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Chapter 1
 

It was just like every other time. Whatever I did or tried, it always ended the same. I was sick

and tired of it. A myriad of complex thoughts and emotions ran through my mind. What would I do

after this? What did my future hold?

Focus Adin.

This was it, this was finally my chance to change my fate, if even just a little. Everyone was

counting on me. I would not fail.

I watched as the enormous being thundered towards me like a runaway train. The massive man

was on a one way collision course with me, which was very, very bad for my health. My first

reaction was to avoid him, but I knew that wasn’t an option, so I steeled myself for the inevitable

impact. I pumped my legs as hard as I was able; my cleats ripped up grass and dirt as I accelerated

towards him.

My heart pounded wildly in my chest; so loud that I could hear it; and I wondered if everybody 

else could too.  People usually run away from the really big guy that’s about to flatten them like a

pancake. I heard my inner voice say.

I know but this is our chance to finally kick some ass! My other voice argued.

I cleared my head, there was no running away. It was now or never. The larger man was only a 

mere five feet away now, and, seeing my chance, I made my move. I ran forward, concentrating on 

nothing but speed.  I felt my calf muscles tense up as my legs pushed against the newly cut grass of my 

opponent’s field. I felt myself lift from the ground as I launched at my opponent. In that moment it 

almost felt like I was flying. Then I hit a brick wall. 

You were taught never to leave your feet when attempting to take down an opponent and now I

understood why. As I slammed into the much larger man, I had an idle thought - this is what being hit



by a bus must feel like. Then I blacked out.

Slowly, dazedly, I heard my name being called, but I just wanted to lie there. I had just had a

horrible dream where this massive bus had bowled right into me. My head was pounding and I was

dazed. It felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to my noggin.

“Adin!”

I moved to get up and felt a stab of pain. It felt like every bone in my body was twisted and

broken. Then I remembered trying to tackle that moving mountain. I must be crazy.

After a moment, I managed to open my eyes, even my eyelids seemed to pound with the force of

what had happened.

“Are you alright, Adin?!” The grizzly man closest to my head said in a panicked voice, kneeling

next to me as he examined my body for injury. I wasn’t used to my coach being in such a flustered

state. For some reason it made me want to laugh, despite the situation, but I managed to suppress it.

“I’m fine coach O’Leary, he was just really.... big.” I said, blinking slowly as everything began

to come back into focus - the images before me becoming sharper, clearer. I attempted to sit up again

and was successful, even though it still hurt like hell.       

“Do you think this is a joke? You could have seriously hurt yourself!” Coach O’ Leary boomed,

although noticeably more relieved.

Now this is more like the coach I know. After a few seconds of silence, I answered, “I just

wanted things to be different… Aren’t you tired of losing?”

I already knew the answer. Our football team hadn’t qualified for the playoffs in twelve years.

Coach O’Leary had been there for most of them. He didn’t speak, he didn’t have to; the face he made

said enough.

“Can you stand?” He asked, avoiding my question.

I nodded without a word and grabbed his outstretched hand for support. My legs wobbled for a



second and I imagined I resembled Bambi trying to stand for the first time. Once I realized that I

wasn’t going to dive head first into the ground, I looked around, taking everything in.

I hadn’t realized how quiet it had been, until I registered all the loud roars and clapping. This 

wasn’t exactly the applause I’d been looking for, people grateful that there wasn’t a dead kid on the 

field.  As I stiffed legged my way back to my bench, I noticed the scoreboard. I already knew the 

result, but I looked anyway. And there it was. 

HOME 26; AWAY 21.

It reminded me that no matter what I did or tried, my goal was just out of reach. This was my

life. My teammates jostled me and gave me pats on the back when I reached them. I knew they meant

well, but their friendly pats felt more like hammers to my body. After the field had cleared, my

teammates and I made our way to the locker room.

I wasn’t the only one tired of another failed year. The walk to the locker room was heavy and

oppressing. All we needed was a dark cloud over our heads. Well, except for Shawn. He was smiling

and skipping cheerfully.

“Dude, that was awesome!” He said excitedly as he turned toward me.

“I didn’t know being knocked out was so cool.”

“Nooo, not that man, you dropped Taylor Louis like a bad habit! And you even made him

fumble the ball!”

That stopped me right in my tracks. Taylor Louis was one of the top football players in the state

of Florida. A few teammates bumped into me and complained.

“So how the hell did we lose the game?” In my mind, I had pictured a scene more like a

bowling ball rolling over a pin.

Shawn looked embarrassed as he spoke. “Well… One of his teammates picked up the ball and

scored.”



I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I had managed to bring down one of the best players in

the entire state and we still lost. God must have a sense of humor.

“Are you alright Adin?” Shawn asked, noticing the blank look on my face. Everyone knew

Shawn Porter wasn’t the brightest crayon in the box, but what the hell.

“Have you ever wanted to change something, but no matter what you did nothing worked?” I

asked seriously.

“I think I know what you mean dude, kinda like when you’re in a cramped elevator and you

gotta let one loose right?”

I stared at him for a few seconds trying to figure out if he was teasing me or not. He stared back

at me with a huge grin plastered on his face. He wasn’t. I let out an audible sigh. “Something like that.

let’s go, we’re falling behind.”

Shawn smiled and followed. “Wait for me!”

I exited the stadium a bit more invigorated. The locker room showers weren’t luxurious, but

they did their job. Shawn usually gave me a ride after games, so I waited by his truck. After a few

minutes, I saw him emerge from the locker room.

“Spending time with Big Bird?” Shawn asked me merrily as he approached.

Why he named his truck Big Bird I never knew. I don’t think I wanted to know. I had known

Shawn since sophomore year and most things he did or said didn’t make sense. After a while, I

stopped trying to figure him out. Some people made fun of him for it, but he never changed. Maybe

that’s why I liked him. Most people in this town were too worried about their image to actually be

themselves.

I smiled at him. “Thanks for the ride, Shawn.”

I couldn’t afford a car, so it helped out a lot. I glanced upward at the moon, it was getting late -

I hope Arena ate dinner. Shawn’s truck started after a few tries and we left the school.



“I still can’t believe you went head to head with THE Taylor Louis!” I heard Shawn say

midway through the ride.

“Well, he was pretty damn big,” I replied.

“I know dude! I heard they feed him babies or something.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “What store sells babies, Wal-Mart?”

“I don’t know dude, I’m just sayin’ no one is supposed to be that big.”

Shawn continued to talk, but I zoned out and stared at myself in the rearview mirror. My dark

skin matched my mood. I ran my hand through my nappy black hair.

I should probably get a haircut soon.

My eyes were the typical dark brown with thick eyebrows on my oval shaped face. I was more

on the slender side which hadn’t helped me much with Taylor.

I turned my head towards the window to watch the scenery as we approached town. What

would I do after this? What could I do? The thoughts that I had buried deep in my mind resurfaced.

The town I lived in – Maple Hills, had a population of only around 7,000. Safe to say you could call

it a hick town; we didn’t even have a shopping mall. There wasn’t a lot to do here and the

opportunities were few.

Bright lights interrupted my thoughts as we drove by our makeshift movie theater. I glanced at

the movie show times to see the “new” Harry Potter movie up for the third straight month.

They should have stopped after the last one.

I felt like the town was mocking me. It was just another reminder that I was going nowhere.

Football was one of the only things that kept me preoccupied, but that was gone now, so I had ample

time to think about my desolate future, Wonderful. I was in my final year of high school with only a

couple of months left until graduation and I had absolutely no plan.



As a senior, I knew that it was time to stop messing around, and start concentrating on work. I

was rewarded with top-notch grades. They rivaled the best in my school, albeit a smaller one. I was

confident that I could gain entrance into at least one decent college.

That was until I received a wave of rejection letters. I did eventually receive one letter of

acceptance, but it was a hollow victory. The letter stated they would only grant me a partial

scholarship. The economy was in still struggling after the United States declared war on North Korea

a couple years ago, and we, its younger generation, were paying the price.

We had discovered North Korea was developing a nuclear program to attack the U.S. We gave

them numerous chances to disband their nuclear program, but they held fast. Eventually, we had no

choice but to engage them. Even now U.S. soldiers were dying on North Korean land.

Usually war was profitable for the economy and it was – just not for everyday citizens. The

large corporations that provided war material and goods had no competition, none. They could charge

whatever they wanted to and they did. The war had become so expensive the government started

borrowing from private banks. As a result, taxes increased and the dollar became inflated.

They even stopped giving out student loans. To sum it up, there was no way I could afford to go

to college. Most of the money from my part-time jobs went towards paying bills.

Although my mother did her best, I knew she and my sister depended on my chances of getting a

decent career. Especially since dad passed. He was a scientist who died in a lab accident years ago. I

was still fuzzy on some of the details. It seemed like a lifetime ago. It was ten years ago now – no,

eleven. I tried picturing his face in my mind’s eye, but I could barely remember it now. I mentally

sighed.

Basically, I would be born, live, and die in this town.

Shawn pulled me away from my thoughts. "Home sweet home!"

I thanked him and watched him drive off. An effort to raise my arm in farewell delivered a



shock of pain to run down it, making me wince. I turned and dragged myself to the front door of my

typical one story house. Needless to say, I was ready to face plant in my pillow. I’d forgotten to take

my key that morning, so I rang the doorbell. After a minute there was still no answer.

”Where is she?” I asked to the empty air, slightly annoyed. “Arenaaa!” I yelled and waited for

another minute, but still there was no answer. I twisted the doorknob, even though I knew it was

pointless, but it opened.

What the hell.

Arena never left the door open. We watched a movie called Home Invaders years ago. She had 

slept in my bed for a whole month afterwards. I cautiously opened the door. “Arena?” But there was 

no answer.  Maybe she’s just playing music in her room or something. But then why would she 

leave the door open?  My heart raced as I stepped into the house. The lights were off and it seemed 

empty. I considered calling the police then, but thought better of it. I hadn’t even checked her room 

yet. I started in that direction when I felt an impact. Something, or rather someone attacked from 

behind, jumping onto my back.  Dazedly I wondered if they really thought it was the right way to ask 

for a piggy-back ride. 

I lost my balance and tumbled to the floor, the piggy-back attacker right along with me. I was

dazed for a second, but quickly regained my composure. I was on my back with the piggy-back

attacker right on top of me. He felt surprisingly light.

I couldn’t make out his face with the lack of light, but that didn’t matter. I had to attack first to

get the upper hand. I had taken boxing lessons every summer since I was eight. I didn’t practice

anymore, but I was still confident in my skills.

Please don’t fail me now.

Before I could channel my inner Muhammad Ali, I felt the attacker kiss me on the cheek.

Okay, now this is getting weird.



“Are you scared?” I heard the piggy-back attacker ask in a high- pitched voice. I was confused

for a second, but registered the voice after I had calmed a bit.

Arena.

We played pranks on each other often, but I think giving your sibling a virtual heart attack was a

bit overkill. But all in all I was relieved. “Yeah, you got me good, but you know what?” I asked.

“What?” She replied. I could tell she was grinning even though it was too dark to see. I

commenced giving her the fiercest tickle attack I could summon. She fell on top of me giggling.

“What the hell were you thinking scaring me like that?” I asked, as I continued with my tickle

assault.

“Okay, okay, okay, I’ll tell you if you stop, I give up!” She squealed through fits of laughter.

After a few more tickles, I finally relented. “This better be good, I’m in a tickling mood.”

“We wanted to surprise you,” She said happily.

Before I could ask who “we” was, light filled my eyes, as the living room light was switched

on.

 

 

 
 



Chapter 2
 

I tossed my head backwards to see a light-skinned girl step out from the kitchen. On her head

was a big wad of black curly hair, it reminded me of a bird’s nest in all its craziness. She also had

grapes in her hand. My grapes - I’d planned to eat those later.

“What’s up, punk?” She asked.

“Your panties,” I answered literally. Her long legs extended from a white summer dress.

“What?” She said looking down.

I was still lying on my back, so I could see them pretty clearly. “Blue is my favorite color.” I

gave her a wide smile as I answered.

“Perv.” She threw one of the grapes right at my head. I expertly caught it and ate it.

She cracked a smile. “And to think I came all the way out here for you.”

I finally stood up and faced her. “Really? I didn’t know you cared so much,” I said in a teasing

tone.

“Not like that, idiot.”

I still remember the day I met Candace. Our fathers had been close friends, so when he died she

had attended the funeral. I was off in some corner of the church crying when she approached me from

behind.

She’d startled me when she suddenly spoke up. “If you have time to sit around crying then you

should be helping your family.”

At the time, I was shocked how someone could be so mean, especially in that situation. My

sadness quickly turned to anger, but before I could react to her insensitive words she did something

else that surprised me. She hugged me. She was two years older, so she had to kneel.



I recall her sudden hug sending me into another fit of cries, then she told me something I still

remember to this day. “This isn’t fair and it sucks, but this is when you have to be strong, even if you

aren’t. Don’t cry, Adin.”

That was the last day I ever did. Even when I would fall off my bike or bump into something, I

would just smile. She was even the reason I started boxing, the memory fade away.

I studied her face. She was just as beautiful now, as she was then. Maybe she didn’t know, but I

was grateful to her for it. She made me strong.

“I have something for you.” She dipped back into the kitchen and came out with an envelope.

“Ta-da,” She held out what looked like a regular white envelope.

I grabbed it and looked at it somewhat suspiciously. “You came all the way from New York

just to hand me an envelope?”

She smiled at me and nodded.

“What is it?”

“Open it and find out, silly.” Her smile grew even wider.

I looked at the envelope closer. It was addressed to me with my name and address neatly

handwritten, but there was no indication of the sender. I tore it open and pulled out a yellow letter.

 

Dear Master Adin Anderson:

 

We at Addison College have been interested in you for quite some time. We believe you

contain the potential to contribute a great deal to our school and eventually society, just like your

father before you. He was a valued member of our Institution and has not been forgotten.

I won’t lie to you, your late father’s position influenced our decision, but we believe you

have his drive and determination. With your acceptance, I and Addison College welcome you.



Sincerely,

Dean Dexter.

I stood there frozen. Was this real? A ticket just like that to get out of this town? A chance to 

actually accomplish something in this life. I never was a big believer in destiny or fate, but in the 

moment I felt like the stars were lining up.  The fact that it was The Addison College made the 

situation even more unbelievable. If you knew anything about Addison College you knew it was near 

impossible to get into, you’d have better luck hitting the lottery.  “I can’t believe this,” I said in an 

excited tone. If I had the ability to do backflips, I would’ve done them right there. Instead I settled for 

jumping up and down. 

“What is it, Adin?” Arena asked, leaning closer to look at the letter.

“An acceptance letter to the same college I attend,” Candace said, answering for me.

A wide smile spread quickly on my younger sister’s face. “You can finally go to college just

like you’d always talked about, I’m proud of you, Adin.” Arena came over and gave me a hug that

only reached my chest.

There were moments that I forgot my sister was only eleven years old. I was able to talk to her

about things I couldn’t even talk to some of my friends about. “Thanks Arena.” I said, rubbing her

head.

“Awww, you guys are so cute.” Candace came over and bear hugged us both.

“I can’t breathe,” I said half-jokingly.

She laughed and released us. “I actually have more to explain about the letter, Adin,” Candace

turned and said to me, with her smile gone replaced by a much more serious look.

I knew there had to be some sort of catch.

“Alright,” I turned to Arena and tugged one of her pigtails. “Time for bed, shorty, it’s getting

late.”



She quickly gave Candace and I another hug then retreated to her room.

“Let’s talk in the kitchen. I’m starving,” I told Candace, making my way towards there.

“Fat ass,” I heard her say behind me.

“You’re the one eating my grapes!”

She popped another one in her mouth. “And they’re delicious.”

That’s how our relationship was; hurling insults at each other with implied love. After my

father’s funeral she would show up to my house every day to play with me. At first, she acted as a

pseudo big sister, but eventually we grew to be best friends. I was mature for my age back then taking

care of my family, but then again I really didn’t have a choice. But if I was smart, Candace was a

genius. No, really, she had an IQ of 144. Addison College had recruited her since she was in middle

school. There was no doubting her abilities. She was by far the most intelligent person I knew.

She would be starting her junior year at Addison in the fall. It made me realize how much I

actually missed her. Hell, she was practically family. But I wasn’t going to let her know that. She’d

probably just tease me.

“So, besides coming here to harass me and inhale my grapes, what’s up with the letter?” I asked

Candace, raiding the refrigerator. She was seated at the kitchen table behind me.

“Oh yeah! I just remembered, how was your football game?” She asked me, totally changing the

subject.

“We lost,” I replied, curtly. I didn’t really want to think about it. The bitter taste of the loss still

clung to my mouth. I finally decided on an apple, and joined Candace at the table.

“As long as you tried your best, you have nothing to regret,” she looked right at me as she

spoke.

I knew they were just hollow words, but they made me feel a little better.



“Thanks, Candace,” I said smiling.

“Anyway, I know you’re eager to find out what I have to tell you, it’s kinda complicated.”

I nodded for her to continue.

“Okay, so basically, you know how Addison College is super hard to get into, right?”

I nodded again.

“Well, like the letter said they’ve had their eye on you for a while - ”

I interrupted her. “Yeah but, that’s only cause my dad worked for them right? It’s not like I’m

some prodigy like you.”

“Well… that’s partly true, but you’re not totally pathetic,” she smiled playfully. “Adin, if they

felt you had no talent, trust me, they wouldn’t give you a second thought.”

“Stop, you’re making me blush,” I responded mockingly.

She ignored me getting serious all of a sudden. “Your father was working on something when 

he passed away.”  I leaned forward a bit.  “He was actually the lead scientist on the project.” 

I never really knew the exact details of my father’s work. All I knew was that he worked with

chemicals and things like that. I was a kid when he died, and too busy taking care of my family to

think too much about it.

Even before he died, he was always working, so I always felt like the man of the house.

Addison College was in New York, so he’d be gone months at a time. I had virtually no time for

friends and simple things like video games. Maybe that’s why I resented him growing up. Maybe even

a little now.

“I know you were never really interested in your father’s work, Adin, but he was a pretty big

deal.”

“Makes sense why he was never home… How do you know all this anyway?”



She looked at me for a moment before she continued, “I’m on the student council, so I’m privy

to more information than most, but what he was working on Adin, was huge.”

That kind of surprised me. “How huge?”

She thought about it for a moment, “Godzilla huge,” she said seriously.

“Ok, but what does that have to do with me?” I was still a bit confused.

“Yeah well, this is the complicated part. When your father passed away in the lab explosion, a

large amount of the research was lost. They were able to recover just a small fraction and had to start

from scratch. They’re moving at a snail’s pace, though. In almost a decade they’ve been barely able to

replicate what your father did in just a few short years.”

I whistled, “I guess he really was amazing.”

Candace smirked, noting my sarcasm. “This is where you come in. From what little they have

recovered, your father’s notes mention your name. Several times, actually.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” I argued with a slight frown.

I barely knew what type of scientist my father was, let alone be involved in his work.

Something else bothered me too. “And if this project was such a big deal then why are they only

trying to contact me a decade later?” My head was full of questions and speculation, but I kept them in

check long enough to let Candace answer.

“Well, to answer your first question, I'm not exactly sure, like I said I’m privy to more

information than most, but the project is highly classified. And to answer your second question, your

name has only been recently discovered.” She took a breath and continued. “But they're so desperate

to further the research that they're grasping on to anything that even remotely has a chance of helping.

In all actuality you may have nothing to do with your father’s research at all, but they damn sure want

to find out.”

I was still trying to digest everything Candace was saying. “Well even though I feel a little



used, I'd be a fool not to except their offer, right?” I asked rhetorically.

“Right,” Candace answered anyway with a smile. “Plus, you'll get to spend more time with

moi.” She added, eliciting a small smile from me. I was basically getting my best friend back.

“You spoil me too much, Candace.”

“I know, but you're so darn adorable,” she said with a grin, before standing up. “It's getting late,

I should get going.”

“You’re not going to wait for mom? You know she'd kill you if you stopped by without saying

hi.”

“I know, I know, but I really did only come to deliver that letter to you, Adin. My bus actually

arrives pretty soon,”

There was a lone charter bus that came to Maple Hills twice a day. It would take you to Miami

international airport almost two hours away.

“Well, I still appreciate you making the trip all the way down, so as a thank you I'll escort you

to the bus stop,” I offered. The bus stop was a short walk from the house, but I didn't feel comfortable

letting her walk there alone.

“My, my, what a gentleman.”

“I know, right?” I said with my best charming smile.

We spent the walk there in a comfortable silence. One of the things I had always liked about our

friendship was we didn’t feel the need for unnecessary chatter. As we reached the bus stop, I glanced

up at the stars, noting - not for the first time - how pretty they were. One of the good things about

being in a small town like ours was that you got to see a lot more of them.

“You know looking at the sky like this makes me realize how much I miss it here,” Candace

suddenly said, melancholy, echoing my thoughts..

“Yeah, I don’t imagine New York’s polluted sky to be quite as sexy.”



“No, it’s not.”

I studied her face out of the corner of my eye as she continued to admire Maple Hill’s night sky

with her large round eyes, they were dark brown like mine. Her full lips were set firm in a straight

line and her small roundish nose pointed up at the sky. Maybe she was just homesick? One thing about

Candace was that you could never exactly tell what she was thinking and I knew her better than... well

anybody.

“Hey, is everything...“ I began to speak, but a bright light interrupted me mid-sentence. The bus

had arrived.

I swallowed my question, I’m sure she was fine. It was Candace we were talking about here,

nothing bothered her.

She turned to me as the bus pulled up. “It was good seeing you and Arena, make sure you give

mom a big hug for me,” she said smiling.

“I will,” I responded somewhat awkwardly. I never was really good with good-byes. What did

you do with your hands? The bus honked at us to speed up our little farewell.

“Hold your damn balls!” she screamed back. “People these days, can’t they see we’re having a

heart-wrenching emotional moment?” Candace huffed and smiled at me.

I couldn’t help but laugh; this was the Candace I remembered. “Get out of here, crazy.”

She grabbed me in a sudden embrace. “It really was good seeing you again. You better get your

ass enrolled at Addison as soon as you possible, you hear me?”

“I will.” I stood there and let her hug me, for some reason I felt like she needed it.

She released me without saying anything more and made her way on to the bus. As the bus

started up, I waved at her even though I knew she wouldn’t look back. Some philosophical thing about

always looking forward, who knows. I continued to watch the bus as its lights eventually faded from



my view and darkness once again enveloped the surrounding area.

I barely noticed the darkness though as my thoughts were focused on my new unbelievable

situation. I would finally be able to get the hell out of this town! But what was this business with me

and my late father’s research? I had 101 questions for this Dean Dexter.

Either which way it was safe to say my life was going to get a lot more interesting or chaotic,

whichever way you looked at it. Despite my anxiousness, I smiled. Even a little chaos was better than

being bored, right?

 

 

 



Chapter 3
 

I didn’t really feel like going to school the next day. All that was waiting for me were

looks of pity and empty praise. I wasn’t in the mood for it. The loss was still too fresh in my mind, but

alas, I had a perfect attendance record to keep. I was one of the few kids in this town who actually

took school seriously. I mean, knowledge was power, right?

The day went by without much incident, but just as I expected, I received a wave of

condolences, telling me how it was just bad luck how we’d lost. I knew they meant well, but I didn’t

feel like hearing it. I didn't believe in bad luck anyway. It was your own skill that determined whether

you failed or succeeded, not luck. I actually missed Shawn’s ramblings at times like these. But for

some reason he wasn’t at school today, which meant I’d be walking home.

The Sun was out and angry today. I wiped away beads of sweat that were starting to form

on my forehead. I was already sweating and I’d only been walking for a few minutes. I tried mentally

escaping like they tell you to do when you’re in an undesirable situation. I shut my eyes and

envisioned myself eating ice cream in an igloo, but I still felt like passing out in the Florida heat.

Someone save me.

Just when I was about to commence melting, I heard a car’s horn on the side of me.

“Hey buddy, need a ride?”

I blinked my eyes, but he was still there; Taylor Louis in the flesh. I stood rooted in place

staring at him in his red Chevy Tahoe. Our last meeting, it had been a lot less… friendly, but he was

acting the total opposite of that. Well, it's not like it'd been personal, we weren't enemies or anything.

“So, can I take your silence as a yes?” He laughed.

“Oh, uh, sure, I’m down.” I replied still thrown off balance by his sudden appearance.

Even though, I was a bit confused by his presence, I didn’t see a reason to turn down his offer.



Plus, if I stayed in that heat any longer I’d be resembling scrambled eggs soon. I hopped in his

Tahoe’s passenger seat, and was immediately grateful. The air conditioner blasted me right in the

face with cold bliss. I let out an involuntary sigh, in response.

“Haha, you really were dyin’ out in that heat, huh?” He asked, as he drove off.

“Ha, yeah, you saved me back there.” I truly was thankful, but I was much more curious as to

why he was still in my town. “I thought your team already went back to your district?”

“Nah, we’re here for an extra day, so I wanted to meet the guy who was able to knock me on my

ass.” He turned to me and smiled.

It seemed to be a genuine smile. One of the best players in the state was impressed by me? I

was kind of flattered, I guess I’d made some sort of impression on him.

“You got some guts, man, I don’t think I’ve ever been hit that hard, and I’ve been hit by some

big dudes.”

I smiled wide at all the praise coming from him. I felt it actually meant something. I mean he

wasn’t just anyone, he had been on the cover of magazines and even on TV. He was a local hero in

our area.

“Oh, my house is just up here, make a right at the stop sign.” I was so focused on the

conversation, I barely noticed we were near my house.

“Haha, nah dude, I’m taking you to a little party the team is havin’, we got some chicks there

and they are fineee, dude.” He drove past my house at full speed, and continued down the road.

“Oh…” I guess this wasn’t the worst way to spend my day. And I liked fine girls.  

Eventually, we pulled up to some buildings that looked empty. There were alleyways in-

between them that also looked deserted.  “The party’s here?” I knew this town like the back of my 

hand, so I knew we were in an area with mostly abandoned apartments and buildings. 

“Yeah, bro, we're set up in a little abandoned spot right up the way.” He gestured toward an



ally-way, and got out of his truck.

I shrugged my shoulders and got out too. Plenty of kids in this town used the empty buildings for

many things. It was our own little getaway from the adults. I followed close behind him and examined

the surrounding area.

There were large green dumpsters lined up on both sides of the alley-way and trash scattered

all over the ground. I vaguely remembered coming out here with a girl my sophomore year. While I

was lost in a rather enjoyable memory, I bumped into something.

Taylor Louis had drawn to a halt in front of me. I figured we'd already reached the spot, when

he pivoted towards me like a flash of lightning and threw a punch right at my face. His giant-sized fist

grazed my forehead as it whooshed by. Luckily, it was a glancing blow. I’d had just enough time to

react to it, so that it wasn’t a direct hit. And thank God it wasn’t, because being hit by those boulders

he called fists wasn’t going to do my face any favors.

“What the hell are you doing?!” I yelled, breathlessly. I felt my face for any damage and

discovered a gash above my left eyebrow. Blood trickled down the side of my face in a slow stream.

“I’m just payin’ you back, man.”

Something about the way he answered so calmly set my Spidey senses off. The hairs on the

back of my neck stood up in response. This guy wanted to hurt me. “What the hell are you talking

about? I didn’t do anything to you!” I still couldn’t believe he had intended to bash my face in.

“You did plenty.” Dust kicked up from the ground as he slowly circled me. He resembled a

shark circling its prey.

Humans were interesting creatures. Despite our high level of intelligence whenever we were

confronted with danger we resorted back to our primitive ways. Algebra didn’t matter now, the fact

that I knew the square root of Pi was useless to me. We were animals again, in our purest form.

My fight or flight response kicked in as my muscles tensed up and my breath became heavier.



Whether I was ready to fight or fly, I didn’t know, but fighting this Hulk of a human seemed unwise.

Fight or flight? Maybe there was a third option.

“This is stupid, Taylor, do you really wanna risk getting in trouble and blow your chances at a

scholarship?” I tried reasoning with him. I still didn’t know what his vendetta was against me, but I

just needed him to believe this was a losing situation.

“You’ve already managed to do that! You made me look bad in front of the scouts that came to

see me. Even my teammates are calling me soft… All because of you!”

I studied his face as he continued circling me, the calmness he displayed earlier was gone now,

in its place a menacing snarl. He lunged at me, but I had my guard up, so I sidestepped him. A gust of

wind ruffled my shirt as he flew past me. He was fast for his size, but I was faster. I didn’t think

reasoning with him was going to work. It was clear he had only one thing on his mind.

“Stay still and take your ass whoopin’ like a man!” He was becoming more and more agitated

as the seconds ticked by.

As I mentioned before, I took boxing lessons off and on since I was a kid, so I sort of knew

what I was doing. The few fights I’d had, I’d won easily, but I had a feeling this wouldn’t be as easy.

I took a deep breath and got in my boxing stance. The pen mightier than the sword, my ass. Sometimes

you had to fight.

“So you’ve decided to take your ass beatin’ like a man, huh? Don’t worry, I won’t try to fuck

you up too much, I have a reputation to keep. The people love me around here, ya know?” He smiled

a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Before I could respond he closed in on me, fast. I jumped to the side as he swung wildly at me.

I nearly lost balance as my foot slipped on a McDonald’s burger wrapper that littered the ground, but

I quickly gathered myself. I bounced from foot to foot as he prepared himself to attack again. My

strategy was to keep moving and find openings to strike. There was no way I could have a slugfest

with someone of his size. Speed was my advantage, but instead of rushing me he approached me



cautiously this time.

Taylor launched a right hook that I managed to block. Each individual rock-sized knuckle

slammed into my forearms as the force of the blow knocked me back. He immediately followed up

with a vicious uppercut that I dodged by leaning my head a couple inches to the right.

I threw a straight jab at his stomach that felt more like I was punching a wall. He barely reacted

and continued advancing towards me. Taylor Louis was relentless in his attacks as he sent another

flurry of brutal punches that had me bobbing and weaving. A straight jab to my face, I bent my knees

and dipped my head. A left hook aimed at my body, I twisted my body, feeling his knuckles graze my

rib-cage.

I was on my heels, all I could do was retreat, he was just too big. I staggered forward as my

back hit one of the giant green dumpsters that filled the alley-way. I barely managed to raise my arms

in time to block as he used the opportunity to send down a thunderstorm of combinations. I winced in

pain as each shot rattled off my arms. Despite the predicament I was in, I knew I couldn't panic. I had

to use his aggressiveness against him.

Taylor continued his unending attack, but I could barely even feel them anymore. My eyes

opened wide as I saw him wind up for a haymaker to finish me off.

Now was my chance!

Taylor had his right arm fully extended behind him and his left arm uselessly at his side. He

thought he had me cornered and as a result, let his guard down. He had left himself totally exposed,

naked as a baby bird.

Even before he could move his right arm a centimeter forward, I planted my feet firmly to the

ground and fired a hard hook that connected with his face. He groaned as my punch forced his head to

jerk the right. Without wasting time, I leaned on my toes a quarter-inch and stepped into a crushing

uppercut to his jaw that elicited a crunching noise.



He stumbled back and spit out a bloody tooth that hit ground and rolled just short of my shoe. I

didn’t think he was going to be getting a visit from the tooth fairy anytime soon. Despite my brutal

combo, he was still standing.

I have to end this now.

