washington, especially those with blue eyeglow.


  Before I could make much headway, the door to the room opened. I turned in my seat and closed the laptop's lid. Alistair Ripley stood framed in the doorway, cane in one hand, and sheaf of papers in the other. “Mr. Parker. I see you have decided that punctuality is a virtue.”


  “You could say that, Professor,” I said.


  He closed the door and strode to the front of the room, leaning his cane against the desk and placing the papers in a neat stack on top. “I trust you had a pleasant summer vacation?”


  “Not completely pleasant,” I said. “I'm sure you already know. Right?”


  Lines appeared between his eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”


  “I had a bit of an altercation around Washington,” I explained. “I guess you could call it being caught in the crossfire.”


  I hadn't often seen Alistair Ripley surprised. He was now. His hands gripped the edge of the desk and his eyes went wide. Before I could comment on his seeming loss of control, his grip loosened and his eyes narrowed. “You traveled to Washington?” he asked.


  “Past it, on the way to Florida,” I said.


  “Without letting anyone know?”


  “Was I supposed to?”


  He leaned on the desk and sighed. “Yes. You should have. I take it that you encountered gentlemen wearing suits and whose eyes glowed scarlet.”


  “Yes, and another group whose eyes were glowing blue.” I tapped my laptop. “I was just looking up who was who.”


  “You'll find information on the Bureau on our network. Perhaps not too much at your access level.” Ripley turned away and picked up a piece of chalk, then started to write on the board. “As for the other group, it would be difficult to narrow it down. The blue color is common for various reasons.”


  I put the laptop in my backpack and leaned on the desk. “Reasons like what?”


  The scratching of chalk on blackboard stopped, then resumed. “I suggest you ask Shade or Absynthe next time you see them. I would explain, but we haven't the time to go through historical records before class begins.”


  “If we don't have time for that, maybe you could answer one other question?” I asked.


  “Go on.”


  “This class is for psions, isn't it?”


  He tapped the chalk against the blackboard. “Why do you think that, Mr. Parker?”


  “Because Nikki and I have psionic power, and we're both here,” I said. “I also don't think you would be teaching a class just for the fun of it. Maybe for special students. Very special students.”


  “I cannot deny that this class is geared toward those with your talents,” he said. “However, it would be a mistake to assume that all of your classmates are talented in the same manner. Normally, I would not approve of you knowing any of this. However, since you and Miss Wainwright have already learned of each other's talents and begun training together, it's unsurprising that you've deduced this.”


  “I'm trying to figure out if that's a compliment or not,” I said.


  His shoulders shook as he chuckled. “I suppose it could be.”


  The door to the classroom opened again and another student who I recognized from the first trimester entered, cutting off any further conversation. Over the next fifteen minutes, more people arrived, and at the precise minute when class was scheduled to begin, Ripley began to call roll. Nikki hadn't yet arrived. I wondered if she hadn't been selected for the class. That would have been ridiculous, considering he had mentioned her just a few minutes before, but where was she?


  That question was partially answered when he got to her name on the roll. “Wainwright, Nicole.” There was no response. He frowned and looked around the room, then stared at me. “Wainwright, Nicole?” I shrugged.


  The door burst open. “Sorry I'm late!” Nikki leaned on the doorknob, bending over and panting for breath. “Lost track of time. So sorry!”


  Ripley sighed. “Every trimester, someone attempts to make an entrance. It has long since ceased to amuse me. As I told Mr. Parker earlier this year, please, leave the grandiose entrances to me. I am old enough to know how to make them properly. Take your seat, Miss Wainwright.”


  Nikki walked around and sat down in the chair next to me, still breathing heavily, skin flushed. She looked darker than she had the last time I saw her, probably from getting some sun over the break. A pair of sunglasses hung from the front of her pink shirt. When she noticed me looking in her direction, she gave me a half smile and a wink. I grinned at her. At least she didn't seem to be angry with me.


  She was the last name on the roll. Ripley had called names in alphabetical order from memory. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Comparative Ethics II. Where there were thirty of you last we met, there are but twenty-four now.” He let that sink in for a moment. “Next trimester, more will be culled. It does not give me any great pleasure to do so, but I do not allow those with insufficient ability to continue this series of courses.” His gaze met mine again and I nodded slightly. He was cutting people from the class who didn't have psionic talents, I assumed. At some point, everyone left would be a psion. Would he reveal that? How many people in the room right now were being trained?


  He went on to explain the general concepts of this stage of the course. We'd be doing short research papers this time, examining historical events and attempting to write an objective ethical analysis for each. The idea disturbed me on some level. Would he be asking us to examine the ethics behind events like the Holocaust or try to justify acts of terrorism? I didn't ask the question, but someone else did.


  Ripley didn't respond, only walked over to the side of his desk and picked his cane up. He examined it for a moment, then walked back to the front of the desk and leaned on his cane, facing us. His face was unnaturally solemn. “It is not a question of justification or passionless, bloodless analysis,” he said quietly. “The objective of this course, ladies and gentlemen, is to encourage you to understand. Everyone acts for a reason. You all act for reasons that make perfect sense to you, whether you justify them before, during, or after you act. When you understand why someone acts as they do, you can extend that knowledge to understanding others, and even understanding yourself.”


  “But we're all unique,” Nikki protested. “We're all different, Professor. What makes you act in one way will make me act differently. Isn't that right?”


  He sighed and tapped the cane on the floor. “We are all different and unique, yes. Even so, if you understand why one person acts the way they do, you gain insights into why others might act that way, and you gain insights into why they would act differently. As I said, it is a matter of understanding.”


  Nikki closed her mouth and leaned back in her chair. I could almost hear the gears spinning in her head. They were certainly spinning in mine. We were always asking “why?”, almost from the day we learned how to talk. We always wanted to know why things worked, why things happened. Ripley wanted us to question why people did things, horrible things, or great things. That didn't sound as bad as I thought.


  He let us out early without even looking at the sheaf of papers he had brought. I wondered if they had even had anything on them. Nikki and I walked out of the building together, neither one of us speaking until the crowd had dispersed a bit. Even then, we didn't say anything until we were truly alone.


  I broke the silence. “How was your trip?”


  She glanced over at me. “It was nice. We spent a week in London, then another week touring around Scotland. Got to see plenty of the sights.”


  “You look like you got a tan,” I said. She looked down at her arms, then at mine. I was burnt darker than she was, courtesy of Florida's beaches. I immediately wanted to take it back, but that was out of the bottle now.


  “The tan came from spending time outside at home,” she said. “Spent some time in the garden with my mom. Caught up with some old friends. How was Florida?”


  “It wasn't as much fun as I expected,” I said. “Had a bit of a rough trip down.”


  She nodded, expressionless, eyes fixed on the sidewalk. “I see.”


  “Got caught in some crossfire outside of Washington. We barely got out of there alive.” I exaggerated it a little bit, hoping to get a reaction out of her.


  I succeeded. She looked up at me, eyes gone wide. “Gangs? I heard it was rough down there, but I didn't think it was that bad!”


  I shook my head. “Not gangs. Worse.” I pointed at my right eye. Her eyes widened even more. “Someone wanted me to do some dirty work and then tried to double-cross me. I ended up clubbing him with a streetlight. Left a huge crater in the street.”


  “No shit?”


  “It got a little scary,” I admitted. I wasn't going to get into too much detail, especially concerning Star. That was something I was never going to admit to Nikki. Meeting her up here was going to be dangerous enough, but I wanted to learn what was going on, and I knew the Establishment wasn't telling me everything. If I mentioned it to Nikki, it would probably get to Absynthe, from Absynthe to Shade, and if he didn't kill me, Ripley probably would.


  “I'm glad you're all right. Did they chase you down to Florida? Is that why it was such a bad time?” Nikki's eyes were softer now, sympathy in her expression.


  “They didn't, but I was afraid they would,” I said. “I had dreams all month about waking up and seeing red eyes in the dark. That's scary enough for normal people.”


  She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I bet.”


  “And I was a little lonely.”


  “Oh, really?”


  I squeezed her hand. “Max and Drew enjoyed it. Drew's a terrible flirt, and even Max can get going once he gets a few drinks in him. I mean, neither of them did anything stupid, but you know how guys can get.”


  “I know they're idiots, yes. What about you?” she asked.


  “What about me?”


  “Did you do anything stupid?”


  “The only stupid thing I did was not tell you about our trip,” I said.


  She laughed and tugged my hand hard enough to pull me off balance, then leaned in and gave me a quick kiss, barely brushing her lips against mine. “Apology accepted.”


  I felt my cheeks heat. That hadn't really been a good apology as far as I was concerned, but if she was happy, I wasn't going to argue the point. “I'm glad you're not angry with me anymore.”


  She smiled at me, dimples in full force for the first time that day. “I wasn't angry at you for very long. I wish you had told me, but I wouldn't have been very interested in going to Florida with those guys. I'd be completely out of place. If it was a mixed trip, I would have been going with you whether you liked it or not.” She punctuated that with a very firm squeeze. I winced. That hand had been broken a month ago and it still hurt if there was too much pressure placed on it.


  “It would be fun to get the whole gang down there,” I said.


  “It could be,” she agreed. “So, did you get hit on?”


  “Me?” I asked. “Are you kidding? You put me between Drew and Max and no one bothers to give me a second glance.”


  She snorted. “Like hell. Drew has muscles and looks, and Max has some perverse playboy charm, but you've got them both beat. I'm sure girls were all over you. Don't deny it.”


  Aside from Star, there hadn't been a single one. I rolled my eyes. “You got me. There were hundreds. They got in line at the door to my hotel room. Max and Drew were both in awe of my prowess. I didn't get a moment to rest all month.”


  She stepped into me, bumping shoulder to shoulder. “Jackass!” She laughed. “I was just teasing. I know you wouldn't do anything like that. I trust you.”


  Her trust was so nearly misplaced. I hadn't done anything to betray her trust. At least, we hadn't followed through with it. Not counting the kiss. Or that I had been about to go back to her place before being interrupted. Too many things to hide. I changed the topic. “Hey, you want to grab an early dinner at the Caf?”


  “Oh, I'm sorry, Kev. I have another class.” She frowned and wrinkled her nose. “Stupid late afternoon courses. I wanted to spend some more time with you, but looks like we won't get a chance till later. Are you done with classes for the day?”


  I nodded. “That's my last one on Monday. What about other days?”


  We tried to compare schedules, but she had to run before she ended up late again. She gave me another fleeting kiss and ran off to her next class. I waved goodbye and headed back for the dorm. It was a little too early for dinner, so I'd wait for her to get back, or go with Max or Drew.


  The door to our room was locked. I dug out the key and unlocked it, pausing before I opened the door to listen, just in case it was locked for a reason. There was no sound or reaction from inside, so I walked in and closed the door behind me. Almost as soon as I closed the door, it burst open. I spun around just in time for Lisa to reach up and grab me by the collar. Everyone seemed to have the habit of grabbing me by the collar recently. I sighed and let her pull me down to eye level. “Where is he?” she hissed.


  “Drew?” I guessed. She nodded and tightened her grip. “I have no idea. I just got back from class. Why? Did he stand you up again?”


  She let go. I straightened up and took a long step back away from her, just in case. “If you see him, would you please let him know that I'm going to kill him?” She smiled at me. “Kill him, ok? Could you repeat that for me? Just so I'm sure you've got the message?”


  “If I see Drew, I'll let him know that you're going to kill him. Sure. Any particular reason why?” I asked.


  She shrugged and rubbed her forehead. There was a red mark above her right eye. “If I told you, I'd have to kill you too. I'm sure you don't want that, right? Same goes if you don't tell him. And if you see Max, let him know to pass the message on too, ok?”


  “I will make a point of doing so,” I said.


  “You're so sweet and well-behaved, Kev. I like you. You're a good boy.” Her smile grew teeth. “I would very much regret having to hurt you, you know that?” With that, she spun and walked out of the room. The door slammed behind her hard enough to shake the floor and hurt my ears. What had Drew done now? I was sure he hadn't cheated on her down in Florida, but I couldn't be completely positive. Had he hurt her in some way? Was that why she had a mark on her forehead?


  Drew and Lisa could take care of themselves. I didn't want to get involved in their games. I turned around and sat at my desk, pulling my laptop out of my backpack. Maybe I'd be able to get some reading done now. If Drew showed up, I'd pass along her message and be done with it. The screen came up, right where I had left off, and I started to read about the government's psionic organization, the Bureau of Paranormal Investigation. No known date of formation, leader or command structure. No mention of whether they were actually part of the real United States government or if they operated independently. I doubted that the government was unaware of psionic activity happening within its borders.


  A soft scuff on the floor behind me broke my concentration. I looked over my shoulder. Drew loomed one step behind me. “Is she gone?” he whispered.


  I jumped out of my chair, heart hammering. “What the hell, Drew?”


  “Sorry,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder at the door. “She's gone now, right?”


  “Yes, she's gone. Where were you hiding?”


  He pointed toward the bathroom. The door had been open and the lights off. “Hiding in the shower stall.”


  I sat back down and closed the laptop's lid. “Holy shit. What did you do? Do I really want to know?”


  He spread his hands wide. “Chicks are crazy, man! I really don't get them sometimes.”


  “I trust you heard her message,” I said. “But I told her I'd tell you. She's going to kill you, Drew, and she sounded pretty cheerful about it. Do you have your will made up?”


  “Not even funny.” He walked over to his desk and flopped into his chair. “I swear. Chicks are only good for one thing.”


  “Sex?”


  “Two things.”


  “What's the other?”


  “Messing with your head,” he said. “Man, here's what happened. Tell me what you think. I got out of classes and came back here about a half hour ago. I figured I'd go drop in and see if she's up for some fun, if you know what I mean.” I covered my face with one hand. “What? What did I do?”


  “Nothing yet,” I said. “Go on.”


  “So I get in there and she's sitting there putting on makeup or something. I guess she was about to come looking for me. Jess is nowhere to be found so I figured the timing is perfect. Seize the moment, right?” Drew glanced toward the door and crossed his legs.


  “Right. So what did she say?”


  “Well, she was pretty happy to see me, which is only natural. I am awesome, after all. So she started talking about wanting to go out and have a nice dinner and hit the mall, see a movie, stuff like that. Meanwhile, I'm this dude who's been restraining himself for a month. You know what it was like. All those girls down in Florida wanting a piece of me? I was beating them off with a stick, right?”


  That wasn't exactly how I remembered it, but it was his story, and I wasn't going to argue about it. “So you're trying to tell me that all you wanted to do was sweep her into bed and let loose with the frustrations of the past month?”


  “You know it, dude. That's exactly it.”


  I covered my face with the other hand too. “You're nuts, you know that?”


  “Shit, what did I do?”


  “Nothing yet. Keep going. Did you say that straight out?”


  He sounded somewhat wounded. “I'm not that dumb, Kev. I made it pretty clear what I was interested in though. She got so pissed off at me, man, you have no idea.”


  “I have some idea,” I said.


  “No, that came afterwards. See, she started bitching at me, telling me what a jerk I was, that I needed to be more sensitive to what a girl needs. Something like that.” He sighed.


  “And what did you say to that?” I asked after a moment of silence.


  “See, this is where I did something bad. I'm kind of afraid to admit it.”


  “That's not like you,” I said. “Just get it out. I promise I won't laugh.”


  He stood up and turned away from me. “Well, I told her, 'I'll show you something sensitive' and grabbed my crotch.”


  I dropped my hands into my lap. “Are you serious?”


  “It gets worse.”


  “I don't see how.”


  “Well, first of all, if she had a pen at hand, I'd probably be breathing through it, right? She went right for me, teeth and claws and fury. You know how I've held her off before? I'd have a stump, a raw bloody stump.” He shuddered. “So you know what I had to do?”


  “You didn't hit her, did you?” I pointed to my forehead. “She had a huge red welt.”


  “She does? Oh, shit, she really is going to kill me,” he groaned.


  “You hit her? Seriously?”


  “No! No way, I'd never do that! We were circling around the room and I grabbed her blanket off the bed, right? I did a bullfighter thing, waved it like a cape. She didn't fall for it. I think it got her angrier. I don't think the things she was saying were words, at least, not in any language I know. So I threw the blanket over her head and ran out of the room, pulled the door shut behind me.”


  “She ran into the door,” I guessed.


  “I thought she fucking broke the door down!” Drew laughed. It sounded forced. “I looked back in and she was laid out on the floor. Of course, that's when Jess shows up. She looks at me, looks down at Lisa on the floor with a blanket over her head, looks back up at me. Awkward. I told her it wasn't my fault, I had to get to class, and ran like hell. Ran like a bat out of hell, man. After a few minutes I came back in, all stealthy and shit, and locked myself in here. When I heard you unlock the door I hid in the bathroom. Good thing, right?”


  “Drew, I don't think Lisa's as stupid as you think she is.” I pointed toward the door. “If I were her, I'd be staking out the stairwell. You've got to come back at some point.”


  His tanned face started to whiten. “Maybe she's listening at the door.” He spun to face the door. I watched expectantly. Nothing happened. “Or maybe she's waiting for the worst possible moment to break in!” Nothing happened again.


  “Like I said, she's probably camping out in the stairwell,” I said. “I doubt she can hear you through the door. Want me to go check?”


  “Don't you dare,” he said. “Kev, dude, she'll kill me.”


  I got up and stretched. “I don't think she'll kill you. Just hurt you a little. Maybe a lot.”


  “Please. Kev, don't do it, man!” Drew's voice turned pleading.


  “Why don't you just apologize to her?” I asked. “That's probably all she wants.”


  “No, Kev, you don't know her as well as I do. She wants my head on a stake. She'll mount it like a trophy. She's going to be out for blood. Blood, man, blood!”


  The door opened. Max walked in. “Why are you talking about blood, and why is Lisa stalking up and down the stairs? Are you planning something kinky? Not in our room, please.”


  “Close the door! Close the fucking door!” Drew shouted. It was far, far too late for that. I bolted for the door as Lisa came barreling up the stairs. I grabbed Max in passing and dragged him out just as she raced in. She pushed us both out of her way and slammed the door shut. A moment later, the lock clicked, and then there was silence. Not even a whimper.


  Max looked at the door, then over at me. “Do I want to know?”


  “Later. Do you know if Andreas has a mop?” I said.


  


  Chapter Twenty


   


   


  My third trimester seemed like it would be the most difficult to date. Ripley expected serious work out of us this trimester for his course. Absynthe continued my psionic training with a variety of new techniques. For the first time since beginning college, I felt challenged.


  I wasn’t the only one. Nikki’s frustration boiled over the first weekend of October. Ripley had assigned us yet another research paper and I was frantically trying to finish it Friday night so that I could work on another paper on Saturday and actually have some free time on Sunday. My grades from the previous trimester had been worse than I expected. I hadn't failed anything, but I had to put more effort in or risk losing my scholarship. If I lost my scholarship, Mom would pull her support, and I’d have to drop out.


  There was a knock on the door, breaking me out of my research trance. “Kevin?” I heard her voice as she opened the door.


  I looked over my shoulder and stretched. “Hey, you. What's up?”


  Nikki walked in, hands held behind her back. I heard plastic crinkle as she moved. “Nothing. Guys not around?”


  “Max is at the library working on a group project for one of his courses, since the first stage is due on Monday. I think Drew is out with Lisa, probably still paying off his debt.”


  “Ah,” she said. The story had been told and retold enough that I suspected it would become legend. Lisa had eventually forgiven Drew without bloodshed, but her conditions were draconian. I wouldn't jump through hoops, but then, they had a much different relationship than we did. Nikki seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “She's really something, isn't she? I don't understand why she's doing that sort of thing to him. I mean, it was crude and I can see why she’s upset, but really, what she's doing is just bitchy. She should just get over it.”


  I shrugged. Maybe not the same exact lines. “I don't know about that. I think they treat their relationship as an elaborate game, and this is a penalty for Drew. I wouldn't hold it against her, it's just the way they work.”


  Nikki's expression twisted into a frown. “I guess. I can't really respect a girl who'd do things like that, even if it's to a guy like him.”


  “Everyone's different.” I looked at the clock and sighed. “Shit. I thought I'd be farther along in this paper by now.”


  Nikki sighed as well. “I was afraid you'd say that.”


  “Why?”


  She brought a plastic bag out from behind her. “Guess what I have?”


  “Not a clue.” I peered at the bag, trying to see what was inside it. “Food? Caffeine? I'd kill for an energy drink.”


  She walked closer and put the bag down on the desk next to my laptop. “No, silly. It's a movie. Kaitlyn's out tonight, she won't be back until late. I thought we could hang out and watch it, since we haven't been able to spend much time together lately.”


  “I don't know,” I said. “This paper's due on Monday. You know what Ripley's like when we turn things in late.”


  “You've got all weekend to work on it.” She put her arms around me from behind, then leaned on me and kissed the top of my head. “You've got to relax once in a while.”


  Her charms were in full force and I was tempted. I leaned my head back against her. “I was planning on working hard tonight and tomorrow so I could spend time with you on Sunday.”


  “But Kaitlyn's gone tonight,” she repeated. “That means privacy.”


  “You're a temptress.”


  “Damn right I am.” She cradled my head against her. “I'll even sit on your lap, if you want. But I don't think we'll watch the movie at all if I do that.”


  “It does sound nice,” I said.


  Her embrace tightened. “But you're going to turn it down, aren't you?”


  I had been about to accept, but something in her tone stung. “Well-”


  “Of course. Just like every other weekend. We're lucky to have dinner together these days, I guess. I should just get used to only seeing you at training, right?”


  “I just said I was trying to make time for you this weekend! Why can't you just wait a couple of days?” She let go and I twisted to glare at her. “Honestly, what's wrong with you?”


  Her face flushed red. “Just wait? You've been pushing me away all month because of your fixation on getting perfect grades. But you've got time to hang out with your roommates, don't you? No time for me!”


  “I'm not trying to get perfect grades, I'm just trying to do better than I did last trimester! And the only reason I have any time to hang out with my roommates is because they actually live here.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Oh, how silly of me.”


  “It is silly,” I snapped at her. “What about your courses? Keeping up with everything? Or did you just pick out a bunch of bullshit gen-ed courses again?”


  Her eyes widened and I knew I was starting to go a little far, but she was being hurtful, and I wasn’t going to take it without comment. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Are you going to give me shit for my major? What does that have to do with anything here?”


  I threw my hands up in surrender. “Nothing. Whatever. I was going to pack it in and go watch the movie with you, work on the papers later, but if you're just in a mood to pick a fight, I'm not going anywhere.”


  “Oh, now you decide to tell me that?” She crossed her arms and turned sideways. “Naturally, it's my fault, right? I'm the one being completely unreasonable, right?”


  “You did assume that I was going to say no,” I said.


  Her jaw dropped. “I did nothing of the sort!”


  Before I could point out that she had, in fact, done exactly that, a telepathic message flickered into my mind. Instead of a training session notice from Absynthe, it was a summons from Shade. I swore under my breath. I hadn't heard from him since before summer break, and I had hoped that he'd stay downstate for a good long time. As I looked up to tell Nikki, I saw that her fingers were pressed to her temples and a flicker of green was playing in the depths of her eyes. “You too?” I asked.


  “What?” She blinked, then glared at me. “Absynthe called you too?”


  “No, Shade,” I said.


  “He's back from the city?”


  “Unfortunately.” I stood up and closed my laptop. “Looks like we'll have to postpone this fight.”


  She sighed and pressed her fingertips to her cheekbones. “You are such an ass.”


  We walked to campus in chilly silence. Even though the day had been uncommonly warm for October, there was frost in the air between us. I understood that she was annoyed because we hadn't had a lot of time together lately, but we both had responsibilities. It didn't give her the right to get so angry with me. I clenched my fists.


  “Kevin?” she asked.


  I forced my hands to relax. “Nikki?”


  “I'm still mad at you,” she said.


  I wanted to lash out at her, but I forced myself not to rise to the bait. One of us had to be the mature one here. “I see,” was all I said.


  “I'm not as mad at you as I was before, though,” she said. “I didn't mean to get so pissed off. Sorry.”


  “It's all right,” I said.


  She stepped a little closer to me and we continued our walk to the building in slightly warmer silence. The administrative building was usually locked at this time of night, but our ID cards worked to let us in. The halls were dim and the elevator was uncommonly loud. When we got to the top floor and started up the stairwell to the roof, Nikki's hand found mine.


  “About time,” Shade greeted us as we stepped out. “Took the scenic route?”


  “Missed you too. How's Operation Kick-Some-Gangbanger-Ass going?” I replied.


  “Funny. Not as well as we had planned,” Shade said.


  Absynthe was leaning against the waist-high wall at the edge of the roof, but at Shade's words, pushed off and walked over to us. “Alistair's sending more people down there,” she said.


  Nikki's hand clenched. I looked at her, then back at Absynthe. “Are we going?”


  Shade laughed. “We don’t need cannon fodder.”


  Absynthe shrugged. “Trainees won't get sent into an openly hostile situation. We couldn't guarantee your safety.”


  “I thought you were head and shoulders above the gangs?” Nikki asked.


  “We are,” Shade said. “We should be. They're holding up far better than we had anticipated. So, Alistair wants more agents down there. If it becomes a battle of attrition, we'll win, but we can't afford the losses we've been taking. Absynthe's coming down for medical support. Other agents for assault support. Alistair wants to bring the hammer down.”


