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    Opening Thoughts


    


    


    


    


    A man should look for what is,


    and not for what he thinks should be.


    ~ Albert Einstein


    

  


  
    Prologue


    


    


    


    The stocky man pumped his flannel-covered arms around the steering wheel as the white box truck he called Bessie rounded the corner. He shifted her gears, watching the narrow road straighten out in front of him. His iPhone teetered on the edge of the passenger seat, so he stuffed it into a cup holder before taking a quick glance out the driver’s side window. Glimpses of a frozen pond peeked through the barren trees at the bottom of a long, steep hill. Mason Chastain had driven this road a hundred times, a thousand perhaps, and knew it looked deceptively simple, especially in the winter. He could see far ahead on the straight, open road, but it was banked wrong, so an icy patch could send him skidding. With a full load of sheet rock and flooring, that could easily send him off the road.


    A quarter mile ahead, Mason spotted a lone person – a man in a green down vest, it looked to be – trudging along the side of the road. He watched the man’s breath rise in billows through the frigid December air. He was older, Mason guessed from the gait, because he walked the same way as his granddad down in Bristol. He smiled at the thought and brought his attention closer to the truck. Animals were the menace along this stretch, not people. He’d seen a guy swerve once to miss a fox and careen off the edge, bouncing down the slope into the deep water below. Poor slob had never had a chance. Keep a sharp eye, Mason told himself, scanning the sparse brush on the roadside ahead for any sign of movement. Be prepared. Wasn’t that the Boy Scout motto? It fit here.


    WHUMP! The sound from the front of the truck jolted him upright, followed by a heave as the tires went over something. Shit! The fingers on his left hand gripped the wheel tightly as his right one worked the gears down to bring the truck to a slow controlled stop. Damn animals, he thought as he pushed his hands into his gloves and pulled down the earflaps on his hat. Better not have done any damage to the truck. There was a garage half mile up the road from here, but getting more repairs on Bessie wasn’t in his plans, or his budget.


    Mason stepped out of the cab and walked to the front of the truck. His hand ran over the hood where a small dent creased it just above the grill, but everything else seemed fine. Strange place for an animal to hit. Unless it was moose, but with something that size, he wouldn’t be standing here to worry about it. He checked underneath. No damage – just the dent at the edge of the hood. Strange, but he wasn’t going to question it. Maybe it was just his lucky day.


    He patted Bessie’s hood and turned to get the carcass out of the road before someone hit it and wasn’t so lucky. He rubbed his gloves together as he walked. Man, it was cold. But when he rounded the back of the truck, all thoughts of the weather vanished. Mason couldn’t feel the biting wind or his legs or the spittle that flew from his mouth from yelling as he ran toward the body that lay yards behind the truck.


    “Jesus Christ Almighty,” he swore, not really knowing what he was saying. It was a man, his head smashed under the truck tires. “Oh shit. Oh shit,” Mason said, looking up and down for help, but no one was there. He froze for a moment, staring at the road in front of the truck. The old man in the green vest. But … it couldn’t be. Not him. He’d been farther down the road. Yet, the lump on the road before him and the patch of snow stained red told a different version of events. His eyes dropped to the dead body beside him and his stomach heaved.


    Mason ran back to the cab of his truck, emptying his stomach of the remains of his breakfast along the way. He ripped open the driver’s door, climbing halfway in as he fumbled for the phone. It fell to the passenger-side floor and he stared at it for a moment as the world began to move in slow motion. He watched his arm reach out to pick up the phone and, slowly, he pressed 9-1-1.


    


    ψ


    


    Flashing blue and red lights reflected off the back of Bessie. Mason shivered in the back of the police cruiser despite the blanket wrapped around him and the heat blasting on full. “Shock,” one of the officers had told him and made him stay put. He stared out the windshield as the officers spoke with two men – one older with white hair, one middle-aged – apparently consoling them.


    My god. He’d killed a man. His entire body was numb. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t have happened. He’d seen the old man. He was nowhere near the truck. How …? Mason’s mind kept spinning, replaying every moment over and over. This couldn’t have happened. It didn’t make sense. Twenty years of driving rigs told him it was impossible. And yet, here he was.


    The door to the back of the patrol car opened and the middle-aged man climbed in. He studied Mason for a moment but said nothing. Mason shifted uncomfortably as the silence lingered. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, not sure why the guy was here. “I never saw him coming. I mean, I was watching the road and he wasn’t there. He just …”


    The man raised his hand calmly to silence Mason. “It was an accident,” he said with a look of both loss and understanding.


    “Who are you?” Mason asked, shivering again.


    The man held out his hand to shake. “I’m Bradley Jamison from The Rothston Institute. I’m here to help you.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    


    Kinzie


    We were the only survivors. What happened now – what we did in the next few minutes – would determine the fate of humanity. From my perch on the marbled window sill, I stared out at the October day, searching for signs of movement. The red-tinged leaves of the oaks rustled in the breeze, as if this was just a normal day. But it wasn’t normal. A chill ran down my back as a bush at the corner the building opposite mine rustled out of time with the wind. I let out a slow breath and ran my finger along the trigger, a smirk tugging at the corners of my lips.


    Bring it on.


    I turned quickly at a scuffle behind me, squinting at the figure silhouetted in the doorway. “Kip?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” he answered, flipping on the lights. The overhead fluorescents sprang to life, revealing the wiry eighteen-year-old near the doorway of the oak-paneled office. “You can’t shoot from here, you know,” he said nodding at the weapon trained out the tall window.


    I shrugged. “Just aiming for practice.”


    “Where are the others?”


    I blinked as I looked around, trying to remember what they had said when they left. “Bathroom, I think. How does it look from down the hall?”


    He crossed the room to stand at the window next to me and waved to the left, beyond where we could see. “There’s four watching the path in from the South Quad. We’ll already be past them when we come out of Bishop.” We both glanced down from the third floor window to where three granite steps rose to the main entrance of Bishop Hall below us.


    “That’ll help. But there isn’t a lot of cover around the entrance. We better not all go at once.”


    “Agreed,” Kip said with a nod. “Have you spotted any others?”


    “Some of them. I think one is in the bushes at the corner of Edwards, ready to ambush anyone who comes that way,” I said.


    Kip grinned. “I guess we won’t go near there, then.”


    I pointed across the academic quad to the space between the brick structure of Edwards Hall and the stately granite façade of the library. “Two of them are there, guarding that gap.”


    Kip leaned down, putting his face close to share my perspective. The air filled with a faint, soothing scent – like cloves and nutmeg – and the warmth radiating next to me threatened to make my head spin. Not for the first time since we teamed up, my eyes were drawn to the fine line of Kip’s jaw and the hint of blondish-brown stubble. It fascinated me. But this had happened too much over the past few days, and I needed to stay sharp. We all did.


    I inhaled deeply and kept going. “Between Edwards and the library,” I clarified. “And three are in the middle of the quad in front of Edwards. That leaves …”


    A giggle came from behind us, followed by my roommate’s sing-song voice. “Don’t let us interrupt.”


    Kip straightened, and in one movement, I grabbed a balled-up sock sitting on the sill and pelted it at the door, nailing Sasha Reynolds firmly in the arm. The lanky girl beside her jumped at the speed of the attack.


    “Ow,” Sasha protested, rubbing her arm. “That wasn’t necessary. It just looked like you two were having a private moment,” she cooed, her eyes dancing with delight. She would have liked that, but not because it was Kip. Sasha would have liked to see me with any guy, just for the experience. I didn’t really care, although sometimes I thought maybe Kip … No. Stay focused.


    I studied my fellow survivors. Rebekah Devoie’s unusual height and dark brown skin made her easy to spot. She was clumsy as well. She’d made it this far simply by hiding, and we didn’t have that option now. My roommate, the beautiful Sasha Reynolds, languidly spread her arms across the bookshelves that spanned one wall, posing like some Hollywood movie star. Sasha had an unexpected knack for not getting tagged, but otherwise, was fairly useless. She refused to take any part of this seriously. And Kip McPherson. A quiver spread through my stomach as I studied Kip leaning back against the mahogany desk in the middle of the room. His sandy hair was tousled in loose waves, and one leg was bouncing up and down in nervous anticipation of what came next. Kip had survived by running – he could keep going forever. Plus, he was a decent shot with the weapons. Still, glancing between them again, this wasn’t an optimal set of skills for a final showdown to determine whether mankind would survive. Good thing this was just a game.


    “We’ve got fifteen minutes. You think this is going to work?” Rebekah asked with almost a tremble in her voice.


    “Don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “But I guess we have to decide who is doing what.”


    Sasha’s eyes popped open. “I thought that’s what you were doing!”


    My eyes dropped to the rich patterned rug on the floor. “I …” I hesitated, not willing to tell them the conclusion I’d reached. It didn’t seem right. After all, I had come with the plan for this last stage of the game – a plan that was likely to knock out three of us. How could I tell them that I was the one who should survive? It sounded self-serving, even if analytically it was correct. I was the smallest, thus least likely to be noticed. I could think on my feet to adjust to the unexpected. And I was the most unremarkable, making it more likely I could slip past the waiting enemy unnoticed. I was the right choice, but didn’t want to risk my new friendships simply to win.


    I turned back to the window to study our goal. Between now and our ten o’clock class, at least one person, having not been tagged by a bandana-scarved zombie, needed to make it to the grass strip between the sidewalks and Edwards Hall where our Freshman Studies class was held. More importantly, that person needed to have as many of the remaining crystals as possible. The crystals were the key to this weeklong Humans vs. Zombies variation we’d been playing. We’d started out in teams for different regions of the world, each assigned to protect a unique resource that was necessary to cure the zombie plague. Any region that could capture all five of the resources would win the game instantly. But the initial all-out warfare, as regions tried to capture the others’ resources, gave the zombies an upper hand and two of the resources were lost to their horde. So now we were down to this: the four of us – survivors from South America, China, Antarctica and West Africa – holding crystals of three resources. If we got them to the safety zone outside Edwards Hall in the half hour before class, humanity as a whole had a sixty percent chance of surviving. But under my plan, only one of us would. And the remaining humans were waiting for me to decide who that would be.


    “Kinzie?” Rebekah prodded behind me.


    I turned to look at them again, their faces eager with anticipation. I couldn’t pick myself and look like I’d planned it that way all along, nor could I choose someone else and betray their trust that I’d do the best for the game. “We vote,” I announced, absolving myself of the decision. “I can’t pick three of us to become zombified.”


    Sasha rolled her eyes and laughed. “You take this too seriously.”


    “Yeah, but that’s why I’m glad I found you guys,” Rebekah added with delight. “It’d be no fun if we didn’t give it our best shot.” Despite being one of only twenty-one students in our Freshman Studies class, neither Sasha nor I had ever spoken to Rebekah before this game. And now, I half wished that I’d drawn her as a roommate instead. She seemed more down to Earth. In fact, she fit into the Sasha-like crowd who dominated Hutchins College almost as badly as I did. Maybe I’d try to spend more time with her once this game was over. Perhaps then I wouldn’t feel so out of place.


    Kip tore a piece of paper from a pad on the desk, and I glanced over quickly to make sure it wasn’t anything we shouldn’t be touching. This was my faculty advisor’s office which provided an excellent view of our target. Uncle Mark, a life-long friend of my dad, had let us borrow it to stage our last stand. And since academic buildings were no-play zones, it was a good refuge.


    Each of us took a shred of paper, wrote the name of the person we wanted to be the crystal carrier, folded them and set them on the desk, staring silently at the four scraps for a moment. Finally, Kip moved forward, shuffled them and began to read.


    “Kinzie,” he stated firmly reading the first note. My heart leapt as if this decision actually meant something. “Kinzie,” came the next one. My heart sped up. Kip’s eyes shot over to me briefly with a curious expression as he unfolded the third. “Me?” he asked quizzically. Maybe he recognized my messy writing. Then he opened the last paper. “Kinzie,” he said with finality. “Well, that’s pretty clear. Come on, let’s get ready.”


    


    ψ


    


    The plan was going smoothly. I had the crystals of all three resources in the assigned felt pouch that dangled from a belt loop. So that they’d look the same, we’d weighted the other pouches with a few small marbles from a vase on Dr. Collier’s shelves. I’d have to remember to return them to Uncle Mark when this was over.


    Thirty seconds ago, Rebekah and Kip had made direct approaches, trying to run for the goal from opposite sides, and now the zombies were pursuing them. Kip twisted, blasting a salvo of foam darts backwards as he ran, stunning two of the zombies. Good. That knocked them out for a few minutes. Plenty of time.


    I began my walk across the quad, head down, trying to look even more unnoticeable than usual. I had only twenty yards to the branching walk that formed the boundary of the safe zone. Home base. And victory. But I twitched, uncomfortable at being unarmed for the first time all week. No dart rifle. Not even a sock or two in my pocket. The telltale bulge would make me stand out, and we couldn’t afford that. I felt naked. Completely vulnerable.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Sasha standing off to the side. She was supposed to be making a run for it as well, or at least providing a distraction. But she seemed to have forgotten the game plan, and now was just standing there, daydreaming as her fingers combed through the ends of her silky brown hair. I didn’t dare call to her though, for fear of giving myself away.


    I tried to keep an even, normal pace, like just any other student headed for class, but struggled to remember how fast that would be. I shot my eyes toward the goal which seemed impossibly far away and sped up. But maybe now I was too fast. I slowed a bit.


    Some huge football player-sized guy strode up along side of me on the sidewalk, and I paced him to measure my strides. This seemed faster than my normal walk, and I hesitated for a moment, until realizing that his bulk screened me. Two girls scampered past on the other side, slowing to jabber about some party tonight, without even noticing I was there. That’s why I was the right choice for this. People hardly ever noticed me. And now, I was shielded from both sides. I just needed to keep going, and look normal.


    The slap of sneakers against the brick sidewalk grew behind us, and my stomach tightened. We must be creating a log jam on the sidewalk, and maybe attracting attention. I stared at the bricks ahead of us, unwilling to look around for fear of making eye contact with a zombie. More footsteps. And the shush of fabric sliding together coming from right behind me. My heart pounded as my imagination conjured up thousands of students jostling on the sidewalk, wishing I’d get out of the way. I hated crowds. They made it hard to breathe. Hard to think. Hard to move. But from years of practice, I knew what to do. I focused on the bricks of the path in front of me, and the spots of moss growing between them. I concentrated on taking even, deliberate steps. As long as the people were behind me, I could ignore them and everything would be fine.


    I took a quick glance up, before dropping my eyes again. Ten yards to go. Not bad. Maybe I would make it. But a tangle of legs appeared between me and the bricks, as two guys sprinted around in front of me. My pulse took off at the sight of the legs swinging back and forth. Each beat thundered in my ears, and my even breaths became short gasps. My feet slowed, and the multitudes jostled into me as they passed by, blocking out everything except warm flesh and bodies, shuffling feet, and the smells of soap and leftover pizza and perspiration. A silent scream tore through my head, and I froze.


    I didn’t know how long I stood there or how many people went by – probably only a handful, but it seemed like several hundred. I stood waiting as they passed, and gradually, my breathing eased and my heart began to slow. And then I jumped.


    “You okay, Kinzie?” My eyes darted over to see blue eyes gazing down at me from a stubbled, squareish face. I stared, not comprehending the words, but slowly the face registered – Sasha’s prized boyfriend, probably laughing at me. He was so confident that every girl was swooning over him that he probably thought that was why I was staring. I licked my lips to find my mouth too dry to form words. He cocked his head with a self-assured smile as he waited for me to speak, but I couldn’t. I just stared as the autumn sun glinted red through his light brown hair. Sasha said he was gorgeous. That wasn’t the word I would use, but …


    Darn – Sasha. The game. I’d forgotten!


    I quickly glanced around. Across the quad, two zombies had Kip by his sweatshirt as he tried to twist away. But he went down, probably the last of my team to fall to the zombie horde. I couldn’t let his sacrifice be in vain. My hand touched the pouch of crystals swinging against my hip, as I surveyed my next move. Eight yards from the safe zone. My eyes narrowed and shot up to tell Greg Langston to get out of my way. He nearly jumped back, and I saw that the remaining four zombies had spotted me, dashing forward to cut me off. I took a deep breath and ran.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    Greg


    I ran my hand through my hair and swung open the glass door to enter the snack bar. Weird day. Everything seemed a little off. Unpredictable or just wrong. And this place always added to that feeling. It should never have been named the “Pit.” There was nothing dark or dank about it. Despite being in the basement of the student union, the sunlight streamed through the wall of glass windows and doors overlooking a strip of brick patio. The décor only added to the effect. The brick wall on the far side of the room was painted white, and the room was filled with cheery fluorescent colored chairs and tables. A sadistic kindergarten art project gone wild. I stopped inside the door, scanning the occupants while my frat brother caught up.


    “You’re getting boring, Langston,” Pete Deitrich joked beside me. “All you ever do anymore is hang out with Sasha Reynolds.”


    My eyes kept searching through the students goofing off or cramming for their last class before the weekend, but it wasn’t Sasha I was looking for. It was her roommate, Kinzie Nicolosi. She’d run away from me twice today – once on the quad this morning, and again an hour ago at the end of our philosophy class. That was a big part of the weirdness today. The one time I had wanted to talk to Kinzie, and every chance I had, she bolted. I wanted to know why. More importantly, I needed to talk to her about class.


    I had no use for Philosophy 101 other than getting rid of another graduation requirement. But after listening to her in yesterday’s class, anyone with half a brain would be trying to snatch her up for the final project. And if I had to endure the class, I intended to make the final project – a third of our grade – as bearable as possible. And Kinzie was the key. But maybe I’d already lost out. Maybe that’s why she’d run away – to avoid having me ask.


    Pete elbowed me in the side and nodded toward a curved glass case of stale sandwiches and gigantic lumpy muffins. My girlfriend was on the other side, leaning across the counter to instruct the snack bar jockey as he scooped the yogurt and fruit into a blender. I searched the nearby tables. Damn. No Kinzie. That was odd. They were always together.


    Sasha tossed her straight brown hair, spotted me and waving furiously, in case I hadn’t seen her.


    “Hey,” I said casually, as I approached.


    She popped up on her toes and gave me a peck on the cheek, then glanced between me and Pete. “What are you guys doing here? I thought you were done with classes for the week.”


    “I, uh …” I paused, not sure how this was going to go over. Girls could be possessive, even when they had no reason. But the idea of me and Kinzie Nicolosi together was – well, she wasn’t my type. Not ugly, but just completely non-descript. Except for her eyes, maybe. Dark eyes. I glanced around the area again and confessed. “I was looking for Kinzie. Is she around?”


    “Kinzie?” Sasha questioned. Pete’s eyebrows raised as well. After all, it wasn’t like Kinzie Nicolosi and I were friends. She’d stare at me – not like other girls did – more like she was studying some foreign life form, but otherwise, we ignored each other. In fact, she almost never spoke to me. Still, she’d never run away before. I wasn’t sure why that bothered me so much, but it did.


    “Need to talk to her about class,” I explained, still searching for the short, dark-haired girl. “Is she here?”


    “Aw, I wish we had a class together,” Sasha whined, not answering my question. “That would be so much fun.”


    Pete smirked at the grimace on my face and I gave him a sideway jab in the arm to knock it off. As a matter of principle, I never hooked up with girls from my classes, and Pete knew it – he’d respected me for it when I told him that I’d done that in boarding school and discovered it was just another way to try to smother me. I wasn’t about to let that happen.


    “So, where is Kinzie?” I asked impatiently, as I swiped my card to pay.


    Sasha took a long pull on the purple straw of her smoothie and looked up at me from the top of her artificially blue eyes. She was trying to be cute, or at least innocent-looking. But there was nothing innocent about Sasha Reynolds.


    “Kinzie? Your roommate?” I prompted again.


    Sasha shrugged, dropping the cute act. “She went to class early to set up. Why?” This time, her question carried a note of misplaced suspicion.


    I shook my head. “I told you, I need to talk to her about our philosophy class.”


    “So text her.”


    “I don’t have her number, and I’d rather ask this in person.”


    “Whatever,” Sasha said with a dismissive flick of her hair. “Come to class with me, then. We’re just doing some stupid lab today. You can talk to her before we start.” She grabbed around my arm without waiting for an answer, and started pulling me toward the stairs.


    “Later, Pete,” I nodded. He rolled his eyes, before heading over to a table.


    Once we were outside, Sasha babbled about one of her classes as we strolled down the path toward Ross Hall, the science building. She was excited that her team had won some game – they’d saved humanity according to her. She talked like she’d been single-handedly responsible for the success, although she’d yet to mention anything she’d done to help.


    I stretched my arms in the sunshine, pretending to listen. This was my second year at Hutchins College, and as warm as it was today, I knew the weather in southern Indiana could turn on a dime. It wasn’t like Boston, where the ocean tempered the swings. I should take advantage of the day, maybe grab some guys for a pick-up game of soccer down on the intramural fields. My buddy Boomer wouldn’t come. He hated soccer for some reason. But screw him. There’d be enough others hanging around at the Alpha Delt house today. After I talked to Kinzie, that’s what I’d do.


    We stepped into Ross Hall, where a ten-foot mobile of stylized DNA turned lazily in the atrium. Normally, I’d be sprinting up the stairs to the second floor and the physics department, but not this time. The class Sasha was headed for was called Everyday Psychology. Upstairs we knew it by another name – Science for the Stupid, the class people took to fulfill their science requirement when they couldn’t handle the real stuff. That fit my girlfriend to a T.


    Personally, I wasn’t sure psychology should be in with the rest of the sciences, and it seemed like no one else could decide, either. The department’s lab rooms were here, on the first floor of Ross, while the classrooms and offices where next door in Bishop Hall, along with the sociology, history, and philosophy folk. In my book, this wasn’t real science.


    We crossed the atrium to find the first floor hallway empty. Class had already started. That meant I’d missed my chance – again. “Shit. Give me her number so I can text her,” I told Sasha. “Or tell Kinzie that I need to talk …”


    “Just come in and do it yourself,” Sasha insisted. She sashayed through the doorway, making a grand entrance. Several dozen students were clustered around raised black tables, each topped with an open wooden box. Every one turned to watch us stroll in. Every head except one. The thick, dark hair of Kinzie Nicolosi swung forward, hiding her face as she meticulously placed wooden slats into the box in front of her to form a maze.


    I glanced around, waiting for the professor to ask me why I was here, but there wasn’t one. Instead, a tall, blond upperclassman, who hung around Sasha’s roommate a lot, came toward us with an air of authority.


    “You’re late, Sasha,” he said with a snap in his tone.


    She shrugged it off. “You were here with Kinzie. I didn’t see any reason to hurry. You don’t mind if my boyfriend is here, do you Rex?”


    Rex Brolie smirked at me, like I was some kind of pet. My fists clenched. Maybe he was the assistant for this class, but his attitude was damn arrogant. And I hadn’t forgotten what he’d done last year. His fraternity had rushed me hard to join them and I’d considered it until this asshole demanded to know my parent’s net worth, as if that was the determining factor on whether I got in. When I refused to tell him anything more than “enough,” he’d turned against me, saying I didn’t have what it takes. I didn’t need idiots like him in my life.


    I turned away, intentionally ignoring him, but it also gave me a chance to talk to Kinzie. She gingerly placed her last divider into the box to complete the maze, checking the laptop at her side where it looked like she’d plotted out the maze in advance. From my quick survey of the room, her maze was twice as complicated anyone else’s, making me think she didn’t belong in this poor excuse for a class. That was the problem with freshman year. If you weren’t set on your major when you got here, you got dumped into a bunch of random, useless classes. Glad I was past that.


    “Kinzie?” I prompted to start the conversation, but she immediately ducked down under the table. I stared at her back, wondering if she planned to stay there until I gone. Maybe I didn’t want to talk to his girl. She seemed more than a little strange.


    “Kinzie?” I said louder, opting to act like she must not have heard me the first time. “I wanted to talk to you after philosophy, but you …” I started. This time she emerged from under the table, but held her hand up to stop me from speaking. Damn, I was going to have to fall back to Plan B of working with someone else for the project. Except I had no Plan B. No one had ever refused before. But I sized up Kinzie, hunched over with her back to me as she stood up, and decided it was okay. I didn’t want to be saddled for the rest of the semester with a lunatic. Back out. Now.


    “Hey, never mind. I just thought …” My words halted as she turned toward me, a fat white lab rat twisting in her tiny hand. Maybe that’s why she had stopped me – she’d been trying to hold onto the rat.


    “Hang on a second,” she stated, confirming my guess. “Then I can talk.” She positioned herself at one end of the box, struggling to hold the frantic rat over the corner of the maze while reaching for a small timer on the table on the other side.


    “Here, let me help,” I offered and took the rat from her. “Where do you want it to go in?”


    “It’s a him,” Kinzie corrected me, pointing to its back end.


    I held him up and grinned. “Sure is a him. Where does he go?” I was pretty sure Sasha was her lab partner and supposed to be doing this, but she was engrossed in some irrelevant babble with Brolie. They knew each other growing up, she’d told me, which must be how he’d met Kinzie.


    She pointed to the bottom corner of the maze. “You can put him right there when I start the timer. Okay?” I nodded and Kinzie got a determined look on her face as she fingered the timer. “Ready. Set. Now!”


    I lowered the rat by the tail, letting go when his feet scrambled on the wooden floor of the maze. He paused for a moment to check out his new surroundings, then began meandering along, curiously sniffing as he went.


    Kinzie spoke without taking her eyes off the rodent. “Now, what were you saying?”


    “You ran out on me in Philosophy,” I told her.


    “I did?” she asked, scrunching her nose. The rat made the first turn in the maze.


    “Yeah. I tried to talk to you, but you kept going.”


    “Oh … uh … sorry. I guess didn’t hear you,” she said with her cheeks turning red. My guess was she was lying. She’d heard me and bolted for the door anyway. This didn’t bode well.


    “And you did it on the quad this morning too. Ran away from me.”


    This time, Kinzie looked more confused. She turned and studied my face with her dark eyes narrowed. After a moment, they widened in some sort of recognition. “Oh! That didn’t have anything to do with you. It was the game for Freshman Studies. I had to get to Edwards to win.”


    “A game? Right. Sasha said something about that. She said she won.”


    Kinzie stifled a laugh, shooting a quick glance at her roommate who was still behind me. “We were on the same team in the end,” she explained. “We won because I made it to Edwards without being turned into a zombie. I couldn’t have made it without the rest of the team, I suppose, but …”


    “Sasha didn’t do anything, did she?” I asked directly.


    Kinzie fidgeted for a moment, then a shy smile spread on her face. I rarely saw her smile, and there was something nice about it. Made her more approachable – and less crazy. “I don’t really know, but I didn’t see her do anything to help,” she answered diplomatically. “But it doesn’t really matter. We still won. And we had the best discussion about it in class. It was disturbing really. We’d acted like real governments – outwardly working together to solve the crisis, while regions were cutting deals behind each other’s backs to try to gain an advantage. Mankind could have been completely destroyed because we didn’t trust each other at the outset, and acted so that we shouldn’t be trusted.”


    I tried to follow what she was saying, but still was more interested in her smile. It twisted into a wry expression as I watched.


    “You don’t know what I’m talking about do you? I figured Sasha would have explained the game to you. We’ve been playing all week.”


    “Nope. Didn’t hear anything about it until a few minutes ago. Or, maybe I wasn’t listening.”


    Kinzie grinned at the admission. “So that’s why you wanted to talk to me? To find out why I ran away from you this morning?”


    “No, no. I wanted to talk about what you said in class yesterday – about Kant not taking quantum mechanics into account in his theories about the perception of reality.”


    “You do?” she asked skeptically, looking up at me again. For a moment, it was like all the air had been sucked from my lungs. Her eyes, almost black in color, pierced through me. It made me uncomfortable every time she did this – like I was suddenly standing naked before her. Worse than naked. Transparent.


    I looked away to shake off the feeling. “Uh, yeah. I thought maybe you’d want to work with me on the final project. That would be a good topic, you know? The link between quantum mechanics and the philosophical views of the nature of reality?”


    Kinzie’s eyes narrowed, probably because I was babbling like an idiot. She took a deep breath, and her eyes wandered back to the maze. “Look, I’m not sure. I really was planning on asking if …” she started, but spun toward the table at the sight of the rat happily munching on a green pellet at the end of the maze. “Shoot!” Kinzie’s hand shot out to slam off the timer. “When did he finish the maze? I missed it!”


    “Oh … sorry. Let me grab him and you can run it again.”


    “No, that won’t work. We’re supposed to be seeing if it learns the maze on repeated runs, so I needed to time that one.” Her eyes sorted through the maze and her scowl deepened. “And that was too fast. He shouldn’t be done yet.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked as I retrieved the rat and handed him to her.


    She petted it absent-mindedly and bit her lip as she thought. After a moment of silence, she spoke. “I designed the maze with lots of wrong turns so the first run should have been slow. He couldn’t be finished unless …”


    “Unless he made the correct choice each time?” I offered and heard the conversation behind me die. Sasha must have decided to join the experiment she was supposed to be part of.


    “That can’t be,” Kinzie puzzled again.


    “What can’t be?” Sasha chirped, as Brolie moved over behind Kinzie to observe.


    I glanced at the intersections of the maze. The chance of getting each one right the first try would one out of … a lot. I pulled out my phone to do the math. “One hundred forty-seven thousand, four hundred fifty-six to one against that happening,” I told Kinzie. “You ought to play the lottery.”


    “Mmm,” she muttered, still stroking the rat while Sasha started bouncing up and down on her toes.


    “Oh my god! That’s so cool!” Sasha squealed. “Try it again! Try it again!”


    Kinzie scowled at her roommate. “There isn’t any point, Sasha. The experiment is screwed up. The rat can’t learn to do it better than that.”


    “Aw. Come on,” Sasha pouted. “I want to see if it will do it again. Maybe we have, like, a super genius rat.”


    “Go ahead, Kinzie. Give it a try,” Brolie prompted behind her. Kinzie jumped, perhaps not knowing he was there, but recovered quickly.


    “Rex, you’re the TA in this class. You know the experiment is ruined,” Kinzie told him. “I need to start over. New maze. New rat. Maybe both.”


    “Yeah, but I want to see it anyway. And since I’m the TA, you have to do what I say, right?” He leered at her in a weird sort of way, and Kinzie seemed to slump in acquiescence. Sasha had said that these two were dating, but that didn’t seem right to me. The looks they gave each other didn’t fit, aside from Brolie being a senior and Kinzie a freshman. Plus, he was a study in prep school douchery, and it didn’t go with Kinzie’s army pants and t-shirt. But then again, they say opposites attract.


    “Sure. I’ll do it again,” she agreed, but then shot me a glance from the corner of her eye. “Want to tell them the odds?”


    “Of it happening twice in a row? Small,” I answered, tapping numbers into my phone’s calculator. “Over twenty-one billion to one.”


    Kinzie laughed at that and the smile stayed on her face. I got the feeling I’d just taken the pressure off her to make the rat perform for everyone’s amusement – she knew it wouldn’t happen. She rubbed her forehead with her fingers as she held the rat out to me. “Want to do the honors again?”


    “Sure. We want the same conditions, right?” I pulled the rat up by the base of the tail, studying him as he struggled in the air. “You know, maybe this one is related to Speedy Gonzales and sprinted through the maze when we weren’t looking. If you use a different rat, it’ll be its first run and you can use that for your lab data,” I pointed out.


    “Speedy Gonzales was a mouse,” Kinzie corrected me, but she was looking around for a spare rat. The two guys at the next table hadn’t finished assembling their maze. “Would it be okay if we borrowed theirs?” she asked Brolie. He shrugged and switched the rats without explanation.


    “You ready?” he asked Kinzie, who picked up the timer.


    “Let Greg put her in. So everything else is the same.”


    I took my position beside Kinzie, lowering the new rat into the maze in the same spot as Kinzie called out, “Ready. Set. Now!” But this rat barely moved at all. She just sat down, poking her nose around at the corner of the dividers around her. The four of us watched for moment, as if we thought the rat might actually do the near impossible. But, not surprisingly, she didn’t.


    “There.” Kinzie sounded satisfied as she turned around to address her roommate. “Nothing. The first one was a fluke.”


    “Oh well,” Sasha conceded, but I caught her eyes flickering up to Brolie.


    “There was no way it was going to happen twice,” Kinzie confirmed.


    “I know, right?” Sasha laughed, as Brolie stood staring at the maze, not saying a word. “But you can’t blame me for wanting to see it, can you?”


    “I suppose not. But I didn’t see it the first time, either. Greg was distracting me, I guess.”


    “He can be very distracting,” Sasha cooed, wrapping herself around my arm as she kept talking, making plans for the weekend, it sounded like.


    I watched the rat to avoid listening. It was moving now, heading through the first intersection. She got it right and headed for the next one where she paused for a moment and went straight through that one – again, the correct choice. Of course, those weren’t choices at all, but following along a straight path. The next intersection presented the first real test. The rat needed to turn left. I found myself holding my breath as she bobbed up and down a few times before deciding – and took the correct path. I looked up, ready to cheer her on, when I saw that Brolie wasn’t exactly watching. He looked like he was lost in a daydream, staring blindly into the maze. Actually, he looked stoned. That didn’t seem to fit with Kinzie either. I went back to the rat, who guessed right on the next two turns as well, and stepped back at the nearly impossible feat.


    “… and I was thinking maybe we could all go to the movies tonight or …” Sasha was babbling, but then stopped midsentence. “What’s wrong, Greg?”


    I gave a short laugh. “She did it,” I gasped as the rat reached the goal. “Our little friend, Ratella, made all the correct turns.”


    “This is giving me a headache,” Kinzie said, stepping up to the maze and rubbing her head again. “It isn’t funny, Sasha!” she snapped as the brunette began giggling, and clapping her hands in delight. “We’ve got to take all this apart – maybe wash the box or something – and start over. It’s not possible for that to have happened.” Kinzie’s frustration was mounting as her roommate continued to giggle.


    “Don’t worry about it, Kinzie,” Brolie assured her. “Just a fluke. I’ll give you an A on the lab anyway. Just write down something and turn it in.”


    Kinzie’s brown-black eyes flew open at that. “No! That isn’t right. I need to do the lab. But … but … this is all wrong. There must be some problem with the maze. Two rats – that’s not possible.” Her eyes darted around for support and landed on me. “Tell them, Greg. Tell them it’s impossible.”


    I almost hated to disagree with her, but I kept thinking back to what she’d said in philosophy and knew that this girl was smart enough to understand the real answer. “Impossible? No, it isn’t impossible. And I think you just proved that Einstein was wrong when he dismissed quantum mechanics. The random does happen.”


    Her eyes burned through me. “You aren’t helping,” she said in a steely tone, as Brolie pulled Sasha to the side. She was still bouncing up and down on her toes, like she’d won a prize.


    “It’s still the truth,” I told Kinzie with a grin.


    “What do you know about quantum mechanics?” she questioned.


    I smiled. “More than you. I’m a physics major. That’s why I want to do the philosophy project on the topic you raised.”


    “Philosophy? Why are you talking to me about that now?”


    “Because this is the only chance I’ve had to ask you. Will you do it with me?”


    Kinzie shook her head in resignation. “Sure. Whatever. We can talk next week. Right now, I need to fix this,” she answered, still trying to figure out what was wrong with her maze. She waved her hand toward Brolie and Sasha who had their heads together, whispering like two old gossips. “And those two are no help.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    Kinzie


    Sasha skipped back from the cafeteria’s condiment bar with her lunch. Given the expression on her face, I knew what she was about to say.


    “Kinzie! Oh my god! This is going to be so great!” she trilled, hopping into the seat across the table from me. We were in the back corner of the room, away from the throngs of students chattering away over their lunches.


    “That’s what – the third time you’ve said that? Are you going to tell me what’s so exciting?” I asked, also for the third time.


    She giggled like I’d said something silly. “You’ll find out,” she teased with an impish gleam in her eyes. This couldn’t be good.


    I picked at the limp lettuce of my salad while she spooned ketchup from a bowl onto her chicken patty – or what passed for a chicken patty. If I had to guess, whatever Sasha was up to had to do with a guy. I couldn’t think of anything else that would make her act this way. Maybe she’d fixed me up on another “date” like she had a couple weekends ago with Rex Brolie. What a fiasco. We’d gone into Newberry for ice cream after a movie, and Rex stared at me the whole time. And when we talked, we couldn’t find anything we had in common. I was pretty sure Rex had a thing for Sasha, and that’s why he kept coming around – I’d just been a poor substitute. Maybe I’d talk to Rebekah Devoie after class this week and see if she wanted to do something sometime. I needed out of my roommate’s shadow.


    Sasha’s ketchup spilled over onto the gray blob of mashed potatoes, like the carnage from a second-rate horror flick. “That’s a lot of ketchup,” I told her, looking at the mess on her plate.


    “I know, right? Caroline taught me this trick in high school,” she explained. “Hides the lack of flavor. She lived all over growing up and said they put ketchup on everything in Canada. You’ll love Caroline, Kinzie. She can be a bitch, and I don’t trust her around pretty much any guys, but ...” She shoveled a pile of the dripping, red mess into her mouth, continuing her story about someone I didn’t know from the boarding school she’d attended. That’s where she’d met Rex Brolie, as well, although they only would have been there together for a year or so.


    I stopped listening, wondering why Sasha acted like we were best friends when we had nothing in common, either. Yet she always planned places for us to go, or things we should do together. In fact, she’d get annoyed the few times a week when I wanted to do things by myself – even just going for a run.


    “I’ve got to get to philosophy,” I told her, taking a last swallow of milk.


    She swirled her fork around her mashed potatoes. “Okay. I’ll see you after class, or … I mean … I guess I won’t,” she chirped. I started to ask her where she’d be, but wasn’t sure I wanted to know. If I needed to make a break from Sasha, this was my chance.


    “Sure,” I said without asking, and walked away from the table.


    Outside the Creighton Hall cafeteria, I pulled my windbreaker around me against the damp autumn breeze, thinking about the class. Greg Langston wanted to work on the final project together. I couldn’t imagine working with him, but maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. He’d surprised me in the psych lab on Friday, calculating probabilities and claiming to have an interest in quantum mechanics. Not what I expected from a guy like him, but maybe I’d been too quick to judge.


    My phone buzzed in the pocket of my pants, as I followed the brick path onto the academic quad. Probably Sasha feeling the need to finish whatever story I hadn’t been listening to when I left. I slowed my pace to read it, and stared at the words on the little screen: See me after your 1:00. Need 2 talk. Uncle Mark.


    Dr. Collier wanted to talk to me? I stopped in my tracks. Was it about the lab? Oh god. He must have found out the data in my lab report was faked. Why had I let Rex talk me into that? What would Uncle Mark do? Would I flunk the class? Be brought up on judicial charges for cheating? Be expelled? The phone nearly dropped from my trembling hands. I tightened my grip as I read the message again. He said “Uncle Mark,” not “Dr. Collier.” Maybe this didn’t have anything to do with the psychology class. My heart thudded to a stop. Had something happened to my dad? No, that didn’t make sense. Uncle Mark wouldn’t wait until later if that’s what it was. This had to be something about school. But maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the lab. Maybe it was to talk about last week’s mid-terms. He was my faculty advisor, after all.


    My feet moved slowly along the path as my head kept spinning out scenarios. What were the chances of my professor wanting to see me on the class day following me lying on my lab report? Coincidence? I shivered, knowing I should reject that possibility, but I wanted it to be true. And what was it Greg Langston had said in the lab? The random does happen, and my real lab results had proved it. I shuddered again as the thoughts collided in my head.


    After pushing through the doors of Bishop Hall, I took a deep breath, steeling myself to walk through the array of students mingling in the marble foyer. I dove into it, making it to the other side in one breath and quickly ducking into Room 102. I took my usual seat in the first row, opened my notebook and tried to bury myself in my scrawled notes from our reading on Kant, but the words didn’t register. I’d faked my lab and I was busted. I’d be kicked out of college. And even if some other school would take me, what would happen with my scholarship? Without that, I couldn’t go anywhere. Maybe part-time community college. God, why had I listened to Rex? I didn’t cheat. I’d never cheated. But … I couldn’t say that anymore. What had I done?


    


    ψ


    


    I peered through the doorway of the office, wanting to size up how bad this was going to be before I walked in. My heart dropped to my stomach at the sight of a white lab rat who sat grooming herself in the cage on the edge of the Uncle Mark’s broad desk. This was about the lab. Why else would he have brought one of the rats here? He was going to confront me with it somehow. It didn’t make sense, but it had to be true. The rat, sitting innocently in her cage, had to be part of this.


    My heart sank further as I slunk through the doorway, spotting Rex Brolie in one of the chairs in front of the desk. Dr. Collier was standing at the window, gazing out over the quad. Maybe he was working to control his anger, or maybe just figuring out how to tell me that my college career at Hutchins was over. I cleared my throat to let him know I was here, and slid into the chair next to Rex.


    “Good, Kinzie,” my professor said, turning from the window. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him – to look at either of them. Instead, my eyes traveled along the dark shelves piled with books and papers, and the pattern of the Asian rug covering part of the floor. Perhaps this would be the last time I would see them.


    Uncle Mark continued, keeping his tone pleasant, as he sat down in the leather chair behind the desk. “I’ve been talking to Rex about your lab last Friday and …”


    “It’s okay, Uncle Mark,” I interrupted, bowing my head to study my hands in the lap. My mouth went dry, but my conscience screamed for me to admit it and get it over with. There was no use pretending like I didn’t know why I was there. I took a deep breath. “I lied on my lab report. I won’t try to hide it. The results didn’t come out the way they were supposed to, and Rex said he had to lock up the rats, and I didn’t know what to do because the results I had were useless, and I … Rex … He … I shouldn’t have. I’ve never cheated before. He said it would be okay, but … But …” My words became disjointed and fat tears threatened to spill out of my eyes. I wiped my sleeve across them.


    “It’s okay, Kinzie,” Dr. Collier said to try to calm me.


    “No. It’s not,” I asserted. “I lied on my class work. I cheated. That isn’t okay.”


    “Kinzie,” he said sternly. “Look at me.” I raised my eyes and saw Dr. Collier’s hazel ones crinkle in a smile. “This isn’t about the lab report you turned in.”


    “It’s not?” My heart leapt, but then stuttered to a stop again. I’d just admitted what I’d done. And why else would I be here. Why would … “But Rex …” I stammered. “Why is he here?”


    “He told me about your real lab results, Kinzie,” Uncle Mark said in the same soothing tone he’d used after I’d skinned my knee when I was little. “We’ve been talking about them all morning.”


    “All morning?” I parroted back. “Why?”


    “Let me explain it to her,” Rex jumped in brusquely, straightening in the chair beside me. “It wasn’t a fluke. You made the rats make the correct turns to get through the maze. I was reading you, and …”


    “Huh? Reading what? I didn’t have …”


    My lean professor held up his hand, and my eyes turned toward him in confusion. “With all due respect, Rex, this should come from me.” His voice was calm and deliberate. “Kinzie, you need to listen to me for a minute. Let’s talk about concepts. Imagine the world isn’t the way you think it is. Imagine all possible futures exist, like a tree spreading out its branches at points where decisions or actions send an object or a person in different directions.”


    All possible futures? I narrowed my eyes, blurring Uncle Mark’s tawny head as I tried to figure out where this could be going. Was this some lesson on how the rats made choices? Or was it about randomness or seeming impossibilities? Or was there something I’d missed in the reading for class? The only thing it sounded like was “… collapsing quantum wave functions,” I mumbled, remembering the concept from high school physics. Actually, we hadn’t studied that. My teacher had mentioned quantum physics a few times and I’d delved into it on my own because I liked the ideas. But that’s all they were – ideas. And they had nothing to do with psychology.


    Uncle Mark broke into a broad smile and nodded. “You are on the right track, Kinzie. It’s difficult to explain. Like trying to describe the sense of smell to someone who has none. But some people can sense the bifurcating futures that propagate through the quantum foam. Now, all the futures don’t happen, as some interpretations suggest, but they all have the potential to happen. People like you, and Rex, and me, can perceive this.”


    I stared at him blankly for a moment. My psychology professor was talking about quantum foam and bifurcating futures. I had to be dreaming. Maybe this was a manifestation of my guilt over the lab, and nothing in the dream would make sense. But Uncle Mark was still watching me, waiting for me to speak.


    “No one can see the future,” I responded flatly. Maybe this was some sort of joke? “People who say they can – well, they work in circuses and go by names like Madame Lyuba. They aren’t psychology professors,” I said pointedly. Dr. Collier gave a hearty laugh.


    “I’d say they are psychology professors,” Rex chuckled, flashing a toothy grin. “You’re one of us, Kinzie. You’re adept.”


    “I’m what?”


    “Adept,” Rex said again. “We can read the branches into the future and the decisions that affect which future happens. Then …”


    Dr. Collier raised his hand again and leaned forward. “Slow down, Rex.”


    Rex settled back in his chair. “You think she’s going to freak out like some common?”


    “What’s a common?” I asked, but neither of them answered.


    Instead, Dr. Collier shook his head. “I don’t think so. She has been exposed to this before.”


    “Before?” I scowled. “When? What are you talking about?”


    “I suppose subconsciously …” Rex began, still not acknowledging that I’d spoken.


    “Stop,” I demanded, rising from the chair. “You need to answer my questions. What’s a common? Exposed to what? And what’s this all about?” I insisted, looking between them. This wasn’t a dream; it was too bizarre. And it had gone too far for a joke as well. But I still had no idea what was going on.


    Rex tipped his chair back and stretched his arms behind his head as if nothing unusual was being said. “A common is what you are not, Kinzie. A common is someone with no adept skills.”


    I locked eyes with him as he brought his chair down, and his steel gray ones returned my stare just as steadily. “That still doesn’t explain what you’re saying,” I pointed out. “Even if it were possible, seeing the future doesn’t make the rats run through a maze the way they did.”


    “And you have another explanation?” Rex challenged back while Dr. Collier motioned for me to sit back down.


    “I want you to listen to me, Kinzie,” he said in an even tone. “That’s the second part of what we can do. We can influence decisions that people, or animals, make. I know that doesn’t sound right to you, but think about it this way. What are the chances of two rats making all the correct choices in your maze?”


    “Twenty-one billion to one,” I mumbled. “But …” I looked back at my professor. “Mind control is crazier than reading the future.”


    He gave me an encouraging smile and pulled the cage with the rat to the center of the desk. “Why don’t I just show you?”


    Dr. Collier balanced his chin on his entwined fingers, and his eyes glazed over as if he were concentrating. I waited for something big to happen – the rat to jerk and stagger around or do something bizarre, but what I saw was more unnerving. The rat calmly stopped cleaning her side and ran in a circle – five times to the left, turned, and ran five times to the right – with no indication it wasn’t entirely of her own volition. When she finished, she sat and began grooming again, as if nothing had happened. My rational brain wanted to reject it, but a shiver – like déjà vu – ran through my body.


    “That’s what you did in the lab on Friday,” Dr. Collier continued in a nonchalant tone. “Even with people, adepts can easily influence minor decisions. With training, many can influence more important decisions, and those decisions can set a person or an entire society on the path to a different future.”


    I stared at him, as my heart thumped uncomfortably. Altering the path of the future? “No one can do that,” I mumbled, but I wasn’t as sure of myself anymore.


    “A bunch of people can,” Rex contradicted me. “Several thousand in North America alone. People like you. We just have an additional sense.”


    “Several thousand?”


    “We’re organized to work together but spread out. Here there’s only me, Collier and Reynolds. Now you.”


    “What? You’re saying Sasha’s adept?” I shook my head at the bizarre idea of my dizzy roommate changing the future.


    Rex laughed. “She was supposed to find out if you were adept. I figured she’d blow it, and she did. So I had to help.”


    An eerie tingle spread up my spine as the pieces fell into place. “She was watching me!” I gasped. That was why the air-head with a brain of lead hung around with me. She’d been waiting for me to do some magic trick or something, but I never had – until Friday. But why me?


    When I asked, Dr. Collier placed his elbows on the desk, folding his hands in front of him. “Has your dad ever told you about your real father, Kinzie?”


    “My real father? He was just some guy my dad knew.”


    Dr. Collier’s eyes dropped immediately to his desk. “Adeptness is genetic, Kinzie,” he continued. “Your father was a very strong adept, so we expected you to be as well.”


    “My birth-father?” I asked to confirm who he meant.


    “Yes.”


    “And my dad? He knew this? Is he one of these people too?” My head pounded as it twisted around these thoughts.


    “No. But he knows about adepts and that we’re having this conversation,” Dr. Collier answered.


    My insides quivered briefly then took on the weight of cement at those words. My dad knew all this – knew I might have these powers, if they really existed – and never told me anything? Something wasn’t adding up. “What aren’t you telling me? Why did you have to go sneaking around and have Sasha watch me? You could’ve just told me all this and asked me if I could do it.”


    “We don’t exactly go around announcing ourselves,” Rex replied.


    “Why not?” I asked, panic rising from my gut. “You can’t spy on people … it isn’t …”


    Dr. Collier leaned back in his chair again and motioned for me to calm down. “Adepts are good people, Kinzie,” he assured me. “We help the world. But we do it secretly. Think of it this way for now – who would believe we can see the future?” Dr. Collier’s face was patient – the same face I’d always known. Was he telling the truth? Why would he lie to me?


    “And what if I don’t believe you?” I asked.


    “Then I’ll keep giving you demonstrations until you do.”


    “I could make Langston stand on his head like a clown,” Rex quipped.


    I stifled a laugh at Rex’s cruel remark. It would be funny, but Greg hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Dr. Collier seemed to ignore Rex’s remark, but his words said otherwise. “We don’t make people do tricks, Kinzie. But if you think what I did with that rat was staged, then tell me something you’d like it to do, or get a different rat and bring it here. The results will be the same.”


    I stared at him for a moment, deciding whether to take him up on his offer, but would caged rats convince me of anything? Maybe Rex’s suggestion was better. I couldn’t imagine Greg Langston playing along just to tease me. And he could stand to look ridiculous. It might even mess up his hair. I shook the thoughts away. None of that was going to help me figure this out. “You said you’re organized somehow. What’s that mean?”


    Dr. Collier chuckled. “Through the Rothston Institute,” he stated proudly.


    “What?” I asked, more shocked at that name than anything else I’d been told. “Why … but … my scholarship …” I stammered. The Rothston Institute was a think-tank that awarded me a scholarship to go to this school. My dad had insisted I apply for it last spring, even though I hadn’t seen it listed anywhere. My god, it fit. My dad knew. All of this. “My tuition?” I asked slowly once I’d gathered my thoughts. “Because I’m … adept?”


    Dr. Collier nodded slowly. “You need to talk to your dad about that, Kinzie.” He tried to keep his voice light, but the idea that my dad had been keeping secrets from me – secrets about me, about my past – burned in my stomach. “I think that’s enough for today,” Dr. Collier added. “You look like you need some time to let this sink in.”


    I tried to focus my thoughts on adepts and mind-reading rather than my dad. God, my head was killing me. And Dad knew all this? He’d hidden it from me? How could he …”


    “Being adept is a good thing, Kinzie. Just new,” Dr. Collier said trying to calm my fears.


    I nodded and stood up, my body numb and my temples pulsing. I didn’t remember walking out of Uncle Mark’s office, but the sound of his voice behind me brought me to my senses.


    “Is she okay?” he asked Rex from inside his office.


    “She thinks like a common, but she’ll catch on that she’s not.”


    “She certainly isn’t. It was an impressive display. Didn’t even know she was doing it …”


    


    ψ


    


    The yells from the guys playing football behind me made it hard to think. I considered going for a run. That usually cleared my head, but the way I was feeling right now, I’d probably trip and sprain my ankle. I wrapped my windbreaker tightly around me and huddled on the cold concrete bench, trying to reject what I’d just been told. The dark clouds roiled with my mood, while the brick buildings of the academic quad loomed overhead as if they were watching me. This was ridiculous. No one could see the future or change what happens. It wasn’t possible!


    The football bounced off the bench, inches beside me, followed by a tumble of rowdy guys. One dove for the ball, throwing to another close beside me. Hands hit my shoulders and I cringed as a body vaulted over me in pursuit. I closed my eyes, heart pounding, until they were gone. But as my heart slowed, I knew they’d be back, swarming around me as if I’d picked this spot to be in the midst of their game. I twisted in search of a somewhere else to sit, and my heart jolted out of me at the sight of a body rising up behind me.


    “Didn’t mean to surprise you,” he apologized as I froze. My eyes tentatively scanned up the orange hoodie, expecting to find the mangled face of some ogre drooling down at me. But instead, it was the smiling visage of Greg Langston.


    “Sasha’s back at the room.” I told him, thrusting my hands into the pockets of my cargo pants for warmth. I needed to find somewhere to think. Somewhere less crowded.


    “Uh …” Greg started, glancing uncomfortably around the quad before he went on. “Not looking for her.” We locked eyes for a moment, and he cocked his head. “Why are you out here, uh … sitting on a concrete bench … by yourself … in the cold?” he asked haltingly.


    “Been an odd day,” I answered, swiftly rising to leave before the football game returned. “I needed a place to think.”


    “This is a shitty place to do it,” Greg observed, eyeing the boys and their ball as they hurtled toward us again. I froze like a statue, holding my breath until they jostled past. Greg watched me, but thankfully, didn’t comment.


    “No joke. But if I go back to my room, Sasha …”


    Understanding flashed in Greg’s blue eyes. “… talks too much,” he finished for me. “C’mon. I know a better place.”


    Any place was better than the press of the players. I winced as two more whipped past on either side of us, so close I could smell their sweat. My heart was pounding again. I couldn’t think here. I could barely even breathe. I followed Greg half way across the brick path that led to the south residential quad.


    “C’mon,” he said with a toss of his head as he climbed over the low stone wall that separated the path from a steep wooded slope. He waited for me before heading down to a spot where the oaks and maples opened up at a rocky depression. I took in the view of the bend in the White River. The red and gold leaves rustled in the breeze, and the air smelled of moss and damp wood and life. It was peaceful here, as if the college a few steps away didn’t exist. My breath came more easily, and my heart was steady.


    Greg settled himself cross-legged on the ground. “Are you upset about something?” he asked as I sat down on the ground beside him. His eyes scanned my face for an answer, and I looked away, shaking my head.


    “Not really,” I lied, having no idea how I would explain. “Well, I guess I am, sort of. Personal stuff. You don’t have to stay.” But he pushed up the sleeves of his hooded sweatshirt and settled back onto his elbows to gaze across the river.


    I studied him to avoid my own thoughts for a moment. His golden brown hair hinted red even in the weak sunlight. His nose had a straight, strong line, and his eyes were a perfect blue. Greg Langston was every bit as good looking as he believed. In fact, he was beautiful. And about as conceited about it as they came. I didn’t get people who put more stock in looks than in brains. If I ever had a boyfriend, I’d like him to be good looking, but he’d have to be someone I could talk to. Like Kip. My stomach quivered at the thought and my mind reached back to the time we’d spent together at the end of last week – colleagues on a common mission. That seemed like a million years ago, and other than class, I hadn’t seen Kip since.


    I was distracting myself. My eyes wandered up to the cold, gray sky. It wouldn’t rain – I was certain of that. But the clouds still hung heavy, dampening the spark of life below. Ominous. I shook the thought away, knowing it was only my imagination and I was still avoiding what I ought to be thinking about. Rex and Dr. Collier had given me the only explanation that accounted for the behavior of the caged rat. Plus it explained why Sasha insisted we do things together – constantly. We were too different to be friends. I shuddered at the thought of her watching me. But if all this was real, why hadn’t I known about it? Shouldn’t I have been able to tell? And why hadn’t my dad said something? That last question left a bitter knot in my stomach. He should have told me. I picked up a stone and flung it down the hill, waiting for it to hit the ground then tumble through the loose rocks and dried leaves below us.


    “What’s wrong?” Greg asked.


    “Just … just …” I couldn’t think of the word. “You can’t trust anybody,” I said finally.


    Greg didn’t argue or make any comment at all. He just nodded once and stared out over the river. Not that I expected him to be interested in my problems – they didn’t involve him. I threw another rock down the hill, struggling to either accept that this was real or to reject it once and for all. But rational thought evaded me. My brain, my emotions, they were torn. Everything I’d been told was bizarre but familiar and almost comfortable at the same time. But why did any of it matter? What difference did it make if what they’d said was true?


    I shifted position on the rocky ground and my gaze caught on Greg’s face again. His deep blue eyes were as lost in his own thoughts as I was in mine, and for a moment, I let them sweep away my worries. Odd to see him sitting here like this, instead of swaggering for whatever girl was around. I followed his eyes across the river to the west, where the sun had just slipped below the breaking clouds, sending rays shooting across the sky.


    “Why are you here?” I asked.


    “You looked like you needed a friend. Would you like me to go away?” he asked without moving his eyes from the sun.


    I hesitated before answering. His presence was comforting, or at least non-threatening. Maybe because he was untouched by what I’d been told today. The only normal thing I could think of right now. His eyes flashed over to me as his head tipped to the side in a question. “You’re fine,” I assured him. “What are you thinking about?”


    “Building a transporter,” he said with a straight face.


    “A what?”


    “A matter-energy transporter. You know: ‘Beam me up, Scotty.’”


    I stifled a laugh at what had to be the last answer I’d expect from a guy like Greg. He must have known I didn’t believe him.


    “It’s possible,” he defended. “And I want to be the one to do it.”


    I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering if he was teasing me, although it was more plausible than the conversation I’d just had with Rex and Uncle Mark. “A transporter would be fine. But I’d rather have a time machine,” I said to test him.


    He shook his head and turned toward me. “Impossible. All a transporter does is move information from one place to another. But time travel? That’s like trying to reduce total entropy.”


    I shrugged. “Well, it would be cooler than just moving things around.”


    “Yeah, but start monkeying around with time, and nuclear weapons are going to look tame.” His blue eyes twinkled as he folded his hands under his head and laid back on the ground. Even from a foot away, I could feel the warmth radiating from his body. A cricket chirped nearby, and I breathed in the fall air. The peacefulness of this spot helped. I felt better, more grounded, despite the bizarreness of the day.


    “What’s your dream?” he asked.


    “My what?”


    “Your dream. If you could do anything you wanted in your life, what would it be?” He propped himself up on an elbow as he rolled to the side.


    I looked out at the sky, thinking about how to answer. Adepts. Wow. This organization – the Rothston Institute – it must have a reason for existing. Uncle Mark said they help the world. What did that mean for me? Maybe, in some small way, the fantasies I thought could never come true … Greg was still watching me, waiting for an answer.


    “To be like everyone else,” I tossed out, figuring the trite response would satisfy him.


    Greg lifted his head, looking puzzled. “Why?”


    I opened my mouth to tell him it would be easier, but hesitated, not sure what to say. “I … I guess that’s what everyone wants, isn’t it?”


    “Only because they are idiots and don’t bother to think about it,” he responded quickly, but followed it with a scowl. “That doesn’t fit you though. You seem like someone who would have thought about it.”


    “You don’t really know me.”


    “True. But I still think I’m right. You’ve thought about it, haven’t you?”


    I conceded with a sigh. “My dream isn’t very realistic.”


    He laughed. “That’s pretty funny to say to someone who said he’s going to build a transporter.”


    “That’s much more likely.”


    “You want to be the first person to be transported?” he offered. It made me smile, and I leaned back on my elbows, shaking my loose tangle of hair behind me.


    “How ’bout the second. Depending on how the first turned out, of course.”


    “You haven’t answered my question,” he prompted again.


    If I could do anything I wanted, I knew what it was, but my forehead knotted as I thought about how to explain. “Have you ever noticed how screwed up the world is? I mean, in ways it doesn’t need to be. The people running the government – the politicians make decisions that don’t make sense, or block changes that should be made, just to keep themselves in power or because … well … just because.”


    “Congress doesn’t make any decisions anymore,” he pointed out sarcastically. “They just deadlock over everything.”


    “Yeah, you’re right about that. But if I could do anything I wanted, I’d fix it.”


    “How?” he asked, shielding his eyes from the final rays of the sun as he looked at me.


    “The government is supposed to take care of people – I mean, not directly, but make it so people can live decent lives. But no one is saying, let’s analyze the options and do what’s best for the most people. Or even do what makes sense. They’re figuring out what will make the other side look bad, or make them look good, or repay a favor that someone did for them. That’s no way to run things.”


    Greg sat up grinning. “That’s why there’s the deadlock, but how would you fix it? You want to be dictator? That doesn’t sound like you. Of course,” his eyes twinkled, “I don’t really know you.”


    I sat up as well, folding my legs under me, and decided to play along. “I rather prefer to think of it as emperor – of the world of course. It would be better that way, but I might be willing to start smaller.” He looked like he was sizing me up to see if the role fit. “I told you it was ridiculous.”


    “Empress,” he attempted to correct me.


    “No, emperor. The female version has a weaker connotation.”


    “Right. No weakness for you,” he joked. “But emperor doesn’t fit either. Czarina,” he said majestically. “That’s the right title for you. Czarina of the universe.”


    I pursed my lips and nodded. “Kind of like the sound of that, Mr. Langston.”


    “If I thought it was a good idea for someone to have that kind of power, you might be a good choice,” he said, grinning at me.


    “But you don’t think anyone should?”


    “Do you? Power changes people, Kinzie. I’ve seen it happen …” His eyes dropped to study a rock between his feet and his face clouded, so I didn’t ask. Instead, I looked up at the evening sky, the peach now fading into darkness. The Rothston Institute. I needed to know more about the place. Could adepts fix things so better decisions got made? Or did they do something else entirely? The image of Greg standing on his head came to mind. Maybe they staged circus shows. And why were they paying my tuition? I shivered at the last thought, as it brought me back to the idea that people had been watching me … my whole life apparently … and my dad had known.


    “Are you okay?” Greg asked again.


    It took me a moment to focus back on where I was. “I’m fine. Just a little cold.”


    “Here, take this,” Greg said, pulling at the orange hoodie. His shirt came halfway off with it, and in the fading light, my eyes stuck on his six-pack abs. I didn’t think guys like that were real, but then again, I’d never been this close to a guy like Greg, and certainly never seen under their shirts. Like a walking Abercrombie ad. My heart beat unevenly to point out that I was staring. But Greg didn’t notice, or maybe he was used to it.


    “You’ll be cold,” I protested, pushing the hoodie back at him as the smooth muscles disappeared under his gray t-shirt. And I found myself wishing they would come back, just so I could study them.


    “I’m a lot bigger than you, and you’re freezing in your windbreaker. I’ll be fine,” he insisted, pulling it over my head. His hand wrapped around my wrist, and an electrical jolt raced through me. Like a shock, and for a moment, all the air seemed sucked from the universe. But it wasn’t a bad feeling. A thrilling warmth filled my body, then flowed back to his. It left behind a feeling of ease … once my lungs remembered how to work.


    “Static?” we asked simultaneously, as Greg moved his hand away, staring at it the whole time. I looked up and his blue eyes were deeper, with an expression as curious as mine. Or maybe that was just me. I felt dazed. I shook my head and pushed my hands through the sleeves, pulling the front of it to my face and inhaling deeply into the rich, comfortable scent of autumn leaves and bonfires and thick warm blankets. The remaining tension left my body as the warmth of Greg’s residual body heat drove away the cold.


    “I should head back to the dorm,” I said, not wanting Greg to feel like he needed to stay with me in the cold. And honestly, I felt better now, even if I had no answers.


    Greg grimaced. “We can stay if you’re not ready to face Sasha yet.”


    “You don’t like her, do you?” I asked curiously as I stood up.


    “Is it that obvious? I’ve been meaning to break up with her. I’m not sure why I haven’t.” I did a mental eye roll as we climbed the hill in the gathering darkness. This wasn’t hard to figure out. Greg was a guy, and not only did Sasha have the body of a supermodel, she was quite willing to share it. Guys weren’t very complex.


    We walked quietly across the oak-lined academic quad, listening to the dying leaves rustle on the branches. “Thanks for showing me that place,” I said before he turned from the brick path for the road that led down to frat row.


    Greg shrugged his shoulders. “What are friends for? Can I ask you something?”


    “You just did,” I grinned.


    He groaned at the bad joke before continuing. “You did agree to do the philosophy term project with me, didn’t you?”


    I scrunched my nose. “To be honest, Greg, before you said anything on Friday, I didn’t even know you were in the class.”


    Greg shuffled his feet. “Yeah. I’m usually half way back. Hate the class, but I need it to fulfill the grad requirements.”


    “Boy, that really makes me want to have you as a partner. Listen to that motivation,” I half teased.


    “I suppose I’m not a very good partner,” he agreed.


    “Me neither,” I admitted. “Sounds perfect.”


    “Good. How ’bout we meet at six o’clock tomorrow to get started? Give me your number.”


    I spouted off the digits for my phone and started to pull off his hoodie, but he stopped me.


    “You can give it to me tomorrow … Czarina.” He shot me a smile then turned to head down the hill. I watched him walk away feeling warm inside, an aftereffect of the static shock, I suppose. I headed for the dorm, with my thoughts turning back to adepts and whether any of this was real. For some reason, it was easier to think about now, and I had questions for Sasha.


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    Greg


    I flashed my ID to the bartender – a new guy. Seemed smarter than the usual one. He took the plastic card out of my hand and eyed the picture and the date. I’d always looked at bit older than my nineteen years and altering the birthday had been easy with equipment in the physics lab. “Erwin Schrödinger,” he grumbled, squinting at what usually passed as a Massachusetts driver’s license. “What kind of name is that?”


    “German,” I answered easily. Experience had taught me that Austrian didn’t sound as convincing.


    “Erwin, huh?” he asked, turning the altered id over in his hand. For a moment, I thought I was busted, but then the burly bartender smiled and picked up the José Cuervo to pour. I threw back the first shot and savored the numbing burn.


    “Schröddy, you made it!” Boomer’s voice called from the back of the dingy room. I grabbed my Dos Equis and a second tequila shot and headed to where the shaggy-haired Boomer propped himself on a battered wooden table with our Alpha Delt brothers, Pete and Murphy, around him.


    “Mr. Turing, Mr. Keynes,” I said, nodding to Pete and Boomer – roommates who lived next door to me in the basement of the fraternity house.


    Pete nodded his dark head. “A fine evening, Mr. Schrödinger. Good of you to join us,” he formally greeted me with a bad British accent. Murphy, who lived upstairs in the frat house, stared at the three of us blankly, not remembering that our fake IDs used names from our respective majors. Murphy didn’t need id. If you were six-six, bartenders assumed you were legal.


    “Happy birthday, man,” I said to Boomer with a raised shot glass. From the glassy eyes of my tablemates, they were well ahead of me in the celebration.


    “How’s it hanging?” Boomer asked back, wiping his dirty-blond bangs from his eyes. The guy perpetually needed a haircut, but the look fit him.


    “Not bad, not bad. Cat’s dead though,” I said casually. Pete snorted his beer, and we all cracked up, except for Murphy who looked perplexed.


    “You had a cat?” he asked me. “How’d it die?”


    Pete burst out laughing again, but Boomer was a bit more kind. “Murphy, you know … Schrödinger’s cat?” he half explained. Murphy smiled and nodded, although I don’t think he understood.


    “Where were you all afternoon? Off with Reynolds again?” Pete asked. I shrugged it off, not wanting to get into what I’d actually done. I couldn’t explain why, but I’d felt like Kinzie had needed me – or at least someone.


    “What’s up with that, Langston?” Boomer asked before I had a chance to answer. “You’re with Reynolds all the time. She yaps like a yorkie. Nice tits, though.”


    “I’d tap that,” added Murphy, and we all stared at him. No doubt, he was being honest, but it was no way to talk about another guy’s girlfriend, even if it was Sasha Reynolds. But it brought Kinzie’s words ringing through my brain – “You don’t like her, do you?” Damn. I was seeing a girl I disliked. What the hell was wrong with me?


    “Time to get rid of Reynolds,” I announced, telling my friends so I would stick to it this time. Boomer nearly cheered, and we launched into a contest to come up with the best bad lines to ditch a girl. Pete suggested, “if your phone doesn’t ring, it’s probably me,” while Murphy went with a more direct approach: “This isn’t working out. It’s not me … it’s you.”