I quickly advanced on him and delivered a straight jab that I felt collapse his nose, blood

sprayed all over his shirt like a warm bath. He doubled over with his hands on his nose, cursing up a

storm in obvious pain.

“You asshole, you broke my nose!” Taylor screeched. He sounded like an angry cat that had

been forced in the bathtub.

My lungs emptied as I exhaled, the fight was finally over. All of a sudden, I felt exhausted as 

the adrenaline left my body.  I was acutely aware of the pain in my arms now, they hung limply at my 

sides like wet noodles. 

“You wanted this fight, not me.” I wasn’t feeling particularly sorry for what I’d done.  

“You’re dead!” He suddenly reached for his jean pocket and brandished a small green army

pocket knife.

I froze in horror; was he serious? My stomach turned and it felt like I was going to throw up. I

didn’t scare easy, but knives were a completely different matter. “Listen, Taylor, you’re not thinking

-” Taylor ignored me, and sped towards me, the dagger in hand.

I frantically tried to think of a plan to avoid the idiot coming at me with a knife. I was

way too exhausted to run, I might collapse if I even attempted to.

Think, you idiot!

It was too late; he reached me in no time. His arm came down in an arc. I dove to my right

crashing to the ground. Small rocks and debris ripped the skin on my forearms as I skidded to a stop. I

cursed loudly. Streams of blood made their way down my elbows like a lazy river. They were on



fire.

I looked up with shaky vision to see Taylor looming over me. He had a wild look in his eyes,

like a starved animal.

He’s going to really kill me.

I gasped and clutched my chest as I felt a sudden explosion of pain that felt like I was having a

heart attack. I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs were completely devoid of air.

How pathetic, I must be the first person to die before actually getting killed.

Taylor let out a prehistoric cry as he brought the knife down towards my head, I threw up my

hand at the last second and felt the blade separate the skin on my palm in hot white pain. If Id had the

ability to curse I would’ve shamed a sailor, but I was still gasping for air.

Blood from my hand fell to the ground mixing with the dirt and grime. That was my last stand, I

had no more energy left to fight.

You win, you asshole.

I was on my knees awaiting my execution. My heart was doing jumping jacks in my chest. My

mouth felt dry and I could barely think. I raised my head, but I wasn’t staring at Taylor this time.

The sky was a clear hazy blue with full and vibrant clouds. I guess it was a beautiful day to die

as any. My last thought was of my family. I let my eyelids fall and waited for the final blow.

“Die!”

I broke my wrist once when I was twelve and it had been bad enough to require surgery. If

you’ve ever been sedated, you’re you, but not you. Sort of like an out of body experience. You’re

conscious of what’s going on, but you can’t fully control your actions, similar to a dream. That’s the

feeling I was experiencing now.

Breath rushed back into my lungs all at once, filling them like two giant balloons. My head

snapped up to see the descent of Taylor’s knife a mere foot from my face. My vision was blurry, it



was like I was wearing glasses that weren't meant for me.

My right arm shot up and grabbed his wrist before the knife reached me. His mouth formed a

little “o” in surprise. Hell, I was surprised too, how in the world was I moving so fast?

I squeezed his wrist and heard a pop. His scream filled my ears as he howled in pain. The

green army knife clattered to the ground in front of me, I instantly snatched it with my damaged hand

and thrust it into his gut without any hesitation.

No!

His body flew like a rag doll and hit the ground with a smack a few feet away.

Holy crap.

I was in awe at what I might have just done, but I knew I had to check on Taylor before

assuming anything.

Please don't be dead.

I opened and closed my undamaged hand, apparently I was in control of my own body again.

What in the hell was that?

I struggled to get to my feet and staggered over to Taylor. I looked down at him. He had a knife

protruding from his stomach. I didn’t have to check his pulse. His eyes were glazed over and wide in

shock. My stomach lurched again. His unmoving gaze held me in an accusatory look.

You killed me.

“I’m sorry.” My knees buckled and I fell to the ground, vomiting heavily. Out of the corner of

my eye, I could see something moving, but I was too exhausted to pay it much attention. I felt the

world spin, and as whatever it was moved closer, I had the sense to wonder what it was, before

darkness took over.

 



 

 

 

 
 
 



Chapter 4
 

I was awake. My mouth felt dry, parched. I tried to swallow my saliva, and failed. I could feel

uncomfortable material clinging to my skin, like a dress. My entire body ached and I felt completely

drained. My eyes were still closed, so I strained my ears to listen for any noise. I heard “beeps” and

“boops” that sounded like R2-D2. Where was I? I tried remembering what I’d been doing before and

felt immediate pain as a thousand pictures flooded my mind. I heard the R2-D2 sounds get louder at

the same time.

Taylor Louis, the fight, a knife, going berserk, Taylor dead, black boots, passing out.

Oh god, no, no, no.

That’s right, there was a dead guy because of me. Sure, I was only acting in self-defense, but

that didn’t make me feel any better. I had killed a breathing, living human being. My stomach tightened

and twisted in disgust.

What in the world had happened to me during the fight? It felt like something possessed me, as

though I had gone into Hulk mode - minus the green skin. How would I explain this? How could I? I

doubt anyone would believe it. I don’t even know if I believed it.

Even stranger than that, if that was possible, was what I saw before I passed out. I still don’t

know whether it was real or not. Maybe I was delirious because of the state I’d been in, but I

remember seeing several pair of black boots out of my peripheral vision. Maybe they were

paramedics? But for some reason I doubted it.

“Nurse!” A voice snapped me out of my thoughts. I recognized the panicked voice instantly.

Mom.

I heard a door slide open. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Anderson?”

“Look at the monitor, his heart rate is 107!”



I tried calming down, my heartbeat and the R2-D2 noises got quieter in tandem.

I slowly opened my eyes to see my mother’s worry-filled face at my side. A female nurse in

dark blue smocks stood at the foot of my hospital bed. I was in a white as can be room. Behind the

nurse were see-through sliding doors. In the corner of the room was a small toilet and silver sink.

“Mom.” I attempted to say, but it came out as more of a croak.

“Adin!” My mom cried out, tears already threatening in her eyes.

“You’re gonna mess up your makeup.”

“Oh, I don’t care about that! I’d hug you right now, but I’m afraid to touch you.” She opted for

kissing my forehead.

“How is your head feeling, Adin?” The nurse came around and flashed a light in my eyes with

what looked like a small pen.

“Like it got ran over by a bus, several times.”

“The concussion you sustained isn’t serious, but we still have to be cautious.” The nurse smiled

at me.

Despite my joking around, I was scared to death. My eyes darted towards my hospital room

door every time someone passed by. I imagined a deputy storming into my room at any moment to haul

me off to some prison.

“Thank God, you hit a tree and not a bus. I’m so sorry about your friend.” The nurse’s eyebrows

furrowed and her lips downturned in a frown.

What?

What was she talking about? My friend? I was pretty sure you didn’t stab your friends in the gut.

I quickly raised my hand and looked at it. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There was no cut. No

scar from where Taylor had sliced my palm.



“Why are you staring at your hand, honey?” My mom asked.

“Oh... nothing.” Did I dream the whole thing? Or maybe I was just going insane.

“Do you remember what happened?” The nurse asked.

“It’s hazy….” I wasn’t sure what to think.

“You and Taylor Louis were both driving… Taylor lost control and hit a palm tree. It’s so sad,

he had such a bright future.” The nurse turned around and picked up something off of a small bed-side

table. She walked over and handed me a newspaper. “They wrote about it in the Maple Hill’s daily

paper.” I let my eyes slide over the fuzzy text.

LOCAL FOOTBALL STAR KILLED.

I read through the article in silence. Apparently, Taylor and I had been hanging out at a party

where he’d had too many drinks. This had to be fake… Or maybe I was just losing it

“How long was I out?” The fact that there was already an article meant that I’d likely been out

for at least a day already

“You were brought into Maple Hill’s community Hospital yesterday early afternoon. You faded

in and out of consciousness for most of the day. We did basic blood work and several of the tests

came back abnormal, but they were most likely contaminated, so don’t worry, you seem to be doing

fine.” The nurse explained.

I nodded dumbly, unable to speak.

“Okay, I’ll just examine you now and if everything checks out, you’re free to go home.”

A fight or a car crash. I didn’t know what to think anymore, and to be honest, I didn’t care. I just

wanted to get on with my life. I had something to look forward to now; college was within my reach;

and nothing was going to get in the way of that.

But first, the attractive nurse had to examine me. I gave her a smile; she made being in the



hospital slightly more bearable.

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5
 

The next couple of months flew by - and without me really even realizing, it was suddenly 

April.  My entire attitude towards life had changed - I guess you could call it a New York state of

mind. I had a purpose. A goal. I didn’t even mind studying for more than three minutes.

When friends would invite me out on the weekend, I would tell them I was studying. They

would look at me like I had an extra head growing out my neck. Personally, I thought there were two

types of people in life, those who accomplished things and those who ended up going nowhere. I

refused to be the latter.

Plus, I planned to make good on my promise to Candace. If I wanted to get into Addison

College as an early enrollee I’d have to pass their summer placement test, which was supposed to be

like climbing Mount Everest if you let Candace tell it. Well, I guess it wasn’t one of the top schools in

the entire country for no reason. I knew I had my work cut out for me.

The whole mess with Taylor Louis still bothered me. No matter how hard I tried to forget the

situation I was reminded of it. Though a lot of the talk had died down, there was still the odd person

who would approach me now and then to talk about “The Crash.” In our small town, news like this

was considered major, and I knew it wouldn’t go away any time soon.

A vibration interrupted me from the text that could have been written in Chinese for all I

understood of it, considering it was supposed to be about algebra.. When the hell was I ever going to

need Algebra? If I ever became a politician, I would ban all math that included letters.

Maybe it was because she had no faith in me or really, really wanted me to pass, but I received

my third text from Candace that hour. It was another text reminding me what materials to study.

[Adin:] Ok mom I got it

[Candace:] I am your mom until u pass that placement test.



[Adin:] Well if u would actually let me study mother

[Candace:] Fineee so ungrateful let me know as soon as ur done with the test.

I put my phone down and switched it off. I didn’t need any more distractions today. I was

finally ready to take the placement test. For the last two months it had been my sole focus. I had let my

school work suffer, but I felt that this was far more important. And the material Candace recommend I

study paled in comparison to my normal school work.

I took a deep breath and logged onto the Addison College website.

Let’s kick this tests’ ass!

A little self-motivation never hurt anyone. Before I could click the red “start test now” button, I

heard a knock on my bedroom door. I thought I had clearly put a large do not disturb sign on my door,

but apparently people in this house couldn’t read.

“What?!” I yelled, annoyed. I had the attention span of a goldfish. When I was studying or taking

tests I needed complete focus.

“It’s Arena.”

I sighed and reluctantly got up to open the door.

“Yes, madam can I help you?”

“How’s your studying going?”

“Arena, you know I asked you not to bother me today.” I pointed at the sign on my door.

DO NOT DISTURB ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENTS IN PROGRESS.

“I’m sorry, Adin, I brought you Oreos and milk, I thought you might need a break. I’ll just leave

them in the kitchen.”

I looked down and noticed the snacks in her hands for the first time. Geez, I felt like an ass

now. Why did I have to have such a thoughtful sister? She turned to leave, but I grabbed her shoulder.



“Hey, hey, you’re not going anywhere with those cookies, I’m starving.” Now that I thought

about it, I actually was pretty hungry.

I must’ve been studying longer than I thought.

She smiled and handed me the snacks.

“What are you doing later?” I asked with three Oreos stuffed in my mouth.

“Nothing, why?”

“I thought I’d take my cute little sister out for a movie and ice cream.”

“Really?!” She said with her eyes wide.

Most of the money we made went straight to bills. We basically lived paycheck to paycheck, so

going out for ice cream and a movies was like going to the Hamptons for us. And to be completely

honest, I couldn't afford it, but I at least wanted to spend a little quality time with her before I left. She

didn’t say it, but I think she felt a little lonely while I’d been preoccupied with my studying.

“Really, be ready by eight, I don’t want to stay out too late.”

“Okay! I’ll wear my blue dress!”

I laughed at her excitement. “Okay, okay, now get out of here, I have to finish my test.”

She smiled with her teeth showing and skipped back to her room. At first, I was worried about

leaving my mother and sister. How would they get by without my part-time jobs? Sure, Addison

College would give me a full-ride scholarship, but I needed more than that. I felt greedy, but we

needed to survive and they depended on me.

To my great relief, Candace informed me that on top of the scholarship they would provide

monthly living fees for me. Technically the living expenses were solely for me, but I was definitely

going to make use of it to help my family. If I had to live on Ramen Noodles, so be it.

After stuffing the remaining Oreos in my mouth and downing the milk, I turned my attention back



to the placement test.

 

Ok, now it’s really time to kick some ass!  I clicked the mouse button with enthusiasm. It 

groaned back in response.  Time for a new mouse.

I glanced at the upper left corner of the screen, which displayed a timer of approximately three

hours, I whistled. This was going to be a long test, which made sense. It was covering four subjects,

math, English, science, and history. I was good on all subjects except for math, so I physically cringed

when I saw it was the first subject.

Might as well get it over with now.

The first few questions I actually recognized, so I immediately felt better. Maybe it wouldn’t be

so difficult after all. Then they started adding that Chinese text I was talking about earlier. I slapped

myself on the cheeks. I could do this, I just had to focus.

After what seemed like a grueling two days, I glanced at the timer.

Wow.

It had taken me longer than I expected. I was so focused on the math questions I barely noticed

the timer wasting away. I had spent a third of the time on one subject. I wasn’t too panicked though, I

knew it was likely that I would spend far less time on the other subjects.

In short fashion, I worked my way through the other three subjects. I even had ten minutes to

spare. I was ready to click “submit test” when I noticed I had missed a question.

Weird.

I hadn’t noticed it before. I clicked the question, which opened a textbox which a simple text.

One who knows nothing, can learn nothing.

I stared at the text. What the hell kind of a question was that? And was it even a question or was

it supposed to be a statement? I was completely stuck on how to answer it. I thought about the strange



text.

Can someone learn something if they know nothing? Technically, of course, but if they know

nothing they may not have the tools needed to understand new knowledge…

Ugh.

Before I could commence pulling my hair out, the text box disappeared.

What the…

While I was busy contemplating the strange text, the rest of the time had dwindled away. I

sighed, well one question wasn't going to kill me. Still, for some reason it bothered me.

Whatever.

I was finally done with the grueling placement test and that's all that mattered. It felt like I had

devoted half my life to it. Even normal school work sounded pleasant now. Well, almost.

The convenient thing about online tests were that you received the results immediately. I read

on the screen a big green pass on my screen.

I let out a victory cry. After working as hard as I had the last couple of months, I thought I

deserved a little release. I had promised myself that I wouldn’t fail, no matter what, and I hadn’t. I

hated watching movies or reading stories where the main character’s fate was being pulled or

manipulated by some unseen force. And I knew it sounded corny, but I was going to control my own

destiny, no one else.

“Are you okay? I thought I heard an animal in there.” I heard my sister’s voice sound from

behind my door. Actually happy for the distraction now, I jumped up and ran to my door.

“Nope! Just your college bound brother.” I said, with a huge smile on my face.

“You passed?!” She yelled with even more excitement than me.

“Yup!” I grabbed her and spun her around like a helicopter.



“Adin, I'm happy for you, but I'm getting dizzy.” My sister protested as I continued.

“Sorry, kinda got too excited,” I gave an apologetic smile. “To make up for it, I'll get you two

bags of popcorn, on top of the ice cream.”

“Two bags, really?!”

“Well… Maybe one.” Hey, I wasn't rich.

She suddenly looked down with a sad expression on her face.

“Okay, fine you can get two.”

“It's not that.” She said in a voice that was a little more than a whisper. “I know why you’re

being so nice.”

“Hey, I'm always nice.” I said in mock protest with my hands on my hips.

“Since you passed that means you're leaving in only a couple of weeks.” She said, ignoring me.

I gently put my hand on her head. “I'm not going to lie to you, it might be a little different at first,

but I promise to Skype and call you as much as I can. Before you know it you won't even notice I'm

gone. You’re the man of the house now.”

She let out a small giggle. “Okay.”

I took my hand off her head. “Go get ready, we should get going soon.”

She nodded and went back to her room. I knew it wasn’t easy for her, but she was strong, so I

wasn't too worried. I stretched and heard my back muscles pop in protest. Sitting for three hours

straight was never good on your spine. I shook my head and turned my attention to trying to find a

decent movie to watch.

 

 

 



Chapter 6
 

“Arena, you have to let go.” I could only see the top of her head, since her face was buried in 

my chest. Wetness was seeping through my black Polo shirt.  The bus honked for the third time. If 

Candace were here she would’ve had a few interesting things to say to the bus driver. I inwardly 

laughed, unfortunately this farewell wasn’t going as smoothly. It was finally time for me to begin my 

new journey to New York, but Arena had me in a vice grip. 

“I know, but…” Her voice came out muffled.

“Remember what we talked about?”

“Mhm, I’m the man of the house now.” After a few more seconds, she reluctantly released her

death grip.

The bus driver honked again, which made Arena jump. I channeled my inner Candace, this time.

“Hold your balls!” I gave Arena one last hug, and climbed the bus with my black duffle bag.

“What is wrong with you kids and shouting about balls all the damn time?” The bus driver

looked at me in annoyance.

Oops, guess it was the same bus driver Candace yelled at. I scratched my head in

embarrassment. “Sorry, about that, I had too much sugar this morning.”

He grunted. “Hurry up and sit down, you’re holding up the bus.”

I glanced around and snorted - so much for holding up the bus, there was barely anyone on it,

just a few people dotted around. I spotted a seat in the very back and sat down. It was too bad my

mom couldn’t see me off, but she was working a double shift again. I knew it couldn’t be helped, but I

still wish she could’ve seen me off.

I heard the bus rumble and start. There was a large dark tinted window behind me; Candace had

a philosophy about never looking back, but I thought you could learn a lot from looking back, just as



long as you didn’t stay there. I looked out the large window to see Arena frantically waving at me,

she looked like she was trying to do the chicken dance.

I smiled and waved just as hard; not caring how goofy I looked. After a few seconds, Arena

faded from view. It was a bittersweet feeling; this is what I wanted, no needed. It had been harder

than I expected, but I couldn’t let that stop me.

There was a famous saying I’d heard a while back that stuck with me even now. 'If you do not

change direction, you may end up where you are heading.' Well, I certainly was on a different path

now; onward to New York!

A hand on my shoulder jostled me awake.

“Hey kid, we’re here.” The bus driver stood in front of me, no one else was on the bus with us.

I rubbed my eyes and looked out the window to my right to see a swarm of people entering and

exiting a giant white and gray complex.

The airport.

I thanked him and climbed off the bus with my duffle bag. Outside I had to zigzag my way

through the onslaught of people that littered the front of the airport. Once I managed to make it inside,

I gaped at my surroundings in awe. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen, it felt like I was in a giant

spaceship.

There were people buzzing around, bright lights flashing here and there and it was just so…

huge. After the two hour bus ride, I was in Miami’s international airport. Maple Hill’s didn’t even

have an airport, so I hadn’t ever seen one let alone been in one.

As I made my way towards the check-in area, my pocket vibrated. I pulled out my phone and

checked the screen.

Candace.

I think she was more excited than even I was that I was on my way to New York. I thought back



to the last time we’d seen each other a couple months ago and the weird vibe I’d gotten from her. I

kept trying to tell myself I’d just been imagining it, but I couldn’t shake the feeling.

[Candace:] Where are u now??

[Adin:] I just made it to the airport, it’s huge

[Candace:] Make sure u head straight for the check-in area

[Adin:] O ye of little faith

[Candace:] U have a tendency to get lost

[Adin:] I got lost once when I was like ten! Anyway im checking in now, ill txt u when I land.

I put my phone away and proceeded to the check-in area. Unfortunately, Candace was swamped

with student council work, so she wasn’t going to be there to pick me up when my flight landed, but

we were supposed to meet at the school later on. I was on my own, until then.

I greeted and handed my plane ticket to a woman with a blue sweater vest at the check-in

counter. She stamped it and handed it back to me with a smile.

“Okay, you’re all set Mr. Anderson, just make your way towards that line over there.” She

pointed to a small line with about a dozen or so people.

I thanked her and made my way towards the short line. I guess it wasn’t going to be a long wait.

When I remembered the economy and how bad it was, it made sense people couldn’t easily afford to

fly that often now.

I stood in line behind a completely bald older man. I stared at my reflection in his shiny head. I

don’t think I’d ever seen such a perfectly smooth bald head, I wondered if rubbing it would give me

good luck.

He probably would have a slight problem with that, Adin.

Instead, I opted to use it to study my appearance. I wore a simple black Polo shirt with light



blue jeans. Since it was summer, my dark skin had really gotten a tan. I wondered if I looked like a

simple country bumpkin to these people.

I stopped staring at the older man’s crystal ball-like head and looked around. Again, I thought

how impressive the airport looked. I was really here. It still felt surreal to me, I mean from having no

plan just a few months ago and now to be traveling to New York, mecca city of the world… it was

like a dream.

It was just starting to hit me now. I felt butterflies rise up in my stomach.

Really, now you’re nervous?

I noticed the bald older man that had been in front of me was already entering the small tunnel

that was connected to the airplane. I tried to move my legs, but they felt like two tree trunks rooted to

the ground. My hand also gripped the strap of the duffle bag turning my knuckles white.

Move dammit, isn’t this what you’ve been waiting for?

Of course this is what I’d been waiting for, of course I was excited. I didn’t want to admit it,

but I was scared too.

A hard push on my shoulder jarred me forward several steps.

What the --!

By the strength of the push I was expecting a man, but a tall slender girl stood before me.

Although she was slender like me, it was obvious she worked out. Her simple white tank top showed

the lean muscle in her arms. She also had on blue jeans that hugged her long legs.

Her hair was tied up by a green ribbon in a messy up-do. Like her ribbon, her deep set eyes

were a piercing green that drilled into me. A sharp small nose and full pink lips rounded out the rest

of her angular face. If she hadn’t just almost killed me, I’d think she was pretty attractive, she looked

like one of those Victoria Secret models.

“I’m sorry; I guess I possess more strength than I realized.” The girl chuckled as she spoke in a 



thick accent that I couldn’t quite place.  I didn’t think it was particularly funny; I had almost done a 

swimmer’s dive straight into the tile floor.  I glared at her - not quite ready to forgive that easily.  

“You appeared to be experiencing some sort of trauma, I thought I would give you a helping hand.” 

She said with a smirk on her face. With a flash of realization, I noticed that her accent was a French

one.

“By trying to murder me?!” I exclaimed, breathlessly. My heart was doing somersaults in my

chest, and I was struggling to breath.

“No, slowpoke, by getting you to move.” She moved aside to reveal the pile up I’d caused.

There were several annoyed looking people behind me.

I waved at them with an embarrassed smile and gestured for them to pass. “I’m sorry everyone,

feel free to pass me.” I didn’t have to tell them twice, they all rushed past me like a stampede of

rhinos.

“See? I was being a Good Samaritan.” The girl was back in front of me, still with that smirk on

her face.

Although I thought she was kind of smug, I suppose a curt thank you was in order. And I even

felt like I could move my legs again. I stood up straight and sighed. “Thank you, I’m forever in your

debt.” I mimicked her strange speech and bowed in front of her, for added effect.

The abusive girl just continued to smirk at me. I frowned, it seemed she was immune to my

deadly sarcasm. She bent down to pick up her bags and walked passed me.

I took a deep breath and looked around the airport one final time.

I’m ready.

 

 

 
 



 



Chapter 7
 

“19K…19K…” I had to shuffle and squeeze through several people as I searched for my plane

seat.

Oh, here it is.

I looked down at my seat with the number on it to find someone already next to it.

“Oh, if it isn’t Mr. Slowpoke.” The strange girl I’d met moments ago looked up at me with a

bright smile.

“Do you usually give nicknames to people you've just met?”

“No, not usually.”

“I guess I’m just lucky then.”

“Luck is just when preparation meets opportunity.”

Okayyy.

“Uh, sure, I guess.”

“Are you going to sit down or continue standing there?” She patted the seat next to her, still

smiling.

Despite myself, I smiled too, she was a bit weird, but that wasn't necessarily a bad thing. I was

already meeting new interesting people.

“Thanks.” I took a seat next to her. The hardness of the seat pressed against my bottom as I sat

down. I had expected the plane seats to be a little bit more comfortable. This was a pretty long flight;

I was definitely going to feel it when we landed at the other side. I chuckled, already picturing how I

was going to complain to my mom and sister how uncomfortable the airplane seats were.

“What's so humorous?” The girl asked, raising an eyebrow at me.



I turned to her. “Oh, nothing, I was just thinking about something.” I noticed the window next to

her, my jaw slightly dropped involuntarily. The plane was much bigger than I originally thought. I

could barely make out the few people I saw below. The girl next to me giggled. I physically cringed

at her laugh.

Geez, Adin, could you be any more obvious?

“Is this your first time on a plane?”

I knew it was an honest question, but I still couldn't help feeling a little defensive. It was my

one insecurity. I was wholly aware of how much of the outside world I was ignorant to. I felt like the

caveman from one of those Geico commercials.

I rubbed my head in embarrassment. “Of course not, I've been in plenty of… contraptions such

as this.”

Contraptions?

She laughed again. “I’m sure you have, Mr. Slowpoke.”

I really wish she'd stop calling me that. “What about you, Miss uh… Call people whatever she

wants. Do you have a name?” I didn't have any witty nicknames lined up like she did.

“You can refer to me as Noir Ancel.”

I wasn't expecting a name like that. “That's French if I'm not mistaken, right? It means black.” At

least I had a little confidence in my overall knowledge.

“Wow, I have to say you've impressed me, Mr. Slowpoke.”

“Look you can stop calling me that, I have a name.”

“I know that, Adin Anderson.”

“What…? How do you know my name?” I was genuinely confused, I was pretty sure I'd never

met her before. She's not someone I would forget easily.



“What if I said I was psychic?”

I tried to read her face. Was she being serious? Either she was joking or she forgot to take her

medicine this morning. “I’d say you were coo-coo.”

She stared at me for a few seconds before the corners of her mouth curved upwards into a

smile. She reached into her pocket and produced some sort of paper, it resembled a ticket. I looked

closer.

My ticket.

“How did you get my plane ticket?” I said, taking it from her.

“Actually I’m not physic, I’m a master thief.”

“That’s obviously not true.”

“Truth is just a matter of perspective.”

There she went again with her philosophical talk. Now that I thought about it her speech was a

little strange. She spoke like a princess or something.

“Although, I did just procure it from the floor when you were having your little crisis.” She

smiled teasingly.

I sighed. That made a lot more sense. “Pretty pathetic, huh?”

“I thought you were kind of cute. In a frightened animal kind of way.”

“Now you’re just making fun of me.”

“I’m curious as to why you were in that state, to begin with.”

“Oh… it’s kind of embarrassing to tell you the truth.” I tried laughing it off.

“I promise not to laugh, pinky promise.” She held up her slender white pinky in front of my

face.

I debated whether to shake it or not. I’d only known this strange girl for a minimal period of



time. And whether she knew it or not she was asking me to divulge one of my biggest fears. I don’t

know why, but I hooked my pinky around hers and shook it anyway. Maybe I was too gullible, but I

felt I could actually trust her.

“Well as you so obviously noticed, this is my first time on an airplane. I’m from a small town,

so I never had much opportunity to leave. This is my first time venturing out like this and I guess… I

just felt overwhelmed. I was scared and excited at the same time, so my brain just kind of overloaded,

you know?”

She sat in her seat silently and listened to me vent. I don’t even think she blinked. Only when I

was completely done did she speak. “Without struggle there is no progress. As long as you continue

to move forward you have nothing to fear. So if you need another push let me know.”

I chuckled. “Thanks for not laughing.” I actually appreciated her philosophical jargon this time.

“I take my pinky promises quite seriously.” She said holding up her pinky up again.

I smiled at her; she really was a strange girl. A voice interrupted our conversation.

We’ll be taking off shortly folks. Please turn off all electronics.

The pilot’s robotic voice reverberated through the speakers located in the front of the plane. I

heard the engines roar as they came to life. I was gently pushed back in my seat as the plane started to

accelerate forward. I looked to my right to look out of Noir’s window. We were moving extremely

fast. The ground looked like a blur as we whooshed by.

“Are you ready?” Noir asked with a smile.

“I’ve been ready for eighteen years.”

I felt my stomach roll as the plane took off. It was the same feeling you got when you rode in

elevators; something to do with the G-forces. Eventually the feeling subsided as the plane became

more leveled. I could see the whiteness of the clouds as we passed through them.

I glanced over at Noir. She had her head buried in a mammoth-sized book. It was at a slight



angle, so I had to crane my head to read the title; Evolution & the Mystery of Genetics. I shook my

head and smiled. This girl really was full of mysteries. I laid my head against the backseat of my

slightly uncomfortable chair. I estimated we had at least three more hours until we touched-down. I

figured now was a good time as any to catch up on some well-deserved sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8
 

 

I yawned and looked to my right to see Noir gone.

She could’ve at least woken me up.

I got out of my seat and duck-walked as I made my way between the aisles. Just as I’d

predicted, I was stiff and sore from having been sitting down for so long. There were still a few

stragglers collecting their bags; but other than that the plane was pretty much empty. I passed them and

exited the plane.

I gazed around the airport, taking it in.   Every person that walked past me walked with a sense 

of purpose, but I was completely clueless, so I stood there, lost in a sea of people. The previous 

night, Candace had drilled in my brain the directions of the airport exit, but I still couldn’t find it. 

Take a right at the escalators, then take the elevator down. After that you should see a gift

shop, take a left and voila, you should see the exit.

I mentally repeated the instructions she gave me. I debated whether to text her or not. I didn’t

want to give her the satisfaction of being able to tease me with being lost for the next year. Someone

bumped into me and apologized. I sighed.

“Lost?”

I turned to see Noir's green eyes staring at me. Maybe she really was a master thief; she’d snuck

up on me without my noticing. I was glad to see her, it saved me the embarrassment of asking

Candace for directions again.

“I didn’t expect to see you again.”

“I did.”

“Really? Maybe we’re tied by fate.” I joked.



“Maybe.” She smiled back.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here then. As you guessed, I’m completely lost.”

“Don’t fret, I would be happy to escort you to your destination, but first nature calls.”

“Nature calls?”

“I have to pee.”

“Oh, ha, right, pee, okay.”

She smirked at me and navigated her way through the sea of people. I spotted a few benches not

too far away and walked towards them. I sat patiently waiting for Noir to return.

Five minutes passed, then ten, then fifteen. After twenty minutes or so I decided to get up.

Nobody can pee that long.

Where had she gone? It was possible she was still in the bathroom, but I doubted it. Maybe she

had just gotten hungry or something and grabbed a quick bite to eat. I headed in her same direction

and eventually came upon a men and women’s bathroom. I wandered around the area for a little

while, but still there was no sign of her.

Oh well.

On my way back to the benches I heard a “bang” that sounded like something had fallen. I

wasn’t sure where it had come from. I looked around and spotted a lone dark-green door and walked

up to it.

Here?  

It read “Staff Only”. I flinched backwards, as I heard another “bang” come from inside the 

door. I put my ear against it to listen closer, but didn’t hear anything for several seconds.  

It was probably nothing.



Before I could walk away, I heard a grunt escape the dark-green door that sounded like a

person. I quickly grabbed the doorknob and twisted it, but it didn’t move an inch. My heart beat

increased as a scream suddenly sounded from the other side. Okay; now I was sure there was

someone in the room.

