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“When emotions lead to actions, mistakes are
made.”
- JOHNNY

1
SECRET PASSAGEWAY
Saturday: September 9th, 2023
I remember the first time I found the secret passageway. It was all
because of Johnny. I was wandering through the grounds of the
Academy and discovered the shed in the back of the school.
There sat the kayak. At first glance it didn’t look seaworthy and
was coated in a layer of dust. I wiped it clean and checked it over
for holes. It was scuffed with chipped and faded paint but overall
looked like it would float. I dragged it over the grass and through
the hedges that defined the border between the Academy and the
woods beyond, all the way to the lake.
I pushed the tip of the kayak into the rippling water, holding
onto the front end and stepped in with care. It sank a bit lower in
the water and a ripple pushed outward from the craft. I fished the
cracked paddle from the bottom and a hidden spider scuttled
away from me. Pushing off from the bank with the end of the
paddle, I glided toward the center of the lake. The kayak creaked
but held firmly together. Excellent. I was too tired from dragging
the boat to the water to do much more than drift lazily and
occasionally steer with the paddle.
It was around sunset on my way back when I saw the boy. He
framed the setting sun with his squared jaw and husky shoulders.
He started walking toward me. I stopped when I saw him and
waited to see what he would do or say.
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“You’re not supposed to go there.”
“Go where?” I answered innocently.
“Beyond the grounds of the Academy,” he said, “Didn’t you
get the memo?”
I answered with a blank stare before continuing on my way.
He laughed.
“They sure are getting desperate. However did you pass the
entrance physical exams? It looks like you’ve been half-starved.
Can you even lift 50 pounds?”
I decided not to answer but kept walking back along the scuff
trails I had made earlier. He didn’t leave, but kept badgering me all
the way back to the shed.
“So where’d you come from? I bet you can’t even throw a
boot.”
He was getting on my nerves so I shot back, “Why in hell
would I want to throw a dang boot?”
He laughed again.
“So she speaks.”
I shook my head and waited to see if he would say anything
else.
“You don’t even know!” He seemed surprised. I gave him a
searching look and he said again, “You don’t even know?”
“I can throw a boot as far as you can!” I yelled back, my anger
rising through my self-control. We had reached the shed.
“Oh really?” he teased, looking me up and down. “Well, throw
this.” He pushed me into the shed and shut the door.
I tried the handle. It moved but the door remained
motionless. I rattled the handle and heard muffled laughter
beyond.
“For your information Newb, we have a boot toss every field
day and I always win. Obviously they let you in to make the rest of
us look even better by comparison ‘cuz you’re weak and
brainless.”
I put my ear to the door and heard him walking away. The last
of the light was fading and in the shed it was even darker. The one
window was too high to reach and too small for me to fit through,
even with my skinny form. I looked around to see if anything
could help me escape. I knew that the doors were solid and heavy,
after struggling to open them earlier. Even the hatchet rusting in
the corner wouldn’t be much help. I doubted many people used
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the shed, from all perspectives it looked abandoned. In a rage of
loneliness and frustration, I kicked the door. When nothing
happened, I screamed loudly and kicked the far wall. Still nothing,
except now my foot ached.
I jumped up and down in a display of immaturity. The floor
made an odd sound. I stopped jumping and looked down. I wiped
some dirt to the side of the wooden floor and saw what looked
like a hidden handle in the dim light. I pulled it around and up so
that it was standing on end. A round wooden ring sat in my hand.
I pulled on it and felt the ground shake beneath my feet. I shoved
more dirt aside and noted the fine crack running in a square,
stepped off the area and pulled the handle again. The trap door
opened. I looked down at the stone steps under me. How
convenient. Using my hands as guides, I stepped down into the
blackness. I pulled the door back over my head, covering my
tracks, just in case the boy decided to come back. The stone was
even colder than the passage was dark. I kept one hand in front of
my face, to protect it against what I couldn’t see, and the other
hand pressed firmly against the wall, leading me forward.
After what seemed like ages, my hand hit a corner and then
curved around to meet a wall in front of my face. I hoped I had
not missed a left turn in the darkness. I hoped that this
underground passage was in fact a passage and not just a dead
end. I was relieved to feel a handle and pushed but nothing
happened. Oh no, I thought, what if you could only open it from
the other side? I panicked and pushed with my whole body and
shouted and shouted, but heard nothing in return. I clutched the
handle and slumped back in frustration, forgetting to release my
grip. I fell backward, pulling the handle with me as the door
opened inward. I peered stupidly up into darkness. Another
passage perhaps? I put my hands out and felt in the air for a wall.
Nothing. To the side of the door I felt rather than saw a book fall
with a thump to the ground. Books? I stepped out into the open,
keeping my hand on the wall with the books and shut the door
behind me. I leaned down and picked up the book that had fallen
and clumsily shoved it back on the bookshelf, horizontally across
the top of the vertically stacked books.
Feeling along the wall, I continued in my pursuit of light and
my warm and welcoming bed. My shins knocked into what felt
like a large chair. After rounding a wall or two, I came to another
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door - a normal wooden door. I pushed this one open and found
a glimmer of light in the distance on the wall above me. There was
a set of stairs that looked like it rounded a corner. I climbed up to
the lighted wall and saw that another set of stairs ninety degrees to
the left led up into the light.
I ended up in the basement, a tacky dark-lit jumble of furniture
that clashed with the stately appearance of the rest of the
Academy. I did not know a basement could have its own
basement. I didn’t know what the book room would be called but
it was definitely a place I would be revisiting with a flashlight. The
basement was a place I had been to before but I guess I had not
noticed the flight of stairs. Since I had been to this basement, I
knew how to get back to my room. I did not, however; go straight
to my room. First, I had to undo whatever the boy had put on the
shed to keep it from opening. Minutes later I was standing outside
my room, satisfied with the day’s events. Getting locked in the
shed had turned out to be a good thing after all and now I knew
to stay away from that lug head. Far away. I opened my room
door and was met by a flying creature.
“Jeanie!” I breathed, “you’re strangling me.”
“Oh! Sorry.” She giggled but let go. “I was so worried about
you. Johnny told everyone that you drowned while going for a late
afternoon swim!”
“Who?”
“Johnny Borelli. Tall. Muscular.” She emphasized his tallness
with her hands, marking the air. “Everyone knows Johnny. His
parents are famous!”
“Oh, well of course, Johnny,” I faked. I had let my guard
down but she didn’t catch my blunder and continued babbling.
“He came running into the dining hall and yelled out for
everyone to hear that he saw you going to the lake. He said he told
you that you weren’t allowed to go there, Academy rules. He said
he followed you and tried to convince you to go back but that you
wouldn’t listen. He said you ran to the lake and jumped in but
didn’t come back up. He jumped in after you but it was too late.
He said you never came back up and he couldn’t find you.”
I swear she had not breathed at all through this entire outburst.
She spent a few moments regaining her breath and then looked at
me, waiting for an answer.
“He lied,” I said.
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I didn’t want to tell her about the kayak. I didn’t want to tell
her about anything. I didn’t know if she could be trusted. I knew I
would need allies, but I didn’t know anyone well enough yet. My
old self would have gossiped about Johnny and the super-secret
passageway but I was a different person. I was MC now, upperclass daughter of a senator, and I had a role to play.
“Come on, give me more than that! Did you really disobey the
rules?” she pleaded.
I decided to be brief, “I went to the lake but I didn’t drown,
obviously.”
“Then why did it take you so long to get back?” she asked.
“What time is it?” I inquired. The red lines of the clock read
12:13. “Shouldn’t you be asleep by now?”
“What? With you being dea- well not really but the whole
school is excited. They say that no one has died here for twentyfive years! And that was a suicide!” she ended in an excited
whisper.
“Well, I’m not dead but I’m really tired. I’m going to bed,” I
responded.
“You can’t do that, you have to tell the headmaster, um, that
you’re alive,” she shot back.
I didn’t want to do any more talking about the incident. I was
already getting too much attention, the wrong kind of attention. It
was still the first week. I didn’t want to be found out! I had to
come up with a better story but I couldn’t say anything Johnny
would disagree with. There was only one thing left to do.
Johnny’s room was on the other side of the Academy, in the
boys’ quarters. His door was locked but he kept a spare key above
his doorframe. Idiot. I silently opened the door, my hunter’s knife
at the ready. I let my eyes adjust to the darkness as I slid the door
closed behind me. I spotted Johnny, his oversized feet dangling at
the end of his twin bed. I tiptoed closer, glancing toward his
roommate for signs of life. I held my knife at Johnny’s throat.
“Don’t move,” I croaked. He opened his eyes sluggishly and
opened his mouth a little more quickly to shout something but he
never got the chance. I put my hand over his mouth and spoke
again. “Any sudden movements and you’re dead! Never, ever
mess with me again or I will slit you from nose to...”
I indicated my intent with my wickedly curved blade. He stared
at me in utter shock but with respect for my weapon and the
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deadly look in my eyes. He did not move an inch and I felt his
mouth close under my hand. I turned around and walked out the
door, replacing the key with only slight difficulty to its original
hiding place. I wanted to remember that look in his eyes forever! I
tucked my knife securely into the side of my sock. I made sure it
would stay before striding with confidence I hardly felt to the
Headmaster’s office.
***
On our first field day – practice for the Cube - we were divided
into several teams of four. I was handed my fireball, my ammo, a
round spherical ball that was not unlike a glob of bread dough that
has been left out for a day or two. I watched as my three
teammates took small pinches off to get ready. I did the same, the
fireball parting to allow me a piece and then fusing back together
into a perfect sphere. The stuff smelled like electric clay. It felt
powerful. The trainer told my four man team to get ready. We
planted our feet firmly on the ground and held our small pinches
in our right hands, except Jeanie, she’s left handed. Our outfits
turned purple in unison and we stood against four yellow-clad
girls. They glared at us. Several blow up obstacles stood between
us and them, a large cylindrical red piece, a couple rectangles, and
several cubes. They would become obstacles to the team that took
the offensive but great walls of defense for the team that hung
back. Looking around at the sweet and innocent smile on Jeanie’s
face, and the diminutive frames of the other two girls, I assumed
we would be using the objects for the latter objective.
The whistle blew and I saw bits of yellow flying toward our
end of the field. Our team took off. The two small girls leapt to
the right behind the cylinder and Jeanie and I headed to the left.
The yellow team came around the cylinder and threw their small
pinches of fireball. One of the petite girls on my team screamed as
one of the balls of ammo made contact. Her body froze in an
instant and she looked terrified as she slumped to the ground.
Confusion hit me for a second as I looked down at the diminutive
ball of ammo I held in my right hand, what did it do? I didn’t wait
for long to figure it out as the yellow team took down the other
girl and started rounding on Jeanie and I. We both looked at each
other and then hopped over the rectangle in front of us to face
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back at our enemy. This obstacle was quite large and shielded us
from view from the yellow team. The other inflated squares were
nearby and Jeanie made as if to run for them but I pushed her
down and scrunched up beside her. The first yellow girl flew over
the obstacle and I chucked my little ball at her but it missed.
Jeanie, without missing a beat, threw hers and it made contact.
Down the girl went, surprise playing all over her face. The second
and third yellow team members were right behind the first and
Jeanie and I took both of them down as well. The fourth yellow
girl had caught on and was hanging back, waiting for us to show
ourselves, or perhaps she was sneaking around the far square? I
couldn’t tell but it was time to move. Jeanie was a lot smaller than
I so I put her right behind me and motioned for her to use me as
a shield and take out the yellow girl when she appeared. Roaring
like a madwoman, the final yellow girl rounded the far square
obstacle and a huge orb hit me square in the chest.
It was like being hit by a thousand fireflies from inside and as
they burst out of me I collapsed to the ground. Jeanie did not wait
a moment as she rose up from behind my falling body and threw
her entire ball, surprising the yellow girl, who now only had half
her ammo left and didn’t have time to throw it or move as her
momentum from throwing the other half at me was still carrying
her straight towards the oncoming electric storm. Jeanie beamed
proudly and tried to pull me up by my arm but I was paralyzed
and much too heavy for her to lift.
I could hear cheering as our other classmates clapped for our
victory and the show we had put on. The trainer appeared,
frowning. She pressed a button on her armband and I could move
again. The other players were unfrozen as well and we all started
to stand up.
“Heroic but ineffective. You will now play the red team.
Angela, Jade, Quinn, Ashley, You’re up,” she shouted at four of
the girls sitting on the side. A deep shade of crimson bled across
their uniforms until they were soaked in maroon.
“You do know that you are only allowed one ball of ammo per
game and each game lasts until there is only one team left. I see
that you have sacrificed your entire ball Jeanie, and you have used
more than half of yours Molly. You do not get any more.”
With that she blew her whistle and the second round began.
Confused over what to do without any ammo, Jeanie hung back
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and looked pathetic. She stared at her empty hands like a new
fireball might suddenly appear in them, but of course none did.
Now we were like a three man team against the fresh red team.
“Now you see what it is like to continue a fight after a victory.
You will have many victories but you will also have many battles.
You would do well to conserve your ammo.” The trainer looked
at Jeanie as she said this and then continued, “Learn to be
accurate with smaller pieces so that you don’t sacrifice yourself as
a useful player to your team.”
***
I remember my second encounter with Johnny. It was
lunchtime. Jeanie, who had taken one of the many empty seats
beside me, much to my chagrin, noted my ravenous hunger and
tried to engage me in some small talk.
Before I could finish my meal, a slender and tall boy walked up
to our table and sat in another one of the empty seats. The whole
reason I chose the corner near the bathrooms and trash cans was
to be left alone! He settled across from me and said a brief
greeting to Jeanie, who greeted him back as ‘Arrow.’ He nodded
his head at me, and then pounced on his chicken caprese
sandwich with gusto. If my mouth hadn’t been full, I would have
made a comment about his table manners, but mine were hardly
to be complimented.
A tart scream from the other end of the cafeteria made me
jump in my seat. I saw a girl frantically leaping into the air. She
kept saying “no, no, no, no, no.” Johnny stood over her, a
necklace suspended in the air above the girl’s head. As tall as she
was, Johnny was still taller and she couldn’t quite reach her prize.
“Give it back!” she demanded, swiping once again at the air.
“This old thing? It’s mine now,” Johnny taunted.
The whole cafeteria was watching.
“How juvenile,” Arrow said, putting down his fork. I
understand he comes from a powerful background and all but this
is a highly prestigious institution.” With that he put his fork back
in his mouth, a thin trail of red sauce dripped down his chin.
“Are you all just going to sit there and watch?” Jeanie asked as
she slid out from her seat and walked resolutely over to Johnny
and the girl.
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“Johnny please give Misty back her necklace,” she said.
He seemed slightly taken aback at her calm demeanor but he
continued to swivel the necklace out of the girl’s reach. It was not
until I walked up and kicked his shin that he dropped the
necklace. He narrowed his eyes at me but didn’t say anything. I
picked up the necklace as Johnny limp-walked away. The necklace
held two broken halves of an acorn.
“Sorry,” I said to the new girl, who was eying me with
devotion.
I could see that it would be difficult for me to keep a low
profile. Oh well, might as well embrace the fame.
“It’s alright. We’ll find another one,” Jeanie comforted the girl.
“We’ll never find one as lucky as that one. Acorns don’t even
come from here. I was saving that one for the Cube,” she said,
still eying me like a lost puppy dog.
“I’m Misty. You’re the girl who almost drowned,” she said.
“MC,” I told her.
“Thanks,” she said and then walked out.
“That was interesting,” I heard Arrow say from behind me.
“Thanks for stepping in there,” Jeanie said with sarcasm.
“No problem. Hey did you finish our English homework?” he
asked.
Jeanie and Arrow proceeded to get into a heated debate over
some of the homework that was due in a couple of hours. They
stopped trying to include me after I told them I hadn’t even
started.
“Um. I should probably go finish that assignment then,” I said
but they didn’t look up from their notebooks, too busy comparing
notes to answer.
I decided to check out the secret passageway that night.
Finding a flashlight in one of the supply closets near our room, I
walked over to the basement and down the stairs. At the bottom,
I started directly for the second set of stairs but stopped when a
small voice spoke.
“Hey MC.”
I whipped around to see Misty sitting in one of the dark chairs
against the wall. She nearly blended in with her black pants and
dark blue blouse.
“What are you doing here?” I demanded.
She looked startled, thinking.
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“What are you doing here?” she asked.
I walked over and sat in the chair next to her, glancing to see if
the staircase was visible from where she sat. It only looked like the
wall stopped sharply, not that it contained an entire staircase
behind the corner.
“Um,” I said blankly.
“Did you find the staircase too?” she asked, looking pointedly
at the corner. “I don’t like that room. Too dark. No lights.
Anything could be hiding down there.” She looked at the
flashlight in my hands. “Do you know what’s down there?”
“Um,” I said again, for lack of something better.
“I can tell you don’t want to tell me. That’s okay. You can go.
I’m fine by myself here. Plenty of lights, see?” She gestured with
her chin at all the lamps.
“Um. Okay then.” I got up and headed to the corner.
The first set of stairs was lit up completely, from all the lamps
reflecting off the walls. The second set of stairs was a lot dimmer
so I turned on my flashlight before continuing. The room was
much like the one upstairs with heavy armchairs, a dark intricatepatterned carpet, and bookshelves. The entire room was covered
in bookshelves. Many of the books had that fancy cursive gold
lettering on them. I looked for the door to the passageway.
Almost every book was standing upright on the shelves, save one.
It was lying flat on top of the rest of the books on the bookcase. I
shined my light on it and started to walk over but stubbed my toe
on an end-table and yelped in surprise. I heard a muffled sound
from above and immediately shut off my light and crouched
down. I decided I should come back another time and
backtracked carefully across the carpet. I turned the flashlight on
again and made my way up the stairs. Misty was gone.
The next night I made my way back to the lower basement. I
was alone. I walked over the carpet, avoiding the end-table this
time. I looked on the shelf next to my marker book, the one lying
horizontal on top of the others. I didn’t see any noticeable handle.
Maybe one of the books was actually a lever, I thought. I pulled
out and put back every single book on the shelf. Nothing. What
else?
I knew that I could find the door from the passage-side of the
secret hallway so I headed outside. I walked up to the shed,
making sure no-one was watching and slipped inside. The
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passageway was a little more sinister in the glare of my flashlight.
Unlike my previous imaginings, there were no side tunnels.
Slightly disappointed to find myself standing in front of the other
end, I pulled on the handle. The door opened and I shined my
light out. I climbed out and pointed my light back toward the
passageway. It looked ordinary. I shut the door and heard a faint
click. I pushed directly where I now knew the door to be. Nothing
happened. I frowned. This should work. What was the matter? I
looked all over the shelf again for any discernible handle but saw
nothing. I memorized exactly where the door would be if it was
open. Sighing, I started my way back up to the main ground level,
knowing this was a challenge I was meant to solve. I didn’t know
it would take me three years to figure out its secret.

11

2
THE CUBE
Thursday: September 17th, 2026
Tomorrow the fourth years are going to start their training in the
Cube and I want to be ready. In this last year I need to prove
myself capable. It is very important to rise to the top of my class
and the Cube is going to be crucial to my success. If I failed now,
all my hard work, three years of classes, and training at the
Academy would have been for nothing.
The alarm sounded exactly at 6:00 AM. Jeanie hit the snooze
button and rolled over. I pulled on my requisite outfit for the Cube,
like a spandex onesie. I swear they had not updated these outfits in
years, and before that they had probably copied them straight out
of any old sci-fi novel or movie. Whatever, I didn’t care and they
were designed to allow complete range of motion. My morning
stretches were next in my routine. Pulling the fabric this way and
that, I readied my throwing arm.
As I walked through the dark hallway out of the building
towards the Cube, I messed with the settings on my suit. I changed
the color from the school’s standard black fabric and white middle
screen on the chest to my favorite: tye-dye. Each player was part of
a four-man team and ultimately the colors would reflect that but
when we were not competing, the suit could be altered to reflect
any individual’s desired colors. I saw blues, reds, and a multitude of
rainbow suits walking or jogging impatiently outside. This was our
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chance to shine. We had been training for this moment; strategy
classes, psychology and human behavior classes, anatomy classes,
etc. all designed to help us in this moment of competition. Of
course, only fourth years were allowed in the Cube itself but every
week we practiced on the grass fields behind the Academy for our
field days. After three years, I was ready.
The Cube loomed ahead, a large mundane structure, at least five
stories tall. Large castle-sized doors were open and our trainers
were standing at the entrance ready to scan our identity chips. I
held out my hand and the machine beeped in recognition.
Momentary anxiety gripped me but when the trainer didn’t say
anything I relaxed outwardly and continued walking through the
large wooden double doors.
I walked into the Cube, rubbing my hand absentmindedly
where the scanner had touched it. I looked up. I saw the sky - a
blue window that contrasted starkly to the grey material that made
up the walls of the Cube. I went over and touched the nearest wall.
It looked so solid yet yielded slightly to the touch. I pushed in with
my finger and it gave a little more. I let up and it sprang back to its
original dimensions. It was designed to slow a fast-moving body
without breaking limbs.
“Looking for the secret pathways?” a voice joked behind me. I
whipped around, pushing my hand into my pocket and putting a
glare of contempt on my face.
“You know those don’t actually exist,” I hissed at the squat
shoulders of Johnny, my arch-nemesis.
He laughed as if I was a child who had just discovered that fire
was hot by burning my hand. I tried to raise on my heels a little to
lessen the height difference between us. He was massive, over six
feet tall and three straight years of weightlifting and physical
training had increased his massiveness tenfold. His strength was
impressive and our body-tight outfits magnified his bulk even
more. He snorted at me and then walked off. I held in my snide
comment and put my hand back on the wall and trailed my fingers
along the coolness, making my way around the football-sized arena,
waiting for the first bouts. After everyone checked in at the
entrance, four-man teams would be formed at random and the first
two teams would be announced. I knew that I would only have five
minutes to find my teammates before becoming an easy target for
Johnny and his gang.
13
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I looked back up at the sky. A few clouds were strolling along
and one had created a large shadow on one of the Cube’s walls. I
felt like it had been ages since I checked in at the gate. Some of the
fourth years were taking a long time getting here. I wondered if it
was purposeful. Suddenly a gong sounded and the walls of the
arena lit up in color. Orange ran along one half and a light blue that
matched the sky ran along the other half. An outline of a bird
appeared on the blue while a tree appeared on the orange
background. I looked down at my chest. No bird and no tree.
Phew. I had time. My suit was a glittery gold with a sun on the
front. That’s going to be great for camouflage. I rolled my eyes.
The field was full of colors and I squinted, looking for gold. Five
minutes, I breathed to myself and took off. I had spotted a
glimmer on the other end. Getting closer, I saw that the glimmer
was from silver and not gold. Four minutes to go and not a single
speck of gold on the field. I decided, as most of the other students
had that it was time to vacate the playing field. Most students made
their way to the platforms on the corners of the fields but I went
right up to the nearest wall and put my hands into one of the slots
and began to climb. Swiftly I made it to the third floor and came
face to face with Jeanie. She was in a light tan suit; surrounded by
two others dressed the same. She held out her hand, in a gesture of
friendliness and I grabbed it. She helped me clamber over the wall.
“Thanks,” I breathed and then took off around a corner, not
looking back.
I only had two minutes left now and it was becoming imminent
that I either find my group or find a hiding place until the next
match. Rounding the corner, I ran right into a large green-suited
boy and fell skidding on the floor. I would have to be more careful.
I looked out onto the arena. The orange team were huddled in a
group while the blue team were doing last minute nervous
stretches. The wall right behind them contained a dot of gold,
nearly invisible. There! I was too far away now with only one
minute to go, as the clocks on the arena walls counted down. I
squinted and saw two other figures next to the one I just spotted.
The other three members of my team were up there too. It wasn’t
worth it; I would be on my own this first round. I cursed my bad
luck. My score would go down as well, for not meeting up with my
team. I could rectify this by proactively seeking out others to
paralyze with my fireballs - kills were worth the most points - but I
14
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decided I wanted to save my ammo. I might end up needing it as a
means of defense, if another group happened upon me. At least I
would have some sort of defense if my find-a-hiding-place-plan
didn’t work out. The best thing to do then was to find a safe place.
The Cube was designed to have no safe places and I was blaringly
easy to spot. I sprinted for the platforms; the less people who knew
a loner was hiding out on the second floor, the better.
The second floor looked normal. Too normal. Actually, the
word I would use is clean. Everything was snow-white and fresh
looking. There were round tiles within square tiles placed every
foot. Towards the middle of the floor were a multitude of boxlooking structures. They looked promising, so I decided to make
for them and hope that I could hide in, or behind them. I was
precariously low on time. As soon as I set my right foot down to
take off, I slipped. When I tried to steady myself by putting my left
foot down, I slipped with that foot as well. Arms wheeling like
windmills on fast-forward, I went down. I didn’t just fall down; I
made contact with the floor and then kept sliding towards the
white boxes. I rubbed my hand on the floor, but it appeared to be
solid. I was touching a round tile. I put my hand on the square tile
and it slid easily across the smooth surface. A partially slippery
floor, great. I looked again at the tiles. Misty would have a field day
with this. Step on a crack was nothing compared to this maze. Step
on a square and break your own hair. I heard the gong sound,
starting the first round. I was still on the ground, hands grazing the
floor. I got up and delicately placed my right foot on a round tile.
Solid. I placed my left foot on a different circle. Also solid. I
hopped from circle to circle until I reached my destination.
Success! The boxes were the perfect hiding place. I chose one
that was not on the edge but not exactly in the middle either. I took
the top off and climbed in. I settled in to wait, trying not to think
about how my legs were being crushed together.
Time was passing so slowly in that cramped box. When would
this round end? I couldn’t even see any action. I decided to count
by multiples of two to pass the time. I only got to 2048 when I
heard a noise. Voices accompanied by panicked screams and then
my world went topsy-turvy. One of the players had crashed into
the boxes and knocked mine over. The top was still on, thank
goodness. The voices and yells diminished. I imagined the players
were either frozen or moving to safer ground. I had no idea where
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my box was now lying. If players had been killed, they would see
me as soon as I emerged from my hiding place. All killed players
would be unfrozen at the start of the new game; I would have to
wait for them to leave before emerging.
It was only a few minutes more before I heard the gong sound
and I started to glow in the dark. My suit was glowing! In the
middle of my suit was a black ram. I heard voices and movements
outside my box again. Sure enough, some of them must have
gotten killed near my box. After about a minute, I decided it was
safe to get out. I didn’t want anyone to see my hiding spot, just in
case I had to utilize it later.
As soon as I stepped out, my knees buckled. I would have to
take an agonizing moment to let my legs stretch. I looked like an
alien, glowing green. My fireball looked a little peculiar in the
reflection from the glow. Another anti-camouflage suit. Maybe I
would have better luck this round finding my teammates, since they
would look like radioactive slime, easily spotted from space. Legs at
the ready, I took off. Avoiding the square tiles, I reached the front
wall and looked at the opposite wall across the open field. It was a
pale yellow and lavender with a tulip and a guitar. I was safe again.
Not too safe, though, without any teammates to back me up. I
turned my gaze upwards to the third floor on the opposite side but
saw nothing but pale yellow staring back at me. I carefully started
to climb up. What luck! I saw two green radiating suits to my left. I
quickly scaled the wall horizontally, with only minimal difficulty
and joined my teammates. I didn’t recognize one of them and the
other was a girl from my chemistry class. Her fireball was half gone
already. The unknown girl had glasses and freckles and still held
onto her entire fireball. I turned to a nearby scanner and checked
in, I had nearly forgotten. I would hate to be penalized for
checking in late, I really needed all the points I could get. Before
every new round, you had to check in or lose more points. The
Cube was a constant battle against lost points.
“And the fourth?” I questioned.
Glowering, the girl from my chemistry class pointed across the
field and stated in a dull voice, “Idiot went the wrong way.”
Just like my predicament in the first round, our fourth
teammate was too far away to get to us in time before the second
round began. The clock ticked down. The other girl I didn’t know
stood guard at the only weak spot in our defense, facing away from
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the Arena and toward the outer wall. My chemistry buddy and I
watched as our fourth teammate looked helplessly over at us. He
just stood there, watching the countdown timer. I glanced down at
the field, the two teams at the ready. The gong sounded once more,
indicating the start of the round. I watched powerless as two teams
approached our fourth stranded teammate. I tried to wave my arms
at him to communicate his rapidly approaching demise, but my
arms were yanked down and the chemistry girl hissed in my ear,
“There’s nothing we can do and we’re not playing together in
this round. Let him die. We’re all competitors here.”
I didn’t try to fight her; she was too strong for me. “But they’re
going to get more points for the kill than he will lose for his death,”
I said back.
She looked away and then back, as if contemplating, “Oh, good
point, but too late.” She then pointed across as we saw the glowing
boy hit the floor, paralyzed.
Some teammates, I thought. You couldn’t trust anyone in this
game. They were always teaching us about the value of having
teammates, but I saw that teaming up came with a price.
Ultimately, every player wanted to win, and since the Cube was set
up to have rotating and changing teams, you could never be loyal
and never would be. I decided to watch my back with a little more
caution and checked to make sure no funny business was going on
with the other girl. The gong sounded again. That had been a short
match.
My suit changed again and I found myself matching the wall,
both maroon. A ducky appeared on my suit and the wall
simultaneously and I nodded goodbye to my now ex-teammates,
and jumped to the other side of the wall and climbed down. I made
my way over to the maroon end of the field. I saw a very
handsome boy standing there. I instantly kicked myself.
Handsome? There was no room for romantic feelings in the Cube.
There was no room for friendships either. I sauntered up to him.
“MC,” I said.
“Li,” he replied.
“You a thrower, strategist, or dodger?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he uttered, without any indication that we were
under extreme time constraints. A second and a third maroon clad
player were running up to us from the other end of the field. There
were still two minutes left on the clock.
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“What do you mean you don’t know? What’s your specialty?
Mine is dodging,” I revealed just as the other two team members
approached.
“Thrower,” they both said at the same time and laughed, then
high fived. They both turned to look at the other boy. We stared
him down.
“I don’t know,” he shrugged his shoulders and looked blankly
back at me.
I sighed. Of all the students at the school who came from rich
and privileged backgrounds, I had to be stuck with the only stupid
one.
I laid on my sarcasm thick like cream cheese and uttered each
word more clearly, “What did you do well in the field games?”
“What field games?” he said back, the dimple on his cheek
winking at me. I scowled and walked away.
The other two boys inched closer to the mysterious stranger
and one of them asked him, “Are you the transfer student?”
“Yeah, I heard there was a new kid,” the other said.
“Is this transfer student tall and handsome?” Li gave a devilish
grin at the two and winked over at me as he said this.
“Oh come on. Can you throw or not?” I asked, walking back
over.
“Don’t know. Never played in these,” and here he paused to
take in the environment, “Cubes before. Never had time for silly
games.” The left corner of his mouth tilted up provocatively while
he said this, as if goading me.
“Great. So none of you does strategy,” I stated, “We’re
screwed,” I continued, “and since we wasted so much time finding
out that this guy can’t do anything, we only have a minute to figure
out our plan of action.”
“Our offense should work well, but Kenny’s not a long distance
thrower and I’m a slow runner,” the one boy said.
“Shayden’s right, we’ll need them to get close enough to hit but
not too close that they can get us while we’re out of range. We
won’t be able to get away fast enough if they all come at us at once.
We need to be able to catch them off guard,” Kenny said.
“Second floor!” Inspiration hit me and I jabbed with my finger
at the air, pointing upwards.
“What’s up there?” asked Mr. Tall and Handsome.
I gave him a derisive look and started sprinting toward the wall
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while shouting back over my shoulder, “Can you guys climb the
wall?”
In answer Kenny jumped and grabbed onto the wall and
effortlessly winged himself over the second story little overhang
and then leaned over, held out his hand to me, and grinned.
Shayden was lagging behind the new kid, who was hanging back
and talking to him. I didn’t like this. They might be planning
something. Something bad.
I was on the wall, almost to the top (it was fairly close, only two
or three hand holds from the grassy Arena). I grabbed Kenny’s
outstretched hand and then I glanced back to make sure my
teammates were with us. The new kid had reached the wall and was
a little to my right, but instead of climbing up he was just standing
there grinning. He looked at me cheekily and then locked his hands
and held them in front of him like a swing. Shayden stepped lithely
onto the swing and jumped as the hands launched him up and over
the wall like a birdie.
As he sailed almost over my head he said, “What’s the rush,
slowpoke?”
The new kid grinned at me again and sprung up the wall in two
steps. We were all standing together now on the second floor.
Kenny made a move to sprint to the boxes in the middle when I
nearly clotheslined him and shouted,
“Don’t!”
I pointed to the floor tiles and said, “The square ones are
slippery. We have to walk on the circular ones.”
Both Kenny and Shayden gingerly put a foot on a square tile
and pushed. Their feet slid across the smooth surface. We had
precious little time for them to play catch up. Before I could say
anything else, the new kid spoke,
“We use the boxes as a shield. The floor will be a surprise to
them, could work to our advantage. You,” He pointed at me,
“We’ll hide you in a box away from the middle and then as they
come over to the box area where Kenny and Shayden are, you can
sneak from behind and we’ll have boxed them in.” He smirked at
the pun.
“Whoa new kid,” I started to say but was cut off by Kenny.
“We have twenty seconds, let’s go. Shayden and I will set up the
defense in the middle. How will we know where they’ll come
from?” he asked.
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Again I was going to say something, but the new kid looked at
me and shook his head before continuing, “I’ll lead them up
through there,” He pointed at the far wall, where the platform
stairs were, “And the name is Li.” He said to me.
I wanted to punch the kid but we didn’t have time and since I
hadn’t come up with any plan, we would have to go with his. It
didn’t sound too bad either. I sighed, glowering, and then gingerly
ran to the center where all the boxes were and grabbed a largersized one. I grabbed two others for good measure, there were quite
a few to spare, and sprinted to the outer wall and platform area. I
set up the other two boxes, so that mine wouldn’t look out of
place, and then turned the open end of the box facing away from
both the central box area and the platforms. I was facing the curve
in the second floor, which ran all the way around the Arena.
Meanwhile, Li disappeared down the platform stairs, presenting
what seemed an easy target for the other team. I doubted they had
even left their side of the field. Kenny and Shayden quickly set up
their tower of defense and crouched behind it, fireballs ready.
The gong sounded and I got goose bumps on my arms. I
crouched into the box, I didn’t want the other team to see me
before it was time. I heard shouting below me and then a derisive
laugh that could only be Li. I saw him through a hole in the box; he
was taunting the other team. He leapt like a ballerina around the
room, heading toward the center while laughing like a madman.
His prancing disguised the fact that he was only stepping on the
circular tiles. The other team appeared, and one of them started
chucking little fireballs. Li gracefully did a pirouette to avoid them
and then said,
“Tsk tsk you’re going to have to do better than that.”
He made his way all the way across to the inside wall, closest to
the Arena. He looked down and pretended to curse and then made
a get up here motion with his hands before turning his attention
back to the approaching team, his lighthearted smile wavering.
They looked very pleased with themselves, thinking they had him
cornered and alone.
“Got him cornered,” one of them said with a sneer and signaled
to his other teammates and then to either side of Li. “Surround
him and let him have it.”
Li dove for cover behind the boxes, having sidled closer and
closer to them as the enemy team spoke.
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“You think you can hide? Ha!” one of the enemy girls said.
They all began to run in an arc toward the boxes. Amazingly, their
first few steps made contact with the floor and nothing happened.
Then, almost at the same time, each girl happened to step on one
of the slippery tiles and giving a collective scream they all fell to the
ground and slid forward. One of the girls dropped her fireball and
it rolled to the left. Shayden and Kenny popped up from behind
the barricade as I stepped out from behind my hiding place. Li
appeared and stepped over to the dropped ball and picked it up
while taking the small piece that was in his hand and slapping it
onto the girl’s back
“Tag,” he said while the unfortunate girl froze on the ground,
lying on her face.
We made short work of the rest of the team and the gong
sounded our victory. We all made our way over to the nearest
scanner and checked in. We were all different colors. Suddenly
enemies, Kenny and Shayden high fived and then headed to the
platform stairs and up to the third floor. I stared at Li for a second.
“After you,” he said while making a subtle bow and indicating
with his arm for me to go first.
I harrumphed and went instead over to the inner wall and
stared out at the Arena before climbing up. He shrugged his
shoulders and then sauntered over to the outer platforms and
disappeared from my view.
I came face to face with Johnny. For being such a massive
playing and fighting area, I seemed to run into people very easily. I
was about to climb over the wall when Johnny held out his palms. I
stopped and stared. He then pushed on my fingers, unclenching
them from the railing. He was the only thing holding me up,
smiling like Scar. He was mouthing a single word.
I woke up with the word echoing in my mind. My head hurt
and my body felt heavy. A nurse stood over me,
“First injury of the season,” he declared before touching a
thermometer to my forehead. It beeped and pronounced me
normal. “You have to be careful. I know all you kids are in a rush
but you have to take your time when going around on the wall,
nasty fall, at least you had the good sense not to land on your
head,” he said and chuckled at his own humor.
“Then why does it hurt so badly?” I croaked, suddenly parched.
“Fireball fell on you,” he said and chuckled again, “What are the
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odds?”
I groaned again and lifted my hand to rub my head.
“I didn’t fall,” I started to say.
“Yes. Yes you did,” A voice emerged from the corner. It was
the headmaster. She was dressed from head to toe in orange. The
ugliest orange you have ever seen. It made my head throb even
harder.
“You seem to make it a priority for getting into trouble,” she
said to me.
“I didn’t fall. Johnny…” I started to protest.
“Johnny’s father is one of our most gracious donors here at this
Academy. Johnny is also one of our brightest pupils. We have high
expectations for him,” she finished for me
I had forgotten she was not my ally, nor was she me friend. I
decided to keep quiet.
“Due to your unfortunate accident, you are now in last place.”
She emphasized the next word; “Johnny is number one.” She
looked at me sharply. “The rest of the rankings are outside on the
bulletin board. You are to rest for the rest of the day. As it is
Friday, you won’t be missing any classes. I expect you to be more
careful during next week’s matches.” With that she walked out of
the room.
I glanced around to make sure no one else was hiding in the
corners, but the room was empty. I sighed with relief, letting my
eyes close. I was running along a cliff. I saw a gnarled and

drooping tree in the distance and ran faster toward it. I was headed
straight over the ledge. Then I was plummeting down toward a
river and screamed.
I woke up with a start. Someone was in my room. I could hear
breathing, even in the dark. I reached for the glass cup I knew was
on the night table when Jeanie spoke.
“Sorry to wake you. We were worried. Can I turn on the light?”
Without waiting for me to answer she flicked on the light. I saw
not only Jeanie but Arrow and Misty standing there. They were all
staring at me.
“Wha-?” I blinked at the sudden brightness.
“How’s your head?” asked Jeanie, looking at me with concern.
Misty just stared off into the distance. Despite my interests to
think about what I should do concerning Johnny, all I could think
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about was Li. Even though he was not in any way charming, he was
so mysterious and quite graceful. He was also rude and conceited,
clearly he was in love with himself and his abilities.
Misty broke me from my reverie, “He came in second.”
Both Arrow and Jeanie stopped and looked at Misty.
“Li?” Asked Arrow.
“The new kid,” I answered.
“He’s so…. Mysterious.” Jeanie batted her eyes and sighed.
“He’s the worst kind of rascal,” I commented
“Did something happen in the Cube between you two?” Arrow
said, narrowing his eyes before saying, “I heard that he caused your
accident, you were so… head over heels!” he emphasized this last
bit. I leaned over and punched him.
“Ouch!” He rubbed his shoulder.
“I do NOT like him. As I said previously, he is not worth my
time,” I harrumphed and sat back down in the bed.
Jeanie turned to me with glowing eyes, “Well if you don’t like
him I totally do! He’s so…”
“Tall and handsome?” I finished for her in a singsong-like
mocking tone.
Jeanie giggled and blushed. “I was going to say joie de vivre.”
Arrow looked down at the floor.
Misty spoke up, “Time to go. MC needs to rest some more.”
Jeanie and Arrow trailed out of the room, arguing over Arrow’s
lack of height and beauty. Mostly, they were arguing over the last
part.
“Just look at these cheekbones. They are cheekbones worthy of
a king,” Arrow was saying.
“But paired with those ears? Doesn’t matter, no one will notice
your cheekbones,” Jeanie was saying back as they exited.
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STALKER
At the Academy the weekends were a time to relax or to catch up
on homework. I spent most of my weekends avoiding the other
students. Since there were no classes, students spent the weekends
socializing. I didn’t want to get caught up in social events or the
lives of other students. Instead, I would disappear and wander the
grounds of the Academy. Even though the school occupied a large
area, after several weeks I had walked its entirety. I knew I was not
supposed to leave the grounds, but there were no guards, only
snitches. Usually, I would skip lunch to sneak off to my isolated
lake on a Saturday or a Sunday. Sometimes I would spend all
weekend at the lake. I knew Johnny wouldn’t follow me after that
first time, he was too afraid of retribution from breaking the rules;
he was a top student after all. I usually chose lunchtime to sneak
off because most students spent lunch gossiping in the cafeteria. I
made friends with the staff early on and they would pack me
lunches or snacks sometimes.
Carrying my sack of goodies, I trudged off through the field to
the tree line. The southwest corner was where I usually crossed
from the Academy grounds into the woods, but I had taken to
crossing in other places, so that my trail would not become visible
to others. Taking one last look behind me to make sure I had not
been followed, I crawled under a low branch and emerged in a
tangle of bushes on the other side. I meandered over brush and
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under branches until I reached one of the tangles of paths through
the woods. It wouldn’t matter if anyone followed these paths, most
of them just led in a circle or nowhere at all. I knew them all by
heart and made my way to the lake. About half an hour later, I
emerged from the woods. Part of the lake was obscured by some
large climbing rocks, perfect for an afternoon picnic. I decided to
go swimming first, before eating my snacks. I started to climb the
larger of the rocks when I heard a sound. I quickly went back in my
mind, recalling if I had made any noise when I emerged from the
woods. No, I was always silent. Since I hadn’t seen anything or
anyone either, I assumed that if there was a person, he or she
would be just on the other side of the rock. That was the only part
I couldn’t see from the woods. I continued to listen for movement
and was rewarded several moments later by much more than
scuffling.
A booming voice broke the silence, “Whan that aprill with his
shoures soote,” a pause and I heard a large intake of breath, “The
droghte of March hath perced to the roote,”
I started to creep up the large rock, climbing carefully.
“And bathed every veyne in swich licour”
That voice sounded familiar. Male. Deep. Dramatic.
“Of which vertu engendred is the flour.”
I was halfway up the rock when my fingers swiped a small stone
and it fell, clattering once on the rock before dropping into the
grass. I held my breath, listening.
“Whan zephirus eek with his sweete breeth”
Who was it? Why were they here? Were they from the Academy
or… elsewhere?
The voice continued, “Inspired hath in every holt and heeth”
I was almost to the top.
“Tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne”
I pulled myself up and over, still crouching down so as not to
be seen from the other side.
“Hath in the ram his halve cours yronne,”
I crawled forward, nearly on my belly, careful not to disturb any
more loose stones.
“And smale foweles maken melodye,”
I reached out to pick up a large stone.
“That slepen al the nyght with open ye”
The words started to sound even more familiar, as if I had
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heard them before.
“So priketh hem nature in hir corages;”
But I couldn’t get over that voice, which was even more familiar
than the words.
“Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,”
I placed the voice at the same time that I was able to peek over
to see who it was.
“And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,”
Li was walking back and forth in front of the large rock,
completely naked, with his notebook held aloft.
“To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;”
As he read aloud he was gesturing with his free hand.
“And specially from every shires ende”
He looked very out of place with his notebook in the middle of
the forest, not to mention his you-know-what bared to the world –
or just me. His foreign words were bouncing around, trying to find
their place amidst the calm sounds of nature.
“Of engelond to caunterbury they wende,”
What to do?
“The hooly blisful martir for to seke,”
Without thinking I opened my mouth and started to rise.
“That hem hath holpen whan that they were”
“What the hell are you doing here?” I cut him off while raising
my rock menacingly.
“seeke,” he finished and whipped around sharply, raising the
notebook abruptly, as if it were a grenade he would launch. Which
was exactly what he did.
I didn’t even have time to say anything else. I was hit,
unbalanced, and fell over. I had the good fortune not to fall on my
head; the rock was quite harder than my skull. My good fortune did
not last long for I tumbled off the side of the rock and landed in
the grass to the side. The wind knocked out of me, I lay in shock
for a moment. I still clutched the stone in my hand as I saw Li
again. This time though, he had on a pair of pants.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked him again, glaring
from my position on the ground.
“Going to threaten me with a pitiful little pebble, while lying on
your back on the ground?”
He shook his head and held out his hand, “Here.”
Déjà vu or what? How did he keep having the upper hand?
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“You have no right. This is my place, I found it first!” I spat
back, shoving his hand away and getting to my feet myself.
“What are you going to do? Stone me?” he said.
I let the rock drop and walked right up until I was only several
inches from his face, even though I had to stand on my tiptoes to
reach. Eye to eye I was about to tell him off really good when he
said,
“You’re even prettier when you’re mad.” Then he leaned over
and... He was kissing me! Of all things! It was a short kiss but it felt
so gentle, and for that split second I felt utterly calm, but then my
reasoning came back to me and I shoved him hard. He had already
moved his lips away from mine by the time my hands made contact
with his bare chest. He fell over, laughing.
“You just. What the. Can’t you just. GAH!”
I stomped my foot like a child, glaring at this mysterious
stranger. Who was this boy and why was he so wild? I did not like
the fact that he was so collected and in control and I was breathing
fiercely in a rage. He just stood there, waiting for me to get ahold
of myself. His patience and calm made me angrier still, but I didn’t
want him to know what an effect he was having on me. I breathed
in and out, trying to think of what to do. He had found my
sanctuary and discovered my secret. He might tell on me and I
would be in trouble again. I had broken the rules too many times
now and all I needed was some no good transfer student mucking
up my plans. I couldn’t get thrown out. I wouldn’t. I would have to
kill him I decided. I would need to do it before he went back and
told the headmaster. I needed a plan.
I heard splashing. Li was wading into the lake, with high strides
that broke the water’s surface. Cascades of droplets made their way
up his body, making him glint in the sun. I went over to the bag
that I brought. Ruffling through it, I pushed aside an apple and my
wrapped sandwich. I felt the cold metal of my knife and pulled it
out, hiding it close to my body. I slipped it into the waistband of
my shorts. I pulled out the apple and bit into it while taking a seat
on a long low rock. The crisp fruit tasted delicious and I let out an
involuntary groan of satisfaction.
“Can I have a bite?” Li’s voice broke my reverie.
“Are you serious? First you invade my lake, throw a notebook
at my head, and then sexually harass me, and now you want some
of my food too? You are just too much,” I answered. Then I took
27

RACHEL BARNARD

another large bite out of my apple. This time I made a more
audible noise of satisfaction, “Mmmm.”
“I’ll trade you a piece of my cake for a piece of your apple.” He
said, still splashing about.
“You brought cake?”
He was full of surprises.
“I always bring something,” he said.
He was too much. I shook my head and ignored his request. He
shrugged his shoulders and then dove into the water. I could see
him swimming beneath the surface, as graceful and at home in the
water as an eel. I finished my apple and moved onto my sandwich.
Grilled cheese with cucumbers, my favorite! I ate about half of it,
keeping my eye on Li as he swam about. He seemed to be enjoying
himself even though it looked like he was showing off his sleek
swimming abilities. I was wrapping the other half of the sandwich
back up when Li started toward me out of the water. I tensed.
“Relax doll I’m only getting my towel,” he said as he walked
over to a bag on the ground that I had not noticed. I grated my
teeth together in fury but pushed past my anger.
“I’ll give you the other half of my sandwich for a piece of your
cake,” I said.
He looked at me closely.
“What kind?” he asked.
“Grilled cheese with cucumbers.”
He started to dry himself off and then said, “Such odd food
down here, but okay.”
He reached into his bag and pulled out a little container and
waddled over to me, trying to keep his towel from falling off of his
waist. He settled down next to me and opened the container. He
pulled off a large chunk of the cake and handed me the rest. I took
it and handed him the other half of my sandwich. He was sitting
next to me, our sides were nearly touching. I started to feel guilty
about what I was about to do. It would be a shame to mar that
beautiful body. I tried to shake these thoughts. Why on earth was I
so attracted to him? I figured now was as good a time as ever, while
he had both his hands full.
I slowly brought my knife into the ready beside my body,
pretending to enjoy the cake and then I quickly swiveled around. I
landed on top of Li’s chest, shoving him down in his seat, his head
now resting on the rock we had been sitting on. My knife bore
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down on his throat but his hands moved even faster than mine. He
grabbed my wrist that held the knife, squishing cake into my skin.
His other hand dropped the last bite of sandwich onto the ground.
What he did next surprised me so much that I dropped the knife.
He grabbed my breast. I yanked away from his touch while the
knife clattered out of my hand onto the rock and then landed in the
dirt, narrowly missing Li’s left ear as it fell. But now Li had hold of
both my hands, having let go of my breast. I was still on top of him
though, and tried to plant my feet in his crotch and kick him, but
he swung his legs up over my lower body and held me down. I was
now held captive, my body on top of his, in a lover’s embrace.
“Let me go!” I yelled and tried to spit in his face.
“Not until you promise not to try anything,” he said back.
“Never!” I yelled again.
“I could kill you right here and now,” he offered.
In response I struggled harder but only managed to make his
towel fall to the ground.
“I propose a truce,” he said, surprising me yet again.
“A truce?” I sputtered
“Yes, neither of us tells the headmaster about the others’
breaking the rules. And,” he paused, “We share the lake.”
“No!” I cried.
“I guess I’ll just have to kill you then,” he grinned and
continued, “Such a shame, though, I really liked you.” He spun me
around with his legs, still holding onto my wrists, so that I was now
under him. He breathed over me and grabbed the knife I had
dropped and held it up to my neck.
“Fine, you win.” I went limp in his grasp, defeated.
“Say it,” he said.
“Say what?”
“Say you won’t tell on me and that you’ll share the lake,” he
prodded.
“I promise I won’t tell on you and I’ll share the lake,” I said but
then added, “But, if you do tell on me I will kill you.”
“Fair enough,” he said and then let me go.
I rubbed my wrists. He paused over me for a moment too long,
then stood up and handed me back the knife. I didn’t try anything;
I knew he was too strong for me. I went over to my pack and put
the knife back in it and then hefted it over my shoulder.
“Leaving already? You just got here. Stay and study some
29

RACHEL BARNARD

Chaucer with me,” he said.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Nope, and I hear you could use some help,” he chided.
“Really? Now you’re going to make fun of my academic
abilities?” I asked in disbelief.
“I’m not making fun of you.”
“I don’t want or need your help,” I spat the words.
“Suit yourself.” He put his hands up as if surrendering to my
anger.
He walked over to where the notebook had landed after it
struck me in the face. He picked it up and began to recite,
“Whan that aprill,” He looked at me and continued from
memory, “with his shoures soote, the droghte of March hath
perced to the roote,”
I hefted my bag back up on my shoulder and trudged into the
trees, finding the nearest path. I heard his voice continue as I made
my way back through the woods “And bathed every veyne in swich
licour.”
By the time I made it back to my room and showered, it was
getting dark outside. I sighed, as I too started to memorize
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales’ Prologue. I had the passage nearly
committed to memory, when Jeanie entered the room. Her face
was red, which was not from getting too much sun, I found out
soon enough.
“I just ran into Li. Literally! I bumped into him in the hall. He is
so cute! He said I have beautiful eyes! Beautiful eyes.” As if in a
trance she fell down on her bed and grabbed her pillow and hugged
it. “Beautiful eyes, did you hear me? He told me I had beautiful
eyes.”
“Geez, I heard you the first time,” I broke into her glazed look.
“Why are you so cranky today? she asked me.
“Don’t tell other people my business okay?”
“Is everything okay? What happened?” she asked with concern,
disregarding the mean looks I was giving her.
“Nothing. Just don’t talk about me to other people.”
“I didn’t, just, oh.” She sat quiet and then asked me, “Did you
have a run in with Li too?” She giggled. “Why do you hate him so
much?”
“I do not hate him. He is a big-headed turd!” I answered,
pouting.
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She laughed, “Too angry for a real insult I see. He must have
done something really bad.”
“What do you even see in him?” I asked, calming down a bit.
“He’s more than just looks, you know. He’s smart and clever
and he’s ever so polite. When we bumped into each other, my
notebook fell and he picked it up for me. He apologized too, even
though it was my fault for reading while walking. We talked about
The Prologue too. He understands all that drivel. He recited the
first few lines in his sexy voice,” She giggled, “and then told me
what they meant. He’s so clever.” She fell back in her bed again,
reminiscing.
I scoffed and then returned to Chaucer. I didn’t know what all
the words meant, but that didn’t make me stupid, that’s what
dictionaries were for. I turned over and put my notebook down.
“I’m going out,” I announced.
Jeanie just nodded at me as I grabbed my other bag and walked
out. This bag was my basement bag, with a flashlight and candles
and another knife. I made my way around the Academy, not really
seeing the ornate wooden columns, tapestries, or gilded mirrors
that lined the halls. I went down into the basement. I then went to
the corner and down the set of stairs to the basement’s basement,
which I had started to call the Library because of all the books.
This was a good code name because the Academy had a library and
I could then refer to my Library without anyone knowing I was
referring to a secret and special room. Jeanie thought I spent a lot
of time at the library but I was actually exploring my Library, the
secret room. I still had not found the way into the passageway from
the Academy side of the door, and had mostly given up. I felt that
if I could figure it out, it would make me feel better about the
whole Li episode. Plus, I needed to think about what had
happened. That kiss...
I turned on my flashlight as I started down the stairs.
“Wait for me,” a voice startled me from behind, an annoyingly
familiar voice.
“Li! What are you doing here? Have you been following me?” I
demanded, stopping on the stairs, one foot on the top step and one
foot on a lower step.
“Yup, and you looked especially charming in the shower,” he
teased.
“I’m serious. Stop stalking me,” I retorted.
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“I just wanted one of the books from the secret stash Arrow
told me about,” he said.
I cursed under my breath. Misty must have told Jeanie, who had
told Arrow, who had spilled the beans about the Library to Li. All
too soon he had figured out most of my secrets. At least my most
important secret was still unknown, mostly because no one else
knew about it, not even Jeanie or Misty. I kept that one locked up
tight; I knew it would be my undoing if it got out. He grinned and
then pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and turned it on. I
sighed and then continued down the stairs, our two flashlight
beams dancing on the walls together.
He picked out a book fairly quickly and sat down to read it.
“You’re going to read that here? In the dark?” I inquired tersely.
“Well, if I’m to stalk you properly, I can’t let you leave my
sight,” he teased back and opened the book. It crackled, as if it had
not been opened in a while. I walked over behind his back and
leaned over to read the title. A History of Time and Excellence, it
said.
“It’s the history of the Academy,” Li proffered. “You can read
it when I’m done.” He settled into his chair, turned the page, and
began to read.
I guess I was not going to crack the passageway trick today. I
walked over to the shelf and browsed some titles. I had never really
looked at the books here; I had always been preoccupied with what
lay beyond them.
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4
CANTERBURY TALES
I woke to a muffled voice. It was Jeanie again.
“Not yet. Don’t turn it yet. We don’t need the time,” she was
mumbling.
“Jeanie? You awake?” I asked, rolling over.
Her eyes were closed, and I assumed she was talking in her
sleep again because she didn’t acknowledge my question. She was a
pretty sound sleeper, but she had a tendency to talk in her sleep. At
the Academy, where everyone kept secrets, Jeanie’s bedside habits
did not do her well. As her roommate, I knew more than anyone
about her. Once she talked about her crush on our Self Defense
instructor in her sleep-murmurs. More so than Jeanie, I never told
anyone my secrets. They would get me expelled, or worse.
Several minutes later, I could hear the soft deep tones of her
breath, she was asleep. I rolled back over and looked at the clock.
It was only 5:30 AM. I closed my eyes and tried to fall back asleep.