    After a beer and another shot of tequila, I pulled out my phone to call her. “I need to talk to you, Sash,” I said over the hooting in the background.


    “Where are you?” she asked.


    I walked into the empty billiards room in the back to get away from them. I felt shitty enough doing this over the phone. She didn’t need to know that dumping her had been the source of our amusement for the last half hour. “Brewer’s,” I told her. It was the closest bar to campus – a roadside dive in the middle of nowhere with pool, lax bartenders, and cheap beer.


    I stared at the neon signs lighting the wall, and ran my free hand over the green felt of the pool table. Silence hung on the other end of the phone, and I took advantage of it. “Look, I wanted to tell you this before, but this isn’t …”


    “Wait. I’ll come down,” Sasha interrupted.


    A confused feeling came over me. “Uh … you will?”


    “Unless you don’t want me to,” she cooed with a pout in her voice.


    My stomach tightened, hating that tone. But then again, if she were here, at least I could break up with her in person. “Uh … yeah. Sure. I guess that’d be okay.”


    “Great! I’ll see you in fifteen,” she said brightly.


    I headed back toward the main room, when I stopped in my tracks. What the hell? I stared at the phone still in my hand like it had betrayed me, uncertain which was worse – telling the guys that I hadn’t dumped her or having her stroll in here and glom onto me again. I couldn’t stomach either one.


    My thumb hovered over the icon to call her, but I hesitated. Talking to her wasn’t working. I had another idea. It was shittier, but foolproof. I raised my phone and tapped out a message, hesitating as the words seared into my brain:


    


    We’re over.


    Don’t come here.


    


    More than shitty. I took a deep breath and pressed send. Done. I strode back out to rejoin my friends, a free man. At last.


    “Did you do it?” Boomer asked eagerly. I nodded, feeling like a jerk, and motioned for another round of shots. More tequila would take care of the guilt. At least for now.


    


    ψ


    


    We staggered up the hill to campus after the bartender stopped serving us. Pete and I were pretty well lit, but Boomer and Murphy were toasted – singing the Gilligan’s Island theme song at the top of their lungs. We missed the path through the woods that would have brought us to the back entrance of the Alpha Delt house, but managed to steer Boomer and Murphy the right way at the turn off to frat row near the top of the hill. Murphy launched into a rendition of the song from Sponge Bob with Pete dancing around, yelling out “Sponge-Bob-Square-Pants!” An empty can pelted past us and clattered on the road as someone from the TKE house yelled for us to shut up. That gave Boomer the giggles. We crouched as we hurried down the road, as if that would magically make us silent as well.


    I glanced furtively around as we passed the other frats. A movement in the Sig Chi parking lot caught my eye and I straightened at the sight of Brolie’s stark blond hair shining in the streetlight above him. I wasn’t sure what he was doing until he shifted and I saw him performing mouth-to-mouth on a bleach blonde. He released her and she willingly lay back against the side of a black Acura while Brolie began fumbling with the button on her pants. I gawked like it was a car wreck. Kinzie was seeing this guy. And now he was going to do this slut – and in the parking lot? This guy had no class.


    I ripped my eyes away, looking instead up the hill where Bolt Hall lay a block away. In that dorm lay a quiet girl who wasn’t like the others. Her dark eyes – the darkest I’d ever seen – appeared in my memory, searching through me. And now, she was probably asleep, maybe even dreaming of this asshole in front of me. I considered walking over and pounding the shit-head for her. She deserved better than …


    “Langston? You coming?” Murphy’s voice blasted through the night.


    Brolie raised his head and spotted me and our eyes locked, neither of us intending to be the first to look away. But after a moment, his face grew puzzled with an odd, dazed grin, then he chuckled and spotted Murphy as he staggered to the side of the road.


    “Aw, Murph, no!” Pete’s voice called. I looked back as Murphy turned around. He’d been taking a leak in the bushes, except that he’d skipped opening his fly. He stood there, holding himself through his khakis as a wet stain spread down the leg.


    Brolie threw his head back and laughed into the night air. Ass.


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    Kinzie


    I leaned my shoulder against the thick wood of the window frame, breathing in the worn scent of the tattered books on the shelves while I waited for Uncle Mark. I was comfortable today – so different from when I’d entered this office the day before. Yesterday’s gloom had departed and the afternoon sunlight streamed in, warming my face. A completely different day. A new day. I was adept. I could do things other people couldn’t.


    During the long night tossing in my bed, I gave up fighting the idea that adepts existed. It wasn’t Sasha’s dinnertime assurances that being adept was “the best thing in the world” that made me accept it. Rather, it was the improbability of such an elaborate deception. Mark Collier, Rex Brolie, and Sasha Reynolds would all have to be in on it. While the guys might be up to the challenge, not Sasha. No way. She wasn’t a good liar. And then there were the rats. Something made them run the maze the way they had. Twenty-one billion to one odds was just too unlikely.


    But then there was the part about my dad. My brow creased at the thought that I should have answered his call last night, but I wasn’t ready to talk to him. I didn’t know what to say. My own dad – the one person I was supposed to be able to trust completely – had lied to me my entire life. Or at least hidden things from me. Probably both.


    Maybe this was some sort of joke, and if I’d talked to my dad, I’d know that. But it didn’t seem like it. And if I was wrong and this was a joke, fine. They’d got me, and got me good. But after what I’d heard from Sasha before she’d gone to sleep, I had to take the chance that this was real. She had been lounging on her bed while I prodded her for what they do at this Rothston place, only to find out it was the boarding school she’d gone to. She’d delved into an endless stream of stories about breaking into the pool to go skinny dipping, and picking blueberries, and daring people into springtime swims in the frigid bay, until I finally stopped her.


    “I don’t care about that,” I’d said, turning around in my desk chair. “What does Rothston do? What’s its purpose?”


    “Oh, that,” Sasha had said with a toss of her hair. “I figured you knew. Everybody knows that from the time we’re, like, six.”


    “Sash, I didn’t grow up there, remember? And it’s secret.” Honestly, sometimes she seemed more like a dumb blonde than a brunette.


    “Oh yeah!” she’d giggled, and I’d rolled my eyes.


    “So tell me what they do,” I’d demanded, aggravated at my roommate’s inability to answer a simple question.


    “The adepts of the Rothston Institute are pledged to improve the fate of humanity by intervening to keep humankind safe,” she’d answered as if she was reciting some litany. She’d launched back into stories about people I didn’t know, but I didn’t listen. Improving the fate of humanity. I had to find out more.


    “How are you feeling today, Kinzie?” I jumped at the sound of Uncle Mark’s cheerful voice as he entered the office. “Are you up for this?”


    “Bring it on,” I answered with a grin.


    Dr. Collier laughed, the same open, relaxed sound I’d heard from him while I was growing up. “This should be interesting. We don’t typically start training with someone at your age,” he said. I could hear the concern edging into his voice.


    “Why is that?” I asked. “Sasha said something too. Like everybody knows they’re adept from the time they’re little.”


    “Generally, yes,” he answered. “We’ve had a few older children, and there are records of occasional adults, but typically, we see it when they are toddlers or not at all. Because you are older, you might find some of this training a little unnerving. But,” he paused and gave me an encouraging smile, “being adept may be easier too, once you’ve tried it and understand what it’s all about.”


    I nodded stiffly, steeling myself to be strong through whatever was coming. “Let’s do it,” I said determinedly.


    The tawny-haired professor-uncle closed the office door, and gestured for me to have a seat before leaning his lanky frame against the front of his desk. “Are you ready?” he asked, picking up a pencil and twiddling it between his fingers.


    I settled back into the office side chair and nodded.


    “Just relax. Close your eyes and steer your mind around the room,” he said in a soothing voice.


    “But …”


    “Try it, Kinzie. Close your eyes and relax.”


    I shut my eyes tightly with my brain jammed on how I was supposed to look around this way. What could I possibly see? I knew this office, but certainly hadn’t memorized its contents. And if I was supposed to use my imagination – well, that had never been my forte. But as my thoughts calmed and my eyes stopped searching the veins on the inside of my eyelids, the details of the office snapped into focus in my head as if I’d lived here for years. Sharp details. The crevices in the tiled floor, the strands of fiber in the Asian rug, the groves in the wood grain of the bookshelves. They had a tangible depth like I could see them, not just remember what they looked like. But it wasn’t like seeing at all.


    “Can you perceive the room?” Uncle Mark asked. I nodded. He waited for a moment then added, “Now, let’s see. Try examining the edge of the desk – as closely as you can. Does it break into small points? They might look like dots?”


    I focused on the rounded trim where the desk was closest to me, but never opened my eyes. It was so clear. The smooth wood grain resolved into low hills and a scratch became a canyon. And still I went closer, down to the microscopic level, and even further, like an electron microscope, seeing the bonded molecules. Inside them to the atoms, the protons, the electrons. And further, until there they were. Not one tiny point, but millions ... billions ... too many to count … bumping against each other, jostling for space. But it wasn’t sight. It was… something else. An awareness. I sat back in surprise, only to find they were everywhere. In the air, in the books, in everything. And they weren’t dots at all. Rather each one was a bubble or a hole or ... a tunnel of sorts, fluidly twisting but solid at the same time. The tunnel grew as I focused on it, and I could see swirling images of the room that shifted down its length. My heart beat wildly with the thrill and I wanted to see more.


    My focus moved to more of the gazillions of tunnels, twisting and shifting, giving everything a turbulent look, like liquid cotton candy. In my head, I could see inside many of these tunnels at once if they were close together. I tried to describe what I saw to my professor, who chuckled at my description.


    “Physicists these days call that quantum foam,” he said. “The nature of time and space. Of course, we’ve known about it for eons. It’s the turbulentia aura, or the turbula, for short.”


    “I see things at the quantum level?” I asked in surprise.


    “You’re aware of it. It’s a different sense. Not like vision.”


    “No, it’s not,” I said as I fell back to marveling at what I perceived with my mind. Quantum foam. The turbula. The indeterminacy of space-time churning away, constantly changing.


    “That’s pretty impressive, Kinzie. I didn’t expect you would accept this so well. Do you want to try more, or would you rather just get used to what you’re seeing now?”


    “Let’s do more,” I answered, feeling my confidence grow. There wasn’t anything strange about this at all. In fact, it seemed natural, like it had always been there if I had bothered to look. My mind briefly pondered why I hadn’t looked at any of this before, when Uncle Mark gave me my next task.


    “Let’s try something more focused. With just your mind, look at something … let’s use this pencil,” he said, setting it down on the desktop. “Try to follow its image through the foam.”


    “Down the tunnels?” I confirmed. “I mean, the turbula?”


    “Yes, but you’ll have to perceive them all together. This won’t be as easy.”


    He was right. I saw the myriad of tunnels making up the pencil and tried to follow them, but points kept dropping out, causing the image to fragment into parallel images rather than a cohesive pencil moving through time. I bit my lip and kept trying.


    “You might have to practice this awhile before you can do it,” Dr. Collier said encouragingly. “Your conscious mind may have a hard time accepting that …”


    I stopped listening when the pencil coalesced in my head. I began moving very slowly down the tunnels. It was a weird experience – seeing the pencil move through time. Seeing the office through the tunnel walls although it wasn’t this office. Or rather it was; it just wasn’t this time. Yet, I remained aware of its present state as well. I watched in the future as the pencil rolled off the desk onto the floor and ... A small “oops” slipped out of my mouth as the minute fragments of the pencil lost their cohesion – splitting off in different directions. The image dissolved, and I squinted trying to understand what I’d seen. Uncle Mark raised his eyebrows in a question.


    “That’s very good,” he said excitedly after I described it. I stared at him in fascination. The dots were in him too. The tunnels. But they were different. Shifting constantly, to the point of being hazy. The desk jostled slightly as he stood up, causing the pencil to roll onto the area rug covering the floor. My eyes went wide. That was what I had seen! I had seen the future!


    Uncle Mark chuckled and patted my shoulder. “That’s a lot further than we expected you to get in one lesson. Are you okay?”


    “Yeah,” I said, but my eyes were still glued to the pencil. I’d done it. I actually had seen the future of the pencil then watched it happen. This was all real. Everything they’d told me was true! A grin spread across my face. “This is so cool,” I whispered as I caught my breath.


    Uncle Mark’s hazel eyes crinkled with a grin. “Good work,” he said proudly, “We’ll practice some more, and I’m always around for questions.” He grinned at me again and headed around the desk toward his chair. My eyes dropped back to the pencil, and I flinched, suddenly knowing why its future had dissolved. It was about to break under his shoe.


    “Did you do that?” he suddenly demanded, spinning back toward me.


    “What?” I asked. But a chill ran through me when my eyes searched for the pencil. It wasn’t where it had fallen – where Uncle Mark’s foot now rested firmly on the Asian pattern of the rug. Instead, the pencil lay motionless, five feet away, in front of the bookcase. The man’s brow knotted as he strode over and retrieved it.


    “Did I do what?” I repeated, and he shook his head in answer to some question he hadn’t shared.


    “Nothing,” he said. “I must have kicked it. There is one more thing I need to talk to you about, Kinzie.”


    “Yes?”


    “Your lab report. Some other students saw you writing down results that didn’t happen. Normally, I would fail someone on the lab for that, at a minimum, but under the circumstances, I will give you another option. I can arrange for you and Sasha to redo the lab on your own time within the next week, and mark you down only one grade level for it.”


    “What?” I gasped, rising from my chair. All the horror scenarios I’d played out in my head yesterday came flying back, and I knew I should be relieved that nothing worse would happen. But instead, outrage filled me. How could I be punished at all? I was adept. They’d be watching for something like this. And it happened. “That’s not fair! I couldn’t help it!” I objected. “And Rex … Rex told me to fake the data. What are you doing to him?”


    “Rex is not a student in my class,” Dr. Collier stated firmly. “You are. And you committed a breach of academic integrity. I can’t let it go with no consequences at all.”


    “But … But how am I supposed to redo it? I can’t stop the same thing from happening again.”


    “As your professor, there is nothing I can do about that,” he told me. “As an adept, all I can say is that you must learn to control yourself.”


    “Fine,” I said, clamping shut my mouth. I should be grateful, I told myself. But it still seemed so wrong.


    


    ψ


    


    I sprinted up the stairs to the third floor of Bolt Hall, thoughts swirling in my head. I had to redo my lab. I was mad about that, but it was no big deal, as long as I figured out some way to do it. Maybe I’d have Sasha set up the maze and cover the middle so I wouldn’t know the turns. Then I couldn’t direct the rat. That would work. But I was still pissed at Rex for convincing me to make up data. And just as pissed at myself for listening to him.


    At the top of the stairs, I nearly ran into a couple girls from down the hall. They looked me up and down with a haughty sneer, letting me know I didn’t meet their standards – whatever they were. I wished they wouldn’t do that, but I was starting to get used to it, and right now it didn’t matter. Nor did the psychology lab. I had more important things to think about. I could see the future! As much as I thought I’d accepted the idea of being adept last night, now it was real, and I wanted to know more. What could I do with it? Exactly how did adepts at Rothston keep mankind safe? I rounded the corner of the hall, ready to fly into my room, but skidded to a stop. Rex was leaning against the wall and glanced at me with a practiced nonchalance. My mood fell – I wasn’t ready to deal with him.


    My roommate sat on the floor at his feet, painting her toenails. Her face lit up when she saw me. “How did it go?”


    “We have to redo the lab or take an F on it,” I spat, glaring at Rex. He chuckled like it was funny. “You told me to fake the data. This is your fault, not mine.”


    “Grow up or get out of the way,” he said dismissively. “It’s not a big deal.”


    “I don’t care about the lab. We’ll redo it,” Sasha whined. “Your first training? What happened?”


    “Oh. That was the coolest thing ever,” I told her, deciding to just ignore Rex. Like I should have done on Friday.


    “I know, right?” she laughed as she fanned the fuchsia polish on her toes. “So, were you able to read anything?” She stood up, carefully protecting her wet toenails as she prepared to enter our room.


    “Of course not. She just started,” Rex laughed before I’d had a chance to open my mouth.


    I stabbed him with my eyes as I followed the two of them in. He propped himself against Sasha’s desk while she cooed briefly to the two goldfish on her dresser, Romeo and Juliet. She sprinkled some food into the bowl, then stretched out on her pink tied-dyed bed.


    “I saw a pencil a few seconds into the future, then watched it do exactly the same thing.” I kept my tone factual as I crossed to the desk next to my bed. Sasha sat up with a broad smile, but Rex remained impassive.


    His eyes narrowed slightly. “You read the pencil’s future,” he corrected. “You didn’t see it.” This was what our entire date had been like two weeks ago – Rex contradicting anything I said. A total control freak.


    I waved my hand. “So tell me exactly what Rothston has done with these powers,” I asked Sasha, but she didn’t get the chance to answer.


    “We call them attributes. We’re not wizards,” Rex sniffed, correcting my terminology again in an attempt to dominate the conversation. “And we stop wars, protect humanity, and preserve the world order.”


    I flipped some pages of the analytic geometry text in front of me, as I volleyed back. “Big words. Not much meaning,” I pointed out. “I want to know what you actually do.”


    Sasha let out a sharp laugh. “Not a darned thing.” She stretched out on her side again with her head propped on her hand, still mindful of her sticky toenails.


    “Nothing? But you said …”


    “She’s partially correct,” Rex interjected like a line umpire calling a fault. He paced a few steps across the room. “Our mission is to protect humanity. Think about suicide bombers. We could stop them. Or cult leaders. But do we?” Rex asked rhetorically. “No.” I began to ask why, but Rex talked over me. “Rothston is out of date. The world doesn’t work like it did fifty years ago. Technology has changed the pace of information exchange and the need for action. But many of our leaders are old and don’t get that. It needs to change, and it needs new blood in the leadership to do it.”


    I opened my mouth to make a crack about him thinking he should be the new blood – his haughty attitude screamed out that conclusion – but he cut me off again.


    “Enough lecture.” He halted in the middle of the room and glanced between me and Sasha. “We’re going to dinner to celebrate our new colleague.” He stopped and flashed a toothy smile. “Rothston’s treat.”


    “Can you do that?” I asked.


    He smiled arrogantly. “I can do anything I want.”


    I didn’t buy his opinion that adepts did nothing. Sasha said she’d spent years there – training constantly, so the place had to do more than Rex was saying. Hopefully, I could pry it out of them over the course of dinner. But I caught the expectant look on his face, like I should be honored to go with him, and remembered I already had a commitment for this evening. “I can’t,” I said casually, as I began loading my backpack. “I’ve got to meet Greg.”


    “Douche-bag Langston?” Rex asked in surprise. I grinned to myself. Another point to me.


    “Oh … Kinzie!” Sasha said, sitting up suddenly. “You probably ought to know that he likes you.”


    “What? Who?” I asked, confused by the random comment.


    Sasha tossed her head. “Greg, of course.”


    I rolled my eyes, wanting to stay out of any drama Sasha was cooking up. “He’s your boyfriend,” I pointed out.


    “He dumped me last night,” she said, not upset in the slightest. Rex smirked beside her, holding back a laugh as Sasha’s face knotted for a moment in confusion. “Not sure how he did that. But anyway, he’s fair game as far as I’m concerned.”


    “Uh … right,” I responded uncomfortably as those abs flashed through my brain. I shook my head to be rid of that image. It changed nothing. And besides, Sasha had to be wrong. “I better get going,” I said to end the conversation.


    “Your choice,” Rex shrugged and turned to Sasha. “Guess I’m stuck with Reynolds. Get your stuff.”


    “You sure you don’t want to come?” Sasha asked as Rex watched me cross to the door.


    I locked eyes with Rex and gave him a confident smile. He expected me to change my mind but I had a pretty good idea what I’d be missing – Rex talking about how great he was and … well … that was pretty much it. “No, thanks,” I told Sasha, and walked out the door.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    Greg


    A fist pounded on the door of my basement room in the Alpha Delt house, jolting me from my dream, something about a girl floating along with me in a canoe. I couldn’t see her face now but … “Langston? Uppie-uppie time,” Pete Deitrich called in a sing-song voice. He didn’t wait for me to fully regain consciousness, but burst through the door, leaping over the low teak table to flop onto the couch.


    “Whadya want?” I slurred, pulling myself awake. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, trying to picture the girl’s face. It was gone now but the sleep had worked. The remnants of this morning’s hangover were gone, and my brain no longer felt like it’d been thrown in a cement mixer.


    “You got company,” he said, looking at the door.


    Jenna White, fellow sophomore, stood leaning against the door frame, her eyes scanning around the room, taking in the standard frat issue metal dresser and the mini-fridge with a microwave on top, before coming to rest on the bed where I sat. She licked her lips looking, like a cat preparing to pounce on its prey. Jenna wasn’t the girl I’d been dreaming of – at all.


    “Don’t look so happy to see me,” she cooed. I rubbed my face with my hands, trying to jumpstart my brain. “I heard you broke up with Sasha Reynolds. I thought I’d come down and make sure you were okay.”


    Bullshit. That wasn’t why she was here. I’d dumped Sasha less than twenty-hours ago. And here Jenna was – lined up to be the replacement. Was there some website where girls got the second-by-second status of the guys in their area? Or a tweet? I wondered if they bid on who could be next in line and Jenna had won the auction.


    I must not have responded fast enough. Or maybe she thought I didn’t understand her intentions, because she sidled up beside me on the edge of my bed, placing her hand on my leg. I grabbed the room temperature Coke beside my bed and took a swig, closing my eyes as I swallowed. Jenna’s soft flesh warmed my arm where she leaned into me, and her fingers gently pressed into the meat of my inner thigh. She’d been after me ever since Boomer introduced us last year. And now? What the hell? I might as well go along for the ride. After all, Jenna had perky little tits, and a nice round butt. Her blonde hair was shorter than I preferred. For that matter, nothing about her was ideal, but she certainly wasn’t bad looking. Nothing to kick out of bed, so to speak.


    I opened my eyes to give Pete the signal to get scarce, when I saw the time. “Crap.” I got up and ran my hand through my hair as I hunted down my laptop and books.


    “What are you doing?” Jenna asked. She rose from the bed looking like she might block my exit. That was too bad. I was about to spoil her plans, but there was nothing I could do about this one.


    “Bad timing, Jenna. I’ve got a meeting for my philosophy paper. We can get together tomorrow.”


    It worked. She pouted a moment longer before agreeing, and then nearly skipped out of my room. Pete, on the other hand, grinned as soon as she was gone.


    “Where you really going, Langston?” he asked.


    I stuffed the laptop into my backpack. “Telling the truth, dude. I’ve gotta go get Kinzie Nicolosi to work on our philosophy paper.”


    “Jeez, Langston. You got girls lining up now. I’m going to get one of those paper number thingies for outside your door. Take a number and wait your turn. Langston will service you all,” he called out like a carnival barker.


    I punched him in the chest as I heaved the backpack over my shoulder. “Shut up, Deitrich. I’m doing homework. That’s all.”


    “It’s a good cover, dude,” he responded as we walked out of my room.


    


    ψ


    


    I opened the passenger door and held it as Kinzie sized up the pearl white Maserati before she got in.


    “I’ve seen this car around campus. It didn’t know it was yours,” she said in an impressed tone.


    “It’s a good car,” I said trying to sound nonchalant or at least avoid bragging. I liked power and style, and the Maserati blended them better than anything else. I fit myself into the brown leather of the driver’s seat to see Kinzie still grinning. I would have never guessed she was into cars.


    “The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle. I always wondered how many people got that,” she added enthusiastically, and I laughed. The car bore a HZNBRG vanity plate with a question mark decal beside it on the bumper. That’s what she liked.


    “Mr. Heisenberg needed something to lighten him up. Takes himself too seriously sometimes,” I explained, patting the dash.


    I whipped down the hill to the back entrance of the campus, sending eddies of fallen leaves swirling to the side of the road. When I turned, Kinzie twisted in her seat, looking back toward where the village of Newberry lay a few miles away. “We’re not going to the Pizza Place?” she asked. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her scowl.


    “Got a better place,” I answered. “An Italian place in Bloomfield. PP’s is always packed. Too noisy to get anything done there.”


    “Packed. I hadn’t thought about that,” she said, shifting in the seat like it was prickling her.


    “You okay?”


    “Sure. Yeah,” she said trying to toss it off, but her voice was strained. “This other place – it won’t be as bad?”


    “Bad?” I questioned. But she didn’t answer. I glanced over and saw she was staring fixedly out the windshield, her cheeks red like she was embarrassed. “This place will be good,” I answered. “Big private tables where we can spread out to work. I went there once when my parents were in town.”


    “Good.” Her shoulders relaxed, but her face didn’t. “Uh … it doesn’t cost much, does it?” she asked almost apologetically.


    Her question caught me by surprise, because I had no idea. Couldn’t be much – it’s not like it was a five-star restaurant. But what did that mean? Five bucks? Twenty bucks? I’d never paid attention. And she couldn’t be worried about a lousy ten bucks or so, could she? I had no idea on that either.


    “Not much more than getting pizza,” I assured her, deciding to pick up the tab. It only seemed right since I picked the place. But when I told her so, it backfired.


    “No,” she ordered. “We’re here to work. I’ll pay my own.”


    “But I always pay for other people.” I protested and got another firm “No,” in response. This girl confused me. A moment ago she was huddled in the seat like a scared puppy, but now the fierce independence I’d see in her at times had returned with a vengeance. Was it just some act she put on? Maybe so, but which one? A lot of girls acted weak and scared because they thought guys liked it. Maybe Brolie was into that game. My grip tightened on the wheel as I thought about the asshole and what I’d seen last night. Should I tell her?


    As I considered it, Kinzie finally settled back into Mr. Heisenberg’s leather seat, and began to talk casually, first about the cornfields we were passing, and how the combination of rainfall and air temperature at night affected the maturation rate, then onto the videogames she played with her friends in high school. I marveled at the random thoughts spilling from her brain. She wasn’t like any girl I knew – or any guy for that matter. She was … interesting, if a bit odd. And I wasn’t going to break her flow with news of her boyfriend cheating on her. It wasn’t any of my business anyway.


    When we reached Bloomfield, I parked Mr. Heisenberg beneath a green and red lettered sign perched atop a rusty, white post. “Gianni’s Italian Villa” it read. We crossed the pot-holed parking lot and stepped from the bright evening into a room so dimly-lit I had to squint to see anything. U-shaped booths at irregular angles were sprinkled around the room, making each white-clothed table a private haven, oozing with cheesy romance. I’d forgotten about this place’s reputation on campus – as a date place. God, I hoped Kinzie didn’t get the wrong idea. Maybe she and Brolie had some sort of open relationship, but I didn’t date girls in my classes. Still, there was no way she would know that. I glanced down at the girl in the oversized black t-shirt and cargo pants. She couldn’t think I was interested in her, could she? I better make sure it was clear.


    “They don’t mind if you stay awhile, so it sounded like a good place for us to work,” I explained too fast to sound casual.


    She shot me a skeptical glance as the dumpy, white-haired proprietor – maybe Gianni himself – toddled up. He kept smiling and nodding as he led us to a booth. When he was gone, I watched Kinzie study the plastic-covered menu, her finger running down the prices of the basic Italian fare. Eight to twelve dollars. Was that a lot? From the way she was studying the menu, I’d say I needed to buy dinner. I chose this place. But – I glanced around at the décor again – how could I do that without making it look like a date? Or maybe I should just suck it up and let her think that it was. That would probably be the thrill of her lifetime – a date with Greg Langston. But the thought of it knotted my stomach. It was wrong. Besides, she was seeing Brolie, and I didn’t go after other guy’s girls. And that would definitely look like I was. Damn, why was this getting so complicated? We’d come here to study!


    Kinzie had put down her menu and was watching me. “I want to make sure you understand something,” she stated seriously. Her dark eyes pierced through me, and all I could do is nod. “This isn’t a date.”


    My heart jolted in a weird bastardization of relief and humiliation, but then I grew uncertain whether she had no romantic interest, which was fine, or actually disliked me as a general principle. Both seemed likely, especially after the way I’d dumped her roommate last night.


    “Okay,” I agreed slowly. “Is this because Sasha and I broke up?” As Kinzie nodded, I was overwhelmed with the urge to grovel for being an ass. To assure Kinzie that I wasn’t the kind of guy who ditched his girlfriend with a text. Except … I was that ass. And I had proven it.


    Her eyes bored into me a moment longer before they dropped to the table. “The thing is, Sasha said that you might … That you … I mean I don’t really believe …” she stammered, uncertain of herself again. Her cheeks were bright pink, and I couldn’t imagine why, since I was the one that had been a jerk. Her mouth clamped shut for a moment, as she eyed me again, then announced in a determined manner. “We’re just friends – you and me. Nothing else.”


    I almost laughed in relief. She had been thinking this might be a date, and had the guts to set the record straight. “Friends,” I agreed with a grin. She shyly smiled back while I pulled my laptop out of my backpack, moving the candle aside to place it on the table. We were here to work.


    The server, a lanky kid, came by to take our order. Cheese ravioli with red sauce for her, and fettuccine for me. When he left, Kinzie shot me a serious look, although her dark eyes were laughing.


    “What’s funny?” I asked.


    She smoothed the table cloth in front of her with her hands before speaking. “I just realized what I said might have sounded wrong. I don’t want to bruise your ego, Greg, so you should know that the fact that you are extremely good looking isn’t lost on me. If that was all it took for me to be interested in you, we might have a problem.”


    This time, the laugh popped out of my mouth. Kinzie was worried about my self-esteem? Sweet, but misplaced. “Just friends,” I confirmed, then chuckled as the thought sunk in. “I haven’t had a friend who was a girl since around third grade.”


    “Well, if you can’t handle a friend with boobs – or booblets in my case …”


    A laugh sputtered out of me again, even though I tried to stop it. “Booblets?” I looked at her tits to size them up – nearly impossible through the boys t-shirt, and the white lettering didn’t help.


    “See? They’re so small you didn’t even notice.”


    “How could I under that …” I jokingly reached over and gathered a handful of her oversized t-shirt. But I quickly let go and sat back in the booth. “My god, you’re tiny!” I gasped, trying to erase from my mind what I’d just seen. Kinzie wasn’t flat-chested or fat or anything like the shapeless form her clothes implied. Not at all. Damn. My heart hammered as I reminded myself that this was Kinzie – just a friend. I’d just said that.


    “Booblets,” she pronounced, snapping me back to the friendly banter.


    “Not those,” I said swallowing hard to put a casual smile on my face. “Your frame.”


    “Yeah. I’m secretly one of those willowy elf-maidens, except short,” she offered wryly.


    I forced myself to look away, studying a travel poster that hung on the wall to reign in the primal part of my brain, but my imagination was going wild. What the hell? This wasn’t Jenna. And Kinzie had no interest in being my plaything. Although after what I’d just seen, I could … Stop. This was Kinzie. No interest. We’d just said that.


    “What’s your favorite place you’ve been to?” I asked to change the subject.


    She followed my eyes to the poster of the pastel villas stacked up the side of the Amalfi coast. “I haven’t really been anywhere,” she said like it was a confession. “Florida, once. About eight years ago. Have you been there?” she asked, nodding toward the poster.


    “Amalfi? A few years ago.”


    “It looks pretty. Was it nice?”


    I stared at the poster a moment longer and scowled. “I guess. I don’t really remember much about it.” It was true of most of the places I’d been. Different locations, but all just more of the same. Bland. Somehow, that didn’t seem right. I opened an app on my computer and focused on the list of possible articles and books displayed on my laptop. We were here to work. Nothing else.


    “This is your last chance to get out of doing this paper together,” Kinzie announced as I started through the list. She sounded hopeful that I’d take her up on the escape. Maybe that was the reason for the wavering stubborn attitude; she really didn’t like me, and hoped I’d go away of my own accord. Too bad for her, I wanted to do this project. But at least I could follow her lead and clear the air.


    “Why don’t you want to work with me?” I asked directly. She bit her lip for a moment, working out what to say. “You don’t have to spare my feelings,” I told her. “I can take it.”


    She grinned at that. “It’s easier to work by myself.”


    “Of course it is,” I agreed, “But you weren’t working with me. I’ll pull my weight. Besides, we have to do it with partners. Would you rather work with one of the other geniuses in the class? Maybe one of the bleach-brained bimbos?”


    Her eyes gleamed ferociously as she leaned forward. “Look, how about this: I’ll do the work, and you can be my sounding board – especially on the physics stuff – if you really are a physics major. Okay?”


    I folded my arms. “Nice try.”


    She sat back like I’d blasted her in the chest with a bazooka. “What do you mean? You’re supposed to jump at the chance to get out of work.”


    I leaned forward, and said evenly, “I like the topic. And what do you mean, if I’m a physics major?”


    “You don’t seem like the type,” she decreed.


    “You mean I don’t look like the type,” I corrected. “Looks can be deceiving. I mean, look at you and your booblets.”


    She’d just taken a sip of her soda and spewed it across the table, then wiped her mouth laughing. “Okay Langston, you win.” She turned my laptop toward her to divvy up the work between us. Our entrees had arrived by the time I figured out that she hadn’t given up – just switched tactics.


    “Give me that one,” I protested after swallowing a mouthful of fettuccine.


    “No, I can do it.”


    “So can I. You don’t think I’m smart enough,” I observed, finding this turn of the tables amusing. I’d done it myself last year on an economics project with Boomer – keeping all the tough work to make sure it got done right. But Boomer hadn’t minded. Hadn’t even noticed.


    “Even if you are, how do I know you’ll do a good enough job?” she challenged bluntly.


    I grinned. “You’re going to have to trust me, Czarina.”


    She crossed her arms in front of her. “I don’t trust anyone.” Her eyes darkened even more, and she added, “No one.”


    Wow. This girl had some issues but I wasn’t here to solve her problems, just to avoid having to work with some worthless idiot. I glanced at her dark eyes. “Eat,” I directed her, and pulled the laptop back to face me. “I’m not going to let you take all the hard parts. Then I’d have to trust you.”


    “You don’t think I can do it?” she asked incredulously.


    I smiled, but didn’t answer. Kinzie obviously wasn’t used to competing on brain power. Maybe she’d win against most people, but I wasn’t most people. She chewed her ravioli, suspiciously watching my hands fly over the keyboard, until I turned the laptop back to show her.


    “I’ve assigned each article a number. We’ll let Matlab’s random number generator decide. I’ll do the first half it comes up with and you do the second.”


    I could see her bristling at the thought of not being in control, but this way, neither of us were. We both had to compromise. I was satisfied with my solution, although her eyes were searching for a way out. She scowled when she couldn’t find one.


    “Okay, but if I become a complete bitch, it’s because you’ve blown it,” she agreed. Her dark eyes flashed with the reflection of the guttering candle flame.


    “I’ve been warned.”


    After dividing the articles, we worked out how to structure the paper. This girl knew a lot about philosophy, but I kept pace with her easily – except for a couple times. Once I didn’t follow her, but the other time, my attention had drifted back down to what was hiding under her bulky t-shirt. Why did she hide the way she looked? Any other girl would flaunt that body at me, and I’d probably take them up on the offer.


    “You like the shirt?” she asked, thankfully mistaking what I’d been staring at. I shifted my attention to the white lettering on her t-shirt that said simply: I see dumb people.


    “It’s funny,” I told her, pausing before deciding to finish my thought. “But I think you mean it. You use intellect to keep yourself apart from everyone else.”


    “You don’t really know me, remember?”


    “I’m getting to know you better. The fact that you are smart doesn’t mean you have to be lonely.”


    She sat back in the booth, crossing her arms again in protest. “It’s easier this way.” Her eyes dared me to disagree, but after a moment, they faltered. “Can I ask you a question?” she said more tentatively.


    “Sure,” I shrugged.


    “The girls at the dorm, they don’t like me,” she confessed softly. “I don’t want to be so different, but … If you could make people be nice to you, would you do it?” she asked, her dark eyes rising back to mine.


    My heart stuttered quickly at the question I’d asked a hundred times. But then I realized, she couldn’t know that. No one here knew. “Make them how?” I asked to be certain of her question.


    She shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not sure. Let’s say people were making fun of …” She waved her hand and glanced around in search of an example. “Of your clothes maybe, and you could snap your fingers and their tongues wouldn’t work. Would you do it?”


    I tipped my head at the strange hypothetical. Maybe this wasn’t about money or status. I chewed my fettuccine while I thought. “Would I?” I asked rhetorically after a moment. “I probably would, but I don’t think I would feel any better than if I hadn’t.”


    “Why?” Her dark eyes were piercing me again, searching for the justification of my answer.


    “I’d know they would be teasing me if they could. So if that was making me feel bad, then it still would. Keeping them quiet doesn’t change their thoughts or intentions.”


    She nodded silently. I was about to ask why she wanted to know, when her dark eyes raised once again. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”


    “What? Wrong with you? Like what?”


    She closed her eyes. “I have no real friends. I never have,” she stated.


    “You have me.”


    She laughed at that. “You don’t know even know me. And, I mean, look at me. I can read …” She hesitated, like she was at a loss for what to say before starting over. “I’m a freshman in college. I don’t giggle and run around the dorm borrowing clothes or doing my hair,” she said as her hand flipped the ends of her thick dark strands. “No one has ever asked me out, and I’m not sure I would have gone if they did.”


    “I thought you were seeing Brolie,” I asked, hoping it wasn’t true – especially if she’d never been out with a guy before. Brolie’s slime was the wrong place for a girl like Kinzie to test those waters.


    She looked confused for a moment, before firmly shaking her head. “Rex Brolie? No. Sasha insisted we go out once, I guess that was a date. But it was a disaster.”


    “Good. Brolie’s an ass,” I informed her. “You ought to steer clear of him.”


    “He’s Sasha’s friend, not mine,” she assured me as her phone chimed once. Her eyes narrowed as she pulled an ancient flip phone from her pocket. “Sasha,” she said, reading the tiny front screen.


    I held my breath as she pulled the phone open to read the text. Her face hardened as she read the words. Maybe Sasha was giving her a hard time for working with me, or filling her in on exactly how I broke up with her. What would I say to explain it? I had no excuse.


    “Look at this,” she spat, turning the oblong device toward me. My heart hammered as I slowly read the tiny black words: “OMG! OMG! Where are you?? I went to dinner with Rex. We went to the Pizza Place. It was great! Everybody was there. I mean everybody! But when I came back to the room and he was here and wanted to know “


    “It cuts off. Where’s the rest of it?” I asked, uncertain now why she was showing it to me. “What’s that mean?”


    “That’s the point. It’s too long. She does that all the time.” Kinzie looked at the message again and snapped the phone shut. “Well, at least I got that it was about Rex. I can’t imagine it’s important,” she said with finality, shoving the device back in her pocket.


    “We should finish our work,” I said, burying myself back in the list on my computer. I didn’t know this girl. I’d hardly spent any time with her at all. And yet, she’d given me a glimpse of what was behind that confident, loner exterior. And maybe she wasn’t as different as she thought.


    


    ψ


    


    Kinzie bolted up in the passenger seat as I pulled into the black-topped parking lot for her dorm. “Stop! I need to go,” she said urgently.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “That,” she said pointing at a dirty blue Chevy Impala – out of place in this parking lot of Lexuses, Audis, and the occasional Honda. “My dad’s here.”


    “Mr. Heisenberg makes a good get-a-way car,” I joked, patting the wheel. She didn’t laugh or even smile. I wasn’t sure she even heard me. She slid out of the leather seat and walked toward her dorm, like she was headed for an execution. I couldn’t imagine why.


    I watched until she’d disappeared from sight, before heading back to the Alpha Delt house. There, I yawned and settled onto the couch in my basement room to study. I stared at the page of my physics text, reading the same paragraph over and over, but kept thinking about Kinzie. Struck by the privilege that she had let me get to know her even a little bit when she seemed so determined to keep everyone out. I picked up my phone and let my finger hover over her icon, but didn’t want to call her in case she was with her dad. And what would I say? Had a great time doing homework? Hope things are okay with your dad? Then I had a thought – keep it simple. I tapped out a simple text: “Goodnight, Czarina!”


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    Kinzie


    “I’m not a child!” I shouted at the salt-and-pepper haired man standing in my doorway. I grabbed the orange hoodie next to my pillow and whipped it into my closet. My hand slammed the closet shut and I leaned against it, crossing my arms in defiance. Dad needed to stop. Sure, there was a time that his meddling made me feel good – like when he took on Ms. Graham, my third grade teacher, who thought I’d cheated on a math test just because I was the only one who got everything right. But I was little then, and he was like some knight in shining armor who’d protect me no matter what. I wasn’t that kid anymore – and he’d never been the knight I thought he was.


    “What was I supposed to do,” he yelled back. “Not answering your phone or your roommate’s text? Out somewhere by yourself. Who knows where – with a boy?”


    I wanted to kill Sasha for telling him that last part, which Dad made out to be a major crime. I narrowed my eyes in a glare. “We were studying, Dad.”


    “Where were you?” he demanded.


    “None of your business.”


    “It is my business,” he roared pacing across the room. “You’re my business. I drove three hours down from Tipton because you wouldn’t answer your phone. You can’t run off like that,” Dad dictated, taking a stand in front of Sasha’s desk. “That boy could have …”


    “He didn’t do anything. We were doing homework, and we’re just friends!” I interrupted, waving him away with my hand as I marched over to the window. Outside, students passed under the lights on the walk, free to come and go as they pleased. Their fathers didn’t act like they were precious jewels everyone wanted to steal. Their fathers hadn’t lied to them their entire lives about what and who they were.


    “Homework?” he bellowed. “You do homework here, on campus, so I know exactly where you are.”


    I bit back fast. “I’m an adult, and this isn’t a prison – or a convent.” Silence filled the room at those words, but I let it. I knew Dad would have preferred either of those settings to the freedom of a college campus, but I’d never been a wild teen, drinking or running around. I’d never even broken curfew. I wasn’t the one being unreasonable. After a minute, I heard Dad sigh behind me. I’d won.


    “Let’s start over. I was worried about you, Sweetheart. Maybe I worry too much, but when you’re missing …” He paused, but didn’t need to say more. The scene was etched into my memory more vividly that he would ever know. The Thanksgiving parade in Chicago. The beautiful woman on the float tossing out candy as she passed. The big round kid pushing me out of the way to grab everything nearby before I’d had a chance. I’d thought I’d outsmarted him, running out into the road gathering the bits further out. And the next thing I knew, I was in a forest of legs. Long legs, pumping up and down, sweeping me further and further from my dad. Jostling me between the press of ribboned pants, and black shoes, and the blare of brass. Looking up to see a giant clown face blocking out the sun high above, and the legs kept going, twisting and turning me until I was spewed from the wave of the marching band to crash into strangers. A sea of faces loomed over me. Staring. Bending toward me. More and more. Inches from my face. I could feel their breath. Inhaled their perfume. Felt their heat. Until I didn’t remember anything else. Dad told me later that I’d passed out. He said he’d been as scared as I was, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t true.


    “We need to talk,” Dad said gently, bringing me back to the present. His hair now had white strands mixed through its dark, wavy mass, but the eyes were the same as they were that day. Worried. Frightened. Relieved I was okay.


    My heart thumped unevenly, and I walked over to the window to hide my reddening cheeks. He’d called three times in the past twenty-four hours and I hadn’t answered because I didn’t know what to say. This man I’d trusted all these years had hidden the truth from me. And I wouldn’t let him use my fear of what happened years ago to mask that betrayal. I spoke without looking at him. “Seems to me you’ve had fifteen years to talk to me, and you never did. I don’t have anything to say to you.”


    “Fine. Then listen,” he said sternly.


    I took a deep breath, knowing he wasn’t going away.


    “Let me start with Rothston …”


    “No,” I demanded, wanting this to be on my terms, not his. “Start with …” I paused, trying to pick what I wanted to hear, and said the first thing that popped into my head. “Start with my parents.”


    “What do you want to know?”


    “Everything. Uncle Mark said my father was adept, but there was more. I could tell.”


    “Of course you could tell, Sweetheart. You’re adept.” I looked over my shoulder to see my dad hanging his head. He leaned against the corner of Sasha’s desk, looking older, more tired, than I’d ever seen before.


    “You knew?” I watched him carefully as he raised his head. A sadness filled his eyes.


    “No, I didn’t,” he answered quietly. “I thought you were like me. Just a common. I would have told you everything if I’d known.”


    “I don’t believe you,” I accused. “You must have known.”


    “I didn’t,” Dad maintained, then his brow knotted. “But looking back, you’ve always gotten out of things you didn’t want to do – like having speaking parts in grade school plays, or I don’t think you did a single group project in high school. You were always excused from them. Never thought about any of that before. But nothing clear ever happened. Not that I noticed.”


    “Maybe because you were too busy hiding everything from me,” I accused, walking back across the room to lean against the closet again. “Like who my parents were. Now, tell me about them.”


    “There isn’t that much to tell. Nathanial Clarison – Nate – was a friend of mine and he left you to me.”


    “Left me to you? You never told me you were friends.”


    Dad nodded. “Nate was my best friend back then,” he said somberly.


    “So what happened to him? How’d he die?”


    He hesitated for a moment before admitting, “I don’t know. Don’t even know for sure that he’s dead.”


    Rage flashed through me faster than I could repeat the words. My hand slapped the wall beside the window. “You told me my parents were dead, and that’s why you adopted me. They aren’t alive!” I blasted, clinging to the truth I’d been raised with. “They can’t be. They-have-to-be-dead!” I enunciated clearly. Every fiber of me insisted on it as if my own life depended on it.


    Dad walked to my dresser and stared distantly into the mirror. “They could be alive. I don’t know.”


    They’re dead, I screamed inside my head, almost drowning out his words. My chest heaved in anger, and I wanted to smack him, or shake him, and make him tell me it wasn’t true. They had to be dead. My entirely life could not be built on a lie. Could-not-be!


    “Maybe I should have told you all this before,” Dad continued. “But it wouldn’t have changed anything.”


    “You lied to me!” I shrieked, clinging to my anger to fend off the panic that was growing in my stomach. “I had the right to know.”


    “But you’ve never even asked about your parents, Kinz. Why are you so angry?”


    I threw up my hands and words exploded from my mouth. “Why? WHY? Because you’ve kept secrets from me. My whole life is a sham. And now … now everything has changed and these … these parents I don’t know did something to me – passed me their genes. Suddenly they matter and I can’t keep pretending that they don’t exist, and …” My mouth clamped shut at my own words – pretending they don’t exist. My stomach twisted with the realization that maybe I’d known they hadn’t died. They were alive … I lashed out again to stop those thoughts. “What else have you lied to me about?”


    “Sit down, Kinzie,” Dad ordered, pointing to my desk chair.


    “No.” I crossed my arms again, daring him to make me.


    He didn’t back down. “You want to know. I’m going to tell you everything … now,” he said firmly.


    I felt like a kid having a temper tantrum. We stood challenging each other, until I finally broke, but I refused the chair and slumped onto my bed in defiance. He waited for the grimace to leave my face before grabbing the chair himself and pulling it backwards in front of me. He silently assessed my mood for a moment before speaking.


    “My mother was adept and I grew up at Rothston …”


    “If your mother was adept, then why aren’t you,” I challenged, making clear I didn’t care about his story, but it didn’t stop him.


    “Genetics, Kinzie. Just like she had blue eyes and I have brown. She was adept and I am not. But I still grew up there with Mark Collier and Nate Clarison. They were my best friends. Did everything together – well, what we could. Nate, your dad, disappeared a few months after I got married. No one knew where, but he was a free spirit, so we figured he’d come back. But he didn’t. A few months after Marjie died …” Pain washed across Dad’s face as he remembered the woman in the picture he kept on his dresser. I’d caught him talking to it once or twice when I was little, but he never said much about her. He inhaled deeply. “A few months later, I found you sleeping on Rothston’s front steps.” He shook his head slowly. “You were a godsend. Exactly what I needed then – someone to take care of. A reason to go on.”


    I calmed some as he spoke. The pain and loneliness in his voice made it difficult to stay mad.


    “You were so cute,” he said wistfully. “All alone. Curled up on the steps in Linus.”


    His last word smacked me like wet leather, and my anger roared back. “You lied about a blanket!?!” I batted a pillow across the bed. “A blanket!?!” I shrieked at him. That oversized purple beach blanket that I took everywhere when I was little still lay at the end of my bed at home. He had told me it was a gift from some uncle of his I never knew. Now, he looked me in the eye, and showed no sign of regret.


    “I couldn’t tell you your parents abandoned you in it,” he said as if it were a fact.


    “Why not? It’s true, isn’t it?”


    “Sweetheart, it’s not like that … “ he started, sounding like I was a child in need of comfort.


    “Yes, it is. If they didn’t die, then they ditched me,” I argued back, hysteria edging into my voice.


    “Stop it, Kinzie,” Dad ordered. “Your parents loved you.”


    “Then why didn’t they keep me?” I demanded, pointing out the inescapable fallacy in his statement. “Why did they dump me on you?”


    He shook his head and looked down at his fingertips. “Nate said you weren’t safe with them, and wanted me to raise you.”


    “Not safe? That’s a lie.” The words blurted out of me, but panic heaved like a tidal wave in my stomach. I wanted my dad to stop talking. I wanted to scream at him to leave. To never come back. I wanted him to drop the subject and never say it again. I wanted to run away. I wanted to go home and bury myself in Linus. I wanted none of this to be real.


    Dad met my eyes steadily, willing me to calm down. “It’s the truth, Sweetheart.”


    “Then why wasn’t I safe?” The question twisted in my throat, as Dad’s head dropped again.


    “I don’t know, Kinz. Nate didn’t say, and nothing’s ever happened to let me know. Maybe I should have told you all this before, but it never seemed right. You were too little back then, and after that, I figured you weren’t adept and that’s why Nate left you to me. There wasn’t any reason for me to tell you about Rothston – you could have a normal life.”


    A normal life. I closed my eyes, feeling the turmoil in my stomach. Nothing about my life was normal anymore. I’d been so excited earlier but that was a mistake. This shouldn’t be happening. I’d taken a wrong turn, but I’d had no choice. Nobody had asked me.


    “You should have told me this before,” I said harshly, but the anger was fading.


    “Would you have believed me before now?”


    I scowled at the geometric pattern on the throw rug next to Sasha’s bed. It would have sounded like an elaborate story – a fairy tale he made up to make me feel like someone special. He did that when I was little – told stories with me as the main character. I would have thought it was another of his creations. I sighed, letting go of the ragged remnants of my anger, as my cell phone buzzed sharply in my pocket. I ignored it. Exactly why was I so angry? I’d accepted the idea of being adept so easily. Why was this … my history … so hard? Just thinking about it made my heart speed up, and my stomach tighten.


    My dad settled in, with his arms propped on the back of the chair, and told me stories of my birthfather, Nate. He sounded like a character. Happy-go-lucky and from a long, unbroken line of adepts, the elite of Rothston. He sounded nothing like me. We didn’t even look alike according to my dad. Nathanial Clarison had been tall with reddish-blond hair and freckles. Nothing like me at all.


    “Who is my mother? Is she adept?”


    “I don’t know anything about her. Not even a name.”


    We fell into a silence as I tried to imagine what she would have looked like. Like me, I guess, but I couldn’t really picture it. I settled back onto my bed, calmer now, as my dad talked about the Rothston Institute tucked into the coast of rural Maine. He said it was a good place with lots of good people. He said he’d been a bit of an outsider, not being adept himself, but had planned to live there with his wife. I took comfort in that. The idea of the Rothston Institute excited me, and I wanted it to be the place I imagined – a place where’d I have the chance to do things a janitor’s daughter would never get to do in the real world. But that seemed like a betrayal of the man who’d raised me.


    “Dad?” I asked when he paused. “Are you disappointed that I’m adept? That I’m not like you?”


    I expected him to assure me he wasn’t and talk about what wonderful things were in store for me, but he didn’t. Instead, he studied his folded hands in silence for a moment, before looking up, not quite meeting my eye.


    “Disappointed? No, I’m not disappointed. But it does make me sad. You’ll be able to do things, to read the future in a way that I can barely imagine. You’ll forget what it’s like to never know what people around you are going to do before they do it. You’ll never be my little girl again.” His eyes grew moist as he said it. I climbed off the bed and gave him a hug.


    “You’ll always be my dad,” I told him softly. “And I thought I was like you – a common – my whole life. That will never change.”


    “I hope not,” he said, giving me a squeeze. Then he wiped his eyes and changed the subject. “Now, tell me about this boy you were with.”


    I gave a quick laugh. “Dad,” I answered patiently. “He’s just a friend, and stop calling him a boy. You make it sound like he’s ten years old.”


    “I know he’s not,” Dad answered with a wink. “That’s what worries me.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    Kinzie


    Rex waited at the bottom of the steps that led out of the private jet. I stopped halfway down, sweeping my eyes across the secluded airstrip. A muffled whoosh from the ocean in the distance pounded the air. I had seen the waves bashing against the ragged, Maine coast as we landed – my first glimpse of the Atlantic. Beyond the runway, the boulders were worn smooth and spotted with lichen. Short, craggy brush and sparse grass filled in between.


    Sasha crowded onto the stairs behind me. She glanced down the length of the sleek aircraft with a giggle. We’d had a good time on the way out, exploring Rothston’s plane, which Sasha had never seen before either. It was impressive. A G-Five, Rex had told us when we boarded. That didn’t mean anything to me, until I found the specs on board. The craft had a range of over six and a half thousand miles – a quarter of the globe! And all the creature comforts to fly that far, with leather seats as big as my dad’s recliner at home, and tables, and a huge TV.


    When we reached the ground, Sasha bounded over to the black limousine waiting at the edge of the runway. A sun-weathered old man held open the rear door. Charlie Johnson, the driver for Rothston. This place had a guy whose job it was just to drive people around? The trip was becoming more surreal by the moment.


    The limo pulled onto a narrow two-lane road. The foreign scenery slid past the car window, and I caught occasional glimpses down the steep slopes to the angry gray water. The trees in Maine were more twisted than they were in Indiana, and the leaves had already fallen. The wide-open farms that I was used to were missing. I shivered at the chill in the air. Or maybe it was from the strangeness of it all.


    The views of the ocean vanished when we turned inland, and after some twists and turns, we drove onto a narrow lane lined with scraggly brush and naked, dark tree trunks. The gateway to The Rothston Institute, Charlie informed me over the seat. I peered forward, expecting to see something grand, but it was just an overgrown gravel drive with a rather creepy feel. I settled back, watching the bushes go by. After a moment, the scrub thinned and gave way to a manicured lawn and formal gardens skirting a huge stone edifice. The building – a castle it looked like – was perched on a cliff, high over the sea. Immense blocks of tan stone formed towering walls with pale gray granite framing the corners. Lead-mullioned windows dotted the façade. The entire scene was imposing in the way that only something old and enduring could be.


    The moment Charlie opened the door at the crest of the circular drive, Rex strode off toward the building without so much as acknowledging any of us. Maybe I’d been too harsh with him, but I was probably getting an F on my lab for doing what he’d said. I’d tried to do it over, but even with Sasha building the maze, it still wouldn’t work. I turned in a new lab report, with the actual data – the impossible runs of rats going directly from the start to the finish. I was sure Uncle Mark wasn’t going to accept that for a grade, especially after saying I needed to learn to control myself. But I had no idea how. Rex had just laughed at that, telling me I should have fudged the data again, and influenced Dr. Collier to accept it. I didn’t know how to do that, either, and wasn’t about to compound the problem even if I could.


    Charlie offered me his hand to help me from the back of the limo. “Welcome to Rothston, Ms. Nicolosi,” he said, as I climbed out of the car.


    I was speechless, staring up at the wide stone steps that led to colossal arched doors of milled wooden timbers. A woven knot design was imbedded deep into the wood at the center of each door, as if it had grown there on its own.


    “I will get your bags, Ms. Nicolosi,” Charlie said to me.


    “Thank you!” I said pleasantly. “And call me Kinzie, please.”


    The old guy just smiled and nodded. “Yes, Ms. Nicolosi.”


    “C’mon, Kinzie,” Sasha said, beckoning me up the steps in Rex’s wake.


    “This is where you grew up?” I asked in awe. Ancient orders of knights and princes belonged here, not a bunch of kids.


    “Just for middle and high school,” she laughed.


    I looked back toward the limo, and Charlie gave me a friendly wink. He’d said very little during the drive here, but something about him was comforting, though I wished he’d stop calling me ‘Ms. Nicolosi,’ it made me sound like some pretentious rich girl.


    The one I was with called to me again, so I slung my backpack over my shoulder, climbed the steps, and braced myself for the weight of the door. But when I gave it a firm tug, I nearly fell backwards. The door was perfectly balanced to open with the touch of a finger. Sasha giggled again and pulled me through the entrance, grinning wider when my mouth dropped on the other side. Stairs lined each side of a large slate-floored vestibule that was bigger than my whole house!


    “You’ll love this,” Sasha tittered, pulling me across the floor to one of the doors on the other side. I stepped into a cavernous room that resembled the main chamber of a gothic cathedral. Tall, carved shelves filled with books lined the walls and imposing oak tables stood in rows on the stone floor. All of it was magnificent, but the end of the room took my breath away. A three-story stained-glass window depicted a white-draped goddess holding three small men in one hand and a sextant in the other. The same knot-like symbol that I’d seen on the doors framed her head like a halo, and golden glass beams of light radiated from her like rays of the sun.


    I stared up at the goddess-like image as Sasha giggled beside me. “I knew you’d like the library. We must have every book ever written.” I was sure that wasn’t true, but I didn’t have time to correct her, as footsteps echoed sharply behind us. I turned and a middle-aged woman with short, dark hair greeted me.


    “Kinzie, it’s so good to meet you,” she said, stepping forward with her hand extended. She took mine and shook it firmly. “I’m Brenda Thompson. Please call me Brenda. I am to take you to your luncheon with Ms. Whitacre.”


    “Let me take her. Please?” Sasha begged.


    The woman’s eyes flashed as if she didn’t appreciate a disruption in her plans, or probably just as likely, at Sasha’s irritating tone. “No, Sasha. Your grandfather sends word to come see him immediately.”


    Sasha nodded. “I’ll see you later, Kinzie,” she said cheerfully and skipped away. Sasha had never been unhappy at school, but here, she seemed downright giddy. More like a carefree child than the worldly college student I knew.


    “Her grandfather’s here?” I asked the dark-haired woman, as she directed me swiftly into the right-hand hallway. Her skirt swished back and forth over a bottom that was out of proportion with her top half.


    “Yes. He’s a member of The Seven,” Brenda said with reverence.


    “What’s that?” I asked.


    Brenda’s eyebrows raised in surprise to be quickly replaced by bemusement. “The Seven are Rothston’s leaders,” she explained as I followed her down the stone and slate hall.


    “And Sasha’s grandfather’s one of them?” I was caught off guard that Sasha hadn’t told me. But then again, she kept assuming I knew things that I didn’t. Brenda nodded, as she bustled along the stone floor.


    “I assume there are seven of them. How do they get picked?” I asked as weak sunlight filtered through the wavy glass of the windows. I tried to peer out to get my bearings. I couldn’t see anything clearly, but from the position of the sun and shadows, I’d say we might be on the north side of the building, heading west.


    “Yes, there are seven. The existing members choose their successors, selecting the most powerful adepts who can see clearly into the future to guide us. It’s our highest honor.”


    “Then what? How long do they stay on?” Every third window, I noted, bore a small stained glass image in the center, like they were telling a story.


    “Until they choose to retire,” Brenda said as if it was obvious. “You must have so many questions,” she marveled. My head was still trying to grasp the details of the hallways. They were grand – as wide as the utilitarian ones in my high school, but twice as tall. All slate and stone, with graceful cornices at the top of the walls, with caps at the corners with that same design again. An endless knot, looping through itself.


    “It is hard for me to imagine walking in here at your age, knowing nothing of how we operate,” Brenda continued. “Two generations of adepts have been raised here. You have a lot to catch up on.”


    Brenda’s shoes tapped out her steps as we passed through arched double doors and into a large room with a high ceiling and rows of oblong tables. A smattering of people – mostly preteens and a few adults – were eating from plates on plastic trays like we had in the Hutchins cafeteria. Several turned as I walked by, some smiling, some simply staring. Not many visitors around here, I guessed, but the attention was making me uncomfortable.


    “How many people live here?” I asked, aware of the muffled thud of my sneakers on the floor.


    “On a permanent basis? Sixty-seven adepts. And a dozen commons. Of course, while school is in session, like now, we have all the adept children from ages twelve until they graduate from high school.”


    “Rex said there were thousands of adepts. Where are the rest of them?”


    “Adepts live all over the country. Mark Collier and his wife in Newberry, for example. Sasha and her family live in Connecticut.”


    A dull pain emerged in my head as we reached the end of the room. The last thing I needed here was another one of these stupid headaches. I rubbed my forehead, as Brenda opened a wooden door set into the wood paneling. Inside was a small dining room where a solitary old woman sat. Her silver-gray hair contrasted with her even coffee-colored skin. She rose gracefully, and Brenda dipped her head before introducing the woman as, “The Honorable Melvina Whitacre, member of The Seven.”


    “Thank you,” the older woman said and Brenda scurried from the room. “Kinzie. It’s a pleasure to meet you again after all these years,” she said.


    I sat down, taking in the brocade table runner and rich wood paneling of the room. “Thank you, Ms. Whitacre.”


    “Please, dear, call me Mel.” Her voice was strong, creating the impression of a very competent grandmother. I unfolded the white cloth napkin and draped it across my lap as she offered me the bread basket. When I opened the cloth, the scent of rich cinnamon and butter wafted up. I took a bite of a sticky bun, noting that the headache was already receding, although certainly not gone. Maybe I just needed some food.


    “You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman, Kinzie,” Mel continued. “And from what I hear, you are as precocious as when you left here.”


    “Precocious? But I thought I was only two when I was here.”


    Her eyes lit with a kind smile. “Nearly three. But you were an impressive toddler. You had a very solid vocabulary and refused to be coddled. The first time I met you, I spoke to you as I would one of my own grandchildren, but you would have none of it. You put your hands on your hips, looked me in the eye and said, ‘I am not a baby.’ From then on, no one dared to talk down to you.” I laughed, thinking that definitely sounded like something I’d say. “You were very direct, and highly intelligent,” Mel continued as a waiter appeared with beautifully arranged plates of fruits, greens, and chicken. “And you are going to need it. You have a lot to learn.”


    “Ms. Thompson said that too. Um … can I ask you something?”


    “Of course, Kinzie. You may always ask me anything.”


    “Why didn’t anyone figure out I was adept until now or why didn’t I …”


    Melvina held up her hand. “Given that adeptness tends to run in families, we know who might be adept. Their families know what to watch for. Most children by the time they are four, and certainly before they are six, display their ability to perceive the turbula in some unmistakable fashion. We are not certain why you did not. Perhaps it is simply that you were raised away from Rothston, knowing nothing about adepts.”


    “I’m not sure what you mean.”


    The woman took a bite, chewing thoughtfully before she answered. “If you did not know that our attributes were possible, you may have never explored them in your own consciousness, and thus, done nothing to reveal you were adept. In other words, a person can’t do what they believe to be impossible.”


    I nodded. “Then, why did it show up now?”


    Her forehead pinched together. “We don’t know. We will be researching it, though.” Her words brought up images of sterile rooms and wires connected to my head, and Mel must have caught the look on my face. “No child,” she assured me, patting my hand. “We’re not going to be prodding or probing – at least not much. Just asking questions. Beginning today, Rothston is your refuge from the world. You are one of us, Kinzie. You aren’t different here, and you are always welcome to stay as long as you like.”


    A refuge from the world. A place where I wouldn’t be different. It struck me that I’d never had anything like that. I’d always felt different. Even at home. Maybe this was why. I was adept, and this was where I was supposed to be, around people like me.


    Mel set down her fork and handed me a syllabus outlining the coursework adept children cover during their years here. She suggested that I come back for winter break to cover as much of the material as I could get through. I hesitated, knowing I needed to work to have enough money for my second semester books. But then my eyes ran down the page to the more advanced topics, ranging from history to ethics to organizational dynamics to game theory. This place would be fun – and challenging. I’d figure out a way. Maybe I could get a job staffing the snack bar at school.


    “We will pay you for your time here, of course,” Melvina added, as if she could read my mind. Then it occurred to me that she probably could!


    “Paid? To come learn all this?”


    “Yes,” she smiled. “With few exceptions, Rothston’s investments have performed quite well over the past hundred years. As I’m sure you can imagine, having brokers and investment advisors who can perceive the short-term future is rather handy in the financial markets. Therefore, when Rothston began its training program of adept teens over fifty years ago, we did not want them to feel penalized by their inability to hold part-time or summer employment. Hence, we pay everyone over the age of sixteen for any days they spend here at our request.”


    This place was getting better and better, I thought as Mel began her lecture – an overview of the topics we would cover this winter. She began by reminding me of the two adept attributes – reading the possible near futures and influencing the decisions that lead to them.


    “So, how does Rothston decide when someone should be manipulated?” I asked during a pause.


    Melvina held up her hand to stop me. “We do not manipulate people,” she answered seriously. “We merely influence their decisions.”


    I thought for a moment. “Manipulation versus influence. That’s just semantics.”


    Mel’s brow furrowed at my question. “No, Kinzie. There is a significant difference between the two. Manipulation implies that we can force a decision to happen. That is not the case. We merely increase the attractiveness of a choice that a person was already considering. You’ve observed the turbula, correct?” I nodded and she continued. “The tunnels branch, sometimes in multiple directions, each heading to a different possible future. When you begin to read actors – animals or people who make decisions that affect their environments – you will be able to focus on those decision points, the divergence in the paths, and perceive the choices leading in each direction. We can influence the decision by subtly broadening one branch over another, making it more likely that is the decision which will be made. But those divergent paths only exist if the choices exist. In other words, we cannot make a person choose something he would not consider. Even our strongest adepts cannot do that.”


    Mel stopped and studied me for a moment. “I think I understand,” I told her. “But I am not certain how that plays out.”


    She paused for a moment, then set down her fork. “It comes down to what our limits are, Kinzie. We cannot cause someone to select an option they are strongly opposed to or would have never considered. And if the individual is emotionally invested in their choice, then it becomes nearly impossible for us to influence them to pursue other options. Take the genocide of the Tutsis in Rwanda in the early nineties. Are you familiar with that tragedy?” she asked. I shook my head, and she hesitated for a moment before continuing. “Hmm. Perhaps over your winter break, we will spend some time on that episode. It is informative as to how, when, and why we work, as well as what can go wrong. In that case, Rothston, along with one of our sister organizations overseas, attempted to avert an atrocity in which thousands of innocent people died. But due to the determination of the participants and the emotional frenzy that developed shortly before the massacre, we failed. On the other hand, if strong emotions are in play, we can easily influence decisions in ways that are consistent with the individual’s emotional state.”


    My head swam with the idea that Rothston influenced global affairs – affected massacres! What role had they played in wars? Or in peace for that matter. It sounded like Rex was wrong about them not doing anything. Or at least, they tried.


    “So, how do you decide when that should be done – influencing an outcome?”


    “That is the question, dear,” Mel answered with a nod. “One that is vital for all adepts to understand. The adepts of Rothston and around the world adhere to a Minimal Intervention Policy which prohibits us from intervening in the affairs of the commons except when necessary to avoid a significantly dangerous or adverse outcome.”


    I picked up the glass of iced tea in front of me, but before I drank, I asked again, “How do you know when that is?”


    “Consider the Cuban Missile Crisis. A much better outcome than Rwanda. It is an example of both our Minimal Intervention Policy at work, as well as what we can accomplish. With the U.S. and Soviet Union on the brink of nuclear war, our adepts were positioned to influence both the White House and the Kremlin. But we did not act immediately. We waited until the results would be disastrous if we did not. At that point, it was important enough for us to influence the decisions being made.”


    “But what if you had been wrong? What if you waited too long?”


    She gave me a kindly smile. “Then you and I would not be sitting here sharing this delightful meal. We can discuss this in more depth at another time, Kinzie. For now, we must move on.”


    Mel scooted her plate away and placed her coffee cup in front of her. A moment later, the server reappeared and filled the cup, then silently left again. Once the door was closed, Mel continued on to her overview of the history and policy subjects she hoped to cover over winter break, but my mind lingered on the discussion we’d just left. If adepts could have stopped the brinksmanship that nearly destroyed the world, why hadn’t they? Delaying seemed reckless at best.