I turned my head left and right to spot anybody that could possibly help, but there wasn’t a soul

around. I debated whether I should run and fetch help. But it might be too late by then. I could

potentially be walking into a very dangerous situation. I weighed my options, they were limited. I

wasn’t superman, but someone was in trouble and I was too much of an idiot to run away.

Dammit!

I took a few steps back to gather some momentum. In movies they usually busted doors open

with their shoulders and while that was manly and heroic. In the real world, that was more likely to

get your shoulder dislocated. And I liked my shoulder.

I charged forward and launched a kick with all the force I could muster. It hit the door with a

loud smack, and swung open instantly. I expected a little more resistance, but the dark-green door

didn’t put up much of a fight.

 I gently pushed the door open; wincing as the hinges groaned. I prayed whoever was inside 

was deaf in one ear or something, because I had been as quiet as an elephant. I craned my neck inside 

to see inside was some sort of stockroom. The lighting in the room was dim at best.  

I squinted to see several rows of shelves with brown boxes stacked on one another. Dust was

settled on the boxes; it seemed like the room wasn't used much. I leaned on my toes and took careful

steps further into the room.

With the door out of the way, I could hear a lot clearer. I cupped my hand over my ear. It

sounded like two people were wrestling. It was obvious there was some sort of struggle going on. I

felt adrenaline dump into my veins as my heart rate doubled in speed. Pictures of Taylor Louis’ face



randomly flashed through my mind. I shook my head, there was no time for that now.

I inched further into the stockroom until I met two different routes, and I chose an aisle on the

far left to walk down as it didn't seem wise to walk right down the middle. I had my guard up and was

prepared for anything. I slowly crept forward.

A “bang” sounded behind me, I twisted around and threw a straight jab that hit dead air. There

was no one there. I filled my lungs and released a silent gust of air. I glanced down to see a small box

laying in front of me.

Stupid box.

Peering into the darkness ahead of me, I tried to look forward to gauge how far was left of the

tunnel. It was pretty dark, and there didn't seem to be much light in the surrounding area. As I inched 

closer, the noises grew louder and louder.  When finally I reached the end of the aisle, I leant back 

against a dusty gray shelf and carefully stuck my head out to analyze the situation. I could feel my eyes 

widening as I took in what was going on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



Chapter 9
 

Noir was crouched low to the ground. She kicked out one of her legs and swept it under the legs

of the man dressed in black in front of her, and he crashed to the floor with a loud thud. His fully

black attire reminded me of something a soldier would wear; a heavy jacket with cargo pants and

boots. His face was also covered up to his eyes in some kind of cloth, so it was difficult to make out

his face. A second man approached her from behind.

Without hesitation, Noir dove on her elbows and kicked both her legs back to deliver a hard

blow to the second man. He looked pretty much identical to his partner, the only difference was

instead of a jacket he wore a black sleeveless vest.

There was no wasted movements in her actions. Every move she made was precise and

calculated. And her speed… It was incredible. The sleeveless attacker grunted and stumbled back

several steps, and launched at Noir once again, apparently determined.

He charged at her like a Rhino in an attempt to grab her, but she used his momentum against him

and seized his left arm. Noir launched him over her shoulder; sending him flying through the air. A

second later, he landed with an audible smack on the concrete floor.

Ouch.

My face scrunched up involuntarily; now I know where the screaming had been coming from.

For a moment I was distracted by Noir’s skills; and paused to ask myself where she had learned how

to fight like that and why in the hell was she fighting these strangers dressed in black to begin with? I

racked my brain for a possible explanation that could made any sense, but came up empty.

My cell phone suddenly vibrated.

Goddamn it.

In the otherwise completely silent stockroom it sounded like a plane crashing. In unison, all



three heads snapped up to look at me. I snatched the phone from my pocket, it was Candace.

If I make it out of this situation, I’m going to kill her.

“Adin?” Noir said with a clearly confused look on her face.

The attacker with the heavy jacket used the distraction sneak up behind her.

“Behind you!” I yelped.

But it was too late. He brought his fists down over her head viciously. The dark-green ribbon

that held her hair up floated to the ground lazily, she followed it a second later. I looked on in horror

at the slender girl laid unconscious on the ground just before me.

I mentally cursed.  Because of me, Noir had likely been seriously hurt - but I’d worry about that 

later – right now, the two attackers dressed in black were glaring at me. Although their faces were 

mostly covered their eyes were still exposed and I could see clear malice in them. I knew that meant I 

was going to be their next target. 

“Who the hell are you people?” I asked with as much intimidation I could summon.

They didn’t utter a word, but instead slowly advanced in my direction. Their boots virtually

made no noise as they stalked towards me. Every fiber in my being shouted at me to run. Something

told me these guys were on a different level. They had taken several unbelievable shots from Noir

and were still standing upright. I wasn’t feeling particularly confident in my own ability to take them

down.

I took a shaky step back. I didn't want to admit it, but I was scared. No, that wasn't a strong

enough word: I was terrified. I turned to run, but caught sight of long black hair. Noir still lay on the

ground unconscious. It looked like she was sleeping peacefully. Her hair was all over the place. The

dark-green ribbon that held her hair lay uselessly inches away from her.

It was because of me she was in this predicament in the first place. There was no way I could

abandon her. I was still scared out of my mind, but I couldn't let them see that. I faced their withering



glares head on with my own and took a step forward. I knew that running scared was likely exactly

what they would want of me.

I raised my fists and shuffled from foot to foot. It wasn't hot in the stockroom, but sweat slid

down from my forehead. The two men suddenly separated, the one with the jacket continued on his

path towards me while the sleeveless attacker disappeared in between a row of boxes. I figured their

plan was to flank me, which was a given considering I was at a handicap.

The jacket attacker was on me now. He threw his arms out to grasp me like he had attempted 

with Noir. I mimicked her and dropped low to the ground. I didn't have her preciseness or skills so 

instead of a leg sweep, I punched him in the gut. A surge of pain burst in my knuckles as I hit his 

heavy black jacket. Apparently the jacket was made of stronger stuff than I’d first realized.  I jerked 

my fist back and cradled it. What the hell was that thing made of? 

He used the opportunity to catapult his knee into my face. I brought my hands up in time so that

they took the brunt of the impact, but was still thrown back by the brute force of his kick. I

immediately jumped to my feet to avoid any more strikes from his legs.

I was met with a vicious punch that slammed into the side of my head. I felt an explosion of

pain as my vision blurred and I saw stars. I had never been hit so hard. It felt like someone took a

sledgehammer to the side of my face. I staggered back several steps. I kept what little vision I had

glued to him. I couldn't take too many more of those.

I don't know what made me turn around but I was glad that I did. I was just in time to see the

sleeveless attacker fling a high kick right at my head. I raised my left arm and blocked it. In a flash, he

turned his hip and hurled his other leg at me in another kick. I leaned my head back and watched as

his foot flew right in front of my face; grateful as it just skimmed by me, missing me by a hair.

Way too close.

 I could dodge all day, but if I didn’t fight back I wasn’t going to get anywhere. I rushed at the 

sleeveless attacker. He was still off-balance from the roundhouse kick he had just thrown, so I 



lowered my head and drove my shoulder into his midsection. It sent us both crashing to the floor.  I 

immediately jumped on top of him and hurled a multitude of punches aimed at his head. He brought 

his fists up over his face in defense. Most of my shots bounced off his arms. 

Dammit!  I was doing more damage to myself than to him. Most of my blows weren’t

connecting, so I was just using up my energy. It was clear he knew what he was doing.

The collar of my Polo was tugged on as I was lifted into the air. I’d been too preoccupied and

neglected the other attacker. Massive mistake. He slid both of his arms under my own and locked me

in a tight grip. My arms hung worthlessly above my head. I tried to wiggle free, but it was futile. The

jacket attacker didn't budge an inch.

He spun towards the second attacker in the vest. I couldn’t see, but I could tell he was smiling

by the sudden movement of cloth near his mouth. The goosebumps rose on the back of my neck in

response. I was in deep; I knew it and they knew it. The sleeveless attacker sauntered up to me,

clearly enjoying the fact that I was so helpless. When he reached me he put his right hand on my

abdomen and felt around.

“What are you…“

Before I could finish he cocked his right arm back and delivered a heavy blow to the lower

right of my stomach that sent spit flying from my mouth as I coughed and gasped for air

simultaneously. Now I knew what he was doing when he was feeling around my stomach, he was

searching for a weak spot. And he did a good job because the air in my lungs couldn’t escape fast

enough.

There was no hesitation in his movements. He had done this before and to him I was just

another victim. I could see the black coldness in his eyes, I was going to die.

Adrenaline kicked in, and I felt my heartbeat kick up a few notches, making me breathless. My

mind instantly flashed back to the fight with Taylor.



It was happening again.

My right leg shot out like a cannon and blasted the sleeveless attacker in front of me back

several feet. I heard a surprised grunt behind me and bent, forward flipping him over my back. He

slammed to the ground in front of me in a resounding smack as his head bounced off the floor like a

basketball.

He lay on the floor unmoving, clearly unconscious. I reached down and grabbed him by his

heavy jacket hoisting him up and tossed him aside like a piece of trash. He soared through the air

before dropping like a stone on top of his partner who howled in pain from the impact.

This experience still felt as weird as it had the first time. I was aware, but had no control over 

what was going on. I was just a spectator to all the destruction and carnage.  I robotically made my

way towards the rabble of men I had just knocked around. The murderous intent was oozing through

my body like black sludge.

No, dammit, stop! It’s over!

My pleas went unanswered as I kicked the attacker in the jacket off his partner. He rolled over

lifelessly onto the ground. Then I bent down and picked up the sleeveless attacker with a single hand

and lifted him up. I viewed him through dreamlike vision. The coldness in his eyes was gone,

replaced by unbridled fear. And a small part of me liked it.

“Wait, this isn’t – “

He might as well have been speaking another language as I slammed him into the shelf of boxes

next to me collapsing the entire thing in a dusty heap. Whatever this thing was it was completely

merciless. A number of boxes bounced off me harmlessly.

I heard a groan under a particularly large box and headed straight towards it. Black pants were

stretched under the giant box. I grabbed it tossing it aside easily to reveal one of the men. His

shrieked pierced my ears as the pressure was released from his legs. They were a dangled mess on



the floor. It was obvious they were at the very least broken. I effortlessly raised the box over my head

with both hands. I knew what my body planned to do, but there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Please…

The box fell from my hands and crashed to the floor in a thunderous roar breaking whatever

contents inside. I didn’t know if it was because of my pleas or divine intervention, but I suddenly had

hold over my body again. I peered down at the battered stranger dressed in black. Whether he was out

cold or dead I didn’t know.

I dragged my body towards Noir, but had to lean on a large box as I neared her. It was all I

could do to keep from collapsing. After a few seconds, I soldiered on and dropped on the floor as

soon as I reached her. I placed two fingers on her neck to feel her pulse. There was a steady “thump”.

I leaned back on my elbows and let loose a huge sigh of relief. Next to me, I noticed her small green

ribbon and put it in my pocket.

She’ll probably want this later.

I swayed as my vision suddenly began to blur in front of my eyes, and a wave of sickness shot

through me. Hurriedly, I pulled out my phone to dial 911, but before I could hit the 9, I was out cold.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



Chapter 10
 

A dark empty street stretched out before me. I glanced up to see a street light flickering off and

on. Bugs weaved in and out, trying to get closer to its brightness.

I did a full three-sixty examining the unfamiliar area. It was deathly quiet and seemingly

deserted. Out of nowhere, a flash of light shone in the darkness. I didn't know what else to do, so I

started towards it. In horror flicks it was usually a bad idea to walk aimlessly into the unknown. More

often than not, there was some were-monkey thing waiting to eat the impending victim, but something

compelled me forward.

Before I knew it, I was completely swallowed up in darkness like a warm blanket. I heard a

crackle behind me and spun around ready to attack, but stopped in my tracks. For in front of me stood

Taylor Louis.. I didn't know how it was possible – he was dead.

“How are you… you’re supposed to be-“ I stammered, confused.

“Dead? I know, it’s actually not so bad. You should try it.” His gaze penetrated me with pitch

black eyes. He looked like some kind of demon out of a movie.

Without warning, a sharp pain erupted in my abdomen. I looked down to find a green army knife

sticking out. Taylor’s green army knife. I jolted forward. Beads of sweat clung to my forehead and

threatened to fall. My breath came in heavy puffs as my heart raced.

It was just a dream.

I turned my head to see someone next to me. The person was seated on an uncomfortable

looking wooden chair. Their head lay next to my leg. I would recognize that big head of curly hair

anywhere.

I reached out and ran my fingers through it. As soon as my hand made contact she woke up. She

always was a light sleeper.



“Hi, sleepy head.”

“Adin…? Adin!” She abruptly jumped out of her seat and on me in a smothering hug. I held

back the urge to wince. It felt like I’d just run the Boston Marathon.

“Candace, gentler, please.”

“Shut up, do you know how worried I was?”

I had to stop making it a habit to wake up in unfamiliar places. Unlike the first time, I

remembered immediately had just happened. I recalled stumbling upon the unbelievable situation. The

two masked men that I’d fought. And Noir.

Noir.

“Candace, what happened to the girl I was with?” I suddenly grabbed her by the shoulders. My

arms screamed in protest.

“She's fine, she’s fine, but how in the world do you know Noir Ancel?”

I looked at Candace in surprise. “You know her?”

“Of course, she's kind of infamous at Addison College.”

Her statement caught me off guard. I never did ask Noir who she was or where she was headed,

but Addison was the last place I would’ve guessed. Maybe we were tied by fate, after all.

“Well, I met her on my way to New York...”

I'm sure Candace had a million questions. I had a few of my own. Who were the two masked

men? Where did Noir learn to fight like that? Candace said she was infamous at Addison, just who in

the hell was she? I barely know where to start.

“Where are we?” I was in a sizable room with multiple white beds. There was a giant window

to my right. Moonlight shone through, hitting the white and black tiles that checkered the floor.

It's late.



It looked like I was in some kind of hospital room, again.

She finally got off me and sat on the edge of the bed instead. “In Addison College’s infirmary.

You know, this isn't exactly the way I envisioned you arriving, Adin.”

“You know I always have to make an entrance. Why wasn’t I taken to an actual hospital?” I had

a green hospital gown on. It felt like I was wearing a dress, but I didn’t feel too pretty.

“Addison College boasts some of the best medical facilities in the entire country. Your injuries

didn’t require you be taken to our main hospital. As a matter of fact, they didn’t find any injuries on

you at all. Which is amazing really, considering the blow you received to your abdomen.”

My mouth fell open.

She put her hand up stopping my unspoken question. “Yes I know about the two masked men

and the attack. I’m just confused on one miniscule detail. Can you explain to me how they ended up so

severely injured? Noir claims she was unconscious during the time.”

Candace didn’t know about my 'transformations', neither did she know about the whole ordeal

with Taylor Louis. I trusted Candace more than anyone, but I was too scared to tell her about any of it.

Even in my own brain it sounded ludicrous. I didn't know how to answer her. Would she even believe

me? I raised my hands in front of my face and looked at them. I couldn't tell her. I hated keeping

secrets from Candace, but I had to figure out what was happening to me first.

“Those boxing lessons really paid off, like you said they would.” I let out a nervous laugh.

She stared at me in silence. I couldn't meet her withering gaze, so instead I looked out the

window to watch the moon. I never was good at lying to her. She was a human lie detector. Candace

had gone quiet and, before the silence dragged on for too long, I changed the subject.

“Who were those men anyway…? What did they want?”

After a few uncomfortable moments she finally sighed in resignation. “Korean terrorists who

intended to attack the airport, but were stopped by Noir… and you.”



“How do you know all this?”

“I know everything.”

That wasn’t too far from the truth, I sometimes forgot Candace had an IQ of over 140. “What's

sixty-seven times thirty-two?”

She closed her eyes for several seconds. “2,144.”

“Teachers must’ve hated you.”

She gave me a lopsided smirk.

I turned and looked at Candace seriously. “What is going on, Candace? Who is Noir and how

does she know how to fight like that?”

She didn’t say anything for several seconds filling the room with more silence.

“Hello? Earth to Candace Green.” I waved my hand in front of her face.

“Do you trust me?” She asked all of a sudden.

“Of course I do, but…”

“Then can you just drop it for now? You’ll get all of your answers soon, I promise.”

When Candace was set on something I knew not to argue with her. It was a losing battle. Plus, I

really did trust her.

“Get some rest, you have a big day tomorrow.” She got off the bed and kissed me on the

forehead. She had done that to me a million times as a kid. It meant the conversation was over.

I watched her as she walked towards the door. It was obvious she knew a lot more than she let

on. There was so much I was clueless about, but I trusted Candace. Apparently, I would know what I

wanted soon enough.

Before she exited the room she stopped at the door. “I’m really glad you're here, Adin.” And

then she was gone.



I sank back in the infirmary bed. This wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured coming to Addison. So

much had happened in the last few months, but I was finally here. I was finally at Addison College

and ready to start a new chapter in my story.



Chapter 11
 

I was already up and getting dressed when I heard a knock on the infirmary door. My pants

were only halfway up, and I froze, hoping whoever was on the other side didn’t just barge in. “Hold

on, give me a - “

That was all I could get out before the infirmary door swung open. A girl I didn’t know stood

and stared at me with a huge grin on her face, totally ignoring the state I was in. “If it isn't Adin

himself.”

“Do I know you?”

“Nope! But I know you.” She walked up and put her arm around my shoulder. “How's it feel to

finally be at Addison, eh?”

“Uh, good I guess, but would you mind letting me pull my pants up?” They were still basically

around my ankles.

She giggled and took her arm off my shoulder. “Sorry about that, I was just excited to meet

you.”

I smiled. “It's fine, don't worry about it.”

I waited for her to leave or at least turn around but she stood firmly in place with her eyeballs

still glued on me. I looked back at her for a few seconds, but she just met my gaze with a big grin

plastered on her face. It seemed this girl was impervious to awkwardness. I gave up and finished

putting on my pants.

“So, what can I do for you?” I wasn't sure who she was or why she was here.

She laughed. “No need to be so stiff; the name’s Bianca. You may recognize me.” She pointed

to her face with both index fingers to attenuate the point.



I studied her for a moment. Caramel skin sat on top of an impressive athletic build. Her legs

were also long, so I guessed she ran track or something along those lines. Long straight hair came

down on both sides of her shoulders over her blue checkered short sleeved plaid shirt. Her daisy

duke shorts matched. I took a closer look at her face. She looked Hispanic to me, but I could be

wrong.

“Nope.” I finally answered, after taking a good look at her.

She mock pouted. “Aw, really? Not even a clue?”

“Hm… Weren't you on that show where people have to eat bugs?” I smiled.

She returned my smile with a frown. “Now you're just teasing me.”

“A little.”

“Candace did warn me about your unique sense of humor.”

“Candace?”

“Yup! That’s actually why I'm here. She was busy with council work so she sent me instead. I 

shall be your personal chauffeur for the day. Aren't you happy you have such a cute girl to show you 

around?’  

I laughed. She was a little eccentric, but nice enough. “Sure, where are we going?”

“First stop is the Dean’s office, then your dorm room, ready?”

“Hold on, I need to get my bags.”

“Don’t worry about them, they’ll be delivered to your dorm room later.”

“Oh, alright then, I’m ready.” I started towards the door.  

“Hey, you dropped something.” Bianca reached down and picked up something off the floor. It

was Noir’s dark-green ribbon. I almost forgot I still had it.

I have to give it back to her later.



I reached out to grab it, but she pulled away.

“Is this your girlfriend’s ribbon?”

“Isn’t that a bit personal?”

“Maybe, but I’m not giving it back until you answer.” She said with a teasing smile.

“No, it’s mine.”

“Hmm, and why would you have a green ribbon?”

“It matches my eyes. Can I have it back now? Pretty please.”

“Haha, Candace didn't tell me you were so polite.” She handed the ribbon back to me without

further harassment. “Well, I guess I better get you to the Dean's office.”

“Lead the way.” I looked at the ribbon for a few seconds then stuffed it in my pocket. I wasn't

sure when I'd see Noir again. Maybe I could look for her after I’d settled in?

We exited the infirmary without further delay. I followed her into a hall that I assumed led

outside. After a short walk, we reached see through double-doors. Light shone through them and

illuminated the dim hallway. Outside was nice and cool. Compared to the temperature in Maple Hills

it was like Antarctica. I let the cool air hit my face, I was appreciative for the change in weather.

My head darted left and right as I took in my new surroundings. We looked to be in courtyard;

in the distance I could see the large grey statue – I’d googled images of Addison College out of

curiosity, so I was familiar with it.

I expected it to be big considering its status and influence, but I was surprised to find out it

wasn't the juggernaut I was expecting it to be. Admittedly, it certainly wasn’t small; there were about

15,000 students enrolled. Only a few were permitted to live on campus, so I felt extremely fortunate

to have a dorm room. There was no way I could attend the school otherwise.

A few students were loitering here and there around the courtyard and there were benches



scattered throughout. A few of them looked at me in curiosity as Bianca and I passed by. I wondered

if I stood out that much. I raised my arm and sniffed my armpit. Did I smell or something? I hadn’t had

the chance to shower yet. I hope I didn't look too bad.

I turned to Bianca as we walked through the courtyard. She had a smile on her face. I smiled

too, her mood was contagious. “You know, you never did tell me you were.”

“So you were curious, after all. Well, you are fortunate enough to be standing in the presence of

none other than Bianca Torres. 2016 Olympic gold medalist.”

A light bulb went off in my head. I actually did know who she was. I remember the significant

coverage ESPN had on her a few years back. It was a media frenzy - they even did a mini lifetime

movie on her. She was the only woman ever to break the ten second barrier. Even more amazing than

that was she did at age seventeen, shattering the previous record.

When she demolished the world record for the women's hundred meter dash, there had been a

lot of discussion as to whether she should be able to compete in the men's division. It sparked a huge

debate within the USA track and field community. Although that became a moot point once she

announced that she was retiring at age 18.

It baffled people. She had a red carpet laid out for her, endorsement deals, just to name a few.

There were a million rumors as to why she retired. The most ridiculous one I heard was that she was

actually a man who disguised himself as a woman and was found out. I stole a glance at her athletic,

but still curvy figure. I had a feeling that one was certainly a lie.

“Bianca Torres as in the fastest girl in the world Bianca Torres?”

“Bingo!”

“I guess you are pretty infamous.”

As soon as I said that her eyes glossed over. She knew what I meant and I felt like an ass for

even saying it. She was hounded over and over again by the media as to why she would retire, but she



never gave them a definitive answer. It got to the point where they would follow and harass her.

Despite that she would still respond with the same ambiguous answers. Eventually they lost interest

when the next story rolled around and left her alone.

I decided to change the subject completely. “You mentioned that Candace said I had a unique

sense of humor… What awful lies did she tell you about me?” To be honest, I was a bit curious to

find out what she thought about me anyway.

She laughed. “She told me she would kill me if I ever told you… but you're such a cutie I can't

resist.” She gave me a mischievous smile.

I involuntarily swallowed. “What do you mean?”

“Welll, you would never guess by –” She began, but didn't get to finish what she was saying.

 “Take that back!”  Someone not too far away yelled. 

I scanned the courtyard for the voice and eventually spotted a short muscular male and a tall

skinny female with glasses under a tree that was rooted on a small hill. The short guy was hollering in

the female’s face, well at least he was trying; he only reached her chin. He was so annoyed,I could

practically see smoke coming out from his ears. The girl with glasses gazed down at him with a bored

look on her face.

“I'm only telling the truth. You need more training.” She said with her arms crossed.  There was 

no fear in her voice or worry on her face. 

Various students walked over to form a crowd around the tree. No one seemed inclined to stop

the argument, though. They just watched with obvious amusement on their faces.

“Well I don't need more training to kick your ass!” The short guy shrieked. He looked like a

toddler throwing a fit; getting angrier and angrier, if that were even possible. Spit flew from his

snarled lips as he shouted.

She smirked at him. “That pompous attitude is why we lost the exhibition last year, in the first



place.”

That set him off. As soon as she finished her sentence, he lunged at her. My mouth dropped as

he forcefully grabbed her by the shoulders. Didn't his mother teach him not to hit girls? I started

towards the tree, but Bianca grabbed my arm.

“Just watch.” She didn't seem particularly worried about the situation. Obviously she knew

something I didn't. I relented, and settled in as a spectator like everyone else.

The girl with the glasses was in his grasp now. Even though he was short he was fairly

muscular. His arms looked like tree trunks. I shifted from foot to foot in discomfort. I was going to

stand by while this girl was attacked by the boy. This can't end well.

All of a sudden, the girl brought her elbows down on the muscular guy’s tree trunk-sized arms.

He yelped in pain and immediately released his grip on her. While he was stunned she grabbed him in

return and shot her right leg forward to hook her foot behind his in a leg sweep. He immediately

crumpled to the ground. And just like that it was over.

I wasn’t even sure if ten seconds had passed. The crowd dispersed just as fast as it had formed.

I heard murmurs of displeasure as they walked away. As a matter of fact, they look disappointed, like

they had expected more. I felt like I was in the twilight zone.

Bianca noticed the stunned look on my face and giggled. “Didn’t I tell ya? Mina doesn’t mess

around.”

“No… I guess she doesn't, does she?” Although I sounded calm I was anything but. I’d seen and

experienced so many bizarre events recently that I didn't know how to react anymore. I'd never been

outside of Maple Hills until now; was this how the world operated outside my insignificant town?

Was I the strange one for finding these events out of place? I didn't know. But this was just too weird.

A guy tries to basically murder a female and nobody bats an eyelash.

“What the hell was that?” I blurted.



“Oh that? That was nothing. Just a small spat between fellow students.”

Apparently I was the crazy one for finding all this strange.

“Damn! The Disciplinary Squad is here.” Bianca suddenly piped.

“The what?” Once again I had no clue what was going on. I felt like a first grade student thrust

into a physics class. Too many things were happening at once.

She put her hand on my shoulder and pointed to the left where a ginormous ogre of a human was

headed straight for the large tree. He had to be close to 7 feet. But it wasn't just that he was tall, he

also had bulk to go along with it. Behind him was a long dark haired male and spiky red haired

female. He completely dwarfed them, it was clear he was in charge. The way they marched in unison

made them look like a mini army.

I gazed over at the tree. The short hothead still lay on the ground in a defeated heap. The girl 

called Mina stood over him, but her focus was on the Ogre. She wasn't the only one.  Every person in 

the courtyard had their attention on him. I could guess why, his presence was hard to ignore, but it 

was also more than that. I studied some of their faces closer. Was there fear? 

When he reached the large tree he walked directly to where the short guy lay. He gazed down at

him without any emotion on his face. Almost like he was looking at an ant scurrying by. Nobody said

a word. You could probably hear a pencil drop with all the silence.

Mina stared at him with a blank expression on her face, but her body language spoke

differently; her fists were still clenched at her sides, as if she was expecting to have to put them to use

again. It put me on edge too. Who was this ogre? Despite his size, he looked to be around my age.

Was he also a student? Bianca said something about a disciplinary squad. What exactly did they

discipline?

“Once again I find myself looking down at you, George. It seems you still haven't learned.” The

ogre boomed. His voice was deep and powerful. It grabbed your attention and didn’t let go.



The short guy named George struggled to one knee then looked up at the ogre with clear

defiance on his face and said two very distinct words.

“Fuck you.” He spit out.

I had to admit this George had some balls or maybe he was just plain stupid.

The ogre didn't get angry or frown. Instead, he reached out and grabbed George by the throat

raising him high in the air. I heard a few collective gasps. It was a ridiculous scene like out of a

movie. Or maybe David and Goliath would be more accurate, but this was reality and David didn't

even have his slingshot.

“Put me down, you assh -”

George's words were choked off as the ogre tightened the grip around his neck. Everybody

stood frozen. I turned my head and looked at Bianca, even her cherry demeanor was gone. She was

like a deer in headlights. I realized nobody was going to help this poor bastard. Maybe I should mind

my business too. After all, I was a newbie here, maybe this is how things worked? Maybe this was

the norm here. I tried to convince myself to keep my big nose out of it, but I couldn't. I had to do

something.

“Put him down. It was my fault.”

Every head turned towards the voice including mine.

“Mina Park, a pleasure to see you again today.” The ogre seemed to notice her for the first time.  

“I started the fight. Let George go.”

“That's not what the reports stated.”

“Your reports are wrong.”

“You understand the consequences.”

“Yes.” She nodded.



The ogre was silent for a moment. He looked up at George and then down again at Mina.

I held my breath.

“Very well.” He released the grip around George's neck. George instantly dropped and hit the

ground hard. He grunted in pain when he landed.

“Ashley, take her in.” The spiky red haired female emerged from the ogre’s shadow and briskly

walked towards Mina. She reached down and took out what looked like a plastic black stick out of

her back pocket.

What is that?

Mina quietly held her wrists out while Ashley placed the plastic stick above Mina's out placed

hands. It immediately contorted and snapped over her wrist.

Whoa…

I'd never seen anything like it. I guessed they worked like handcuffs as Mina's wrist were

bound.

“Let her go!” George suddenly hollered.

“Christian.” The ogre called his other follower’s name.

He calmly walked up to George and gave him a swift kick to the gut. George moaned in pain as

he doubled over against the tree.

Then the ogre faced the entire courtyard and bowed. “Good day, everyone.” And with that he

and his lackeys marched away with Mina in those strange-looking handcuffs. I watched them as they

made their way in my general direction.

Bianca pulled on my sleeve. “Come on, let's go, Adin.” She said with her voice lowered.

I thought that wasn’t such a bad idea, but before I moved to get out of the way I inadvertently

made eye contact with the ogre, he was staring directly at me. Bianca pulled on my sleeve again, but



this time I didn't make an effort to move. Within no time, the ogre reached us. He stopped directly in

front of me. I gazed up at him. He really was an imposing figure, he towered over me.

“Adin Anderson. A pleasure to meet you. I see you’re already making a name for yourself.”

It was obvious he was referring to the whole airport incident, so it wasn’t a surprise he knew

my name. Now that he was closer, I took a better look at his massive frame. He looked down at me

with wide set eyes over a hawk nose. His thin lips were curved upwards in a small smile on his

square face.

He held out his hand, but I didn't move to shake it. After a few seconds, he dropped it.

“Welcome to Addison College.” He smiled warmly, but it didn’t reach his eyes

I stepped aside so he could pass. Mina glanced at me as she walked by. She was still stoned

faced, I couldn’t get a read on her. Why had she given herself up like that? Especially for such an

asshole. When they were out of sight, Bianca turned to me and punched me in the arm.

“Ow, what was that for?” My body was still sore.

“That was Eric Riley!”

“Who?”

“He's the leader of the Disciplinary Squad, not someone you want to mess with.”

“Listen, I don't even know what all that shit was. No one’s told me anything, maybe you could

fill me in.” I said, exasperated. This whole being confused every second was really, really starting to

get annoying.

“No can do mister. Besides, you haven't even taken the Oath of Fealty yet.”

“The what of what?” Once again I had no clue what she was talking about. I wanted to punch

something.

“Oops, I've ready said too much.” She laughed nervously. “Come on the dean is very busy, if

we don’t hurry we’ll miss him!” She ran ahead of me.



I sighed and followed her.