I was back in a little pool of water. I was not alone. I slipped
farther into the water, hugging my nakedness to myself. I saw the
curve of his shoulder bone from the back. His skin was lightly
tanned. I approached from behind, unwinding my hands from my
body and placing a hand on his right shoulder. He spun slowly to
face me. He leaned in close to my face and said,

“Wake up! The power went out last night; your alarm didn’t go
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off.” Jeanie was shaking my shoulders. I woke up in a trance and
looked over at the clock, which now read 8:45 AM.
“Shoot!” I didn’t have time for a shower or breakfast before
English class at 9:00 AM. Good thing I already did all my
homework yesterday. I was trying to speed dress, which wasn’t
working out so well. Shoving my feet into leggings did not work;
they kept getting stuck halfway down. Thankfully, I had already
picked out my outfit for today. I tended to do that for Monday and
Tuesday and then got lazy as the week went on. Today I was
wearing leggings under a colorful skirt, because it was getting a little
colder now that it was fall. I wore a shirt with a panda on it, in the
style of the uniforms, a symbol on top of a plain color. The color
was yellow green, which nearly clashed with my skin-tone, now that
I was getting tan from spending so much time outdoors.
I finally managed to get dressed. I went to the bathroom and
brushed my teeth. I brushed my hair even faster, snarling at all the
knots that tossing and turning in bed had created overnight. It was
nearly time for class. If I hurried I could make it. Jeanie already left
a few minutes before. I decided that I was too cool to run and did a
fast-paced walk to class instead. I heard the teacher, Ms. Perrine,
talking as I tried to slip through the door as innocuously as
possible. It didn’t do any good though; almost everyone looked
over at me, including the teacher, as I made my entrance. I sidled
past the first row, glancing at Jeanie, who gave me an encouraging
smile, as I sat down in my seat.
“Why don’t you start us off with the recitations?” the teacher
indicated to me, “Since you probably just finished your
memorization,” she laughed and some of the class laughed as well.
I was notorious for procrastinating.
“What can I say, genius takes time,” I replied, getting back up
from my chair. I wasn’t usually the class clown, but sometimes I
just blurted things out like that.
I walked up to the front and faced the class. One kid was
sleeping in the back. I began reciting Chaucer’s prologue to the
Canterbury Tales. I didn’t use my own voice though, I used an
English accent that I had spent many nights perfecting at the lake,
pretending to be an English noblewoman. The words were hard
enough to understand without an accent thrown in, but everybody
had read them time and again in order to memorize them, so they
knew what I was saying. Ms. Perrine looked ecstatic and clapped a
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little too quickly and a little too loudly when I was done. The class
clapped unenthusiastically along with her. I noticed Li in the
corner, writing on his notebook. Jeanie gave me another
encouraging smile as I passed her on the way back to my chair, I
gave her one back.
“Who would like to go next? Any volunteers?” the teacher
asked the class. Several hands shot up and she called on a kid from
the front row. He stood up and turned around at his seat and
recited the lines as fast as he could possibly pronounce them. The
next few students went and the class became increasingly less
interested.
“Let’s take a break shall we?” Ms. Perrine offered. “I want to
know what you thought of the Prologue, any initial thoughts or
feelings?”
Arrow’s hand went up and without waiting for the teacher he
started to say, “I thought it was interesting.”
“Interesting is not an appropriate descriptor, Arrow. I want to
know how it made you feel, what you thought at first when you
read it,” the teacher said. No one spoke. Then Li’s deep voice
broke the silence,
“The first time I encountered Chaucer I was bewildered. His
writing in the Canterbury Tales did not follow a familiar and
recognizable structure of what is understood as poetry. Nor was
the vocabulary wholly recognizable at first glance. Studying his
language though, has opened a window in time, to look at an
historic perspective. The cultural aspect to this piece of work is
highly important when studying the medieval times.”
“That is quite right,” Ms. Perrine agreed before asking the class
to make a more modern interpretation of the first few lines,
substituting more familiar words for the antiquated ones we had
memorized.
Jeanie hung off of every word Li said. I was annoyed that what
she said in the room was true, about him being intelligent, among
other traits. It was harder to hold disdain for someone when they
were so smart. He wasn’t the same as Johnny though, who was also
smart. Li was different. Unfortunately, I think I was starting to
respect him. Oh no. He had to have some ugly secret or be bad at
something. He wasn’t perfect, after all.
After answering some content questions, the rest of the class
did their recitations. Jeanie was one of the last to go. She did not
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like to talk in front of class, and I hoped her turn would go
smoothly. I was almost as nervous for her as she was. She walked
carefully to the front and began. Although her talk was replete with
a chorus of uhs she made it through to the end. On her way back
to her seat, she looked to Li, who gave her the thumbs up. She
smiled as she walked by him. Her distraction caused her to trip and
she nearly fell into his lap. He caught her before she hit her head
on the desk saying, “Careful.” He then released her, upright. She
wavered for a moment before catching herself and moving over to
her own desk. During the entire last student’s recitation, I saw
Jeanie stealing glances at Li. He did not seem to notice. The bell
rang and everyone filed out of the classroom. I hung back to talk to
Ms. Perrine. As I approached, she smiled at me.
“Sorry for being late. The power-outage reset my alarm and I
didn’t wake up. Did I miss anything?” I asked.
“You didn’t miss much. We’re going to start reading Beowulf
next class. Your first assignment will be to identify some of your
own personal dragons.
“Okay.” I nodded, signifying that I understood.
“I didn’t notice that the power went out last night.” She looked
at me closely. “Jeanie got here on time.” She looked accusatory.
“You know I’m always early. That’s odd, about the power. I
wonder if there’s something wrong with my room. The power was
back on this morning, but our alarms had reset and the microwave
clock was blinking. I’m positive our power flickered, at least
momentarily,” I answered defensively.
“Okay dear. You might want to check on that, make sure you
don’t wake up late for Thursday’s class. You better get to physics
or you’ll be late for your next class.” She gave me a wink.
I picked up my fast walk to physics. We had a ten-minute break
between classes, which was normally more than enough time to
stop to use the restroom or do some last minute homework. Today
I was being rushed for everything, it seemed. I wondered what had
happened to the power. I might ask Jeanie to look into it. She was
the technical genius. She understood electronics like they were her
own family.
I made it to physics with a minute to spare and turned on my
notebook to review. Li sauntered in. As Li walked down the row to
a seat in the back, Jeanie tried to catch his eye. He didn’t see her
and sat down next to me.
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“There are plenty of open seats.” I indicated with my hand.
“Good to know.” He settled into the seat and took out a
notebook filled with equations.
“Are you trying to cheat?” he asked when I leaned toward his
desk.
“No, I’m already done, see.” As I said this I held my own
notebook out toward him.
“This one is wrong.” He pointed at number four. He put his
notebook on my desk and pointed to his own problem.
I quickly read over the problem again, disregarding his
notebook and looking instead at my own. I scanned my work,
stopping at my answer.
“What’s wrong about it?” I asked him.
“Just take a look, here.” He pointed at his work, pushing the
notebook closer to me. He then pointed on my paper at the point
where I had gone wrong.
“Okay smarty-pants,” I acknowledged, “Well, you got number
seven wrong.”
“You’re right, added it wrong. Can’t always cut out human
error.” He winked at me.
“Alright, class, here are the answers to your homework
problems,” the teacher’s voice broke through my calculations.
Physics had settled into a familiar routine. First we corrected our
homework and the teacher answered any questions we had. Some
of the problems she would have us work out on the board. Then,
we would learn something new. Sometimes we would do a lab
assignment. When we did, that would take up the rest of class.
When we didn’t, we would work out demonstrations of concepts in
groups to present to the class. Sometimes the teacher would show
us something cool, like blowing stuff up. My favorite lab so far was
when we made our own rockets. We had contests to see whose
would go highest. The winner was exempt from all the odd
numbers in the homework assignment. Jeanie’s group won, not like
she needed any help in the homework department. She still did all
of the homework. Maybe she is a goody two-shoes.
Noon would not come soon enough. I was so hungry! For
lunch they had one of my favorites, chicken cordon bleu with
mashed potatoes, and cauliflower. Jeanie opted for the organic
salad bar. She sat down with her plate piled with raw vegetables
and cold pasta salad. Arrow had gotten his usual.
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“How can you eat a burger for lunch every day? You must have
had at least a thousand burgers by now,” I commented as Arrow
plopped onto the bench, dropping his chocolate milk in the
process.
“I like burgers. If I could only eat one food for the rest of my
life it would be a burger,” so saying he bit hungrily into his,
ketchup oozing out the other end and landing on his hand. He
licked it off and continued to wolf down his lunch.
“Tacos,” said Jeanie dreamily.
“If I could only eat one food for the rest of my life it would be
carrots,” Misty piped up.
I laughed at the lot of them. What a funny bunch.
“What would you choose?” Arrow asked, pausing mid-bite.
“Definitely salmon,” I answered.
“Not chocolate?” Li asked, sidling in next to Jeanie, who could
hardly contain a smile.
“Not chocolates or flowers or teddy bears,” I went off. Misty
and Arrow exchanged a look.
“We-ell, how do you like the Academy?” Jeanie asked Li,
changing the subject.
“What is this stuff?” Li indicated the chicken.
“Chicken cordon bleu,” said Misty, “It’s delicious.”
“If you eat meat that is.” Jeanie finished for Misty.
“You doing vegetarian again?” Arrow turned to Jeanie.
“One doesn’t do vegetarian, Arrow, one is a vegetarian,” she
said hotly.
“That’s not what your ham said yesterday,” he chided her.
“So, what do you think, other than our food?” Jeanie tried to
ask Li again, completely ignoring Arrow.
“It’s okay. The Cube is interesting. I can’t believe that the Cube
is your only source of athletics,” he said.
“It’s because we’re too small for organized athletics. Plus, we’re
too isolated to play games against other schools. It would take time
away from our studies. If we had matches against other schools,
there would be too much traveling,” Jeanie answered logically.
What she and most of the others didn’t know was that the
world outside the Academy was not how she thought it was. It was
miserable out there. Sheltered as we were here, nobody but me
knew the truth. Nobody but me knew about Ataxia, about the
rebellion, and about the cursed Obies. Change was coming and
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with it the inevitable chaos. It had happened once before, known as
the electronic Hackstorm of 2019, where all devices linked to
electronic databases were hacked. Vital histories were changed,
health records were wiped clean, money surreptitiously moved
from one entity to another. Without the physical records for
comparison, we would not have been able to put back the true
facts, and as for the rest of it… Well, the aftermath of the storm
was when the government put down Ataxia for good. What better
reason for the country to unite, then a common enemy? I suspect
that either Ataxia was responsible for the storm and it was turned
against them or that the Obies did it on purpose.
The psychology of warfare is amazing. The masses were kept
submissive and out of the loop by not having use of this advanced
technology. Society was capable of the technology but they weren’t
allowed to use it. Allowed probably isn’t the proper word here.
People were so scared of the technology that by the time the
government was through with it, they wouldn’t even trust their
child’s homework to such a device. Electronic Hackstorm of 2019
never happened, in my opinion. It was only a media scare to bring
the Analog days back to society, forever making us bow down in
fear to whatever the government told us to do. That is how they
were able to take control of the Americas and finally put down the
Resistance, aka Ataxia. Fear is both the ultimate motivation and the
most binding shackle known to man.
Li’s comment interrupted my grandiose thoughts, “Not bad,” as
he cut into his chicken. His impeccable table manners put Arrow to
shame.
Jeanie looked disgustedly at Arrow, who was licking more
ketchup run off from his left hand. Li daintily cut up his chicken
breast. I laughed at his antics, but Jeanie complimented his good
manners, staring down at Arrow as she did.
“What?” he said. He didn’t get it.
I had tried again and again to explain to Arrow about proper
table behavior, but he always shrugged off my advice, saying he
would eat like humans were meant to, with their fingers. It was
amazing how much he disliked silverware, opting instead for
chopsticks when his fingers wouldn’t do. One time I had seen him
eat rice with his fingers, scooping up all the grains and dropping
more of them back on his plate than in his mouth.
Jeanie rolled her eyes at Arrow before engaging Li in a
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conversation about vegetarians and dietary restrictions. Arrow and
Misty started talking about the new Tarot cards she had gotten over
fall break. I sat back and enjoyed being left alone. I saw Johnny and
some girl nicknamed Barbie on the other side of the room, holding
hands. They were an on again off again couple. I guessed they were
on again. Another girl at the table was looking haughtily at Barbie,
she must be Johnny’s most recent ex, I thought. Every girl wanted
to go out with him, which never lasted.
I was glad to have the afternoon free. Jeanie and I had decided
to work on our Halloween costumes together. We wanted to do
something that matched, like ketchup and mustard
“Do you want to do a concept?” Jeanie asked me, sitting crosslegged on the floor.
“Or we could do something simple,” she added.
“We should do something clever,” I said, “The costumes
should be fun on their own but super clever when side by side.
You have to see both to get the whole picture, but what?” I mused.
“We could,” she started but then stopped as an envelope came
sliding over to rest at her feet.
We both looked toward the door.
“What?” she started to say and then stopped when she saw her
name on the envelope.
I sprang to the door and opened it. Looking left, nobody.
Looking right, nobody.
“What does it say?” I asked, closing the door.
She ripped the envelope open and unfolded a piece of paper
and began to read. “Dear Jeanie. I think you have the most
dazzling eyes,” she paused, color rushing to her cheeks. Her yes
continued to scan the words but she didn’t read them out loud.
“Oh! It’s from Li,” she exclaimed.
“He signed it?”
“Well. No. But I know it’s from him. He’s the only one who
could write such beautiful poetry. We had this moment today in
English,” she replied without being deterred.
“You mean the one where you almost fell on top of him and he
caught you and told you to be more careful? That’s not a ‘moment’
that’s being a klutz.” I laughed at her. “Unless,” I added
scrutinizing her, “you did it on purpose?”
“But you didn’t see the way he looked at me when he helped
me back to my feet. Positively love at first sight.” She sighed,
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ignoring me.
“Didn’t you see him at the Cube on Friday?” I said, still
skeptical.
“Doesn’t count,” she answered sweetly, dismissing me with a
little wave.
“Whatever. Are you going to write back?” I asked her.
“I don’t write poetry.”
“It doesn’t have to be a poem,” I told her.
“True.” She trotted over to her dresser and pulled open the top
drawer. She pushed aside some socks and pulled out a journal.
Tearing out a page, she sat back down with a pen and began to
write.
“Um. I guess we can work on our costumes after dinner. That
way we’ll have more time to think about what we want to do
anyways,” I said. She just nodded with an affirming but
disinterested mmhmm.
I thought about the Cube. I wondered what the next setup
would be. All too soon it was dinnertime. I almost thought my day
was broken up into mealtimes. Lunch and dinner. Lunch and
dinner with classes in between. Lunch and dinner and the Cube.
Lunch and dinner. The routine was only broken up by my forays to
the lake on the weekends. My thoughts wandered back to the Cube
as I meandered over to the cafeteria. I really needed to pull up my
ranking if I was to be a contender at the end of the year. Everyone
knew that the top students would be chosen for the best jobs after
graduating from the Academy. The best jobs were high-ranking
government positions. I wanted; no, I needed to get one of those
jobs, it was part of my plan. The Cube was all that mattered. There
were no grades at the Academy. You either did well or got expelled.
We were all smart here, in different ways of course. The only real
distinctions between us, then, were how we did in the Cube. The
Cube brought out physicality and strategy and teamwork all in one.
It showed your mettle. I needed to show that I was not just a team
player, but also a leader of my team. I needed to show them that I
could excel in a rapidly changing environment.
Li was seated at our table again. It was starting to get crowded
in our corner. Jeanie sat down next to Li, of course. Arrow sat next
to her. I was sitting beside Misty. Dinner was meatloaf. Jeanie had
opted for just the vegetables, sautéed zucchini, peas and corn, and
a side of applesauce. I disliked meatloaf, so I had also opted for the
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vegetable-fruit medley. Arrow was vigorously digging into his
meatloaf, offering a bite to Jeanie, who stiffened and turned away.
He frowned and said, “Oh, sorry, forgot.”
“You’re the only one who likes the meatloaf, anyway,” I
commented.
He looked around the table. I was right; he was the only one
who had elected to eat the meatloaf. Even Li’s plate was devoid of
the oddly lumpy ground up hunk of beef. Arrow grinned and held
out a bite to me, I laughed and picked up a piece of zucchini and
tossed it onto his plate.
“You’re missing out on some vegetables.” I grinned.
“Oh yeah!” He picked up the zucchini and chucked it into his
mouth but then grabbed his napkin and spat the half chewed
veggie into it.
“Ew!” he said, taking a large sip of his water. “How can you eat
that crap?” he asked, looking over at the heaping mound of
zucchini on Jeanie’s plate.
“It’s delicious” she replied, “I don’t know what your problem is,
you’re such a carnivore.”
“What’s wrong with eating meat?” he asked.
“Everything! Haven’t you heard it’s bad for your health?” she
answered.
“You used to eat it,” he pointed out.
“Yeah, but now I know better. Sometimes it’s hard to resist a
good steak though.” She sighed but then started attacking her pile
of zucchini vigorously, almost guiltily.
“What are you going to be for Halloween?” Arrow asked Jeanie.
“Haven’t figured it out yet, MC and I are going duo,” she
answered.
“Ah, well, so are Li and I!” he exclaimed, looking at Li for
support. Li looked slightly confused. “It’s going to be awesome!”
Arrow put in.
“Right. But it’s a secret, so we can’t tell you,” Li finally added,
looking directly at Arrow.
“Right,” Arrow seconded firmly, nodding his ascent while
digging into his meatloaf.
Jeanie was the first to finish and got up to throw out her trash.
“Watch my bag; I have to wash my hands.” She nodded at me.
“Sure thing,” I shot back.
As soon as Jeanie left the Cafeteria, Arrow turned to me and
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asked, “Did she read the note?”
I was surprised and paused a moment. He took this as a no and
his next words dragged, “She didn’t like it did she?”
“Um. Well. Not exactly,” I started to say when we both saw
Jeanie re-enter the cafeteria.
“You can tell me later,” He said quickly, turning to Jeanie, “My
good lady.” He tipped his head to her and then got up and left.
“What was that about?” she said and then shrugged and took
her bag as I handed it to her. “We should work on our costumes. I
have a great idea!”
“Okay. Sounds like a plan,” I replied.
We both said bye to Misty and Li but Misty got up abruptly and
turned to me, “Can I talk to you.”
“Um. Sure,” I answered and then turned to Jeanie, “I’ll catch up
with you in a bit. You could sketch out your idea while you wait.”
She smiled in agreement and then walked out. Misty took hold
of my hand and led me to the Library. We sat down and she told
me about Jenna.
“I noticed she was gone yesterday,” she began, “we were
supposed to work on our tracking project together. I went to her
room when she didn’t show up after dinner. We were going to
meet in one of the study rooms. I knocked on the door and Lela,
her roommate answered. I asked about Jenna, and Lela said she
had been chosen.
“Chosen for what?” I questioned her.
She said that Jenna was chosen for a job. In October. She was
chosen. This has never happened before in the history of the
Academy. No one gets chosen early. She wasn’t even in the top ten
in Cube rankings. She was number forty-three. I think something’s
going on,” Misty paused, the concern in her voice plain in her eyes.
I thought for a moment and then got up. I indicated for Misty
to follow me. We walked up the stairs and down the hall. I stopped
in front of the bulletin board. My eyes scanned to the forties. There
forty-three, “Shayden Harper,” I read out loud, “Are you sure she
was forty-third?” I asked Misty.
“I’m positive, but let’s check” She pointed back at the board.
We proceeded to read every name. Jenna’s was not there.
“Are you sure that was her name?” I asked
“Yes. I was right above her in rank,” she said.
I looked back at the board and sure enough there was Misty.
43

RACHEL BARNARD

Right above Shayden at number 42. I looked down a little more
and found myself. 75, pretty bad considering there weren’t many
more than 100 of us graduating this year.
“That’s odd, weren’t there a hundred and eight of us?” I
pointed out.
“Yes, and there are still that many,” Misty replied, “That’s
weird. If Jenna’s gone, there should be one-hundred and seven.”
“I wonder how that’s possible,” I said back.
“Maybe.” Misty stopped and looked at her toes.
“What?” I said and then saw the headmaster’s stern walk
heading toward us.
Both of us moved away from the board.
“She creeps me out,” Misty said and shivered, “I’ll see you
tomorrow, and I guess I’m going solo on the tracking project. Oh
well.” She shrugged and then turned to go.
I watched her. She seemed so carefree, as if nothing sinister had
touched her life. I wished I could be ignorant of the evils this world
employed, only shying away from the wickedness of people, like
Misty had just done.
Jeanie’s costume idea was brilliant and we started to work on it
immediately, planning out what supplies we would need and how
we would attain them. Jeanie knew almost everyone, and she had a
knack for bartering. We worked out who had each item that we
needed and Jeanie wrote it all down.
“I’ll start trading tomorrow,” she told me.
Halloween was going to be spectacular. I wondered what Li and
Arrow were going as.
Jeanie voiced my thought out loud, “I wonder what Li will be?”
“And Arrow, remember,” I added.
“Right. But Li is so tall and handsome and Arrow is, well,
Arrow is Arrow.” She jumped into bed and grabbed her notebook.
“Did you finish your letter?”
“Almost,” she answered and then was completely absorbed in
her writing, moving her lips every now and then as she read her
prose to herself.
I didn’t know what to do about Arrow. He really liked Jeanie;
he was always telling her that. I guess we all just assumed it was as a
friend. Poor guy. She was completely hooked on Li and Arrow was
probably devastated. It would be difficult to be constantly
compared to Mr. Perfect.
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BENDING THE RULES
The next week went by in a blur. Jeanie procured all the items we
needed for our costumes. I failed our physics test. Jeanie received
another note, with another love poem. I was able to recognize
Arrow’s handwriting this time, but I still didn’t know what to do
about the love triangle that was forming in our little group. Li stuck
around, although he hadn’t responded to any of Jeanie’s advances,
thankfully. She thought he was playing hard to get. All too soon it
was Friday, and I was eating a light lunch before the competition.
Amazingly, Arrow had opted for the vegetarian selection.
Back in the room, I pulled on my uniform. Jeanie had already
put on hers and had run out to catch up with Li. I walked in a
roundabout way to the Cube, its immense smoothness crashing
into my vision, even as I tried to avoid looking at it. I bumped into
Arrow on my way. I winced. He would probably ask me something
about Jeanie. Right now, I had no answers for him.
Just as I suspected Arrow said, “Why doesn’t Jeanie respond to
my letters? Does she not like them? Does she not like to write
letters? Does…”
I cut him off, “Whoa tiger. One question at a time.”
“Well,” he looked at me expectantly.
I didn’t have an answer but I was about to respond when the
gong sounded, signifying that the first game would start soon. I
broke into a trot, heading directly for the Cube now. “I can’t be
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late. I need those points,” I said in response to Arrow, who
sputtered and then trotted after me.
Almost as soon as I checked in at the entrance, my suit changed
color. Arrow and I must have been the last ones to arrive. I had to
stop cutting it close like this. I pushed this thought to the side. It
was time to concentrate. I hefted my fireball as I walked into the
Arena. I found my teammates relatively quickly and we moved to
the third floor to await the next round. I got a glimpse of the
second floor on my way up, of a white wall that matched the floor,
almost in a tiled pattern at the far end. I didn’t see the familiar
opening to the inner wall and the Arena beyond. I wondered how
that could be a useful challenge.
I took up guarding at the entrance to the platforms when we
reached the third floor. The other three girls seemed to know each
other and gossiped together near the inner wall. They were
watching the scene below in the Arena.
Girl #1: “I wonder who he’ll go to the dance with.”
Immediately my thoughts wandered to Johnny, my archnemesis, who had just recently broken up with Barbie. Right before
the Halloween dance too, she must be devastated. Rather, with
Barbie, she was probably mad as all get out and plotting revenge.
She might end up killing his date as retribution, unless he came to
his senses and went with her.
Girl #2: “I heard he’s not into girls.”
Girl #1: “Where would you get that idea?”
Girl #3: “I wouldn’t mind going out with him.” She smiled
suggestively.
Girl #2: “Have you seen the way he blows off some of the girls’
advances, though. Totally not into girls.”
Girl #1: “You’re just jealous because he said no to you.”
Girl #3: “Yeah. I’ll say.”
Girl #2: “Shut up! He did not say no to me. He only said that
he already had someone. That just makes him more of a
gentleman.”
Girl #1: “Or he just doesn’t like you”
Girl #2 blushed and shoved Girl #1, who dropped her fireball.
Girl #1: “Hey! Careful” She snatched her ball back up and
stared out at the Arena. All three were silent for a moment.
It was utterly disgusting the way girls fawned over Johnny. I
heard a noise. I peeked out carefully, into the platform area, fireball
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up and ready. I didn’t see anything. I crouched back down within
the confines of the wall, listening intently for any unusual sounds
which might signal an enemy approach.
Girl #3: “He sure is handsome though. Have you looked at his
butt? It’s perfectly shaped!”
Girl #1: “Dream on! If he turned you down” She pointed at
Girl #2, “Then he definitely won’t go for you.” She pointed at
Girl#3.
I was getting sick of their conversation. I wanted to punch each
one of them in the face, to shut them up and get out my frustration
at Johnny. Instead I turned to them, shouting, “Shut up already!
Nobody cares about your little crushes on the biggest jerk at the
Academy!”
Suddenly, I froze. No, I didn’t freeze, I was frozen. I crashed to
the floor, unable to see my attacker. One of the girls screeched and
I saw her, too, hit the ground.
“Well, well, well. A crush on me? You don’t say. I do, however,
doubt that I’m the biggest jerk at the Academy.” Johnny’s voice
came from behind me. “Ah, ah, ah. I’d put that down if I were
you.” Girl #1 and Girl#3 had their arms raised, a fireball in each of
their hands. They paused and I could see why. Two other students
had climbed up the inner wall and stood behind the girls.
“If you ask me nicely, I might let you live,” Johnny added.
Girl #3 opened her mouth to speak, but before she could say
anything Girl #1 broke out, “I wasn’t talking about you idiot. I was
talking about Li.”
I thought she was going to say something more but she was
instantly killed, I assumed by Johnny. If my face wasn’t frozen, I
would have looked quite surprised. They had been talking about Li
and not Johnny. Li was becoming quite popular with the ladies.
The other girl balked, and attempted to run, but was also killed.
“Well, looks like we’re done here, boys and girls, let’s move
on,” Johnny stated but then I felt his hand on my head as he came
around so I could see his face.
“Looks like you’re dropping further in the rankings,” he said
slowly to me. He pushed on me with his foot and I rolled and
settled on my side, my anger frozen inside my helpless exterior.
Johnny laughed and then I saw his feet as he walked by me,
most likely to kill some other players. It was not a strategy invoked
by many. One would have to have a team strong in throwing and
47

RACHEL BARNARD

strong in offensive strategy. Four players on a team was also kind
of under-manned to actually surround and kill many other players
without suffering losses.
Several more minutes passed before I heard the gong and was
able to unwrap myself and get up. I scanned in and looked for my
new team. I found them easily a couple of rooms over. They had
set up their defense similar to mine the last round, with one guard
at the back and two in front entertaining themselves by watching
the Arena. I decided to join the boy guarding the back.
It was a good thing that we had divided equally between back
and front defenses, because it was only a minute later that I again
heard a noise from the platforms. I yelled to the two at the front,
on the Arena side, to watch out on their end for the enemy. I saw
the tip of a boot come into view from my crouched position at the
back. I fired at it, a boy yelled and the foot stopped moving toward
me. I heard Johnny’s voice.
“We meet again.”
I didn’t see him though.
“Come on out!” I shouted around the corner.
I heard my two other teammates at the inner edge shout and
heard two bodies hit the ground. I saw, out of the corner of my eye
that one of my teammates and a stranger were laying on the
ground. The stranger looked familiar. Yes. He had been there last
round when Johnny ambushed us. That was odd. I tried to
concentrate on where Johnny was. I crouched down lower so that I
could surprise him if he came close enough.
“Did you get both?” I yelled back at our other teammate.
“Yep, both are dead,” she said.
We waited, silent. I heard footsteps. He was coming! The
footsteps got louder.
“Bang, you’re dead!” a voice said from behind. Both of my
other teammates fell over. They were on top of me and I was trying
to push them off. I was vulnerable to attack. I guess another team
had decided to be proactive as well and earn more points while
waiting for their turn in the main game. I had my fireball in a death
grip and was having a hard time pushing off both bodies with one
arm. I saw Johnny’s shoe in front of me. A girl trailed behind him,
wearing colors that did not match his.
“Tsk. Tsk. I’ll take those points thank you very much,” he said
in a cocky voice and dropped a fireball on top of me. How did he
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have more than four people on his side? Teams were made up of
four persons. There was no loyalty between teams and not that
much within teams for that matter. He must have at least five or six
with him though, plus he was taking all the main kill points. What
was going on today? Only members of the team making kills
received points, and not as many as the person actually taking the
kill shot.
I waited again for the gong to sound. Once again I found my
teammates without much trouble. They started heading to the third
floor but I convinced them to go to the second floor. We
approached from the platform end and I saw that it was just a
room. There were no other entrances or exits, except from where
we came in.
“Why would we want to be here?” asked one of my new
teammates.
“Because Johnny has been going around killing everyone,” I
answered.
“Why would that matter, there are four of us. We could hold
them off,” she said back.
“Because, he has more than four people on his team,” I
answered and walked over to the far wall, made out of what looked
like large square bricks. I pushed on them but nothing happened. I
tried to pull one out from the edges but couldn’t grip very well
between the blocks and gave up.
“Um. Each team only has four players, duh.” She looked at me
as if I was stupid. Or crazy. “Did you fall on your head last time
you were killed?”
“Shut up and just guard the entrance, okay?!” I stated back,
sighing loudly.
She pointed at me to the other two boys and made a crazy sign
with her other hand. I chose to ignore that and kept trying to figure
out the secret to the blocks. The second gong sounded, initiating
the next round. We were not disturbed during the whole round,
not one sign of Johnny or his plethora of buddies. When we parted
ways, the other three students kept more distance than usual from
me and went in the opposite direction than I did.
I started to clamber down the platforms to the Arena to find
my teammates when I saw Misty coming up.
“Hey, we’re teammates!” she cried, ecstatic.
“Have you seen any others?” I asked her, looking left and right.
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“No, they’re not in the Arena,” she answered.
I started to climb back up and Misty joined me. On the third
floor we started going around, looking for our other teammates. I
needed to find them! I didn’t want to lose any more points this
competition. I was already doing poorly, in the negative. Speaking
of points, I checked in. Misty and I sprinted around but time was
running out. I pulled on her arm and signaled to the platforms
again,
“We need to go to the second floor. It’ll be safer. Johnny and
his gang are wandering around taking people out,” I said to her.
“I know. He came by and annihilated us during the first round,”
she added.
We made our way back down to the second floor.
“What is this?” Misty exclaimed as soon as she saw the white
walls blocking our path.
“Don’t worry; it’ll be better without two entry points, like the
third floor. We should be able to guard the entrance to the
platforms with just the two of us if he decides to come down
here.” I responded.
Misty went over and touched the solid-looking white wall.
“It feels funny,” she stated.
“Yeah? It won’t move though,” I said back.
She shrugged her shoulders and looked over at the small
entryway to the platforms as the gong sounded above us. We
waited. Nothing.
I squinted, but still didn’t see or hear anything. Misty started
sliding along the wall until she was right beside the opening, but
covered by the wall from the other side. I was out in the middle of
the room, waiting to stick it to anyone who dared enter. It turns
out someone did dare enter because there came a pounding of feet.
Then a boy and a girl came crashing down on us. They were our
teammates! What luck. They were out of breath and ran right past
me. They both slowed as they approached the wall on the other
end, blocking any escape. That was when they noticed we were on
the same team.
“Good,” the boy panted.
“It’s Johnny,” rasped the girl, out of breath.
I had assumed it was Johnny. “How far back?”
“Not too much,” she said.
We waited. For all our patience we were only rewarded with the
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deep bang of the gong, signaling that it was time to move.
“We should talk after dinner,” I said to Misty in passing as all of
us took off for the platforms. The boy went down to the Arena; his
colors had been called for the main fight. The rest of us went up,
to find our new teams.
The next couple of rounds went by fast. Johnny and his roving
gang of never-changing bandits at one point or another had killed
almost everyone. At least it was easier to form a better guard, since
everyone knew now what we were up against. Most of the time I
could convince my teams to hide out on the second floor. Johnny
didn’t seem too keen on going down there. He was getting enough
kills on the third floor, anyways. I cursed. He must be getting so
many points! Grr!
It was starting to get dark when the gong sounded and it was
my turn in the Arena. I was ready. I was going to channel all my ill
will for Johnny into four kills, one for each member of the
opposing team. I stretched my arms while I waited for my
teammates to assemble on the field. I hoped that they would be
good dodgers. I didn’t want them to take the kills from me but
there was truth to the saying, “strength in numbers.”
I saw Shayden trotting over.
“Long time no see MC.” He laughed at his own rhyme.
“Ha ha very funny.”
It was nearly time. Where were the other two? I was getting
antsy waiting. I started to pace.
“Relax. If you die, you’ll be reincarnated.” Shayden threw his
hands up as if they were ghosts rising and laughed again.
I glared at him and he put his hands back down at his sides and
closed his mouth.
“Where are they!? We only have fifteen seconds!” I said through
clenched teeth. “Ugh! Come on!” I shouted at him and took off.
“Where are we going” Shayden shouted back
“Second floor!” The gong sounded and I caught a glimpse of
our enemy. Yup, there was Johnny. “No way,” I said aloud and ran
faster.
Shayden and I made it to the second floor in record time.
“Guard the entrance,” I yelled at him.
I started pushing and pulling randomly on the white blocks.
Nothing.
“They’re here!” Shayden told me, backing up to the wall. We
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wouldn’t be able to hold a four-man team with just the two of us.
Johnny and the boy who was all-too familiar sauntered into view.
Not far behind were two mammoth girls, tossing their fireballs
between their hands, as if savoring the moment that was to come.
“It’s near the end of the competition, use all the ammo you’ve
got,” I turned to Shayden and said.
His fireball was nearly depleted though, only about a fifth of it
remained. Shayden picked out a piece and threatened the four
approaching students with it.
“Oh really?” Johnny laughed and then whipped a piece of his
own fireball at Shayden.
Shayden reacted like lightning, jumping to the side. I had also
moved over, even though I wasn’t in the line of fire, yet. The
fireball made a plink as it hit the white block where Shayden’s head
had been moments ago. Before I got a good look at it, though,
another fireball whizzed at us, this time it hit Shayden square in the
chest and he went down. Right before he was hit, he tossed his
fireball up in the air. I caught it and nodded at him and then flung
one ball right after another at Johnny.
“Let ‘er have it!” Johnny roared and suddenly a wave of fireballs
came at me.
I ducked and dodged the lot of them. Actually, as menacing as
the two mammoths looked, they had very poor aim. Most of their
balls landed harmlessly near where Johnny’s first throw had, three
feet to my left. Johnny held up his arm as I was trying to tear out
my next piece to throw. I stared straight out at him for a moment.
He looked as if he had been caught red handed. Then a fireball hit
him on the forehead, and in the split second before he was frozen,
he gave the most vicious look I have ever seen. Johnny’s three
teammates started throwing again, this time aimed three feet to my
left on purpose. I was about to try to look over when an arm
grabbed me and I was pulled into the wall.
“Come on, she’s getting away!” I noticed Li then. My mind was
catching up with what my eyes were seeing.
“What?” I said and looked at where I had been standing. There
was a hole in the wall, odd shaped but definitely there.
“The fireballs can penetrate the blocks and dissolve them,” the
boy who had grabbed my arm informed me.
“Come on!” Li said again and we followed him through the
newly made opening in the white wall. Stepping over Shayden and
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Johnny, we went to the platforms.
“She probably went over to the next compartment,” Li said.
He peeked over the dividing wall, using one of the platforms
for balance. As graceful as he was, he was still awkward on the
platforms, due to his height.
“Can’t see, hold on,” he told us. Then Li climbed onto the
platform and went to the other side. He was soon back again.
“She’s there alright. I’m going to go back there and corner her.
You two break down the wall on this side,” he pointed at the wall
between the two compartments, “and take her out,” he finished.
“No, I’ll go. She’s aggressive and might run after you. I’m short
and can fit better between the platforms to outrun her. You two
break down the wall and kill her,” our teammate said.
“Okay,” Li agreed.
Aha! There was his negative! He was too tall! No, wait, that
wasn’t really a flaw. I looked at Li and he looked at me. We both
moved farther into the room, on the side of the block wall. I got
several balls ready. The boy jumped onto the platform and
soundlessly disappeared from view. I put my ear to the wall and
heard a muffled voice. It was definitely female. Then I heard a male
voice. I nodded to Li.
“Not yet,” he whispered.
“What are you waiting for?” I said, exasperated.
Li held a finger to his lips and put his ear to the wall. I put my
ear back as well and listened once more to the faint rumblings of
voices beyond. The voice seemed to be getting louder and a little
farther into the room. I moved along the wall, my ear pressed
against its cold white surface and the rumblings got closer. Li
trailed along behind me.
“Now!” he whispered again while backing up in order to have
room to throw his fireballs. He indicated several blocks on my side
to me and I nodded. We both threw our first balls and two sections
of the wall disappeared. I quickly threw a second and third and
then fourth ball. Li was a little faster at reloading, and a strip of wall
melted in front of our eyes. I could see the enemy girl. Her back
was to the disappearing wall and she hadn’t noticed because she
was too busy shouting insults at our teammate. Li had another
fireball at the ready but I wasn’t about to let him get all the points.
A direct kill was worth more than an indirect one. Being on the
winning team was worth some points, but getting the kills yourself
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was worth even more. I figured this was just another way in which
team loyalty was broken up. At times like these, who got the kill?
Well, I would! I pushed on Li’s outstretched arm and shook my
head. I mouthed that it was my kill. He mouthed back something.
“What?”
Li mouthed something but I still couldn’t understand.
“You already got a kill from this team!” I was getting angry.
“I saved your butt,” he mouthed.
“I need this more than you do; you’re in the top ten!” I was
getting really po’d now.
I couldn’t let him have the kill! I was still holding onto his
throwing arm. He tried to shrug me off of him but I held even
tighter. I tried to pull his fireball out of his fingers. He was not
letting go! Li and I noticed at the same time that the yelling of the
enemy in the background had stopped. We both looked up and out
the wall. The enemy girl was grinning, holding two small fireballs in
each of her hands. She was less than ten feet away and threw both
at us. Her aim was dead on and Li and I were in too much of a
tangle to dodge. I tried to move to the right and Li tried to move to
the left. We ended up falling over, which saved both our butts, as
the fireballs sailed over our heads. Looking over at the girl, I
noticed she was snarling. She opened her mouth to yell what I can
only assume were profanities at us when she stopped and keeled
over. Our forgotten teammate walked up behind her.
“Come on you two lovebirds, competition is over.”
I looked over at Li and shoved him as I got up.
***
“Jeanie, are you sure this is the right color?” I indicated the light
blue fabric in my hands.
“Well. It’s the only color I could find,” she said, “Do you think
it looks terribly wrong?”
“No, I think the overall presentation will work wonderfully,” I
reassured her.
I set about measuring myself and marked up the cloth in places
with a pencil. Jeanie was fashioning wire with her hands. Bits of
yellow cloth were strewn about on the floor around us. There was a
knock on the door.
“Hold on!” I yelled, “Who is it?”
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No one answered. I got up and opened the door slightly to peek
out. I didn’t see anybody.
“Who is it?” Jeanie asked.
“There isn’t anyone. Wait, there’s a box,” I said. I opened the
door a bit more and bent down to pick up the box, “It’s for you,” I
told Jeanie.
I closed and locked the door. I sat down again and handed the
box to Jeanie. She turned it over in her hands, looking for any
indication of whom it came from but there was only her name in
fancy cursive letters. She looked over at me and gave me a knowing
smile, then tore into the box. It was a corsage.
“How cute!” she exclaimed.
“Um, it’s a Halloween dance, not a classy affair,” I said out loud
to her, holding up mutated bits of cloth as proof of my claim.
“But it’s from Li and it’s my favorite color!” she squealed
excitedly. She took it out of the box and put it on her wrist.
There came another knock on the door. Jeanie looked at me
expectantly. I got up and opened the door. This time there was
someone on the other side, it was Misty.
“Do you have a moment MC?”
“Uh, yeah, just a minute,” I told her and shut the door.
“I’ll be right back,” I said, but Jeanie wasn’t really paying
attention to me, her eyes were glued to the back of her wrist and
the bright pink orchid attached to it.
I pushed my supplies to the side and slipped out the door. Misty
tried to glimpse inside but I shut the door.
“It’s a surprise; you’ll see them at the dance,” I said to her
mysteriously, “So, what’s up?” I asked.
“Not here,” she commented and started walking down the hall.
I followed her all the way to her room. She opened the door
wide and let me pass. I had never been in her room before. It was
cluttered with all sorts of trinkets. Colorful scarves decorated her
window, creating a warm glow all over her room. I walked up to
the window, admiring the scarves. I noticed a row of pennies lined
the windowsill.
“Are those…?” I started to say.
“Lucky pennies,” she finished for me. “Wait just one minute, I
have to grab something and then we can go.”
“Okay.” I sat in one of the chairs, adorned by a scarf with coins.
It jingled when I moved it.
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Misty walked into the bathroom and then walked back out, her
right pants pocket bulging. We headed to the Library.
“Why couldn’t we talk in your room, your roommate wasn’t
there,” I questioned once we were enveloped in the darkness of the
lower basement. Misty’s pocket held a small flashlight, which she
turned on as soon as we started down the second flight of stairs
“Not safe, all the rooms are bugged,” she said matter-of-factly.
“How do you know?” I asked.
“After your power went out the other day Jeanie looked into it
and found a bug. I looked and found the same one in the same
place in my room,” she answered.
“And you left it there!” I said incredulously.
“Of course, I wouldn’t want them to know that I or anyone else
knew about it. I told Jeanie not to tell you because I knew you
would remove it if she told you.”
“Who is ‘them?’ and how do you know that this room isn’t
bugged,” I asked her.
“You know perfectly well who ‘them’ is, don’t you MC?” She
stared at me with large doe eyes. “I’ve checked this room over and
anyways,” She looked intently at me, “the Academy is built on top
of the old Resistance headquarters. It holds all sorts of secrets.”
I stood up quickly and stared at Misty. How did she know all
this? Who was this innocent girl I thought I knew?
“Sit down. I have more to tell you,” she said. I sat down.
“My parents were murdered by the Obies. They were top
leaders for the original Resistance movement, the Ataxian
movement. When the Obies found out, they came to my house and
shot my parents. I was too young for them to kill but too old for
them to leave. They sent me here when I was old enough so they
could keep a close eye on me,” she told me.
“Why didn’t they just kill you?” I asked her.
“They couldn’t kill me. They could cover up the deaths of my
parents with some story they made up, but they needed me alive. I
was a symbol growing up for what happens when you oppose the
Obies. I am the reason that Ataxia died ten years ago. Ever since, I
have tried to figure out a way to revive the resistance movement
and carry on my parent’s legacy. I will not let them have died for
nothing.” She looked at me, scrutinizing my face in the near
darkness, “You are going to help me,” she stopped, finished with
her speech.
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“Well. How do you even know I won’t turn you in?” I was
testing her now, “And who are the Obies.”
She laughed, “Come on MC. I knew your grandfather. He was
also one of the leaders. He was only allowed to live because he
wasn’t a threat to them after what happened. It was no accident
MC, that tree falling on him. They just prefer not to get their hands
too dirty sometimes. That’s the real reason he lived to be an old
man. That’s how we’re going to beat them. That’s their weakness.
We’ll do whatever it takes to win.” She slammed a fist into her
other palm, indicating her ferocity. For such a petite girl, it was
hard to imagine her hurting someone. I wondered if she actually
would. “I can see it in your eyes too.” She finished and looked back
at me. I held her gaze for a moment and then looked away.
“And the Obies?” I insisted, sidestepping the real issue.
She laughed, “Come on MC, The Old Boys, we call them
Obies.”
Duh. The Old Boys were top brass in the government. I wanted
to be in the Obies’ club. That was my end-goal and reason for
coming to the Academy in the first place. To infiltrate the Obies
was to achieve an impossible mission. It would be easy once I got
in. The Old Boys used to be made up of just old men who didn’t
do anything but dictate for the nation. That’s where the term came
from. Nowadays, though, well, no one knew for sure. It was a topsecret high-level department of the government. The only thing
anyone knew for sure was that the Old Boys made all the
important decisions. The President was only a figurehead, hence
the current one used to be a model before he stepped up to his
“leading” role.
After Misty was done talking, we parted ways and I headed back
to my room. So much had been going on. Another student had
been “chosen.” Nobody really knew her anyway, so nobody really
noticed her absence. I did. I kept a close eye on all happenings at
the Academy. It was funny how being chosen early for work was
not commended as a high accomplishment, yet being chosen at the
end of the year was celebrated for days. There was definitely
something going on.
Jeanie and I finished our costumes and tried them on. They
looked fantastic and I couldn’t wait to show them off tomorrow at
the Halloween dance. We might even win for best costume! I had
been wracking my brains all day, trying to think of what Li and
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Arrow were doing for their costumes. I was going to beat Li.
Finally, there was the issue of Arrow. I’m positive he sent Jeanie
the corsage and later on the bouquet of wild flowers she received
while I was with Misty. Jeanie was convinced that Li was in love
with her and that he would propose to her during the dance and
whatnot. For such an intelligent girl, she sure got lightheaded when
it came to romance. I’m pretty sure Li didn’t care about Jeanie that
way at all, not that I cared about him one whit either.
I tried to quiet my thoughts, but it was difficult. I was
simultaneously plotting my future as a Resistance fighter, figuring
out how to get Arrow and Jeanie together, and how to get revenge
on Johnny for being such a jerk. Also, I couldn’t completely quell
my feelings for Li. I wrestled with my thoughts for hours and
finally fell into a fitful sleep.
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6
HALLOWEEN DANCE
I woke up with a headache. I had overslept, completely missing
breakfast, not that I usually woke up early enough for breakfast
anyway. The meal schedules remained the same on weekdays and
weekends alike, even though our schedules changed. Now I had
less time to go to the lake. Jeanie would not be happy if I was late
getting back to the room. I decided to hustle. I didn’t want to give
up my foray to the lake, just because I woke up later than usual.
Grabbing an apple off my dresser, my stomach gave a low
grumble. I couldn’t help myself. I took a huge bite out of the apple
and quickly finished it off as I packed a sack full of supplies. A
flashlight, some rope, a knife, a jacket, and some other odds and
ends all got stuffed into my pack. I headed outside and made my
way west across the field in a straight line toward the forest. I
glanced behind me and saw someone heading my way. Gah! I
began running, this time heading south along the outer edge of the
field, as if I was jogging for exercise. I kept running, without
looking back. Soon I made it around the corner of the field and
saw Li jogging toward me. Oh great! Just what I needed. He caught
up to me with his long strides and turned around, now jogging next
to me.
“Hey.”
“Go away,” I said in greeting.
“Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” he joked.
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I stopped jogging and so did he.
“Look. I don’t want anything to do with you. You stay away
from me,” I told him.
“Suit yourself,” he said back and started jogging again, this time
heading straight for the trees lining the field and disappeared
between them. He was headed to the lake! Should I still go? I sorely
missed my lake but I didn’t want to deal with Li. I faltered in my
step, trying to decide what to do.
“Ugh!” I cut west across the field once again and disappeared
through the trees as well.
I was so angry that I tripped over a root and skinned my knee
on one of the less traveled paths. This just made me even angrier. I
punched a tree. Not one of my better decisions. I really needed to
focus. I was losing myself in these small matters and in the grand
scheme of things they were not that important. Soon enough the
year would be over and I would never see Li again. For that matter
I would never see Jeanie or Arrow or anyone else here ever again. I
wasn’t sure about Misty. She might become very useful to me in
my ultimate objective, especially after everything she told me last
night. Whatever happened, I needed to appear normal and not
draw attention to myself.
I emerged from the tree line, and glimpsed Li atop the rocks. As
soon as he saw me, he waved. I ignored him and walked over to
where I had left my kayak. I checked it over. It still looked the
same, so I flipped it over and started dragging it over toward the
lake. Li walked over and watched me struggle with the heavy
wooden vessel.
“Need any help?” he offered.
“I’m fine,” I panted.
“Sure looks that way.” He pointed at my blood-reddened knee
and the funny way I was hauling the kayak using just my left hand.
“I’m fine,” I reiterated.
“Okay Oscar. Well, if you need me I’ll be over here,” he said
and then took off his shirt and I instantly forgot that he had just
called me a grouch.
He sure had some fine musculature. I clenched my teeth and
continued dragging the kayak to the edge of the water. I rested a
moment. Li clambered back up the large rock and spread out a
towel. He lay down on the towel, in just his shorts and began to
swipe across the screen of his notebook. I pushed the kayak into
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the water and watched the ripples fan outward. I walked into the
water, its coolness giving my legs goose bumps. I walked out until
the water was halfway to my knee and then climbed in gently,
trying not to rock the boat too hard. I reached for the paddle and
dipped it into the water, the wood back-splashing me in the
process. The boat moved toward the center of the lake, creating
even larger ripples. I smiled. Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad after
all.
After about an hour of paddling around the lake, I let myself
drift around lazily. I was enjoying the quiet breeze and the soft
creaking of the boat. I felt much calmer when I finally paddled
toward the shore. Li was lying on his stomach.
“Hey,” I called up to him, dragging my kayak back to its hiding
place, “you have anything to eat?” I decided not to let my anger get
the best of me. I needed to be neutral around Li. I also needed to
save my mental strength for the Cube and for my life beyond the
Academy. Li sat up and scrutinized me for a minute. I paused and
looked right back with a blank expression on my face.
“I have some leftover steak strips, but they’re going to be cold.”
He finally said and then added, “You can have some if you want.”
“I don’t have anything to trade today,” I called back up;
continuing on my way to the kayak’s little covering.
“That’s okay, you can owe me.” He flashed me a smile.
I breathed deep. I wasn’t going to let his little comments get the
better of me.
“Alright.” Phew. I pushed the kayak the last few feet over the
soft dirt and wrestled with it to turn it over. Little pools of water
drained out, dampening the earth around my ankles.
I inspected a piece of peeling paint and pulled it off between my
fingernails. I scratched but no more came off. Satisfied, I pulled a
couple of branches over the opening, poorly hiding the kayak from
view. I went to the gentlest sloping side of the rock and climbed up
swiftly. Li was sitting cross-legged and was opening up a container.
He deftly dumped half the sticks of beef onto the lid and then
handed me the remainders. He held up his lid full of beef and
nodded at me.
“Cheers,” he said.
“Thanks.”
I looked carefully at the steak for a minute.
“It’s not poisonous…” Li started to eat heartily, taking large but
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measured bites. He swallowed and then said, “See.”
“I was just trying to figure out where you got it from,” I said.
Li smiled and pointed at himself.
“Don’t tell me that you made it,” I said. He cooks too! He
nodded in affirmation, his mouth full.
“It’s o-k-,” I commented. But it was more than okay, it was
fantastic. Well, I wasn’t sure how good it really was because
anything being compared to our cafeteria food would be fantastic.
It’s not as if I ate anything other than the Academy food. Everyone
had to eat the Academy food. There weren’t any other options
available. I didn’t even know the students were allowed to use the
kitchens. Li answered my unvoiced question.
“Students aren’t allowed to use the kitchens but good looks can
get you just about anything.” He smiled. I just shook my head and
took another bite. I finished off my half of the leftovers.
“You must have really been hungry! You want some of mine?”
He indicated the last few steak pieces on his makeshift plate.
“No, I’m good, thanks.” I hadn’t meant to look so hungrily at
the food on his plate but after being outside and only having an
apple, I was a bit hungrier than usual.
“See ya’,” I said after a moment of sitting beside him. I was
starting to feel his proximity a bit too closely and it was making me
uncomfortable.
“Where are you going in such a hurry Cinderella?” he asked.
“Well, that pumpkin isn’t going to change itself into a carriage,”
I said and slid down the smooth surface of the rock to the ground.
I grabbed my bag and headed back through the tangle of trees.
As soon as I opened the door to the room, Jeanie accosted me,
“Where have you been!? We need to put the final touches on
our costumes!” she snapped.
“But Jeanie, we finished them, they’re done,” I explained.
“No, we need to make sure they are perfect!”
I sighed.
“We still have four hours before it starts you know.”
Jeanie wasn’t listening to me. She grabbed my costume and was
attempting to put it over my head.
“Wait a minute! I need to change my clothes, they’re wet.”
Jeanie stopped, “Why are they wet? Where have you been?” She
set the costume back down on the floor and felt my sleeve. “You
are wet!” She moved in closer and smelled my shirt.
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I backed up and hit the dresser behind me. A vase full of
flowers from her secret admirer started tipping and Jeanie flew to
catch it. I took the opportunity to slip into the bathroom and shut
the door.
“MC! Don’t tell me you’ve been sneaking off grounds again!
You know you’ll be in a load of trouble if you’re caught.”
I opened the door a crack, “They won’t catch me.” I shut and
locked the door and then stripped, throwing my clothes all over the
floor.
I turned on the water, holding a foot over the rushing cascade,
waiting for it to warm up. After it was sufficiently hot, I turned on
the shower and hopped in. The water felt wonderful! Not at all like
the lake, which was on its warmest day still slightly chilly. I relished
my rejuvenating shower and worked up shampoo lather in my hair.
I toweled dry completely and wrapped the towel back up in my
hair. Shivering in my nakedness, I opened the bathroom door to
get my clothes and then shut it. Li was in our room! What was he
doing here? I put my ear to the door and listened,
“You brought me something?” I heard Jeanie sputter
enthusiastically.
“Actually, I brought MC something,” Li was saying.
“Oh. Well she’s in the shower but she should be out soon.”
Jeanie sounded crushed.
Li was speaking again, “You can just give it to her.”
“Okay.” I heard the door open and close and I peeked through
the bathroom door to see if he was gone. Verifying that only Jeanie
remained, I flung the door wide,
“Whoa.” Jeanie covered her face with her hands and giggled.
I strutted out of the bathroom, towel in my hair, right past
Jeanie and did a pose. Jeanie giggled again at my antics, having half
uncovered one eye. I pulled out a clean, yet old t-shirt and pair of
shorts and threw them on over clean underwear. I spent several
more minutes drying my hair as much as possible.
“Li brought this for you.” Jeanie offered me my knife.
“Hey, how did he get this?” I demanded.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“This is my knife,” I said and walked over to my bag. I looked
inside. Sure enough, no knife. I dumped out the rope and flashlight
and turned my bag inside out. Some dirt and a few pebbles fell
onto the floor. I saw a large tear.
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“Great, my bag is ripped.” I stared closer at it. The tear didn’t
look natural. I felt along the rip.
“Looks like it’s been cut,” Jeanie commented pointing at my
knife.
“Yes it does,” I said absently, turning my bag this way and that.
“You can fix it later.” Jeanie grabbed my costume again.
I obliged and leaned over so she could easily place it over my
head. I was plunged into darkness. I pulled it down and found the
eyeholes and looked out. I had no peripheral vision. Jeanie
bounced on the tips of her toes in front of me.
“Let me just,” she started to say as I felt some tugs at the
bottom of the costume.
Half an hour later and I had switched to wearing Jeanie’s
costume so she could adjust some things on that one as well. It was
still more than an hour before the dance when Jeanie proclaimed
that she was satisfied with her work.
“Just make sure you don’t bump into anything or else you’ll ruin
the edges,” she warned.
“Okay.” I pulled off the costume. It was toasty under all that
fabric and cardboard and my face was flushed.
“I’m going to go outside to cool off,” I told Jeanie.
“Stay on the Academy grounds,” she warned.
“Yes mother,” I drawled and then flounced out of the room.
Some of the students were already dressed in costume. I saw
several fairies, a Waldo, a hot dog, and some vampire-looking
outfits. Two zombies chased me slowly as I walked down the
hallway.
“Cut it out,” I said, shooing them with my hands.
“Brains,” they said slow and drawn out.
“Of course. Yours look like just the right size…” I brandished
my knife and they ran off.
I kept walking and made it to the main entrance without further
incident. I wasn’t sure where I wanted to go after I got outside.
There were several students meandering outside. It seemed like the
whole school was out and about. I would have no privacy tonight.
At least later on, while in costume, I would be incognito.
I loved the outdoors. Fresh air did wonders for any ailment. I
breathed in the cooling air and smiled. I walked toward the field.
The Academy grounds consisted of the field, the Cube, and several
paths throughout both, as well as a moderate-sized garden. The
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garden would be a popular hangout spot tonight because it was
considered the most romantic place in the Academy. Before,
during, and after the dance it would be over-utilized; so I went in
the opposite direction, to the deserted field. Sometimes I would
climb atop the storage shed at the northeast corner and gaze at the
sky. The roof was concave and once on top, nobody below could
tell that a human being was up there. Barring the lake, the shed was
one of my favorite places to go (outside) the Academy walls.
I didn’t want to go to the shed because someone might see me.
I didn’t want anyone to know about that secret place. I walked
around the outer edge of the field while gazing back toward the
Academy. My thoughts turned to strong muscled legs, jet-black
hair, toned abdominals… Wait, I was actually seeing Li.
“You stayed out late,” I said to Li.
The next thing I knew I was flat on the ground with my right
arm pulled up behind my back.
“Ow. Ow. It’s me you idiot!” I screeched.
“Oh, sorry MC, thought you were someone else,” Li stated and
let me up, or rather, pulled me up by my arm as if I was a coil of
rope.
I stretched my arm; making sure nothing had been injured. I
looked up at Li.
“Is this how you treat people?” I said sarcastically, “Who did
you think I was?”
“Nobody. Forget it.” Li paused and then offered, “You want
some ice for that? I really didn’t mean to pull it that hard.”
I was still massaging my arm where he had twisted it behind my
back. What kind of a weakling did he think I was? I just didn’t want
any injuries. I needed to be in top shape for the Cube.
“I’m fine,” I muttered.
“You seem to attract injuries.” He pointed at my knee.
“That’s just a scratch. I don’t consider scratches injuries like
some people do.”
I noticed the time. Jeanie would be furious with me again. It
would take a while to get the costumes straightened out after
putting them on and it was almost time for the dance. I was going
to make us late.
“You sure were out there for a long time,” I said again and
began walking toward the Academy.
“Why, what time is it?” he asked, noting my watch.
65