  “So, with you both down there, what's going to happen with our training?” I asked.


  “No rest for you,” Shade said. “Special project time.”


  “More than a special project,” Absynthe said. “Here's your chance to contribute. With so many agents occupied, we don't have anyone to keep an eye on the locals. It just so happens that we've been tipped off that a student at a nearby college is on the verge of announcing some sort of scanner that can detect paranormal activity. We want you two to go there, check it out, and take appropriate action to deal with it.”


  “Paranormal scanner?” Nikki asked. “Can it detect psionic activity? Are we getting into some sort of Star Trek science here?”


  “Beats the hell out of me,” Shade said. “But if it's for real? Blows the covers right off. Not just for us, but for all the psions in the world. Get this straight. We don't know if it's real or not. Might just be some toy or hack job, but the geeks at RPI take two things seriously, engineering and hockey. If there's any chance it's for real, we need it, and we need to keep anyone else from getting it.”


  “I love hockey,” Absynthe mused. “Maybe I’m working for the wrong school.”


  Shade continued as if she hadn't spoken. “We're assuming that it's going to be kept by the geek in question at a lab in their main engineering building, right in the middle of campus. Lucky for you, their security is shit. They won't take it seriously. What engineer would take anything like this seriously? You won't need to worry about actual security, just their campus safety people. As long as you don't look weird, they won't even bother you, and believe me, it would take a lot of effort to look weird there. So you're safe, Wainwright. I don't know about you, Parker.”


  I forced myself to let his jab go. This whole thing sounded idiotic, but I'd roll with it. “So we just check out the campus, go into this building, waltz into the lab and steal this thing, wipe the guy's mind on the way out? Doesn't sound too bad. What's the catch?”


  Absynthe laughed and even Shade cracked a smile. “I owe you a drink,” he growled to Absynthe, then looked back at me. “First, you've got just under a week. That's when he's going to unveil it. Tight time limit. Once he releases information on it to the public at large, every psionic organization in the world is going to come sniffing around here. We can't deal with that while we're dealing with the downstate campaign. If you don't get it done in time, Alistair will take care of it. He tends to be, shall we say, excessive in cases like this.”


  I frowned. Excessive didn't sound like Ripley. “What do you mean?”


  “He'll kill the geek,” Shade said. “Blow the lab. Can't take chances. Well, no chances besides giving you two a chance to take care of it first.”


  Nikki's frown matched mine. “So if we fail, this kid's going to get killed?”


  Absynthe nodded. Her expression was studiously neutral. “Probably him and a bunch more. Take out the kid, the device, and probably several rooms around him.”


  Nikki looked at me. I nodded. I didn't want to let someone die just because he was too smart. Trashing his project and modifying his memories would probably ruin his college career, but at least he'd be alive. “Is there more?” I asked.


  “We suspect someone else already knows,” Shade said. He let out a frustrated sigh and paced back and forth. “The gangs are being propped up by someone else. Probably the feds. They've always wanted the city. If we've got too many people down in the city, they'll be able to sneak around in our backyard. Maybe it isn't the feds, but they're my first suspect.”


  “You mean the Bureau of Paranormal Investigation?” I asked.


  “BPI, red-eyes, feds, whatever you want to call them,” Shade said. He slapped a hand against the wall. “They're at the top of my list. They've got the motive to do this, and doing it this way gives them a way to deny being involved.”


  “Who else could it be?” Absynthe asked.


  Shade started ticking off candidates on his fingers. “The Illuminati. They'd have to send agents from Europe, but if it's important enough, they'd do it. I'm sure they know about it. Their intelligence is world class.”


  “Illuminati?” I asked. “Are you serious? They exist?”


  Shade glared at me and Absynthe laughed. “Is that a serious question?” he asked. “You still haven't read through everything yet?”


  Nikki giggled and I felt my cheeks burn. “I've been busy.”


  Absynthe took pity on me. “We suspect they aren't the historical Illuminati, but they're certainly as mysterious as all the rumors and conspiracy theories say they are. Luckily, they're a European-based organization, and they've always been on relatively cordial terms with us. We don't bother them and they don't bother us. For the most part.”


  “My next suspect is the Kaze,” Shade said. He glared at me. “Since I'm sure you have no idea who they are, Parker, they're from Japan. You do not want to fuck with them. Period. They go right for the throat and they don't pull punches. They will kill you, not twist you. Serious danger. If you run into one of them, run like hell and scream for help.”


  I nodded. “Seems like a long trip for them. Would they bother?”


  “They've got deep cover agents spread all over the world. Fucking Jap tourists,” Shade said. “Their intelligence is nearly as good as the Illuminati. I'm serious when I say run and scream. We probably won't make it back in time, but maybe we'll find your bodies.”


  “Who else?” Nikki asked.


  “Maybe the gangs from the city trying to get a flank attack in. Or maybe the Mexican-based cartel from the southwest. They're the only regional group that actually stands up to the feds. I don't think they'd get involved up here, but hell if I know what they're thinking. After the South American cartels got smashed two years ago, a lot of the survivors have been moving north to try and re-establish power. Pedro doesn't really have the time to deal with this sort of thing, but they might be getting ambitious.” Shade chuckled, but cut off when Absynthe gave him a dirty look.


  “So how will we know what we're facing there?” Three pairs of eyes turned back to me, all wide and surprised. I held my hands up. “No, I know, it's the color. I figured that out. I just don't know offhand what color is what, or why.”


  Shade buried his face in his hands. “I hate being a mentor. I really hate being a mentor.”


  Absynthe put an arm around his shoulders. “It's not that bad.”


  I looked at Nikki. She was giggling again. “I guess that's another question I should have read about already, right?”


  “I don't know why you haven't read everything available to us by now,” she said.


  “I try not to spend too much time at the computer,” I said. “Plus, whenever I get a chance to read, someone always shows up. Max is convinced I'm reading slash fiction because I slam the laptop lid down whenever he walks in.”


  “Slash fiction?” Nikki asked.


  “You don't want to know.”


  Shade and Absynthe had recovered. “All right, color theory,” Shade said. “Since one of you needs remedial training, you both get to suffer. Parker, I swear, if you keep making me waste time like this, I'm going to make you waste time healing every bone in your body after I break them.”


  Absynthe gave him another dirty look, then looked to me. “Kevin, you know that your eyes glow when you use your psionic power. Do you understand why?”


  “Some sort of psionic energy bleed effect, right?” I had read some of the available information, just not enough of it. “From what I remember, the energy comes from our bodies. The vitreous humor in our eyes glows when we use the power. No one knows exactly why since no one has volunteered to have their eyes cut open while using their power.”


  Shade clapped slowly. “Wonderful. He read something. I'm amazed he's literate.”


  “Good. And what about the color?” Absynthe pressed. She glanced at Nikki. “Do you want to explain it?”


  Nikki nodded. “It isn't the type of power you're using or how you're using it. It's also not a genetic trait. The accepted theory is that it's based on who awakened your power. You inherit their color.”


  “Close enough,” Shade said.


  “What did I get wrong?” Nikki asked.


  “It's based on training as well,” Shade said. “You inherit the color from the awakening, but after that, it's all repetition.”


  “What he means is that the more you train, the more ingrained that color gets,” Absynthe said. “The color can change over time, but it usually happens early. If it happens later, it's usually because of a significant life-changing event. Sometimes it can happen after a mindtwist, too. That's what our studies have turned up and it seems to be similar to what other groups have reported finding as well.”


  “Makes it easy to see if you've been going behind our backs,” Shade added. He smirked at me. “If you've been getting corrupted by someone other than us, it's impossible to hide it. We'll start asking some uncomfortable questions at that point. Uncomfortable for you, at least.”


  “What about if you learned something on your own?” I asked. “Like, if you tried something that you hadn't been taught? What color would that show, your native color or a different one?”


  Shade and Absynthe looked at each other. I felt Nikki's gaze on me as well. I had created that miniature rose and I hadn't used anything Shade had taught me. The energy I had used to create it had been both green and blue.


  Shade finally looked back at me, a flicker of green light fading from his eyes. They had been telepathically communicating about that question. I wondered why. “The observed color for self-taught technique is blue,” Shade said. “It fades quickly into your natural color once you've been trained. Why?”


  I shrugged. “I tried something once that made my eyes go blue. That explains it.” It could also explain what I had seen in Washington. Had Star's group taught themselves how to use their powers? If it was one person teaching others from how they had taught themselves, would they all stay blue?


  “I see,” he said. Something in the way he said it was wrong. There had to be more to it than just that. I needed to check out what was available in the Establishment database. Either Star and her group were completely self-taught, or there was a shade of blue that was an established organization. They were hiding something either way.


  “So what color belongs to those groups you mentioned before, then?” I asked.


  Absynthe answered the question, leaving Shade to brood silently. “Yellow for the Illuminati. Dark orange for the Kaze. Scarlet for the Bureau. Violet for the Mexican group, as far as I can recall. I've never met one. Have you, Shade?”


  Shade shook his head. “No. Violet's what I've heard. Lighter than the gangbangers down in the city. Don't confuse the two.”


  Nikki tele'd a message to me. “He's acting strange. Why?”


  I tele'd her back. “I think he's suspicious. Blue eyes?”


  “Something you two don't want us to hear about?” Shade asked.


  I shook my head. Nosy bastard. “Nothing special.”


  “It's rude to telepath someone in front of others.”


  “Doesn't stop you from doing it.”


  Shade lifted a hand in front of his face and flexed his fingers. “Operational security. You've got no secrets you should be hiding from us.”


  Nikki stepped in before I could respond. “Getting back to the assignment. We've got a week, right?”


  “Until next Thursday,” Absynthe said. “The student there's scheduled to go public on Friday. The two of us are leaving tomorrow morning, so if you have any questions or plans, now is the time.”


  “What sort of support will we have?” Nikki asked.


  “None,” Shade said. “I thought we went over this. You two are on your own. If you get into trouble, scream your heads off and try to stay alive until someone can get up here from the city. Maybe Alistair will come rescue you if he's so inclined.”


  “So you're seriously sending us into a situation where we could be attacked by fully trained agents from hostile organizations?” I asked. “I thought you said that you weren't going to send trainees into hostile situations.”


  “Openly hostile,” Absynthe corrected me. “We have no conclusive evidence of anything. You're going there to collect information and take action if the situation warrants it. If you're confronted, attacked, or it's otherwise dangerous at all? Get out. Let Alistair decide how to handle it. He's your contact point for this assignment.”


  “So we let him know what we find out?” I asked.


  “That's what she just said,” Shade said.


  Nikki tapped a finger against her chin. “I think we'll need to do a dry run and check out the campus. Doing it at some time during the week would be best, we can just blend in as students up there. After that, we'll go in at night.”


  “When do you want to go up there?” I asked her.


  “Monday, after Comparative Ethics,” she said.


  “Don't you have class after that?”


  “I can afford to skip it,” she said. “Especially for something more important. I've got my priorities straight.”


  I let that slip right by. “I think we've got a plan, then.”


  


  Chapter Twenty One


   


   


  On Monday, we trekked across Troy. By the time we reached the top of the massive staircase leading up to the campus, we were out of breath. Neither of us had judged the distance properly. Nikki demanded a short rest and I didn't argue. I needed one just as badly.


  After we recovered, we held hands and wandered the campus, trying to look inconspicuous. I had privately wondered if we'd fit in or not. Shade had been wrong. No one gave me a second glance. A few people glanced curiously at Nikki, who wore sunglasses similar to what Absynthe and Shade wore. I could see a slight green glow reflected onto her cheeks, but it was nearly impossible to see in the sunlight.


  “Kev?” she murmured. “Go left.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “No, left,” she said. I rolled my eyes and led her in that direction, skirting around a football field. The other direction seemed to lead deeper into the campus. I wondered why we were heading away, when she answered my unasked question. “We're being watched.”


  “Shit,” I said. “Where?”


  “From that tall building, I think,” she said. “It feels like they're trying to focus on me. I'm trying to lose them.” She paused, then squeezed my hand. “No good. They're very interested in me.”


  I looked around. Any serious use of psionics would be noticed. I dragged her to a nearby building. A quick psionic suggestion would take care of anyone who protested our presence. As I pushed the door open, Nikki stumbled and hissed. “You all right?” I asked her.


  “Whoever it is, they're all over me,” she said, staggering over to a bench set against the wall and covering her eyes. “Burning through my defenses.”


  “How?” I asked, sitting next to her and taking her hand again. She squeezed hard enough to hurt. “Shade told me it was nearly impossible to break mental defenses!”


  She hissed out another breath. “Nearly impossible because it's so damn inefficient! He's burning tons of power, it's blatantly obvious, but he's hidden and no one will see him! I can't hide! He can find me anywhere!”


  No one was around to see us either. I lowered my head, closed my eyes, and tapped into my power. My Sight resolved and I focused on Nikki, trying to figure out where the attack was coming from. It took three heartbeats for the line to come into focus, a thin connection between her and her attacker. I traced it back to the man, and immediately felt his interest as he noticed my power. His psionic signature on my Sight was blazing, bright and strong.


  A mental attack was an entirely different concept from using telepathy as a means of communication. I assumed that simply pouring psionic energy into our connection would overwhelm him, and I visualized myself striking at the attacker with a sledgehammer. My power surged and I could feel the pulse riding the connection between the two of us. From the other end, I felt a glimmer of shock, a hasty attempt at defense, and then the attacker's consciousness winked out.


  Nikki gasped. “Did you do that?”


  I rubbed my temples, which were throbbing for the first time in months. “I think so?”


  “I could see it in my mind,” she said, then drew her knees up to her chest and shivered. “He was stabbing at my defenses. Stalking me. It didn't matter where I turned. He was there. I couldn't escape. He'd find me no matter what. He kept carving away at me, at my defenses, at everything that makes me who I am. He wanted to get in and take control.”


  She shuddered violently before continuing. “Then you showed up, just appeared behind him and clubbed him with a giant glowing club, right across the back of the head. Red sparks all over the place. He was gone. You saved me.”


  “I did my best,” I said.


  She laughed. “I think we need to get out of here, before he wakes up and tries again. Or calls for help.”


  “Red sparks, you said?” I asked.


  “Do you think they're BPI agents?” Her voice trembled. I nodded and she squeezed my hand. “I think it's a good idea to get out of here now.”


  “No argument here,” I said.


  We both got to our feet, but she froze before taking a step. “Drop your power. Now.”


  I had already cut my power back to a trickle, but at the tone in her voice, I twisted it off entirely. We stood there in silence for almost a minute. “What's happening?” I whispered.


  “I felt three more people start looking for us,” she whispered back. “We need to get out of here. Fast. Don't touch your power. Don't react if they brush you. Just keep moving. They won't be able to find us if we get far enough away.”


  We left the building and started to trace our footsteps back the way we came. The campus was quiet at this time. Most students seemed to be done with classes. We only passed a handful of people as we trotted downhill. Nikki was walking faster and faster and I almost had to jog to keep up with her. “Hold on,” I said as I caught up. “You're acting funny. Don't attract attention.”


  “I can't help it,” she said. “I'm terrified. It's taking everything I have just to keep myself from running down the hill.”


  “You'll have plenty of time to be scared once we get off the campus,” I told her. We followed a curving road back the way we had come. No students were heading down this way. I didn't like being so exposed. “Besides, I'm here with you,” I added.


  She gave me a quick smile, and then froze. Her eyes went wide. “Don't see me,” she whispered. I heard a breeze rattle the remaining leaves on the trees ahead, but none of them were moving. It wasn't wind.


  I tugged her hand and led her onwards. A sense of pressure gripped my mind, but I forced myself to ignore it. If we didn't give them any proof that we were psions, they wouldn't be able to tell. In theory, at least. The pressure slackened, then vanished. Nikki staggered for a step or two, then righted herself. “They passed over us,” she said.


  I stopped dead before we reached the top of the staircase. “They'll be watching here,” I said. “I would be. It's a fast way down to where there's a lot of people.”


  “How do we get out of here, then?” she asked.


  “We create a distraction,” I said.


  Nikki let go of my hand, crossed her arms and shivered again. “There's no way I'm going to be bait. No way.”


  “Not like that,” I said. “It's got to be something that attracts their attention and keeps them from sensing us. Once we get down into the city itself, there should be plenty of people around, they won't be able to focus on us in particular.”


  “Can't we ask Ripley for help?” Nikki asked.


  “They'd sense telepathy,” I said. “It'd point right to us.”


  “Dammit, what can we do, Kevin?” I didn't have any more tricks in mind, but I had to come up with something. If we wanted to keep them from noticing us, we'd have to hide our presence, but the act of using psionics to hide us would draw their attention. I didn't trust that I could keep us hidden against the combined focus of three trained agents.


  I flipped that idea on its head. Was there some way I could keep them from sensing anything? I couldn't attack them fast enough to knock them all out, but was there some way to temporarily overload them, just long enough to get away? Some way to blind them, psionically speaking?


  I slammed my fist against my palm. “I think I've got it.”


  “What?” she asked.


  “Ever heard of a flashbang?”


  She shook her head, then frowned. “No. Maybe, actually. Isn't that a cop thing?”


  “Sort of. It's like a grenade that makes a bright flash and huge noise. They toss it into a room to disorient people before they rush in.” Many computer games I used to play used something like that, so I was familiar with the idea. How they actually worked in real life, I had no idea.


  “So you're going to drop some sort of psionic grenade at your feet?” she asked. “Do you really think that's a good idea?”


  “Do you have anything better in mind?”


  “No. How do you want to do this?”


  I grabbed for her hand. “Keep your power completely off. I don't know how this will work. Hopefully it won't blind me, but it might. I'll count down, do it, and you count to three and start running. Drag me if you need to.”


  “All right.”


  I took a deep breath and considered the concept. If I just set off a huge flash of psionic energy, it would probably overwhelm whoever was looking for us. If nothing else, it would hopefully blanket the immediate area and might make it impossible to focus on us. Maybe. This could go badly. “Here goes. Three. Two. One!”


  I closed my eyes to concentrate and twisted my power fully open, far past the point where I could keep it stable. I felt three minds focus and search for me. Before they could find me, I forced all the energy in my mind out, an unstable burst of energy. The shock staggered me and my Sight burned white, then burned out. My head spun and I felt myself falling backwards. Nikki caught me, held me up, and helped me down the stairs. I heard nothing but roaring in my ears. When I opened my eyes, I couldn't see anything except for a field of white dotted with black spots. Had I blinded and deafened myself?


  I heard a car horn in the distance and Nikki yanked on my arm. Something whipped past behind me, close enough to feel. She was leading me somewhere. I stumbled along in her wake. Every time I blinked, the white was fading to a darker gray, but no shapes were resolving. I had blinded myself. What had I done?


  “Kevin?” It sounded like she was shouting in my ear. I jerked away and blinked again. Her face suddenly appeared in front of me, blurry and indistinct, but unmistakably her. “Kevin? Can you hear me?”


  “I'm here,” I said. I could hear myself, but it felt like I was hearing everything from underwater. “Are we safe?”


  “Yes,” she said. “But you look a little shaky. Are you all right?”


  “I'm fine, but you should see the other guy. Other guys.” I chuckled and then groaned as my head spun. “How long has it been?”


  “About two minutes,” she said. I winced. It had been more effective than I had anticipated. “We're far enough away that I can try and heal you without them noticing now.”


  “I'll be fine,” I said. “But remind me for next time to shield before I light it off. If that's what happens for a spur of the moment idea, I'm terrified of what would happen if I was focused on it.”


  “I could feel it,” she said as she placed her fingers on my forehead. The next time I blinked, I could see a faint green glow around her irises. “It felt like I got smacked in the back of the head. If I'd been using my Sight at that moment, I'm sure it would have knocked me out. There. Is that better?”


  I shook my head back and forth. My hearing was almost normal and my vision was back in focus. “Yes. Let's get out of here.”


  The moment we stepped back on the Ripley campus, Alistair Ripley tele'd me with a demand to get to his office right now. We ran there and the secretary waved us in without even looking up. Ripley stared at us over his enormous desk and shook his head. His expression was grim. “I trust you have a good explanation?” he asked.


  “For what?” I asked.


  “For setting off that mindflare. It was you, wasn't it?” He steepled his fingers in front of his face. “It was rather surprising to have an emergency distress call so strong and close to home. All of our reserves mobilized immediately. I had to issue an emergency order to stand by until we understood the situation. Well? Is there a reason?”


  I explained what had happened and how I had come up with the idea to escape. Nikki added her own explanation. Ripley nodded throughout the story, then sighed deeply as we both ran out of words. “What else could we do?” I asked.


  “Nothing. You acted prudently,” Ripley said. “Mindflares are disconcerting. They can confound the psionic senses of others. They can also be sensed at great distances. Some of our outlying reserve agents twenty miles away reported in as soon as they sensed the flare. Most organizations use it as an emergency signal, a last ditch effort. You've signaled that someone is investigating that campus. They will be very, very careful from here on out. On the plus side, since you did it without being taught on how to do it properly, no one is sure that it was an Establishment investigation.”


  “I see,” I said. The energy from the flash must not have been Establishment green. If what Shade and Absynthe had told us was correct, it must have been blue. That would have confused people.


  “Since the situation has escalated, I will take responsibility for the assignment,” he continued. “Based on what you have told me, there are multiple agents operating on the RPI campus. I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to return there.”


  “No!” Ripley raised both eyebrows. Nikki and I had spoken at the same time. “You'll kill the kid just for being too smart. That's not right,” she said.


  “He is no longer your concern, Miss Wainwright,” he said. “I will assume all responsibility.”


  “It's not just your responsibility!” I hadn't heard Nikki ever shout like that. Judging by the look on Ripley's face, neither had he. “I thought you were supposed to be teaching us ethics!”


  Ripley stood up and Nikki shut up. “I teach you ethics,” he said. “I never claimed to be an ethical standard for you to measure yourself against. You are no longer involved with this assignment. I will tolerate no more outbursts.”


  “We won't let you do this!” Nikki ignored his warning. “We'll go back. We'll take care of it ourselves. We'll do the right thing.”


  Ripley glanced at me, then back at her. “No. I forbid you to return to that campus, Miss Wainwright. I will not allow it.”


  Nikki grabbed my wrist. “Come on. We're leaving.”


  I looked over my shoulder just before we left the room. Ripley's expression was inscrutable, but was that a slight smile I saw? I couldn't be sure. The doors slammed shut behind us.


  She led me straight back to my room and promptly blew up. I let her rage. After a good half hour of ranting, she told me not to go anywhere, then stormed back to her room. She returned five minutes later, dressed all in black and ordered me to follow suit. “Are we really going to do this?” I asked her.


  “I am not going to have his death on my conscience,” she snapped, and that was that. I changed my clothes and we headed out. As we approached the exit of the dorm, Max and Drew walked in and immediately headed for us.


  “Hey, where are you two going, all dressed up like that?” Drew grinned and winked at me. “Going to some goth club downtown? I didn't think you were into that sort of thing.”


  “Wearing all black isn't goth,” Max said. “Proper goths would laugh them right out of the place. Besides, it's way too early to go clubbing, it's only seven.”


  “We don't have time for this,” Nikki said. She seized my wrist and started dragging me ahead. Max and Drew exchanged glances, then Drew stepped in front of her and blocked her path. “Get out of my way,” she snapped.


  He held his hands up. “Chill, Nikki. What's the story? You don't look too happy, Kev. Something going on between you two?”


  “I said we don't have time for this!”


  “Nikki, hang on,” I said. “Look, we're just going-”


  “We're just going out. Now let us go.”


  Max shook his head. “You two are acting weird. What's going on?”


  I started to say something, but Nikki was faster. She held her hand up toward Drew, fingers splayed. I felt a surge of psionic energy, too quick for me to react. “I told you, get out of my way!”


  She blew him backwards, flinging him toward the glass doors. I tapped my own power and caught him with a telekinetic grip, catching him just before he could smash through them. Max swore and fell on his ass. “What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted at Nikki.


  “There's no time to deal with this sort of shit,” she said, far calmer than she had any right to be. “We've got to do what needs to be done, and we've got to do it now before it's too late. I'm not going to play patty-cake with these two idiots. We've got lives to save.”


  “You just blew cover,” I said. Drew and Max were both staring. I lifted Drew and placed him back on his feet next to Max. He promptly fell on his ass as well. “Sorry guys, she's a little pissed at the moment.”


  “What the hell is going on?” Max asked. “Your eyes, both your eyes? Is it contagious?”


  “She pushed me without even touching me, what the fuck? Kev, what the fuck, man?” Drew seemed horrified. “You've been hiding this sort of shit?”


  I looked away from my roommates. This wasn't my choice. “Nikki, have you learned how to tweak memories? I haven't.”


  “I have.” She walked to Drew and slapped her hand to his forehead. Seconds later, she turned and stepped toward Max, who scrambled backwards. She seized him with a telekinetic grip and slapped his forehead as well.


  “Wait, Kev, help!” he shouted to me, before going limp. I shuddered. They wouldn't remember this incident. I certainly didn't feel right about it.


  “There. They won't remember seeing us.” Both of them were getting to their feet, looking a little disoriented, but none the worse for wear. Nikki grabbed my hand and led me down the stairs before they could come to their senses.