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 

Bianca and I were in front of a large building. There were steps in the front and a giant

clock near the top. It also looked older than modern. I covered my mouth with my hand as a yawn

escaped; I wasn’t built for these early starts.

“This is the information building. You’ll find most of the school’s staff here.” Bianca

explained.

I nodded as we climbed the stairs. As soon as we were inside the information building

we were met by a young man. He had a polo shirt that displayed the Addison College on the front. He

sat behind a desk and asked us for our identification.

My identification was in my bag, so Bianca explained the situation for me. After he cleared us,

she led me through a couple of hallways. After a short while, we stopped in front of a mahogany door

in the middle of one of the hallways.

Bianca turned and faced me. “Well, this is where I leave you, my good friend.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks Bianca, I appreciate it.”

“No problemo. I'll be back in a bit to take you to your dorm. The Dean actually has all the info,

so once you get that we'll be squared.”

“Got it.”

“Alright then, and whatever you do don't eat those nasty truffles.” She made a sour face in

disgust. Before I could ask what she meant, she was already skipping down the hallway. How did she

have so much energy this early?

Oh well.

I turned to face the mahogany door. To be perfectly honest, I was nervous as hell. I knew this



was an important event. Maybe even a life altering event. Although, with all that’d been happening

lately, it was changing fast enough already. Maple Hills seemed like a lifetime ago.

This Dean Dexter might hold all the answers or he might be just as clueless as I was. I don’t

know, maybe I was putting too much into this. There was so much I wanted to ask. There was so much

I didn't know. Would I even want to hear what I found out? My dad's research, the weird events that’d

been happening. Noir. Maybe it’d be better not to even know, just keep my boring peaceful life. They

said ignorance was supposed to be bliss. I took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

I gently pushed the door open. A wonderful aroma instantly hit my nose. My stomach growled

loudly in response. I hadn't eaten since the day before, so needless to say I was starving. I could

literally eat a horse.

“That's the best response I think I've ever gotten to my truffles.” The man inside the room

chuckled.

If I were a few shades lighter I would've blushed. Instead, I smiled and rubbed my head. “Sorry

about that, I didn't get a chance to eat breakfast yet.”

The man that I assumed was Dean Dexter was seated behind a brown wooden desk. He looked

younger than I'd imagined. I guessed he had to be around his mid thirties. On top of his head was thick

Auburn hair. There was scruff on his face not full enough to be a beard.

I tried hard to focus on him, but my gaze kept drifting to the white glass plate on his desk that

held those delicious looking truffles.

He laughed again. “Please don't mind me, help yourself.”

He didn't have to tell me twice. I hurriedly walked over to his desk and grabbed a handful of

truffles. I would've grabbed two handfuls but I didn't want to be too rude.

“Have a seat Adin, do you mind if I call you Adin?”



“No, not at all, sir.”

“Ah come on, you’ll make me feel even older than I already am. Please, call me Dexter.”

I didn't really feel comfortable just calling him Dexter so I met him in the middle. “Yes, Dean

Dexter.”

“That's good enough.” He smiled.

I took the lull in conversation as an opportunity to devour a truffle. There was one in particular

that called my name. It was chocolate and covered in an assortment of small nuts. I brought it to my

mouth and inhaled the entire thing.

“Well, how’s it taste?” He stared at me; wide eyes full of anticipation.

It was horrible. Of course I didn't say that to him, but it was the truth. Now I understood what

Bianca meant right before she left. It was sort of impressive to tell the truth. How could something

that smelled and looked so good taste so awful?

“It has a very… distinct taste.”

Yeah, like cow manure.

“Thank you, it’s my own special recipe.” There was a huge smile on his face, although I hadn't

really meant it as a compliment. “Well, enough about my truffles, you're here for a reason. I know you

probably have an infinite number of questions, Adin, but before we get started, there’s something I

need you to do.”

He got up from his seat and walked over to a large bookshelf that occupied most of the left side

of the room and it was filled to the brim with books. It was an impressive sight, if I ever got the

chance I would love to see what type of books it carried.

Dean Dexter stood on his toes and stretched out his hands to grab something. He came back

down with a black digital camera. It looked high-tech and expensive with a million buttons on it; I

couldn't begin to guess what their functions were. He walked back to his desk and sat down. I noticed



his demeanor was a bit different. His smiled dropped and he fixed me with a stern look. It made the

nervousness I’d had reappear in a flash.

He looked directly at me. “There are things you’ve seen and experienced that you can’t explain.

I know you're confused and maybe even a little frustrated, but there is a very important reason for all

the secretiveness.” He fiddled with the camera pressing multiple buttons then pointed it at me.

“What’s the camera for?”

“Before I explain anything further, Adin, I need you to swear on camera that none of what we

discuss today will leave this campus. It is vital that you agree to this.”

Was the subject matter that serious that I needed to swear on camera to shut up about it?

Apparently so. “Ok… What do I do?”

“Repeat after me, I, Adin Anderson hereby swear that any subject matter or topic discussed

today relating to Addison College is confidential and will not be spoken of outside of the

aforementioned College premises or to any persons beside Addison College staff or Addison college

dorm students. Failure to do so will result in punishment that is seen fit by Addison College.”

The last part of the little speech confused me. Why only dorm students?

“Ok, begin, Adin.”

I looked right into the camera lens. I mentally went over what Dean Dexter just said and

repeated it word for word.

“Very good.” He pressed a few more buttons on the camera before he looked back up at me.

“But we’re not quite done yet, there is another confidentiality video that we need to complete.” He

again pointed the camera at me.

“Another one?”

“Yes, don’t worry, just repeat after me. “I, Adin Anderson hereby swear that any subject matter

or topic discussed today relating to Project Vita is confidential and will not be spoken of outside of



the Dean of Addison College’s office. Failure to do so will result in punishment that is seen fit by

Addison College.”

Project Vita?

I repeated what he said robotically.

“Alright, now that we have the formalities out of the way, we can finally get down to the nitty-

gritty. There are a number of sensitive subjects that were going to be discussing. I'm not going to lie, 

some may,” he paused then shook his head,  “no, wait, some will shock - and surprise you, but I

believe you have the mental fortitude not to be overwhelmed with the overload of information, so stay

calm and listen to everything I have to say. If you have any questions during, feel free to interrupt me.

It is imperative that you grasp everything that I explain to you. Do you understand?”

Finally, this was the moment of truth. Anxiousness racked my body. My chest tightened and my

breath came in labored puffs. I shifted in my seat from side to side to get more comfortable, but

nothing worked. Beads of sweat started to form on my forehead. I glanced up at the Dean, hoping he

didn't notice the nervous wreck I currently was.

Just relax, Adin.

I wiped away the beads of sweat on my forehead and exhaled slowly. My breath became more

even and I forced my ass to sit still.

Dean Dexter smiled. “I see that you are ready now.”

Maybe he had noticed.

“I'll start from the very beginning. Addison College was founded in 1870 by a group of various

scholars and quickly rose to prominence as a powerful institution, breeding many of our country’s

elite. Still today, it is recognized as one of the most influential Academic institutes in the entire

country. And while that is common knowledge, what isn’t is that Addison College now serves

primarily as a Covert Ops establishment to an elite organization. We are not officially a part of the



U.S. military, however we do only accept contracts from them.”

I kept the shock from showing on my face, and believe me, it was no easy task. Covert Ops?

Military? I recognized the words but they still didn't make much sense to me. They weren’t a part of

my world. He might as well have been talking about dragons and unicorns.

“You took that better than most, Mr. Anderson.” He smiled.

His comment made me think. “Does Candace know about all of this?”

“All of our recruits do.”

So what, I was supposed to believe my best friend that I've known basically forever was a part

of this military group or whatever the hell he called them? Is this why I was here, so they could

recruit me into their little army too? I remember playing a war game as a kid where you played a

covert ops agent, they were basically like spies and I wasn't exactly spy material.

“So, what, you want me to join your group? And what does all of this have to do with my

father's research?”

“Don't be so hasty, Adin. To complete the entire puzzle you need all of the pieces.”

I guess he had a point. There was still too much I didn't know. “So what exactly is this group of

yours?”

”Covert Ops. We are a clandestine organization that carry out classified missions. When the

government needs something accomplished that perhaps would be… frowned upon, they call on us.”

“How many of you are there and why have I never heard of you?”

“You've never heard of us is because we do not exist. We have no name and there is no

documentation on us to prove otherwise. If you knew about us we wouldn't be doing a very good

job.” He smirked briefly. “To answer your other question, the number of official organization

members in active service is classified and there are currently sixty-six recruits at this facility, sixty-

seven if we include you.” He let the last part hang.



“Why so few?” How did they get anything done with so few members?

“The reason why there are so few of us is because all of our agents are hand-picked by current

staff or organization members. You yourself are actually a late recruit, but because of certain recent

events we made an exception.”

“What events?”

“Your father’s research.”

“Who recruited me?”

“I did, actually.”

“Why?”

“I know you think you're solely here due to your father’s research, but that's only half of the

truth. You know, we've actually met once before - at your father's funeral.”

Funny, how come I didn't remember that? “We did?”

“It makes sense you wouldn’t remember, there was a lot going on at the time and I was only

there for a brief moment, but I digress. My point is, I saw something special from the moment I met

you, I didn't know exactly what at the time, but there was something special in you then and it's only

made itself more transparent. I'm sure you have an idea what I'm talking about.”

Was he talking about my transformations? He had to be. My eyebrows furrowed as I looked at

him with a questioning look on my face.

“Yes, I know all about what's been happening to you.”

This time, I failed to keep the shock from displaying on my face. My mouth resembled a little

‘o’. “How do you… Are you the one that's been covering everything up?”

“Yes, well, not me personally, but a few of our agents concealed the event regarding the

unfortunate incident with that young man.”



“Even the airport incident?”

“Yes.”

“Why? What is my father's research, what the hell is happening to me? Please tell me.” There

was desperation in my voice. I was done being kept in the dark. I wanted answers and I wanted them

now.

“What I'm about to tell you is even more classified than the previous information I just divulged

to you. That's why I made you complete another confidentiality video. You must discuss this with no

one other than me, not even Candace Green, do you understand?”

“I do understand… but what if I did tell someone besides you about this?” I couldn't help my

curiosity.

“Like you repeated on camera earlier, you would be punished.”

“Has anyone ever broken the rules?”

“There was one instance.”

“What happened to them?”

“Death.” He said, his gaze not wavering.

He was joking right?

Death?

That was the penalty? Was that even legal?

“Sorry about that,” He finally let out a chuckle, “I couldn’t resist.”

.I let out a sigh. It seemed the Dean of Addison had a sense of humor.

“Anyway, before your father passed, he was working on a grand scale assignment called

Project Vita. The basis of the project was to create a unique virus that could genetically alter the

physiology of a person.” He paused and crossed his fingers on top of the desk. “For example… Major



illnesses to lesser ones such as cancer to diabetes would be completely eradicated, It could even

speed up recovery of damaged nerves or broken bones, a truly universal drug. The virus….” He

paused again. “We’ll simply call virus X, was intended for general population use in early

development, but we found that it had other properties that could be used to aid organization

personnel. Better mental focus and increased stamina to name a few. We estimated the effect of such a

drug would increase field operation success greatly.” He raised a finger. “You could see how

valuable that would be to us. This brings us to you. You are in a very precarious situation. When your

father, Andrew Anderson, passed away in a lab explosion on this very campus almost a decade ago,

an alarming amount of information on virus X was also lost. We’ve searched, dug, and scrambled for

more, but have recovered an insignificant portion of your father's research. But as I wrote in that letter

a few months ago, what we have recovered recently states your name several times throughout certain

sections. So we deployed agents to gather more information on you –”

I shot out of my seat nearly tipping it over. To be honest, I hadn’t registered much of what he

had said past virus. So a virus was inside me? My entire body shuddered with disgust. I felt violated

and infected. But worse than that I felt betrayed.

“So I was injected with this virus by my…” The words came out thick in my mouth. I grabbed

the Dean's desk for support as a sudden wave of weakness hit. My breath came out in strong puffs like

gusts in a tornado.

Dean Dexter was beside me in an instant with his hand on my back. “Breathe, Adin.”

I took several deep breaths with closed eyes. After a while, I finally opened them and sat back

down heavily.

Dean Dexter stood against the edge of his desk still in front of me with his eyes glued on me.

“Did you know…?” I looked up into his icy blue irises searching for the truth.

“Not, not until the day we saw you do what you did to that young man.” He met my gaze without

blinking.



I finally averted my eyes to the bookshelf on the other side of the room. My father had injected

me with this virus when I was a kid. My mind was still reeling at the absurdness of the situation. This

was my life, not some comic book!

“So… you were spying on me?” There were times I felt like I was being watched. It was an

eerie feeling. Now I knew what it was.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it spying.”

I would.

“Like I said, we were just gathering Intel. We didn't want to cause unnecessary complications

in your life unless we were certain you were crucial to our future endeavors. And in what we

discovered with your abnormal transformations - you absolutely are.”

“But you sent me the letter explaining the research, the day before my first transformation.

Weren't you interfering with my life then?”

“Ah, well, that was a total coincidence. You see, once we witnessed what you could do your

capacity in coming to this school completely changed. Out of the thousands of students that come to

Addison, a majority of them are just that, students. Originally, you would come to this school just as a

regular student and if you could provide any info about Project Vita then great, but like I said you

have other talents that we would value in our students. Ambition, drive, and intelligence to name a

few.”

Now I knew why they only let such a small number of students live on campus. It was the better

hide their secrets. “So, now instead of a student, you want me as one of your organization's agents?”

“Recruit, yes.”

“And as a guinea pig.” I wasn't stupid, I knew that was the most important factor in why they

wanted me.



Dean Dexter gently smiled. “Also, to help in our research, yes. It's glaringly obvious virus X 

inside you has advanced into something… unforeseen.  At best, we have only managed to come up 

with incomplete strains of the virus and even with our cheap imitations they increase field success by 

almost six percent, but you…” He leaned forward and stared at me with starry eyes. “You have no 

military nor martial arts training, and yet you took down two trained Korean soldiers, single-

handedly. It is truly remarkable. I’m not sure why your Father injected you, but it is in both of our

interests to find out what exactly is happening with you.”

So those masked men at the airport really were Korean soldiers, it made sense, attacks like that

weren't uncommon especially since we were at war with North Korea now.

I looked down at the floor clenching the hard wood arms of my chair until my hands hurt. When

I couldn’t take it anymore, I loosened my grip and looked back up at the Dean of Addison. “I’m

sorry… But I’m no spy or soldier or whatever it is you want me to be.” I shook my head and stood up

with my mind firmly made. “I’ll do my best to help your research. And if you’re still offering, I’d

love to be a student – “

“Who are you?” He shot out of the blue.

“What?”

“Who are you?” He asked again, slower this time.

“Who am I?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand…”

He waved his hand dismissively in the air. “You said you’re no spy or soldier - then who are

you?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but no words came. After several seconds of uncomfortable

silence – well for me anyway – he sat up straighter with a grin on his face.



“Let me tell you a short story. There is a man who lives his life unknowingly in a made up

world. One day a group of strangers inform him of this fabricated world. Eventually, they give him a

choice – stay safe, but 'asleep' and ignorant to what’s going or 'wake up' and face incredible danger,

but forever change the world. Which one do you think he chooses?”

Of course I knew the answer. “To wake up.”

“Bingo!” He said abruptly popping off his desk, which in turn made me do a little bunny hop.

“Do you know why?” His eyes watched me with unconcealed anticipation.

I thought about the story for a moment, digesting it. “Hmm, kinda sounds like the Matrix.”

He suddenly started coughing into his hand.

I looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

Then he cleared his throat sitting back against the edge of the desk once more. “The answer is

because not knowing the truth, being ignorant or running away because you’re scared of the unknown

would be a fate worse than death.” The grin off his face was gone replaced by a hard rigid line.

“There is never going to be a perfect moment in your life where it’s the right time to do something

special. Sometimes you have to create it.”

“B-but I don’t know anything about fighting… The only reason I’m not dead right this moment is

the virus... I’m nothing special.” I dug my heels into the ground. Just the memory of fighting those two

Korean soldiers scared me even now.

“Maybe you’re right, maybe you’re some average kid with no real shot at being a Covert Ops

agent. Maybe it could’ve happened to someone else. But it didn’t. You’re here right now. You were

injected. You have a virus inside you as we speak.” His voice suddenly softened. “Ill gotten gains can

be made good, Adin. I know this isn’t what you chose, but sometimes when you’re knocked off your

path you discover talents you never knew existed. Let me make you into something special.” He

spread his arms wide. “Let Addison make you into something special.”



I stood as still as a statue, but inside me was a symphony of chaos. I was lightheaded and heat

poured off my body. “But I…”

Dean Dexter raised a hand. “Too many times we as human beings have robbed ourselves of

tremendous opportunity because we choose what’s 'logical'.”

Dean Dexter took a few steps towards me and grabbed my hand placing it against my heart. The

rhythmic beating vibrated through my palm.

“Your mind is a wasp’s nest of fear and doubt - don’t pay attention to it; but listen to your heart

instead– it will never lie to you.”

I glanced at Dean Dexter then down at my hand pressed against my chest not sure what to do,

but after a moment’s hesitation shut my eyes. I retreated to a place deep inside me. Searching for an

answer, searching for my fate.

What do I do? I’m scared.

I could be a computer major or an engineer like my father, hell even an astronaut taking trips to

Jupiter or something. I could be normal, live a normal life. It was then something pulled at me from

every direction nearly ripping me apart. It sneered at the notion of being normal. Just another blip

passing momentarily through this existence we call life. It was then I knew the answer.

“What happens if I join?” I said, my eyes slowly rising to meet his.

“I'd like to put you through a battery of tests to determine what exactly is happening to you. And

your life as an organization recruit will begin. If you accept of course.”

I took the biggest breath of my life. “Okay, what do I need to do…?”

A smile stretched across the Dean’s face. “You will go for an aptitude test to determine what

classes and dorm house to place you in. For all, intents and purposes, this is still an academic

institution, so you will have normal college classes, and basic organization training classes. Our

school ambassador will explain the rest to you. For now get some rest. I know I've unloaded a lot on



you today.”

“Actually sir, I have a question…”

“Shoot.”

“The girl I was with…. Noir. I met her on my flight in Miami. What was she doing there?”

“Ah, I see you've taken an interest in Ms. Ancel. She was returning from another mission.

Meeting you and then stumbling upon those terrorists was purely chance.”

“Oh… That clears it up for me, thanks.”

Dean Dexter nodded at me. I stood up and walked to the door, but before I could twist the

doorknob he spoke.

“Remember, no one is to know of what we spoke about today, not even your family.”

“I know.”

I twisted the doorknob and walked out. Once I was out of his sight, I immediately slid to the

floor against the wall and shut my eyes. Why was I agreeing to all of this? The life I had known

before was completely gone now. Could I even handle all of this? An agent for an organization who

didn't even have a name. I laughed out loud.

You have to be joking.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 

 

“Have you finally lost it?”

I opened my eyes to see my best friend looking down on me. Although, I wasn't quite so sure

she was anymore. I mean, she had kept so much from me and for so long. It made me feel like I didn't

even know her. I didn't want to admit it, but maybe I didn't.

“Oh, it's you Candace, if that's even your real name.” I closed my eyes again.

“Your crazy is coming out again.”

I wasn't exactly in a talkative mood so I just sat in silence.  

“Hellooo?” She kicked me in my leg when I didn't respond.

I opened my eyes and looked up at her. She looked back with big brown eyes. It was hard to be

mad at a face like that, but I was sure as hell going to try. “Don’t kick me.”

She bent down in front of me and put her hand on my forehead. I turned my head away.

“You feel fine. Did the talk with the Dean not go so well?”

“It went peachy cream.” If only that were the truth.

“Well then Mr. Grouch, why so grumpy?”

Well for starters I just found out my best friend had been keeping life altering secrets from

me. “I’m fine.”

“Oh I know, you haven't eaten yet right? Come on, breakfast is on me.” She smiled at me.

I didn't want to admit it but that might actually be the one thing to cheer me up, if even only a

little. The taste of the Dean's manure truffle still lingered on my taste buds. “I'm not hungry.” My

stomach growled angrily in protest.



Traitor.

She laughed loudly. “Don't be modest, a growing boy needs his nutrition.” She stood up and

pulled my arm along with her.

I resisted slightly at first, but eventually gave in and let her pull me up. I was still angry with

her; I knew it wasn't her choice to keep secrets from me, but that fact barely made me feel any better.

Although, I guess we were technically in the same boat now.

I sighed, no matter how much I wanted, I couldn't stay mad at her.  Whether I liked it or not, we 

were in this crazy world together now. Covert ops agents... just thinking about it gave me butterflies.

Candace and I strolled through the courtyard, the sun was starting to emerge from behind a few

large clouds. I peeked at her sideways through my peripheral vision. She was acting as normal as

ever. It got on my nerves that I couldn't tell what she was thinking half the time.

Wasn't she the least bit curious as to what me and the Dean had discussed? Well if she wasn’t

going to bring it up, neither was I.

“What happened to your friend? I thought she was supposed to pick me up.”

“You mean, Bianca? I finished council work up early, so I came instead.”

“Oh.”

“Disappointed? She was pretty cute, huh?”

“You smell that?” I sniffed around.

She turned her head left and right searching for the smell. “What are you talking about?”

“The jealousy that's thick in the air.”

She turned her head to me and smiled. “You're so cute when you're delusional, like a dumb

little puppy.”

My eyebrow involuntarily twitched. “That's hilarious. You know what else is funny? The little



secret Bianca told me about.” I was totally bluffing, but I wanted to have a little fun with her.

To my surprise, she came to a halting stop. I stopped and turned to her. Her eyebrows were up

in a questioning look and her mouth was slightly open. I knew it wasn't appropriate but I wanted to

laugh. It was rare to catch Candace in such a flustered state. I wish I had my phone on me; I would’ve

cherished this picture forever. But what had gotten her in session agitated state? Was what Bianca

was going to tell me that embarrassing?

“What little secret?”

“You know what I'm talking about.” I didn't even know what I was talking about, but I was

going to BS my way through it. I was curious now.

She raised her eyebrow and studied my face. I imitated her and put on my best poker face.

“You’re full of crap.”

Ever since we were kids, I could never manage to trick Candace. I burst out laughing. “You

should've seen the look on your face.” I imitated her flustered look.

She punched me in my arm. “Ass.”

It seems I was everyone’s punching bag today. “Ow, I have delicate skin you know.”

“Whatever.”

I was in slightly higher spirits after teasing my childhood friend. “So, where are you taking me

for breakfast?”

“You're lucky, to be getting anything at all now. Addison's cafeteria is actually pretty decent

and today's Pancake Day.”

“Pancakes? I sincerely and truly apologize for teasing you, oh great Candace.”

“That's more like it.”

Eventually, we came upon another building that was mostly see-through with clear glass.



Students were seated at multiple long gray tables inside. They were each lined up in rows. Once we

were inside the cafeteria, Candace told me to take a seat. She came back five minutes later with a big

stack of pancakes. I immediately grabbed a plate from her and started wolfing down the carbs.

She smiled at me while I ate. “You're welcome.”

“Thank you.” I told her through a mouth full of delicious pancakes. After I was done, I put my

hand on my belly. “I think I can die in peace now.”

“I told you they were good.” Candace laughed. “Next time you have to try – “

“Why didn’t you ever tell me the truth about Addison?” I interrupted her.

She looked at me with a blank look on her face. “You know why.”

I put my hands on the table and looked at my empty white plate. “I know… But still.”

Candace reached out and put her hand on mine. “You know I wouldn't keep anything from you

on purpose, it wasn't my choice, Adin.”

I looked up at her and smiled. “I guess you're right. We’re both in this together now, huh? How

crazy is that?”

She had a confused look on her face. “What?”

“We're both agents now? Well, technically recruits.”

“Damn idiot.” She frowned.

“Why am I an idiot?”

She waved her hand dismissively at me. Her eyes were on the table in a distracted look.

“Sorry, not you. Listen, Adin, you can't become an organization agent.”

“What, why not?”

“You just can't.”

I leaned back against the chair and crossed my arms. “Oh sure, I’ll just pack my bags and go



home.”

She brought her hands down on the table with a smack. The sudden noise attracted attention

from the other students; I felt a million eyes focus on us.

“I'm not joking, Adin, this isn’t a game. You could die out there, do you understand that?”

“What about you?”

“I'm on the student council. I don't do the fighting.” It made sense I couldn't picture Candace

fighting, she had too big of a brain for that

“You’re the one who wanted me here in the first place, remember?”

“Not like this.”

“It was my choice, just like it was yours and this is what I chose. You don't have the right to

choose for me, I don't need you to protect me anymore, okay? Thanks for breakfast.” I got up and

turned to leave.

“Wait Adin, you don't even know where to go.”

“I'm not a little boy anymore Candace, I’ll figure it out.”

And with that I left the cafeteria. I didn't know where I was going, but that didn't matter to me at

the moment. I knew Candace was just trying to protect me, but I felt it was selfish for her to try to

choose my fate. She had always been like that – trying to fight my battles for me, but I wasn’t a child

anymore. I had to make my own choices whether she agreed with them or not.

When I calmed down, I looked around.

Where am I?

I felt stupid for getting so mad at Candace. Thanks to that I was lost now. I was in the middle of

the courtyard next to the giant statue I saw earlier. I studied it more closely now; it was a woman that

I didn't recognize, She must've been pretty important to have a statue in the middle of the courtyard.



There had been a lot of influential figures at Addison, but I didn’t see any statues of them anywhere.

A female recruit with short brown hair walked by me, so I used the opportunity to ask for

directions. I explained that I needed to take the aptitude test. She pointed me in the direction of some

place called the Learning Center, I thanked her and made my way towards there.

After a little while, I came upon another building that was mostly blue. It had an arch that

stretched across the top. The female student that gave me directions told me there would be a light

bulb sign at the top of the building, and sure enough, there it was. A giant yellow light bulb marked

the top of the building.

Inside was a mixture of mostly blue and grey. I scanned the spacious room, but didn't see

anyone in sight. There was a desk off to the right. I started towards it even though it looked to be

empty. As I got closer, I heard a rustling sound coming from behind the tall desk. I leaned on my tippy

toes to better locate it and was successful.

A flustered Asian girl with ridiculously long hair and glasses that were too large for her face

tried unsuccessfully to pick up a stack of papers that were scattered all over the floor. It was truly a

mess.

“Do you need any help?”

The long haired girl continued to scramble with the papers not hearing me at all, but she was

making no progress. I walked behind the tall desk and bent down next to her. She still hadn't reacted

to me. I picked up the papers that were scattered around her. She had already picked up most of the

papers in the front, so I stacked what I had on top of her small pile. When she noticed me, she fell

back in surprise.

“Hi.” I said amicably.

“Where did you come from?” She said leaning back on her elbows with her long hair laid all

over the floor.



“I came through the door.” I pointed towards the entrance.

“Oh, Oh! You’re Adin Anderson.”

“I am.”

“The one who stopped those terrorists.”

I scratched the back of my head. Just how many knew about that?

She frantically stood up collecting the stack of papers along with her and smiled. “I think what

you did was really great; a lot of people could've gotten hurt.”

“Thanks, I'm just glad I could help.” I gave her my best smile.

She looked a bit older than most of the recruits I had run into.

“Are you a student here?”

Her attire stated otherwise, she was wearing a white lab coat over a yellow shirt that had a

smiling penguin and a black skirt. I think my sister had the same shirt.

“Yes, well, um, technically no. I mean I was. I’m the ambassador now, along with my other

duties.” She looked down. “I actually took care of you when you got here…”

“So you’re the one that undressed me?” I remember the green gown I’d been wearing.

Her suddenly hands shot up. “I-I promise I closed my eyes the whole time.” She protested,

breathlessly.

I laughed, this girl really was a funny character. “What's your name?”

“I'm Kei Izumi...” She pointed to the silver square badge on her lab coat.

“So you work here.”

She pushed her large glasses up. “Yes, I graduated a couple years ago and now work here as

the ambassador. I administer the aptitude tests that will help determine where to place you, although I

personally give my own input into the training where you should be appropriately placed.”



“Nice to meet you, Kei.” I smiled.

She blushed in response with a smile. I thought her awkwardness was kind of cute.

“So what do we do, now?”

“Um, right. There are two parts to the aptitude test. First you will be taking the physical portion.

Follow me.”

     She made her way from behind the desk and walked to the right. There was a small hallway 

that she led me down. It opened to a white tiled dome area that was spacious and wide. It was 

completely empty. I tilted my head up to see a dark tinted window that circled the entire top of the 

dome. It was hard to see through, but I thought I could make several shadows scattered throughout the 

dark glass.

“Ok, walk to the middle of the Training Dome.” Kei instructed me.

I did as I was told and walked to the middle of the huge dome. I looked back to seek further

instruction from Kei, but she was nowhere to be found. Before I could question her whereabouts, I

heard a voice reverberate through speakers.

“The test will now commence.” I heard Kei's soft-spoken voice magnified through the speakers.

“Wait, what do I – “

Before I could finish my question, a what I can only assume was some type of red robot shot out

from the dome like an angry bull. It was in the shape of a person, but instead of hands and legs there

were pads in their place. It was also connected to a very long wire that was protruding from the wall.

I didn't have too much time to think about it though, as the red robot wasted no time in attacking me.

   And it was quick as lightning too. I barely managed to veer my head to the right, before the 

robot’s right arm pad came crashing down. It had only begun its assault, and I was fast coming to the 

realization fast that I was not going to be able to defeat this thing with sheer force but it was hard to 

come up with a plan when you had an opponent with an infinite amount of energy. 



While I was preoccupied with the upper half of the robot and its arm pads steadily sending a

volley of blows, it sent a brutal kick that slammed into my right shin. Water formed in my eyes. The

pain was unbelievable; my entire right leg immediately went dead and I fell to my knees.

I was lucky that I did too, because right where my head was a second ago, the robot arm pad

had sent what would have been a finishing blow. I forced myself to stand up and felt a shooting pain

in my right leg, I appreciated it though. The pain fueled me, it made me want to hurt the robot back,

even though I guess technically that was impossible. But that didn't matter to me; I was hurt and I was

angry.

        There has to be some way to stop this thing.

I had to stun it somehow. I didn't think I was going to do any damage to its arms or legs, so I

sacrificed my left arm as its arm pad came down in a vicious arc. Once again, I felt excruciating pain

as the red robot's arm pad rocketed into mine. It was worth the pain though, as I finally had an

opportunity to score my own blow.

I sent an angry balled up fist aimed right at the robot’s head. It popped up and finally stopped

moving. I took an exhausted breath and doubled over. I felt like I had went twelve rounds with Mike

Tyson.

“The robot will only be stunned for thirty seconds, get ready.”

“Are you kidding me?!” I said out loud to no one in particular. “What is the goal of this

exercise?” I said, spinning around to try and locate where I thought Kei’s voice was emanating from.

“To test your improvisation skills. You're actually doing better than most.”

Really? I thought I was doing pretty bad. I knew it was pointless, but I thought I'd ask anyway.

“Is there a way to stop the robot?”

“Hmm, I guess there's no harm in telling you. Yes there is, although only one person was

actually ever successful in doing so.”



I looked over at the long cord that was sticking out of the dome wall again.

It might be ridiculous enough to work.

I limped over to the black cord that protruded from the dome wall. When I was in front of it, I

placed both my hands on both sides of the cord and yanked as hard as I could.