RACHEL BARNARD

“Nearly time for the big event. Did you burn from all that sun?”
I replied.
“Oh, This.” He pointed at his chest. I couldn’t help looking at
his sculpted muscles, but pulled my eyes back up to his face. “This
doesn’t burn baby.” He winked at me.
I rolled my eyes. A pirate stopped Li and I at the door.
“Give me yer booty!” he declared.
“Never!” shrieked Li and grabbed me and we ran past him and
into the hall.
I dropped my hand from his. The hall was dark, only lit by
random glowing pumpkins here and there. I bumped my toe on
one. I didn’t see Li, he had slunk off. I made my way back to the
room, where Jeanie was pacing back and forth. I apologized for my
tardiness and dutifully put on my costume, after changing my shirt
yet again. I had gotten dirty from being pushed into the ground.
Jeanie put her costume on as well and we attempted to take
pictures. As neither of us had full use of our arms, this proved
moderately difficult.
The benefits of a full body costume are almost as plentiful as
the drawbacks. For one, I would be anonymous. And well. Maybe
that is it, but anonymity for me is important. Only my small group
of friends would know who I am under the cloth and wire. The
drawbacks, on the other hand, would be a pain. Halloween was
always worth the trouble.
Jeanie bumped into the door on her way out. I bumped into her
since I couldn’t see her stop.
“Oof!” she said.
“Sorry. We should have made the eye-holes larger,” I
commented.
“But then they would be too noticeable,” she countered.
“I guess you’re right.”
We made it out the door and into the hallway. The spooky dim
lighting from the pumpkins made the going fairly slow. Students
milled about, talking and showing off their costumes. Jeanie wanted
to put on a show.
“Ready?” she asked.
“Ready!”
Jeanie, in her blue ghost costume with huge black eyes moved
about slowly down the hall, winding around other students and
making ghostly noises. After a moment I followed, winding around
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the same way she had, in a slow drawn out chase. Inside my yellow
Pacman costume I smiled as I made robotic, “Waka, waka, waka”
sounds. I could hear the audible oohs and aahs as we wended our
way down the hall toward the cafeteria. Jeanie was far ahead of me
and I lost sight of her as she went through the doors. Thankfully,
both doors were open, or else I might have had a very difficult time
getting through in my bulky costume. I attempted to find Jeanie.
With the dim lighting and my limited vision, it was proving
amazingly difficult to find a five-foot tall and at least three foot
wide blue ghost. After about two minutes I gave up. I smelled
food. I was so hungry! I walked up to the first table.
“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” A voice shouted in a fake
British accent. I tried to pinpoint the sound. All I saw were a
couple zombies, Jack the ripper, two guys in suits, superman,
batman, a life-sized Lego man, Mulan, and Hansel and Gretel.
“Nice Pacman costume.” The Hansel and Gretel duo gave me a
thumbs up.
“Thanks,” I said.
I couldn’t find the source of the voice and wasn’t going to wait
around any longer. I stepped right up to the edge of the food table
and tried to lean over so that I could reach my hand under my
bulky costume. I couldn’t reach, the table was too high and my arm
was too short. I turned sideways and tried again, this time bending
over even more.
“Want some help with that?” the same voice with the British
accent asked.
Again I tried to see who might have spoken, but it didn’t look
like anyone was turned toward me.
“Yeah, that would be great. Some carrot sticks, crackers, cheese
and grapes please,” I said, still trying to locate the source of the
speaker.
“It’s me. The Lego man,” said the voice.
“Oh, hi. And thanks,” I added. He was piling a plate with my
requests and handed it over.
“Could you throw them all in a bowl please?” I asked.
He dumped the snacks into a bowl and put it in front of my
wide-open Pacman mouth. I reached a hand from under my
costume and grabbed the bowl, bringing it inside. I wished there
were shelves in this thing. Oh well.
“Having trouble with the costume?” he asked.
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“No, it’s great, super easy. It even comes with its own GPS and
a microwave,” I said.
“Ha-ha. Well. This Lego head is incredibly hot, but at least I can
eat through it,” he commented and then grabbed a carrot off the
table and put it up to his mouth. It disappeared in one bite. “See,
there’s a mouth opening as well as eye holes,” he explained.
“Neat,” I responded.
Another Lego man, looking the same as the one I was talking to
walked up.
“Hey Arrow, you dropped this,” the other Lego man said in a
fake British voice that matched that of the first Lego man. They
sounded almost exactly alike. He held out a bright pink flower. It
looked familiar.
“Thanks!” the first Lego man, Arrow, said gratefully, taking the
flower and tucking it in his shirt pocket so that the flower hung
out. He patted it protectively; making sure it was contained.
“Arrow? Li?” I asked.
“Oh, is that you MC?” asked Arrow.
“Yeah but don’t tell anyone,” I told him.
“Sure thing. What do you think of the costumes?” I could tell
he was beaming with pride inside his Lego head.
“They’re alright. I’m not sure they’ll beat Jeanie's and my
costumes though,” I said.
“That a fact?” Li asked.
“Yup, speaking of which. I should probably go find her.”
“She’s here already? asked Arrow nervously.
“Yeah….” I trailed off.
“What did she think of the letters and the flowers?” asked Li.
“But I thought you…” I pointed at Arrow and stopped.
“I did. Li gave me the ideas though. I was going to give her a
model airplane,” Arrow said.
“Already assembled,” added Li.
“Um. Okay. Good thing you didn’t. She loved the letters and
went nuts when I nearly knocked over her bouquet. Nice work.” I
nodded at Li and then continued talking to Arrow, “Only the thing
is that.”
I was cut off by the arrival of Jeanie, who thrust the top of her
ghost costume into the mouth of my Pacman costume and then
shook as if having seizures and sunk to the floor, making the
iconic, “Mrreer Wump wump.” She got back up after a moment
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and turned to the two Lego men.
“Is that you Li?” She turned to the one on the right and asked.
“Naw. It’s me. Arrow,” he said in his English accent.
“At your service, ma’am” The second Lego man said in his
English accent.
“Wow, you guys sound alike, but not very British,” here she
switched to an impeccable British accent, “if I do say so myself
dearies.”
“Nice corsage.” Li pointed at Jeanie’s wrist.
“Why thank you Li. Nice of you to notice.”
I decided to try to butt in, “Oh and Arrow has a matching
flower.” I pointed at Arrow’s pocket.
“That’s a funny coincidence,” Jeanie said lightly, “I guess you
two don’t match after all.” She turned to me, “MC I have to go to
the bathroom.”
“Okay.” I turned back toward the two boys.
“No, I need you to help me with the costume?” she indicated.
“Ah, right. Be right back guys,” I said and the two boys both
bowed and walked off.
“What was that about?” I asked Jeanie once we were in the
bathroom. I was trying to pull Jeanie’s costume over her head.
“What was what about?”
“You know what I’m talking about. Oh, c’mon you didn’t really
think the flower was a coincidence, do you?” I said.
“Arrow does funny things all the time. Just last week he tried to
eat our lab assignment,” she declared.
“Well, in his defense, the teacher did say it was edible.”
“He also said not to eat it,” she snapped. “You are so hardheaded sometimes MC.”
“So, you do know that he likes you then?” I asked
“Of course, anyone can see that he is like a dog in heat. He’s
not very subtle.”
“Then how come you kept saying all the letters and the flowers
and the corsage were from Li?” I raised an eyebrow as I said this.
“Oh, no. Those were from Li. Arrow can’t write poetry like
that. He would also never think to pick flowers. They were
definitely from Li. I don’t even like Arrow romantically, he’s a total
slob,” she said.
“Li doesn’t even like you!” I nearly shouted in exasperation. She
sure had a thick skull sometimes. She was in major denial.
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“You’re just jealous that he doesn’t like you!” she shouted back
and pulled her costume roughly back over her head. She was
navigating the door as I went into a rage and yelled,
“How could I be jealous when he ONLY HAS EYES FOR
ME!” I was screaming at this point. Two elves outside the door
stared in shock at me.
“You’re incredible!” Jeanie shook her head, the ghost swaying
comically back and forth, mimicking her human movements
underneath.
I stood in the bathroom, shaking beneath my costume after she
had gone. What had I done? Jeanie was one of the few people who
was always nice to me. I didn’t get along with many people and
avoided most of them anyways. Jeanie wasn’t a bad person. I
shouldn’t have said what I said. Heavy with regret, I left the
bathroom. The two elves were staring openly at me, trying to peer
into the costume and see who I was.
“Get lost,” I said to them and they scuttled off. Probably going
to gossip about what they just heard.
I meandered around the room, lost in the crowd. My costume
seemed ten times as heavy, laden with guilt. I saw one of the Lego
men leaving the cafeteria, shoulders slumped and head pointed
downward. He looked defeated. I squinted really hard through the
eyeholes and barely made out that he did not have an orchid in his
shirt pocket. Li then. I wondered what happened. Oh well, I had
bigger fish to fry then Li’s sudden mood change, or his toned body.
Something bumped into me from behind and I turned
awkwardly.
“Sorry MC didn’t see you there,” a British voice intoned while
yellow Lego hands adjusted his head.
“It’s okay, I can’t see well either in this thing. Hey, I want to
talk to you about something,” I said, noting the flower he wore. It
was Arrow.
“Sure thing, want to go outside. It’s lovely, a little nippy but I’m
sure you will be cozy warm in your costume,” he said.
In answer I started winding my way through the crowd and out
the door. I didn’t check to make sure he was following because it
was difficult to do any turning without knocking someone over in
my Pacman suit. Outside, the air was cold. I could feel it through
my leggings, the only part of me not covered in several layers of
craft supplies and cloth. In the open air, I looked back and saw that
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Arrow was still behind me. We walked toward the field. I thought
about taking my costume off but I wanted the extra layer and
besides, it would be awkward to carry with me, so I left it on.
“First off. I just want to warn you that I don’t think the whole
Jeanie thing is going to work out. Sorry.” I wanted to warn Arrow
so that when Jeanie finally told him that she didn’t like him
romantically, he wouldn’t be so devastated.
“That doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it,” he said, keeping
up the accent.
“Really? After all that effort? You don’t care?” I asked,
incredulous.
“It’s not that big of a deal,” he responded, “Is that all you
wanted to talk about?”
“No. I actually wanted to talk about Li.”
“Oh really?” He stopped walking for a moment, thinking, and
then caught up to me and asked, “Do you…. Like Li?”
“Well yeah. No. Maybe? I’m not sure,” I answered. “Normally I
would talk about this kind of thing with Jeanie, but well. Never
mind about why not. And Misty’s not really the romantic type. Not
to say you’re my last choice. I saw the poems after all. I know how
romantic you can be,” I tried to say.
“Don’t worry about it. What is it you wanted to say?” he said
with butter in his voice.
“I’m just so confused. I think I like him but I’m not sure,” I
began.
“Are you attracted to him?” he prodded.
“Physically? Definitely. Romantically? I’m not so sure,” I
faltered.
“Beyond the looks, what is it you like about him?” he
questioned me.
“Well. It’s the way he’s so sharp, always paying attention to
everything around him. He’s fast and quick on his feet. He’s
actually really smart, probably smarter than me even, but don’t tell
him I said that. In fact don’t ever tell him I told you any of this.”
My voice hardened, “If he gets word of anything I’m telling you.
Believe me, you will regret it.”
“No need to threaten me,” he said, “Is there anything else
about him that you find attractive?”
“He’s aware of how other people feel. He is giving and helpful.
He seems perfect,” I finished.
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“Then why don’t you go for it? Try it out. You two could work
out well together,” he said, his accent very prominent.
“I just. Can you cut out with the accent for a minute? I keep
thinking I’m talking with a psychologist and not with Arrow.”
“And how does that make you feel,” he continued in the accent.
“Fancy seeing you two here. MC? Arrow?” a familiar voice
broke into our conversation.
“What do you want Johnny?” I said as I clumsily turned around.
Johnny was wearing a white tunic with a large sun in front. He had
on fake chainmail covering his arms and hanging down from his
gold hat. A knight, all in black, accompanied him.
“That’s a really stupid costume Arrow. Think you can win over
this?” He gestured toward his buddy the black knight. “I am King
Arthur and this is the Black Knight.” He pointed at me, “And what
the hell is that thing?”
“It’s Pacman stupid. A classic, not that you would know
anything about it,” I said.
“So you’re a big smiley face. Super classic.” He shot a grin at his
buddy, who laughed.
“What do you want?” I demanded.
“Nothing. Just wanted to see how dumb your costumes were.
In fact, I think they look really bad. Here, let me fix that for you.”
Johnny walked over to me and took hold of the side of my
costume. The fabric strained and I tried to turn away from him but
I was hampered by the size of my costume.
“Leave it!” the Lego man shouted beside me.
“Oh, the quiet one speaks! Found your balls then?” Johnny
laughed and indicated with his head to his knight. I took the
opportunity to tear free, ripping a piece off of my costume and
leaving it in Johnny’s hand. I pushed on Arrow and started
sprinting.
“Run!” I yelled. I heard footfalls behind us. We would never
outrun Johnny in our costumes, but then again he and his minion
were both encumbered as well.
We ran around the back of the Academy. Johnny was falling
behind, but started shouting at us, “I’m going to rip you out some
new eyeholes, come back!”
We kept sprinting as we passed the shed where the kayak used
to be and kept on going. We had made it all the way around the
Academy and were approaching the front again when I stopped,
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out of breath. I looked back but only saw darkness.
“I think we lost him. We should go inside. There’s nothing he
can do in front of all the other students.” I breathed at last.
“Plus, we wouldn’t want to miss the costume contest,” Arrow
added, his British accent still intact. He was hardly out of breath.
“Right,” I concurred.
We walked back to the front staircase and back into the main
hallway. The dim lighting was less eerie after being in the darkness
outside. I heard an announcement from the cafeteria and walked
faster.
“They already started,” I said, excited.
We got to the cafeteria just in time to hear the Headmaster say,
“Would all costume competitors please come to the stage now.”
Johnny and his knight were already on stage. He also had another
one of his minions with him who was dressed strikingly similar,
only dirtier and less put together. Arrow met up with Li and they
walked up to the stage. I looked for Jeanie. Shoot. She was
probably still mad and upset. I didn’t see her anywhere.
“Anyone else?” asked the headmaster.
I ran over and hopped up onto the stage.
“Here is how this will work. Each costume or set of costumes
will each have two minutes to display himself or herself. Do
whatever you like within that time, but you will only have two
minutes. Let’s start with Hansel and Gretel.” She walked to the side
to give them enough room on stage.
The Hansel and Gretel duo cat walked downstage amidst wolf
whistles from the crowd. They both did a pose and then cat walked
back upstage and nodded to the headmaster. She pointed at me. I
walked out to center stage and stood there, not sure what to do. I
walked over to Hansel and pretended to eat him as I made my
waka waka sound. The crowd laughed. Each person had his or her
turn. Johnny and his gang acted out the scene from Monty Python
when the knight in the forest stops King Arthur, not letting him
pass. His other knight walked behind him, clapping a pair of
coconuts together in a clip clop manner to simulate a horse’s trot.
Johnny emulated riding an invisible horse. After happening upon
the black knight, a swordfight ensued. The knight lost both arms
and then both legs, to which they received tumultuous shouts from
the crowd. Johnny bowed and went back to his spot. The last duo
to go was Arrow and Li. They started to do the robot. Arrow was
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surprisingly good at it, which was amazing, because he was usually
kind of awkward in his movements. As they both took a bow in
unison, Arrow’s Lego head came off. It rolled right off the stage
and into the crowd. The audience laughed loudly at the antic. I
laughed as well. Then I noticed that Arrow was more handsome
than usual. A lot more handsome in fact. That’s because it wasn’t
Arrow. It was Li. I swiftly located the orchid in his pocket. Li was
wearing the flower! My mouth hung open as my mind reeled,
replaying the past half hour. It could have still been Arrow. Maybe
they switched who had the flower after our walk? We were
dismissed from the stage so the headmaster could have her big
moment announcing the winner(s). I quickly pulled Arrow aside. I
knew it was Arrow because Li hadn’t put his head back on. Some
girl in front was holding onto it like it was a souvenir.
I pulled off Arrow’s head and whispered sharply in his ear,
“Arrow. Do you know about Li?”
He looked downward, “I don’t want to talk about it. She really
hurt my feelings you know. I heard what she said, about me being a
slob.”
“What? But what about your flower, the one that matched
Jeanie’s corsage..?” I started to question.
“I said I don’t want to talk about it. She killed our love so I had
no use with a stupid flower. I gave it to Li.” He was practically
shouting.
I looked around, people were staring at us. “Calm down. Sh.”
The headmaster looked down at us, “Quiet please. It is my
pleasure to announce that the winner of this year’s Halloween
costume contest is Johnny and his knights!” she announced. People
around us began to hoot and clap. Johnny made his way onstage
and took a bow with his knights.
“Come on!” I pulled on Arrow’s hand and led him out of the
room.
“Cut it out! I’m tired of you pushing me around. Frankly, I’m
tired of everyone pushing me around. I’m done!” He shrugged
passed me and started walking away.
“Arrow!” I shouted at his receding back.
He whipped around. “What! What do you want? You know you
could have helped me out with Jeanie, but no! You are only
interested in your little lake.” I was shocked, “Yeah, I know about
that, Li told me. I also know that you like him. Want to know how
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I know. The same elf who told me that Jeanie thinks I’m disgusting
also told me you have the hots for Li.” With that, Arrow threw
down his Lego head and stalked off down the hall.
I was stunned. I had never seen Arrow blow up like that. First
Jeanie and now Arrow. I felt like everyone was mad at me.
Everyone except Li. Who now knew that I liked him. Oh no! This
was a complete disaster! I couldn’t go to my room because I didn’t
want to face Jeanie. I couldn’t go to Arrow, obviously, and I was
not about to go to Li. That only left Misty. Even though I hadn’t
made up my mind about what to think about her, she was my only
choice.
Misty opened the door as soon as I knocked.
“I thought you might show up. That was some drama that went
on tonight!” she said as she let me in.
“Can I…” I tried to ask but couldn’t find the words. My voice
sounded so tiny and pathetic.
“Of course you can spend the night if you want,” she said.
“I just feel so tired,” I said wearily as I slunk out of my costume
and put it in the corner.
Misty took my hand and led me over to her roommate’s bed,
“She won’t be back until tomorrow morning. She likes to party
until the sun comes up,” she reassured me as she peeled back the
blanket. I got under the blanket in a daze and Misty tucked me in.
She smiled at me and then went over to the light and turned it off.
I heard rustling as she got into her bed. I sighed and closed my
eyes, inviting sweet oblivion.
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“Fear is both the ultimate motivation and the
most binding shackle known to man.”
- MC

7
GUILT
Misty was shaking me. I sat up in a panic at my unusual
surroundings. The morning light streamed into the room in a
multitude of peculiar colors. I almost forgot that I spent the night
in Misty’s room.
“Is she back yet?” I asked and yawned.
“Who?” Misty asked, a concerned look on her face.
“Your roommate.” I looked carefully over at the window.
Sunrise had come and gone, that’s why the sun was shining so
unmercifully. “What time is it?”
“Oh. She hasn’t come back yet. You looked so tired last night
that I thought you should sleep longer,” she told me.
“Oh,” was all I could think to say.
I sat up and winced as all the memories of last night came
rushing back. I felt dizzy. Then I realized that it was Sunday. I had
so much homework to get done before the next week. For some
reason almost all my professors had loaded on the work last week,
even though they knew it was Halloween this weekend. I groaned. I
didn’t feel like doing anything. All I wanted was to go swimming at
the lake, alone. I lay back down and pulled the covers up over my
face.
“Sleep is for the dead. Get up MC,” Misty said.
“Never,” I mumbled through the blankets. “I am dead,” I
77

RACHEL BARNARD

asserted, still mumbling.
“It couldn’t have been that bad,” Misty remarked.
I pulled the blankets down, “Jeanie hates me. Arrow hates me.
Li. Well Li knows everything. Absolutely everything,” I cried.
“Li’s harmless. Arrow will get over it; he’s really sensitive and
doesn’t like to stay mad. Jeanie is more complicated. It’s going to
take a little more to win her back,” Misty said soothingly,
“Anyways. This is all temporary, a stepping stone before you do
your real work.”
“How do you know what happened?” I asked.
“Gossip travels fast on Elvin tongues,” Misty smiled.
I smiled with her. If I knew who the elves were I would bash in
their faces.
As if guessing my thoughts Misty said, “It’s not their fault. Your
feelings were your feelings but you shouldn’t have said what you
did.”
“I know. I feel terrible about it. I’m such a bad person,” I
lamented, fishing for her to contradict me.
“You’re not a bad person. Everyone has their evil moments
when the devil inside gets a word out.”
“More like several.” I giggled. “What can I do about it?” I asked
in earnest.
“Well, for starters you can get out of bed,” she began, “and
then you can take a shower.”
“Are you saying that I smell?”
“You smell like roses. But not everyone likes roses,” and Misty
pinched her nose shut, indicating that I did indeed smell like the
kind of roses only fit for the rubbish bin.
“You wouldn’t smell so nice either if you spent a whole evening
encased inside a mini oven. That reminds me, I don’t remember
seeing you at all yesterday. What were you dressed as?” I asked her.
“You weren’t meant to see me. I was in camouflage,” she said,
without inviting further questions.
Misty let me use her shower and even lent me some clothes.
“You can’t avoid her forever,” she warned as she handed them
over.
I had nothing else to stall with, so I said goodbye to Misty and
headed down the hall. I carefully opened my room door, the
anticipation nearly killing me. I was quite anxious as I peered
around the room. It was empty. Jeanie wasn’t there. I breathed a
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sigh of relief and grabbed my notebook and threw it into my bag. I
took out the rope and other supplies. Satisfied, I hefted the bag and
took one last look around the room. I wasn’t sure what I was
looking for or if I was looking for something. Jeanie’s presence was
heavy in the room and it seemed to push at me from all directions.
I walked out the door.
I decided to do work in the basement. I didn’t want to do
anything in the Library because it was too dark and the room was a
distraction. Every time I was there I tried to figure out how to get
into the secret passageway. So I sat in the basement and pulled up
my Physics texts in my notebook. I needed to ace the next test.
Students did not do poorly at the Academy. It was unheard of,
especially as a fourth year. Any weaklings who made it past the
entrance exams to only fail miserably or get low marks were
booted. I couldn’t afford that luxury. I had nothing to go home to.
I was only looking forward, which meant I needed to study harder.
The lake would have to wait for another day. So would Jeanie. So
would Arrow. And, most importantly, so would Li.
I tried to clear my mind and focus. The equations swam
together. I was not making any progress. I needed to make a game
plan. I noted everything I needed to get done today. Physics
homework. Studying physics to learn everything I seemed to have
missed in the last test. Finish my English assignment for tomorrow.
Plant and Animal Life could wait; I didn’t have that class until
Wednesday. I never had any real homework for Self Defense. The
due date for my Survival class project was coming up but it could
wait until tomorrow or next week even. I was falling behind in
Strategy class, so first I would have to do all the work I hadn’t
done, and then the work that was due soon. It seemed like so much
to do. I felt hungry.
Aha! That’s what I hadn’t done yet. I could take a break and eat
lunch! But Jeanie might be there…. Screw it, I was hungry. Maybe
seeing her would give me some inspiration about what to do to fix
our relationship. I left my bag and sprinted up the stairs and down
the hall toward the cafeteria. The school was buzzing. Students
gossiped about costumes and who did what with whom last night. I
heard Arrow’s name thrown in. That was unusual. He usually didn’t
hog any gossip-time. He was probably thrilled. I spotted him at our
usual table. He was pushing his fork through his mashed potatoes
and peas listlessly. Li was beside him, talking, his food as yet
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untouched. This was a bad idea. I started to turn around but
collided with another student.
“Sorry!” we both exclaimed at the same time. Our eyes met. It
was Jeanie.
“Jeanie…” I started.
“Save it.” She turned and stalked off with her food. She wasn’t
headed to the corner where Li and Arrow sat, but off in the other
direction. She took a seat next to Shayden and Kenny.
“That went well,” Misty said from behind me.
“She didn’t even give me a chance,” I whined.
“Maybe she needs time? Or perhaps she’s waiting for you to
make it up to her?”
I nodded my head and turned back toward the smells of food.
My stomach was guiding me now. I took my food and sat down
across from Arrow, Li, and now Misty. Arrow took one look at me
and got up, his tray in hand.
“I’m finished,” he said darkly and took off.
“What’s that all about?” asked Li.
“None of your business,” I said.
Li seemed to sense that I was not in the mood to talk and let it
go. We all ate in an awkward silence, broken only by the sounds of
eating and merriment surrounding us. It was strange that our group
was so disjointed and at odds. As soon as I was done, I left.
Priority number one, after all, was my homework.
It took me a grueling number of hours to finish but I got
everything done that absolutely had to be done before tomorrow. I
did not relish being me in the coming week, when everything else
was going to catch up with me. I decided to put more effort into
getting my work down on time. Maybe even ahead of time. At least
I was done for the day.
Crawling into my own bed that night, I looked over at Jeanie.
She was snoring and had only moved slightly when I entered. I was
exhausted after all the mental effort I had done for my homework,
but the wheels were still churning. How could I make it up to
Jeanie, as Misty said I should? Really, I had only hurt her pride and
made a fool of her in front of the other students. I had thrown her
into the middle of gossip heaven. Nobody wanted to be the butt
end of bad gossip. I wracked my brain, trying to think of
something to rectify what I had done. The only things I could think
of were to make her a hero at the school, somehow or, conversely,
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to make her feel so sorry for me that she had to warm up to me
again. How to do either one, I did not know.
During class the next day I tried to pass Jeanie notes. She had
gotten up earlier than I and vacated the room before I was even
awake. Jeanie kept ripping up the notes and throwing them in the
trash, without reading any of them. She wouldn’t even look at me. I
felt like she was being overly harsh about the whole situation. I
mean, I had been embarrassed countless times in front of others. I
had been duped by Li and he now knew that I secretly - not
anymore a secret - liked him. I couldn’t even talk to her about it
and that was what bugged me the most. I had no confidante.
Ms. Perrine noticed my distraction in English class and when
the bell rang to signal the end of class she told me to wait.
“I have class,” I said dismissively.
“Is everything okay? You seemed to be everywhere but in class
today, MC,” she asked me.
“It’s too complicated,” I tried to answer.
“Is it about a boy?” she asked knowingly.
“Yes and no.”
“I have open office hours if you would like to talk about it
sometime,” she offered.
“Thanks.” I started walking out the door, knowing I would
never talk intimately about anything with a teacher. Who knew
which ones were spies?
She smiled and started organizing papers on her desk as I
scooted off to Physics. I bumped into Johnny on my way out.
“Watch it!” I said.
He glowered at me but slipped into the room without
responding. Why had he come back? Was there something going
on between him and Ms. Perrine? I decided it would be worth it to
be late to Physics as I caught a few words from Johnny inside the
room.
“I saw what you did.”
I tiptoed closer to the door in order to hear better.
“Whatever do you mean, Johnny?”
“Don’t try to lie. It’s all out in the open. I know you have been
communicating off campus. You know that’s forbidden.”
I could hear the panic in Ms. Perrine’s voice as she denied the
accusation and then tried to plead with him not to tell.
“Too late now that you’ve admitted your guilt.”
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I heard a click and then a sharp intake of breath. I decided I had
heard enough and should skedaddle before I got caught. I raced to
Physics, making it in right before class began. I was bursting to talk
about what I heard but Misty was not paying attention and Jeanie
was still giving me the cold shoulder. It was probably best that I
not talk about it anyway. I tried to concentrate on our lab
assignment but it was so boring. I settled into a daze, robotically
completing everything the professor asked us to do without
emotion. I disliked being ignored by Jeanie.
I had an idea! I skipped lunch and headed outside. It was
drizzling lightly and soon I was damp. That didn’t deter me though
and I continued on my way to the lake. I had noticed the most
beautiful flowers there before and wanted to pick a bunch. I
gathered the blooms and when I had enough I made my way back
through the forest. The drizzle turned into a steady rainfall. I
shielded the flowers with my jacket, hunched over them
protectively. My hair was soaked through and dripped steadily onto
my shoulders. I started to shiver and picked up my pace. I made it
to my room without meeting anyone; they were probably all at
lunch. I put the flowers in a vase and placed it on Jeanie’s dresser.
They were so colorful; they practically lit up the room. What else? I
looked down at the wet prints I had left on the floor. I got a mop
from the utility closet down the hall and started to clean the floor. I
got some paper towels and dusted everything. I then picked up all
the clothes I had strewn about and neatened stacks of papers on
my desk. Finally, I tackled the bathroom. I re-organized all of my
things and wiped down the sink and counter. I scrubbed the
shower and toilet until everything was spotless. Satisfied with my
work, I took a quick shower. Instead of tossing my dirty clothes on
the floor like I usually did I put them in my clothes hamper. I
noticed Jeanie’s was almost full and took her basket down to the
laundry room and started a load of her wash. I would have just
enough time to finish her laundry before the final class of the day.
My stomach growled but I ignored it.
I went back to the room and wrote Jeanie a note about where
her laundry was, just in case she noticed that it was missing. I took
my notebook and went to the basement. I did some reading, took
some notes, and did some homework problems. I was nearly
caught up when I looked at the time. Almost time for Survival and
Strategy class. I went and got Jeanie’s clean laundry and folded all
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her clothes, even her underwear. I never folded my underwear but
I was going the extra mile for Jeanie. I sure hoped she would take
all this as a sign that I was trying.
I always enjoyed Survival and Strategy class. We did all sorts of
things. We even played Chess for a whole class period once. We
learned everything from how to make a fire to identifying
poisonous or venomous creatures to how to purify water. At the
end of the semester we would have a test. Every year the teacher
would change how the test was administered. Last year it was a pen
and paper test but the year before that he had taken the class out
into the woods, blindfolded and in small groups, with permission
of course, and then told them to make their way back to the
Academy using what they had learned.
I was getting roaring hungry by this time and couldn’t enjoy
class as much as I normally did. I kept looking over at Jeanie, she
was sitting as far away from me as possible. I wondered if she had
gone back to the room yet. She was definitely going out of her way
to punish me.
Dinner was almost as awkward as it had been yesterday. Jeanie
was sitting and laughing with Shayden. Arrow was notably absent.
Our usual table only housed Misty and Li today. I sat down heavily
beside them.
Li pushed back his tray and put his elbows on the table, “This
has to stop.” He pointed a finger at me, “You need to apologize to
Jeanie.”
“I tried. She is really mad this time.”
“Well, then we’ll have to do something drastic.” Li got up and
walked off.
“Why doesn’t anybody want to eat with me anymore?” I asked
no one in particular, but Misty responded anyway,
“I’m here.”
I smiled at her. “Thanks, but I still feel lousy.”
“Maybe you need to show Jeanie how much she means to you,”
Misty suggested.
“How can I do that?” I asked, pushing my mashed potatoes
around on my plate.
“Let her into your world,” she said and then got up as well.
Let her into my world? What was that supposed to mean? I
finished off the rest of my food and then headed toward the boys’
side of the building. I knocked on a door. Li answered.
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“So this is your room,” I said.
“Yes.” He blocked the door, which made me curious.
“Can I come in?” I asked suspiciously.
“Now’s not a good time MC.”
“Why?” My voice started to rise, “Is there another girl in
there?” I pushed Li aside and peeked in. He didn’t try to stop me.
Arrow was sitting on the bed and looked up when he saw me.
“Oh. Sorry,” I said.
“No, actually, maybe this will help.” Li grabbed my arm as I was
trying to backpedal out. He shoved me inside and closed the door
behind me. I was trapped. Trapped and facing one of my many
problems.
“Now, apologize!” Li stated.
Oh! I had never apologized to Arrow! How had that slipped my
mind? Probably because I was so involved with Jeanie that I totally
forgot about Arrow. Arrow who had been hurt just as much and
probably more than Jeanie. Because he was in love with Jeanie and
she didn’t love him back. Crap.
“I’m really sorry Arrow,” I started.
“It’s okay MC. I’m not mad at you. What’s done is done,” he
said in a flat voice.
Well, that was easy. Still, I needed to make it up to him. He was
one of my best friends after all. So was Jeanie. But what to do? I
went over to the bed and gave Arrow a hug.
“Everything will work out, I promise,” I said, looking directly
into his eyes.
“Whatever. And there are plenty of fish in the sea, blah blah .”
“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m gonna talk to Jeanie,” I said.
Arrow raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.
I turned to Li, who had been silent throughout this whole
exchange.
“Can I talk to you for a moment?” I indicated the hallway. Li
nodded.
“Be right back,” Li said to Arrow, who nodded disconsolately.
“What’s the plan?” Li said to me after the door closed.
“I thought you had a plan?” I asked.
“I do.” He smiled cheekily.
“Well?”
“Okay, fine. I’ll go first. We do the classic trick of telling Arrow
that Jeanie wants to meet him somewhere and we tell Jeanie that I
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want to meet her somewhere and they end up in the same place at
the same time,” he began.
“And realize their love for each other? Are you completely
stupid? That’s not going to work,” I interrupted.
“That’s not the entire plan, just the simple version. So you can
understand.” He smiled and continued, “We use the lake.”
“What!” I exclaimed.
“It’s your special place, right?” he asked.
“Duh!”
“Well, once Jeanie knows that you shared your one and only
special secret with her, she will know how much you care for her.
Arrow as well, he likes to be part of the loop and it will raise his
spirits. They will both be there and will fall in love, just like you and
I did. Ah the memories,” he said.
“We are not ‘in love’ moron,” I spoke while using the
quotations sign with my fingers.
“That’s not what we’re discussing right now, focus MC. Here’s
what you need to do. You need to tell Jeanie about the lake and
how you’ve been holding out on her but you know now how great
your friendship is and how dear it is to you. You need to tell her to
come with you this Saturday when you go to the lake, to show her
you’re not making it up. I will tell Arrow and we’ll meet you at the
lake. I’ll bring a picnic. We’ll all have a grand ‘ole time,” he
finished.
“And how do you know that will work?” I accused.
“Trust me baby. My plans always work.”
I snorted, my arms crossed across my chest.
“Whatever, dude. See you Saturday,” I remarked.
“Or sooner…?”
I shook my head, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, and walked
back down the hall, toward my room. I had a mission. I needed to
find Jeanie and talk with her. The trick would be to make her listen.
***
“But why haven’t you told me about this so called lake before?”
Jeanie said.
It had been relatively easy for me to talk to Jeanie; I guess
maybe she really did just need time to cool down. Or maybe Misty
had talked with her. It didn’t matter because now she was talking to
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me again.
“The lake is, well, special to me.” She raised an eyebrow but I
didn’t let that deter me, “I don’t have many friends and I don’t
have many things that are special to me. You are one of the most
special things in my life. I realize now that I have to celebrate my
friendships, especially since this is our last year together. None of
us knows where we will be in a year or how far apart we will be
from each other. We need to spend this time together, not apart. I
know this now. So that’s why I want to bring my friends into my
world. Starting now, I promise to keep you in the loop.” That was a
lie, but she would never be the wiser. There was no way I could tell
her about the government’s secret plot to take over the world, she
wouldn’t believe me anyways. It sounded like the storyline to half
of all good fiction novels.
“Okay. I believe you.”
“Thank goodness!” I proclaimed.
“So when can we go?” she asked me.
It seemed like our relationship was back to normal. Well, almost
that is. There was still the matter of Arrow.
“Saturday,” I answered.
“That’s not for several days. Why can’t we go today?”
“Because we have to go secretly. It is against the rules,
remember. We can’t have anyone seeing us do it. That’s why I
always go on the weekends. It’s safer,” I explained.
Jeanie agreed with my logic.
“And thanks for doing my laundry,” she stated, “I don’t know
why you folded my delicates though, that was kind of
unnecessary,” she laughed.
I smiled. I felt like my life might return to normal. Well, as
normal as a girl pretending to be someone else so that she might
infiltrate the government in order to save the world that is. I would
never be normal. But that was fine by me; I didn’t want to be
normal.
The rest of the evening I spent doing more homework. Jeanie
raised an eye when I got out my notebook and sat down at my
desk. An hour passed in silence, then another, and another. Finally,
I got up to stretch.
“I’m impressed,” Jeanie called over from her desk. “Three
straight hours of work. Are you sure you weren’t doodling?”
“You know I can’t draw. I’m trying to get caught up. Almost
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everything is due at the end of the month and I don’t want to be
pulling all-nighters to finish,” I answered.
“That’s good. You’ve finally listened to what I‘ve been saying
for three years,” Jeanie chuckled.
“However, I’m pooped. And tomorrow is Self Defense. I don’t
want to be tired in class. I’m going to kick Johnny’s butt. Or his
chest. Punch his head a bit. You know, wherever teach says is okay
to lay one on,” I said, playfully punching the air where an invisible
Johnny’s head was.
I thought about Li while I flossed and brushed my teeth. He
was acting as if our little night’s talk on Halloween never happened.
He knew I liked him yet he wasn’t acting on that information. I
guess he had been hitting on me even before that, so what could he
really change? I didn’t want to rock the boat with Jeanie, since she
liked Li. But he didn’t reciprocate those feelings. If I went out with
Li, would Jeanie care? Would she be mad at me again? I needed
normalcy, at least outwardly. Having a boyfriend was the perfect
disguise. Plus, everyone else would leave me alone then, not that I
had other boys knocking down the door. Except Johnny, but that
was for other reasons. Speaking of Johnny, I couldn’t wait for
tomorrow! I spit out my toothpaste and rinsed my mouth. Jeanie
turned out the lights and got into bed. I quickly memorized all
obstacles between the bathroom and my bed and then shut off the
bathroom light and made my way to my bed. I hopped in and
pulled the blankets over my toes, relishing the warmth of the
covers.
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8
CHICKEN
People have always told me that dreams are significant. I have also
heard that they might even be visions of the future. In our Human
Behaviors class, however, the teacher said that dreams are only
fabrications of bits and pieces of our lives strewn together in
fantastical elaborations. I tend to think that dreams are both parts
of the past and parts of the future. That is why I believe that the
ravine exists. I have either seen it in my past or glimpsed it in my
future.
***
As soon as I got to Self Defense, I kicked off my shoes and sat
down on the mats, eagerly anticipating beating the academic stars
out of Johnny. I looked around. It was nearly 9:00 AM and I didn’t
see Johnny. I noticed Arrow and Li having a heated debate in the
corner. Arrow looked much better, quite perky in fact. Li must
have told him about the lake plan already, just like I had told Jeanie.
Class began. Where was Johnny? Jeanie sat down next to me; I
was glad she was treating me normally again.
“Where’s Johnny?” I whispered over to her while the instructor
talked.
“Why do you care? Don’t you hate him?” she whispered back.
“Hate is a word that doesn’t exist,” I whispered back,
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mimicking the phrase our parents had taught us when we were
little.
Our conversation was cut short as the instructor had us stand
and partner up. We proceeded to spar with each other as a warm
up, for about ten minutes, before real instruction began. We spent
the following half hour learning a new technique for throwing
someone onto the floor. I always enjoyed tactics where I could
throw someone over my shoulder and slam him or her into the
ground, KYAH! I was working up a mild sweat and having a blast.
I forgot all about Johnny - Only focusing on my attacker.
“Okay. De-escalation time. Some of you got quite into it. Good.
In practice, as in real life, you need to put full strength into your
attack. Alright everyone, take a breather. Let’s walk it off for a
minute,” the instructor said.
We wandered around the room, relaxing tensed muscles. Jeanie
walked beside me,
“What do you think he does after class?” She turned to me and
asked as we walked around.
“What do any of them do after class?” I returned.
“But do you think he has a family? Or a wife? Or a dog?” she
ventured.
“What? A dog?” I was confused.
“You know. Do you think he likes animals?” she continued.
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Never mind,” Jeanie said.
“Alright weirdo.”
I never thought about our professors outside of class. Frankly, I
did not even know if they left the Academy. They probably lived
here year-round like we did.
“We have spent most of our time learning physical Self Defense
tactics in this class. However, today we’re going to learn verbal Self
Defense,” our teacher began. “Sometimes known as verbal judo,
this type of Self Defense relies on using one’s words to prevent or
end an attempted assault,” he continued.
At least three of the students groaned out loud. I know we were
all thinking it; we were trained to be bloodthirsty killers. Using our
words to prevent violence? Come on! The only thing standing
between an assault and me were my two fists. Words never made
nations bow down!
“I know what you’re thinking.” He held up a hand, stopping the
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groans. “But words can be as powerful as your punch. You can
calm a potentially violent person. Or talk a soldier into certain
death.”
After getting us all riled up, our instructor had us stand for the
last part of class and talk. Not even talk, verbally persuade or
defend, or whatever he was calling it. I thought it was the stupidest
crap ever.
We were finally able to do some more physical work after our
bout of verbal judo. By physical work, I mean our final stretches.
We always finished classes with stretching. Four years of classes
like Self Defense had increased my flexibility tenfold.
I wasn’t sweating as much as I normally did, due to the verbal
fighting, so I figured I could skip my shower and go straight to the
cafeteria. I would have some time to wait before lunch was served,
but I figured I could look at my anatomy notes one more time
before class. I started heading toward the cafeteria but Jeanie called
after me,
“Where are you going?”
“Um. To get lunch,” I said dumbly.
“Are you kidding? You’re not going to shower?” she exclaimed.
“We didn’t even do anything!”
She put her hands on her hips, inclined her head slightly and
gave me a look that could pierce kryptonite. I sighed and then
backtracked to where Jeanie was standing. She sidestepped away
from me and gave me another look. We were totally rocking the
body language today. I laughed and scooted closer.
“Do I…. smell funny to you?”
“Stop it MC! I wasn’t going to mention it, but you really should
take a shower.” She shoved me so hard that I nearly fell and then
ran ahead of me.
It was good to have Jeanie back. I took the quickest shower in
the history of showers. Jeanie was not amused.
“But now you have lots of time for your shower,” I enlightened
her when she gave me another one of her exasperated stares.
We meandered to lunch almost a half hour later, fresh but
famished. Arrow was usually there early, he did love to eat, but
now he was notably absent. I checked the time. 11:10. Where was
he? Li wasn’t here either. Our table was completely empty, in fact.
What was going on, where was everybody today? Was there
something I was missing?
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They had veggie burgers for Jeanie and regular cheeseburgers
for me. Sweet potato fries and brussel sprouts completed our meal.
Jeanie couldn’t help herself,
“You really shouldn’t be eating that, you know,” she told me.
I rolled my eyes, “Here we go again!” I said as I set my tray of
food down and plopped into my seat.
“No, I’m serious. I was doing research for speech and debate,
for our self-topics final. There are some really harmful substances
in beef. Have you ever heard, for example, of Mad Cow Disease?”
she spoke as she set her food down.
“Stop making things up, Jeanie. That was a conspiracy. It never
happened. Just like Bigfoot. Or The Second Great Depression.
They’re just stories,” I retorted.
“No it’s true. I found studies. You can’t compare Mad Cow
Disease to Bigfoot. One is an event and one is a, a thing!” Jeanie
was excitedly gesturing with her hands, “Anyways, what if there is a
Bigfoot? That’s just a name for a phenomenon after all. Who’s to
say there isn’t a new species out there that just hasn’t been
categorized?” she digressed.
“So what if there is a Bigfoot, as you say.”
“I’m not saying there is a Bigfoot. That’s not even what I was
talking about,” she whined.
“Is that what you’re going to say in Speech and Debate? ’Cuz I
think I just made you lose your argument,” I said smugly.
Jeanie shook her head, grimacing, and then began to eat.
“Well at least you already started your project. I haven’t even
picked a topic,” I said. We finished our lunches in silence, both of
us stuck in our own silent thoughts. I wasn’t sure what Jeanie was
thinking about, probably how to win her argument. I know I was
thinking about the mountain of work I would have to do for finals.
No one had said the Academy would be easy. We had more classes
in any given semester than most other students our age. In fact,
many students didn’t even go to school at our age.
Anatomy started right on time. For the past couple of weeks we
had been learning about surgery. I knew our final in this class
would be epic. The teacher “leaked” that we would perform brain
surgery on an unspecified animal, dead of course. We would pass
or fail based upon whether we performed the surgery properly. To
top it off, we would do it by ourselves, no partners, and no help.
Most of the class was dreading the prospect, surgery was hard! We
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were taught to recoil at failure. There was no “try and try again” for
us. You did it or you went home. Literally. Well, not quite literally.
A test was one thing to fail; it would be hard to make it up. To fail
an entire class, well, that was a big no no.
“Why are we using these?” Arrow turned to the teacher and
asked; holding his scalpel like it was infected with the zombie virus.
“A scalpel is quite the useful tool…” our professor started and
then paused for breath. Arrow took that as an opening to insert his
next comment,
“But nobody uses scalpels anymore,” he whined.
“And how do you know Arrow, are you a doctor?” the
professor chided.
“No,” Arrow sighed and put his head down on the desk.
“Well. Now, the scalpel was a common tool for surgeries not
too many years ago. In the past, doctors did not have the
technology we have available today. In fact, most surgeries are
done by machines; the doctor is there more as a manager than as a
surgeon,” the professor continued.
I rolled my eyes. As if we didn’t know what surgeons did. Of
course we did! Several TV shows depicted the drama-ridden lives
of doctors and how little “doctoring” they actually did. While
Academy students thought that we lived in an ultra-modern age, I
knew better. My village didn’t even have a doctor, let alone one
with fancy gadgets. Only those rich enough to know better went to
doctors. The rest of us lived in the dark ages.
“So. I’m going to have each of you perform a common surgical
procedure on the model before you. As we talked about previously,
be careful with the scalpel and follow proper safety protocol.” She
looked directly at Arrow when she said this before going on, “for
your tonsillectomy.”
The directions from the teacher faded into the background as I
zoned out, thinking about the upcoming Cube competition. The
professor’s change in tone brought me back from smacking Johnny
with a million fireballs laced with electric flames,
“Alright, you may begin. If you have any questions, I will be
around to help, or you can ask your neighbor for assistance,” she
finished.
Finally. I looked at the clock. I hoped this was a fast surgery, we
only had twenty minutes! I glanced to my right. The student next to
me was already cutting away. She kept biting her teeth in
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concentration. I turned back to my own model and looked for the
tonsils. Here we go.
***
I was tired of classes. Thank goodness I had no more for the
rest of the day. I savored my hours of free time. Too bad most of
them would be spent pounding out homework. At least I wouldn’t
have to sit still any longer. I stretched my arms and yawned,
releasing tension from my body. Friday would not come soon
enough. But it did. Friday loomed in front of me, just like the
Cube, a standstill in the gloom. It was an overcast day and it
drizzled outside. I made it through English and Physics without
any trouble.
All too soon, class ended and we scurried off to lunch. The
chatter in the cafeteria was louder than usual. It was usually a bit
more raucous on Fridays, not because it was the end of the week
and the beginning of the weekend, but because a new Cube
competition would start. The whole school buzzed about the Cube.
The younger students fantasized about what the insides of the
Cube really looked like, while the older students trash talked their
fellow competitors and boasted about how many kills they would
get later. Saturday was much like Friday; the only difference was
that the buzz was about what had happened the previous
afternoon.
I forced down a small snack. I didn’t want to over-eat right
before the competition. I wanted to be ready to scramble, sidle, and
do whatever it took, without being impeded by a full belly. I also
didn’t want to be distracted by hunger pains. There was no telling
how long each competition would last. Sometimes it was only an
hour or two and other times it lasted all afternoon and even into
the evening. I chewed my apple methodically, without much
enjoyment. Even the crispy crunch did not thrill me like it normally
did. I just had no appetite.
I felt oppressed by the noise in the room and had the
overwhelming urge to run to a quiet place and curl up into a little
ball. Instead, I walked calmly out of the room and closed the doors
behind me with relief. I jogged down to my room and pulled out
my uniform. It was as crispy looking as my apple had been. I shook
it out and then put it on.
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I composed myself. I was all determination. Today was the day
I would pull up my ranking. I was going to rock the Cube so hard it
would turn into a sphere. I laughed inwardly at my own pun. Time
to focus. I strode out of the room, exuding confidence and
switched my uniform’s color. It was now blood red. Red for
passion, anger, blood. Crimson for the kill.
I got to the Cube early and had to wait around for some
minutes before they would let me check in and enter. I wanted
every advantage I could scrounge up. Having those two extra
minutes to scout the place might prove advantageous.
When I walked inside the Arena, I saw that the field was empty.
Never had I seen it devoid of obstacles. I walked over to the
nearest set of platforms and scurried up and over. I looked out on
the second floor. It was empty, no obstacles, no walls, nothing. I
didn’t wait, but kept climbing up the platforms. I expected the third
floor to be empty as well and it was. Why were there no walls
anywhere? Why were there no obstacles? Without any obstacles
there were no hiding places. Without any walls, there were no dead
ends. It dawned on me: we were meant to keep moving. They
wanted us to be defenseless, to have continual action. Sure, there
would be the main team, but the other teams would have a hard
time sitting and watching like before. I wondered how I could use
this to my advantage. If only we kept the same teams, it would be a
lot easier to strategize. But I never knew whom I was going to be
with or what their skills would be, so I could never plan in advance.
I took one more look around, but still didn’t see anything. I walked
over to the inner wall and peered down at the field below. I saw
some students milling about. It was almost time. As soon as all
members entered, the gong would sound and I would have five
minutes to find my teammates. That would be easy today, so I
wasn’t worried about it.
The peal of the gong rang out. Something was wrong. The walls
were both the same color, a dull gray. My suit was also a dull gray. I
looked around; everywhere it was a dull gray. I wondered if there
was a technical problem with the suits. Then the headmaster’s
booming voice broke the tension in the air,
“You have two targets. Kenny, Shaylin please report to the
middle of the arena.” She waited. Before I saw Kenny, I saw a blip
of yellow scaling down the wall on the other side. Kenny’s suit was
a different color than everyone else’s, a bright yellow. As he got
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closer. I barely made out that there was a chicken on his front chest
plate. The crowd on the field had moved away from a girl, also in
yellow, Shaylin. She walked over and joined Kenny in the center of
the field. They were standing in the middle of a white circle that I
had not noticed before. The headmaster continued, “A hit will not
kill either Kenny or Shaylin, but it will earn you points. However,
for every fireball he catches with his or she catches with hers, a
point will be earned. After twenty deaths or five minutes,
whichever comes first, there will be a new target to replace the old
one. Good luck. Each of you will be a chicken once during this
competition. You may begin.”
The gong sounded. Kenny stood there, bewildered. The girl
instantly threw part of her own fireball at Kenny; it fell harmlessly
to the ground. She cursed and ran toward the opposite end of the
Arena. Already, a group of gray was descending on Kenny as he
stood there. Kenny took off, for the other end of the field, but
there were too many gray bodies cornering him in. Shaylin made it
outside the descending circle and was climbing up the inner wall.
She was not yet opposed. She didn’t see what I could, though,
from my vantage point. Ten students stood just beyond her sight
on the third floor, waiting for her to arrive. I saw the whole scene
play out, as I stood flabbergasted. She flipped over the railing and
was pelted by all ten students. She covered her head with her hands
but didn’t freeze when all ten made contact. She slowly uncurled
herself and stood up, defiant. She held up her own fireball to throw
but was hit by another round of fireballs. Her suit changed to gray
at the same time as the sound of the gong, and the students
ignored her. They were already charging one of their own yellowclad students, who was running like a rabid wolf around the curve
of the Cube. He was headed in my direction in a funky zigzag,
trying to avoid the shots that whirled around his body. I looked
down at the Arena again.
Kenny was cornered, his back against the wall. He held out his
fireball, his only defense. The horde of grey vultures let him have it.
Balls whizzed around him. Several hit him in the chest. After the
first wave, he looked more prepared. In the next wave of balls, he
was able to catch a few with his fireball, which absorbed them and
grew in size. It didn’t take long for Kenny to be hit twenty times.
The gong sounded and Kenny matched the rest of us. Some of the
students looked disappointed that their easy target was now one of
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them. The yellow chicken was nowhere to be seen.
I broke my gaze and jogged around to meet the boy I had seen
zigzagging in my direction. Time to get some points. There was
nothing on the second floor. There was nothing on the field. There
was nothing on the third floor. I saw a sliver of yellow and then the
other chicken broke into my field of vision. He saw me and tried to
stop, but he was running full force. I saw the panic on his face as
he tripped over his own feet and skidded head over heels on the
floor. I ran up to him, concerned yet anxious to get in kills before
the other students caught up to him. He sure was a fast runner! I
pushed my sympathy into the back of my mind and pelted him
with one after another fireball as he slowly got up and took stock
of his injuries. He gave me a simpering look. I shrugged and kept
firing, what was I supposed to do? Stop and give him a Band-Aid?
After about seven kills, the other students caught up and joined in
the killing frenzy. It took all of five seconds for his uniform to turn
gray; He still sat there on the ground. He had only deflected a few
fireballs. He would have to get a bunch of kills to make up for all
the negative points he had just accumulated. Other than that he
looked fine.
I looked down at the Arena and saw nobody. I didn’t see
movement anywhere on the third floor. The new chickens must be
on the second floor. The group of students were still milling about
around me, trying to decipher where the two chickens had gone.
One of them broke from the group and ran for the platforms. The
rest of them followed. I also ran for the second floor. I focused on
the task at hand, one hand over the other. Several feet later I was
facing what looked like a natural disaster. The floor was rippling,
like a sea monster preyed beneath the surface. I saw several other
students attempt to walk across the rolling surface. They looked
drunk, bending and weaving. One student attempted to sprint but
ended up tumbling head over heels. He didn’t stop moving though,
the floor carried him back toward the outer wall and he barely
missed falling down to the Arena before getting his footing back
on one of the still platforms. Usually the second floor contained a
secret key. It was like a puzzle that could be solved and conquered
and then used to one’s advantage. Sometimes the solution was easy
and other times it was impossible to figure out. I felt like this one
was a bit more difficult to solve. Time was running out, I needed to
get more kills. I spotted Misty. She was walking diagonally across
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the roiling surface, like she was skating. She was barefoot.
“Why are you barefoot?” I asked her.
“With one hundred and eight students, each with five minute
time limits, assuming all students get a chance to be the chicken,
two at a time nearly five hours,” she answered.
“That would be the longest Cube competition!” I exclaimed,
still looking at her bare toes. “How are you doing that?”
“Doing what?” she said
“Standing without falling, on that surface.”
“Oh. You get a better grip with your toes. The panels move in
patterns, so you just have to follow the ones you want,” she
answered, wiggling her toes.
The gong sounded again. I saw one of the students who was
struggling to rise in the middle of the angry floor, turn yellow.
Fortunately for Misty and I, she was an easy target, on the floor.
Unfortunately for her, she was soon pelted with small fireballs
from both Misty and I. It took all of one minute to get twenty kills.
The gong sounded again. The girl managed to crawl to the edge
and puke over the side. She sat down on the ledge, moaning.
I looked for the next target. This game seemed simpler than
games with the regular Cube rules. I could get used to this! I was
not, however, getting used to the roiling mass of what was
supposed to be a “floor.” It felt like caterpillars were massaging my
feet, which creeped me out. I was not fond of bugs.
I rollicked to the other side of the room, and looked down at
the field below. It was empty. As I was leaning over I heard the
gong sound. I whipped my head around, looking for my next
target. Nothing. It wasn’t me though. But the gong sounded
echoic. Funny. Then I felt a raindrop. Was it raining? I looked up
at the sky. A pearly blue expanse winked back at me, reflecting the
sun. Hmmm. I felt another raindrop. What in the world? I heard
Misty behind me.
“There’s no one down there,” I commented.
“That’s because they’re all on their way up here. Chicken,” she
said, flinging another drop of fireball at me.
That’s when I noticed my arm was golden, as were my chest
and legs. I was the next target.
“Crap!” I yelled, and before Misty could get in another easy kill,
I jumped over the railing. I landed and rolled. Five minutes, I
thought to myself. Or lose 300 points. I wondered if I had made
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300 points yet. Probably not. I felt like a gladiator as I smoothly
hopped up out of my roll. I wanted to give a battle cry but didn’t
want to project my location. Not that it mattered, I would soon be
found in the emptiness of the Cube with no obstacles to hide
behind.
There was only one place I could go and have a chance. The
fourth corner. I was on the opposite end of where I wanted to go,
but as of yet there was no one in sight. They must all be
preoccupied with the other chicken or the oceanic waves of the
second floor.
It seemed to take ages to cross the Arena, even at the killer pace
my feet were setting. I was out of breath when I reached the curve
of the wall that was devoid of platforms. The single curved wall
would provide me with a usable defense. I would have at least one
side covered. As I turned around, I saw Misty jogging over. Several
students started to drop from the overhang ahead of me,
presumably from the second or third floor. They entered my
shaded fortress and fired upon me without even a pause to take
stock of their environment. They were as bloodthirsty for points as
I was. I couldn’t blame them. I held out my fireball: my shield and
absorbed several balls out of the first volley. Each point would be
my redemption.
I was a great dodger and I sure could put my fireball exactly
where each fired ball was going to land. I was doing great! But it
didn’t matter, out of every several thrown; at least one would hit its
mark. With each hit I was losing 15 points! I seemed to present an
easy target just standing here. But what else could I do? Die
running? At least here I had a chance to get some points. So I stuck
it out and continued absorbing as many fireballs as possible. My
fireball seemed to be getting heavier and, definitely, larger. It
radiated force within its pulsing orb. That extra ammo might come
in handy later.
“Come on then!” I screamed at my attackers.
I stomped my feet and let out a war cry. They stepped back
slightly but then let loose even more of the little pellets at me. They
were getting too many hits! I needed a larger shield, more fireballs.
Suddenly, I screamed in fright, as if a headless monstrosity was in
front of me. I pointed, shaking my finger behind the heads of my
attackers and then ducked down and covered my face in a raked
pattern with my fingers, so that I could still see. The students in
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front of me ducked, while trying to swivel and glimpse what I had
seen. Several of the students screamed in a symphony of sympathy.
One even dropped his fireball. Yes! That was my cue!
I burst up and sprung out toward my attackers. I grabbed the
forgotten fireball just as he and the others realized there was
nothing there. Forging it with mine, I now had a formidable shield
and kept on going. Students were running toward me and tried to
pick me off but I was a Gladiator! I absorbed a few of their shots
and dodged a few others. Unfortunately, one or two made contact.
I kept running. I made it to the center of the field and paused to
look back. A horde was descending. I looked front. Another horde
was coming toward me. My time must nearly be up, right?
Some stopped fifteen feet from me and tried to get in their kills
first, while several other students spent the extra few seconds
getting closer to me so as to have better aim. I easily dodged the
first fireballs. As the second wave of death came my way, I saw
disappointment on their faces. A ball whizzed by my face and
another hit me on the shoulder. A shoulder that had already turned
into a pallid gray. From prey to predator!
No chickens were on the field. I ran for the platforms and
jumped from one to the other. I scrambled to the top and entered
the third floor. As luck would have it, both chickens were running
towards me. They were pursued by at least forty students. As they
zipped past me, I threw as many fireballs as I could. At least a few
hit their mark. One of the chickens turned gray. The other chicken
kept on going, now followed closely by her recently converted
enemy. I looked around for easier prey. I jogged over to the inner
edge and looked down on the field. There was one! He was
running toward the other side.
That was when I saw Johnny, a yellow-clad Johnny. It was his
turn to die. He was climbing up to the second floor and he was
alone. I noticed he was on the curved corner where there were no
platforms. Just back where I had come from, the fourth wall. I
made my way back there, even as my “teammates” headed out in
the other direction, in pursuit of less troublesome sport. One of
their own had become the chicken. I was not followed. Johnny
would be all mine.
I wasted no time hoisting myself up the wall to the second
floor. I was only slightly impeded by my bloated fireball. I looked
around for Johnny. He was right there in front of me. I picked off
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a lovely looking chunk of fireball to chuck at Johnny. But he had
beaten me to the punch and his entire fireball smacked into my left
ear, lending me to disorientation. I was plunged into a Picasso
painting. Slivers of Johnny walked in and out of slivers of the floor
and myself. My fireball dropped from my fingers. My head was
reeling. Keep it together MC! I stumbled forward and suddenly the
world righted itself.
“What the…!” I yelled at Johnny.
He was barreling right at me. I looked around desperately for
my fireball. It was nowhere. It must have fallen over the railing and
down onto the field. I didn’t see Johnny’s fireball either. His must
have taken mine over the edge. I needed to retrieve my fireball.
Without it, I was nothing. Without my fireball I would not be able
to make any kills, the game would be over for me.
I had taken too long to think, and Johnny was in the process of
leaping over the wall in a swimmer’s dive. His foot caught on my
hand as I grabbed it viciously and yanked. His momentum swung
me over the railing as well, and I plummeted the several feet to the
ground. I managed a clumsy landing. Johnny, unperturbed by my
clutches, landed gracefully and was headed straight for an immense
fireball. Our two had fused together and now was massive. I had
never seen one so large. I was closer than Johnny, and leapt for the
fireball. Johnny’s hand and mine made contact at the same time.
We both clung to that fireball with all our might. Johnny was
making it shake like a rocket! His tactics would not work though; I
continued to hold on tightly.
“Stop that!” Johnny yelled at me, his voice warbling from the
vibrations traveling from his hands up throughout his body.
“You stop it! I’m not letting go!” I yelled.
“You’re the one shaking it!”
“What?! I’m not shaking it, you are!” I was confused.
The fireball chose that moment to explode, sending hundreds
of castrated slivers of dying energy outward. Most of them
cascaded out into open air, but many of them made contact with
my body. Flying at such high speeds, they hit me hard and then
blinked out of existence. I fell backwards from pain, surprise, and
the force of the blows. I forgot all about Johnny.
The next thing I knew I was seeing one of the trainers.
“That was not supposed to happen!” he was grumbling as he
leaned over me.
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“What are you doing here?” was all I could think to say.
He didn’t respond but kept checking me over. Apparently I was
not that injured because he turned away and went over to Johnny.
Then he spoke, “Looks like he got the worst of it, right in the head.
Gonna be a nasty black eye. I better take him to the clinic. You
seem okay though.” He looked back at me and nodded.
Johnny was groaning, his eyes closed. The trainer picked him up
deftly as if he were a toothpick, and carried him down the field. I
tried to stand but sat back down. It was as if I had been marathon
training for five days straight. I felt sore everywhere! I clenched my
teeth and stood up. I hadn’t realized I wasn’t alone on the field
when a voice spoke,
“That was wicked! You okay?” it was Kenny.
“I think I’ll live,” I said resolutely and then asked, “What are
you doing here? Is it over?”
“Yeah.”
Kenny helped me to my feet and I winced. I noticed the rest of
the students already making their way out of the Arena. It had only
been an hour or so since the start of the Cube games. I scowled,
thinking of all the points I had lost. My only saving grace was that
Johnny did not have a chance to get points this competition. That
had at least worked in my favor. Maybe he would even drop to the
number two position on the score chart.
Leaving the Cube, I let my pain and sore muscles press into my
conscious. I felt wounded. I limped the last bit and exhaled tightly.
I was one of the last students to exit and the doors closed behind
me. I didn’t feel like walking anymore. I sat down in the grass right
outside the Cube’s walls to rest. I didn’t mean to but I slumped
over and fell asleep. It was the fitful sleep of a restless soul.
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9
THE LAKE
The sound of my chattering teeth woke me up. My legs were stiff
and cold. The fact that I had slept outside was probably not a good
idea. I straightened my legs out and winced as the life in them sent
signals slapping at my brain. I rubbed them, trying to create
warmth, as well as to quicken up the awakening process. I stretched
my arms and yawned. I wondered how long I had been asleep. It
was pitch black outside, the dead of night only brightened by the
lights from the Academy in the near distance. I could make out the
turrets and chimneys. I saw puffs of smoke billowing in loose curls
from them and anticipated the warmth within the Academy walls.
My legs felt ready, so I stood up. I stretched out my back. My
body did not appreciate being left to sleep on the ground and was
now getting revenge. The fact that I was so sore and bruised did
not help matters either. Maybe I should get checked out at the
clinic. I didn’t know if there were any effects of getting hit by live
fireballs. Normally, when fireballs hit you they disappear, blinking
out of existence. However, I had been hit by what could only have
been described as a live ball, it made contact hard and bounced off
with force before hitting the afterlife. I pushed delicately on several
of the contact points. I winced. I couldn’t see any of them because
I was still in uniform. Unlike my limbs, the suit was still fully limber
and flexible.
I shuffled back to the Academy. I was careful to walk only on
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the path, so as not to bump into anything. I flinched as I put my
foot on the first step of the stairs leading up to the front door of
the Academy. My thighs were going to torture me up these stairs.
Every movement triggered at least one if not more extremely sore
and now tender spots on my body.
As I was passing the score board inside the Academy, I paused.
I wonder….. There! I had moved up! I was now in the top fifty! A
lot of students must have lost points during our game of chicken
for me to have actually usurped their scores.
Suddenly in a jaunty mood, I started my walk down the hall
again, this time with more carefree strides and less worry about
triggering any sore spots on my body. I stopped, backtracking. I
thought that I had seen something different. The number one spot
was now occupied by none other than Li. Where was Johnny? I
scanned the list, it didn’t take me long to find him because he was
still in the top ten. He was number nine, I was closer than ever to
him. Our scores weren’t that far apart. Ha! But now I had a new
goal, beat Li.
As soon as I opened the door to my room, I was greeted by a
flurry of voices. Not only was Jeanie sitting on her bed, but also Li
and Arrow who were sitting beside her. Misty and Kenny were
sitting on my bed.
“Um. What’s going on?” I interrupted them. They looked like I
had caught them red-handed.
“You’re back,” Kenny said.
“Yeah,” I commented, wondering what was going on.
“Where were you?” exclaimed Jeanie.
Misty gave Jeanie a look as if telling her to calm down.
Jeanie pursed her lips and opened her mouth as if to say
something but then closed it again and instead crossed her arms.
Misty spoke up, “We were worried about you. Missing dinner
and being absent from all the places where we usually find you.”
She looked at me sharply, “Even Li was worried about you.”
I looked over at Li. He gave me a neutral smile, as if
acknowledging the mention of his name, but neither confirming
nor denying what Misty said. I glanced at Kenny, wondering who
invited him and why he was sitting on my bed.
“I fell asleep,” I ventured.
“Cut the crap, MC. Where were you!” Jeanie butted in.
“I really did fall asleep,” I explained.
103