  We walked across Troy in record time. Neither of us tapped our psionic energy after that incident and no one seemed to be looking for us, from either the Bureau or the Establishment. I could only imagine how many rules we had just broken, and how many more we were about to break. At the bottom of the huge staircase leading up to the RPI campus, Nikki stopped short. “Kev?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Sorry about doing that to your friends. I'm a little on edge.”


  “I noticed.” The apology didn't quite make up for what she had done, but at least I had been able to save him from injury. It wasn't as if I had the moral high ground to protest what she had done, not after what I had done to her. Still, I hadn't done it on purpose.


  She squeezed my hand and we walked up the stairs. The campus was quiet, far quieter than it had been earlier that afternoon. Instead of breaking left around the central field, we broke right and walked right to the engineering building. We took a small, nearly hidden staircase, and then approached the main entrance of the engineering building. Nikki pulled on the door handle. It opened. “I almost expected it to be locked,” she said.


  “Me too,” I said. “But it's not too late. Twenty to eight.”


  “They'd expect us to come late at night,” Nikki said. “But they won't expect us now, plus we might find the researcher in the lab. Let's walk around. They said the lab he’s working in is on the seventh floor. Remember what he looks like?”


  Before he left, Shade had telepathically shown us an image of the student. He was baby-faced, looking surprised as if the camera had appeared out of nowhere. I could visualize him easily. “Yeah. Should we look for him now?”


  She nodded and we took the elevator up. The building was far quieter than I had anticipated. The overhead lights were on, but the corridors still seemed dark. We peered into several rooms, but our suspect was nowhere to be found. “I don't like this,” Nikki said after the tenth room. “We might have to find him by other means, but that'll attract attention.”


  “I feel like this is a trap,” I said.


  “So do I,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself. “At least there are people in the building. Even so, it's too quiet. It's creepy.”


  I nodded. We had passed a couple of students in the hallway, and some of the rooms had people at work in them. Even if we did use our power, if it was quick enough, no one would be able to focus on us. Even if they remembered us from earlier, we were just students here, so it wouldn't be too shocking to find the same people again. “I'm going to see if I can track him down.”


  “All right. I'm going ahead a bit,” Nikki said. I waited until she had turned the corner, then tapped into my power, drawing a tiny trickle out, just enough for my Sight. I matched the picture in my head to a presence in the building. The line ran to the opposite corner of the floor and I immediately twisted my power off before it could be traced. I hadn't sensed any other psionic presence, but almost as soon as I dropped my power, I could sense someone looking for me. Again, it felt as if there was wind rattling leaves on trees, an impossible sound to hear when we were indoors. I ignored it and followed Nikki around the corner. The touch on my mind lifted. If they knew it was me, the attack would be on the way.


  As I rounded the corner, I saw Nikki shudder, then look back at me. She held a finger to her lips, then shuddered again. After a moment, she smiled. “They passed over us again.”


  “I found him. Other side of the floor,” I said.


  “Great!” Nikki stepped toward me and surprised me with a quick kiss. “Let's go get him and then get out of here.”


  We followed the twisting hallway around to the other side of the floor. It was a corner room, a secluded area of the building. As we reached the door, someone nearly walked into us from the other direction. He looked like an exchange student, short and dark-haired, dark-eyed, sizing us both up. He immediately took a step back and gave me a deep nod. “Excuse me, I didn't mean to run into you,” he said.


  “No problem,” I said. I reached for the doorknob at the same time he did. “Sorry. Were you looking for this room too?”


  He dropped his arm and turned to face me. “I am.”


  “What are you looking for?” I asked.


  His dark eyes searched mine. “Quite possibly the same thing you are.”


  “Who are you?” Nikki asked.


  His gaze slid over to her and nodded again. Something started to crawl up and down my spine. “My name is Shigeru Yamamoto. You?”


  “Nicole Wainwright,” she said. “And this is Kevin Parker.”


  “A pleasure to meet you. Are you involved with this research?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “Not exactly. Are you?”


  “Not exactly. Are you students here?”


  “Are you?”


  His eyes narrowed. “Are you the source of the disturbance this afternoon?”


  Nikki stepped toward me and whispered in my ear. “He's not answering your questions and he's asking too many of his own. He knows something.”


  “Maybe he's the trap we're worried about,” I whispered back.


  “Find out more.”


  I looked back at Yamamoto. “What sort of disturbance?”


  His eyes narrowed even more. “Surely you know of what I refer to, if you are interested in what is within this room.”


  Nikki grabbed my arm as I started to step back. “Let's stop dancing around this,” I said. This was a trap, I was sure of it, but we needed to get some information before running like hell. “You're here for the same reason we are, the paranormal research being worked on in there. And you're a psion. Who do you work for? What are you planning on doing with it?”


  Yamamoto sized me up, then looked at Nikki, who was squeezing my arm hard enough to cut off circulation. After a long moment, he nodded again. “Forgive me for not introducing myself properly. I am Shigeru Yamamoto, in the service of the Kyoto branch of the Kaze. My orders are to end the research being done here.”


  “Kaze,” Nikki whispered.


  He wasn’t nodding, he was bowing. Shade had warned us in no uncertain terms about the Kaze. I slammed a defensive shield in place around the two of us, my power surging to the very edge of stability. Yamamoto took a long step back and raised his hands, palms forward toward us. Was he preparing an attack or signaling peaceful intentions? I reinforced the shield and prepared to mindflare. “We're from the Establishment,” I told him. “We're here to stop the research as well.”


  Yamamoto seemed to be thinking out loud. “Establishment,” he said. “I see. The heart of your own territory. It makes sense that you would be here. But you are not an agent, are you? Your shield is strong, yet brittle in places. Trainees? Ah. Your primary agents are otherwise engaged, yes?”


  I tele'd Nikki. “I'm going to throw a mindflare. We have to get out of here. This guy's way beyond our ability to handle.”


  She tele'd me back. “We can't! Ripley will find us, he'll kill the researcher, and we'll be in deep shit! There has to be another way. If he has the same sort of mission, we might be able to team up with him against the Bureau, right?”


  “He's probably got orders to recover the device too,” I replied.


  “So ask him!”


  “Ask him?”


  “Kevin, if he was going to attack us, he would have already!”


  She was right. I took a chance and lowered the strength of my shield. “Yes, we're trainees,” I told him. “We're probably not very well trained by your standards, but underestimating us would be dangerous.”


  Yamamoto gave us a slight smile. “There is a story we are told during our training. There is a swordsman, the best swordsman in the world. He does not fear the third best swordsman, nor the second best. He fears those who are only beginning to learn the art, because he cannot anticipate their actions.”


  “I'll have to remember that,” I said.


  “However, I do question your intelligence. You have advertised to your federal government agents that there is a psionic disturbance here. Why?”


  “We were warned about you,” I said. “The Kaze kill.”


  “Of course,” he agreed. “Within our territory. Here, your common practice is to disable your opponents, is it not?” He spoke a short phrase in what I assumed was Japanese, then shook his head. “I do not know the English term for it.”


  “Mindtwist,” Nikki said.


  “Mindtwist,” Yamamoto repeated. “Thank you. In your territory, you mindtwist, and as you do, so shall I. It would be unforgivably rude to act otherwise when you are a guest in another's house, so to speak.”


  “Hold on a minute here,” I said. “You're saying that you're not going to kill anyone here because that's not the way we do things here?”


  “Of course.”


  “Do you trust him?” I tele'd Nikki.


  “He seems sincere. Do we really have a choice?” she tele'd back.


  “Try and make a deal?”


  Nikki nodded, then pointed at the door. “We both want to stop the research, right? And we both want to acquire the prototype, if at all possible?” she asked. Yamamoto's eyes narrowed and she let out a short giggle. “It's not like I couldn't guess.”


  “It is as you say,” he said.


  “I thought so. So, are we both agreed that each party here could make it difficult for the other to acquire the device?”


  “I would defeat you,” he said. His tone was flat.


  “You would defeat us,” I broke in. “But I guarantee you, we'd destroy the device first. We both win in that we stop the research, but both lose in not getting the device.”


  “So let's try and come to a compromise.” Nikki jumped back in. “Obviously we can't both get the device, but there's got to be something else.”


  “Do you have a suggestion?” Yamamoto asked.


  “Could we copy the research data?” Nikki asked me.


  I nodded and reached into my pocket. I kept a USB flash drive with my keys. “Either of you have one?” They both shook their heads. “Well, I'm sure the geek in there will have some. Would you be satisfied with that, Yamamoto? We all get a copy of the research data and destroy the device. It's not quite as good as the real thing, but it's better than not getting anything at all.”


  Yamamoto glanced between us, first looking at me, and then looking at Nikki. He could overpower us and take the device. Of that, I was sure. We could give him a hard time over it, and we would probably be able to break the device, but he'd win and we all knew it. He really didn't have much reason to agree to this.


  As if she had read my doubts, Nikki spoke up again. “Yamamoto, also, remember that there are Bureau agents on campus, and they're probably on their way here right now. While you can probably take us down, do you think you can take us down, and then deal with them? They'll have you outnumbered more than two to one.”


  He snorted. “Your federal agents are not that threatening.”


  One agent had been very threatening down in Washington. I grinned. He could be bluffing. “Even if we soften you up a bit?”


  Yamamoto locked gazes with me. I stared at him, eye to eye. The hair on the back of my neck started to stand on end. Maybe he wasn't bluffing. Even if we slowed him down, he could still have the strength to beat multiple Bureau agents.


  He broke eye contact. “Copies of the research data will be acceptable. We will recover as many flash drives as possible and divide them evenly between our two factions, so that we may have backup in case a single drive is damaged. If your federal agents arrive, we will work together to defeat them.”


  “Agreed,” Nikki said. I nodded.


  “Additionally, once the data is distributed equitably, we will both extend safe passage to the other. You have my word that I will not attempt to stop you from returning the data safely to your superiors,” he added.


  “And you have our word as well,” she replied.


  “Very well.” Yamamoto nodded at me. “You may have some combat training, but you are still a trainee. Concentrate on defense.”


  “Got it,” I said. “Nikki, can you handle the data?”


  “Just tell me how, and I'll get it done,” she promised, then frowned. “We've got a problem.”


  “They found us,” I said. “Right?”


  “They're coming up the elevator.”


  “They aren't even trying to disguise their presence,” Yamamoto said. “I can sense them without even attempting to manifest.”


  I growled, then turned to the door and knocked before pushing it open. Nikki and Yamamoto followed. The room was cluttered with circuit boards and tools, computers stuffed in the corners and several large monitors on display. The pudgy researcher looked up as we all walked in. “What's all that noise about?” he asked, then seemed to notice that my eyes were glowing. He made a sound that I could only imagine a fish out of water would make, then snatched something up from his desk and pointed it in my direction. I stood dead still.


  Whatever it was, it had a small vial of clear liquid attached to it. Even as I looked, there were glimmers of light from within the vial. A cable stretched from the device to one of the computers, and the computer's display was flashing frantic messages. “I take it that's telling you there's a lot of something going on here,” I said.


  “Are you here to kill me?” he asked. Sweat was beading up on his forehead. “I really don't want to die. If you want me to stop, I'll stop, I won't tell anyone, I promise!”


  Nikki stepped toward him. He cringed away. “Don't worry,” she said. “We're here to protect you and make sure your research gets finished. Where are your backups? We need to get some copies made. Fast. Before they get here. Flash drive?” She looked to me. I pulled my flash drive off my key ring and sighed. I kept copies of all my papers on the drive. They were on the laptop as well, but it was a little unnerving to surrender my sole source of backup. I flipped the little device over to her. She snagged it out of the air without hands and placed it on the desk in front of the researcher. He trembled.


  “They are almost here,” Yamamoto said. His eyes were still dark.


  “Make a copy of all your data on there,” Nikki directed the researcher. “Hurry. I'll protect you. Do you have any other flash drives? We need several copies.”


  “I understand,” the researcher said. I heard a desk drawer sliding open. “I've got a bunch of flash drives, I'll copy the data to each of them. This is just like the movies. I'll go as fast as I can!”


  “Just like the movies,” I said, looking toward Yamamoto. His mouth quirked into a small smile. “I guess I'm bait, right?”


  “Correct.”


  I reinforced my shield and faced the door. “Well, just let me know when they're here.”


  “They are here,” Yamamoto said, and the door burst open.


  


  Chapter Twenty Two


   


   


  For the second time that year, I fought for my life.


  Three men in dark suits rushed the door, breaking left, right, and center as they came through. They moved in perfect unison, only accomplished through excessive training and practice. On television, the choreography would have impressed me. Being on the receiving end, it terrified me. I reinforced my shield, spreading it wide. The surge of power caught their attention. All three pointed handguns at me.


  I had been shot at plenty of times in games. This was no game. Bullets smeared against my shield inches away from me, hissing red hot before sliding to the floor. The agents fired their entire clips. Spent, crushed rounds littered the floor in front of me.


  To my surprise, my shield held with power to spare. I reinforced again to keep them interested. Two of them tossed their guns away and the third dropped back to the door. Their eyes burned scarlet. Playtime was over. I divided my shield into layers of deflection and redirection. If they weren't careful, I could reflect their attack right back at them. They didn't fall for it. Telekinetic lances flashed from their hands and slammed into my shield, driving me back a step with each impact. My shield started to crack under the repeated blows and I folded it together to keep it strong.


  Yamamoto finally stepped in and took advantage of their focus. His eyes blazed orange and the rearmost of the Bureau agents staggered, dropped to his knees, and gagged. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth. One of the other agents turned to face Yamamoto while the other kept his focus on me. The odds were even now, at least in a strictly numerical sense. If Nikki stepped in, the odds would shift to our favor, but she needed to keep an eye on the geek. We couldn’t risk losing him now.


  “Kaze!” one of the agents hissed. The injured one slumped sideways to the floor. I assumed he had passed out. Yamamoto had said he wouldn't kill in our territory, but spitting up blood wasn't a sign of good health. I pushed that thought aside and concentrated on my opponent again, splitting my shield into components again. With only one attacker, maybe I could bait him. I flicked a pulse of kinetic force at him to keep his attention and to keep him from putting all his power into offense. He absorbed the hit on his own shield and thrust back. His attack was brutal, focused, and aimed at the weak points of my shield. Green sparks flashed as I shored up the weak points, but as soon as I did, he'd hit somewhere else. I had no way to overwhelm his shield before he broke mine down.


  A few steps away, Yamamoto was provoking the other agent. Attacks slammed against his shield, but each one slipped off. “Deadly force? The use of firearms?” Yamamoto asked. “I was under the impression that your organization disavowed such things. I will report this to my superiors. They will be pleased to know that the rules of engagement have changed.”


  “Go back to Korea, you slant-eyed bastard,” the agent retorted. “Back off, give us the kid, and we'll let you live.”


  “Your promises are as empty as your soul.”


  “Eat shit!”


  I absorbed another attack and felt my shield crack. The agent attacking me said nothing. That wasn't a bad thing. I was too busy trying to keep my shit together to exchange witty banter. I poured more energy into my shield and tele'd a call for help to Yamamoto. “I can't take much more of this!”


  “Can you distract this one?” he tele'd back.


  “I'll try.”


  He nodded and tele'd a quick image back to me, three white bars against a black background. I counted to three, then bled energy from my shield and rammed it toward his attacker. The agent swore incoherently as my attack saturated his shield, throwing him off-balance. He crouched low to the ground, and I could feel his shield waver. Another attack would break his shield, but I couldn’t redirect my energy again so quickly.


  Yamamoto hit my previous attacker with a telekinetic blade that slashed his shield vertically, scarlet energy bleeding from the gash. The agent danced backwards, manifesting his own telekinetic blade, moving for the doorway. I slammed the door shut behind him, trying to keep him from escaping.


  I didn't need to bother. The agent didn't have a chance. Yamamoto was relentless, dropping his own shield and attacking the silent agent with just his telekinetic blade. His next slash carved a gash horizontally across the scarlet shield, crossing the previous attack. The agent brought his blade up, but Yamamoto beat it aside, then drew back a step. I could sense energy charging his next attack.


  “Don't let the slant get you!” the other agent shouted. He threw a ball of scarlet energy at Yamamoto, but I intercepted it with a shield and deflected it into the ceiling. The ball scorched and blackened where it struck. It would have burned right through a person.


  I saw a brief smile cross Yamamoto's face, then he thrust forward with his blade. The attack pierced the shield right where the two previous attacks had crossed. If he had thrust straight through it, he would have taken the agent through the center of his chest. Instead, he angled it slightly and rammed the telekinetic blade through the agent's right shoulder.


  The agent looked at his shoulder, then at Yamamoto, then closed his eyes. I felt his grip on psionic power fade as he slid backwards off the blade and collapsed on the floor. “You should know better than to meet the Kaze blade to blade,” Yamamoto said. His attention focused back on the final agent. He raised the blade in a salute and started to advance.


  The agent snarled and flicked needles of red energy at both of us, spraying streaks of red wildly across the room. Most of them missed, but a few stuck to my shield and started to burrow in. I surged power to my shield, trying to burn them out. There were flickers of energy still connected to the needles. They were actual physical needles. What was he trying to do with those?


  Yamamoto's shield flared into a complete sphere of protection, but it was too late for me. All across the room, whatever the needles had stuck into jumped into the air and flew toward us. Circuit boards, soda bottles, a computer monitor that sparked and screeched as it was yanked free from its power cord, objects across the room slammed into us. I had been focused on blocking energy, not physical objects. The monitor clipped my head and dropped me to my knees, ears ringing. I touched my head where it had hit and my hand came away red. My vision blurred and I felt the room spin. Yamamoto seemed to be in better shape, but his shield was surging with power and I knew he couldn't do anything until he stabilized it.


  The agent pointed at me and I could see red energy building up at his fingertips. The gesture was oddly similar to the agent in Washington. “You're fucked,” he said.


  Nikki blindsided him before he could hit me. Energy flashed from her fingertips, quick green blasts that didn't have enough power to break his shield, but coming from an unexpected direction, they were enough to surprise him. The energy building for his attack vanished as he reinforced his shield and spun to counter her. I stood up and grabbed the monitor that had clipped me with telekinesis, then heaved it toward him. It bounced off his shield, but distracted him again for just a moment. That was all Nikki needed. She sprayed him with another salvo of weak bursts, but this time, she followed it up with a strong focused attack that bored through the flickering shield, right into his forehead. I didn't know what sort of attack it was, but his eyes rolled back and he flopped over without another word.


  I wiped my bloody hand on my pants. “Yamamoto? You all right?”


  “I am uninjured. You are hurt, though.” His orange shield faded out. I could see red scratches on his face where something had brushed him, but he wasn't bleeding like me.


  Nikki jumped up and rushed over to me. “Kevin! You're all bloody!”


  “He clipped me,” I admitted. “But you got him. Don't worry about it now, we need to get out of here. Did the copies finish?”


  The researcher's head popped up behind the desk. Nikki must have forced him down to take cover. That steel desk looked heavy enough to stop bullets. “Did I hear gunshots?”


  I looked down. At least two dozen flattened out bullets peppered the floor where I had been standing. I picked one up and flipped it over to him. “You could say that. Get all your research copied?”


  He peered at the flattened bullet, then up at me. “Three copies done, fourth just finishing. You're going to distribute this? Make sure it gets into the right hands?”


  Nikki walked over to him and took the trio of flash drives that had finished, then placed a hand on his head. “Don't worry. They'll get to the right hands,” she murmured. The researcher's eyes fluttered closed as her eyes glowed green. “He'll sleep, and he won't remember any of this, or his project,” she said.


  “Good, that makes my job easier.” The door opened and I turned to face it. My muscles froze in place. A fourth Bureau agent walked in, his eyes glowing scarlet. He brushed imaginary dust from his sleeves and smiled at all three of us. “Thank you for doing the hard work for me,” he said, walking over to the identically frozen Nikki and taking the flash drives, then plucking the fourth drive from the computer. He slipped all four drives into his suit jacket's inner pocket.


  There had been a fourth agent. I should have known. There had been the one attacking Nikki earlier, and then after I had disabled him, there had been three others looking for us. The fight had been intense enough that I hadn't even noticed the mental assault.


  “Your actions. Regrettable,” Yamamoto said. I tried to look toward him, but couldn't turn my head enough. If he could talk, maybe he could fight. I tried to say something, or telepathically communicate, but the agent's grip on my mind was firm. My heart and lungs were laboring just to keep me alive. Scarlet energy was pulsing in time with my heartbeat. The agent's presence was all around me and I could feel him slowly eroding the last barriers in my mind. If this kept up, none of us would walk out of here.


  “Regrettable?” I heard a crash from behind me. The grip slackened just enough for me to turn my head. Yamamoto was on his back now, blood dripping from his nose. The agent stood over him and planted a foot on his stomach. “You shouldn't have interfered with our business.”


  “Not your business,” Yamamoto replied. “Establishment territory. Not yours.”


  The agent pressed down with his shoe. I heard Yamamoto grunt. The grip on my mind slackened more and I took a full breath for the first time since the agent had walked in. If he let go any more, I'd be able to seize control back. Was that what Yamamoto was trying to do? I saw him looking at me and shook my head slightly. If that was what he was trying, it wasn't enough. “The Establishment couldn't find their own ass if you gave them directions. They're so busy screwing up in the city, they could only spare a pair of trainees to deal with this. You'd take advantage of weakness, wouldn't you, Kaze? ”


  “We respect and honor our adversaries,” Yamamoto said. The grip must have relaxed for him as well. “You? You are nothing but thugs, the lowest filth, with no respect for your enemies or yourselves. The concept of honor is foreign to you, gaijin.”


  I couldn't see the agent's face, but I did see him rear back and kick Yamamoto in the ribs. A solid thump echoed through the room and Yamamoto gasped. The grip on my mind loosened as the agent kicked again. I heard a crack, probably one of Yamamoto's ribs popping. I had heard that sound from my own chest often enough, thanks to Shade. I let fury push my power beyond my stable limit and burned the agent's grip on my mind clean. For a brief moment, I had a mental image of him stumbling away, fingers on fire, slapping them against his suit in an attempt to put them out.


  He spun to face me, eyes blazing, but I gave him no chance to defend himself. I stepped into him and slammed a fist into his stomach, accelerated just a bit. He bent forward with a gasp and I pulled him off balance, then shoved him toward the sole window in the room. He stumbled over a power cable and I gave him a telekinetic boot in the ass, aiming him toward the window.


  I expected him to grab onto something, re-orient himself in mid-air, or simply bounce off the window. I only meant to give him a moment of panic, to distract him. Instead, he crashed through the window, spraying a storm of glass shards that caught the glow from his eyes and shone red in the early evening. He didn't scream. He only fell.


  Somebody touched my shoulder. “Kevin?” I jumped. Nikki. His grip was broken now. It had to be. “Are you all right?”


  “I guess?” I said. I hadn't heard him hit the ground, no thump, no crash. Had he hit the ground? Would I even hear it if he did? Was he dead? “I didn't mean to do that. I didn't.”


  “Calm down,” she said. “Did you get the flash drives?”


  I slapped my forehead. “No. Shit!” I didn't want to go down there. If he had hit the ground, I didn't want to see it. I didn't want to think about it. I hadn't meant to kill him, only force him to do something unexpected, to give me a moment to act, to force him to let go of Nikki and Yamamoto, not to kill him. “I didn't mean it!”


  She grabbed shoulder and squeezed hard enough to hurt. “We've got to get the drives and get out of here before we're caught.”


  “But I killed him!” I shouted at her. She took a step back. “I killed him! What the fuck was I doing? What was I thinking?”


  “You were defending yourself,” she snapped back. “Get a grip! It was an accident!”


  “He's not dead,” Yamamoto mumbled.


  “What?”


  The few pieces of glass left in the window rattled, then glowed red. The agent leaped in from some point below the window, face contorted with rage. He didn't even bother to land on the floor before lunging toward me. “You son of a bitch!” he screamed.


  My power was unstable and he was enraged. Neither of us could manifest anything remotely complex. “I didn't mean it!” I shouted. Irrational, sure, but I felt a compulsion to apologize to the man. “I'm sorry!”


  “Fuck off!” He kicked straight for my crotch. I deflected it and dodged sideways. He followed me and kept on kicking. “You fucking little shit, I'm going to mount your head on the fucking flagpole in Washington! Fuck you and your Establishment!”


  I jumped backwards across the room, posted off the wall, and dropkicked him in the chest. He tumbled across the room and came up spitting. I hadn't expected the kick to actually land, but his rage was making his power as unstable as mine. Nikki added to the fight by flinging another salvo of weak bursts, but he deflected them, pounced toward her, and threw a sloppy roundhouse punch.


  No one had ever punched her, as far as I knew. Shade never had. I certainly never had. She was completely unprepared and didn't even lift her hands to block. His punch snapped into her jaw and spun her to the floor. “Fuck off, bitch!” he screamed at her, then reared back for a kick.


  I grabbed his leg as he swept it backwards, and pulled as hard as I could. His hip popped and I spun, flinging him in a sideways cartwheel toward the far wall, away from where the researcher was peacefully sleeping behind the desk. He pushed off the wall with one hand and landed on the floor, right leg dragging at an odd angle. “Don't touch her,” I warned him. “Or I damn well will kill you.”


  He looked at me, then looked at her. “So she means that much to you?” Before I could respond, he jumped off his good leg, dropping right for her face or throat. She was still dazed from his punch, no way to manifest defenses, completely vulnerable.