    Mel glanced at the clock on the wall. Over two hours had passed since I entered this room. “I’m afraid that is all we have time for today, Kinzie.” She dabbed her mouth with her napkin before setting it on the table. “I have a meeting I must attend. I will have Brenda come for you.”


    Out of respect, I rose as the older woman did and remained standing until she glided out of the room. When I sat back down, I grabbed another sticky bun, thinking over what I’d just learned. Rothston’s power was impressive. Adepts had saved the world from nuclear annihilation. But they’d failed in Rwanda. Had they simply waited too long before stepping in? And what about the other man-made tragedies throughout history. The Holocaust? And Darfur? Or Waco? Had they tried to intervene? Had something gone wrong? And maybe there were other catastrophes that never happened – that I had no reason to know might have happened – that they had prevented. And could they do other things – like force funding for the research into life-saving drugs even if there wasn’t a profit in it? This place could do so much good, and the possibilities seemed endless. And if they could do things like that, I wanted to be part of it.


    


    ψ


    


    I squinted at the map on the desk. The Rothston Institute was made up of three secondary buildings connected underground to the main one, which had several wings itself. It was going to take me some time to learn my way around, but I loved exploring on my own so that was good. Even if every adept in the country were here, the maze of identical stone and slate corridors would never be crowded. And now, with only the middle school and high school kids here, as well as a few dozen adults, the place felt empty. I liked that. No crowds here.


    A knock rapped on the door of the room Brenda had given me. An older student’s room, she had called it when she’d unlocked the door and handed me the key, but it certainly wasn’t anything like any dorm room I’d ever seen. Sasha’s muffled voice sounded through the door. “Kinzie? Are you ready?”


    “Hang on,” I called back, rising from my study of the map. I opened the backpack I’d thrown on the four-poster bed, searching for something warm to wear down to a bonfire on the beach, and pulled out the first thing my hand landed on – Greg’s orange fleece. What was it doing here? I laid it on the bed, and dug further for my ratty gray sweatshirt, but it wasn’t there. I dumped the backpack spread out its contents across the bed; my sweatshirt was nowhere to be found. I must have picked up the wrong one at school without noticing, but how could I have mistaken the large orange fleece for my much smaller gray sweatshirt?


    A fist thumped on the door again. “Aren’t you ready yet? C’mon,” Sasha whined.


    “Just a sec.” I pulled the hoodie over my head, stopping for a moment to breathe in the relaxing autumn scent that hadn’t quite faded away. My head poked the rest of the way through, and I rolled up the sleeves until I could find my hands. The orange material swam around me and I probably looked like Dopey from Snow White, but it would have to do.


    Sasha took one look when I opened the door and swallowed a laugh – not quite successfully. And Molley Rhinehart, a preppy-looking strawberry blonde who had pointedly spelled her first name for me at dinner, looked more than ready to join in.


    “It’s not you, Kinzie,” Sasha giggled at the oversized garment as the door closed behind me. “Why’d you bring that?”


    “As if you don’t know,” I answered with an edge of accusation to my voice. I couldn’t have packed this. Sasha must have switched it to tease me again about showing up wearing it on Monday, and then forgetting to return it to Greg.


    “What’s that mean?” asked a male voice, as Curtis Mechenbaum, a shortish, high school senior fidgeted out from behind Molley. I’d met him at dinner as well – Molley’s younger cousin, they told me. Seemed nice enough, but jumpy. His eyes constantly darted around behind silver-rimmed glasses, as if waiting for something ominous to happen. It made me nervous just watching him, so I’d spent most of my time talking to Sasha and Molley.


    Sasha swung her straight brown hair over her shoulder. “Sounds like Kinzie is finally admitting she has a thing for my ex,” she cooed.


    “This wasn’t what I packed, Sasha.”


    She gave a short laugh. “But obviously, you did.”


    From her expression, Sasha wasn’t going to admit that she’d switched sweatshirts to tease me – and honestly, I wasn’t sure when she would have had the chance – so I shrugged it off, and followed them to the main doors and out into the cold night air. The three of them chattered about Rothston and people I didn’t know and things I didn’t yet understand. I simply listened, gleaning what information I could as we passed through one of the formal gardens to a torch-lit path that ran along the top of the cliff. Rounded, lichen encrusted boulders edged the path here and there, half overgrown with bramble. Sasha would jump up on these from time-to-time, as if she was surveying her kingdom.


    The path crisscrossed down to a broad beach where I could see a fire burning in the distance. It was dark now, but I could hear the breakers and taste the tangy air. My companions wanted to know my impressions of Rothston, since none of them remembered seeing it for the first time, but I wasn’t sure what to say. It was magnificent, thrilling, beautiful, but the best part to me was just simply being part of their work. As one of Rothston’s adepts, maybe I’d have the chance to make a difference in the world – as hokey as that sounded.


    “The way things are now, you’ll never change anything,” Molley drawled in response. “None of us will. So, enjoy your turbula exercises. That’s the biggest thing you’ll ever do. We’ll just sit on our hands, so don’t think this is going to have some big effect on your life. It won’t.”


    “That’s okay,” Curtis offered. His voice quavered slightly, as if he was afraid to contradict her. “You gotta be really careful with what you do as an adept, Kinzie. You never know what could happen.”


    Sasha burst into a laugh at that. “Yeah, and if you listen to Curtis, you can be sure nothing ever will happen.” Curtis smiled sheepishly, but didn’t disagree with the assessment.


    The path disappeared into a broad beach of water-smoothed stones. The fire I’d seen from the top was a roaring blaze with tongues of flame licking high into the sky and turning the foam along the wave crests a ghostly rouge. A few dozen people gathered around the bonfire with their talk and laughter filling the air. Preteens skittered through the small crowd, pelting each other with marshmallows, and a game of horseshoes on a sandy patch on the other side of the fire added its metallic clang to the night air.


    We skirted the small crowd to an open spot on the far side of the fire where we huddled, toasting marshmallows while Sasha told me the story of Numb Chuck. According to the tale, which supposedly happened around fifty years ago, Charles was an adept ago who fell on some hard times after gambling his money away.


    “Why do all ghost stories start with the person living fifty years ago?” I asked, only to have Curtis shush me, like I was going to offend the spirit world with my question.


    Rothston had refused to help Charles get back on his feet, Sasha continued. Homeless and alone, he began to influence commons into giving him money in order to survive. But when his finances improved, he didn’t stop, and went on influencing commons to give him whatever he wanted, often leaving them destitute while he lived the high life. The Seven warned him to stop, but he didn’t so they confined him to the dungeons beneath Rothston, until he promised to obey.


    “There are dungeons under Rothston?” I asked. This story was getting more farfetched.


    Curtis nodded ominously, but Molley just laughed. “It’s supposed to be where they put rogue adepts. Deep underground. Rats. Bugs. Like something out of a movie. They take us down there in middle school for Halloween,” she informed me. Curtis shivered.


    “So what happened to Charles?” I asked, realizing the dungeons were probably just the basement of the old building.


    “They kept him there for a month!” Sasha said, her eyes wide and voice overly dramatized. “Until he promised to obey The Seven. But once he was released, he returned to his swindling ways.” Sasha paused at this point in the story. Molley popped another marshmallow into her mouth, while Curtis sat beside me, his eyes staring as if the story were true.


    “And?” I prodded.


    “He didn’t stop. He kept stealing from people. Sometimes even from other adepts. He wouldn’t stop. Not until one winter morning, when he was found on the Rothston grounds, frozen to death!”


    I stared at her, wondering why the anticlimactic ending had been told with such flair. I opened my mouth to tease her, when I realized what it must mean to them. “You mean, someone influenced him to stay outside and die?” I asked.


    “Yes. The Seven. And now, Numb Chuck haunts the halls of Rothston at night to warn others of his fate.”


    “Or to keep the little kids in their rooms,” Molley added with a giggle.


    Sasha threw a marshmallow at her, but Curtis was staring at the fire, jumping at each crack from the flaming logs as if the ghost would rise up in front of him at any moment. I grabbed one of the marshmallow sticks and used it as a light saber to charge the flames and slay the imaginary wraith. The others quickly joined in, and one of the gooey tips caught in my hair. Sasha tried to pull it out, but she was laughing so hard it kept getting worse. Molley finally grabbed the scissors next to the marshmallow bag and, before I could stop her, the bottom six inches on one side of my face was gone, along with the sticky white mess.


    The group around the fire was thinning, and I noticed Rex had joined one of the clusters on the other side, but something was different about him. I studied him for a moment before I figured it out – his demeanor. I watched him nod to the middle-aged man next to him, looking almost deferential. Weird for Rex. Out of character. I nudged Sasha. “Who is Rex talking to?”


    Her eyes scanned the crowd, before coming to rest on the four figures. “Oh, that’s Brad Jamison,” she informed me. I studied him to try to stick the name with the appearance – on the lean side with hair that was slightly thinning on the top. “You’ll get to know him,” Sasha added. “Pretty cool for an older guy.” She nodded toward the squat, dark-haired woman in her forties and a plump, non-descript man next to her. Marci Lee and Bart Pasternak, she told me. I shrugged, finding the names meaningless. “They’re members of The Seven,” she said as if it were obvious. I squinted, trying to make them out better. With the grandeur of the building, I guess I’d expected Rothston’s leaders to look wise like Mel, or maybe like superheroes. These three looked like soccer parents, or maybe Mr. Jamison could be a middle-school basketball coach. But at least now I knew why Rex was being respectful.


    “You want to meet them?” Sasha asked, as she began pulled me along.


    I resisted. I had already met a million people today and the names were getting tough. “Not yet. Let me get a little more of Rothston in my head first. I don’t want to look like an idiot.”


    “Suit yourself,” she chimed, and let it drop.


    “Who’s up for horseshoes?” Molley asked, licking the last marshmallow goo from her fingers. As we headed over to the horseshoe pit, Sasha picked up the closest two red metal U’s. I bent over to pick up the silver ones and felt a twinge of a headache at the base of my skull. I wish these things would stay away. Maybe I needed glasses.


    “We need someone else. Kinzie can’t play,” Sasha called to Molley and Curtis, who’d continued down to the far stake.


    “What? I can play,” I objected, retrieving the horseshoes and noticing the headache was already gone.


    Molley responded from the other end. “Not the way we play.”


    “It’s okay,” Curtis offered. “She’ll just be off limits to the rest of us. But that means we can’t play as teams.”


    “Off limits?” I gave Sasha a confused look, and she laughed, preparing to pitch the first shoe. It went wide and short, landing a good five feet in front of the pit. Curtis and Molley were just as bad. It took several turns before I figured out what was going on. For each toss the three of them made, one or both of the others would take on an unfocused stare, and the throw would go wild. Once, Sasha mis-stepped, falling to the ground as she released the metal shoe, which landed behind her. They were influencing each other. The object of the game was the same – who could get closest to the stake, but I was the only one who got within two feet of it consistently. Curtis, on the other hand, was getting more and more frustrated because Sasha and Molley would gang up on him, both influencing him to throw the same way, which apparently magnified the effect. His aggravation boiled over when they began taunting him for being beaten by girls.


    “Fine,” he spat with determination. “Stand back. I know how I can win.” Sasha dragged me away from the stake – a dozen feet away, at least. I couldn’t imagine he was going to miss this badly. I started to say something, but Sasha shushed me, telling me not to break his concentration. But Curtis just stood there, unmoving. His eyes staring blankly. His face a study in concentration. But he hadn’t even picked up the horseshoe from the ground in front of him.


    “What …” I started, when Molley clapped her hands together in delight – and the horseshoe in front of Curtis was gone. I stared at the ground where the iron shoe had just been. “Where did …”


    “Yay!,” Sasha called out approvingly as she moved back toward the pit at our end. I looked at the stake and a horseshoe was there – a ringer.


    “How …” I stammered, but Sasha’s laugh cut me off.


    “You don’t know?” she asked.


    “Know what? Where did that come from?” I asked as I neared the pit.


    “Translocation, Kinzie,” she said with relish.


    “Translo… what?”


    Sasha laughed again. “Translocation. Pretty cool, huh? Curtis is one of the best.”


    “But …”


    “Oh my gosh, look!” Molley squealed as she bounded over. “You can tell it was horseshoe shaped!” As I got closer, I could see that the band of metal around the post was twisted and bent, looking only vaguely like the horseshoe it had been at the other end.


    “I don’t understand. What happened?” I asked Sasha, ripping my eyes from the mangled mess.


    “Translocation. Moving the object instantly from one location to another,” Curtis stated proudly as he joined us. “Commons call it teleportation.”


    “Moved it?” I bent down to examine it. Warm to the touch, then it shattered – too fragile to be lifted. “I’m not sure I understand. Why is it …”


    Sasha interrupted. “You didn’t expect him to get it perfect did you? You’ll see when you learn this stuff, Kinzie. Most adepts can’t do this at all, and the fact that you can tell the original shape is pretty awesome. Think about how accurate you’ve got to be to do that! Every atom. Any miss can cascade it into not forming at all, let alone coming out looking like anything.” I blinked, trying to process everything she was saying, but I couldn’t get my head around it. Adepts could teleport? Translocate.


    “Transposition errors,” Curtis informed me. “That’s what the mistakes are called. Impossible to avoid. We’re not allowed to translocate animals because of it. You can imagine the mess.” My eyes scanned the shattered horseshoe again. Mess? Horrific was more like it.


    “Eeewww,” Sasha added, to complete the picture.


    “There’s only one person who does this without a bunch of errors,” Molley said, and Curtis’s eyes dropped.


    “Really? Will I meet them this weekend?”


    “You already have!” Molley tittered, as I pushed up the sleeves of the orange hoodie that had fallen down over my hands again. I stared at the fleece as a thought occurred to me.


    “You didn’t …?” I asked looking at Sasha.


    “Didn’t what?”


    “This,” I answered holding the material out from me. “I know this isn’t what I packed. You didn’t …”


    “Translocate it into your backpack?” Sasha asked, her eyes growing wide. Then she and Molley both burst out laughing. Even Curtis suppressed a grin.


    “Translocating it perfectly, not a stitch out of place, would be incredible,” he said, explaining the apparent absurdity of my guess. “Translocating it perfectly into a backpack? Folded? Can’t be done. Not even by …” Curtis stopped mid-sentence and seemed to shrink into the shadows behind his cousin.


    “Talking about me?” Rex challenged, as he rounded the fire.


    “Kinzie hadn’t seen anything translocated before,” Sasha told him.


    Rex looked down at Curtis’s mangled ringer. “Destroying Rothston property again, Mechenbaum?” He nudged the twisted shards with his shoe, and Curtis retreated further away. Rex’s eyes fell to me, and he smiled. “If you want to see it done right, all you have to do is ask.”


    Rex was the one they’d been talking about? I met his pale gray eyes and stared steadily back, knowing he’d take great satisfaction if I asked him for anything. My head twinged again, but I pushed the pain aside.


    “Oh, I want to see! I want to see,” Molley sang as she skipped over to Rex’s side, gazing up at him like she was star-struck. Sasha had told me there were girls who would fight over Rex’s attention. Molley must be one of them. Truly pathetic.


    Rex’s eyes lingered on mine a moment longer before he broke away. “Fine. Let’s see. What should I do?” he asked himself, hesitating for a moment to build the suspense. “Let’s start simple,” he said, directing my attention in front of him.


    A burning log instantly appeared midair and fell to the ground. The flames burst out of it as it hit. I stared in disbelief. He’d translocated it on fire, and apparently without Curtis’ errors. For a moment, I thought of Greg Langston and his dream of a transporter. Not only could it be done, it had already been.


    Molley clapped vigorously to which Rex gave a shrug. “That was easy. Let’s do something fun. Ever see a U.F.O., Kinzie?” He didn’t wait for an answer, waving me back from the burning log instead. His eyes glazed over and it disappeared, and the bonfire behind us crashed and sparked with its return. Rex’s brow creased with concentration and a new flame – a short log this time – suddenly hovered over my head. I jumped aside to avoid the falling embers. This time I couldn’t conceal my amazement as it began to stutter, rotating its position with little jumps, like an animation, until it became a blur. A glowing disk in midair. And then it moved, first slowly, then faster, then zigzagging about around us.


    Molley cheered, Sasha clapped, and even Curtis gave a quiet hurrah, although he still lurked in the shadows. Rex swelled at the praise like a blowfish, but maybe it was deserved. Compared to what Curtis had done – heck, compared to anything I’d ever conceived of – this was incredible.


    Rex exhaled hard, releasing his effort. But the stick didn’t fall. It didn’t even exist. The blur became just a mass of smoldering dust-like particles. A silvery goo that had no real substance. It was like nothing I’d ever seen, sinking slowly, dispersing as it drifted down, no longer matter as I understood it at all. When it touched the ground it seemed to … ooze, and then it was gone. The stick had vanished.


    “What was that stuff?” I whispered, but Rex was rubbing his temples. “It didn’t seem … real.”


    “Transposition residue,” came the voice of Curtis out of the darkness. “A low-energy quark-gluon plasma. The only other place it might exist is at the surface of a cold black hole, leaking into space through Hawking radiation.”


    I looked up at him in amazement and saw the reflection of the firelight shining on his glasses. Curtis might be cowed but he was no idiot. And Lord Rex wasn’t quite as perfect as he liked to believe.


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    Greg


    “Lang-ston! Lang-ston! Lang-ston!” the Alpha Delts cheered from the sidelines as I approached the wooden two-by-four structure at the end of the practice field. Having designed the simple machine, I had the honor of releasing the weight on the contraption that read simply “AD-FAT” on the side. Murphy had painted the letters which I’d had to explain twice stood for our frat and the contraption – a floating-arm trebuchet.


    The Pumpkin Toss was undoubtedly the stupidest event in the annual inter-fraternity competition. But it was also the most fun. The third Monday of each month at Hutchins brought one competition and at the end of the year, the fraternity with the most points received the Hellenic Crown. It meant nothing, but between the fraternities, it was everything.


    Today’s competition wasn’t fierce. I glanced downrange at the orange blotches scattered across the sunlit grass. The closest was maybe forty yards. The TKE’s, a bunch of business major idiots, had used a simple sling shot. Bad move, but predictable. Every other fraternity entered a standard trebuchet to heave the squash, with varying results depending on the size and weight of their siege engine. The spread was from sixty-eight yards to just shy of one hundred. None of them had a chance.


    Boomer, standing beside me, eyed my unconventional machine with uncertainty. “You sure this is going to work?” he asked quietly.


    I returned a confident grin. “Know it,” I said and went to give the pumpkin its last rites.


    I looked back at the assembled crowd as I knelt down. Pete was cheering with a group of our frat bothers while Jenna White waited impatiently beside him. She hadn’t come down to the frat house with the idea of me being dragged off to a muddy field and she made her annoyance obvious. Too bad. She’d just have to wait.


    I scanned down the field, but my eyes caught on Kinzie Nicolosi, standing just out from the sideline. Sasha was with her – no surprise. And Brolie was behind the two of them. He lifted his eyes and stared straight into mine, challenging me somehow. He grinned and placed his hand on Kinzie’s shoulder. An ownership stance. Kinzie’s entire body tensed, and she flinched it off, leaning further into the field, but it didn’t faze the jerk. He dropped his hand and looked at both girls like possessions, then his eyes rose back to mine and his lips curled wider. God, I wanted to pound that fuck, just to wipe that look off his face.


    I looked down at the pumpkin resting in the sling and pulled a Sharpie out of my pocket. Rather than writing “FAT Man” on it as I planned, I scrawled a crude face and grabbed two silver thumbtacks from the sign on the side and used them for the pupils – Brolie’s steel gray eyes. I stepped back to survey my handiwork and smiled.


    “Who the hell’s that supposed to be?” Boomer asked.


    “World’s biggest dork,” I muttered. Seizing the handle, I raised my other arm with more flourish than the situation warranted. When the Alpha Delts’ cheers had reached a fevered pitch, I yelled, “Fire in the hole!” and yanked the lever, dropping the weights straight-down the track, and whipping the floating arm of the trebuchet in a tight loop. Brolie’s bloated pumpkin head launched into the air. The roar from the Alpha Delts faded for an instant before erupting anew when the pumpkin disintegrated in an orange mist halfway up the goal post at the other end of the field, a hundred and twenty yards away leaving the entire goal post vibrating like some huge tuning fork.


    My fraternity brothers rallied around and Jenna danced over and threw her arms around me. I guess this wasn’t boring anymore. I lobbed my arm around her shoulders and turned into the tide of students flowing onto the field to congratulate us. Amidst the cheers and slaps on the back, I saw Kinzie, frozen in place as the revelers surged past her. Her terror-filled eyes locked onto mine for a moment, as her mouth formed the word, “Help?” Even at this distance, I was sure no sound had come out.


    “Hang on,” I told Jenna, dropping my arm from her shoulder. I took a step forward, but she grabbed at me.


    “You said you’d spend the afternoon with me,” she whined.


    “I will. Just give me a minute.”


    Jenna’s eyes traveled over to where Kinzie remained immobilized, scanning her from the top to bottom. “You’d rather be with her?” Jenna asked with a sullen look. God, how much of me did this girl want? We’d spent the whole damn weekend together.


    “What the hell,” I bit back in exasperation. “I’m just doing a paper with her. Give me a break.” But she obviously wasn’t going to. “Look, go back to my room. Pete can let you in. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” I stormed away. Damn girls and their possessive games. If that didn’t tell her who I wanted to be with this afternoon, I didn’t know what would.


    By the time I reached her, Kinzie’s statue form had become unsteady, weaving slightly in the thinning crowd. Her chest heaved like she was gasping for air. “Are you okay?” I asked, grasping around her upper arm, pressing through the fabric of her sweatshirt, to steady her.


    Her dark eyes locked onto me. “Just … just talk to me. Please?”


    “Uh, sure,” I said, feeling at a loss for words. Asking her what was wrong seemed out of place – assuming she wanted me to distract her from whatever was bothering her rather than think about it more. And besides, that would be making her talk instead of me. “So … uh … have you seen any good movies?” I asked. “No, wait. That was a question. Let me think of something else to talk about. Uh …” My brain was failing me, but her eyes were still imploring. “Have I told you I’m from Boston?” I asked and she shook her head slightly. “Yeah. Well, Brookline. My dad and stepmom live there. I … uh … I don’t have any brothers or sisters, do you?” I was talking way too fast, and every thought that came into my head seemed to end in a question. But the edges of Kinzie’s mouth began to curl into a smile and her breathing slowed, so maybe that was okay.


    “No, I’m an only child too,” she answered, and I felt my body relax as she did. “Thanks for doing that,” she added. “I …” She paused, glancing around at the remaining stragglers from the competition.


    “Don’t like crowds?”


    “Terrified of them. I need to get over it,” she said as we turned to head off the field. She was trying to sound brave, but her eyes dropped at the end. “They scare me. I just … I can’t think or do anything,” she admitted, seeming embarrassed.


    “So you really meant it at Gianni’s when you said it easier to be lonely.”


    She shot me a quizzical look. “You remember that? Yeah. I’d take being alone over a bunch of people anytime. Kinda weird, isn’t it.”


    “Meh. Don’t worry about it. Everybody’s afraid of something,” I offered to smooth it over. “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”


    “What are you afraid of?” she asked bluntly.


    “Me?” My heart hammered twice, and I had no answer, despite the twisting in my gut. “I … I don’t know. Nothing, I guess,” I answered, conceding her point.


    She smiled with satisfaction and brushed her hair from her face. “That’s what I thought.”


    I picked up a lock that fell forward again, holding it up for her to see. “What happened?” The chunk of hair was shorter than the rest, and not in a way that bore any resemblance to an intentional style.


    “I was attacked by a marshmallow encrusted light saber.” She rewarded my laugh with a smile of her own as we began to climb the road up the hill. “So how far you’ve gotten on the materials?” she asked, but I knew her real question from the tone.


    “You don’t think I’ve been working on it.”


    She blushed slightly. “I didn’t say that.”


    “You didn’t deny it either. We should go over what both of us have done so far, and I expect you to have gotten through your share as well.”


    “That sounds like a challenge,” she said with a gleam in her eyes. “But I was gone this weekend … Um… out of town. I haven’t gotten as far as I wanted. But I’ll catch up,” she added in her defense. I smiled to myself, knowing that she would – and probably read my sections as well to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.


    “God, I hate this hill,” Boomer’s voice came from behind us. “Will you build that transporter already, Langston?”


    “I’m on it,” I called back, slowing down to let him catch up.


    “Right. This guy’s nuts, Kinzie,” Boomer said to the girl beside me. “He thinks those things are real.”


    Kinzie’s cheeks reddened, so I stepped in. “Not real, Boomer. Possible. Like you developing some class.”


    Boomer frowned. “You’re a real comedian, Langston.”


    “Transporters are possible,” Kinzie informed him in my defense. “I know they are.”


    “The biggest problem with building one is resolution,” I explained to her eager face. “You sample a subject, send the information across a data link, and reassemble it on the other side with new raw materials. They’re already doing it with 3D stereolithography, but the technology …”


    Kinzie jumped in. “And I’ve been wondering if there’s a way …” She hesitated, and gave me that look that saw straight through me, but I would have never expected the next words from her mouth. “Can I work on this with you? Transloca – I mean, the transporter? I want to understand it better.”


    I nodded, knowing I was nowhere near ready to actually work on the project. I didn’t even understand it myself. After grad school, perhaps. But no one had ever taken me seriously on it. Still, Kinzie wasn’t exactly stupid, so I could bounce ideas around with her if nothing else. “Why don’t you come back with us?” I asked and felt a quick jab from Boomer’s elbow in my side.


    “Ixnay on the oomray,” he muttered loudly enough for Kinzie to hear.


    Crap. Jenna. I’d forgotten about her. “Right, I guess …”


    “Ats-thay ine-fay,” Kinzie offered easily, letting me off the hook. The funny thing was, she said it with a smile – like she understood and was okay with it. She thanked me again, and Boomer and I turned down frat row.


    “Kinzie? Of all the fucking girls at this school … Kinzie?” Boomer questioned, shaking his head. “She’s not your type, Langston.”


    I gave him a shove. “No shit. I don’t like her. It’s just the paper.”


    “That’s right,” Kinzie’s voice called to Boomer from behind us. I turned to realize she’d heard us. “And I don’t much care for him either.”


    I gave a light laugh, but her words stabbed me because I’d been lying. The truth was, over the past few days I’d grow to like Kinzie – genuinely liked her. Even if I’d sounded like a babbling fool today, it was okay with her. I didn’t have to play the part of the cocky stud – a card I’d played so many times, I’d begun to think it was the only one I had – the ace of assholes. Kinzie let me dust off the rest of the deck. And I felt good when I was around her. But her opinion was right. I wasn’t a likeable guy.


    Boomer was watching me, no doubt wondering what was going through my head. “Man, I’m witnessing the fall of the great Greg Langston.”


    My glare shut him up. I was friends with Kinzie. Nothing more. And besides, Jenna was waiting.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    Kinzie


    Sasha ushered the tittering girls out of our dorm room, herding them down the hallway to their rooms to inspect their dresses for the evening. No one had asked to see mine, and I hadn’t offered to show it. They probably thought I wasn’t going to the Gala. That would make sense – much more sense than what I was doing.


    I sprawled across my rumpled blue comforter after closing the door. Why was I going to the Gala? Just the thought of the-end-of-semester formal – the entire student body in one place – made my heart pound. I didn’t care if my dorm’s Resident Advisor wanted me there. I could always tell her I’d gone, and pretend she just hadn’t seen me. Nobody would notice I wasn’t there.


    This was Greg’s fault. He’d talked me into it, and he’d been pretty funny about the whole thing. First, prying out for the name of the one person who I thought would be okay to go with as a date, then, everyday for the next week, wanting to know if I’d asked Kip – or “the Terrier” as he called him, making fun of his name. I hadn’t, of course. But once, he thought my “no” meant that Kip had refused, and was ready to hunt the guy down for slighting me – like some overly protective big brother.


    The image of Greg’s firm abs flashed through my head again, and I rolled over onto my stomach, burying my head in my pillow to make it go away. He wasn’t a big brother, and part of my brain refused to think of him that way. The fact was, sometimes I dreamt of Greg. Of running my fingers along the stubble of his jaw. Of kissing him. Of him folding me in his arms, gazing down on me with his face filled with affection and caring. He did care about me. I knew that. But only as a friend.


    Yet, he wasn’t like any friend I’d ever had. We could talk about anything – he didn’t care what – although a lot of the time it focused on the principles of a transporter. I was pretty sure parts of adept translocation were the same – or at least one of the problems was the same. The transposition errors, from what I understood, were simply data mistakes – failing to keep track of and get everything in the exact same places relative to everything else. It was a big problem that increased geometrically with the size of the object. But theoretically, it was possible to get it correct, even if neither Curtis nor Rex had done so. Sometimes I felt awkward not telling Greg why I was so interested in transporter theory. It was strange to keep secrets from him, when we talked about everything under the sun.


    I rolled off the bed and stripped, shaking my head at myself in the mirror. My legs were too long, and I definitely didn’t have Sasha’s curves. I looked more like a boy with a couple extra bumps. Why I was I doing this? I pulled the blue charmeuse dress from the closet – my prom dress last year that the neighbor lady at home had hemmed to party length – and held it to me. It didn’t compare to Sasha’s sexy red dress hanging on the door of her closet. That’s the kind of thing people would be wearing tonight, not this. Mine was too sweet for a college function, and I would look ridiculous standing beside Greg Langston, but I didn’t have anything else to wear. I pulled the dress over my head.


    Why had Greg insisted we go to the Gala together? He claimed Jenna White didn’t care, but I had a hard time believing that. Had I influenced him into doing this? Not that I could have on purpose. I couldn’t come close. The best I could do was influence a rat through a maze, and while I’d gotten pretty good at doing that on purpose, it was a long way from making a person do anything. In fact, I still couldn’t tell what I was reading in the quantum blur of the human form. So I couldn’t have made Greg do this, could I?


    My heart jumped at the solid knock on the door. I caught my breath and opened the door only to be plunged into a deep space vacuum. Greg was … beautiful. His dark suit made his shoulders even broader – but not in that kid-wearing-his-dad’s-clothes kind of way that the boys had in high school. And the fitted cotton shirt perfectly complemented his deep blue eyes. He smiled at me, and the tension melted from my body. It wasn’t a date. And maybe it wasn’t so bad if I had influenced him into going to the Gala with me. We’d still have a good time.


    Greg offered me his elbow to make our departure. “I need my shoes,” I pointed out, settling myself onto my desk chair to wrangle the strappy heels onto my feet.


    “You’re beautiful,” he said, still smiling at me with a funny look on his face – probably the shock of seeing me in a dress.


    “Not as much as you,” I informed him, pushing myself up from the chair. I wobbled on the unstable excuse for shoes, and Greg’s hands reached out to catch my elbows.


    The warm power of his hands took me by surprise and a rush flooded through my body – an electric-like surge that sharpened the details of his face, the shaved line of his sturdy jaw, the depth of blue of his eyes, and the bow of his lips. And everything became brighter and more … now. The tingle flooded my chest, filling my entire body until it had to escape back where his hands remained on my arms. I looked up at him, but he was different. It wasn’t my eyes I was using. My adept senses had taken over –flashing down the quantum tunnels – through the turbula – to where divergent futures splintered off. I followed the broadest ones – the ones most likely to happen – and perceived him turning away from the dirt path outside the Hutchins Guest House. Standing with his hand on my back at the Gala. Dancing with me. And then it was gone. My heart was pounding as I found myself back in my dorm room. No time had passed. That was the first time I’d read a person. It left me dazed and breathless.


    “What is that?” I asked, once I recovered the power of speech.


    Greg released me cautiously, waiting to see if I could stand as the thrilling tingle subsided. “I have no idea,” he answered once I took a step on my own. His voice had changed as well. There was a richness I hadn’t heard before. “It must be something we’re doing. Building a static charge or something.”


    I shook my head. “Doesn’t feel like static electricity.”


    “No. It doesn’t,” he agreed. “And there’s some sort of feedback with it.” He flexed his hand in search of an answer. “To the Gala?” he asked, motioning to the door, but we were both still looking at his hand as we walked out of the room.


    


    ψ


    


    Greg held out a suited elbow for me as I emerged from Mr. Heisenberg’s passenger seat. I started to wave it off as being too date-like for the short walk to the Hutchins Guest House where the Gala was being held. But one of my heels wobbled in defiance, so I grabbed his arm.


    We walked up the road, resuming our conversation about each other’s likes and dislikes that we had started over the dinner we’d eaten in his room. He thought that would be easier on me than heading to an over-packed restaurant. Childhood heroes was the topic I picked next.


    “Einstein,” Greg said without hesitating. “Albert.”


    “I know who Einstein was,” I laughed, and faltered slightly on my shoes again.


    “I had a book of Einstein quotes when I was a kid. Memorized the whole thing. One of my favorites is ‘God does not play dice with the universe.’”


    “Why that one? It doesn’t sound like you.”


    “That’s why I like it. He was wrong. Quantum physics proves the random does happen – like your rats in the maze last month. It just goes to show you can be brilliant and wrong,” he said, taking easy strides beside me.


    “That’s even geekier than me.”


    He puffed up his chest in response. “Best compliment I’ve ever had.”


    “Glad you like it,” I joked back, and stepped ahead toward the dirt path that cut across the grass to the Guest House. Greg stopped me. He pointed at my strappy shoes and turned back to the road instead. My eyes shot open. It was what I’d perceived back in my room – exactly! I had successfully read Greg’s future. An eerie feeling flowed through me, and I smiled.


    “This is going to be fun,” he beamed, as we entered the white Georgian building. The main room in the Guest House wriggled as the gyrating bodies of students danced to the driving beat of a band. I looked away, trying to focus on the less packed areas around the edge of the room. My eyes scanned across the random clumps of people in search of open space, when a string-bean guy flailed his arms wildly at me. I gave a tentative wave back, pretty sure I didn’t know him.


    Greg gave an easy laugh at the expression on my face. “C’mon. These are my peeps. Let me introduce you,” he said, placing his hand on my back to guide me toward them. “Maybe we can hang with them for awhile. I don’t think they’re into crowds either.”


    “Those are your friends?” I asked in surprise, sizing up the two nerds we were approaching.


    “Glenn Gilroy,” Greg said, introducing me to the gangly guy with light, curly hair. I gave him another little wave and the guy looked like he was about to pass out. His friend, squat, beige and pimple-faced, jabbed Glenn hard with his elbow. This one hadn’t taken his eyes off of my chest. I folded my arms in front of me and Greg introduced me to Dennis Schlembach.


    I gave a nervous glance around. This would be okay. I could focus on talking to these guys, and ignore the throngs behind me. “How do you guys know each other?” I yelled over the music. Dennis and Glenn gave me dumbfounded looks, as if they couldn’t believe I had the power of speech.


    “All physics majors,” Greg answered, putting his fist into the circle we formed. Dennis and Glenn, too quickly, bumped it with theirs.


    “Cool. Physics nerds,” I nodded, but they still just stared at me. Please talk, I pleaded in my head. I don’t want to think about all the people behind me. But the silence lingered.


    “Did you guys finish the e-mag homework?” Greg asked loudly. They both nodded but didn’t say anything. Greg shot me a quick glance to apologize for them. I shrugged. “So what’d you do for number three?” he asked in an effort to jumpstart a conversation.


    “Lagrange equation,” said Glenn. “Series expansion.” Dennis nodded and we all stood there staring at one another. I felt like all the eyes of the room behind me were searing into my back. Dennis finally launched into a lengthy, detailed description of something I didn’t understand, but I listened raptly, trying to suppress the panicked gallop of my heart. I was just starting to get an idea of what he was saying when his voice sort of just trailed off and he stood there, staring into space.


    Greg stepped between his nerdy buddies, throwing an arm around each of their shoulders. “Relax, guys. You’re never going to get dates this way.” They nodded in agreement, and Dennis returned to staring down my dress again. Greg just shook his head as he came back to my side. “We’ll see you guys around.” I opened my mouth to protest. They were okay, and there were only two of them! But Greg’s firm hand on my back directed me away. After a step, he looked back at his friends. “Loosen up, guys! You’re going to scare somebody.”


    I kept my eyes tightly focused on the floor as we weaved through the bodies on the dance floor. Two thirds of the way across, Greg stopped and whispered to me that my resident advisor was near the doors to the patio. I looked up to find her but all I saw were bodies pressed around me. I couldn’t breathe. I wanted to run, but my body wouldn’t move. Greg turned me to face him.


    “Look at me, Kinzie,” he ordered, but I couldn’t make sense of the words. “Kinzie. Me. Focus on me.” My eyes obeyed, and slowly came into focus on the concerned blue pair watching me. “It’s okay. Just keep looking at me and nothing else.”


    I didn’t look away, studying his beautiful face, imaging he was the only person here, as he half danced, half led me in the direction of my R.A. After whispering that she was watching, he pulled me close to make her think we were together, not just here as friends – something she’d definitely remember. The feel of Greg’s strong body wrapped around mine flooded my brain, and all I could think of was that I was safe. I burrowed against him to drown out any sounds. I could pretend no one else existed here, and hoped he’d never let go and spoil the illusion.


    But just as I was settling into the warmth, Greg jumped back like he’d been shot. I followed his eyes to find Jenna White storming over.


    “Stay here,” Greg said to me seriously. “Right here. It’ll be okay. I’ll come back.”


    As he intercepted Jenna, she shot daggers at me with her eyes, but I didn’t stop watching them. Jenna snapped at Greg, her mouth twisted in anger. His face grew hard in response, and I knew I’d been wrong. It did matter if I’d influenced him to be here with me. It wasn’t right, and now he was paying the price.


    I looked away, only to find a sea of bodies, undulating like the tide. Sweeping in. Smothering me with their closeness. I forced my lungs to take in more air, but I was drowning. I couldn’t move, but I had to get out. My heart was pounding in my ears. My hands grew clammy and a gray mist seemed to fog my vision. A guy crashed into me with his flailing dance moves, and it snapped me into action. Run!


    I pushed blindly through the crowd, cutting through gaggles of girls and dividing amorous couples. My heart was galloping out of my chest as I focused on the red exit sign on the wall. Almost there. I broke through the final cluster, when my heel caught on the floor, or a foot, or a leg. I didn’t know what. I was hurtling forward, out of control, with a forest of arms groping out at me. My mouth opened to scream, but nothing came out. A pair of hands clasped firmly around my arms, pulling me up straight.


    “In a hurry?”


    I tried to pull away, but the hands tightened, holding me in place. “Kinzie!” the same voice yelled at me as I began to make out the face of Rex Brolie. I studied his pale eyes, and the light fringe of lashes around them, trying to block out the noise and bustling around me. Rex held me out at arm’s length and scanned me up and down and gave a chuckle. “You clean up better than I would have guessed.”


    I wanted to respond to the half-insult, but my mind was still blank. “Need some air,” I choked out. I tried to move around him, but my body was frozen again.


    “Come on,” he consented, pulling me toward the side door.


    Space gloriously opened on the other side of the exit. Cool, clean air. Soft light from the glittering strings across the ceiling of the large white tent we entered. Only a few other people were here, quietly dancing to a slow melody. Rex’s arm grabbed around my waist to move me stiffly to the music.


    I pushed back, wanting a moment to calm down. “Please, leave me alone,” I begged, as my head began to surge in pain.


    He laughed and pulled me closer, and I wriggled to insert some airspace between our bodies. His eyes gleamed, as he pressed me firmly against him, his hands moving lower on my back. My brain stabbed in pain, and I thought about burying myself in his chest, like I had with Greg. But this was Rex, and all I really wanted was space. I tried to push him away again, but his grip tightened. I tensed, feeling a scream building inside, when a warm hand came down on my bare shoulder. My head spun with the electric jolt that rocketed through me, calming and energizing me at the same time.


    “Get away from my date,” Greg’s voice growled.


    Rex released me and locked eyes with Greg. My mind flew down the paths in the turbula that was suddenly so clear. I saw every decision each of them were making. The broad tunnels were hostile, leading to a fight.


    “No one forced her to be here,” Rex sneered to Greg’s challenge. A smile curled on his lips.


    Greg pushed me behind him and stepped up to Rex. “She’s still my date.”


    “And she was dancing with me. What are you going to do about it?”


    Crap. Their decisions were set. This was escalating fast. Greg’s arm reared back. I needed to do something. Now. I pushed my way between them.


    “Stop!”


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    Greg


    Kinzie’s command rang in my ears, freezing my arm in the air. Her brown-black eyes bored into mine as her tiny body stood between me and Brolie. My chest heaved, but my arm became heavy in the air where it had been poised to strike. It dropped uselessly to my side, as sanity returned. My heart was pounding in my chest, and it was all I could do to bury the rage.


    “Leave my date alone,” I ordered Brolie.


    “Your date?” Brolie spat. “You’re such a common loser. She’s got no business being with you.”


    Kinzie turned on him. “Shut up, Rex.” The words shot out of her mouth like a cannonball, and Brolie nearly staggered from the impact. “Go away,” she demanded with a funny look on her face, like she was staring through him. Brolie gave us both a glare, then surprisingly complied without another word, but Kinzie’s eyes stayed on him as he left the tent. He turned back once, but thought better of it and kept going.


    “I think you just made an enemy,” I told Kinzie, as I took her in my arms to dance. Her body relaxed as couples floated past us, oblivious to what had almost happened beside them.


    “Rex was just being a jerk,” she informed me, in case I hadn’t noticed. Her terrified expression when I walked in had said it all. Brolie’s hands were headed for her butt – here in the middle of the dance floor – and Kinzie looked like she was watching a horror flick. “What happened with Jenna?” she asked, reminding me of my own problems.


    “She was just being a jerk,” I parroted with an attempted smile, then added more seriously. “She dumped me.” I looked out over Kinzie’s head, not wanting her to see the half-truth. Jenna had given me an ultimatum – get rid of Kinzie, or get lost. I’d planned to find someone for Kinzie to hang out with, or at least make sure she got back to her dorm okay, and go back to Jenna, but Brolie changed my mind. To hell with Jenna. I wasn’t going to leave Kinzie dateless, for any obnoxious, unattached guy who came along. Especially the way she looked. I glanced down at the girl swaying in my arms. She was beautiful in ways I never would have guessed. Long, smooth legs, tiny waist, sparkling eyes. She was stunning, turning heads everywhere she went tonight. And she was totally oblivious. That made her so much more …


    “Want me to talk to Jenna?” Kinzie offered, bringing me back from where my head was going. “I can tell her there’s nothing between us.” There was nothing between us, and never would be. We were friends – something I wouldn’t give up just to satisfy my physical curiosity.


    “It’s not important.”


    She raised her head and her probing eyes assessed me. “I had a feeling you’d say something like that. Why do you date girls you dislike?” she asked.


    My stomach clenched at the question, but I had to answer those inquisitive eyes. “Because it doesn’t get better for a guy like me.”


    Her brow knotted skeptically. “Why do you say that?”


    “Because ...” I stopped suddenly, uncertain what came next. There were no alternatives, but how could I explain that to a girl who was so unlike the others. And maybe I was wrong. The last thought felt like a hand prying open my chest to find nothing but darkness inside.


    Kinzie’s eyes narrowed at my silence, “You ought to find someone you care about.”


    A flash struck the darkness inside me, locking it away again, and I laughed to shake it away. “No one should be cursed with being that girl.”


    She smacked my arm, thinking I’d made a joke. The DJ started a new song, and she laid her head against my chest, perfectly comfortable with being my friend. I ran my hand along her back. She was relaxed now, and calm. The tension of dealing with Brolie and the fear of all the people were gone. I smiled to myself. If somehow I made her life easier, that was good – more than I deserved.


    She raised her head and gave me a quizzical look.


    “Sorry, I got moody on you,” I said, plastering a smile on my face. Her eyes searched my face, ready to press me on what I was thinking, but the dance photographer slid up and motioned for us to stand still. I pulled Kinzie in front of me, with my head next to her beautiful hair and we both grinned as the flash went off. Thankfully, the diversion was enough for Kinzie to leave my thoughts alone, letting me bury them again.


    After two songs, we found Pete, Boomer, and their dates, along with Murphy who didn’t have one, holding down a table in the refreshment tent. I guided Kinzie over, whispering in her ear as we approached, “Will this be okay?” Her eyes scanned the gap in the sheeting behind the table. It led out into an empty courtyard, and she nodded.


    Murphy went off to get everyone punch while Pete introduced Suzie and Christie, ditzy, fake-blonde roommates. We positioned our seats so that Kinzie faced the gap. The two girls giggled and eagerly included Kinzie in their excited chatter about what other girls were wearing. Kinzie attempted to listen, but her attention kept wandering out the courtyard, then around the tent, then back to the courtyard. She looked like she was testing herself. Making herself confront the crowd at the other end of the room, while having the safety of retreating to the empty space beyond us. After a moment, she smiled and I followed her eyes to find Sasha Reynolds waving from the other side of the tent. An overly-muscled guy was beside her, staring down her almost non-existent dress, and Sasha was loving it.


    “Who’s the guy with Sasha?” I asked Kinzie, as Murphy arrived with a tray of paper cups filled with red punch. I took two and handed one to her.


    “Matt Harmon. Football player. Sasha convinced him to ask her to this,” Kinzie answered with distaste, then blushed dropping her eyes to her lap like she was embarrassed to have said it. I could imagine what Sasha might have done to convince a guy to date her. Come to think of it, I didn’t have to imagine. God, that girl disgusted me.


    Brolie lurked on the other side of the tent, lording over the punch table as he surveyed the crowd from the end of his nose – too good to look people in the eye. Kinzie saw him and glanced around like she was waiting for something to happen. When nothing did, her eyes returned back to the opening to the courtyard. She rubbed her head, and quickly downed her cup of punch.


    “I didn’t know I was so thirsty.” She took a second cup, and began to gulp it as well, until I took it from her and set it down. She grinned guiltily, before she turned to study the two girls at the table who were still blathering on about clothes.


    I leaned into Kinzie. “I call them spacers,” I whispered in her ear. At that moment, Christie began waving eagerly to someone she knew across the room with a moronic grin spreading across her face.


    “Spacers?” Kinzie asked, picking up the punch cup again.


    “No intelligent life. They just take up space.”


    She snorted in her punch, nearly choking. I laughed and patted her back as she sputtered it out. She gulped down the rest of the cup to soothe her throat, and reached for another. We sat watching the shallow social interaction play out in front of us. Friends of Suzie’s and Christie’s kept stopping by, plainly sizing up the guys at the table to see how their dates ranked. It seemed to go on for hours. I never understood why that mattered to girls, but knew I was a prime catch. I suppose it had made life easy for me. Too easy maybe. At times, I thought that’s what was missing from my life. A challenge. Any sort of challenge. But there were none. So different from Kinzie, for whom simply walking into this party was a major obstacle.


    I took a long swallow of punch, and felt the burn. My eyes widened as I saw Kinzie’s fourth cup nearly gone. I grabbed it away from her.


    “What?” she asked, already looking a little confused.


    “It’s spiked. You can’t feel it?” I asked, thinking her throat should be on fire. “About half Everclear.”


    “Huh. It does feel a little funny,” she said. The understatement had to be a lie. The stuff burned like battery acid, but she really seemed oblivious to it. She stared at something across the room. I followed her eyes to find Rex Brolie smirking from his post by the punch table. My biceps tensed, but in a heartbeat, Kinzie was out of her chair, blasting through the crowd toward him. I rose to get there first.


    As Kinzie knocked through a cluster of partiers in the middle of the tent, a wiry guy intercepted her, wrapping his tentacles around her and smothering her with his mouth. What the hell? She struggled to free herself for a moment, but seemed to give up as I wrenched the guy off of her. I cocked my fist, blasting it forward to land squarely on his jaw. He fell back, splaying across the ground to the jeers and hooting of the crowd.


    Kinzie stood looking stunned, weaving unsteadily on her high heels as the guy rose. I put my arm around her ribs to steady her as the guy stepped forward, mumbling. “Sorry, Kinzie. I … I don’t know why … I’ll … I’ll leave you alone.” He shuffled into the crowd like a whimpering puppy.


    “You know him?” I asked.


    She nodded, turning her head to look at me like she was having trouble figuring out how to move. “Kip McPherson.”


    “That’s the Terrier?” I asked in surprise, taking a better look at his receding figure. Now, I understood what had just happened. Kinzie stopped fighting when she realized who it was. I almost felt bad for punching him. Almost. But you don’t do that to a girl. And my guess was they were both too drunk to think it through or remember it later.


    “What just happened?” Kinzie asked. “Why was I … why did Kip …?” Shock spread across her face. “That bastard,” she blasted inexplicably. She pivoted out of my arms, nearly falling on her shoes.


    “You think that’s funny, don’t you?” she yelled, storming toward Brolie. “You made Kip do that.” She pushed his shoulder like a street thug, apparently too drunk to have any idea what she was saying. I charged forward to protect her, when someone grabbed my shoulders from behind. I looked back to find a huge guy restraining me and a wide-eyed Sasha Reynolds beside him. Damn it. Why where they interfering?


    “Leave them alone,” Sasha whispered to me urgently.


    I struggled against the linebacker as Brolie sneered back at Kinzie. “Didn’t you hear everyone laughing at you? It was damn funny. And your dickhead boyfriend made it that much funnier.”


    Kinzie opened her mouth but the only sound that came out was a twisted grunt, as her hand swung forward to slap him. But the momentum threw her off balance, and she spun into Brolie’s arms. He squeezed her tightly into his body.


    “You like it rough?” he snickered at her, and rage poured through me. I forced my way out of the gorilla’s grip, ripping Kinzie from Brolie’s arms. I reared back to slug him, but when Kinzie’s knees buckled, my target redirected and I scooped her up before she hit the floor. But Brolie wouldn’t quit. “She’s all over that freshman! Then me. Looks like you can’t satisfy a girl, Langston. She wants a real man,” he called behind me.


    Every muscle in my body tensed. I needed to rip this guy apart, but a voice behind me quietly urged, “Keep walking, Greg.” It was Sasha. I felt her behind me along with her hulking date, staying between me and Brolie until we were out of the tent. My breath came in billowy clouds in the courtyard, as I set Kinzie down on her feet, keeping one arm around her. She leaned against it to support herself.


    “It’s these stupid shoes,” she complained, as if that was the reason for her unsteadiness. She bent over and tried to pick up her foot, but nearly fell on her head in the process. I grabbed around her waist, holding her up as she stripped the shoes off her feet. Sasha collected the heels as they dropped to the ground.


    “Take her, Sash,” I growled, offering my place as Kinzie’s support. “I’ve got some unfinished business.”


    “No, Greg. You don’t want to take on Rex,” she responded stubbornly.


    “Like hell, I don’t,” I said, setting Kinzie gently down on the ground. But when I stood up, I found the human wall blocking my way. “Get out of my way,” I demanded, but he moved with me as I tried to go around.


    “Give it a rest, Greg,” Sasha said in a commanding tone I’d never heard from her.


    “You saw what he did to Kinzie. That guy’s your friend?” I asked incredulously.


    “Rex is okay,” Sasha said slowly. “He … he must be drunk.”


    “Drunk doesn’t excuse it,” I said.


    “No, but he’s drunk. Kinzie’s drunk. You’re probably drunk too. A fight won’t help.”


    She gave me that same vacant look she’d use on me when we were dating – like she thought it was cute and would convince me of anything. “But I’m not drunk,” I corrected her.


    “Maybe not, but your date definitely is,” she said, glancing at Kinzie behind me. The tiny, dark-haired girl had sprawled across the winter-dead grass on her stomach, bare feet swinging in the air and her head lolling to the side as she picked through a wilted patch of clover, like an innocent child who’d forgotten about everything that had just happened. But she couldn’t stay here, lying on the cold December ground. Sasha was right.


    “Come on, Czarina,” I muttered, lifting her by the waist to set her on her feet. She staggered and threw her arms around my neck to stop from falling.


    “When did you get so tall?” she asked curiously.


    I looked down at her wondering face. “You don’t have your shoes on,” I reminded her.


    “You’re an asshole, Greg,” a new voice slapped me from behind. All four of us turned, Kinzie still connected to my neck, and I found myself face to face with Jenna White. It was like the whole night had become some badly written sitcom with this scene as the climax. The only girl around who didn’t want me was hanging on my neck after I failed to defend her honor, while my girlfriend and ex-girlfriend looked on. I burst out laughing, and when the shock wore off, amazingly, Sasha joined me. The gorilla smiled and Kinzie giggled in my arms, although she probably had no idea why. The only person not amused was Jenna.


    “So that’s your choice. Her instead of me,” she spat, nodding toward an inebriated Kinzie whose head was falling to the side.


    I tried to look serious, but couldn’t hold it. Another laugh burbled out, and I nodded. “Yeah, I guess it is.”


    The bobbed blonde was stunned as the words registered. “Fine,” she said, searching around for something more articulate to say. She didn’t find it. “Fine,” she spat louder, then spun on her heels and marched out.


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    Kinzie


    The dark night crowded in as I faced the lit stone front of the Rothston Institute – my home for the next four weeks. But I wasn’t as comfortable as I’d imagined I’d be. I wouldn’t see my dad for Christmas. With the daunting list of coursework Mel had emailed me, I couldn’t take enough time off to make a trip home to Indiana. I thought that would be okay. But now – facing the cold stone castle – it was going to be strange being here alone.


    Alone. That was the strange part. Sure, Sasha would be here part of the time, but I wouldn’t see Greg. I hadn’t realized how much time we spent together until he dropped me at the airport, almost fretting about me heading off on what he thought was a winter internship. I knew I’d be fine, but I was going to miss him.


    I told him Sasha would be here in a few days, but skipped over Rex. Anger still smoldered in Greg’s eyes when he talked about the Gala. He thought the entire night was a haze to me, but it wasn’t. I remembered the stand-off with Rex. I remembered the smirk on Rex’s face when he made me guzzle down the spiked punch. I remembered trying to slap Rex for toying with Kip, and Rex grabbing me. Greg’s anger was justified, even if he didn’t know why. But I wondered how much of it was my fault. Had I influenced Greg to take me to the Gala? Or to show up and challenge Rex at precisely the right moment? Was it my juvenile fantasies that made him out to be a knight in shining armor, then influence his actions to comply? I didn’t know the answer, and that left me wondering whether our relationship was a healthy friendship or some kind of twisted, mind-controlling fantasy.


    Brenda Thompson met me in the cavernous slate vestibule again, handing me papers as she led me down the hall. Cafeteria menus. The hours for the pool. Another map. The night-time movie schedule. Anything I might want to know about the Rothston complex. She finished her recitation of the packet’s information as we arrived at the same room I’d stayed in before, handed me a key and excused herself.


    I fitted the key into the worn lock on the door and stepped inside. Nothing had changed. For four weeks, I would have a room grander than any hotel I’d seen on the Travel Channel. Four poster bed. Stone fireplace. And a tapestry on the wall – a drably-dressed woman leading a nobleman through the woods. It reminded me of the kind of tale my dad would tell me when I was little, and I found that comforting.


    After changing into a t-shirt and shorts, I grabbed the remote control off the mantel, clicking it to ignite the fireplace. A blaze jumped to life, and I climbed onto the puffy down comforter on the bed, nestling in to watch the tongues of flame. My cell phone buzzed on the desk. I grabbed it to read the familiar nightly text: Goodnight Czarina. I tapped the keys: Goodnight.


    A month here. Without my best friend. But at least I wasn’t forgotten.


    


    ψ


    


    I searched the names on the plaque next to each of the doors in the second floor hallway, wondering why the rooms weren’t given sequential numerals, like room 218, rather than somebody’s last name. Scheduling a meeting in the “Charrington Room” told me nothing. In fact, it had taken me five minutes just to find it on the map. It had to be this next one. I checked the raised brass letters on the sign beside the door, and peeked inside to see a middle-aged man with thinning hair tapping at a tablet.


    “Mr. Jamison?” I asked, leaning through the doorway.


    The man who looked up at me was in his mid-forties from the crinkles around his eyes. Older than I thought he was when I saw him across the bonfire in the fall, but in better shape as well. Worked out regularly, if I had to guess. His pale blue eyes twinkled up at me. “Hey, Kinzie! Please, come in. Have a seat.” His arm made a sweeping gesture, offering me any of the five leather chairs surrounding the burled wood table. “So happy to finally meet you!”


    I stepped inside, feeling welcomed by the two figures in the portrait that hung in this room. Albert and Mathilda Charrington, it said at the bottom. Their kindly faces smiled down at me like proud grandparents, and Mr. Jamison’s face beamed, as if I was the highlight of his day.


    “It’s nice to meet you too. I’m sorry, I’m late. You need an index for the map,” I told him.


    He chuckled. “No worries. But you should have asked. Anyone at Rothston would be more than happy to help you find your way.”


    I knew that, but the clump of middle school kids I’d passed had been celebrating the end of term, and I hadn’t wanted to inject myself into their revelry – nor admit I was lost.


    “We need to make some decisions about your education and training while you are here,” Mr. Jamison informed me. “Students your age are more than a little unusual, so we must have the right people in place to get you up to speed.”


    My cheeks flushed involuntarily, and my temples began to ache at the idea that I was behind – a slow learner because I hadn’t shown any adept skills until now. I knew that wasn’t what he meant, but it still felt that way. Why hadn’t anyone discovered I was adept earlier? I’d thought about that over and over, and Mel’s theory of lack of exposure didn’t seem right, although I had no other answer. But that wasn’t what Mr. Jamison wanted to talk about. I forced my brain to focus on the topic.


    “Melvina Whitacre has already given me an assignment list,” I told him. “Isn’t she going to teach me?”


    Mr. Jamison gave a friendly smile, exposing his straight, white teeth. Between the smile and the crinkle of his eyes, he reminded me of a movie-star. Like one of those former Hollywood heart-throbs now past his prime. After pausing a moment, his eyes swept over the portrait of the Charringtons as he responded. “Ms. Whitacre has requested to be your teacher for the classroom work. And I am considering allowing it. But it may not be the best option, or even appropriate.”


    “Allowing it? I don’t understand.” I found myself rubbing my forehead to easy the cramping in my brain.


    “Is everything alright?” Mr. Jamison asked, his brow knotted with concern.


    I nodded, but even that was painful. I hadn’t had a headache this bad in weeks. “Just … just a headache. That’s all.”


    “You’re scheduled for a general physical in the medical clinic after this meeting. Maybe we should postpone our talk until they check you out,” he offered.


    “No, it’s okay. They usually don’t last long. In fact, I think it’s already going away.” The last part was a lie, but I dropped my hand to the table, pretending my head didn’t hurt. After all, this was a member of The Seven, I was meeting with. It didn’t seem right to wimp out on him.


    Mr. Jamison’s twinkling eyes scanned my forehead for a moment, and I began to wonder if he was going to insist I go see the doctor. I found myself holding my breath before he spoke again. “We take good care of our people, Kinzie. There aren’t a lot of adepts around, so we need to keep them in tip-top shape or the world could suffer. Make sure you tell Dr. Sharma about these headaches, okay?”


    I nodded, and his face relaxed as he explained that he was responsible for the training and education of all adepts, which included the summer camp program for the younger kids, and the middle and upper school boarding program, referred to as the Rothston Academy, for the older ones.


    “We haven’t always trained adepts in this manner,” he explained. “Historically, adept children were left in their parents’ care, but that resulted in inconsistent abilities and understanding of how to use their attributes in any meaningful way, eventually causing serious issues for Rothston.”


    “So, you’re saying Rothston couldn’t accomplish its work?”


    “Back then? It was only a slight problem. Decisions were made slowly. Simple communication took time – lots of time. Rothston’s efforts to protect the world from devastating consequences could span a longer timeframe, allowing for more in-depth preparation and multiple deployments if necessary. But the advent of modern technology, starting with reliable telephone communications, changed all that. The pace of all human affairs increased. Rothston could no longer afford to slowly guide mankind to safe and beneficial decisions. We needed to be able to get the job done the first time, correctly and quickly. That’s why the Rothston Academy was opened in 1958 with the goal of better training adepts to produce the type of hands-on experience using their attributes that Rothston requires to keep the world a safe place.”


    “But doesn’t that have consequences? I mean, separating them from everyone else?” Once the words were out of my mouth, I realized my headache was just about gone. I guess, I’d gotten caught up in what Mr. Jamison was saying and forgotten all about it.


    The blue-eyed man nodded and gave me a pleased look. “It is a risk,” he agreed. “But we constantly reinforce our fundamental principle, and that should …”


    “The what?” I asked, interrupting before I’d even realized it.


    Mr. Jamison chuckled. “Perhaps that should be the first thing you learn, Kinzie. All adept organizations share a single fundamental principle: that we use our attributes for the betterment of mankind.” He paused, waiting for a reaction from me.


    “I like that,” I told him. “It’s a bit vague, but I like it.”


    His previous chuckle became a full-fledged laugh. “I like you, Kinzie. You think clearly. I expect you will do very well here. Yes, it is open to some interpretation. And given that you understand that, I am less hesitant to allow Melvina Whitacre to be your teacher for your academic subjects this winter.”


    “Why were you worried about me learning from Mel?”


    Mr. Jamison’s smile faded and he paused for a moment, as if gathering his thoughts. “Melvina is a great woman,” he began seriously. “Rothston is more indebted to her for the service she has given us than you can imagine. Years of dedication. Decades. But …” He hesitated, glancing toward the portrait again, giving me the impression that he wasn’t comfortable saying anything negative about his colleague.


    “She’s old,” I finished for him.


    His head turned back to me, and his eyes were saddened. “I wouldn’t have put it that way, but I suppose it’s accurate. The pace of technology, of change, of global-reaching decisions, keeps increasing, Kinzie. Many of her generation find it difficult to understand the impact of technologies that didn’t exist even a few years ago – particularly the changes brought about by instantaneous access to information. But those changes are real, and their pace means Rothston must change as well. As far back as the Nineties, Rothston’s tried and true methods of slowly and painstakingly monitoring situations, without any involvement until the last possible moment, proved to be disastrous. Yet, there remains a reluctance to give up those ways.”


    “Sounds more like fear,” I said, wondering if he was referring to the Rwanda massacre Mel had told me about. I’d read the Wikipedia article when I got back to school. Half a million people died. My eyes flicked up to Mr. Jamison’s kindly eyes. “Could you have stopped the genocide in Rwanda?” I asked.


    He studied me for a moment, before nodding, almost regretfully. “Yes, had we acted earlier, before the situation had reached a crisis point. Lives may still have been lost but we’re talking about thousands, or less, instead of half a million.”


    The silence of those unnecessary deaths hung in the air. “So what does this have to do with Mel teaching me?” I asked, now uncertain that I wanted to learn from her.


    “I am certain she will do an excellent job covering the basic materials with you, Kinzie. You need not worry about that. But you should always remember, whether learning from Mel, or me, or anyone else here, to think critically about what they are saying. To think about what best accomplishes our mission. How we can be most effective in protecting humanity.” He sat back in his chair, and broke the somber tone with a smile. “I am impressed with you, though. You have a good head on your shoulders. And I expect you will be a great help on Rothston’s path into the future. And I am always here for you to talk to. In fact, I think I’ll take on your hands-on training myself.”


    


    ψ


    


    My body hurt. Mel had been wrong in October when she’d said there wouldn’t be much poking and prodding. From the small lump on the inside of my elbow where vial after vial of blood had been removed from my body, to the meat of both shoulders where vaccine boosters I’d apparently missed had been administered, to the parts of my body I’d never imagined could hurt – where I’d been split open by the speculum, my cervix scraped, and the shooting cramps from whatever else they’d done inside. The doctor, Tanya Sharma according to the name embroidered on her white coat, stood at the head of the table during that part, assuring me it was necessary to make sure I was completely healthy, and trying to distract me. If only that had worked.


    But worse than the ache over my entire body was the fatigue. Maybe it was just from the thoroughness of the physical exam, but I had a feeling it had more to do with what came after. The full-body MRI hadn’t been bad, although one of the technicians kept asking me if I was afraid of small spaces, making it sound like I was about to be put in a coffin. But that hadn’t bothered me. I just lay in the tube of the white machine with my eyes covered, listening to the mellow music piped into me. My head had stabbed twice – quick winces of my headache. But then they were gone. And apparently the MRI showed nothing abnormal about me at all.


    I would have thought that would have been worse than EEG that came after, but I’d been wrong. One technician, Josh, I think his name was, meticulously sorted through my hair to the place sticky leads on my scalp, with others on my face, chest and arms. When he’d finished, he was joined by three others, also in pale yellow scrubs, who huddled around me, asking question after question after question. Had I ever been treated for anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and a host of other mental illnesses that I’d already answered “no” to on the form I had filled out. But they kept going, interrogating me, one after the other, with question after question to drill into my answers. What did I think anxiety would feel like? Had I ever had a panic attack? Had I ever passed out? What scared me? Heights? Spiders? Drowning? On the last one, I pointed out that no one should like drowning, but neither Josh nor the other two laughed at my joke. Instead, they just kept badgering me, checking off boxes on their tablets as they came closer and closer and closer. And my head began to throb, and my heart pounded in my ears.


    “Crowds,” I finally spit out. “I don’t like being in groups of people. So, if you could back up a little.” The last part came out as a desperate plea. They froze at my words for a moment, then two of them bent over me to examine the leads on my chest, and poke through my hair again. Then, they called another person in. And another. I closed my eyes, and tried to pretend they weren’t there, but even when they weren’t touching me, I could still feel the heat from their bodies hovering over me, and see their turbula contorting the space around us.


    Dr. Sharma had apologized as I got dressed, explaining that Rothston needed complete physical and psychological profiles on every adept, to avoid placing them in situations where their performance might be compromised. It made sense, but all I had wanted to do at that point, was to get out of the medical clinic and be left alone.


    I’d spent the evening in my room, chatting with Greg on my laptop for a bit, and trying to regroup, but the cramping and pain kept intruding. Even this morning, it had been hard to listen to Mel as she went over the history of the Omnisapia Ducere, the ancient adept organization that governed all the others. I was pretty sure everything she told me was in one of the large stack of books I’d been given, anyway. And after all, it was just history.


    Now, I trudged down the hall, steeling myself for my next class. I found the brass sign that read “Orchid Room,” and peeked inside to find a utilitarian space with a black Formica table and plastic stacking chairs. The plaque referred to some dead guy, obviously not the flower. I took a deep breath and entered, knowing I’d rather see Mr. Orchid’s ghost than the current occupant of the room.


    I hadn’t spoken to Rex Brolie since the Gala, and from the set of his pointed jaw, he wasn’t any more pleased to see me. “We thought I should start you with a translocation lesson,” Rex stated imperiously from his perch on the table as I walked in.


    “We? I believe Mr. Jamison is in charge of my training. Not you,” I pointed out.


    Rex stared flatly for a moment. “You’re an idiot, Kinzie. I am in charge and always will be in charge, and you should start accepting that.” The way he said it made me think of Curtis Mechenbaum cowering by the bonfire and the standoff with Greg at the Gala. I suspected Rex was in charge only because he bullied people, and that wouldn’t work on me unless I let him intimidate me, and I wasn’t in any mood today to let that happen.


    “Fine. Translocation. Let’s do it,” I said, meeting Rex’s gray eyes. He stared back, waiting for me to look away, but I didn’t.


    “Don’t get your hopes up, Kinzie,” he finally said, rising to pace once around the table. He stopped to bounce a piece of chalk in his hand as if to weigh it, then set it back down.


    I leaned casually against the doorframe. “If my teacher is any good, then I’m sure I’ll catch on.”


    “Have it your way.” Rex picked up a paper clip, and hopped back up on the black table to begin the lesson. “Let’s start with the principle.” He waved his hand for me to have a seat in one of the student chairs, so I could listen at the feet of the master.


    I moved further into the room, but declined to sit down. “I’m pretty sure I understand the principle,” I informed him, remembering the transporter discussions I’d had with Greg. “In translocation, the adept examines an object down into its smallest parts in one time-space sequence – or I guess that’s one place in the turbula – and reassembles it in another. It’s just an information problem. Taking it apart isn’t the trick, nor is putting it back together. Most adepts just can’t keep track of the data.”


    “Yes, but it is more complicated than that,” he objected, trying to solidify his role as teacher.