“What are you doing?” Kei asked in a flustered voice. I could hear little whispers that

underlined hers, but I couldn't quite make out what they were saying.

I continued pulling as hard as I could. When I heard electrical surge behind me, I immediately

doubled my efforts. Thirty seconds wasn't a very long time. I dared to turn my head and saw the red

robot pivot and spin in my direction. It didn't have a face, but I imagined it smiling.

It instantly charged towards me. I turned back to the cord and continued with my futile effort to

pull it out. In no time, the red robot was on me. It commenced sending crushing blows to my back. I

let out a roar that would make Simba proud, as I gave my last gallant effort to yank the cord out of the

wall. I knew I was only seconds away from passing out if I received anymore punishment from the

robot.

I suddenly lost balance and landed hard on my ass. I threw my head back to see the robot

hovering over me. It wasn't moving anymore.

“Not so tough without your little cord huh?” I waved it around in my hand.

I turned my head when I heard a door sliding open. Kei emerged from the far side of the dome

wall.

So that's where she disappeared too.

I grunted as I struggled to my feet and faced Kei while she timidly approached me.

“Y-You can't do that.” She stammered.

“Is it against the rules?”



She stared at me and then up at the dome tinted window, then immediately began tapping on a

touchscreen device she held. After a few moments, she looked up at me in defeat. “Well… technically

no...”

“Then it's fine, right?” I gave a broad smile.

“Um, I guess… let me just calculate your score...” She began fiddling with her touchscreen

device once more. She raised her head after several seconds, her mouth hung slightly open.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“No, actually it's the opposite of that… You managed to score in the one top percentile.”

A collective gasp echoed throughout the dome. I looked up at the tinted windows.

Who’s up there?

I still couldn't tell who was lurking behind them. Most likely other recruits.

“I knew there was something special about you.”

“Special?”

“I-I just meant you're amazing.” She stuttered.

“Amazing?”

She looked down with her face completely red.

“I'm just teasing you.” I smiled.

She immediately looked up. “Oh, you're such a meanie!” We laughed together this time.

“You mentioned before that someone was able to stop the robot, how’d they do it?”

“They were able to disable the dome-dummy by destroying it.”

How the hell could anyone manage to stop that thing with their bare fists? “Who was it?”

“Our current Dean, John Dexter.”



I wasn't expecting to hear his name. He seemed kind of goofy to me, but the old phrase that

looks could be deceiving was a true one.

“Now he must've been something special.”

She blushed again at the mention of the word. “He was, he holds many of the records here at the

school in academics and training.”

I guess he wasn't the Dean for nothing. “Hmm, so, what's next?”

“Next is the continuation of the physical portion of the aptitude test, target practice.”

“Target practice? As in guns?”

“Mhm, please proceed to the middle of the dome, Adin.”

I made my way to the middle of the dome without any further questions. This time I caught a

glimpse of her disappearing behind the sliding door on the far side of the dome. A second later, her

voice came through the speakers again.

“Please choose your weapon.”

As soon as she finished her sentence a metal table popped out in front of me that displayed what

looked like a small handgun – probably a nine millimeter, a sniper rifle, and an assault rifle. I played

enough video games that I recognized the objects laid in front of me, but I still couldn't believe my

eyes. I had never seen a gun let alone be close enough to touch one. I was officially on a different

planet now. Candace’s voice echoed in the back of my mind. I knew this wasn't a game

“These are real?” I slid my fingers over the handgun: it was cold to the touch.

“Yes, but they're currently filled with blanks. Please; still be careful.”

After a short inner debate, I decided on the handgun. It was probably the safest option. There

were big black headphones also on the table, so I put them on too. I knew the shots from guns were

loud enough to damage your eardrums. After choosing my weapon, three targets popped out



simultaneously in front of me on the dome wall.

“You can begin when you're ready.” Kei instructed.

I took a deep breath and raised the handgun with both hands. I didn't really know what I was

doing, but it couldn’t be that hard, right? The targets on the wall were a good size, so I thought I

should at least get near the vicinity of the bull's-eye.

Taking another deep breath, I aimed for the middlemost target. I eased my index finger slightly

on the trigger and heard the gun burst as the gun jerked in my hand. The strength of the recoil caught

me off guard causing the gun to clatter to the floor. I rubbed the back of my head in embarrassment and

picked up the fallen weapon.

Again I was thankful for the headphones as the roar of the gunshot echoed thunderously through

the spacious dome. I squinted my eyes to see where the bullet had hit and was surprised by the

location. I barely managed to hit the target at all, let alone near the bull's-eye.

There was a small hole at the bottom right of the target board. It was a bit disappointing to be

honest. Suddenly, laughing erupted from nowhere in particular. Heat rushed to my face; so what if I

wasn't a natural gunslinger, give me a break.

“Don't worry, Adin you can do it!” Kei suddenly shouted from her spectator’s view.

I looked up at the almost black windows to try and spot her, but couldn't identify her silhouette,

so I just smiled in the general direction of where she had disappeared to. Her sudden outburst washed

away my embarrassment like a cold shower.

You can do this.

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



Chapter 14
 

 

I gripped the small firearm in my hands tighter this time remembering the recoil. I shut my right

eye to get better aim and flexed my index finger on the trigger.

Easy…

After a moment, I squeezed the trigger two more times. This time my aim was a lot better, but I

was still nowhere near the bull's-eye. Once again, laughter escaped from the speakers hidden

somewhere in the white dome. Instead of embarrassment this time, I felt anger. I put down the nine

millimeter handgun and picked up the assault rifle.

“Adin, you're only permitted to use one weapon...” Kei warned me.

I ignored her and raised the gun at the middle target once again. Before I could shoot, Taylor

Louis’ face suddenly materialized in place of the target. I was momentarily stunned, but only for a

second; a surge of emotion propelled me through the shock. How long would his damn face haunt me?

An array of bullets penetrated the target board in a matter of seconds. Smoke drifted away from

the nozzle as I lowered the rifle. I still hadn’t hit the bull’s-eye, but several small holes were closer.

This time there was no laughter, only silence. It was music to my ears.

I don’t know what compelled me to do what I did. Maybe I wanted to prove I belonged or

maybe I was just scared, I didn’t know.

I heard the sliding door knowing Kei would appear once again. Sure enough, she came out in a

flustered state, walking unsteadily towards me. “Adin?”

“Yeah?”

“S-Sorry it just looked like you zoned out for a moment, you looked like a completely different

person.”



Did I?

I laughed it off. “I was just really focused.”

“Oh.. Okay..”

“So how’d I do this time?”

She looked over at the target boards and back at me. “Well.. you did quite well, but get a failing

grade.” She said slowly.

“What, why?”

“I-I tried to warn you.. you are only permitted to use the one firearm… Sorry Adin...”

I smiled and put my hand on her shoulder. “It's fine, it was my fault.” I had accomplished what I

wanted at the end of the day. “By the way, I'm curious, who's up there?” I nudged my head up at the

long tinted window.

“Oh, um, mainly recruits and some staff. The aptitude tests are open to organization personnel

and everyone heard we were getting a new recruit today, sorry…”

“No, it's fine, I was just wondering.” I smiled at her.

She smiled back. “Okay, now we’ll begin the second portion of the aptitude test: tactical

simulation.”

“Lead the way.”

“This part of the test is private, so follow me please.”

Instead of the sliding door she had disappeared into several times before, another door opened

vertically on the right side of the dome. I wondered how she was controlling the doors. It was

probably that touch-screen device she held close to her.

We stepped through the vertical door and were in a completely different room. Instead of the

dome’s white spacious walls, the new room was dark and small. I looked to my left and right, but it



was pretty much empty, what mostly filled the room was a pod-like device sitting in the middle of the

floor.

Right next to the pod was a large monitor with a chair in front of it. Kei walked over to it and

sat down with her legs crossed.

“Okay, this portion of the aptitude test will test your tactical, leadership and critical thinking

skills. The Tendo Pod you see in front of you will simulate a random terrain and mission objective

that you will have to complete within a certain period of time. Now, please get in the pod.”

I nodded at her and placed myself in the virtual reality pod. It was actually kind of comfy.

“Place the VR headset on, please.”

I looked down to my right and saw what looked like your basic headset; minus the black visor

that went across your eyes. Most kids my age used headsets like it to play video games. Virtual reality

gaming was huge these days and it was only getting bigger - I even had a cheap version myself back at

home. I grabbed the headset and placed it on my head. My vision instantly turned black.

“Okay… um, next is I have to place these stickers on you.” She proceeded to place them on

both my arms and legs. She also placed a couple on my chest. The stickers felt like ice cubes as she

attached them to my body. I involuntarily shivered.

“Sorry about that, I know they're cold.”

“What are they for?” I felt like a test subject with all the stickers on me.

“Oh sorry.. I should've explained that first. Well, they serve two purposes, first is they monitor

your vitals such as your heart rate and oxygen level and their second purpose is to simulate authentic

physiological feedback.”

“So, like I'll feel real pain and stuff?” I knew there were some top level VR equipment out there

that could simulate authentic life-like conditions, but they were way expensive. I was anxious to see

how real the simulation would feel.



“Mhm, but don't worry, the simulation will shut down if the feedback becomes too much stress

on your body. Okay, Adin, are you ready?”

“Yes ma’am, fire it up.”

“Good luck.”

A second later, my vision turned from black to bright white, then to blue with several lines of

text slowly rising.

Location: North Korea, unknown village.

Weapons: SR9 Luger handgun, smoke grenade, reinforced baton.

Fire Team:  

Team Leader - Adin Anderson.

Grenadier – John Henderson.

Gunner – Jacky Battle.

Scout - Sean Peters.

Mission objective: Locate and eliminate target.

After several seconds, the text disappeared. The objective seemed easy enough. All I had to do

was find the target and eliminate it. My approach to pass the simulation was to treat it as a video

game. My knowledge on military like procedures and tactics was sorely lacking, so I was going to be

counting on my summertime binge sessions of Call of Duty.

My thoughts were interrupted as I was abruptly thrust into the simulation. In front of me was

some type of outdoor marketplace with various people roaming about. I didn't recognize any of the

letters or signs on the market stalls.

Wow…

It was hard to tell the difference. I knew I was in the simulation, but it felt so real. I shifted my



toes in my black boots. Even the ground under my feet felt authentic. I stopped admiring the realness

of the simulation and reminded myself I wasn't here for fun - I had a mission complete.

To the right of me was a male that was heavily muscled. Above his head in bright green text

was John Henderson – Grenadier, although, the identification was unnecessary as I spotted the good-

sized grenade launcher on his back. To my left was a woman with short hair that was too red to be

natural, she was my gunner. I would be counting on her firepower, she held an AK-47. Behind me

was my scout, Sean Peters; ust as his position suggested, I would use him to scout the immediate area.

Our attire was identical. We were covered in black with long sleeves under tight fitting vests

that I assumed were bulletproof. Our bottom halves consisted of tight fitting pants and light weighted

boots. We also had headsets on our heads for communication. It was clear our gear was designed for

movement and flexibility.

After confirming everyone's positions and duties, I took point and proceeded forward. My wrist

made a sudden beeping sound. On my forearm was some type of watch with a big screen on it that

displayed a map. There was a red dot about a half-mile away, I figured that's where we needed to go.

Korean civilians parted for us as we made our way through the marketplace. I kept my eyes

peeled for any abnormal movement or danger. Everything was going smoothly so far, until an elderly

Korean woman blocked our path a few feet in front of us. It didn't look like she was in any mood to

move.

“Out of the way, ma’am.” I said in a raised voice, trying to sound authoritative.

She ignored me and started yelling, but I couldn't understand a word she was saying. I

remembered the time limit and prepared to physically move her out of the way if it came to that.

While contemplating what to do, out of the corner of my eye there was a sudden flash of

movement. Another woman, much younger this time, had brandished a butcher’s knife from under her

skirt. I immediately grabbed my nine millimeter handgun from my holster and shot her in the leg. I

didn't want to kill the woman; if there were strangers invading my village I wouldn't be too happy



either. To my shock, she kept advancing towards my team.

Dammit.

I shot her two more times in the gut and she finally went down. My stomach twisted in a knot,

but I couldn't feel bad or guilty, I didn't have the luxury of time. The situation was becoming

dangerous as we were surrounded by civilians that were now agitated by the violence that had just

taken place. I had to get out of the situation and now.

I searched for a solution and saw a narrow alleyway up and into the right between two

buildings. It would take longer to get to our destination, but it was a fair trade for the concealment. I

hurriedly ordered my team to take refuge into the alleyway and then ordered the scout to make sure no

civilians had followed us.

He gave a curt nod and headed back to the direction of the marketplace. I examined the

alleyway for any possible danger. It was quiet, but that wasn't necessarily a good thing.

A couple minutes later, the scout returned and confirmed there were no pursuers. I glanced

down at my watch map again. Instead of a straight path now, we had to zig-zag through several

alleyways. The buildings around us look abandoned; it was a potential hiding spot for enemies, so I

had to be on the lookout.

I sent the scout out again to make sure the route ahead was clear. Several seconds later, his

voice sounded in my ear, letting me know the cost was clear. Right as I was about to order my team to

move out, I noticed a flash of light on top of one of the abandoned buildings to the right. I was

momentarily confused, but immediately realized the situation we were in.

“Sniper!” I yelled and dove for cover.

No soon as the word left my mouth there was a deafening bang. Luckily, I had warned my team

in time, so everybody had managed to take cover behind the walls that circled us. I dared to peek my

head out to scan the building the sniper had shot from. We were bogged down with virtually no room



to maneuver in the tight alleyway, but we still held a certain advantage. However, we had to act fast.

I ordered the scout to maintain his position through the headset; he would come in use later.

Another bang roared as the sniper let loose a shot that struck the wall that I was crouched behind,

causing dust to fall all over my head.

Crap.

I instructed the red haired gunner to stay in our current position and suppress the sniper’s fire.

We weren’t going anywhere if the sniper had free reign to pick at us whenever he pleased. Then I

ordered my remaining team member to follow me on my signal. Once I confirmed everyone was

ready, I reached for the smoke grenade on my waist. Without hesitation, I unpinned it and tossed it to

the floor, victorious as smoke began to fill the area, almost immediately.

I made a mad dash through the smoke straight for the building the sniper was on, the grenadier

right behind me. Gunshots erupted as my gunner let loose a flurry of bullets. The gunner was excellent

in providing fire support - there was no more harassment from the sniper as the grenadier and I

moved from cover to cover. Free of the smoke grenade’s protection now, it was vital to my plan.

I skidded to a stop behind another wall to study the abandoned building the sniper was

occupying. There were no visible entrances besides the boarded up windows in front, so I thought I'd

try my luck at the back.

Bingo.

In the back of the building was a large metal door. I turned the knob, but it was locked. I wasn’t

that lucky. It was obvious the situation called for a slightly more forceful method. If only there was a

grenade launcher nearby, oh yeah.

I backed up a good distance and took cover. Next, I ordered the grenadier to blow the shit out 

of the metal door - in those words exactly. He got into a position and hoisted the grenade launcher 

over his shoulder. A second later, there was an earsplitting explosion as the grenade rocketed into the 



door.  

The heat from the explosion slammed against me as I was knocked back by the force. I

unsteadily stepped out of cover to see the destruction the grenade launcher had caused. Debris was

scattered everywhere and there was a gaping hole where the metal door was just a moment ago. Little

wisps of fire also lined the large hole.

Awesome.

I proceeded to the now doorless building, but stopped short. Down the alley to my right, a dark

haired male in civilian clothes was ducked low to the ground trying very hard not to be noticed. The

sniper.

He stopped and turned his head slowly towards us, we stared back at him. Then he raised to his

full height and started running like a wild animal. The grenadier reached for the handgun that he had in

his holster, but I stopped him. There was no need.

I gave instruction to the scout through my headset and waited. Several seconds later, multiple

gunshots ringed off in the distance. The headset on my head crackled and a voice came a moment

later, It was the scout confirming the kill. I ordered everybody to rendezvous at the target location,

barring anymore contact with the enemy. Fortunately, several minutes later we all reached the

rendezvous point without any problems.

An abandoned building that looked just like the rest of the countless ones we already passed

stood in front of us. This time the door to the building was wooden and didn't seem very sturdy. The

big bad wolf could've probably blown it away, but I opted for kicking it down.

We cautiously stepped inside with me at point. Trash was strewn all over the floor and multiple

cracks lined the gray walls. I glanced down at my watch once again to confirm our location and sure

enough the glaring red dot was in this very location. There were two staircases on either side of the

room. I pondered for a moment and eventually decided it would be more beneficial to split up. We

could cover more ground that way.



The gunner came with me while the scout paired up with grenadier. The gunner and I took the

right staircase. The stairs were cracked and groaned under our combined weight. We cautiously made

our way up the steps one at a time. At the top, we were met by an empty hallway that contained a

single door.

I quietly got on the right side of the shabby looking door and gestured for the gunner to do the

same. I looked at her and nodded. At the same time, we kicked the door with enough force to bring it

down. It hit the floor with a weak thud. I took lead and stormed into the room with my handgun raised,

ready to shoot anything that even twitched or moved. Or so I thought.

Only a few feet away from me seated at a small yellow table was a boy that couldn't have been

more than twelve years old. He watched me with big brown eyes that twinkled with fear. Over his

head in big red bold letters read the word target. I raised the SR9 Luger and pointed it at his head.

The gun suddenly weighed a ton in my hands. I reminded myself that it was only a simulation,

that it wasn't technically real, but what would I tell myself when it was real? Was I prepared to kill

anyone that I was ordered to no questions asked, like a puppet? Dammit! I didn’t know what to do, but

I had to make a decision, time was running out.

I felt spots of warmness on my face. I turned my head and looked down to the right; the gunner

lay on the ground face up with a small hole in the middle of her forehead. It was about the size of a

bullet hole. I numbly looked back to my left and saw the young boy holding a large silver revolver in

his small hands - I hadn’t even heard it go off.

The boy had his gun trained on me now, but I barely registered him. My indecisiveness had

gotten my teammate killed and I was next. I re-gripped my weapon to fire, but the young Korean boy

was faster. The nine millimeter clattered to the floor as my right arm screamed in pain. The bullet had

penetrated my bicep and was now embedded somewhere deep in my arm.

I gritted my teeth so hard I thought they would crack. The pain was all too real. And who's to



say it wasn't? The brain was basically just a bunch of electrical wires. It interpreted what we felt as

reality. I glanced down at the gun on the floor, but before I could even reach for it, another bullet

made itself comfortable inside my abdomen. The pain was excruciating, it felt like I’d taken several

baseball bats to my stomach.

In the last few months, I’d gotten stabbed, punched and shot, and I had to say it was not my

favorite hobby. I groaned in pain and hit the floor immediately, I didn't even feel myself collide with

the ground as all my focus was centered on the pain in my new injuries.

A screeching sound penetrated the silence in the room as the boy pushed his chair back from the

table and stood up. He leisurely walked to stand over my crumpled figure, then aimed his weapon

down at me once more with lifeless eyes that reminded me of a fishes.

I watched closely at his finger tense up and squeeze the gun’s trigger repeatedly. My body

violently shook and jerked with each shot, then suddenly my vision turned black. There was

screaming I could vaguely make out, but I didn't know where it was coming from.

“Adin, Adin! It's okay, you're safe now.”

It took me a moment to realize Kei was talking to me, but I finally stopped screaming. I looked

over at the monitor: my heartrate was going off the chance, but I didn’t need it to tell me that; I could

feel it doing somersaults in my chest. The VR helmet was in Kei’s hands. She must’ve pulled it off,

otherwise I'd still be in the simulation with my gut being filled with holes like Swiss cheese.

“What the hell…? I thought the simulation would terminate if the stress on my body became too 

much?” I said breathlessly.  

“I-I don't know what happened, it's never done that before…” Her eyebrows were furrowed

and it looked like she was about to cry.

I sighed. “Hey, no harm done right? I’m still alive.” I raised my arms and smiled to demonstrate 

the point, but I still felt pretty awful.  I was lightheaded and still remembered the pain of being shot



repeatedly. It felt like the bullets were still lodged in my stomach. I almost reached down to feel my

abdomen, but realized Kei was still watching me with teary eyes.

“Are you sure? Maybe you should go to Infirmary, just in case…”

“Really Kei, I'm fine.”

“Okay…” She relented.

I lowered my arms. “Let me guess, I failed?”

She had a sheepish look on her face. It told me everything I needed to know.

“Figures, I fail two thirds of the tests I took today, and I barely managed to pass the first one.”

Maybe I wasn't cut out for all the secret agent stuff after all.

While I was busy telling myself off, Kei was tapping all over her touch-screen device with

precision. I watched her for a few seconds, when her head shot up and she made eye contact with me.

Her suddenness made me flinch.

“Do I have something on my face?” I wasn't used to her making direct eye contact, she usually 

looked to the side or down.  

A smile spread across her face. “Adin, although you have failed two out of the three aptitude

tests today, I hereby appoint you Team Umbra's Tactician.”

Tactician? I had done horrible today, how did I get chosen as the team’s tactician? “I thought I

failed two out of the three tests?”

“Technically you did.” She raised the touchscreen device in her hands.” This uses a special

algorithm to determine, team placement, position, and skill level. It's suggested you become Team

Umbra’s Tactician. As talent evaluator, I can override any decision that the Gencore makes, but after

watching you and your unorthodox approach to many of the problems you faced today, I

wholeheartedly agree with it. You don't think like the average Organization agent.”

“Because I'm not.”



She smiled. “Maybe that's what we need.”

My dark mood was lifted instantly. Instead of thinking I couldn't have done any worse I come

out as an integral part of this Team Umbra. Sure, I could barely handle a gun, but my brain was my

strongest weapon and it had plenty of bullets.

I doubted myself too quickly; if I didn't believe in myself, who would? The only person you

could bet on was yourself and I hit the jackpot today. I couldn't contain my happiness. I jumped up and

yelled. I still felt a bit lightheaded, but much better.

Kei looked at me with wide eyes then giggled. “Hold on, we're not done yet.”

“Aw, are you serious?” I was done about two tests ago.

She giggled again. “Don't worry, this is the easy part.”

None of what I'd done so far had been easy, so don't blame me if I was a bit skeptical. “I'll take

your word for it.”

“Dean Dexter asked me to draw blood from you. Something about testing for a disorder that

runs in your family?”

A total lie. “Yeah… He mentioned that.”

“Okay, I’ll be right back. Oh, and you can take off the stickers.” She set the VR headset down,

then left the room.

I thought about how everything was laid out for me as I removed the stickers one by one. Dean

Dexter seemed to have everything already set up. He knew I would say yes to becoming a recruit. I

didn’t know how to feel about that.

Kei returned a moment later with an empty clear syringe that had a mean-looking long needle at

the end. She walked over with it and retook her seat by the monitor. “It’ll hurt only for a sec, I

promise.”



I gave the needle a nervous glance. “You do know how to use that thing right?”

“Well…” She hesitated.

I scooted back in the VR pod.

“That was a joke.” She giggled after a few seconds.

It took me a moment to register what she'd said. “A joke…” I chuckled. I didn’t know she could

joke. “You got me.”

She gave me a reassuring smile. “I’ll be careful, don’t worry, just hold your arm out.”

I did as I was told and looked away. I would get queasy if I watched that sword of a needle

coming towards me. A moment later, there was a wet cold sensation against the crook in my arm.

“I’m just sterilizing the area with an alcohol wipe, here comes the poke.”

Before I could change my mind, there was a sharp poke that invaded my upper arm. My face

scrunched up as I endured the foreign object in my body.

“There, done. Are you okay?” She asked, several seconds later.

I looked down at my arm. I wasn’t even bleeding. “Yeah, it actually wasn’t that bad.”

She smiled and got up with the blood filled syringe. “I have to run this down to the lab. Do you

want me to escort you out?”

“I think I’ll rest here for a minute.”

“Okay. Well, you’ve now officially completed the Addison College aptitude test,

congratulations and welcome to The Organization, Adin.” She said with a wide smile.

I gave her an even bigger one in return. “You helped a lot, thanks Kei.”

“Oh, before I forget.” From her lab coat she produced a white piece of paper and blue journal

with her free hand. “This is the Addison College planner and your team information sheet. Everything

you need is in there, including directions to your new dorm house.”



I took them from her hands and thanked her again. After she left, I rested for a short while, then

made my way towards the exit. There was a green button next to the gray door. There was no knob in

sight, so I pressed it and the door instantly opened vertically.

I was back in the spacious white dome. It was empty just like before with the target boards and

table that held the guns gone. I cast a glance up at the window that circled the top of the dome one last

time, but it seemed to be unoccupied. I proceeded towards the hallway that led to the front of the

building, then out the Learning Center.

Outside, the sun’s rays illuminated the entirety of the courtyard. I shielded my eyes from the

brightness and looked up, there was barely a cloud in the sky. My grandfather had a saying - the Sun

didn't always shine on the same dog’s ass, but I felt like today was my day.

I peered down at the paper, on to Team Umbra!

 



Chapter 15
 

 

I sat on a mahogany bench gazing at a field of neatly cut grass. I glanced down at my newly

acquired Addison College planner for the third time. According to it, I was in a section of the school

called the relaxation zone. There was nothing but grass and a few benches in the area. I guess it was

kind of relaxing if you liked a lot of grass.

A few other recruits occupied the grassy field. Their eyes had lingered on me when I had

stumbled into the area for a short break, but they quickly lost interest and went back to their own

business. To be honest, I was thankful for it, I wanted to be in my own thoughts for a while.

Off in the distance, there was a tall white barrier that cut off the end of the field. The entire

Addison campus was surrounded by it. At first, I thought it was strange to have such a pulverizing

object at a school, but now I understood why. Secrecy was everything here.

I leaned back on the wooden bench and surveyed the New York sky. Instead of the clear blue I

was used to back home, it had more of a yellow hue. Probably all the smog and pollution.

Welcome to New York.

A lone cloud floated that transformed into Taylor Louis’s face, I jolted forward. A few heads

turned my way with questioning looks. I suddenly felt hot, but it was a cool day. The grass in the field

swayed back and forth as evidence.

Dammit.

No matter what I did or tried Taylor’s face followed me like a stray dog. There was rarely a

day since the incident where I didn't see his face. His eyes open, but devoid of life, glaring at me in a

damning accusation.

Murderer.



I shut my eyes and sat still, not moving a single muscle. After a minute or so, I re-opened them.

The clouds were just clouds again. Completely clearing my mind was the only thing that seemed to

work. Something in me had changed since my transformations. I mean, I'm sure anybody would change

after taking a human life, but it was more than that.

It was like there was a whisper in the back of my mind. I felt compelled to do things I normally

wouldn't. For example, shooting out the target board during the aptitude test even though, Kei had

warned me not to. Was I just imagining it? Maybe it was a side effect of the transformations? I

honestly didn't know anymore. I took a deep breath and blew it out. Maybe I was losing my mind.

I need to get this shit under control.

I held up the paper Kei gave me that contained all my team information.

Team Umbra Personnel Report.

Team Leader - Mina Park, 21. --- Displays exceptional individual and leadership skills, but

standoffish personality causes communication issues with others.

 

Gunner - Vince Riley, 19. --- Younger Brother of Disciplinary Squad Leader. Abrasive and

blunt. Exceptional skills in field combat, but lack of compassion for others make him inadequate

leader.

 

Scout/Hacker Josh Harper, 18. --- Exceptional observation skills, excels as both scout and

hacker. Little initiative or ambition limits improvisation in field.

 

Gunner - Hope Dexter, 18. --- Although a new recruit, already displays unrivaled talent in

firearms combat. Stoic and quiet personality causes communication issues.

 



Scout - Bianca Costa, 20. --- Former Track gold medalist. Speed makes her exceptional

Scout. Incidents of insubordination have occurred repeatedly.

 

Grenadier - George Batista, 20. --- Bomb disposal and IEED expert. A hothead, has

difficulty controlling anger.

 

Sniper - Noir Ancel, 19. --- Daughter of Charles and Claudette Ancel. Talented in all aspects

of infiltration and espionage, but excels in long distance sniping.

I read the last bio a second time. I couldn't believe Noir was on my team, although something

was strange. According to the report, everyone was skilled at what they did, but displayed at least

one fatal flaw, but I didn't see anything like that on her. She really was an enigma.

A few other names on the list surprised me as well, Candace’s friend Bianca and the pair

that had been fighting in the courtyard earlier that morning if I recalled their names correctly, Mina

and George. I could be wrong, but there were only sixty-seven recruits including me, so that was

unlikely.

Now, I was the tactician of this Team Umbra, which I had conflicting emotions about. They all

seemed to have personal issues that probably required more of a hands-on approach. The closest

thing I'd ever done to lead anyone was guide the line of my classmates in kindergarten and I’d felt

pressure even then. How the hell was I supposed to make this ragtag bunch listen to my plans? I

nimbly jumped to my feet and stretched. There was no use stressing over it, time to meet Team

Umbra.

I was face to face with a large and lengthy black barred fence. Behind it was a three story

dormitory, it was hard to miss. The building was mostly gray with stripes of black running across. I

searched for the fence's entrance and spotted it a few feet down to the right. I walked up to it and

pushed it, but it barely budged.



You wanna play rough?

I readied my shoulder and rammed into the fence, but it remained shut. I rubbed my shoulder in 

pain. Just as I brought my foot up to show the fence who its new boss was, I heard a voice.  

"You're only gonna hurt yourself."

I turned around to see a male standing not far behind me. His helmet hair bristled in a gust that

passed by. I guessed he had to be around my age, but he looked a little younger with a pale smooth

face and small features.

He walked near me and grabbed the fence's entrance. "You have to pull, then push." He

demonstrated by placing his hand on one of the bars. He then pulled it and gave it a light push, it

swung open instantly.

"Thanks, it’d be kinda awkward to explain to my new teammates I broke my foot trying to open

a gate."

"Yeah, not a very good way to introduce yourself as a new teammate."

I raised an eyebrow at him - from the way he spoke, he sounded as though he might just be one

of those teammates. "Josh Harper."

His eyebrow shot up. "How did you know?"

I didn't want to offend him, but he looked like he was the computer type. If anyone was the

hacker of the team it was him. "You look like you know your way around a computer."

"You mean like a nerd." He said without any humor.

"No... More like a Bill Gates."

"The old bald guy."

I smiled. "At least he's rich."

"You have a point." He gave a half smile back.



I offered my hand. "I’m Adin Anderson, Team Umbras new tactician." I tried to sound as

confident as I could.

He looked down at my hand as if I was offering poison, then after a few awkward seconds he

shook it. "I know; you're already making a name for yourself and you've been here for what, like a

day?"

He could only be talking about the airport incident.

"I gotta give you points for style. I was not expecting that."

Or maybe not. "What are you talking about?"

"The aptitude test. The whole team was there."

So they had been there watching me. I wonder if the laughter I’d heard had come from any of

them. If so, I wasn't off to a good start.

"Oh... You saw that?"

"Yup."

Well, at least I didn't have to introduce myself.

He started walking forward without me.

"Hold on!" I followed him. "Got any advice for me?" I still didn't know what to expect.

"Yeah, run away while you still can."

I chuckled at what I assumed was a joke, but stopped when he didn’t share in the humor of it.

Beautiful.

This was totally new to me. How should I address them? Should I demand respect or did I have

to earn it? The next few months were going to be very interesting.

Josh led me to the door and put his hand on the doorknob, but didn't open it. I was about to ask

what he was doing when he turned around.



"Good luck." Then he turned back and opened the door.