  She screamed as he dropped toward her. I reached out and grabbed the desk in a telekinetic grip, then threw it at him, trying to knock him off balance. No time for finesse. The desk shot through the air, a hundred pounds or more of steel.


  It caught him just before he landed, the upper edge striking him mid-chest. It kept moving, carrying him across the room. His arms flailed helplessly. It took barely two seconds for the desk and unwilling passenger to slam into far wall. I heard a vicious crack, the snap of multiple bones breaking in unison. The floor shook. The lights flickered. The desk fell to the floor with another rattling crash, landing inches away from Yamamoto, and the agent flopped forward, face down on the desk, unmoving. A trickle of red streaked across the steel.


  I knelt next to Nikki. She was my first concern. There was an ugly bruise where he had hit her, but as far as I could tell, nothing was broken. It was going to hurt like hell, though. I used a little biokinesis to make the pain fade. Her eyes focused. “Ouch,” she whispered.


  I wanted to smile, but I couldn't. “Ouch.”


  “Don't worry,” she said, rubbing her jaw with one hand. “Damn. That hurt.” Her eyes flickered green and she sighed. The bruise started to fade before my eyes.


  “Feel better?” I asked.


  She nodded and sat up, then looked around. “Where'd he go?”


  I pointed. He was face down on top of the desk. One arm hung limp, the other stretched out on top of the desk, as if he was reaching toward me. Blood pooled on top of the desk and trickled down the sides. He wasn't moving. He wasn't twitching. He wasn't breathing. There was no sense of his presence, no psionic signature, no sense of life. His body was limp.


  Nikki stepped over and touched his wrist. She stood there for a moment, then looked over at me. Her eyes met mine for just a moment before looking away. “We'll need to move the desk,” she said.


  “Is he?” I asked.


  “His legs are trapped. We'll need to move the desk to get him free,” she said.


  Yamamoto groaned and sat up, clutching at his ribs. Nikki rushed to him, but he held a hand up and she stopped short. “He is dead,” he said. “I felt it. Massive trauma. Instant. He felt no pain.”


  “Yamamoto!” Nikki snapped. “Don't!”


  “He's dead?” I asked. That couldn't be. I hadn't tried to kill him. He should have been able to defend against that.


  “That is what I said.” Yamamoto's eyes glowed orange and he groaned again, but this time, he sounded relieved. He looked over at me. “Ah. You have never killed.”


  “No,” I said. My hands were shaking. I couldn't move.


  “Come help me,” he said.


  “I can't,” I said. “I can't move.”


  Yamamoto's eyes narrowed. “Lift your leg. Step forward. Assist me.”


  Almost against my will, I stepped forward. The arm reaching out across the desk still didn't move. We picked up the edge of the desk and pulled it backwards, unpinning the body from the wall. Yamamoto caught my arm as I swayed. “Sorry,” I whispered.


  “You ended his life,” Yamamoto said. “You must look upon his face.”


  “I can't,” I said. “I can't move.”


  Yamamoto twisted my arm, forcing me to my knees. Nikki took a step forward, but stopped short again. Yamamoto pushed me forward, bowing my head toward the body. “Look upon the face of death,” he said. “Know that you did this. You will have nightmares. You will never forget this. You will show respect for those who have fallen before you.”


  The agent was face down on the desk, but Yamamoto pulled his head up to reveal the face. Blood had gushed from his mouth and nose and ears, but was already beginning to dry on his skin. His eyes were gray and dark and unfocused, staring through me. Still and silent, no air pumped in and out of his lungs. Whatever defined him as a living person was no longer there. “I did this,” I said.


  “You did. He fought well. You fought better.” Yamamoto let go of my arm, but kept a hand on my shoulder. His grip was firm, enough to hold me in place. “Taking a life should not be as easy as it is. We are fragile, Kevin Parker. Our lives are candles in the night. A simple breeze can end them.”


  Another hand rested on my other shoulder. I could feel Nikki's presence, but she said nothing. I was sure she would later. I reached forward and brushed the man's eyes closed. “I don't know what to feel,” I said. The outward shaking had stopped. The shaking in my stomach and my mind hadn't. I truly didn't know what to feel. Regret? Satisfaction? Pain? What were you supposed to feel at times like this?


  Yamamoto squeezed. “You had no intent to kill. Remember that! This man did. Do you think that Nicole would have survived his attack? You did what was necessary. It is regrettable that he died, but if you had failed to act, she would be dead, and so would I, and so would you. Yes, you killed him. You will always remember this, but you must also remember that you saved all of us. For that reason, I am in your debt, and the Kaze always honor their debts.”


  “Debt,” I repeated.


  Nikki squeezed my other shoulder. “He's right, Kevin, listen to him. They were trying to kill us, from the start. Let's get out of here.”


  “There is more to do here,” Yamamoto said.


  “Like what? Kill the others?” I snapped. “Make sure no one lives to talk about this? Is that what you want me to do?”


  “No. Mindtwist them. Destroy the original research. Take the data we have decided to split.” Yamamoto's voice was calm, far calmer than it had any right to be.


  “What about him?” I asked. I had to be calm. I couldn't lose it now.


  “Leave him for cleanup,” Yamamoto said. “You will report your mission completed, correct? Your Establishment will send support staff to perform the necessary repairs and memory modification. That is how the Kaze act, at least.”


  Nikki's hand drifted off my shoulder and she let out a long, shaky breath. “All right. Yamamoto, I'll get the flash drives. You take care of the twisting.”


  I knelt there by the corpse while the two of them took care of those tasks. Nikki reached into the man's suit jacket, moving very slowly. She pulled out all four drives, walked over, pressed my flash drive into my hand. Somehow, it was undamaged. I dropped it. She studied me, picked it up, pushed it into my pocket, walked away. I looked over my shoulder. She was walking toward the researcher's computer while Yamamoto was touching the forehead of one of the fallen Bureau agents. I attempted to send a telepathic message to Ripley. Nothing happened. I tried again. My power surged away from my touch. It was impossible. I couldn't do anything.


  “His computer is a write-off,” Nikki said. “I burned everything.”


  I forced myself to focus on the situation we were in again. The smell of charred electronics filled the room. “Did you break the hard drive?”


  “I set everything on fire. Isn't that enough?”


  I forced myself to turn away from the body, to stand up, to walk over to the smoking computer. The side was peeled off and I peered in. There were multiple hard drives and all of them were scorched, but I was sure that the actual drive platters were unharmed. “You have to break the platters inside,” I said. “Or someone with proper equipment might be able to recover the data.” I pulled the drives out and tossed them on the floor.


  “I see,” Nikki said, then tore them open. Screws popped loose and so did mechanisms from inside. When they were opened up to the air, she switched back to her earlier method and burned them. “That good enough?”


  I nodded. “Are we done here?”


  “You have your flash drives, Yamamoto?” Nikki asked.


  “I do. We are done here,” Yamamoto said. He turned to me and bowed deeply. “Remember,” he said as he straightened up. “Remember tonight. And remember that the Kaze is in your debt. That I, Shigeru Yamamoto, owe you a debt of honor, Kevin Parker.”


  I bowed back, and when I straightened up, he was gone. Nikki gasped. “He jumped out the window!” she said, rushing to look out.


  “He needs to get out of here before the Establishment crew gets here. Can you call it in to Ripley? I can't concentrate enough to use my power,” I said.


  She nodded and her eyes glowed for a few seconds, then faded. “He acknowledged it,” she said. “Said to report to him immediately.”


  I tried to force a smile. “I don't really want to report. I don't really want to face Ripley.”


  “Neither do I,” she said. “But we saved the kid's life. Doesn't that count for something? Let's get out of here. Come on.”


  I looked back as we left the room. We had saved one life. I had taken another. What did that count for? Nikki gently closed the door and led me away.


  


  Chapter Twenty Three


   


   


  Ripley listened to our report without comment, which surprised me. He didn't react to our story of meeting with Yamamoto, our deal with the Kaze, or even when we described how the Bureau agents had attacked us. His only reaction was to stare at me when I explained what had happened to the last agent. My speech faltered and I started to shake again. Nikki took up where I left off.


  When we were done, he stood up and walked over to the window, hands clasped behind his back. He didn't have anything to say to us, but I saw green light reflected in the window, telltale signs of a telepathic message. Nikki took my hand and squeezed firmly. Neither of us said a word.


  Ripley turned to look over his shoulder at us. “I have sent a message to the city. Your mentors will be returning as quickly as possible.”


  “Do you need to pull them out? Is it really necessary?” Nikki asked.


  He turned back to the window. “Miss Wainwright, do not test my patience any further today. You directly defied my orders. You put yourselves in danger, you risked valuable personnel, you negotiated with a Kaze agent. You had everything to lose and nothing to gain.”


  “We didn't do it for our gain, Professor,” Nikki said. “We did it because it was the right thing to do. We did it to save a life. Was that so wrong?”


  Ripley turned and his eyes met mine. I looked down and studied the carpet. “No,” he said, his voice barely audible. “No, Nicole, it wasn't wrong. You did what you thought was right. Kevin did what he thought was right. His blood is on my hands for sending you into this situation without adequate preparation or training. I should have taken greater precautions. I should have stopped you.”


  “The blood's on my hands,” I said. “Not yours. Only mine.”


  I heard his feet whisper across the carpet, then Nikki's hand drifted from mine. Two hands gripped my shoulders. I raised my head to meet Ripley's gaze at an uncomfortably short distance. “I will shoulder the responsibility for this incident, Kevin,” he told me. “Officers are held responsible for the conduct of their subordinates in the military, aren't they?”


  “But-”


  He shook me hard enough to clack my teeth together. “You did nothing wrong. You acted with restraint! You didn't respond to deadly force with equal force until the very end. The moment they shot at you, you were free to respond in kind. Some of our agents would feel obligated to respond in kind! The fact that you did not speaks of your character!”


  I jerked backwards a step. “I wasn't even trying! I didn't mean to kill him! I didn't want to kill him! I just wanted to stop him, that's all!”


  “Kevin, don't do this to yourself.” Nikki grabbed at my hand. I jerked away from her as well. “Listen! You heard what Yamamoto said. You did what you had to do, it was him or us. He would have killed you if he had the chance. He would have killed all of us!”


  “Enough, Nicole,” Ripley said. He stepped between the two of us. “Kevin. You need to calm down and consider the situation rationally. You did not mean to kill him.”


  The strength went out of my knees and I dropped to the floor. “No, but that doesn't change anything, does it? I know. I know it was an accident. I know I had to stop him or he would have killed Nikki. He would have killed me and he would have killed Yamamoto. He would have killed the researcher too. I know what would have happened!” My eyes stung and I raked the back of my hand across my face. “I know. But that doesn't change anything,” I repeated.


  Nikki knelt in front of me. “Kevin, don't you realize you're one of the good guys? You stopped the bad guys, you saved the innocents. You saved me. Saved the princess, right?”


  I tried to laugh, but choked instead. “Princess. Good guys. I don't feel it. I don't feel anything at all right now.”


  She stepped forward on her knees and wrapped her arms around me. I shook and trembled and quivered and my eyes stung and watered, but no tears would come. I knew they were right. I knew it on a rational, intellectual level. I also knew that I would be hearing that dreadful crack and seeing that man's face in my dreams and in my nightmares.


  She held me for a time in silence. All I could hear was my own heartbeat. I finally pulled away and she smiled and cupped my face in her hands. Knowing that she was there for me was all that held me together at that moment. I looked for Ripley and found him sitting behind his desk again.


  His expression was not kind. His hands were folded just below his nose, covering his mouth, his eyebrows drawn together as he stared at me. It was cold, calculating in a way. It wasn't the look of the concerned old man he had just been wearing. It was the look of someone thinking of something unpleasant. He didn't seem to notice that I was watching him at first, but when he did, his expression eased. He lowered his hands and gave me a thin smile. “Are you more in control of yourself now, Kevin?” he asked.


  “I think so,” I said. Nikki and I returned to the chairs in front of his desk. She held my hand. Hers was warm.


  “Here is my conclusion,” he said. “First of all, you are both suspended from active operations. I will discuss the situation with your mentors when they return. Do not leave campus until further notice.”


  “Understood,” Nikki said. I swallowed hard. Shade would blow his top over this, I was sure. I didn't know how he’d react, but I was sure it would be bad.


  “Second, your encounter with the Kaze agent, Yamamoto. Under normal circumstances, I would reprimand both of you for assisting a hostile organization. However, considering the situation, we'll set that aside. I do wish that you had been able to complete it without sharing that information with them.”


  “We'd never have survived without Yamamoto's help,” Nikki said.


  “I know,” Ripley said. “And I will be sending a diplomatic note to the Kaze, thanking them for the assistance of their agent in this case. Perhaps we will find this of use in the future, a thawing of our relations. I'll mention it as a mitigating circumstance to your trainers.”


  “Good,” I said.


  “Indeed. As for the mission itself, I am pleased with your performance. However, you did make one significant mistake,” he said. I tensed, but he shook his head. “Not the one you are thinking of, Mr. Parker. Neither of you actually destroyed the prototype device. Luckily, our recovery team recognized and acquired it before anyone else arrived.”


  We both groaned. I hadn't thought about it, but I had been distracted. Ripley continued, “That, in addition to the research data, should provide us with sufficient data to create our own device of this nature, or to baffle similar devices.”


  “What good is it, though?” I asked. “We can already detect psionic activity, so why would we need something artificial?”


  “It would not be for our psionic agents, Mr. Parker. It would be for our mundane agents. The Establishment does have many people on the payroll who are latent or untalented in terms of psionics, yet very talented in other ways. For example, my secretary. If you ever speak with her, you will find that her memory is quick and accurate. She can likely remember the first time you walked into my office, to the hour, if not the minute.”


  I frowned. “She's not one of us?”


  Nikki's hand twitched in mine. Ripley raised an eyebrow. “She is, but she is not talented in the same way you are.”


  “I see,” I said. “So these devices could allow people like her to sense psionic power? Like, she could have it sit at her desk and sense power in any student who passes by?”


  “It is possible,” he said. “It depends on how sensitive the device is. If the research pans out, it is possible that we could use it to examine potential strength before awakening a student. Several times, we have assumed greater power than actually exists. While our less gifted agents are still useful, we need fully fledged trainees such as the two of you.”


  “Could it also detect signs of psionic tampering?” Nikki asked. “If someone was making psionic suggestions to a normal person, would it detect things like that?”


  Ripley spread his hands wide. “Your guess is as good as mine when it comes to such things, Miss Wainwright. I am not a technically minded man, and so I rely on the reports of our research and development section. They assure me that they will have a report for me within a week of receiving the data. Speaking of which?”


  He held his hand out. Nikki reached into her pocket and handed over a flash drive. I didn't. I remembered the calculating look on his face, the way he threatened me from the beginning, the way Shade treated me with his tacit blessing, and the fact that Ripley was going to allow Shade to discipline me. I didn't trust Alistair Ripley or his Establishment, and so, I held on to my flash drive. Insurance.


  Nikki was asking something while I was considering my options. “They were likely looking to use it for similar reasons,” Alistair said. “Recruiting, most likely. The Bureau is always expanding. Hence their intrusion into New York City.”


  “Their intrusion?” I asked. The agent's words clicked. “They were stirring up the gangs down there, weren't they?”


  “More than that. They were taking an active role,” Ripley said. “However, that has come to an end. Shade discovered their coordinating agent's location this morning and killed him. The gangs have already begun to splinter into their less unified factions once again.”


  “Killed him?” I asked. “Shade killed him?”


  Nikki's hand squeezed mine, then she stood up. “I'm sorry, President Ripley, but I think Kevin's in need of some down time,” she announced.


  Ripley looked at her, both eyebrows raised. She stared back at him, then smiled, giving him full effect of her dimples. He sighed. “Very well. Remember, you are not to leave campus until further notice. Miss Wainwright, if you'd remain a minute, there is something I'd like to discuss something with you, privately.”


  I started to protest, but Nikki squeezed my hand again before letting go. “It's fine. Wait in the other room, I'll be out in a minute.”


  I walked out and took a seat. The secretary regarded me for a moment, probably memorizing the moment I sat down to wait. She worked late hours. I wondered why she would choose to be around so late. I wanted to ask, but conversation was beyond me. I sat in silence for close to ten minutes before the doors opened and Nikki marched out. She held her head high, but I could see her eyes were watery. She didn't say anything, simply grabbed my hand and led me out.


  We walked back to Carson Hall hand in hand, far faster than we normally did. She had something on her mind and she was in a hurry to get to it. When we got back, instead of going to my room, she led me to her room. “Kaitlyn’s gone for the evening,” Nikki said, closing the door behind us.


  “I didn't even ask,” I said.


  “I could see the expression on your face,” she said. “You were so disappointed that my super sexy roommate wasn't here to ogle and leer at.”


  “I guess I'll just ogle you instead,” I said.


  She smiled at me and sat on her bed. “So, it's been a rough evening,” she said. I nodded. “I think we need to relax and get our minds off what happened.”


  “Rough,” I said. I didn't know what to say. Was she dismissing what had happened, or was she trying to help me past it? “What did you have in mind? Watch a movie or some TV?”


  She shook her head and laid back on the bed. “Not exactly.”


  “So what is on your mind?” I watched her stretch luxuriously, then hold out her arms to me. “Well, that seems pretty obvious.”


  “Come here,” she said.


  I sat down on the edge of her bed, then laid down next to her. She put her arms around me, then pulled me close without saying a word. I closed my eyes and she kissed my forehead. Gray, unfocused eyes stared at me. I started to tremble again and she held me. Blood trickled from his nose and mouth, and she held me. His body laid there, peaceful and empty, but she held me. She held me all night.


  Max and Drew offered no comment when I returned to our room before classes the following morning, but they did exchange a knowing look when they thought I couldn't see. It wasn't what they thought. I fell into bed and slept fitfully for a couple of hours, blowing off all of my classes for the day. I had no desire to face anyone aside from my friends.


  Afternoon came and went without a summons from Shade or Absynthe. Nikki and I met for dinner, which was a procession of awkward moments. Neither of us mentioned the events of the previous night, neither the mission nor what happened afterwards. She asked if I had finally gotten some rest. I told her that I had. We didn't have much to say after that. When the call to meet our mentors on the rooftop finally came, it was a relief.


  I didn't expect a medal. I expected Shade to be angry, to take great pleasure in disciplining me, to be brutal and vicious. I was ready for that. I wasn't ready for a sucker-punch as soon as I stepped out of the stairwell. The air whooshed out of my lungs and I keeled over. Nikki's gasp was cut off, but I couldn't see what he was doing to her. I rolled onto my back and I tried to arch my back and force air into my lungs.


  Shade punted me in the side. I rolled halfway across the rooftop, still unable to breathe. “You son of a bitch,” he said, striding toward me, trench coat flapping in the evening breeze. “You stupid asshole.”


  I projected a weak shield just to hold him at bay until I could catch my breath. “What the hell-”


  He walked through the shield as if it was paper and kicked at me again. I grabbed his leg and heaved as hard as I could, trying to throw him off balance. He shook me off, then kicked me in the stomach. My lungs seized, and for a terrifying moment, I couldn't get any air at all. I curled into myself and gasped for air. I thought he would kick me again. He didn't.


  Gradually, my breathing returned to normal. I sat up, holding my arms around my stomach. Shade was sitting several feet away, on the old concrete block that we had used early on in my training. Absynthe had Nikki by the arm, holding her back. Her expression was carefully neutral, but her eyes flickered green. A telepathic message flicked into my mind. “Don't make him any angrier.”


  I used a touch of biokinesis to deaden the pain in my stomach so I could breathe fully again. When I could, I stood up and faced him. This was more vicious than I had expected. The bastard was out of control. “So this is your idea of discipline?”


  He stood up as well. “You defied Alistair's direct orders. You killed a Bureau agent.”


  “You killed one of their agents too, I heard,” I said. “Are you going to give me a speech that says 'do as I say, not as I do', or was there something else on your mind?”


  His hands clenched. I didn't even sense his power building until he hit me with it. I staggered backwards. This time he had just slammed a telekinetic fist into my chest, which hurt, but didn't have the same effect as the earlier cheap shots. I didn't dare try to shield against him. If I did, he would just escalate. “You think you're so smart,” he said. “But for all the training we've given you, you've got no more self-control than when we started.”


  “Is that what you're angry about?” I asked. “I've been more in control of my power than ever before because of your training.”


  His eyes were blazing green, and as I spoke, they grew even brighter. “Don't mock me, Parker,” he said. “Don't mock me. Not tonight.”


  “I'm not! I'm serious!” I spread my hands wide. “Look, I don't know what exactly you're referring to. If it's not control over my powers, tell me what you're going off about!”


  He flicked a finger at me. A pencil-thin line of green energy flashed through the space between my right shoulder and ear, close enough that I felt the warmth. “Self-control. Not control over your powers,” he said.


  I slapped my forehead. “So this is one of those speeches. Do as you say, control myself, but don't do as you do, beat the shit out of me for not having self-control. That makes perfect sense.”


  He stepped toward me. The rooftop cracked under his boot. “You're over the line.”


  “I'm over the line?” I took a step toward him as well. “Look who's talking! You think that beating the shit out of me is going to teach me self-control? Is this the sort of discipline that you and Ripley think will work? What's wrong with you? Are you really that stupid?”


  The world spun. One moment, I was shouting at him, and the next, I was staring at the sky. With my next breath, I discovered that my nose was broken, my mouth was bloody, my teeth were chipped and shattered, and I was in a hell of a lot of pain. Blood trickled across my cheek as I turned my head to the side. Absynthe and Nikki were grabbed each other’s arms, and both of them had brilliantly glowing green eyes. I could sense their conflict. Nikki wanted to help. Absynthe was holding her back. I assumed it was to keep Nikki from becoming a target for Shade's wrath, but why wouldn't Absynthe help me? Was she afraid of him too?


  Shade hadn't followed up. When I sat up, I saw that he was sitting on the concrete block again. “You may be right,” he said. “But you're a special case. Second chance after second chance. Special treatment. Alistair would have ripped anyone else a new one, but not you. I don't get it. But, someday, you're going to run out of chances. You need the cocky bullshit beaten out of you before it's too late. Understand me?”


  “I've learned plenty.” My words sounded strange, coming through the mess that he had made of my face. “Plenty of things.”


  “Learned, maybe. You've never actually understood.” Shade snorted. “Look at you. You've learned what to do to piss me off. You've never understood why you do, or even why you do it. You just keep doing it. Pushing buttons like a fucking monkey. One of these days it's going to cost you.”


  “Then why don't you just tell me?” I turned my head and spat a chip of a tooth out. “Why are you so pissed off? Is it because I killed one of those agents?”


  “No,” he said.


  I waited, but he didn't say anything else. “No? That's all? I didn't even try to kill him, even though they were trying to kill us! Doesn't that say something?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “I'm getting tired of your one word answers,” I said.


  He laughed at me. “Are you going to do something about it? In the shape you're in? I'd like to see you try.”


  I spat again, leaving a red splotch on the rooftop. “If you want me to understand, why don't you actually explain it? Or are you just looking for an excuse to hit me some more?”


  “Do you really think I need an excuse to hit you?” He laughed again, then tossed my legs out from under me. I caught myself as I fell, then he flipped me around until I was so dizzy, I couldn't see which way was up. He dropped me on my face. My teeth crunched again and the pain sharpened enough to force a scream out of me. He let go and I rolled onto my side, clutching at my mouth. Blood was all I could taste, all I could smell.


  “Stop it!” Nikki screamed across the rooftop.


  He ignored her and walked over to me. “You really want to try and understand this time, don't you?” he asked. “You're afraid that I'll keep hurting you, aren't you? It's the most effective way I've found of teaching these lessons, Parker. The lesson sticks with you for a very long time. You're a mess. That pretty face of yours is all bloody and broken. Your girlfriend over there, she's dying to run over and help you. But you know what? I'm not going to let her until I'm done with this lesson. Understand me?”


  “Fuck you,” I mumbled.


  He tilted his head and clicked his tongue. “I guess I'm still not getting through.” His eyes flashed green and he forced my mouth open, then grabbed hold of one of my teeth with his bare hand. “Rotten,” he said. “Broken. Let me take care of that for you.”


  He yanked. I screamed. My vision turned red and faded to black. When I could see again, he was holding a bloody tooth in his hand. He rolled it between his fingers, then flicked it away. I could hear Nikki crying. Liquid pain was coursing through my veins, agony with every heartbeat. I couldn't concentrate at all, certainly not enough to dull the pain any more than it already was. If this was already dulled, I couldn't even imagine the pain I would feel when the biokinesis wore off. I wanted to get up and smash Shade into the ground. I wanted to kill him.


  I truly did want to kill him at that moment. I would have gladly tormented him just as he was tormenting me. I wanted to make him suffer, and I wanted him to die. It was cold and it was merciless. At that moment, I would have felt less remorse about killing him than I did about the accident with the Bureau agent. I would have felt more remorse about stepping on an ant.


  He grabbed my belt and pulled up, arching my back, then lowered me. He repeated this a few times and I realized that he was forcing me to breathe. Apparently, I had not been doing so on my own. After another moment, I realized that he was saying something. I grunted and he looked down at my face. “You're lucid again?”


  I tried to spit at him. It dribbled down my cheek. “Die,” I said.