    “No, it isn’t more complicated than that,” I corrected him. “But it is complicated. It’s a matter of keeping track, but of everything – every particle – and its relation to the others.”


    Rex paused, unable to dispute my statement. “Exactly. It’s a giant jigsaw puzzle where all the pieces fit in more than one place. And even when you get them in place for one section, then you must put all the sections together correctly. Building from the smallest segment up. If you get any of it wrong …” He let the ramifications hang in the air, and I remembered the mangled horseshoe, as well as the stick that disintegrated into vanishing goo.


    “Transposition errors,” I filled in.


    “Yes. Most people who can translocate have very high error rates – like Mechenbaum. What a loser.” He gave a demeaning laugh. “Of course I’ve perfected the skill so that my transposition errors are negligible.”


    “You mean attribute.”


    “What?”


    “You called it a skill. Translocation is an attribute,” I smirked, correcting him just as he had done to me two months ago. “And you make transposition errors as well. That flaming stick you made look like a UFO? It disintegrated at the end. That was due to transposition errors, correct?”


    Rex’s steely eyes grew cold. “You don’t get it. Do you have any clue how difficult it is to make something hover, let alone spin in the air?” he challenged.


    “I’ve been thinking about that since I saw it. I assume you were translocating the stick repeatedly, first into the same place in midair, and then to the same height, but rotating it slightly each time.”


    “Not an easy thing to do.”


    “It was quite impressive,” I conceded. “And I imagine it wasn’t easy. But I won’t know that until I learn to do it myself.”


    A laugh blasted out of him at that. “You will never be able to translocate like that, Kinzie. Most adepts can’t do it at all. But what you saw at the bonfire was child’s play for me. I’ve translocated dump truck-sized boulders.”


    “Also impressive,” I conceded again. “But boulders don’t move like say, a tree or a field of wheat on a windy day. And transposition errors wouldn’t show up as much.”


    Rex’s face reddened in anger. I probably shouldn’t taunt him, but I had to admit it was fun, and it forced information out of him that confirmed my theories on exactly how this worked.


    “Boulders are easy. I’ve translocated earthworms,” he spat. “In fact, I can get the outside of the worm correct.”


    “The outside? Doesn’t sound like the earthworm enjoyed the experience,” I jabbed. But my eyes narrowed as my mind pictured an unfortunate rearranged worm. I remembered Curtis saying translocating animals wasn’t permitted. Maybe a worm didn’t count. Still – the thought of turning an animal into that vanishing silvery powder was chilling.


    We moved on to a number of exercises that taught me to focus my adept perception on two precise locations simultaneously. Of course, I didn’t tell Rex, but I was a lot further ahead than he could have known. Greg and I had been talking about his transporter for over a month now, and in some ways, I think I understood the principles better than Rex did. With Greg’s help, I already knew it was about collapsing a quantum wave function through the act of observation. And that the object needed to enter into a kind of simultaneous pseudo-existence in both places in which the act of observing caused the wave function to collapse, bringing one or the other into existence. It was similar to a faster-than-light communication device being toyed with in labs around the world, Greg had told me. I loved watching him talk about this stuff. His eyes would gleam and he’d get a look on his face like a kid at Christmas.


    Once I’d gotten the hang of the exercises, Rex placed the paper clip on the table in front of me. “Try this,” he ordered. “See if you can examine the paperclip with your adept sense, Kinzie.”


    If I could examine it? Of course, I could. But I ignored his slight and closed my eyes to allow my mind to find the paperclip lying on the table. I nodded to let him know I had it.


    “Good. Now, isolate one point on it, then focus on another point just above the surface of the table at the other end. Picture the first point being there, instead of where it is in the paper clip.” He paused as I concentrated. “Then move it back.”


    “I think I did it,” I said, opening my eyes. The paper clip looked the same.


    “Right,” Rex said dismissively. “So, go ahead. Let’s see you do the whole thing. You’ll have to map it out slowly, and move it all at once.”


    I sucked my lip between my teeth and closed my eyes again. I could do this, I told myself. I needed to do this, just to get Rex off my back. I bit my lip harder and concentrated. Slowly, I began to perceive each particle of the clip where it sat on the table. Okay. Now to move it to the other end. I could feel Rex’s eyes boring into me, waiting for me to screw up. But I was determined not to. I rubbed my forehead from the pain of concentrating so hard and prepared. One, two, three … I did it. In my head, the particles moved … No. Somehow, I’d dropped half of them, and when I tried to collapse them into the new spot, they coalesced back where they’d started.


    Rex laughed at me. “Like I said, most adepts can’t do it.”


    “Go away!” I spat, wanting to smack him. For a second, I was sure I had it. I couldn’t believe I’d failed. Rex hopped off the table with an annoying cackle, and sauntered out of the room. This wasn’t right.


    I picked up the wire clip and could read it easily. Translocating it shouldn’t be that much harder, regardless of what the others thought. The idea was hard, but I understood exactly what I was doing. How had I messed up? It was as if I just gave up too soon. Maybe moving it all at once was bigger than my mind could hold at this point. There had to be a trick to it. I thought back over Rex’s words, searching for any clue. What was it he had said about the complexity? Building from the smallest segment up. Maybe I didn’t need to do it at precisely the same moment. Maybe there was lag that I could build on sequentially. It was worth a try.


    I placed the paperclip on the table in front of me, my heart beating with anticipation. After watching it for a moment to prepare myself, I closed my eyes and held my breath, capturing the paperclip with my adept senses. I exhaled to clear my mind of everything except the piece of metal – easier to do without Rex looming over me. I concentrated on each point of the wire structure, and repeated it over and over. And then I brought it into existence at the other end of the table. It was fuzzy at first, but the quantum foam parted and suddenly there were two paper clips – and at the same time, no paper clips. When both were clear in my mind, I let go of the first and brought all of my concentration on the ‘new’ location like a hammer, forcing the wave functions to collapse. I opened my eyes slowly and there it was – on the other side of the table!


    A thrill shot through my veins. Every hair on my body, from the deep roots of the thick stuff on my head to the peach fuzz on my arms, stood on end and coursed with an electric-like buzz. I’d just done the impossible. Translocation. Teleportation. I was a transporter. The words “Beam me up, Scotty,” flashed through my mind, and I wished Greg were here with me to see it. Then, the tingling was replaced with horror – I wasn’t sure if I was entirely in control of what I did. I mean, the rats in the maze. And Greg at the Gala. I’d influenced him without meaning to. What if I accidentally translocated something? What if it was a person!?!


    I reached down and lifted the paperclip with trembling fingers, as I sank into the chair. It seemed whole. A slight bend but no more. But what would that slight bend do to a person? Sasha with a slight bend. Or Greg. I felt nauseas. And what did the inside look like? Even Rex could get only the outside of an earthworm to look right. I remembered the stick turning to quantum goo, and my vision started to turn gray. Still holding the paperclip in my fingers, I put my head down on the table. My God. Nobody should do this … and certainly not me.


    ψ


    


    A hand shook my shoulder. “Kinzie?”


    My head came up and concerned, brown eyes peered into my face through shiny glasses. I blinked to clear my vision. “Curtis?” I asked, as the curly-haired boy came into focus. I wiped the corner of my mouth. Where was I? And why?


    “Are you okay? I got worried when you didn’t make it to dinner.”


    “Dinner? What time is it?” The fog was slowly clearing from my brain as I remembered were I was – the Orchid Room. I’d been meeting with Rex and … “The paperclip!” I exclaimed, sitting up quickly. There it was, slightly bent but still intact. “Rex showed me how to translocate …” I started.


    “I know. He was at dinner gloating about …” Curtis stopped mid-sentence, and he fidgeted nervously.


    My eyes narrowed. “What has he saying?”


    Curtis leaned back against the table, not looking at me as he answered. “He was telling everybody you failed completely. Laughing about it.”


    “Figures.” I picked up the paperclip and showed it to Curtis. “But he’s wrong. I did it.”


    Curtis’s eyes went wide as he took the wire from me. He bounced it in his hand, then laughed. “You’ve never done this before?”


    I stood up from the chair and stretched. “Translocated something? No.”


    Curtis whistled at that. “No wonder you fell asleep. It gets better, but it can really drain you. You are amazing,” he beamed.


    I didn’t feel very amazing, as versions of Greg with different limbs mangled or his intestines spilling out his side fought their way into my head. I seriously needed to learn to control what I did – and thought. I forced a laugh, to try to push the images away. “Tell that to Rex. I can’t wait to show him. Make him a little less smug.” But Curtis bolted up from the table at that, turning quickly to face me.


    “Don’t!” he said urgently. “It won’t work and … and …”


    “And what?” I asked as Curtis seemed to shrink inside himself, just like he’d done at the bonfire. It was as if he was trying to be invisible. He turned away, and I placed my hand on his arm to stop him. “You’re afraid of him, aren’t you? Everyone else seems to think he’s some sort of rock star, but you …”


    Curtis’s eyes dropped to the floor and he shifted his feet. “Sounds like such a wuss,” he mumbled. I was about to tell him not to let Rex get to him, when his eyes lifted, filled with an intensity I wouldn’t have imagined from him. “Don’t tell him, Kinzie. Don’t let Rex or anyone know you can translocate. It doesn’t help with what Rothston’s supposed to do anyway, and it’ll just …” He paused for a moment, looking away again before he continued. “He picks on me. Does things to me to make me look bad. To hurt me. He had to show me up and keep showing me up because I learned to translocate the same time he did. I’m four years younger and I was better at first. I don’t want him to hurt you, Kinzie. I won’t …” He paused again, searching my face this time. “Promise you won’t tell him, Kinzie. Him or anyone else. Promise.”


    I nodded slowly, wondering what Rex could have done to make Curtis so jumpy. Terrified was more like it. But if it meant so much to him, I could keep my success a secret. At least for now. If nothing else, it’d give me time to work on the attribute. Maybe then I could really show Rex up.


    We headed for the kitchen at the rear of the dining hall, with Curtis promising to liberate a chocolate decadence cake for a private celebration of my success. We got to the walk-in freezer and he began picking the lock looped through the handle with thin spikes of metal he had on a key ring. I would have never pegged Curtis for a thief, and liked him better for the unexpected boldness. He squinted at his work for a moment, before his eyes went blank.


    “You’re reading the lock?”


    “Yeah. It’s easier than doing it by feel. I can read exactly where the tumblers are. Want to try? Wait. I got it,” he said as the lock slid open at the tug from his hand. He swung open the thick freezer door and I followed him inside.


    “There,” he said, pointing to a small stack of waxed cardboard boxes on the top shelf. He pulled over a five gallon plastic bucket of ice cream to step on and reached up, tipping the top box into his hand. As he placed the lock back through the freezer handle, he grinned. “I suppose I could have just translocated the lock off, but then everyone would have known it was me.” He paused on that thought, and a gleam grew in his eye. “Unless I translocated it into Rex’s room.”


    “Rex’s room?” I asked, as Curtis motioned for me to take a seat at one of the wooden dining hall tables.


    “Yeah. If he didn’t find it, maybe they’d think he did it,” Curtis said with almost a giggle in his voice.


    “Can you do that? Translocate it somewhere else, I mean.”


    “Sure,” Curtis said as he ripped open the cardboard box. He pulled out a glossy six-inch disc of what looked like pure chocolate, as he explained the effect of distance on our adept attributes. But he did more than explain, he had me reading objects in my room to show that I could do it. I didn’t need to be able to see them, which made sense once I thought about it. I stabbed into the edge of the cake, pulling a piece of the rich pastry away. Even frozen, it was delicious, melting down my throat.


    “Man, this is good,” I told him, prodding him to help himself.


    He forked off a chunk to devour. “Mmhm. They save these for special occasions, but I figure this is one.”


    “Yeah, our own celebration,” I laughed. “But I have a question. If you don’t have to be next to someone or something to read them, then Rothston can have adepts be anywhere, right? I mean, like, we don’t need people in Washington or anything like that.”


    “Not that easy. You know how people are fuzzier than objects when you read them? That makes it harder. If it’s someone you don’t know very well, you’re going to have a hard time figuring out which exact person it is unless you can see them in front of you.” He had me try that as well. His cousin Molley and the others had gone to a movie tonight, and he asked me to pick her out of the nearly full movie theatre in the basement of the middle wing. I found the room quickly and began scanning through its inhabitants in search of Molley. Curtis was right. It was nearly impossible to distinguish one from another without being able to use my eyes to isolate the person I was seeking. Sasha was easier but, as Curtis pointed out, I knew her better to have a feel for the kinds of decisions and turbula paths I would see in her. I read the person beside her next, and shuddered – it was Rex. Those arrogant, self-centered decisions weren’t hard to recognize at all.


    I brought my focus back to the dining hall – to the visual world – where Curtis was still watching me carefully. Even if he was only a high school senior, he was a good teacher – bridging the gap between the theories and ideas Mel was teaching me, and the training Dr. Collier had started at school.


    “There’s something that no one has told me, and I didn’t see it anywhere on my assignment list from Mel.” I told him, thinking about my conversation with Rex.


    Curtis tipped back in his chair. “I’ll tell you anything I know,” he offered.


    “What happens if someone breaks the rules here? Doesn’t seem like they can really be put in jail or fined or anything like that.”


    “What happens?” he answered with a wry laugh, and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “It depends on who you are. If you’re Rex, who everyone thinks can do no wrong, or say, a relative of The Seven just playing around, then nothing happens.” I didn’t ask, but from the bitterness in his voice, he spoke from firsthand experience. “For the rest of us, the punishment is pretty steep.”


    “What’s steep?”


    “Let’s use an example. Like for violating our secrecy. If The Seven find out, then the adept might be confined to Rothston and sentenced to manual labor.”


    “Is that who staffs the kitchen?” I asked, thinking of the cheery woman doling out food in the cafeteria line. That didn’t seem like much of a punishment.


    “No. Those are commons,” Curtis said shaking his curly head. “It would be worse than that. Now, if an adept told a common about us and the common believed it, they’d have to influence him that it was all a mistake.”


    “So, you can make people believe something that they didn’t start off believing? That doesn’t seem possible.”


    “Really hard. And takes a long time. Weeks sometimes because, first, they have to get the person to doubt what they know, then keep reinforcing the alternate path until it becomes set. Over and over, and that’s with The Seven doing it themselves. That’s happened a couple times that I know of. Not a lot, though.” He took another bite of the cake before continuing. “That’s about the only thing that happens. No one would violate one of the other rules – hurt someone or something like that.”


    “Or translocate an animal?” I prompted.


    “Yeah. No one would be crazy enough to do those things on purpose.”


    “Why? What happens?”


    “If you did it on purpose? You’d be considered dangerous, a rogue adept. The Seven, well –” He stopped abruptly.


    “Well, what?” I asked. “You can’t start a statement like that and not finish.”


    Curtis swallowed hard and said, very seriously, “They execute rogue adepts, Kinz.”


    The forkful of chocolate froze halfway to my mouth. “Execute? As in, put to death?”


    Curtis nodded gravely and explained that an adept could do a lot of harm if he couldn’t be controlled, out there turning people into quantum goo. They would just cease to exist, their very atoms removed forever from the space-time continuum. Or even just messing with their minds – their decisions. Power like that needed to be contained, and death was the only solution they had. I thought of Mel’s kind, grandmotherly face bent on murder. It didn’t fit. But still, the hairs on my arms rose.


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    


    Kinzie


    Something was wrong. I climbed onto the seat of the Wave Runner to a cacophony of electronic music bouncing off the stone walls of Rothston’s arcade. I’d seen this game before. The player navigated a simulated jet ski through a racecourse that appeared on the screen. I examined the machine: hand controls for speed, handlebars for steering, and the entire seat shifted left and right so I could lean into turns. I’d enjoy this game if I were here for fun. But I wasn’t. This was Mr. Jamison’s desperate attempt to shake loose the mental block that I’d developed over the past week.


    It didn’t make sense. In my first four days at Rothston, I’d been learning fast. Sending rats zipping through multilevel mazes had become simple, and I’d moved on to reading people and influencing minor decisions – like making them take a drink when I wanted them to, or enter an empty room for no reason. It was actually kind of fun, and with the exception of Rex, everyone at Rothston was nice. They weren’t the crazed band of murderers who inhabited my dreams that first night after my translocation lesson. I’d woken with a start, panicking until I remembered the other thing Curtis said – they never institute that punishment. Mel wasn’t a murderer. Nor was Mr. Jamison. They didn’t need to be. Deterrence worked just fine.


    But Day Four was the peak of my performance. If I’d stayed at that level, it would have been fine. Mr. Jamison had been impressed, saying that was about all most adepts ever mastered. Unfortunately, I didn’t stay there. Inexplicably, six days later, I couldn’t make a rat walk across the floor, and not even a second round in the medical clinic had turned up any clues as to why. It seemed unlikely that moving to the arcade would help either, but Mr. Jamison wanted to try.


    “Sydney?” he called to a girl – thirteen maybe – who had just finished another game. He gave her an encouraging smile and she came over, taking a seat on the accompanying Wave Runner. “Why don’t you run through it once without influencing each other – give Kinzie a chance to get used to the machine,” Mr. Jamison suggested.


    Sydney nodded to me and we both pressed the start buttons. The screens counted down to Go. It took me a moment to get the feel of the throttle and I had a little trouble shifting my weight correctly in the first two sharp turns, but I caught on quickly, flying through the rest of the course. I won easily, cheering my own victory.


    Brad Jamison gave a laugh. “Good job, Kinzie. But you weren’t influencing Sydney to lose, were you?”


    I shook my head, knowing that was the real test, and we started over. This time I leapt ahead before reaching out in my head to the girl sitting next to me. Everything was a blurry jumble like it had been when I first began training in October. I couldn’t influence her. I could barely even read her! My head began to throb with the effort, and suddenly, Sydney was ahead of me. I’d dropped back on my throttle! I snapped my focus back to the game and steadily gained on her. My head burned with pain as I concentrated on my goal. We were nearly even approaching the last turn before the finish line. Just a little bit more. Gaining. Close.


    Crap! I misjudged, going too fast into the last hairpin turn, struggling as my virtual jet ski skidded sideways off the course. It spun backwards as it slowed in the water, and I’d just gotten it turned around when Sydney crossed the finish line. I sat back, dejected.


    Mr. Jamison clapped Sydney on the back, and she gave me an encouraging smile. “You’re good. I couldn’t get you to slow down, because you were so determined to win.”


    “You influenced me to speed up before the last turn?” I asked, rubbing my forehead.


    Mr. Jamison beamed at her as she nodded. “Good job, Syd. That’s an important lesson for both of you. Use what someone wants against them when you can.”


    “You want to try again?” Syd chirped cheerfully, but I shook my head, jealous of the praise Mr. Jamison was heaping on the girl. Not that she didn’t deserve it, but something was definitely wrong. This was supposed to be my training, and I was failing completely. My brain felt muddled – or turned inside out – maybe that’s how it had always been. Maybe I wasn’t adept, but just had some temporary burst from latent genes that had decided to turn themselves off again. But that didn’t seem right either. Something was missing. But I couldn’t put my finger on it.


    I was vaguely aware of Mr. Jamison ushering Sydney away, and when he turned back, he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay, Kinzie?”


    I nodded firmly, refusing to look at him, for fear I wouldn’t hold back the threatening tears. I wanted to be part of this place. I wanted to have a chance to do the kind of things I was learning about. From him, especially. We’d talk during our training sessions and he’d tell me about big plans, like stopping terrorist attacks, and stabilizing world economies. I wanted to be part of that. But I wouldn’t be able to if I couldn’t even handle playing a game.


    Desperation swept through me. I didn’t belong here. Should I keep trying and wait for them to kick me out, or should I just slip away, unnoticed? And where would I go? How would I face Sasha at school? I’d never failed at anything before, and I didn’t know what to do. And the prospect of spending Christmas in this cavernous place, alone, hung like a boulder around my neck. But what else could I do?


    I thought of Greg and wished he were here. Not that I could tell him any of this, but at least he’d distract me for awhile. He wouldn’t care that I couldn’t do the things others here could, and I’d feel better about … about me. But he was in Boston and …


    And a thought occurred to me as I stared at the screen of the Wave Runner. Without a word, I rose and walked out the door. I had plans to make.


    


    ψ


    


    It was my last morning at Rothston before Christmas. I could barely notice the turbula now – even worse than yesterday. Still, I tried to convince myself that I was adept. It hadn’t been just a fluke. As I’d thought about it last night, I realized I was exhausted. Between all of the reading assignments, and sorting through the ideas to decide what made sense and what was worn-out tradition, and the constant training, I hadn’t relaxed since I’d arrived. And that could be the reason I was feeling so wrong. Maybe a few days away would help. I could relax and regroup. And I was pretty pleased with my plans. After all, if a guy like Curtis was daring enough to steal a cake from a locked freezer, then I could take a trip without getting my father’s permission.


    Making my way down the narrow granite hallway I came to the inset, dark green door bearing the brass numbers 214. Melvina Whitacre’s quarters at Rothston, where she lived with her husband, Herbert. After our first few classes in a drafty conference room, she’d offered to hold our classes here, in her living room.


    There was a large brass knocker in the middle of the door and I rapped it twice to let her know I was here. I waited for a moment, then knocked again, but there was nothing but silence from the other side of the door. I knew she’d said that we’d have class this morning. She wasn’t leaving to visit her children until this afternoon. But maybe her plans had changed.


    Scrolling down through my texts didn’t reveal anything. A few from Molley, and handful from Curtis, and so many from Sasha, half of them cut off or coming through in sections since she still couldn’t remember I had a character limit. But nothing from Mel. I shifted my weight, feeling kind of funny just standing here in the hall. I raised the knocker and tried one more time. Still nothing.


    I headed back toward the main building. I suppose I’d see her after Christmas – if I came back. That was part of my plan – use the time away to decide whether I should return. But now, that thought panged at my heart. I didn’t feel right leaving without saying goodbye to Mel. She was nice and encouraged me to ask questions and challenge the information she was teaching. Of course, she always had an answer to my concerns, even if some of them ultimately came down to “that’s how it’s always been.” But she was willing to let me disagree, as long as I was also willing to comply.


    The sound of swift footsteps echoed around the corner, and I moved to the side to avoid a collision. Mel, in a flowing black dress, came bustling through with her tall, white-haired husband at her side.


    “Oh! Kinzie!” she startled. Herbert reached out to steady her. “I’m sorry I’m late. We had a memorial service to attend this morning and it went longer than I had anticipated.” She resumed her stride, whisking me along with her.


    “I’m so sorry,” I said respectfully. “Who passed? Was it anyone I might know?”


    Mel gave me a pinched look that I couldn’t decipher as her husband unlocked the apartment door. “No, Kinzie. No one you knew, and it wasn’t recently. A year ago, in fact. But there is an old custom here at Rothston of honoring the deceased on the first anniversary of their passing.”


    Moments later, I was seated on the burnt orange sofa of her living room, while Mel settled next to me, placing a thin black box on the coffee table beside her laptop. She glanced through her half-glasses at the syllabus on the computer screen. Secrecy. That was the topic for today’s lesson, and Mel launched into it, reciting facts of the first historical reference to adepts as a secret society, and how the failure of a few adepts to keep themselves hidden caused the widespread witch trials of the 1600s.


    I tried to pay attention as she spoke, but my mind kept wandering back to my own problems. After all, none of this mattered if I wasn’t adept. But what would happen? Would they play with my mind, making me doubt myself until I believed none of this existed? That’s what Curtis said they did to commons who knew about Rothston. Except, that wasn’t quite right. I bit my lip as I thought. My dad knew about all of this. And the woman in the cafeteria line. Curtis said she was a common too. So the secret wasn’t complete. But how did they decide …


    “Kinzie? You aren’t listening.” Mel’s voice intruded into my thoughts, but when I focused my eyes on her, she was more concerned than annoyed. “You look puzzled about something,” she prompted.


    I explained what Curtis told me about making commons forget about adepts, and asked how they decided whether or not to do this to someone.


    Mel sat back into the sofa and studied me for a moment before answering. “There isn’t a black and white answer to that question. It depends greatly on who the person is and the positions they hold in society. For example, your father is not perceived as a potential threat for two reasons: first, he was raised here and ingrained with the tradition of secrecy as much as an adept child would be. Second, and I mean no disrespect, dear, but he manages a team of janitors. Should he decide one day to tell people about us – whether confiding in a few friends or taking out a newspaper ad – his sanity would be questioned, and his statements ignored.”


    I studied the slender fingers of the old woman’s hand for a moment. I knew she was right. No one would believe him. Like he’d pointed out back in October, I wouldn’t have believed him if he’d told me. But knowing that lessened him somehow. It was incongruent with the powerful, authoritative man I’d always thought he was. But he wasn’t that man. He wasn’t a knight who would rescue me when I needed it nor was he even important. He was just a cog in society’s machine, and a small one at that. A sobering realization, but I suppose that was part of growing up.


    “What about the cafeteria staff?” I asked. “They’re commons. Same thing?”


    Mel shook her head. “No. The cafeteria staff, our driver, and the groundskeeper have no idea what we do here. They believe this is a school for elite gifted children.”


    “They do? That doesn’t seem likely without …” I hesitated.


    “Yes?” Mel prompted.


    “Without some intervention into their decisions about this place.”


    “Mmm,” Mel said noncommittally. “Perhaps so. We treat them with the utmost respect,” she assured me. “But they are tools necessary for our operations.” Her voice held no hint of superiority, even if her words did. And it went along with my dad saying he hadn’t fit in here.


    “They are just commons,” I said quietly, and my bottom lip trembled as the words “just like me” were added silently in my head. I felt like this was the end for me. I’d been given the keys to the kingdom, only to have the locks changed; spied the sunlight beyond the cave, only to watch a landslide smother the opening. I wanted to improve the world and had been shown how, but the door slammed in my face.


    “What’s wrong, dear?” Melvina asked, placing her hand on my arm.


    I took a breath and swallowed, preparing to tell her I was fine. But when I opened my mouth, all of my fears about failing, and not being adept, and wanting to be part of this place came spilling out, almost as fast as the fat tears rolled down my cheeks. My head was pounding, but my ramble went on until I had no more words, just silent sobbing hiccups.


    Mel took my hand in hers. “Shh. It’s okay, Kinzie,” she said soothingly. “You are adept. This isn’t something for you to worry about.”


    “But … but…”


    She gave me another gentle shush. “I am quite certain of it, Kinzie.”


    Through my tear-filled eyes, I could see the kindly expression on her face. “But I can’t do anything. How would you know?”


    “In several ways, dear. The most definitive being your test results from the medical clinic,” she said, and released my hand with a squeeze to pull her computer toward her. I wiped my tears away with the heel of my hand, as she typed something in. “Here, she said, pointing at a squiggly line two-thirds of the way down a chart. “As we expected, your MRI showed sufficient activity in the areas of your brain where we would expect it for an adept, but it remains a less precise tool for us than this – an old-fashioned EEG. This line,” she said, tracing her finger along the up and down squiggles, “would be much flatter in a common. That alone is sufficient proof to me that you are adept. But here,” she scrolled the screen across and pointed to an area where several of the lines jumped into larger oscillations. “This is where we began the evoked potentials studies. Your brain responds to stimuli equally with your adept sense as with any other. I cannot imagine that could ever happen by coincidence in a common.”


    I stared at the lines for a moment longer, before looking into Mel’s now serious eyes. “Then why can’t I do anything?”


    Her brow knotted. “That remains as much of a puzzle as why we saw no indication of your attributes when you were young,” she admitted. “But you clearly are adept, and the rest we will figure out.” The old woman reached forward and took the rectangular box from the glass coffee table. She turned it in her hands for a moment before speaking. “Perhaps this is a good time to give you this, Kinzie.”


    I hesitated as she tried to hand me the box. “But … a present? I didn’t …”


    “It is not a gift from me, Kinzie. This is something that belongs to you, and knowing you are adept, it has belonged to you for a year. I had forgotten about it until this morning.”


    I opened the rectangular box and found a sturdy chain with a metal pendant, just smaller than a half dollar, in the shape of an interwoven knot like the ones on the front doors. I lifted it from the box, and turned it to the side to see that the Celtic-type symbol woven around itself, reaching the edge seven times before turning back, always without touching itself.


    “It belongs to me?” I asked, feeling the weight in my hand. It wasn’t silver. Something heavier. Pewter maybe.


    “Yes, Kinzie. It does now. That is called a chivasta and belonged to Gordon Prescott, a colleague of mine on The Seven who passed away one year ago today. Now it belongs to you.”


    “Why?” I asked, and Mel leaned back into the sofa with a soft sigh. “I’m sorry. He was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”


    Her eyes looked into the distance. “Yes, Kinzie. A dear friend. I wish you would have had a chance to know him,” she said before turning back to me. “Chivastas are passed down through adept families. Had you been listening to my lecture a few minutes ago, you might have realized that ancient adepts needed a means of identifying each other. This was what they used. This symbol allowed adepts to silently admit their presence to each other, using a design that could be made of many different materials depending on what was available in a specific culture, but was also difficult to produce, so the commons were not likely to replicate it. As adepts became more organized, they kept track of each other through other means, but the existing chivastas continued to be passed down from generation to generation of adepts as a matter of family tradition. Over the years, most have been lost. Other lines of adepts died out. So today, there are only a hundred or so in the world that continue to be passed through unbroken lines. This is one of three within the Rothston adepts.” Mel paused, and gave me her kind, grandmotherly look, before she continued. “Gordon Prescott was your great uncle, Kinzie. You are the only survivor of one of the ancient families. You should put the chivasta on.”


    I looped the chain over my head, but continued to study the intricate pendant. The metal was solid, but bore a few nicks from the wear of years, and a chill went through me at thought of the history this pendant may have seen. Something that connected me to that past. People stretching back for centuries. My family. A family I’d never known.


    How would my life be different had I come here sooner? I could have met my uncle. Maybe had dinners with him. From Mel’s expression, I imagined him to be a good man. Kind, perhaps, or at least having an air of wisdom. My only blood relative. A connection to Rothston and to who I was. If only I’d displayed my adeptness earlier, then I would have …


    “Wait,” I said, raising my eyes again. “Why wasn’t I raised here? I mean, if I had relatives here, why didn’t he raise me instead of my dad?” I cringed at how awful that sounded, when I hadn’t meant it that way. I’d had a good life with my dad, but … a blood relative.


    Mel’s face grew more troubled. “We don’t really know,” she answered uncomfortably.


    I tried to reach out to her with my adept senses and nudged her toward telling me more, but could barely read her at all. I’d have to do it with words. “But you must know. I was here and you knew me and my dad. My parents had left me, and somehow a decision was made for me to go live with my dad and not be told any of this.” My words had a bite of accusation, but what I was saying had to be right. I had family here. So the existence of Rothston wasn’t just omitted in my life, it had been intentionally hidden.


    Mel didn’t disagree, but paused in thought before picking up her laptop again. She clicked several times before staring at the screen with caution.


    “I don’t have any answers, Kinzie, and do not believe you will find them in this,” she informed me. “But it is all we know – your birth-father’s request.” She turned the laptop toward me. “It was found with you.”


    On the screen was the image of a paper note, the fold lines looking old and tattered. Messy handwriting, not unlike my own, was scrawled across it.


    


    Dear Melvina:


    I need your help. This is my daughter, Kinzie Louisa Clarison. It isn’t safe for her to remain with me. I want Ken Nicolosi to raise her however and wherever he thinks is best. Uncle Gordy will want to have a role in Kinzie’s life, with the best of intentions, but please believe me that Ken is a better choice to raise my daughter.


    She is very special, and her mother and I hope that Ken will tell Kinzie that we love her with all of our hearts – but that will be his decision.


    Mel, please make certain that Ken raises Kinzie. We cannot thank you enough.


     Nate Clarison


    


    My heart was pounding in my ears when I finished, and I started over, reading each word carefully. My eyes stuck on one line: “tell Kinzie that we love her,” and I remembered Dad saying that this fall, but I’d refused to believe him. Now, seeing those words in my birth-father’s handwriting … My eyes began to water, and I scanned the rest of the note again, looking for clues to my past.


    “He didn’t want me raised here,” I whispered.


    “Ken Nicolosi reached the same conclusion, although it doesn’t say that.”


    “It does. My father – my birth-father – he didn’t want his uncle to have a role in my life. If Gordon Prescott was a member of The Seven, he would have a role, unless I wasn’t here,” I pointed out. I scanned the note again, and my eye caught on the bar showing the file name: “Daughter of Kenneth and Marjorie Nicolosi,” followed by my birth date. I looked up at Mel.


    “You listed me as being the daughter of my dad and his wife?”


    “We did. The note indicates that you were in some sort of danger. We thought it prudent to conceal your identity in our records.”


    I sat back, deadly still, staring at the image of the note as a memory played at the edge of my brain. I closed my eyes and the living room fell away. Some great revelation was here, just beyond my reach, and it filled me with dread. I had been in danger. A man’s voice echoed from my memory, urgently imploring, “We have to do it now.” But I couldn’t see anyone, just the impression of radiant warmth, and a woman’s voice, choked with tears, whispering in my ear, “Remember what you’re to do, my little Mizbee.” Then the voices were gone. I opened my eyes and Mel’s comfortable room returned. And I shivered.


    “Kinzie?” Mel prodded gently.


    “My parents. I remember them,” I whispered, then lifted my eyes to look at Mel. “I was in danger.”


    “From whom and why?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know. From … from …” My eyes widened as the vague impressions became more clear – not so much a memory as an instinct. My heart pounded twice before I pushed out the answer. “From Rothston.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    


    Greg


    More weight. I adjusted the setting on the leg press, then exhaled as I pushed, trying to burn off the frustration of being trapped in this house with Dad and Janis. Damn. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t need their artificial lives, or this house, or anything from them at all. This wasn’t my life, but they were too dense to get that. Especially Janis. She started the morning bitching at me to get out and see my friends. The people she meant weren’t my friends. Sure, I’d hung out with them in the past. Screwing the female half. But friends? They were nothing more than accessories to the socially acceptable lifestyle I’d been groomed to have. I pushed harder on the press, but it wasn’t enough.


    I moved on to shrugs. What was wrong with me? I knew I wasn’t acting the way Dad and Janis were used to. Shit, I wasn’t acting the way I was used to. Something was off balance. Like some hidden variable was screwing up my comfortable life equation.


    I held the contraction in my shoulders for a second as a now familiar thought entered my head. Leave. I lowered the weights again. I’d thought this over and over since coming home. Leaving would solve the problem. Never coming back here where people expected me to act like I always had. I didn’t want to be that guy anymore. I wasn’t sure I’d ever wanted to be that guy – it was just the easiest path. Like electricity taking the path of least resistance. Electricity flowing through me. I shook my head, knowing where those thoughts went.


    Bench presses. What should I do? Maybe this was just some phase I was going through, like Dad had said. Turmoil, brought on from the knowledge that once I was through college, I was supposed to be someone. Be an adult. Be a man. But what did that mean? Did it matter what I did after college? I would never starve. Beyond that, did I care what happened to me? Did anyone?


    I set the bar back on its cradle, but didn’t move. Instead I lay there, staring past it to the ceiling. Life had been easier when I didn’t think about it so much. But I couldn’t seem to get that guy back, or didn’t want to. I wished there was someone here to talk to, so I could sort it out. And there would be – this afternoon. I smiled. Kinzie would listen. Then, the smiled faded. Or was she part of the problem? God, that girl confused me. So tiny. So innocent. And yet, with a single word, she’d stopped me from pounding Brolie at the Gala. My Czarina. I’d do anything she asked of me. But why?


    The frustration welled up in me again at the thought of Kinzie in this house. She didn’t belong here. I didn’t belong here. This wasn’t me. I needed to get out. I felt like I’d explode if I didn’t. I looked at the bar resting motionless above me. I needed more weight.


    


    ψ


    


    Her flight had been fifteen minutes late but, still, it had been on the ground for at least ten minutes. Where was she? I popped onto my toes to look down the concourse on the other side of the security gate. Damn these holiday travelers. Logan was packed with idiots, milling around, carrying all sorts of bulky packages, and clogging up the airport’s halls. Then I saw her. Her dark hair bounced with her step as she wove through the crowd keeping her eyes on me the whole time. And she had a huge smile on her face. She jumped into my arms as I wrapped them around her, pulling her tightly to me and laughing. My body and my head relaxed at that moment, releasing the unwanted tension I’d been carrying for two weeks, and I hugged her tighter, never wanting to let go.


    This was wrong. I stepped back awkwardly, realizing how that must have looked.


    “That was quite a greeting,” she grinned, acknowledging that I had crossed the line.


    I took her duffle from her. “I missed having the Czarina around. Haven’t known what to do without the boss here.” She smacked my arm in jest, and I smiled even more. I really had missed her.


    I wound through the holiday traffic on I-90 in Dad’s Benz, while Kinzie told me about her flight. She twisted around in the seat excitedly as she read the exit signs for Boston Commons, and Fenway Park, and MIT, and Harvard. This was a new world for her.


    “Is that were you went to school?” she asked, examining Brookline’s high school resting behind a narrow park.


    I shook my head. “Would have if I had stayed here, but I went to prep school in Connecticut instead.”


    “That had to be strange, not being home in high school. Although …” She paused, her lip slipping into her mouth for a moment before finishing her thought. “I might have liked it.”


    I tried to picture Kinzie with me at Danners, and I couldn’t do it. She was too smart for that. Not that I hadn’t gotten a good education there. But the place was more about connections – making sure we were all prepared to function in the moneyed world in which we’d been raised. Kinzie would have hated it.


    I pulled into the stone-walled entrance to our drive, and Kinzie’s eyes studied the red clapboard house nestled at the street.


    “Is that your house?” she asked.


    “Uh, no,” I stammered awkwardly. It was the caretaker’s cottage and was rented to some “starving artist” whose work was momentarily in vogue in Janis’s circles, otherwise that would have been my answer – move out of the main house for the simplicity and solitude. We rounded the bend on the tree-lined driveway. I had always loved that turn, revealing the fountain in the circular driveway and the French Provincial house in all its splendor, all the more picturesque today with fat snowflakes drifting out of the December-gray sky. “That’s my house,” I said. But I didn’t care about it now. More than that – it seemed cold and pompous compared to the cozy home we’d just passed.


    I pulled the Benz into the garage, popping the trunk to grab the duffle. Kinzie climbed out of the car and scanned down the line of resting vehicles. “Jeez, how many people live here?” she teased.


    I followed her eyes to the waste before us. Two people lived in this house, yet four cars sat here – two Benzs, a Beemer, and Janis’s Porsche SUV, a.k.a. the most ridiculous vehicle ever created. Like a baleen whale with a wig and lipstick. And Mr. Heisenberg was still in Indiana. No one needed this much stuff. And certainly no one in this house deserved it.


    I led her through the breezeway and opened the back door. She stepped through and scanned the kitchen’s granite countertops, multiple sinks, and teak cabinets. This was really getting strange. The driveway. The garage. The house. These were all things I was used to. That I didn’t even notice. Yet, with Kinzie here, it was like I was seeing them for the first time. And I wasn’t happy with what I saw. Maybe this had been my problem since I got home. This life – the one where I could have anything I wanted, and did – no longer fit my new equation. But why? And what was I supposed to do now?


    Janis and Dad bustled into the kitchen, laughing about a social faux pas that had embarrassed one of their friends at the club. They stopped in their tracks when they saw us, uncertain whether to acknowledge the girl standing by the door. It wasn’t like I hadn’t brought girls here before, but we’d rarely been in the main part of the house, and never interacted with my parents. I glanced down and saw Kinzie’s oversized army pants. And no girl I brought here had ever looked like this. Damn. This was going to be more awkward than I thought.


    “Ja… uh … Mom, Dad, this is Kinzie Nicolosi, a friend of mine from school.” I put my hand on the back of Kinzie’s shoulder and led her the rest of the way into the kitchen. “She was going to have to spend Christmas by herself, so I invited her here.” I shot my parents a warning look, wanting them to be normal. But Janis and ‘normal’ didn’t mix. Like oil and water.


    “Kinzie, how nice to meet you,” she blustered, rushing forward to take Kinzie’s hand in both of hers.


    “Thank you, Mrs. Langston. Thanks for allowing me to come,” Kinzie responded graciously, but the corners of her eyes shot daggers at me. Maybe I’d screwed this up.


    “Please, call me Janis. I’m not old enough to be Greg’s mother, even if he calls me that,” the fake blonde tittered. Give me a break. She was more than old enough to be my mother. She just wasn’t. “And I have to apologize. Greg didn’t tell us you were coming,” she added, shooting me a dirty look as well. “You’re more than welcome, of course. But if we’d known, we would have made arrangements to do something special. Maybe we can still have dinner at the club. What do you think, David?”


    “Wonderful idea,” Dad agreed, toeing the line as always. “I’m sure they’ll get us in.”


    Janis’s face dropped as her eyes scanned Kinzie’s clothes. “Oh, but you aren’t dressed for it,” she pouted.


    Kinzie blushed and I jumped in. “She’s not here to play your social games, Mom. We’ll grab something on our own.” I led Kinzie out of the kitchen.


    “I shouldn’t be here,” she hissed when we were out of earshot. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell them!”


    “You’re fine,” I assured her, regretting her discomfort, but I’d had no other option. “Look, if I’d told them, Janis would have put together an elaborate Christmas Eve party. I don’t think you’d want to spend the evening having polite conversation with her Barbie-doll friends any more than I do. Imagine three dozen Janis-clones milling around sipping hard eggnog and hinting about us getting married.”


    Kinzie grinned a little, trying to hang on to her annoyance. But then she snickered. “It might be a fascinating study of an alien culture. Too bad Sasha isn’t here. She’d fit right in.”


    I groaned at the thought as we dropped Kinzie’s bag in the small guest room across the hall from my suite. She eyed the turned down bed and plush terry bathrobe laid out on it. Two wrapped Godiva chocolates lay nestled on the pillow. “You’re expecting company,” Kinzie surmised. “I shouldn’t be here. I’ll be in the way.”


    “You are the company, Kinzie. I didn’t tell Janis or Dad you were coming, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t tell anyone. Rosita got the room ready.”


    “Who is Rosita?”


    “Our housekeeper.”


    “Housekeeper. Wow,” she said with a laugh. “So can I get a formal tour of this place, or do I need to arrangements with the concierge?”


    I grimaced and led her across the hall to my suite. She peeked through the curtains on the French doors, and stopped to watch the flickering fireplace in the corner of the room. “Nice,” she said approvingly.


    “This is the master bedroom of the guest wing,” I explained. “I moved over here from the main house when I was sixteen. More privacy.”


    A laugh popped out of her mouth at that. “Your house has different wings. My house only has one wing – it’s called the house. A tour would be shorter than the time it took to walk through your room. It’s like the size of that one out by the street,” she said comfortably.


    “The caretaker’s cottage?” I asked to confirm the one she meant.


    Kinzie smirked. “Caretaker’s cottage? Jeez, where does the housekeeper stay?”


    The blood rushed to my face. “We don’t have one now. A caretaker, I mean.”


    She laughed at my expression. “You’re rich, Greg. It isn’t a federal offense, just not what I’m used to. Come on. Show me the rest of the manse.”


    I led her back to the main house, curious that Kinzie – the girl who’d worried about the cost of a dinner – was comfortable with what was here, when I couldn’t find that part of me anymore. Kinzie scrutinized each room as I showed her around, like she was on a treasure hunt for clues to my childhood. But Janis had redecorated twice since she’d married my dad ten years ago, so little of me remained. In Dad’s study, though, Kinzie struck gold, spotting an album of school pictures. She examined each page, running a finger over the pictures to find me, cooing that I was adorable in preschool, and picking me out in the soccer team photos. She especially liked the geeky middle school ones. I had to fight to get the album out of her hands, and she moved over to my dad’s desk as I put it away.


    “Is this from you?” she asked, picking up an ordinary rock painted with blue and green stripes.


    I nodded. “I made that in Kindergarten. I don’t know why he keeps it.”


    “Because you made it for him,” she explained, making it sound obvious. She put it down, and poked through the collection of framed photos, stopping at one near the back. Her lip slid into her mouth as she studied it. “Is this your real mom?” she asked, picking up the old wedding photo. “You look like her a bit. I think it’s the shape and color of your eyes – hers are the same.”


    “I… I look like my dad,” I stammered as my heart stopped dead for a moment before hammering in panic.


    Kinzie caught it. “What happened to her?”


    I closed the eyes, willing my heart to beat evenly and my stomach to unclench, but it wasn’t working. Kinzie’s hand reached out to my arm, sending that strange but wonderful current through me, relaxing my brain, making me feel like everything would be okay. I’d never told anyone about my mom, but now, even though my heart was still pounding, I took a deep breath and tried. “When I was seven, a car cut them off. My dad was pretty banged up, but Mom ...” Suddenly, I was back screaming for my mom in my godmother’s arms. I didn’t want those memories, or the desperate feelings that went with them. I closed my eyes tighter to seal them away. Kinzie gave me a hug, and I buried my face in her hair, breathing in the scent that reminded me of springtime and new leaves. Somehow, it was okay to let her see things I never showed anyone else – not even myself. I took a last comforting breath.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t like thinking about it,” I said, letting her go. “Come on. Let me show you around outside before it gets dark.”


    We walked the boundaries of our property as the snow deepened around us. When we reached the edge of the bordering golf course, Kinzie stopped and looked back through the trees toward the house, her mittened hand shielding her face from the falling doily flakes.


    “Why do we get along so well?” she asked. “We lead such different lives. My house has a yard; yours has property. Yours was meant to have servants tending it; mine could be the servant’s quarters,” she said. “I can’t imagine living like this.”


    “Neither can I,” I joked back, and began to realize how much that had been bothering me – the stuff. It was mine. All of it, and more. This was the whole of my life. And the emptiness of it was swallowing me. I shoved my hands in my pockets and headed back for the house.


    A snowball smashed against my arm, disintegrating and sending ice-cold powder into my face. Kinzie stood ten feet away, with a giant grin on her face and mittens covered in snow. It was a challenge to leave my morose thoughts behind. One I gladly accepted.


    “You know this means war,” I called out, scooping snow into my hands. I ran after her as she dodged through the trees, nailing her with several good hits, receiving just as many. I bent down to gather more, when she attacked from the rear, dumping fistfuls of snow over me. I spun around and grabbed her. My hands went for her ribs to get my revenge. Every girl was ticklish, and Kinzie was no exception, even through her heavy coat. She squealed, begging me to stop as she collapsed into my arms.


    “You cheated,” she laughed, peering up at me. Snowflakes glistened on her dark lashes as her smile faded. She was so beautiful … This was the problem with my personal equation. It didn’t have a place for Kinzie. She was my best friend – not like anyone I’d ever known. Someone I could trust to see the real me. But I had to keep weighting the friend side of the equation so she wouldn’t fall into the nullifying abyss of the sexual plaything my body wanted her to be. God, there was something wrong with me.


    My face grew hot with the embarrassment of the thoughts she never needed to know. I dropped my arms. “I … uh … sorry. So, tell me more about Rothston,” I suggested, but I couldn’t force myself to meet her eyes.


    “You know I can’t,” she said, sheepishly kicking at snow. “It’s all security clearance stuff. I’m not allowed to talk about it.”


    “Don’t you think that’s kind of weird?” I asked. “I mean, I know it’s a think tank, but all these college kids with government clearances?”


    She laughed nervously. “It’s not like that.”


    I led her toward the tennis court. “So tell me what it is like.”


    Her eyes were studying the snow swirling slowly from the sky. “It’s … it’s just that … I guess there are some things I can tell you.”


    We meandered through the drifts while she confessed she was having trouble with something she was supposed to analyze, but she couldn’t figure it out. I couldn’t be much help, since she wouldn’t tell me what it was, but at least I could be a sympathetic ear. “The answer is there,” she complained. “I know it is. Something that’s staring me in the face that I’m missing.”


    “Maybe being here for a few days will be good. Take your mind off of it, and start fresh when you get back.”


    “I hope so. I sure don’t want to go through any more physicals.”


    I stopped and tipped my head. “Physicals? Because you can’t figure something out?”


    “No. I mean … not because of that, but …” she stammered.


    “Then what? Why would you be having a physical in an internship? Is something wrong?”


    “No, nothing’s wrong,” she said, trying to sound definitive, but she wouldn’t look me in the eye. She was hiding something. My pulse sped up. There couldn’t be anything wrong with her.


    “What’s going on, Kinzie? Is it those headaches? They’ve gotten worse, haven’t they?”


    “I’m fine,” she insisted, looking around like she’d find a way out of the conversation. There wasn’t one. “Look, it was just a routine physical, that’s all. They do it to make sure everyone is okay,” she explained, but it still didn’t sound right to me.


    “And did you tell them about your headaches?”


    She hesitated, taking slow steps through the snow. “Well, no. But with the MRI and the EEG they would have found it if something was –”


    “The what?” I asked, grabbing her arm to stop her. “An MRI? What the hell, Kinzie? They don’t do those for no reason. What’s going on?” My stomach clenched with thoughts of tumors or aneurysms or a hundred other deadly ailments.


    “Nothing, Greg,” she snapped, pulling her arm back. She began walking away as if nothing was up. But it was an act. She was lying to me.


    I caught up to her quickly. “Tell me what it is,” I demanded. “Whatever it is, whatever is wrong, I can help. I’ll get you the best specialists in the country. Hell, in the world. As many as it takes. But you’ve got to tell me what’s going on. You can’t leave me hanging like this.” The last part came out like a plea.


    Kinzie paused and her eyes flashed at me. “Leave you hanging? This has nothing to do with you, Greg,” she said harshly, then strode away, but I kept pace.


    “You can’t do this. You have to tell me exactly what’s going on,” I demanded.


    She flung her mittened hand into the air to dismiss my words. “You don’t order me around!”


    “But …”


    “There is absolutely nothing wrong with me that is any concern of yours,” she declared loudly. “And … and it really isn’t any of your business. You aren’t part of my life.”


    I stopped in my tracks as her words punched into my stomach like an unseen hand, ripping out everything inside. I wasn’t part of her life? Was that whole of my problem? Kinzie didn’t fit in my life, or vice versa. But a tidal wave of desperation rose up at the thought. And it knocked the weights of my existence into place. My personal equation balanced. The missing variable had been staring me in the face, but I hadn’t seen where it fit in the equation. I was an idiot.


    “Wait, Kinzie. Wait.” I went after her, grabbing her arm. She yanked it away and sped up, so I tackled her into the snow.


    “Get off of me,” she yelled, kicking and hitting me. “I don’t need you to take care of me.”


    “You’re right.” I gently covered her mouth with my glove to get her to listen. When she was quiet, I rolled off and sat up in the snow. “You don’t need me, and I have no right, but … but maybe ...”


    “Maybe what?” she snapped with her eyes narrowed. I could see her shutting me out, and it shattered me into a trillion shards. But I had to go on. Maybe I was about to lose my best friend, but nothing would ever make sense the way things were now.


    I took a deep breath. “Maybe I need somebody. Maybe I want to be part of your life, but not like this.” I couldn’t make myself finish, nor could I look at her. I studied the snow caked to my jeans. The seconds ticked by like days, as the silence loomed on. I had to speak again. “I think about you every day, Kinzie – every minute. I don’t think you’re just my friend anymore.” More silence. I’d lost her. Chased her away. She was looking for a way out. She had to be. And I’d respect her wishes. I had no other choice. “If you don’t want to stay here, I’ll get you a flight back to Maine, or a hotel, or whatever you want to do.”


    Kinzie didn’t speak, or acknowledge me at all. But after a moment, she rose and stalked deliberately toward the house. I let her go, falling back into the snow to think about what I’d just done. Damn. I’d screwed up everything. And Boomer had been right all along.


    


    ψ


    


    The water in the guest bathroom turned off. Again. I sat on the marble counter in my bathroom, holding my breath as I listened through the wall for any sound Kinzie might make next door. Like some auditory voyeur. No, like a schoolboy with a crush. Or a man waiting for a death sentence. Or both. She’d been soaking in the tub for nearly an hour and there was nothing I could do but wait. I turned and leaned my back against the travertine wall. This all seemed so wrong.


    I could have any girl I wanted. I knew what to say to them, the looks to give them, how to run my hands down their bodies. To have them swept away by my looks, or maybe it was the money I never talked about but was always there. None of that fit, now. Not with Kinzie.


    And what about this MRI? That wasn’t a part of any standard physical I’d ever heard of, and why the hell would this think-tank place do one? They were looking for something. Brain tumor? Cancer? The thoughts were tearing at the fibers of my heart. What wasn’t she telling me?


    There couldn’t be anything wrong with her, I told myself, as if I could make it true. I finally had someone to give my life meaning – something that made sense – only to have her ripped away with me helpless to do anything? I couldn’t allow that. But if she wouldn’t even tell me what was wrong, there was nothing I could do.


    Eventually, the water in the next bathroom glugged down the drain, and I went back into my room. I sat on the bed, straining to hear sounds from across the hall. Was she packing her duffle to leave? Would she say goodbye, or just call a cab to pick her up and disappear forever. What would happen to her then? What would happen to me? Maybe I should go talk to her. Maybe I should tell her I was joking before, just to make her smile again. Just to keep her here.


    The door to the guest room cracked open, and she peered across to mine. “Greg?” she said tentatively.


    “Yeah, I’m here.”


    Kinzie walked into my room, wearing the thick terry bathrobe Rosita had set out for her. Her face was as grim as I’d ever seen. She bit her lip as she settled cross-legged on the bed, and I knew from her expression that my world was about to end.


    “We have a problem,” she said factually.


    “Whatever it is, I’ll help. We can get the best specialists. Lots of them if we need to. You don’t need to worry about …” The words were spilling out of me, when she held up her hand to stop me. A slight smile lit the corners of her mouth, but it faded just as fast.


    “No. I’m okay. It’s nothing like that,” she said softly, and my lungs filled with air as if I’d been sitting in a vacuum until then. She was okay. I dropped my eyes down to the threads of the cotton duvet so she wouldn’t see them watering at that simple thought: Kinzie wasn’t dying.


    Once I’d gotten a better grip, I looked back up at her. “So, what’s the problem?”


    Her eyes wandered around the room for a moment, like she was searching for an answer. “I think I have a crush on you,” she said solemnly. My heart skipped a beat, although her expression said that happiness was premature. She paused, glancing up quickly to see if she should continue. I nodded and she dropped her head. “My heart beats faster when you smile at me, and I like the feel of your arms around me and the way you smell. I think that’s why I keep forgetting to give your sweatshirt back. I really like the way you smell. That sounds weird, doesn’t it?” she asked, wrinkling her nose as she said it.


    My heart leapt for joy. The pheromones were on my side! “No, it isn’t weird,” I assured her.


    Kinzie held me with her eyes, and smiled back. Then her bottom lip slid into her mouth again and the smile vanished with it. “But … it’s you and … and it doesn’t make sense. I mean … maybe I made you think that you…” she started, but looked puzzled and shook her head to abandon the thought. “Maybe you’re just a beautiful guy who makes my head spin because you pay attention to me,” she concluded, looking back down. My heart opened wider at her word choice – no one called me beautiful except her.


    “You’re scared,” I challenged gently.


    “I’m confused,” she corrected me. “I think I might have done something I didn’t mean to.” She started to withdraw, like she was mentally pulling herself away.


    “Wait,” I said, carefully picking up her hand from her lap. She didn’t resist. The tingle of her skin rushed through me, but it evened the pace of my heart. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Kinzie. And none of this makes sense to me, either. I’ve been torturing myself for two weeks, trying to logically figure out why nothing felt the same – what had changed. But I’ve been refusing to see what it was because it doesn’t make sense.” It was her turn to wait for me as I stopped my ramble and carefully sorted out what to say. The warm tingle from her hand continued to spread.


    “You’re my best friend, Kinzie. And I thought you couldn’t be a friend and anything else because … because I didn’t really think anything else existed. Nothing important at least.” I paused knowing she was still listening and that I had to continue. I took a deep breath. “I was wrong, Kinzie. Nothing balances anymore, because you aren’t just a friend. And this isn’t something I can ignore. Now I get it. The whole is much greater than the sum of the parts. The wave function just collapsed and now I know what it means.”


    I paused again, mustering the courage to finish. I didn’t want to scare her again, but she needed to know. More importantly, I needed to say it. My heart pounded painfully. She wasn’t looking at me, so I gently lifted her chin. Her beautiful brown-black eyes slowly rose to mine, and I had to take the risk.


    “One plus one doesn’t equal two on this, Kinzie. It equals five billion and three. I don’t want to mess this up, but ... I’m in love with you.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    


    Kinzie


    The only light was the glow from my phone. I lay in the smooth sheets of the bed, not wanting to take my eyes off of it. Three words: I love you. Not the usual Goodnight Czarina or even the short hand I <3 u. He’d typed it out. I couldn’t wrap my head around it, and didn’t know what to text back. My fingers hovered over the keys, as I imagined Greg lying across the hall, getting my standard reply: Goodnight. It seemed cruel. But what else could I say?


    I shoved the phone into the pocket of the jeans lying at the foot of the bed, then lay back and let the guilt sweep through me. I should have stayed at Rothston, or gone home, or just gone … somewhere. Anywhere but here. But I was here, and now, Greg thought he was in love with me. My breath hitched in my chest. I should have never let this happen. Greg didn’t love me. He was just a rat in a maze and he didn’t even know it.


    But I couldn’t send the simple Goodnight text. He deserved more. Greg was my best friend. Why couldn’t things have stayed that way? And how was I supposed to tell him that he was wrong? Especially when he was trying so hard to make this easy on me. We’d laughed together while we watched hokey Christmas movies on a humongous TV in what he called the “media room,” and he’d tried to act like nothing had changed. But it had. The softness in his eyes had grown, and his arm had draped comfortably around my shoulders as we sat. And … it felt good. Natural. Like I belonged with him.


    But I didn’t belong here. I was adept and Greg wasn’t. I belonged at Rothston, not with Greg. The part of me that still doubted that after Mel’s proof had to give up … after the kiss. I closed my eyes are remembered it through my whole body.


    We’d said goodnight in the hall between our rooms. His eyes smiled down as his fingertips ran down my cheek, leaving a warmth behind. The rich smell of autumn leaves surrounded me before his lips tenderly brushed against mine. They were soft, but powerful and the tingle of his lips pressing against mine raced through me. Exciting and energizing and peaceful at the same time. And nothing like what I’d expected. I’d imagined being kissed before, even thought about trying it once on Chaz, my best friend in high school. But now I was sure that it would have been nothing like this. Greg wasn’t a high school boy. He was a man. The scent of his skin, the warmth of his body against mine, and the feel of the strong arms holding me left no doubt of that. I’d wanted it to go on forever, but I’d been the one to pull away.


    The block had released in my brain, and I had stepped back, stunned at the clarity. The details of the turbula had swirled around me – they still swirled around me – as real and obvious as the visual world. The fluid tunnels stretched out, drawing me in and expanding. Why? What had changed?


    It was the kiss. I tried to shake that thought from my head, but it wouldn’t leave. My thoughts raced, trying to explain how a kiss could revive my adept attributes, hypothesizing about sudden bursts of endorphins or sexual hormones that hadn’t roamed so freely in my body before now. But what did that mean? Was it like some sort of schizophrenia, making my latent adept attributes manifest now that I was an adult? Or did it have more to do with Greg and how comfortable he made me feel. Centered. Or maybe it was nothing more than a coincidence. The block was from the pressure to prove myself at Rothston, and here, that pressure was gone. But none of those explanations told me what to do about Greg.


    I tossed in the bed, until I couldn’t stand it anymore. I pulled on my jeans and crept across the hall. The door was cracked open, but it was dark inside.


    “Can’t sleep?” Greg asked softly from the bed.


    I slipped into the darkened room. “I came to tell you … I … I don’t know what to tell you.”


    At a tap of a switch, soft lights illuminated the room. He sat up to reach for his t-shirt and the sheet fell away, revealing that magnificent sculpted body. He was … beautiful. Why couldn’t I be more like Sasha and just lust for the body that disappeared under the shirt? It would be so much easier than this.


    “Come here, my love,” he said, smoothing out the comforter beside him.


    “Please. Don’t call me that,” I asked. It made my heart beat too hard, drumming in my ears.


    “Okay,” he agreed, pulling me into his arms. I didn’t resist, but stretched out next to him. His warmth felt good, as did his hand lightly running down my back. “Tell me what you’re thinking. All of it.”


    I swallowed and nodded, trying to put my thoughts in order. It was somehow easier lying here with him, but they were still a scattered jumble.


    “It doesn’t have to make sense, Kinzie. Just talk to me,” he prodded gently.


    And so I did, telling him all the non-adept thoughts that floated through my head. The doubts that he actually loved me, the beautiful girls who would rip him away in the bat of their eyelashes, the ways my life was easier by myself. When I finished, I paused, listening to the steady thrumming of his heart and enjoying the warmth of his chest for a moment. “So, it doesn’t make sense – us, together. It will never work,” I concluded, wishing my ramble led to some other conclusion. I was comfortable in his arms. But I knew it wouldn’t work. It couldn’t work – for a hundred reasons that I couldn’t tell him, and the fact that I couldn’t tell him proved that. But maybe, if he understood all the other problems with going down this path, we could still be friends. I raised my head and found him smiling down at me.


    “I’m not going away,” he said, gently kissing my forehead and sending a warm tingle through me. “And I still love you.”


    


    ψ


    


    “Hullo?” I groggily answered my phone.


    “I called Rothston this morning,” Dad’s voice growled.


    I snapped awake as if I’d been doused in snow. “Yeah?” I asked, trying to sound casual as I scrambled out of Greg’s bed where I’d fallen asleep. He tried to stop me until he saw my expression, then pulled back the covers to ease my escape. My cheeks burned as I dashed across the hall as if Dad might figure out where I’d been through the bandwidth.


    “WHERE IN THE BLAZES ARE YOU?” he roared. “And you’d better not lie and say you’re at Rothston, because I know you aren’t.”


    “I’m visiting a friend, Dad. In Boston. I didn’t think you’d mind.” The last part was a definite lie.


    “Who? Tell me who this girl is and where she lives. I need to talk to her parents, now,” he demanded into the phone.


    “No. You’re not going to give them the third degree,” I argued back, ignoring the gender part of this statement to give me time to think. But the fact was, if I’d been visiting a girl, I would have told him. But Dad didn’t think the males of the world could be just friends with me, and after the last twenty-four hours, I wasn’t in a position to argue the point. But there was no way I was going to tell him that. And he’d never believe that I was safer with Greg than a company of Marines.


    Still, I didn’t see any way to avoid this fight with my dad. So, I swallowed and told him that my friend was male, emphasizing that we were just friends. But it wasn’t true. Last night, listening to the strong rhythm of his chest – the steady heart beat over the ebb and tide of his breath – I knew we could never be just friends again. He’d changed it – changed us – forever. But I still couldn’t accept it. It was like the ugly duckling nibbing into a story of a handsome prince. It wasn’t real – I had to have made it happen.


    “Who is he?” Dad demanded, snapping me out of my thoughts.


    “His name’s Greg. Greg Langston. I can let you talk to his parent’s later, but I don’t think they’re awake yet,” I said to comfort him, since I could hear another of Dad’s overprotective rants heading my way. Please, not this morning. I had enough on my mind without listening to his delusions of how everyone was out to get me. And it was Christmas. I reached out with my adept senses, searching for my house, and found Dad pacing across the living room. I pushed to have him accept what I’d said and be done with it. And I succeeded.


    “Greg? Not this same Greg-guy that you disappeared with this fall?” Dad asked suspiciously, but he stopped his pacing and settled into his recliner. “You can’t do this, Kinzie. You can’t go running off with strange guys and not let anyone know where you are. You’re just a kid.”


    “I’m not a kid anymore, Dad.” A stony silence loomed through the phone connection.


    “Don’t do it again, Kinz,” he said with finality, marking the end of the argument. That had been too easy. Being adept was handy.


    I changed the subject to something that would be far away from Greg in my dad’s mind. “Can I ask you something about Rothston?”


    “Sure, Kinz,” he answered. I heard him pulling the lever on the side of the chair to recline back and get comfortable. “It’s a great place, isn’t it? Man, the memories I have there …”


    “That’s just it, Dad. You have memories about the place. One of my friends there told me they make commons forget about adepts if they find out, and Mel … well, Mel said kind of implied they do the same thing with the ones who work there, but that it didn’t matter that you know.”


    “Yeah. That’s right. What about it?”


    “At some point, that doesn’t work anymore, does it? I mean, too many people would know, and adepts wouldn’t be a secret anymore. And over the thousands of years of history, I don’t get how that hasn’t happened already.”


    “Well, the commons who know are mostly spouses and the occasional child who isn’t adept, like me. That’s okay with Rothston, because they aren’t going to go around blabbing their mouths. Everybody knows Rothston would make them look nuts if they did. And …” Dad’s jovial tone began to falter. “Keeping it a secret isn’t as hard as you’d think. Most commons won’t accept the idea. Happened with my dad. He never believed any of it was real. Thought my mom was just having delusional bouts when she’d run off to Rothston. Looking back, maybe he thought she was having an affair. Anyway, he left us. Never saw him again.” He paused for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Anyway, it’s always dicey introducing a common to Rothston’s world,” he said, resuming a cheerful tone, although I could tell it was forced. “Doesn’t happen much anymore, from what I hear. Most adepts end up with other adepts now. Easier that way, I suppose.”


    As I listened, I felt bad for my dad. His mother had died when I was five, and he had no other family. Just me. Even if I wasn’t his flesh and blood, I’d been the center of his life for fifteen years. No wonder he didn’t want to let me grow up. “Sorry I couldn’t come home for Christmas, Dad.”


    “Penny’s coming over,” he said, still with a forced brightness, and it made me curious because I had continued reading him without paying much attention and he’d decided to lie, just before the words came out of his mouth. I switched my focus to search through the house and discovered why. Penny Nesbitt, my high school English teacher who’d asked Dad out this fall, was already there – at least I assumed it was Penny. Turbula didn’t come with nametags. Maybe my dad wasn’t as lonely as I thought. “We’ll probably stop over to visit friends this afternoon. I’ll struggle through without you,” he joked. “How are you doing?”


    “Uh ... I’m fine.” I finally leaned back on the bed in the guest room.


    “Everything going okay at Rothston?”


    “It’s going fine, Dad,” I answered, not wanted to talk about the problems I’d been having. And after last night, I hoped they wouldn’t be back. “I had a little trouble catching on to manipulating the turbula, but I’ve got it now.”


    “Good. You’ve always done well at everything. Didn’t think this would be any different. So, your first Christmas away. How’s that going?”


    “Greg’s parents are nice, I guess,” I told him. “It’s strange not being home. Should we open our presents now?” I sat back up as I asked.


    “Sure. I know they’ll be a big surprise,” Dad chuckled.


    The presents Dad had sent me were in the bottom of my duffle across the room and I needed to bring them over. But before my feet hit the floor, the two brightly wrapped packages appeared on the center of the bed. I stared in shock, nearly dropping the phone.


    “Kinz? Are you still there?” my dad’s voice squeaked from the tiny speaker.


    My heart pounded and I felt my cheeks flush. Did I do that? There wasn’t any other way they would have suddenly appeared on the bed. But, I hadn’t meant to. And that had been effortless. No, not effortless. Easy, but I felt a bit weak, like energy had been drained out of me.


    “Kinzie?”


    “Uh ... yeah, Dad. I was just getting them,” I said numbly into the phone, trying to understand how that could have happened. I picked up the smaller one, turning it over in my hand to examine it. It looked fine on the outside, but it might be a jumbled mess inside. My heart thudded. All I had done was wish for them. What if I’d wanted something else, or …


    “Hmm, whatever could it be? Maybe it’s a hat and scarf,” I teased into the phone as I kept thinking. Maybe I’d hide the presents back in my duffle now before anyone saw them.


    “Nope. You’ll never guess.”


    “I guess I’ll just have to …” My eyes flickered up to the hall where I saw a movement. Darn, it was too late to hide the evidence. “Open … it,” I finished, as my mind went blank at the sight of Greg in a loosely tied bathrobe that revealed his broad chest with curls lightly scattered across the top. My heart beat faster, while my head screamed that this couldn’t be a guy who was in love with me. This was like hitting the hormone lottery, or winning one of those stupid reality TV shows. Except it was Greg, and not some brainless bod.