We were immediately hit with a wave of noise and chatter. From the door, I had a good view of

what the commotion was. A group was gathered in what looked like the living room. They were

seated on the sofas or standing up. There was also a large pool table that two of them were engaged

with. I counted about five in all. Josh and I finally stepped inside after a moment and closed the door

behind us.

"Hi, everyone." I tried to raise my voice slightly over the racquet, but they didn't react. How

should I get their attention? I already felt like I was being tested.

"Everybody, shut up!"

Their heads snapped our way.

"Why the hell are you yelling Josh? Shut up." I turned my head towards the voice, it was the

hothead from earlier that morning, George.

"Thanks, Josh." I said out the side of my mouth. He had saved me the trouble of gaining their

attention.

He nodded back at me.

"Hi, everyone, I'm your new teammate and tactician, Adin Anderson. I look forward to working

with all of you."

"Hi Adin! I can't believe you made team tact out the gate, that's pretty impressive." Bianca said

with her usual burst of energy. She was on a lazy boy with her feet propped up next to him.

"Thanks, Bianca." I smiled at her.

"Great, we got a boy scout for a teammate." George chimed in from his position on the couch.

He was at a distance earlier, so I didn’t get a chance to get a good look at him. He was even shorter

up close. His thick eyebrows were slanted over his brown eyes as he glared at me menacingly. On his

brown roundish face was a mustache and goatee. The top of his head was short in a dark buzz cut.



"Shut it, George you're just mad because you lost the bet." She said.

"What bet?" I asked, curiously.

"Georgie boy here bet us fifty bucks you wouldn't last the first round against the dome-dummy."

Bianca explained, jerking her thumb at him.

"How many people bet on me?"

"Well..." She began with an awkward smile.

I gave her a friendly smile. "My feelings aren't easily hurt, Bianca - you can tell me."

"Me and Noir."

Ouch. Only two out of seven, did i look that soft?

"Hopefully I can gain your trust in the future."

They all stared at me in silence. There was no way I could map out strategies and plans if they

didn't believe in me. I would make it a mission to gain their trust.

"That's the spirit Adin!” Bianca said with a raised fist.

George didn't say anything. I still didn't recognize a few faces, so I thought it'd be a good idea

to have them introduce themselves. "If everyone doesn't mind, I'd like to know who my new

teammates are."

"Bianca Costas, Scout extraordinaire. If you need something searched and prodded, I'm your

girl." Once again, Bianca was the first to speak.

"Mina Park, Leader." Mina was the second to introduce herself. She was leaning against the

sofa George was on. Like George, I had only seen her from a distance earlier that day. Her long dark

hair was straight as can be and shined in the bright lit room. She still had a blank look on her brown

face with straight thin eyebrows and a pointy nose.

The last time I'd seen her she was being led away in those weird handcuffs by that ogre and his



gangs. But it seemed she was already back and seemed to be okay.

"I’m Josh Harper, the Bill Gates of the group." Josh said next to me.

I turned to him and smiled.

"My name is Hope. I'm one of two Gunners in Team Umbra, nice to meet you." One of the faces

that I didn't recognize spoke up. She was a tiny Asian girl. She couldn't have been taller than five feet,

her hair coming just to the tip of her shoulders. The rest of her was small too, including her nose and

face. Like Josh, she looked young.

Across the pool table from her was a male that didn't seem too interested in what was going on.

He was the only one left yet introduce himself, but instead of speaking he put down the pool stick he

was holding and approached me casually.

I wasn't sure how to react to his sudden approach, so I just watched him carefully. When he

reached me he stopped just a few inches short. If I leaned forward we would be rubbing noses like

Eskimos. I had a full view of his face. He had spiky hair that must've at least taken thirty minutes to

style. Thick sideburns framed his square face. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but he looked familiar.

"What makes you think you can be the brains of our team?" His blue eyes bored into mine.

I honestly didn't have an answer for him. After all, I was still trying to figure it out myself, but I

couldn’t let him know that.

"I'll make you a deal. You pick the time and place and I'll prove it to you in anyway you choose.

Then we never have to have this conversation again."

He glared at me for a few seconds before his mouth split into a smile. "Deal." He stepped to the

side and walked past me.

"You never introduced yourself." I said.

He stopped before he reached for the doorknob. "Vince Riley." He said, then opened the door

and left. I could tell Vince and I were not going to be the best of friends.



I surveyed the room, but didn't see her. "It's nice to meet you all, but according to my Team

report, one member is missing? Noir Ancel." As soon as her name left my mouth, the atmosphere

changed. Bianca who was usually the energizer bunny didn't say a word. Even Mina who was a rock

looked down. "What's wrong?" I asked, but nobody's lips moved.

"She doesn't live in the dorm… She stays somewhere else on campus." Josh finally said, after a

few awkward moments of silence.

"Why?"

He shrugged. "She just does.”

Obviously there was more to the story, but I was willing to let it go, for now. "Is that so?

Anyway, who can show me where I can pass out for a few hours? It’s been a long day.”

"Follow me, I'll show you your room." Josh said and started towards the stairs that were

located on the far side of the living room. I nodded at everyone and followed him.

At the top, he led me down the end of a long hallway. We passed a couple doors until we

reached the last one on the right. He opened it and stepped inside.

"Welcome to your room. Your bags are in the closet and the bathroom is on the third floor." He

turned to leave.

"Thanks again, Josh."

He stopped and turned back towards me. "Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"What made you think to unplug the dome-dummy?"

I thought about it for a second. "I really like my face.”

He stared at me for a second before letting out a small laugh. "Goodnight." He said, then shut

the door.



My new dorm room was bigger than my one back at home. I walked over to the bed located in

the right corner of the room and sat down. I was so tired I found myself wondering whether the soft

sensation was what sitting on a cloud must feel like.

A vibration interrupted my admiration of my new bed. I reluctantly slugged over to the closet in

the back of the room and ruffled through the bag that was vibrating. I pulled out my phone and opened

the screen. I had fifteen missed calls from home. I had promised to call home when I touched down,

so they were probably worried by now, but I needed a serious cat nap first.

I also had a text from Candace. We rarely fought, but when we did it never lasted very long.

[Candace:] Only u would think to unplug the dome dummy

[Adin:] Cuz I'm one of a kind

[Candace:] Ur something alright

[Adin:] This isn't a very good apology

[Candace:] Who said I was apologizing?

[Adin:] It’s okay, Candace. I forgive you

[Candace:] -_-'

 

She texted me again right after.

 

[Candace:] I have something planned for you, be ready

[Adin:] What is it?

[Candace:] S.E.C.R.E.T.

[Adin:] Boo

[Candace:] Goodnight :)



 

I switched off the screen and collapsed on my bed. I was out within seconds.

 



Chapter 16
 

The sound of a blaring horn startled me out of my bed, and I blinked in the darkness.  It sounded 

like it was coming from right outside my door. I grabbed my phone; it was still early morning. Even 

roosters weren't awake at this hour. 

What the hell is that?

It sounded like someone was trying out for a Jazz audition and failing horribly. Groggy from my

interrupted sleep, I got to my feet and staggered to the door. On the other side, Hope was marching in

place with a trumpet in her hand. It was starting to give me a headache.

"May I ask what you're doing?" I asked, politely.

She finally stopped her awful playing and looked up at me. "Waking everyone up."

"Why?"

"Training."

Goddamn.

I had totally forgotten training started today, but did it have to be at such an ungodly hour?

"With a trumpet?" I thought it was a little overkill.

"This is the only thing that seems to work."

I noticed she already had her training gear on. A black tank top with gray fatigues and black

boots.

"Okay then, thanks for the wakeup call.” I smiled at her.

She nodded at me and began playing again. I put my fingers in my ears. That was going to take

some getting used to.

If I remembered correctly, the bathroom was on the third floor and I was in need of one. I'd



been too exhausted to shower the day before. I grabbed the necessary items from my duffle bag, but as

I took them something fell out and hit the floor. I bent down and picked it up. It was Arena's stuffed

purple lizard. I smiled, she loved the stupid thing to death - what kind of eleven year-old girl liked

lizards anyway? She must've snuck it in while I wasn't looking. I set it down on my dresser and left

the room.

I was on the third floor searching for the bathroom. A door with no knob was in the middle of

the hallway. I pushed it open and entered. Inside, I spotted Vince further in and to the left. He was in

front of a sink and mirror brushing his teeth with only a towel on.

"Get enough beauty sleep?" He asked as soon he saw me.

"You can never get enough beauty sleep."

He barked out a laugh, or maybe it was more of a sneer. "Well, it'll be real interesting to see

your pretty face in hand to hand today." He said through a mouth full of toothpaste.

I grunted and started setting up at the sink beside him. After a minute, he finished up and walked

past me. At the same time he was leaving, Josh was entering the bathroom, but he didn't move an inch.

If Josh hadn't sidestepped at the last second they would've ran right into each other.

"Not very friendly is he?" I asked Josh when he reached me.

"I like to tell myself he's a complicated soul."

"I think it's more that he's an asshole."

"I think you may be right." He agreed with a smirk.

A shower turned off somewhere behind us and someone stepped out. A moment later, Mina

walked up to the sink next us. "Oh, good morning, Mina." I greeted.

"Hi." She responded curtly.

I gave her a second look while she adjusted her hair in the mirror. She stood on the side of me,

but I could still clearly see that she was completely naked. The mirror was foggy to the point you



couldn't really make out her front.

"Mina, you’re naked!" I shouted, when I came to the full realization.

She turned to me with her eyebrow raised. "Do people shower with clothes on where you’re

from?"

Josh was smiling; he didn't seem too bothered at all by any of this. I was raised pretty

conservatively, so seeing naked girls prancing around was an anomaly in my world.

"Of course not!" I pulled down the towel that was hanging on my shoulder and wrapped it

around her with my eyes averted. She didn't resist, just stared at me blankly.

I finally looked at her when I deemed it safe enough. "Please keep it on, so I don't have a heart

attack, okay?"

"Is that an order?"

I shook my head. "No, a request from a humble country boy."

She continued to watch me with unblinking eyes, until she finally spoke. "Weirdo." Then she

twirled around and briskly walked out of the bathroom. Is this how all city girls were, so... free?

When she was gone, Josh burst out laughing.

"You find all this amusing?" I asked, slightly annoyed.

"No, I’m sorry, dude, it’s just that it reminded me of the first time I found out we were coed.

Mina walked in front of me all natural and my nose started bleeding."

"Really?" Okay, maybe his reaction had been just a bit more embarrassing.

"Yeah, but don't worry, only Mina does that."

That made me feel a little better. Don't get me wrong, I liked naked girls as much as the next

guy, but I didn't think I could handle seeing my female teammates naked every day. How would I

focus?



"Great, I gave her my only towel."

"Here." Josh took his towel and held it out to me. "Don't worry, I have more."

I took it from him. "Thanks, man. I thought I was gonna have to dry myself off like a dog."

"That actually might’ve been fun to watch." He smiled, then turned around and left the

bathroom.

After I brushed my teeth, I walked back to the showers, careful not to slip on the wet floor.

There were four sliding glass doors with shower heads in each one. I slid the door open of the one to

the far left and stepped inside. As soon as the water hit me, the tension in my muscles faded away. I

was thankful for it, but knew I couldn't stand there forever, so I quickly finished up.

I pulled on my training gear back in my room, and headed downstairs. The group was already

gathered, so we departed the dorm house for the training gymnasium. We reached the square building

about ten minutes later. Inside was wide with room to spare. It really wasn’t too different from your

average gym with a full basketball court and gray walls. Although there were several green mats

littered throughout the gym floor, probably for safety. Other teams already occupied the middle of the

gym, so we chose to post up next to a wall on the far side of the room.

In front of the gym, in full view stood an older looking man with gray hair and a giant mustache.

He reminded me of my high school football coach. Next to him was Dean Dexter. They were both

standing on a large green mat.

What’s he doing here?

"Welcome, recruits. Today we will be participating in hand to hand combat. To my

understanding we have a late recruit. Noir Ancel, please step forward." He projected in the quiet

room.

Noir emerged from the crowd as commanded and positioned herself to the left of the older man

and Dean Dexter.



"Ms. Ancel is one of our best hand to close quarters combat specialists. Who would like to

come up and demonstrate for the new recruit basic hand to hand?"

I glanced over at the other teams; not a single person moved. It seemed nobody was inclined to

volunteer. Even my own team at the sight of her still had that air of awkwardness around them from

the day before. I still didn’t understand what their deal was.

There were two ways to learn, by watching or by doing - I was more of the doing type. I started

towards the front of the gym when someone grabbed my arm.

I whirled around to see Josh seizing my forearm. "What are you doing?" I whispered.

"You can't go, man." He whispered back, a worried look in his eyes.

I pulled my arm free. "It's cool, relax."

He shook his head, but didn’t attempt to stop me again. This was just a training exercise; what

was he so afraid of?

I could hear the whispers from my teammates as I positioned myself opposite Noir. "If it’s

okay, I'd like to participate in the demonstration myself." I stole a glance at her. She wasn't smiling or

looking back at me. Her demeanor seemed completely different. Was this the girl I had met on the

plane?

"We usually don't allow new recruits..."

Dean Dexter interrupted the older man. "It's fine, Ben. This should prove interesting."

The older man still didn’t look sure, but reluctantly agreed. "No targeting joints or vital points."

He looked directly at Noir. "This is just a training exercise."

I raised an eyebrow.

"Begin!"

Noir finally looked at me and bowed. I bowed back and we began the exercise. We approached



each other at the same time. Our movements were cautious and calculated as we studied one another

with intense focus.

She was the first to make a move - she threw a weak jab at my midsection, which I stepped

away from easily. Then she came with a high kick aimed at my head right after. I ducked and felt her

shoelace brush my hair as her leg went sweeping by.

We continued circling each other. Again she let go a straight jab aimed at my head which I

batted down with my right hand, It had a bit more power this time.

"You can defend all day, but you'll never gain victory that way." Noir suddenly said still sizing

me up.

I was taught growing up never to hit girls, but this girl was likely to kick my ass, so I had to

make an exception. The problem was she had virtually no openings, at least not that I could spot. She

had a point though, sometimes you had to switch it up. Like Darwin said, it wasn't the strongest or

smartest species who survived, it was the one who adapted.

If I couldn't spot any openings, I would create some. I advanced on her which made her shrink

back a bit. I sent a right hook at her head that she avoided by leaning back. With my left hand, I threw

a straight jab that brushed her nose. She was avoiding my blows, but I had her on the run, so I became

even more aggressive.

I launched an uppercut that made hard contact with her arms as she easily blocked it. I was

surprised by her strength. But I didn't stop. I inched closer to limit her defense, then pushed her back

with my left hand. It knocked her off balance. I used the opportunity to send a right hook that

connected with her gut. I had finally managed to land a hit. I wanted to do a little dance, but that

feeling quickly dissipated.

"You learn quick." She said casually. My blow hadn't even fazed her.

"Do I get a gold star?"



She lowered her eyelids and smiled.

My change in tactics seemed to be working, so I stuck with it. I crept steadily toward her and

threw a straight punch. She twisted her body to the side and dodged it, but before I could bring my

arm back she snatched it in a vice grip. I was in deep shit; my arm was at her mercy and we both

knew it. She pivoted behind me with the grace of a dancer, all while still holding my arm captive. I

thought I heard someone in the crowd whisper “it's over.”

I had a sudden flashback to Noir's fight with the two masked men. She had flipped one of them

when she was in the same predicament.

My body moved on its own. I grabbed her own forearm with my free hand and bent over. I felt

her entire weight cascade off my back as she flew over me and landed on the green mat with a thud

that echoed in the silent building.

There were collective gasps from around the gym, but my attention was focused solely on Noir.

She was laid out in front of me, but her hand still gripped my tank top. How the hell was she so

strong? I didn't get a chance to think about it, as she pulled me down in a strong jerk.

I went down. My face was on a one way collision course with her knee. At the last second, I

managed to contort my body just enough so that her knee didn’t make direct contact with my abdomen;

but it still hurt like hell. I scrambled to my feet and turned to face her.

She took her time getting up and gave a hearty laugh when she got to her feet. "Good, Adin.

You're full of surprises, aren't you?" She looked like she was having fun. The way a cat might look

like it’s having fun with a mouse before it cut the mouse open and played with its entrails. She

changed her stance all of a sudden. A primal instinct flared in the back of my brain.

I involuntarily took a couple steps back and watched her carefully as she approached slowly.

Her leg suddenly shot up in a blur; it was all I could do was block it with my left arm. But it wasn't

just that it was fast, there was power behind it, and my left arm howled in sharp pain. To my surprise



and dismay, she twirled around like a ballerina and brought the same leg aimed at my side for an

encore. It forced my left arm up again.

My arm went numb as her leg slammed into it. I retreated a few feet, but Noir was on me like a

hound dog. I attempted to raise my arm but failed. It left me totally exposed. She hit my gut with a

brutal uppercut that forced me to double over. I struggled to catch my breath, but she wouldn’t allow

it.

She grabbed the collar of my tank top and backhanded me. I stumbled backwards and fell to the

floor. I was still worried about my left arm. I could barely feel it, but quickly put the issue aside as I

had bigger things to worry about.

Noir pounced on me a like a jungle cat. "Come on, is that all you've got, Adin?" She

backhanded me again. The taste of iron materialized in my mouth, which probably meant I was

bleeding.

"Where's the strength you displayed at the airport?" This time instead of back handing me, she

clenched her fist and punched me in the face.

I imagined I was not going to look too pretty after this. I tried to bring up my right hand, but she

knocked it away. Suddenly, every inch of air was sucked from my lungs.

No, not now…

She wanted to know where my strength had gone? She was about to find out. She raised her

fists again. I braced for their impact, but it was in vain. Dean Dexter stood behind her with her arm in

his grasp.

"That's enough, Noir."

Her arm hovered high in the air like the statue of liberty, unmoving, but eventually she

unclenched her fist and got off me. She quickly glanced down at me before making a bee line for the

gymnasium exit.



Dean Dexter walked over and offered his hand. I took it with my good arm and unsteadily stood

up.

"Are you alright?" He asked.

Besides the fact that I had just gotten my ass handed to me on a silver platter, I was fantastic.

"I’m fine, I'm sure it's it looks worse than it is."

He laughed. "Well, you're tough I'll give you that. I think you've earned the right to sit and watch

for rest of the day."

Just standing was difficult. It went without saying I was done for the day. I tried to wiggle the

fingers on my left arm and breathed a sigh of relief. At least it wasn't broken.

I could feel the group’s eyes were on me as I slinked back to my teammates. I tried my best to

walk without limping; I wanted to at least look respectable even if I didn't feel that way. What the hell

was Noir's deal anyway? Maybe she didn't understand the concepts of “training” and

“demonstration”. Now I understood why Josh had tried to stop me.

I managed to make it back to Team Umbra without collapsing. They all looked at me with

awkward expressions on their faces.

"What?" Their looks were starting to annoy me.

"I tried to warn you." Josh said with a shrug.

"I thought you did pretty good, Adin! The last guy that tried to fight Noir was out for almost two 

weeks."  Bianca interjected. 

Was she serious?

"I gotta admit you got some cohunes, man." George seemed impressed.

"You could've done worse." Even Vince, gave me a compliment, albeit a backhanded one.

Hope was standing right next to him. "When you challenged Noir to a sparing match she



knocked you unconscious in thirty-six seconds, Vince. I was counting."

Vince crossed his arms. "Whatever, hand to hand combat isn't my thing anyway." He formed his

hand into a gun and shot it. "I’d whip her ass in firearms any day."

Mina was the only one that hadn't said anything. She was leaning against the wall next to us

with her eyes closed.

"Okay people, shows over, everyone, find a sparring partner and begin your exercises." The

older man yelled.

Immediately, everyone started pairing up. I got out of way and went to stand against the wall

next to Mina. "This spot taken?"

She looked at me, but remained silent. She could really learn to smile. I remembered all the

personal issues my team had. I had to break down their walls if I was going to get anywhere. I took

her silence as a “yes, go right ahead pal” and moved next to her.

"Shouldn't you be out there?" I asked.

"Yes."

I waited for her to say more. "Were you planning on that today..."

She didn’t respond, but she was going to learn I didn't give up that easily.

"Want to spar with me?"

She finally showed signs of life and sighed. "The only reason you're even standing right now is

because of this wall."

She was right, but did she have to point it out like that?

"What, you scared or something?” The next thing I knew I was staring at the ceiling.

The reason was clear. Mina had swept my legs out from under me. Her head popped into my

vision. "Thanks, for the spar." She smiled sweetly and walked away. At least she was smiling.



For the rest of the training session, I watched and tried to absorb as much as I could. On the

way out of the gym, Dean Dexter pulled me aside.

Once everyone was gone he finally spoke. "It almost happened again, didn't it?"

If he hadn't stopped Noir I can only imagine what could've transpired. "Yeah... I'm glad you

stopped her, but what was that about?"

"Ah... Noir has been a little rambunctious as of late. Please forgive her.”

“Why, did something happen?”

“It's not my place to say, Adin. As Dean I try to stay out of my students personal affairs."

"I guess you're right…" I relented.

He smiled. "Anyway, I'm sure you realize how serious this is, Adin. We can't have you going

AWOL whenever. We have to get your condition under control. Give me a little time to come up with

a solution. I'll be in touch, but please try to be more careful in the meantime."

I nodded at him. "I will."

It was still dark outside, but the sun was slowly starting to emerge. The training session had

lasted about an hour or so. Regular classes didn't start until after training was complete so the rest of

my summer was going to be pretty much similar to this.

A shooting pain attacked my arm as I tried to lift it again, but at least it didn't feel like a wet

noodle now. My next activity was in the afternoon, Infiltration Tactics Advanced, which meant I had a

little time to sleep in.

Woo.

When I reached the Team Umbra dorm house, I headed straight for my room. I was going to

sleep like a dead man.

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 17
 

To my surprise, I woke up only a few hours later. It was still early, but I felt completely

refreshed. Even my arm was starting to feel better. I was noticing different changes in my body

everyday now. I was on the leaner side, so it was pretty noticeable when I suddenly gained new

muscle growth. In the back of my mind I knew what it was, but I didn’t want to admit it.

What did you do to me dad?

Trying not to think about it only made it worse. I exited my room and headed downstairs.

Noises could be heard coming from Josh's room a couple doors down, so I backtracked and knocked

on it.

"Josh, you awake?"

A moment later the door popped opened. "What's up?" He was still in his training gear.

I had a good view of his room now that the door was open. There was what looked like three

supercomputers in his room. At least that's what they looked like to me. I walked past him and into his

room. "Wow, you have some James Bond shit in here." He had other electronics that also looked top

of the line.

He laughed. "These toys are nothing, wait until you see what we use in the field."

I walked over to a specific looking gadget that looked like a large watch.

"No, don't touch that!" He yelped.

I flinched at the outburst. "What is it?"

"Lets just say if you like the skin on your hands you won't touch it."

I was actually quite fond of my skin. "Uh, noted."

He nodded.



“How’d you get recruited, anyway?”

He smiled as if recalling a pleasant memory. “Remember that Sony hack a couple years back?”

Did I.

It was all over the news. One of the largest corporations in the world had their servers easily

hacked and various private files leaked. “No way…”

“Hey, I taught them a valuable lesson - always upgrade your firewalls. After that, Addison

somehow figured out I’d done it and recruited me.”

I laughed. “That’s insane.”

“Tell me about it.”

I suddenly turned back to him. What happened with Noir was still on my mind. "What happened

earlier this morning?"

"I tried to warn you."

"Yeah I know, you said that already. Just tell me why the hell everyone gets so weird when

Noir's name is brought up. What exactly is her deal?"

He sighed. "I don't know the details since I've only been here a semester, but apparently about a

year ago she went crazy or something."

"What do you mean?"

"A year ago, when she came to Addison, the team she was assigned to played some kind of 

initiation prank on her. I don't know what they did, but it must've been bad because her entire team 

ended up in the hospital and their dorm house was completely destroyed. It was Carrie at the prom all 

over again minus the pig blood. She got the nickname “The Psycho Bitch” after that. Catchy, right? 

”He shook his head. “What a waste of a hot girl. Anyway, everybody says she's basically nuts and 

you got a dose of it firsthand this morning."  



I mulled over the new disturbing information. "They didn't kick her out after that?"

"Apparently, her parents are pretty well renowned Dragons - "

"Dragons?"

"I forget you haven't been here long. Technically we have no name, but most of us refer to

official Organization agents as Dragons and us recruits as Salamanders."

"I get the Salamander part, but why Dragons?"

"In medieval times they were the most badass, right? But just because you don’t hear about them

anymore doesn't mean they don't exist."

"Hm, that's clever."

"Anyway, her parents are two pretty well known Dragons and because of their influence she

was able to remain a recruit, but they made her relocate to her own place on campus."

"Where?"

"I don't know... you're not thinking about finding her are you? You must like pain or something."

"Look, I'm Team Umbra's Tactician, Josh; if I'm going to help you guys, I need to make sure

we're all on the same page."

He was silent for a few seconds. "Hope might know."

"Hope?"

"Yeah, they're supposed to be close or something, but you won't find her here. I think she's in

class."

"Thanks, man." I patted him on the shoulder and left. I had no idea what time Hope would be

back from class. Even though we participated as a team in physical activities, the portions that were

taught in the classroom were individually based. I didn't want to miss her if she happened to come

back while I was out, so I waited back in my room.



I picked up the jeans I’d been wearing a couple days before and rifled through the pockets, then

pulled out Noir’s green ribbon and pocketed it.

Might as well unpack now.

When I was done, I pulled out my phone and signed in on Skype. I immediately got a video call

from Arena, my mom was standing next to her with her work clothes on. There were several what

happened and are you okays, which I responded to by making up some excuse about jet lag.

I hated keeping things from my family, but I didn't have a choice in the matter. Now I knew how 

Candace felt. We video chatted for almost an hour before I had to end the call. It was nearing my 

class time.  

I took the stairs to the second floor and knocked on Hope’s door, but there was no answer.

Maybe she was still in class?

I left the dorm house and made my way towards the Learning Center. I'd only been there the day

before for the aptitude test. Kei was tapping on her touch-screen device behind the desk as I entered.

"Hi, Kei."

"Oh, Adin, it’s you, but you already took your aptitude test..."

I laughed. "No, I have a class in a different part of the building. Actually do you know how to

get to classroom 2-F?"

After a confusing set of directions from Kei, I finally found the classroom, although I was a

little late. I searched for an open seat and spotted one near the back. I shimmied my way through a

row of recruit filled desks and sat down when I reached it.

"Hi."

I turned my head in surprise. I hadn’t even noticed her. Hope sat to my right. "Hope, I didn't

even see you there." I whispered.

"I am a little short."



I gave a short laugh. "I didn't really mean it like that."

"Quiet back there!" The instructor admonished.

I immediately sat forward. I guess I'd have to wait until after class to speak to her. The class

seemed to drag on forever.

When it was finally over, I turned to her. "Are you free now?"

"Mhm."

We exited the classroom and made our way out of the Learning Center. The sun hung high in the

sky.

"You must think I’m pathetic huh? This morning wasn't too pretty."

She shook her head, her dark hair shook with it. "That's not true. You lasted way longer than I

thought."

I didn't know whether to take her statement as a compliment or not. "Thanks, I guess." I smiled.

She nodded.

"I hear you're pretty close with Noir."

She looked sideways at me. "If you want to know something, you can just ask."

So she was the straightforward type. I liked her already. "Noir, I want to know why she's so..."

I tried to find the right words.

"Hulky." Hope finished for me.

I blinked at her. "Hulky?"

"Yeah, cause Hulk go smash." She said like it made all the sense in the world.

I laughed. "Okay, so why is she so Hulky?"

"If you want to know, you have to ask her."



That was exactly my plan. "That's actually why I wanted to talk to you. Do you know where she

stays?"

“She usually wouldn’t want to be bothered, but I think it’s okay this one time.” Then she gave

me the directions.

I wasted no time and headed straight for Noir's place. Supposedly, it was in an isolated part

just north of campus. Before I knew it, I was in a totally different area. Instead of the stone and brick

Addison was comprised of there was mostly grass and trees. It looked more like I had entered a small

forest.

I made my way further into the underbrush and batted away branches that sprung up to block my

path. After a few minutes, I eventually came into an open clearing. Just in front of me in the clearing

was a small wooden cabin surrounded by a small wooden fence.

This has to be it.

Behind the fence was a small garden, but I couldn't tell what was growing. I walked up to the

front door and knocked, but there was no answer. I waited another minute before knocking again, but

once again no one came to the door. I knew she was home, but if she wanted to play that game, I could

play too.

You have to come out sometime.

I sat down with my back against the door, Indian style. I was going to get some answers from

her one way or another. Twenty minutes ticked by, then forty, then an hour or maybe it was 2? I had

stopped keeping track. Maybe she wasn't even home... No, for some reason, I knew she was. I almost

fell back when the door swung open.

Noir stood above me with her arms folded. "A normal person would have left long ago."

I tilted my head back. "Oh Noir, I was in the neighborhood so I thought I'd drop by." I uncrossed

my legs and stood up to face her.



"What do you want?" The friendly demeanor she had when we first met was definitely gone.

"Aren't you going to invite me in? It's kinda hot out here." The sun was out in full force now. I

was starting to feel like a chicken on a rotisserie.

She continued to stand at the door, unmoving.

"Please?"

After several seconds, she turned around and walked in. I followed her and shut the door

behind me. Inside her cabin wasn't big, but it was nice enough. To my right was a small kitchen. The

area in front of me held a fireplace with a wooden chair in front of it and a bed was in a corner up to

the left. On the far right was a door that I assumed was the bathroom.

She walked over to the bed and sat down with her legs crossed. I tried my best not to stare at

them. I grabbed the chair in front of the fireplace and turned it to face Noir.

"Nice place."

"Thank you." She responded.

“Do you get campus Wi-Fi out here?”

“Cut to the chase, Adin. Why are you here?”

Her sudden question suited me fine. I didn't really feel beating around the bush, anyway. "Why

did you almost try to kill me this morning?"

"Why does one do anything?"

Ah. I forgot that Noir loved to talk in circles. It was her most annoying and endearing quality. "I

know what happened to you."

"You don't know anything."

I sighed. "Look, I'm not trying to poke my nose into your business. I just need to know what your

deal is if I'm going to lead Team Umbra correctly. It's literally our lives on the line out there."



""I have no “deal” as you put it." She made quotations with her fingers.

"Just because you’re strong doesn't mean you can beat all your problems away, Noir. Violence

isn't always the answer."

"Strength is everything."

I sat up in my chair. "I’m sure you know there are rumors about you, but I don't give a shit about

them. I want to come to my own conclusion. Call me crazy, but for some strange reason I like you,

despite the fact that you beat me within an inch of my life."

She looked at me with her big green eyes, but didn't say anything. I couldn't read her face. I

mentally sighed, and had to remind myself; Rome wasn't built in a day.

"Before I forget..." I pulled her ribbon out of my pocket and dangled it in front of her. "I picked

it up when the whole thing went down at the airport, here." I reached out and dropped it in her hands.

She watched the green ribbon in her hands as if she was waiting for it to hatch. Her head was

cast downward so I couldn't see her face. When she finally looked up, she had an expression on her

face that I couldn't make out. "Thank you... I'd thought I lost it."