  “Do you want to die? Or are you telling me to die?” he asked, pulling me up again.


  “Yes.”


  He chuckled, then lowered me to the ground. “You won't die, and I'm not going to die either. You want to understand? You going to remember this, snaggletooth?”


  I snarled wordlessly at him. I wasn't going to forget anything from the past two days.


  He laughed at me yet again. “Self-control, Parker. Not control over your powers, that's a simple thing, and even a dumbass like you can understand that. But you know what's wrong with you? You can't control yourself. You don't think ahead. You grabbed that desk, weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds, and tossed it across the room at that agent. You threw it like it was a toy. What did you think was going to happen? That it'd bounce off? Do you have any grasp of physics at all?”


  “No time to think,” I said. Talking around the broken and missing teeth hurt.


  “No excuses,” he said. “Don't give me any excuses. There's always time to think. You, of all people, can't go through life acting on instinct. You have the strength to bring fucking buildings down. If you lose it again, what are you going to do? Collapse the foundations? Cause an earthquake? There's a limit to what we can fix. Why do you think Alistair's got me assigned as your mentor? It's not because you're some sort of hero, it's because you're dangerous. I'm the only one he trusts to handle you properly.”


  “Kicking my ass doesn't help,” I said.


  “Sure it does. It makes me feel better about this job. Keeps my morale high.”


  I lifted a shaky hand and saluted him with my middle finger. “Go to hell.”


  “Maybe, but you're going to think about what you're doing from now on, aren't you? Maybe you'll stop making stupid mistakes. Get this straight, Parker, I don't care that you killed him. It'd be better if you didn't. They're going to be after your ass, just like they're after mine. But you know what? I killed, and I meant to kill. You, on the other hand, were just fucking up again. There's the difference.” He stared down at me, then stood up and walked away. I watched him pass Absynthe and Nikki and head down the stairwell. As soon as he was out of sight, they both rushed over to me.


  Before they even reached me, I felt their biokinesis soothing the pain away. “I told you not to get him any angrier,” Absynthe said as she knelt next to me.


  “Wasn't trying to.” I took a shallow breath. I couldn't breathe through my broken nose, and breathing through my mouth was agonizing, even with their power dampening the pain. Nerves were open to air. Not fun. “Teeth?”


  “Yes, we can fix them,” she said. “Nikki, you'll have to handle the anesthetic. Watch what I do. All the broken teeth and pieces are still linked. We can reconnect and seal them.”


  “Is there any sort of time limit on this? How long would it be before we couldn't do anything?” Nikki asked. Her voice was slightly hoarse and she wasn't looking at me. I imagined my face wasn't exactly pleasant to look at right now. Broken and bloody.


  “A few hours at most,” Absynthe said. I saw the tooth that Shade had flicked away fly to her hand. “After that, we'd have to reconstruct, and teeth are very difficult to handle. Reconstituting the enamel is very time consuming, and you know how reconnecting nerves goes.”


  “Going to hurt?” I asked.


  She looked down at me and nodded. “Yes. We have to make sure the nerves reconnect properly and that means turning the anesthetic off from time to time. It's not going to be fun. We'll have to put the teeth together first before reconnecting the nerves. Do you want something to bite down on?”


  I closed my eyes. “Please.”


  


  Chapter Twenty Four


   


   


  I recovered from Shade's brutality. Absynthe and Nikki put my teeth back together, straightened my nose out, sealed up the jaw fractures I hadn't even felt, healed the cracked rib, and more. While the severe injuries were healed right there, Absynthe recommended that I take it easy for the next week while my body sorted everything out. Aside from a persistent ache on the right side of my jaw, I recovered quickly.


  Shade didn't show up at training again for over a month. The rest of October passed, and then half of November, and I saw him all of once during that time. Once was one time too many. We didn't get into another fight, but not for lack of effort from either of us. Absynthe had to step in. Afterwards, she must have interceded with Ripley. When she told me that she'd be taking over as my trainer for the next stage of my training, I almost cried.


  The week before Thanksgiving marked the beginning of finals. I didn't quite bomb them, but I found it difficult to study. I had trouble falling asleep, and even when I did fall asleep, nightmares would wake me within hours. I was certain that my grades would be no better than last trimester, no matter how much effort I put in.


  After finals ended, a couple of days before Thanksgiving, my roommates and I headed to Andreas' room to celebrate. It was getting to be a tradition among our group. To my surprise, we were the last ones to show up. The girls were there and Andreas was already playing bartender. Nikki smiled as I sat down next to her. Andreas pressed a glass tumbler into my hand and studied my face for a moment before moving on to my roommates.


  “It's hard to believe you've been here for a whole year now, Kev,” Max said. He raised his glass in my direction. “Planning on sticking around next year? Or did Drew scare you off?”


  I laughed and shook my head. “No, but you tried to, that first day.”


  “Seriously? I don't remember that. What did I do?”


  Drew laughed from where he and Lisa were tangled up in a chair too small for two, even if one of them was as tiny as Lisa. “You serious, Max? You answered the door like some freak and started going off about human sacrifice. Asked me to look for the knife or something. The look on Kev's face was priceless, man. He nearly pissed his pants.”


  Almost everyone had a laugh at my expense, including myself. The only one who didn't was Nikki. She leaned close to my side, Kaitlyn on her other side, and she had barely taken a sip of the drink that Andreas must have given her before I arrived. I glanced over at her. She was staring down into her glass and didn't even notice.


  “You all right?” I whispered to her.


  “Fine,” she whispered back.


  We spent the next couple of hours remembering the events of the last year. My roommates didn't mention the incident that very first weekend where my power had awakened, nor did Drew mention the incident where I had pushed him out of the path of an out of control car, nor did Max mention noticing anything that had happened that night when I had flung Nikki into a wall and nearly killed her. Neither remembered when Nikki had blown her top and nearly flung Drew through a window. All the memory modifications had remained intact. I kept my mouth shut for the most part and listened.


  Most of the stories they were telling didn't involve me very much, and didn't involve Nikki at all. When we talked about the water war of Memorial Day, or the trips over spring and summer vacation, she wasn't involved at all. No one mentioned Valentine's Day at all. Her only real involvement with my group of friends was during the Fourth of July, when we had all gone downtown to watch some fireworks.


  I glanced over at her again. Her glass was still nearly full. Was she really such an outsider here? For that part, was I? We didn't spend a lot of time socializing due to our training, but had we really missed so much? Kaitlyn and Lisa talked about the time they had gone on a double date with Drew and some other guy. When had that been? Jess talked about how she had tried to get Max to play some game with her, but I had never even noticed. If I was feeling like an outsider here, I couldn't even begin to imagine how Nikki was feeling.


  Drew was telling a story about how he had gotten yet another offer to join one of the school's sports teams, but he was having trouble keeping the story straight. One moment, he mentioned football, the next, basketball. Maybe it was both. The story grew more and more disjointed as he drained his glass. Nikki leaned in closer to me and sighed.


  “You're not fine,” I said quietly. Everyone else was focused on Drew, giving us the illusion of privacy. “What's wrong?”


  “I'm just tired,” she said.


  “It's been a long week with finals and all,” I agreed.


  She sighed again. “It's more than that.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked. I suspected I already knew the answer. There wasn't anything connecting her to my friends, nothing besides me and her own roommate.


  “It's nothing,” she said. “Really, nothing, Kevin.”


  I let it go and we watched as Andreas stepped into the other room, then returned with a glass flute filled with something tinted blue. “I have a new experimental drink,” he announced, shaking the flute slightly. Bubbles rolled up the sides. “Would anyone like to try it?”


  “Not a chance,” Drew said. “I learned my lesson from that green shit last year, man. I volunteer Max. He's due for it.”


  “Don't be such a pussy, Drew,” Max said. “You're the big man here, you should be able to throw down.”


  “It looks like a girl drink,” Drew replied. He grabbed his tumbler off the table and lifted it. “I'll drink with you, but you're the girly dude here. Long haired hippie freak.”


  “Go on, Max,” Jess cut in. “Show us you've got some balls. It won't kill him, right?”


  “It will not kill him,” Andreas confirmed.


  “See? You'll be fine,” Jess said. She leaned into Max. “Drink it, you pussy. Don't try and pass it off.”


  Max glanced at me. I grinned and shook my head. He wasn't going to pass it off to me either. He grumbled and reached a hand out for it. “Fine, hand it over. I'll play guinea pig. You all owe me one.”


  Andreas handed the flute over. Max reached out with it, clinked it against Drew's tumbler, and they both took big mouthfuls of their drinks. Andreas hovered expectantly. “How do you feel?” he asked.


  “What do you mean, how do I feel?” Max snapped. “I feel fine. What was in that?”


  “Quite a few things. Is the taste acceptable?”


  “I don't know. I didn't taste much, and I can't really feel my throat now,” Max admitted. He hiccupped. “Smells like shit dipped in sugar though. Correction, I can't feel much of anything right now. I think I need to smoke.” He stood up to reach into his pocket, then abruptly sat back down. Jess caught him as he slumped over, eyes rolling back in his head.


  “What the hell is that stuff, Viking?” she demanded as she fanned Max's face. “Were you trying to kill him? Was that antifreeze or something?”


  “Apparently a failure,” Andreas said. “A pity. So much work, so much time wasted.”


  “Is he going to be all right?” Jess asked.


  “He will be fine,” Andreas assured her.


  I missed the rest of the conversation when Nikki yawned in my ear. I looked over at her and her eyes were half closed. The glass in her hands was still practically full. I wondered if she had even taken a sip of it. “Sorry,” she murmured.


  “If you're tired, maybe you should get some rest,” I suggested.


  Her head snapped up and she looked me straight in the eye, then down and away. “I think you're right. I'm going to bed. See you tomorrow.” She thrust her glass into my hand, stood up, and practically ran to the door. I started to get up to follow her, but my movements were slightly uncoordinated due to alcohol and by the time I got to my feet, the door was already shut.


  “What's up with that?” Drew asked. “What did you say to her, Kev?”


  I opened my mouth to protest that I hadn't said anything, but Kaitlyn spoke first. “Kev's just being a typical ignorant guy. Insensitive to what a girl actually wants, you know? I guess you don't know. It's not as if any of you guys are sensitive at all. Except maybe Andreas.”


  Andreas flushed, but Drew protested. “Hey! Hey, I'm plenty sensitive!”


  “Andrew, my dear.” Lisa's voice held an edge of wicked amusement. “You don't want to remind me of a recent incident, do you?”


  Drew returned his attention to his glass and the moment passed. Jess started trying to shake Max awake and attention focused on them. I took the opportunity to lean in toward Kaitlyn. “What did I miss?” I asked her.


  “Seriously?” she said.


  “Yes, seriously, I know I missed something.”


  Kaitlyn sighed and put her hand on my shoulder, then slid over closer to me. “Kev, you're a nice guy. Sometimes you're too nice. She didn't want to go to bed. She wanted you to agree and leave with her.”


  “Why didn't she just say so?” I asked.


  Kaitlyn's arm crept around my shoulders and she drew even closer to me. “Because she's a girl. Duh.”


  “That makes no sense at all.”


  “It's not supposed to.”


  I pulled away from her and beckoned to Andreas. “I'm going to go see her.”


  Kaitlyn smirked at me. “She's not going to want to see you now. Trust me on that.”


  Andreas came over and I thrust both my glass and Nikki's into his hands. “I'm going to go see what's wrong with Nikki. You can keep my seat warm until I get back.” He smiled, we switched places, and I slipped out.


  When I reached Nikki's room, the door was closed and locked. I knocked, but there was no response. I called her name through the door. No response. I looked both ways down the hallway, then used my Sight to check to see if she was even in there. She was, and as soon as my psionic touch brushed her, she shielded against it and vanished. “Leave me alone, Kevin!” she called through the door.


  “No!” I knocked again. “Look, I'm sorry, I didn't realize you wanted to get out of there so badly. I understand how you feel.”


  The door opened and she stared at me. Her eyes were red and her cheeks were flushed. “You understand?” she whispered. “How do you think I feel, Kevin? How could you? I sat there and listened to all those stories that you were involved in, so many things that I missed, and I don't know how to deal with it! I thought I knew you, but I only know part of you, don't I?”


  “Wait a minute,” I said. This wasn't quite what I was expecting. “I wasn't even involved with half the things they were talking about. I was feeling the same way, Nikki, like I was on the outside looking in.”


  “What are you talking about?” she asked. “I don't care about your stupid friends and their little adventures and dates and shit. I care about you.”


  “Hey, that's a little out of line.”


  “I don't care!” She wiped at her eyes. “You're the one who matters to me. There's only so much blatant flirting I can deal with from Lisa. She hits on you! Just to make Drew jealous!”


  “She does not!” I tried to remember the last time Lisa had even come close to flirting with me. She had given me a hug the first time we had met, she would hug me from time to time, but she was the sort to show affection physically. Had she ever hugged me in front of Nikki? Not as far as I could remember. Where was she getting this from?


  “Hell yes, she does,” Nikki argued. “And then there's Jess. I can't stand that girl either. I think she hates you. I don't get that at all. How can you expect me to hang around with a girl who hates my boyfriend?”


  “Jess doesn't hate me,” I said. “We actually get along pretty well when it's just the two of us hanging out.”


  “Oh, I see.” Nikki crossed her arms over her chest. “The two of you alone. Wonderful. Bet that happens a lot. And what about Kaitlyn? You flirt with her. You can't deny that.”


  “I flirt with her? She flirts with me, hell, she flirts with everyone! Remember how she was the one who wanted to show me her tan lines? I didn't ask for that. She comes on to every guy who crosses her path. She gets around, doesn't she?”


  Nikki's eyes went wide and she slapped me. My jaw was still healing from the abuse from Shade, and it hurt far more than I anticipated. Tears stung my eyes and I clutched my jaw. She didn't seem to care. “Don't you call her a slut! How would you know?”


  “What the fuck, Nikki? What is your problem? You know my jaw is still messed up from last month!” I tapped into my power to deaden the throbbing pain, letting biokinesis surge then fade away.


  “Stop being a baby,” she snapped. “So how do you know Kaitlyn's easy? Did you sleep with her? Or are you just listening to the rumors your asshole roommates pass around?”


  “Where do you get off accusing me of things like this?” I demanded. Her accusations, her obvious dislike for my friends, and the alcohol in my system were combining in a very unpleasant way. “You're going down a checklist of hate here. Are you jealous, or are you just getting more paranoid than normal?”


  “Jealous? Paranoid?” Her tone shot up an octave. “Where do you get off accusing me of that? Kevin Parker, you're an asshole too. No wonder you're capable of mur-”


  She cut herself off. It was too late. “Murder?” I asked.


  “That's not-”


  “That's exactly what you were going to say. No wonder you're capable of murder?” I balled my fists. “It was an accident, it was to save your life, and you're going to call me a murderer? Are you fucking serious?”


  “Kevin, I-”


  I wanted to slap her right back. It was deliberate. It was hurtful. It brought back images and nightmares that had only just started to fade. How could she say something like that? I turned and started to walk away. Self-control, Shade had said. He would be so proud. “I'm going to go get some air,” I said.


  “Wait, Kevin, I'm sorry!” She grabbed my shoulder. I tugged free and looked back at her. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. “I didn't mean that. I didn't think. I'm sorry.”


  “I'm going to go get some air,” I repeated.


  “I'll go with you!”


  “No!” She recoiled. “No. I can't talk to you right now. Later. Maybe.”


  “Kevin, wait!” I ignored her and walked away. I didn't trust myself to say anything else to her. I didn't know if I could even face her again. She knew how much I had agonized over what had happened. She knew how I had shaken that night, she knew how I still couldn't sleep well, she knew about the nightmares. She knew, she knew full well, and she still said something like that. How could she?


  In the stairwell, I burned the alcoholic haze away from my mind with a technique that Absynthe had shown me, then stepped outside. It was cold, just above freezing. I shoved my hands into my pockets and tapped some psionic energy to keep warm. It almost wasn't necessary. My anger felt like it could set me on fire. If she had just said she wanted to leave, we could have left, and it would have been fine. We wouldn't have said those things to each other. No. She wouldn't have said those things to me.


  I almost went back inside. I could always return to our little celebration and drink myself into a stupor, try to forget. In a way, that was just admitting defeat. Instead, I decided to go for a walk, clear my head and cool off like I said I would, then go back to Nikki's room and talk things out with her. Hopefully by then, she'd have cooled off as well, and we could make up and spend a little time together before Kaitlyn got back.


  My walk took me to the little park that we had turned into a water war zone on Memorial Day, half a year ago. It was abandoned and empty now, late at night, all the trees around the edges stripped naked of their leaves. I walked through it, forcing my hands deeper into my pockets and burning more psionic energy to keep warm. My anger wasn't keeping me warm anymore, just feeding on itself in my head. I had to do something to bleed it off. I pulled a small rock up from the ground to my hand, then flung it toward a distant tree. It popped off the trunk and I felt some of my frustration and outrage fading away. Another rock, another throw. Each throw became a part of my frustration that I was releasing. I threw my frustration with Nikki toward a tree, my stress over finals and grades, the pressure I felt from training, even my apprehension toward returning home tomorrow.


  I hadn't been home in close to a year now. Dad was coming to pick me up around noon, and then we'd be having Thanksgiving dinner the day after, and then a long month of boredom before coming back to school. Absynthe had given me some training exercises to do over the break, but warned me that I shouldn't use too much power. Attracting attention could be dangerous. Going anywhere could be dangerous.


  I flung another rock, hearing the thump as it bounced off the trunk. I wanted to stay at Ripley, but even school might not be safe anymore. Absynthe had warned me in no uncertain terms that Shade was back on campus and would be around all through December, and that crossing him when I was no longer his trainee would be a very poor decision. I didn't want to go home. I didn't want to stay here either.


  I ground my teeth and hefted a stone, then flung it with a little amplification to my strength. Instead of a thump as it hit the tree, I heard a crack. I hurried over and saw that the impact had cratered the trunk, spraying bark all over the ground nearby. The rock itself was embedded into the wood. I pried at it with my fingers, but it wouldn't budge. I swore under my breath. I couldn't leave it like this. I called up my power and tried to yank it loose from the tree.


  “Poor tree. Working out some aggression?”


  I spun to face the speaker, forgetting that my eyes were glowing. I was caught red handed and green eyed. There was no getting out of this without a memory modification, and that wasn't something I was very good at. I prepared to call Absynthe as the speaker took another step toward me, just as the moon came out from behind a cloud.


  Her hair twinkled in the moonlight.


  


  Chapter Twenty Five


   


   


  I lost control of my power and twisted it off before any accidents happened. “You actually came.”


  Star smiled at me, her hands shoved into her pockets. “I did. Though I'm starting to regret it. It’s pretty cold up here.”


  “It gets colder,” I said.


  “Maybe I'll have you keep me warm,” she said, taking another step toward me.


  I held my hand up in front of her. “Hold on a minute here, I'm taken, remember?”


  She walked right into my hand and pressed up against it. “You don't sound too convincing. It didn't seem to slow you down too much last time.”


  “Things have changed,” I said. This was exactly the wrong time to meet her again. When would be the right time? Nikki was jealous of the girls I had no interest in, the ones who I hadn't done anything with. What would she be like if she learned about Star?


  Her eyes searched mine. “If you say so,” she said. “I had forgotten how gorgeous your eyes are. Does she appreciate you like I do, Kevin?”


  I withdrew my hand and took a step back. “Not quite the same way, but I'm sure she does.” Enough to call me a murderer, at least.


  “You're sure she does? You sound uncertain.” She smiled again and took another step forward. Her boots crunched leaves underfoot. “In fact, I'm sure you're not sure. That's why you're out here, throwing rocks at trees. Admit it, Kevin. You'd much rather be making love right now.”


  “Isn't that a given?” I asked, taking a long step to the side, out of her line of travel. “I mean, I am a guy, after all.”


  “Yes. You are,” she said. Her gaze dropped significantly and her smile widened. I felt heat rise to my face, and it had nothing to do with psionics or anger this time.


  “You're insatiable,” I said.


  She laughed, that same carefree laugh that I had almost forgotten. “I prefer irresistible, personally. Insatiable sounds vulgar. Rude.”


  “Fitting,” I said, sidestepping again.


  Her laugh floated through the air again. “I like you, Kevin. You've got what it takes. We're going to work well together.”


  “Hold on there. I don't remember agreeing to work with you on anything,” I said. “First of all, on the personal level, I've got a girlfriend. Second, on the professional level, I'm part of the Establishment.”


  She turned and stepped toward me. “Neither of those matter to me. I wanted to come up here and talk to you. You agreed. I'm here. Remember?”


  “I remember, but things change!”


  She stepped up to me and put a hand on my chest. “Things do change,” she said quietly. “I knew that when I came here, things might be different. You might be more involved with your Establishment. I might be in danger when I came to meet you. Am I, Kevin? Are you going to call for help? Turn me in?”


  I shook my head. “No! Of course not. I did ask you to come here. I do want to hear what you have to say. That hasn't changed.”


  “Good! I didn't want to have to twist you.” She smiled, then stepped around me and took my arm before I could protest. “Let's go for a walk. We can chat. Maybe you can show me around your school.”


  “I don't think it's a good idea if we get too close to the campus,” I said.


  “Think your girlfriend will catch us?” She squeezed my arm and led me across the park, away from the school.


  “No, I just think it's dangerous if any of the Establishment people find you here,” I said. “My old trainer is already pissed off at me. If he catches me with you, he'll kill me. That's enough motivation for me to stay far away.”


  “They'll find out I'm here soon enough,” she said. “You were using your powers. They'll be watching and trying to figure out who you're with. Once they figure it out, I'll have to run. We have twenty minutes, a half hour at most. That doesn't give me enough time to do any of the things I really want to do to you. I'm disappointed. I bet you are too.”


  I placed the back of my free hand to my forehead. “How will I ever survive?”


  She laughed again. “Tease. So, Kevin, what have you learned lately?”


  I glanced over at her. She was leading me somewhere, not looking right at me. “I learned how it feels to kill someone,” I said.


  “You get used to it,” she said.


  I flinched at her cavalier tone. “I don't know about that. It was six weeks ago and I haven't stopped having nightmares about it.”


  She glanced at me, met my gaze for a moment, and smiled. “The first time is the worst. I had nightmares too. The next time wasn't as bad. It gets easier. That's the worst part about it. At some point it gets too easy.”


  “You've killed people,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  “A lot of people?”


  She shrugged and huddled closer to me. “It's cold here. Really cold.”


  “It gets easier?”


  “The more you do anything, the easier it gets, and the better you get at it. You're still hung up on it.” She stopped dead and pulled on my arm until I looked her in the eye. “Why?” she asked.


  I told her the story, in full, not leaving anything out. I told her more than I had told Alistair Ripley. She listened, and when I ran out of words, placed her hands on my cheeks, just like Nikki had. “I don't know what else I could have done,” I said.


  “And that's why you're going to be ok,” she said. “Because you have feelings. Because you're a good person. Kevin, you're going to kill again. That's something that happens with us, with who we are and what we do. Sometimes there'll be accidents. Sometimes you'll have to decide to kill someone. I don't think you'll do it unless it's the last resort.” She smiled and let her hands drift down to my shoulders. “You're a better person than I am, Kevin. Maybe I'm crazy, thinking I have a chance with someone like you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you're a good guy at heart, and I'm not a good girl. You don't know the things I've done.” She shivered again, and I didn't think it was from the cold.


  “Why? What have you done that's so terrible?”


  “I'm not going to tell you the stories now. There's not enough time, and I don't think they'll make you feel any better about your own situation. Trust me on that.”


  “Fine, but answer me this question, at least.” Her eyes narrowed and her grip on my shoulders tightened. “Do you remember them?”


  “The people I've killed? Somewhat. I remember. I don't dwell.” She shook her head and her grip loosened. “Dwelling on it, obsessing over it, that's just going to make you crazy. I don't have the time to go crazy over something like that. I barely have enough time to go crazy over you.”


  “Why me?” I asked.


  “Why not you?” she countered. “I like your eyes. I like the way you look, the way you act, the way you carry yourself. What you've told me tonight tells me that you're a decent person, someone who can learn from their mistakes, someone who can make a difference.”


  “Is that all?” She let go of my shoulders and smiled, but didn't say anything. “Is that all?” I repeated.


  “No,” she said. “I won't lie to you. You're powerful. I want you on my side. I want you at my side, just like I want to be at your side.”


  “You just want to use me,” I said.


  “Use you? Is that what your people said?” she asked. “Or is that just what you think?”


  “Both,” I said. “I know they're using me. I'm using them. That much is out in the open. I'm ok with that. Is that the sort of deal you're offering me?”


  She opened her mouth, then closed it, then grinned at me. “I'm holding back, here. I really am.”


  “You know what I'm talking about!”


  “I know.” She took my arm again and we started walking away from the park, into the streets of Troy. I didn't know the area, but it wasn't too dangerous, and who in their right mind would be out in this sort of cold? Just us. “So, you're both using each other. What are you using them for, Kevin?”


  “To learn how to use my power,” I said. “I had an accident before I started my training. I almost killed someone. The Establishment saved her. I don't want to have that sort of thing happen again. That's why I joined them. It's funny. Even with the training, it still happened again, even worse than before. I don't know if I learned anything at all.”