    “Kinz?” Dad’s voice asked, jarring me back from the fantasy that had been rapidly unfolding in my head. Crap. I needed Greg distracted while I checked on the damage to the presents. I knew what they contained, and the odds of getting it right, without any transposition errors, were … well, unlikely didn’t capture it. I’d have to use my dad for this and hope for the best.


    “Um. I’m sitting in the kitchen, Dad, and Greg just walked in. I’ll let you introduce yourself if you’re going to be civil,” I said into the phone. As the words came out, I realized the description of where I was sounded forced, but Dad didn’t pick up on it.


    “Yeah. I’d like to talk to the guy,” Dad said menacingly, then lightened up. “Don’t worry. I’ll behave.” I was still worried, but handed over the phone, mouthing the words “we’re just friends” to Greg. He tipped his head curiously.


    I heard several uncomfortable “Yes, sirs” coming from Greg, but it didn’t sound too bad. I carefully tore off the wrapping paper, exposing a box that looked completely intact. I tipped it toward me and cracked open the side, holding my breath as I peered inside. Laughing in relief, I peeled open the box to reveal the rows of socks. Greg cocked his head again quizzically.


    “It’s a family tradition,” I told him, letting him think my delight was with the socks and not the fact that I’d just translocated them, box and all. I picked up a pair and examined the knit. Every stitch was in place. Much better than the paperclip. And my brain lingered on the question of why. Had something changed? Or was it just that I understood better now how to do it, and knew that I could. I would still have to be careful and control myself better, but at least no damage was done.


    I turned to the heavier box as my dad continued to question Greg, now asking about his parents’ jobs from the sound of it. I opened this box cautiously as well, although any minor transposition errors were likely to be less noticeable in what I thought was in this one. A laugh shot out of Greg when I removed the lid.


    “Textbooks?” he asked, still holding the phone.


    I took the phone from him as I explained. “This is what I wanted. They’re books I want to read on my own.” I listened as Dad opened his presents from me – a set of bamboo wind chimes that he’d always wanted, and another box of socks. Greg started running his fingers along my arms, making me shiver with the electrical thrill, yet it calmed me as it spread through my body, slowing my heart and steadying by breath. I could get lost in that feeling.


    “Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” he said semi-sheepishly when I finally set the phone down after saying goodbye to my dad. Greg stretched out on the bed, pulling me down beside him and wrapping me in his arms. He kissed me lightly, then laughed. “I never thought much of kissing before, but I like kissing you. This is nice.” He kissed me again, not so lightly this time, and my body melted into his. I knew this was a bad idea, but the reasons eluded me. Something about the future. But that didn’t seem important as now. I snuggled against him, feeling better than I ever had in my life, and for now, at least, my fears were vanquished.


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    


    Kinzie


    I leaned back in the bucket seat of the game in the Rothston arcade, comfortable with everything that was about to happen in front of me. I maintained my focus, ignoring the growing mass of middle-schoolers who huddled closer to see the competition’s inevitable end.


    “He’s letting her win,” a boy behind me called out. “He wants to be part of history.”


    A girl to his side disagreed. “Nuh-uh. Beating her would be more epic. He’s trying. Look at him.”


    My eyes shot a sideways glance at my competition. Thirteen-year-old Ernie. Nerd-boy extraordinaire. A good kid. His eyes were glazed over, his mouth set in grim determination, and a bead of sweat was glistening at his temple. The best of the current arcade players – until now. I casually steered my control, stopping my cart in exactly the right spot, while I nudged my competitor with my mind. He twisted his controls, sending his vehicle skidding around the corner with absolute certainty that I’d set a bomb for him the other direction. But that brought him face-to-face with me, no more than three cart lengths away.


    “Oh, shi…”


    The word was half way out of his mouth when I fired. The blast sent him hurtling into the air in a blaze from which the words “Game Over” emerged. A cheer rose from the audience of boarding school students who’d resumed classes on Monday, as the game played its triumphant refrain. The high score screen flashed up. I leaned forward to escape the hands clapping my back and pretended all the noise was from the game. The top spot blinked with empty underscores, awaiting my input, and I knew my audience expected a show. I swallowed hard and forced a smile on my face.


    “Should I do it?” I asked and was met with a cacophony of encouragement and demands. I didn’t look back, knowing the crowd had swelled far beyond the three kids that started off watching us. Instead, I thumbed through the letters, inserting them one by one. C – Z – R, for Czarina, now flashed over those of the previous high score holder and the feat was complete. A massive cheer went up. As of now, I had the high score on every game in the arcade, and from the growing reaction of the students over the course of the week, that made me a star. My fans crowded in around me, and I felt the panic begin to grow. Time to leave.


    Sydney, the girl I’d played on my first attempt at the arcade before Christmas, chattered excited at my side as I left the room. “I can’t believe you beat the scores on all the machines!” she squealed as we headed up the stairs. “All of them! No one’s ever done that before. I mean, even Rex Brolie missed on a few.”


    My eyes bolted open, but I recovered quickly, not letting on my surprise. The first-place initials on most of the machines had been the same – KNG – and I figured it was someone I didn’t know. But now it seemed obvious. KNG for king. A play off his own name. I’d just beaten Rex.


    “I guess the king is dead,” I told her with a laugh, and my hand rose to touch the chivasta under my shirt. I’d started wearing it when I’d gotten back from Boston, and each day it seemed to hold more meaning for me. I belonged here. Every day, as I trained and explored the adept world further, I knew this was what I wanted – not just because I was good at it now, but because the world needed adepts. Needed people like me to keep it on the right path. But that troubled me as well. I knew I couldn’t lead a double life by hiding this all from Greg, and every day, I vowed to break up with him. But every evening, chatting with him on my laptop, I knew that was wrong too. It seemed like I belonged with him, and if nothing else, I cared about him too much to hurt him. And it would hurt him, because he didn’t understand that it wasn’t real. And so, my charade of a think-tank internship continued.


    Sydney said goodbye to me before I turned onto the middle-wing of the third floor. I was headed for the Coates Room to meet with Mel. She’d suggested the use of the chalkboard in the small conference room might come in handy for today’s lesson. But voices reached me as I approached the room – angry voices.


    “What you are suggesting is outrageous, Ms. Lee,” a deep, booming voice announced. From the distinctive timber, it had to be George Alphonse, a member of The Seven. Mel had introduced us one day in the cafeteria. I remember thinking that his burly body and wavy gray hair, flecked with black, fit his magnificent voice. But now, I stopped in the hallway, not wanting to face the current hostility of that voice.


    “It is not absurd,” a female voice answered. Marci Lee, I assumed from what Mr. Alphonse had said. Her voice was whinier than I expected from a member of The Seven, and more nasal. “We have been harmed, through no fault of our own, and we should be compensated. It is as simple as that.”


    Harmed? Compensated? I was curious now, and moved to the side of the hall, pretending to study the stained glass image in the window so I wouldn’t look like I was eavesdropping if someone left the room. The background of the image was a chivasta, variations of which were found all around Rothston. Almost every design and decoration here contained one.


    “It is hardly through no fault of our own, Marci,” Mel’s voice answered sternly. “Even before you were on The Seven, we entrusted you to select the investment advisor to manage our funds. You knew quite well from his psychological profile that he had a tendency to overstate his abilities in every regard, and might use his adept attributes to cover his tracks. We deserve what we got. It’s the commons who lost billions who were harmed.”


    “They were harmed!?!” Marci Lee’s voice shrieked. “We lost …”


    “Now, Marci, Ms. Whitacre, let’s all calm down here before we say things that any of us would regret,” came Mr. Jamison’s smooth words; always the voice of reason.


    “Regret? You mean like questioning whether your colleague here was involved in the scheme herself?” George Alphonse boomed. “None of us believe he could have held off the entire SEC for that long. And all by himself? And I do not regret that accusation one bit.”


    “How dare you!” Marci Lee squeaked. “You have no reason to even think that I …”


    “That’s enough!” Mr. Jamison interjected. “Maybe Ms. Lee should have invested Rothston’s funds differently. But maybe we’d have lost nothing had the two of you not insisted that Rothston influence the SEC to take action.”


    “It was the vote of The Seven,” Mel countered.


    “At your prompting,” Mr. Jamison answered. His voice had grown tighter.


    Mr. Alphonse’s voice let loose again. “And why were you so threatened by that? I recall you vehemently opposed prompting the SEC to do its job, but declined to give a rationale.”


    A tense silence loomed for an instant. “Yes, I did,” said Mr. Jamison evenly. “But none of this matters anymore. What’s done is done. The only question now is whether we should make up our losses.”


    “By influencing the stock market?” George’s deep voice added flatly. “Adept or not, there are laws against that, and we do live in the United States of America.”


    “My god, grow up,” Marci Lee drawled. “We aren’t in kindergarten anymore.”


    Mel responded with a statement that sounded like a sad, but regal pronouncement. “The commons have suffered because we didn’t stop our advisor’s Ponzi scheme. Our fate should be no different from theirs.”


    “We must ensure that Rothston’s resources remain intact so that we may continue to fully pursue our mission,” Mr. Jamison pointed out.


    “Our mission or our lifestyle?” Mel asked him bluntly, but he didn’t answer, deflecting her question instead.


    “Obviously, we will not work this out by consensus. We will have to put it to a vote with the others,” he stated.


    “Certainly, Mr. Jamison,” Mel agreed. “But do not count on the outcome you wish. We still have a majority.”


    “Majority?” Mr. Jamison spat. His voice had a harsh edge I’d never heard or imagined from him before.


    “Not for long,” Marci Lee’s voice interjected, followed by a tittering giggle that made the hairs rise on my arms.


    “Ms. Lee,” Mr. Jamison resumed, having recovered his usual calm tone. “We are not a partisan body. The Seven have always been unified and nothing is going to change that.”


    “I have work to do,” came Mel’s voice and an instant later she whisked out of the room. She grabbed my elbow when she spotted me, pushing me along in front of her brisk strides. “Hurry,” she whispered urgently. “You should not have heard that.”


    We rounded the corner and she bustled me down the stairs before slowing her pace, and herding me into the Charrington Room. The couple in the portrait still beamed down at me, but Mel’s face looked like thunder.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to …” I began to apologize. But Mel dismissed my apology with a wave of her and pointed me to a seat while she paced across the room.


    “I’m not upset with you, Kinzie,” she said brusquely. “But tell me, how much did you hear?”


    “Enough,” I answered. “Rothston was involved in that big investment scandal from a while back, wasn’t it?”


    “Yes, Kinzie. The mastermind behind it was adept.”


    “So Rothston should have known?”


    Mel stopped her pacing and turned to face me. “Should have, and perhaps did,” she corrected me. “Marci Lee has been overseeing Rothston’s investments for years. It is inconceivable to me that this escaped her attention.”


    “But that was years ago,” I pointed out. “Why is it a problem now?”


    “Because Mr. Jamison and Ms. Lee see the current market volatility as a chance to recoup our losses by investing in underperforming stocks. Timing the market, so to speak.” She resumed her pacing, as if the mere thought of it disturbed her. “They want to use our attributes to artificially run up the price of stocks we invest in. The individuals who buy the stock as the price increases will have no idea it is an artificial bubble that will crash once our influence is removed. And who knows what the consequences of that will be?”


    “But you do know. The bubble will burst and other people will lose money, right?” I asked.


    “In the short run, yes. But the long-term consequences of our interventions are nearly impossible to know, even for adepts. This is the Principle of Unintended Consequences that we’ve only briefly touched on in your studies. But it comes down to this: we cannot see the future, Kinzie. No one can.”


    Unintended Consequences. I’d seen the term in some of the reading materials. It was a factor that screws up the results adepts were attempting to achieve, but there’d been no further explanation of it. Now, Mel fell into her teaching mode, and supplied it.


    “In general, short-term results are predictable based upon what we can read in either objects or people – although, even then an individual could still choose a different course of action we did not anticipate. But the further into the future you go, the more our accuracy drops. Exponentially, in fact. This uncertainty has been a substantial factor in our decisions as to when to intervene or not intervene in a particular situation. For example, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, there were many points at which we could have altered the course of events. Many would argue, quite convincingly, that it would have been safer to do so.”


    I settled back into the leather chair. “I’ve thought that too. So why didn’t you?”


    “Because of the unintended consequences. Had we intervened sooner, perhaps the world would be the same as it is today. On the other hand, perhaps being on the brink of nuclear disaster left an impression on the world’s superpowers that avoided a nuclear war in the long-term. Applying it to this issue, I’m sure you would agree that money is power in this country, or at least access to power.”


    I nodded.


    “We could change people’s fortunes by tinkering with the market for our own good,” Mel explained, leaning forward as she spoke. “One person may suddenly find themselves without the money to attend college, or another may become wealthy beyond his dreams. We cannot know the effect that would have. Deprive the world of a great future leader, perhaps, or give rise to a new Hitler. There are too many variables for us to know how our interventions change the long-term course of events. Therefore, we wait and use it sparingly. That is the basis for our Minimal Intervention Policy.”


    “But Ms. Lee doesn’t agree.”


    “Yes. She, along with Brad Jamison and Bart Pasternak, feel it is time to do away with the Minimal Intervention Policy. The rest of us stand by it, and fortunately, we are still in control.”


    “But what Ms. Lee said – that you won’t be for long …”


    “A reminder that we are not getting younger,” Mel said in a tone that almost snapped. “And when Rex Brolie ascends, it will tip the balance of power.”


    “Rex! Ascend? You mean he becomes part of the The Seven?” I asked in shock.


    “Yes. He has been training for it for two years.”


    My stomach froze at the idea of Rex Brolie lording over everyone as a member of The Seven. He was unbearable enough as it was. But I needed to push that aside. The leadership of Rothston dealt with ideas and decisions that were far beyond my petty dislike of him. And in some ways, a change in the leadership would be good. Because as much as what Mel was saying made sense in the current context, overall, it struck me as a cop out.


    “You look puzzled,” the old woman prodded, and I explained that the Minimal Intervention Policy restrained them from intervening at the point that it might be easiest to change the course of events. Not intervening at that point could be disastrous. Still, I had no doubt that in some situations, it was better to let the commons work through the matter with no influence. But it was impossible to know which situations were which. “To me, both sides seem right and not right at the same time,” I summarized.


    Mel smiled and patted my hand where it rested on the table. “And that, Kinzie, is why I so enjoy teaching you,” she told me. “Mr. Jamison and his colleagues are waiting for us old folks to get out of their way, believing that everyone else agrees with them. You bring a new perspective to Rothston that may heal this division. You give me hope for the future,” she concluded, beaming at me like a grandmother.


    “But I don’t think Mr. Jamison is wrong,” I confessed. “Or that you’re entirely right either.”


    Mel’s smile grew. “I know. And that’s what gives me hope.”


    


    ψ


    


    Steady drips pattered onto the floor underneath me. I looped the chain of the chivasta around my neck before wrapping the towel that had been underneath it around me to keep warm. Sasha, on the chaise beside me, didn’t seem to notice the chill from the evaporating moisture. Or more accurately, she very much noticed and was as cold as I was, but liked the effect it had on her body. She stretched her arms over her head to braid her wet hair, but somehow it arched her back, thrusting her barely covered boobs out for display.


    “Stop it,” I scolded. “There’s no one here you need to show off to.”


    “Aw, but they like it,” she cooed, with a dazed grin. I didn’t need to read anyone to know she was making the five middle-school boys in the pool uncomfortable as they kept stealing glances at her, and it was just as obvious that she enjoyed the attention.


    “They’re kids, Sasha!”


    “Jeez, it’s not like I’m going to do anything. But they deserve a little pleasure, don’t they?” She nodded to the deep end of the pool where one of the older boys – fourteen perhaps – was climbing up the ladder. He froze when he reached the deck, gaping openly at Sasha’s chest, while his “pleasure” at the sight was pushing out the front of his swim trunks. The boy’s face turned beet red, but he seemed unable to turn away until finally Sasha laughed. The boy’s hands lurched in front of him, as if he could now hide the evidence, as he awkwardly slid back into the water, all the way in, hoping to sink and never emerge, I suspected.


    I picked up Sasha’s towel from the floor and threw it at her. “You’re sick. Why did you do that to him?”


    She straightened the towel across her, but at least she didn’t remove it. “I didn’t do anything to him,” she objected with a pout. “He wanted to get a better view.”


    “But he wouldn’t have on his own.”


    “So? I helped him do what he wanted anyway. Nothing wrong with that.” I shook my head, ready to leave the subject, but she pursued it anyway. “You’re such a prude, Kinzie. How are you ever going to know when a guy likes you?”


    “That’s not ‘likes,’ Sasha. And these are boys.”


    “Okay, they are a little young, I’ll give you that. But you’ve got to see how it’s handy to know what a guy is deciding when he looks at you, not to mention giving them a little nudge sometimes. You should try it sometime.”


    I opened my mouth to tell her I’d never force a guy to do anything, but the words stuck in my throat. I’d never do it on purpose, but was there really any difference? After all, I’d done much worse than Sasha teasing these boys. Looking back over the few days at Christmas, I’d played out nearly every juvenile fantasy I’d ever had, with Greg as the leading man. The tender embrace with him gazing down at me against the romantic backdrop of the falling snow, the flirting kisses when he’d quickly pull me into a hallway, away from the eyes of his parents, the sensual entwining of our bodies as we lay on his bed Christmas night, watching the flickering flames in the fireplace. And if I’d needed any more proof that I was causing it, that scene provided it. With the weight of his body pressed against mine, I’d been waiting for more, but I was nervous over the idea of going from my first kiss to full womanhood in twenty-four hours. And so, it didn’t happen. Instead, he’d just held me. Sometimes we talked, over and over he’d kissed me, and sometimes we’d just lie there, listening to the mingled sound of our breath and our hearts, until eventually, I fell asleep. It was romantic and comforting, but didn’t fit with anything I knew about Greg Langston.


    The commotion of the middle school boys gathering their towels to leave broke my thoughts. Free swim was over. Only adults were allowed here now. Eighteen and over. Molley called to us from the locker room entrance. Sasha waved her over, and I settled back on the chaise.


    “Oh my god! I heard you had it!” Molley trilled as she pointed at the chivasta lying between my breasts. “Did this really belong to Gordy Prescott?” she asked, sounding awed.


    I held the pendant up by the chain so she could see it better. “I guess so. That’s what Mel told me.”


    “So cool that you have something of his,” Molley cooed.


    I glanced over at Sasha to question why Molley was so impressed. “Everybody loved Gordy,” Sasha said in response to my look. “He spent a lot of time with all of us. It was awful last year when he died.”


    I narrowed my eyes. “What happened to him? Was it a heart attack or something?” I asked, thinking his death must have been a surprise based on their reaction.


    “No,” Sasha said, hesitating for a moment before adding, “He was hit by a semi.” The chivasta fell out of my hand. I’d expected to hear about a stroke, or cancer, or some other way I’d expect an old person to die. But run over? Goosebumps raised on my arms at the randomness of it. “He took a walk every day on the roads outside the complex,” Sasha continued. “The truck driver was beside himself afterward. Grandpa and Mr. Jamison went to see him at the jail. He said he never saw Gordy and couldn’t believe it had happened.”


    Molley nodded as tears began filling her eyes at the memory. “I heard Mr. Jamison spent a week visiting the guy to help him cope with what he’d done. That was nice of him. Gordy would have wanted it that way. The driver finally admitted he’d been messing with his iPod or something instead of watching the road.”


    “Joining us for some water polo?” a voice asked. I looked up as Molley wiped her eyes and found Curtis Mechenbaum’s squinting at me without his glasses. The others quickly took up his suggestion, and scrambled into the water. I stood up, dropping my towel back to the floor and smoothing my black maillot, before stepping to the edge of the pool and diving in. We started a lopsided game of water polo – me, Curtis, and Sasha against Molley and Derrick, a lean, dark grad student – engineering, I think – who was here for the week. With the three of us influencing the two of them to miss a throw, or position themselves to get dunked, they didn’t have a chance.


    As our victory was nearly complete, Molley called a time out with a huge grin on her face. “We have a new player to even the numbers – three on three,” she announced, pointing at the entrance to the men’s locker room. Crap.


    Rex strutted out in his board shorts, carrying his clothes with an air that he could get called away at any moment and needed them handy. He dropped them on a chaise on the pool deck before breaking into a broad grin. “I’m on the losing team?” he mock-complained. “I’ll fix that.” He strode forward and made a smooth dive into the water.


    If this had been a regular game – without influencing – we’d still win easily. Unfortunately, it wasn’t. And as much as I might have wanted Rex to be nothing but hot air, he was good at this. He had us throwing the ball out of the pool, and missing the net by feet. I even bounced one off of Curtis’s head, directly into the wrong net, to score a point for them. Very quickly, the score was even. Whoever made the next goal won, and my head was pounding with determination that it not be Rex. I’d bested him in the arcade, and I wanted to make my victory complete.


    I moved closer to our net, while Sasha and Curtis passed the ball between them. Molley was more occupied positioning herself to be in Rex’s line of sight than playing the game, so she wasn’t much of a threat. Derrick was doing a pretty effective job of guarding both Sasha and Curtis, preventing them from moving forward. Time to intervene.


    I influenced Derrick to lunge at Sasha. When he did, she lobbed the ball over him to Curtis, who quickly pushed forward, passing it to me before Rex closed in on him. But now Rex turned all his attention to me. I read him and he planned on dunking me hard and holding me under. I’d play along. My head pounded as I tried to time this – drawing him in. I had to let him get close. Only be another second … and …


    “Now!” I yelled.


    Curtis reared up right behind Rex, coming down hard on his shoulders and forcing him under. I darted around the two of them, pelting the ball neatly into the center of the net. We’d won! I turned around cheering, but cut off when Rex sprang up from the depths swearing incoherently, with “Mechenbaum” being the only intelligible word. Curtis swam as fast as he could for the side. Molley, Sasha and Derrick had stopped in their tracks, tittering as Curtis pulled himself from the water with Rex right behind him.


    “You think that was funny?” Rex challenged, bathing Curtis in his spit at the short range. Curtis began to grovel into submission, or maybe he was about to sink through the tiled floor. Rex marched over to the chaise, fishing into his pants pocket, and Curtis visibly trembled. Rex turned back holding a flexible blue band, and I heard a gasp from either Sasha or Molley behind me.


    “Ooh, Curtis. You get to play with the kitty,” Molley giggled, sounding excited and nervousness at the same time.


    Curtis was shaking as he appeared to willingly hold out his arm, though I doubt “willing” applied here, since it was exactly what Rex wanted. He wrapped the tube twice around Curtis’ upper arm, and the ends snapped together, like some sort of magnetic connection. The device began to glow. I stared in fascination because as the glow increased, Curtis diminished. The depth to him was gone, as if he wasn’t real anymore. I could see him. Nothing appeared visibly different, but his turbula just sort of dropped out of existence, like a hole in the quantum foam.


    “What is that thing?” I asked Sasha.


    “It’s a QIT,” she said. “Um … quantum interference transmitter. Stops us from reading the turbula. He’s …” She stopped for a moment, then lowered her voice. “He’s not supposed to have one. Only the Guard.”


    “The what?” I asked, astounded that I’d been here for four weeks, and Sasha was still talking about things I’d never heard of.


    “The Guard. They’re like …” Her eyes rolled around and she searched for the right description. “Kinda like the Secret Service for the commons, except they work for The Seven. They’re like the police or something if we need them.”


    “What’s it doing to him?” I asked Sasha, as panic swept across Curtis’ face.


    We can’t see the turbula around him because of the QIT. So we can’t read and influence him while he has it on,” Sasha told me. “But he can’t see the turbula at all, anywhere.” That was the panic. Curtis was blind – like a common.


    “Why’s he doing that?” I whispered back to Sasha. I didn’t like where this was going, but wasn’t sure how bad it was.


    “Because it’s Curtis,” Sasha said back, picking up a lock of her wet hair and flinging it behind her. “Curtis gets so scared and grovels. It’s funny in a sort of pathetic way.”


    I glanced at Sasha in disgust, but a yelp from Curtis drew my attention back to the pool deck. Rex had grabbed a handful of Curtis’s curly brown hair, and was forcing him onto his knees.


    “Please don’t. I’m sorry. Please don’t,” Curtis begged, but Rex just laughed again.


    “You should have stayed out my way, worm,” he sneered, then his foot shot out to kick Curtis in the gut, not hard, but hard enough. Curtis tried to double over in pain, but couldn’t with Rex’s hand still knotted in his hair. Molley, Sasha, and Derrick had grown silent and were no longer looking at them. But they weren’t doing anything to stop Rex either.


    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I won’t ever again. You won. We all know you would have won. We can do it again and …” His words broke off in a gag as Rex kicked him again.


    “Stop!” I blasted, launching myself out of the pool. I reached them in two strides and pushed Rex aside. He moved easily, not expecting the intrusion. “Leave him alone,” I demanded.


    “Oh, look. Mechenbaum has a girl to protect him,” Rex sneered.


    “He didn’t do anything to you,” I continued, as my chest heaved with determination. “It was a game. And you lost. Sometimes that happens.”


    Rex’s eyes hardened. He reached over to Curtis’ arm, tapped some buttons and snapped the QIT off it. “Not to me,” he spat, tossing the device in his hand as he strode triumphantly back to the locker room. Sasha, Molley and Derrick followed, without a word. They’d obviously all been cowed by this sadistic jerk.


    I helped my friend up from where he’d crumpled onto the tile deck. He coughed a few times as he rose. “Are you okay?” I asked.


    He waved his hand as he caught his breath. “Yeah. I’ll be fine,” he assured me. “But you shouldn’t have done that.”


    “Somebody needed to,” I pointed out.


    “Yeah, but you made an enemy.”


    I gave a sarcastic laugh at that. “I’d already done that, so I don’t think it matters.”


    Curtis shook his head, as I handed him a towel to wipe the spittle from his face. “It matters,” he said gravely. “Rex always gets even.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    


    Greg


    I was in love with Kinzie Nicolosi. I wanted nothing more than to spend the evening telling her that, over and over. But she was still on the phone with her dad, so I flipped to the playlist labeled “Kinzie” instead. Songs that made me think of her – the kind I used to think were written for swooning girls and guys who needed help to get laid, but I’d been wrong. I kicked my feet up onto my couch, listening to the soulful crooning being piped into my head, and for the first time, I could relate. Life was like a sappy, love-drunk song. Man, I had it bad. And worse, I didn’t mind. But that left me not knowing what to do.


    Kinzie paced across my room in the basement of the Alpha Delt house as shouts and crashes of my frat brothers returning from break occasionally shook the walls. She waved her arms in frustration as her father ranted on the other end of the phone. He’d grilled me on the phone on Christmas Day when he still thought we were just friends. When Kinzie told him I was picking her up at the airport in Indy, she’d confessed I was her boyfriend. And from the tenor of the conversation, I’d say the man hated me now. Of course, if he’d known what I’d been doing when he called, his reaction would be justified.


    As we’d reached campus, Kinzie had suggested coming here before taking her to Bolt Hall to unpack. She’d wanted time alone, just the two of us, and I’d eagerly agreed. I’d barely closed the door before she was in my arms and I’d put my body on autopilot. I knew exactly what to do – what I’d done with other girls, and what ensured Kinzie would have been in my bed, feeling properly seduced, within the hour. But her cell phone rang and jolted me back to reality – this wasn’t just another conquest. It was Kinzie.


    “You can’t tell me what to do anymore, Dad,” she snapped into her phone, abruptly ending the call. I pulled out the earbuds as she plopped onto the couch beside me. “My dad’s a jerk,” she said tersely.


    I picked up her hand and placed it against my own. We were so different. Her graceful fingers and tiny palms were delicate, almost frail, against my broad, thick ones, and yet – I slid my fingers between hers – they fit together perfectly. And tingled, making us both relax. I leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the forehead. I needed to slow down.


    She gave me a curious grin, and climbed onto her knees beside me before stretching up to press her lips to mine. God, that felt like nothing I’d ever imagined before. I wanted to smother her in kisses. I wanted to hold her all night to watch her sleep. I wanted her body wrapped in mine just to feel her heart beat. She kissed me again, but then settled back on her knees.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked, running her finger across my furrowed brow. It smoothed at her touch.


    “Nothing,” I assured her. “It’s just that I love you.”


    “Mmhm,” she murmured. “I blew it, huh? My dad’s call, I mean. It broke the mood.” Her tone was serious, like she was studying for a final exam. It made me smile.


    “That wasn’t so much a mood as hormones,” I pointed out.


    A laugh burbled out of her. “I guess that is more accurate. But isn’t that how it’s supposed to be?”


    My brain twisted around her words. “Supposed to be?” I asked, knowing that’s how it always had been with any other girl who’d passed through here. Just do what my body wanted. But now it didn’t seem that simple. She twisted around on the couch and stretched her back across my lap. My thoughts jammed as the drape of her t-shirt settled around her to reveal the stunning body that I knew lay underneath.


    “Maybe ‘supposed to’ was the wrong way to put it,” she continued, not noticing my stare. God, she was beautiful. And she didn’t know it. She had no idea what she was doing to me, just by lying in my lap, presenting her body to me. The primal part of me roared inside, rattling the bars of its cage to break them down, making me almost miss her next words. “But I don’t really know how to be sexy or seductive or …”


    “Langston, you’re home!” Murphy’s voice boomed as the door snapped open. Damn! I jumped up, dumping Kinzie onto the couch in hopes he hadn’t seen anything. This wasn’t how I wanted the guys to find out. I didn’t know how I was going to tell them about Kinzie – but it wasn’t like this.


    “Shit, you ought to lock your door,” he laughed with an impressed tone and backed out of the room. I followed him, wracking my brain for words to explain to Murphy what I felt for Kinzie without relinquishing my guy-dom. But when I reached the hall, he’d already started loudly crooning that I was getting some from “that girl, Kylie.”


    “Stuff it, Murphy,” I snapped, but it was too late. Boomer and Pete stuck their heads out of their room next door.


    “Kylie?” Pete asked curiously.


    “I don’t know anyone named Kylie,” I said, hoping they’d drop it. I couldn’t tell them it was Kinzie. Not now. In their minds, she’d become another slut who’d passed through my bed. And no one had the right to put her in that category.


    “Who is it?” Boomer piped up.


    “You know … Kylie,” Murphy said again. “The dark-haired chick he was hanging out with last semester.”


    “You have Kinzie in your room?” Pete asked incredulously. Damn. This was spinning out of control, fast.


    “About to go in for the kill,” Murphy opined. I wanted to slug him.


    “No. It’s Kinzie. I wouldn’t do that.”


    “Could have fooled me.”


    “Kinzie? I thought she wasn’t your type, Langston,” Boomer laughed.


    “No. She’s not. It’s not like that. I just … just … I’ll talk to you guys later. Just shut up, okay?”


    I stormed back into my room and slammed the door. They didn’t get it. I knew I’d have to face them eventually, but right now, I wanted to back up, to forget they existed, so that Kinzie and I were the only two people in the world. But I was met by a scene that sent razor blades slashing through my heart – Kinzie had drawn her knees up on the couch, hugging them as she rocked back and forth. Tears she was trying to hold back streaked her face, and her dark eyes had withdrawn. I stopped in my tracks, hoping I’d been transported to an alternate universe, and any moment would be retrieved.


    Kinzie lifted her head, but didn’t look at me. She stared straight ahead as she forced calm and deliberate words from her mouth. “This is my fault, and it’s okay. I knew it wouldn’t work. We …” She took a stuttering breath, unable to go on.


    Fuck. The razor blades went into a frenzy, shredding the last bits of my cardiac muscle and leaving me in full arrest. Somehow, everything had unraveled in the last thirty seconds. But why? I sat down and scooped her onto my lap as she let go of her vain attempt to stop the tears. She sobbed into my chest and I rocked her slowly.


    “Shh. What’s wrong?”


    “This … you …” she hiccupped through the sobs, and I waited, slowly stroking her back to calm her. After a few minutes, she swallowed hard and tried again. “You don’t have to be so nice to me. We don’t belong together. You … you couldn’t even admit I’m here. I’m not pretty enough or … or … whatever enough to be here.”


    My brain became numb, and I forgot how to move or breathe or even swallow. How could she think ... Then, my words in the hall came back to me, agreeing that she wasn’t my type. It was true, but that didn’t mean … I looked down at her tear-clumped dark lashes. Damn. She was much too good to have anything to do with me. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever known and would ever know, and was infinitely better than any girl who’d ever entered this room. But words would never fix this. The one thing I wanted in life was for her to trust me and need me and know that I’d never hurt her. But with a few stupid words, I’d destroyed it. God, I was bad at this. “Kinzie,” I said, “you misunderstood what I told those losers.” But she wouldn’t look at me.


    An idiotic idea entered my head, but I had nothing to lose – at least nothing that mattered. I moved her off my lap, then walked back out to the hall and planted my feet, knowing I’d hear about this forever. But the only one who mattered was in that room. After a deep breath, steeling myself for the jeers, I bellowed, “I’M IN LOVE WITH KINZIE NICOLOSI, THE MOST BEAUTIFUL GIRL IN THE WORLD. EVERYBODY GOT THAT?”


    The expected heckles came from upstairs but, thankfully, silence in the basement. I grinned with satisfaction and looked back into my room at the shock on Kinzie’s face. Then the corners of her mouth rose slowly, until a laugh burbled out.


    “That was random,” she said smiling at last.


    Boomer’s head poked out of his room. “Wish I’d had money on this, Langston. Could’ve been a rich man.”


    Pete’s voice called out. “We’re going to Brewer’s. Don’t suppose you guys want to join us.”


    Kinzie was still smiling as she wiped away the tears. She nodded, and I looked back at Boomer. “We’re in.”


    


    ψ


    


    I held the tavern door for Kinzie, then flashed my fake driver’s license at the bartender. “Erwin,” he greeted with a nod, but eyed Kinzie suspiciously. “She old enough to be in a bar?” he asked.


    “Yes. And I’m the designated driver,” she said, holding up the keys to Mr. Heisenberg with a funny look on her face.


    The barkeep looked her up and down. She looked every bit of seventeen, even if she was a year beyond it, but the guy suddenly waved her through. Dumb luck. I’d have to get Kinzie an ID and figure out how to make her look older in the future. No way that lightning would strike twice.


    My frat brothers were already gathered at our regular table in the back of the main room. It was noisy tonight, with a large crowd of returning students in the billiards room.


    “I thought you were busted,” Murphy said to Kinzie with his trademark stupid grin.


    “Yeah. I can’t believe he let you in,” Pete echoed. “I’ve seen that look before and it only ends one way.” He and Boomer laughed and fist bumped.


    Kinzie just smiled. “I guess it isn’t how old you look, but how old you act. I act about ten years older than any of you, which makes you guys about eight.”


    Everybody laughed. This was good, I thought, watching them carefully. They accepted Kinzie and she knew how to handle them. And she was right – they did act about eight. That’s what made them fun.


    I left Kinzie with them and returned to the bar, not wanting to give the bartender a second chance to kick her out. I ordered my usual Cuervo and Dos Equis and a Coke for Kinzie, waiting on a stool for the keep to bring them back. The place was hopping, so it wasn’t going to be fast. After a few minutes, the red-haired girl beside me got her drink and moved on, revealing an unwelcome douche on the other side. Brolie didn’t see me at first, engrossed in a conversation he was having on his phone.


    “Of course, I’ll do it,” he said. “You know I always get the job done. It’s just that, you’ve been sending me off to D.C. or New York constantly.” He paused and listened. “No, I’m not afraid to miss classes. This work is more important. But I need some lackey to do the grunt work.” Another pause. “I know I’m the best, but … Yeah, maybe her – if she learns her place.” He saw me watching and snapped off his phone, but I didn’t look away. This guy was more than a douche. I’d put money on that the entire call – talking about important work and Washington – was nothing but an act to try to impress the redhead who’d been standing here a moment ago. The loser hadn’t realized she was gone.


    “If it isn’t Nicolosi’s common fuckwad.” Brolie said, narrowing his grey eyes. I just stared at him, not in shock but … the guy was surreal. People just didn’t act like this. He stepped in closer. “That little bitch needs to stay out of my way,” he said menacingly.


    I rose to stand only inches from him. “Keep away from her,” I demanded coldly, my chest expanding to emphasize the point. My biceps flexed, wanting an excuse to take action.


    Brolie gave a humorless laugh. “Like you could do something to me, you common fuck. I’ll take you out in a heartbeat.”


    “Right,” I responded sarcastically. The adrenaline coursed through me as the bartender set the drinks in front of me.


    “Is there a problem here, gentlemen?” he asked with a tone that said the right answer was “no.”


    I picked up the drinks and forced myself to walk away, wanting to pummel this guy – bad. And Brolie was an idiot if he thought he’d win. With a deep breath, I put a smile on my face and I took my seat next to Kinzie. “Ever have tequila?” I asked, offering her one of the shots.


    She waved it away as her eyes had stopped on something. “No. And I don’t think tonight’s the time to try it,” she said slowly. I followed her eyes to where Rex Brolie was striding past. God, this guy needed to sink into the ground like the pile of shit he was. He leered at her the entire time he walked through the bar, before disappearing into the billiards room.


    “What’s his problem?” Boomer asked.


    “Douche extraordinaire,” I answered, and changed the subject to anything more interesting than Rex Brolie. I wasn’t sure why he was so fixated on Kinzie. She’d admitted on the drive from the airport that he’d been at this internship with her, but said she never saw him. From the looks of it though, I’d say that wasn’t quite true. But with the guys here, it didn’t seem like the time to ask.


    We caught up on our winter breaks, with Boomer giving me a hard time for being boring now that I had no conquests to share, but I got the feeling he was impressed. Like somehow he respected me more. Pete was regaling us with his bar hopping escapades with his sister in Chicago, when Brolie trailed back into the room, three of his plastic-faced frat brothers in tow. He slapped a stack of paper napkins on our table – the symbolic inter-fraternity gauntlet.


    “What’s the challenge?” I asked, eyeing him steadily.


    “Billiards. Now. Four of us, four of you. Rotating shots.”


    I glanced around the table at my frat brothers who were eager to accept. Not that there was any choice. “You’re on,” I said, rising from my chair.


    “And you’re coming too, aren’t you?” Brolie said to Kinzie with a twisted grin.


    “Of course,” she answered like the challenge was somehow to her. “You guys will rip them apart,” she told us confidently.


    “I’d like to see anyone stop us,” I said leading my ranks toward the billiards room.


    A half-dozen tall tables set at the edge of the room were at capacity, and a few clumps of people stood between them. “You sure you want to stay in here?” I asked Kinzie, as another group crowded into the room to watch the competition.


    “Yes, I need to. I’ll be fine,” she answered firmly.


    I squeezed her hand a last time to give her strength, before turning to rack the balls. She was challenging herself with the crowd. Good for her for facing her fear, but I needed to keep an eye on her – make sure she was okay. She stood to the side with a fierce determination on her face. If I hadn’t known about her phobia, I’d think this game meant more to her than just fraternity pride.


    Unfortunately, the game started badly. Boomer nearly missed the cue ball on the break, sending it ricocheting to the side. Truly strange for him. I’d seen him nearly shatter the ball before. And I didn’t do much better. The strange thing was, the Sig Chis were playing as badly as we were, with one of the guys sending the cue ball sailing off the table, straight through some poor sap’s beer. It shattered in his hand and sent the cold brew into his lap. It was like we were all drunk. Maybe the Sig Chis were, but we’d just gotten here. The game went on and on, with a bunch of shots pocketing no balls, and even more scratches.


    Finally, it came down to one shot and it was my turn. The room fell silent. If I sank the eight ball, we won. It was a one-bank shot. Not hard, but the way I’d been playing tonight, I couldn’t take anything for granted. I studied the angles, lining them up with my cue to make sure my eyes weren’t deceiving me. I took my position and held my breath to try to control the cue in my hand. Slow, steady. I only needed a tap. My hand started shaking. I stood back up and exhaled.


    “What’s wrong, Langston? Can’t do it?” Brolie taunted.


    “You’ll get it, Greg,” Kinzie said, glaring coldly at Brolie.


    I checked my angles, again. It was just physics. I bent back over the table to line up my shot, again. I tested the cue, again. But this time, it moved smoothly in my hand and didn’t shake. With a quick snap, I took my shot. The cue ball bounced off the rail, tapped the eight ball sending it gently into the corner pocket. The Alpha Delts let out a cheer.


    I threw my arm around Kinzie, shielding her from the crowd as I gave her a kiss.


    “Not bad, not bad,” Brolie said after making his way over. Presumably he was talking to me, but he looked at Kinzie the entire time. This guy needed to get a life – and Kinzie wasn’t part of it. After a moment, he turned to me. “I know a guy who can put a pool ball in his mouth. Bet you can’t do that,” he challenged.


    “Why the hell would I want to do that?” I said back with a laugh. Maybe he thought I was enough of a doofus that I’d do it to show off for Kinzie. I turned to leave.


    “I think you want to,” Brolie said, and I stopping, tipping my head as I turned back. Maybe I should, just to make this asshole shut up. He handed me the cue ball and I weighed it in my hand.


    “Don’t, Greg. This is stupid,” Kinzie urged beside me, but her eyes were glazed. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was drunk.


    The cue ball bounced in my hand. Kinzie was right. This was stupid, but I didn’t want to give Brolie the satisfaction of me walking away from a challenge. What’s the worst that could happen? I bounced the ball again in my hand, and looked down at Kinzie. She’d give me a hard time about this, no doubt. A nearly silent chuckle came from Brolie. She’d get over it, but there was no way I was letting this guy walk out of here saying I was a wuss. I bounced the ball one last time in my hand, and raised it to my mouth when another urge overwhelmed me.


    I dropped the cue ball on the table and wrapped my arms around Kinzie, cradling her head in my hand as I kissed her, tenderly at first, but with the passion behind it growing. Somewhere my brain registered the hooting of the guys around us, but I didn’t care. My mouth moved along her jaw and her throat. My hands ran down her sides. I wanted to know every inch of her body – needed to know them. Her hands were grabbing my back, pulling herself impossibly closer, as our breath grew ragged. The jeering of the crowd changed in intensity as well, becoming frantic. Then suddenly, Kinzie pushed me away.


    “Oh god, no!” she exclaimed in horror. “I didn’t see that!”


    I tried to grab her back. I didn’t want to stop. But then my head started to clear. We were in the middle of a bar. What the hell was I doing? This wasn’t some slut I could go bang in the back room and be done with. I started to apologize, but Kinzie stepped backwards toward the corner, her eyes frozen in terror. What had I done?


     Then I realized she wasn’t looking at me, and the frenzied din of the crowd hadn’t stopped. Across the pool table, the crowd was yelling and beating on someone. Murphy. He staggered as he grasped the pool table, with the crowd’s hands pounding his back. His eyes were wide as his reddened face turned purple and his eyes bulged in fear. Someone shrieked and he collapsed onto the floor. I jumped up on the pool table to get to him quickly, and caught a glimpse of Brolie, standing to the side with a ghoulish grin plastered on his face. I looked down at the table as I skimmed across it. The cue ball was gone.


    


    ψ


    


    The speckled linoleum tiles in the waiting area of the Greene County General Hospital’s emergency room were worn but spotless. The cool air was scented with disinfectant and the cheap perfume of some previous visitor. I shifted on the hard, institutional chair, pretending to flip through a People magazine, but I was watching Kinzie. She sat beside me, knees drawn up on her chair, staring straight ahead with a determined look, like she was trying to figure something out. But she wouldn’t talk to me, or even acknowledge I was here. Maybe the packed billiards room had been too much for her, especially the frenzied shrieks and screams at the end. Or maybe I’d pushed her too far. But that was almost three hours ago, and she still hadn’t spoken. Damn. What had I done?


    I closed the magazine and searched her face. “Talk to me, Kinzie,” I urged, pulling her hand from her knee to hold it. Her eyes studied our hands, thinking about that vibrating current, no doubt. It was hard to ignore. It felt like it was pushing us toward each other. Binding us together somehow.


    Shit. I needed to man up. That was nothing but an excuse to justify what I’d done tonight. I’d let myself get out of control. What started as a kiss rapidly grew to groping – right there in the bar where everyone could see. This was Kinzie. I looked down at her face, and my heart wanted to burst with the joy that she simply existed and the agony that she’d shut herself away from me. I’d scared her, when she’d already had more than she could cope with standing there in the crowd. I deserved every bit of the torture she was meting out.


    Her head lifted and her dark eyes scanned around the room for a moment before finally settling on me. “What is it?” I prompted again, but still there was silence. She bit her lip as she tried to work out whatever she was thinking about. Another five minutes passed. All I could do was wait.


    “He’s forcing my worlds to collide,” she said at last. “Is it is a test to see what I’ll do or is he getting even?” She bit her lip and became lost in thought again, but her eyes kept darting over to me, like somehow I factored into whatever equation she was working on.


    “You matter to me,” she eventually said in a very factual tone. “More than I should let you.”


    I tipped my head. “What does that mean?”


    She turned away with a puzzled look, as she continued to piece together the thoughts in her head. And I worried about those thoughts. She’d never even kissed a guy other than me, and I’d treated her like she was some barroom whore. She deserved so much more than that – more than a guy like me. Maybe now, she saw me for what I was – what I had always been – a shallow jerk who used whatever girl was handy to satisfy my basic bodily needs. Damn, I was an ass.


    “I need to tell you something,” Kinzie said evenly after another long minute had passed. My heart stopped cold. This was it. She was going to tell me it was over. “This may be exactly the wrong thing to do, but I can’t live my life in two pieces.” She reached over and took my hand, staring at it again as the tingle flowed through us.


    “There’s something about the Rothston Institute where I was over break … something about me … that I’m not allowed to tell you. But I need to. You help me think, and I can’t keep hiding from you.”


    “You can tell me anything,” I assured her. A smile flickered quickly in the corners of her mouth and extinguished again. But it gave me hope. Maybe this was going to be okay.


    “Rex’s challenge tonight wasn’t the pool game,” she told me. “It was to me, to see which of us could influence the result of the game. Something we do at Rothston. He won this round,” she said as if disappointed in herself.


    “We beat the Sig Chi’s,” I reminded her, wondering where this was going.


    She shook her head, and after emphasizing again that she wasn’t permitted to say anything to me, she launched into a fantastical tale of psychic powers and mind-control based on quantum mechanics, and coordinated efforts to protect mankind from its own stupidity. It sounded like a world Kinzie would create – one where she had more control and there was a predictability to life. And that, along with the look on her face, disturbed me. She was taking it seriously.


    “So why are you telling me this?” I asked when she paused.


    She looked at me and seemed lost for a moment, as if she didn’t understand my confusion. “The pool game. That’s what we were doing.”


    “You think we were all messing up because of you and Brolie?”


    “Yes, and on the last shot, I realized Rex was too strong for me to beat him directly and changed tactics. I used Rex’s arrogance, and made him decide that he’d influenced you enough to miss the shot and stop. I hoped that you’d shake his influence quickly because you wanted to win.”


    “And obviously I did,” I concluded, playing along to see where this was going.


    She nodded. “You won the game, fair and square and entirely on your own. So Rex raised the stakes. That was the thing with the cue ball. He was trying to get you to do it so I’d have to stop you. If I failed, you’d be the one in the hospital and I’d know it was because he was stronger.”


    I stared at her, waiting for her to crack a smile and admit the joke, but it wasn’t coming. Instead, she kept talking. “I thought I’d outsmarted him by redirecting you, but I didn’t consider anything else that could happen. And then Rex knew I’d distracted myself as well, and went after someone else. Murphy probably stuck that cue ball in his mouth thinking it was a big joke.”


    “He isn’t laughing now,” I added, less worried about Murphy than Kinzie. Had she just checked out of reality? None of what she was saying was real. It couldn’t be – and Kinzie was smart enough to know that. What had this Rothston place done to her?


    I stared across the waiting area to the bright abstract print on the wall, with no idea what to say. I wished she’d just start laughing, but what if she didn’t? What if she believed what she was saying? What if she’d pushed herself too far – and I’d pushed her even further – and this was some mental breakdown?


    “You don’t believe me,” she said flatly beside me.


    I turned and saw the hurt in her eyes. “How can I believe you? I understand physics, Kinzie. I breathe quantum mechanics. What you’re saying isn’t real – you know that too. This is some TV series, not the way things really work. There aren’t magical powers.”


    She pierced me with her eyes, then slowly stated, “I can prove it.”


    “How? You’re going to pretend to read my mind like some cheap psychic?”


    “It doesn’t work that way,” she snapped back, then looked around the waiting area. A woman and her kid were just entering. “Look,” she said nodding toward them.


    The young mother stopped at a table that had a stack of magazines and picked up the Woman’s Day on top. She turned it around, then laid it back on the stack, facing the opposite direction. I looked at Kinzie and shrugged, uncertain what I was supposed to get out of that. She nodded back toward the table. The four-year-old boy picked up the same magazine, turned it around, and put it back on the other magazines, just like his mother had.


    “He mimicked his mother,” I pointed out. Kinzie was grasping at straws if she thought that proved the existence of people who could see things at the quantum level. “I’m going to the restroom,” I told her. I left the waiting area, just to walk around. It was bad enough sitting here, in the middle of the night, waiting to find out about Murphy, but now this? Should I find a nurse or someone to tell them about Kinzie? Had she checked out of reality? Damn. I didn’t know what to do.


    Maybe I could snap her back to her senses. Give her the hard facts. People couldn’t do what she was saying. Maybe it was just a joke. She could laugh at me, although she’d taken it too far. This wasn’t funny.


    I strode back into the waiting area, considering what to say first, when the Woman’s Day on the table caught my eye. Why was it interesting to that woman and kid? And why did Kinzie think it proved anything? I picked it up. The cover story touted no-fuss winter menus. Nothing special about it. I turned it around and placed it back on stack. I was almost back to my seat when I stopped in my tracks and looked back at the table. I’d done it too. The same action as the mother and son – exactly.


    “See?” Kinzie said to me hopefully.


    “Power of suggestion or something like that,” I argued, sitting back down, “I repeated their actions because I saw them do it.” Of course that was it. It couldn’t be anything else. And wasn’t that what I’d been thinking when I stopped? Looking to see why they’d done it? I knew that was right, but my confidence was shaken.


    “Mr. Langston? Is there a Mr. Langston here?” a short woman in teddy-bear patterned scrubs called as she walked into the waiting area.


    “That’s me,” I said rising from my chair. Kinzie got up as well, taking my hand as the woman beckoned us toward the examining room. On the way out, the teddy-bear clad woman stopped at the magazine table, picked up the Woman’s Day, held it in her hand for a second, then turned it around and placed in line with the others on the top of the pile. A shiver ran through my spine as my brain struggled to accept what I just saw. That couldn’t have happened. But it had. Kinzie squeezed my hand.


    I looked down and her eyes were now shining brightly. Holy hell. My girlfriend could manipulate quantum states? God, this was going to be hard to wrap my brain around. Even ‘Czarina’ didn’t fit this. More like Madame Curie. But even the Queen of Radioactivity couldn’t read minds.


    The short woman motioned us into a small room, and a moment later a youngish man in blue scrubs joined us.


    “I’m Dr. Bryce,” he said, matching the ID tag that dangled at his waist. “You’re here with …” He checked the computer pad in his hand. “… Alexander Murphy?” We both nodded. “The good news is he’s going to be fine,” Dr. Bryce said, and Kinzie’s shoulders dropped in relief. Now I understood her anxiety. She’d feel responsible if he hadn’t made it. But it wasn’t her fault. If what she’d said was true, Brolie sent Murphy to the hospital, not her.


    “You did the emergency tracheotomy?” the young doctor asked.


    I nodded. I’d rammed my pen knife into Murphy’s throat when I got to him. The amount of blood had shocked me, making me worry that it had been the wrong thing to do. Some girls had screamed and at least one guy had tried to pull me off of Murph. “How badly did I screw him up?”


    “It wasn’t beautiful surgery,” the doctor acknowledged. “He’ll have a pretty good scar, but you saved his life. Out near Newberry, with a billiard ball wedged in his throat, he would have never survived long enough for the paramedics to reach him.”


    “Could you explain that to Murph?” I asked the doctor. “He thought I was trying to kill him.”


    “Already have. He’s pretty grateful now. We’re going to keep him overnight to make sure we’ve got him patched up. He won’t be talking much for a while, but no permanent damage. Would you like to see him?”


    The visit was pure Murphy. He’d been given a toy drawing board with the plastic film you lift to erase. But Murphy kept messing up, handing it to us to write, like we couldn’t talk either. After a half hour, a nurse chased us out so Murphy could get some sleep.


    It was two-thirty in the morning by the time I pulled the Maserati onto the back road up to campus. We’d both been quiet on the drive back. My brain wasn’t adjusting to the idea that the world I’d woken up to this morning didn’t exist. Part of me wanted everything she’d said to be true, and that part was jealous. Every physicist knows you can’t ‘see’ the quantum foam. You ‘see’ things when light bounces off them and hits your retina. But details of quantum events are far, far smaller than the wavelength of light. The concept of ‘seeing’ doesn’t make any sense. But Kinzie was seeing things I would never see. Could never see. Living my dream. What did it look like? How exactly could she change it?


    But I had other questions as well. The most troubling ones involved Brolie. I trusted Kinzie, and the idea of her altering people’s decisions gave me pause. But Brolie having that same power was a problem – and he’d proven that tonight. I didn’t think I could hate the guy more, but now I did. And trusted him even less. He was dangerous. But that assumed everything Kinzie had said was real. I still couldn’t get there. But why would she be doing this?


    Kinzie was silent as well, maybe exhausted with the relief that Murphy was okay. “Want me to take you to your dorm?” I asked, remembering that we still had her luggage in the car.


    “I think Sasha might kill me if I drag everything in at this hour,” she said. “And I think maybe we should talk. You still don’t believe me.”


    I took the turnoff for frat row. “Yeah. I don’t,” I admitted. “That thing with the magazine, it still could have been a coincidence. And that’s a lot more plausible than what you’ve said.”


    She accepted my doubt. “I guess that’s why it so easy for us to stay hidden,” she said half to herself. “Commons don’t want to believe it.”


    “Commons?”


    “Non-adepts. People who can’t perceive the turbula.”


    As she explained, something triggered in my brain. Brolie. What was it he called me tonight? A common fuckwad? Yeah. Weird phrase. But … still had to be a coincidence, didn’t it? I pulled into the Alpha Delt parking lot and shut off the car.


    “So tell me how you did that thing at the hospital,” I asked, grabbing her bags and headed for the back door. I was searching for some proof that what she was saying was fake – or that it was real.


    “Technically, we can’t make someone do something they aren’t considering, but it isn’t quite that simple. With the magazine, each of you thought about stopping at the magazine table, so I influenced you to do it. Once you had stopped, the Woman’s Day magazine was on top, so each of you was inclined to pick it up – to move it out of the way if nothing else. So that one was easy. Once it was in your hands, then you had choices of what to do with it. I influenced you to turn it. Then influenced you to put it back on top of the pile. When you string that all together, it kind of looks like I made you do something you hadn’t thought of, but I really hadn’t. Just a chain of events.”


    “There isn’t a lot of difference between the two,” I said unlocking the door to my room, then following her in.


    “I suppose there really isn’t.” She turned to face me once I closed the door. “I can show you something that will make you believe me,” she stated, then paused. “If you want me to.”


    “Is there some reason I wouldn’t?” She still looked hesitant. “If you can prove this, bring it on,” I prompted.


    Her brow furrowed. “I will, but I don’t want to mess up your life.”


    “I don’t see how anything could.”


    She directed me to sit down on my bed while she cleared the teak table of the remnants from my exam studying last semester. “Do you know where your hoodie is?” she asked when she finished.


    “The orange one? You never gave it back.”


    She got a strange, empty look in her eyes for a moment before saying, “Well, now I have.” She motioned toward the table top and there is was. The orange sweatshirt. Perfectly folded, lying on what had just been a bare table. I just stared, trying to let my mind absorb what had happened.


    “You transported it,” I said numbly.


    “We call it translocation.”


    “How –” my mind raced. “How do you do it? What does it look like?” My brain went into hyperdrive, and I spouted quantum theory for a full two minutes before she stopped me and explained what she had done. It still didn’t make any sense but I’d seen the result with my own eyes.


    She flopped onto the bed beside me with a yawn. I pulled her into my arms, more out of uncertainty of what to say or think. “Nobody knows I can do it.”


    I scrunched my face. “You’re a frigging transporter and no one knows?” Then she explained why. Brolie. The guy just kept getting to be more of an asshole, although the fact that he was bullying some wuss at this Rothston-place didn’t surprise me at all. “You need to stay away from him,” I told her, not for the first time.


    “He and Dr. Collier are responsible for continuing my training now that I’m back at school,” she said. “So I don’t have a choice.” She snuggled against me, with her head resting on my chest. “I’ll just have to be more careful.”


    “Just don’t let him push you around.”


    “Can you see me doing that?” she asked, raising her head to look at me. “Rex bugs me too much. His conceited, stick-up-the-butt attitude drives me nuts. I want to wipe the smug look off his face,” she said with a yawn, as her head fell back to my chest.


    Soon her breathing deepened, and I kissed her hair, hoping I would fall asleep soon too, although it didn’t seem likely with my head spinning with the idea of adepts and Brolie and this secret organization, sneaking around to change the minds of world leaders. I wanted to sleep, so that tomorrow I could wake to discover that all of this was a dream. I hoped it was a dream, because one thing was clear to me: Rex Brolie – or anyone for that matter – with that kind of power could only end in a nightmare.


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    


    Kinzie


    What had I done? I stared at the words in the book in front of me, going over and over the same ground in my head. It seemed right at the time – tell Greg everything, then he would understand what had happened to Murphy at Brewer’s. He’d know everything I’d been hiding from him. He’d know what I could do, and help me understand it. Help me deal with Rex. I had to tell him. He was part of my life and needed to know. But just like every time I was with him, I’d forgotten that our relationship was just pretend. That I was playing out my juvenile fantasies using him as the unwitting handsome prince. I’d forgotten that he didn’t actually love me. And I’d forgotten how the evening had started.


    My dad had pushed me over the edge, ranting about hiding a boyfriend from him, and statistics of deaths from young male drivers, and every other threat to my existence that he could dream up. I’d focused on reading and influencing him, trying to get him to stop, and it had diverted my attention from Greg. Because of that, I knew the truth. The effect of my unintentional influencing must have faded while I was distracted, and moments after I got off the phone, Greg told his frat brothers that I wasn’t his girlfriend – that we didn’t belong together. That was the true Greg – not the one who stood in the hallway two minutes later declaring his love for me. That kind of stuff only happened in silly movies, and wasn’t something Greg Langston would ever do on his own.


    Still, it nagged at me. Why couldn’t I tell that I was influencing him? When I’d translocated the presents on Christmas Day, I’d been thinking about having them on the bed. But the pronouncement in the hallway of the frat house had taken me by surprise. So maybe I wasn’t influencing him. Maybe this was real. But I had no way to be sure.


    I stared down again at the open page of the economics text lying on my desk. It was a chapter on elasticity, and I hadn’t absorbed a word I’d read. Sasha shifted on her bed, holding a Dickens’ novel she was reading for her English class in front of her, but she seemed as distracted as I was. I flipped my book closed, sighing as I got up to pace around the room for a break. My head hurt from thinking too much, and not about my class work.


    Sasha’s head lifted to watch me. “I don’t know why you’d break up with him,” she said, putting down her own book.


    “I didn’t say I was going to,” I answered tersely. “And stop reading me.”


    “Reflex,” she responded unapologetically. “And you’re thinking about it.”


    “Maybe.” I stopped to stretch. Moving around was helping with the headache at least. It was fading quickly.


    Sasha sat up on her bed. “Look, if you want my opinion …”


    “Which I don’t,” I interrupted, trying to head her off. I wasn’t comfortable talking to Sasha about Greg. Partly because I knew what their relationship had been like, and partly because they hated each other now. Well, “hate” might be too strong a word, but there was no love there. Never had been. Nothing she said could be helpful. Still, she insisted on chiming in.


    “If you want my advice,” she said starting over, “you’d stop worrying about whether or not you influenced him somehow. It just doesn’t matter.”


    “It does to me, Sash,” I said, but then hesitated, as the headache roared back. Maybe she was right and I was making this too hard. Why shouldn’t I just relax and have fun with it? I opened my mouth to agree, when I caught her vacant stare. “Stop influencing me!” I blurted out.


    Her expression changed instantly, and she grinned. “Just trying to help.”


    “That isn’t help. It’s …” My eyes shot open in shock. The headache had vanished again! “Read me again,” I ordered.


    Sasha scrunched up her face in confusion. “Uh, okay,” she agreed as I turned away, facing out the window, so I wouldn’t see if her eyes glazed over. A moment later, a vague twinge started behind my eyes, radiating out to my forehead and temples.


    “You’re reading me, right?”


    “Yeah,” she answered cautiously. “Why?”


    “Let me keep testing. Try to influence me,” I requested.


    “To do what?” my roommate asked behind me, sounding even more confused.


    “I don’t know. Anything,” I answered, wondering if she was going to do it, or whether I should just tell her my theory now. Probably the latter, I thought, as my headache grew much more intense. That was it! “Stop now,” I asked, almost wincing from the pain. It quickly subsided.


    I turned around to face her, almost laughing at the obvious solution to the puzzle that had plagued me since the beginning of the school year. “You were influencing me, right? And it was to tell you what I was doing.”


    “You asked me to do it,” she confirmed a bit defensively.


    I laughed again and talked through the pieces. It all fit! The headaches started when I arrived at Hutchins College. And I’d been spending my time with Sasha and Rex then. And at Rothston. The constant thudding stabs in the arcade weren’t from the electronic music. It was from the other players reading and influencing me!


    “Sasha! My head hurts when I’m being read!” I concluded happily.


    She rose from her bed. Her eyes were as wide as saucers, but she looked almost afraid to come near me. “You what?” she gasped. “No one knows when that’s happening.”


    “But I do, and I just proved it.”


    “Whoa. This is big, Kinzie,” she said with awe.


    I laughed out loud with glee, grabbed her hands and skipped around in a circle. The mystery of the headaches was solved. I hadn’t realized until this moment how much the mysterious ailment had been weighing on me. But there was nothing wrong.


    I giggled again and dropped her hands. “Greg’s been convinced I’m dying of some horrible disease. He’ll be so relieved that …”


    “Greg?” Sasha interrupted, as her eyes went wide again. “You can’t tell him about us, Kinzie. Nothing!” she whispered urgently, as if someone might overhear us in our own room. She eyed me suspiciously for a moment. “You haven’t said anything, have you?”


    “Of course I … “ My cheeks started to flush with guilt as I stopped the words from leaving my mouth. “Um …” I started again, and realized there was no pain in my head. She wouldn’t know if I decided to lie. I gave a carefree laugh. “Of course not, Sasha,” I said as my eyes glazed over, influencing her suspicions away. “I’m not that stupid.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    Greg


    I set the steaming hot chocolate down on my usual table in the Pit, ready to take my position for my scheduled torture. Five weeks of this was making me testy. I turned to give Kinzie a kiss before she met with the asshole who was eyeing us from the other side of the room, but I caught Rex Brolie’s blank stare. Probably trying to influence the girl at the next table to sleep with him. I’m sure that’s the only way he got laid. That and bragging about his White House internship after graduation. Some girls were into that sort of prestige, and I’d heard Brolie playing it up, acting like the position was barely good enough for him. I’d wanted to smash his face in. This guy – with what he could do – working in the White House? Time to move to another planet.


    Kinzie’s eyes flicked toward me. “Pick up your cup. Now,” she commanded.


    I obeyed without thinking, but started to ask why, when some doofus leaving the snack bar’s line tripped over his flapping shoe strings. He lunged forward to keep the burger and towering mass of fries from escaping his tray and hit our table, jolting it a couple inches. He saved his fries, but the hot chocolate would have gone flying had it still been there.


    “That’s why,” Kinzie said smugly, once the guy had moved on.


    “Do you have to do that?” I snapped.


    “I have to practice. And you should thank me. I just saved your cocoa.” She leaned in for a kiss, and I gave her one, even if I wasn’t feeling it quite the way I had a moment ago. “Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Got to go to work.”


    I watched her cross the room. Neither of us liked her working with Brolie. She was tired of his arrogant bullshit. But apparently he carried a lot of weight at this Rothston place. I’d had crappy teachers before so I understood how that could be, but it still didn’t make me like it any better. And lately, Kinzie had seemed to be hating it less. She was getting better with her skills and beginning to talk like she was going to make some major difference in the world and did crap like she’d just done with my hot chocolate just to prove how great she was. And her exercises were getting more intrusive. She’d started out messing with people’s lives in tiny ways, making someone knock over a cup, or skip across the quad, or say something silly. But her interference was growing. Two days ago, she’d influenced one of Brolie’s frat brothers to skip an exam and listen to his iPod instead. Sure, the guy was already failing the class, but the idea of where this could go bothered me. All the science fiction I’d read and watched growing up had taught me that power like this only goes one place. I tried to convince myself that those were only stories, but my dad’s confident grin flashed through my head. He’d changed when people began acting like he had power. But Kinzie wasn’t like that. She was better than that, wasn’t she? I’d been sure of it before; but now, it seemed like merely a hope.


    I sat down at the table, facing across the Pit to where she would be working on a “project” with Brolie, not letting on that I had any clue what was going on. He looked her up and down like she was nude. God, I wanted to pound that fuck.


    I gritted my teeth, shrugged off my jacket and looked past her, out the wall of windows to where the bright sun glared off the stark February landscape. Some construction workers at the alumni office across the street were the only hearty souls braving the cold snap. A heavily mustached guy was strapping a thirty-foot I-beam to a crane. White clouds of breath billowed up as he called to his colleagues. It looked like that beam would be the main support for the first floor of the addition that would double the size of the old alumni house. The new structure was being renamed for the alum who’d donated the money, and I wondered if that would be me someday – having places I cared nothing about, bear my name.


    I drew my attention back to Kinzie, who was pretending to laugh at some joke Brolie had made. Maybe I was being too hard on her. But I didn’t trust this Rothston place for crap. Not after the one guy, Jamison, told Kinzie that what Brolie did to Murphy didn’t matter. Just harmless fooling around. Harmless my ass. My frat brother still couldn’t speak right – and maybe never would. Kinzie said she’d expected that response – because it was Brolie. The guy was a fool if he didn’t see the kind of person Brolie was. Calling him pure evil might be a little strong – but only a little.


    Brolie gave Kinzie a ghoulish grin and pointed to a student buried in her biology books at a nearby table, probably trying to get her to flunk a test. Kinzie shook her head firmly, and he argued with her for a moment, but she held firm. That’s my girl. I grinned to myself. I didn’t mind this part – watching Brolie struggle. He relied on his powers a lot, except he couldn’t with Kinzie. She knew when he was doing it. I remembered his shocked look the first time she’d wagged her finger in his face, scolding him for trying to make her mess up her training. She told me he’d claimed he was just helping to hone her skills. Neither of us bought that. And he didn’t do it again.


    So now, he had to deal with Kinzie the same way the rest of us did. And from the set look on her face as she sat back and folded her arms, he was failing. He seemed to be pleading with her, but I could see her mouth form the simple word, “no.” He looked pissed, but finally gave up and leaned back in his seat as well. After a moment, he snapped at her and pointed outside.


    Kinzie stared out the window for a long time, and when she turned back, she was biting her lip in thought. He must have given her a new challenge, hopefully something not totally fucktarded. She slowly nodded, and her face went blank as she concentrated on whatever it was he’d assigned her to do. I waited, wondering if I’d know when it happened. Some of her tasks had been obvious, like when Dr. Beecham, known for his eternal foul mood, stood in the center of the Pit and burst into praise over a student paper he’d just read. But I guessed that this one would happen outside, so I’d have to wait ’til later to find out what it was.


    I watched them for a few minutes and turned to my phone when it buzzed. A text from Glenn Gilroy about thermo homework. For nerds, they weren’t as smart as they should be. I was replying when a wrenching crash from outside shook the floor and rattled the windows. I jumped up reflexively to see a dozen students dashing to the window to see.


    “Holy shit!” a guy laughed, pointing out the window.