RACHEL BARNARD

“But where!?” Jeanie’s voice had a jealous sharpness to it.
Then it dawned on me. She thought I had gone to the lake. She
was jealous that I went without her!
“Right outside the Cube. I didn’t go anywhere,” I said.
“You must have been sitting on the ground; you have dirt all
over your suit!” Kenny blurted out.
“We were worried about you,” Misty said quietly.
“Isn’t it cold out?” asked Kenny.
“Very,” I responded and rubbed my sides with my hands as a
way to emphasize how cold I had been. The suit kept me relatively
warm but I lost heat through my ears, where I wasn’t covered.
“I should probably change.” I needed to get Kenny out of the
room so that we could talk about our plans tomorrow.
Misty already knew about the lake, but I thought it best to leave
her out of it as well. How to get her, Kenny and Arrow to leave but
Li and Jeanie to stay? I didn’t have to worry about it though;
Kenny got up to leave, mumbling about finals. Misty told me we
should talk later and she followed after Kenny. The door closed
behind them before Li said anything.
“See you two tomorrow.” He got up as well and went out,
followed by Arrow.
Jeanie still sat with her arms folded across her chest. I
disregarded her and pulled off my suit. Several large welts were
plainly visible on my chest and legs. Jeanie forgot all about her
angry stance and hard stares as she untangled herself and walked
over to me as I was getting together my nightclothes.
“What happened!” she cried out, pointing to the larger of the
bruises on my chest, its dark color contrasting painfully with my
lighter skin.
“Fireball exploded.”
“But they don’t do that!” She looked closer at me, all sympathy
now, “Does it hurt?” She poked the edge of one.
“Ow!” I cried and jumped back in exaggeration. I was milking
her change of heart for all it was worth.
“Oh dear! Maybe you should ice it,” she offered.
“Naw. I’m just going to shower. Should go away eventually.” I
was all macho. A fearless fighter returned from battle! I took a step
toward the bathroom and searing pain shot through my leg and it
buckled for a second. Jeanie raised an eyebrow.
“Mmhmm,” she muttered.
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I continued to the bathroom and shut the door. The hot water
was soothing to my skin and I stood there letting the water run
down my skin in rivulets.
“That was a long shower,” Jeanie quipped when I emerged
from the bathroom.
“Well I was very dirty,” I said back and hopped into bed.
It wasn’t late at all but I was exhausted. Big day tomorrow too,
what with the secret meeting between Jeanie and Arrow to set up
and execute. My eyes closed and a moment later my thoughts grew
heavy and thudded into the back of my mind.
“When are we going tomorrow?” Jeanie’s question broke
through the fuzziness in my brain.
I was instantly alert and a twinge of pain shot from the back of
my head.
“During lunch,” I said and then rolled over.
Jeanie didn’t respond but I heard her set the alarm and then
open up her journal and do some writing. I fell asleep. Even with
the nap I took earlier, I was still fairly tired. I had a body to heal.
After all, even soldiers needed their rest.
***
“Are you sure this is a path?” Jeanie asked me as she pushed an
overhanging branch out of her way and then stepped through the
opening.
“I’m positive,” I answered back, holding another branch away
for her.
Leaves and twigs crackled under our feet as we picked our way
slowly through the dense forest. I had chosen one of the lessertraveled paths on purpose. I wanted to show Jeanie how difficult it
was to get to the lake and how much effort it took just to get there.
Plus, I didn’t want her to think you could just stroll right up to the
lake. Also, this was an adventure, so bushwhacking through the
woods was required.
“How much farther?” Jeanie called out from behind me.
“Not that far,” I shot back at her.
We trudged around large rocks and fallen tree trunks. Moss
clung tight to maple trees. Jeanie was not very adept at
maneuvering around all the tree debris. She was also quite noisy in
her movements. From years of practice, I was as quiet as a hunter
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stalking its prey.
“Are you really sure this is a path?” Jeanie asked again, pausing
to take in her bearings.
“It didn’t use to be a path,” I said over my shoulder.
“For how long?”
“Until now.” I grinned at her and then started walking again.
“Are you serious? How do you know where we’re going? It’s all
trees and shrubs and dirt out here.
“Uh, Jeanie. I do have a compass. These are the twenties after
all,” I chuckled.
Jeanie shook her head and gave me a smirk. We continued on
our way. I emerged from the tree line just ahead of Jeanie. As soon
as Jeanie looked out she hissed in my ear.
“What is he doing here!?”
“Li kind of invited you, remember?” I avoided her question.
Jeanie grabbed my arm and whispered in my ear, “You know
what I meant. Why is Arrow here?”
The two boys spotted us and came forward.
I grabbed Jeanie’s hand, dismissing Li, “Not much to see but
you get the best view from up there.” I pointed at the large rock.
Jeanie walked over to the rock and circled it, looking for the best
place to climb up. Arrow chose that moment to come to life and
pranced over to Jeanie. He followed her around the rock and
stopped when she stopped.
“Here, I’ll give you a hand,” Arrow said. She didn’t say anything
but obligingly let Arrow help her up. As soon as she was stable in
her climb, he jumped over to the other side and rapidly scaled up
to the top. He turned and bent over to offer his hand to Jeanie as
she was about to reach the top. He was definitely overdoing it. Li
looked thrilled.
“M’lady.” Arrow offered his hand and bowed, “I’m at your
service.”
She ignored his proffered hand.
“What did you bring for lunch?” I asked Li.
“Always thinking with your stomach.” Li shook his head side to
side but then grinned, “A meal to delight all of your culinary
expectations. If the lady would only accompany me atop
Restaurant Rock.” Li indicated the rock Arrow and Jeanie were
standing on with his chin and then went on, “You will be served
the most elegant picnic you have ever dreamed of.” Without
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further ado, he pushed me toward the rock.
“Not going to give me a hand?” Before the word ‘hand’ had left
my mouth Li had swiveled and dropped to one knee.
“I thought you would never ask!” he exhaled.
He sure was acting funny. Like he was putting on a show of
being a fancy gentleman. I smiled down at him and put my hand
daintily in his. He surprised me by kissing it and then he got up
from his kneeling position and grabbed me by the waist and threw
me backwards over his shoulders. So much for the image of prim
and proper.
“Put me down!” I protested.
I had quite a nice view; my eyes had a direct line of sight to his
rolling shoulder muscles, which distracted me from seeing where
he was headed.
“Put you down? Are you sure?” Li goaded.
He tossed me up and over his shoulder so that I was yet again
at his front, my feet in front of his. He wasn’t done though, he
leaned me backwards and my head tipped enough to see that we
were at the edge of the lake. He let go for an instant and I panicked
as a reflex and scrambled to hold onto him, for fear of falling into
three inches of water. Li’s hand was instantly on my back, holding
me up. I was never in danger of falling; he was just toying with me.
“Stop it! Let me go!” I laughed and unclenched my hands from
his back and fell into the water.
“Hey!” I screeched as ice-cold water drenched the back of my
clothes.
“You told me to let you go,” Li said as he offered me his hand
once again.
He seemed to like doing that, helping me up. Or making me
fall. Li looked as if he was about to rescind his offer but I grabbed
his hand with confidence. I was accepting him. I was accepting our
future. I was… wow I was reading way too much into this. I pulled
hard on his hand and the rest of him followed. He fell on top of
me. Oh physics!
“Stop clowning around you two! We’re starving over here.”
Arrow yelled.
Li rolled off of me but I hadn’t let go of his hand and I rolled
up on top of him. We paused for a millisecond and then Li pushed
me back to my feet and then got up as well.
“Hungry?” he asked me.
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“No, MC. And you are?” I queried.
Li had no comeback. “I don’t think this is working. Abort
mission,” he whispered sharply.
I was taken aback. “What? But this was your idea!” I lowered
my voice as I spoke. I knew he was referring to Arrow and Jeanie.
“Let’s get this show on the road! Ladies, please take a seat.” I
heard Arrow speak from behind me.
Li gave me a stare. I shook my head and mouthed no.
“Coming! I’m super hungry. I hope you boys brought
something extra delicious!” I shouted, turning around and walking
over to Restaurant Rock. I climbed up and found Jeanie sitting on
a blanket. Arrow was trying to uncork a bottle.
“Where did you get that?” I asked, “Alcohol is strictly
forbidden!”
“And so is fun? Come on MC, lighten up,” Li said as his head
crested the top of the rock. He was carrying a bag loaded with
goodies. I saw a loaf of bread sticking out. He set the bag down
and started unloading. First were the utensils and plates, then a
haphazard block of cheese. There were carrot sticks and berries.
The bag still looked plump.
“You guys sure went all out,” Jeanie remarked.
Arrow had finally uncorked the bottle and was pouring small
amounts into four glasses.
“What is this stuff?” I peered into my glass and swished the
liquid around. It was a ruddy brown color and it smelled putrid.
That one whiff made my eyes water. I held the glass as far away
from my face as possible.
“It’s a secret recipe. It tastes better than it smells.” Li held up
his glass and swallowed the contents in one gulp. “Refreshing,” he
said, his face a mask of delight.
Jeanie surprised me by grabbing her cup and downing the
liquid. Her face contorted for a moment and then she reached for
the bottle Arrow had set down in the middle of the blanket. Li
grabbed it before she could and held it away,
“Whoa doll face. I don’t think you can handle too much of this
stuff. It can be lethal in high doses.” His smile taunted her.
All she said was “Gimme.” With such intense ferocity that even
Li seemed cowed. He handed the bottle to her.
“Suit yourself, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Jeanie uncapped the bottle and took a large swig. Arrow gawked
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at Jeanie. I glared at Li. He ignored me and raised his now empty
glass.
“To friends and loved ones… To the lake… To throwers,
dodgers, and strategists everywhere.” He clinked his empty glass
against Arrow’s full one. Arrow frowned at his cup and then held
his nose closed with one hand while feeding the contents into his
mouth with the other.
I still hadn’t touched mine. It didn’t seem to have any adverse
effects, other than taste. Why was alcohol forbidden anyway? Bad
for the body. Whatever. I drowned my throat with my cupful of
the stuff and it felt like sandpaper was trying to eat my insides. I
coughed and my breath was a flame. I hiccupped and blinked, my
eyes watered.
“Eat,” Li said to me and held out a piece of bread. “It’ll make
you feel better,” he teased.
I grabbed the bread and shoved it in my mouth. It went down
dry.
“I thought I told you expressly not to bring explosives to our
picnic!” I said to Li as I grabbed the hunk of bread and ripped off
another piece. I put a slice of cheese on it and threw it in my
mouth. It helped cool the burning sensation. I swiped at my eyes
with my sleeve, carrying off any escaping moisture.
“It’s a perfectly wholesome recipe,” Li defended himself.
“You made this stuff?” Jeanie held up the bottle and then took
another hearty swallow.
“You should really slow down with that,” Li pointed out.
“I feel fine. But I don’t feel fine. No! Give it back!” Arrow
snatched the bottle out of Jeanie’s fingers and held it away from
her.
Jeanie slumped down, her voice trailing off, “I feel fine. I feel
fine. I feel…” The last words drooled out of her mouth and she
was silent. She had a glazed look on her face and was staring at the
loaf of bread on the blanket in front of her.
“What is in that!” I pointed an accusing finger at Li.
“Relax. She’ll only be comatose for about an hour,” he
responded.
“Comatose!” I sputtered.
“Maybe you should have another one,” Arrow said shrewdly.
He held out the bottle. I pushed it away and leaned over Jeanie,
“Are you okay?” I asked her gently.
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“I want to take a nap.”
“Everybody off the blanket,” I commanded and started
shoveling supplies back into Li’s bag.
Li exchanged a look with Arrow and then they both obliged. I
helped Jeanie lay out on the blanket after brushing away some stray
crumbs. I was about to slide down off the rock to let Jeanie have
some peace and quiet and give Li a piece of my mind but Jeanie
grabbed my arm.
“MC?” she said drowsily.
“I’m right here,” I responded.
“You two could turn back time together. You and him. You
have my blessing,” her words were slurring together, “and you can
have Arrow too, a double date for you. But MC.” Jeanie’s words
peeled apart for her next few sentences, “I really like you. I think I
love you.” Jeanie closed her eyes and started to snore.
I slid down the rock and joined Li and Arrow, who were reorganizing the snacks in the bag.
“And?” Li questioned.
Arrow looked anxious.
“She’s fine.”
I sat down on a small stone and sighed.
“I’m still hungry.”
Li laughed, “Main course coming up!”
***
I was tackling my speech and debate final. I looked down at my
student notebook, our speech and debate assignments tab pulled
up. I selected fall final. The directions were short. Short and to the
point with infinite interpretations available to the reader. Choose a
topic, research said topic fully, and then give a ten-minute
memorized speech using at least one if not more “props.” The
assignment looked deceptively simple.
I wanted to use a prop that was creative, or use a common prop
in a new and innovative way. I kept staring at the screen with that
one sentence. I imagined most students would use a hologram for
their prop. Holograms were so versatile.
Back to the topic. Rather, back to figuring out my topic. Here I
am, it’s nearly December, and I have no topic. New attack, just
pick something! But I can’t just pick a topic without intent or
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purpose. I have to be articulate and well thought out when I speak.
I’m not smart enough to ad lib. I have to be able to research said
topic.
I got an idea.
The Library was deserted when I arrived. I walked over to the
far wall, the one that contained the historical novels, and skimmed
the titles. And there it was. Not unlike all the other books, it had a
thick coating of dust. That’s what embracing past technology will
do to you, I thought, as I sneezed out tiny particles of dirty air. No
question about it, this was the one I was looking for. I pulled it out
and a flume of dust rose and settled near my face. I sneezed three
more times, holding the book away from me. I should have
brought something to wipe it down. I brought it over to the middle
of the room and wiped it disrespectfully on the carpet. Then I
crackled it open and read the first page, squinting to read the tiny
letters.
“I dedicate this book to my granddaughter. I created the Cube
for her. It’s her Cube.”
Strange. I turned the page and a dead and flattened bug fell out.
I jumped back to let it fall to the ground. I stepped to the side and
continued reading.
“Perspective may be a fallacy in the pursuit of the truth. Truth
is only a matter of perspective. Imagination is born out of
memories based on perspective. There is truth to imagination.”
What the hell did that mean? I turned the page again,
wondering how many more little seeds of writing there were before
I would get to the good stuff.
“Introduction: In the beginning the Academy was created for
the Cube. Now the Cube was a square form and empty, darkness
was within every level, until the top was taken off and the sun then
hovered over the Arena. The Academy was also lit, but by more
artificial means. The Academy and the Cube were connected but
separate. The government called for the Academy. The Cube was
called for by the Academy. That was year one- the first year.”
The writing had a familiar ring to it. Had I read it before? I reread the first paragraph, trying to understand all the meanings
within. It wasn’t very specific. When was the Academy built? What
was its purpose? All it was really saying was that the two were
interconnected.
“The Academy was built on trails of broken kowtows that
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plowed through the earth. The Cube was built on more solid
ground, only one way of escape. The government called the
Academy its savior and it was so. There was the Academy and
there was the Cube. That was year two- the second year.”
Only one way of escape? This book was not what I thought it
would be. It was proving less helpful for my assignment and less
hopeful for my overarching intent. I skimmed the next few pages,
but it was all more of the same gibberish. I found chapter two and
slowed down to read.
“The main objective is to score the most points. Individuals can
gain points as an individual or as a member of a team. You score
points by killing other players and by being on the winning teams
during each match. You can lose points by being killed. Total
points are added up and tallied at the end of all the rounds, at the
culmination of the competition. The final score for each player is
displayed for all to see. At the end of the Cube season (end of the
school year) the person with the most points overall (from all
competitions) is the winner.”
This was about the Cube competitions. The writing style was
drastically different from the introduction. Was it even the same
author? I quickly read another paragraph,
“The Cube is made up of five stories. The upper two levels are
for administration and storage…” I read the rest of the paragraph.
And then the next. And the next. There were descriptions of the
Cube, the uniform, fireballs, general game play, and specific rules
before, during, and after matches. Nothing new there. This would
have been very helpful during my first year but now it was old
news. The next few pages only contained the point system and a
complex matrix for teaming of players to allow all possibilities and
combinations of students within teams. This was way too much
complex arithmetic for me. I held out the book and fanned the
pages, looking for something useful. Some pages contained
sketches. I turned back to the first one. It looked like a rough
sketch of the Cube’s Arena. There were measurement indications
between all the obstacles, noting distances. This was a placement
chart! There was a tiny number in the corner. 091120 it read. That
was a large number. With a “0” in front it couldn’t reference a
quantity. It must be the date! September 11th 2020.
2020. That was one of the most monumental dates in the
history of the New American Nations! RFID’s (Radio Frequency
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Identification Devices) became a nationwide phenomenon in
humans. Also on 9/11/20, the Resistance was effectively shut
down. Apparently it was also the inception of the Academy and of
the Cube.
I fanned the book out again and saw many sketches like the first
one. They all had dates in the corner; progressively getting closer
and closer to the day I arrived at the Academy. Who wrote this
book and when was it bound and shut away in the Library like this?
Was it a secret to the Academy? It must be, it had traitorous
information and would give any student an advantage in the Cube.
Then who put it here and what happened to them? I flipped back
to the front. There was no identifying information. I re-read the
first snippet again, “I dedicate this book to my granddaughter. I
found her when I founded the Cube.” The wording caught me. He
used “founded” and not “found.” Was he saying that he created
the games? Was it just a play on words? So many questions.
I flipped to the back of the book but it was completely blank. I
turned pages backwards, they were all blank. I had gone through a
good chunk of the book before I came again to some writing. This
is what it said:
“Wherever there is Ataxia, there will be resistance.”
I shut the book. I heard the creaking of the stairs. I shoved the
book under a chair and grabbed my notebook. I looked up as Misty
approached.
“How are finals going?” she asked.
“Jeanie told you I was here?” I directed the question at her as
she jumped up on the chair beside me to sit down. The flashlight
she carried beamed helter skelter on the ceiling. She pointed it at
the floor.
“She said you might be here. Find anything good?” she asked.
“Not really.” I said half-truthfully.
“Well. I brought some snacks. I figured we could do some work
together.”
“Okay,” I said.
“But can we do it in the basement where there’s more light?”
She asked.
“Um sure. Let me just put my things away and I’ll meet you up
there.”
“I can wait for you,” she said.
I felt like she might get suspicious if I pushed the subject so I
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just shrugged my shoulders and started putting my notebook back
into my bag. I didn’t want her to beam her flashlight all over and
discover the secret book.
“What are you going to write about?” I asked Misty once we
were settled in the basement.
“I’m almost finished. I’m writing a battle speech,” she
answered.
“For what battle, Captain?”
Misty gave me an admonishing look, “Nothing for a future
battle. I’m recreating the famous speech from World War Three.
Rally the troops for glory,” she finished.
“But there wasn’t really any battle,” I stated. Misty was the most
baffling person I knew.
“That’s what the government keeps telling us. Just like World
War One was the ‘war to end all wars’ they said that World War
Three was the ‘peace to end all peace.’ They didn’t want anyone to
know about the actual fighting taking place because they didn’t
want any bad reaction from the people, like to the Iraqi war. Just
think, what do you remember from WWIII?” She paused to let me
ponder her question, “Just peace negotiations. North America, as it
was called back then, was the better man. We took in the poverty
stricken nations to our South and North. We were the good guys,
right? They came to us, begging for aid, willing to sacrifice their
identity as independent nations.” She looked at me, waiting for my
reaction.
“And what about the Muslim and Chinese nations? How come
they didn’t come begging?” Misty looked exasperated as I asked
these questions.
“You’re smarter than that,” she said. That phrase reminded me
of our first talk about the government and Ataxia. It also reminded
me to be careful with what I said.
“That doesn’t mean I know everything. You just said that
history was altered.”
“It wasn’t changed but the truth was not fully exposed. It’s like
psychological warfare on our own country. Citizens are not upset at
what they don’t know. Anyways, the Chinese and Muslims didn’t
come ‘begging’ because they didn’t need the New American
Nations. Truth is, we needed them.” Misty sighed and wrote
something on her notebook.
“Do you think it’s wise to expose the truth? According to the
114

ATAXIA AND THE RAVINE OF LOST DREAMS

government and most of Americans, no fighting took place. You
want to counter that by saying there was bloodshed? That’s what
you will be implying with a so called battle speech,” I goaded her.
“That’s what I’m really writing. What the words in my speech
are actually on is a rally to arms. I won’t say it’s from WWIII,” she
answered.
“You don’t think that won’t be going through the teacher’s and
then Headmaster’s mind?” I chided her, now she was the one being
dumb.
“I’m not going to reference a battle at all.” Misty smiled
mischievously.
“Then what exactly are you doing.” I was getting exasperated.
Sometimes Misty’s double-speak was really difficult to sift through.
“You’ll see.”
“You’re so maddening.”
Misty didn’t respond. We sat in silence for the rest of our work
session. With Misty present I did not get distracted like I normally
did and got a lot of work done. Even without the Cube book, I was
able to piece together the skeletal structure of my speech and wrote
up an outline and all my major argument points. There were other
sources I was able to use for my research. We did have an online
database of papers and books openly available. What part of the
material was made up, censored, or left out was only known to the
editors.
Misty started to yawn and it didn’t take her long at all to excuse
herself for bed. I said that I was on a roll and would keep hacking
away at my speech. She nodded and left.
After affirming that she was gone, I raced back down to retrieve
the book. It was too dangerous to take with me but I didn’t want to
leave it lying on the ground. I put it carefully back in its place.
I trudged back to my room, pensive. I was thinking about how
to let Li know I was interested in going out with him. After all his
advances and all my rejections, how could I let him know I had
changed my mind and not lose face now? I saw Arrow and tried to
sneak into an abandoned classroom, but he saw me.
“What’s happening MC?” Arrow yelled down the hall.
I closed the classroom door, “Nothing much, just finals,” I
replied.
“I hear ya'. It’s like we have twice as many as last year. I haven’t
even seen Jeanie this past week.”
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“Yeah, she’s a perfectionist so every assignment has to be
perfect. That means she doesn’t even have enough time to shower
most days,” I exaggerated.
Arrow looked somewhat relieved. He didn’t want to think she
was avoiding him. What was I going to say after finals? Maybe she
would just come down with some terrible fake disease. Or maybe
she would come to her senses and realize her deep love for Arrow.
I decided that I should really talk with her about it. He had already
been devastated once, surely Jeanie wouldn’t do it to him a second
time?
I said goodbye to Arrow and continued on my way. I usually
stayed out late, not coming back to the room until midnight most
days but today it was fairly early. The lights were off in the room, I
could tell from the lack of brightness from under the door crack.
Jeanie must be off in a study room. I opened the door wide and
turned on the light.
“Oh my! Jeanie! Kenny!” I shouted, amazed.
They were entangled, making out fervently, like long lost lovers.
Kenny tried to back up and fell off the bed. Jeanie sat up, her
cheeks crimson with what I could only assume was either guilt or
shame or both. How could she?
“I’ll talk to you later. MC,” Kenny acknowledged me as he sped
so fast out the door that he forgot his shoes.
I crossed my arms and opened the door to see Kenny with his
hand held out, as if to open the door.
“I uh. Forgot…”
“Go on,” I snapped.
He pounced on his shoes and jumped out without putting them
on. I turned to Jeanie.
“It’s none of your business so I don’t have to talk about it with
you.”
“I can’t believe you would do this. What about Arrow?” I
reproached her.
“What about Arrow? He should grow up. Move on,” She
punched her pillow, “Why are things always so overwhelmingly
complicated?”
I was surprised. She started to cry.
“I didn’t mean to not like Arrow that way. I tried. I really did
MC but I have to think about myself. What I want. How I feel,”
she sobbed.
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“That’s true but you shouldn’t blow Arrow off so harshly,” I
said as soothingly as I could.
“It’s easy for you. Li’s not a love-sick puppy like Arrow. He can
take rejection. Again and again and again.” She laughed through
her tears.
I gulped. Here it was. “I’m actually thinking of not rejecting his
offer next time.” I made a nervous gesture with my hands,
wringing them together.
Jeanie sat up straighter, “You come in here blaming me for
being a bad person yet you are going after Li? You know I like
him!”
“Um. You were just in here alone with another boy. And you
two weren’t folding towels.”
She sat back and wiped her face with her sleeve.
“I’m so stupid.”
“You’re not stupid,” I reassured her.
“Yes I am. I’m all hung up over boys,” she said.
“I guess that makes me stupid too then,” I giggled.
Jeanie threw her pillow at me with astonishing force. I caught it
and whipped it back at her. She set it down.
“Are you serious about Li?” she asked.
“Not yet. Slow down. I just decided that I should try it. We’re
not getting married tomorrow,” I replied, grinning. “Anyways,” I
continued, “I’ll need someone for our double dates!”
Jeanie smiled. I wasn’t completely happy about Jeanie and
Kenny but what could I do? Maybe she’d get tired of him and try
out Arrow afterwards. Maybe Kenny would be such a horrible
boyfriend that Arrow would look like an angel in comparison.
Perhaps I should focus less on setting up Jeanie and Arrow and
more on just the Arrow part of the equation. If he had some other
females knocking on his door he would forget all about Jeanie. It
was times like these that I wished I had more friends.
“You can’t just forget about Arrow,” I said and Jeanie frowned
but I continued, “We should set him up with someone.”
“That might be a good idea.” She sounded relieved.
“Do you know anyone?” I asked.
“In fact I do!” Matchmaker Jeanie to the rescue. If you aren’t
the match then make the match.
“Well. I’m tired. Goodnight,” I said.
“Goodnight,” Jeanie answered and shut off the light.
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Even though it was early, I was exhausted. Boy problems really
took a lot out of you.
***
Jeanie and Kenny were holding hands. Usually hand holding
was not that big a deal. The problem was that they were blatantly
holding hands in front of Arrow. He was pretending not to be
concerned about it, but anyone could tell that he was. Arrow was
fidgeting with his fingers. He had refused all matchmaking help. I
guess he wanted to suffer. Suffering in front of Jeanie would not
make her like him more; rather, she would probably end up liking
him less. Who wants to be around a pitiful moping person? This
was the Academy! This wasn’t a summer camp where kids cried for
their mommies and daddies. Here there were no parents, only
perfection… and the Cube.
Jeanie looked content. She didn’t really like Li, only his
exoticism. Li had been the new kid, mysterious. Now he was an old
hat, just like the rest of us. We were walking around outside. I
watched Jeanie and Kenny swing their interconnected arms back
and forth like giddy little children. I was jealous. I shook the
thought away like an Etch-A-Sketch. Petty small emotions like
jealousy would get me nowhere. I jogged in front of the oblivious
couple, shouting,
“Last one to the shed is fresh frozen!”
Jeanie and Kenny ignored me, lost in their own conversation. I
could still act like a kid, even if I wasn’t one anymore on the inside.
I jogged around the field, heading toward the drooping shed. This
was my last year to pretend to be a kid, to spend hours upon hours
learning, broken up by forays to the lake or bouts in the Cube. Yes,
I was living the high life. Three meals a day if I wished, working
power and water, and access to the most advanced medicine. This
was the dream. If the Academy was as far as I was going to go in
life, then screw it, I would enjoy myself! I might even have some
fun with Li.
Speaking of Li, he and Arrow were off to the side, talking on
the field. I sprinted over to them. They made a cute couple. I
laughed at my thought.
There was just enough space between the two jogging boys for
me to swat them both in the back of the head and race through the
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gap between their bodies. I did just that.
“Hiya!” I yelled, giving them a swat as I passed.
I gunned it, running even faster, “Can’t catch me!” I taunted,
swiveling my body to stick my tongue out at them. I locked eyes
with Li and my breath caught. I swung back around as they picked
up the pace. I was really booking it now.
I was a natural runner, but I was constantly working on my
endurance, I tired easily. I was running straight down the field but I
was about to run out of grass. I turned and angled toward the
corner. I could hear the two bearing down on me. With their
longer legs, they would eventually catch up. I pretended a huge,
ferocious bear was after me. That worked for about forty feet, until
I got a cramp in my side. I did a double step with my left foot to
compensate for the cramp in my right side.
“Ouch!” I cried and grabbed my side, slowing down.
I was tackled. Not the nice, got-you kind of tackle but the I’mtaking-you-down-through-this-grass-and-making-dirt-angels-withyou kind of tackle. Li was on top of me, holding down my breath. I
grunted, trying to peel myself out from under him,
“Dog pile!” Arrow shouted and then a second impact hit me.
“Get off you heavy lugworms,” I panted.
“What’s that? We have lotsa germs? That’s not nice,” Li said.
“I’m being crushed,” I wheezed. Li’s elbow was digging
unmercifully into my almost-forgotten cramp.
I felt Arrow disentangle himself and spring up. He walked
around Li and spoke directly into my face.
“Hey Li. Let’s check and see if she’s ticklish.”
“What an excellent idea,” Li sounded devilish.
“What? No!” I screamed as I was attacked from all sides.
Two sets of hands dug into my sides, finding those extrasensitive spots.
“I surrender! I surrender!” I yelled. “Have pity.”
They stopped but Li still didn’t get off of me.
“Do you really surrender?”
“Yes! Yes!” I laughed.
“I wasn’t finished. If you really surrender, then… promise to
meet me in an hour in the lower basement,” he stated.
I looked at him. Arrow looked at him as well.
“Fine. You win. Now get off!”
We walked to the Academy and parted ways to shower and
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change. Arrow seemed disappointed that he hadn’t been invited.
I felt elated. Today was going so great! Even though I wanted to
do some more research into the book I found before, I knew I
wouldn’t be able to with Li present.
I was early getting to the Library. I never took long showers. I
desperately wanted to sneak a peek at the book and couldn’t help
myself. I scampered over to that section and pulled it out.
“What’s new Stinky Foo,’” Li’s voice startled me and I dropped
the book. I reached down and picked it up and forced it back into
its place on the shelf. Stupid move.
“Calm down. It’s just your man. Whatcha reading?” I pointed
my flashlight at him and he sauntered over, shielding his eyes from
the intense beam of the light.
“Sorry.” I pointed it down at his shoes.
I stepped forward so that I would be in between him and the
bookshelf but he got right up in my face and leaned in. I
sidestepped and anxiously made a squeak. He certainly was
aggressive! He looked at me and then stepped into the spot where I
had been standing. He peered at the shelf in front of him. I realized
my error just as he pulled out the secretive novel.
“Good read? Or is it naughty? You looked pretty guilty a
minute ago.” He waved the book in my face and I tried to grab it.
I had no chance. He held it above my head, tauntingly and then
turned and moved swiftly away from me. He opened it up and
started reading out loud from the middle, “The Northwest corner
doesn’t hold the key. Only a door to be. The passageway to thee is
up two and over three” Li looked over at me, peering over the edge
of the book, “Cryptic. Know what it means?”
I shook my head fervently and then changed my mind.
“I do but I’ll never tell,” I said.
“Okay then. Ready to do some homework?” he replied.
I was relieved that he didn’t push the subject. He tried to put
the book back but there wasn’t enough light and he accidentally
shoved it all the way to the wall in the back. He pulled it back in
line with the other books but not before I noticed movement out
of the corner of my eye. Panic as I realized what it was, I reacted. I
grabbed Li’s free hand and twisted him so that he wouldn’t be
facing what I had seen: The hidden passageway.
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10
WORTHY
I could not, would not let Li see the secret passageway. Li tried to
pull away. Time for more drastic tactics. I was on my tippy toes
and my face in his before I knew what I was doing. He dropped his
head to meet mine. Thank heavens the door was near silent, as it
swung ajar. I was kissing Li timidly at first and then pretended to
get really hooked. I started pushing on his shoulder, moving him
toward the door. He responded and cupped my lower left jaw in
one hand and braced my neck with the other. We sidestepped
toward the door, locked at the lips. I was close enough to pull the
door with my foot, shifting my weight and trying not to let my
attention wander too much from the kiss. Any break of
concentration and he might know something was up. The door
closed as silently as it had opened. The secret was safe. I had done
it! Yet, we were still kissing, now what?
I felt awkward and pulled away.
“I…” I had no explanation.
He put a finger to my lips in a cheesy gesture to indicate I
shouldn’t talk or that I didn’t need to speak. I was glad that he
acted with such archaic mannerisms.
Li tried to put an arm around me, but I moved out of his reach
and leaned over to grab my bag. I was suddenly too awkward for
my own skin. My palms were sweating up a storm.
“Good idea. Wouldn’t want to go too fast.” He walked over to
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the shelf and pulled out a book from the history section. He sat
down in the seat farthest from me and began to read, the book
held up to his nose so he could see the tiny words in the light from
the lamp he had brought. His shadow extended to the wall,
stretched like plastic wrap.
I was stymied. He went from overbearing to harmless in the
snap of an eye. I almost wanted him to insist on physicality but I
shivered at the idea. His masculinity made me nervous yet excited
at the same time. The proximity of some of our last encounters was
not as unnerving as it was now because I was accepting his
advances. Now I wasn’t resisting. Now, I was imagining myself
with him. The idea scared me intensely. What if he discovered my
other secrets? Love made people blind. Love made people do
insane things: like telling their deepest, darkest secrets.
Goosebumps erupted on my skin. That would never happen, I
promised myself. Not that I was in love or going to love Li. He was
another stepping-stone on my way to exposing the Obies and reestablishing a free world. He was only part of my cover. He had
nothing else to offer me except for that. Cover and some shortlived fun. But I wouldn’t get too close. I would strengthen my
guard. He was charming and that was dangerous.
I stole a glance at Li. His knees hugged to his chest, he looked
anything but dangerous. In the mode of fashion - he wore loose
sweatpants and a t-shirt too large for his frame. He was emulating
the rap artists from last generation, the style having come back
around in the last year or so. He looked good. He glanced up and
our eyes met. I dropped mine, pretending to be interested in what I
was working on. I could tell he was still gazing at me from across
the room. At least it was semi-dark down here.
I was tackling my English and Physics homework but I wasn’t
very productive. I kept thinking Li was looking at me, so I was
trying not to bite my lip or fiddle with my fingers. I didn’t want
him to think I was as nervous as I felt. I re-read the same
paragraph for the third time. This was hopeless. I scowled at my
inability to get anything done. Li must have noticed because he
said,
“So, Boo, how goes that drawing of yours?”
“What?” I looked down. I had drawn on my notebook. I had
drawn not one, but many little cubes. The stick-figure, threedimensional kind. I was hopeless. I put my notebook down.
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“Let’s practice our Self Defense katas. I can’t sit down any
longer.”
“If you think you’re up for it. There isn’t enough space down
here, you want to go to one of the empty classrooms?” he asked.
Empty classroom. Most of the other students would be in the
study rooms or empty classrooms. They would see us together.
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I stammered.
“Why not?” he queried.
“Because, they’re probably full.”
He raised an eyebrow, “Is that the best you got? You really are
an odd one, MC. How about we stay here then, and to get moving
we do a little more of that good stuff we did earlier?”
“That was a fluke. It’s not going to happen again,” I crossed my
hands over my chest, my homework forgotten, “and don’t you go
expecting it either.”
“You forgot to stick out your tongue and call my momma fat. I
was only joking; you don’t have to go all kid on me. I like you too
much to sexualize our relationship.”
I guffawed. He was already using words like “sexualize” and
throwing in “our relationship” too. Maybe this whole boyfriend
thing was not going to work out. I had never been intimate in any
respect with the opposite sex. My first kiss had been the one Li
stole at the lake. My first hug – if you could call it that - had been
the one he forced at the lake while threatening me with my own
weapon. Now that I thought about it, our relationship seemed to
be based on dominance, of him over me. I didn’t like that. I wanted
to be in control.
“Nickel for your thoughts,” Li said.
“I don’t think this is going to work,” I said.
“You don’t think what’s going to work?” he asked.
“You and me.” I indicated the air between us.
“Come on MC, don’t be afraid. I know you have feelings for
me. I felt them earlier,” he snickered at his reference.
“I’m not some meek-mannered person you can easily subdue.”
“And?”
“And, you always want to be in control. To always be right. To
always do the right thing. Be the best,” I babbled.
“If that’s what you think then you don’t know me,” he
answered.
“Oh but I do!” I was on a roll and there was no stopping the
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gush of words that bubbled from my mouth, “You think you’re the
best. You’re so in love with yourself that you could never love
anybody else. You’re vain and conceited. Your self-confidence is
no more than arrogance. You’re no better than Johnny, like you’ve
got something to prove.” I caught my breath.
“If that’s what you really believe…”
“I do!”
Without a word, Li got up and walked up the stairs and out of
my life.
I felt even worse than when I thought he might discover my
secret identity. My stomach was broiling and punching my
intestines for allowing me to say such idiotic things. I had botched
things with Li. My reaction amazed me. He was more than just a
spot in my camouflage; he meant more to me than that. My body’s
reaction told me so, confirming what my mind felt. I swallowed.
There was no way I could do any homework now. I packed up my
stuff and headed back. I was dragging my feet, berating myself, not
paying attention to where I was going and ended up walking past
my room. I scoffed at my own inattentiveness. I was not a
hormonal teenager; I was a rational person. I was beginning to
think that I was more the normal teen than the stealthy warrior that
I was trying to emulate. At my core I wanted to be normal. I didn’t
want the burden I had given myself, trying to thwart the high
powers of the government and save the world. But I had chosen
the burden. I had chosen to be proactive. I could not ignore my
duty; I understood what needed to be done. Therefore I would not
cry over Li. Or any boy. I was solo and would always be solo. I
could only trust myself.
I backtracked to my room. It was almost dinnertime but I
wasn’t hungry. I thought about doing homework but I really didn’t
feel like doing anything. I thought about going to the lake, but it
would be too chilly out. I put my school bag down on my bed and
put my knife, flashlight, rope, some water, and a snack in the bag. I
was going to open the secret passageway, this time without Li in
the room.
I started getting more excited the closer I got to the Library. It
had been a very long time since I first attempted to open the
hidden door. Today its secret had been revealed. Maybe today
hadn’t been that bad after all. I didn’t really need Li. I could appear
normal without him. I had been doing it for three years just fine.
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I broke through the darkness with my flashlight. I went over to
the bookshelf and noticed a gap between the books right where the
Cube novel should have been. It was gone. I shined my flashlight
around the room, looking to see if it had somehow fallen down
onto the floor. It was nowhere. I looked again at the empty space
between the books on the shelf. I saw the wall behind it and a
small, slightly discolored spot. I reached between the two books
and pressed it. I twirled on my heel, just as the door was opening.
It didn’t make a sound. I walked over and into the passageway,
pushing the door firmly closed behind me. My flashlight lit up the
ground, ceiling, and walls at the same time, since the quarters were
so cramped. I walked along, trailing a hand on the wall. I hadn’t
been down here in a while. I walked very slowly, flashing back and
forth from the right to the left, trying to find any indication of a
side passage, like I had done three years ago. I made it to the other
end without seeing anything unusual, except the eerie presence of
my own shadow. This passageway was a dud. It wouldn’t be useful
for anything, since the other end only opened up to the shed,
which was right next to the Academy. Therefore, this passageway
was of no use to me, only as a place that no one else knew about.
My stomach growled. I would go to dinner after all. The
cafeteria was buzzing louder than usual. I picked a baked potato,
spinach salad with raspberry balsamic glaze dressing, green beans,
and lamb. This was the life. Feasts every day, unlike back home. I
thought guiltily about my family, how I left them alone with their
poverty. I reminded myself that the Academy was just a stepping
stone for me, that my real mission - my real life, would begin after I
graduated. My mission was greater than myself or my family.
I sat down at our table. Kenny now sat with us, scooted right
up beside Jeanie. Arrow had a sour look on his face as he stuffed a
hunk of lamb in his mouth. He had turned back into an omnivore
after he failed to impress Jeanie with his short-lived vegetarianism.
Li was quietly cutting up his lamb shank. I avoided looking at him
directly, for fear he would look back at me. He might see the regret
and lust in my eyes.
I spent all of dinnertime looking down at my food or at the far
wall. My meal, though tasty, did not appeal to me. I could not stand
this silent conflict, especially since I was the one that had caused it.
I would have a very arduous time falling asleep tonight if this
matter was not settled before then.
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I stood up. I was going to throw away the rest of the scraps on
my plate.
“You going to eat that?” Kenny broke my reverie.
“Uh, no. You want it?” I said.
He leaned over Jeanie and scooted my plate around the table
until it was in front of him and then dug in heartily. Even though I
had left about half of everything, he still finished it off in less than
two minutes. He handed the plate back.
“Thanks. Their portions are too tiny for us bulkier guys.” He
glanced over at Arrow.
Arrow looked indignant for a moment but didn’t rise to the
insult. I spoke quickly to fill in the silence, before he changed his
mind.
“You’re welcome. I’ve gotta run.”
“Where are you going?” Jeanie asked.
“So many finals,” I lamented.
Everyone but Li laughed.
***