  “Don't dwell!” she snapped. I flinched again. I had never heard her get angry before. “Sorry,” she apologized, and kissed my cheek before I could pull away. “Don't dwell on it. You've learned, and you're still learning, and no matter how much you learn, sometimes you're going to screw up. You're not perfect. But I still like you. So does your girlfriend, I suspect.”


  “I wonder about that,” I said.


  She let that pass without comment, which surprised me. “So, you're using them for learning. What are they using you for, Kevin?”


  “They'll get service out of me in exchange for training,” I said.


  “That's not using you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That's standard, just a contract. But they're using you for something. They're training you to be strong, ridiculously strong. You're easily an order of magnitude stronger than you were when I met you. That much development in just a couple of months? Either your training is world class, or you have intrinsic talent. No one gets that strong, that quickly. No one, Kevin.”


  I let that sink in. Shade's training was short, intense, and emphasized strength and brute force. Absynthe had continued to emphasize those qualities, though less than Shade. Her training was more varied. More to the point, she had been training me for much of the time since I had met Star in Washington. “I don't think it's the training,” I said.


  “So they're taking advantage of a unique talent you have, then.”


  “I don't know about unique,” I said. “Even so, assuming that's the truth, that's just them using me for that talent. So what?”


  “What are they going to use it for?”


  I blinked. “I never thought about that.”


  “Psions don't normally need your level of strength. There's a level where we consider it 'good enough'. You're already there. You're beyond it. And you're not even a third of the way through their training program, right? What are they planning on doing with you?” She squeezed my arm.


  “I don't know! I've never thought about it!”


  “I have,” she said. “I've done a lot of thinking about it.”


  “And?”


  “Start from the basics.” She let go of my arm and held three fingers up. “Three branches of psionics. Telekinesis, telepathy, metasensory. The stronger you are, the more energy you can direct with telekinetic techniques. The more you can communicate with telepathic power. The more you can sense with metasensory filters. But if you don't have fine control, you'll only be able to use brute force, like using a jackhammer on a nail.”


  “That's a bizarre mental image.”


  “I know. But it's true, right? You have all this power, but not much in the way of finesse. Have they ever done the egg test with you?”


  “The egg test?”


  She threw her arms up. “You're kidding! They've never had you juggle eggs with telekinesis? It's a method to train fine control. You would break them. No question about it. Can you see it? Egg all over the room, all over your face, all over my face.”


  “That's another bizarre mental image,” I said.


  She smirked. “But you like it, don't you?”


  “You're perverted.”


  “I know. Back to the point. You don't have that sort of fine control. Why not? Why would they train you like this?”


  “They aren't, not anymore at least,” I said. “Actually, since last we met, my original trainer was replaced with another one. She's been teaching me finer control. The old one beat the shit out of me to prove a point about self-control.”


  “What?” Her smirk vanished and she stepped up to me. “He did what?”


  I told her how he had broken my nose, my face, my jaw. Her face reddened and she looked simply furious. “I'll kill him,” she said. “I swear to you, I'll kill him for you. I'm surprised you didn't kill him on the spot.”


  “Like I could. He's fully trained, experienced, and fights much dirtier.”


  “You think that makes a difference?” she asked.


  “It does when I'm fighting!”


  “Poor Kevin.” She leaned in and kissed my cheek again. “You're not having much luck with this place, are you?”


  “It's been getting better ever since he got replaced,” I said. “My new trainer's been working on things like fine control, new techniques, endurance, all that.”


  “How long has she been working with you?”


  “She's been helping with joint training for a while, but only directly with me for the past month or so.”


  Star stepped away and tilted her head. Her lips moved as if she was saying something to herself, then her eyes went wide. “So you haven't been doing strength training for the past month?”


  “Not as much as I used to,” I said.


  She whistled. “Damn. Damn, Kevin!”


  “Damn what?”


  “They really are making a weapon out of you,” she said. “First, the strength, and then they start showing you how to control it, but only after your strength starts to develop on its own. That's suspicious. Very suspicious.”


  “In what way?” I demanded. “Stop teasing me, just tell me what you're thinking!”


  “Sorry,” she said, stepping back to my side and taking my arm again. “I'm mostly thinking out loud. Let's go back to the beginning again. Three branches, right? There are also the various classifications of how strong you are. You know about those, right?”


  “I know about normal people, latents, and psions,” I said. “Is that what you're referring to?”


  “No, there are levels of psionic ability. Most of us find something we're good at and focus on it. Some people specialize in certain things like biokinesis, or telepathy, or psychometry. Others are more generally skilled at all sorts of telekinesis, for example. Some people are better than others. A very few people are much better than others. Certain techniques require a rather obscene level of power. It's not something that can be trained. It takes a certain innate talent.”


  Ripley's words from long ago came to mind. “Your abilities are strong, almost absurdly so.” Shade had also mentioned it early on. Even Absynthe had said it. “Your boyfriend here has all the subtlety of a tank. That shield of yours is impressive, Kevin. Throwing rocks at a tank is exactly what it felt like.”


  I laughed. “They've been doing it since the very beginning, haven't they?”


  “Sorry?” Star asked.


  “I'm just realizing that they weren't kidding when they said I was strong,” I said. “You’re right. They've been working on my strength since the beginning. That was their goal all along.”


  “You're more powerful than you think,” she said. “And, if I'm guessing right, they're training you to be a brute force weapon. You’re definitely going to break into the second tier. You're still latent for it right now, but I don't think it'll be long before you can actively manifest it.”


  “Second tier?” I asked.


  She hugged my arm. “Powers well beyond the ability of a normal psion.”


  “Like what?”


  “I can't tell you,” she said. “I'm sorry. All organizations classify that sort of thing, and we're no exception. Unless you've decided you want to join us?”


  I ignored the bait. “What can you tell me about it?”


  “Off the record, the most common manifestation of second tier power is that your perception will be drastically heightened. You know how when you fight someone, you can see their attacks coming as they make them?” I nodded. “Think of that, but slowed down to the point where you can basically sidestep them.”


  I took a deep breath. “Are you telling me I can dodge bullets?”


  She laughed and stepped into me, knocking me off balance, then pulled on my arm. “I didn't know you were a geek, too. That makes you even cuter.”


  “It sounds ridiculously powerful.”


  “Of course it does. It doesn't make you invincible,” she said. “Any psion can be overwhelmed, worn down, or surprised. Second tier power means that overwhelming you is pretty hard, but you can still be worn down over time or taken by surprise. Not to mention, you'd actually have to be manifesting at that level of power. That's easier said than done, wouldn't you agree?”


  “Definitely,” I agreed. “So you seem to be under the impression that I have this talent?”


  “Yes,” she said. “That's one of the things I came here to determine.”


  “Why?”


  She stopped dead, then let go of my arm. The evening was already cold. It was colder now. She walked around me, eyes searching my face as she passed in front of me, then I lost sight of her as she stepped behind me. I kept very still. There was an extraordinary sense of danger in the way she stalked around me. “I told you, Kevin,” she said from behind me. “They're creating a weapon out of you. Who are they planning to use you against? How are they going to control you?”


  “Is that another thing you're here to determine?” I asked.


  “Yes.” Her voice was flat and level, all the playfulness from before gone. “You wouldn't know, would you? You wouldn't tell me if you did, would you?”


  “I thought you trusted me,” I said.


  “I do, Kevin,” she said. “I trust what you tell me. I don't assume you tell me everything, or that you know everything.”


  “Do you want me to?” I asked.


  “Yes. I do.”


  “Then believe me when I tell you that I have no idea what they're planning. If they're making me a weapon, they aren't telling me where they're going to point me, or what they expect me to do.”


  She didn't say anything. I felt her fingertips brush the back of my neck. “I believe you. Do you trust me, Kevin?”


  “I trust you, Star,” I said, remaining completely still. Her fingertips were warm, far warmer than they had any right to be. I was sure that if I turned around, I'd see her eyes glowing blue. If she was manifesting power, she'd be calling Establishment agents right to us. What was she thinking?


  “Then believe me when I tell you that I want to make sure you aren't a threat to me or my organization. You told me what your organization does with you. What your trainer did to you. They think you're dangerous. So do we. I don't want to have to kill you, Kevin, but if they're aiming you at us, I'll have to.” Her fingertips grew even warmer. “But, you do have a choice. You can join us.”


  “And what do you offer?” I asked.


  “Freedom.”


  “From what?” She didn't say anything. “What does your organization do?” Silence. “What are they called? Why are you threatening to kill me, Star?”


  The warmth from her fingertips faded. “Shit. I don't want to kill you, Kevin. I wasn't trying to threaten you. I'm sorry.”


  I slowly turned until I was facing her. I could see a dim flicker of blue in her eyes as she met my gaze. “I'm not going to jump ship, Star,” I said. “Not when they're threatening me. I won't deal with people who treat me like that. Not even you.”


  She dropped her gaze. “I'm sorry,” she repeated. “I deserve that.”


  “But,” I said, and her eyes snapped back up to mine. “But, Star, I swear to you that I'm not going to let them just point and shoot me like a loaded gun. If they try to force me to do something wrong, if they point me at you? I'm not going to do what they want. If they do that, ask me again. You might get a different answer.”


  Her lips quirked into a smile. “I thought you might say something like that. That's good. It's not what I wanted to hear, but I'll take it.”


  “What did you want to hear?” I asked.


  Her smile turned impish. “Why, Kevin, of course I wanted to hear that you'd join me at once, and run away with me, just so that I could do all those wonderfully vulgar things to you that I've been thinking about for the last three months. I'm so very disappointed in you.”


  I slapped my forehead. “Ask a stupid question.” She laughed again, all the tension from a minute ago ebbing away. “You have a one-track mind,” I told her.


  “But you love it,” she said. “Admit it. You love the attention.”


  “It's nice, but I do have a girlfriend, remember?”


  “Admit that you wish you got this sort of attention from your girlfriend,” she said. Her eyes sparkled and she stepped right up, pressing her chest against me, then slipped her arms around my neck. “Admit that you'd really like her to be as playful and direct as I am. Admit that you'd really like her to be a whole lot more like me, because from everything I've heard you say this evening concerning her, she's an insecure little girl who plays you so, so cruelly.”


  I tried to take a step back, but she was glued to me. “Star, I think you're really wonderful-”


  “And cute,” she said.


  “Very cute,” I said. “I mean, you're really something-”


  “Pretty?” she asked, tilting her head sideways.


  “Gorgeous.”


  She hummed out a sigh and drew herself up closer to me. “You say such very nice things, Kevin. I think I could fall in love with you.” She leaned in and kissed the corner of my mouth, letting her lips linger close to mine, then slowly drew away from me. “Unfortunately, we're out of time,” she said.


  “Out of time?” I lifted my hand to where she had kissed me.


  “They're just about here. Silly me for manifesting my power.” She smiled and winked. “Looks like you'll have to give me a hand in shutting them down, unless you want to be accused of consorting with the enemy.”


  


  Chapter Twenty Six


   


   


  “You set me up,” I said.


  She grinned and stretched her arms up over her head before responding. “I set myself up. They might catch me, you know. Aren't you worried?”


  “Like hell. You dodged a helicopter before.”


  “Details, details. Kevin, it's up to you,” she said. “You can run, or you can fight them, or you can fight me. What's it going to be?”


  “You know I couldn't fight you!” I said.


  She shrugged and took a step back. “Congratulations, you just eliminated a third of your options. Way to cut down the odds, tiger.”


  “Damn you, Star!” I clenched my fists and tapped my power. She did the same, blue light blazing in her eyes. Her gaze never left mine. “Why are you forcing me to make a choice like this? I thought you trusted me!”


  “This isn't about trust,” she said.


  “What is it about, then?”


  “I need to know what you'll do when your back's up against the wall.”


  There was a whisper of movement, a single pulse of psionic energy. She shielded, an electric blue globe crackling with energy as two men with glowing green eyes attacked from opposite sides. Another pair of agents were floating in the air, ready to add to the assault. Her shield was holding, but she wouldn't be able to take on four to one odds. Even so, she didn't move, didn't counter, didn't speak, simply stood and stared at me. And smiled. Not fair at all.


  I twisted my power down to a trickle and walked toward one of the agents. Kinetic energy flashed from his fingers, a continuous spray of weak bursts, just like what Nikki and Absynthe tended to use. He was just forcing her to keep her shield up until heavier guns could come into play. His shield was tuned to defend against energy attacks, not physical. I decked him.


  “Why, Kevin,” Star said as he slumped to the ground. “You're making a habit of punching men who attack me. How chivalrous. I like that.”


  I rubbed my burning knuckles. “At least I didn't break anything this time.”


  “What are you doing?” One of the agents floating in the air dropped down next to me. He grabbed my shoulder and swung me around to face him. “Parker? Someone call Shade. Hurry!”


  He hadn't even waited for me to explain. I tapped my power and flung him away. With that, the night lit up with green and blue fireworks. Blue lightning blazed from Star's hands, slamming into the agent attacking her and the one I had just thrown. Both dove for cover, their shields overwhelmed with a single attack. She had just been talking about obscene amounts of power a few minutes ago. She might have been talking from experience. Maybe the four to one odds weren't fair in the opposite direction.


  The last agent floating overhead was already calling for help. A telepathic message to Shade would bring him here, and he would kill me. There was no way he would listen to me. I shouted and threw a rock, but it was too late. I saw a thread humming with green energy, fading off into the distance. The message was out.


  His shield caught my rock and deflected it, but Star's attack was far more vicious. He fell out of the air and I heard the distinct snap of a bone breaking. I caught my breath. All I could hear was that snap echoing in my head. My power sputtered and my shield collapsed as my concentration failed.


  “Kevin! Look out!”


  I dropped face down. Heat skimmed along my back, a strange feeling of warmth in the cold autumn evening. I flipped onto my back and saw a boot heading straight for my nose. I crossed my arms in front of my face and barely managed to force a shield, keeping that booted foot away from my nose. My attacker bounced off and stumbled away. I jumped to my feet and we faced off. “You traitor, Shade's going to tear you apart,” he said.


  “She didn't do anything! You had no reason to attack. You didn't give me a chance to explain the situation,” I said.


  He wiped the corner of his mouth. “You don't know shit, Parker. You don't know shit.” His eyes flickered with energy and he jumped at me, leading with a furious punch. I ducked it and slammed a fist up toward his ribs, nearly shattering my hand on his shield. He thrust me away with a surge of power and I shielded just as a telekinetic blade threatened to take my head off my shoulders. It still rattled my teeth as it grated against my shield.


  I thrust power into the ground and shook it where he was standing, and then as he started to jump away, I threw myself forward and grabbed his legs. He lost his balance and I heaved upwards, flipping him head over ass. His head bounced off the ground. The glow in his eyes abruptly winked out.


  Star was dealing handily with the other agent that she had previously blasted. She didn't need my help, but I pushed his shield from behind just to speed things up, the typical Establishment kinetic spray. It took him by surprise and her next attack bored through his shield. He made a gasping sound, then fell to his knees, fingers digging into his throat. She held him there for a moment, and then let him drop. “Thanks,” she said.


  “You didn't kill him, did you?” I asked.


  She shook her head as she walked over to him. “No, but he'll wish he was dead when he wakes up.”


  I watched as she pressed her fingers to the agent's scalp. “Twisting?”


  “You bet. It'll keep you safe. Think of it as my thanks for helping me out.” She walked over to the next agent, then looked up at me. “Unless you want a different sort of reward?”


  “One track mind,” I reminded her.


  “Guilty as charged.” She walked to the agent that she had knocked from the sky.


  As she crouched down, he sat up. His power surged and grabbed at her. Green tendrils were reaching around the curve of her shield, stretching faster than she could expand it. I couldn't shield her effectively, and I suspected that the attack was drawing energy directly from her shield. Shielding her would only put me in the same position. I couldn't protect her like that, but I could attack him.


  I flung a rock at him, as hard as I could. Only after it left my psionic grip did I remember what had happened to the tree I had thrown the rock at. He shielded, but he was in no way prepared for a small stone moving several times faster than a bullet. His shield bent inwards as it caught the rock, then tore and sprayed green energy around the rupture. The rock itself caught him in the center of the chest, and even as far away as I had been, I could hear his breastbone crack. He flipped over backwards and lay still.


  Star's shield shimmered and vanished. She knelt by the motionless body and looked back at me. “Damn, Kevin. You don't mess around, do you?”


  “Is he all right?” I felt sick. I didn't want to hurt him so badly, but I hadn't had much choice. It was him or her. It had been an accident, just like before. Shade was right.


  “He's going to need help,” she said, touching his forehead. “I think you cracked his ribcage with that. At least he won't remember it. He'll survive until the cleanup crew arrives.”


  I let out a sigh. “Good. I guess.”


  She walked to the last agent and twisted his mind as well. “That's all of them, but they did get that message off, didn't they? Who's this Shade guy they were talking about? Some sort of elite agent?”


  “You could say that,” I said. “He's the guy who used to train me.”


  “The one who beat the shit out of you?” Star's eyes blazed with blue light once again. Her smile showed teeth. “Good. I'll take care of him when he gets here.”


  “He's here.” Shade stepped into view from the direction of the park, dark trench coat flapping in the cold breeze. His eyes hid behind dark sunglasses and he lifted a gloved hand to beckon Star forward. “Go on. Take care of me.”


  I stepped between him and Star before she could reply. “Get out of here.”


  “I said I'll take care of him.”


  “Get out of here!” I shouted at her. Shade's attention fixed on me. She had given me the chance to escape in Washington. I owed her this much. Even if he killed me, I'd make sure that she could escape. “You need to get out of here. He'll kill you, without a second thought.”


  She didn't say anything, then I felt a telepathic message flicker into my head. It was a string of numbers, ten digits. A phone number? That was all she left in my mind, that and a memory of kissing my cheek, and then I heard her run. Shade moved and I tapped my power and spread a shield between us. “Is this what you want, Parker?” he asked.


  “She didn't do anything wrong,” I said. “She was attacked without warning. I can explain the situation.”


  “She is an enemy.” Shade enunciated each word carefully, speaking slowly.


  “I owe her a favor,” I said. “She saved me. I saved her. I was paying a debt, Shade.”


  “A debt?” Shade chuckled. “Paying that debt just cost you everything.”


  Ice ran down my sides. “What?”


  He slowly removed his sunglasses. His eyes were dark, but even as I watched, they slowly came to life with green light. “You've betrayed the Establishment. You've consorted with the enemy. You've defied me, you've been directly insubordinate, you've hidden information. You've lied to us. You're compromised. I'm going to deal with you myself.”


  “Going to try and kill me, Shade?”


  He took a step forward. “No, I'm not going to kill you. That would be too easy. I'm going to make you a puppet. Your family will die, by your own hands. Your friends. That redheaded bitch. You'll kill them all, under my control, and I'll leave just enough of you awake so you can watch.”


  “What sort of monster are you?” I hissed. My power was growing dangerously unstable as he spoke. I couldn't let him get to me. I fed my anger and fear into the psionic energy building within my mind, forcing it under my control.


  He took another measured step forward. “I'm no monster, Parker. I'm just doing what needs to be done. If you're going to defy the Establishment's control, I will remove you. That's part of my job. That's part of what Alistair asked me to do.”


  I forced more power into my shield, forming layers that would hold against any attack he could possibly throw at me. “I'm done playing your game. Come get me.”


  He considered my shield. “Always so defensive. The same mistake you always make. You act on instinct, and your instincts are passive. You won't do what needs to be done.”


  He flicked his fingers and my shield rang like a bell. Wind whipped and howled around me. Cars on the street behind me rattled, two alarms going off and fighting for dominance. Glass shattered, several windows down the street breaking under the sudden impact. I felt myself skid backwards and stumbled, barely keeping my balance. My shield was intact, but he had revealed every layer of my defenses with that single attack. I reinforced the shield and waited for his next move, just as he'd expect me to.


  He watched me and smiled. I pretended to continue reinforcing the shield, holding power in reserve. I'd only have a couple of shots at him, and he knew it. I'd never matched my full strength against his, but if he made a mistake, I knew I could take advantage of it.


  His next attack drilled a hole directly through my shield. I dove for cover just in time, my power surging out of control as the layers collapsed. The building behind me shook as his blast struck it. “Self control, Parker!” he shouted over the car alarms. “I'm aiming for you!”


  I risked a look over my shoulder. The building that he had clobbered instead of me was strangely undamaged. Had he pulled it just in time? I scrambled to my feet and drew my shield back together. Shade slapped another blast into it, flinging me and the shield backwards. I used that momentum to bounce off the building, then accelerated myself in a huge leap forward, jumping toward the park where Star had found me. As I passed over Shade's head, I saw him looking up at me, two glowing green eyes in the darkness.


  “Control this, asshole!” I shouted down at him. I dropped my shield and dropped a crushing spread of telekinetic energy down on him. For good measure, I yanked one of the damaged cars toward him, hoping to silence him and one of the alarms at the same time. It was cutting down the angles for him to escape. His eyes flared and the car moved over his head. Metal and glass shattered as my telekinesis crushed the car instead of him. Before I could understand what he was planning, he flung the ruined car right toward the place where I was about to land.


  I threw a shield into place to stop the car, landing a little further away than I had planned. As my feet touched the ground, he ignited the gas tank with a focused thread of pyrokinesis. The explosion drove me backwards. Even though my shield protected me from the concussion and shrapnel, I felt heat swirl around me. He had used my own attack to his advantage. My hope of matching him faded. He was far beyond my ability.


  Shade flew through the smoke and fire, bouncing off the ruined hood of the car, and drove his fist for my face. I barely managed to block it in time and he turned the punch into a grab, seizing hold of my blocking arm. I panicked. If he got a hold of me, it was all over. I surged power toward him and pushed myself backwards at the same time. It worked well enough to break his hold, but it knocked me off balance.


  He came in again and this time I had no chance to block. He swept low and my right knee cracked and twisted as he kicked me. I twisted the opposite way to keep my balance, but he was already there, ready to strike. I faked a shield, then spiked it. His punch didn't deflect off the shield as he had anticipated and slammed right into a telekinetic spike. He grunted and jumped back, blood raining from his pierced right fist. The thin spike hadn't taken any fingers, but he wasn't going to be grabbing with that hand for a while.


  I stood up and tried to put weight on my right leg. My knee twisted and I gasped for breath against the pain. I didn't look down. I didn't want to see what he had done to it. “Looks like we're even so far,” I said.


  He looked at his right hand and shook it. Blood splattered on dead leaves. “Your mobility for my hand. No, I'd say it's in my favor.”


  “You'd think so,” I said, and then threw a storm of small attacks at him, followed up with a focused attack. I wasn't too adept with projecting pinpoint energy and he knew it. However, he didn't know that I wasn't aiming for center mass, like he had taught me. He deflected the scattered shots, but my focused attack drilled through the stressed shield and bored a neat little hole through his left palm. He swore and pressed the hand against his chest. “That doesn't look too comfortable. Do you need to see a doctor?”


  The ground shook under me. Reflexively, I tried to keep my balance, which put pressure on my right leg. The knee gave and I tumbled to the ground. Before I could move again, I felt tremendous pressure on my right wrist. Shade was standing on my wrist, grinding down with his boot. “Didn't I tell you not to mock me, Parker?” he asked, then stomped down with psionically accelerated power.


  My wrist shattered. I screamed and he kicked me in the side, sending me rolling across the park, only stopping when my back slammed into a tree. I couldn't see, speak, or think. My broken wrist and knee had hit the ground over and over as I rolled, each impact driving more pain through my body. My power vanished. I couldn't concentrate while I was in that much pain, and if I couldn't call my power up to numb the pain, I didn't have a chance. I rolled to my left side and tried to force my power under my control. I heard footsteps approaching. My desperate attempts drove control even further away.


  “How about this,” Shade said. He stood directly over me, his hands dripping blood on the ground next to my face. “You surrender and serve the Establishment for life. One step out of line and your friends and family die. But if you're a good boy, they'll live. How's that sound?”


  “What's the catch?” I asked.


  He shook his hands toward me. His blood splattered my face. “No catch. This is out of the goodness of my heart.”


  “What heart?”


  He kicked me in the stomach. Any progress I had made toward taking control of my power vanished as I wheezed for breath. “I'm running out of patience,” he said.


  I rolled onto my back and forced myself to breathe. I could surrender and be a slave, but it would save everyone I cared about. If I continued to fight, he'd kill everyone. I knew he wasn't bluffing. But, even if I did surrender, he'd hold this like a knife to my throat. He could force me to do anything by threatening to kill my friends and my family. That was the sort of control that Star had been so worried about.


  “Well?” he asked, prodding me with the toe of his boot.


  “I'm thinking about it,” I said. “The way I see it, you're giving me the choice to surrender or die, right? I'm not a big fan of either.”


  “And so what are you going to do?” He sounded almost amused.


  I sat up. The short respite was enough. My power was a trickle, but now that I could numb the pain, I could concentrate again. My right hand was useless and I couldn't put any weight on my right leg, but I could use my power again. I had to keep him distracted a little longer to recover all of my focus. “Fight. I'll fight you, Shade. You keep telling me that I don't have control, that I won't do what needs to be done. But you know what? You're wrong.”


  He grunted and watched me. What was going through his mind, I didn't know, but he wasn't attacking. “I did what had to be done to save Nikki, I did what had to be done to save Star, and I'll do whatever needs to be done to stop you. I'll burn every last bit of my power to stop you, and if you die, that's just too fucking bad.”