    “Did he drop that?” a girl echoed, alternating between the scene outside and her friends.


    I couldn’t see past them, so joined others who were heading outside to get a better view. My breath was ripped from me by the bitter wind, as I looked around to find the spectacle. A couple girls pointed quickly, before huddling their arms around them for warmth. Across the street, the massive I-beam was no longer on the crane, but had plummeted down across the crushed remains of a dumpster, and its end lay across a car, smashing it almost to the ground. Glass was everywhere like a bomb had gone off inside, and the crane operator was sitting in the cab, dazed, as the foreman with the heavy moustache yelled at him.


    For a moment, the air was still, then the guy beside me began slowly clapping. Then others joined in, hooting and cheering at the show. I looked back through the window to where Kinzie sat, emotionless, in her seat. Brolie was doubled over beside her, clapping her on the back and laughing his ass off. She looked out the window and our eyes locked for a moment before she turned away, giving Brolie a fake smile. Damn. This had gone too far. I blasted through the doors into the warmth of the Pit, and she sank in her seat as I bore down on her.


    “What the hell was that?” I demanded, pointing outside. I glanced around for Brolie but he’d hightailed it out of there. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”


    “My job,” she said, narrowing her eyes at my tone. “It was just a dumpster,” she muttered. She folded her arms across her in defiance.


    “Just a – “ I spat, my mind balking at what she was saying. This couldn’t be Kinzie. “Just a dumpster?! That guy’s probably going to lose his job!”


    “Do you mind keeping it down, Greg?” she hissed, nervously scanning the students still gathered near the windows.


    I opened my mouth to protest but she grabbed my hand and hauled me back outside. The other students had retreated back to the warmth of the Pit, but I didn’t even feel the icy air this time.


    “What’s your problem?” Kinzie blasted at me, as we stopped next to the brick wall of the student union.


    I pointed across the street where the workmen were examining the car. “You crushed a car. Did you know that?” I shot back.


    She looked up sharply. “What?”


    “Missed that, did you?”


    She inhaled deeply. “That’s not my fault,” she announced. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. And it doesn’t matter.”


    “Doesn’t matter?” I roared in disbelief. “This is insane. Do you hear yourself? You’re done with Brolie and Rothston. Come on, let’s get out of here. I’ll figure out some way to pay for this,” I muttered. I turned to go back inside but Kinzie didn’t follow. She just stood there looking like thunder. “What?” I asked tersely.


    “Just like that?” she accused, her eyes glowing like coals. Some girls were cute when they were angry. Kinzie wasn’t one of them. She was scary.


    “Just like what?”


    “You snap your fingers and expect me to change my life – to do whatever you say.”


    “That’s crap. This isn’t about me, Kinzie,” I said, and pointed across the street again. “You crushed a car. Someone could have been in it. What’s next? Throwing around buses?”


    “IT WAS A TEST!” she screamed at me. “They needed to see if I was ready, and it was better than what Rex wanted to me to do.”


    “What he wanted you to do?” I parroted. “You need to stop taking orders from that shit bag. Or from any of those people.”


    “Those people? Those people!” she screeched. “Those people are me, Greg. If you have a problem with them, you have a problem with me.”


    I spun away to avoid swearing in her face and smacked my hand against the cold brick. “Damn it,” I snapped as I turned back. “I have a problem with Brolie, and I have a problem with you doing what he says. You could have killed someone. Did you think of that? Did you? Some kid in a car seat in there? What then?”


    She turned a shade paler at the thought but blasted back anyway. “I didn’t kill anyone, did I? No one got hurt. Maybe I didn’t expect things to go exactly the way they did, but nothing came of it. It doesn’t matter.”


    I threw up my hands in disbelief. “What the hell?” I snapped. “That guy out there – he’s going to lose his job. He’ll never work again in that industry. If that were your dad, would it matter?”


    “Leave my dad out of this!” she yelled. Her face flushed deep red, and her eyes had narrowed to slits. “I have to learn to do these things. Have-to!”


    “No, you don’t. I saw you refuse to do whatever he told you first. You don’t have to do any of this.”


    “You don’t get it!”


    “Face it, Kinzie. You want to do this shit. You want to run the world. And you don’t care about screwing anybody over to do it,” I blasted.


    Her hand flashed out to smack me, but I caught it and held it firmly. “Let go!” she demanded, struggling to free herself. “I have to do these things, and you know it. And sometimes that means taking risks. Risks are part of the job.”


    I let go of her hand, my heart pounding with anger. I wanted to punch the wall. I didn’t know the person she’d become. I inhaled the frigid air and held it, willing myself to be calm. “Listen to yourself, Kinzie. You don’t pay for your risks. The crane operator paid for them today. And whoever is going to replace that dumpster. And fix the car. Hell, it’s totaled! You don’t even think about what it means to anybody else. You just said it – you don’t care.”


    “Bullshit,” she said, her tone suddenly cooling. “I’m working for the greater good. Trying to make things better for everyone. This was important. Rothston is sending me on a mission, and they wanted to make sure I was ready. This matters!”


    I pulled up short. “Mission? What are you talking about?”


    “Rex and I are being sent to Washington D.C. We are –”


    “Brolie?” I shot back. Anger flooded through me like I wouldn’t have believed possible. “You’re going to D.C. with Brolie? When?”


    She looked away the way she did when she knew she’d been caught. “The end of next week.”


    “Next week!” I shrieked, and heard the echo off the distant buildings. “No, you’re not! Not with Brolie.”


    “It’s not my decision, Greg. Rothston is doing big, important things and they need my help.”


    I stared, not believing she’d just said that. “Not your decision?” I repeated, suddenly calm. “But that’s what you do, isn’t it Kinzie? Make people’s decisions for them. Well, here’s a decision for you: you go with Brolie to fuck up D.C., and we’re over.”


    “It’s not my choice, Greg. I have to go.” She paused for a moment before coldly meeting my eye. “And I want to go.”


    I put up my hands in surrender. “Well then this is my choice: if this playing superhero is so important to you that you don’t care what happens to us little people, then fine. Go play your games with Rex Brolie. Be Czarina of the Universe. But not with me around.” I stared at her twisted face a moment longer, then turned and walked away.


    “Greg,” she called, and I could hear the strain in her voice. “This is how it had to end, you know?”


    I kept walking. The words should have hurt, but they didn’t. She wasn’t the person I thought she was. That person would have never said those things. Would have never casually ruined a guy’s life. The quiet girl who’d made sure I called the rats by their proper sex didn’t exist anymore. And the power-hungry, self-important czarina who’d replaced her wasn’t someone I needed in my life. I hit the door hard and stormed back into the Pit. Kinzie and I were over.


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    


    Kinzie


    The world was a blur outside my dorm room window. The cold rain moved in on Thursday and continued the rest of the week, or at least I thought it had. I couldn’t really remember. All the colorful details of the world had faded as if the rain had washed them away.


    Sasha clucked her tongue at me. “You can’t go like that, Kinzie,” she chided, giving my jeans and Batman t-shirt a critical glance. I didn’t see that it mattered. I was going to get a job done, no one cared how I looked. I turned back to the window without answering.


    “Kinzie?” Sasha prodded cautiously. She wasn’t going to leave me alone. Maybe it was for the best. I needed to pack.


    “What am I supposed to wear?” I asked, twisting around to face her. Her forehead scrunched at the flat tone of my voice.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah,” I answered, but the tone remained dull. I didn’t mean for it to be. It just came out that way.


    “Come on, Kinzie. Rex said you’re going to Capitol Hill. Let’s find you some clothes. You should be excited,” she said cheerily, but her face was worried. She rifled through my closet and dresser to find acceptable apparel, but came up with only a pair of brown tweed pants, a gray skirt and the royal blue cashmere sweater that Greg’s stepmom had sent me as a belated Christmas present. She tossed these on my bed and shook her head sadly, before turning to her own closet. I picked up the sweater and held it to me as if it would stop the ache.


    I missed Greg. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that. I’d seen him every day for over a month. Spent nearly every free minute with him. Now that was gone. It left a huge hole inside me, but the emptiness would go away eventually. And all it proved was that having a boyfriend wasn’t worth it. I was better off without him.


    Sasha emerged from her closet with an armful of bright clothes. She began sorting through them, making me try on sweaters and blouses to see what would go with my pants and skirt. She finally settled on four interchangeable outfits – two for the committee hearing Rex and I were attending, a sparkly blouse for clubbing – I couldn’t see myself doing that – and a casual blouse in case we ended up … I don’t know what. She never explained that. I folded the clothes and put them in my wheelie while Sasha straightened the remaining pile.


    “Here, you better take this too,” she said, passing me a strapless party dress with a large bow around the middle. The silky, platinum material ran through my hands like water.


    “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but we aren’t shaped much alike,” I said, pinching my shirt out in front to make me look bosomy. “And I’m not going anywhere I would need it.”


    “Yeah, but take it anyway. This is D.C. Plans change.”


    I tried to argue, but it wasn’t worth the effort. I stuffed the dress in the bag and turned back to the window.


    “You’re better off without him, you know,” Sasha suggested cautiously. When I turned she was carefully refolding the shiny dress and I felt bad. That dress probably cost more than everything I owned. I should be grateful she was helping me.


    “I know. I better go down and meet Rex,” I said, heading for the door. Sasha stopped me.


    “Good luck, Kinzie,” she said, giving me an unexpected hug. “This is really cool. A real mission. We’re all a little jealous, you know.”


    “You guys probably hate me,” I replied. “Me so new, and –”


    “No, Kinzie,” she interrupted. “Rex is impressive and important. But you … you’re a nice person. People like you. That’s important too. Tell me everything when you get back, okay?”


    “I will, Sash. Thanks.”


    


    ψ


    


    I adjusted the blue sweater and smoothed the gray skirt as I tried not to fidget in my seat. The hearing room was cramped and stuffy, and the hearing itself was not particularly interesting. Four Congressmen occupied the raised desk in the front of the room, taking turns asking pointless questions to a stiff military contractor about the day-to-day situation in various North African countries – Mauritania, Mali, Niger. This committee was addressing the increase in attacks in that region from various terrorist organizations, and the committee chair and the senior representative on the committee were both strongly in favor of authorizing military funding to bring the attacks under control. Our job was to influence the remaining committee members to vote against increased military action keeping them in gridlock. There would be a time for such action, Rex had told me, but this wasn’t it. The Ducere – the international adept network – needed time to put other plans into place. Any action now could set back their ability to halt the terrorists’ plans, maybe by years.


    Today’s hearing would conclude the testimony on the matter and the committee would vote tomorrow morning. The first two of our targets had been simple. The dumpy woman on the right was torn on the issue. My head began to ache as I focused on broadening the ‘no action’ path. I gave Rex a quick jab in the ribs and told him to quit it. He was flustered as usual, and it gave me a chance to do my job. The woman quickly became committed to the position we wanted.


    The second was a balding, obese guy who, from reading him, had no business being on this committee. He hadn’t read any of the materials, had no clue what any of the witnesses were talking about, and kept checking stocks on his iPhone. That made my job easy though – gently nudging him toward the option he could use to tell his constituents he was cutting spending. Now we just needed the last member of the committee to be firm in a “no” vote. But that swing-vote hadn’t shown up yet, and so we sat.


    I felt achy and tired, like I was coming down with something, and had nothing to distract me. I shifted again, and Rex shot me that look you’d give a child who couldn’t sit through the sermon in church. He started murmuring information about each of the committee members into my ear to relieve my boredom. The fat one on the end had voted against a bill that would provide jobs in his state in exchange for being appointed to this committee. The severe woman in the middle had done the opposite, exchanging her vote on an Afghanistan issue in order to secure the votes for a pet project that made her look good to the voters in her district. I couldn’t stand this wheeling and dealing. Doing something wrong for the people you represent just to advance your political career. Rothston was a lot easier for me to swallow. Figure out what’s best for everyone, then go out and make it happen.


    Rex sat up straighter as a trim man in his fifties, with distinguished graying temples, entered and took a seat with the other committee members. This was our guy. Representative Jake Brady. And he looked a lot more focused than the other two. Rex had already warned me that Brady would be a challenge. Hopefully, Rex wouldn’t add to it.


    I let him settle in before I went to work. It’d be easier to find his decision about this issue if he was already focusing on it. After a few minutes, the chair deferred to Mr. Brady to ask his questions. Perfect.


    Mr. Brady drew himself up in his chair and announced with a slight drawl. “I do apologize to y’all for being tardy. The missus has quite the comin’ out party planned for our sixteen-year-old tonight, and I couldn’t get out without approvin’ all the decorations … again,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, drawing polite laughter from the sparse crowd. “So, Mr. Bennington,” he began, putting on a pair of half glasses and peering over the top at the witness.


    I stopped listening and focused on my adept sense instead. It was hazier than usual. Harder to focus. I’d noticed it with the other two, but it hadn’t mattered. I found the decisions Mr. Brady was making involving this committee – whether to call out the chair for giving him the wrong start time – probably not. I whispered what I’d just read in Brady’s decisions to Rex, as I flipped over and quickly read the chair. Brady was right. She’d given him the wrong time on purpose, and was working out how to diffuse the accusation if it came. “Why do they do stuff like that?” I complained to Rex.


    Rex chuckled beside me. “Why not? Just think what a world of hurt we’d be in if these idiots in Congress actually did anything. Having them hold each other at bay is a service to everyone.”


    I shook my head, knowing this wasn’t the time to get into an argument with Rex over such a stupid statement. Obviously, if what he’d said was right, we might as well not have a Congress, and that wasn’t what the Founding Fathers had in mind. I went back to reading Representative Brady. This time, I got closer to what I was looking for. Mr. Brady was eyeing the witness skeptically, deciding whether to confront him with evidence of terrorist activity that this military contractor should have brought to the committee.


    I flipped my attention back to the other two swing voters. The woman hadn’t wavered in the slightest and the fat man wasn’t even listening. Back to Mr. Brady. I sorted through the murky futures until I found the decision about additional military intervention – he was in favor of it. The alternative branch wasn’t very big, but I’d broadened ones smaller than this. I tried to expand it, but it didn’t budge. I focused harder. Nothing. I stopped for a moment, searching for the pain in my head to let me know that Rex was making me go about this wrong. But it wasn’t there. I held my breath and tried to influence Mr. Brady again. No effect at all.


    I glanced at Rex who was amused at my failure until he tried it himself. Over and over, we took turns trying to influence the guy, but neither of us made any headway at all. After twenty minutes, with a bead of sweat running down from his temple, Rex gave up.


    “C’mon,” he said, pushing me into the aisle and stalking out of the hearing room.


    “Where are we going?” I hissed, struggling to keep up with his march down the hall.


    “To the White House. Now you get to see how things really get done.”


    


    ψ


    


    “My goodness, dear. That dress is stunning on you,” Alicia Myers said, as we stood in the living room of Jake Brady’s Georgetown home.


    “Thank you,” I said graciously to the White House Chief of Staff. I’d have to remember to thank Sasha for insisting I bring it. She was right. Our plans had changed.


    Only four hours ago, Rex had talked his way into the White House and the office of his boss-to-be when he graduated in a couple months. Standing in the White House made me start thinking about what I’d want to do after college. I’d never thought something like this was possible. But now, the limits on my options had vanished, given that Rothston could make just about anything happen.


    Ms. Myers had welcomed us into her office, and within minutes, had invited us to this party. A sweet sixteen party, she called it, for the daughter of her good friend, Jake Brady. I had to give Rex credit. He was good. Even without his adept attributes, he’d have been good. With them, he was unstoppable. And now that we were in a social setting, maybe we could influence Mr. Brady when he wasn’t as focused on the decision, although I was curious as to why he was so set in his vote.


    I glanced around the formal living room. With its oriental rugs and paintings of huntsmen and their dogs, it felt like a museum to me. Even on the outside, the off-white, brick house with its Victorian hip roof looked like something out of another time. And this wasn’t like any teenage birthday party I’d ever been to. The women all wore elaborate party dresses, and the men were in suits. Even the high school guys. For the kids, it looked like prom, only in someone’s house. A really nice house. It seemed like a place where Alexander Hamilton or someone like that might have once lived.


    “Jonathan, dear, let me introduce you,” Ms. Myers said, patting the shoulder of a tall man whose back was to her. He turned around immediately. “This is my husband Jonathan Ferrera,” she informed us. “Jonathan, Rex Brolie will be joining us as my aide, come June. And this is his date, um …”


    “Companion,” Rex corrected, making me cringe. “Kinzie. Kinzie Nicolosi.”


    “Pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Ferrera said graciously. I hoped everyone ignored my reddened cheeks. I’d told Rex on the way here that I was uncomfortable being introduced as his date, and I figured he’d just stick with friend. “Companion” made it sound like I may have been rented for the night. I suppose I should be grateful he hadn’t said “escort.” Then everyone would be sure of it.


    “While you’re here, Rex, I have some questions for you that we didn’t have time for earlier. Could you excuse us for a moment,” Ms. Myers said to her husband and me. Without waiting for an answer, she led Rex toward the side of the room, away from the party-goers.


    Mr. Ferrera offered to introduce me to our hosts and led me over to Jake Brady. He reminded me a bit of Greg – something about his smile and broad shoulders. An attractive middle-aged blonde woman was beside him. Mr. Brady beamed adoringly as he introduced his wife. The look shot pangs through my heart.


    After a moment, Mrs. Brady excused herself to greet some other guests, giving me a chance to find out more about Mr. Brady. It was strange talking to a congressman like this, but I wanted to take the initiative. Hopefully, Rex would acknowledge it when he reported on our mission, and if not, I’d make sure Mr. Jamison knew anyway.


    “May I ask you a question, sir? A work question?” I asked Mr. Brady politely.


    “Darlin’, you’re in the District of Columbia. We’re always workin’ here. What do you want to know?”


    “I sat in on your committee hearing this morning.”


    “Sorry to hear that. Got to be better things to do in the nation’s capitol than that,” he said with a laugh.


    “Yes,” I agreed. “But I was wondering – it sounded like you were in favor of more military intervention in North Africa, but I wasn’t sure why.”


    “Ah … that’s a good question. I’m a bit old fashioned around this town. You see, I think of myself as a representative.”


    “But you are a Representative,” I pointed out.


    “Little ‘r,’ not a big one. I don’t think I’m smarter than anyone else in my district, and I don’t think I’ve got more answers than they do, or better intuition or foresight. Nothing like that. What I do have are ears.” He held up his hand as I started to question that. “Now I know what you’re gonna say. People don’t know enough to have intelligent opinions. Well, there’s a fix to that. I spend time talking to my constituents. Lots of it. And so does my staff. And we ask them questions … not those cockamamie poll questions to hear what we want to hear. Have you ever taken one of those?” I shook my head. “Terrible things. Ask questions like, ‘are you in favor of world peace?’ Who doesn’t want world peace? That doesn’t tell me anything. What are the terms? The tradeoffs? I reckon the world would be pretty peaceful if we were all in prison cells, but that doesn’t make it a good thing.”


    I grinned as Mr. Brady got on a roll. This was obviously a subject he was passionate about. “We ask real questions. Give them facts and alternatives if we can. If not, maybe we use hypotheticals. The people tell me what they want me to do. That’s my job. Listen to them. Make government work for them, not the other way around.”


    “So why didn’t you say anything today about being given the wrong start time?” I asked. He looked at me in surprise, and I realized I shouldn’t know that. “I … uh … that’s what happened, isn’t it? You don’t seem like the type that comes in late for a hearing.”


    Thankfully he bought it, but honestly, he couldn’t very well accuse me of reading his mind. “You must be following my record,” he said with a satisfied smile. “Wouldn’t have done any good to publicly shame her, now would it? I don’t approve of her games, but I’m there to do a job, not get into a barnyard squabble.”


    I had a full fledge smile on my face now. “Okay. So you listen to the people. What does that mean in terms of North Africa?”


    “What it means, is that it doesn’t matter much what we do in terms of terrorists attacking things overseas. We can whittle them down here or there with very little risk to our soldiers, but it won’t make any sizeable difference. But where it does matter is here at home. It makes people feel safer. They’ve told me that. And when they have confidence in the future, they spend more and create jobs and keep the economy humming. That’s why I’m in favor of more military there. According to my constituents, it helps us here. It just might make my little girl’s life better, and those of her friends,” he concluded, nodding toward the cluster of girls in the dining room. “And yours too.”


    I was stunned, not quite believing what I’d just heard. So different from the sea of toxic thoughts I’d been swimming in all day, but as I examined Mr. Brady’s future paths and decisions, he seemed sincere.


    “Are you okay, Ms. Nicolosi?”


    I stammered, as I shifted from my adept senses, diverting my eyes to the girls across the room. “Which one’s the birthday girl?” I asked cheerfully.


    “The peach dress. That’s my Gracie. The cute one beside her is Jonathan and Alicia’s girl, Emily. They’ve been best friends since birth. Changed both of their diapers. Took them on vacations. I remember wading into the ocean with one on each hand. Can’t believe they’re so grown up,” he said wistfully. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I need to go get ready for the cake. Nice talking to you. And thanks for the questions.”


    He bowed away, leaving me to wonder what we’d been doing today. Not that I thought Mr. Brady was right. He couldn’t be giving the average Joe enough information to have meaningful opinions on complicated issues, but I admired his passion and commitment, and felt a little awkward that we’d been steering him away from it – trying to make him vote contrary to his beliefs and the will of his constituents which he’d been elected to uphold.


    I moved over to the buffet table in the dining room, carefully selecting a couple of strawberries to eat, while watching the clutch of girls out of the corner of my eye. They were huddled together, giggling at the boys on the far side of the living room. I had never been one of those girls, and even after my recent foray into the world of romance, had no desire to become one. My breath hitched and my stomach trembled when I thought that, but I knew that would leave in time. And my life would be a lot easier this way.


    I reached for another strawberry, when a high-pitched shriek came through the wall. The middle-aged man beside me quickly rolled open the pocket doors separating us from the kitchen to come to the aid of whoever had cried out. His eyes grew wide in shock and his mouth moved silently for a moment until he could finally form words.


    “God. Jake. No,” his voice shook, as he fell back in horror.


    People crowded in to see what had happened. I peered around the man’s back to see Emily Ferrera, Gracie’s friend, with her back pressed against the sink on the far side of the kitchen, covering her face with shaking hands. And there in front of her stood Jake Brady – with his pants around his feet.


    Chaos erupted. Jonathan Ferrera pushed through the crowd, spun Jake Brady around and punched him squarely in the face. Alicia Myers, her pretty face as hard as granite, ushered her daughter from the room. I heard several people behind me calling the police, while others sounded like they were talking to reporters. A hand grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the throng.


    “We should get out of here,” Rex said, digging my coat out of the pile in the study.


    We were out on the street by the time my shock lifted enough to speak, and I turned on Rex. “You did that,” I accused.


    He laughed. “Yeah, pretty good, huh?” He switched to a faux-southern accent. “Don’t think ol’ Jake’ll be making that there vote come tomorree.”


    My mind balked and I lost the power of speech for a split second before it came roaring back like the rage shooting through me. “But, you didn’t just take him out of this vote, you ruined him. Destroyed his career. His life’s work. You ruined his life!”


    Rex didn’t even blink. “He shouldn’t have gotten in my way. Besides, I couldn’t have made him do it if he hadn’t been thinking about it.”


    I stepped over a puddle left from the evenings’ showers as my fury blistered in pinpricks all over my body. “Gotten in your way? How, Rex? He doesn’t know about us. No one does. He was doing what he thought was right. What the people that elected him thought was right.”


    Rex erupted with a sadistic laugh and continued his sauntering stride. “What the fuck is your problem, Kinz? Decisions are decisions, and he made a whopper tonight.”


    “He wasn’t thinking about exposing himself to that girl!” I screeched, turning to walk backwards in front of him so he couldn’t avoid me. “What did you combine? Those fifty billion decisions we’re all making all the time. You combined them to this? To make him a pervert?”


    “Keep your voice down,” Rex ordered and nodded at some passersby.


    “This isn’t protecting humanity or making the world better,” I hissed barely lowering my voice. 


    “Grow up. We needed to slow down the military. This is what it takes to do it. That guy doesn’t matter.”


    “You destroyed him, and his family, and that girl! They had absolutely nothing to do with this!”


    “Life’s a bitch, Kinz.” He took my arm and guided me around the corner, lecturing me sternly. “This is the real world, not academic masturbation. Sometimes the jobs get messy. But the job has to get done, and I make sure it does. I’ve never failed a mission, and I wasn’t going to start tonight.”


    It was suddenly clear exactly what had happened. “You did this for your own ego?”


    “I did what it took to get the job done. Brady’s a nobody. He doesn’t matter. Just another turd in our way. Get used to it or get out of the way yourself.”


    I froze in my tracks in the circle of light cast from an ornamental lamp pole as the words rang in my head. The nobodies didn’t matter. I’d said that to Greg. My heart thudded. My god, I was becoming Rex.


    

  


  
    Chapter 21


    


    Greg


    Feet clomped relentlessly upstairs like some fucking parade, and last night’s attempt to drown my sorrows in tequila left them echoing in my head like a bell tower. A hand rapped on the door. I rolled over in my bed, pulling the pillow around my ears to drown it out. A second light rap. Damn. The frat house wasn’t providing any refuge. And that had to be a girl. Any guy would have pounded on the door and yelled. They’d figured out I was available again. Fuck. What did they think I was – some gigolo around for their amusement?


    A fist pounded this time. “Langston, get your ass out here,” Boomer’s voice blasted through.


    “Fuck you. Leave me alone,” I yelled back, and it felt like an axe hacked through my head at the sound.


    “Fuck yourself. Open the door or I’ll bust it down.”


    What the hell? I rolled off my bed and stumbled across the room, with every inch of my body aching – wanting me to get back in that bed, pull the covers over my head, and never come out. Even the light was painful. I snapped the door open with my fist cocked, ready to pummel Boomer, but he wasn’t there. I stepped into the empty hallway, confused. But when I turned to head back into my room, my eyes hit the stairs.


    Kinzie huddled on the edge of a step, her dark hair falling around her knees. For a moment, my heart leapt, until I remembered I didn’t care. I stared, wondering why she was here. I blinked, but she was still there and my gut went cold. Shit. This was the last thing I needed. “Hey,” I said, standing in front of her.


    “I could use a friend,” Kinzie said hoarsely, and looked up at me with puffy red eyes and a broken smile. She looked like hell – like she hadn’t slept and her hair was twisted into knots. She reminded me of an abandoned kitten who’d been pulled from a muddy trench. I couldn’t tell her to get lost.


    “How was D.C.?” I asked, keeping my tone flat so she wouldn’t mistake it for caring.


    She stared into space, tears welling up in her eyes. God, she was making this hard. If I walked away now, I’d be a total ass. I couldn’t do that to her, even if she deserved it.


    “I wanted to make everything logical and … and good,” she said without looking at me. “But we’re doing things that hurt people. You were right. I am hurting people. Destroying their lives. There isn’t any difference.”


    She wasn’t making any sense. I shook my head, wondering if it was the effects of the tequila. “So what happened?” I asked, and leaned up against the wall hoping the cool cinderblock walls of the basement would assuage the pounding in my head. It didn’t work.


    “I met a man this weekend. A nice, intelligent man. He said that he wasn’t smarter than other people, and that he didn’t have any more answers than them. I didn’t believe him, but what if he was right? He is right, isn’t he?”


    “Right about what?” I asked with too much of a snap in my voice. Why was she playing games, making me guess the answer to a simple question? But Kinzie didn’t notice the tone, or at least, she ignored it.


    “Nobody’s smarter. Not me. Not even The Seven. I’m just as arrogant as Rex. I thought I was better than everyone else – no, I knew I was better than everyone else because I’m smart. But I’m not that smart, Greg. No one is. It isn’t even about being smart.”


    “You’re not like Brolie,” I assured her, hoping to get her to focus. “Are you going to tell me what happened? What was this mission?”


    She looked at me blankly for a moment, like she thought I knew. “Oh, right. Nothing major, we …” She took a deep, stuttered breath as she prepared to explain. “We influenced the vote on the military presence in North Africa.”


    My brain jolted in shock, missing her next several sentences. Changing a vote on the use of the military? Changing the course of the nation? The world? She’d told me that’s what Rothston did, but until that moment, I hadn’t believed it was true. And I never thought it would be her. For a moment, I felt stupid for having thought she was just full of herself. She was important. But did that matter? Did it change anything? I sank onto the step. My arm brushed against hers, and an electric jolt from her touch spread through my body, relaxing my aches away and making me long to hold her. But I thought about the crane operator and the guy who missed his exam. They wouldn’t think their jobs and futures were worth Kinzie learning to save the world. And they’d never been given that choice. After a moment, she looked up.


    “That helps,” she said curiously.


    “Helps what?”


    “Everything. When you touch me, it clears my head. I can … my adept sense gets clearer, and I can think better.” Her eyes looked hopefully into mine.


    I took a deep breath. I needed to cut this off, now. “Look, Kinzie. I’m not sure why you’re here, but …” Boomer’s head peeked curiously out of his room at that moment, pointing out this wasn’t the most private of spots. I glared at him and he vanished, but I helped Kinzie into my room. She clung to my arm as if her life depended on it, and I had to push her hands off me as she sat down on the couch.


    “I don’t know what you want from me Kinzie,” I said as I moved to the other end. “We both know this isn’t going to work. Neither of us wanted to be in a relationship. And I can’t deal with all this adept crap, sneaking off on missions you can’t tell me about.”


    She nodded to say she understood. “I … I know,” she said, but her voice was thick with the pain she was trying to hide. God, I felt like a heel. But this wasn’t my fault. I never asked for any of this. What else could I do?


    “I … I just need someone to talk to.” She swallowed hard. “And … and I don’t have anyone,” she choked out through a new set of tears.


    I scooted across the couch and rubbed her arm with the back of my fingers. The energy flow between us calmed her down, just like it always had. And calmed me too. I was going to miss this. “That’s fine,” I said softly when she stopped sobbing. “We’re still friends.” She nodded but seemed hesitant to go on. “So tell me what happened,” I prompted after a moment.


    She went back to her story, telling me about a congressional hearing and some big-wig party that didn’t mean anything to me, until she mentioned a Congressman she’d met.


    “Brady? Jake Brady?” I asked.


    “Yeah. Why?”


    “We were laughing about him at lunch. The jerk’s a pedophile.”


    “He’s not,” she shot back. “He’s a good man. A nice guy, and smart.”


    “They caught him in the act, Kinzie. I don’t think he’s so nice.”


    She looked down at her hands. “He is,” she said quietly, and explained what happened and I remembered how she’d manipulated me with the magazine at the hospital. Brolie made this guy drop his pants in front of a girl – his daughter’s best friend. Kinzie’s voice quavered as she lamented the pain, distrust, chaos, and humiliation they’d rained down upon Jake Brady’s family, and the decimation of a life-long friendship, simply because he was doing what he believed in – following the will of those who elected him.


    My stomach tightened. Fucking Brolie would do anything to anyone who got in his way, and never give a second thought about who got hurt – or even a first thought. And Rothston – this place was a menace if they condoned this shit. And from what I could tell, they didn’t just condone it, they encouraged it, rewarding the asshole for his successes. If I knew how, I’d stop them.


    Kinzie was still rambling, talking about not knowing what will happen in the long run from what Brolie did to Brady, or what she had done to the crane operator. “I never thought about what would happen to the crane operator’s life,” she admitted. “And the car was an accident. Collateral damage. I didn’t see it coming. Jake Brady was more collateral damage. I saw him. I talked to him. He was a good person. I saw how he looked at his wife, and …” Her words choked off at that point. Her dark eyes, brimming with tears, rose to my face and she took a deep breath. “People need to care about … about people. People are important – they’re the only thing that’s important,” she said, leaning against me. “I was stupid to think I was above that.”


    I stroked her hair, as she hiccupped through some final sobs. Maybe she’d learned her lesson. Maybe this would be okay. She snuffed as her nose ran from crying, and a tissue from the box across the room appeared in her hand. My heart skipped a beat. Maybe she hadn’t learned anything.


    

  


  
    Chapter 22


    


    Kinzie


    I sat at the small desk, staring through the wavy glass of the mullioned window as I prepared myself for seeing Mel. But I didn’t know how. I’d never had to deal with any serious illness before, and certainly nothing like Alzheimer’s. The benefit of coming from such a small family, I suppose. Just me and my dad. But Rothston was my family now; I had no one else. That’s how it was supposed to be, Sasha kept reminding me. Commons would always be jealous. I guess she was right. I’d been stupid to think I could have anything else – even just friendship. It seemed obvious now why Rothston and adepts remained safely secret.


    For the past two weeks, since returning from D.C., I’d thought I could be friends with Greg, and I thought it was going okay. But his pronouncement yesterday stung, and the wound kept digging deeper. I knew it would heal in time, but right now, all I could see was that my last tie to the world of commons was gone. Not even my dad linked me to that world – all he ever talked about anymore was Rothston. Greg had been the only person I’d had left from believing I was a common. And now he was gone. This was harder than when we broke up.


    For those two weeks, Greg had still sat with me in the Pit. My arm would barely graze against his as we talked, venting my frustration after training with Rex, or bemoaning the changes that were about to occur at Rothston, and he let me. Mostly, he listened, never saying much. But I’d expected too much and yesterday, he made that very clear. Greg told me very bluntly that he never wanted to hear about Rothston or adepts again. That the friend thing wasn’t working. And then he’d walked out. I closed my eyes, as I felt the pain stab into me again. It struck harder each time.


    With a deep breath, I opened my eyes and shivered as a spider slowly sank into my view, its legs meticulously tended the silk thread on which it was descending. I hated spiders, but an entire colony had taken refuge in the room Brenda had assigned to me and Sasha. I let my vision blur for a moment, and the spider vanished just as I expected. I pulled a tissue from the box beside me and moved my hand to the far end of the desk to scoop up the mangled arachnid remains, but jumped back in my chair. The spider twitched. I didn’t dare to move closer until I was sure it couldn’t move. Five of its legs were broken and twisted, but it was definitely alive.


    “What are you staring at?” Sasha asked, crossing the tiny room in one step. This was one of the children’s camp rooms at Rothston. Too many people were expected at Rothston this week for anyone to have our usual private rooms. From what I’d heard, we were lucky there were only two of us in here. Sasha peered over my shoulder. “Ew. What happened to it?”


    My heart hammered. “I … I brushed it across the desk,” I lied, crushing the evidence with the tissue. I hadn’t meant for her to see that. “So how many people are coming to this ceremony?” I asked to change the subject.


    Sasha leaned against the wall beside the desk, and swished her hair over her shoulder. “Lots,” she said impressively. “When Marci Lee ascended onto The Seven last year, there must have been … I don’t know … Two thousand? It’s big. All the adepts who are part of Rothston come if they can make it. And a lot of the places in other countries send people as well. Or at least the big ones. Of course, this Ascension Ceremony was put together pretty quickly, so maybe not as many people will be here. But you’ll love it, Kinzie. It’s like a giant party, and you’ll finally get to meet everyone!”


    I stared back out the window, nodding at her words, although I couldn’t imagine loving it. Two thousand people, all in the library. My heart pounded uncomfortably at the thought. The back of my hand tickled, and I jumped as another spider skittering across it. Instantly, it vanished, reappearing where its cousin had been moments before. Sasha’s mouth fell slack, and I felt my cheeks burn. She’d seen it.


    “Oh. My. God,” she said with deliberate awe, as the spider recovered from its shock and began a limping scurry for cover. I grabbed another tissue and squashed it before it escaped. Sasha’s eyes grew wider. “It … it was alive,” she stammered, staring at the spot where the spider had been. “How did you do that?” she questioned.


    “Uh … do what?” I asked, stalling for time to work out what to say. I read her to see if she was deciding to turn me in for translocating an animal. But that hadn’t entered her head. Instead, she seemed to be swelling with pride over my feat.


    “You translocated that spider,” Sasha said with increasing awe. “And it was perfect!”


    “Not perfect,” I corrected her with a half-hearted smile. “And besides, I suppose I really screwed up. It’s supposed to be dead.”


    Her eyes were glistening with excitement. “How come you never told me? What else can you do?” she chattered excitedly.


    I threw the second tissue into the trash as I told her about the paper clip, and the Christmas presents, and other random times I’d used this skill, like the shampoo I’d accidently left in the shower at school.


    “I can’t believe you’ve hidden this. That’s like … like being a billionaire and pretending you’re starving!” she trilled, and I could see the gears working in her head. She was going to make a big deal of this.


    “I’d rather you not say anything, Sash,” I told her, knowing it wouldn’t do any good.


    “Why?” she asked, but then she stared at the spot where the spider had just been. “Oh. My. God,” she said again, but this time her tone was more ominous than impressed. “You aren’t supposed to do that.”


    “I know. The first time was just an accident,” I confessed. “But then it seemed like a better way to kill the spiders than touching them.”


    “Cool,” she said, sounding like she wanted to accept my justification, but her face twisted with an internal struggle. She stared at the spot a moment longer before lifting her eyes to me. “I won’t say anything about that,” she promised. “But only if you let people know you can translocate. Then, when people can see how good you are, you can get permission to try translocating animals – like Rex did.” I nodded in agreement and her eyes dropped back to the spot on the desk. “My god,” she gasped, thinking about the spider. “You’re better than Rex! A lot better than Rex.”


    The memory of my CZR initials over Rex’s KNGs on the arcade machines flashed through my head, and then his descriptions of the worms he’d mangled in his translocation attempt. None had survived. I smiled. Yes, I was better than Rex. And maybe it was time to stop hiding it.


    


    ψ


    


    “I don’t know why you are trying to talk me out of this, Mr. Jamison. I’ve prepared for this, and I intend to see it through,” Mel snapped as I entered the Charrington room. I stopped in my tracks, thinking I might have interrupted a private conversation. But Brad Jamison, who was at the far end of the table, nodded discretely for me to stay.


    “It’s just unnecessary, Mel,” Brad Jamison soothingly answered the old woman. Mel hadn’t noticed I was here. He smiled kindly at her, reminding me of what he’d said in his email. Anger and frustration were part of Alzheimer’s disease, and I needed to be patient with whatever she said to me, just like he was being now. “Others can complete any materials you haven’t covered with her,” he explained. “I am concerned that you might overtax yourself.”


    “No. You are concerned that I might tell her things that you don’t want her to know,” Mel accused.


    I shifted uncomfortably. I was dreading this. The shock of hearing Mel had Alzheimer’s was bad enough. I didn’t want to face her like this. I’d rather remember the kind, sharp-witted woman from my last lesson in January. How could two months have played such havoc with her mind? I’d refused to believe it when Sasha told me, but then I checked with Curtis who’d seen the effects for himself. She’d forgotten what she was doing in the middle of an awards banquet for the school, talking about a hair ribbon she wore when she won the Spelling Bee in grade school instead. It had made everyone uncomfortable until Mr. Jamison escorted her off the podium. I didn’t want to see her like that. But this was her final wish as a member of The Seven – to teach me one last time. And that’s why I’d come here for spring break.


    I took a deep breath and stepped further into the room as Mr. Jamison tried to reassure her. Mel’s face snapped around. The angry contortions dissolved into a smile and she welcomed me back to Rothston. Mr. Jamison nodded encouragingly, beckoning me to the table.


    “How are you feeling, Mel?” I asked, carefully taking the seat beside her.


    “I am fine, Kinzie. Thank you,” she replied with none of the hostile tone she’d used with Mr. Jamison. “And how are you? Is your training progressing well?”


    “Yes, I think so,” I answered politely, uncertain how to talk to her anymore. We felt like two strangers.


    “Good, good. Keep it up and perhaps this summer we will try you on some practical tasks to move beyond the abstract training.”


    “But the mission – to Washington?” I prodded, thinking it must have slipped her memory.


    “A mission?” She gave me a patient look. “You’re too anxious, Kinzie. You must get further in your training first,” she stated. Mr. Jamison nodded from the other side of her, and I realized this was an effect of the Alzheimer’s. She had no recollection that they’d sent me on the mission with Rex. I dropped the subject, searching for something to say next.


    “When … uh … when did they find out about your … your condition?” I asked after an awkward silence.


    She patted my hand to let me know she wasn’t uncomfortable with my question. “Two weeks ago,” she answered. “I had been getting confused for several weeks before that, but it seemed more like normal old age forgetfulness until recently.”


    “That had to be hard – finding out,” I said to sympathize.


    “Yes, it was,” Mel agreed. “I’m afraid I did not react well. After all, even objective tests can lead to erroneous conclusions. For example, perhaps you will recall one, Mr. Jamison,” she said to her colleague. He dipped his head as she continued. “There was a little boy who went to this school a long time ago. He concluded that the ocean must be hot because the sun rose out …” Her eyes were still sharp, but the story she was launching into was random. Bradley Jamison cut her off.


    “Mel, we aren’t talking about the school or little boys now,” he said patiently.


    Mel responded firmly. “No, we are discussing how the wrong conclusion could be reached from seemingly valid data …” She faded off, with a puzzled look. “Why were we talking about that?”


    I shifted in my seat, as Mr. Jamison leaned forward. “Maybe you should start the lesson, Mel,” he suggested.


    “Yes. Of course,” she said with a curt nod. “Thank you.”


    She handed me a printed list and began to talk about the history of The Seven. The number seven had been considered a special number by adepts – a prime number, representing the unity of The Seven in their loyalty to each other – indivisible. That struck me as odd, or at least time-warped, given the argument I’d overheard this winter. The Seven were divided now, even if they used to be a unified force. Seven was also considered to be a large enough group to resist being misled by momentary whims or trends. I fingered the chivasta that hung around my neck as she spoke. Seven curves of pewter formed the outer circumference. Seven had been sacred to adepts for a long time, and to many ancient cultures. I wondered if there was a link.


    Mel spoke of the original members of The Seven, appointed when the Rothston Institute separated from L’Academie du Beauregarde in Belgium in the early 1800s. The names meant nothing to me, but Mel pointed them out at the top of the papers she’d handed me. I scanned down through them as she continued to speak. It was a timeline, listing every member of The Seven, past and current. I saw the names Clarison and Prescott listed a half-dozen times. My family, as the chivasta reminded me. Ancestors I never knew. I read down the list to more recent times and names I recognized. Bradley Jamison had been ascended onto The Seven ten years ago, and the group had been stable for quite a while after that. But then, Bart Pasternak replaced someone named Melhorn just two and a half years ago, and Marci Lee became a member when Gordon Prescott was killed. The last entry on the list showed the current activities at Rothston. Mel’s date of retirement, two days from now, and Rex Brolie’s ascension. I wondered what excuse he’d given Alicia Myers that he wouldn’t be accepting the coveted White House position. I looked at the list again. Three new members of The Seven in less than three years. That was a massive change. I’d be excited about what it meant for Rothston’s future, if it hadn’t been Rex. But he would only be one vote, I reminded myself. Rothston would survive.


    As our time drew to a close, Mel wrapped up her often irrelevant tales of these people I didn’t know. “I know you are humoring me by honoring my request to teach you this lesson, Kinzie,” she said at the end. Her tone had an edge of disappointment, but no condemnation. “I am an old woman. And this wretched disease makes me ramble. But I thank you for your kindness.”


    My throat tightened. “I will miss you, Mel.” I tried to stop my eyes from watering, quickly brushing away the tears. “Will I ever see you again?”


    She patted my hand. “No one knows what the future will bring,” she said with a wry smile. “But my plans are to move to California in a month or two, so I can spend my time with my children and grandchildren … while I still remember who they are.” Her smile faltered on the last words, and a tear rolled down my cheek at the sadness that filled her eyes. She patted my hand again, and forced the smile back to her face. “Now then, do you have any last questions for me as your teacher?” she asked to allow us both to regain our composure.


    I glanced at the list on the table. “Why this?” I asked just to keep the conversation going. “You went through a lot of trouble to hold this lesson. Why is it important for me know who were members of The Seven and when?”


    Mr. Jamison chuckled beside her. “Our middle school students ask the same question,” he told me. “They are required to learn the entire list and be tested on it, much the way fourth grade commons memorize the U.S. Presidents.”


    “Yes, that is true,” Mel agreed. “But we will not make you memorize them. I simply saw this as a gap in your education. I …” she hesitated for a moment as her brow knotted. “I keep thinking there is a reason this is important for you to know, but when I try to focus on it, the reason eludes me.” She looked back up at me and smiled as she let the thought go. “For whatever reason, I felt this was important, and now I can be satisfied that I have performed my duty fully.”


    Marci Lee appeared at the door a few minutes later to help Mel back to her quarters. I stared out the empty doorway after they’d gone. Seeing Mel that way was even harder than I’d expected. She was still Mel most of the time, but then at others she was definitely confused. I’d wanted to reach over and nudge her when she’d gone off on her irrelevant rambles, but Mr. Jamison shook his head the first time I tried. He’d spent most of the hour with his head dipped and his eyes closed, looking like he’d wish Mel’s Alzheimer’s away if he could. Whatever their philosophical differences, this was hard for him too.


    Now he gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry you had to see her that way. Melvina was a great woman, and I can tell you’ve become fond of her.” I lowered my head, unable to speak for fear of unleashing the tears again. “This is simply part of life, Kinzie,” Mr. Jamison continued softly. “The comings and goings. And as hard as it is, it is a necessary part of life. Mel has served Rothston faithfully for a generation. She has well earned her rest, and makes way for a new era at Rothston.”


    I snuffed back the tears. “I’m worried about Rex being on The Seven,” I told him to change the subject.


    Mr. Jamison gave me a kind smile. “You and Rex seem to have your differences, don’t you?”


    I bit my lip for a moment, wondering how to explain my concerns without him thinking I was petty. I looked him in the eye. “I don’t like Rex,” I admitted. “But that isn’t what bothers me. I told you what he did to a guy at school and what happened to Jake Brady. Rex is reckless. He doesn’t think through the consequences of what he does.” I paused for a moment, knowing I wasn’t saying anything new to Mr. Jamison. I tried again. “With Rex on The Seven, you will be able to modify the Minimal Intervention Policy. There’s a lot of good that Rothston could do if it doesn’t wait for a crisis – like have businesses make decisions that will create jobs or stop the needless bickering in Congress.”


    “Stop the bickering?” Mr. Jamison repeated with a jovial laugh. “But the partisanship keeps them from doing anything dangerous. Easier to keep a handle on them that way.”


    I grinned for a moment, acknowledging the truth of his joke, then returned to my point. “But there need to be constraints. We don’t know everything. We can’t just override others because we feel like it. Someone needs to keep an eye on Rex. He doesn’t get that. And I don’t trust him.”


    Mr. Jamison nodded. “I appreciate your concern, Kinzie,” he replied with a serious tone. “I have known Rex since he was four years old. I am well aware of his short-comings – and his strengths,” he said, rising from his chair.


    I rose as well. “But …”


    “Don’t worry. I will watch Rex and make sure he doesn’t lead us astray,” he assured me as we moved toward the door.


    “Thanks. I’ll watch him from my end too.”


    “I appreciate that,” Mr. Jamison said, winking at me. “But I’m sure I can handle it. Now, you better head down to the library, or your friends might think you’re slacking off,” he added with a laugh.


    With that, we parted ways, but I was left feeling uneasy as I trotted down the granite hallway. Maybe it was just from seeing Mel’s deteriorating mental state, or from this place changing just as I’d gotten used to it. But I kept thinking it was more. Rex was dangerous – I’d seen it with my own eyes. Yet, no one believed me. It was like Mr. Jamison had said, they’d all known Rex since he was four years old. Maybe their fondness of the talented kid had blinded them all to the monster he’d become. But it was so blatant. How could I be the only one to notice? But then I remembered, I wasn’t the only one. My heart thudded hard in my chest and I drew to a stop in the hallway. Greg had seen through Rex instantly.


    I picked my pace back up, forcing thoughts of Greg from my mind. It was over. Permanently. I had to accept that. And accept that it had been my own fault. Or Rothston’s fault. Or whatever. There were times I still couldn’t believe what was happening. The beginning of freshman year felt a thousand years away. Or maybe more like a totally different time and place. Everything had changed. Reality itself had been stood on its head and was still standing there upside down, grinning, except the upside down smile was a frown.


    I stopped at a bench in the hall as one of the high school classes let out and students spilled from the doorway. Curtis Mechenbaum waved and gave me a big grin as he approached.


    “You made it!” he chirped happily.


    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said sarcastically, and Curtis laughed.


    “Better not. That’d be a major faux pas around here. And we wouldn’t want to hurt Brolie’s feelings.” His voice dropped on the last part so no one could hear him. Still, I marveled. I didn’t see any of the jitters Curtis was plagued with around the others.


    “I’m here for Mel, Curtis. To honor her, not Rex,” I confirmed as we sat down on the bench. “I wish they’d picked anybody but Rex to replace her, or that there was some treatment so Mel didn’t have to retire yet. Maybe Rex would screw up and they’d see what he’s really like.”


    “That’d be nice,” Curtis agreed with a tone that said it was unrealistic. And I knew he was right. He looked up at the weak March sun streaming in the stained glass of the window. It bore the image of a woman holding a hawk, and a chivasta formed the background behind her.


    “You know what bugs me?” Curtis asked without moving his eyes from the window.


    “What?”


    “Brolie’s been bragging for a year that he’d be on The Seven soon. I figured he was just full of shit. But now Mel steps down. I mean,” he paused and studied me to gauge my reaction. “If I hadn’t seen Mel … well, you know … if I hadn’t seen her like that, I’d put money on Rex somehow making it up, just so he could get his way.”


    I sighed with resignation. “I wouldn’t put it past him. But I don’t see how he could,” I pointed out. “I mean, he’d have to be following her, and he’s been at school.”


    Curtis’s eyes took on a conspiratorial gleam. “Or he could have someone here telling him where she was and what she was doing. He could influence her if he knew that.”


    “But …”


    “Think about it, Kinzie. Everybody loves Rexy,” he trilled sarcastically. “A lot of people would do whatever he asked. People like my cousin.”


    Despite the determination on his face, it seemed farfetched to me, but as I thought about Molley fawning over Rex, I had to concede it was possible. And Curtis looked downright excited by the prospect. “So we keep our eyes and ears open,” I suggested. “Nothing else we can do unless we catch him in the act.”


    Curtis agreed, rising from the bench. “Man, I’d love to be the one to burn his ass,” he said with relish. “I’m going to make sure I do.”


    I smiled grimly and shrugged. “But who are you going to tell?”


    


    ψ


    


    “Sasha, don’t walk so fast,” I whined, wobbling on my shoes. Sasha, in her slinky, backless dress, was two paces ahead of me, balancing perfectly on her set of tiny spikes like twin phonograph needles.


    She grinned as she watched me catch up. “It’s a good thing you don’t dress up much. Nobody would ever notice me,” she teased, trying to make me feel better.


    Sasha had sorted through my entire closet at Hutchins as we’d packed for spring break, but nothing had met with her satisfaction for me to wear to the Ascension Ceremony. “This isn’t a high school dance,” she’d told me when she’d tossed aside the dress I’d worn to the Gala. You need to wear something really nice.” I could have saved her the trouble of searching; I knew I didn’t have anything better than that dress. And when she let me borrow what I had on, I was pretty sure that “better” in her mind meant more sophisticated – or maybe more revealing. I squirmed as the long, black velvet clung to my sides. As tight as it felt on me, I couldn’t imagine how Sasha ever stuffed her boobs inside. I glanced down at the small rise of my own, peering out of the v-neck. This wasn’t me, and I wondered what Greg would have thought of it.


    “What’s wrong?” Sasha asked, and I felt a stab of pain in my forehead. I winced and brought my hand up quickly. It stopped immediately. “Sorry,” Sasha opined, “Habit. But you’re really better off without him.”


    “So this is just speeches, right?” I grumbled, glaring at her.


    “Yes. One or two people who worked in the areas Mel oversaw will talk about whatever they’ve accomplished under her leadership – maybe a member of The Seven will too. Then Mel will address the crowd. After that, Rex gets ascended and then he speaks.”


    “Anointed is more like it,” I muttered.


    Sasha ignored me. “After that comes the party. It’s all a blast, Kinzie. The speeches are a big deal and all, but Ascension parties make anything that goes on at school look completely lame.”


    An undulating roar, like ocean waves reached me while we were still in the hallway. My heart stopped for a moment, then stuttered in panic as I thought about how many people it would take to make that kind of noise. My heel wobbled and my hands flew out to steady myself as we entered the main vestibule. Tuxedoed men and women in elaborate ball gowns were spilling out from the library doors and a cacophony of voices with every regional accent, and several foreign languages, blared like trumpets in my ears.


    “C’mon,” Sasha squealed, dragging me forward through the logjam at the door. The heat of the bodies was suffocating as I slid against them, and the sea of taffeta and sequins, fake laughter and cologne was spinning like a whirlpool, threatening to pull me under. My vision began to cloud and I closed my eyes, willing myself not to pass out, although part of my brain begged for the safety of oblivion.


    As I felt myself slipping, cool air splashed onto my face and filled my lungs. I opened my eyes to find a pocket of open space – not large, but no one was pressing around us. I carefully looked around. There were a lot of people in the library, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. Loose clusters of attendees were scattered around the massive room, but the high ceiling dulled the voices and cooled the room. Sasha had overestimated the number of people. Hundreds, certainly. Maybe a thousand, but the room easily accommodated them all.


    “Mind if we go up front?” I suggested to Sasha so I wouldn’t have to see the throngs. She grinned and sashayed her way forward, stopping every few feet to introduce me to someone whose name I would never remember. Each time, I kept my eyes over the person’s head, blocking out everything else. And each time the conversation was almost the same. I was her roommate who had translocated the oak library tables to prepare for this event. All of them were beyond impressed, which I’d expected, and many of them teased me, asking what the commons were supposed to do if I took away the harder tasks.


    We reached the front of the room where the commons had set up a stage under the watchful eye of the stained-glass goddess behind them. The lights dimmed once to announce the ceremony was about to begin and I felt the crowd fill in. My heart sped up. I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing deeply and concentrating on the open space in front of me. I took a half-step forward before opening my eyes so I wouldn’t be able to see anyone behind me.


    The Seven filed onto the stage from a side door, each wearing a piercing blue robe that somehow made them look both wise and regal. They took seats along the back. An old, frail woman sat in the middle. I pictured the list Mel had given me, trying to remember her name. Mandel … no, that wasn’t right. I couldn’t remember. I nudged Sasha beside me and, without turning my head, whispered to her to tell me the names. She started from the left, which was her grandfather, Norman Reynolds, a stern, jowly man with snow-white hair. Next to him was the barrel-chested George Alphonse, whom I’d met before. I remembered seeing the next guy as well. “Pasternak?” I whispered to Sasha, who hissed “yes” back in my ear. The old woman in the middle was Rita Mendez, she continued. Mendez. Right. That was the name I couldn’t think of. She was the oldest member of The Seven, Sasha told me. Bradley Jamison sat beside her, smiling as he gazed out at the gathered crowd. I shivered at the reminder of the masses behind me. On Mr. Jamison’s other side, was Marci Lee, short, dark haired, and in her mid-forties, I’d guess. She’d helped Mel back to her apartment after our last lesson, and been part of the argument I’d heard in January. It seemed odd to think of her in charge of Rothston’s investments. I’d have expected someone … more bankerly-looking, I guess. Melvina sat on the end beside her, looking calm and dignified in the blue robe.


    A hush fell over the crowd, as Rita Mendez glided to the front of the stage. She lifted her hand and spoke evenly, and her voice was magnified by speakers set throughout the room, although no microphone could be seen. She thanked the adepts of Rothston, and noted the presence of several dignitaries from other organizations.


    The speeches came next, first Tanya Sharma, the doctor from the clinic who spoke of Mel as a great leader in the genetic research of adepts as well as the clinical exploration of ways in which the physiology of adepts differs from commons. After her, George Alphonse rose, and spoke of Mel as a longtime colleague and friend during their mutual service to Rothston as members of The Seven. At the end of his speech, he asked Mel to join him at the front of the stage and presented her with a crystal statue that matched the goddess looking down on them from the window, and a huge bouquet of yellow and pink roses. She accepted them gracefully, and the room became still, as Mel handed her gifts to Marci Lee and slowly began to speak.


    I held my breath, as she thanked each member of The Seven, and George Alphonse in particular, for their years of loyalty and camaraderie. She spoke of successes and failures she’d had over her career, but after a few minutes stopped mid-sentence and looked straight into my eyes. She hesitated for a moment, appearing to have lost her train of thought. I could feel my cheeks redden with embarrassment for her. What a terrible way to end a career. But then it got worse. Without taking her eyes off me, she began to ramble, first about mice – the mouse who pulled a thorn from the lion’s paw, the mouse who roared, the one scaring an elephant, and several other references I didn’t know. I glanced back to the rest of The Seven, hoping someone would come to her aid. But George Alphonse appeared stunned. Mr. Jamison’s head was bowed, uncomfortable with the spectacle occurring in front of him, and Marci Lee had a frozen smile on her face, pretending it wasn’t happening. Mel switched her topic to a videogame her grandchildren had played and something about finding a mirror that showed you the truth. She finally tore her eyes away from me, and looked out over the crowd, announcing that there was no mirror, as if this was a revelation. Marci Lee finally rose and came to her assistance.


    “You’ve completed your speech,” she whispered to Mel, but it was picked up by the hidden microphones and broadcast throughout the hall. Mel resisted the attempt to guide her back to her seat, but gave up as Ms. Lee’s grip became firm on her arm. An uncomfortable shuffle spread through the room.


    Mr. Alphonse came to the front of the stage again, but my eyes were on Ms. Lee as she assisted Mel in removing her robe. Except Mel seemed to have forgotten this part of the ceremony and was clutching it back as fast as Marci could pull it away. After struggling with her for a moment, Marci finally gave a definitive tug and ripped the robe away from the older woman. Mel’s hand shot up in a blur, but the smack as her palm struck Marci’s cheek reverberated with enhanced digital clarity around the room. I stood there, aghast, wondering why no one was helping Mel through this. She needed it. I focused my adept perception on her, finding her muddled figure in the turbula. I studied her decisions for a moment, confused by what I saw. She understood exactly what she’d just done, and was deciding to apologize to Marci, to beg her forgiveness. But as she opened her mouth to speak, another path in the turbula broadened rapidly.


    “Don’t you dare steal my robe,” she spat viciously as she grabbed for the robe again. “You’re the one who doesn’t belong here. Not me.”


    My forehead knotted as I concentrated on turning Mel back the other way, where her decisions had originally been headed. I’d never seen someone change directions so fast to an alternative that had barely existed. But I’d never read anyone with Alzheimer’s before. No wonder they were so unpredictable, even to themselves.


    Mel’s hands dropped to her side as shock and regret took the place of her anger. “I’m sorry. I am so sorry, Ms. Lee,” she said humbly. “This wretched disease …” And with that she took her seat, red-faced with a look of concentration, perhaps willing herself to get through the rest of the ceremony.


    Rex had joined George Alphonse and Rita Mendez at the front of the stage where the ceremony had continued despite Mel’s outburst. Marci quickly handed the robe to George before scurrying back to her seat with what looked like a giggle. I guess that was her way of dealing with the uncomfortable situation.


    “… And will you, Rex Mathiason Brolie, protect all adepts and put their interests and protection above all others?” Rita Mendez asked. I’d missed the beginning of the oath.


    Rex panned across the crowd for dramatic effect and gave a cocky grin. “Course I will,” he answered. “I always have.”


    With that, George Alphonse placed the blue robe around Rex’s shoulders and introduced Rex as the newest, and youngest ever, member of The Seven. My head swam with the finality of it. Mel was out, and Rex was the new leader.


    He stepped forward, as Rita and George fell back to take their seats. A roar of applause swept past me like a wave breaking over the shore. I tried to shut it out, but the sound kept growing. People were pushing forward, jostling to get closer to the stage, pressing against me. I couldn’t ignore them. I could hear the hordes stampeding behind me. Smell the sweat of their packed bodies. Feel their breath on my neck. A hand touched my back. Someone’s elbow grazed my side. I couldn’t breathe. My knees grew shaky, and I staggered a step forward, trapped against the stage. And still bodies pressed in behind me. My breath got shorter and my vision began to cloud. No. I couldn’t pass out here. Not now. I hung on, clutching the edge of the stage. I needed out. Now.


    


    ψ


    


    I was three hallways away, past the dining hall before I stopped running. I’d tripped on my heels once, splayed out across the floor, but ripped off the shoes and kept going. I took deep even breaths now to calm my pounding heart as I tried to remember how I’d gotten here.


    The stage.


    As the guests crowded behind me, I’d leapt up onto the stage, pushed Rex aside and bolted to the side door. My cheeks, already flush from running, burned brighter. I’d just humiliated myself in front of all of Rothston.


    

  


  
    Chapter 23


    


    Kinzie


    I sat on the edge of my bed in the dorm, and checked my phone again now that I was back at Hutchins. Still, there was no text. Maybe Curtis had found a girlfriend. I smiled at the thought. He should have a girlfriend rather than texting with me all the time. But my smile faltered. Where did that leave me?


    You OK? I texted to him.


    Sasha had teased that I had something going with Curtis when the constant stream of texts started from him the day before the Ascension Ceremony. And she was more convinced when I wouldn’t show her any of them. They were reports on where Rex was and what he was doing. Curtis was taking his self-appointed spy mission seriously, and his ability to pick locks and get into places he wasn’t supposed to be was serving him well. I told Sasha that Curtis and I were just friends, but she didn’t believe me. Of course, that was when Sasha was still speaking to me.


    She’d acknowledged my existence only twice since the debacle of the Ascension Ceremony. The first was when she’d returned to our tiny, shared room, and screamed at me for ruining the ceremony. She told me The Seven were pissed, that I’d insulted Rex and humiliated Rothston. I wanted to argue back that I’d humiliated myself, no one else, but I just let it be. With Sasha’s drama, I didn’t know whether to take her seriously, anyway. But clearly, she was mad at me. She hadn’t spoken to me again the rest of the week. In fact, not until today after we’d arrived back at Hutchins.


    I’d spent much of the rest of my time at Rothston in Mel’s apartment. Dr. Sharma was almost always there these days, attending to Mel’s every need. But she’d sit in the next room, leaving us alone to talk for a few hours, before shooing me away so that Mel could rest.


    Our conversations were difficult. Mel would get stuck, repeating over and over that her illness didn’t make sense, that clinically it wasn’t right, but she was never able to explain what she meant. So mostly, I talked. It was strange, but I was comfortable sharing my thoughts with her – and my fears – because I knew she wouldn’t remember. I talked to her about Greg. I told her about the pain of losing that connection to commons, about how clear and focused the turbula became when I was with him, and about how he made me feel that everything was right just by being around. Mel rarely spoke at those times, but held my hand, patting it when I needed comfort. And through my rambling, an inescapable truth rose in me: I was in love with Greg Langston. I’d never told him those words. And now, I never would.


    That had made tonight so much harder. Greg had stopped by, returning some books and a shirt I’d left in his room. The finality of it tightened my throat so I couldn’t speak, but I grabbed his arm as he turned to go. He’d stared at my hand on his broad forearm, as the electrical jolt spread through both of us. For an instant, I thought I caught a glimmer of regret, but then it was gone. He snatched his arm away and marched out of the room.


    I’d lost Greg. Sasha wouldn’t speak to me. Dr. Sharma said, with the rate her Alzheimer’s was progressing, Mel wouldn’t last very long. I looked back at the screen of my phone – now Curtis was gone as well. I flopped back on my bed, dropping my phone. I had nobody.


    I got up and began packing my books so I could spend the evening in the campus library, where no one was expected to talk to me. I slung the heavy backpack over my shoulder, and stopped, hesitating before dropping it to the floor. I’d promised Sasha I’d stay. And since it was important enough for her to acknowledge me, I should keep my promise. And besides, I knew she was right.


    Before she headed to dinner, she told me Rex would get back on campus this evening, and was coming to see us. Coming to see me, in particular, expecting an apology. I knew I should. I’d disrupted the ceremony every bit as much as Mel had. But I was still dreading facing him. I had a feeling he was coming to lord over his minions rather than dole out forgiveness.


    I searched my pockets for my phone to check the time, but it wasn’t there. It wasn’t on the bed either. I climbed across, stuffing my hand next to the wall to feel around for it. I grasped it where it had lodged half way down when the door snapped open behind me.


    “You got a problem, Nicolosi?” Rex’s voice sneered behind me. I pulled my hand up the knobby wall too fast, yelping as I scraped it on the rough paint. I turned quickly.


    “Look, I’m sorry I messed up your ceremony,” I snapped back, flicking my hand to be rid of the pain. This wasn’t exactly how I’d planned to apologize, but he hadn’t caught me at my best.


    Rex strode over to glare down at me as I crawled off the bed. “I don’t give a fuck about the ceremony. I’ve ascended, and you’re the laughing stock of Rothston. As it should be.”


    “Fine. You don’t want my apology. So why are you here?”


    He glared at me harshly, then began pacing haughtily across the room. “Heard a rumor that you’ve been sneaking around. Hiding what you’re doing,” he accused.


    I laughed at that, understanding now what this was about. I’d proven I could translocate more accurately than he could, and he was here to bully me into submission. It wasn’t going to happen. “Hiding?” I parroted. “I don’t report to you, Rex. And since I translocated the oak tables out of the library for your little ceremony, I don’t think anyone could say I was hiding it.”


    “Drop the attitude, Nicolosi,” he glowered. “I’m in charge, and you better learn your place. This isn’t about …”


    “Or what?” I interrupted. “Learn my place or what?”


    He glared at me, pissed that I wasn’t intimidated like Curtis. “Fine,” he spat after a moment. He marched over to Sasha’s dresser staring at the fish bowl for a moment before he turned around. “We know what you’ve been doing. You and that sniveling …”


    “Leave Curtis out of this,” I demanded. “He’d translocate better than you too, if you didn’t bully him around.”


    I could see his blood pressure rise as Rex’s face turned red. “You aren’t better than me,” he spat.


    “What’s wrong, Rex?” I poked. “Can’t stand the competition?”


    “You arrogant bitch. Can you do this?” he challenged, as Sasha’s comforter rose from her bed, soared across the room and dropped on top of me. Multiple translocations. Impressive but …


    I pulled the blanket off, and my hand went through what felt like liquid soap. The silvery substance glittered and disappeared, leaving holes in the pink comforter. I smiled as I held it up to him.


    “I don’t destroy what I translocate,” I mocked. “Like the tables from the library. Not a single error. You know, we ought to have a real competition – translocating the similar objects so we can see who is the best,” I offered in my best attempt at a casual tone. If he took the bait, I knew I would win, and then King Rex would have to concede his crown.


    Rex’s lips went white with fury. “What the hell!” He marched in a tight circle around the dorm room, looking for something else to move. His eyes lit on the fish bowl again. “Okay. We’ll go head to head. Those fish,” he spat, pointing at Romeo and Juliet innocently swimming in circles. “We each translocate one. I’ll take the one with the bulgy eyes.”


    My eyes narrowed as I eyed him suspiciously. “No,” I said. “You’re setting me up. We aren’t permitted to translocate animals.”


    “I’m one of The Seven,” he announced, as if I had missed that somehow. “I can do whatever I want.”


    “But I’m not.”


    “You have my official permission,” he said imperiously waving his hand in a show of making it official.


    “Sorry. Don’t trust you.”


    “What do you want me to do, write it in blood?”


    I laughed at the mental image, thinking it might not be bad – at least I could prove it was him. But an easier idea came to mine. “You’ve got your phone?” I asked. “Take a picture of Juliet – the one that I’m going to translocate – and send it to me in an email that says I have your permission to translocate the goldfish Juliet. Make it that specific,” I requested, figuring it would be easy enough for him to claim that it was Romeo I’d translocated and blame his mangled mess on me. Rex was hesitating, so I influenced him – only needing a slight push to get him to comply.


    He snapped the picture and a minute later, the email popped up on my computer. I opened it to make sure it said what I’d asked and had the correct fish.


    “Satisfied?” he asked.


    “Sure,” I answered. “And whoever’s fish fares the worst has to concede that the other is better at translocating.”


    “Deal,” Rex snapped smugly. “And I expect you to grovel.”