I stood up and peered into the dark cave. There were glowing
orbs in the back. Sets of eyes peered back at me. Jeanie, Arrow,
Li, and Johnny appeared, walking toward me. They each carried a
fireball. Johnny blew on his and it smoldered, smoke rising up from
it. Then it caught on fire and blazed. Johnny didn’t seem concerned.
He broke off a large piece and tossed it to me. I held out my hand
to catch it. It burned the instant it touched my skin and I dropped
it like a hot potato. Johnny laughed. Then he beckoned to the
others. They each ripped off a piece of their fireballs and started
walking toward me. Their eyes were glazed, reflecting the fire in
their hands as each of their fireballs went up in flames. I backed up
and my heel fell over the edge. I faltered and then jumped
backwards, all the while keeping my eyes on the four enemies in
front of me. They ran toward me as I hovered in midair. I took off.
I rose so fast I felt dizzy. I paused and looked down. They were
rising up toward me, their fireballs carrying them upward. Then
came the chase. There were four of them and only one of me. No
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matter where I tried to hide, one of them was always on my tail.
They let loose volley after volley of fireballs. Jeanie cornered me up
in the air, against the cliff wall. I watched as she threw the last ball
she had at me. I ducked and it splashed the rocks behind me,
erupting in a sparkle of fireworks that sputtered and died. I saw
Jeanie scowl and then her eyes opened up. They seemed to engulf her
head as she plummeted. I didn’t have time to reflect before the
others caught up to me. I sped away. Arrow and then Li
succumbed to the lack of ammo and both fell into the river. Then it
was only Johnny. I shot down and he followed, close on my tail,
chucking one after the other flame-spitting fireball at me. Most
plinked on the rocks behind me but one managed to hit me. I
didn’t feel the burn but heard the hiss as the flames licked around
me. My wings were on fire. I was on fire. I changed direction so fast
that I thought the lurch would pull my stomach up through my
mouth. But it didn’t. I screamed as I shot back up into the air,
rocketing past Johnny. He threw another fireball at me. This one
hit the other side of my wing. I felt flames singeing the fine hairs on
my back. My screams echoed across the rocks and died in the water
below. I was no longer opposing gravity. I plunged, my bruised and
aching body making a beeline for the river. I closed my eyes.
I opened my eyes, sweating. My palms were sticky and my back
was moist but my throat was dry. I rubbed my lips together, trying
to moisten them. I sat up in the dark. It was two in the morning.
Jeanie snored softly beside me, oblivious to any sounds of my
nightmare. She was murmuring. I got up, my legs unsteady and
slouched over to the bathroom. I shut the door and turned on the
light. My eyes were red and puffy. I washed my face with my
washcloth, scrubbing the skin, trying to purge myself of the bad
dream.
I went back to bed and slept a dreamless sleep. Jeanie was still
asleep when I got up again and dressed soundlessly. I packed my
bag and tiptoed out of the room. I went to the lake but I felt
sluggish, even with all the extra sleep I had gotten. I did homework
for an hour or so and then took a break to eat. I sat on the rock,
chewing on an apple. I got up, still munching and slid down the
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rock to the ground. I walked into the forest and hunted for a small
stick. I found one immediately. I went back to the soft ground near
the rock and placed the stick down on the ground. I pushed it into
the crisp earth, so that it was grounded enough not to move
around. I went back into the woods and found several more thin
sticks. I arranged them next to the first stick. I went back
numerous times to find enough sticks to make out the words “I’m
sorry.” I admired my work for a bit and then went over to the rock
and meticulously carved out “MC + LI =” and then paused.
Should I finish? No. I left it there and then packed up my supplies.
It was too chilly to stay here for too long. I walked back to the
Academy and slipped inside without anyone seeing me. I went
down to the Library for some quiet and sat in the chair nearest the
stairs. My snores soon filled the room.
The whole week found me exhausted, both mentally and
physically. The cold overcast days played on my mood. I felt
dreary, just like the weather. I didn’t know if Li saw my messages at
the lake or not. I didn’t ask him. I skipped Self Defense that week,
pretending to be recuperating and saving my strength for the Cube.
The teacher was not thrilled, our final was next week but Jeanie
was able to convince him. She was quite excited to do it too. She
gushed about her personal meeting with him for days.
Friday was the coldest day since the school year had begun. The
special gloves I put on for the Cube were supposed to be able to
keep my fingers warm, and today I would be able to test them out.
They always kept my palms from sweating too much on warmer
days.
“Are you sure you feel up to it?” Jeanie asked me as we both
put on our uniforms.
Jeanie changed hers to a cheerful pink. Mine was black.
“I feel fine. We’re not allowed to miss a Cube day,” I said.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
“I’ll be fine. Stop worrying about me. You’ve been worrying
about me all week. I wasn’t going to mention it but my rank is still
better than yours.” Jeanie just rolled her eyes at me and gave me a
push toward the door.
“It’s not like I don’t know all your strategies and hiding spots. I
could take you out so easy, even Johnny would be impressed,” she
shot back at me, grinning.
I didn’t smile back. The mention of Johnny had rung an alarm
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in my mind. I hadn’t seen or heard much of Johnny lately. He
usually made his presence known, but during class he had been
keeping to himself. I hoped it was because even he, one of the
most outstanding pupils, had to concentrate for finals. I didn’t
want to think about any other possibility.
“For Pete’s sake, change colors! You look more depressing than
a starving dog,” Jeanie said.
“I like black.”
“Sometimes you’re so morbid,” Jeanie teased me, stepping out
of reach when I tried to strike at her playfully.
We gossiped all the way out to the Cube. Almost as soon as we
arrived, we were let in. I grabbed my fireball warily and looked at it
closely. It was neither on fire nor glowing blue. It was its normal
color and dimensions. Jeanie watched as I inspected my fireball. I
had grabbed a small chunk and was sniffing it.
“Come on! It’s not going to magically turn into a pie! Let’s go
take a look! I hope it’s warmer in there than it is out here.”
She grabbed my arm and pulled me along. I stuffed the piece of
fireball up my sleeve for safekeeping. It pulsed against my skin and
gave off a soft heat that felt wondrous.
The entire Arena was a playground. Blue, red, and rust-colored
metal was woven throughout platforms and stairs. There were
slides of bright yellow and green. There were useless-looking
monkey bars. I walked over to the nearest ‘obstacle.’ I climbed up a
bright brown ladder and ran across a short bridge that shivered and
shook as I crossed. I jumped up three platforms and stood inside a
tower. I looked back. Other students were entering and clambering
over the equipment like monkeys. Every week the setup here got
more and more preposterous. I slid down on a pale yellow slide
that wound around, it shot me out and I tumbled onto the grass.
There was plenty of material here to block a fireball but also plenty
to slow down one’s movements.
I jogged over to the wall and scaled upward, hefting my fireball
in my left hand. I was amazed at what I saw. The second floor was
as colorful as the Arena, but it was crisscrossed by a multitude of
tubes. It was a giant hamster’s maze for humans. The very next
thing that I noticed was that there was no third floor. The maze
was so large that it took up both the second and third floor. I
hopped over the wall and found an entry point. It was a slide; I
pushed the sides with my hands and feet as I climbed up inside. I
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made it to the top and saw three entryways. Each one was dim and
ended abruptly in a curve. I crawled through the first tube on the
right; the ceiling was not high enough to stand and walk. I scooted
as fast as possible on one hand and two feet, sauntering along like a
three-legged monster. I felt cramped. I scampered down the tube
and when I got to the first turn I kept going as it curved to the
right. I came again to a crossroads, with three more entrances.
Instead of continuing forward I turned around and went back to
the slide and slid out. I felt relieved to be out of those enclosed
quarters. I walked below the intricately entwined tubes. I
descended to the Arena to wait for the first game.
The gong rang and rainbows of color whipped throughout the
Cube, uniforms changed from one color to another and symbols
appeared on chest plates. The two walls displayed the main teams,
a symbol for woman and a symbol for snake. I harrumphed at the
symbolism. I had on a top hat. The Arena was not safe for me. I
joined the throng of students pushing outwards, toward the
second/third floor.
I climbed up and tried to spot another top hat. I finally spotted
one in a clear window of one of the tubes. I waved and scampered
over. I held up one finger and pointed to myself. I held up another
finger and pointed at him. I then put up both arms and shrugged
them as if asking a question and then held up two more fingers. He
pointed to me and held up one finger and then pointed to himself
and then the area beside him and held up three fingers. He
indicated for me to come up to them. I held up one hand in a ‘stop’
or ‘wait’ motion and then scrambled around the side, following the
tube. I finally found an opening, another slide. I was about to climb
up when a swoosh and a green blur shot out. I ignored the student;
I still had time before becoming a target and shimmied up the slide.
I crawled-ran to where I thought my teammates would be.
Somehow my tube was slanting downwards. I went farther than I
thought I should but I still had not run into my teammates. I
backtracked and went through the opening on my right. This
tunnel curved several times and I lost track of all direction. I came
to a clear window and looked out. I was facing the Arena. My
bearings once again intact, I went as fast as I could through the
tunnel. I turned a corner and bonked my head. I was about to fall
backwards awkwardly when a hand grabbed my arm and pulled me
forward instead.
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“Sorry,” a voice said and I saw that it was one of my teammates.
“Finally,” I said.
“What took you so long?” the boy I had run into shouted over
the distant sound of the gong.
My fireball, held under my armpit made a sound and then was
sucked into my suit. I saw that each of my teammates’ fireballs had
done the same. We were defenseless.
“Stay here or move?” another one of my teammates, a girl,
asked, unfazed by her sudden lack of ammunition.
Before any of us could answer, the floor dropped out. We were
deposited right into the middle of a large room. Large was not the
proper word. The ceiling was still low, but the floor space was wide
enough to accommodate at least ten people. And it was. We had
fallen right in the middle of two other teams. They had been about
to battle each other when we fell in their path. We were about to
become their new targets when the floor dropped again and all ten
of us fell into a pit of plastic balls. I fell feet first and was standing
on the ground. Baseball-sized balls were all around, up to my waist.
Two of my teammates and several of the enemy students had
disappeared underneath the balls. I wondered for a minute how the
two teams were going to battle without any fireballs. My question
was answered a moment later when I saw my teammate get tackled.
The instant she was touched she froze. She fell into the pile of
balls, sending several flying up around her.
I got it. We were the fireballs. To hell with teammates. There
was nothing they would be able to do. Not in our vulnerable
position. The best they could do for me was to provide easier prey.
I jumped high and started for the nearest exit, which happened to
be above my head. We were surrounded by netting, which encased
the ball pit. I high-stepped over to the nearest wall and began to
climb. No matter how fast you try to climb ropes, it always looks
like you’re moving in slow motion. I didn’t look back. I heaved
myself up without a moment’s pause and was near the top when I
glanced down. One of the teams had made short work of both my
team and the other team and was now advancing on me. I found a
tube entrance and climbed in. I shot down the opening, finding my
gait as I went. I turned a corner and slammed into another student.
He had a rabbit on his green uniform. Nothing happened. His
hands flew up and out to catch himself before landing on his back.
My hands hit the top of the tube and kept my body from falling.
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Why hadn’t either of us frozen? I leaned over the boy and touched
his uniform. He froze where he lay, an expression of surprise
etched on his face. Aha! It wasn’t the uniform, but our gloves. It
was a game of tag.
I wanted to look out over the Arena but I was enclosed in this
maze so I couldn’t see what was going on. I was trapped and
isolated. But not for long…
The floor dropped out from beneath me. I was plummeted yet
again into a pool of small plastic balls. I felt, rather than saw, at
least two other students fall into the pit with me. This was insane!
How was I to escape if every few minutes I was plunged back into
the ball pit? Was it random or had I been targeted for special
attentions? I had no time for thoughts on the matter, because I
knew the other students would be after me. All it took was one
touch.
My head broke the surface of the balls and I looked to my left
and to my right. There was no one above the surface. I tensed my
body, preparing to leap. I saw slight movement in the balls straight
ahead of me, on the other end of the pit. Then the movement was
closer. I stepped back. My right foot fell through a soft spot in the
floor, beneath all the balls. The momentum of being put off
balance brought my left foot back. This one, too, fell through. My
whole body was carried down as well. The sides of the hole scraped
my arms as I fell. It was like a hole had been cut by making an ‘x’
shape in the floor and I had stepped in the center, the weakest
spot.
I was sliding down, chased by several loose balls that had
escaped with me. I shot out and tumbled onto the ground. I was
free. The gong sounded. I ran over to the ledge and looked down
as I checked in. Several students were climbing over and around
the metallic structures. They were whipping around the corners,
using their arms as fulcrums to gain momentum.
It wasn’t my turn yet so I turned back to the maze of tubes. I
didn’t see any of my teammates. I hoped they were out in the open
and not inside any one of the brightly colored passageways. I was
in luck! I found one of my teammates wandering around and
grabbed his arm. He ducked down and threw me over his shoulder.
“Oof!” I slammed into the cushioned floor. Not cushioned
enough! My breath came back to me.
“Sorry,” he muttered in a high pitched nervous voice. “Are you
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alright?”
“Super,” I grunted and then sat up and rubbed my back.
“This floor is so startling, you know?” he said.
“Uh-huh,” I replied.
I swiveled as I sat and tried to see if anyone was coming from
the opposite direction, I thought I heard a noise. There was
nothing. I turned back around just in time to see him sucked up
into a tube. The tube was rising up like a mechanical arm and
turned its tubular suction onto another tube, where a hole had
been. The two parts connected with a mechanic sigh. I scrambled
to my feet. I did not like this floor one bit. I wished dearly for the
third floor and all the security, or at least stability, it offered. I
heard the gong. I thought about risking the Arena. I could try it out
for one match at least. I wasted no more time thinking about it, I
didn’t want to become this maze’s next meal. I ran over to the
ledge and put my foot over the railing. My foot was propelled back
at me, as if it had hit a spring. I switched feet and tried to throw the
other one over the railing. It too sprung back at me. I put a hand
up into the air and carefully moved it toward the Arena side of the
air. It went fine until it was right above the railing and then it felt
like I was pushing against a wall. An invisible wall. I patted the
invisible wall and moved my hand along it, seeing how far it went.
It must have gone all the way around because it didn’t seem to
have an end. And I was a sitting duck. I slammed a fist at the force
before turning so my back was against the wall. I didn’t want to be
caught unawares. None too soon, for an enemy student had been
sneaking up behind me. My reflexes kicked in and I dropped to the
floor right as he made a swipe at my midsection. I grabbed his foot,
which froze instantly and he crashed to the floor, thwarted.
It wasn’t safe here. It wasn’t safe anywhere frankly but I needed
more obstacles to maneuver around. Open space was my downfall
for this type of game. I was loathe to try to hide out within the
maze of pipes. I didn’t want to be anywhere near them either, the
way they had pulled that boy into their depths. I shuddered.
I continued walking around, my hand on the railing. I whipped
my head back every now and then to glance behind me as I made
my way around. I wished I had another set of eyes. It was a shame
the tubes had taken my teammate. Perhaps I would find another or
he would show up again.
The gong sounded. My uniform changed and I tried to see if I
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could get through the invisible wall. It wasn’t there! My hand went
straight through the air without any resistance. I swung my leg over
and hopped down to the Arena. I passed a student clad in neon
yellow. She gave me an odd look filled with hunger. I glared right
back at her, my game face on. I walked down to the fourth corner.
I could feel both teams’ eyes on me. Maybe this wasn’t such a great
idea. The gong went off again. I saw the two teams heading my
way. Maybe I should leave. I ducked out of the corner and came
back to the inner wall and started to climb back up. I tried to put
my hand over the railing to haul myself over. It met with resistance.
No! The invisible wall was back. I held onto the wall with my left
hand and felt along the unseen wall with the other. As far as I
could stretch, it was there. I was stuck. The wall was only there
during the matches but between them I was free to come and go.
The next chance I got I was definitely going to go. But for now this
was about the worst place to be. I was second-guessing the fourth
corner as well but it was too late. The enemies were too close,
battling it out. I watched as their numbers dwindled. I crossed my
fingers, hoping they would kill each other off. I might be able to
take on two of them at the same time, but any more and I would
be toast.
An epic game of cat and mouse was transpiring along the
playground material in front of me. There were five students left,
three on one team and two on the other. They were engaged
entirely among themselves. This was my opportunity. I hoped my
movement would not distract them. I slowly creeped along the wall
in a low crouch, watching intently to see if any of them noticed me.
They didn’t. The three-man team killed another student from the
other team. I raced to the metal obstacles and ducked under a rustcolored tower. They wouldn’t be able to see me too well from
where they were, until they moved. I found a step-ladder and eased
up it, attentive to every sound. I was on one of the main towers
between where the enemies were and the other side of the Arena.
Everything was interconnected but the platform I had chosen
contained the widest bridge. I was at the top of it now and slid on
my belly to get a better view of the action. The action was headed
my way. The final student of the failing team was running full
speed at me, chased by the other team. He looked intent, beads of
perspiration running down the side of his face. I was near his path,
right above the main bridge. If they came by me, they would surely
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see me. I needed to move. Or… As the lone student whipped by I
reached out and tapped him on his speeding shoulder. I was pulled
off my tower and fell head over heels down to his level, shielding
my head with my hands. I was getting up when the other three
reached me.
“You stole our points!” the towering girl said. The sun was in
my eyes but I could tell from her voice that it was none other than
Barbie.
“Can’t kill her now. Game’s over,” remarked one of her
teammates to the echo of the gong.
I noticed the boy I tagged was getting up. He was giving me a
dirty look. I gave him one right back.
“Make sure she doesn’t move!” barked Barbie.
“The game is over Barbie, leave it,” he said.
She shoved him and he scuttled away. Barbie’s other exteammate had run off as well. It was just her and me.
“Four minutes and you’re mine,” she said, folding her arms,
daring me to move.
I stood up straight, staring her down. This was my game. I
noticed that my colors and symbol had been called. The rabbit on
purple was my new team and I had seen something that Barbie
couldn’t. My approaching teammates. We were on a bridge with
sidings to hold onto but the metal rods didn’t continue all the way
down to the bridge. They stopped about two feet above the bridge,
only useful as handrails. As soon as my teammates were close
enough and there were only two minutes until go time, I dropped
to the floor. I was on my belly once again and rolled off the bridge,
right under the handrails. I dropped onto my feet and took off,
heading toward my new teammates. They hailed me and I waved
back.
Barbie didn’t have enough time to reach the wall and climb to
safety after giving up on me. Even she wasn’t stupid enough to
take on four students by herself. She would be my first target. I
told my team about the invisible wall and how Barbie was certain
to get caught trying to break through it. She would have no
maneuverability up on the wall. I was certain she would go for the
inner wall versus the platforms. We split into two pairs. The other
team was way down on the other end of the field when the gong
rang to start the round. We sprang into action. My teammate and I
ran off to corner Barbie from the front, forcing her toward the
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wall. There was no need; she was already headed in that direction.
The other pair approached from behind. We were boxing her in.
She thought she could escape on the upper floor but she didn’t
know she would get stuck trying. We caught up to her as she was
halfway up the wall. Her next step would meet with resistance.
Now was the time to act.
After she realized that she couldn’t get through we made short
work of her. Next target: the other team.
“Let’s do this!” I roared.
We advanced: a miniature mob of pissed off teenagers. We were
so hyped up; I could hear our adrenaline racing, our hearts
throbbing. I anticipated the kill. Using the metal structures to our
advantage, we rang the gong in less than five minutes.
I was exhausted. This constant adrenaline rush was draining. I
made my way back to the upper floor, the invisible wall was gone. I
had a whistle on my yellow uniform. I walked over to the nearest
opening to the tubes. I considered climbing up but before I could
make up my mind I was sucked into an adjacent tube. I was blown
back out onto a platform, encased in plastic. I still had time to find
my teammates, but a fat lot of good they would do me in these
conditions. I was better off finding a good location where I could
kill fast and be relatively safe from prying hands. I set off to find
such a place. It took me the rest of the five minute interval to find
the perfect spot. It was a 180 degree turn with a small clear window
set deep in the curve. I could just barely fit myself into the curved
window and not be seen by anyone approaching from either end of
the tunnel. I settled down to wait.
It didn’t take long for the first student to come galloping by.
She whipped so fast around the curve that I had to leave my hiding
spot and chase her for a few steps to catch up. It was too difficult
for her to turn around and tag me first so I got her. I scrambled
back to my hiding spot to wait. I tagged another student almost as
deftly as the first one. After the fourth kill, I decided I needed to
move the frozen students. They were creating a blockage in my
tunnel and new students might be alerted to the danger I presented.
I pushed the frozen students out into a side tube. I was on my way
back to my little hiding spot when I felt the ground open up.
This time I fell into the ball pit alone. Exploring my cage, I
waded down into the balls and felt around on the floor with my
hands. I scoured the entire area and this time there was no hole.
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The only way out, then, was the netting and the tube directly in the
middle of the ceiling of the pit that I had fallen out of. I didn’t
believe that I could get out that way, it would be near impossible to
climb up through that slick tube without any handholds. I waded
over to the side. I had just put my right foot on a rope when I
heard a bumping noise coming from above. Two bodies fell out of
the tube. I watched as it spit the first one out, curving to shoot the
person into an unoccupied corner. It turned and spit the second
person out in the opposite corner. I now had two enemies only
several feet away. I knew they weren’t my teammates, their colors
were different from my own, a royal blue and pale orange. Time to
earn me some points.
Arrow popped his head up, fluttering his hands all around him,
trying to catch an enemy off guard. I was too far away for him to
reach. He opened his eyes.
“Oh it’s you.” He put his hands down.
“We’re still on different teams,” I said, advancing with my
hands out and at the ready.
“So is she.” He indicated the pile of balls to his side, where a
girl’s head was emerging.
“Good point. Truce?” I asked.
“For now.” He grinned and we both dived for her. Arrow got
to her first because he was closer. “You can have the next one,” he
said.
“Next one? Why don’t I just take you?” I joked.
“Not in your best interest.” He backed up as a precaution. “We
can work together, now that we’re in here. There’s only one way
out and that thing,” He pointed above our heads, “is going to keep
giving us easy targets. We just have to be ready.”
“Intriguing. It might work,” I mused.
“It will. Trust me. You stand over there and I’ll be over here.”
He pointed to the side I had been standing at when he arrived.
“Why here?” I asked as I waded over to where he had indicated.
“It always puts ‘em in a corner. We don’t want to be where they
land, might accidentally have a hand out.”
“How do you know?”
“I keep getting stuck in these things. No point trying to leave.
You just get carried back. It’s like they throw us in here together
for the action appeal.”
We waited. Several minutes later we were rewarded with three
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more students. Arrow tagged one and I tagged the other. The third
student was still buried below the balls. She emerged just as Arrow
and I were advancing.
“See this is why you need more than just one person. I could
kill one alright just myself, but when it gives you two or three or
four in one go, they get settled too fast. In these tight spaces, my
skills are kind of useless,” he said.
He stopped moving.
The third student was Jeanie.
“You going to kill me?” she sounded amused.
“Actually it’s MC’s turn.” He pointed at me and backed away.
“You said that four could come at a time?” I asked Arrow.
“Yeah, I don’t think it would give more than four because there
are only four corners,” he responded.
“Join us,” I said to Jeanie.
“Yeah. Good idea,” Arrow joined in, relieved at the simple
solution.
“Or I could kill you both right now.” She jumped at me and
tripped on something beneath the surface. “What the hell?” she
said as she righted herself, looking at me.
“You aren’t the first one here. Come on, we’ll need you.”
Arrow said and held out a hand.
She eyed him suspiciously and he snatched it back.
“Sorry, forgot,” he said sheepishly.
“Okay, but just for this round, and I want the next kill,” she
demanded.
“Fine. But we’re going to rotate so that it’s fair,” I said.
“What are we going to do with the bodies?” she asked.
“Yeah, and what about when the match ends and they come
back to life?” I asked, turning to Arrow.
“Make them leave,” he said. I knew there was more to it than
that. “After the match a hole will appear in the floor and we make
sure they all leave before the five minutes is up.”
“There’s no hole now?” Jeanie asked.
“Nope, I checked,” I said.
I heard rustling overhead.
“Ready?” asked Arrow turning to Jeanie and me. We both
nodded.
By the time the match ended, we had each gotten around ten
kills. The bodies were piled so high, we couldn’t see around them.
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“Don’t fall down the hole!” Arrow yelled when we heard the
gong. He rushed over to where Jeanie had started to slither down
into the newly formed hole and grabbed her hand and pulled her
back up.
“Thanks.”
We made sure everyone else left, and even searched along the
ground to make sure no one was hiding below the surface.
“Will the hole still be there?” I asked as the new round started.
“See for yourself,” he said.
I inched over to where the last person had just disappeared. The
floor was solid.
“Gone,” I answered.
He nodded, as if confirming what I had said.
“Next kill is yours MC,” Jeanie said.
“Excellent.” I licked my lips in anticipation.
The points we were gathering this way were much more than
the points we were losing by not reconnoitering with our teams.
Not that we would necessarily even be able to find our teams in
this mess.
The very first person to enter our ball pit of doom was Li. He
was the only person so far to enter at the ready. He sprung out like
he had purposefully chosen that particular tube.
“Oh, it’s you guys.” He looked at our mismatched colors. He
held up his hands. “I surrender.”
I paused.
“Going to get me?” he taunted.
Arrow shook his head and glanced at me. Li turned his
attention on me, his back to Jeanie. She could easily have tagged
him but she didn’t. Friends were more loyal than teammates. That
was why our strategy was working so well.
“I see that I am outnumbered. Will you grant me the pleasure of
your company?” he asked, bowing.
I faltered. At that moment the chute coughed out another
student. The student was flung toward me, right over Li’s head. It
was a girl in a tan uniform with a scarab beetle. I saw her plainly as
her hands were reaching out to stop her fall, aimed right at my face.
Li grabbed her hands in midair and brought her down, slammed
her is more like it, right in front of me. She squirmed, not frozen.
“Whoa!” gasped Arrow.
“She didn’t freeze. He’s holding her hands,” Jeanie said.
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Li was holding the girl down as he said, “MC, will you go out
with me?”
“Is that a peace offering?” I laughed, pointing at the writhing
girl in front of me.
“You could call it that,” he said.
I reached out a hand and stilled the girl. “Yes,” I answered.
Li tossed the now frozen stiff girl to the center of the ball pen
and walked up to me.
“Don’t touch me!” I screeched as he approached.
He held up his hands and leaned over to kiss my cheek. I could
feel the heat off the tips of my ears as I blushed. I could hear
Arrow rolling his eyes. Jeanie was giggling. Li straightened and
turned to Arrow.
“My fearless leader, where am I needed?”
“The far wall.” Arrow pointed to the only wall that was
unoccupied.
We settled down to business. We lost Arrow after a few rounds
because it was his turn in the main games. He never came back
through the chute. I was selfishly glad, more points for me. Jeanie
and Li didn’t have to leave; they had already played in the main
games. The kills kept coming and soon the final match for the day
ended. We slid out the hole that appeared and made our way out of
the Cube.
I was exhilarated. Many kills and the whole thing with Li. He
wasn’t mad at me, he told me. He wanted to give me time to reflect
before asking me out. I had been mopey for no reason!
As soon as we exited the Cube, our fireballs popped back out of
our suits and fell to the ground. I picked mine up and handed it to
one of the trainers who was there to collect them. I was so
distracted and giddy about the turn of events that I completely
forgot about the little piece of fireball I had put in my sleeve. I
found it when I was taking my uniform off and it fell and rolled
onto the floor. I picked it up and stuffed it into my dresser. It fit in
one of my socks. I felt almost sacrilegious putting something so
powerful into one of my stinky old socks.
I stepped into the shower and let the rejuvenating water pour
over my body. All the sweat and day’s grime was washed away. I
scrubbed my skin heartily, relishing the smell of my soap. I started
to daydream as I rinsed. There was only one person inhabiting my
thoughts, a tall and handsome person.
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RULE BREAKERS
I woke up feeling toasty and content. I swung my feet out from
under the blanket and immediately sucked in a breath of air
through my teeth. I tried to shove my feet back into my cocoon of
warmth but couldn’t find the edge of the blanket. This was a sign
from the universe, time to get up. I jumped over to my dresser and
pulled out some clothes. I started to put on a shirt but the chilly air
had permeated my clothing, making my body shiver as I pulled the
shirt over my head. I shoved my feet into pants and then dove back
under my blankets. It was so cold!
Jeanie murmured beside me in her bed, “Don’t jump. Don’t do
it. It’s not safe.”
I ignored her babbling and looked at the clock. Time to go. I
threw my blankets aside and barely stopped myself from grabbing
them back again. I’m not sure if I would ever get used to the cold.
Every summer, I got tricked into thinking the balmy weather would
last forever and come fall I was always in for a surprise. I went
back over to the dresser and pulled out the fireball, putting it into
my bag. I looked at the stitching from where I had awkwardly
attempted to patch the rip in the bottom of the bag. I should have
asked Jeanie to do it. The stitches looked like a five year old took a
butcher knife to the fabric.
I started to close the drawer when I saw my uniform, folded
neatly in the corner. I picked it up and thought; maybe this would
be better at keeping me warm in the cool air outside. Without a
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second thought, I stripped out of my body-warmed clothes and
snatched up my uniform. I pulled it on. For good measure, I put
the clothes I had just taken off back on. Wouldn’t want to be
spotted outside the Cube wearing my uniform. I didn’t think that I
would get in trouble, per se, but it never hurt to be cautious.
Anyways, I had never seen anyone wear their uniform on a
Saturday. I didn’t want to stand out. I put on a hat and my special
gloves.
It was still early but there were a few people bustling about.
They gave me wary glances, probably wondering what my reasons
for going outside were. I avoided their eyes and kept on moving.
The frozen air outside blasted my face as soon as I opened the
door. I took a deep breath and coughed. I jogged down the steps
and out onto the field. I felt my blood circulating, pounding with
my every stride. The field was empty and I deftly slipped among
the branches separating our little piece of civilization and the
wilderness beyond. I slowed my pace to a walk, not pausing until I
reached the lake.
I was surprised to see that my stick message had been
rearranged. It now read “LOWER BASEMENT, 5PM.” Li had
been here. When had he put that there? Did he mean tonight or
some other night that had already passed? He hadn’t mentioned
anything yesterday during the Cube or last week during classes,
when I thought he was still upset at me. He had only asked me out
during yesterday’s competition. It must mean tonight then. I
shivered from the chill and the excitement I suddenly felt.
My first date.
I felt giddy. I raced all the way back to the Academy. They were
all gathered at the table when I walked over; Misty, Jeanie, Arrow,
Kenny, and Li. I thought better about asking Li about his message
in front of everybody. I kept trying to catch his eyes but he was
busy talking with Arrow about something math or science related. I
ignored their conversation.
“Aren’t you hungry?” Kenny asked me.
“What?” I was bewildered for a moment and then noticed that
they all had plates piled high with food while my place setting was
noticeably bereft. “Oh. Not really.”
“Think you could sneak me some bacon?” Kenny kept on
talking.
He was getting on my nerves. “No.”
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“What’s gotten into you?” he snorted, turning back to Jeanie
and putting an arm around her shoulder defiantly.
I rolled my eyes. I wondered what Jeanie saw in him, other than
enormous biceps. His neck was too thick and he had freakishly
large hands. Well, to each their own.
“Here Kenny. You can have the rest of my bacon,” Misty said.
“Sweet! You da woman!” He grabbed her bacon and chomped
away.
Misty and I took a walk outside after dinner. We were alone and
that created the perfect opportunity to talk about my feelings for
Li. We were about twenty feet away from the Academy when we
saw the flying vehicles, they were nearly silent except for a low
thrumming noise. We both stared at the helicopters as they flew
from the Academy and off into the night.
Official government transport.
“They took some more students,” Misty said.
“Who did they take?”
“Shaylin, Vishay,” she paused, “Kenny.”
“But we were just with him, literally, how do you know they
took him?”
“I have my sources.”
“I don’t believe you!”
“You’ll see,” she answered.
We were now at the Cube.
“They’re covering up the disappearances for a reason,” she said.
“What do you mean?” I was perplexed. How did she know all
this?
“This is war, MC, and there are things going on out there that
you wouldn’t believe.”
I narrowed my eyes at her, waiting for her to go on or give
more of an explanation.
“We are the future. It will be our war soon. Already is for
Kenny and the others who were ‘graduated’ early.”
“Right,” I said flatly. “What should we do?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“What do you mean ‘nothing’?” I was annoyed at her calm
demeanor.
She bent down and plucked a piece of grass.
“There’s nothing we can do in our position. We have no
weapons. We have no army. We’re isolated and we’re constantly
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monitored.” She twirled the blade of grass as she spoke.
“But they’re breaking tradition by taking students early. You
said so yourself – something is going on!” I blurted out.
Misty might not want to do anything but I wasn’t just going to
sit here and twiddle my thumbs. No weapons and no army. Two
problems that had a solution. I just had to find it. We already knew
about the monitoring so we could avoid information slips.
Isolation could not be helped. I had a thought though,
“Where exactly are we?” I asked.
“We’re waiting and getting ready,” she answered.
“No, I mean. There are no maps here. We were brought in
without knowledge of the exact location. How far are we from
civilization? Where is this place located?”
“That,” she paused, “I can’t tell you.”
Misty crushed the grass between her thumb and forefinger and
dropped it. I was more than beginning to wonder which side she
was on.
***
I was blindfolded. Not being able to see made me leery,
especially after my conversation with Misty. The way she withheld
information from me was nerve-wracking. We never even
discussed Li and my date, which was where I was now. Li met me
in the basement and convinced me to put a floral scarf over my
eyes. I briefly wondered where he had procured such a feminine
and useless garment, but I was convinced it was one of Misty’s. I
didn’t ask. After some protests, I lamely put it on. I reminded
myself that Li would provide the perfect normalcy to my rapidly
approaching mission. Our time together would help me maintain
my cool and I needed some stability. As soon as I donned the scarf,
Li grabbed my hand and led me down the stairs. The air was
cooler. I still had not taken off my uniform; it fit snugly beneath
my normal student attire. Still, my cheeks were extra rosy due to
the chilled air.
“Where are we going?” I asked dumbly.
There was nowhere to go down here. The question was stupid,
as was the blindfold, I thought. What surprise did Li have for me
down here? Had he rearranged the furniture? Put up lights?
“Open your eyes,” he cooed.
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I opened my eyes. I didn’t realize I had shut them. I couldn’t
see. Then I pulled down the scarf. I first noticed the candles. They
lined the sides, all the way into the depths of the narrow corridor I
was facing. My corridor. The secret passageway. How did he know?
How long had he known? Had I not concealed it properly the night
we kissed? I was speechless. Should I let him know that I knew
about it already? Did he already know that I knew about it?
“What do you think?” Li’s voice broke into my line of frenzied
thoughts.
I noticed there was a blanket lining the ground, dangerously
close to the candles in the narrow passage. On the blanket a
familiar basket was sitting.
“A picnic.”
“You’ve already been to the lake and I wanted our first date to
be special.”
“You didn’t bring more of that stuff did you?” I asked,
narrowing my eyes.
“After all your lovely compliments last time, no,” he laughed.
I laughed nervously as well.
“Relax MC. Want a tour?”
If he was offering me a tour he must think I didn’t know about
this place. I breathed a sigh of relief. It would be easier if he didn’t
suspect that I knew a thing.
“Sure.” I smiled, at ease.
He held out his hand and I grabbed it. He turned back and
closed the door behind us, shutting us in and making me shiver.
We walked around the basket and strolled down the narrow
expanse, conscientiously avoiding the candles.
“Do you know where we are?” Li asked as we came to the other
end.
I decided to stay silent.
“We’re at the back of the Academy, there’s a shed up there.”
“I got my kayak from that shed.” I spoke up before thinking.
“You want to go up?”
“No. It’s very dirty up there. Too many bugs,” I answered.
“Are you hungry?”
“What did you make?”
“You’ll soon see,” he grinned.
We walked hand in hand back down to the other end. His hand
in mine felt natural. I was comforted, especially after all my anxiety
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over Misty’s wishy-washiness. All thoughts of her were brushed
from my mind as easily and coolly as Li’s hand brushing the small
of my back as we walked.
Li had prepared a smorgasbord of items. They were all dessert
based. He brought out each little treat and described it in infinite
detail.
“You missed your calling,” I told him.
“And this gem.” He held up two petite brownies, ignoring me
while at the same time pandering to me – I was his only audience “is made from an exquisite dark chocolate-raspberry blend. There
is actually an entire helping of black beans, which you will not taste
but note the gritty texture as your body is nurtured and your
tongue is appeased.”
I laughed and clapped after he introduced each food item.
“I see you broke in your easy bake oven,” I commented at the
miniature helpings.
“There is such a thing as ‘too much of a good thing,’” he said,
holding up a parfait fit for a child.
“As long as they taste delicious.” I bit into a baked apple.
It was still warm. The cinnamon inside burst in my mouth. The
pie crust delicately placed on top of the carved out apple crammed
with filling fell off and I grabbed it before it hit the ground. We
munched on each treat, nibbling in silence for the first few
minutes. I was glad the portions were so small; each treat was too
sweet to eat in abundance. After we finished up most of what Li
had brought, we sat and talked.
“Are you cold?” he asked.
“No, are you?”
“Actually, a bit. I don’t know how you’re so warm,” he
commented.
“Well… I’ll let you in on a secret,” I said conspiratorially.
He leaned in as I lowered my voice.
“I’m wearing my uniform,” I said.
“Really?” He seemed surprised, “I didn’t realize anyone wore
them outside the Cube.”
“They keep you warm. They are more than just an antiperspirant. They can be worn under other clothing. They are
versatile and quite useful.”
“I’m sold.” He smiled.
I grinned.
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“Question,” I said.
“Yeah?”
“How’d you find this place?” I was on dangerous ground. I
didn’t want to spill that I had known about the passageway for
years. Still, I needed to know where he had found out about it. He
might know other secrets about the Academy.
“There’s this book I found, tells all about it. Of course, it
doesn’t say anything directly but it’s easy to read between the lines
if you know what you’re looking for.”
“Where’d you get the book?”
“My favorite library. I’m very interested in history.” At least he
wasn’t keeping secrets.
“You mean that one.” I pointed to the other side of the
passageway door.
“Exactly. If I’m not mistaken, it’s your favorite library too.” He
grinned.
“Yes, yes it is. I refer to it as the Library, capital L, much like all
the other students refer to our reference room upstairs as the
library,” I said. “Did the book say anything else?”
“Some stuff,” he said offhand.
“Like?” I prodded.
“Can you keep a secret?”
Can I keep a secret? Ha! My whole life was a secret!
“Sure,” I replied.
Li pulled the book out of his pocket.
“You brought it with you?” He had been the one that took the
book!
“Why not. Look here.” He opened up to a doggy-eared page
that was familiar. “The Northwest corner doesn’t hold the key.
Only a door to be. The passageway to thee is up two and over
three,” he read out loud, “Remember that line?”
I bent over to see the page better, indicating my interest to Li.
Had it only been yesterday that he had read that line to me?
“What do you think?” he asked, turning to me. We were so
close I felt that we might bump heads.
“What is this in reference to?” I glanced back down at the page,
pretending to scan for more information, as if I hadn’t already read
it several times.
“It’s about the Cube. A secret passageway,” he ventured.
“Like this one,” I said, acknowledging our current location.
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It was like we were both feeling out the other person, trying to
find out what we each knew. Did Li know where the entrance to
the passageway in the Cube was? Had he seen it? Did he know if it
was connected to this passage? Did he know that I already knew
about the secret passageways?
“Absolutely. Like this one. I think they’re connected,” he
answered.
“But we just walked to the other end. I didn’t see any side
passageways.”
He had come up with the same conclusion that I had: there was
no connecting passageway. This one was a dud. It didn’t connect to
anything but the shed. It was useless.
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“Are you not sure?” I asked right back.
This was certainly an exasperating conversation.
Li got up, “I think there’s more to this passage than the eye can
see.”
“I think you have it pretty well lit and I don’t see anything.”
“That’s because you’re not supposed to be able to see it.”
I stood up as well.
“Then where is it genius?” I put my hands on my hips.
“Haven’t figured it out yet.”
I shook my head. So that was it. He didn’t know. He didn’t
have any new information, nothing I didn’t know.
“And what about the door and key in the Cube mumbo
jumbo?” I directed the conversation back to the book Li still held
in his hand.
“I was thinking that could be our second date.” He smiled
mischievously, “Are you free after lunch on Friday?”
“I’m doing the same thing you are,” I stated dumbly. “Oh. You
don’t mean during the Cube competition, do you?”
“The same,” he answered.
“You’re nuts!”
“Is that a no?”
I guffawed. Li stood, waiting.
“I’ll let you know,” I said.
Satisfied with my answer, Li accompanied me to the Academy
end of the passageway, seeing me to the door. He informed me
that he would be waiting for my answer. I said that he would
receive it in due time. Then I left. I burst into my room and was
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accosted by Jeanie,
“Is this yours?”
She held the fireball in her palm. I gave away my guilt when my
eyes shot over at my bag. It was hanging precariously on the edge
of my bed. The fireball must have rolled out when I tossed my bag
on the bed before heading down to meet Li for our date.
I was trying to figure out how to explain myself and what I
should divulge to Jeanie. Once again she had caught me breaking
the rules. My cheeks were on fire with guilt and I started to sweat. I
pulled off my shirt to stall having to talk. Bad idea. As soon as
Jeanie saw the uniform she scoffed.
“Oops,” I said looking down at the slick black material that
perfectly encased my chest, sculpting my curvature.
“You should be more careful,” she said, sighing in exasperation,
and tossed me the fireball.
I put out my hand to catch it, throwing my foot forward as well
in my haste to grab the fireball. I slipped on something I had left
on the floor and my outstretched hand cleaved the air to keep me
balanced upright. At that moment the fireball smacked me in the
chest.
“Oh my god!” Jeanie cried, running over to me.
I was frozen.
Jeanie waved her arms, panic rising in her eyes.
“Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god!” Her arms flailed in the
air.
She ran over to her dresser and began pulling items out and
throwing them on the floor. She ran over to her desk and pushed
articles to the side. She sprinted back over to me and slapped me
on the back. When that failed to unfreeze me she scrambled
around me, looking for the lost fireball.
“Where’d it go?” she muttered and scrunched down, looking
under our beds for it. “Don’t look at me like that! You shouldn’t
have taken it in the first place! And what’s the deal with wearing
that anyways!” she cried. “Wait right there! I’ll get help.”
I hadn’t thought to panic until she said that. I hoped she didn’t
mean help from the headmaster or anyone from administration.
Jeanie left me on the floor, slamming the door closed behind her.
Five minutes later she was back, Misty in tow.
“She’s going to fix it. I promise, MC,” Jeanie declared shutting
the door behind them.
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“You said the fireball’s gone?” Misty asked Jeanie.
Jeanie shook her head yes. In the next hour Misty and Jeanie
tried everything from pouring water over me to rubbing me all over
to try to “thaw” me out. Nothing worked. Jeanie ran and got
Arrow. They were all assembled in a circle around me,
contemplating the problem.
“We’ll have to take her to the clinic,” said Arrow.
“Can’t do that, she’ll get expelled,” replied Jeanie.
“Then what?” asked Arrow.
Misty broke the silence,
“We must break into the Cube.”
Arrow, and Jeanie stared at her.
“You’re loco!” Arrow cried.
“It’s the only way without involving the staff,” said Misty.
“But how?” asked Jeanie.
“The secret passageway,” stated Misty.
“But that’s not real,” said Arrow.
“You know how to get there?” asked Jeanie.
“No, but I think Li does,” Misty answered.
“That’s comforting,” Arrow voiced my own thoughts.
“Hold on MC, we’ll be back soon,” Jeanie spoke to me and
then turned to Misty and the rest of the gang, “Well what are we
waiting for? Let’s go. Who knows what the side effects of being
frozen outside the Cube are?”
Misty leaned over me and picked me up. She placed me in bed
and awkwardly tucked me in. Then they left. I was alone. I had no
way to track time from my position on the bed. My face was
pointed at the ceiling. Time didn’t even move, it was irrelevant in
my condition. I knew time must be passing but I couldn’t feel the
minutes kicking by. I had no conception of how long I lay there
but after a while I grew sleepy. My last thought before falling into a
deep slumber was, I should really keep the room clean.
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12
COMPETITION
Johnny
Arrow ran along the corridor and I followed behind him. He
glanced back every now and then, but my face never disturbed his
line of view. He kept on going, clumsily making his way forward in
the dim lighting. He swept into his room like a twitchy rabbit. I
remained outside, waiting.
My life this semester was full of waiting. I had become a
shadow. A deadly shadow, causing chaos whenever possible. I had
found a few ripe opportunities, of which I had taken full advantage.
I was sure that this time, with Arrow, that I was on to something
tremendously important.
Arrow was an easy target. He was the weakest of the bunch.
Jeanie, though the smallest, was a lot stronger than Arrow. That
was why I picked him over her. At first he had proven less than
gratifying, but eventually my patience began to pay off. His loud
mouth had alerted me to some useful information. Now, I was
certain he was onto something that would make me legendary at
the Academy, more than academic or Cube standings ever could. I
was finally going to make my father proud.
I was in the middle of twiddling my thumbs, deep in my
thoughts of how my father would congratulate me for upholding
justice and all that the New American Nations stand for when
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Arrow emerged. Li followed behind. I had my suspicions about
him. He transferred in his last year from mysterious origins, had
physical prowess and intelligence. There was something different,
even authoritative about him. But for now, he – and Arrow – were
going to lead me to my great destiny.
Arrow led Li furtively back toward familiar territory. Soon we
were all in the regular part of the school, where students milled
about, chatting or comparing notes in the halls. The two huddled
figures disappeared in front of me and I found myself facing the
door to the basement. Interesting. I opened the door slyly and
peeked in; the room was empty and devoid of any human life. I
swung the door wide and let myself in and down the stairs into the
basement. Near the end of the stairs I slowed my pace, cocking an
ear to hear any sounds from below. Nothing.
I peeked my head into the room. The lighting was dim, much
lower than the hallway upstairs. I rubbed my eyes and gave myself a
moment to adjust; I wanted to be able to see into all the dusty
corners. I blinked several times and then peered intently into the
shadowy room. Where had they gone? Stymied, I stepped fully into
the room. Nothing. I continued my circuit and noticed another
staircase swept to the side of the room, almost hidden in the
gloom. At once I started down the stairs. This time I would catch
them in the act of their treachery. No doubt some cult practice was
taking place down there. I smirked. They had no idea they had
been observed this whole time. I knew exactly what they had been
up to. MC was a talker, albeit a boring listen most of the time, girls
always were. The bug in her and Jeanie’s room was easy to break
into and listen in on. I enjoyed the espionage and knew my talents
would be put to good use once I graduated. There were great
things in my future.
I slunk down the second set of stairs, even quieter than I had
been before. This was the moment I had been waiting for. This was
the perfect place for a secret meeting. I shook my head and smiled.
Textbook secret meeting place. It was dark and ghostly. I heard
murmurings, and I instantly recognized Li and Jeanie and then they
seemed to stop talking. I stiffened and flattened my body against
the wall, ready to turn and tear heel. I still heard nothing. After
several minutes, I relaxed my body and stepped down the last few
steps. Once again I peered into the dark. There was nothing to see,
the dark was not broken by any lights. I had left my special night
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vision glasses in my room. I cursed myself for not having my kit
with me at all times.
I had two choices here, either light it up or sneak back with my
goggles. The bully in me wanted to flash the room and then take
down everyone there. My sensible side made me backtrack softly
up to the main hallway. I jogged to my room, keeping all my
movements normal and grabbed my kit. All of my equipment was
housed in this backpack, my special glasses and some of my
weapons as well as other useful knick-knacks. I jogged back down
to the last step of the lower basement. I knelt down and looked
around the corner. I saw some more of the heavy antique furniture,
as well as a large area rug and walls of bookshelves. There was no
Arrow. There was no Li. I stepped into the room, the anger rising
in my body. I punched the closest chair and it fell over. Gratifying.
I shoved another piece of furniture away from me. I had nothing.
They were gone and I didn’t know how they’d given me the slip or
where they had gone.
Li
As soon as we met up with Jeanie and Misty in the lower
basement, Misty opened up the secret passageway for us. She gave
me a fleeting glance, checking me out, before turning back to
Jeanie. We all entered the narrow space.
There were several subterranean passageways at the Academy.
What most students learned and forgot was that this building had
been used as the Ataxian headquarters right before it became
known as the Academy. When that first rebellion was quashed, the
building was allowed to stay as it was because it was more than just
the headquarters, it was a historical landmark. However, it had
been changed during its time as an Ataxian building. It hadn’t been
changed in its structure but in its foundations, at the very core of
its roots. There were spaces dug out beneath the building, for
storage and for escape. Though when the time came to escape,
none of them did.
The particular passageway we were in was the main hallway
connecting the building to the outside world and to the Cube.
None in the group knew about any of the other passageways, save
for this one. Even MC probably didn’t know, though I couldn’t ask
her right now, as she remained frozen until we found her cure.
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Misty knew about this passageway but she didn’t know how it
connected to the Cube. I would be the hero for the gang. I would
be the one with the vital information to be used at the most
imperative part of the adventure. I would be the hero.
My abundance of information made me feel superior to the rest
of the students here. I was like an adult among children. However,
I enjoyed the challenge of pretending to be someone else, a
character in a charade. In the Academy I was Li, the all-around
good student. To MC I was charming, boyfriend material.
We came to the curve in the wall I recognized as the right spot.
I stopped and all of them stopped with me. Arrow looked
expectantly at me, FOLLOWER written all over his face. Jeanie
also looked expectant, but with an attitude of disbelief. She
appeared uncomfortable and out of her element. I wondered
briefly how they knew that I knew about these subterranean
passageways but I dismissed the thought, they were too stupid to
suspect anything.
Jeanie, our technical genius - as MC always put it - was detailing
the surveillance of the Cube. The only thing we would have to
watch out for were the cameras that were always set up in the
Cube, the ones that monitored the game play during the cube
competition. They weren’t going to be watched tonight, but that
didn’t mean they wouldn’t contain recordings of our faces for
future viewers. Jeanie would have to go to the fifth floor alone and
get the device for us, taking all the risk. She swore that pushing the
unfreeze button from inside the Cube should be close enough to
the Academy to unfreeze MC without having to steal the device
and bring it back with us. That made our adventure a lot less
complicated and actually made the rest of use useless in our
endeavors. Hopefully Jeanie had all the knowledge and know how
to pull off the job without us, but we were going to be there all the
same just in case anything went wrong.
Johnny
I stumbled on another armchair on my way back across the
room toward the stairs. I hated this old musty room. I preferred
modern indoor settings that were brilliantly lit to this dingy
environment. I trotted back up both sets of stairs and out into the
hallway. Much better. The lights blinded me as my eyes adjusted.
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I wracked my brains, trying to think of where they might be.
There were four of them all together, should be easy to spot if they
were in any visible area. Maybe they were outside? There was no
surveillance equipment in certain places on the grounds of the
Academy. I decided to check it out.
I suited up first. No sense freezing my butt off in the cool air
when I had warm enough jackets and pants in my room. I wasted
no time dressing and then shot off to the main entrance. I opened
the door and a blast of chilled air greeted me. It swept over my
face. I wrinkled my nose and pushed on. The field was empty, as
was the shed. I walked over to the Cube. That’s when I spotted
her. I swore it was Jeanie on the top of the Cube. How had she
gotten into the Cube? I walked over to the gates but they were
closed and locked. There was no way in from here. There was no
way for me to follow. For now though, I had a perfect opportunity
for other sorts of mischief.
I hadn’t seen MC or Misty but I knew that I had heard them
speaking down in the dank basements. They were all in cahoots
and they were all now sneaking around the Cube in the middle of
the night with Arrow and Li. What sort of mischief they were up to
was uncertain but it left me a great opportunity. I was going to
break into Jeanie and MC’s room again and sabotage MC’s
notebook. MC was clumsy in her movements, both planned and
executed. Plus, she was fun to mess with. Her reactions were
priceless. She was quick to anger and when emotions lead to
actions, mistakes are made. I was feeding off those mistakes, using
them to my advantage. I was about to lead her to another great
mistake.
I reveled in my thoughts as I headed to my room. I shed my
extra layers and grabbed a few more items to put in my kit. I was
on my way to MC’s room when I felt the wind whip me. It was
Arrow, sprinting past. Arrow didn’t seem to notice me as he ran by.
I followed and, no surprise, he went straight to MC’s room. Foiled
again, however, this might prove an even greater opportunity. I
waited for my moment.
Li
As soon as Jeanie informed us that she wouldn’t be able to tell
if it worked when she pressed the button, I suggested that Arrow
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go check on MC to see if she was unfrozen. I told Arrow to stay
with MC and be a herald between the lower basement and MC’s
room, for Misty to be the go-between from the passageway to the
Cube and for me to stay outside the final door to the fifth level. We
were like a stretched out assembly line of people from the Cube to
MC’s room. Arrow took off at once. He had the farthest to go.
We waited for ten minutes and then Jeanie waltzed right into
the trainer’s headquarters of the Cube. A few seconds later she was
back at the door, informing me that she had pressed the deactivate
button. I ran down to Misty and she took off. We waited once
more for a message to get back to us in the Cube. Misty’s nimble
feet rewarded us but a grim look was set upon her face. I knew it
had failed even before any words erupted from her lips. Jeanie
pursed her own lips, at a loss. We sat there for a moment thinking.
The signal was too far to reach the Academy where MC was
laying frozen, waiting in time. We would have to take the button
with us. But Jeanie told us that the button was part of the console
and unless the system was rearranged, we would have to bring MC
closer to the signal. I thought for a moment. MC would have to be
brought closer, even in her frozen state. But how would we move
MC as she was? This wasn’t a hospital with unsuspecting gurneys
flying all over the place.
Misty was the first to come up with a viable idea. Arrow and
Jeanie agreed that it was our best chance. I kicked myself for not
having thought of it first.
Arrow opened the door for us back at MC’s room and there
was a sad, hopeful look on his face. Jeanie was too excited for the
plan to let Misty tell it. Arrow looked horrified at the very thought
of moving MC in her condition, but granted that the plan might
work. It would have to work, I thought. I looked at the time. It was
getting late. There were probably very few students out and about
at this time. Good. Under the cover of darkness, or rather in the
time of darkness, we would figure this whole mess out.
After all was said and done, MC better get her head straight.
Her stubborn streak was getting us all into trouble.
Johnny
Right around the corner I saw the rest of the gang walking
down the hall. They all went into the room. I waited. This was not
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my chance. I would know my opportunity when it came.
Just a scant ten minutes later they all emerged. Except, they
weren’t the same. MC and Jeanie were once again wearing their
Halloween costumes, the splendid colors radiating in the still
hallways. More oddly, they were wearing rollerblades and holding
hands. They made the hall look mighty cramped with all the space
they stole for their hearty costumes. I almost laughed at the
absurdity of the spectacle. Where were they going dressed like that,
the circus?
I followed at a farther distance than I had been all night. Arrow
might not notice a tail but now with all of them together; I had to
be more cautious. Li especially gave me grief; he was too alert for
his own good. I definitely didn’t want to be spotted. They were
going back to the basement, I could tell. Why would they want to
go there? Why was that spot so special to them? I decided to give a
more thorough search of the room; they might be hiding their
supplies down there, or their secret materials and I was going to
find them.
They were amazingly quiet in their circus act. MC stiffly blading
in between Li and Arrow. Misty held hands with Jeanie and the pair
gracefully rolled down the hallway. Even though Misty had no
rollerblades on, she kept up effortlessly. Arrow appeared out of
breath and straining as he held onto MC. She, on the other hand,
hardly moved a muscle. Quite uncharacteristic for the egotistical
prick. She thought she was better than I. Now that her ranking was
higher than mine she seemed to give me even more haughty stares
than usual. I wished she would fall off her rollerblades. But my
thoughts were not rewarded and the circus brigade halted outside
the door that was proving ever so popular tonight.
I counted for three long seconds and then opened the door
after them. I slipped down both sets of stairs and put on my glasses
to see in the darker basement area. I was already imagining catching
them in the act of some untold horror, but when I glanced into the
room I didn’t even see them. Stupid glasses must be killing my
view. I blinked rapidly a couple of times before shoving my face
back into the dark space of the room. Still, I saw no people, not
one. What the hell? This time I knew they were still down here, and
yet, they were not. I stepped boldly into the room and confirmed
that, yes, I was indeed alone. I threw down my glasses and took out
my light. I was blinded for an instant and then proceeded to chase
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the shadows out of every crack and crevice there. I came up with a
fat lot of nothing. They had all vanished. Again.
Li
I can’t believe we pulled it off. Whew. I was even starting to
sweat back there but no matter. It was done. MC was safe back in
her room, as were the others. Now I had some explaining to do to
the headmaster. I would also need to get rid of some surveillance
of the Cube, just in case that made my life difficult later on.
The headmaster steepled her fingers, holding them up to her
face, covering part of her mouth. I could still see the frown
between them.
“When you arrived at the Academy, I did not think you would
be able to break her. I did not think you would be able to get the
information we needed. Your deadline has passed. After this latest
stunt, I can’t think of a reason why I should allow you to continue
in your farce.”
I could feel the tips of my ears reddening but would not let the
headmaster shame me into saying something I would later regret.
“I am not sure that she is the one you seek. MC is weak,
headstrong…”
“How dare you question me! MC’s grandfather was the one.
She is the one.” The headmaster brought her fingers down into
fists, slamming them on her desk.
“If your enemy is using teenage girls as their main weapon, you
know that you’re going to win the fight.” I smirked, keeping my
cool.
She smiled, “That is not your concern. You were not brought
her for your philosophy skills but for your interpersonal abilities.
Find out where New Ataxia is. MC has the secret. If things don’t
escalate quickly, we will have to resort to different methods,
different people.” She jabbed a finger at me.
“I can escalate, but I may need your intervention.”
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13
BOOT TOSS
Not only was the entire school exempt from normal classes on
Thanksgiving and Christmas during the winter months, but also
each years’ classes were pitted against the others in competition.
The winter field days were usually quite chilly. Last year, we even
had a bit of snow during the Christmas field day. Today; however,
a light drizzle was creating pools of water in the grass.
I put on my uniform and the color automatically changed to a
light turquoise with the number 27 on my chest. The uniforms
reflected the class each student belonged to for identification
purposes and Cube rankings where applicable.
This year I was going to win. There was only one event and
whoever won would get all the accolades. A fourth year nearly
always won. We were the most trained, the most athletic, and the
best. This year I knew I was going to win. To accommodate all the
students at the same time on the field, we are divided into groups
and would watch each group, each individual, take a turn. The field
was swarming with students. If you looked closely you could make
out the huddles of students that made up the various predetermined groups. I sauntered over to Li. He was in my group.
The field slowly divided into 20 sections as the students coagulated
into their respective groups.
The boot toss is much like any other game in which the object
is to fling, throw, lug, or by any other means toss a specific object
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as far as you can. In this game, as the name should make apparent,
the specific object is a boot. Much like the boots we wore when it
was rainy or muddy, the boot would come up almost to the knee if
you were my size. It was a black boot with blue hues and it was
fairly solid. It wasn’t at all heavy but that didn’t mean it was a
simple object to chuck straight down the field. If you have never
tried to throw a boot, you won’t quite understand the technique
that goes into this handy skill. I am an expert.
We each had a chance to throw the boot. Teachers and other
Academy staff acted as judges and measured the distance each boot
was thrown and made sure we didn’t cheat. They recorded all the
throws and then converged together and compared the scores of all
the individuals in all the groups and declared the winner.
I let the other members of my group have their chance at
hefting the boot before I stepped up to the throwing line. I would
have one chance. I would make it count. I breathed in slowly
through my nose and exhaled even slower out through my mouth.
My forehead wrinkled in concentration and I started to spin my
body, grasping the boot by the leg end. I spun around one and a
half times and then let go of the boot, flinging it up and away. I
watched it in nervous anticipation. It spun as it flew. I felt that it
was a good throw and I nodded as it fell. It was definitely farther
than any of the other throws had been. Jeanie clapped me on the
back,
“Wow. That must have been the best throw I’ve ever seen you
do!” she exclaimed.
I just nodded and smiled, acknowledging my awesomeness. At
least in something I was at the top of my class, the top of my game.
It felt like the whole day had gone by already but the field was
still engorged with students. We meandered back over to the rest
of our group on the sidelines.
Johnny was up next.
“That kid is pretty athletic,” Li commented.
“But a total jerk in the Cube,” Arrow said.
“So? Isn’t that the point?” Li argued.
“The point is to utilize your team as a force against the other
team, making full use of their strengths and putting them together
so you work as one. We still have to go to class with each other
afterwards.”
“I thought the point was to win,” Li was still arguing.
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“Naw. It’s to get the most points, which, according to the
scoreboard, you already know how to do,” Arrow said
“You never gave me an answer,” Li said as we settled in to
watch the rest of the boot tosses and hopefully see Johnny
flounder and fail.
“What?” I was startled to hear his voice in the quiet area.
Nobody was talking in our group and his voice split the air,
sounding harsh against the buzz of other students in the
background. I could feel all eyes in our team concentrating on us.
“You ready for that second date tomorrow?” he asked.
Oh! My cheeks turned red. He just announced it, in front of
everyone! Now everyone knew my business. Everyone knew we’d
had a date - that we were dating. I felt girly all of sudden, not
encumbered by the world’s problems. How could I respond? I
laughed. Having a boyfriend really might make me feel normal - for
the time being, I reminded myself.
“Absolutely!” I cried out, still chuckling. It was settled. We
really were going out.
My moment was broken when someone shouted,
“Look!”
Heads swiveled and some students pointed at the sky. Several
of those hulking mechanical luxury choppers were heading our
way. We all watched as they landed on the roof of the Academy. I
noticed that most everyone on and off the field was watching.
“What do you think that’s about?” a voice rose from the crowd.
No one answered.
I looked over at Misty and we shared a knowing glance. It could
only be the men in suits. There must be quite a few this time to
warrant more than one vehicle. I wonder…
“Next group please,” the judge’s voice broke through my
thoughts.
We meandered off the boot toss area. I saw the other groups of
students, in clumps of color spotted all over the rest of the field. I
glanced over at the Academy. It sat silent, housing its mobile
secrets on the roof, now hidden from view on the field.
“MC. Please come with me. You are wanted in the headmaster’s
office,” a sharp voice commanded.
Heads swiveled once again. I stepped toward the speaker, one
of the teachers judging the events.
“What’s up?” I asked as casually as I could muster.
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In my head I was freaking out. It was all over. They must have
found out about our Cube caper. I would be expelled. I would
never get my chance. I would be demoted back to being a nobody
going nowhere with nothing. Or worse. I could not let this happen.
But then, why were the Suits here? Was that somehow connected
to me being called out? Horror of horrors! Did they know whom I
really was and what I planned to do?
The teacher didn’t answer me but instead spoke into the air, as
if to a person unseen, “I’m en route with the student in question.”
I followed behind her, not making a sound. I looked over at
Misty but she shook her head and put a finger to her lips. Be silent.
Great. What if this was it? What if everything was over? My story
stopped here. Once upon a time there was a student at a
prestigious academy, one of The Academies. Once upon a time
there was a girl who had lost everything and regained everything by
casting aside who she was and what she was destined to be and do.
Once upon a time there was a traitor to the government who stole
someone’s identity, re-programmed her own identity chip to reflect
that of someone else. Once upon a time and then the end. That’s
all there was going to be. There is no middle, just the start and the
finish. Bam! Done!
I glowered and trudged along, the air souring the closer we got
to the administrative area.
“Wait here,” the trainer instructed.
I sat down outside of the headmaster’s office. A minute passed.
Then another. I began to slouch in the seat.
“MC!”
I jumped up, my stomach dropping. I walked through the door
that was held open by one of the men in suits. I looked straight
into his eyes but saw nothing. The door was shut behind me.
“Sit.” The headmaster indicated a lone chair. There were two
men in black suits and sunglasses standing like silent gargoyles on
either side of the headmaster’s table. She stood up as I took my
seat.
“Do you know why you are here?” she asked, tapping each of
the fingers of her right hand on the tips of the fingers of her left
hand.
“Um.” I stalled for time. Was this a trick question?
“Let me rephrase that,” she said as she sat back down and set
her hands on top of the table, “Do you know why you were let into
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the Academy?”
Oh geez! This was just as bad as I had thought. It went further
than the latest incident, she knew!
“Um.”
“Fine. Keep silent. Maybe you have learned something in your
time here. I will do the talking; you can just sit there and listen.”
Here it comes, I thought. She was going to have me executed,
right after her big speech about how she found me out. Was it
Misty? Did she tell? Crap, it probably was her. She was probably
being executed in the next room over. She probably implicated
everyone else too: Arrow, Jeanie, and Li. Oh no! Li. He was going
to pay for my mistakes. The strain on my face must have been
visible because the headmaster smiled nastily and began her speech,
“Your name is not MC. You are not the daughter of a senator.
Your grandfather, a scoundrel and member of Ataxia, passed away
on July 25th, 2022.”
My stomach tightened even as she continued.
“You stole another student’s identity in order to be eligible for
the Academy. Your identity chip even identifies you as MC, most
of the time that is.”
She was smirking at me as she said this, daring me to argue with
her, to tell her that she was wrong. I didn’t dare say a word.
“You took the entrance exams as MC. You did not; however, at
any point in time at the Academy fool us with your childish
schemes. We know who you are. Not only that, we know what you
think you are going to do. You think you are a part of Ataxia,
following in your grandfather’s footsteps. You think you can
infiltrate the top levels of the New American Nation’s government.
You think you will bring us down. You think you are a hero.”
She spat out the word “think” every time that she uttered it. I
slunk further down in my chair. My eyes tried to find an escape, a
weapon, anything. That’s when her tone brightened and she
softened her voice.
“What you do not know, MC, is that we are on your side.”
What? My side? My side was not her side. She was the devil; I
did not consort with such evil.
“I do not know where you presume to get your information,
but it is incorrect. Politics is not your strongpoint, MC. The New
American government, as you so endearingly call the “Obies” is
not out to get you. Contrary to traitorous opinion, the New
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American government is not waging a war. There is no war nor will
there be a war. I do not advise spreading such lies. Traitorous talk
or talk of rebelling against the government will not be tolerated at
this institution.
My hands clenched the sides of the seat. Don’t say anything
MC. Don’t let her get to you. Don’t open your mouth. She doesn’t
know your plan. Just because she knows your big secret doesn’t
mean it’s the end of the world. But it is the end of the world, my
world. Oh no! Don’t panic. Don’t panic. My fingernails were
turning white, I was clenching so forcibly. Even though she knows
who I really am she didn’t say she was going to do anything about
it. Then why am I here? What does the government need from me?
What does the headmaster need from me? Obviously they needed
me for something or else I wouldn’t be here. Maybe I was valuable,
just like Li said.
“No need to respond. That is all. You are dismissed.”
I stood up so fast I felt faint for a moment, my head spinning
before righting itself. I turned toward the door.
“And MC…”
I turned back, my hand on the doorknob. The knob rattled like
a rattlesnake in my feeble grasp. The men in black stood as silently
as cotton balls. I had almost forgotten about their presence.
“Stay out of trouble.” She paused, letting me sweat under gaze
before continuing, “You are dismissed.”
I turned the doorknob. I was being let go. That was all. I wasn’t
in trouble. I mean, my plan was in trouble. I would have to
redouble my efforts but be a thousand times more secretive. I
needed my army now more than ever. We had a scant six months
to get ready. Ready for the end.
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WINTER WONDERLAND
“Oh dear.”
Jeanie repeated herself, “Oh dear.”
“You awake?” I called over to her, my dreams dissolving into a
distant memory. Stupid question. She was never awake when she
spoke to me from her bed. Over the years I had learned that, yet
the human repetitive stupidity in me still called out that same
question every time I heard her speak, awakening me from my own
dreams.
“It’s time,” she said.
Sometimes if I talked to her we could have a conversation, her
asleep and me half-awake. Usually I didn’t care to, I just wanted to
go back to sleep, but sometimes I goaded her on.
“Time for what?” I asked, this time I was curious. What if her
dreams were of the future too?
“You’ve known that this time would come,” she said.
“Cryptic.”
“Don’t play games with me,” she sounded perturbed.
“Sorry Jeanie.”
“Don’t be sorry, just do it already! We don’t have time for your
chosen ignorance!”
Man! Everyone was beating up on me, even Jeanie! She was
asleep, so I couldn’t fault her for that. Was she really dreaming of
me in her slumber?
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“Who am I?” Couldn’t hurt to ask, what was she going to do?
Kill the me in her dream?
“I’m tired of your little word games MC. If you don’t do it, I
will. You are the chosen one but I will have to do the choosing for
you.”
This was the longest conversation I had ever gotten out of
Sleep-Jeanie. Maybe she wasn’t really asleep and was just messing
with me.
“What do you really think about Li?” I ventured.
“Bringing up the past is never wise for the future.”
So Li wasn’t in the dream. I guess I wouldn’t get my answer.
“Goodnight Jeanie.”
“Get away from the edge! Give it to me!”
I turned over toward the wall and ignored her, trying to fall
back asleep.
I woke up right before my alarm went off. Jeanie lay crumpled
in her blanket, one of her legs dangled over the side of her bed. She
looked like a small child who had outgrown her bed overnight. My
chuckle was interrupted by the alarm clock. Jeanie yawned and
opened her eyes.
“Is it time to get up already?” she croaked, closing her eyes
again.
“Is someone still tired?” I cooed in a baby voice.
“Shut up. Someone had to stay up to do homework last night,
unlike someone whose name I won’t mention.” Jeanie said
accusingly as she pulled her dangling foot back onto the bed and
straightened out her body in a lazy stretch.
“Hey missy. Don’t go pointing fingers at me; I fully plan on
doing my homework,” I responded coolly.
“The important word is ‘did’ as in I already ‘did’ my homework.
I hope your plan goes well.”
She sure woke up full of sarcasm! I tossed my pillow at her
head. Her hands shot up instinctively to protect her face but my
pillow fell short, harmlessly floating to the ground between our
beds. Jeanie hurled hers back at me and it smacked me across the
nose.
“Hey!” I shouted.
I rolled off my bed in one neat move, grabbing her pillow with
my hand and making my assault on Jeanie. She bent down and
picked up my pillow, and held it out in front of her. I swung her
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pillow around and contacted with the pillow in Jeanie’s hands. We
both giggled and I got ready to strike again.
“Ahem,” Misty coughed.
I dropped the pillow and got another smack in the face from
Jeanie.
“I hope you don’t mind I let myself in, seeing as how you didn’t
bother locking your door,” Misty said curtly.
“Oh.” I looked at Jeanie.
“You were the last one in here.” She shrugged her shoulders
before I could attempt to blame her.
“Oops,” I said.
“Oops indeed,” Misty repeated.
“Right,” I responded and realized I must look a fright with my
hair frizzed up from the pillows whacking me in the face. “Give us
a minute will you?” I asked as I walked over to the door and shut it
in Misty’s face.
Jeanie was already at her dresser picking out an outfit.
“Is it cold out today?” I asked.
“Dunno, probably, it is almost December.”
I pulled out my uniform and sniffed it. Didn’t smell too bad. I
pulled it on and then put on a long-sleeved shirt and thick pants. I
put on my gloves as well. My fingers always got cold first. Jeanie
was already fully clothed, waiting for me to finish. She opened the
door as soon as I gave her the go ahead.
“You ready? Let’s go.” Misty took her leave, without waiting for
a response.
I made my way out of the Academy, walking as nonchalantly as
possible. What if I was being watched? Every time I saw another
student, I sized them up. Were they spying on me? They were
giving me weird looks. Well, there was nothing I could do about it.
I opened the front door and stepped out; the cold air smacked my
face. Ouch! I pulled my scarf up so that it covered the lower half of
my face and pulled my hoodie down so that it covered the top half
of my face. I hoped our meeting wouldn’t last too long. I wasn’t
particularly fond of the cold. Already I could feel the chilly air
seeping through my gloves and I hurried off to the field.
I looked all around before sneaking off the Academy grounds.
The journey through the silent woods was getting easier and easier
as the vegetation disappeared, leaving stark brittle twigs in its wake.
The ground was tough as well, easy to walk on. When the first
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frosts came and some snow fell, it might be too difficult to come
out to the lake, plus it’s not as if I was going to go swimming.
Maybe this year the lake would freeze over. Naw. It never got that
cold here, it hardly even snowed! I brushed branches aside and they
creaked, some of them snapping apart with a sharp crack.
“I can’t stress this enough, it is vitally important that you don’t
speak to anyone else – especially Jeanie, Arrow, and Li - about
anything that you don’t want to get back to the Obies. Your
thoughts might be safe but your words aren’t. I don’t trust Arrow’s
flapping tongue and I have reason to believe we are being spied on
by more than just the headmaster.
I ducked my head. I felt like Misty was reprimanding me for
something I hadn’t even done yet.
“I know.”
“I know that you know, but you need to be extra careful, more
than you’ve ever had to in your life.”
“Yes, mother.”
“I’m serious. This is serious,” Misty proclaimed.
“I know already, you don’t have to lecture me.”
“Good.”
“Is that all you wanted to say?” I asked.
“Well, I’m not sure if I should discuss it with you, but...” Misty
began.
“I told you, I’m a closed book. Nothing will get beyond these
lips.”
“I guess it would be better to discuss it and get some input. We
need a plan - A real plan,” Misty said vehemently.
“You don’t have a plan?” I asked.
If she didn’t have a plan, should I tell her my plan? If she really
was a “double agent” I couldn’t tell her. The information would get
back to the Obies faster than if I told Jeanie or Arrow or Li. Then
again, she was the only one I could talk to about anything, but only
if she was really on my side. How would I even know she was on
my side? The first part of my plan should involve finding that out.
The second part would be telling her about the rest of my plans, if
she proved herself to be true. The only problem would be
developing a proper test that would rat her out or prove her loyalty
to Ataxia.
“The only plan I have involves recruitment, but we can’t start
recruiting until we figure out how to fix the information leak,” she
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responded.
“Right. Maybe Jeanie can figure it out. In the meantime what
can we do?”
“For starters we can prepare everyone,” Misty stated.
“But if we can’t even tell them what we’re preparing for?” I was
playing devil’s advocate.
“We don’t even know what we’re preparing for. The future is
an unknown.”
“That’s true,” I responded thoughtfully, “I guess we could try
to develop our skills further, learn everything we can, and find
more students with skills we don’t currently have.”
That still didn’t solve the problem of not being able to tell them
anything. The Obies would always know what we were doing.
Even the lake was not safe until we figured out how we were being
monitored or who was spying on us.
“How about we think on it, but don’t tell anyone or discuss it
with anyone. We can meet back here next week. We can’t stand her
talking about it all day, we have to get back,” Misty finished.
“True. What time is it?” I asked.
“8:30.”
“Shoot! We gotta run for real,” I said.
We started back to the Academy and parted ways at the front
door. I ran to my room to grab my English materials. Our finals
were starting today.
I slid into my seat at exactly nine. I saw Misty taking out her
materials and she flashed me a smile. I returned her smile and
turned to the front, the curves of my mouth still upturned. The
headmaster walked into the room and stole the smile right off my
face. I slid down in my seat. I noticed another teacher who I
sometimes saw around campus following behind the headmaster.
She overshadowed him to such an extent that I’m not even sure
the rest of the class noticed his presence.
“Silence,” she called. She hadn’t needed to. The mere fact of
her presence was enough to instill silence in any room. “Good.
You will begin your English final today. Mr. Goodrich will be
administering the test today.” She clicked her tongue.
A hand shot up. Usually we were more civilized than hand
raising, that was elementary stuff, but the utmost formality was
required in the headmaster’s presence. She pointed at the student,
whose hand withered back to her side as she spoke,
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“Where’s Ms. Perrine? Will she be back next week?”
“Ms. Perrine has been, shall we say, relocated.” She looked right
at me as she said that last word. I saw Johnny smirk out of the
corner of my eye. “Mr. Goodrich here will take care of your finals
and then you will have a new teacher next semester. All yours.”
The headmaster waved almost dismissively to the man standing off
to the side and glided out of the room.
He inched further into the room, still off-center and coughed.
The room erupted in murmurs. He glanced nervously at the door
and then went over to the desk. He pulled out the top drawer and
rummaged around inside. Jeanie turned to me, “What happened?”
“I don’t know,” I responded. But I did know. Johnny had
turned her in for something. Maybe Ms. Perrine was exchanging
messages with government traitors or maybe she was just sending
messages to someone off campus. Whatever the case, it was not
allowed and Johnny had caught her. I bet he was pleased with
himself. What a rat!
“Ooh. How terrible!” Jeanie said, a frown creasing her face.
I leaned in close to her, “We need to be prepared for such
eventualities as… relocation.”
Jeanie looked scared for a minute and then resolute. That’s my
girl!
“Right now I suggest we use this time for last minute studying.”
Good old Jeanie, always the studious one. I turned on my own
notebook but didn’t know where to begin. I would never tell Jeanie
this, but I never studied for English tests. There was no need; the
tests were not centered around rote information but on content
and thoughtful inductive reasoning. You couldn’t cram for that.
You slowly and religiously soaked it in through projects, papers and
research. I put my notebook away and began my relaxation
exercise. I always did better when my mood was in the right place,
that way I could access the information in my mind easier than if I
was nervous or stressed about doing well.
“S-Settle down now,” Mr. Goodrich stuttered from the front.
In his hand he held a small object. He plugged it into the main
computer.
“Ah. You may begin.”
I pulled my notebook back out and saw the prompt. It was an
essay. The prompt read: “Choose a novel or play in which cultural,
physical, or geographical surroundings shape psychological or
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moral traits in a character. Then write a well-organized essay in
which you analyze how surroundings affect this character and
illuminate the meaning of the work as a whole. You may choose a
work from the list below or one of comparable literary merit. Do
not merely summarize the plot.”
Ooh! That sounded difficult. I quelled the panic rising in my
stomach. It’s not difficult, the prompt is simply long, I told myself.
I looked back down and analyzed the list of works given. Haven’t
read it. Didn’t like it. Haven’t read it. Don’t remember it too well.
Too difficult. Haven’t read it. There! The Invisible Man. That could
work. What else? I liked to have choices. I continued skimming
through titles. Nope. Haven’t read it. How had I not read so many
of these titles? No. No. Not good. Too simple. Didn’t understand
it well. Haven’t read it. There had to be at least one other novel
that would work. There was nothing in the list other than the H.G.
Wells that I remotely thought I would be able to do justice.
The more I thought about it, the more I realized I could say
about the environment of the novel. There was so much I could
utilize. Cultural, physical and geographical surroundings. The
Invisible Man was unique in that its environment really did shape
the traits of the character as well as his actions. His actions had a
moral basis; therefore, so did his traits, since traits are connected to
actions. Time to write something down - I had to yank out the
relevant thoughts jumbling together in my brain and form a
cohesive essay.
I glanced over at Jeanie. She was writing furiously. Concentrate
MC. My thoughts slowly began to form into the semblance of a
paper. Soon after, I also began to write furiously. The words came
tumbling out and I didn’t slacken my pace until I put a period at
the end of the last sentence. I looked at my time. I had five minutes
to read over what I had written and edit what I could. I felt
confident enough with what I wrote that I didn’t worry about my
dwindling time.
The bell rang. I was only three quarters of the way through
reading my essay. My notebook was wiped blank as my essay
disappeared into the main computer up front. Mr. Goodrich pulled
out the little mechanical device, full of our thoughts and scribbles.
“Aw, man!” Arrow exclaimed at his now blank notebook as he
looked up at the teacher.
“I hope you all were finished,” Mr. Goodrich said with a hint of
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unconcerned sarcasm, “On Monday we will begin part two. Better
loosen up those fingers.” His eyes went straight to Arrow.
Students got up, and around the room I heard sounds of
stretching. I clenched and unclenched my fingers, trying to get rid
of the cricks I had developed while typing at the speed of A+
material.
“Didn’t finish?” I asked Arrow as we moved down the hall
toward Physics.
“I was about to write my last sentence. It was a wordsmith’s wet
dream!” he exclaimed.
“I’ll bet,” I snorted.
“No really, it was. I would have to say it was the best last
sentence I’ve ever written,” he lamented.
“And what was it?” I asked, humoring him.
“A heart beats in the forest, fading forever in the doomed
darkening of humanity,” he recited in a grandiose and much deeper
voice than his own.
“I’m guessing you chose Heart of Darkness?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he responded.
“I liked it,” Jeanie said, smiling. I’m not sure if it was your best
work ever, but it wasn’t bad.”
“Really?” He perked up.
“Sure. You have the double alliteration and the imagery,” Jeanie
replied.
“Thanks,” Arrow said.
We arrived at Physics and settled into our seats. No final today,
that would come next week. As soon as I sat down, I zoned out,
thinking about the conundrum Misty had brought up. How could I
amass an army without being able to talk to them about anything
important? I would have a group of people who wouldn’t know
what was going on, what was going to happen, or why they were
needed for an army. The only way around that would be to recruit
a group of people and not tell them they were part of an army. I
would have to get them ready without them knowing their purpose,
until we caught our little spying bug. Perhaps I could start a
wilderness and survival club, like our class.
Physics breezed by and I remained stuck in my thoughts. All
too soon I was munching on lunch, still in zombie-thinking mode.
“Pick your brain?” Li’s voice stumbled across my thoughts,
tumbling them into the back of my mind.
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“Wha-?”
“You haven’t said a word. Plus, you’re eating bananas in that
fruit salad.” He pointed at my fork, a ripened oval of banana sitting
on it.
I glanced down at my tray, pulling the banana off my fork. I
speared a piece of apple and stuck that in my mouth instead.
“Want to take a walk when you finish?” Li ventured.
I shook my head yes, as I was still chewing the apple. I finished
up the rest of my meal and we headed out. Arrow was about to
make kissy sounds but I turned around and chucked one of the
bananas from my plate at his head. Then I threw out my trash and
put up my tray. I grabbed Li’s hand and led him out. I felt like
every girl’s eyes in the cafeteria were trained on our joined hands. I
felt my cheeks burn and dropped his hand as we stepped out into
the hall.
“You in a hurry for a reason?” Li chuckled.
I realized I was fast-walking and slowed my pace.
“Don’t you want more alone time?” I asked him in as seductive
a voice as I could muster.
We weren’t alone. Even outside there were students wandering
around. Several fourth years were already congregating near the
Cube.
“They’re early.” I pointed.
“We should be too. I wouldn’t want to be bumped from my
first place rank,” Li teased.
“I need to put on my uniform first.” I ignored his comment.
“I thought you made a habit of wearing it all the time.”
“Yeah, but where am I going to put my other clothes?”
“You really think someone would want to steal your clothes?”
he asked.
“So I’ll just undress right here in the open. You still have to get
your uniform.” I pointed out.
“True. I guess you have a point. Let’s go.”
We went back into the Academy and I walked Li to his room.
His uniform was a crisp shade of blue.
“Your turn,” he said.
He accompanied me to my room and I shed my top layer,
tossing my clothes near my bed. I changed my uniform color to
black and walked back out. He gave me a once-over and then
grabbed my hand. We walked back out into the cold air. This time
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my hand stayed in his.
Jeanie and Arrow were already waiting outside the Cube when
we got there. I noticed that they seemed to be standing closer to
each other than normal. Interesting.
“Misty changing?”
“Dunno. We left early and she was still eating,” Arrow
answered.
“I’m sure she’ll be here shortly,” Jeanie said.
I stomped my feet, I could feel my toes starting to stiffen from
the cold seeping through my shoes. You would think with all this
technology available they might make shoes that kept your feet
warm!
“Come on!” Li yanked my arm as he jerked to the left. It was
time. Cube time.
I scanned in and took my fireball. Li was still pulling me
onward.
“Slow down!” I giggled and he let go of my hand, but instead of
slowing down he began to jog.
The field was not empty. It was a forest. Even the ground
underfoot was choked with debris. It reminded me not entirely of
the forest between the Academy and the lake. I jumped over a log
and twirled around a tree trunk. Li was headed directly for the
fourth corner. I caught up to him, breathing harsh cold air into my
lungs as I ran. I was more nimble in these close quarters. We were
now entirely cut off from the Cube, surrounded on all sides by the
forest. I smelled fresh pine.
“At least nobody can see us,” I remarked.
“For now,” Li responded.
“True.”
Li walked directly up to the wall, trailing his hand on its dull
surface.
“The Northwest corner doesn’t hold the key. Only a door to be.
The passageway to thee is up two and over three,” he muttered to
himself.
We were in the Northwest corner. I didn’t see a key, but then
again I didn’t see any doors either. It looked like a solid wall; it was
not divided into sections.
“There’s nothing here,” I said frostily. I wanted to find the
secret door. I didn’t want Li to beat me to it.
“Sh. I’m thinking.” He held up his hand.
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I did not like being told to be quiet. I crossed my arms and was
about to say something when Li snapped his fingers.
“That’s it!” he shouted.
“We don’t have much time,” I reminded him.
This was not my idea of a good time or of a proper date. I
glanced over my shoulder. At any time the first match would start
and we still hadn’t even checked out what was on the second and
third floors.
“It’s up two,” Li said to me, grabbing my arm once again, “We
have to go up.” He pointed his hand at the ceiling above us.
“Makes sense.” I shrugged my shoulders.
We jogged over to the inner wall and climbed up. My jaw
dropped. It was the most gorgeous setting I had ever seen. I could
hardly see five feet in front of my face from all the snow. I opened
my mouth and caught a snowflake on my tongue. It melted, leaving
behind a droplet of water. I laughed, forgetting that this was a
challenge and not a weekend getaway. I hopped over the railing,
following Li, who had already disappeared into the mists of snow.
My feet plopped down and sloshed into the built up snow that
melted beneath my feet. How wonderful! It hardly ever snowed at
the Academy and the little that did fall melted almost as fast as it
gathered on the ground. There was never enough for a proper
snowman and hardly enough for a snowball fight. But this. This
was magnificent. I feasted my eyes for another second and then
trudged ahead.
“Li?” I called out, still unable to see him.
“I’m here,” I heard his voice.
I made it to the other side and saw Li pushing on the outer wall.
“Find it yet?” I asked him, walking over to stand beside him.
“It doesn’t make sense. There should be some sort of indication
of a panel or something. I can’t count to three when there isn’t
anything to count to three of. This floor is open and the walls are
smooth. No breaks,” he muttered, putting a hand to his chin.
“Maybe we aren’t high enough,” I said, not really thinking.
“Up two. We’re up two already. Second floor,” he responded.
“That’s only if you’re counting the first floor, what if it’s two
removed from the ground? Then that would make it the third
floor,” I continued.
“Hmm. Let’s try it.”
Before we could take a step away from the wall the gong
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sounded. I wasn’t sure if I should stay with Li and continue on our
“date” or if I should try to find my team. Li made up my mind for
me with a come hither finger and a dashing smile. Then he was
swallowed by the snow.
I sprinted after him and to the closest set of platforms to climb
up to the third floor. Instantly the snow was gone. Back were the
familiar rooms cordoning off the third floor, providing some
stability for warring teams. Maybe I would run into my teammates.
Li was already moving swiftly back to the fourth corner.
“If each compartment acts as a piece, then we need to be three
over.” He was back to muttering to himself.
“In which direction?” I called out as I ran behind him.
He stopped abruptly in front of the fourth wall. We were in a
compartment that was already occupied. The three students looked
at us suspiciously, leveling their fireballs at us. We still had two
minutes until game play. I tugged on Li’s arm and we continued
back in the direction we had come from.
“Don’t count the one we were in already,” I told him, assured
of myself. If the ground floor was not counted in the ‘up two’ bit
then neither would the first compartment in the ‘over three’ bit.
Li called out the numbers as we went, “one, two, and three.”
We both looked at the wall. Nothing particularly out of the
ordinary.
“We’re running out of time.” I was getting a bit impatient and
nervous. He may be the top ranked player in the Cube, but I still
had to get points!
“Let’s just check the other one and we can hold out there until
the next match. Okay?”
“That sounds good. Wouldn’t want to cut our date short on
account of the weather,” I joked.
We had precious little time and ran past the same three students
from before. They must really be on edge - seeing us twice. They
probably thought we were scoping them out.
The third compartment on this side looked normal as well.
Before Li had much time to inspect it, the gong rang again,
signaling the start of the action.
“I’m going to keep looking, but I’ll watch out on this end. You
guard the inner wall,” he ordered.
He thought he knew everything. “Maybe you should guard the
inner wall and I’ll look for the door and keep watch on that end.” I
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suggested.
“Suit yourself.” He left his post and came over to the railing on
the inner wall. He plunked himself over by the wall of the
compartment so that he could glance over the railing without
sticking his whole head over the balustrade.
The wall appeared just as smooth as all the other walls - just like
a secret door should. If there even was a secret door. For all I knew
the book was a fake or half the information was just conjecture. I
stretched my arms up and glanced at the ceiling. The camera up in
the corner was different. It was almost as if…
“Li!” I shouted, startling him. I looked back at him and had to
suppress a laugh. He had torn off a sizeable chunk of fireball and
was about to throw it at me.
“No enemies?” he asked, slowly putting his arm down.
“No, you doofus. Come here and look at this. You missed
something.”
He walked over to me, giving a glance over his shoulder as he
went.
“Tell me if you see anything unusual,” I instructed him.
He looked the wall up and down.
“I don’t see anything unusual. What is it?”
“You didn’t look high enough,” I hissed, anticipating what was
about to happen.
His gaze traveled higher and rested briefly on the camera and
then he continued to scan the upper wall.
“I don’t see anything,” he said finally.
The gong sounded.
“That was fast.” I looked down at myself. “It’s my go. Meet you
back here after, m‘kay?” I wasted no time waiting for his response
but ran over to the railing and began to lower myself down,
cradling my fireball as I climbed.
“But what did you see?” I heard Li call from above.
I didn’t answer but continued my descent. On the ground floor
I looked at the towering forest in front of me. I scanned in and
then ran around the perimeter of the forest, looking for my team.
They were only beyond the first bend. We decided to go into the
forest. I figured that we would be on even playing ground then. It
was a good hunch because fifteen minutes later we were hunting
down the last member of the enemy team. He was doing a good
job evading us but I told my team to divide to conquer.
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“One on one we can do it. It doesn’t matter which one of us it
is that takes the kill but that we get the kill,” I told them.
One of the girls rolled her eyes, “You don’t care who gets the
kill, right.”
“You want to be in here forever chasing him down?” I asked.
“Come on Olga, let’s just do it. MC didn’t say that she was
going to get the kill. You might find him first.” The only boy on
my team said. Thank you unnamed boy from Physics class.
“Right. Let’s go. Pick your side Olga.” I waved a hand in front
of me, indicating the forest. That shut her up and she went to the
left.
The boy went to the right and I went straight. I was about
halfway through the forest when I heard the gong. Man, I really
wanted that kill. Oh well. I backtracked out of the forest. In five
minutes I would be a sitting duck if I stayed in the forest. I had to
get out of there and I had to do it fast. I picked up my pace
through the forest. I was climbing back up the wall when the
second gong sounded. I should have used the platforms instead, I
felt exposed on the wall. A fireball whizzed past my shoulder.
That’s it. I fell over onto the second floor, and slid in the slushy
snow. I got up, hoisting my fireball in my arm and ran for the other
side. I heard movement and ducked down, presenting a smaller
target. The voices got louder and I saw two students running past.
They were very difficult to see in the snow as they were dressed in
white. White. The same as me. I jumped up.
“Hey!” I called out to them.
The next thing I knew a fireball hit me in the face.
“Ouch!” I cried.
“Got her!” yelled one of them, the quiet girl from my Anatomy
class.
I stood up.
“I’m on the same team, you nitwit. Good job wasting ammo.”
“Oh. Sorry,” she said and ran over to me.
“Where are you going?” I asked them.
“Well, we figured that since we have the ideal camo here, we
ought to go hunting.” She grinned.
I thought of Li, waiting for me, but then decided that I could
get some points this round and join him for the next round. I was
lucky to have found my team so quickly and I shouldn’t throw
away this opportunity.
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“What are we waiting for, let’s go!” I hollered at the others.
There were three of us. Enough to do some damage. We
slogged through the snow in a triangular formation. Every time we
made a kill we would rotate our positions. It was amazing how
many students were out and about on the second floor. They must
have thought it would be safer since it was so difficult to see, but
since there was nowhere to hide they had figured wrong. The gong
cut our killing spree short. We were working really well together
and I hated to stop when everything was going so well, but we
were on different teams now. The other two students waved
goodbye and disappeared into the falling snow. I headed to the
platforms and up to the third floor. I made my way around to the
place where I had left Li. He was still scrutinizing the wall.
“You still haven’t found it?” I asked incredulously.
“Took you long enough,” he admonished me.
“I got sidetracked.”
“Sure.”
“Look at the camera over here,” I said, pointing to another
camera on the wall, closer to the inner wall.
Li obliged.
“Now look at the camera on this wall.” I pointed back at the
outer wall.
“I don’t see what you see.” Li shook his head in defeat.
I rubbed my hands, partly in excitement, partly in happiness at
having figured out the secret door before Li, and partly because my
fingers were starting to feel the cold’s stiffness underneath my
gloves.
“Turn that camera away,” I instructed him and he turned the
camera that was pointing at the wall so that it was facing out into
the open air of the arena and the tops of the trees.
“Lift me up,” I told him.
Without asking any further questions Li obliged and I put my
foot in his cradled hands. He lifted me up. I touched the obtruding
object at the bottom of the camera. To any civilian it would look
like an ordinary bolt, but I was an astute and practiced observer.
As soon as I pressed the button, a slit appeared in the wall, a
crack that ran all the way to the ground and then up again to the
side, creating a rectangle. Li helped me back down and then we
both pushed on the wall. Nothing happened. We tried to pry it up
at the crack but the line was so slight that we couldn’t get our
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fingernails into it.
“Now what,” I said testily.
I was out of ideas. Li leaned down and inspected the crack at
the floor level. I hadn’t noticed that it was larger than the cracks at
the sides. Li was able to put a fingernail into the crack and then a
finger and then a hand and then he lifted up the door and gestured
for me to enter. I ducked under the wall and then put my own
hand out to hold it open for him. It was surprisingly light; no
wonder Li could hold it open with just his fingernail. The room I
found myself in was amazingly small. As soon as my body had
cleared the wall, I was at the other end. It was a closet. I began to
laugh.
“What is it?” Li said as he tried to enter. I moved over and he
had just enough room to stand next to me. We were shoulder to
shoulder. “Oh,” came his disappointed reaction.
I was still holding the wall up and slowly let it down so that
anyone coming by wouldn’t notice it.
“Do you think there’s another door?” I asked.
The gong sounded. “Doesn’t matter, we’ve gotta leave.” He
answered.
I peered under the crack, bending over awkwardly in the tiny
space and then lifted the wall up. Li ducked under and then held it
open for me and I crawled out. He set the wall back down. We
could still see the crack in the wall.
“Shouldn’t we hide it?” I wondered.
“It’s already hidden. No one would notice that.” He pointed at
the fine crack. It did look like the wall was only aged and not hiding
secrets within its interior.
“Well, this has been fun.” I didn’t know what to say.
“Yup,” he answered, not moving.
“Um. I think I should go. Points and all.”
“Right. Okay. See you later,” he said, waiting for me to make
the first move.
I took off and a moment later I was in ninja mode, stealthily
finding my way around the Cube’s complexities, the winter
wonderland.
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“We need to stay ahead of our enemies.”
-MISTY
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15
WORLD DOMINATION
I stared at the board, incredulous. I was number five. That didn’t
surprise me. What surprised me was the name that was sitting in
the number four slot: Johnny. How the heck had he improved his
score so fast? I suspected foul play. Number three was no surprise,
it was Barbie. Two was some boy I never paid attention to,
although he was supposed to be some strategic genius or
something. Li still held onto the number one spot. The rankings
were only second in importance to saving the world but I wanted
to win so badly, not as bad as being a hero, but almost. It’s not as if
I was going to do any world-saving or heroics while at the
Academy so I might as well be number one in Cube rankings. If Li
hadn’t transferred, I might be number one right now. I was the
best; it was only circumstances that kept me from advancing to the
top spot, and Li. He was good, probably as good as me.
I finally peeled myself away from the board and went down the
hall to the cafeteria. It was dinnertime and I was hungry. My
stomach gurgled as I stalked the ghostly halls. It seems everyone
else had the same idea as me: food. I picked up my pace, it was
eerie to be by myself, knowing there were several hundred bodies
too far away to hear me if I screamed. “Stop it!” I told myself. No
sense getting worked up over nothing. What was getting me all
jittery?
It seemed an eternity before I made it to the double doors
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leading into the dining hall. I heaved them open. They were
unusually leaden and it took a tremendous force of effort to pull
the doors apart from their berth. I looked toward my corner and
was comforted by the sight of familiar faces. Familiar faces in
familiar seats. Everyone had their place and knew where they
stood. I felt a lot better and couldn’t imagine the ominous feeling
from before.
I hardly noticed what was put on my tray. All I wanted was to
eat and be amongst my friends. I swept over to our corner table.
“What’s crack-a-lacking, MC?” Arrow greeted me.
I grinned. “Sure as tooting it’s a fine day,” I hollered back in my
best southern accent.
“No need to yell, we’re right here,” Jeanie spoke.
“Sorry.” I began to dig into my food.
“Manners. Manners,” Li mumbled from my side.
I opened my mouth and showed him my dinner.
“Even I’m appalled at that,” Arrow commented, pointing his
fork at me. The tomato that had been speared on the tines fell off
and rolled toward me.
I picked it up and chucked it at his face. He swiveled his head to
the left and the tomato flew past him and onto the floor, broke
down the middle and was stepped on and squashed.
“Now look what you did. I was going to eat that,” Arrow said
indignantly.
Jeanie reached over and set one of her tomatoes on Arrow’s
plate.
“Wow. Thanks. I know what it means for a vegetarian to
sacrifice a vegetable.”
If I didn’t know Arrow better I would have thought he was
being sarcastic and making fun of Jeanie. Jeanie blushed ever so
slightly.
“Anytime,” she responded.
“A fruit,” Li said between mouthfuls.
“What?” I spoke up, startled.
“Tomatoes are fruits, not vegetables,” Li went on.
“Not legally,” Jeanie declared.
“Huh?” Arrow asked, looking from Li to Jeanie.
“Legally and for commerce purposes the tomato is a vegetable,
as declared by the defunct Supreme Court in the 1800’s, even
though it contains seeds, which would classify it as a fruit,” Jeanie
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finished, levelling her gaze on Li.
Li stared Jeanie down and then chuckled, letting her have her
moment. The rest of dinner passed without incident.
“So… I’ve got a load of work to do before next week. See ya’
guys.” I was the first to break the silence.
“Me too,” Jeanie sighed.
“I thought you were done already,” Arrow said.
“It can always be improved.”
Arrow shrugged his shoulders, “Suit yourself, Ms.
Perfectionist.”
Jeanie and I both got up and left. We walked side-by-side back
to the room. I felt like I had to say something. The first thing that
came to my mind was,
“Do you miss Kenny?” I don’t know where that came from. I
hadn’t thought about him since he was taken.
Jeanie took a moment before replying, “Yes and no. He wasn’t
really my type. I was going to break up with him soon enough, but
I feel like I was robbed of that opportunity.”
That made me laugh. “Seriously?”
“Yeah. It’s kind of nice having that power, even though I really
hate to do it,” Jeanie said.
“That’s so cruel!”
Jeanie stiffened. “I wasn’t going to do it in a mean way. It’s not
as if you would know anything about it.”
I smiled, acknowledging her comment, “Whatever.”
I grabbed my notebook from under some dirty socks and pulled
up my most pressing final project, Physics. We had an in-class final
and an out-of-class project. The project was due by Friday and I
hadn’t started. So much for not procrastinating. I sighed and then
set to work.
I didn’t get much done. My mind kept wandering to other
subjects. I vowed to finish my Physics project tomorrow. I still had
time, almost the whole weekend. I tried not to think about how
every time I thought the whole weekend would suffice for my
homework needs, I ended up not getting enough done. This time
will be different was the last thought that crossed my mind before I
fell into a peaceful slumber.
The alarm woke me out of my stupor and I instantly forgot
what I had been dreaming about. I groaned and waited for Jeanie
to turn off the alarm. She didn’t. I turned to her side of the room,
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about to tell her to shut it off but her bed was empty – neatly made
but empty. I got up and dressed, the weight of all my
responsibilities settling back on my shoulders.
Like, where had Jeanie gone to so early? Or how I would figure
out what side Misty was on. Or planning my next date with Li. Or
how to build an army in secret. Or how to overthrow the
government. Or all my finals next week! Too much. There was too
much. I felt overburdened and was already beginning to feel burnt
out and I hadn’t even started any of it. I just had to organize and
prioritize and take each responsibility one at a time. First would be
figuring out where Jeanie was. That was probably the simplest;
there were only so many places she could be. I doubted she was
outside, so that narrowed it down. I made a checklist of places I
would go to: the library, the laundry room (I needed to visit there
anyways), Misty’s room, and Arrow’s room (if only!). I would go
from there.
I really wished that I could talk about the Misty issue with
somebody, but I couldn’t. If Misty was a spy for the Obies, the fact
that I doubted her would get back to her if I talked about the
problem with anyone. It would help if I could discuss the problem
with Jeanie, she would have some ideas. They would involve
something super cool and technical. Jeanie’s mechanical genius
came in handy for these sorts of things. Maybe if I could think like
her I could come up with an idea. But what if I couldn’t think of
anything? I would just have to. I was a genius, after all. I did make
it into the Academy based on my test scores and student profile
potential. I was brought here because I was a super genius, not
because I was a future wanted rebel. Still, the headmaster’s words
reverberated in my mind, “Do you know why you were let into the
Academy?”
I stopped thinking about how or why I was at the Academy. If I
wasn’t really here due to my intellect, my world would come
crashing down around me. All that I understood to be true would
be wrong. The headmaster already knew who I really was and had
some idea as to what I planned to do. She couldn’t take my
confidence away from me. She couldn’t take my smarts away. I
knew I was clever.
I busied myself picking up all the clothes strewn about and
deciding whether they were clean or not. Soon I had two piles, one
for dirty and one for wearable. Using the word ‘clean’ was
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somewhat dangerous when sharing a room with Jeanie, because her
idea of clean was very different from my idea of clean.
I put the dirty clothes into the hamper and hauled it out of the
room, locking the door behind me. I hefted the sack of clothes
onto my back and hunched over under the weight. I really needed
to do laundry a bit more often.
I should put off the date with Li until next week. Except, it
would be nice to do something fun and carefree next week to break
up the tedium of finals. It would be a welcome change to all the
projects and papers I was working on, to think about something
fun like a date. I would just have to limit myself to only working on
the date when I was too tired to work on my finals. Self-control,
that’s all I needed. And time. Lots of it. I grinned wryly as I walked,
thinking about how time seemed to always be more plentiful until
you were using it. How was it I spent so much time in between
things? If I calculated the time spent in all my activities, it never
added up to the time in a day. I would have whole hours
unaccounted for. I had to be more efficient. I started mumbling the
opening paragraph to my Speech and Debate final, committing
words to memory. Multitasking was the key to success!
The laundry room was empty. I set up all my clothes, sorting
them a bit haphazardly into the machines. Good enough. I gave
one last look at my clothes, churning in the water and then stepped
out of the laundry room. Time to look for Jeanie in earnest. I
marched on to the library, my thoughts rolling around and around
in my head, much like my clothes. I spotted Jeanie almost
immediately. She was doing a mock presentation and her voice
filled the room. She stopped as soon as I entered.
“What are you doing here?” She asked with a rush of wind in
her voice.
“I should ask you the same question,” I said like a professional
spy.
“I would think it’s obvious. I’m practicing for Speech and
Debate,” she answered.
“Don’t stop on account of me.” I went over and sat in a chair,
orienting myself so that I faced Jeanie.
She looked flustered for a moment and then began to talk again,
using a loud and official-sounding voice. Her speech was
marvelous, although she faltered on some of the words, butchering
the pronunciation.
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“That was stupendous!” I exclaimed when she finished.
She blushed. “No. I couldn’t say half the words. I wish I could
speak in front of people as easily as you do,” she gushed.
“Then you run into the problem of saying too much. I wish I
could hold my tongue like you do,” I said, trying to cheer her up.
“Then you would never say anything.”
We burst out laughing. In the case of Jeanie and me, opposites
did attract. In our little gang Jeanie was quite vocal, but in class –
especially in front of a real audience – she froze up and got hung
up over her pronunciation. I would have felt sorry for her, but she
was good at just about everything else. If she was perfect at
everything I would not like her so much. Without faults, a person
was not as real, not as trustworthy.
“Maybe you could just work on saying the words that get you
into trouble. Your muscles might just take over when you actually
have to do your speech,” I suggested.
“That’s why I came here to practice,” Jeanie said.
“How long have you been here?” I asked curiously. “I never
even heard you leave.”
“That’s because you were too busy snoring. I haven’t been here
that long.”
I could tell she was lying. She didn’t want me to know how
much effort and worry she was putting into her speech. That made
me feel bad. It took me almost no effort to speak in front of
people, but hey I had other problems. In fact, I had some really
serious problems.
“Want to take a break? It’s nearly breakfast time.”
“That’s a good idea. Let me put my stuff away.” Jeanie said.
On our way to the cafeteria, I told Jeanie about my date plans.
Even as I talked I was thinking about how I could corner Misty.
“The shack. Yeah, the one on the field. You can climb up to the
top and since it’s old and the roof is concave there is a perfectly
shielded area for two. I was thinking of making a picnic and
bringing it up there,” I was saying as I thought about Misty.
How would Jeanie squirrel out the truth of Misty’s allegiance?
She would use her computer smarts, no doubt. Much like Johnny
had tried to use his computer smarts to hack into my notebook last
year and replace my presentation with an inappropriate version.
That was it! I would set up a sting, tell Misty that I was working on
a foolproof plan to recruit students for the cause. If she asked me
187