"You're welcome." I still didn't know what that look on her face had been. "But if you're really

thankful, you'll start showing up to the dorm house when we have scheduled team training. We need to

all be in sync" I walked to the door and glanced behind me before I left. Noir was still intently

looking down at her ribbon like it was the only thing in the world that existed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 18
I looked around the office from my seat. It'd been only about a week since my near

transformation, but it felt a lot longer, so I was thankful when Dean Dexter finally summoned me. I

was way beyond anxious to find a way to keep my condition under control.

"Good afternoon, Adin. How are you?" Dean Dexter greeted me with a wide smile on his face.

"I’m doing okay, any good news?"

He chuckled. "Slow down, I know you're eager, but patience is a virtue. How about a truffle?"

He gestured to the white plate he kept on his desk.

My stomach lurched. I was still recovering from my last encounter with them. "Thanks... but I

actually had a really big lunch."

"Suit yourself." He grabbed one and popped it in his mouth.

I inwardly cringed. Some people became nose blind to their own odors, maybe the same rule

applied to food?

"I never got a chance to tell you this, by the way, but congratulations on making Team Tactical

Leader, that is an extraordinary accomplishment, Adin. And with Team Umbra no less!" He rubbed

his chin. "I think you'll do very well with that bunch. Your unorthodox ways just might be what they

need."

So he knew the problems I would be facing with Team Umbra. His praise did make me feel a

little better, though. "Thanks, it definitely wasn't easy." I smiled.

"I'm still flabbergasted as to how you defeated the dome-dummy." He leaned back in his chair

and barked out a laugh. "It was truly inspiring!"

"I actually heard you were pretty amazing, yourself, Dean. If you don't mind me asking, how in

the world did you ever beat that thing?"



He put two fingers up in a peace sign. "There are two rules to success, the first is, never tell all

you know."

I waited for him to give the second rule but after a few seconds laughed when I realized the

joke. "I'll make sure to remember that."

"There's actually something else you should remember too." He crossed his hands and set them

on the table. When Dean Dexter got serious he was actually kind of intimidating. "The result of your

simulation training."

He didn’t have to remind me, the whole debacle was still fresh in my mind. The perfectly sized

circular hole in the middle of my teammates' forehead. Her warm blood splattered all over my face,

being shot over and over and over again.

"Adin?"

"Sorry... What were you saying?"

He looked at me with a blank expression on his face. "Do you understand why the target was a

child?"

To be honest, I didn't. Weren't the bad guys supposed to look like bad guys? You know, six foot 

tall thugs that held children hostage - not the children.  That's what I thought anyway, it made it a lot 

easier. "Why?"  

"We want all our operatives to understand what you learned the hard way. The child in the

simulation is based on actual North Korean dictator's son, Kim-Jun, who himself personally has

persecuted and condemned thousands of his own people."

"That kid?"

"That kid, as you call him, ordered the massacre of an entire village based on rumors of a

revolution that turned out to be completely false."

I didn't say anything. What could I say? Killing a kid… it felt evil, no matter what the situation.



But if what Dean Dexter was telling me was true, it might be a necessary evil.

"This is the dilemma we face, Adin. We are the best of the best, the cream of the crop, elite

covert ops agents, therefore we require our agents to think, to have a brain. We can't have mindless

drones handling sensitive missions that often times require a touch of finesse. Do you understand?"

I nodded.

"I won't ramble on, but remember this Adin Anderson. If you remember nothing else, you are

what may stand between life and death for any number of people."

When he put it like that, I really felt like a failure. I couldn't make mistakes like that anymore,

others would be affected by my decisions.

He must've noticed my somber mood because he reached over and patted me on the shoulder.

"There's nothing to feel down about. You just got here and have plenty of learning to do.”

I gave him an obligatory smile and nodded.

"Okay..." He sat back in his brown chair and picked up a piece of paper that was on his desk.

"Let's get down to why I called you here today. He slid the paper across the desk over to me. "Take a

look at that."

I picked it up and skimmed across it. "This doesn't make any sense." I said, after I finished. My

eyes were still glued to the sheet of paper incredulously.

"That were the exact initial thoughts of our scientists, until we compared them with blood

samples taken shortly after your run in with Taylor Louis and the samples drawn just recently here at

Addison.”

"Hold on, how did you get my records, aren't they classified?"

He gave me a wry smile.

"Oh right..." He was only the Dean of a highly elite spy school.



"Anyway, you could only guess our astonishment once we confirmed the results were correct.

According to the various levels in your blood you shouldn't even be alive."

Funny, I didn't feel very dead. "How is this possible?"

"That is the million dollar question isn't it? When we ran your blood through cultures, our

astonishment only grew. The virus that's currently in your system is unlike anything we've ever seen."

"What do you mean?"

"Viruses can execute very complex functions that mimic life, but they do not reproduce

themselves or process food, so technically they are not 'alive', but in your case the virus exhibits signs

of being sentient. When a person has an infection or a virus, your body creates antibodies to

neutralize the threat, but your antibodies are somehow coexisting with the virus. The virus has

convinced your body into thinking it's a perfectly normal cell. Do you recall ever being sick as a

child?"

I looked up at the ceiling. "No... I actually don't." My mother would call me superman as a kid

because no matter what, I never seemed to get sick. Now I understood why.

"That's what I thought. Viruses infect a number of organisms, even other viruses. The reason

you never became ill is because the virus attacks and kills any invading foreign matter. It is truly

fascinating."

If he thought that was amazing he was about to be more impressed. "I've noticed other changes

too..."

He leaned forward on his elbows. "Tell me." His gaze on me was intense. And a little

unnerving.

"Well... I barely ever sleep anymore, but don’t seem to get tired, and when I cut myself the

other day and went to grab a band-aid, by the time it took me to get it, the cut was already healed.

Dean Dexter’s eyes glazed over and became distant. "That is... remarkable." Wherever he was,



he wasn't in the room with me anymore. "It seems the virus is maturing at a rapid rate... It's the likely

cause of all the subject’s recent changes."

Subject? He was talking like I wasn't even in the room anymore. After a moment he returned

from wherever he had gone.

I tried to ignore it. "Why is the virus only maturing now if I've had it since childhood?"

"The theory that makes most sense is that the virus was dormant in your system until recently.

Viruses have genetic information inside of them that dictate how they function. We theorize once your

life was in grave danger it kick started its protocol."

"So what in the world are the transformations?"

"It’s the viruses' way of ensuring its survival. Very effective and very destructive."

I leaned back in my seat. What he was saying made things a lot more clear, but it was still hard

to fully grasp.

"Have you experienced any negative effects?"

Yeah, there's a whisper in the back of my mind that won’t go away, like a bad itch. I told myself

it was just stress, especially with all that'd been happening in the last few months, I didn’t know what

else to think.

"None that I can tell."

Liar.

The Dean studied my face for a few seconds, then cracked a smile. "Well, that's good news, but

I have even better news." He reached under his desk and produced a pocket sized black rectangular

box and placed it in my hands.

"What's this?"

"Open it and find out."



I examined the black box. There was no writing or labels located anywhere on it that indicated

its contents, however I did notice a small keyhole on the right side.

"There's a lock on it."

"Oops, sorry about that." He ruffled through the robe he had on. "Here you go." Then held out a

plain looking silver key.

I took it from him and stuck it in the small keyhole. Inside the box were three syringes filled

with yellow liquid." I gently removed one and inspected it.

"What is it?"

Dean Dexter pointed at the syringe. "That, my friend, is the answer to your current problems.

It’ll stop your transformations."

"Are you serious?" I couldn't contain the excitement in my voice. There was no denying the

power I had when the virus took over, but I didn't think it was worth the destruction it caused. Taylor

Louis’s face flashed in my mind.

"Yes, it works by circumventing the virus' protocol during a transformation."

"So I take this before the virus actually takes over?"

"Precisely. You inject it into your buttocks during - "

"My butt?"

He smiled apologetically. "Unfortunately, that is the only area that will properly absorb the

medication."

I guess I didn't have much of a choice. Hopefully I didn't transform in front of anyone and have

to drop pants. In that case, it'd be less traumatic to let the virus take over.

"Remember, this is only a temporary fix. We only prepared three doses because we have no

doubt that the virus will adapt. In the meanwhile, we need to learn how to control it. Your father's



research suggests that there is a definitive way to achieve this. We're trying to find answers, but

unfortunately we're not making much progress. I was actually hoping you could help with that."

"But I told you I don't know anything. I don't even remember my father injecting me."

"Just because you don’t remember doesn't mean it's not in your head." He pointed to his head.

"What?"

"We have reason to believe your father may have suppressed certain memories, such as your

being injected with the virus. Inside your brain may lie all the answers we've spent almost a decade

searching for."

I was silent for a moment. I tried to come up with any answers as to why my father would do

such a thing to his seven year old kid, but came up blank. My mother always told me he was a good

man, but that notion was rapidly declining. What would she think if she knew the truth? "So... what

now?"

"First, we'll be seeing each other more frequently from now on, at least twice a week. During

our sessions I’ll be asking you questions you may find strange and putting you through certain tests or

obstacles that are equally peculiar, but I assure you they are all to accomplish our goal. You are the

key to replicating this virus successfully, Adin, I'm counting on you."

Talk about pressure. I put my hand to my head in a soldier's salute. "I'll try not to let you

down."

He smiled. "You won't."

I left Dean Dexter's office with my new saviors tucked safely in my back pocket. There was a

huge weight off my shoulders. Even though I knew it was only temporary, I'd be able to stop the virus.

It was one less thing I had to worry about.

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 

It was another night of sporadic sleep. I drifted in and out of consciousness until morning. It

was the first time in a while I had nothing to do, so I decided to be a bum and stay in bed for the day.

Time crept by as I lay unmoving. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but didn't care. I

was finally in a peaceful state and one with being lazy. Well, until my doorknob started rattling. I

catapulted out of bed in reflex only wearing boxers.

Man, I’m really starting to act like a spy.

A moment later the door creaked open and Candace stepped through. She eyed me up and

down. "If I knew I was gonna get a show I would've brought dollar bills." She was in a white frilly

dress covered in flowers. She also had a purse that matched slung over her shoulder.

When I saw her like that my brain registered that she was a female. "You know, I could report

you for sexual harassment." I had to stop sleeping in my boxers.

"You know you like it, boy." Candace smiled from ear to ear.

I rolled my eyes and grabbed some sweatpants from my dresser. "You look nice today. What's

the occasion?" I hadn't seen much of Candace in the past week. She told me this time of the year was

the busiest for the student council.

"The secret, duh." She looked at me like I was the crazy one for not knowing what she was

talking about.

I put my hand to my chin in a thinking pose. "The secret?"

"Yes." She looked at me expectantly.

"No clue what you're talking about."

She sighed heavily and flopped down on my bed. "Remember the text I sent you last week? I'm



here to take you on a special date."

It was just like Candace to expect you to remember small details even if they were

insignificant.

"Candace I was planning to..."

She popped off my bed and started rifling through my closet.

I turned to her hopelessly. "Listen to me..."

She abruptly twirled around and threw my towel at me. "Hurry and get ready."

I resigned and put the towel over my shoulder. There went my day of imitating a homeless man.

"Can I at least get my toothbrush?"

She took it out my bag and tossed it to me. "There you go, pal."

I sighed and exited the room, but only made it a few feet before I heard Candace’s voice.

"Don't forget to wash behind your ears!"

"Aw, isn't that cute." Bianca was coming down the stairs.

"Yeah, it’s something." I responded, embarrassed. "Did you know she was here?"

"Mhm, she told me she'd be coming over to take you out."

"You guys really are close, aren't you?" Candace didn't have many friends. In fact, she didn't

like people in general all that much, so the fact she told Bianca anything spoke volumes.

She laughed and slung her arm around my shoulder. "Don't worry, you'll always be Numero

Uno in her book."

I glanced sideways at her. "What do you mean?"

"Biancaaa!" A loud shriek pierced my ears. A second later, Candace busted out of my room

like a wild banshee. "I thought I heard your lovely and very loud voice." She walked up and gripped

Bianca by the shoulder.



Bianca smiled sheepishly. "Hi, Candy."

Candy?

"Not a word." Candace said to me with furrowed eyebrows.

I responded with a smile. "I'm sure you two ladies have things to talk about." And made my way

towards the stairs.

"Oh, we do." I noticed Candace still had her hand gripped tight on Bianca’s shoulder.

Back in my room I was deciding what to wear. I reached for a plain black shirt, but stopped.

Candace was in a beautiful dress, I should at least make the attempt to look presentable.

After getting dressed, I walked back to the closet and reached for the top shelf on my tippy toes.

I grabbed the small black box to the left and put it in my pocket. I doubted I would need it, but like my

mom always said; better to be safe than sorry.

Downstairs, Candace and Bianca were sitting on one of the sofas and laughing. Their

personalities couldn't be any more different, but they seemed to get along well.

"Ready?" I asked when I reached them.

Bianca whistled. "You clean up nice, Mr. Anderson."

I was wearing a long sleeve plaid buttoned up shirt with light blue Levi jeans. I twirled around.

"You sure it doesn't make me look too fat?"

Bianca giggled. "Nope, you're perfect. Right, Candace?"

She put her hand on her chin and examined me. "Hmm..."

I felt a bit self-conscious as she studied me. The last person in the world I had to impress was

my childhood friend, but for some reason I always felt the need to.

Candace got up from the couch and approached me. When she reached me, she adjusted the

collar on my shirt. "There, now you're perfect." She gave me a warm smile.



It was hard to be annoyed with Candace when she smiled at me like that. I guess this is the

magic powers girls had over us. Girls rule, boys drool, as the saying went.

Bianca giggled again from her seat on the couch. She was staring at Candace and I with googly

eyes. I put my hand over my face,

My cue to get the hell out of here.

I grabbed Candace hand. "Let's go."

"Adin, wait - " Candace protested.

"No time to waste, big day of fun." I ignored her and continued to drag her to the door.

"Have fun guys!" Bianca yelled before I slammed the door behind us.

"Adin?"

"Hm?"

"I’m gonna need my hand eventually."

I looked down to see my hand still holding hers captive, I let go immediately. “Sorry about

that.” I smiled sheepishly.

She smiled. “It’s okay.”

We continued to walk through Addison's campus in silence. After a moment she spoke again.

“How’s training going?”

Her question caught me off guard. I still remembered our last conversation about me becoming

an agent and the consequent disagreement that followed. She hadn’t brought it up again and neither

had I. “Uh… good.”

“I heard about what happened the other day.”

      I continued to walk facing forward, but I could still see her out of the corner of my eye.

“Yeah?” I already knew what she was referring to.



“I know Noir's on your team, but be careful… She’s dangerous.”

“I know.” I tried changing the subject. “So where are you taking me? “

“Oh! I never told you, did I? We’re going to Time Square.”

We stepped out of the cab and onto a sidewalk. A symphony of noises immediately hit. I

covered my ears in response. “Is it always this loud?”

To the right of me, Candace laughed, “I know, it takes some getting used to.”

“What about that smell? What the hell is that?” I couldn't put my finger on it, but there was a

pungent smell I couldn’t describe assaulting my nose.

“That’s... Well, maybe it's better if you didn't know.”

Great.

I was starting to wonder what people found so tantalizing about New York, more specifically,

Time Square, until I looked up. There were giant screens and billboards with flashing lights, and a

cascade of bright colors that demanded my attention.

A few people bumped into me. I hadn’t even realized I had stopped walking. Wherever you

turned there was basically a person already occupying that spot. How did people get around? I turned

my head left and right.

“Over here!”

I looked up towards the voice to see a slender arm sticking out of a cluster of people a few feet

away. I maneuvered my way to the arm and was face to face with Candace again.

“This is definitely different from Maple Hills.” I said with my voice raised.

“I know, but isn't it exciting?” She responded.

It was loud, there was a strong odor I couldn't make out, and the lack of space was a little

suffocating, but there was also a certain charm to it. There were a million things going on at once,



people buzzing around like bees, it was like a giant parade. I returned her smile. “It is.”

Candace and I sifted our way through the infinite amount of people that surrounded us. I felt like

a kid again. There were a hundred things going on at once that were totally foreign to me. People in

superhero costumes; a half-naked cowgirl singing songs on her guitar, or a woman swallowing an

entire sword. The last one was a little hard to watch.

Candace and I, but mostly I, aimlessly wandered around Time Square for the better part of two

hours before we eventually tapped out and took a break from all the overwhelming sights.

“This place is like a zoo,” I commented to Candace. We were standing side to side on a

sidewalk away from all the commotion, well as much as we could be. “It’s making me hungry.”

“I saw a hotdog cart not too far from here.”

“Shouldn’t you be watching your figure or something?”

She smiled. “A beautiful girl such as myself doesn’t need to watch her weight.”

I laughed and bowed. “My apologies. Lead the way, madam.”

I followed her to the spot of the hotdog cart.

“Funny, I swore I saw it here.” She said with her hands on her hips once we reached the area.

“Maybe it just moved?” I offered back.

“Hm, I guess.” She said still looking around for the vanishing cart.

“Come on, let’s just look for another one.” I suggested, then turned my head in the opposite

direction in order to locate another food cart.

“Oh, look, Adin!”

I shifted my attention towards Candace, who was pointing towards a purple tent to the far right

of us.

“What is that?” It didn’t look like it contained food.



She gestured towards a small sign that was placed to the bottom right of the tent. “It’s a fortune

teller.”

I frowned. “Are they going to predict where we can find food?”

“Come on! It’ll be fun and we can get food right after.” Before I could stop her, Candace was

practically skipping towards the fortune teller's tent. I sighed, I no choice but to follow.

I pushed the flap of the tent open. There was barely any light inside, but I tried to make out what

little I could see. A little further in and to the left was some sort of statue. It appeared to have the head

and body of a lion, but also wings like a bird and the tail of a snake.

I squinted my eyes to get a better look. For a second I thought its eyes flashed over, they seemed

so life like. It was giving me the willies. I shifted my gaze to the right. A giant painting of a forest

hung against the tent wall. It depicted trees that bended in all different directions, that were also

engulfed in a black fire. I didn’t believe much in magic or any of that fortune telling crap, but I had to

admit the place did have a certain eerie vibe to it.

I ventured further inside the tent and saw Candace already seated in front of a round table. On

the opposite side of her was a person with a violet hood on. I guess they were really pushing for the

whole creepy fortune teller thing. I found it a bit hard to take serious.

Candace turned halfway in her chair when she heard me approaching. “Come on, slowpoke.”

She waved me over.

I took a seat next to her. “You could’ve waited for oh, two seconds.” I was still hungry and felt

like the whole thing was kind of a waste of time to begin with. Movement across the table forced me

to look that way.

“Welcome, young ones.” The person in the hood suddenly spoke. Upon closer inspection, it

appeared to be a diminutive old woman with wrinkled skin and a long nose with a wart that would

make Pinocchio look like honest Abe. She resembled the witch in every children’s book ever.



I felt it would be a great injustice not to comment on the situation, so I turned back to Candace.

“Candace, are you hot? Because I’m melting.”

Candace put her hand over her mouth, trying her best not to laugh, but was ultimately losing the

battle.

“You. What’s your name, handsome?” The old woman suddenly turned towards me and smiled.

She had multiple missing teeth and the ones she did have were barely hanging on.

“Uh… Adin, ma’am.”

“Ah, a powerful name, it suits you.”

“Oh, thank you.” Now I felt a little bad for making fun of her.

“Do you believe in something bigger than yourself, Adin?” The fortune teller asked.

I glanced at Candace then back at the old woman. “Something bigger than myself?”

“Yes, divine will, destiny, the threads of fate.” She said cryptically.

Did I? I liked to think you made your own decisions in life and you had to live with the

consequences whether they were good or bad. “I don’t know.” I answered, honestly.

The old woman laughed loudly. “Not only handsome, but honest too.” Then she reached into her

robe and produced a stack of cards she placed on the table.

They didn’t look like any playing cards I’d ever seen. They were all faced down, on the back of

the cards were identical designs of brown and black swirls, the pattern reminded me of a carpet.

“What are those?” Candace asked to the next of me.

“They, my lovely lady, are the Arcana, the tellers of fate.”

“Arcana?” I had no clue what she was talking about.

She frowned at me. “Tarot cards.”

Why didn’t she just say that in the first place? I actually knew what they were; each card had a



different character and meaning that was supposed to determine the direction of your life.

The old woman spread the cards out over the table. “Choose a card.” She was pointing directly

at me.

“Oh, I’m sure Candace would rather have her fortune read.” I gestured to my right towards her.

The fortune teller slowly put her finger back down. “No, it has to be you.”

Candace and I quickly exchanged glances. “Why me?”

The fortune teller looked directly at me with her eyelids lowered. “The fates want what the

fates want, who am I to question them?”

Candace grabbed my arm. “Just do it, Adin, don’t you want to know what your fortune is?”

I guess it wouldn’t kill me to humor these two. “Okay, what do I do?”

The old fortune teller waved her hands over the table. “Just choose a card.”

I stretched out my hand and let it hover over the cards. At first I was just going to wing it, but

for some reason the last card on the left called out to me. I turned it over.

The old woman peered at the card I chose and picked it up. She paused for a moment then

started cackling like a true witch, it made the hairs on the back of my neck shoot up.

I jumped up. “I think we should probably go.”

Candace mimicked me and quickly stood up. “Good idea…” She was staring at the old woman

who was still laughing hysterically.

We quickly exited the tent with the mad cackles of the old woman still behind us.

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 

“Okay, what the hell was that?” I said breathlessly, with my hands on my knees.

Candace was just as out of breath. “I don’t know, but that was beyond creepy.” She suddenly

started laughing, but it ended up as a wheeze.

“I’m glad you’re having fun.” What I saw still bothered me.

Candace must’ve noticed my mood. “What’s wrong?”

“The card...” I answered, glumly.

“Oh yeah, I couldn’t tell which one you chose, what was it?”

I stared at the ground. ”Death.”

“Whoa, now I’m really creeped out.” She was looking at me now.

It was all fake anyway, but then why did it bother me so much? Maybe because my new world

clearly involved death. I tried to play it off with a fake smile. “No biggie, I don’t plan on dying

anytime soon.”

“You shouldn’t joke about that.” Candace said with a frown on her face.

I guess she still wasn’t happy with me joining the organization, even if she didn’t outwardly

object to it anymore. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine, I just hope you know what you’re doing.” After a few more seconds of frowning, she

finally smiled. “Okay, let’s find you some food, buddy.” She slapped my back.

After a while of hard searching, Candace and I finally discovered a pretzel cart.

“Thank you food Gods, I thought I wasn’t gonna make it.” I reached for my back pocket that had

my wallet, but Candace stopped me and held out her own purse.

“Don’t worry, I got it.” She knew I barely had any money left after sending virtually all of it



back home.

“It's cool, Candace, I can at least pay for some pretzels.”

She bumped me out the way with her hip. “I know you can, Adin, can’t I treat my best friend

anymore?”

Or maybe she was just being nice. “Thanks.” I smiled.

She returned my smile and began to go through her purse. And then it disappeared, or rather it

was taken to be more accurate.

A man in a dark blue hoodie had emerged from the crowd to snatch the purse and was gone

before anybody could react.

I frantically looked to my left and right. Nobody moved, they all just stared bug eyed at

Candace and where the purse snatcher had vanished into the crowd.

“I can’t believe this!” Candace exclaimed in exasperation.

I started towards the direction of the thief.

“Adin, what are you doing?!”

Candace yelled behind me, but I only had one thing on my mind. What kind of operative agent

would I be if I couldn’t even protect my own best friend, let alone the people that may count on me in

the future?

I shoved and pushed people aside as I made my way through the sea of people that obstructed

my path.

Dammit.

A sudden flash of movement caught my attention to the right; the thief veered off into the crowd.

I followed his path until I eventually left the bustle of Time Square and entered a quiet area behind a

building covered with dust and grime.



Once I rounded the corner of the dirty building, I watched the thief run into a rusty fence and

curse in frustration. Then he turned around as he heard my footsteps approaching. Candace’s purse

was swaying back and forth in his hand.

“Stay back!” He hollered.

I could just make out his face in the darkness of his hoodie. He was a white male with bags

under his eyes; from the looks of him, he hadn’t slept in days.

“Calm down, I just want my friend’s purse.” I pointed to the purse in his hand.

Abrupt movement made us both look to the left. A homeless man emerged from a cardboard box

that was on the ground. He lazily looked at both of us then after a moment, retreated back again. I used

the distraction as an opportunity to inch closer to the thief. Unfortunately I didn’t get too far before he

noticed.

“Are you deaf? I said stay back!” He was fidgeting and twitching periodically.

I examined him to see if he had any weapons on him, but to my relief it didn’t seem like he had

any. I don’t know what I’d do if he had a gun or something. Maybe I could resolve the situation

without resorting to any violence. “What’s your name?” I tried applying one of the tactics I learned in

my classes.

He looked at the fence behind him then back at me. “What?”

I put my hand on my chest. “My name is Adin, what’s your name?”

He eyed me suspiciously before answering. “Ben.”

“Good, that’s good, I had a hamster named Ben.”

He scowled at me. “Do I look like a hamster to you?”

Hm, maybe that wasn’t the smartest thing to say, but I was able to get within arms reach of him

while he’d been talking. “No, I’m sorry, it’s just that I…” I lunged at him the moment I saw a chance.



He ducked out of the way, which twisted me around, but when I turned to face him he wasn’t

even looking at me. I followed his gaze to a black handgun that lay on the ground between us. So he'd

had a gun after all. The thief and I looked at each other before we both dove after the gun. We hit the

pavement hard and were momentarily stunned, but immediately scrambled for the firearm as soon as

we recovered. Bits of debris and gravel scraped against my arms as I slid across the rock covered

ground. Unfortunately, the thief was closer, so he was able to reach the gun before I could.

I hurriedly rose to my feet with the thief already over me. The gun was pointed a mere foot from

my face. I wanted to scream with fear, but my vocal cords weren’t working. I put my hand up instead.

He shook the gun at me. “I warned you, man!”

“I just wanted my friend’s purse back.” I tried speaking calmly when I regained my voice, but it

came out cracked.

He reached down and touched the purse. “No… it’s mine.”

“Just put the gun down, please. I can tell you don’t really want to hurt anybody.”

“I’m tired of people telling me what to do!”

The way he tensed up told me all I needed to know, he was clearly losing it. I quickly spun

around and brought my leg up in my best imitation of a roundhouse kick.

The thief dropped to the floor along with the gun causing a loud clatter and clutched his hand.

“Goddammit, my hand!”

Did he kiss his mother with that mouth? I took a step and stumbled forward.

Huh?

My right arm was numb. I looked down at it. There was a small hole right in the middle of the

blue square pattern on my plaid shirt; great, it was my most expensive one. I lost balance and fell to

one knee. Funny, I thought being shot would hurt more.



I slowly picked myself up and wobbled towards the thief, I could already feel the virus

working within my body. The thief only noticed me when I was standing above him.

He looked up at me with fearful eyes, “I - I’m sorry, the gun… I didn’t mean to… it’s them…

Not me!”

I bent down and tugged the strings of his sweatshirt with my good arm, the hood instantly

tightened around his head. “What the hell are you talking about?” He was spouting nonsense and I was

running out of time.

“Please, you have to believe me it was them – “

I punched the thief in the face, he went out like a light. It was taking everything I had within me

not to put him through the dingy old fence behind us, and his nonsensical ramblings were getting on

my nerves, anyway. I’m glad I listened when they said don’t do drugs in school.

A violent shudder coursed through my body, it wouldn’t be long before the virus' protocol

activated. I reached for my back pocket and pulled out the small black box, my salvation. I tried to

remove the key that was taped on the bottom, but it clinked to the floor. My hands were shaking

uncontrollably, I had to hurry up, I was losing control.

After a few more frustrating attempts, I managed to slip the key into the hole. Steadying my

hand, I carefully picked one of the syringes up. The top had a plastic cap, so I bit it off with my teeth

since my right arm was still injured.

Now came the moment of truth, I knew I was being silly, but I looked around anyway, the

homeless man was still in his box and my new acquaintance was still out cold a couple feet away

from me. I quickly pulled down my pants and jammed the syringe in my backside. The drug started

working right away. My hands stopped shaking and my vision got clearer.

I tried standing back up when I gathered myself. I was still shaky, but managed to drag myself to

my sleepy friend. I watched him for a few seconds; he didn’t know how lucky he had been to get just



a punch to the face.

I reached down and scooped up Candace’s purse along with the gun.

Thank you very much.

The thief stirred then went still again. I had to get to a hospital, there was still a bullet lodged

somewhere in my arm. I started towards Time Square but had to stop, I was starting to get dizzy

again. I wobbled towards my right to lean against the building wall for support, dirt collected on my

shirt.

Pain erupted in my arm from nowhere. I clenched my jaw to its breaking point, it was all I

could do to stop from screaming. I peered down at my right arm, but couldn’t believe what I was

witnessing.

The bullet that was in my arm was being pushed out by an unseen force. After a few more

excruciating moments it hit the ground with a clang, my blood was still all over it. I took off my shirt

and collected the gun and bloody bullet in it. It wasn’t a very good hiding place, but if they did link it

back to me; I’m sure Dean Dexter would take care of it.

I rotated my right arm and shoulder, It was getting more difficult to be shocked, my arm was a

bit stiff, but other than that it felt fine. This wasn’t real, it couldn’t be, things like this only happened

in video games or movies. I was turning into a damn… I don’t know what.

“Whoa…”

I jerked off the wall, the homeless man from earlier was staring straight at me, he had witnessed

everything. I didn’t know what to do, would he tell anyone? I mean, they wouldn’t believe a crazy

homeless man anyway, right?

“That was awesome!”

I stared at him dumbly.

“Are you a superhero?” His eyes were full of anticipation waiting for my answer.



“Er, yes… They call me, uh, Peace Bringer.”

“I knew it! don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.” He put his hand to his mouth, locked it,

and threw away the key.

“Okay… thanks, but I should really get going now.” I didn’t want to be there when the cops

showed up.

“Bye, Peace Bringer!”

I heard behind me as I rounded the corner of the building. Peace, huh? What I’d just done was

far from peaceful. I shook my head and looked up, Candace was heading straight towards me.

“Adin! I was looking everywhere for you, are you okay?” She was poking and prodding me all

over like a doctor.

I gently pushed her hands down. “I’m fine.”

She slapped me on the arm where I’d just gotten shot, but I didn’t feel any pain. “Good, cause

I’m going to kill you.” She had her hands on her hips and clearly wasn’t happy. “What were you

thinking…” She suddenly looked down at my hands. “Why are you holding your shirt?”

I quickly lowered my hands. How was I going to explain this?

“It got messed up…”  

Candace stared at me suspiciously. “How?”

A groan emanated behind us. It seemed the thief was awake from his beauty sleep.

Candace leaned to the left to look past me. “Oh my god, is that the purse snatcher?”

I raised her purse and presented it to her. “Technically, ex-purse snatcher.”

She gingerly took the purse from me. “Did you… do that to him?”

I looked back at him. “Yeah, I did.” Sounds of sirens were approaching our location. “Let’s get

out of here.” I spotted a trash can a few feet passed Candace and carefully placed my shirt in it that



contained the bullet and gun.

“Wait, we need to report this to the police.”

I walked back to Candace. “He was just some junkie, I don’t feel like spending all day in a

police station just to give a statement.”

She was silent for a moment. “Fine… let’s just go home, today’s been a disaster.”

“Not yet, there’s somewhere I want to go.”

“What, where?”

I took her hand. “It’s going to close soon, come on.”

We walked in silence for a few minutes.

“Adin.”

“Huh?”