    My breath took a quick hitch while Rex closed his eyes, straining with concentration. He stretched his palm into the air and a goldfish fell into it. He glanced down at it and a broad smile exposed all of his teeth.


    “There,” he said haughtily as he thrust his hand toward me, then laughed. “Perfect. You can’t beat that,” he said noting my empty hands.


    I stepped forward to see Romeo unmoving on the flat of Rex’s palm. Not a scale twisted or out of place but … I picked the limp fish up by the tail. “No, I’d say I won,” I said, trying not to smile too broadly. “My fish didn’t die.” I turned toward my desk, pointing to where Juliet was happily swimming around in a half-filled water glass. The edge of one of her fins was bent oddly, but otherwise, she was intact. “Now, I can prove I’m better than you. But I won’t make you grovel,” I said graciously. “You may just refer to me as …”


    Smack! Stars burst in my eyes as I staggered to the side. What had … Rex’s chest was heaving with anger. He’d hit me! Slapped me with the open palm that still hung in the air. No one had ever hit me! Time seemed to stretch out infinitely, but my brain wouldn’t do anything but marvel at the new sensation. The skin of my cheek was on fire, pain where my jaw had been knocked to the side, the metallic taste of blood.


    “You fucking little bitch,” Rex growled, advancing on me. I scrambled backward, to find myself in the corner. “You’re not going to say a word,” he hissed, towering over me. “Ever.” His open palm turned into a fist and hung in the air. I stared at it, while a thousand half-formed thoughts flashed through my head. Wondering if a punch would feel a lot worse. Thinking Curtis has been right – gloating over Rex wasn’t worth this. Wondering how long he’d keep going, and how long I could take it. Wishing that Mr. Jamison could see Rex now, the way he really was. I closed my eyes as his fist began its arc, bracing for the impact. I wished I had never heard of Rothston. I wished Rex would just go away.


    I waited for the punch, but it didn’t come. Rex was probably laughing at me for cowering in the corner like this. Relishing the moment. I waited for his cruel laugh. He was torturing me by making me wait. I listened for his breath, but heard a rustling on the other side of the room instead. I opened my eyes slowly, to see Sasha looking at me in confusion. Her eyes searched around the room, then back to me as I slid down the corner.


    Sasha scrunched her nose in confusion and asked, “Where’s Rex?”


    

  


  
    Chapter 24


    


    Greg


    “It’s good to have you back,” Pete told me, as I tipped my chair back from the table in the Pit. He’d said the same thing a bunch of times last week while we hung in Negril for break, but with the amount of Red Stripes and tequila we’d had, he probably didn’t remember.


    I grinned at him. “Good to be back.” Boomer sat in the chair across from me, shaking his shaggy head, before taking a long pull on his Coke. But he was silent. He’d said his piece three weeks ago when I told him I’d dumped Kinzie. He’d said she was good for me – made me more human. I thought that was ironic, since human wasn’t exactly a word that I’d used to describe Kinzie. I glanced down at my arm where she’d touched me this evening. She definitely wasn’t human. But Boomer didn’t know that. And he’d never bug me about it again. That’s just how things were.


    The whole thing with Kinzie was like some long bout with insanity. I’d suddenly become that guy who thought he needed a girl in his life – one girl; the guy who got up waiting to see her every morning, the guy whose whole life revolved around her – that dork wasn’t me. I had too much going for me to get stuck like that. Now, I planned to take a break from girls entirely. Not that they weren’t handy to have around, but damn – too much drama. And Pete was right. I hadn’t spent much time just being one of the guys.


    Pete and Boomer were planning our run to Walmart in Linton, sorting through the beer and other crap some of our frat brothers had asked us to pick up. They were laughing at the lists and trying to remember who had actually given them money. I scoped out the room as I listened. Sparse crowd for a Sunday night in the Pit, but people were just getting back from break. Around the room, girls chattered away, sharing stories about wherever they had gone. I wondered if Kinzie went to Rothston. She’d said she had to, but wanted to get out of it. I hoped she had. That place wasn’t good for her.


    I scanned around the room again. She wasn’t here. That seemed odd. Not that she should be, but it seemed like she always was. Even after I dumped her, she’d been here with me, constantly. A guilty weight sank into my stomach. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so harsh to her before break. But she wasn’t getting it. And every time she was around, I wanted to forget what she was, what she could do, and what she’d become. I wanted to pretend she was still that smart, quiet girl I’d met last fall. But …


    “Isn’t that right, Langston?” Pete asked, knocking my elbow where it rested on the Formica table.


    Boomer wiped the hair away from his eyes, “Back from dreamland?” he asked with a crooked grin.


    “I was just looking to see if Ki…” I stopped as Pete rolled his eyes and Boomer smirked. It was like a kick in the gut. What was wrong with me?


    “Nothing. Never mind. What do you want?” I barked. I needed to get a grip. That girl had taken over too much of my life.


    “Did you see this?” Pete asked, pointing to the list. “We’re supposed to pick up a fucking TV for Darvin. Did he smash another one?”


    I shrugged, not really caring, and they fell back into their conversation as I studied my hands. Crap. Like it or not, Kinzie had left a hole in my life. I needed to find something to do. Intramural soccer was filling teams. Or maybe I’d head down to the fitness center and lift weights. Maybe I’d go for a run. I hadn’t run since Kinzie and I … Damn! Weights. Definitely weights. I needed to distract myself.


    I noticed Pete leering at me. “What?” I asked.


    He nodded behind me. “Don’t look now, but your shadow is back.”


    I spun around in my chair, opening my mouth although I was unsure if I was going to tell her to get lost or ask about her break, but I stopped short. It wasn’t Kinzie. I settled back in my chair.


    “Hi, boys,” Jenna White said coyly as she stopped beside me. Her hand came down lightly on my shoulder and her fingers ran across the back of my neck. Staking her claim. God, I didn’t need this crap. “What are you doing?” she asked.


    Pete chose this moment to become a chatterbox. “Boom and I are just hanging, having a good ol’ time,” he answered. “But moody, mopey Langston’s a downer.”


    “Aw,” Jenna mock pouted with a gleam in her eye. “I could cheer him up.” She leaned down, whispering into my ear, “I know exactly how to make you feel good.” Her fingers ran down my back as she spoke.


    I flinched her away. “No, Jenna. Not interested,” I told her firmly. She pouted again, but then slid into the last chair at the table, sizing up Pete and Boomer. God, this girl was a slut.


    I crossed my arms in front of me while Jenna nibbed in on our trip to Walmart. I tried to imagine walking through the place with her dangling beside me, cheerfully chirping about whatever silliness she saw there. And I wondered what she’d get me to buy her. Girls always got me to buy them something – a stuffed animal or a stupid looking hat or something equally childish. My phone buzzed with a text. I ignored it, until Jenna started talking about needing new nail polish and holding her hands out to get our opinion on what color. What the hell? I pulled the phone out of my pocket, making it clear I wasn’t going to answer her.


    The text was from Kinzie, so I flipped it back to the main menu. I didn’t need to read it. I tapped through the icons on my phone, checking my Facebook page for no reason, playing a stupid game for a moment, looking at my calendar, but somehow found myself back on the texts. I sighed and hit message from her.


    “In trouble. NEED to see you. Plz? Meet you on the hillside.”


    My heart tightened. Needs to see me? She was in trouble? Wait … this had to be some asinine girl game. Play helpless victim who needs the big, strong guy to swoop in and save her. I knew perfectly well that Kinzie was far from helpless. Maybe if she hadn’t been, we’d have …


    Jenna reached over and put her hand on my arm to emphasize some point she was making. Her hand was warm and soft, and held none of the buzzing tingle that was always there with Kinzie. It felt … normal. She noticed me staring at her hand.


    “What are you doing, Greg? Something wrong?” she chirped with just an edge of concern.


    I read the text again, then looked into the hopeful face of the girl beside me. Kinzie didn’t need me. “We’re going to Walmart,” I said to Jenna as I texted Kinzie back a single word: Busy. I looked up at the waiting blonde, a smile spreading across her face. “C’mon. Let’s go.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    


    Kinzie


    The Guard yanked my arm as I tripped again on the stairs. If they would let go and let me walk on my own that wouldn’t happen, I thought to myself, but I didn’t say it. Since stepping off the plane in Bangor, nothing had gone in a way I could have ever conceived of. And I didn’t think complaining would make it better.


    Maybe I’d been stupid to think everything would be fine. I thought back over the past twenty-four hours. As soon as I realized Rex couldn’t have left that quickly, I knew I’d translocated him. Dread stole over me, and my hands were shaking as Sasha kept pressing me to speak. Where would I have sent him? And then I remembered. I’d wanted Mr. Jamison to see Rex, and had pictured him where I’d seen him last – on stage at the end of the library. I closed my eyes and scanned Rothston through the turbula, looking for Rex. And he was there, standing in the library, with the murky shapes of a handful of people now gathered around him. They’d seen him appear. But at least he was alive, and completely intact from what I could tell.


    I’d opened my eyes. “He’s okay,” I’d told Sasha with a sigh of relief. “He’s at Rothston.”


    “No. He’s here at school,” she’d insisted, and I shook my head.


    “He was but …” The expression on her face choked the words in my throat. The puzzled confusion had dropped into horror and she backed away from me, bumping into the wall near the door.


    “Kinzie …” she’d begun, sounding like a plea for me to deny it, but she’d bolted from the room before I could say a word. That couldn’t be good, I’d thought to myself, but then again, it was Sasha, and she hadn’t been speaking to me anyway.


    Twenty minutes later, I’d gotten a call from Brenda Thompson, curtly informing me that I was to return to Rothston immediately. She disconnected before I could ask anything like why or even how. That call had scared me. Rex was fine, yet, my mind was spinning as I tried to figure out why they wanted me at Rothston, and what Rex might have said. And I did the only thing I could think of that would calm me down – I texted Greg that I needed to see him.


    But I hadn’t made it to meet him. Sasha showed up in the doorway before I left, with Dr. Collier beside her. Uncle Mark dropped his eyes sheepishly as he told me I had to come with them. Sasha, on the other hand, glared at me triumphantly. They’d taken me to the airport, influencing their way through security to remain with me until I was securely on the flight to Bangor. And when I’d arrived at the other end, it wasn’t Charlie who met me. It was the two black-suited stiffs who flanked me now. Members of the Guard.


    They marched me through a large wooden doorway at the top of the stairs and I bristled at the ignominy of how they’d treated me. My hands were bound behind my back with the bands of the plastic handcuffs cutting into my wrists. You’d think I was a hardened criminal. Around my ankle, bunching up the bottom of my cargo pants was a glowing blue band – the quantum interference transmitter they’d snapped on me as soon as I’d gotten off the plane.


    Now I understood Curtis’s pallor when Rex had tortured him with a QIT. It changed everything – removed all the depth. Like waking up and discovering the entire world had been replaced with badly drawn cardboard cut outs. It was disturbing – disorienting was more accurate.


    The Guards pushed me into a large room where the granite walls were broken by massive columns. On the far side of the room, Brenda Thompson glared at me from a desk that was dwarfed by the semi-circular wooden one beside it. The curved expanse was raised three feet off the floor and spanned the width of the chamber. Intricately carved scenes ran across the front of it – an old-fashioned clipper ship on stormy oceans, a huntsman in deep forests. Rich wood paneling lined the wall behind the desk and above it, the words “Guiding the Way” were etched deeply into the stone. It would all seem very stately and dignified, if I’d been here for any other reason.


    The Guards at my sides turned me to face into the semi-circular desk. My breath hitched in my throat. I needed to relax. I knew most of the people who would sit in the seven chairs on the dais. They’d already heard I could translocate and could see that I hadn’t harmed Rex at all. Once I explained what had happened – why I’d translocated Rex – everything would be fine. In fact, they’d probably be impressed, like Sasha had been with the spider.


    A hidden door in the paneling behind the dais opened up, and seven blue-robed figures silently strode out, each standing at their respective places, before all taking a seat at once. From his end seat on the left, Sasha’s grandfather, Norman Reynolds nodded toward the Guards, and one immediately leaned down and removed the QIT from my ankle.


    “Both members of the Guard will be reading you, Ms. Nicolosi, for any decision to use your adept attributes in this room. They are quite capable of incapacitating you at even a hint that you are about to try anything, so I strongly suggest you refrain,” Mr. Reynolds said sternly.


    I stared at him, but didn’t speak. His words and tone scared me, but I was equally distracted by my awareness of the turbula flowing back. It wasn’t all at once like the way it went away. This was more like lights being gradually raised with a dimmer switch. And then I felt the dull headache begin. Sasha’s grandfather had told the truth: the Guards were reading me.


    After another moment, the aged Rita Mendez, seated in the middle, spoke. “Ms. Nicolosi, we have a report that you have violated our rules. Specifically, that you have repeatedly translocated living creatures, including the extremely dangerous act of translocating a human being,” she stated sternly. Her eyes darted over to Rex Brolie, seated on the end on the right side. He sneered at me when I looked over, and the familiarity of it helped me get my bearings. Too bad I hadn’t translocated out his arrogance.


    I looked up at Rita Mendez. “I can explain,” I told her as I tried to step forward from the Guards, but they grabbed my arms tightly. I shot the one on my right a dirty look. I could feel them in my head, so they knew I wasn’t going to attack The Seven. Besides, how could I possibly do that?


    “It is a disturbing accusation,” George Alphonse’s voice boomed from beside Norman Reynolds. “Particularly after showing last week that you hold no respect for either this body or our traditions.”


    “I am sorry about that,” I jumped in as he paused. “I … I was scared. I don’t do well with crowds, and …” Mr. Alphonse held up his hand to stop me, and the dull headache blazed into a stabbing pain. I winced and tried to reach up for my head, but my hands couldn’t move. “Please … stop …” I whimpered. “That hurts.”


    Norman Reynolds straightened with interest. “So it is true,” he stated. “You feel it when you are read.”


    “Yes,” I whispered, wanting the pain to go away, but it had just gotten worse. A ruffled silence spread in front of me, but I couldn’t focus to see their faces. “Please stop,” I begged again.


    “That is remarkable!” Ms. Mendez gasped. “Unheard of. We need to determine how that can be possible.”


    “We must be cautious,” the pudgy guy on her left said. It took me a moment to come up with his name – Pasternak. “An anomaly like that might make her less predictable. And she doesn’t accept the seriousness of our rules. She could have killed Rex. Perhaps she even intended to. Isn’t that what your granddaughter told you, Norman?” he asked Mr. Reynolds. “That she was using translocation to try to kill spiders?”


    “That is correct,” he confirmed quietly. Concern knotted his brow as he turned to me. “Ms. Nicolosi, did you intend to harm Mr. Brolie when you translocated him?”


    “No, of course not.”


    “Should we believe you?” Marci Lee asked in a nasal voice. She leaned forward in her seat between Rex and Mr. Jamison. “You seem inclined to hide things from us. Like that fact that you could translocate at all?”


    The pain jabbed in my head again. “I … I wasn’t hiding it from you or anybody, except … Curtis said … I mean … I thought …” There was no way out except to tell the truth. “I was only hiding it from Rex.”


    George Alphonse broke in with his big voice. “Curtis Mechenbaum? What about Curtis?”


    “She’s friends with him,” Rex answered easily before I’d had a chance. “The kid has always been groveling to me like I was some sort of god. He might have told her to wait to see if she could do it well before letting anyone know – might have thought it would embarrass me.” The last part came out with a laugh.


    Mr. Jamison leaned forward, putting his finger to his mouth in thought for a moment before speaking. “She’s friends with Curtis, you say?” he asked Rex, who nodded. Mr. Jamison’s eyes turned to me, but instead of looking friendly, they held a cold suspicion. “You don’t think she would have…” Whatever his question was, it hung in the air unfinished.


    “I would have what?” I asked.


    “Could be,” came Rex’s answer in a grave tone I’d never heard from him. “We know she doesn’t care about our rules. She might have tried translocation on him first. We may never find him … or whatever’s left of him.”


    “Wait! Where’s Curtis?” I asked, as Rita Mendez visibly shuddered. My heart thudded. Something had happened to Curtis? He was missing? And they thought it was me?


    “We have no proof of anything with regard to Curtis Mechenbaum,” George Alphonse stated to his peers. I started to open my mouth to ask again where Curtis was, but stopped. I’d have time for that later.


    Rita Mendez continued to study me for a moment, then stated wistfully. “She has shown such remarkable talent.”


    “But we have a disturbing set of facts,” Norman Reynolds added, and several heads dipped in agreement.


    “But, you haven’t heard what happened,” I pleaded. “There’s a reason I tranlocated Rex. He was …”


    “Her results are impressive and unprecedented,” Bart Pasternak interrupted. “But the risk was so unjustified.”


    “Such talent. She’s learned so quickly and accomplished the impossible. If there were some way to harness that …” Brad Jamison said almost to himself, before leaning forward again, to look across his colleagues. “Madame Chairman,” he said to Ms. Mendez. “I believe we have the information we need to decide how to address Ms. Nicolosi.”


    “Wait!” I pleaded, but Ms. Mendez tipped her head.


    “We shall adjourn to deliberate,” she told me. “You shall remain here until we return with your sentence.”


    My hands grew cold and a numbness spread through my body as I watched the robed figures file out the hidden door. Return with my sentence. That phrase didn’t bode well. Nor did anything that had been said in this room. How could I look so bad when I hadn’t done anything wrong? Or at least, I hadn’t meant to do anything wrong. But did that matter? I hadn’t even gotten a chance to tell them about Rex hitting me. My head spun as I thought of things I should have said, or said differently, or not said at all. God, I wished someone had been here to help me. Anybody. I wasn’t very good by myself. Greg knew that. He always helped me think. But he was gone. Desperation welled up inside me at that thought.


    Stop it! I told myself. Calm down. Think rationally. What was the worst that could happen? I’d broken their rules, but I hadn’t hurt anyone. And like Mr. Jamison had said, I had such talent. Nothing too bad would happen. What would they do? Have me do manual labor here for a period of time. I’d hate that, and it was completely unjustified, but I could deal with it. Hard work wasn’t all that bad, I thought to myself. Might do some people around here some good if they had to do it. The image of Sasha scrubbing a floor flitted through my head. Wouldn’t be bad at all. As long as it wasn’t cleaning the middle-school bathrooms. Those were a menace. I took a deep breath and smiled to myself as I calmed down. Everything would be okay.
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    Over an hour later, one of the Guards prodded me out of a chair as the door behind the dais opened again. The blue-robed figures filed out without a single one looking at me, except for Rex. He stared impassively. I wasn’t sure what that meant on either count. They took their seats simultaneously and shifted around to settle themselves. The silence became heavy until Rita Mendez finally leaned forward.


    “Ms. Nicolosi, is there anything you would like to say for yourself before I announce your sentence?” she asked steadily.


    I took a deep breath and found my mouth had gone dry. “Yes, there is,” I answered with my voice trembling. “Translocating the spiders was just an accident. I mean, the first time it was. And when the spider died I thought I could use it for …” I stopped. Why was I talking about spiders? That wasn’t what they were worried about. I tried to wet my lips and started again. “I didn’t translocate Rex because I felt like it. I had to. I mean he had slapped me, and ...” I stopped again, hearing how juvenile it sounded. I saw several eyebrows raise, but couldn’t tell if that was good or bad. I swallowed again, and went on. “And Curtis. I don’t know what happened to Curtis. I didn’t even know he was gone. I didn’t do anything to him.” This time the looks were clear – they didn’t believe me. “Check my phone,” I offered. “You’ll see the texts. Curtis and I are friends. I wouldn’t do anything to …”


    “We have checked your phone,” Rex interrupted, picking it up from the desk in front of him to show me. He flipped it open and a shiver went down my spine at the thought of him reading my texts with Curtis. I wracked my brain for a moment to remember if there was anything in them showing that he was the topic. We’d been careful, but now, I wasn’t so sure. Rex looked at Mr. Jamison. “Most interesting is the date and time of the last text from him: this past Saturday, at 9:36 p.m.” Several heads nodded as if that held some meaning to them.


    “What about it?” I asked, looking from person to person for an answer.


    Rita Mendez pinned me with her ancient eyes that were now filled with accusation. “That text shows that you, Ms. Nicolosi, were the last one to hear from Curtis.”


    I took a step backwards. “But I … I couldn’t be,” I stammered weakly. But I remembered trying to reach him after that, and he didn’t answer. A shiver ran through me. Where was he?


    “Do you have anything else to say?” Rita Mendez asked sternly this time.


    I raised my eyes slowly, still thinking about what could have happened to Curtis. “Not really,” I told her. “Just that I haven’t hurt anybody.”


    She nodded curtly, and glanced around at her colleagues, most of whom seemed to dip their heads in some sort of signal. She closed her eyes for a moment before drawing herself up taller in her seat. I could feel my pulse throbbing in my ears as I waited for her pronouncement. Toilet cleaning. I was going to end up cleaning middle school toilets for the rest of my life.


    “Kinzie Nicolosi, you have flagrantly, intentionally and repeatedly translocated living creatures, including a human being. The Seven has duly considered this matter, and in light of your demonstrated lack of judgment and disregard for our rules, The Seven hereby sentences you … to death.”


    Time stopped as I stared at her lips, thinking I hadn’t heard her right. I couldn’t have heard her right. The creases grew tight in the lips she now held firmly together. My heart thumped once before the deafening silence resumed. This was a dream. A nightmare. It had to be.


    Her lips parted again and formed slow words. “You will go with the Guards to be held while preparations …” her voice sounded far away, until it was snuffed out by a roaring sound in my ears. Every sound in the room – a paper shuffling, the inhale of each breath, the rasping of a hand sliding across the wooden desk – was magnified and swirled around me. I searched each of the faces before me for some hint that this was a joke. Or a dream. Or anything that made sense. But only two were willing to look at me: Rex, whose eyes held a cruel delight, and Mr. Jamison. His face was filled with sympathy and sadness, and that look drove it home. Death. They were going to kill me!


    “No,” I mumbled. “No, you can’t do this. It isn’t right,” I said as my voice grew stronger. My eyes pleaded with Mr. Jamison to help me, but he looked away. “You need to listen to what happened,” I begged with my voice growing shrill. “You need to understand. I didn’t do anything wrong!”


    Someone grabbed my arm and I jumped, turning to see the two Guards who’d been behind me. I backed quickly away from them, and they both pulled out boxy looking weapons and followed. What were those? And why were they pointed at me? My back hit the carved surface of The Seven’s desk.


    “You can’t do this,” I shrieked as one of the Guards bent down. I kicked at him, but he dodged the blow and I nearly fell to the side. He grabbed my ankle firmly, wrenching it under his arm.


    Mr. Jamison’s face appeared over the top of the desk. “Do as they say, Kinzie. It will be easier this way,” he assured me. I stared in disbelief. Easier? They’d said they were going to kill me!


    The QIT snapped around my ankle and the turbula vanished again as the Guards roughly grabbed my arms.


    “NO!” I shouted up to The Seven. “This isn’t right. You didn’t listen … you can’t … this isn’t even legal! I want a trial or a lawyer or … or something,” I yelled, grasping at anything that entered my head. The grip on my arms tightened painfully, and the Guards dragged me toward the door. I struggled against them.


    “This is murder! You can’t do this!” I shouted at the people on the platform, but they averted their eyes, as if I was an embarrassment. “Look at me!” I shrieked, but their heads dipped lower as they began to rise from their seats to leave. George Alphonse glanced over quickly, but just shook his head and moved toward their door.


    “NO!” I yelled, trying to twist from the grips of my captors, but they yanked me closer between them. My arms felt like they were being ripped from the sockets, but it didn’t matter. I twisted again. “YOU CAN’T DO THIS!” I shrieked, and they dragged me out the door.


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    


    Greg


    I yanked open the side door to the campus administrating building, looking at the words on my phone one more time. In my two years here, I’d never been summoned to the security office until this afternoon. Must be one of my frat brothers doing something stupid and needed me to vouch for them. Man, we’d only been back on campus for two days. Couldn’t imagine what it could be.


    I walked down the short hallway, but I couldn’t see anyone I knew in the glass-walled waiting area at the end. Just some squat, middle-aged man tapping his leg furiously as he sat in one of the orange fiberglass chairs along the wall. A blue uniformed security dude with a shaved head was behind the counter. The guard I’d seen around campus. The older guy I’d never seen before, but I was barely through the glass door when he launched out of his chair, hurtling at me like a torpedo.


    “What did you do with her?” he yelled. I stepped back in surprise as he stopped with his face inches from mine. His salt and pepper hair was tousled like he’d been pulling on it, and sweat was seeping from the pores of his swarthy complexion. He looked like he was going to stroke out. “Where is she?” he demanded.


    The security guard was making his way around the counter, but didn’t seem to be in a hurry.


    “Where is who?” I asked the man attacking me.


    He stabbed me in the chest with a stubby finger. “Don’t give me that,” he spat. “Tell me what you’ve done with my daughter.”


    The bald security guy put a hand on the man’s arm and stepped in between us. “Let me handle this, Mr. Nicolosi.”


    My eyes shot open. “Nicolosi? You’re Kinzie’s dad?” I asked. My heart sped up as his questions sunk in. “Where’s Kinzie? What’s happened to her?” I shot back.


    “You tell me,” Kinzie’s dad accused, trying to out-maneuver baldy to get at me. “You’re the one always running off with her. What’d you do with her? Where …”


    “Running off with … I never … I’m not even …” I stopped, realizing this might not be the best time to tell him I’d dumped Kinzie if he didn’t already know.


    Baldy, between us, was getting pissed. He placed a hand on each of our chests and pushed us apart. “Both of you. Sit down. Now!” he barked. I hesitated, watching Kinzie’s father carefully as he glared at me. The man wanted to rip me apart, and I wasn’t going to compromise my position until he backed off.


    “Sit!” the uniformed guy barked again.


    Ken reluctantly backed away to the side wall and took a seat. Once he had, I sat down as well. I took a deep breath and remembered how overprotective Kinzie’s dad was. She probably just hadn’t returned a call.


    “Now, let me handle this,” the guard said. “You’re Greg Langston, right?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “This is Ken Nicolosi,” he said waving his hand toward the man who still wanted to murder me. “I called you in here to find out what you know. When did you last see Ms. Nicolosi?”


    “Me? I haven’t … not since before break. Friday afternoon before break.”


    Ken Nicolosi leaned forward and put his forehead in his hands. He’d been hoping I’d have an answer. For a moment, I felt sorry for him, but he needed a reality check. Kinzie was an adult, and didn’t need to check in with him every five minutes. The security guard moved back behind the desk and began writing on a clipboard. “Where’d she go for break?” he asked without looking up.


    “Roth…”


    Ken’s head shot up in surprise, then cooled to a questioning look as he tried to figure out what I knew.


    “Where?” the security guy prompted.


    “Maine,” I told him, recovering. “She went to visit some friends there.”


    “Have you heard from her at all?”


    I shook my head, and decided Ken Nicolosi needed to face reality. “No. We broke up before that,” I answered, seeing Ken tense beside me again. I turned to look him in the eye. “I broke up with her three weeks ago,” I told him directly. “I guess she didn’t tell you. She probably didn’t think it was any of your business.” The fury that passed over the man’s face was more pain than anger, but he said nothing. He knew I was right.


    I looked back to Baldy. “I’m sure Kinzie is fine,” I told him. “She’s probably in class now. Have you talked to her roommate? She’d know if …”


    The guy was already shaking his head. “She doesn’t know anything.”


    “What?” I asked looking back and forth between Ken and the guard. I couldn’t have heard that right “What do you mean she doesn’t know anything? Kinzie’s actually missing?”


    “The roommate says they came back on the same flight but had some sort of falling out and hasn’t seen her since. We don’t even know if she got back to campus.” Ken Nicolosi’s head dropped to his hands again, and I could hear his breathing hitch. The guard caught it too, and took some sympathy on him. “She’s probably fine, just staying with a friend or something,” he tried to assure him. “I’ve got calls into her professors and her advisor to make sure she’s been in classes the last two days. I’m sure this will get cleared up.” He looked down at his paper again then back at me. “So you don’t know anything, huh?”


    “No, I don’t. Haven’t heard from her …” Then a chill spread through my body as I remembered it wasn’t true. I walked to the counter. “I got a text.” I pulled out my phone, hoping my memory was wrong. I tapped the screen until the words displayed, and showed it to the security guard. In trouble. What the hell was wrong with me? Kinzie wouldn’t have made it up. My heart was pounding hard and unevenly now. This was Kinzie, not some shallow, stupid girl.


    Ken Nicolosi rose and peered over my shoulder to see the text on my phone, and my asshole reply below it. I expected him to lash out again, or punch me like I deserved for blowing her off. But he didn’t. He swore quietly under his breath, then walked over to the wall, leaning with his head against his arm – a position of defeat. “Get out of here,” he growled. I could hear the anger growing.


    The security guard finished writing down the text and my number then nodded for me to leave. I slipped silently out the door, but stood staring at the long empty hall. Damn. What had I done?


    

  


  
    Chapter 27


    


    Greg


    I smacked Mr. Heisenberg’s steering wheel, searching for answers in the section of highway illuminated by the high beams. The moonless, three a.m. darkness crowded in, broken only by the occasional flash of a semi heading south into Portland. I was making good time. If I’d stopped at home, it’d have been the fastest I’d ever made that drive. But I kept going, not knowing if it’d be fast enough. Not knowing if anything I did now could change things.


    Only a couple hours to go. I’d beat Ken to Rothston. Beat him by a long shot, assuming I could find the place. But what would happen then? Maybe I should have waited. Gone to the airport. Flown out with Ken. But the flight didn’t leave ‘til morning, and there were two layovers. This was faster – especially in Mr. Heisenberg. The engine wound higher into a steady purr as I pushed it over a hundred. The road was flat here, and straight. Let them try to catch me.


    I kept expecting to wake up. This was one of those nightmares where nothing goes right, but makes so little sense, you know you’re dreaming. But the call from Ken Nicolosi, an hour after I’d left him, kept ringing in my ears. “They’re going to kill her, Greg.” The agony and the desperation in his voice ripped through my soul. He didn’t think he could change anything by going to Rothston, but he was going to try. And he’d called me, simply because there was no one else he could tell. The loneliness of his life of secrets tore at me, and reminded me of my own.


    He’d called me twice more as he waited at the airport. He agonized over his mistakes, saying he should have taken her and run when they’d discovered she was adept. That was his job, he kept saying. He’d been entrusted with keeping her from Rothston, and he’d failed. And if he didn’t stop this – if this menace of a place killed her – it was a torment he’d have to bear forever.


    Just like mine.


    Why hadn’t I gone to meet her when she’d asked? Why had I ignored her cry for help? Why the hell had I been too wrapped up in me to listen when she asked? When she needed me? God, I’d fucked up bad this time.


    I wasn’t going to blow it a second time. Whatever was at the end of this road, they were going to have to deal with me, and I wasn’t going to make it easy. I’d made sure of that. I took a deep breath and hoped it wasn’t too late. My fingers tightened around the steering wheel, and the engine wound higher.
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    In the morning light, I turned Mr. Heisenberg onto an overgrown gravel drive. I’d spent the past hour driving along the coast, turning in every drive I could find in search of the place, but had found nothing but houses so far. This drive looked abandoned, so I’d passed it twice. Maybe that was on purpose.


    I crept the car along, noting that none of the bushes touched the sides. This path wasn’t as decrepit as it looked. That was a good sign, but eerie. After a quarter mile, the brush opened up, and a massive stone mansion rose up across a several acre lawn. I grinned with momentary satisfaction. Rothston. I’d found it. Kinzie had been right; it was impressive. With resources like this, these folks were probably used to getting their way. But if there was anything I understood, it was people like this.


    I drew myself up tall after climbing out of the car, and felt my pocket for the note – the insurance that I wouldn’t get killed on the spot. Then, I locked my phone. I hoped this would work, but with what I knew about this place so far, I couldn’t be sure. Still, if I couldn’t save Kinzie, dying wouldn’t be so bad, especially knowing this place would be brought to its knees and dismantled by a power far superior to their own. But that would only happen if I didn’t cave. I needed to be determined. Never consider any other option. From what Kinzie had told me, that would make it harder for them. I thought back to the magazine I’d picked up on the table of the hospital. I never even thought about what I was doing. This wasn’t going to be easy, but Kinzie’s life was on the line.


    I walked across the drive, and didn’t see a soul. It was more than a little intimidating. But I had no doubt they were watching me. They. Whoever they were. My eyes ran over the huge granite structure and I turned a circle examining hedges manicured to a knife’s edge, black windows high in towers, and dank woods that seemed to sink into darkness. They could be anywhere, goons with high-powered sniper rifles trained on my head. But from what Kinzie had told me of the place, that probably wasn’t their style. In fact, I figured these guys for much sicker than a simple headshot.


    I strode up the five stone steps, hesitating before the massive plank door. Should I use the wrought-iron knocker or just barge in? It was like knocking on the front door of a college. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. A position of strength, I told myself, grasped the door handle and pulled, uncertain what I’d find.


    Inside was an empty slate entry, and the damp scent of cool stone met my nostrils. It was silent. At five-fifteen in the morning, there was no rustle of pubescent kids, nor anyone else. I walked across the slate floor and through the open doorway on the other side into a huge open chamber, like a cavern, but in place of stalagmites, there were bookcases reaching toward the ceiling. This was the library Kinzie had talked about so many times. Her favorite place here. I studied the stained-glass image – the woman – adept, no doubt – controlling the puny men in her hand. Kinzie had described it as beautiful and full of life when the sun would stream through. Now, in the early dawn, she was gray and lifeless. Undead. Arrogant. These monsters needed to be stopped. But first, I needed to find Kinzie before this lich-bitch sucked her life out too.


    “Can I help you?” a soprano voice asked from behind me.


    I spun around to find myself facing a dark-skinned girl, barely a teen. In all the scenarios I’d run through in my head, this hadn’t been one of them. “Yes,” I answered, giving her a smile. “I’m here to see Kinzie Nicolosi.”


    The girl scrunched up her nose. “I think you made a mistake,” she said, and I noticed her eyes growing blank. This wasn’t just a child. “There’s no one here by that name.”


    I didn’t take my eyes off her. “Yes, there is. And you are not going to make me believe otherwise,” I said factually. Her eyes widened. “Now, go get Kinzie and bring her here or find someone who can.”


    The girl had started backing away before I had finished. But at my last word, she turned and bolted out of the room. Good. Events were set in motion. I was here to get Kinzie, and nothing was going to stop me.


    I studied the faces in a photograph by the doorway as I waited. A group photo of The Seven, I guessed from their robes and impudent scowls. Brolie wasn’t among them, I noted. Maybe they’d come to their senses and didn’t “anoint” the asshole – or whatever it was that Kinzie called it – but it didn’t seem likely. The idea of this place in the hands of that guy burned inside me. He was behind this somehow. I was sure of it, and when I caught up with him, I was going to rip his arm off and beat him to death with it, and anyone else who got in my way.


    A few minutes later, the girl returned. She stopped outside the door and pointed. A middle-aged woman and two black-suited guys sweep past her. Bodyguards. I’d seen the type before. Tried not to use them myself.


    “May I help you?” the woman asked curtly. Her voice had a pleasant ring, despite the wary tone.


    I knew exactly what to say and how to say it. I remembered the tone and words from my dad, and I’d hated them then. Now, I hoped they would serve a better purpose. I gave the woman a condescending smile as the guards flanked me and held their position. “I hope so, for all our sakes. And you are?”


    The question hung unanswered in the air, as the woman fidgeted, not expecting to be questioned. From their vacant looks, the guards were trying to influence me, or at least read my decisions. And from the fact that their brows began to furrow, I’d say it wasn’t working. They didn’t understand that this was my show, and I was determined to make it work.


    “Yes?” I prodded as the women remained hesitant to speak.


    She glanced quickly over her shoulder before finally speaking. “I am Brenda Thompson, Administrator of The Rothston Institute.”


    “Good, Brenda. Now, if you would be so kind as to have these gentlemen bring me Kinzie Nicolosi, I will be on my way, leaving you and your adepts alone.”


    Confusion spread across her face, but not before I caught the surprise she was trying to hide. “I don’t know what you are talking about, sir,” she replied. “Who are you and why are you here? You are trespassing, you know. I could call the sheriff.”


    “Call him,” I half-laughed. “We’ll talk about Kinzie. Even if he’s not interested in my theory, I’m sure someone else will be.”


    One of the guards moved his hand – maybe he had a weapon under his coat. I needed to stay calm and not give him a reason to use it.


    “Who are you?” Brenda asked again, beginning to sound nervous.


    “I am Gregory Nicholas Langston,” I informed her, using my full name in case she had to look it up. “The son of Martha Taylor Camden.” Brenda’s eyebrows shot up at my mother’s maiden name, and I was relieved. She obviously knew the name – and the wealth. I didn’t have to explain. “I’ve told you why I am here. I am taking Kinzie away from you,” I said calmly. “And you are going to bring her to me, and I will show you why.”


    I reached for my pocket wondering if I was going through this too fast. Pacing was crucial. Let each fact sink in. At my movement, the guard’s hand flashed inside his jacket. I needed to slow down.


    “I am unarmed,” I told him, holding up my arms again so he could see. “I have something Ms. Thompson, here, needs to see.” My heart was beginning to gallop like a thoroughbred, but I managed to keep the fear out of my voice.


    The guard’s hand emerged from his jacket with a clunky device, and I breathed a little easier. A taser. Even if he got trigger-happy, it wouldn’t kill me. I moved slowly to pull the page from my back pocket and hand it to Brenda. She eyed me suspiciously again before unfolding it and reading. Her eyes shot up to me once and her complexion paled, but she was tough and now that she knew the stakes, she was determined to gain control.


    “Is this a joke?” she asked, waving the paper aside.


    “Simultaneous investigations by the FBI, the SEC, the IRS, the Justice Department and Homeland Security. You might be able to influence your way out of some of them, but all at the same time? I suspect even Rothston’s resources will be stretched thin. And you know how the IRS just loves places like this.” I glanced around to make my point. “Very nice. They probably don’t even know about it. Try influencing one of those agents. And that doesn’t count the numerous private investigators who will be deployed. Men can be rather determined to get their way when motivated by a reward of a few million dollars, wouldn’t you say?” I tipped my head with the question, but didn’t wait for her to answer. “And it all begins automatically if I don’t check in at a predetermined time. And I won’t check in unless I have Kinzie and we are safely away from here.”


    “You’re crazy,” Brenda sputtered at me. “This is a think-tank. We analyze global strategies. Nothing you’ve said in this letter is true – or even makes sense.”


    “People believe in UFOs. You think they won’t believe in this? And crazy people with money still get attention. How much are you willing to stake on me being ignored? You’re going to have a thousand RVs parked outside your property. It will make Area 51 look like a theme park.” I said calmly, but she remained resolute.


    “There is no one here named Kinzie Nicolosi,” she stated, drawing herself up. “Now either you leave the premises peacefully, or we will have you arrested.”


    “Call the police,” I told her. “I will be released within an hour and you will have ensured even more investigations. And if you make me disappear, that will cause you considerably more problems,” I directed to the guard who’d been raising his taser. His hand dropped a bit. But this wasn’t working. Time for Plan B.


    “A compromise,” I said. “Tell Bradley Jamison and Rex Brolie to assemble The Seven,” I stated pulling it off like it was normal conversation. “I will meet with them to resolve this matter.”


    “They’re gone. They aren’t here,” Brenda replied.


    She’d just admitted that this was not a think-tank at all, and it brought a smile to my lips. “Then I will have to do this the hard way. I will search for Kinzie, and I’m sure some of the people here can be motivated to help me to find her. Money works well that way.”


    I stepped past her toward the library door, when Brenda called behind me. “You can’t do that! Why aren’t you listening?” she cried, sounding frantic.


    I smiled again but didn’t look back. “I can do it, and I am. Watch me.”


    I took another step and felt a hand grab my arm, spinning me around. I lashed out, landing a slug in the stomach of the guard as I turned. He buckled but recovered quickly, lunging at me. I held onto him like it was a wrestling match, keeping his body between me and the guy with the taser, while trying to get off more punches. I landed a good one to his face, and heard the crack of his nose, but it just made him mad. He pummeled me in the stomach, over and over, while his partner tried to get around. I pushed my attacker down and pounded my knee into his face and he fell. I tried to take a breath when I heard an electric click. Every muscle in my body spasmed as the taser made contact. The guard seemed to laugh in slow motion as I crumpled to the floor.


    


    ψ


    


    Somewhere in the recesses of my brain, an iron latch scraped open and I felt a swirl of cool air, but it was too hard to move. It was probably the guards again. Was it time to beat me or question me? They came in rapid succession, so I couldn’t remember which had happened last. I wasn’t even sure how long they’d been trying to get the code for my phone out of me. I’d never give it to them. It was the only card I had left.


    “Greg Langston,” a woman’s voice whispered above me.


    I burrowed further down into the corner of the filthy cell. The coolness of the stone felt good against my skin, even as its chill stiffened my joints. I wanted to sleep. I needed to get some sleep to figure out what to do next. If there was a next. I didn’t know where Kinzie was, or what they had planned for her, or when. Even if every force I could bring to bear came down on this place, it would be too late. I’d lost, but I would never let these monsters win.


    “Greg,” the voice whispered, and a toe nudged me.


    I opened my eyes to see a disheveled, silver-haired old woman in a flowered bathrobe with khaki pants sticking out the bottom. “Who are you?” I asked groggily.


    “Shh. This is a jail-break,” she said with a devious twinkle in her eye.


    “What?” I tried to sit up, only to find my body stiff from bruises and the cold. The woman looked … peculiar. Misshapen somehow. But I wasn’t about to reject anyone who wanted to help me.


    “If you want to save Kinzie, we need to get out of here now!” she hissed urgently, offering a slender hand to help me up. That’s what was off. Her hands and wrists didn’t match the rest of her. But then she reached inside the bathrobe, pulling out a pile of bulky gray fabric. Her ample midsection deflated, and the bathrobe draped loosely around her as the cloth unfolded into a sweatshirt. I pulled it on, reading the “YALE” emblazoned across the front. The woman motioned for me to pull the hood over my head and follow her.


    “You’re Mel, aren’t you?” I said, guessing at her identity. “Kinzie’s told me about you.”


    She stopped at the door and winked at me without answering, then her face went blank as she read ahead of us to make sure it was clear. “Come on,” she said motioning me forward. I stepped into the hall that had been carved from living rock, grimy and cold, just like the cell. The wooden plank door and its dark iron workings looked hundreds of years old. Five other doors, just like it, lined the left side of the hall, and a wire ran along the ceiling. Its dangling, naked bulbs provided the only light, casting stark shadows in the corners.


    “Where is Kinzie?” I asked, but the woman didn’t answer. She just scurried along. I followed, my knees aching and the muscles of my stomach groaning from kicks and punches. Maybe she’d heard me in the library offering money to anyone who helped me find Kinzie. From what Kinzie had said, the two of them were close. Still, I couldn’t see a member of the Seven doing this – or even a former member. Something was going on.


    A hallway branched to the left between the second and third cell doors and Mel held up her hand to stop again. She sucked in her breath quickly and stood perfectly still.


    “What is it?” I whispered.


    “There shouldn’t be anyone down there,” she said peering around the corner.


    “Is it Kinzie?” I asked quickly, but could just make out scuffled footprints in the dirt on the floor and they were too large. “A guard?”


    “No. Nothing like …” She turned down the hall, picking up her pace. I followed. This hall was shorter than the other, but had no light, and part of the ceiling had fallen a short way in. Despite her age, the woman scrambled over the debris and waited for me to join her. Her eyes were darting around in the near darkness, but I could tell it wasn’t her vision she was using.


    “There is a blind spot,” she told me, and looked around again. “There.” She pointed at the stone wall four feet down from us.


    “Blind spot?” I asked.


    “A place I can’t see.”


    “You mean with your …” I pointed at her forehead. “That’s not possible. The quantum foam always exists.”


    “Oh, it exists,” she said and touched the wall, before nodding. “I just can’t see it.”


    Before I could ask what that meant, she moved down to another wood and iron door. She tugged at its rusty latch, but it wouldn’t move. I edged her aside and squinted at it in the near darkness. It wasn’t frozen. Scratches in the rust showed it had been opened recently. I grabbed the latch and with some effort, it slid back and I pulled the heavy door open. The woman peered into the darkness.


    “Hello?” she called softly.


    A groan came from inside, then a soft blue glow, and for a moment, more silence until a voice croaked out, “Mel?”


    The woman beside me rushed in, and I stared after her. So this was Mel. Kinzie had told me before break that she had Alzheimer’s. I paused, wondering if she had any idea where Kinzie was or if this just a delusion.


    “Mel, it’s them,” the voice croaked in the room again.


    “Shh. I know, Curtis. I know,” Mel soothed him. “Greg, help me get him into the hall.”


    The cell was rank with mold, sweat, and urine. Whoever this was he’d been in here for a while from the stench. I groped through the darkness toward the faint blue glow. As I got closer, it was a band of some sort, faintly illuminating the calf of the person – Curtis, Mel had called him – as he struggled to sit up. His arms were forced awkwardly behind his back, bound somehow, as were his feet. I grabbed him under the arms from behind and dragged him out.


    In the dim light of the hallway, I knew this was the friend Kinzie had told me about. The curls of his dark hair were matted to his head, a pair of glasses rest cockeyed on his nose, and loose stubble dotted his chin, but he looked to be around eighteen. His eyes were dark and sunken, and dried blood ran tracks down his calf where it looked like he’d tried to scrape off whatever that blue thing was.


    “Let me help,” Mel said soothingly, and bent over the blue band. It was held closed by a thin but stout section of steel with several buttons on it like for a combination. She touched them in sequence. “Hopefully, they haven’t changed any codes yet,” she said as she pushed a last button and the device sprang open. Curtis’s entire body deflated with relief and he passed out. Mel dropped the band to catch his head before it hit the floor.


    I picked up the device and studied it. “This is?” I prodded Mel, who was now fumbling in her pocket.


    “The blank spot. A quantum interference transmitter. Disrupts the turbula. Like saturating a bloodhound’s nose.” I stuffed it in my pants pocket so I could examine it later, perhaps figure out how it worked. Mel retrieved a Swiss army knife from her robe. “Always be prepared,” she said, handing it to me to cut Curtis’s bindings. “Only the Guards are supposed to have QITs. But if I had to guess, I’d say this is the one I’ve heard rumors about. The one that Rex Brolie was said to have.”


    “Brolie,” I growled, snapping the plastic straps on Curtis’s wrists. “He’s behind this, isn’t he.”


    “I believe so,” Mel answered gravely. “I cannot figure out how he could have accomplished it, but Rex is very ambitious. And I have been perfectly lucid for the first time in months since he left last night with the others. George Alphonse sent me an email before they left, explaining where they were going and why. He thought I would want to know, even though he didn’t expect I would fully understand. Sweet man. And a good friend. In the email he said they believed Kinzie was responsible for Curtis’s disappearance, but the QIT indicates otherwise. I don’t know how Rex has done all this, but I fear a greater injustice is about to be done than just me losing my seat.”


    The undead specter in the stained-glass window popped into my head. “Will they actually kill Kinzie?” I asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.


    “Yes, Greg. The only way to stop it will be to get to the others and get them to understand that Rex orchestrated his ascension and may have somehow affected their decision to execute Kinzie. Without further proof, or knowing why he is doing this, they may carry out her sentence anyway. But it may buy us some time.”


    “I’ll take it over nothing,” I grumbled. “Who do we talk to?”


    The teen lying between us began to move, mumbling something. Mel watched him for a moment. “That is a good question,” she said with a scowl. “I suggest we start with someone with whom I do not see eye-to-eye, but is quite fond of Kinzie. Yes, that should work,” she continued half to herself. “If Bradley Jamison agrees to delay the execution, no one will oppose it.


    Her words acted like a bolt of lightning to Curtis who shot up between us. “No!” he yelled. “He’s after you, Mel! You can’t …” His sunken eyes were pools of terror.


    “Shh.” Mel placed her hand on Curtis’s grimy face to soothe him. “I know, Curtis. It will be alright. We’re going to get you out of here. Rex won’t hurt either of us anymore.” She began to rise.


    “No, not Rex,” Curtis pleaded, as he shook his head, nearly knocking his glasses off. “It’s Jamison.”


    “What?” She dropped back down to her knees beside him.


    “He did this. Mr. Jamison,” Curtis croaked, pushing his glasses back up his nose as he collapsed back to the floor. “To me. To you. He did it for Rex. I heard them,” he said in a fading voice.


    Mel shook her head, “What do you mean Jamison did this?”


    “I was spying on Rex. Me and Kinzie decided to do it … wait. Who are you?” he asked, finally focusing on me.


    I glanced at Mel, not sure how much to tell Curtis who didn’t look in any condition for a long conversation. “This is Greg Langston,” Mel answered. “Kinzie’s boyfriend.”


    Curtis bolted up between us again. “Kinzie! She isn’t safe!” he urged.


    “We know, Curtis. She isn’t safe. Now I need you to tell me why.” The old woman’s eyes grew distant, and I assumed she was influencing Curtis to tell us everything he knew. Words began to stream out of his mouth, telling us of a plan to catch Rex doing something to prove he was behind Mel’s apparent Alzheimer’s. He’d been texting Kinzie as he went, but deleted the texts after sending them in case he got caught. On Saturday evening, Curtis had broken into Rex’s room so he could search for anything incriminating. He was going through his desk drawers, when Rex returned, this time with Brad Jamison. Curtis hid under the bed and listened as they coordinated continuing to confuse Mel so that her Alzheimer’s didn’t suddenly go away. It sounded like others were helping them, but he didn’t hear any names. He’d been part way through texting Kinzie the new information, when Rex hopped onto his bed. The puff of air raised an eddy of dust under the bed, and after trying to hold it back, Curtis sneezed. With his hands trembling with fear, he didn’t get the text either sent or deleted before they’d hauled him from his hiding place and took his phone away from him. From the partial text on the screen, Jamison knew there had been others to Kinzie, and wanted to know how much Curtis and Kinzie knew. When Curtis refused to tell him anything, Jamison had taken Rex’s QIT, dragged Curtis down here, and tried to beat the information out of him.


    “Familiar tactic,” I muttered, still feeling the bruises along my sides.


    Mel shook her head in dismay, and gave me a somber look. “That is not how we operate.”


    “Tell my ribs that,” I replied. “Maybe it’s not how you think this place operates, but what’s happened to Curtis and me proves otherwise.”


    “This just can’t be,” she murmured like she was having trouble accepting what was obvious to me. “Jamison’s behind it? It can’t be.”


    “Why not? Makes sense to me,” I said, looking at Curtis on the floor between us. The guy looked like hell. Anybody that would do this to another human being was evil, and that fit with everything else I knew. “Brolie nearly killed my frat brother a couple months ago just to show up Kinzie. Jamison didn’t think that was a problem. And there was that Congressman on her mission to D.C. – I guess that didn’t …”


    Mel held up her hand to stop me. “What mission?” she asked. “Kinzie said something to me about a mission too, but we never even considered sending her on one. She has far too much to learn still.”


    “She did go on a mission. She told me Rothston sent her. She went to stop additional military intervention somewhere.”


    The old woman stared through me, and I began to wonder if, perhaps, she really did have Alzheimer’s. After a moment, she cocked her head. “Are you certain about this?” she asked.


    “Kinzie told me too,” Curtis confirmed, straining to prop himself up on his elbows. I lifted his shoulders to help him. “A lot of people were jealous that she got to go.”


    “No one should have been in Washington,” Mel said vaguely.


    “Well Kinzie was, and Brolie was with her,” I told her. “And from what I heard him say a while back – he was going there all the time. What was it he said?” I asked myself out loud. “He was complaining to someone on the phone that he was being shipped off to work in DC or military bases every couple weeks. I’d bet he was talking to Jamison.”


    “To work?” Mel questioned. She sank back from her knees for a moment before a determined look swept over her face. “We need to get moving. We have to stop them.”


    We stood, hauling Curtis up between us, but I didn’t see how we were going to sneak out of this complex this way. Mel’s determination grew with the question. “I’ll get us out,” she assured me. “Members of The Seven are selected largely for the strength of their attributes. And I have more than a few tricks up my sleeves. No one will ever see us.”


    We mostly carried Curtis through the halls, stopping at the surprisingly empty guard office to retrieve my keys. Mel said we had a long drive ahead of us, and I offered Mr. Heisenberg’s speed. She remained in silent thought most of the time, other than pointing which way to head in the maze-like halls. But as we reached the large slate vestibule inside the doors I’d entered, she stopped us for a moment.


    “I hope I am incorrect about this,” she started. “But the two of you need to understand what we are up against. With the information you have provided, I fear the situation is far worse than I could have imagined.”


    Curtis lifted his head to join me in watching the old woman carefully. “What’s going on, Mel?”


    She shook her head. “We’ve suspected for some time that someone at Rothston had influenced the SEC into inaction on a clear investment scheme in order to protect and enhance our own assets,” she said sternly.


    “Inaction,” Curtis mumbled. “Just like Congress. Brolie was always laughing that it was a good thing.”


    “Exactly,” Melvina continued with a fierce light in her eyes. “I’ve heard the same from Mr. Jamison. But perhaps those were not jokes. I cannot be certain how far it has gone, but I fear that Rex, Mr. Jamison, and presumably Ms. Lee have been using Rothston’s power for their own end – to enhance Rothston’s power and control.”


    “They’ve taken over Congress,” I muttered to confirm where she was going. My fists clenched at my worst fears coming true. These people were evil, and needed to be stopped.


    “Yes, I am afraid so. And the SEC, and perhaps the military. We do not know how far it spreads. Jamison has always made it clear that he opposed our Minimal Intervention Policy, but it appears he has not willing to wait for The Seven to deliberate and change its position.”


    “But that means …” Curtis started, but Mel interrupted.


    “It means The Seven are not in charge of what Rothston does, and haven’t been for some time.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 28


    


    Kinzie


    From the back of the limo, I watched the New York street scene slide by like a movie – taxis squeezing their way through the streets, people of every size, shape, and color rushing by, heads lowered along the sidewalks. Hurrying to get on with their lives. Oblivious that mine was about to end.


    Mr. Jamison patted my hand on the seat between us to comfort me. “It won’t be bad, Kinzie,” he said. “In the end, you’ll be grateful.”


    Grateful? How could I be grateful when I was about to be killed? My throat swelled and my eyes stung, wanting for tears, but I had none left. Still, I couldn’t be angry – at least not at Mr. Jamison. What else could he say? The vote had been close – four to three – and they’d argued about it, both before the sentence and since, he’d told me. But in the end, I posed too much of a threat to the old ways. Mr. Jamison said he couldn’t tell me who voted which way, but from that I knew who had sentenced me to death – the senior members who wanted to cling to their power. And Rex Brolie voting with them, of course. Ironic that it was the swing vote who would shift the balance of power away from the old guard who’d condemned me.


    One of the Guards in the limo shifted in his seat. I wondered if he understood what they were doing.


    It wasn’t fair. I wasn’t dangerous. I stared out the window again. Wherever we were headed, all of The Seven would be present, but only those who’d voted for execution would carry it out, Mr. Jamison had told me. A safeguard to make sure each member of The Seven understood the gravity of their vote. He squeezed my hand again, and I tried to give him a smile. At least I was spending this last hour of my life with someone who cared. I didn’t have many of those. Only my dad would miss me. Would Greg ever think about me or wonder where I’d gone? A sob hitched in my throat as I thought about him – what I had destroyed with my arrogance.


    The limo stopped just past an arched tunnel and the black-suited men scrambled out of the car. Mr. Jamison emerged next, holding out his hand to assist me. I squinted in the glare of the reflection off the glass high rise next to the colonnaded building I faced as people rushed past me, crowding through the building’s doors. My stomach lurched, but whether it was from the crowd or from taking the next step toward my death, I wasn’t sure. Maybe both. I shielded my eyes and looked up to the massive arched windows and the statues high above. It was nearly six according to the gleaming clock in the center of the figures. I read the words below it, deeply engraved in the stone: Grand Central Terminal.


    “Come on, Kinzie,” Mr. Jamison said, pressing his hand on my back.


    “I … I can’t go in there,” I stammered, as my eyes dropped again to the pedestrians pushing their way through the doors.


    “You have to,” he said, trying to sound encouraging. He didn’t understand. I’d rather die here than walk into that building at rush hour. “We’re just taking a little subway ride,” he continued, then he leaned in close. “And in the crowd – that’s your best chance to escape,” he whispered. My heart leapt and shuddered to a halt. It was true – the press of all those bodies could give me a chance to disappear. Even the best adepts would have trouble finding one person they barely knew among the throng.


    I forced my feet forward, fearing that the crowd would leave me paralyzed, like that time at the parade so long ago when I’d been separated from my dad. Mr. Jamison held my hand tightly as he helped me through the cavernous room I’d seen in pictures and movies. Blurs of colors and mangled scents of cologne and sweat swirled around us but I kept my focus on the celestial ceiling above, naming the images quietly to myself: the Gemini twins, Pisces, the Milky Way. I kept going until the arched expanse was obscured and we descended to the lower level.


    At the bottom of the ramp, the noise from thousands of people – chattering with their friends, arranging business deals on their cell phones, barking out orders for clerks at the food stands – and the smell of coffee and spices of every cuisine imaginable assaulted my senses. A man knocked into my shoulder, jolting me forward, and kept going without noticing. People swarmed like angry bees through the corridors between the vendors, bunching up at the doorways down to the subway platforms. I froze again, unable to make myself enter the teeming mass of humanity.


    “I can’t do it,” I said stiffly.


    Mr. Jamison and the two Guards pushed me to the corner of the landing where the ramps leading from upstairs came together. “Take off her QIT,” Mr. Jamison barked to one of them.


    “But, sir …” the Guard protested, as a swarm of commuters brushed past. I gulped in air, trying to breathe smoothly and failing.


    “Do it,” Mr. Jamison snapped to the Guard. “We can’t very well drag her the rest of the way. “It’d be undignified, and she deserves more than that, at least.”


    He’s trying to give me a chance, I realized. I needed to look for a way to escape. My instincts were searching for a way out, fighting a battle with my crowd-frozen mind. Fighting and losing. I needed some advantage, somewhere to make a break, something to scream, but each impulse was overridden by the sea of bodies flowing past. I needed to focus on something else. I stared at the vaulted tile ceiling that spread across the landing, listening to a woman give instructions to someone on her cell phone about cooking dinner. It sounded like she was standing beside me, but when I looked cautiously around, no one nearby was speaking. A disembodied voice. My skin crawled.


    The Guard leaned down and, as he raised the leg of my pants, twisted his body to block the view of the glowing ankle bracelet from passersby. In a few seconds, the device was loose in his hand, and the depth of the world slowly leaked back into my perception. But the turbula wasn’t like it was before. Not as clear. Not as strong. But right now it didn’t matter. I just needed to stay calm. It was easier with people fuzzy. Easier to ignore them that way.


    Mr. Jamison urged me to keep going, but still, my heart was pounding too hard and my head throbbing. I hesitated, when he whispered in my ear again. “It’s okay. Before we get on the subway, I’ll give you some space – it’ll be your chance.”


    I looked up at him as pain stabbed through my head. I could do this, I realized. There was hope. I could get away, and Mr. Jamison would help me. He was helping me, now. Influencing me to keep going. I dropped my eyes to the floor and placed one unsteady foot in front of the other into the crowd. Guided by Mr. Jamison’s comforting hand on my back, we made our way through food stalls and swarms of humanity. Across the room, down a set of stairs and through a turnstile. The crowd pressed tighter here, packed like anchovies into a pillar-studded area with tracks on either side. Each step I took required all of my focus as we waded onto the platform, and my brain burned in pain. I hoped Mr. Jamison would keep it up – continue influencing me until I reached the point where I could escape. I watched my feet against the gray floor – first the right foot stepping forward, then the left. The Guards were growing impatient. One cut in front of me, separating the crowd briefly so I could pass through. My heart was pounding so painfully, I wasn’t sure I would make it. My vision kept clouding and the deafening noise became muffled, like I was hearing through a pillow. Twice my knees buckled as consciousness started to slip away, but Mr. Jamison caught me both times, holding me until I recovered enough to move on.


    Finally, we stopped to wait for the train. The pain in my head lessened as I pressed my back against a white tiled pillar, trying to slow my racing pulse. Mr. Jamison and the Guards huddled a few steps away. Hopefully, he was giving them orders that would give me a chance to get away. Or maybe this was my chance, while he had them distracted. But I couldn’t move. Not yet. I needed to calm down.


    A dumpy businessman stepped in between us, as more people streamed down the stairs onto the platform. I studied the man’s thinning hair to distract myself, but he noticed, stroking his precious remaining locks before he moved away. More people seeped in to fill the space. My ears separated out the kind tones of a woman nearby. I turned my head to find her with two other women chatting beside me. Pretend they are the only ones here, I urged myself. No one else exists.


    The woman facing me was in her late thirties, I guessed. She had dark hair like mine, but it was straight and cut into a stylish, professional bob. I wondered if my hair would do something like that, but I couldn’t quite imagine it. My heart had slowed, although it was still pounding in my chest. I could do this. I could keep calm and escape.


    I glanced around and the panic swept back. The platform was packed now. Nothing but an endless sea of bodies jostling for position – flopping like tuna in a net – but trapped two stories beneath the rock and masonry above us. I quickly turned back to the woman. Her friend was waving a tablet, complaining about something she’d just read. The dark haired woman’s head nodded in agreement. I gulped in some air and struggled to listen. Anything to keep my mind alert.


    “There’s something wrong with Congress,” she told her friends. “I know the Rep from the Eighth District. Grew up together and he was a decent guy before he got there. Had lots of good ideas. But now?”


    “Like all the others ain’t he,” her friend opined.


    “A shame. It’s like getting to D.C. takes away their brains. They won’t agree on anything, even stuff that doesn’t matter.”


    “And when you do get someone down there who wants to make a difference,” the woman with the tablet added, “He goes off and gets himself in some sort of scandal. Texting nude pictures, exposing yourself to a kid – who does crap like that?”


    The third woman grinned. “It’s the aliens,” she said with a gleam in her eye. “They give everyone in Congress a lobotomy so they can control what happens.” The three women laughed, but a shiver went up my spine. I’d been part of the inaction in Congress, but … I jumped as a figure cut in between us.


    Rex Brolie gave a sharp laugh. “You ought to be scared, Nicolosi,” he said coldly.


    “What are you doing here?” I asked, then shook my head. He was a member of The Seven now, headed for the same destination I was, whatever it was. And he was the one who’d condemned me to death. “You … you don’t have to do this,” my voice squeaked, but it seemed far away, drowned out by the gallop of my pulse. Rex stood there, glaring down his nose at me, like he he’d won some prize. And what was left of my heart dropped into my stomach. Curtis had been right. He’d said that Rex always got even, and I hadn’t listened. I thought I could outsmart him – I thought I could prove to the world that I was better and make him cower to me. Why? Why did it matter to me? He may have been the vote that condemned me, but my own ego had set it in motion. I was about to die because I wasn’t able to resist the urge to show him up. Even so, I didn’t deserve this.


    He gave a dismissive laugh as he watched my ego crumble. “This is fitting,” he declared imperiously. “A long dynasty of common-loving losers, first your Uncle Gordy, now you, brought to an end by my hand. You shouldn’t have gotten in my way, Nicolosi. I always get even.”


    At his hand? My brain had barely registered the words when he slipped past an Indian woman in a sari who smelled of curry and sweat. She stepped toward me as he went by, and the rest of the crowd devoured what little space I had like hungry locusts. I was wedged between the Indian woman and a man reeking of pipe tobacco who towered over me on the other side. I couldn’t see the cluster of women anymore. A younger guy with a backpack and grimy bicycle shorts cut in front of me, his hand running along the back of a young woman with unnaturally dark hair and more piercings than I had ever seen. Someone stepped in front of them and they moved backwards, jostling against me.


    I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. The din of the voices around me grew louder, but less distinct, as my ears were overwhelmed. A long tunnel seemed to stretch before me, squeezing its way between the people, with a welcoming blandness at the end. The gray … the oblivion. I shook my head, knowing I needed to stay alert. My head stabbed in pain. It had to be Mr. Jamison, urging me to do something. There had to be something here. Something I could do. Some way out.


    I forced my head to the side, but the sea of bodies was endless. I turned back to the couple in front of me and a tickle of cool air kissed my face. Past them, I saw an opening in the crowd only a few feet away. A yard, maybe a little more. My heart leapt. If I could push through to get there, I could think. I could figure out what I was supposed to do. I’d be safe.


    I took a deep breath and held it, willing myself to move. I knocked into the bicycle guy, and he stepped aside with a glare. He grumbled something, but I couldn’t hear what it was. My vision began to fade again, but I held on, studying the gray stone of the floor. Get past these next two people and I was there. I side-stepped a man beside me. Almost there. Open space where the gray squares turned to knobby school-bus yellow. I could see it in front of the next person’s feet, just at the edge of the platform. Whiffs of the cooler air now flooded my nostrils. Only a few more steps. I could make it. Somewhere, I heard a rumbling hiss. It was a comforting sound.


    My shoulder grazed the last woman in front of me as I passed by her. “What are you …?” I heard her say, but didn’t listen to the rest. The dull rumble expanded in the room, but the openness of this space – beyond the crowd, beyond the edge of the platform – called me like a siren. I inhaled deeply, studying the words “Grand Central” imbedded in the white tiles on the far wall, separated by a dark, cool gulf. Ten feet of open space, like a twilit valley with cool air and quiet where I could think. But the crowd still pressed behind me. Shouts, as people clamored for space, yelling for others to get out of their way. A hand touched my back. Another grabbed at my shoulder. I flinched them away and took another step forward. One more and I was there – they wouldn’t be able to reach me. I’d be safe. Somewhere I heard my name called. A pleasant sound from a familiar voice. The rumble turned into a roar and I felt wind hissing past me. I’d made it. I smiled and stepped into the emptiness.


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    


    Greg


    “Damn it, Curtis!” I jammed on Mr. Heisenberg’s brakes and laid on the horn as a taxi swerved in front of me. Its swarthy driver yelled something in a foreign tongue. “We’ll never make it like this,” I snapped, staring down the canyon-like street lined with high-rise buildings.


    “Sorry,” he squeaked from the back seat, as the traffic on 42nd Street parted again and I coaxed the Maserati through.


    The display on the dash read 6:05. We were late, but Mel had said the time of execution would depend on the subway schedule. But the dread kept growing inside me. How would we find her in Grand Central Station? The place was like a cavern with endless tunnels going off in all directions. And even if we did, what would happen then? I had to trust the old woman and the nerdy high school guy in the back seat. They seemed to think their plan would work, although talking to the same people who’d decided to kill Kinzie seemed more like wishful thinking to me. But I had to trust them; I had no other options, and they’d gotten me this far.


    We’d shaved an hour and a half off the drive time down to New York City by using Mel as a radar detector. Or better yet, a radar eliminator. She’d influenced every speed trap along the way to let us go as I’d pushed the Maserati as never before. And now, Mel’s face was blank in the passenger seat beside me as she searched for her former colleagues inside the sprawling subway station before we got there. She’d started these sweeps twenty minutes ago, and it was beginning to seem hopeless. Yet she remained calm and focused.


    Curtis Mechenbaum huddled in the back seat. It was obvious why Kinzie got along with him; the kid was real. A little spoiled perhaps, but then again, so was I. The Yale sweatshirt swam on him, but he needed it more than I did. And it covered some of the stench of his days in that cell. His face was pale but was looking better than he had on the first half of the drive. Food and water had helped. But his adept skills were still weak. An aftereffect of the QIT device, Mel told me. Curtis’s forehead knotted in concentration as he influenced the taxis drivers to get out of our way. I almost felt bad for pushing him, but we’d get no second chance at this.


    Mel suddenly straightened in her seat. “Got them!” she announced.


    “In the terminal?” I asked as I swerved to the curb under the arched overpass and stopped in front of the ornate station. We were running out of time.


    “Yes. And I know where.”