RACHEL BARNARD

how I planned to do it, I would give her the same cool answer she
had given me, as if I was angry with her for keeping information
from me and was getting my revenge. She wouldn’t push the issue
but she would hack into the system if she was with the Obies,
proving her guilt. If she wasn’t an Obie spy, she would wait until I
was ready to tell her my plans, like she usually did. She was a
patient person and wasn’t nosy, unless those character traits were
just a front and she was really a lethal informant for the
government – telling them everything I did and would do.
I would tell Jeanie that I was worried Johnny was trying to cheat
by copying my finals and I wanted to catch him in the act by giving
him a less secure file to steal. After last year’s incident or rather,
near incident, Jeanie had helped me secure all my files so that he
couldn’t access or change them. We could un-secure a file and I
could name it something obvious that would work with both
Johnny and Misty and I would get my answer. Voilà! That would
solve the issue. I only needed to discuss it with Jeanie, being careful
not to let on that I had ulterior and more secretive motives.
I felt some of the burden from earlier lifting off my shoulders.
My breakfast of English muffin with blackberry jam, sunny side up
eggs, and sausage links began to look more appetizing. I dug in
with gusto and was soon up to my elbows in crumbs.
“Geez! Slow down MC, this isn’t a contest!” Arrow said from
across the table. He himself was trying to shove a whole sausage
into his mouth.
“Gross!” Jeanie exclaimed, looking away.
Her own plate held an assortment of fruit, wheat waffles with
nuts and honey, and scrambled eggs. Misty sat silently in the
corner, unblinking.
“You do know that eggs come from chickens.” Arrow pointed
at Jeanie’s plate, his cheeks puffed out from the sausage he was
now attempting to chew.
Jeanie bristled but didn’t reply.
I finished scarfing down my breakfast in record time and then
took my leave. I had quite a few things to finish up and mull over. I
went back to the laundry room to put my clothes in to dry.
Marching back to the room, I picked up my notebook and
homework supplies. Jeanie was at her desk, working. She looked up
as I walked in.
“I think Johnny is trying to hack into my notebook and steal my
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final project information,” I started right in.
“Again? I put up all those protections,” she countered
defensively.
“Still… I’m not sure but I think someone is trying to access my
stuff. I want to have evidence so that I can use it against him.”
Lame I know, but what else could I say? The government is spying
on me and I want to find out who their agents are? As if!
“That should be easy enough.” Jeanie was already warming up
to my challenge. She began to mutter to herself as she got out of
her chair and started to pace back and forth. “Gimme that!” She
pointed to my notebook and nearly tore it out of my hands in
excitement.
Whoa! When Jeanie was fired up she sure got handsy. Maybe in
her own excitement she wouldn’t think to question my motives.
She was concentrating on her work now, disregarding my presence.
If this worked – which it should – then I should have my answer
about Misty soon. Then the real work could begin. I didn’t want to
think about what I would have to do if Misty was a spy. What
would I do if she was on their side? I could kill her, should kill her.
But. I don’t think I could do that. Then what? I would have no
allies. I really needed backup. I needed an army – my own Ataxia.
Except then I ran into the unsecured information dilemma. We
really needed to kill the technology that was monitoring us. I really
hoped it wasn’t a person monitoring us, that it wasn’t Misty.
“You should create a file as bait,” Jeanie broke into my circular
thoughts.
“What? Bait?”
“Yeah. I think this will work best if we take down your firewalls
and leave your information unsecured,” she mused.
“Work best? And leave all my data unprotected?” How would
that work best?
“We’ll transfer your work temporarily. You can use my
notebook. It’s the safest there is. Then you put a few fake files on
your notebook to tempt him. Although if you’re right, he’s already
tempted. Then when he takes the bait, we’ll catch him.”
“And how do you propose we do that?”
“We’re monitoring your notebook and whenever anyone tries
to enter through cyberspace to hack into it, we’ll be able to follow
them back and find out who they are. It’s like a technical photo of
the culprit, footprints and everything,” she explained.
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“That sounds all well and good. Are you sure it will work?” I
was still skeptical.
“Really? After all we’ve been through you don’t trust in my
skills?”
I had no choice really. “I’m just nervous. I trust you.”
“Then all you have to do is make the file. I’ve already
transferred your old data.”
She handed me back my notebook and I looked at it. Sure
enough, it was clean. None of my projects were there. I had a
temporary moment of panic as I though all my work was lost
before I snuck a glance at Jeanie as she resumed her own work on
her notebook. I saw her move a file around that bore the name
“MC finals etc.” Unless she had already hacked into my notebook,
I could bet on that file containing all of my work. I breathed a little
easier and downloaded some old projects onto my notebook. I
started to tweak them around a bit to reflect possible final projects
and then renamed them, “Physics,” “Speech and Debate,” and
finally “World Domination.” I held my breath as I handed my
notebook back to Jeanie.
“Done.”
She glanced at my files and looked at me, her eyebrow raised.
If she understood the double meaning in that name, and that
information got back to the headmaster and her minion spies, it
would only serve to notify Misty that she should try to access the
file. I wouldn’t be in trouble; there was nothing that would give me
away in it. And besides, I had already been found out. I would still
need to make sure Misty knew about the file. I would have to be
craftier about that conversation; ninja skills required.
“So it’s all set then?” I asked her.
She messed with a few settings on my notebook and then
handed it back to me.
“All set. Now we wait,” she answered.
“How am I to do my work if not on my notebook?”
“Easy. You can use my extra.”
“You have an extra notebook?” I blurted out.
“Not exactly. Don’t tell anyone but when they gave me my
notebook at the beginning of first year I told them I dropped mine
into the moat. They gave me a new one,” she told me.
“They didn’t want the old one back?”
“I told them I couldn’t find it,” she chuckled.
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“Clever. I wish I had thought of it.” Jeanie was just full of
surprises.
She handed me her extra notebook and helped me input my
final project information onto that one.
“Thanks. I’ll check you later. I have some official date business
to attend to.” I saluted her and she saluted me back, giggling.
I went to the library, the actual library, to do work. I needed
more space than our room afforded for my messy learning style. I
spent all day working hard before heading to the cafeteria. I ran
into Misty on my way over. I had thought long and hard about how
to tell her surreptitiously about my little “scheme.” I was able to
pull it off without sweating it too hard. I believe I fooled her
completely. She now knew about my plans, that I was going to
begin recruiting without actively recruiting. I didn’t tell her about
the files though, but I knew that if she was the spy, she would be
looking for incriminating evidence.
By the time I made it to the cafeteria, they were already putting
the food away. I barely got away with my dinner. I brought it back
to the library and kept working, intermittently eating the sushi I
had chosen. Most of it was alright but the rolls with sauce drizzled
like caramel on the top were too spicy for me and I had to scrape
off as much of the liquid fire as possible before popping the
delicacies into my mouth.
It was getting late by the time I was too tired of working to
continue. I picked up my laundry on the way back to my room,
tossing it haphazardly into my laundry bag. Folding was for
dweebs. I labored under the notebook and my overstuffed laundry
bag. Jeanie was still sitting at her desk, studying when I got back.
She frowned when I dumped my clothes in a large pile on the
floor, followed by the hamper.
“I checked on the hack,” she said slowly.
“That was fast. Did you catch him?” I was nervous. Everything
was happening so fast. It had only been several hours. What was
Jeanie thinking about when Misty’s name came up in her trap? Or
maybe no one had been caught and everything was hunky-dory.
Jeanie had a peculiar look on her face. Something was up.
“We caught him alright. Johnny took the bait.”
Wait. What? Johnny was actually monitoring (or attempting to
monitor) my notebook? Since when?
“Oh. Good.” No. Bad. Well, maybe not that bad. It proved that
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Misty was clear.
“There was someone else,” Jeanie said evenly.
“Something else?” I asked.
“Someone else,” she responded.
Oh no! Misty wasn’t clean. This was it: my only conceivable ally
was dirty. All that she had told me was a lie. Everything I knew
about Ataxia was a lie.
“I couldn’t track it though. This person covered their tracks
well. I’m still working on trying to decipher what they did leave
behind,” Jeanie was still talking.
“Really?” I felt dazed. It was Misty, no bones about it.
“How long?”
“Uh. Well. I might not be able to crack this one, but I’ll work
on it,” Jeanie admitted.
Wow. Misty had pulled one over on the technical superstar!
Misty was in it deep.
“Okay. Thanks. Can I use my notebook now?” I asked her.
“Yeah, let me just restore the safeties.” She pulled out my
notebook and indicated for me to hand over her old one. She spent
almost no time at all re-transferring data and securing my notebook
once again. “Foolproof,” she said.
She looked slightly shook up though and her smile did not seem
100% sincere. There was someone out there who had bested her.
That must hurt, just like Misty’s betrayal.
***
Mr. Goodyear held a ruler in his hand and was rapping it in a
syncopated beat on the desk. It was Monday morning and time for
the second part of our English final. Nobody was paying him any
mind so he rapped again on the desk. Someone scoffed and Mr.
Goodyear cleared his throat. He stood there watching the students
talk amongst themselves. He looked as if he wanted to shout and
cower in the corner all at once. Instead, he walked around the desk
and inserted the little device from last week into the computer. He
walked back around the desk and stared at the class. Only a handful
of students stared back, the rest were intent on their own
conversations.
“Quiet,” he called, but his voice only carried to the first row of
students.
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“What the hell?” Arrow’s indignant voice suddenly broke
through the swirling column of voices. Heads turned to look at him
and the room hushed. His cheeks turned red as he held onto his
notebook. He swiveled to face the front of the room. “Are you
serious?” He directed his question at the substitute teacher.
Mr. Goodyear stood taller and became more commanding,
“You may begin.”
I yanked my notebook out of my bag and turned it on. What
the hell indeed. The test had a multiple choice answer format.
Normally, multiple choice was a breeze, but I could see that today
this would not be the case. The introductory paragraph for part
two of our final said that we would be working with grammar,
however; looking down at the first sets of questions I saw that the
words were not in any known human language. My brow furrowed
as I rapidly went through all the familiar languages in my mind. It
had letters that were not unlike Russian or some ancient European
alphabet that was half pictorial and half modern. How was I
supposed to answer grammar questions about sentences that were
not in English, let alone any known language? I turned page after
page to see where the madness ended. It didn’t. There were
multiple pages of the gobbledygook. How in the world?
“You have 40 more minutes,” Mr. Goodyear said with a
devilish color to his voice. Oh did he ever look pleased with
himself.
I was sure that Ms. Perrine had not written this final. This was
cruel. I glanced to my side and saw Jeanie madly indicating with
both of her index fingers, swiping them in grand gestures across
her notebook screen. Maybe she was deciphering the alien
language? She did not look happy. I glanced to my other side,
finding Li. He must have felt my eyes on him and turned to look
back at me. He grinned. I smiled back haltingly and gave a small
shake of my head, “I don’t know about this.” He nodded back at
me, “you can do it.” and then he tilted his head, “now get to
work!” I smiled and pulled my eyes back down to my own test.
Maybe Mr. Goodyear was going through a Lord of the Rings
kick and was using one of J.R.R. Tolkien’s many languages, but
after a brief scrutiny I discarded that theory. Plus, Mr. Goodyear
did not look like the type to enjoy any books that were not factual.
Fiction was not his forte, if you know what I mean.
Where was my fairy godmother when I needed her? If she
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wasn’t going to help me save the world, at least she could help me
salvage my English final. I pulled my fingernail out of my mouth; I
hadn’t even realized I had been biting my nail. I looked at the time.
Only twenty-five minutes left. Where had the first twenty-five
minutes gone? I spent the next five minutes banging my head on a
wall trying to decipher the first sentence. No good. Well. Just in
case. I marked the middle choice answer to every question. There
were fifty questions total, that meant we were supposed to
complete one every minute! That must mean they were easy
questions? Yeah, if you were fluent in alien!
I went back to the first sentence and stared at it without
blinking until my eyes watered. I opened up the screen so that it
only included that sentence and willed it into a familiar semblance,
English, Chinese, whatever. It stayed put, beyond my
comprehension. This was so frustrating! The injustice of it all
overwhelmed me. Mr. Goodyear was not playing fair. Even Jeanie
would agree, I was sure of it. What was she going to say about this
atrocious play at academia? A spasm of laughter escaped my lips
and I clamped a hand over my mouth.
“If you are finished, feel free to send me your work and then
you may leave,” Mr. Goodyear stated from the front, his arms
crossed behind his back.
Well, he wasn’t that cruel. I sent my answers to the front and
then shoved my notebook back into my bag and stood up. I
marched down to the front and out of the door. I still had ten
minutes before class was officially over. Two minutes later Jeanie
joined me outside. We walked slowly away from the door and
toward Physics class.
“I can’t believe he did that! What a motherless piece of --”
“Sh,” I said as another teacher came into view at the end of the
hall.
As soon as he was out of sight, Jeanie broke out again, this time
her voice was a bit more controlled, “That was unfair and… And I
will talk to the administration about it!”
I raised an eyebrow, “Really?”
Her voice faltered, “I guess not. It’s just not fair to change the
format to something impossible!”
“Then what did you put? You finished early,” I pointed out. She
looked sheepish all of a sudden, “I didn’t really. I just marked ‘C’
for each answer. At least we don’t get penalized for wrong
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answers.”
“That’s what I did too!” I exclaimed.
“Ha! You think anyone else had that idea?”
“As long as it wasn’t Mr. Goodyear. If he gets that idea, ‘C’
won’t be correct for any answer,” I responded.
Jeanie cocked her head, thinking about it.
“That would be messed up.”
“I don’t think he walks the straight and narrow, if you know
what I mean.”
I shoved her with my elbow in a conspiratorial manner. She
chuckled.
“But seriously, what if all the parts for our English final are as
nasty as that one? I can’t fail,” she wailed.
“You and everyone else. He can’t let that happen, it would
make him look bad,” I explained.
“True.”
We made it early to Physics and the room was empty. We had
our final on Friday, so today we were just doing more review work.
Boring stuff. I prepared to tune out like I did last week. I had a lot
to think about and this short period of time would be perfect for
tuning up my plans. I settled into my chair. The rest of the students
were abuzz when they arrived, talking excitedly and looking
worried. That English final was a game changer, but I wasn’t going
to worry about it. It was done and there was nothing I could do
about it.
During lunch, Arrow started pestering me with questions about
the final,
“How did you finish so early? Did you understand it? What did
it say? Did you really finish?”
“We just guessed,” Jeanie answered for me.
“Yeah, we both put ‘C’ for all the answers,” I added.
“You answered all of them?” Arrow paled slightly, his chocolate
milk held halfway to his mouth in his right hand, “Oh, I should
have thought of that. I was so hung up over figuring it out that I
didn’t think of that.”
“Don’t beat yourself up buddy. It was actually quite the difficult
cryptograph,” Li put in.
“You mean you deciphered it?” I asked, incredulous.
“I am an international student. I know all sorts of things,” Li
answered.
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“I knew it had an underlying mathematical answer!” Jeanie
shouted, slamming her fist on the table.
“Of course. Each symbol stood for a letter. You didn’t get
that?” Misty inquired.
We all stared at her.
“How would you decipher all fifty of them?” Arrow demanded.
“Pattern recognition,” Li responded.
“You memorized the words in that small amount of time?” My
jaw hung open.
Li looked bashful. His humble nature was so attractive!
“The same words kept appearing throughout the test. He’s not
that creative, for a sadistic man,” Misty responded coolly. She took
a swig of her orange juice.
I was surrounded by geniuses and at this moment I felt like the
dumb one.
“You guys ready for our Strategy final?” Arrow asked, looking
around the table from one of us to another.
“I don’t relish going out into the wilderness with the express
purpose of getting lost,” Jeanie quipped.
“At least we’ll get it over with,” I said.
“You do know that someone died a couple years ago? They
tried to cover it up but everyone knows that it’s true. Kid wandered
away from his group and was lost forever,” Arrow chimed in.
“They couldn’t find him by tracking his identity chip?” I asked.
“They say he went mad during the final and tore it out. They
never found the body,” Li said in a ghostly voice.
“Everyone’s been talking about it, since we’re about to be
dropped into the middle of the jungle with only a handful of
potentially useful items,” I spoke.
Li nodded, his mouth full of three-bean soup. I did not relish
the Strategy final. As much as I liked being outdoors and having
adventures, I did not care to be graded on how fast I could find my
way back to the Academy or how well I utilized my survival gear. I
especially did not like being confined to only a few items of gear. If
I was actually going to be stuck in the wilderness I would bring
everything I could possibly carry.
As our final for Strategy class could potentially be quite lengthy,
class would start earlier than normal. I didn’t mind too much, I
wanted all the daylight I could get. I meandered over, hoping that it
wasn’t too cold out. It was. The temperature was only three degrees
196

ATAXIA AND THE RAVINE OF LOST DREAMS

Celsius. I quickly did the calculations. That would be slightly over
thirty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. Cold. The hair on my arms
bristled in anticipation.
Strategy class started with a bang.
“I will now put you into groups,” Mr. Lowry stated.
“Whoa! Wait a minute. I thought we got to pick our teams?” I
spoke out of turn.
“Hand?” Mr. Lowry said sourly.
“Sorry.”
My hand shot up and I swung it wildly.
“Yes. MC.”
“How is it that we don’t get to pick who we will be with, out in
the middle of nowhere? Some students are mentally unstable and I
don’t want to be alone with them,” I said succinctly.
“You will be monitored at all times. That way I will know how
to grade you.” He waved away my concerns and I glowered. He
wasn’t done though. He had more instructions for us. “You will
have ten minutes to choose your supplies. You will only be able to
bring five items with you. Also, there will be several obstacles along
the way – typical difficulties found in the wilderness, so be
prepared for… anything.” His eyes glinted.
Finals were abnormally difficult this year!
“Here are the groups.” Mr. Lowry put up the names on the wall
behind him.
I scanned the wall. Arrow was with Jeanie but my name was not
there. Misty was with other students as well. That only meant I
might be with Li. Success! His name and mine were together with,
oh no! Johnny. Some other girl was in our group too but I didn’t
care. All I cared about was being out in the middle of nowhere with
Johnny. Thank goodness I would have Li there with me; he would
keep me safe if Johnny tried any funny business.
“You have ten minutes to choose your supplies. Go!”
We all ran around the room crazily, meeting up with our groups
and staring at the plethora of random supplies on the floor in the
front of the room. Everyone was talking at the same time. I pulled
Li out of the middle of the room so that we could hear ourselves
talk. The other girl in our team followed and Johnny lagged behind
her. I gave him the evil eye.
“What did everyone pick? I thought we would be able to take
twice as many items so we’ll really have to think about what is the
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most important,” I addressed my group.
“We won’t know what sort of obstacles he’s going to have out
there or what we may need to overcome,” the girl added.
“Ugh! This is hopeless,” I said.
“Relax. There are four of us. We can take on most obstacles
with brute force,” Li said reassuringly.
“Not them maybe, but we can,” Johnny said, pointing at the girl
and me.
I gave him another evil eye.
“What do we take?” I asked.
Time was running out. Time was always running out when an
important decision had to be made. We finally decided on our
items and went over to the pile to grab them. At least Mr. Lowry
had told us the gist of our final beforehand and had given us a
lengthy list of example items we might have to choose from.
“Time,” Mr. Lowry called. “Take what you have and let’s go.”
We shuffled out of the room, following our teacher. He led us
over to several vehicles and each group got into one of the
vehicles. There were no windows in the back and we sat, waiting,
being driven further and further into the forest and away from the
safety of the Academy. I felt like an eternity passed before the purr
of the engine shut off and the vehicle stopped moving. The back
door opened and I blinked in the softening light. A dirt road
spliced the forest into two sinister pieces.
Mr. Lowry’s voice cut through the air, “Your time starts now.
You are not allowed to use the road.”
I heard whirring above. Cameras. The things were hovering in
the air, almost at the tops of the trees. We were also wearing our
uniforms, which were outfitted with all sorts of recording and
tracking devices, as well as our identity chips. There was a
multitude of ways that we were being watched. I assumed that
more than just our Survival teacher was watching us.
Since we were being graded on a curve, so to speak, I wanted to
get the hell back to the Academy. The first team to get back got an
‘A’ and every team after would get points deducted for the extra
time they took. I wanted to be on the team that set that time
precedent. We would also get some minor points deducted for
inappropriately handling the “obstacles” but I doubted that they
would be that difficult. I was more worried about competing
against Misty and Jeanie. But I had Li and he was strong, athletic,
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resourceful, and brutally handsome. Johnny, although I would
never say it to his face, was also a useful and handy teammate, if he
cooperated. He seemed to be highly motivated by grades so I didn’t
think he would pose any problems, as long as no opportunity
arose. I snuck a glance back at Johnny. He was walking beside the
chick; I think her name was something like Ariadne or Ariella. It
looked like Johnny was flirting with her; she was blushing up a
storm.
“Just like a double date, eh?” Li took two long strides to catch
up with me.
“So he is flirting with her!”
“More like she’s flirting with him...” Here Li’s voice became
high and fluttery, mimicking a girl. He was still talking low so the
pair behind us wouldn’t hear, “Oh John John your muscles are too
big for your uniform.” Li batted his lashes seductively and I had to
suppress a giggle.
“She didn’t say that, did she?” I asked.
“Well, it was more like, ‘I see you all the time in class but I
don’t think we’ve properly met, I’m Alessia,’” Li mimicked.
Alessia! That was her name. Did Johnny and Barbie break up
again?
Suddenly Mr. Lowry’s voice was speaking, “Alessia, Johnny,
MC and Li?”
We all looked up, our eyes catching sight of the camera drone
that was also projecting the voice of our teacher above our heads.
“Your first obstacle…” He paused dramatically before
enlightening us, “One of you has mistakenly eaten a poisonous
plant that has put you into a temporary coma. The rest of your
teammates will have to figure out a way to transport you back.
Now let’s see, which one of you would like to be relieved of
walking? Eeny, meeny, miney, mo! Alright then, prepare for your
first obstacle.” There was a slight crackle that hung suspended in
the air. I looked uneasily over at Johnny and Alessia. Which one of
us did he pick? A chill ran down my spine. “MC! You have ten
seconds before the mysterious tropical plant’s poison takes effect
and you will not be able to move or speak until you get back to the
Academy and are delivered the antidote. Extra points will be
rewarded for appropriate comatose behavior along the way.” I
knew it would be me. “And one more thing. If MC is not brought
back within four hours the poison will have stopped her heart and
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you will all fail. Good luck.”
The way he described it, I felt like he might have somehow
administered poison and I really was in danger of dying. Li patted
me on the shoulder.
“Any last words?” he snickered.
Well, if he was going to play along, so was I.
“I…I...” I murmured before letting my tongue relax and roll out
of my mouth for a moment before falling to the ground. I rolled so
that I was lying on my back, staring wide-eyed at Li.
“Oh my!” Alessia screeched and ran over to where Li was now
towering over me. “Is she really poisoned?”
“No.” Johnny came into view beside Alessia. “But we’re all
dead if we can’t get back before the four hours are up.”
Even under such time constraints and with more obstacles to
come, Johnny, Li, and Alessia spent at least five minutes arguing
over how to carry me through the forest. I smiled, this was fun. All
I had to do was listen. Like Mr. Lowry said, I was relieved of my
duties to the team. Johnny wanted to drag me, which Alessia put a
stop to. She was all for making a human sleigh. Li kept saying he
would carry me and that he and Johnny could take turns. In the
end, Li leaned down to pick me up and we all started on our merry
way again.
Thirty minutes later we met with our second obstacle.
Apparently Mr. Lowry’s sense of humor had gotten the best of
him. He said that there was one amongst us who was mentally
unstable and would attempt to kill the rest of us. In order to pass
this obstacle we had to figure out which one of us was the wouldbe-killer. What was this? A real life version of that old board game
Clue? We figured out that it was Alessia in the forest with the
scythe. So much for real-life obstacles. Not long after that it began
to darken in earnest. For the third obstacle, Mr. Lowry took away
our light source.
I did not want to be anywhere near Johnny, but eventually Li
had to pass off his burden. Johnny smelled musky sweet. His grip
on my feet, as I was being piggybacked, was strong and assured. It
was slightly odd to be so close to Johnny as he flirted extensively
with Alessia. Unlike what Li observed earlier, the flirting was flying
both ways.
Our last obstacle came at a great time, interrupting the flow of
compliments from Johnny to Alessia that was making me blush in
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their near vulgarity. Either he had chosen to ignore my presence or
he had forgotten that I could hear everything that he was saying.
Whatever the reason, he was interrupted and we all had to stop to
solve the problem posed by the obstacle. Johnny set me down.
One of us had fallen and gashed their leg, injuring an artery. It
would need to be fixed before we could move on. We were
presented with a holographic version of a leg from the camera.
Thankfully we had chosen to take first aid supplies, taking up two
of our five items. We chose Alessia to do the procedure and she
did a decent job. Mr. Lowry seemed impressed, at least with the
speed at which she conducted the procedure. She had proven
herself useful after all. She put all the supplies back and Johnny
hefted me back up. We continued as the sun fell lower and lower in
the sky. It had been nearly two hours and we were just about
halfway – we were on schedule, as long as there were no other
obstacles.
Mr. Lowry must have been busy bothering other groups
because he left us alone for another hour and a half. I had been
passed from Johnny to Li and back. Alessia began to sing,
“One thousand, seven hundred and three bottles of beer on the
wall.”
“You don’t even know what beer is,” Johnny said in irritation.
“Yes I do. One thousand, seven hundred and two bottles on
the wall.”
“Sh!” Li hissed.
Johnny stopped walking. Alessia shut up and we all listened.
I heard a faint scream ahead of us. Must be one of the other
teams. Now that we were fairly close to the Academy, we were
probably converging with one another. Except, we had to be first
and they were definitely ahead of us. Shoot.
Johnny whispered, “Let’s sneak up and wreak havoc.”
Alessia reached into the pack and pulled out the rope we had
brought as our fourth item. She grinned. It’s three against four,
what’s our plan to even those odds?” she asked.
“Surprise,” Li answered.
“We need to get really close,” Johnny said.
“Right. We move fast but quietly. No singing,” Li began.
“Then one of us can pretend to be hurt and call out for help.
When they come we snatch them and tie them up,” Johnny
finished.
201

RACHEL BARNARD

“That might work,” Alessia said.
“Well we can’t overtake them while dragging MC along. We
need to slow them down,” Li said.
“Let’s do it!” Alessia exclaimed in a loud whisper.
“We’re still running out of time, we can’t stop,” Johnny said.
He was right. We had a scant thirty minutes to get back before
the “poison” stopped my heart and we all failed.
“I’ll carry her and you two take out the other team. I might be
slower but at least we’ll be moving. Plus the two of you will be
more than enough to take care of any other team,” Alessia stated,
slyly complimenting the two boys.
“Okay, let’s get moving. When we get real close we’ll send you
on ahead while we take care of them,” Li said.
It was now almost fully dark and without our lights we were
using the moon and the glow from the cameras as our only guides.
Alessia struggled very little with my added weight but we moved
considerably slower than before. I wished I could have been with
Li and Johnny, setting up the ambush.
Ten minutes later Alessia and I heard voices.
“Did you see how afraid they were?”
“Yeah, pansies, we could have taken down two teams!”
An impossibly bright light glared into my face. Alessia dropped
me less carefully than I would have liked and crouched into a
fighting stance.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said dumbly, straightening up as soon as she
saw that the two voices belonged to Li and Johnny. “Where’d that
light come from?”
“His great idea to steal it!” Johnny said excitedly.
“Come on, we’re really close, time to move it,” Alessia
proclaimed.
Li ran up to me, hefted me over his shoulders and off we went.
It was much easier to move at a rapid pace with the bright light.
We finally broke through the line of the forest onto the field. We
were booking it as fast as possible to meet the four-hour deadline.
Alessia made it to the classroom first and opened the door wide for
the rest of us to enter.
We weren’t the first team back. Jeanie and Arrow were sitting
cross-legged and their other two teammates were standing by the
window. Mr. Lowry stood with a timer in his hand, staring at us
through the door.
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“You just made it within four hours, congratulations,” he said
flatly, glaring at his timer.
We flopped down out of breath.
“You guys look exhausted,” Arrow said to us.
“I am but MC should be well rested, she napped during the
entire exam,” Li laughed.
“Did not! You have to tell us all about it!” Jeanie proclaimed.
“Likewise.” I grinned, wondering how they had beaten us.