  “Are you done yet?” he asked.


  “No, I'm not done, you fucker. I won't be done until you kill me. Ripley won't be happy about that, will he? You don't give second chances. You don't give special treatment. I know you. You're doing this for him. He won't be happy about it when you kill me, will he? So bring it on. Let's get this over with.”


  He kicked at me again, but I deflected it and grabbed his foot awkwardly in my left hand, then thrust him away with a telekinetic push. He stumbled backwards. “I'll take control of your will,” he snapped. “I'll force you to kill them. I'll make you watch. I'll make you suffer.”


  “You'll have to kill me,” I repeated, lifting myself up to stand on my good leg. “I won't let you control me. I'd rather die. Come on, you monstrous bastard. Let's do this.”


  He destroyed my shield with a telekinetic wave, a roaring torrent of power that left me cold and vulnerable. Instead of burning through me, he clasped his hands together and clubbed me. I felt my jaw break, my teeth splinter and chip. I tasted blood. All I could see was blood as I hit the ground again.


  I felt telekinesis lift me to my feet, then push me until my back was up against a tree. Shade regarded me from a few feet away. “Alistair won't be happy, but he'll get over it,” he said. “It was a calculated risk from the beginning. It's not as if we don't have a backup plan in place. Your girlfriend. I won't make the same mistakes with her. She'll be a puppet. The rest of us will live. And you'll be dead and forgotten. See you in hell, Parker.”


  He brought his hands together again and I felt his energy focusing, a deadly assault that would burn clean through me this time. No shield I could put together would block it. I couldn't move enough to dodge it. He was going to kill me where I stood.


  Innate strength and talent. Second tier of power. Star's words tumbled through my mind. I had nothing to lose. I tapped my power, twisted the valve all the way open, and continued to twist. Psionic power surged through my mind, overwhelming my ability to control it. If Shade didn't kill me first, this sort of power overload would do the job for him.


  There was a click somewhere in the back of my mind. The flow of power abruptly ceased. Had I gone too far? Shade's expression turned uglier, a victorious snarl. He thought I had failed, that I was helpless. For that fraction of a second, I was.


  Everything stopped. The flow of power exploded in my mind, the tap bursting under pressure, the valve shooting into the air on a torrent of silver power. It flooded my body and I could see silver sparks snapping into the air. Were they coming from me? Or was I just seeing things before I died?


  My Sight flashed. Everything faded. It was as if all the color had suddenly gone out of the world, and even the white lines of psionic connection between me and my surroundings were washed out and lifeless. Shade's eyes were barely glowing now. Instead of a vibrant green blaze, they were a dull matte green. Dead eyes.


  Shade's telekinetic lance flashed out from his hands with peculiar slowness. My altered Sight let me track it, a dull green surge creeping along a white thread that connected the two of us. It felt like I had an eternity in which to decide what to do about it. I didn't know what I could do. I didn't know if I could create a shield with this silver power, nor did I know if I could use it to dodge or heal or even move.


  The assault reached the halfway point between us. It was a deadly blow. He wasn't pulling this one. I was out of time. The best way to avoid an attack, as I had been taught over and over, was not to be there when it landed.


  I twisted aside. Silver energy burned in my wake.


  The energy roared a foot to the right of me, burning through my silver afterimage, striking the tree that had just been behind me. Burning splinters rained across the park. Shade collected his power and thrust at me again without pause. I moved again, letting it flash harmlessly through the air. My head throbbed, just like it had when I had begun my training. I was riding close to complete exhaustion, but right now, he couldn't touch me.


  Energy flashed out from his hands and I stepped aside again, then reached for him. His shield flashed to life, but my touch pierced it without any resistance. It was as if it wasn't even there. When I touched his forehead, his power fizzled out. He didn't make a single move to resist me. “You son of a bitch,” he snarled. “It's too early. You can't be using it so soon. You don't understand. You don't know what's at stake, you don't understand anything!”


  “I know one thing, Shade,” I said. His eyes narrowed. “I know I can't let a monster like you walk away from this.”


  He grinned at me. There was no fear in his dark eyes. “Maybe you did learn something in the end. Fuck you, Parker!”


  I had never performed a mindtwist before. With this silver manifestation, it was simple. I looped his psionic energy, forcing it to feed back into itself every time he tried to use it. I sealed his memories away, using his own power to drive them further into the depths of his own mind. I finished by tying his voluntary nervous system into the same mess, leaving him unable to move, a prisoner in his own body. I didn't consider it cruel. I considered it justice.


  The silver power cascaded out of control and I pushed against it, trying to cut it off before I lost control. Control was impossible. Energy roared and I released it in a completely unstable mindflare, a desperate attempt to bleed off the excess before it killed me. Just as it had before, the flare blinded and deafened me. I crashed to the ground, the cold seeping into my body, my vision a field of pure white and my ears roaring with mindless noise. My wrist and my knee started to throb with each heartbeat. Blood trickled from the corner of my mouth and I could barely swallow. How long it would take for someone to arrive after the mindflare?


  Not long. Someone tapped my forehead. Not hard, just enough to get my attention. “Kevin? Kevin, snap out of it! Kevin!” I blinked and the white was starting to fade. Whoever was speaking sounded like they were miles away. Familiar biokinesis soothed my pain, my eyes and my ears, and the next time I blinked I could see a blurred Absynthe kneeling over me. “Kevin?” she asked. “Can you hear me?”


  “Hear you,” I rasped.


  “What the hell happened here?” she asked. “Four agents twisted, plus Shade? That's no twist I've ever seen. What happened?”


  I had happened. I wasn't about to admit that. I could barely talk through my injuries, but I made the attempt. “Rogue,” I said, and it wasn't quite a lie. “Blue. Hurt me. Did Shade. Me next. Flare. You came.”


  She seized my good hand. “You'll be all right. We'll track down the bastard who did this to you and him. We'll get them.”


  I smiled at her and closed my eyes.


  


  Chapter Twenty Seven


   


   


  The next time I opened my eyes, I was back in my own bed with someone shaking my shoulder. “Wake up, Kev. Time to go home.”


  I sat up and immediately grabbed my right wrist. It was sore, but it worked. My knee was equally sore, but also functional. My head ached, a psionic hangover of the sort that I hadn't had since the beginning of the year. I was alive. I hadn’t expected that. I couldn't help but laugh.


  “I'm glad you find this amusing.”


  I looked up. “Dad? What are you doing here?”


  He looked at his watch. “Picking you up. I told you I'd be here around noon. Let's get moving, Kev.”


  I looked over at the clock. It was quarter of twelve. I had left the little party last night somewhere around ten, met Star, fought, nearly died, and ended up here about twelve hours later. Absynthe must have gone to great lengths to put me back together and spirit me back into my own bed. “Shit. Sorry, Dad, it was a long night.”


  “Right.” He was still looking at his watch. “Look, if you're not ready yet, I'm going to go find a fast food place and grab some lunch. Want your usual?”


  The thought of food fascinated and disgusted me. I didn't like eating so soon after waking up, but I felt physically weak. Last night had exhausted me, even more than the very first time I had trained. I had to choke something down. “Yeah, that'd be good. Double down on the burger though. I'm starving.”


  Dad nodded and headed for the door. “Sure. Make sure you're ready to go by the time I get back.”


  As soon as he was gone, I jumped up and headed for the bathroom. It was bare, sterile in a way I had never seen. Had Max and Drew left already? I hadn't even had a chance to say goodbye to them. I took a fast shower and collected all of my own possessions to bring home.


  The room itself was equally bare. Their sheets and pillows were gone, their desks neat and clean, Max's computer and Drew's television both gone. I hadn't woken up with all their moving? They must have made noise and it hadn't been enough to wake me up. I opened the closets. Their closets were empty. So was mine, except for a single change of clothes. My suitcases were on the floor, already partially packed. I didn't remember doing any packing.


  I threw my clothes on and walked to my desk. My laptop was open and plugged into the wall, the last thing I really needed to pack. I pushed the lid closed with a click, just as the door opened. “I told you, Drew, he's always closing that thing when we walk in. Swear the guy's got a fetish.”


  “It's a way of life,” Drew said. He grinned at me as they both walked in. “Finally woke up, man?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I thought you guys left already?”


  “Not quite,” Max said. He looked around the room. “Dumbass here's been busy saying goodbye to Lisa for the last twenty minutes. Outside. In public. People were cheering as they drove by. I pretended not to know him.”


  “Hey, it gave you some time to talk to Jess, right?” Drew asked. Max flushed and clutched at his ponytail. “Oh, was it more than talking?”


  “No,” Max snapped. “You think you got everything?”


  “I think so. Hey, Kev, you're coming back, right?” Drew asked.


  “I assume so, why?” I asked.


  “Drew thought you flunked out,” Max said.


  “Bullshit,” Drew retorted. “I worry more about you failing out than Kev.”


  I chuckled and unplugged my laptop. “Didn't flunk anything. Came close, but passed everything and I guess I kept the scholarship. So, I guess we'll all be back here in January? No room changes or anything?”


  “Andreas did the paperwork for us to keep the triple,” Max said. “We figured we'd keep a good thing going. You don't have any problem with that, right?”


  I scratched my head and made a show of thinking about it. “Well, after that human sacrifice incident, I don't know. Maybe I'll move in with Andreas.”


  We all laughed, then Drew stuck his hand out at me. I shook it, then shook Max's hand. “Sorry man, we've got to run. Max is giving me a ride to the airport. Take care, Kev, have a good holiday.” Drew grinned and turned to leave.


  “I'll catch up with you at the car,” Max called to him, tossing his keys through the air. Drew snagged them out of the air and waved. “Have to ask you something before you leave,” Max said before I could ask him what was going on. “Did you talk to Nikki last night?”


  My mouth went dry. I had forgotten about her. “Not after she left. Why? Did she ask about me or something?”


  “The exact opposite,” he said. He looked from side to side, then pulled out a cigarette. “Listen, Kev. I know you’re together, but that girl has issues. Serious issues.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Saw her leaving earlier this morning, while you were dead to the world,” he said. “She was leaving with this incredibly hot older woman with long black hair. I mean, off the scale hot. Didn't look anything like Nikki, so I don't think it was her mom. I shouted goodbye to Nikki. No response. It was seriously weird, Kev, like she was pretending to not even know me. She didn't even look in my direction. The older lady, she waves, but I've never seen her before in my life. Your girlfriend? Nothing. That's fucked up, Kev.” Max shrugged and turned to go. “Sorry. Didn't mean to give you some weird shit to think about right before you left.”


  “Don't worry about it, Max,” I said. “I've had enough weird shit to think about this year, one more little thing isn't going to make a real difference.”


  “I hear that,” he said. “Take it easy, Kev. Don't do anything too ridiculous over the break. But if you do, take pictures.”


  I laughed, then abruptly cut off as he opened the door. Absynthe stood in the doorway with a wide smile across her face, eyes glowing green. Max didn't even pause, just walked around her and down the stairwell. Absynthe stepped into the dorm room and closed the door behind her.


  “I like your friend,” she said.


  I swallowed hard. “I bet.”


  “I imagine you're wondering what happened after you passed out last night,” she said. Her voice echoed strangely in the nearly empty room. “We finished putting you back together about forty minutes ago. Your injuries were more severe than we had thought. I had to plant some memories in your roommates, so they wouldn't think anything was strange. I also packed most of your things up. It was the least I could do.”


  “What happened to the rogue?” I asked.


  She sighed, then muttered something in a language I didn't recognize. “You were with her, weren't you? She covered her tracks well. We were keeping an eye on the situation. When she used her power, we moved to protect you. What were you doing?”


  I nodded and felt icy sweat rolling down my side again, just as it had last night when Shade confronted me. At least Absynthe might give me the benefit of the doubt. “She was trying to recruit me. When I turned her down, she turned on me.”


  Absynthe nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. If she thought I was lying, she'd probably start to take me apart, right here and now. “I see. That one rogue agent injured you, twisted four of our agents, and did something to Shade. Something severe.”


  “I don't know exactly what she did,” I said. “After the initial hit, whatever she did to my knee, I wasn't paying too much attention to her, just trying to get my power back under control. Something happened to Shade? What happened?”


  She shook her head. “A vicious variant on a mindtwist. A feedback loop for his power.” I wanted to smile, but I refrained. “The other agents were twisted as well, but they've already begun to recover. They won't remember a thing from the evening, unfortunately. The rogue saw to that.”


  “And what's the verdict?” I asked.


  She raised an eyebrow. “Verdict?”


  I held my hands out and rattled imaginary handcuffs. “Consorting with the enemy?”


  She snorted. “Hardly. You turned her down, didn't you? Alistair won't come down on you for that, especially after how you've affected our relations with the Kaze. The old man's a little more open to diplomacy recently. No, he won't hold it against you. Consider yourself reprimanded and leave it at that.”


  I let out a sigh of relief that was not fake at all. “Good. So I guess I'm going home for the holidays, then. Thanks, Absynthe.”


  “Don't thank me yet,” she said. Her expression softened, then she looked down.


  I took a deep breath and guessed. “Nikki?”


  “I drove her to the airport. She was asking about you.”


  “What did you tell her?”


  Her eyes didn't meet mine. “The truth.”


  I rubbed at my forehead. She was going to kill me. She was really going to kill me. “Thanks. I think.”


  Absynthe smiled for a brief moment, then looked up, her expression grim. “Kevin. With four of our agents out of commission for the immediate future, and Shade out indefinitely, we're not going to have the personnel available to keep an eye on you while you're away from campus. Do you want to stay here? I realize it's a last moment change of plans, but we can make the necessary arrangements.”


  I considered the idea for a moment, but I had no desire to stick around. I needed to get away from this place and think. Even with Shade out of the picture, I no longer felt safe here. Not after what he had said. “Thanks, but no. I need to go home once in a while.”


  She nodded. “I thought you might say that. Your home is within what we consider safe territory, but the Bureau considers the area to be theirs as well. Don't use your power. At all. They probably already know where you live. Don't give them an excuse to visit. We'll have agents patrol when we can, but no one will be on station. Understand?”


  “I understand.” She nodded and turned to leave. “Absynthe? Thank you.” She smiled over her shoulder at me as she walked out. Once she was out of sight, I threw everything else into a suitcase and emptied my desk drawers out. There was one last thing I needed to do before I left, and knowing Dad, he'd be back early. I had no time to waste.


  I ran down the hall to the black door and hammered on it. “Andreas? You still here?”


  The door opened almost immediately. Andreas peered out at me. “Kevin? What are you still doing here? Regular students are supposed to be moved out by noon today.”


  “I'm working on it, believe me. I need to talk to you for a minute before I go. Can I come in?” I bounced from foot to foot.


  He stepped back and let me in. “Certainly. What is it?”


  I reached into a pocket and pulled out my flash drive. “Can you copy the files off this and keep a safe copy for me?”


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Very important information. Research. I need an off-site backup, and I think you're the only one who might understand what's on it.” I thrust the drive toward him. “Please, Andreas. Copy it and take a look.”


  He took the flash drive and turned away, walking toward the curtain in the back of his room. I followed him behind the curtain. He plugged the drive into an extension cable that snaked under the tabletop computer display. The display flickered, then showed a dialog that acknowledged the new device. The copy took only a couple of minutes, then he unplugged the drive and handed it back to me. “Is that all?” he asked.


  I slipped the drive back into my pocket. This was a dangerous move. I knew what the Establishment had tried to do with the researcher at RPI. If similar research cropped up here, it would trace right back to me. It could also cost Andreas his life. “Yes and no. If you look into it, don't tell anyone. Anyone at all. It's dangerous. Believe me on that.”


  “You are acting very strange, Kevin,” he said. “I will humor you, though. If it is as interesting as you seem to think it is, perhaps we will have something to talk about when you return next trimester.”


  “Interesting doesn't even begin to describe it. I have to run, my dad will be back any minute now. I'll see you in January, have a good holiday!” I waved at Andreas and ducked around the partition before he could respond. My dad was already at my door as I entered the hallway, even earlier than I thought. The food he was carrying smelled great.


  “Are you ready now?” he asked as I walked up to him.


  “Yes. Let's get out of here,” I said.


  By the third day back home, I wished that I had taken Absynthe up on her offer. Being home sucked. I watched every movie in my small collection, watched television for half the day, and tried to stay away from my old gaming computer. The temptation was always there. I pushed it aside and forced myself to use the laptop. I wanted to read up on some of the Establishment data, but the application refused to work without a connection to the campus network. I managed to pull a few of the documents out of the laptop's browser cache, but they weren't enough to keep me busy for more than a day.


  My social life was non-existent. Ripley's classes ended just before Thanksgiving, but most other schools didn't get out until the middle of December. Most of my old friends weren't even home yet, and those few who had stayed in the area were all busy with finals. A few phone calls resulted in promises to meet up once they were done. Until then, I was bored.


  The weeks passed slowly, but things did start to pick up the week before Christmas. Old friends returned home. We hung out. Some of my friends looked older. Some hadn't changed a bit. All of them were no longer a part of my life. After the second party turned awkward, I stopped going out. I was the one who had changed.


  Two days before Christmas, my dad knocked on my door. I put down the book I had been reading and walked to my door. “You've got a visitor,” he said, then stepped aside. I hadn't been expecting anyone, least of all a smiling ghost from my past.


  “Steph,” I said. I didn't know what else to say.


  “Can I come in?” she asked. My dad had already vanished. Steph had spent lots of time in my room during our high school days. He knew her, he trusted her, and he trusted me with her. He didn't know what had happened between us. I had never told him, and apparently, he had never guessed.


  I stepped back and let her in. She closed the door, then turned around and gave me a hug. “It's been a while. Did you get my letter?”


  I returned the hug, a little stiffly. “I did. Sorry I didn't reply.”


  “It's fine. I just wanted to see if you were all right.” She smiled, then walked over to my bed and sat down. “You don't seem like you've changed much at all.”


  “You look a little different,” I said. Her hair was far shorter than it had been the last time I saw her, hanging loose just below her ears. She also looked like she was putting on some weight, probably the infamous freshman fifteen. She didn't look bad, just different. Just not like the Steph of my memories.


  She reached up and fluffed her hair. “I know, I wanted to keep the long hair, but it's so hot out there in California. After I got it cut, I felt so much lighter. It still looks good, doesn't it?”


  “Not as good as it used to,” I said.


  Her laugh was hauntingly familiar. It reminded me of Nikki. “You've always been honest with me. Thanks. I'm going to grow it back out a little. Shoulder length, you think?”


  “That would look good,” I said. “Steph, what are you doing here?”


  “What do you mean? I wanted to check in on you.”


  I shook my head. “Yes, but why did you come here? Why didn't you just call?”


  She tilted her head to the side. She wasn't smiling anymore. “Because I didn't think you would have picked up the phone if you saw my number come up.”


  “My dad would have.”


  “And you would have made up an excuse to get off the phone as quickly as you could.”


  I shrugged. “So you came here instead to make sure you could actually talk to me?”


  “What's wrong, Kev?” She leaned forward and planted her hands on her knees. “We were best friends for years and years, and then you cut me off. I realize I hurt you, and I'm sorry, but it wouldn't have worked. But I wanted to stay friends. I still want to. At least I think I want to. What about you?”


  “People change,” I said.


  “What do you mean?”


  I threw my arms out wide. “Haven't you talked with anyone else? All our old friends? Nick's married, he didn't even tell anyone! Tony dropped out of college, John and Will went and enlisted and they're shipping out next month. Lyssa spent four months backpacking across Europe. Lyssa! Can you imagine that?”


  Steph covered her mouth and giggled. “Not at all.”


  I had to laugh as well. “Not after being prom queen, right? She's nothing like what she used to be. Neither am I. Neither are you.”


  “I'm not?” she asked.


  “No, you're not. You look different. Hell, for a girl who was so intent on watching her weight back in high school, you look like you've been hitting the donuts pretty hard.” She blinked. “Either that or the booze. Is that a beer gut? I thought it was only guys who were supposed to get that.”


  “It's not a beer gut,” she said. All the amusement in her voice vanished. “I don't drink.”


  “You're missing out,” I said.


  “No, I'm not. Not at all.” She rubbed her stomach. “It's not that I don't like drinking on occasion, Kev. It's that I can't. Doctor's orders.”


  “Doctor's orders? What, do you have a family history of liver trouble or something?” I grinned at her. She didn't even crack a smile. “What? It's just a joke.”


  She stopped rubbing her stomach and simply stared. “Kevin, I don't know if you're being this dense on purpose or not.”


  I started to say something, then stopped. She wasn’t rubbing her stomach, she was rubbing a little lower. She was putting on weight. She couldn't drink.


  I found that my jaw was hanging open. I closed it. “Steph. What?”


  “About five months along,” she said.


  “Pregnant.”


  “That's right.” She smiled.


  I had thought about having sex with Stephanie before. Rather often, as I got older. I had never said so, of course. She had never mentioned it during high school, and she didn’t hide much from me. Maybe that was one of the things she had. Who had been her first? Why couldn't it have been me? The sense of jealousy and outrage I felt was irrational. I had been the one to stop talking with her. If I hadn't, I probably would have found out about this earlier. Maybe it would have been me.


  “Kev?” Her voice broke me out of my reverie. “Are you all right?”


  “You never told me,” I said.


  “I didn't know when I wrote that letter,” she said. “You never did respond, I had no way to tell you. And, really, I didn't know how you'd take it. You look about as floored as Joel did when I told him.” She giggled again.


  “Out,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Out. Get out.” I pointed at the door. My hand was shaking.


  “I thought-”


  “You thought wrong,” I said. I couldn't look her in the eye anymore. Jealousy and anger swirled together inside me. It took conscious effort to keep from tapping into my power. To do what with it? There wasn't anything I could do. “I told you. People change. I don't care. I don't know why you wanted to come here and hurt me like this.”


  She stood up and walked over to me. “I didn't mean to hurt you, Kev. You were my friend. I thought you'd be happy. You knew I wanted to have kids.”


  “I thought you'd at least be smart enough to finish school first. Getting knocked up before getting your degree and getting your own shit together? Didn't you have a goal in life? Did you think about that? Did you think about how you're fucking up three lives with this?”


  Her eyes widened and she tried to slap me, but I caught her hand before she could land it. My jaw had received enough abuse recently. She yanked her hand free and took a step toward the door. “I was wrong. You have changed. You're an asshole.”


  “Funny how often I hear that lately,” I said. “But you decided to come here and rub this in anyways. What does that make you?”


  She opened my door and looked at me just before she walked out. Her eyes were watery. “Guilty of caring too much.”


  The door slammed shut behind her, and after a moment, I heard a murmur of conversation from the front of the house, then the front door opened and closed. I wondered what she had told my dad. I wished she had called to break that sort of news. At least that way, I could have just hung up on her, just as she thought I would.


  I wanted to talk to someone, but I couldn’t talk to any of my old friends. I had Nikki’s number, but it wasn't likely that she'd listen to me. We’d just end up fighting. Max and Drew wouldn't get it at all. Lisa would have some sort of sympathy for the situation, but I didn't have her number. Jess would only laugh at me. I did have one phone number floating in my head, though. Star. The area code was from New York City. That didn't mean she was there, just that she had a phone from there. She could be anywhere. I could still try it.


  I got up off my bed and reached for my phone, then paused. If the Establishment suspected me, they could tap the phone. They might not even have to do that, they'd just need to pull the records. They might already be watching them. I had no reason to call a number leading to New York City. From what Absynthe had told me, they had bought my story, but there was no reason to make them suspicious.


  I searched my memory of the neighborhood, trying to remember where the nearest pay phone was, hoping that it was still functional. The gas station a couple of blocks away probably had one. I looked through my wallet's change pocket and pulled out a dollar's worth of quarters, then dug into one of my suitcases. There was a roll of quarters in there for laundry money. I had only used half of it. It was a waste of money, but it was the only way I could be reasonably assured of privacy.


  Pocket jingling, I left my room and headed for the front door. My dad looked up as I passed the living room. His expression was not friendly. “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Taking a walk,” I said.


  His eyes narrowed, then he returned his attention to the television. He had probably spoken to Steph before she left. He knew I had made her cry, and he was old fashioned enough that making a girl cry was an unforgivable sin. Living here with him was always awkward. I needed to leave before it got any worse. Without another word to him, I fled.


  The pay phone still worked. The rate was hideous, but I had enough for a few minutes. I fed in enough quarters to start the call, dialed Star's number, and hoped that she was there. It rang three times before someone picked up. “This is Sarah, who's this?”


  “Sarah?” I asked. “Sorry, I think I have the wrong-”


  “No no no! Kevin!” It was her voice. “You remembered!”


  “It would be hard to forget,” I said. “How are you?”


  “I'm fine. How are you? You survived! Did you get in trouble?” Her voice was excited and she sounded breathless, like she had rushed to the phone.


  “I'm not in trouble,” I said. “I just blamed everything on you.”


  She gasped. “How dare you!”


  “I'm sorry!”


  “I'm just kidding. As long as you stay out of trouble, it's all good. It's not like they can punish me unless they catch me.” She laughed and I smiled. Her laugh was like no one else's, even over a terrible phone connection. “So what's going on? Where are you? Caller ID doesn't recognize this number. It's not a New York area code, that's for sure.”