    Curtis pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up and the three of us scrambled out of the car. I snatched the keys out of the ignition and Melvina tore off the bathrobe she’d been wearing as a coat on our drive. Dressed in a red striped sweater and khakis, she marched into the terminal through the tall doors. The crowds parted like the Red Sea to let her pass, and Curtis and I followed her down the polished marble steps to the vast main gallery. High above us, supported on tall columns, the blue-green ceiling arced like a cathedral, festooned with the golden likeness of constellations. A huge American flag hung from one end. I’d been here many times with my parents, and later with friends on weekend trips to the city and admired the architecture. But not this time. And all these people – they were just in the way. Without Mel, finding Kinzie in all of this would have been impossible.


    I might respect the brilliance of these adepts if they weren’t so dangerous. Mel had been told what they were planning to do to Kinzie: the same as they did with all their victims apparently. They used fear to cripple the condemned’s quantum powers before carrying out their sentence, choosing whatever frightened the person the most. The teeming hordes closed in behind us as we passed down a ramp to the lower level. They’d gotten it right with Kinzie. Placing her here wasn’t just evil, it was cruel. She’d be helpless. Terrified.


    “We need to find Norman or George,” Mel instructed Curtis as we hurried across the food court on the lower level to enter one of the doors down to the subway platforms. The musty odor from the subway tubes filled my nose. On the stairs down, I looked out over the packed commuters, like matchsticks in a box. At the bottom, a series of turnstiles and a steady stream of people swiped their metro cards and passed through the rotating gates that separated us from the platform. I glanced over at the card kiosk to see a long line of people buying swipe cards and my heart nearly ground to a halt.


    “We’re not going to make it,” I growled, craning my neck as if that would help me see through the crowd.


    “Go,” said Mel, and pointed at the turnstiles. “You’re young.”


    I glanced over at the tough-looking metro cop watching for gate jumpers. “That guy’s going to come after me.”


    “No he’s not,” said Mel. “Go. Go now.” She rotated my shoulders toward the gates and pushed me gently. “Use those legs.”


    I’d seen folks get busted in the head by metro cops for jumping stiles but I had no choice. I shoved through the line, surged forward, and using my hands as a vault, went right over the bar. A shout rose up behind me and I shot a look over my shoulder to see a lot of angry faces, but the cop was totally oblivious. I hoped I’d remember to thank Mel for that one later.


    “Greg, you look for Kinzie,” Mel called to me. It wasn’t necessary; I didn’t know what anyone else looked like and I was here to save Kinzie. I looked ahead to the platform that was like the rest of the subway stations across the city, with a low roof and a waiting area that stretched for fifty yards between yawning, black tubes. They planned to have one of the cars hit Kinzie, Mel had told me, making it look like a suicide. That meant she had to be near the edge of the platform. But which edge? There were tracks to my left and right, and a ton of people between me and either side. How could I find Kinzie in all this?


    Looking back through the turnstile, I saw someone with a dazed look handing Mel their metro card. She swiped it and passed through the turnstile followed by Curtis. On the other side, they cornered a stocky, older man I’d just forced out of my way as I nudged my way further along, trying to figure out how I’d spot Kinzie. She was tiny. She could be on the other side of the guy beside me and I’d never know. This was like looking for buried treasure with a teaspoon. The futility overwhelmed me. My only hope was that she would be near the edge. But which one? No way was I going to let a crap shoot seal Kinzie’s fate. I scanned at each side. The left was more crowded. That’s where they’d take her.


    I glanced back at Mel, hoping somehow they’d make this work. Hoping that George or Norman – whichever one the guy was – could put a stop to this madness. That he would stop it just to hear them out. He was nodding his head and began searching the crowd with his eyes. Maybe this would work.


    But as I watched, a baggy-clothed guy with a swastika tattooed on his shaved head plowed into Mel, knocking her and Curtis away from the man. Damn adepts. Someone was stopping them. Jamison probably. Or Brolie. My fist clenched at the thought of him being here. I hoped I’d run into him – but I needed to find Kinzie first.


    With a wake of ticked-off commuters swearing as I drove them aside, I finally reached the edge of the platform and the broad yellow caution line that ran down the floor. A cool breeze wafted down the tube that disappeared into blackness in either direction. I stuck my head into the void and listened carefully. Nothing yet. But all too soon I’d hear that familiar roar and if I hadn’t found Kinzie by then …


    I went back to scanning the crowd searching for any sign of her. My heart sank lower with each second. What if I had the wrong side? Or if this was the wrong platform? I’d seen trains barrel through these stops at sixty miles an hour and my brain suddenly produced a mental image of Kinzie being crushed by one of these metal worms. Her tiny bones pulverized – a helpless rage welled up inside that very nearly canceled my brain’s ability to think. I blasted through the next group of people, scanning them quickly for any hint of Kinzie.


    Halfway down the platform, a commotion drew my eyes back to where Mel had been. Jumping up, I looked over a sea of heads to glimpse what appeared to be a developing brawl. Commuters around me looked on in curiosity. I suspected Brolie or one of his friends was behind it, but there was nothing I could do about it at the moment. I looked around me again. Still no Kinzie.


    I wormed my way down the platform, knowing that I could have walked within a foot of her and not seen her. I needed something faster. Then I heard it, the rattling roar of a train in the distance. I had only seconds. My heart stuttered like a jackhammer and I stepped out onto the yellow line. A woman reached out to pull me back and a middle-age man blasted for me to watch out, but I didn’t care. I ran down the open space of the line, inches from the dark chasm and the electrified steel tracks that passed along its floor.


    “Kinzie!” I yelled, hoping beyond hope that she’d hear me. “Kinzie!” The roar of the train grew louder. I could feel its wind. Motion farther down the platform caught my eye. People leaning forward. Hands reaching out, grabbing as … Shit.


    “Kinzie!” I screamed, as a pit opened in my gut and everything in my life became meaningless. The world moved in slow motion as I sprinted down the edge of the platform. I pushed away the hands that reached out to protect me, watching in horror as Kinzie’s foot came down into open space and her weight shifted forward. Her face was blank, staring straight ahead until it was too late. Her arms flailed as she lost her balance, realizing her mistake. I pushed for a last burst of speed. Her body went limp in midair, and I was going to watch in horror as she was crushed by the machine speeding in behind me. The wind pushed by the train whipped around me, the roar of the wheels blotted out all else.


    Damn it! No! This couldn’t happen. Maybe I could push her back somehow. Or at least, we’d fall to the tracks together. She wouldn’t die alone. I leapt into emptiness, my hand clamping around her delicate arm as her body tumbled into darkness. A warm tingle spread up my own arm and through my body. Her shoulder wrenched and she cried out in pain, lurching violently like a spider dangling on the end of a web. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the train’s headlights and the face of the driver twisted in horror behind a thick pane of green-tinted glass. But it didn’t matter. I closed my eyes and waited for the end.


    But hands tightened on my sides and legs, and the waist of my jeans dug into me as my momentum snapped to a stop. I felt myself jerked away from the tracks and Kinzie’s arm slipped through my grip. No! That familiar electricity coursed through my body and I squeezed tighter, feeling the tiny bones in her arm grind together. It was going to snap like a twig, but that was better than her body being ground to mush beneath the subway. The crowd pulled me back and Kinzie cleared the edge of the platform as the subway train barreled past to come screeching to a halt beyond us. I fell into the crowd, grasping Kinzie tightly.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” a deep voice blasted at me. I opened my eyes to find two guys built like linebackers standing over me. One guy was rubbing his hand where he’d grabbed my belt and I wanted to laugh. The brawl was expanding at the other end of the platform, and at this end, two complete strangers had saved me – had saved Kinzie. I swore to myself that I’d find them later and thank them. But not now. I needed to get Kinzie out of here before anyone could stop us. I gathered her tiny, limp figure into my arms and pushed furiously for the exit, like a salmon swimming upstream as the doors of the subway opened and the throngs clamored to get on board.


    I reached the exit stairs and bolted up, running down the corridor at the top and out into the dining concourse before realizing that Kinzie hadn’t moved. My racing heart stopped cold as I pulled to the wall, letting the exiting passengers sweep past. I held my breath and loosened my grip on my precious cargo. She had to be alive. Had to. But as I stared down in to the pale beautiful face, I wasn’t sure. I roared in agony, as tears blurred by vision, then dipped my head and kissed her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 30


    


    Kinzie


    The warm electrical thrill filled my body, and every detail of the turbula snapped into place. It was the best feeling of my life, and now I was reliving it in death. I let myself melt into the warmth and safety surrounding me. Comfort. Belonging. Love. Suddenly it was so clear. That’s all I’d ever wanted in life. All that was important. And now I’d found it – in death.


    The warmth enveloped me, forming words in my mind, as my body floated down until my feet touched the ground. I must have been lying somewhere before, but none of it was clear. Gradually, the haze of my awareness lifted and there were words. “I love you,” a voice murmured into my ear, over and over. Greg’s voice. A hand stroked my face, leaving a tingling line in its wake. I opened my eyes.


    “Greg?” I asked the figure holding me. It couldn’t be him. I was dead and he wasn’t. And the face peering into mine was ten times more beautiful than it had been in life. I must be in heaven. I raised my hand to run my fingers along the stubble of the strong line of his jaw and winced as pain shot up my arm. My stomach twisted with the shock. I was alive?


    “I’m here,” he said softly, cradling my forearm in his hand. “I might have broken it, but you’re safe now.” His head rose to look at the people flowing past us. “Or at least you will be.” He placed my other hand on my elbow so my broken arm remained still, then steadied me as we joined the stream of people flowing past.


    “I’m alive,” I noted curiously.


    “No thanks to your Rothston friends,” Greg answered, searching ahead of us for the fastest way out.


    “Did …” I paused trying to clear my brain and remember how I’d gotten here. But it was fuzzy. I was stepping out of the crowd, and there was a lot of noise, and then I was here. And Greg was here. How …? “Did Mr. Jamison tell you where …” I started when he cut me off.


    “Jamison’s in with Brolie, Kinzie. You trusted the wrong guy.”


    “Mr. Jamison?” I repeated in confusion. “No, he was trying to save me. Helping me escape.” I paused as the impossibility of Greg’s presence settled fully into my mind. “How’d did you get here?”


    “With Mel.” He took me by the shoulder and pushed me sideways through a gap in the dense crowd. A rich scent filled the air where a circular coffee bar rose up in front of us.


    I turned back to look at him. None of this made any sense. “Mel? But how … She’s delusional, Greg. She’s got –”


    “She had a case of Rex-itis. She’s over it now. Perfectly fine.”


    “But …”


    Greg stopped and faced me. “Just stop arguing with me, okay? We can work out who’s nuts later. Right now, I’m a little busy saving you. And I don’t really want to leave Curtis and Mel here either if I can help it.”


    “Curtis! Curtis is here?” I asked as he pulled me through the crowd again. “Where has he been? What happened to him?”


    “Your buddy Jamison beat the crap out of him and tossed him in a dungeon to rot. So, I want to find them before the rest of The Seven do.”


    I stopped dead in my tracks at those words. The person behind us sidestepped me to get around, nearly tripping over a wooden bench where some java junkies were getting their fix. “The Seven? They’re here? All of them?” I asked.


    Greg nodded and my blood grew cold as the pieces fell into place. All seven of them were here. Bradley Jamison had lied to me. There’d never been a thought of me escaping. He’d said I’d be grateful in the end – like I had been for the sight of the open space beyond the waiting passengers. He’d planted the idea of escaping while I was here – encouraging me to move from where they’d placed me. He’d set me up. This wasn’t a leg to my final destination. This was it – with all of The Seven as witnesses.


    “The noise. It was the subway,” I said as the understanding sunk in. “I was supposed to have died down there. They wanted to make it look like a suicide!” A shiver rose up my spine and my eyes went wide but Greg’s hands tightened around my shoulders, telling me I was safe. But how could I have been so wrong?


    “I don’t see them,” Greg said scanning across the crowd. “C’mon, I’m getting you out of here.”


    He led me past the large chairs around the coffee bar and along the food stalls at the side of the room. I could see an escalator rising up from the end and focused on it until the crowds drew around us again, blocking it out. With a deep breath, I studied the back of Greg’s shoulders and his strong arms. Dirt was ground into his t-shirt and I wondered where he’d been, allowing me to ignore the swarms around us. We were almost there.


    A black-clad man in a cap with silver handcuffs dangling from his belt stepped in front of us and held up his hand. “Stop. We need you to come with us,” he said with a humorless expression. His shoulder bore the patch of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority. His partner, a slightly taller man identically dressed, blocked our way to the side.


    Greg’s arm tensed around me. “Come where?”


    “We need your statements,” the taller one said, moving forward to herd us toward the wall. He was older than his partner, with a touch of gray in the close-cropped hair below his cap.


    “No way in h–” Greg started, but I cut him off, betting that these cops were being influenced by someone who wanted to stop us. Perhaps I could influence them back to whatever they were supposed to be doing.


    “It’s okay,” I told Greg, adjusting my arms to make it look like they were simply crossed, hiding the wince of pain as the numbness of the broken arm began to give way to a deep throb. I didn’t want to rouse any suspicions that might reinforce their superimposed task. I let my eyes unfocus and examined the shorter one in the turbula as I spoke. “These officers must need our help, Greg,” I said to try to gain their trust while broadening the branch where this guy concluded they had the wrong people. It was harder than I’d expected – must be the aftereffects of the QIT. I needed to keep talking. “We would be happy to tell you anything you need. But at the moment, we are late for …” I hesitated, trying to come up with something.


    “Our dinner reservations,” Greg took over, straightening to his full height. Before my eyes, he transformed from an angry college guy to something I’d never seen before. “We have seven-thirty reservations at Robuchon’s place, over at the Four Seasons?” he said with haughty confidence. “And as you can see, we aren’t dressed for it. We are on our way to our penthouse to change.” A charming, but rather condescending smile was plastered on his face.


    The shorter guy wavered, believing that Greg was some big shot who could make trouble if they inconvenienced him. I grabbed onto the doubt and pushed that path wide. He started backing away, opening his mouth to apologize when his partner jumped in.


    “This won’t take long,” his partner informed us before I’d had a chance to influence him. A loud crash echoed from somewhere behind us, followed by a man’s voice belting out a flurry of angry words that had a Spanish cadence. Another voice, lower in timbre, but sounding just as hostile, joined in. Even with four years of high school Spanish, the words were flowing so fast, I couldn’t tell what they were saying. And from the tone, they probably weren’t using words I’d learned in school, anyway. Another crash drowned out their shouting for an instant.


    “Oh my gosh. What’s happening?” I asked, influencing the officer.


    “Let’s go,” he said, and the two took off, trotting toward the disturbance. The men were still yelling foreign obscenities, and the bystanders around us were moving in that direction to get a view.


    “What did you do?” Greg asked.


    “Wasn’t me.”


    “Either New York’s gotten a lot rougher, or someone is helping us. Let’s get out of here.” The aristocratic persona fell away, and Greg ushered me toward the escalator, but we hadn’t gotten more than a couple steps past the last food stand when another figure stepped in front of us.


    “Going somewhere?” Rex Brolie sneered, standing so close I could smell his peppermint gum. Bradley Jamison was at his side. With the wall on the other side of us, we couldn’t get around them without backing up.


    “Rex, you should have better manners,” Mr. Jamison said in a silky tone. “After all, I went to a lot of effort to allow Kinzie to escape.” He stepped closer, and flashed me that smile I’d seen hundreds of times, the one I’d thought was kind and caring. But now I saw it for what it was – another tool for manipulating people to his will. People like me. A wave of anger roared through me and, before I could form the thought, my good arm flashed up and smacked him across the face.


    “You lied to me,” I roared.


    “Kinzie,” he said soothingly, his grin growing.


    The prickling of my hand and the searing pain from other arm fueled my rage. “I wasn’t supposed to escape! You were trying to kill me! You set me up to do it myself,” I said poking him in the chest with my finger. “You did it all! You’ve been protecting Rex this entire time. What he did to Mel. To Murphy. To Jake Brady.” Jamison’s smile faltered as my rant went on. “You knew what he was doing – and you let it happen. You covered it …”


    “You could have been part of it, Kinzie,” he interrupted in a cool, measured voice. “With the strength of your attributes, you would have been …”


    “Part of what?” I screeched back at him, launching myself into his face.


    Greg’s hands clasped around my upper arms, pulling me back. “This isn’t the time,” he murmured, but my rage wasn’t quenched.


    “Part of what? Tell me!” I demanded, straining against Greg’s hold.


    “Yes, what could she have been part of?” Norman Reynolds asked, as he strode up, with the two Guards from Rothston behind him. The iciness of his eyes when Norman Reynolds looked at me made it clear – this was one of the people who’d condemned me to death. His arrival wasn’t helping my fate.


    “She could have been part of Rothston’s work,” Mr. Jamison answered smoothly, but it was too glib.


    Greg pulled me back to his side and nodded toward a group pointing in our direction. It was Rita Mendez, Marci Lee and Bart Pasternak. My pulse quickened wondering what would happen once they’d regrouped. If they were all here, would they execute me? Would they try their original plan again? Or would they do something else to kill me? And what about Greg? What would they do to him? I shot my panic stricken eyes toward him and he stepped slightly in front of me, forming a barrier between me and my executioners, while pushing me back against the granite wall.


    “Where is George?” Norman asked as the others reached our circle. Rita Mendez turned to look for the remaining member, but took a step back in surprise, as Melvina Whitacre walked briskly up to the group. I held my breath, uncertain what she could do to help.


    While our captors watched Mel, Greg used his body to slide me along the wall. We made it about a foot before they turned back. Melvina placed herself in the middle of the circle and gave me a friendly wink before turning around to address her former colleagues.


    “The game is up, Mr. Jamison,” she said resolutely.


    “Melvina, you shouldn’t be here,” he said soothingly, as he placed his hand on her arm.


    Mel quickly snatched it away. “And you should not have been pursuing your renegade plans. We know what you and Mr. Brolie have been up to. And Ms. Lee. All of it.”


    Mr. Jamison licked his lips as if his mouth had gone dry, but smiled with fake empathy. “And what is it I am up to?” he asked in that same patient tone he’d used with her before.


    “You’ve been confusing me,” Mel accused flatly. “You made it look like I was senile when there is nothing wrong with me. Curtis found out, and so you tortured …”


    “Do you hear yourself?” Mr. Jamison interrupted, but his usual smoothness was gone, marred by a ragged edge. “Your condition is getting worse, Mel. You need to come back to Rothston, where Dr. Sharma can take care of you.” Mr. Jamison reached out for Mel, but she smacked his hand away. We slid another foot along the wall while everyone was watching them. Another one, and we might be able to make a break for it.


    “Melvina, you’re ill,” Norman Reynolds agreed, his eyes full of sympathy. “You need to let us take you home.”


    “There is nothing wrong with her,” another voice panted just beyond the circle. A slight man in a Yale sweatshirt pushed through. Between his soiled pants and filthy hands, he looked like a homeless guy. But I wasn’t going to question another distraction. Greg nudged me and we moved a bit more before the guy drew himself up taller and lowered his hood. I gasped.


    “Curtis!” Rita Mendez cried in joy, as he stepped past her. He turned slowly, meeting the eye of each adept encircling us. “What happened to you?” His eyes and cheeks were sunken like he’d been in a desert, his face was covered in filth, and a bruise spread across his jaw. But his appearance prolonged the distraction. We gained another six inches toward escape.


    “Ask Brad Jamison,” Curtis answered with a confidence I’d never imagined from him. “I heard him plotting with Rex, and so he beat me to find out how much I knew and threw me in the dungeon to die.”


    “This boy needs medical help,” Mr. Pasternak said. “Look at him. He’s been through some sort of trauma.”


    Norman Reynolds’ brow creased with concern and he eyed Mr. Jamison. “Perhaps we should all go back to Rothston and hear this out before we do anything rash.”


    “We are wasting our time and Rothston’s valuable resources,” Marci Lee whined. She stamped her foot causing her heavy jowls to shake. “We reached a decision, irregardless of whatever this … this boy has been through. These are unrelated matters and …”


    Greg jabbed me and we took off along the wall. Bart Pastnernak leapt out, crouched to block us, but Greg drove the knotted mass of his shoulder into the fat man’s solar plexus. I heard a grunt followed by a soft hiss of breath as he staggered backwards. Greg rolled away from him and we ran back toward the tunnels that led down to platforms


    The Guards reacted as if they’d expected us to make the break, launching themselves from behind Norman Reynolds as we bolted down the sidewall. The sea of bodies waiting for the subway flashed through my head, and I didn’t want to go back there, but anything was better than being here. I reached the first doorway, with Greg right behind me. I latched my fingers on the doorway’s stone molding to spin me around, but my shirt yanked tight and pain roared through my bad arm as my body jerked to a stop. The arms of one of the Guards clamped around me and a howl tore from my throat. His hand flew up to my mouth to stifle the noise. I kicked at his shins and tried to yell through the hand over my mouth, but the few people who had noticed were turning away. From the Guard’s dazed eyes, I knew he was influencing them. And the police were still busy with the earlier commotion. The other Guard was having a hard time holding Greg but the guy was huge and they dragged us kicking and struggling, away from the passageway that lead to freedom.


    The Seven, their eyes vacant, closed in around us in the corner of the room. “Fire!” I yelled, and the hand pressed harder on my mouth. Greg joined in with his own muffled cry. But no one cared. No one even noticed we were there.


    From the corner of my eye, I saw George Alphonse’s imposing form joining the group with a thunderous expression. “Let go of the girl,” his deep basso boomed. I stopped struggling, but the Guard didn’t move. I must have heard it wrong, but Greg stopped struggling also.


    “What is the meaning of this?” Rita Mendez demanded of her colleague.


    “Let go of the girl,” George ordered again, and this time, the Guard dropped his vice-like grip. My head swam in agony as my broken arm dropped unsupported to my side and I staggered. Greg twisted, trying to catch me, but couldn’t get free. The burly man took a step closer to Greg. “Who is this?” he questioned.


    “The common who came to Rothston to save Kinzie,” Mel answered. “I’d have never found Curtis without him.”


    George shook his head, giving Greg a look that at once condemned his foolishness while admiring his brazen action. “Release him too,” he said calmly. The Guard complied with some reluctance as Mr. Alphonse addressed his colleagues. “What are you doing?” he began in a thunderous tone. “Curtis Mechenbaum is alive, in front of you. Have you forgotten that his apparent death was the deciding factor in our judgment against this girl?” Several brows knotted. “Someone is working very hard to make sure none of us consider what Mel and Curtis – or Kinzie, it would appear – have to say,” he announced, glaring between Rex and Mr. Jamison. “As I left the platform, I was detained by a police officer certain he had orders to arrest me, who could then neither verify the order nor remember why he’d thought he had one. I suspect you were uncertain how much Mel had managed to tell me before the incident on the platform, presumably also inspired by one of you, separated us.” A ruffle spread through his colleagues as he spoke.


    Curtis stepped forward. “You beat me and put a QIT on me to make sure I couldn’t tell anyone what I knew,” he spat bitterly at Mr. Jamison.


    “QIT?” guffawed Jamison. “All the QITs are accounted for, isn’t that right?” he asked the larger Guard.


    “Yes, sir,” the Guard responded, as Greg pulled something out of his pocket.


    “You mean a QIT like this?” he asked, holding it up. “I doubt many commons have one.”


    “What are you doing with that?” hissed Norman Reynolds, as he grabbed for the dull blue cord.


    Greg snatched out of his reach and shoved it back into his pocket. “Not so fast, old man. I may need this. Someone might think I’m crazy when they hear what’s been going on.”


    Rita Mendez glared at Greg for a moment, then stepped forward to face Mr. Jamison. “Explain yourself,” she demanded.


    Mr. Jamison’s smiling eyes grew cold and Norman Reynolds nodded to the Guards who stepped behind them, blocking their exit. One grabbed Rex’s arm upper arm to hold him, clamping down harder as Rex tried to shake himself loose.


    Rex’s steely eyes flashed. “Who are you going to listen to? Me or –” His lips twisted in a sneer, “Sniveling Curtis? I’m one of you! One of the Seven!”


    Mr. Jamison raised his hands and stepped away from Rex, chuckling in mock surrender. “This is just a misunderstanding,” he started, “I had no idea what Rex here …”


    But Jamison’s accusation stopped short when the Guard holding Rex vanished into thin air. Rex shoved Rita Mendez’s frail form out of his way, slamming her against the wall, and took off into the crowd. The old woman slid to the stone floor, unconscious, before anybody moved.


    “Holy shit!” hissed Curtis, staring along with everyone else at the empty space where the Guard had been only an instant before.


    “He’s getting away!” Mel squeaked.


    “Brolie’s mine,” Greg growled, bolting after him.


    My stomach dropped. “No!” I held my broken arm tight to me as I stumbled into the crowd after him. “Stop!” I called, but either he didn’t hear, or he ignored me, relishing this chance to get even for everything Rex had done, starting with –


    Oh God. Rex had just murdered the Guard. His body, maybe hideously deformed, could be anywhere from fifty meters down, encased in solid rock, to floating in outer space. We’d thought Rex wouldn’t have shed any tears had Murphy died, but even Greg didn’t want to admit Brolie was a murderer. Now, it was unmistakable. Goosebumps raised on my skin as I remembered what he’d said on the platform. Gordon Prescott and me, brought to an end by his hand. My pulse pounded as I weaved through the crowd. The truck driver had said Gordy appeared from nowhere in front of his truck. A wave of nausea swept through me as I pushed through another clutch of people. The damage to his body from being run over would have hidden any transposition errors. Jamison had spent a lot of time with the driver. He knew what Rex had done, probably even ordered it, and covered it up. Rex was a cold-blooded murderer and, now, Greg was chasing him.


    Through the mass of bodies, I spotted Greg dodging as people kept stepping in front of him, blocking his way. I tried to catch up, but a woman scolding the little boy beside her plowed into my side. I convulsed in pain, bending over my broken arm as I gasped for breath. She didn’t apologize. Maybe she hadn’t even noticed. But when I straightened, Greg was lost in the crowd. People swarmed around me and the more familiar panic stole over me. My stomach clenched tighter and my heartbeat thundered in my ears. I needed to get out of here before I locked up completely. The wall. There would be fewer people at the side of the room. I nearly closed my eyes, pushing my way through the press, wincing with the pain as I squeezed through to reach the cool stone. I leaned against it wanting a moment to pull myself together, but I didn’t have time.


    I ran along the side, holding my breath as I cut through the lines waiting to place their orders at the food stands. I needed to keep going. Keep moving. Rex would head for another exit – the archway halfway up the room, with the ramps leading to the main floor. I began reading people up ahead as I ran, trying to find some way to stop him. The “whisper vault,” some of them called it in their thoughts. That must have been where I’d been before with Mr. Jamison – where I’d heard the woman who wasn’t anywhere around me. It gave me an idea. I let my eyes glaze over, and ran forward blindly, manipulating the turbula as I went. But it had been too long. Rex would be gone by now. And maybe Greg too.


    I dashed past a group of diners at the side of the archway, turning the corner quickly, and ran smack into Rex as he tried in vain to push through the masses of families, tour groups and a troop of Boy Scouts, lined up across the vaulted landing, clamoring to hear the acoustic effect of the space for themselves.


    Rex spun around. “You did this, Nicolosi,” he snapped like a hyena. I staggered back in surprise. What was I supposed to do now? I had no plan! “Get ready to meet your uncle,” he snarled and the path in the turbula was set. He was about to translocate me to wherever the body of that Guard was now.


    “NO!” I yelled as panic flooded through me. But Rex’s brow, above his vacant eyes, knotted in thought.


    I threw myself against him to break his concentration while guarding my broken arm. But he was fast, grabbing my arm and wrenching it around. I screamed in pain and dropped to the ground, nearly passing out as the bones scraped together and muscles slid over the ragged, broken ends. Rex’s eyes went blank again and my skin began to crawl like I was covered in maggots. It was too late. Rex was going to win. People like Rex always won. They won because they didn’t care who they had to crush. And now it was over. Gasping on the floor, I closed my eyes for the last time.


    And the maggots were gone.


    My eyes flew open to see Curtis bowling Rex onto the stone floor. Curtis shoved him with his leg, then lunged forward, landing a punch on Rex’s jaw, but it wasn’t much of a blow. Rex dodged the next punch and laughed as Curtis fell. Rex had him pinned in a flash and was raining blows on his face. I tried to crawl over to pull Rex away, but waves of pain shot up my arm and I collapsed, breathless.


    Hands hit my back, and Greg vaulted over me and plowed into Rex like a bull. They tumbled off of Curtis and rolled across the floor in a flurry of arms, legs, teeth, and swearing. I’d never seen a fight – not in real life. It wasn’t like watching them on TV or in the movies; this was horrifying. Everyone backed away and some ran, shrieking, from the melee. Seconds stretched into an eternity as one tried to gain advantage over the other. Most of it was a blur, but I saw Rex bite Greg, and Greg stuck his finger in Rex’s eye to get him to stop. Greg wasn’t quite as tall as Rex but he was more powerful and seemed to be gaining the upper hand. Within the eternity of ten seconds, he was sitting on Rex’s chest, blood dripping from somewhere.


    “Give it up, Brolie,” Greg panted, his arm cocked to deliver a blow that would smash Rex’s face between his fist and the concrete floor. “Everyone knows what you are now.”


    “You think you got me beat, huh, Langston?” Rex spat back. “You stupid common fuck.”


    My heart stuttered as, in the turbula, there was only one branch in front of Rex: killing Greg the first chance he got. But he wasn’t trying yet. Their bodies were too entwined. Translocating the Guard while he was holding Rex’s arm had been a tough feat for him. He knew he’d kill both of them if he tried it now. That bought us time, but probably not much. And as calm as Rex was, he must have a plan.


    Rex’s eyes glazed over and a huge wooden bench from the coffee bar appeared, hovering a foot above where his head lay on the floor. I pushed hard in the turbula to get him to stop the repeated translocations it so it would fall on him, but I couldn’t budge his thoughts. People in the vaulted landing shrieked and backed away as the pew began to move on its own. Rex grunted with effort, as the seat hit Greg squarely in the chest, pushing him back. But Greg pressed forward, resisting the flying furniture to stay with Rex. I hoped Rex couldn’t keep it up for long. The repeated transposition errors would eventually disintegrate the … Crap!


    “Greg, get away from the bench!” I called frantically.


    “No way in hell I’m letting him go,” he shouted back, twisting as he shot his legs under it to kick at Rex. He tangled their legs together as the bench pressed closer against his shoulder.


    “He makes mistakes,” I shrieked, but as I did, Greg flung himself backwards from the mass of wood like he’d been burned. His hand raised to his shoulder where a five inch hole in his shirt now exposed his reddening flesh.


    Rex quickly pulled his legs out from under the hovering bench, but Greg dove, head first, after him, flattening himself against the floor to avoid having any more of him translocated into the bench. Greg grabbed Rex’s ankle and pulled him back, but the bench instantly repositioned itself, pushing toward Greg again, to force him away. As soon as Rex was free, he’d turn his translocation skills on Greg. I needed a way to stop him. To wear him out or …


    The QIT! Rex was still sprawled on the floor, caught in Greg’s grip, with the bench hovering above him. I closed my eyes and reached out in my head for the band in Greg’s pocket, trying to simultaneously envision it, snapped around Rex’s ankle, but I couldn’t hold it. Pieces kept falling out and it stayed in Greg’s pocket. Between the pain, the tension, and yells and shuffling of the people all around us, I couldn’t concentrate. Bystanders were shrieking and holding their cell phones up taking pictures and video of the impossible floating object. I needed to calm down. I needed to be able to focus.


    A frustrated howl burst from Greg’s throat as his hand slipped off Rex’s ankle. He rolled to avoid the advancing church-like pew, then his hand flailed back under it, closing on thin air as he grabbed for Rex’s legs. I clenched my teeth against the pain from my arm and struggled to my feet. And lunged forward, dropping to the floor again a few feet from Greg.


    “Give me your hand!” I called to him.


    But Greg moved the other way, grasping under the bench for his nemesis. “Kinzie! He’s going to get away,” he blasted. Then his hand closed around Rex’s foot, and he yanked Rex along the floor, closer to us. But the bench repositioned again, ready for another assault. Greg readied himself to resist.


    “Greg!” I reached out my hand. “Trust me!”


    “You see, Langston!” Rex called triumphantly from beneath the massive bench. “She knows you can’t win. Go give her a goodbye kiss.”


    Greg flung his arm forward. His muscles bulged as he grabbed Rex around the calf and tried to pull him back to this side of the floating barricade. He barely dodged a kick aimed at his head.


    “Greg,” I said urgently. “You can’t beat Rex this way. Take my hand.”


    “But …”


    “Now!” I demanded.


    He looked back at me as his hand loosed its grip, and his whole body slumped. His eyes held the bitterness of defeat, as he reached back to me. But it wasn’t over yet. I closed my eyes and clasped my hand around his, holding tight as the expected electrical field raced through my body. The details of the turbula swirled around me crystal clear, and in the quantum foam, my mind locked onto the shadow of the unlatched QIT in Greg’s pocket. The noise and chaos of the station subsided as I focused on the quantum waves, spinning through space and time, defining an unseen but real existence. Clear as morning dew under the sun, yet pervasive like fog at night. At once solid, yet flowing like air.


    Rex was beginning to scramble out from beneath the hovering bench, when, with a final thought, the wave function in Greg’s pocket vanished and a new one collapsed around Rex’s leg. The blue glow lit up as the contacts locked together, and Rex disappeared from existence, until I opened my eyes. The massive bench, no longer suspended by Rex’s translocations, crashed down. He screamed in pain as it crushed his legs, and slammed him backwards onto the floor. His head hit with a dull thud. He convulsed once, then lay still.


    Greg took one look at me and down at our clasped hands, then felt his pocket. In front of us, sections of the seat and back of the bench glittered in a silvery goo for a moment, then flittered away like pieces of delicate ash.


    Greg stared at it, stunned. “What the hell?”


    

  


  
    Chapter 31


    


    Greg


    I spread my arm across the cool, smooth sheet. Good. I wasn’t in a hospital. It had been a dream. A bizarre nightmare that I could only catch glimpses of now. That meant when I opened my eyes, I would find myself in my room in the Alpha Delt house. No murderous sociopaths were taking over the government, no one could see the quantum foam, and Kinzie Nicolosi never existed. My heart dropped – the Kinzie-part of the nightmare hadn’t been so bad.


    The dramatic voice of a TV news reporter crept into my conscience – something about a carbon monoxide elevation somewhere. Weird. Pete and Boomer never had the news on. I flung my arm the other direction to bang on the wall for them to turn it down, but it didn’t reach that far. My arm dropped back onto the bed and I was too tired to move. The back of my head puzzled over what day it was, and whether I was missing a class right now, but the rest of me didn’t care. Maybe I was hung over, although I couldn’t remember last night to know if I’d had fun.


    A pressure settled next to me on the bed, and I started to roll toward the warmth when every muscle in my body groaned. My eyes flickered open to see the Army pant-clad thigh of a girl in front of my face. My head reeled for a moment in confusion. Kinzie? She was real? I tried lifting my head, but only got half way before it dropped back to the mattress with a grunt. Kinzie’s fingers stroked along the stubble of my jaw, and an electrical thrill followed the path. She was staring down at me with a smile.


    “I’m the one with the broken arm. Why are you moaning?” she teased.


    I forced myself to sit up, against the resistance of my muscles, and blinked trying to get my bearings. I was fully dressed in a bedroom with stone walls and tapestries like some sort of castle. A TV’s noise was floating through the door and Kinzie’s arm was in a solid cast to just above the elbow. A broken arm. Wasn’t that part of my dream?


    “Where am I?”


    “The Rothston Institute,” a man’s voice answered before Kinzie had the chance. He was now standing in the door way and I knew him from somewhere. Something with Kinzie. Her dad? I studied his square body and salt and pepper hair. Yeah. That’s who it was.


    “Man, I gotta hand it to these guys on the clean up,” he said to Kinzie. He eyed his daughter’s position on the bed next to me with a bit of distrust, but didn’t acknowledge it. “Did you see that on the news, Kinz? Passed it off as carbon monoxide from a blocked vent confusing people into thinking a student cinema project that was being filmed at Grand Central was real. These guys are good.”


    “They aren’t all that good, Dad,” Kinzie answered with a shake of her head. “Think about it, people using mind-control to make others break out in fights? Furniture moving through the air on its own? Come on. No one would buy it. Carbon monoxide is a much better story.”


    “Well, I’d say The Seven are worried someone might believe you guys exist,” Ken replied, then nodded toward me. “He needs to get ready. I don’t think I can hold them off much longer.”


    “Get ready for what?” I asked, looking between them, but Kinzie was already pulling me from the bed. “Ow!” I yelped as pain shot around my chest. “What was that?”


    “You don’t seem to remember much,” Kinzie said as she helped me up more slowly. “You have two cracked ribs.”


    I stared at her blankly, trying to grasp the pieces of what I thought had been a dream. They kept slipping away like sand, but aches all over my body were filling in the gaps. The dungeon, being beaten by bodyguards. And somewhere – Grand Central in New York – pummeling Rex Brolie. I lifted my hand to my forehead at a sharp stab, and felt a butterfly bandage above my right eye. But I still didn’t know how we’d gotten here.


    “Guess that’s good you don’t remember. Let’s me off the hook,” Ken Nicolosi joked, when I asked. Kinzie shot him an evil look with her dark eyes, and he grinned sheepishly. “I … uh,” he started and paused for a moment, shuffling his feet uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, Greg. I said some things to you last night I shouldn’t have. I guess you’re okay and … uh … thanks for saving her.”


    “Thank you, Dad,” Kinzie added. From the pointed tone, my guess was that she’d badgered her dad into an apology, especially since I had no idea what it was for. She pointed me into a bathroom, supplied with mini-shampoos and body-cleanser like a hotel room, as well as a razor. “Get cleaned up,” Kinzie directed me. “And I’ll explain everything.”


    


    ψ


    


    A half-hour later I ached, but was otherwise refreshed and ready to go. Ken slapped my phone into my hand and I nodded as we strode out of the room. The t-shirt I’d borrowed from him was on the small side, but it was clean and in one piece, and that was good. Kinzie’s life might be out of danger for now, but her safety wasn’t yet assured. Nor was mine. And the phone in my hand remained my only bargaining chip, and I didn’t want anything – even a grimy, ripped shirt – to detract from the power of that position.


    Kinzie had filled in the details I’d forgotten while I shaved. We’d been taken, along with Brolie and Rita Mendez, to the emergency room at Bellevue Hospital. Rita had suffered a mild concussion but was fine, and Kinzie had no injuries other than her arm. A twinge of guilt passed through me every time I looked down at the cast, but I knew I’d had no choice. She wouldn’t be here if I’d let her slip from my grasp.


    An orthopedic surgeon had put screws and plates in Brolie’s legs so the bones would set. He was supposed to remain in the hospital to recover and watch for infection, but The Seven managed to have him released anyway. He’d been sedated when we’d flown back to Maine by private jet at two-thirty in the morning.


    I had only vague recollections of any of it, and got pissed that The Seven had messed with my head, making me forget. But Kinzie didn’t think that was right. She pointed out that I’d been awake for nearly two days straight by the time we arrived here. My memory had probably shorted out.


    Ken had been waiting for us when we arrived at this place, and we’d gotten in an argument when they tried to give us three separate rooms. We’d both refused to leave Kinzie by herself in this place, but Ken didn’t trust me alone with her, and I’d had no intention of letting her out of my sight. In the end, they put us in a suite, where Ken slept on the couch, and Kinzie and I in the bed – or on the bed was more accurate. I’d passed out the moment I hit it and slept all night. I guess I should say all day. It was three-forty in the afternoon.


    “Do you know the way?” I asked Kinzie who was striding down the hall between us.


    “I do,” Ken answered. “And I like this idea. Go to them before they try to come get you again.” Apparently, several members of The Seven had stopped by while I slept, purportedly to welcome Ken back. But each had made sure Ken had my phone to give me. And each made sure he understood the urgency of me calling to stop my threatened investigations of this place. Fortunately, Ken understood the importance perfectly, and had declined to wake me up.


    “It’s all about power,” I confirmed to him. “Keeping it on our terms instead of theirs as much as we can.”


    “They’re running a little scared, if I had to guess,” Ken added. Jamison and Brolie were like gods around here for the past few years, from what I’ve heard. And now …”


    “Jamison’s missing,” I finished through gritted teeth. I couldn’t believe The Seven had let him vanish into the crowd in New York, but they’d been so stunned by Rex’s blatant murder of the guard and his assault on Rita Mendez, that they’d forgotten to pay attention to what Bradley Jamison was doing until he was nowhere to be found.


    “Yeah. So their most popular leader is gone, and they’re going to have to do something about this Brolie-kid,” Ken continued. “Gonna be tough for them to manage the public opinion.”


    “Public?” I spat. “Adepts aren’t the public and they could always just tell them what to think, like they do with us commons.”


    “It’s not that easy, Greg,” Ken added, and fell into silence as we marched through the halls of the giant castle. We nodded curtly to those we passed, even though most were kids. But no one here was “just” a child, I reminded myself. I tried to imagine what it would have been like to wield the kind of power they had at age twelve or thirteen, with no one paying attention to how you used it. Or worse – encouraging you to use it. Even I hadn’t had that. The result was inevitable – creating callous monsters like Brolie. I steeled myself for what lay ahead.


    We reached the top of a stairway and stepped through a large doorway into The Seven’s audience chamber. The woman I’d encountered before – Brenda something – rose from a tidy desk on the opposite wall and bustled over with a momentary dazed expression.


    “Ken Nicolosi. Welcome back,” she said in a way that was not welcoming.


    “Nice to see you again, Brenda,” Ken responded in kind.


    The woman gave me an icy glance, but it didn’t compare with the glare she aimed at Kinzie. My fists clenched at my sides. These people were not our friends.


    I drew myself up and looked her in the eye. “Gather the Seven,” I ordered as two of the bodyguard types appeared in the doorway. “We are ready to see them.”


    She sniffed at the impudence, but had no comeback. “I will tell them you are here.” She walked up the steps on the side on the room, across the raised dais and out a hidden door. The elevation of the bench and its curve were no doubt designed to inspire reverence and fear of The Seven, whether or not it was deserved. I read the words carved into the stone – Guiding the Way; a benevolent sentiment, except that these navigators held the pilot hostage.


    “Brenda liked me until I was dragged in here by the guards,” Kinzie told me, shaking her head. “Rex must have poisoned that well with whatever he’d said about me.”


    “That’s exactly what I was afraid of,” Ken muttered. “Best to get you out of here. The sooner the better. You could become a lightning rod for anger over what’s happened to Jamison and Brolie.”


    My fists clenched at the idea anyone would have a problem with Kinzie after what she’d been through. But I knew Ken was right. She was still an outsider here – an unknown – making an easy target to hate or fear. But it didn’t matter. No matter what happened next, we would get Kinzie out of here. I turned to face the dais, and waited.


    

  


  
    Chapter 32


    


    Kinzie


    Brenda stormed through the hidden door at the back of The Seven’s raised platform. “They wish to see you, Ms. Nicolosi,” she said to me with another scathing look, then returned to her desk without giving us further instructions.


    Were we supposed to wait here? I didn’t like this. I knew Greg wanted us to be strong and confident, but it was difficult when I didn’t know what would happen next. I looked up at him. Aside from the cut over his eye, it was the same beautiful face, but seemed different. More regal and in control, like he’d been when he talked to the MTA cops in the subway station. I’d never seen this side of him before. It made me feel like we had a chance at this, although I still couldn’t fathom why The Seven would agree to do what we wanted. No one negotiated here, but my Dad said that no one had ever held the cards that Greg held, simply because Greg was rich.


    Dad hadn’t been sure why they were taking the threats seriously until Greg told us who he was. Or tried to tell us. Being the heir to some fortune meant nothing to me, and he’d turned bright red when he tried to describe the magnitude of his wealth. He said, he’d never had to tell anyone before, and had been taught to hide it. Dad seemed to get it as soon as Greg said his Maserati was pocket change, but it still meant nothing to me. Or maybe I was numb. Nothing in my life made sense anymore – and hadn’t for months.


    The hidden door opened again, but instead of The Seven filing out, only Melvina Whitacre emerged. She gave us the warm smile I’d seen at the beginning of every lesson. “Good, good. You are here,” she said beckoning us to come with her. “I hope you are well rested and feeling better.”


    None of us answered. I didn’t know what to say. Polite banter didn’t roll off my tongue when I still didn’t know what they intended to do to me, or to Greg. Maybe they wouldn’t kill me, but now they knew I’d violated another of their rules in telling Greg about adepts. Melvina stopped and gave me a look of grandmotherly concern as we came to the secret door. “You can relax, Kinzie,” she said, including my dad and Greg with a glance. “No one is going to harm you here.”


    I stared at the face I’d spent so many good hours with, but couldn’t accept her word. “No offense, Mel, but you’ve told me that before.”


    Her eyes dropped, and she was silent for a moment, before quietly admitting, “Yes. That is true.”


    The three of us followed her through the door into a room that had none of the grandeur of the audience chamber. Functional was the theme here – broken up into work areas. Some of the walls were stone, and others looked like sheet rock. One had been turned into a giant whiteboard on which various dates and people’s names were written. A group of chairs was clustered around it. Desks with docking stations for laptops and extra monitors were scattered in no apparent order, and a basic, round conference room table and ergonomic chairs occupied one corner. Three members of The Seven – Rita Mendez, George Alphonse and Norman Reynolds – were at the table, but they rose, gesturing to the remaining chairs as if we were being welcomed in for a friendly game of bridge.


    “We thought this would be a more comfortable setting,” Rita Mendez began, as she sat back down. A purple bruise could be seen at the frizzled gray hairline near her temple. She gave a fond smile to my dad. “It is good to see you again, Ken, but we truly regret the circumstances.”


    “You should,” Dad growled, looking around at them before taking a seat.


    “We are grateful you are alive, Ms. Nicolosi,” Rita continued, then shot a quick glance at Greg. “All of you. And we thank you for saving Curtis, as well as preventing Rex Brolie from escaping, even if the disruption caused significant problems for us.” The praise was rather weak and sounded rehearsed. Dad didn’t like it either.


    “I saw the news,” he said firmly. “You seem to have taken care of the problems just fine.”


    Rita’s lips thinned, but the smile remained firmly on her face. “Yes … well … it has taken a great deal of effort to …”


    “Sorry to inconvenience you,” Greg stated to my right. He tipped his head, maintaining that air of superiority that surrounded him. “But I would remind you that it was your psychopathic murderer who created the scene, not us.”


    The old woman’s face twisted in a mixture of anger and surprise. She wasn’t used to being spoken to that way. Greg wanted to keep them off balance so we were in control, but I wasn’t sure this was helping us. He’d offended Rita Mendez. She opened her mouth to speak, when George Alphonse, beside her, raised his hand to get our attention.


    “That reminds me,” he said, sounding melodious in his deep voice. “We have something for you.” He leaned back, opening the drawer of the desk that sat behind him and pulled out a silver flip phone. He slipped it across the table to me. “I believe that is yours, and that you will find several texts on it. It’s was going off every few minutes awhile ago,” he said with a laugh. I stared at him for a moment, thinking his demeanor was out of place for the conversation that had just occurred. But that was probably the point – keep things light and get us to relax.


    I picked up the phone, feeling the weight in my hand. I looked at my dad on the one side of me, then Greg on the other, before flipping it open. At the push of a button, a string of texts appeared – all from Sasha. I leaned toward Greg so he could read them as well as I scanned through. Over a dozen, all from today, and all looked apologies for getting me in trouble mashed up with horror at what Rex had done, although it was hard to tell since half of them cut off before they finished.


    “My granddaughter has been rather persistent in trying to reach you,” Norman Reynolds said with a faltering smile.


    I glared at him for a moment, thinking Sasha must be part of their plan – to make me think these people were our friends. I snapped the phone shut, making it clear I wasn’t going to accept Sasha’s apologies. I didn’t care if she felt bad. I thought about her horrified expression the night I’d translocated Rex – what was that? Only five days ago? She should feel bad. Her actions had condemned me to death, without even waiting to find out what had happened. I didn’t need to make her feel better about having done it.


    “She did not anticipate what the outcome would be,” the white haired man added, sounding like it was a justification. “She was merely doing what she’d been taught to do.”


    I sat back in my seat, crossing my good arm over my cast. “The guards at Auschwitz said that as well.”


    Mr. Reynolds nearly rose from his seat in offense. “This is hardly Auschwitz, Ms. Nicolosi,” he barked, then turned to his colleagues. “This is ridiculous. We need to stop wasting time and get down to business.”


    “Wait. Why are there only three of you?” I asked before he could go any further.


    “Four of us,” George Alphonse correct. “Mel has been fully reinstated.”


    “Fine. She should be. But where are the others?” I asked again. They shot glances at each other.


    “That is not your concern,” Norman Reynolds informed me.


    I snapped at that. “How is that not my concern? You expect me to sit here and let you decide my fate? You already voted to kill me. I want the others here as well.”


    Norman Reynolds stiffened in his chair. “The breakdown of any vote of this body is not …”


    “She has been lied to, Norman,” Mel interrupted. “Just as all of you were lied to, and we do not know how far those lies extend. I suggest clearing the air before we proceed.”


    A ruffle spread through them for a moment, before Rita Mendez answered me. “The Seven act as a unified body. It is highly unusual that we would identify any individual’s vote,” she said sternly. “However, these are highly unusual circumstances, and Melvina Whitacre is right: the misinformation we’ve all been receiving needs to be corrected. Those of us sitting here were highly concerned with your actions, Ms. Nicolosi. We still are. But rest assured, no one in this room voted in favor of your execution.”


    I sat back in my chair. This had been the group who voted against me. They’d condemned me because I was different and didn’t think like them. I was a threat to the old ways. But it was Mr. Jamison who’d told me that. He’d lied, again. Everything he’d told me had been a lie – or anything that mattered at least. A surge of relief welled up inside me, like turning on a light in a closet to discover the monsters weren’t there. But it flickered out when I glanced over at Greg. His jaw was set as if he didn’t believe a word they said. And he could be right. Maybe Jamison hadn’t lied to me about this. Maybe it was convenient explanation to get us to trust them.


    Greg leaned forward in his chair. “You haven’t answered her question. Where are the others?” he demanded.


    Reynolds’ mouth twisted as if he was going to object to the question again, but Mel held up a finger to silence him. “Mr. Pasternak has not returned yet from New York where he is in charge of the clean up. And Marci Lee has been suspended from The Seven while we investigate her involvement in recent events.”


    “Include my great uncle’s death in that investigation,” I told her. Several eyebrows raised around the table. “Gordon Prescott was murdered,” I announced firmly. “When he thought I was about to die, Rex admitted it. He translocated my uncle in front of that truck.”


    “We will look into it,” Norman Reynolds said, but it didn’t sound like he meant it.


    George Alphonse interjected. “Given recent events, it is plausible that there was also a conspiracy to ascend Ms. Lee onto The Seven …”


    “Of course there was a conspiracy,” Dad erupted, slamming his palm on the table. He looked Mr. Alphonse in the eye. “When are you going to come to your senses? Marci Lee should have never been one of The Seven. She’s a follower, not a leader. Even I know that!”


    “That was the point of your last lesson, wasn’t it, Mel?” I asked as it began to come together. “That the changes on The Seven weren’t right.”


    Mel’s eyes became bright and her forehead relaxed. “I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was more of a hunch that something wasn’t right. But yes, now I see that was it. Very good,” she added, like I’d mastered another lesson. The others looked puzzled.


    “Mel walked me through the all of the former members of The Seven,” I told them, fingering the pewter chivasta around my neck as I spoke. “There has never been more than two new members of The Seven in any … say any five year period. Until now. Three people in three years – that’s very improbable. And it would have changed how Rothston operates. That’s what Rex and Mr. Jamison wanted to do – get rid of the Minimal Intervention Policy.” My hand clenched around the chivasta.


    “In fact, they already had,” Mel added. “They’d been circumventing this body for years. Stacking The Seven was simply the last step so they would no longer need to hide their actions.”


    “But what about Mr. Pasternak?” I asked.


    Rita Mendez responded. “We have no indication that he has been part of any conspiracy. It appears he simply agrees with some of Mr. Jamison’s ideas, and perhaps it was Mr. Pasternak’s ascension three years ago that prompted the idea of …” she hesitated, trying to find the right words. “Replacing us,” she finished, looking like the words were sour.


    Mel looked to George Alphonse across the table. He nodded to her before speaking. “We have already begun our investigation of Mr. Jamison and Rex Brolie,” he said in his big voice. “Reviewing the airline itineraries for both over the past two years, as well as our own flightlog, it seems there were many trips made to Washington as well as other government facilities and military bases that do not correspond with any activities or directives of this group.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked, and Greg answered this time.


    “It means, they were out screwing up the government on their own – doing whatever they wanted.”


    “What?”


    “That’s what you were doing in D.C.,” he told me.


    “They duped you, Kinzie,” Mel said. “Rothston did not send you to Washington on a mission; Jamison did that on his own. From what we can tell at this point, they had been reinforcing and increasing the thoughts of self-interest and partisanship, to ensure that nothing meaningful could occur unless they controlled it.”


    My skin crawled at the idea of Jamison and Rex taking over Congress and expanded into a blistering heat. They’d used me to do it! ME! They’d been using the petty thoughts of our elected leaders to render them ineffective. To control what happened. And how far it had gone? How many others, like Jake Brady, had they destroyed because they wouldn’t go along? My stomach wrenched at the thought that I’d been part of it, and how easily I could have gone along with it. I’d thought I was living my dream, when in reality, I’d been destroying what I sought to protect.


    My hand clenched into fist, and Greg leaned close. “You couldn’t have known.”


    I shook my head slowly. “I should have known,” I said determinedly. “I was trying to make people do what they didn’t believe in. I tried to make Jake Brady do that. I …” My words choked off before I could finish the thought – I hadn’t thought my actions through. Just like Sasha. If I wouldn’t forgive her for what she’d done to me, then I couldn’t let myself off that same hook. Silence settled over the room.


    “We don’t hold you responsible,” a deep voice assured me.


    “But I do,” I said without looking at Mr. Alphonse. Greg squeezed my hand.


    “We have all been taken advantage of,” Mel added kindly. “And perhaps that was due to our own lack of vigilance. We cannot undo what has happened, but we must move forward.”


    “Yes, we must,” Rita Mendez agreed. She turned to Greg. “Mr. Langston, we respectfully ask that you call off any investigations of this Institute you have arranged so that we may continue our operations.”


    “No,” Greg answered flatly, and the faces around the table became grim. Even Mel’s lips set into a thin line.


    “But you must stop the investigations, Greg,” Mel echoed.


    “No, I don’t have to,” Greg responded steadily. From the corner of my eye, I saw him straighten in his chair, and his chest expanded in defiance. “As I told that Brenda-woman when I showed up here, if anything happens to me – to any of us – I will make things worse for you. That wouldn’t be best for any of us. So I will not cancel the investigations, except on our terms.”


    Mel was shaking her head before Greg finished. “And I assume your terms include Kinzie walking out of here today.”


    “Of course,” Greg confirmed.


    Rita Mendez met his eye, as I let my adept senses take over to figure out what they were trying to do. “I am afraid you do not understand the circumstances,” Ms. Mendez informed Greg. “Allowing Kinzie to leave would be in no one’s best interests. We do not make this request lightly, Mr. Langston. I ask that you trust me in saying that allowing us to operate unfettered is in all of our best interests.”


    “Trust you?” Greg roared as his fist hit the table. His refined demeanor dropped away, as rage poured through him. “You tried to murder my girlfriend! You are all power-crazy and don’t know when to stop. Well, you’ve met your match. I can stop you, and I will.”


    I placed my hand on Greg’s forearm to calm him. The intensity of the current surprised me and I inhaled quickly as the turbula became more clear. “Something else is going on here,” I told him. “Something they’ve decided not to tell us, but I can’t tell what it is.”


    “It is disrespectful to read us,” Rita Mendez snapped.


    “Disrespectful is trying to kill my daughter when she’d done nothing but protect herself,” Dad blasted, leaning into the table. “Disrespectful is throwing this guy in a cell and beating him. Disrespectful is this way you treat commons. Don’t claim we’re being disrespectful.”


    Rita was turning red with anger, and George Alphonse slapped the table, but when he opened his mouth to respond, Mel raised her hand to stop him.


    “There may be some truth in what they say,” she said, perhaps to pacify my dad who looked like he was about to launch himself across the table and throttle them. “And as I said before, they deserve to know the truth. In fact, they need to know it,” Mel said to her colleagues, but Norman Reynolds shook his head.


    “It is an internal matter. These are two commons and a girl who barely knows anything of this organization. They are not part of this.”


    “Of course, they are part of this,” Mel snapped back at him. “And after what we have done to them, you can’t expect them to blindly obey our whims without explanation. These are not fools.”


    “We have done nothing to them,” Norman Reynolds argued back. “None of us voted for this child’s execution.”


    Mel’s face turned to stone and her voice cooled. “We have done much,” she said to her colleagues. “We’ve set up a system that allowed our people to treat this young man worse than commons are allowed to treat their dogs. And each of you was willing to stand by and watch the destruction of an innocent girl.”


    “She is hardly innocent,” Norman responded in an equally cold tone.


    A stony silence lingered until Rita Mendez broke the tension. “We will tell them,” she said, putting an end to the argument. The old woman raised her eyes. “We have a problem,” she began slowly, studying the three of us in turn. “Rex Brolie is missing.”


    “WHAT!?!” The word roared from Dad’s mouth as he rose from his seat. Greg’s hands slammed down on the table on the other side of me. “I saw that kid this morning,” Dad raged. “Wheeled in with two busted legs and a concussion. He didn’t get up and walk out of here!”


    My skin crawled as I thought of how Rex could have escaped. “Jamison,” I breathed with a shudder. Greg placed his hand on my shoulder, assuring me I was safe. But I didn’t know if I was. Would he still want me dead now that the others knew what he’d been doing? And what about Curtis? Would he be safe?


    “We have no evidence that Brad Jamison returned to Rothston,” Norman Reynolds stated. “Rex is simply missing, as if he vanished into thin air.” There was an edge to his voice like he suspected me.


    “I didn’t do it!” I blurted, but it came out more like a terrified shriek. Fortunately, George Alphonse came to my defense.


    “We are not going to accuse this girl again when we have no evidence of any foul-play,” he told his colleague firmly. “Not while I am on The Seven.”


    Dad leaned with his hands on the table. “What are you doing to find him? Or Jamison?” he demanded.


    “Everything we can, Ken,” Rita Mendez answered calmly. “But it is going to be much more difficult if we must also deploy ourselves to combat government investigations, or even the meddling of private detectives. And, under the circumstances, we need Kinzie to remain here until …”


    “Like hell!” Greg bellowed, rising from his chair, and a “No!” blasted out of Dad at the same time. “I’ll take her somewhere, but she’s not staying here,” Greg told them.


    “She’s coming home,” Dad demanded right after him. “That’s where she’s been safe for all these years. At home. With me. She’s not staying here.”


    “She stays here,” Norman Reynolds interjected, rising from his chair as well. “Neither of you have trained security forces that can …”


    “Trained? They’re so good they let two guys escape – one who couldn’t walk!” Greg blasted back. “I’m taking her away – from all of you.”


    “No!” Dad roared, this time at Greg. “She’s coming home with …”


    “STOP!” The room froze in silence at my command, although Dad and Norman Reynolds had been the only ones I’d quickly influenced. This wasn’t what I wanted – the fighting or any of the alternatives. I had no intention of staying here, but neither was I a little girl who could hide safely in my bed at home. And as much as disappearing with Greg may sound romantic, I didn’t want to run. That wasn’t my life. And all I wanted now was my normal, ordinary world back. Go back to college, study, and be a student.


    I rose from my chair and looked at each of them. “I know you want to protect me, but it’s my decision, not yours.”


    “I know places we can go, Kinzie,” Greg pleaded quietly. “Where no one will find us.”


    I gave him a patient look. “But I don’t want to hide, no matter how pleasant you could make it. I just want to be normal.” With that, I looked up to address the others. “I am going back to school,” I announced. “If you want to assign some Guards to come to Hutchins, Mr. Reynolds, I won’t stop you. I’d just rather not know they are around. But I am not going to drop out of college three-quarters of the way through my freshman year.” I stated it firmly so it wasn’t negotiable, but when I looked over at Greg, his deep blue eyes probed into mine, searching for what was inside. I looked away, before he found the fear.


    “The investigations, Kinzie,” Mel prompted me.


    I took a deep breath, and nodded. “Call them off, Greg. Mr. Jamison and Rex Brolie need to be stopped,” I told him. “We can help with that or we can interfere. Rothston’s resources are limited.”


    Greg scowled, fingering the touch screen of his phone as he pulled it out of his pocket. I knew he was struggling with the idea of letting this place go, but Rex Brolie and Brad Jamison were out there somewhere, planning who knows what, without anyone to stop them.


    I put my hand on his arm, feeling the tingle flow through us. “It’ll be okay,” I assured him, not quite believing it myself. Greg looked into my eyes again, and nodded.


    “We all leave Rothston unharmed?” he demanded to the five faces carefully watching us.


    “Of course,” Rita Mendez agreed.


    “And you’ll leave her alone?”


    The old woman nodded.


    Greg punched in the code to unlock his phone, hesitating for a moment before tapping out a text. He glared around at the people in front of us again before hitting send. “Fine. You win this round,” he told them. “But I can trigger those investigations instantly, anytime I need to … anytime you screw up.”


    “We understand,” Rita Mendez acknowledged as the tension deflated from the room. “Thank you. We will not let you down.”


    “We’ll see,” Greg said flatly, and the three of us walked out of the secret room.


    


    ψ


    


    “Are you and my dad ever going to leave me alone?” I asked, as I stared up at the goddess in the library window. I wasn’t entirely teasing. They’d barely let me go to the bathroom by myself while we waited to leave Rothston. If they kept it up once we were away from here, this was going to be a problem.


    Greg swung our hands in a gentle arc between us. “Do you want me to go away?”


    “No, I guess not,” I answered lightly. I looked up at the beautiful face, bathed in the golden light that streamed through window, and my brow knotted, feeling like I ought to tell him the words I’d never said. But I didn’t know how. He caught the expression.


    “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know. So, I guess we’re friends again?”


    He smirked. “I threw myself in front of a train for you. I think that qualifies as something more than friends.”


    “If you wanted to get back together, you could have just texted me,” I laughed, leaning into him with my cast as I turned to face him.


    “Well, I have broken up that way,” he said as his arms gently encompassed me, pulling me closer.


    “That seems like a million years ago. A different place and time,” I said to continue the banter. I laid my head against him, marveling that he was here. I never thought I’d feel this again.


    He laid his cheek against my hair. “A text saying ‘Let’s get back together.’” He pondered. “Nope. I had to do something bigger. More meaningful.”


    “I suppose saving my life qualifies.” He stiffened when I said it, and I peered up to see him looking away to stare at the goddess again. “What?” I asked.


    He shook his head and hesitated. “It’s just that … When I dove onto the tracks, I wasn’t trying to save you. I didn’t think there was any chance. I just ... I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t let you …” He paused again, and hugged me tightly to him. He didn’t need to finish. I reached up to kiss him.


    “So this is where you two got to,” my dad’s voice interrupted.


    I shot Greg a sheepish grin as I stepped away from him.


    “You’ll have his car back to him, in Indiana, tomorrow, right?” my dad confirmed to Mel as she bustled into the library beside him.


    “Yes, Ken,” Mel said with a touch of impatience as they reached us. My guess was he’d asked her this ten times already. Greg’s fondness for Mr. Heisenberg, was nothing compared to my dad’s new obsession with the car that arrived back here an hour ago. Dad had scoured every inch of it, demanding that Rothston pay for any damage. There wasn’t any, but that didn’t stop his insistence. You’d have thought it belonged to him.


    “You know, Dad,” I said in mock seriousness. “If you want to drive Mr. Heisenberg, all you’d have to do is ask.”


    “I’d never asked that!” he hissed back at me, but his tomato-red cheeks told a different story. Greg and I looked at one another and snickered.


    “Any time, Mr. Nicolosi,” Greg said easily. “You can drive it back to Indiana, if you want.”


    “And leave you to get my daughter safely out of here alone? Not a chance,” he joked back. But I knew it wasn’t entirely a joke. Dad was more than grateful that Greg had saved me, and was going to have to get used to the idea of him being around. But he wasn’t there yet.


    “I am ready when they are, Ma’am,” another voice called from the doorway. I looked over to see Charlie Johnson, hat in hand, waiting to take us to the airstrip where we’d fly back on Rothston’s jet.


    “Good. Thank you, Charlie,” Mel called back. “They will be with you in just a moment.” She turned and gave me a smile that was mingled with the sincere grandmotherly concern I’d grown to relish receiving from this kind lady. “I wish you would reconsider,” she said. “I would like you to stay.”


    “Their lives are back in Indiana,” I said, nodding toward my dad and Greg. “And my life is too. I don’t really belong here. And a lot of people aren’t going to believe the truth about Mr. Jamison and Rex. We both know they’re going to blame me. So, I’d cause more problems for you if I stayed.”


    Mel dipped her head in acquiescence. “Rothston has some difficult times ahead of it. We could use the perspective of an outsider. And …” she paused, eyeing Greg for a moment.


    “What?” I asked.


    Her eyes flickered back to me. “I saw you at the end in New York. Why did you hold his hand before you translocated the QIT?”


    “He helps me.” I answered. “I don’t know if it’s just that I focus better or what, but the turbula becomes much more clear and steady for me.”


    “That’s what I thought. It is what you told me about last week. He magnifies your attributes.” I felt the blood rushing to my cheeks at the realization that Mel remembered everything I’d said when I’d poured my heart out to her. “I would love the chance to study that,” Mel added. I didn’t miss the excited gleam in her eye. Mel was a scientist in the end, and we would present a new challenge to her – if we stayed.


    “Maybe some other time, Mel,” I grinned.


    “Or never,” Greg added in a grumble.


    Mel looked over at him, and her smile grew. She took one of his hands in hers. “Thank you, Greg. Had you not had to guts to challenge this institution, both Kinzie and I would be lost. They would have needed to kill me too, before much longer, so they could drop the Alzheimer’s charade. I owe you my life.”


    Mel gave my dad a hug, and he shuffled uncomfortably. “I miss the old days, Ken,” she said wistfully. “The world seemed less complicated.”


    “Less complicated for you, Mel,” he replied. “I’m a common. It was never easy for me here.” He nodded toward the door. “It’s better out there, where everyone else is like me.”


    “Maybe there are just too many differences between our kinds,” Melvina agreed, then smiled at me again. “You’ve done a wonderful job raising your daughter. You should be proud.”


    “I am,” Dad agreed, beaming at me. “But I had good material to work with.”


    “Take care of her,” Mel said to wrap up the conversation.


    My dad’s expression grew wistful. “Love to, but I’m not sure he’s going to give me the chance,” he said tipping his head toward Greg, who’d wrapped his arm around my waist.


    Mel laughed. “As it should be.”


    The three of us headed for the door out to the entry, leaving Melvina behind. Half way there, I stopped and turned back to her. “Tell Curtis I said goodbye.”


    “I will, Kinzie,” she agreed.


    As we neared the doorway, I turned back again. “Mel?”


    “Yes, dear.”


    “I don’t think I’ll be coming back here. But you could come visit me in Indiana.”


    She smiled at the offer. “Thank you, Kinzie. Maybe I will. But remember, no one can see the future. Not even us.”
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    The Rothston Institute has fallen to those who are after the key to controlling humanity – a secret held deep within Kinzie Nicolosi’s own body. Scared and on the run, Kinzie’s life becomes entangled with a collection of loners, adding the wrath of their own foes to the dangers she faces. Outmanned and outgunned on all sides, none of them can protect Kinzie or the world from the true evil behind the threats - something far more terrifying than anything they have encountered.
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    Get Choices now!


    


    Not reading on a Kindle? Get Choices here.


    

  


  
    About the Author:


    


    Terri-Lynne Smiles has a Bachelor of Arts in philosophy from Denison University and a Juris Doctorate from the University of Michigan. She lives in Ohio with her husband and a sweet but stupid dog, and is working on the final two books in the Rothston Series. Her website is www.terrilynnesmiles.com.


    


    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
FORESEEN

TERRI-LY NNE SMILES