203

16
GHOSTS
“Finals!” I muttered, chewing on my notebook’s stylus.
“I know, they’re killing me!” Jeannie corroborated from her
desk.
I was making last minute addendums and adjustments to my
speech for our Speech and Debate final. It was already midday and
we had skipped lunch in order to get all our work finished before
afternoon classes started. I wished I could skip Plant and Animal
Life in order to have two extra hours to prepare for my speech
presentation. Dr. Vonnegut had not told us anything about our
Plant and Animal Life final so we could only worry and wonder. I
tried not to worry too much because Jeanie worried enough for the
both of us. She was probably staring at the plant charts right now. I
should be doing the same but I had a fairly good memory and my
working knowledge of living things was also on the high end. I
would rely on my awesome abilities for that one.
All too soon we were packing up and heading to class. There
was a large table in the front of the room cluttered with plants of
all shapes and sizes. Interesting. I sat in my seat and waited to see
what our final would entail. Dr. Vonnegut was grinning wildly,
keeping the students from touching the plants. As soon as class
began he started talking,
“This is your final.” He made a grand sweeping gesture at the
table behind him. The leafy tendrils of the plants swayed, buffeted
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by an invisible current of air. They were very much alive. “These
are real plants. They are not quite the same as their counterparts in
the wild. A few of them have been tweaked. Half of them are
poisonous. They need to be ingested for the poison to work. You
should be familiar with some of these plants by sight and others by
identifiable characteristics. Some of them may be completely
unknown to you. Your task is to evaluate the dangers associated
with each plant. You will each be evaluating two plants. One will be
edible, one will be poisonous. Of course, I have corrected the
poison so that it is not a lethal dose, but it will have an effect. Your
final is simple; pick one to eat. If you choose wrong, you fail and
suffer the consequences. I will have each one of you come down
one by one. Let’s do it alphabetically, shall we?”
None of us spoke as Dr. Vonnegut went to grab his list of
students. The plants sat ominously on the table. I noticed that one
of our desks was beside the table, overshadowed by the immense
load of greenery. Dr. Vonnegut set the list down to put on thick
workman’s gloves. They came up to his elbows. He really wasn’t
playing around. The plants were poisonous!
“Jonathan Borelli,” Dr. Vonnegut called out.
Johnny pushed back his chair and stood up. As he walked up
to the front of the classroom, our teacher indicated for him to sit at
the small desk next to the table. Johnny sat down.
“I do not need to remind you that any cheating will result in
instant failure. Do not attempt to help the student who is taking
the test. And, when you are finished you can take your seat again. If
the plant that you choose to eat is poisonous, the effects have an
incubation period of five minutes and last approximately three
hours. You will not be allowed to leave the classroom until
everyone has taken the test,” Dr. Vonnegut informed us.
He then went over to the table, hemmed and hawed while
choosing the perfect set of plants, one dangerous and one benign.
This test had two functions. If we were out in the wilderness, we
would need food to survive. Knowing which plants were edible
was highly useful. Being able to distinguish non-lethal plants from
their counterparts based on identifying characteristics would also
be highly useful.
“Here we are.” Dr. Vonnegut set down a small tree with leafy
greenish-colored leaves. That was an easy one. That meant that by
default the other one would be edible. This wasn’t fair! Johnny
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wasted no time in choosing the correct plant, making sure his skin
made no contact with the poison Sumac.
Dr. Vonnegut smiled and sent Johnny back to his desk. He
carefully put both plants back on the table. Next he called up
Jeanie. She looked extremely nervous as Dr. Vonnegut fiddled
again with his selection, finally choosing a bushy plant with large
leaves and purplish thistle-like flower heads. He also picked up part
of what used to be connected to a tree. The heart-shaped leaves
were spiraled and the flowers were spiked and green. There was a
large brownish fruit clinging to the plant. I did not recognize either
plant. Jeanie paled, staring down at her two choices, her hands
clasped at her sides.
“Both have thistle-like components characteristic of poisonous
plants. The first looks like part of a larger tree. It bears fruit that do
not resemble anything toxic. If I were to eat this plant I would eat
the fruit. The second looks more like a ground shrub. If it were
edible I would eat either the leaves or the stalks I guess,” Jeanie
mused out loud.
“And your choice?” Dr. Vonnegut questioned.
The whole class was hushed in suspense, waiting for Jeanie to
make her move. She looked undecided.
“You have five more minutes to choose, after that you will
automatically fail. If you can’t figure out which plant to eat in five
minutes, you will not be able to make proper choices in the wild,”
Dr. Vonnegut addressed both Jeanie and the rest of the class.
Jeanie reached her hand out tentatively and plucked the fistsized fruit from the second plant and bit down tentatively. She
swallowed the morsel and set the rest of the fruit back on the desk
and went back to her seat. We all watched her. It would take at
least a couple minutes for the poison to take effect if she had
chosen the wrong plant. I glanced over at Vonnegut, who was
putting both plants back on the table. I couldn’t tell if Jeanie had
made the right decision, judging from his actions and facial
expressions. He picked up the list again and called out my name.
By the time I had sat down in the test desk my two choices
were already in front of me. I breathed a sigh of relief. One of the
plants was crawling with bright red berries while the other one was
a petite flowered plant that definitely looked like Wood Sorrel. I
immediately grabbed a leaf and munched on it. I knew the plant
was once used by the Cherokee to cure mouth sores and by
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another tribe of Indians to alleviate thirst. The leaves are a great
source of vitamin C. I munched my way back to my desk. Jeanie
did not look so happy.
“I don’t feel so good,” she murmured as I walked by.
Oh no! She must have made the wrong choice!
“Dr. Vonnegut?” Jeanie said meekly.
“Yes, Jeanie?”
“I feel like I might be sick.”
“Don’t worry, the effects are temporary and you won’t actually
vomit,” he said gaily.
“Are you sure?” Jeanie sounded skeptical.
“I have a PhD in Plant and Animal Genetics. I have engineered
these plants meticulously and tested their effects on humans
extensively. The effects are purely mental and do not affect you
physically. If, however you have a weak constitution the thought of
poison could actually induce physiological symptoms. In that case,
you may use the restroom,” he said.
Jeanie swallowed. I knew she was tough, although failing a final
would certainly get to her. She settled down in her seat, looking
miserable, while Dr. Vonnegut continued with our finals. I didn’t
pay attention to the next few students because I was too worried
about Jeanie. Everyone else passed and finally it was Li’s turn.
“Last but not least, Li. Let’s see how well you have been paying
attention.”
He set down two plants that looked familiar. They had already
been used! That wasn’t fair at all! Even though both plants were
exotic enough, to test the short-term memory abilities of an
Academy student, especially a fourth year was no test at all!
Class ended early and we still had over an hour before Speech
and Debate. I helped Jeanie carry her stuff and we went back to
our room for her to recuperate. She shut off the light and lay down
in her bed.
“You okay?” I asked.
“I feel nauseous and light-headed,” she said stonily, as if
holding back tears or something worse.
“Will you be able to make it to Speech and Debate?”
“Oh no!” she whispered, “I forgot about that.”
How would she give a speech in her condition when she was
already a nervous public speaker? I hoped Dr. Vonnegut was
completely accurate when he said that the effects would last for no
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more than three hours. That way, if Jeanie was one of the last
presenters, she should feel good as new by then. I sat on my bed in
the dark, murmuring my speech over and over to myself.
Jeanie had fallen asleep and I felt bad waking her up for class
but she would have been horrified to miss a final. She had already
failed one, maybe failed another and couldn’t afford to miss this
next one. She sat up in bed and whimpered, holding her stomach.
“I can’t believe I chose the wrong one,” she admonished
herself.
“You definitely had the hardest pairing.” I tried to cheer her up.
“I was the only one that failed,” she wailed.
“What’s done is done. Don’t worry about it,” I said.
I helped Jeanie get her Speech and Debate materials together
and gathered mine up as well. We walked together, Jeanie groaning
and holding her stomach. We were early but so were about half the
class. One student was even setting up a display at the head of the
class. Her display was a giant castle. I looked closer. The castle
looked like it was divided into many tiny pieces.
“Look Jeanie! It’s a puzzle!” I exclaimed.
It was indeed a puzzle, a model replica of some old castle.
There was a list behind the castle, projected on the wall. It must be
the order of the presentations. The list was in alphabetical order.
That meant Jeanie would be second again. Not good. She was not
ready at all. I got out of my seat and headed toward the teacher.
“Mr. Atwood.” He was busy inputting something into his
notebook.
“Yes,” he said without looking up.
“Can I ask you a favor?”
“If it’s for an extension the answer is going to be no, MC,” he
answered, still concentrating on what he was doing.
“No, I’m ready. It’s Jeanie, she’s not feeling well. Could she
perhaps do her presentation last?”
Mr. Atwood looked up and turned toward me, his eyes peering
over the tops of his glasses.
“Is she really?” His eyes swept over to the half-filled classroom,
seeking out the student in question: Jeanie.
“I guess I could go in reverse alphabetical order, switch things
up,” he conceded.
“Thank you so much Mr. Atwood!” I gushed.
He turned back to his device, dismissing me. I walked back to
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my seat. I saw that the list was reversed. That meant Li would
begin the speeches. He wasn’t here yet but there was still time
before class started. Jeanie leaned over from her seat.
“Thanks, MC,” she whispered.
“No problemo.” I was the most awesome friend and roommate
ever.
Five minutes passed and everyone had arrived. Li sauntered
down to the front and pulled out his notebook. He walked over to
the lights and turned them off.
“And what is the name of your speech today?” Mr. Atwood
asked.
“When Ghosts Roam These Halls,” Li proclaimed and then
waited.
“Alright, you may begin,” Mr. Atwood announced.
“June 29th, 2020 two visionary leaders formed the Academy, a
simple foreshadowing of the institution that it is today. The
program was a mere two years in duration versus four. There were
fifty students accepted every year versus a little over one hundred
today. That first year only fifty students roamed the halls,
competed in the Cube, and trained to be the New American
Nation’s top leaders. Two years later only thirty-four students
graduated. Ten were cut from the program in their first year, they
were not good enough. Five dropped out voluntarily. What
happened to the last student?” Li paused.
What was he talking about? Ghosts and the Academy? He was
off his rocker. He continued,
“The student was born Solomon Granderson the Third. Now
Solomon was not your average genius. His friends say that he heard
voices. He was too talented to be dropped from the Academy. He
received perfect marks in all his classes. His aptitude tests were off
the charts. His demeanor exams were close to perfect, except for
one fact, he thought he could speak to the dead. His chart indicates
that he was particularly upset by one voice that he heard, a young
girl’s voice. Solomon claimed that she had committed suicide years
ago. After comparing records they found out that twenty-five years
ago, to this day, a young woman did commit suicide.”
Li stopped his speech in order to pull up his display. A three
dimensional spinning holograph appeared between Li and the rest
of the class. Several students oohed at the familiar sight. It was the
Academy. Where had he gotten the blueprints? Li was far from
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done. He went on to detail exactly how and where she had killed
herself and every sighting of her ghostly body afterwards, as
indicated by Solomon or one of the other students. He would point
to the sighting location within his display and soon a multitude of
red dots crisscrossed the mini-Academy. Li argued that according
to the distances between the sightings and also the amount of time
that had elapsed; the next sighting would take place later today
between five and ten.
“And the exact location she ought to appear next is in this very
room!” Li shouted.
Then the lights were turned on and Li was taking his seat. I
looked at the time; it was a quarter past four. Today’s class was
going to run late because of the presentations. We would have a
break for dinner, which we would eat here in class. Some students
looked unsettled at Li’s speech. Johnny had a mile long scowl on
his face. I bet he was afraid. Jeanie looked even paler than before.
“Well… Thank you Li. I’m certainly convinced. Misty, you’re
up next,” Mr. Atwood said.
I listened attentively to the next two speeches and then began
zoning out as Barbie took the stage. As soon as she was done we
had our break. Dinner was simple, salads and pizza. We munched
in a silence broken only by the sounds of eating, a fork tapping a
plate, the occasional slurp, and the scuffling of clothes against
chairs as someone readjusted him or herself.
“As soon as you’re done eating you can get set up if you want
Arrow,” Mr. Atwood stated.
Arrow got up and went down to the front. He started fiddling
with his notebook.
“When you are ready you can tell us the title of your speech and
then begin.” Mr. Atwood said.
I was still munching on pizza crust as Arrow began.
“My speech is entitled, What is Love?” Arrow cleared his throat
and then leaned over to press something on his notebook. Music
filled the air in an 80’s beat. Arrow turned off the music after 20
seconds and faced his audience.
“What is love? This wide-reaching concept does not pertain
strictly to humans. There is love amongst other creatures,
manifested in the relationships between mother and child, siblings,
mates, and between pets and their masters.” Arrow projected a
picture of a dog lying watchfully beside a grave. “This dog spent
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every day for years beside his departed master, that my friends, is
love… Or is it? Those who research the animal kingdom say
otherwise. I say otherwise. Love is indeed an overarching concept
that can be applied liberally in many instances, but only in a nonscientific subjective sense. The real label in the case of this dog is
not love or even devotion, it is behavioral simplicity. The dog is
run by its instincts, how it was programmed to behave evolutionarily. The same can be said for humans.” Arrow switched
to a picture of a man and a woman holding one another and
laughing.
Jeanie stirred beside me. She looked a lot better. I, however,
was feeling fluttery. After Arrow it was Selena’s turn and then I
would be up next. What if I wasn’t ready? What if I messed up? I
continued my anxious line of thought, ignoring Arrow rambling up
front. Why was I so nervous when I knew these sorts of things
didn’t even matter? I was nervous because they did matter. They
mattered to me. If I didn’t care about the little things in life, then
what was I doing? I couldn’t keep up a façade like that without
getting involved in the life I was creating. I wanted to be MC; I
wanted to be her so bad. I wanted to live a normal life, have a
boyfriend, graduate and do my job. I wish life were different. I
wish that life were normal.
“MC, you’re up.”
I picked up my head and noticed that everyone was staring at
me.
“Are you ready?” Mr. Atwood asked me.
I nodded my head, swallowed and stood up. My chair creaked
as I slowly pushed it back in and walked to the front of the room. I
really wasn’t sure my speech was appropriate or good enough. Due
to insufficient research materials, I had changed my topic from the
Cube to something with a longer history. I thought my opening
was catchy. Here we go…
“My speech is called, Where There’s a Phobia There’s a Way,” I
called out.
I saw Arrow re-settle himself in his seat and Jeanie turned from
looking at Arrow to looking at me. That got her attention alright.
The title was in no way related to anything I had previously leaked
to her about the subject of my speech. This was going to be fun.
“Bananas! They mush up my nerves in a frenzy of yogurt and
ice. They do not smoothie out the wrinkles of ill taste, nor do they
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cast out biased judgment. It is very clear that bananas are out to get
people. I am constantly aware of their stringy, unsentimental blaze
of yellow. These slithery peels encase an evil that gives me goose
bumps whenever I think about an accidental parley of sensations.
The way that bananas are commercialized and cozy up to the
masses like a media sensation is sickening. Bananas are
brainwashing the children, with their nonsensical melodies of
perversion. We let them go about dancing in pajamas, without a
moment’s consideration about their plot to… Take. Over. The.
World! These fiends are universal, not to mention so common in
everyday society that they even grow on trees! We must end this
mutiny, this tyranny, this oppressive singular force!”
I paused for breath and even though I had been staring into the
audience, pretending to make eye contact, I hadn’t been looking at
them to see their reaction. Now I stared. Arrow was stifling a
laugh. Jeanie looked surprised. Li had crossed his arms in
amusement. Good. Now for the fun part. I walked around behind
the desk in the front and pulled out the bottom right drawer. Right
where I left them. I pulled out my sack of goodies and began to
walk amidst my classmates, offering each one a banana. This was
great. When I finally got back to the front and handed one to Mr.
Atwood, even he got a kick out of it. Now for the hardy portion of
my speech. I was completely warmed up and the rest of my speech
was a breeze of easy. I recited facts like a natural, lamenting
properly with those who suffered from phobias. Presenting
theories as to how and why phobias exist. Finally, according to
those theoretical principals, I proposed methods for dealing with
and overcoming phobias.
“In conclusion, you hold in your hands the power to change
your behavior, your conditioned and expected response to a simple
benign object, a banana.”
I pulled a banana from my pocket and held it up in victory. I
slowly and dramatically lowered it and walked with it dangling from
my hand back to my seat. I sat amidst applause. That went
swimmingly! As the clapping died down, Mr. Atwood called for
Jeanie. My stomach clenched up; I was as nervous for her as I had
been for myself.
“My speech...” Jeanie jolted through her title, “Is called, You
Are What You Meat.” Oh boy, this was going to be good. Jeanie
gathered herself before continuing with her speech.
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“Twenty six years ago, the largest gathering of world leaders in
history took place in order to discuss the Millennium Development
Goals. First among these goals was to eradicate extreme poverty
and hunger. A mere two billion souls later and we stand now at a
critical point in time, the point at which we need to say no to meat
and yes to ending poverty. Not only is our beef industry taking a
heavy toll on our planet’s natural resources, but it is also harming
the environment and the animals themselves. By reducing or even
eliminating the industry entirely, we can feed every single human
being on the planet. Imagine a world without starvation, a world
where innocent cattle, chickens, or pigs are not slaughtered for our
benefit. Is it even to our benefit? Health wise, our diet should not
consist of more than five percent animal product. Life span would
increase and many diseases would disappear if we followed this one
simple rule.”
Jeanie looked fired up and passionate. A healthy red glow had
replaced the sallow pallor to her complexion. But as she finished
up her introduction, she began to falter. I saw her peering intently
at some of the students in her audience, trying to glean a reaction.
That was not a good idea. As she continued into the body of her
argument and brought up some pictures of animal cruelty, she
began to balk even more. As soon as she got to the picture of a pig
strung up and dripping blood on the floor, she turned and vomited
into the garbage. Before anyone had a chance to say anything,
Jeanie wiped her mouth and spoke,
“I’m fine.”
She breathed deep and closed her eyes, inwardly struggling to
keep her cool and probably to keep from puking again. We all
watched in silence. Jeanie carried on.
“The solution to these intertwined problems is simple, as I
previously stated. No more industrial slaughtering of animals. I
know that is a high demand and not entirely feasible in today’s
society. What we can do, right now, is utilize a new technology
called in-vitro meat. We can wean our society off a heavy meat diet
and introduce this new type of meat into the diet of millions who
live in poverty. Due to recent advances in tissue engineering, it is
now possible to grow synthetic meat - using single animal cells. Invitro meat has a number of advantages. Being just a lump of
cultivated cells, it is produced without harm or cruelty to animals.
It is unusually pure and healthy whilst retaining the original flavor,
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texture and appearance of traditional meat. Perhaps and most
importantly, it requires far less water and energy to produce, greatly
lessening the impact on the environment.”
Jeanie pulled up another picture. This one contained two images
side by side. On the left was a packaged container of her proposed
synthetic meat and on the right was a starving family. Jeanie stood
awkwardly for a moment before rushing back to her seat.
Interesting ending to her speech, decidedly abrupt but overall her
speech was strong in both content and delivery. She had done well,
notwithstanding the puke session. We clapped more
enthusiastically than we had for anyone else and Jeanie smiled
meekly from her desk.
“Last but not least, to use an overused cliché, Jonathan Borelli.”
At the very moment when Johnny was halfway between his
desk and the front, the lights shut off. The overwhelming and
abrupt darkness caused several students to scream. I swear one of
the high pitched screams was Johnny. Then the lights came back
on just as suddenly. A lengthy pause settled over the room. Li
looked extremely pleased. Johnny looked as pale as Jeanie had
been. After another pause, I felt the entire class relaxing their
shoulders and Mr. Atwood called for Johnny to come down to the
front. That jolted Johnny into motion. I snickered to myself and
enjoyed how shaken up he was throughout the delivery of his
speech.
***
Thursday came and went like the rain that day, hard and fast.
All too soon the sun was trying to burst through the clouds and the
last class of the day ended. I spoke to Misty,
“We need to talk. Meet me at The Place as soon as possible. I’m
headed there now.”
We really needed to figure out some code names. I didn’t give
her any time to protest but walked off and headed outside. I hoped
she would follow me. I took a less-traveled path to the lake and it
took me a couple minutes longer than usual to fight my way
through. Misty was waiting for me on top of the large rock. I
clambered up and sat down next to her.
“This was a good idea. We have some fundamental issues we
need to talk about. It will start to get dark soon so we need to make
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this quick,” Misty began, “Most important is we need to be vigilant
and to keep our guard up. Things are not what they seem. You are
not to trust anyone.” Misty eyed me carefully.
Funny her talking about trust when she herself was a
government spy. How long would she keep up this charade? She
really still thought I was clueless to her true identity?
“Also, you should not put any confidential information on your
notebook. It is not safe. They are monitored. I don’t care if the
only way to recruit our army is through electronic means, we can’t
do it and you should know better,” she admonished me.
That was it; she had admitted it. That made her guilty without a
doubt as the other untraceable hacker. But two could play this
game…
“Sorry. I know.” I hung my head as if I really did care about
what she said.
She looked pleased with my performance.
“Finally, I think this was a good idea. We should meet here
more often, it is safe to talk candidly and make plans. We need to
start making plans in earnest now. I have some developments
underway and I’ll let you know about them when I have some
more information.”
“We should meet at a set time each week so we don’t run the
risk of getting caught exchanging information,” I responded.
“Exactly. Same time every week. I think now works well
enough for our purposes, as long as we keep it short,” Misty said.
“Anything else?” I let the last word saunter and fall of my
tongue suggestively but Misty did not take the bait.
“No, for now just be mindful of everything you do and say.
Trust no one,” Misty said, concluding our meeting.
As I walked back alone, I laughed at what Misty had said. I sure
as hell didn’t trust her. She was my enemy too and I was going to
be extra careful around her from now on. An enemy is one thing
but a spy, now that’s a whole different ball game. I made it without
being seen through the last row of bushes onto the field outside
the Academy. Several students were getting some exercise but they
were not paying attention to me. I strode with confidence up the
steps and was about to open the front door when a voice stopped
me dead in my tracks.
“Fresh air feels good.”
I whipped around and jumped down the steps and into the
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arms of Li, emphasizing the cheesy moment by flinging up one leg
as I grasped onto his shoulders.
“Oh darling, I thought about you all day! Whatever have you
been up to?”
“I was sitting next to you during Anatomy you goofball. What’s
up?” Li laughed as I finally let him go.
“Hey…” I had an idea.
“Yeah…?” Li wheedled.
“Are you busy?” I asked, narrowing my eyes in thought.
“Now? Not really,” he responded.
“Good. Let’s have that third date, you have one hour to get
ready and then meet me back here,” I finished excitedly.
“Okay.”
“Right. Bye.” I stepped back, waved and went inside. I jogged
to my room to gather some supplies. I raced down to the kitchen
and began to prepare as fast as possible. I was making a mess and
the cooks were giving me all sorts of weird looks.
“What? It’s for a boy!”
I wrapped up the warm cookies I had baked. I looked at the
time. Oh dear! I was supposed to be outside already! I raced down
the hall, nearly dropping my cookies in the process. I made it
outside and looked for Li.
“If you needed more time you could have said an hour and a
half, you know,” he joked, emerging from the shadows. “What’s
the blanket for?” he asked, staring down at all the things I carried.
“You’ll see.”
I walked with purpose over to the shed. The warmth reddening
my cheeks was receding and I felt the bite of the air, slicing over
the surface of my skin. I shivered and hugged myself, pulling my
bags against my sides.
“Up we go.” I pointed at the roof and set my things down.
“Hand everything to me when I get to the top,” I told Li.
“Alright. Do you need any help?” he asked.
“Nope.”
I scaled the fencing next to the shed and shimmied over to the
roof. Li handed me each bag and then climbed up to join me. I
spread out the first blanket and set everything down on top of it. I
patted one end and Li sat down. He laid back and I set the largish
pillow I had brought under his head and then covered him up with
the second blanket.
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“It’s still fairly cold…” Li began.
I smiled and scooted between the blankets, squishing my body
next to his. We sat with our heads nearly pressed up against each
other and gazed up at the sky, watching as the stars came out. Ten
minutes passed and neither Li nor I said a word. I felt calm. In this
last frenzied week, full of betrayal, failure, and drama, this was nice.
I put all the yearning for normalcy out of my mind and just tried to
enjoy the moment. I closed my eyes, shutting the world and all its
problems out.
The next thing I knew Li was leaning over and shaking me.
“MC?”
I smiled “Mmm?” I groaned in utter relaxation.
“You were snoring. I didn’t realize I was that boring,” he said,
teasing me.
My eyelids fluttered open all the way. “You are so calming I
couldn’t help myself.”
“I see,” he replied.
“Oh!” I suddenly remembered. “I brought dessert.”
I pulled the cookies from one of my bags and opened the
container. Fresh melted chocolate chip scent erupted into the air.
“Those smell delicious!” Li gasped.
I raised an eyebrow, “I’ve got skills.”
“These are great MC, thanks. Speaking of sweet things. Isn’t
your birthday next week?” Li asked as he crunched his way through
a second cookie.
How did he find out? Jeanie must have told him. I nodded, my
mouth full of cookie crumbles. I swallowed the rest of the cookie I
was eating.
“How do you think you did on finals?” Time to bring the rest
of the world back in.
“Decent. What about you?” Li threw the question back at me.
“Fine. I loved your speech. Did you see Johnny’s face? I
thought he was going to piss himself.” I laughed and then
narrowed my eyes. “He deserved it though, trying to snoop
through my finals and steal my homework.”
“Whoa! Since when?” Li said with an appropriate level of
outrage and sympathy.
“Actually… I caught him doing it, on purpose. Jeanie helped
me set the whole thing up but it was all my idea. We set up a sting.”
Li looked genuinely caught off guard. “You think I don’t have the
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skills but we sure brought it. We caught two people trying to snoop
into my files, in fact. I’m a regular Sherlock Holmes,” I stated
proudly.
“Who else did you catch? Are you going to turn them in and get
them in trouble?” Li seemed impressed. Finally.
“Nah. Johnny and I go way back and he’s got an in with the
headmaster. It might be useful in the future though. I haven’t really
thought that out,” I said modestly.
“And the other guy?” Li asked.
“Well… I shouldn’t be telling you this but Jeanie couldn’t
trace…” My mind flipped rapidly over what pronoun to use. It
would look suspect if I said the girl so I said, “him. Mad props to
him for putting one over Jeanie, she’s a genius when it comes to
that sort of thing. She’s upset but this just makes her appear more
human ya’ know? However good you think you are at something.
There’s always someone better,” I philosophized.
“Like you think you are the best Cube player but I totally
dominate you every time!” Li baited me.
“Hey! A part of that is luck of the draw. I keep getting stuck with
numbnut players!” I protested.
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17
STONES OF COURAGE
I suited up and changed my uniform to a royal blue. I combed
through my hair and braided it tight against my head. The dream
still stuck in my mind but the details were fading, turning into a
distant memory.
The grounds were still wet from the rain this morning and the
cold wet tendrils of the grass tickled my ankles. I wasn’t walking on
the path. My thoughts wandered, imitating my meandering feet. I
gazed up at the Cube. Like a metaphor for my life, the Cube. On
any given Friday I didn’t know what I would be facing or whom I
would be up against.
“You okay, MC?” Jeanie caught up to me and asked.
My thoughts receded and I put on my MC smile, “Absolutely,
what’s up?”
“Nothing. Nothing,” Jeanie echoed herself distractedly.
“Are you still upset over that stupid final? It doesn’t matter; you
won’t get kicked out because of it. It’s not like it counts for our
whole grade,” I said.
“No, no.” Jeanie waved my comment aside. “It’s not that. I’m
totally over it.”
I could see that she was not over it but I wasn’t gonna argue
about it.
“Then what’s the matter. I can see that something is bothering
you.” I pointed out.
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“It’s stupid but I can’t get over that other hacker. How did he
do it?” She pounded her fist against her palm in frustration.
“Some questions are better left unanswered,” I replied with a
smidge of darkness. This was dangerous ground. I didn’t want
Jeanie to get caught up in Ataxian business, at least not yet. The
timing had to be perfect or else she would become a liability for me
and for herself.
Jeanie narrowed her eyes and then sighed and changed the
subject, “How was your date with Li last night?”
“How did you know it was last night?” I asked. I hadn’t told
anyone about my date.
“Are you serious?” Jeanie’s playful mood had returned. “You
came careening into the room yesterday and ran out with your
blankets. That was an easy one.” Jeanie looked around, making sure
nobody was near us. I looked around too, following her gaze. Then
she whispered, “Did you do it?”
“What!” I screeched. “No!”
My face was turning red, I could feel the heat radiating off my
cheeks.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Miss Nosy. I’m sure.” I stopped walking and regarded
Jeanie for a moment. “You really are a gossip, aren’t you?”
Now she was on the defensive. “Am not! I’m your girlfriend;
you’re supposed to tell me all the glorious details and so far zilch,
nada. You can’t keep it a secret.” Jeanie pouted, puffing out her
lower lip and making puppy eyes at me.
I sighed, “Nothing happened.”
Jeanie glowered.
“I’m serious! We only kissed.”
“That’s it? You guys are so boring!” Jeanie laughed.
“The only thing I’m rushing is my Cube score to the top.”
Jeanie shook her head and smiled a knowing smile. We were
standing around outside the Cube, waiting to be let in. They let us
scan in. I was handed my requisite fireball and turned to go,
“And this,” the trainer said as she handed me a shiny metallic
gun.
“Are you serious?” I asked, staring down at the weapon.
“Aim with all your ammunition and you lose your chance to
succeed,” she said back.
I huffed, still staring down at the gun. This was going to be
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interesting. We had never been given anything that could be
considered a real weapon, other than a conventional blade. It was
serious now. With this I could kick some butt! I walked off into the
Cube, fiddling with the gun. First things first, I needed to know
how this baby worked! I pulled off a large piece of my fireball and
shoved it into the only logical place for ammo. I clicked off the
safety and set the dial to the smallest setting. I grinned, imagining
how much more accurate my aim would be and how much farther
I could shoot the fireballs. I would be invincible!
I tested out one shot, setting the shot to single. I didn’t want to
waste any fireballs with continuous fire. I pressed the trigger,
aiming down the field. Holy cow! The fireball catapulted out of the
barrel of the gun like nothing I had ever seen. This was definitely
going to be a battlefield today. A small feeling of trepidation
overcame me but I shrugged it off. I always felt slightly out of my
element when confronted with the Cube. Its unknown quality was
enough to make any student anxious but I was fairly calm and on
the alert, the wheels in my head churning, looking for anything that
would give me an advantage.
The field was covered in short rounded hills. Upon closer
inspection, I realized they weren’t hills but tunnels. Not that
exciting. I looked up and was interested to see that every third floor
compartment opening was set with some sort of contraption. It
had a short barrel and was pointed down toward the field. It
looked like a weapon of sorts, a larger version of what I held in my
hand. The second floor was also beset by a number of these
strange contraptions. I would have to investigate further.
I climbed up and over to the third story and began inspecting
the contraption. It reminded me of a cannon. I peered into the
barrel and withdrew my head immediately. That was surely stupid
of me, the cannon was loaded. I looked the cannon all over,
searching for a trigger of some sort but there was nothing. Unlike
my little gun, these cannons were not for student use, or were they?
There was definitely something I was missing here. My thoughts
were cut short by the gong announcing that everyone had scanned
in at the front gate.
Time to kick some butt! I had five minutes to find my
teammates, which should be easy, I thought as I looked down at
myself. I was honey golden with a blue starfish. I was also playing
in the main game this first round. I hopped over the railing, leaving
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behind the mysterious device. I would worry about that when I was
not in main game play. I caught my breath as I jogged up to my
assembled teammates, hunched down and put my hands on my
thighs.
“Strategy?” Alessia asked.
“We can use the dugouts for cover. I think we should go
around the edges and sneak up behind them and attack!” Rico
gestured with his hands as he articulated his plan.
“I think we should go straight down the middle. Their first
thought will be to use the edges, so we need to outsmart them;
especially considering that we have guns now.” I gave Rico a
simpering look. He was some shrimpy kid who no one would look
twice at. He must have missed his growth spurt. I would have felt
sorry for him except that he tried too hard.
“Good. That was my first thought too. If they split up and go
for the surprise attack we can do the surprise counter-attack.”
Alessia commented. “What’s your name again?” Alessia turned to
our fourth teammate.
“Magic,” he spoke up.
I almost rolled my eyes. I was stuck with a boy who felt he had
to compensate for his lack of physicality and another boy who
went by the name ‘Magic.’ The only saving grace for this group was
Alessia. She was precise and could hold her own in stressful
situations. Her good looks were; however, clamming up the boys.
Maybe we could use them as bait or decoys or better yet, human
shields. I smirked.
“Okay then. Magic and Rico, you two go up the middle, walk at
a careful but measured pace. When you get to the middle of the
field, the mound with the flag, I want you to shout. Attract their
attention. We’ll be behind you, covering your rear and we’ll catch
them when they swing around.” Alessia commanded.
Magic gulped and Rico looked down at his feet.
“You two got that?” I said in my no funny-business voice.
“Yes,” they both said.
Alessia and I both looked at each other. We were getting along
just fine, putting these two amateurs in their places.
“Well? What are you waiting for? Go! They’re already on the
move!” Alessia scolded.
The two boys skedaddled and were soon lost to the eye.
“I don’t know how they managed to stay here for four years!”
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Alessia commented.
Two minutes after the second gong of the day sounded and the
boys had disappeared beyond the hills, Alessia and I strode off,
carefully listening for any signs of the approaching enemy. We had
walked into the first bridge mound when we heard Rico squeal.
“Do you…?” I started to ask and then we heard Rico yelling. I
couldn’t make out what he was saying, his voice was garbled from
the distance and mounds of dirt in the way but I knew it wasn’t the
sort of sound he should be making.
Alessia and I were still shadowed by the mound and we were
playing it safe, hugging the curves of the dirt. I put a foot out and
was about to follow it with my body when the faint splatter and
swirl of dust caught my attention. I looked down at where I had
been about to step and saw a fireball disintegrate. I gestured to
Alessia that the other team had found us. They must have already
taken care of Rico and Magic. Alessia nodded and slunk back,
hugging the mound and scooting along the edge. She left the
security of the mound and rushed, hunched over, to the next
mound, over and to our left. I mimicked her but went to the right.
Right ahead of us was another mound and Alessia made a rush for
it but a shot from her left stopped her halfway and she went down.
Cripes! We were falling apart. I ducked inside the mound and then
got on my hands and knees and peered out. I didn’t see anything or
anyone. I got up and went to the other side of the tunnel and
grasped the ledge above my head. Years of pull-ups paid off as I
yanked myself up and over the lip of the tunnel and scooted along
the top of the mound and looked down. I still didn’t see anyone.
Gun at the ready I slid on my belly, backtracking on top of the
mound. I wanted the security of the wall, I felt utterly exposed out
here by myself in the middle of the field. I should be able to see the
other team from on top of the hill but they must be hiding inside a
mound or hugging the bottom of a mound, just beyond my line of
sight.
I heard a faint fizzling sound and something glinty caught my
eye. I looked over and found myself staring across the field, right
into the eyes of Johnny on the second floor. He was leveling his
gun at me. Plink! Another petite fireball hit the grass next to my
foot, inches away. I started to slide back to the edge of the hill and
was about to flip myself back onto the level ground when I heard a
giant thud. Bewildered, my hands kept moving my body back down
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to safety while my head swiveled to catch sight of what had made
that unearthly noise. An entire fireball was careening toward me. I
dropped down and rolled back into the mound. The other team
must have caught up to me again, but why would they waste their
ammo like that? I didn’t wait to figure it out. I rushed to the other
side of the mound and put my hand out into the air, outside the
safety of the tunnel’s cocoon and pulled it back in. No fireballs cut
through the air. I shot my hand out again and pulled it back in. Still
nothing.
I made a break for it, running left toward the next mound. I
nearly made it but I heard another thunk and then another fullsized fireball hit my ankle and I was done. The gong rang, signaling
our complete and utter demise. I checked in and climbed up the
wall and heaved myself awkwardly over to the second floor.
Holding both a gun and a fireball made climbing rather challenging.
I resolved to find a solution to this particular problem when I had
more time to spare. I needed to find either a teammate or a place to
hole out in. The second floor only contained the cannons so I
decided that if I couldn’t find any teammates I would hide out on
the third floor. I gave myself two minutes to find my teammates
before going up for shelter. I broke into a run, racing the clock in
my efforts to find my team but to no avail. With a sigh I went to
the back wall and platforms and jumped from one to the other up
to the third floor. The first compartment I went into was occupied
so I rushed out and into the second. This one was also occupied.
Third time’s the charm; I thought and banged my way into
compartment number three. Good. I only had a bit over a minute
but it was enough. I went over to the wall and looked for the crack.
There it was. I reached down to pull up the hidden wall and let
myself in.
“Fancy seeing you here.”
“Li! What are you doing here?” I nearly shouted in surprise.
“I would guess the same thing you are doing here. Would you
put down that wall already?” Li asked, his hands in his pockets.
“Sorry.” I mumbled and let the wall drop back into its place.
“You really came here to hide?” I asked. It didn’t seem like a
thing Li would do, hide that is.
“Oh, is that why you came here?”
“No…” I said.
“Right. Well, I thought I’d give the secret passageway another
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go.”
“And?” I questioned.
“And nothing,” Li lamented.
I leaned down, which was difficult to do in the small space. I
ended up thrusting my butt up at Li but I didn’t care, I had a
mission.
“Care to tell me what you’re doing?” Li asked.
“Just tying my shoe.”
Actually, I was taking part of each shoelace so I could have
something to tie my gun to my hip with so I wouldn’t have to carry
both my fireball and my gun. It was dark in the closet-sized space,
save for a small light Li had on him. With me bending over, Li
didn’t have a chance to see what I was doing.
“You know, we are all alone in here and there aren’t any
cameras,” Li said suggestively.
“Gimme a moment.” I was still untying my left shoe.
“Way to kill the moment, MC,” Li chuckled and then he
grabbed my butt.
I shot up so fast my head butted his chin.
“Ouch!”
“Sorry!”
I wasn’t really sorry. He deserved that. Who did he think he was
grabbing me like that! We were in the dark, in a closet, outfitted
with guns, in the middle of a battlefield. It was no time for groping!
“I couldn’t help myself; you were wriggling your butt in my
face. Just be glad I didn’t smack it,” Li said boyishly.
I giggled. As immature as Li sounded, he was still charming. My
shoe forgotten, I put my palm up against the wall behind Li’s head.
I leaned in close and stood on my tippy toes to better reach his
face. I looked him straight in the eyes, unblinking. Then I closed
the distance between us. I crushed my chest against his. I could
faintly feel the beating pulse of his heart through our uniforms.
Putting my other arm around his neck, I leaned in for the kiss. As
soon as our lips made contact, I felt him give in to me. I shivered
and warmth spread throughout my body. The sudden realization
hit me that we were alone in here. We could get away with it. I
pushed myself at Li, pinning him to the wall with my body. This
time the kiss was a real kiss. When I opened my mouth our tongues
danced like the flames of a candle.
I tried to bring myself closer to Li; I longed to feel him all along
225

RACHEL BARNARD

my body. I wanted his shoulders and chest and his entire body. At
the moment I knew I wanted him and I knew that he wanted me.
In that same instant he pushed me back and held my shoulders in
his hands. I felt small and helpless in his grasp. I wanted to weep in
agony and cry out in joy. I was comforted by his physicality and the
subtle but strong grip of his fingers against my shoulders. I
shivered again.
“MC, we need to go,” Li’s voice floated through my ears as if
he were hundreds of feet away rather than right in front of me.
“Why?” My voice wafted through the air, like a lost echo.
“The round is over, we have to check in.”
I hadn’t even heard the gong but something was up, something
was definitely up. We would have to continue this later. My mind
was reeling. Where could we? It was too cold for the lake this time
of year, although it would be romantic. The secret passageway in
the Library was musty and dank, like a dungeon. The Library was a
likely candidate but it wasn’t private, at any moment one of the
others could come down there in the middle of our fun. Li was
lifting the wall and held it open for me. I walked out and fell down.
I had forgotten about my untied shoe. How embarrassing.
“I’m fine. Go! I’ll catch you later,” I said to Li, the flames of
our love and my embarrassment shooting from my cheeks.
I tried to duck my face and avoided eye contact with Li. He
either didn’t notice or didn’t want to bring attention to my
klutziness because he walked off, debonair and dashing. I couldn’t
help but giggle and I noticed that I was shaking. Stop it! I
commanded myself. I redid my shoelace and checked in. I had
barely taken stock of my situation when the gong sounded. The
sound shot straight through me and steadied my quaking. This was
my party and I was going to rock it.
I imagined some action music as I waltzed like a movie star
around the third floor. I wished I had one of those long black
flowing coats that swished out when I stopped moving. I loaded
my gun and set it to continuous fire. I burst through the first
compartment I came to and did a roll, ready to shoot. There was
only one person inside and they gave a scream before I was able to
silence them forever (well at least until next round). This was fun!
Several rounds passed as I took kill after kill, high on my own
power. I had yet to meet up with any of my teammates but not
from lack of trying. I was all over the Cube.
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“Hey MC!” Arrow shouted as we passed each other during one
of the neutral five minutes.
“Hey Arrow!” I shouted over my shoulder, not pausing.
Wherever were my teammates? I kept on the move. Eventually
I was going to run into everyone, I thought. As if on cue, there he
was,
“Johnny,” I seethed.
“MC,” he hissed right back.
We both stopped and stared at each other. It took me a good
ten seconds to realize we were on the same team.
“Shit…” I mouthed.
Johnny rolled his eyes. We were paused, regarding one another,
neither of us making a move. Should I leave? Did I even want him
as a teammate? Then the round started. I would try to make the
best of this situation, somehow.
“Work together then?” I ventured, my mood tanking.
“Whatever. Let’s go up to the third floor,” Johnny said as he
started to move.
“I think we should stay on the second floor,” I asserted,
stepping in front of Johnny to stop him.
“Whole teams hang out in the third floor, only the stragglers are
down here,” Johnny stated, as if I was wearing down his patience.
That made me angry, but if he was right he was right.
“Okay, then what are we waiting for,” I said and bounded for
the platforms.
Johnny jogged past me, showing off his athleticism. As if I
really cared. He wasn’t my type. I jogged faster in an effort to catch
up, while trying to pretend that I wasn’t trying too hard. This was
stupid. Johnny was waiting for me at the top of the platforms,
indicating for me to be silent. He pointed to himself and then to
the first compartment and moved to the right side of the entrance.
He pointed for me to go to the left side of the entrance. He
nodded and we both sprung through. I did my fancy roll. Na na na!
This was still cool, even if I was partnered with my nemesis. We
made short work of the three students inside the compartment. I
went over to the inner wall and gave the cannon a once over. Still
no firing mechanism. As I was contemplating its use, it gave a giant
thud! I backed up in surprise as I saw the fireball shoot out and
drop down like a boulder onto the field below. Whoa, that’s what
had hit me before! Unmanned weaponry, clever.
227

RACHEL BARNARD

“Is it set to seek out bodies or… random?” I said to myself.
Johnny walked over, looking at me like I was stupid. His back
was to the door but I was facing it when I saw the four enemy
students slink inside and shoot. I swiveled, trying to avoid the
barrage of bullets but overextended myself and fell over. I was not
hit but I was in a compromised position. My gun was still tied to
my waist, not close enough for me to reach it without excessive
movement. I tried to remember how many of the fireballs I had
put in it and what setting it was on.
“Only two then,” one of the enemy students was saying.
I lay perfectly still, waiting for my chance. Two of them were
still looking in my direction. One of them actually walked over. I
tensed, waiting for the moment of discovery. I could make out
Johnny’s prone form next to me. Ha! That made me feel better
about being ambushed. I felt a crushing sensation in my right hand.
I was being stepped on. I wasn’t aware of the pain, I was too busy
trying not to move and of keeping my face glassy blank. I felt my
eyes watering. My body was going to give me away.
“Oops,” the boy said, stepping off my hand and back toward
his teammates near the entranceway. I heard a sound outside and
so did they. They all turned and got into fighting stances, pointing
their guns at the door. Before anything else could capture their
attention, I grabbed my gun and fired. I had disregarded how my
hand would feel after being stepped on because I had a poor grip
on the gun and half my shots missed. But the gun was set to
continuous so the swath of the fireballs managed to hit at least a
part of three out of the four. The last enemy whipped around and
began to fire. Thankfully his weapon was set to single shot and he
missed me with the first fireball. As he got a grip on himself and
prepared his aim. I grabbed off a small piece of my remaining
fireball and chucked it at his face.
***

Li’s hands slipped around my waist. My body shivered and then
was still, gently swaying against his. I felt the cool touch of the rock
beneath my feet. Even in winter it still felt warm, or maybe I was
warmed by Li’s body heat. We stepped together, doing a dance in the
moonlight. I closed my eyes and let our gentle rhythms collide and
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merge until we were twirling together, perfectly in tune, perfectly
aligned. I sniffed and instead of getting a cold draft I inhaled the sweet
smell of his clothes. My hands snaked up and down his back and I
longed to feel his naked skin under my nails, to rake my fingertips
down his spine and give him the same chills he was giving me. We
began to kiss. I kept one hand on the small of his back and tucked
my other hand under his shirt. His skin was gloriously smooth, with
just a hint of peach fuzz. I dipped my other hand down and into his
shirt as well. Now both hands snaked up and down on his bare skin,
the tips of my fingers tingled with vivacity. Li moaned ever so slightly,
I could feel the vibration in my own chest. Holding him was more
fascinating than touching my own body. I pulled him closer to me,
letting the entire length of my body brush up against his. The nature
of our kissing became more passionate and sloppy with a profound
edginess.
I put my hands on the waistband of his pants and tried to thrust
our two bodies even closer. I only succeeded in dislodging our lips and
slipping on the smooth surface of the rock beneath our feet. My arms
reeled and I hovered for a moment before tumbling off the rock and
away from Li. He leaned forward to pull me back but his arms were
not long enough, I was too far away. I fell for what seemed like ages
before landing with a resounding smack right on my backside.