  “I'm at a pay phone,” I explained. “While I'm not in trouble, I don't want to give them any reason to dig deeper into what happened that night.”


  “You're paranoid! Really, seriously, paranoid!” She laughed again. “That's terrific. You learn so fast. I didn't think that pay phones still existed these days. Now, Kevin, tell me what happened with that Shade guy. Did you kill him?”


  “No.” I took a deep breath. “That power you talked about?”


  “Second tier?”


  I fed a quarter into the phone. “I think I used it. I dodged everything. He couldn't touch me. Then I twisted him with that same power. I made his abilities feed back on themselves. Anything he does to try to get out of it will only make it worse. I think. I passed out right afterwards. He hurt me pretty badly.”


  “Shit, Kevin. Shit! Are you all right? They healed you, right?”


  I looked at my right wrist. It hadn't been sore in a week. “They healed me. I was sore for a while, but I'm better now. Not quite in top condition. I haven't been able to practice since I came home. They don't want me to attract attention.”


  “Or they want you to be rusty when you come back,” she suggested. “Paranoia, Kevin!”


  “I hadn't thought of that,” I said. “Hey, Star.”


  “Hey, Kevin?”


  “I want to ask you something.”


  “Oh?” I could hear her smiling. “I'm wearing a towel. Just a towel.”


  I pushed that mental image aside and fed another quarter to the phone. “That's not the question I was going to ask.”


  “You're no fun at all. What's up?”


  “I just ran into my old crush from high school. She was my best friend and I fell for her. Hard. I asked her out when we were going to community college here together.”


  “What did she say?”


  “She turned me down. I didn't talk to her again. Stopped going to school. Didn't answer her e-mails or messages. Left for Ripley after that.”


  “You ran away because she hurt you.”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “And you just ran into her? Did you find out that she wants you back now? She doesn't want to live with that sort of regret?” she asked.


  “Not even close.”


  “What happened, then?”


  I closed my eyes before I responded. “She's pregnant.”


  “Oh. That's got to be a kick to the balls,” she said. “People change a lot, even in just a year, don't they? You don't know them anymore. I've never had anything quite like that happen to me, but you know, I can see why it'd hurt. I'm sorry, Kevin. I wish I could be there for you.”


  “It's like I'm not even home anymore,” I said. “This is the place where I grew up. There's a lot of memories here. But it all seems so long ago. I think I'm the one who changed while everything else stayed the same. Does that sound right?”


  “It sounds right to me,” she said. “Hey, Kevin?”


  The phone begged for another quarter. I obliged. “Hey, Star? Or is it Sarah?”


  She giggled. “Whichever you like. I was wondering if you'd like to visit. I think you need to get away from that place. A vacation from your vacation.”


  “I think I do too, but I can't leave until after Christmas,” I said. “That's going to be an awkward day. Just my dad and I, and he's pissed at me. Maybe my mom for a few minutes, if she's in the area. Where are you? New York City?”


  “That's right,” she said. “I've got a nice little apartment here.”


  “Isn't it dangerous to be in the city?” I asked. It was Establishment territory.


  “There are so many people like us here, it's next to impossible to track any single person down unless you're willing to advertise that search to the city at large. It's probably the safest place in the world for us. Aside from the past few months, at least.” She paused before continuing. “Won't you come see me, Kevin? Even if it's just for a day or two?”


  I thought about it. “Well, if I leave on the day after Christmas, I could spend about a week there, then go directly back to school the day after New Year's.”


  She whistled into the phone, causing a burst of static. I winced. “You really do want to get away, don't you?”


  “I'm not asking for too much, am I?”


  “Kevin, are you seriously asking me if I'm going to mind having you in my little apartment for a week? Seriously?”


  The phone beeped again. I had plenty of quarters left, so I added another. “I'm serious.”


  “So am I,” she said. “You're welcome to come here right now, right this minute. Are you sure you want to stay there another three days? I promise you, I'll have a Christmas present for you. A very nice present that you'll really enjoy unwrapping.”


  “I'm sure you'd look wonderful wearing nothing but a ribbon.”


  “You're a mind reader. Are you psychic or something?” She laughed, then her tone turned a little softer. “You're not going to come here for Christmas, are you?”


  “No, sorry. I have to do the family thing.”


  She sighed. “I wish I had a family to be with over the holidays. It's lonely by yourself. Even if I do have a couple of friends here, it's still lonely.”


  “What happened with your family?” I asked.


  “I'll tell you the story here, in person,” she said. “If you come here. Are you going to?”


  I added another item to the list of things I’d never tell Nikki about, if she ever spoke to me again, which seemed less and less likely with every passing day. “Yes. Day after Christmas. I'll take the train to the city, then what?”


  She gave me directions over the phone and had me repeat them until she was satisfied that I'd remember them. I could find out details online if I wanted to. I fed another quarter to the machine and repeated the directions one last time. “Good,” she said. “So, when should I expect you?”


  “I'll try for a late morning train, so I should be there some time in the early afternoon, at the latest,” I said. “Who knows if it'll be on time or not?”


  “You'll be fine,” she said. “So I'll be on the lookout for you after noon.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  “I'm really looking forward to this,” she said. The tone of her voice was eerily similar to how she had said it in Washington.


  “Don't get too excited,” I said. “It's just me.”


  “You, Kevin, are never just anything,” she told me. “I'll see you then.”


  The phone went dead and I stared at it. She hadn't even given me a chance to say goodbye. I hung up and listened to the phone digest the quarters I had given it. No change was forthcoming. I sighed and turned around. I didn't want to go back home. I just wanted it to be over.


  


  Chapter Twenty Eight


   


   


  I learned a valuable lesson that Christmas: I should accept offers such as the ones that Absynthe and Star had offered me. The holiday was cold. Dad barely said a word to me. Mom never showed up. I spent most of the day in my room, only leaving to greet the couple of relatives who stopped by. I packed everything that evening and couldn't wait to leave.


  Dad didn't protest. No surprise there. I called a taxi and left first thing in the morning for the station. I had enough to pay for the train tickets and taxi fare, but I wanted to save a little bit, maybe enough to buy a present. It would only be polite, if I was going to spend the next week crashing on her couch.


  The train arrived on time, much to my surprise, and I took the subway to make it most of the way. The closest stop was two blocks away from the address she had given me. It didn't sound very far to me, but lugging two heavy suitcases around made it a painful journey.


  Her apartment was around the next corner, and the neighborhood wasn't particularly nice. It didn't look as terrible as the neighborhood around the bar in Washington, but there weren't a whole lot of people out. The few who were out, were walking rapidly. When I turned the corner and saw her building, I let out a sigh of relief. That relief was abruptly dashed when I noticed that there were two hulking brutes sitting and smoking on the steps. Both of them wore wifebeaters. It had been below freezing when I left home. It was below freezing now. I felt distinctly out of my depth.


  When I walked to the base of the steps leading up to the front door of the building, neither of them moved, except for their eyes, narrowed and tracking. I cleared my throat. “I'm here to visit a friend?”


  They exchanged glances, then resumed squinting at me. The one on the right flicked his cigarette at me, right over my shoulder. “I don't think you've got no friends here, kid.”


  “Her name's Sarah,” I said. They both grunted and one leaned forward. “She's about this tall, red hair, really cute? Supposed to live here?”


  “Kid,” the one on the left said, “You don't got no friends here. Beat it, or get beat.”


  “I might have the wrong address, but do you know who I'm talking about?” I didn't want to push too hard, but I refused to believe that I had forgotten her address already.


  Both of them stood up. I looked up and up and up. If there hadn't been a building behind them, they would have blotted out the sun. Both of them cracked their knuckles. “I don't think you got what we're saying,” one said. “You don't have no friends here. Miss Sarah ain't got no friends like you.”


  “Stop fucking with him!” Her voice rang out from a second floor window. “I told you I was expecting someone! You two are such assholes! Kevin, I'll be right down!”


  I let out a shaky breath. The brutes looked disappointed and sank back down, lighting new cigarettes. The door flew open and she appeared in the doorway, white shirt, blue jeans, bare feet in the middle of winter. “You're late,” she said.


  “I am not, I'm early. It's only a little past noon,” I retorted.


  “You're late because I wanted to see you three days ago!” Without warning, she flung herself off the steps, aiming directly at me. I felt a tickle of telekinetic energy cushion us as she pushed me down to the ground. Even cushioned, she still knocked the wind out of me. She sat on my stomach and thumped a hand on my chest. “You're now my prisoner. Note that in the log, Roy, if you're done practicing your thuggery.”


  “Whatever, Sarah,” one of the brutes grumbled. “We were just having some fun with the kid. You know how boring it gets here.”


  Clearly, the brutes weren't quite as brutish as I had thought. “This is just an excuse to get me in handcuffs or something, isn't it?” I asked.


  “I'm not that kinky, Kevin,” she said, then leaned down and kissed my cheek. “But I am glad to see you made here. I was worried about you. Bureau activity's on the rise. I think it's a good thing you left when you did.”


  I shuddered. I agreed with her, but not just for that reason. “Can we go inside? It's cold out here.”


  “You can only go inside when I say you can,” she declared. “And you can only go inside once you've promised me your undying love and affection.”


  “I have a question.” She cocked her head and raised her eyebrows. “Are you ticklish?”


  She gasped and jumped off me. I sat up before she could think better of it. “You fight dirty,” she accused me.


  “I'm noting that for the future,” I said. “And you owe me for what you did in Troy.”


  Her smile faded for a moment, and then she hugged her arms around herself. “It is cold out here. Come on in. Roy, Paul, no other visitors today. Thanks for watching for him.”


  “No problem, Sarah.” One of them grabbed both of my suitcases in one fist and carried them inside while the other held the door open. Star walked past him, head held high, and I followed her. The brute leered at me as I went, then closed the door behind us. We walked up a flight of stairs to one of the rooms on the second floor, the door there already hanging open. The other brute was standing in the hallway, and whispered something to Star as we squeezed past. She smiled and nodded to him, then led the way into her apartment.


  Her apartment was spartan, shockingly empty. She did have a couch, a ratty thing that looked as if she had pulled it out of a dumpster. My suitcases were set neatly next to it. A television that had clearly seen better days sat on a wooden chair. The carpet was cut up and ragged in several places. It was still nicer than some of the dorm rooms I had been in.


  “Sorry about how terrible it looks,” she said. “The rent's cheap and that's all I care about. I don't spend a lot of time here.”


  “You're talking to a guy who lives nine months out of the year in a dorm,” I said. “Trust me, it's not a big deal.”


  She took my hand and led me through the apartment. The kitchen was tiny and the refrigerator was bare, the bathroom was cramped enough that we couldn't both fit in it at once without someone standing in the tub, and her bedroom had clothes strewn all over the floor. She walked around, scooping them up and piling them on the other side of the bed, out of sight. “I'm not a neat freak,” she said, then looked over her shoulder at me. “But I'm only this messy when I'm living by myself. Does it bother you?”


  “Not really,” I said. She smiled at me. “We do keep it clean in the dorm, just because it would get completely out of control if we didn't. None of wants to be the slob.”


  “Are you calling me a slob?” She laughed. “Let me take your coat.”


  I unzipped the coat, and she stepped around behind me to help pull it off. Her fingertips brushed my back and I shivered. She tossed my coat on the bed, then hugged me from behind. “Hey. Star?”


  “Sorry,” she said against my back. “The holidays really do make me lonely. I wasn't kidding about that. It's been a while since I've been around other people.”


  “What about your friends from Washington?”


  Her arms tightened. “Ruth's in the hospital. Don't know what happened to Beth. The Bureau caught them both.”


  “I'm sorry.”


  “It's not your fault. They knew the risks.” She squeezed again, then let go. I heard her sniff, then clear her throat. “So, let's talk about sleeping arrangements. Do you want the right side of the bed, or the left?”


  “Neither. I'm going to be on the couch.”


  “It's not very comfortable,” she said, walking around to face me. Her eyes were clearer than I expected. “You're not going to enjoy it. Even if you want to sleep head to toe, it'd be more comfortable than that old thing.”


  “You're just looking for an excuse to have me lick your feet,” I said.


  She snorted. “As if I need an excuse for that. You're staying here for a week with me, maybe that's the price I'll set on accommodations. What do you think?”


  “I think you're dreaming.”


  “Shit, Kevin, if I'm dreaming, I hope I'm not about to wake up.” She poked me in the chest and drove me out of her room. “If you're going to insist on being a gentleman, let me at least get you a blanket. It gets freezing in the living room at night. That's another reason I want you in my bed. We can keep each other warm.”


  “One track mind,” I said.


  “Two tracks, this time,” she said, walking over to a closet. “I am looking out for your comfort, you know.”


  “Star,” I said as she opened the closet. “Who are you?”


  “Who am I?” She pulled a blanket down from an upper shelf. “I'm Star. Sarah's my given name.”


  “No, not like that. Who are you? Your organization. What do you want from me?”


  She folded the blanket over her arm, but didn't turn around. “Shit, Kevin, you haven't even been here ten minutes, and you're already asking questions. Forgive me for brushing you off, but I don't want to talk business yet. Can we relax a little first? Enjoy the day?”


  “You owe me something for that little trick up at Ripley,” I said.


  “What, finding out that I'm ticklish isn't a fair trade?” I didn't say anything and she swore under her breath. “Fine. Resistance.”


  Was that the name of her organization? “What are you resisting?” I asked.


  She sighed and turned to face me. Her eyes flickered blue, but I couldn't tell what she was doing. “Resistance to oppression. Everyone has an ulterior motive, Kevin. The Bureau, the Illuminati, the Order, your Establishment. Everyone wants something.”


  “Like what?” I asked.


  She sat down on the couch and motioned for me to join her. I sat down on the other side and she immediately slid over and threw the blanket across my lap as well as hers. “Like using their powers to control normal people. You have no idea. Control of centers of power. The Bureau controls Washington. Influence and political power. Your Establishment controls this city. Financial power. The Illuminati control chunks of Europe. Historical power and influence. The Kaze own Japan. Economic and technological power. The list goes on and on.”


  “And? What's so bad about that?” Her head snapped around and I held my hands up. “Devil's advocate. Are they doing it for the right reasons?”


  “No,” she said. “Power for the sake of power isn't right. Some of them think they're doing the right thing. Leading the rest of humanity, like normal people are savages or slaves. I don't like that. I don't agree with that.”


  “So you fight them?”


  She nodded. “We try to keep them off balance, throw some wrenches into their plans. That's what we were doing down in DC. They had a few key legislators convinced to strip some more freedom from the people. Expansion of the Patriot Act. Worse than ever. We were almost too late. It took a lot of effort to keep their people from subverting key senators.”


  I nodded slowly. If the Bureau, or other organizations worked that way, they'd have more freedom to act openly. It wasn't a pretty picture. “So, what about me? And the Establishment? What are we up to?”


  She laughed. “I couldn't tell you, even if we knew. But since we don't, I can tell you that. Your faction's a mystery. Not a big group. Not an especially well trained group. Their sole claim to legitimacy is holding this city, and even then, they allow everyone to mingle here. Even pariahs like me are relatively safe here. Maybe you can tell me why?” I shook my head and she laughed again. “I guess not. You couldn't tell me even if you wanted to.”


  “I would tell you, if I knew,” I said. “All I know is that they want to keep the city neutral, and they'll go to great lengths to do so. They just had a big campaign down here because the gangs were getting support from the Bureau. It was a mess.”


  She grabbed me by the shoulders and got right in my face. “Are you serious? That was the cause of all the disturbance?”


  I nodded and pulled back a little. She was entirely too close. “That's what I was told.”


  “Terrific. That's news to me. Thank you.” She leaned in and brushed her lips against mine, and then showed every sign of repeating it with more emphasis.


  I gently pushed her away. “Star, I told you, I've got a girlfriend.”


  “And I've told you, it doesn't matter to me.” She pulled away even as she said that, then laid her head on my shoulder. “No, I'm lying. It does matter to me.”


  “It does?” I asked.


  “Yes. It makes me angry. Jealous. Sorry.”


  “Don't be sorry,” I said. “I'd rather know the truth.”


  She sniffled and burrowed closer to me. “Shut up. Stop trying to make me feel better.”


  For the rest of the week, she took me on a whirlwind tour of New York City. I had been to the city several times during spring break, but there were plenty of places I had never seen. We ate out almost every evening, walked around the city every day, and spent every night arguing over what to watch on television. By New Year's Eve, the situation was positively domestic. I walked into the kitchen, where she sat at her tiny little kitchen table with a cup of coffee. She didn't even look up from her newspaper as I entered, simply flicked a finger. The coffeepot drifted over and filled my waiting cup. I sat down across from her and the coffeepot floated back to where it had been. “Thanks,” I said.


  She grunted and turned pages. One thing I had learned about her in the past week was that she was not a morning person. I added sugar to my coffee and browsed the newspaper sections that she had already discarded. Nothing too special. A lot of information about the New Year's celebration tonight. Times Square was probably already packed.


  “Kevin?” I looked up. She was looking over her paper at me. “Did you want to go to Times Square?”


  “It's on my list of things to do before I die,” I said. “But only if you're up for it. Did you want to go?”


  She made a face. “Not especially. Crowds aren't my thing. Every time I get into a crowd like that, someone ends up making a pass, or tries to grope me. Not fun. It's a burden, being this pretty. I'll go if you want to, though.”


  She was more than pretty, even before her morning shower. I wasn't about to admit that to her and risk boosting her ego even further. “Pass. Any other plans for the day, then?”


  “Nothing comes to mind,” she said. “Lazy day. We slept late, too.”


  “We did,” I agreed. Last night had been a late night, a marathon of movies that went well past midnight. She had fallen asleep on my shoulder and I hadn't wanted to wake her. After the final movie ended, I had picked her up and carried her to bed. It had taken a lot of willpower to keep from crawling in next to her. She wasn't Nikki. She never would be Nikki. But I could never see Nikki doing any of these things with me.


  She yawned, folded the paper and stood up. “I'm going to shower,” she announced. “I will leave the door open in case you want to join me. Think about what you want to do today.”


  We didn't end up doing much of anything. Wide swaths of the city were shut down for the impending celebration. After spending hours wandering the city, we stopped for dinner and then headed back to her apartment with two more movies. “We're like some old couple who never go out anywhere,” she complained as we walked in. “Movies last night. Movies tonight. Shouldn't we be going to a nice New Year's Eve party? Get all dressed up? Have lots of drinks, spend the time with friends?”


  I shook my coat off and hung it up. “Unless you have any of your Resistance friends around, it's just you and me. I suppose you could call your two bruisers over. I'm not sure the four of us would fit, though.”


  She shuddered. “They certainly do fill a room. Is it warm in here or is it just me?”


  It was a little uncomfortable, but not terribly so. “It's been getting warmer all week. You've probably got the heat up too high.”


  “You're probably right, but as soon as I turn it down, it'll get cold again. I'm going to go change into something lighter.” She stepped into her bedroom and I heard her dresser drawers opening and closing. I took the movies out and started the process of trying to get her DVD player to work properly. Just like everything else in her apartment, it was used and abused. It had taken me ten minutes of fiddling with the controls last time.


  “I think I got it working the first time, this time,” I called over my shoulder.


  She stuck her head and one bare shoulder out from her bedroom. “Great! Now I don't have to wait.”


  “But you do have to hurry, or I'll start without you,” I said.


  “Hey, if you really want me to come out there, wearing what I am right now, I'll be more than happy to do so.” I waved her off and she disappeared back into the bedroom with a laugh. Less than a minute later, she bounced out, wearing just a sheer white tank top and blue cutoffs. Her red curls were pulled back into a ponytail. “What are you staring at?” she asked.


  I averted my eyes. “Damn, woman, it's winter, not summer.”


  “Plenty warm in here.” She wasn't wearing anything under the tank top, I was sure of that. “You want something to drink? Coffee so we can stay up till midnight?”


  “You might need it,” I said. “You're the one who fell asleep last night.”


  She stuck her tongue out at me and bounced to the kitchen. I started the first movie, letting it get through the FBI warnings and credits. She came out with two steaming cups of coffee, passed one to me, and curled up on the couch. I joined her. Our taste in movies was different, but not radically enough that we fought over what to watch. As long as it had a little action, a little romance, a little humor, it was enough for either of us to tolerate.


  By the time the second movie was over, she had slid across the couch until her shoulder was pressed up against mine. She sighed as the credits rolled. “I've missed this sort of thing,” she said.


  “Watching movies?” I asked.


  “Watching movies with someone. We used to do this all the time when I was a kid. Me and my sisters. We'd all pile onto the couch and sit shoulder to shoulder, share snacks between us, make fun of the movie together. Sometimes we'd watch something scary and we'd all scream together.”


  “How many sisters do you have?” I asked.


  She laid her head on my shoulder. “Two older sisters. One little sister. I miss them.”


  “What happened?” I felt her tense up. “You told me that you'd tell me the story about your family,” I reminded her.


  “I know. You really want to drag it out of me right now?” she asked.


  “No time like the present,” I said.


  She lifted her head, then turned slightly until her back was pressed up against my shoulder. She took my arm and wrapped it around her waist. “I awakened to my powers when I was fourteen, almost fifteen. Young, isn't it? About to start my freshman year of high school. I woke up that morning and everything was different. It was like the world was tinted blue.”


  “You awakened on your own? No one helped you?”


  She shook her head, her ponytail gently slapping my cheek. “No. I didn't know that it wasn't supposed to be that way. It's supposed to be a controlled process. It wasn't for me. I got out of bed and my dresser shook. It was as if something in there was trying to get out. My clothes. Isn't that silly? The drawers opened and out floated a bra and panties, then my shorts and tank top. Not these shorts and tank top, mind you. I've grown a little since then.”


  “I'll take your word for it.”


  “Good.” She placed her hands over mine. “I screamed. I didn't know what was going on. I shared a room with my little sister. Woke her up. Saw my eyes. She screamed too. Neither of us knew what was wrong with me. My power snapped off, just like that, but it was too late. They already knew.”


  “They?”


  “The Bureau.” She shivered. “We lived in Maryland, close to Delaware, too close to Washington. Their people noticed. They watched me. The next two weeks were hell. Everywhere I went, there was a man with a suit and dark glasses on. I don't remember if it was the same man every day or not. It was like being stalked by someone only I could see. I couldn't tell anyone. My sisters didn't know. By my birthday, I was a wreck. I couldn't take it anymore. I ran away from my own birthday party.”


  I winced. “That's terrible. What happened? Did you run into one of their agents?”


  She shook her head again. I dodged the ponytail this time. “No. I got lucky. I ran into someone important. The leader of the Resistance. He knew me. He said, 'Sarah, we need to get you out of here.' I took his hand. Followed him.”


  “You ran away from home?”


  Once again, she shook her head, this time violently. “No, worse. I didn't find out until a year later what he had done. There was only one way to get the Bureau off my trail. He staged my death. Car accident on my birthday. Isn't that funny? What are the odds of that?” She pulled her legs up and let go of my hand in order to hug her knees. My arm was squeezed between her legs and her stomach. “It's not funny at all,” she whispered.


  “Your family thinks you're dead?”


  She nodded. “I've been on the run since I was fifteen, almost five years now. The Resistance had me moving all over. Transferring schools. Never there long enough to learn anything or make any friends. I think I spent six months somewhere, once. It's not an easy thing on a girl. I like traveling, but not like that. Not under that sort of pressure.”


  “Are you angry about it?” I asked. “I think I would be. Doing that to you without even telling you, or letting you agree to it. Moving you all over the country. It's a stunted childhood. Sorry. No offense intended.”


  “I'd be lying if I said I wasn't angry about it. Or that I feel shortchanged. But it had to be done. I understand that now. It's better than letting them continue to believe that I was just missing, or kidnapped, or anything like that.” She swiped a hand at her eyes. “Damn dust. There's my story. Poor little Sarah. No family, just duty. But I'm all right.”


  “I don't believe that,” I said. She twisted around to look over her shoulder at me. Her eyes were half closed. “I don't believe that for a second. You miss them, you're lonely. It's not all right. That's not fair to you.”


  She gave me a weak little smile. “Nice of you to care so much.”


  “I'm adding something to the list of things I need to do before I die. Reuniting you with your family. I swear to you, Star, I'll do it. For you.”


  Her eyes opened wide, then she turned away. I heard her sniffle. “You ass. Didn't I tell you to stop trying to make me feel better earlier this week? Let's watch the ball drop. Get off this topic. Ok?”


  I reached for the remote. That had been just a spur of the moment promise, but I intended to keep it. “Sure.”


  It was close to midnight already. When the ball started to drop, she twisted around toward me again. The countdown roared to life from the television, but all I could see was her face. She cupped my cheeks with her hands as the count reached ten. “It's only tradition,” she murmured, and kissed me just as the count reached zero. Just as she had in Washington, she kissed me as if nothing else existed. Time seemed to stop. She was all there was in the world.


  When she let go, I could hear fireworks and cheering in the distance. It took me a moment to realize that they weren't for us, that they were celebrating a new year. A new start. She threw her leg across my lap and straddled me, then reached down and pulled her tank top off. Nothing underneath except soft curves, just as I had guessed. I opened my mouth to protest, but she placed her fingers over my lips. “I don't care,” she said, so softly as to be barely audible. “I don't care, Kevin. I don't care about anything other than you and me right now. I will not be lonely tonight.”


  I kissed her fingers and bowed to the inevitable.
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