“Ouch!” My eyes flipped open and my back arched, trying to
take some pressure off my backside. Li vanished in a mist of
longing and my mind focused on where I was – between Jeanie’s
and my bed. My fantasy dream was fading fast but the longing and
pent up suffering I had felt in my body remained. My face blazed
and I felt a mixture of emotions. I felt naughty for dreaming of
such a sexually charged event. I felt guilty. Most of all though, I
wanted Li, I wanted him utterly and forever. That made me burst
into tears. I knew I couldn’t have him, that our paths were not
aligned.
***
I shuffled down the hall. I was too dejected to bother picking
up my feet. This week was like torture. After figuring out that I was
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falling in love with Li and then coming to the realization that I
could never have him, I had fallen into a state of depression. Not
only was Li not in my stars but Misty was a traitor and a
government spy. Add to this the fact that the only people I could
talk to about either of these issues were either the aforementioned
traitor (Misty), not a part of Ataxia (Jeanie), or too stupid (Arrow).
I stepped inside one of the bathrooms on the second floor and
stared at myself in the mirror. My hair needed to see a brush. I tried
to straighten my shoulders but I didn’t have the energy to care. I
didn’t want to have to care.
I wet a paper towel in the sink and wiped my face with it. The
cool water was refreshing to my skin. I blew my nose and gave
myself one last long look in the mirror.
“Suck it up,” I told myself.
I went straight to the kitchen. It was early afternoon and I
wanted a snack. I had skipped lunch, just didn’t feel like eating. I
didn’t particularly want to eat anything right now but I felt the
irresistible urge to chew on something. I picked out a carrot.
I wondered what I should do for the rest of the evening. Life
had been so hectic lately that this lull in between finals and the next
semester left me feeling empty. I hardly had anything to do, just a
couple more finals looming on my horizon and, you know, plan to
save the world and stuff. Now that classes were winding down my
obligations were near non-existent. What would I do with all this
newfound free time? It was too cold for the lake. I didn’t want to
spend my break like Jeanie, preparing for the next and final
semester. Final semester. Wow. That sounded ominous. The end to
friendships and relationships. My glum mood was returning. With a
sigh, I stood for a moment in front of my room and then threw
open the door.
“Surprise!”
Arrow, Jeanie, Misty, and Li were gathered around our beds.
“What? What’s going on?” I asked, bewildered.
Then I noticed that they were holding wrapped boxes, gift
wrapped boxes. Then it dawned on me. Today was my birthday!
“Happy birthday MC!” Jeanie said and stepped forward to give
me a hug.
“What do you want to do first? We have cake, presents, and
games,” Arrow said.
“Oh. I don’t know. What do you guys want to do first?” I
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asked, bewildered by all the attention.
“It’s your birthday MC, you have to choose,” Misty prodded.
“How about the cake then? I’m starved!” I said with gusto.
“Didn’t you just come from the kitchen?” Jeanie asked.
“If it’s cake then hold on a minute. Li you want to go get it?”
Jeanie turned to Li, who hadn’t yet said a word.
He nodded his affirmation and then slipped out of the room. I
sat down on my bed to wait. Today was my birthday and I was
going to enjoy it. There was a knock on the door and then a faint
scratching sound. Misty pulled the door all the way open and they
all started to sing.
“Happy birthday to you!”
Li’s deep voice caught my attention and I could only focus on
the lustrously dark tones in his voice.
“Happy birthday to you!”
Li walked toward me, holding my cake level as he came closer.
The candle flames flickered with his movements and from his
exhalations.
“Happy birthday MC! Happy birthday to you!”
I clapped gleefully as Arrow warbled down the “you” and finally
ran out of breath before coming to a halt. They all looked at me
expectantly. Moment of truth. What should I wish for? The
government to be overthrown? The rise again of Ataxia, New
Ataxia? For this moment to last forever? For Li? To have Misty
back on my side?
I wish I had a normal life.
There. Not like it would ever come true but right now all I
wanted was normalcy. For Li to always be my boyfriend. For Misty
and Jeanie and Arrow to always be my friends. That after
graduating we would continue to see each other and have normal
jobs working for normal people doing normal things.
I blew out my candles.
Jeanie busied herself gathering up plates and utensils. She
handed me a knife and indicated for me to cut the cake. I cut large
swaths out of the cake and doled out the pieces. We all began
sugaring up.
“Who made the cake?” I asked, licking frosting off my upper
lip.
“Li did,” Jeanie answered.
I rolled my eyes. Of course Li made the cake. A layer of
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chocolate filled the bottom of the pan. A thin layer of frosting and
then another equally smooth ribbon of vanilla cake were topped
off with cream cheese frosting. “Happy birthday MC” festooned
the frosting, the curlicues were in a cursive blue that curtsied off
the top of the cake. It was a marvelous cake and I finished my slice
in record time. I set my plate down on my nightstand, but not
before scraping off the last tidbits of frosting and savoring their
sweet creaminess.
“Thanks, that was the best cake I’ve ever eaten,” I said with a
satisfied small burp.
“Excuse you!” Huffed Arrow.
I inhaled a large gulp of air and a moment later burped even
louder.
“Excuse me,” I grinned.
Arrow just shook his head. At least I knew when I was being
inappropriate. He was an elbows-on-the-table kind of guy and he
claimed to not know any better.
“Time for presents.” Misty pointed to Jeanie’s bed, where they
had unloaded their wrapped parcels.
“Aw, guys. You didn’t have to do that,” I said politely. Of
course I wanted and appreciated receiving presents. It was the best
part of a birthday, amongst being the center of attention and eating
cake.
I reached for the nearest present, it was wrapped in a silk scarf.
I held it up to my ear and shook it. It made no sound. I carefully
unraveled the scarf and handed it over to Misty.
“Did you want this?” I joked.
Every year Misty wrapped her presents in one of her many
scarves but she always asked for them back afterwards. She took
the scarf and scrunched it up into her pocket, keeping her eyes on
me. I held up the now plain brown box and shook it again. Still no
sound. I opened up one flap, prolonging the unwrapping process.
“Come on already,” Arrow complained.
“She can open them how she wants,” Jeanie said.
I opened another flap and peaked inside, not letting the others
see.
“Holy cow! Thanks Misty, this is awesome,” I said, lifting the
weapon carefully from its berth, scraping the sides of the box in
the process. The wickedly curved knife was so long that it hardly fit
diagonally in the box.
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“You’re welcome,” Misty responded.
“Wherever did you get such a nice specimen?” Li said in awe.
That’s what I was thinking. Where had she gotten the knife and
how had she gotten it into the Academy?
“Oh, I have my ways, especially for someone as special as MC,”
Misty responded offhand.
Was it just me or had she emphasized the word ‘special?’ I had
nearly forgotten that Misty was no longer my friend but my mortal
enemy, more so than Johnny, and this gift did nothing to change
the fact that we were on opposite sides. How ironic that an enemy
of mine would hand me such a deadly weapon, like she was just
asking for trouble. Not that I planned on using it for trouble. It
was going to assist me perfectly in making trails through the woods
in the spring.
“Mine next!” Arrow clamored, handing me a roughly wrapped
little box.
I opened it up and nearly dropped the box, for inside was a tiny
fireball. I stood up in shock. Arrow was grinning like an idiot.
“Are you for real? After what happened?” I asked, holding the
offending fireball as far away from me as I could.
“Chill. Don’t drop it. You’re not wearing your uniform so it
won’t do anything. Relax. Open Jeanie’s,” Arrow explained.
I set the box with the fireball carefully on the dresser. He was
right, I wasn’t wearing my uniform today, but that didn’t change
the fact that I didn’t want any more trouble with fireballs. I picked
up one of the last two presents, a medium sized bag. I shook
Jeanie’s present and was rewarded with a rattle. Maybe I shouldn’t
be shaking these presents, although I doubted Jeanie was as stupid
as Arrow to give me a fireball. I was wrong, at least in part. Her
present was a ring, roughly cut with a ball clasped into the part
where a precious stone would sit. It was the perfect size to enclose
a fireball — Arrow’s fireball.
“Don’t tell me I’m supposed to wear this and put the fireball in
it.” I joked sarcastically, half hoping I was wrong.
I wasn’t.
“Yup, to remind you not to do anything stupid,” Arrow said
joyfully.
Li whacked Arrow on the side of the head.
“Ow! What was that for?” Arrow rubbed the side of his head
and gave Li a few menacing glares.
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“You really think this is a good idea?” I turned to Jeanie.
“It’s perfectly inert if it doesn’t make contact with the uniform,”
she explained.
“And this contraption…”
“Ring,” Arrow interrupted.
“Ring will keep the fireball from making contact with my
uniform?” I asked in disbelief.
“I made it so it will,” Jeanie replied, inviting no argument.
“Okay then,” I said and set the ring down next to the fireball.
“I’ll put it together for you,” Arrow offered.
“I’d much prefer if Jeanie did that,” I said.
Arrow threw a sour glance my way but didn’t say anything.
Jeanie began futzing with the ring while I turned to the last gift. It
must be from Li.
“Best for last,” I remarked.
I savored the feel of the wrapping paper, imagining it to be Li’s
silken fingers. I really didn’t have to unwrap it, more like pull it out
of the bag. And it was a book. My face fell. I really wasn’t in the
mood for a book. How unromantic. Then I read the title. It was
the book from the Library!
“There’s more,” Li stated.
I gave him a puzzled look and then reached into the bag again
and pulled out a small stone. It was milky white with a blue
undertone.
“What’s this?” I asked Li, holding out the loose stone for the
others to see.
“Blue Chalcedony. It signifies physical strength and endurance,”
he explained.
“Like I don’t have plenty!” I boasted.
I punched Li on the shoulder to let him know I was joking.
“What now?” I asked Arrow, he seemed overly eager to tell me
the rest of the party plans.
“Charades!” he exclaimed.
Jeanie groaned, “Are you serious? What are we, twelve?”
Arrow looked hurt. “Okay then. Sardines?” he asked hopefully.
“You’re going backwards,” Jeanie scoffed at him.
“What’s sardines?” I interrupted them.
“You’ve never played sardines?” Li spoke up.
“No, have you?” I said. Li was one-upping me again.
“Not here, but back in the day I was quite the expert.”
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Arrow raised an eyebrow, “Seriously?” He jerked his thumb at
Li as if to say, would you look at this guy?
“It’s like reverse hide and seek,” Jeanie finished for Arrow.
“That’s what I was going to say!” announced Arrow.
“Cool it you two! How do you reverse hide and seek?” I asked.
“Well…” Arrow glared at Jeanie, daring her to interrupt him,
but she didn’t so he continued, “only one person hides and the rest
of the people have to find him or her. But when they find the hider
they don’t announce it, they have to hide as well. The last person to
find the hiding place loses and becomes the next one to hide.” He
finished breathlessly.
“Oh! That actually sounds kind of fun!” I grinned, getting
excited. I was already thinking of the best places to hide, ones that
could accommodate multiple people. “Who wants to hide first?”
“Since Li is such an expert, how about he hides first?” Misty
offered.
“Good thinking,” I seconded.
“So how long do we give him?” I questioned Arrow.
“How about two minutes?” Arrow said.
“That sound good?” I asked Li.
“Sounds reasonable enough. I’m ready.”
“Your time starts… Wait! What are the boundaries? Inside?
Outside? Both?” I asked.
“It’s cold and dark out, just inside,” Jeanie replied.
“Okay. Go!” I shouted.
Li walked out calmly and shut the door. He couldn’t hide the
heavy and rapid footfalls though, indicating that he was running.
Misty was staring openly at me.
“What?” I asked.
“Things are not as they seem. There is much to be done before
next semester. You cannot wait to prepare for your final semester
of classes,” Misty stated.
“Finally. I’ve been saying that forever! Every semester is the
same, she never prepares!” Jeanie corroborated.
I was certain Misty was not referring to classes next semester. I
nodded at Misty, acknowledging that I understood her message.
She was anxious to meet and we had things to talk about at the lake
this week. I had assumed that we would have lots to talk about but
maybe there was something more urgent she wished to discuss?
Whatever, I would find out in due time.
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“You would say that! I can’t hide anything from my roommate!
You’re way too nosy mom!” I said.
“Two minutes! Let’s go!” Arrow shouted before Jeanie had a
chance to form a rebuttal.
We all whipped out of the room and went in opposite
directions, in search of the elusively handsome Li.
***
I shivered. It was chilly out and there was no real sun left in the
day, not that there had been much to begin with. It had been
overcast, gloomy and foreboding. I was waiting for Misty to show
up at the lake. I had my new knife sheathed in my long stocking,
ready to be pulled out at a moment’s notice if needed. The lake
looked inviting, calm and peaceful but I knew that the water was
bone-chillingly cold, just like the air I was breathing. The misty air I
exhaled vanished in an upward spiral in front of my face, making
me ache for summer. The sudden change from fall to winter had
happened overnight. All the leaves had fallen and the cold weather
had suddenly appeared. I would never quite get used to the chill,
especially during that moment in the morning when I had to leave
the warmth of my blankets and put on cold clothes.
I heard a rustling behind me and before I could think my body
reacted. I jumped up and pulled out my knife, swiveling my body
to meet my attacker head on.
“It’s just me,” Misty said, emerging from the bushes.
She looked unconcerned that my knife was pointed at her face.
I slowly lowered my weapon and set it down. Now that she had
seen it there was no reason to conceal it in my stocking. It would
be easier for me to grab it if it was already out anyways.
“Thanks again for the present. That was really nice of you,” I
said.
“You’re welcome, might come in handy someday,” Misty
pointed out.
“Actually, I think that’s a good starting point. What are we
going to do for this ‘someday?’ Any plans yet?” I asked.
Misty stretched out her legs, stalling. She didn’t want to tell me
anything or she was planning on how to give me as little
information as possible without looking suspicious. Her whole
personality was shrouded in mystery and intrigue, it was her shtick.
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Now I knew why.
“We have problems. The situation at the Academy is worse
than I thought. There’s a spy in our midst,” Misty began.
No way! She was the spy. How was she going to talk her way
around that one?
“Do you know who it is?” I asked, like it was my turn in this
ridiculous script where she pretended to be someone she was not
and I pretended that I didn’t know that she was pretending.
“No. I’m working on that. They are being very careful with his
identity but I should be able to figure it out soon.”
A ‘he’ was it?
“Jeanie told me about catching Johnny snooping into your
computer files,” Misty continued.
Damn it Jeanie! But wait, if it was Jeanie who clued Misty in on
my plans then maybe Misty wasn’t the other one to hack into my
computer.
“And…?” I prodded.
“And I have reason to believe that he may be the spy.”
I laughed at her conclusion. Johnny was a bootlicking nitwit
whose only goal in life was to please his superiors and get away
with it.
“He’s no more a spy than you or I. You really think the Obies
would expend that much effort?” I scoffed.
“What do you mean?” Now Misty looked confused.
“I mean that we’ve all been here for four years. You really think
he’s been a spy this whole time? Li’s the obvious choice, he just
transferred this year.” I answered, thinking that Misty herself had
been here four years. And if not Li, then whom?
“The Obies will stop at nothing to get what they want and they
will eliminate all obstacles that stand in their way. Johnny has
already tried to kill you. He spies on you, as you’ve found out on
more than one occasion. He continually tries to thwart you,” Misty
ticked off the reasons on her fingers as she spoke.
“He just doesn’t like me. I’m his competition. We keep butting
heads. Do you really believe he works for them?” I couldn’t believe
that Misty would think Johnny was actually the spy. I guess she
would have to pin it on somebody and Johnny was just as likely a
choice as Li or Arrow.
“If he doesn’t already work for them he will soon,” Misty
pointed out.
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“True. So what now. All we do is talk and worry. I’m tired of
not doing anything. I want action, plans, something,” I griped.
“You don’t believe me, do you?” Misty narrowed her eyes.
“Believe what?”
“I don’t know what you’re thinking but you keep tipping your
head funny when I mention the spy. What is it you’re not telling
me MC? Do you know something that you’re keeping from me?”
Misty’s voice rose. I had never seen her angry like this. I glanced at
my knife. Misty noticed my reaction. She stood up, affronted. “You
think it’s me don’t you. I get it. It all makes sense, your odd
behavior. You really think I’m the spy. That’s just like you, jumping
to the wrong conclusion and getting stuck there, convincing
yourself you know more than everyone else. You’re so dense.”
I didn’t know how to react. I stood up as well. I looked her in
the eye and composed myself.
“How dare you! I would never think that! I don’t know who
would have given you that idea. I didn’t tell you about the other
hacker because I wanted to handle it myself.”
“What other hacker?” Misty’s voice mellowed with her renewed
interest.
Success! I had distracted her. Sometimes the truth could be
useful. But if she was the other hacker, then she was pretending
ignorance. Gr. This was so convoluted!
“I guess Jeanie didn’t tell you about the other guy. She must
have been embarrassed because she couldn’t track him. There were
two that tried to access my files. I wanted to figure it out myself
and then tell you,” I let my voice mellow down as well, matching
hers.
“Did you really think I could be the spy? Don’t try to redirect
the conversation.”
“Truthfully, the thought had crossed my mind but I know that’s
not possible. With everything they did to you, there’s no way you
could be on their side or work for them, except as a double agent.”
I smiled. I doubted that the story she told me about her parents
being murdered was even remotely true.
She smiled at me, her faith in my ignorance restored. I had
pulled one over on her this time! I was going to cinch this with
some more truths.
“I’ve been thinking of what to do to prepare for the future.
Since gathering an army is not quite in the near future, unless you
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can solve the information leakage problem, we can gather other
supplies,” I said.
“Oh. What were you thinking?” Misty asked, her face a
controlled mask again.
She was good. “Food. Weapons. I don’t know,” I shrugged.
“That’s not a bad idea. I already have an emergency cache but it
should be extended. I might try to go with you on your kitchen
raids to snag some items,” Misty smiled.
“They’re not raids! Sure, I might snag a few extra things on my
visits but that’s not all I do!” I protested.
“Whatever. You don’t have to feel bad about taking from them.
They are part of the government after all.” Misty dismissed me
with a wave of her hand. Our meeting was effectually over and I
had learned nothing.
When I got back, Jeanie was hard at work at her desk.
“Aren’t we done with finals?” I asked.
“Totally, but we have that final semester project that I want to
get a leg up on,” Jeanie answered.
“In December?”
“’So?” Jeanie countered.
“You don’t think that’s a little early to be thinking about finals
next semester when you’ve just finished this semester’s finals,” I
explained.
“No. Do you?”
“Why yes, yes I do,” I replied.
“I’m just kidding. I know it’s early but it never hurts to be
prepared.” Jeanie’s face broke into a grin.
“That’s what Misty says,” I sighed.
“Maybe you should follow her advice. She knows what she’s
talking about.”
“Ha! As if!”
Jeanie stuck her tongue out at me in reply and then went back
to her studious workings. Like hell was I going to put in effort now
for a stupid project that wasn’t even due until right before next
summer. I had better things to do, like my doomsday prepping. I
had a limited supply of foodstuffs that could use some bolstering. I
only had my knife and the scythe-looking blade Misty had given
me. Weapons looked low; I needed something for long range. I
need something like the fireballs.
“Well I’m toasted. Goodnight,” I said over my shoulder to
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Jeanie.
I slid under my covers
“Goodnight,” Jeanie called back softly and turned out the lights.
She turned on her miniature desk lamp.
I closed my eyes and rolled over, slowly uncurling my body as I
warmed up the bed.
***
“Wake up!” Jeanie’s soft voice commanded. I tried to push her
away from where she was whispering into my ear.
“It’s too early,” I mumbled and tried to roll away from her
voice.
“MC, this is an emergency, you have to wake up,” Jeanie’s voice
was urgent.
I opened my eyes but it was too dark to see anything.
“It’s not even morning,” I protested and was about to close my
eyes again when a dim glowing light was turned on. I saw that I had
been mistaken and it was Misty standing over my bed, not Jeanie. I
was instantly alert.
“What are you doing here?” I whispered fiercely, glancing over
at Jeanie’s bed. She was snoring, completely oblivious to our
nighttime intruder. I didn’t know if I should wake her or not. Misty
hadn’t threatened me yet.
“Remember when I told you about the surveillance I was
doing?” Misty asked.
“Whoa! What happened to the walls have eyes and ears?” I said,
fully awake. I sat up in bed.
“I took care of it. Gather all your supplies. All of them. We are
going. Now,” she commanded.
“What? Why? What’s happened?” I slunk out of bed, standing
nose to nose with Misty, defying her command.
“I caught him but he knows. We have to go. We’re both in
grave danger,” Misty changed tactics. “Please don’t make this
difficult. Any faltering could lead to disaster. You have to trust me.
Put on something warm.”
She seemed serious. But she was still trying to blame the spy on
a ‘him’ when it was her. Or maybe she really wasn’t the spy? No,
she was the spy; no acting job could convince me otherwise. Misty
must have sensed my stubbornness. She pulled out her notebook
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and pointed the screen at the wall. An image of an office sprung
out of her notebook and encased half of my room. It was the
headmaster’s office. What was the point of this? A figure was
seated in the desk’s large chair, the headmaster. Another figure
approached the desk, it was Li. The headmaster held her fingers
together like a beard in front of her face. Then Li’s voice filled my
ears, “I am not sure that she is the one you seek. MC is weak,
headstrong…” My jaw dropped. My hands formed into fists as I
continued to watch. The headmaster slammed her own fists onto
her desk and then jabbed a finger in the air at Li. My head roared
with the heat between my ears and I didn’t hear what the
headmaster said next or Li’s reply. I breathed deep to calm myself.
The headmaster smiled and I narrowed my eyes at the projection.
“That is not your concern. You were not brought here for your
philosophy skills but for your interpersonal abilities. Find out
where New Ataxia is. MC has the secret. If things don’t escalate
quickly, we will have to resort to different methods, different
people.” Misty shut off the projection. I was shaking so hard with
anger at Li and myself for being duped. I loved. Had loved Li. The
evidence was unmistakable.
I was crushed. Li, my Li, the spy! How could he? Misty’s face
softened and she leaned in to hug me. I wanted to cry. Tears of
happiness that I had my friend back. Tears of sorrow that I had
just lost the boy that I loved.
I gritted my teeth and tried to set my resolve. Then I sprang
into action and began yanking drawers open and pulling out my
uniform and the meager supplies I had managed to hoard. I turned
to look at Jeanie. Even through all the action taking place in our
room, she was still sound asleep.
“Can’t she come with us?” I implored.
“No, she can’t,” Misty replied curtly.
Jeanie chose that moment to stir restlessly,
“Be brave. You are brave,” she murmured.
I smiled and turned to leave, bumping into the dresser, a stone
fell. The Chalcedony. I leaned over and picked it up to put it in my
pocket. Then Misty was yanking on my hand and we were running.
Running away from problems or running toward problems?
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18
TREE OF LIFE
I tripped over a root but quickly checked myself. I did not want to
break an ankle. We were fleeing, jogging through all too familiar
trails in the forest. It was chilly out but the full force of the low
temperature had not yet reached me, I was still adrenaline-toasted.
My hand ached from where Misty and I had dug out our identity
chips. It was the second time I had done so and it gave me a sense
of déjà vu, a sense of taking charge. I was taking my life down a
different path, everything was changing yet again.
The sky was beginning to lighten but the shadows still clung to
roots and tree gnarls that hid just below the rotting leaves. The
trees had a ghostly dampness to them, as if some unseen giant had
spritzed the forest. I glanced back at Misty; she followed close
behind. We forged ahead, racing against a ticking time bomb. I was
counting on our head start and the fact that we had disabled all
tracking devices in our uniforms. We had very little food with us,
which worried me the most. How long would we be on the run and
how far were we going? It was winter and what we didn’t have with
us we would be hard pressed to find in our desolate yet natural
surroundings. We came to the all-too familiar clearing and my sad
lonely lake. I would miss this place.
“Do we have a destination in mind or are we just putting as
much distance as possible between us and them?” I asked.
I didn’t have to define who ‘them’ was because we both knew
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that I was referring to Li and the Obies. I was still in shock that he
was the spy. He knew who I was and what I was. He knew! He
certainly was not who I had thought he was. I attempted to clear
my feelings for him from my mind. There had been nothing
between us. What I had felt was not mutual. On his end was a cold
and calculating spy and nothing more. I frowned and kicked at the
muddy ground. Misty still had not responded to my query.
“Hello? Is there something you’re not telling me?” I said.
I stamped my foot in impatience and my toe got caught on a
root and I fell forward, catching my knees hard on the dirt. The
stone in my pocket bounced out and slammed against a rock. Misty
and I both watched as it shattered.
“Oh no!”
I ran over to my present from Li, the hard knock on my knees
forgotten, and picked up the two pieces of Blue Chalcedony. The
rock had split evenly in two halves and a pattern of ridges on one
side caught my attention.
“What!” I exclaimed. There was writing on the stone.
Misty ran over to me and we both began to read.
“When chaos reigns, Ataxia is born again. The earth’s veins will
lead you to our den.”
The words were so tiny, it was hard to read them.
“Where did Li get that?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Do you think it refers to Ataxia?”
“Of course it does! It’s confirmation in our path’s direction. We
follow the river north.”
“Good timing,” I said.
Misty just shook her head at me and began inspecting the kayak.
“You’re not serious?” I walked behind her.
She began to inspect the small craft.
“It’s large enough for two.”
“We’re nowhere near the water!” I exclaimed, pointing a finger
at the enclosed lake.
“We have no other options. It’s miles across up there and there
are no bridges, never have been. Any ferries that still exist are
under military control. Our only option becomes a personal craft
like this one,” Misty explained.
She tried to flip the kayak so that it would be right side up.
“Heavier than I thought.” She mumbled. Then she added more
force and pushed it over and yanked it upright. She stopped to
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pause, thinking.
“We’re really going to cart this thing to the water? How far is it?
I realize that it’s winter and there is less foliage to stop us but we’re
still in the middle of a forest here!” I said.
Misty turned to face me, putting up her arms in exasperation.
“Then what’s your plan? Stay here and get caught and killed? Run
all the way around the peninsula and die of hunger or exhaustion
and run more risk of getting caught?” Misty closed the gap between
us and shook my shoulders. “Wake up, MC! Nobody said this job
was going to be easy or that you would always know what to do in
every situation. When you oppose an organization as mammoth as
the New American Nations, you have to hold onto any resources
you can find. Right now, this little boat is our best bet for survival.
We need to stay ahead of our enemies.” She pulled her hands back
and turned to the boat again, studying it.
“Staying ahead my foot! If we’re going to lug this thing over
land, they’re going to catch up,” I grumbled.
“Not if we go now and stop arguing! We still have the element
of surprise. It’s not quite daytime; daily activities won’t start for
another hour or two. It’s only about two miles,” Misty cajoled me.
“Fine. You win. Let’s get a move on.” I tossed my things into
the kayak and made sure the paddle was secured in the bottom. I
grabbed one end of the kayak and looked expectantly over at Misty.
She grinned at me and tossed her share of supplies into the
bottom as well. I sincerely hoped the little kayak was large enough
to accommodate both of us. If Misty really knew the terrain, knew
we had to cross a large body of water, knew we were on a
peninsula right now, I would have to believe her.
I would have thought carrying a kayak over land would be more
difficult but since there were miniature handles on both ends and
two people lugging, it wasn’t so bad. Plus, the kayak had a hard
bottom and I knew it would hold up just fine if we dragged it on
the ground, which we did. I figured we were making good time. It
was coming up on eight, the end to breakfast. When would Li
notice we were gone?
I started to sweat. I felt uncomfortable, like I was wearing too
many clothes, yet my fingers and nose and ears were cold. We kept
going. How far was it? We must be going at the speed of a snail
because surely we should have been there by now. Maybe we were
going in the wrong direction? It had been nearly three hours and I
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was starting to get worried.
“I didn’t realize how uninhabited this region was,” I said
instead, slightly out of breath.
Misty gave me a funny look. “The whole peninsula is devoid of
anyone but those at the Academy. Security reasons.”
“Oh.” Of course the government didn’t want anyone coming,
or going for that matter, from the Academy. The headmaster
would flip if some stranger wandered onto the grounds. Maybe
some crazy deranged citizen would try to steal food and resources,
or worse, try to kill or kidnap one of the students. My imagination
was running away from me again. I shifted my grip on the handle
and wiped the sweat and dust buildup off of my hand. Where had
Li gotten the stone? Did he know it contained a clue to New
Ataxia’s headquarters? There was that time I found him in the
secret passageway closet in the Cube. Had he found it there? I
guess I would never know. I was never going to see him again.
“Are we…?” I began and then stopped because I saw what
looked like a river up ahead. “I thought we were crossing an ocean
or something,” was all I could think of to say.
“I hope you know how to handle this thing,” Misty said.
We brought the kayak up close to the water’s edge and I began
tying down our supplies. If something were to happen I didn’t
want us to lose what little we had. Since it was a kayak designed for
one person there was only one paddle, but that was okay because
we were going to have to take turns anyways. Once everything was
secured, I pushed the kayak into the water, still holding onto my
end. I indicated for Misty to get in.
“Be careful you don’t tip it.”
Misty hopped in without much bucking and settled down in
between our bags of supplies.
“You’re going to have to move down some more so that I have
enough space,” I said.
Misty scooted down further, jamming herself into the narrow
end of the kayak, her elbows squeezing her sides. There was still
hardly enough room for me to sit down comfortably enough to be
able to paddle. I managed to find a semi-comfy spot and pushed us
off from land. We glided through the water and I began to paddle.
I could definitely feel the weight of having an extra person in the
boat, as well as the uneven amount of weight in the front. This was
going to be tougher than I thought.
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It was the height of the day now and even though water
droplets leaked into the boat off the paddle each time it dipped
into the water, I was hot and sweaty. I felt immeasurably dirty and
ragged. I was already exhausted both physically and mentally. I felt
like a wreck.
After an hour or so I was getting cramps in my hands and I felt
like I might develop blisters from the constant rubbing of the
paddle, even through my gloves. Misty took over. We took the
utmost care in switching our positions. Since the kayak was shaped
the same both in the front and the back, all I had to do was scoot
all the way as far as I could go in the back and she came forward to
the middle of the boat. She then turned the boat around so that I
was now in the front and we continued on our way.
We switched three more times before I decided I was too tired
and sore to continue. The sun was already setting, even though it
was only mid-afternoon. I had nearly forgotten that it was winter
and the days were shorter. We pulled up to the shore for the
second time that day. Earlier we had stopped for a bathroom
break. I was not keen on peeing off the side of a boat plus too
much movement in a small craft like that and it would have flipped
over.
“We need to find a place to sleep. Then we can continue at first
light,” Misty said.
We dragged the kayak high up the bank and flipped it over. We
untied our bags and hefted them back on our shoulders before
heading into another forest. We had traveled many miles yet we
were still technically on the peninsula, so there was no worry that
we would run into another person, unless they were already looking
for us. We found a suitable enough place for a shelter and while
Misty set up our sleeping quarters I prepared dinner. Turns out
shelter was a piece of tarp and dinner was several pieces of fruit.
We sat under our little overhang munching on apples and bread. I
hoped it would not rain, that would make everything so much
worse. I was ravenous and the vegetarian fare only succeeded in
reminding me of how lovely the food at the Academy was, at least
in comparison to this meager snack. We had to ration our food,
eating the heaviest things first, saving the longest lasting as much as
possible. That meant the jerky (our protein) would not make it into
our diet for a while. I hoped we wouldn’t be traveling for that
long.
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After eating, we checked our packs, making sure everything was
ready, just in case we had to make a quick exit. Then we bedded up
for the night. It was now fully dark and fully chilly. I was very glad
for the uniform I was wearing, which was ten times warmer than
the sheet Misty had brought, even though it was designed to hold
in heat and be portable at the same time. We snuggled together and
eventually I fell asleep. It was the fitful restless kind where you
wake up almost as tired as when you went to sleep. I’m sure
another hard day’s rowing would fix that. However, upon waking, I
had a difficult time dragging myself into action and leaving the
comfort of our makeshift bed.
We found our kayak just as we had left it. I flipped it back over
and we threw in our bags. I tied them down once more and we
pushed off. I noticed an enormous stump near the tree line that I
had not seen before. It looked like the tree had fallen over, the root
structure sticking up in the air, like a fallen beast’s web.
Misty began the day rowing and I tried to get more shuteye but
it was difficult with the constant bobbing motion of our craft and
the flecks of spray hitting my face every now and then. I took over
after about forty-five minutes because I was itching to do
something. We were passing among many islands and it was
difficult to differentiate between them but Misty assured me we
were heading in the right direction. She had solid plans in her mind
that I was still not privy to. I figured when she was ready to tell me,
she would. I didn’t feel like pressing the matter, especially since
that would probably still not get me the information I craved. If
Misty wanted to be mysterious, she was going to be mysterious.
My arms began to tire after about five minutes, reminding me
of all the rowing I had done the day before. This was not the type
of exercise my arms were familiar with and they were already sore.
I ignored the tension in my muscles and was able to think about
other things while I rowed. I missed Jeanie. She was my best friend
and I regretted leaving her behind. Looking at the lack of extra
space in our kayak, I realized how correct Misty had been in leaving
our friends, there was no space for them. There was hardly enough
space for the two of us.
The monotony of the motions of my arms was enough to keep
me going for a while after the soreness became unbearable. Then,
for a time, I couldn’t think of anything but the feeling of extreme
discomfort in my arms, like I was constantly pulling up ten-pound
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weights with every row. It was even chillier today than it had been
yesterday but I was sweating from the effort.
I was very happy when Misty said she was ready to row again.
We switched places and I let my tired arms rest. I rubbed on my
biceps, massaging deep into the tissue. After a time I got bored and
craved the motion of rowing again, even though I knew after about
two minutes I would feel exceptionally tired and even more sore.
“We’re nearly to the large crossing,” Misty said.
I roused and looked over my shoulder, to where we were
headed. I saw that we were rounding upon another island. How did
she know where we were? It all looked the same to me, water and
bits of land every now and then. I guess that would be the last
island before crossing to the mainland.
“Can we make the main land today?” I asked, suddenly excited.
I would be glad to be back on solid ground, walking and stretching
my cramped legs.
“It’s miles yet and we only have about four solid hours of
daylight left.”
That sounded like a ‘no.’ I tried to convince her, “I’m fresh and
ready to row hard, knowing it’s our last day on the water.”
Misty contemplated the sun, blazing along somewhere beyond
the clouds. She was probably assessing whether it looked like it
would rain. The sky was the same as always, cloudy and unreadable.
“Okay,” was all she said.
We glided in silence, parallel to the last island. We were
rounding the last promontory, ready to head into the open sea
when Misty relinquished the paddle and we got ready to switch. It
all happened so fast. Both Misty and I began to move and I guess
our motion was too choppy for the boat, added to the sudden
choppiness of the water and the kayak flipped. I flailed around,
suddenly aware of how deep the water was. When my head broke
the surface of the water I looked around wildly for our kayak. I
needn’t have worried. Misty was hanging on to the side, attempting
to right the boat. It was upside down and stuck in the water. She
pointed to my right. I saw our paddle floating away and made that
my first priority. I swam over and grabbed onto it, my adrenaline
racing.
“I can’t flip it, it’s holding fast to the water,” Misty said in
exasperation.
“Can you drag it to the island?” I asked.
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“Yes.”
It was only a couple hundred feet to the shore and we arrived,
dripping and shivering in the chill. I wished the sun would shine
through and dry us off. I put the paddle down, my teeth clattering.
I helped Misty drag the kayak onto the sandy beach and with a
sucking sound we were able to pull the kayak out of the water and
flip it back over. I was worried that I hadn’t tied our things tight
enough but they were all there, soaked, on the bottom of the kayak.
I breathed a sigh of relief.
“We need to build a fire and get dry,” Misty said, trying to untie
our bags.
The strings were wet and shrunken so that with chilled fingers it
was nearly impossible to undo them. At this rate, we wouldn’t be
able to cross the water today. Ugh! We finally got our bags untied
and pulled out our fire-starting kit. Misty made a small fire while I
gathered some branches and leaves to keep it going. Once the fire
was strong enough we both began to set up camp. My clothes
stuck to me and I felt clammy cold. I set our sleeping sheet out so
that it would dry and laid out all our dripping things.
We set up at the end of the beach, far from the water. There
were large boulders all over the beach and we used one as the wall
of our shelter, lying against it in front of our fire. We stripped off
our wet clothes and hung them on top of some scattered rocks to
dry. Our uniforms were mostly waterproof and designed to trap
heat or keep us cool in the summer but still it was only one layer. It
was starting to get dark. The boom of thunder in the distance
brought me to attention. Uh oh. If it were to rain we would be
screwed! Misty and I shared a look. This was not good.
Our shelter was no shelter at all. We got to work trying to
waterproof ourselves for the night. I flipped over the kayak. Misty
tried to set up our miniature tarp so that it would cover us from the
rain. Our things were nearly dry so I put them away, stowing them
in our bags and plopping them under Misty’s precarious new
shelter. We huddled together as the rain’s trickle became a roar and
the wind howled at us. I was so tired from lack of sleep the night
before and our strenuous and physically exhausting journey thus far
that I fell into a deep sleep.
It was drizzling when I woke up. Misty was already breaking
down our camp and readying our things for the fifteen-mile
crossing. I got up and stretched. The light rain was enough to put a
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damper on my restful night. Our clothes had not fully dried the
night before and all I was wearing was my uniform. I started to
shiver.
“Achoo!” Misty sneezed.
“Bless you.”
I peered out at the water, trying to see the other side. It was
hopeless. There was a light fog and a light rain obscuring my view
of any distance, great or small. We pushed off, for the last time. I
started out rowing and after a few minutes I could feel the ache in
my shoulders and arms and back. I gritted my teeth and began to
count by twos.
It was ages and a day before I saw land. I had no way to assess
how long it had taken or what time it was, there was no peeking at
the sky. The drizzle had followed us, obscuring our view and
keeping the sun from us. I was rowing when I spotted the land.
The view gave me renewed energy and I paddled for all I was
worth. We dragged the kayak high up on shore, covering it with
large branches. I gave it one last little look before we hefted our
dwindling supplies onto our backs. We had no time to lose. It had
now been three days since our departure and our absence must
surely have been noticed.
The sun was starting to set when we finally made it to an
enormous dam and waterfall opening into a narrow canyon. Misty
looked thrilled when she saw it. It was a beautiful monstrosity, a
pillar of remembrance of society past and how man is forever
trying to enslave nature. We kept walking, following the curve of
the natural canyon at a slight downhill angle. The sheer drop to the
river below was quite menacing and I maintained a healthy distance
from the ledge. I really didn’t care to follow the edge of the canyon
at all but Misty insisted. The path we were following utilized the
canyon as a natural landmark. Misty did not seem at all bothered by
the death-fall only ten to twenty feet from our own path.
Our path was now littered with small bushes and smaller
pebbles. The forest ran alongside us on our left. The canyon and its
desert-like qualities clashed with the greenery to our left ̶ even
though it was winter. It was pleasant to be walking downhill versus
against any extra gravity or current as we had been for the past few
days. I reveled in the scenery, listening to a passing bird keening
when I tripped. I fell over, my legs somehow getting tangled up
underneath me and I landed on my ankle.
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“Bah!” I cried out as a wave of pain traveled like lightning from
my left ankle to my brain. “Shit, shit and more shit!” I continued
my curses as I slowly unraveled my right leg, careful not to jostle
my left leg in the process.
Misty bent down and put out her hand as if to examine my
ankle. I scooted away from her outstretched fingers on impulse.
Misty put her hands on her hips and inched closer. I tensed but did
not move away. She felt my ankle gingerly, her fingers were cool
and soothing to the touch but the pressure they exerted was
enough to cause me pain.
“I don’t think it’s broken per se,” she began.
“What do you mean ‘per se’?” I screeched, jabbing toward my
ankle with my finger.
“You probably just twisted or sprained it. Good news is that
with the weather like it is; you won’t have to worry about icing it.
Not that we would find any ice out here,” she commented.
“Great,” I said wryly.
“You’re the klutz that injured yourself.”
“Accidents happen,” I defended myself.
“When accidents happen that often to a person, it is assumed
that some of the blame lies with the person.”
I didn’t bother replying. Instead, I tried to stand up. Misty held
out an arm and I grabbed hold of her and gingerly started to put
weight on my left leg. I gasped at the shooting pains. This was
worse than I thought; I wouldn’t be able to walk at all! What would
we do? We weren’t far enough away from the Academy to be safe
staying in one place for long. We couldn’t be more than fifty miles
or so from our enemies and they had flying contraptions and
trained men to retrieve us! All we had going for us was our head
start and the seemingly random direction that we were headed. The
Obies would think we would go south but we had gone north.
“We can make camp here for the night,” Misty said, setting down
her share of the supplies. She started stringing out the tarp, utilizing
a rather gnarled tree’s sunken branches. She laid out our thin
blanket and took my bags from me and set them in our temporary
shelter. I felt extremely tired and sat down next to Misty, with my
back against the tree trunk. I slunk into a deep and satisfying sleep,
unaware of the time that passed or the intruder that arrived in the
night.
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19
PREMONITIONS
Li
The Cube is a laughable game that keeps the students at the
Academy occupied. Their attempts at being number one or the
best in the games are ironic and meaningless. The students think
that their standings in the game and rankings overall weigh in on
their ability to get the best jobs after graduating. What they don’t
know is that it doesn’t matter who is the best. All admitted students
and those that graduate from the Academy are smart enough and
ready for any job or task. What they are also not aware of is that
the “any job” that they will be doing after graduating does not
involve working for the government but doing the dirty work. The
government is only concerned with amassing the largest army any
nation has ever seen. It’s been going fairly well since the program’s
implementation. I should know, I am one of them.
I pulled on my uniform and stopped by the mirror to stare at
my reflection. I needed to shave but it could wait until tomorrow. I
rubbed my hand over my stubble and grinned. MC had mentioned
that she liked the rugged-man look and that I pulled it off. I smiled
at the memory. She had taken her petite hand and trailed her
fingers across my face. Despite her many faults, I was beginning to
actually like her. She had that casual confidence in her physicality
and even though it became arrogance on the playing field and in
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some other areas, her high confidence was rather appealing. Too
many of my past exploits had been wishy-washy and timid, easily
overtaken and infiltrated. The challenge with MC and her hard to
breach mind was rather attractive after so many easily broken
young things. If we had met under different circumstances…
I shook my head and smirked at myself. Was I forgetting how
foolish she was? How ignorant and reckless? Headstrong and
impatient? Beautiful and mesmerizing? Sheesh. I would have to
crack her soon if I was going to keep my wits about me. She had
practically thrown herself at me in the Cube but it would have been
a poor idea to take advantage of that situation. Once all boundaries
are blown aside, I would have had a very hard time resisting my
own self with MC. Past girls were a cakewalk compared to this one.
She was tougher than your average prissy Academy bred brat, like
she had lived more life than the usual teenager and could stand her
ground. The same qualities that I found appealing in her were also
the same characteristics that made my job more difficult.
I shook my head ruefully. I would just have to do better.
Perhaps breaking those boundaries would be just the thing to break
into her hidden secrets. Besides, we would be in the perfect setting
later to have our moment in all its glory.
Today was going to be a great day, I thought to myself as I
headed out to breakfast, now fully clothed with a regular shirt and
pair of jeans on over my uniform. I had dabbed a spot of cologne
here and there as well, not that I needed it. I was more excited
about having a little closet fun with MC than I was about
potentially finishing my job. That second reward almost made me
not want the first one, if it meant sacrificing any more time with
MC. Being with her was the most exciting mission I had been on
ever and I didn’t want to go back to boring blondes. After being
trained in one of the elite Academies myself and graduating in a
cloud of pride at my top student status, I was then shipped off to
another country to infiltrate and garner intelligence for the New
American Nations. I never wanted to go back to that. I never
wanted to feel the life force of someone else, some stranger, or
worse – someone I had come to know – shattering from the force
of my own strength. I had risen to the position I held now, through
my own set of unique skills and my ability to be in the right place at
the right time. I never wanted to go back to being a drone for
them. Never. My resolve firm, I set out for the dining hall, anxious
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and excited to see MC.
I grabbed my breakfast without thinking, not realizing what I
was putting on my tray and headed over to the corner table where I
expected to find everyone already settled, since I was later than
usual. Being narcissistic in front of the mirror had put me back
about ten minutes. MC was noticeably absent from the group.
Jeanie was whispering something into Arrow’s ear and he was
stifling a laugh. Misty was also not present, but it was hard to keep
track of her, she was always everywhere and nowhere. I didn’t
much care about Misty; my only concern was for MC, unless the
two were in cahoots together somewhere. I wasn’t going to worry
about MC missing breakfast; she wasn’t much of a morning eater
and mostly just came out to hang with the gang. I set my tray down
and commenced trying to weasel out of Arrow what Jeanie said to
him. I spent the whole morning coaxing Arrow but he wouldn’t
budge. Jeanie was also a dead end and wouldn’t tell me anything.
Eventually I switched my tactic and asked about MC.
“Oh, I dunno. I think she and Misty went to the lake or
something,” Jeanie responded.
“Hey!” a voice shouted from behind me.
I swiveled, at the ready. It was Johnny. He usually never spoke
to me. Never tried to get in my way. He knew I was trouble and I
knew he wasn’t as stupid as he let on.
“You’re going down today! Just wanted to let you know. You
may think you’re number one but you won’t always be watching
your back… or your girlfriend’s,” Johnny said with malice so hot
his nose was tweaking and his ears were red-tipped.
“Is that a threat?” I asked mildly, not rising to his bait.
“It’s a fact.” Johnny turned on his heel and whirled away.
“If it’s a fact then why does he have to say it?” Jeanie said.
“He’s just scared because you’ve been beating him,” Arrow
assured me.
“You think he’d pull something?” Jeanie asked.
“If he does, I’ll have a reason to put him down, for good,” I
stated darkly.
Competition was one thing but this threatening business was
another. I did not relish having to break some arms or necks, but if
I had to do it then I would. Johnny was a thorn in my side, forever
interfering with MC and I. The brutes that were recruited into the
Academy made me sick. They were always the best at following
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orders and doing what they were told, just what the government
desired.
“See you in the Cube,” I said to Jeanie and Arrow as I got up to
leave.
I felt like finishing off Johnny once and for all. I didn’t feel like
putting up with him any longer. He kept trying to hurt my
girlfriend and my mission. On impulse, I followed him. He
meandered around the cafeteria, boasting about the Cube and how
he was going to plough down the competition and rise to the top.
He apparently had a whole training regimen set up for winter break
and was developing all sorts of strategies, not all of them legal.
Eventually the other students began to leave and so did Johnny.
I followed at a healthy distance, mingling with the crowds in the
tight hallways. He went to his room. I didn’t feel like confronting
him yet but I was worried about his threat toward MC. She was
stubborn and headstrong and if I told her to be more careful or
watch her back she would laugh at me. It fell to me to watch her
back for her.
I turned my thoughts to Ataxia. I knew there was a brewing
hotspot of members nearby, if only I could get MC to talk. She was
the key. Somehow she knew the location of New Ataxia. The
Ataxian informant at the Academy was relaying messages back and
forth and recruiting members in secret. At first I thought it was the
English teacher but that had proved to be a dead end. I knew it was
MC and I needed to get to her soon. I could tell that the higher ups
were getting anxious with my lack of progress. It was probably time
to check in with the headmaster and assure her that I was doing my
utmost to crack MC.
I headed to the main office. I curtly knocked on her door and
the receptionist chimed for me to come in. As soon as she saw me,
she buzzed the headmaster’s office,
“He’s here,” she intoned into the air.
Apparently, I was expected. I burst into her private office, a
charming smile displayed on my face.
“It is about time you came in with news.”
“Unfortunately,” I let my smile falter, “I do not have much to
report. Nothing new with the MC front, however, I’m worried
about Johnny.” She cut me off with a wave of her hand.
“He’s harmless,” she spoke.
“So you say, but he has threatened her time and again and
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hasn’t passed up any opportunity he came by to do her actual
harm,” I reminded her.
“That’s why you’re here. Do your job,” she responded acidly.
There was no point in arguing, not that she carried any power
herself. I wasn’t worried about Johnny, but I had nothing else to
report so I didn’t want to speak empty handed. This gave me the
opportunity to present some issue without completely failing
myself in my own mission.
“I do think progress will be made shortly regarding MC,” I
hinted.
She smiled, I was back in her favor, “Best do whatever it is
quickly. They grow impatient with your lack of a product,” she
dismissed me.
I stifled a snort. She always had to have the last word.
Johnny
I walked up to the corner table, shaking with anger.
“Hey!” I shouted, slightly louder than I needed to at Li’s head.
He swiveled to face me, staying seated. I towered over him,
standing as tall and straight as possible.
“You’re going down today! Just wanted to let you know. You
may think you’re number one but you won’t always be watching
your back… or your girlfriend’s.” I intoned levelly. I felt the heat
of my words rising through my ears.
“Is that a threat?” Li asked mildly, as if mocking me.
“It’s a fact.” I turned on my heel before he could say anything
else.
It all started with that girl. She set me up. I found her plans for
‘World Domination.’ Her attempts to protect her information were
laughable but instead of containing valuable information about her
personal life or her final projects and papers, they contained a virus
that wiped out all of my own work. Not being able to fix it, I went
to the headmaster. She fixed it but she had not been happy. She
was disappointed and my father was sure to hear of this latest
bungle. This year it’s like I’ve been in the doghouse for something I
haven’t done, all thanks to MC and her mutt boyfriend. He came
out of nowhere and knocked me off the Cube ratings, taking away
my top status. He had charmed all the other fourth years and
Barbie had broken it off with me, saying I wasn’t good enough.
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Like Li would ever want to be with her! I couldn’t stand to see him
and MC flirting, it was sickening. Why she would choose someone
like him, a big ugly brute, was just, wrong.
It was all so maddeningly unfair. It was up to me to make the
world right. I had already lost everything. They had taken it away
from me: The Cube, my ranking, my girlfriend, my in with the
headmaster, my father’s favor. I stopped stalking up and down the
long rows of tables; I was starting to draw weird looks. I stomped
off down the hallway. I had a plan. It would all go down at the
Cube. I stepped into my room and went over to my nightstand and
pulled it out. I reached under the drawer and carefully felt my
fingers brush cold hard metal. My knife. I secured it against my leg,
careful to make sure the blade would not harm me.
I went down to the Cube and checked in. Then it was back to
waiting. I started to pace, unmindful of the scenery in the Cube.
Not that there was much of any scenery, if you could call it that.
Down on the field there was nothing to see, just waves of grass,
curling in the wind. I walked up and down the field. It felt like I
had waited too long. I itched for action, for something. Then I saw
Li. He was headed straight for me. He looked as boiled over as I
felt. Good.
“Tell me what you did, you slime!” he yelled.
This put me on the defensive. Everyone was always accusing
me of doing something.
“Whatever it is you’re accusing me of, you better think twice
about it,” I said.
Li took a step back and paused. Then he leapt at me and we
were on the ground, tussling. I didn’t have access to my knife and
didn’t want to risk slicing my leg open to get at it while I dealt with
the oaf so I punched him. He took the advantage and was on top
of me, knocking me over but I was ready for him. I rolled away
from his blows and scrambled back up. We locked eyes. We were
not alone; a crowd had formed, chanting for a fight, egging us on.
We weren’t the only ones itching for action. On any given Cube
day, the fourth years were a riled up bunch.
“Jonathan! Li!” The headmaster appeared with one of her
bodyguards. “Come with me! Now!”
There was a silent gasp taken up by the crowd. I noticed Jeanie
and Arrow looking on as well. She looked extremely worried. He
looked stupid, as per usual. I gave her a hard stare and wanted to
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give them both the finger, give them all the finger but that would
not help me. Probably wouldn’t even make me feel any better, so I
refrained.
We followed the headmaster all the way back to her office, her
domain. The rest of the fourth years were left behind. How would
the Cube games continue without us? Were they going to postpone
or cancel them?
“Sit!” she commanded when we entered her private office.
We sat.
“Now. Are you going to tell me what you did?” She turned to
me.
“Excuse me?” I said, affronted.
“Playing games I see.”
The way I saw it, she was the one playing games.
“No.” I stood up angrily, shoving my chair behind me.
One of the men in suits started forward but she stopped him
with a tilt of her hand. He stepped back into the shadows.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you could enlighten
me?” I said as politely as I could under the circumstances and my
brewing rage.
The headmaster raised an eyebrow at me and stood up as well.
We stared at each other across her desk. She broke contact and
turned to Li. I had almost forgotten that he was there.
Li
“What have you done with MC? Where is she?” I couldn’t
contain myself any longer and jumped up, jabbing my finger at
Johnny. I ended up jabbing him in the chest, we were so close.
“Contain yourselves!” bellowed the headmaster.
I sat down. Johnny sat down. The headmaster sat down.
“I do not know what you are referring to but I have not even
seen MC for several days,” Johnny replied.
“And yet you threatened her this very morning. I have several
witnesses to that fact,” I said evenly, matching his calm and
collected manner of speaking.
We were all adults here, though some of us more than others.
“Like I said, I have not seen her.” Johnny did not budge.
“Then where is she?” the headmaster asked the room at large.
“Don’t you know where all students are at all times?” I goaded
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her.
She sputtered and then spoke, “We track the uniforms but if
she is not wearing hers then we cannot track her whereabouts.”
I was certain Johnny was hiding something. He had seemed
guilty back on the field in the middle of the Cube, abnormally
restless and angered. He must have done something to her, or else
where could she be? She had missed the check in for the Cube,
grounds for dismissal. Nobody missed the Cube, nobody, therefore
something must have prevented her from going, and it hadn’t been
the headmaster. That just left the tricky matter of where Misty had
gone as well. It was highly unusual for one student to skip the
Cube but for two? Unthinkable. Johnny was the most likely culprit
and he seemed mighty nervous. I hoped he had not done anything
yet, that the two girls were tied up somewhere and not dead. That
would mean I had failed. Without MC, I had nothing, in more ways
than one. If she were dead, there was nothing to be done but if she
weren’t…
“This will get us nowhere.” I scratched my chin thoughtfully.
“Let’s talk about this later this evening when we have all had time
to think,” I let that last word linger.
The headmaster had an evil glint in her eyes but I winked at her
and indicated to Johnny. I knew he was involved and sitting here
making accusations was not going to break him. Following him and
finding MC and Misty was the solution to this conundrum.
“Perhaps that is wise. I expect both of you two to report back
here promptly after the dinner hour. You are dismissed.” She stood
up and walked out. I let Johnny stride out first and walked in the
opposite direction. As soon as he was out of sight and I had turned
the corner, I pulled out my universal device and set it to track
mode. I narrowed down my results so that I would only see Johnny
and not the hundreds of other students with tracking chips. Time
to see what this nutcase was really up to. Nothing unusual at first,
he went back to his room.
Hours passed and all he did was wander throughout the halls.
He must be pacing again. He went to the headmaster’s office for
about 10 minutes. Then he did something surprising, he went into
MC’s room. That son of a! I jogged down the hall. How dare he go
into her room! That was an invasion and he would pay for his
indecency! I hurried as fast as I could go but I saw that he was
already leaving the Academy building. My device indicated that he
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was not alone. Jeanie and Arrow were with him. That’s when it hit
me. MC was not in danger, quite the opposite, she had escaped. I
slapped my forehead with my palm and raced even faster to my
own room. I threw my gear into my bag and was about to
skedaddle after the now five escapees when I felt the tug of
responsibility. Should I tell the headmaster what was going on?
Nah, I decided. I was in too much of a hurry to be bothered. This
would be an easy recovery; I knew exactly where the three were at
all times. However, and more importantly, I still did not know
where MC and Misty were, their tracking devices were destroyed,
but I knew what they would be going to: New Ataxia. If only MC
had told me where it was. If only I could track MC and Misty.
Perhaps Jeanie had information I did not about their whereabouts.
I would follow Johnny, Jeanie, and Arrow then.
I slowed my pace. If I was going to follow behind them, I
couldn’t get too close and I was faster by myself than they were as
their small group of three. They were heading roughly northwest.
The lake. Every few minutes I checked to make sure I wasn’t too
close but still following in the correct direction. I saw them pause
at the lake and then continue on their way. I soon was at the lake
myself and saw why it didn’t take them long to figure out the
direction MC and Misty had taken.
There were skid marks and broken branches leading north. MC
had taken the kayak. The water was not for a couple of miles and I
had options. I could fly over and find her, which could work unless
she was not in plain sight. I could follow Jeanie, Arrow, and Johnny
and hope they were able to find the elusive girl pair. I could alert
the authorities to my dilemma and pass along the decision to them.
I decided to go with number two and crept stealthily along the path
of crushed pinecones and broken twigs and every now and then a
footprint in the mud.
Johnny
It took little convincing to get Jeanie and Arrow to take me with
them, or rather to go with me. I am an excellent tracker. Jeanie and
Arrow’s mistake was in thinking they could overpower me when
we found MC and Misty. I’m sure I was not entirely convincing
when I told them that I didn’t hate MC and that I wanted to help
find her and help her with her mission. I had to explain a lot of
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what I had just learned myself but I used all the right buzzwords.
Arrow looked placated with my stance but Jeanie was unconvinced.
It didn’t matter. They accepted my invitation to help them find
MC, Misty, and the other members of Ataxia. This would be my
bright and shining moment. I, Johnny would be the one to bring
down Ataxia and deliver the rebels into my father’s hands. He
would be proud of me after all. I would have done the greatest duty
of them all and would be made a great leader in one of the
government’s top agencies. For now, I had to use my tracking
skills. So far it was easy; they had literally scraped an entire boat
along the ground. Any idiot could follow that trail, however when
they eventually put it in the water it would be another case. I was
slightly uneasy about that. I assumed they were headed north, that’s
where the trail led and even though the water connected to the
north, east, and south mainland areas, they were definitely headed
north. How far north I did not know. For now it was enough for
me to lead the way down the path.
A few miles later we hit the water. Perhaps I should have been
forming a plan while we walked but sometimes the best-laid plans
don’t work.
“They went north, so we too shall head north,” I proclaimed.
“They obviously took to the water. How will we follow them by
land?” Jeanie asked me pointedly.
“Not to worry. Anyways, almost all the daylight is gone so we
will have to make camp soon,” I assured them.
“Not to worry? Do you even know where we’re going?” Arrow
commented.
“I know exactly where we’re going and eventually we will need
to cross over to the mainland. There is nothing on this piece of
land but the Academy. They brought the kayak up here for a
reason, to cross. However this little river goes on for a while before
becoming the strait that we will need to cross,” I said, remembering
what the headmaster said about the geography surrounding the
Academy. It was a good thing that she filled me in on the details,
because it was I who had come up with the plan to catch the
traitors.
Arrow scowled and Jeanie looked thoughtful but neither of
them argued any further with me on the subject. We set ourselves
in a northern direction and followed the bank of the water. It was
slower going than before, as our path had not been carved out for
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us here. Now my confidence faltered, what if they hadn’t gone
north? What if, when taking to the water, they went elsewhere?
We hardly went a mile before the sun began to set. We were
about to start looking for a likely place to camp for the night when
we stumbled upon an old rowboat. How convenient and unlikely a
place for a seaworthy vessel. The headmaster had come through
for me. So much for relying on Li to get things done for her. I
commanded Arrow to help me bring it to the water and check for
holes. He didn’t remark on its lack of rotting growth or vegetation.
Did they know it had been set down here for our express use? Did
they think we were being watched? No. They took it as a sign that I
knew what I was doing. We dragged the rowboat over to the water;
it was quite heavy and old looking. We pushed it in and it floated. I
gestured for Arrow to get in and he paused before complying.
“We’re looking for leaks. Better now than out there,” I
explained.
We both examined the boat and after a thorough look through
we deemed it adequate and seaworthy. I wondered where the
headmaster had found this thing.
“Will it work?” Jeanie called out from where she was attempting
to make a fire.
“Perfectly!” Arrow yelled back at her. “Wow this is heavy!”
Arrow caught his breath and then went over to help Jeanie with
the fire. We shared some food, a pittance compared to what we
usually feasted on at the Academy but we were on rations so there
wasn’t any complaining. Well, Arrow did some complaining, but
not as much as I thought he would have.
We settled down for the night and I fell right to sleep. The sun
was hardly fighting back the grey of night when I awoke. I rubbed
the sand from the corners of my eyes and sat up. Jeanie and Arrow
were sleeping next to each other. Arrow had his hand draped over
Jeanie’s arm. He was snoring and she was murmuring to herself. I
felt relaxed. I set about making a fire as ours had gone out in the
middle of the night. The crackling of my feet breaking brittle twigs
woke my two companions and they set about getting breakfast
together. We ate in silence and packed up our supplies, stowing
them in the rowboat. Off we went, with me rowing and Jeanie and
Arrow pensive on either side of me.
We rowed all day, taking turns at the oars, stopping every
couple of hours to relieve ourselves and have a small snack. When
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it became too dark, we stopped for the night. There was a giant
overturned tree where we made camp and it provided a great
shelter with its intertwined yet sparse root structure at one end.
Almost as soon as I had secured our small shelter, it began to rain,
the wind howled above our heads and thunder boomed in the
distance. The rain sleeted sideways and coated us, drenching us
with its fury. It became completely miserable and even though we
had very little space and the rain mixing with the chill in the night
made all of us shiver with the cold, Jeanie and Arrow maintained
their distance from me. They huddled against each other instead.
Fine by me. I leaned with my back against the root of the tree and
drifted into a clammy sleep.
We made good time the next day, rowing much harder than
before. Doing the calculations, if MC and Misty were taking turns
they would be much more tired than the three of us taking turns.
We should be catching up, even though they had almost an entire
day’s head start. It was around noon when we were passing the
final small island and glancing at the enormous span of water ahead
of us. Miles of water stretched out in front of us. Jeanie and Arrow
were ready to take the crossing but I insisted we stop for our last
break of the day. The tip of the island we stopped at was littered
with large boulders.
I stomped into the trees and relieved myself, my hands shaking.
The beginnings of a plan were starting to form in my mind. As
soon as we crossed to the mainland I would abandon these two
and strike out by myself. I could go faster, unencumbered by them,
and overtake MC. I could take out MC and Misty by myself if
Jeanie and Arrow weren’t there to stop me. We were readying our
boat for the trip across when Arrow shouted.
“Look at this!” he exclaimed.
Jeanie and I ran over. Shining dully against the rock was a
penny. President Lincoln’s face smiled up at us. Arrow picked it up.
“It’s Misty’s,” he proclaimed.
Li
The idiot was incapable of finding MC. I could see that. Even
though the headmaster had provided them with a boat, they were
moving too slowly. I knew MC and Misty would have the haste of
rabbits being chased by hounds. I was all for abandoning my idea
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of letting Jeanie, Arrow, and Johnny lead me to MC and Misty but
I was going to keep my options open. I would let the three
continue on their way unheeded, but I would go ahead and try to
find the two girls myself. After getting quite the angry call from the
headmaster over my sudden absence and lack of MC, I had decided
to continue with my own course of action. I did get in touch with
my superiors, before the headmaster could badmouth me entirely
and get in my way. I could tell that there was something wrong.
They were entirely too anxious. Events must be unfolding faster
than they anticipated. Ataxia was rising again, all the more reason
for me to find MC and find the New Ataxia. If they found her first,
they would resort to torture. I had no hope in their methodology
actually producing results and I feared that they would kill her. I
did not want her dead.
After the thunderstorm last night, I had no hope of finding any
trail left by MC and Misty. It would be by complete luck or their
stupidity if I were to spot them from my bird’s eye view in the sky.
I spent the better part of the day in the air and only abandoned my
craft in the afternoon, attempting to find something on the ground.
I wandered northward, trying to find any scrap of a trail or
evidence of the girls. There was nothing. My patience was growing
thin. I was running out of time. It was a race to see who could find
them first, and if I failed there would be nothing left of them when
I got there.
It got dark but I continued to search. I could not, would not
abandon my mission. After two hours of stumbling on hidden
roots and getting scratched by branches, I was about to call it a
night when I smelled the smoke. I began to hurry. I stopped for
just a moment at the edge of the tallest dam I had ever seen in
person, water crashing down below, funneling into a canyon. I
continued on the side of the cliff, staying far enough away from the
edge that I wouldn’t misstep and fall to my doom but close enough
that I had adequate space to sprint, not blocked by the trees to my
left. I could have sworn I heard sounds of a struggle up ahead and
I ran, disregarding the precarious ledge on my right hand side, only
focused on what lay ahead of me. I broke upon the scene, my
hackles raised and what I saw took me completely by surprise.
I was only able to watch in horror as Johnny had hold of MC by
the hair, a knife at her throat. I waited in the shadows a moment
longer, searching for Misty. She leaned up against a gnarled old
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tree, gesticulating at Johnny.
“It’s time,” Johnny said but he didn’t move, as if waiting for a
response from Misty.
“Just do it already then! We don’t have time for your chosen
ignorance,” Misty sputtered anxiously.
“Tell me what you know then or else!” Johnny declared.
Misty laughed. She was going to get MC killed! I stepped from
my spot against the tree line and walked into the perilous situation.
As soon as Johnny saw me he tightened his grip on MC, making
sure the blade against her throat was ready to slice for the kill. She
stiffened.
“I’m tired of your little word games. If you don’t do it, I will.” I
said as I inched closer to the pair.
Johnny backed up, dragging MC along. They were quite close to
the edge of the canyon, dangerously close.
“Stay where you are!” he cried, “This is my game now. You lost
Li. Looks like I’ll be the one to deliver the goods. I’ll be the one to
expose New Ataxia. You’ve known that this time would come,
where you have to choose. Is it MC or your mission?”
I stopped moving. My lip quivered against my better intentions.
He was delirious, mad with power.
“There comes a moment in every love story where you have to
choose between yourself and the girl. This is it, lover-boy. What’ll it
be? Tell me where Ataxia is or else… If you have trouble reaching
a decision, I will do the choosing for you.”
MC’s face whitened, she lolled in Johnny’s gasp, he was pulling
her too far up from her feet and she was favoring one of her
ankles. I had to do something.
“I don’t have that information. MC doesn’t either. You’ve got
the wrong girl.”
Before Johnny could say or do anything else, I snatched at
Misty, yanking her against my own chest. I held my knife at her
throat, praying she wouldn’t move. MC’s head swayed against
Johnny like a newborn kitten and she went limp in his grasp.
Johnny glanced down at the unconscious girl he was holding and
dropped her at his feet in disgust. She collapsed on herself in a pile.
I pulled Misty closer to myself.
“Now, let’s talk about this.” Johnny pointed his knife at me in a
jouster’s grip.
“There’s nothing to talk about,” I said, stealing a glance at MC.
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“I’m sure she’s fine. For now,” Johnny snarled, gesturing at
MC’s prone form. “However, if you don’t start talking.” He dipped
his head at Misty and I, “I’m going to have to do something about
that.” Johnny shoved MC toward the cliff’s edge with his foot. She
scraped a couple of inches closer to the edge.
Misty gasped as I tightened my grip on my knife, drawing the
blade closer to her skin, drawing a thin slice of blood. I moved my
hand away from her neck, my fist white on the handle.
“I see. How about those coordinates?” Johnny put his foot
against MC and started to push again. They were mere feet from
the edge. Johnny gave a small hop to readjust his balance.
“If you don’t let MC go, I will be forced to kill Misty and both
of our chances at finding New Ataxia,” I bluffed.
Johnny
I knew Li was bluffing. He wouldn’t kill Misty. I didn’t know if
he was still loyal to the cause or if love had really undone him, not
that I cared. I only brought it up because I could use it against him.
“You know that I don’t believe that,” I said and nuzzled my
foot under MC, scooting her closer to the edge. Would I really
have to go all the way to get what I wanted? I believed Li when he
said MC didn’t know anything. Fine then. Misty would tell me all I
needed to know, with or without Li’s help.
“Misty!” Li cajoled.
“Come on tough guy, can’t get anyone to talk anymore, huh?
That’s what I call whipped.”
Misty held her lips together, staring at me coldly. There were
ways to get her to talk. If Li didn’t use them, I would. But first, to
take care of this little pest. I held up one foot in exaggeration, to
show that I meant it, that this was the final show.
Li began to yell but his scream blurred in my mind as my foot
was yanked upwards and I lost my balance. I saw the canyon floor
below and swiveled to avoid an assured death, twisting like a cat in
midair. Then I was face to face on the ground with MC, her eyes
piercing into me. She held up her right hand, knuckles out to
punch and I laughed. I was twice her weight, what was she going to
do, stun me with her puny blow? My laugh cut out in mid cackle as
the ring on her finger bashed across my shoulder, tearing the fabric
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of my shirt and swiping across the uniform underneath.
I fell over, frozen, my face grazing the edge of the cliff and
hanging so that my eyes had a clear sight across to the other side of
the canyon. One finger trailed down the side of the rock face.
I remained in my awkward position for hours, contemplating
how I had gotten to this point in my life. Where had I gone wrong?
The sun began to peek at me from the horizon. They left me. Left
me to die.
“Johnny?”
Someone was dragging me by the foot. My view changed from
across the canyon to directly up at the sky. The sun was setting.
“Leave him,” Arrow muttered.
“But we need him,” Jeanie said.
“He left us.”
“He knows how to find MC and the others.”
“I bet he doesn’t.”
“Stop being so difficult and help me.” Jeanie yanked on my leg.
I was far away from the edge of the canyon now. She let go of
my leg. A faint whirring sound caught my attention. Did they have
a saw?
“Get back!” Arrow hissed.
I couldn’t see what was going on but the whirring became a
buzz that got louder and louder. I felt pushed by the air behind me.
“Do not move,” a voice from the canyon called out.
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20
NEW ATAXIA
Misty and I were in a great domed room, with exits far away on
either side. There were uneven benches in a circle. I was sitting on
one of them. I felt the smooth wood beneath my hand, its rough
surface sanded down to an even finish.
My grandfather was walking toward me. My mouth fell open
but not a sound came out. I stared at the figure I had known so
well and had given up for forever. I stood up shakily and limped
forward. My grandfather, back from the dead. Where had he been?
Why had he abandoned us, letting us believe that he was dead?
I stopped moving, now growing angry. He had left us. If I
hadn’t taken my life into my own hands, I would be back in that
destitute wasteland. I had agonized long and hard about leaving my
sister but she had our mother to take care of her. There was
nothing I could do there, just be another mouth to feed. At the
Academy I could become someone of importance and then return
to help my family. Not that any of that mattered now.
My grandfather was now only ten feet away. He stopped and
looked at me imploringly. Before he could speak I said,
“Why?”
I hadn’t realized that I was crying. Silent tears of anger and fury
washed down my face. Hands reached around my waist to hug me
but I threw the arms off of me and turned, even more furious,
“What are you doing here?” I screeched, channeling all my
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abandonment issues and frustrations at the world towards my
grandfather.
He stepped back in shock at the vehemence and venom in my
voice. Misty was shaking her head.
“You left us for dead! You were dead!” Now I couldn’t stop,
the words were gushing over one another in a torrential downpour,
mixing in with my tears.
“I didn’t leave you alone. I left the book for you to find. The
secret compartment in the Cube, did you get my message?” his
voice petered out as I continued to stare at him.
“What message? The room was empty! A dead end. Nothing.” I
said, my words erupting in a mad volley, my tears forgotten. Then I
remembered the stone. Li had found it in the room!
“The stone. It was for you. I’m so sorry MC. I thought you
would have known that it meant I was waiting for you.”
“How was I supposed to know you wrote the message? That
you wrote the book?” The word granddaughter buzzed across my
brain. The book was dedicated to me. My grandfather had
referenced himself in the book. I was just too dense to figure it out.
“Blue Chalcedony. Strength and endurance,” I murmured,
remembering Li’s words that day. My birthday seemed like a
faraway dream.
My grandfather held out his hand and I set the stone in his
palm, my fingers brushing across the rough lines of his skin. He
smiled at me and then handed the stone back.
From the other side of the domed room, more people were
approaching. In walked Jeanie and Arrow and Johnny. As soon as
Li caught sight of them he stood up and pulled out a knife. He
stepped out to shield me.
“Johnny!” Li seethed.
Johnny’s face crumpled and he looked terrified. Unusual for the
school bully to look so tense. Arrow called out,
“It’s okay. He’s restrained.”
Li did not lower his knife but kept a wary eye trained on
Johnny.
“How did you guys get here?” I asked as Jeanie and Arrow got
closer.
“Same way you did silly, but you got picked up first,” Jeanie
explained.
I looked from my grandfather to the unknown gentlemen to Li
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and Johnny. We had made it. We were all a part of New Ataxia
now, well, except Johnny. I exhaled slowly and deliberately. All my
careful plotting and planning and now here I was, in the lair of the
beast – the beast that was going to take down the Obies and set the
world straight. I turned to my left to look at my friends. Jeanie and
Misty both looked hopeful. Arrow looked as stupefied as ever. I
glared at Johnny, he almost looked contrite. I turned to my right
and to Li. He held out his hand. Thoughts and doubts raced
through my head at the speed of light but I ignored them. I
grabbed Li’s hand and turned to my grandfather, ready to save the
world.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Dear Future Self,
It is the year 2013. Congratulations on the movie deal on that
awesome book you wrote back in 2012. It sold like wildfire and
people couldn’t get enough of it. I heard that the most popular
baby names for the year were MC and Li.
I don’t know how you managed to land that amazing
engineering job without a degree in engineering or heck, anything
more useful than the ability to moonwalk.
The house made out of puzzle pieces was a complete flop,
don’t do it! Sure, you were featured on Travel Channel’s Amazing
Vacation Homes and put in the Guinness Book of World Records
for largest completed puzzle, but will it really be worth all that
trouble for it to just collapse 23 days later?
You bought that ice cream store that became so successful it
put Ben and Jerry’s out of business and you made chocolate
whipped cream mainstream. I heard they have an annual whipped
cream fight in your honor in the town they named after you. Too
bad you contracted Diabetes from eating all that sugar. Tsk tsk.
Should have laid off all those Kit Kats.
Love,
Rachel “RayBear” Barnard
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