“Thank you for getting my purse back.”

I looked back at her and smiled, she was still holding it close to her chest. “What are you

talking about? I just really wanted my pretzel.”

I offered my hand up to Candace, she took it and climbed down from the platform she was on.

“Wow, this is not what I was expecting when you said you had somewhere you wanted to go.”

She took a seat on the little bench next to me.

“When in Rome do as the Romans do.”

She laughed. “Even the Romans don’t do this.”

Candace and I were on a gondola ride. When I had been surfing the web for things to do in NY,

I came across it. It’s not something I’d usually go for, but I figured if I was going to be in a new place

I might as well try new things.

A man with a top hat and a tall stick, pushed us away from the platform and further out into the



water. “You have to admit it is kind of nice, though.” In front of us was nothing but water and the sun

was starting to set.

She put her head on my shoulder. “It is, I didn’t know you could be so romantic, Adin.”

I laughed. “Whatever.”

We watched the sun in silence. Candace said the day had been a disaster, but I was grateful she

dragged me out of bed.

“Remember the promise you made me as kids?”

The random question threw me off guard. “Promise?”

“Mhm.”

I racked my brain for the old memory. “When I said I’d protect you?” It was the only thing I

could think of.

I felt her face form a smile from her position on my shoulder.

“I told you I would protect you after your dad died, but you told me you would become strong

and protect me instead.”

I cracked a smile. “I remember, you looked at me like I was high.”

“Because I was impressed.”

We went silent again.

“You’re not a child anymore are you?”

I glanced down at her. “No, I’m not.”

I could feel the status in our relationship changing. Candace had been like a protective big

sister growing up, as a matter of fact, protective would be an understatement. I just wanted her to

know things were different now and the promise I made to her as a kid wasn’t an empty one.



“Plus, I’m like an inch taller than you now.”

She took her head off my shoulder and pointed at it. “That’s only ‘cause you have a big head.”

I laughed for several seconds. “Thanks for forcing me out of bed today… I had a lot on my

mind.”

“Nothing like an ominous fortune telling and purse snatching to get your spirits up, huh?”

“Seriously, thanks Candace.”

She put her head on my shoulder again. “You’re welcome.”

We watched the sun until it set before going home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 21
 

A few days later, Team Umbra started our personal training. We stood in a small dimly lit room

with walls padded by a material I didn’t recognize, but kind of looked plastic. It was the outfit area

that held all our necessary gear and equipment. I shut my locker and examined the assault rifle in my

hand. It was cold and hard in my hands.

Beside me, Josh was by his locker strapping on a black vest. The bullets in our guns were made

of a special type of rubber, but could kill if it hit the right place.

“You ready?’ he said, turning towards me.

“Let’s do it.” We were the last ones in the room. I’d had a little trouble adorning some of my

gear, so Josh had been nice enough to stay behind.

We stepped out into the spacious range located in the back part of Addison. It was a large field

filled with trees rock and boulders. It looked organic, but wasn’t. Overhead and around the perimeter

where the gray dome walls that cut off the area. If I had to guess, I’d say it stretched about two

hundred yards in each direction. All teams alternated using the field throughout the week.

“Adin, you know about the games right?” Mina asked, looking at me.

I stopped studying the area and met her gaze. “Yeah.” I’d made it a point to make the Addison

planner my bible.

In addition to using the range for training it was also used for the Gauntlet or 'the games'. A

series of events ranging from team exhibition matches, obstacle courses or close quarters combat.

They were held every few months. The victor would gain points that racked up with each win.

At the end of the year the highest scoring teams would get access to newer gear before everyone

else. Not only did the Gauntlet test the skills of every Salamander, but you got bragging rights which I

learned was a big deal around here.



“Good, we need to get you caught up.” She eyed me up and down. ”It’s clear you need a lot of

work.”

Ouch.

“Hey, how do we do the games here?” For all the different events we were supposed to do in

the range, I didn’t even see the platform for close quarters combat.

“George, show him.” She gestured towards him.

“Why me…” He muttered as he emerged from the rest of the group that stood loosely together.

Then to a small box that was sticking about four feet from the ground on a pole. The rectangular box

had a black lid that he lifted up.

I squinted to get a better look. There were an impressive amount of buttons in several rows

inside.

“This here, boy scout –” He pressed a white button in the box that immediately sucked the trees

in the area into the ground. “ – is the range's control box.”

My mouth fell open at the sorcery.

George laughed, then pushed another button. “Gotta love newbies.”

This time, dozens of target boards popped up in the shape of people. Most were several feet

away, although a few outliers were way in the back, probably for sniping. The technology was truly

impressive. I stole a glance at Noir who watched the demonstration with a bored look on her face.

The team report said she excelled in sniping. I was curious to see what she was capable of.

“Adin, you’re leaking.” Bianca pointed at me, smiling with amusement.

Hope who was next to Vince giggled. “A human faucet.”

I snapped my mouth shut and wiped away the spit that had lined its way down. Now sufficiently

embarrassed, I turned back towards Mina. “Okay, I’m ready.”



She nodded satisfactorily. “Good, cause you’re up first.”

I involuntarily pulled my rifle closer. “Right now?”

She smiled with lowered eyelids. “Right now.”

I filled my diaphragm and headed further into the field towards a chalky white line that

stretched across the ground. It read stop in big red letters just below it.

“Aim for the target at your two o’clock.”

I glanced back at Mina and swallowed. Everyone was watching me with intense curiosity. Even

Noir leaned in closer trying to get a clearer view. I swallowed again trying to get rid of the brick in

my throat.

You can do this.

I hoped I could anyway. I raised the assault rifle to my shoulder and pointed it up to my right at

the target. Then I squeezed the trigger, but it didn’t budge.

What the?

I gave it another Herculean effort, but the trigger held fast. Was the stupid thing broken? I held it

in front of my face examining it.

“The safety is on dumbass!” Vince snickered behind me.

I turned back to see the pure amusement he was having at my expense. Now I know who’d been

laughing at me during the aptitude tests.

“Right, the safety, I knew that!” Kind of.

“Sure you did!” He cackled even louder.

Lucky was the girl who married him. I spun back around ignoring him and tried to locate the

safety mechanism. After combing for a few seconds, I felt a small button near the top and pushed it in.

Then I took aim again.



My gut tightened as my finger gently pulled the slender trigger of the rifle. The tension released

from my abdomen as the thunderous pops from the gun reached my ears. But I had been so

preoccupied trying not to embarrass myself that I did the exact opposite. I’d forgotten the fierce recoil

of the assault rifle causing it to buck into my shoulder.

“Damn it!” I dropped it and immediately reached for my shoulder throbbing with pain.

Laughter shot out behind me once more. Of course it was Vince, this time joined by his partner

in crime.

Assholes.

You ever see those beauty pageants where the two finalists were on stage and the loser had to

smile while the winner got crowned? I wonder if this is how they felt. I stood there dumbly still

holding my hurt shoulder, but couldn’t even feel the pain anymore.

Dean Dexter was wrong. I wasn’t cut off for this. This was a huge -

Noir pushed the assault rifle into my chest startling me. I looked at her surprised. She had

walked up on me without my noticing – just like at the airport. I watched her with my mouth ajar for a

few seconds.

“Are you going to look like a slack jawed dunce forever or are you going to reclaim your

weapon?” She snapped, giving me an annoyed look.

Her tone catapulted me back into reality. My hands mechanically moved to the gun pushed

against my chest. Then she grabbed my shoulders forcefully turning me back towards the field. I

winced at the pressure applied to my injured shoulder.

“Position your weapon firmly against your shoulder.”

I did as instructed and positioned my gun, then pointed it at the target.

“You’re too tense, it’s throwing off your aim. Relax.” She slapped my back to get the point

across.



I rolled my shoulders and evened my breathing, absorbing her every word.

“Now, shoot.”

I nodded with intense focus and shot the gun. Again, the fierce pops off the assault rifle sounded

off as the bullets jetted from the nozzle. After I released the trigger, I leaned forward and put my hand

over my eyes searching for holes in the target board. My heart was dancing in anticipation at the

result.

A huge smile spread across my face like wildfire. “Look, I almost got near the bull’s eye!”

There was a small hole just below the circular red bulls eye. The other bullets were scattered away,

but I was too relieved to care. I excitedly jumped up and down facing Noir. “Did you see that?”

A small smirk played on her lips. “Yes, I saw.” Then she turned and walked away.

“Hey, thanks.” I called out after her before she got too far.

She paused momentarily looking back at me. “Keep it, we’re just getting started.” This time her

smirk didn’t seem as warm.

The rest of training as Noir warned was no field day. We did push-ups, jumping jacks, sit ups,

some hand to hand combat, and finished with wind sprints just to even it all out.

I bumbled through my final run. The whole team waited for me as I tumbled to the soft grass in

front of them.

“God, I think I actually started growing roots waiting for you to finish.” Vince complained

looking down at me.

My chest heaved up and down as my lungs greedily sucked in every last bit of air they could

hold.

“Leave him alone, you oaf.” Bianca walked over to stand above me. She was upside down in

my vision as I laid on my back. “Can't you see he’s not used to this.”



She wasn’t lying, but her pity didn’t make me feel any better.

I sat up with on my elbow. “I knew you were fast, but geez.”

Bianca had finished at least a minute before everyone else. How was she so damn quick?

She patted my back sending me into a fit of coughing. “Oh Adin, you charmer.”

“Okay guys, that’s it for today.” Mina announced with a clap snatching everyone’s attention.

The team started towards the outfit area, but Josh and Hope stayed behind to offer a hand. I

blinked a few times. I wasn’t the most sensitive guy, but it meant a lot to have a little support. There

was no way I was going to succeed without it.

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 22
I jolted forward holding the top of my head.  

Who, what the hell?

I looked around groggily surveying everyone around me.

“I still got it.”

The Algebra teacher held his fist in the air. He had a mullet that had somehow survived the

80's. The entire class erupted in laughter. Even Mina who sat in front of me covered her mouth.

“Only if I didn’t injure my knee back in 84'…” He said peering up at the classroom ceiling with

glassy eyes. Then suddenly turned his attention back towards me. “Shall I take another shot?” He was

holding a crumpled up paper in his other hand.

My head swiftly shook left and right remembering the impact. “No, sir.”

He lowered his fist and pointed at me. “Then I advise you to get your beauty sleep elsewhere,

Mr. Anderson.”

I stifled a yawn and nodded. The rest of the class droned on, but it was still taking everything I

had to stay awake. About a month and a half had passed and Team Umbra's training sessions were

only getting more arduous. Juggling all my classes paired with training was a lot harder than I’d

imagined.

When class was finished I headed towards the range. No matter how many times I suggested we

head there together, Mina trudged on without me. So I’d done the proper teammate thing and followed

her. Although, conversation was another matter.

“I swear that class is used to kill us via sheer boredom.” I glanced at her, waiting for a

response, but none came.

“Like, who needs math right?” I tried putting on a friendly smile, but she continued towards her



path treating me no different than a buzzing fly. So I changed my approach. I wasn’t the team’s

tactician for nothing. “How do you think my training is going?”

Finally, she acknowledged my existence that I myself was starting to doubt.

“Fine.” Her lips barely parted.

I put my hand on her shoulder stopping her.

She faced me with hard eyes. “You have about two seconds to – “

I jerked my hand back. I didn’t need her to finish. We all knew Mina didn’t like being touched,

which wasn’t weird in it of itself, but there seemed more to it.

“I want to get better. I really do, but I need the harsh truth even if it isn’t rainbows and

unicorns.” I said with pleading eyes.

After a moment she sighed. “At best you’re average, Adin. To be honest, I’m not sure how you

got scouted in the first place.” She shrugged. “Maybe you’re smarter than everyone else, I don’t

know, but I guess you’ll get to prove it soon enough.”

There was a stab of pain in the middle my chest. I didn’t regret that she told me the truth - I'd

asked for it after all, but it still hurt like hell.

I forced a smile. “I’ll keep trying my best. I’ll prove that I belong here.”

She began to speak but stopped. It looked like she was searching for the right words. “Come on,

we’ll be late.”

“You’re actually letting me walk with you?”

She sighed again. “Yes, you win. I give up.”

My smile grew wider. “Knew I’d wear you down.”

I dropped from the tree I was in hitting the ground with a soft crunch.

I examined my surroundings for a moment, quietly. There was nothing but trees and shrubs



around. In my crouched position, I moved towards another tall tree a few feet away. Once there, I

pressed back against it and peeked my head out.

Everything was completely still. My heart sounded like a drum amongst the silence. There was

a flicker from the shrub at my eleven. I gripped my assault rifle tighter, smiling broadly.

Gotcha! One… two…

On three, I dashed from cover and let go a hail of bullets at the offending shrub. After I was

satisfied whoever was behind it was toast, I carefully leaned forward on my toes to view over it. My

eyes opened wide. There was a baby doll with a white sheet of paper attached to its forehead. I

squinted trying to read the awful handwriting.

Right for the sweet spot? What -

No sooner than I was done reading, a hard impact smacked into my butt. My arms swung wildly

as I fought to stay upright, but I failed falling head first into the shrub, my rifle right along with me.

“Cut it, Josh!”

The shrub I was tangled in retreated back into the ground with a pop, alongside all the other

greenery. Mina approached me a moment later from the side.

“It’s been six weeks, Adin. How long are you going to let Hope shoot you in the ass?”

I spit a leaf out my mouth, then stood up grabbing my assault rifle. “Speaking of which… Where

is that little demon?”

“Right here.”

I stumbled forward. Hope was right behind me holding her two signature handguns. I could

barely handle one, but she had the skill and ability to use them both with deadly accuracy.

I faced her, rubbing my sore backside. “Why do you keep shooting me in the butt?”

“Vince said it would help our team chemistry.” She had an innocent look on her face.



How exactly?

I sighed.

“Our first Gauntlet is tomorrow. I hope you’re ready.” Mina interjected, walking away.

I watched her long black hair sway from side to side as she made her way towards the others

who were engaged in hand to hand combat.

“You think too much.” Hope said, still standing in front of me. She barely reached my chest.

“What?'' I looked down at her head.

She closed her eyes for a moment. “Listen to the wind and what it tells you.” She said

cryptically, then skipped away.

What the hell did that mean?

It means you’re screwed.

The next day was judgement day - or at least it was for me. My toes shifted nervously in my

boots as I watched Noir fiddling with her vest across from me. It was Team Umbra's chance to start

off on a positive note. I figured out from gossip our team wasn’t very good.

Actually, it would be more accurate to say we sucked. Team Umbra had won a whopping single

Gauntlet event in the past year. I could see the determination on their faces to erase the stigma of

being the worst Salamander team. I just hoped I didn’t get in the way.

Mina banged on her locker with a fist. Everyone’s head snapped towards her, including mine.

“We’re going against Team Jupiter in an obstacle course Gauntlet.” She looked each of us in the eye

before pointedly stopping on me. “Stay focused, you all know what to do.”

It wasn’t hot, but I wiped away a bead of sweat that formed on my forehead. Suddenly, red

flashing lights filled the outfit room making me jump on the small plastic bench I sat on.

A hand pressed down on my shoulder. “You’ll do fine.” Bianca looked down at me with a



carefree smile.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t as confident in myself as she was. Butterflies fluttered up and down in

the pit of my stomach. I gave her a fake smile, anyway. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mess this up, newbie.” George grunted, heading for the large elevator like doors that 

exited into the range.  

I exhaled deeply. That was the plan.

Once outside, I surveyed the area. Lined on either side of the range behind three feet tall

barriers were the rest of Addison's Salamanders chatting amongst themselves. They were only

spectators, but their presence just added to my nervousness. On the opposite side of the range, Team

Jupiter emerged from their own outfit area.

Between us stood the Gauntlet's towering obstacle course in all its glory. It was a series of

contraptions that we had to traverse and maneuver through. There were stairs leading to a small

platform where you would begin. The other team’s side was identical.

We each would go one on one with a member of the opposing team. The group with the fastest

combined time won. The instructor I’d seen on my first day of combat training – Mr. Lockhart, stood

beside the obstacle course. He would be refereeing the whole match.

“Okay, today we have Team Umbra versus Team Jupiter in the Obstacle Gauntlet. Will the first

participant of each party make their way towards the starting platform.” He boomed.

The order for each team was predetermined. Mina would go first followed by the others. I’d go

last, which was just peachy cream for me. The crowd of Salamander recruits cheered as Mina and a

tall bald headed male from Team Jupiter climbed the stairs to the starting point.

The look on her face was the same as always, stoic and unreadable. But I could also feel an air

of confidence exuding from her. How far away was I from that same bravado? Would I ever reach it?

I didn’t know.



After they were in place, Mr. Lockhart grabbed the silver whistle that dangled from his neck

and gave it a hard blow. A high pitch squeal filled the air and they were off. Mina darted towards the

first obstacle. Multiple red pads lined up unevenly on both sides of her. In the middle was a large

empty space leading towards the ground.

She jumped sideways to one pad, then leaped towards another up and across from it with cat-

like balance. She made it look easy, but I could see her legs trembling as each pad she landed on

shook with instability. Next, she cleared the rest of the pads in quick succession landing on the second

obstacle's platform.

“Woo, go Mina!”

I looked to my side into the crowds and smiled. It seemed our stone faced leader had some fans.

The second course was a line of several hanging ropes. She took a couple steps backs and leapt

forward stretching out for one in the air. She clutched the short rope with both hands and began

swinging her legs back and forth. The next rope was unreachable if she simply reached for it without

any momentum.

After one more swing, she soared forward snatching another rope. It was only the second

course and I was getting tired just watching her. I stole a glance at my teammates huddled around me.

They were holding their breaths with nervous looks. This really was more than a simple training

event to them. Again, the pressure in the pit of my stomach rose.

My gaze shifted to Mina's opponent who wasn’t far behind. He looked just as capable as she

did - I was pretty sure his name was Devon. The next obstacles looked just as energy draining; but the

two competitors completed them with great speed and ability. Mina managed to finish a few seconds

before her opponent, so we already were on top.

“Don’t tell her I said this, but she’s the man.” Vince said in a hushed tone amongst us.

“Shhh, he's announcing the times.” Bianca said, shushing him.



“Mina Park 52 seconds. Devon Fulton 58 seconds.” Mr. Lockhart announced.

We cheered, chanting our leader’s name as she strolled towards us. She looked like she had

just come back from a relaxing afternoon walk. She wasn’t even breathing hard.

Bianca slapped her butt when she reached us. “Atta girl!”

Mina gave her an annoyed look then walked over to stand near me.

“Vince said you were the man.” Hope said, looking up at Mina beside us.

Vince spun around with his mouth open. “What the hell, Hope?”

I stifled a laugh, glad for the lull in tension permeating our team. It already felt like I’d run the

Obstacle Gauntlet, I was so tense.

“Did you watch me closely?” Mina mouthed quietly still looking ahead.

I nodded. I had mentally filed away her every movement. Mimicking them would be another

story. Each team member tried their hand at the obstacle course, for the most part there weren’t many

slip-ups. The last match swiftly arrived in no time. That meant it was my turn.

“Adin?” Josh who was in front of me watched me with concern.

My vision floated towards him. “Huh?”

“You’re up.”

“Right…” I hesitantly nodded and started towards the stairs, but someone grabbed my arm

turning me around.

“Listen, you don’t have to beat your opponent. All you have to do is get under a minute and a

half and we’ll win. Take your time to complete each course correctly.” Mina instructed, meeting my

eyes.

I nodded and made my way towards the stairs again. Each step sounded heavy in my ears as I

ascended them. What Mina said had terrified me instead of making me feel better. It meant I’d be



going against myself. I wouldn’t have the luxury of excuse. How the other guy was more trained or

faster. It would be all on me.

I stood on the platform looking across at my competition. A female about my height with short

blonde hair. She smiled confidently at me. I returned her smile which she responded to by raking her

thumb across her throat. My grin instantly faded as the squeal of the whistle pierced the air.

It took my brain a moment to realize the Gauntlet had started, but a second later, I immediately

picked up my feet heading towards the red pad to my left. I jumped landing on it with a plop. It shook

unsteadily under my feet. When I got a good foothold, I leaped towards another pad several feet

away. I repeated the step with the next three.

On the final pad, I misjudged the distance and landed on the edge. I started to fall back as I

swam with my arms to stay forward.

Goddamn it.

After a bit of wild swinging, I finally regained my balance and jumped safely on to the waiting 

platform. My heart thundered in my chest still feeling the effect of my near disaster. But it'd have to 

work overtime today; there was no time to rest.  

I backpedaled a few feet, copying Mina, and lunged towards the hanging rope, grabbing it. Then

I kicked my legs hard back and forth building up as much energy as possible. Once I had enough

momentum I stretched out for the next rope securing it in one hand then taking it with my other.

My arms burned as I held on like a wet noodle with dangling feet. I looked down without

meaning to - it was a long drop to the ground.

You’re not going to fail, dammit.

I swung to the next rope then the next. My arms reminded me of the hell they were going through

with each movement. I dropped from the last rope on to the platform and immediately rubbed my arms

trying to quell the fire raging inside them.



Feeling a bit of relief, I soldiered on. My opponent sped by me on the way to the next course

forcing me to increase my pace. In front of me was a large punching bag like object called a log. I

hugged it with my entire body wrapping my legs around it's hard structure. It immediately descended,

shaking violently on the way down to the next objective. I started to slide down midway through the

body-shaking ride as the log brutally ripped through the air.

I squeezed my thighs harder into the log as I held on for dear life. Once it reached its

destination, I unsteadily extracted myself off it, nearly tripping over. My body had been tossed and

shaken to the core like a Caesar salad. I doubled over trying to reclaim my stolen breath.

Fight, Adin, fight.

I forced myself to stand up straight ready for the next course called the spider wall. I advanced

forward spreading my hands and knees to their limit. They pushed against the walls on either side of

me. I inched forward at a snail’s pace trying not to slip. The familiar burning in my arms started to

build, but this time my legs took the pain too.

Just a little more!

I fought with all I had sliding forward, stretched out like putty. When I neared the end, I

ungraciously fell forward on the next safety platform wheezing. I don’t think I’d ever been so

exhausted. It would be a miracle if I could even move the next day.

“Adin! Just one more course, you can do it!” Someone yelled behind me, but I couldn’t

distinguish the voice. I was just too tired.

After gathering myself, I pressed on my knees getting to my feet. There was one more course,

just one more. All I had to do was get over the ten foot or so ramp and I’d be done. Yeah, a piece of

cake. As fast as my body would allow, I moved towards the ramp that towered above me, denying my

victory.

I jumped up with outstretched arms, but the ledge was just out of reach. I leaped for it again, but



my second attempt was laughable. So, I took a few steps back and ran up the ramp, but lost my footing

and slid down. I immediately bent over, winded, paying for my last two tries.

“Adin, check your time; you only have ten seconds, move your ass!” Again, the identity of the

voice escaped me as fatigued racked my brain.

I couldn’t fail here. There was too much at stake. For my teammates, and more importantly

myself. I had to show I belonged here. That I was a true member of Team Umbra.

Mustering all the remaining strength in my body, I bent my knees low and laid out towards the

impossibly tall ledge. I flew up and gripped it with my fingertips barely hanging on.

Yes!

My fingers started to slip as they quickly lost strength. I was just too spent. A second later, I

rolled limply down the ramp to a feeble stop on the platform below. Ragged breath retreated in and

out through my dry throat. The range ceiling blurred in my vision. My brain was devoid of thought, but

my entire being knew I’d failed. That I had given everything I had and it still wasn’t good enough.

I stepped into the outfit room with my head hung low and headed straight for my locker

avoiding any eye contact. No one spoke as we changed out of our training gear and into regular

clothes. It added to the already oppressive atmosphere in the small dark room.

It was almost the same vibe I’d felt my last high school football game. But weren’t things

supposed to be different now? Wasn’t I supposed to succeed after coming all this way? The only

person I could blame was myself.

Dammit!

“We lost today, but we’ll have plenty of opportunities to do better. So everyone can stop being

so depressed.” Mina said, trying to lift the dark mood.

Someone shoved my shoulder. “Yeah, it’s only one game.” It was Josh at his locker next to me.

I smiled at him. Maybe I was being too hard on myself; there were still other Gauntlets. I just



wish this had been the one where I showed my self worth.

“Why are you all so scared to tell the truth?” George cut in, slamming his locker on the other

side of the room.

“Shut up, George.” Mina stared daggers at him.

“No, let’s be real here. We lost –” He pointed a meaty finger straight at me, “ – ‘cause of him.”

“That’s not fair, George! We’re a team.” Bianca defended walking over to me.

I shook my head. “No, he’s right. I had a chance to get us the win and I didn’t. I’m sorry, guys.”

Everyone averted their gaze uncomfortably, except Noir who was watching the scene with a

blank expression.

“You’re just dead weight, Adin. Why don’t you run back to the country ass town you came

from?” He spat towards me with a red face.

I clenched my hands into fist. “Screw you.” I couldn’t stop myself from getting angry. I knew I

had screwed up. There was nothing anyone could say to make me feel worse than I already did, but he

sure as hell was pushing it.

His face grew another shade of red. “What’d you say?”

“You heard me.”

Without warning, he flew towards me in a rage violently grabbing the collar of my vest. Then

slamming me into my locker. My back bounced off the hard metal with a hard bang. In turn, I grabbed

his shoulders ready to strike back, but he was abruptly jerked away nearly taking me with him.

Noir had forcefully pulled the muscled George away like he was a rag doll. He rounded on her

with a fist, but stopped when he realized who it was. His eyes popped open and he shrunk back. My

body was trembling still in fight mode as I watched them.

She glared at George like a snake waiting to see what action its prey would take. After a short



stare down, he turned and left the room without a word.

“Well that escalated quickly.” Bianca nervously laughed, breaking the silence.

Noir glanced at me, but I stormed out not looking at her. I didn’t want to be saved like some 

weakling.  Call it dumb male pride, but I’d rather have George punch me in the face a hundred times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 23
I did another sit-up, feeling the burning in my abdomen. It’d been about a week since my

debacle. Training was going a bit better, but I still wasn’t up to par with the rest of the team, so Mina

had suggested extra training. The others had finished up almost an hour ago.

I sat up again and saw Candace approaching from the outfit area several feet away.

“Heyyy!” She waved with a broad smile.

I waved back at her and offered my hand when she reached me. “Help me up.”

She pulled me up with both hands. “Ew, your hand is all sweaty.”

“That my dear friend, is called hard work.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Still nasty.”

I smiled showing my teeth and wiped my hands on my pants. “So, what’s up?”

“Just wanted to see if you were up for lunch.”

I thought about it for a moment. “Hmm… I still have a couple exercises to do, so you can go on

without me”

“It’s okay, I don’t mind waiting.”

“You sure?”

She nodded and took a seat on the grass a few feet away Indian style. I started my workout

again, shadow boxing with an invisible opponent. Rumpling of grass reached my ears as Candace

walked over near me.

“I can help you.”

I distractedly glanced at her, still punching the air. “Huh?”

She abruptly reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Come on, I’ll be your sparring partner.”



I chuckled softly. “You know I’m like a highly trained assassin now right?” I stuck my boot out.

“I could probably kill you with my pinky toe.”

She rolled her eyes releasing my wrist. Then kicked my foot away with a mischievous grin. “So

go easy on me, Mr. Super Spy.”

“I guess I can do that.” I raised my balled up hands getting into my boxing stance. Candace

mimicked me raising her own fists. Then she stepped towards me in a flash and threw a straight jab at

my chest that I backed away from.

“Hoo, hoo.” I said, impressed. “Where'd you pick that up?”

She threw another punch with a smile. “When you attend a spy school you learn a few things.”

Then she lunged forward and kicked my leg from under me. I saw it coming, but it was way too

amusing to see the brainy Candace Green actually fighting. I fell landing on blades of grass that

pricked my back. Then I burst out laughing while she mounted me.

“Wait, I give!” I raised my hands conceding defeat.

She playfully punched my chest. “You’re okay.”

My laughing receded as I looked into her eyes. I hadn’t talked to her about my blunder last

week, but I’m sure she knew about it. Even if I failed over and over I knew she would always be

there for me. Although, I think I’d implode if I ever said something mushy like that to her. So I gave

her a thankful smile, instead. “Of course. Now get off me, you’re heavy.”

Two months went by since my first Gauntlet event. I did my best to file the unpleasant memory

in the deep recesses of my mind, but that was easier said than done. Especially the subsequent

incident that had stemmed from it afterwards. It didn’t seem to affect our team much, although George

and I hadn’t communicated much.

I’d given more attention to training recently that my grades were slightly suffering, so Josh and I

hit the library on our free day.



“What about this step, Adin?” Josh pointed at a section of his notebook. “I always forget

whether you factor here or not.”

I leaned closer to him and peered into it. We were seated at a large round wooden table in the

back of the library. Rows of large bookcases were next to us with other students weaving in and out

them like bees.

“Yeah, gotta factor.” I whispered back then returned to my own work.

Behind us, there was soft cursing periodically. Vince and George sat not too far at another

table. I finally sighed and pushed my seat back as I stood up, making my way to their table. I’d been

listening to them trying to figure out the same economics question for the past twenty minutes.

When I got there, I leaned over their table and pointed into George's textbook. “You’re

forgetting to subtract liabilities. That’s why your numbers don’t match.”

They looked up at me in silent surprise then checked their work.

“Damn, he’s right…” Vince elbowed George then looked up at me. “Thanks, braniac.”

George turned his head away and muttered. “Thanks…”

My eyes opened a bit. I wasn’t expecting gratitude, especially from these two. I nodded and

turned to walk away.

“Hey… Mind if we join you guys?” George asked before I got far.

I hadn’t forgotten what he’d said to me just a couple months back. I tried not to let it bother me,

but on some level it still did, but I wasn’t one for holding grudges for too long.

“Come on.” I gestured towards our table.

Only a few days later, was Team Umbra's second Gauntlet event. I clenched and unclenched my

hand trying to loosen a cramp that gripped it. A yawn escaped my lips causing my eyes to tear up. I’d

spent the entire night going over the plan for today’s exhibition match.



The object of the exhibition matches were to either: one) defeat all of your enemies within the

time limit or two) capture the enemy’s flag and bring it back to your own camp before time ran out.

Each opponent was worth a single point and team leaders were worth three.

So if you found yourself behind in points with time running out your only option was to go for

broke and try to seize your opponent’s flag.

Each combatant was wearing a unique suit that had a bright orange circle between the abdomen

and chest and also one on the upper back. When it was hit either with our weapons that had rubber

bullets or stricken by physical force it would simulate real pain and you would be physically

restricted by special fibers in your suit until the match was over.

I stood up from my bench and hesitated for a moment before speaking. “Everyone understand

the battle plan?” It was finally my chance to shine as the team’s tactician.

“To be honest, it’s a bit ballsy, but I like it.” Mina said, looking at me.

Then red lights filled the room letting us know the match had begun.

“Okay guys, stick to Adin's plan and stay focused. Lets kick Team Ghosts' ass.” Mina instructed

us all.

Once the outfit room door slid open, we darted out in a huddled fashion, then split into two

separate groups. My group – Team A, went right while Mina's team veered left. There were way

more trees and shrubs blocking the view ahead. Also, fake boulders and obstacles had been placed to

make the match seem more natural, such as logs and small hills. I slid behind a waist high boulder

with my head lowered.

The strategy I’d devised automatically played in my head for the millionth time. Mina headed

Team B comprised of George, Vince, Josh, and Noir. My team consisted of only Bianca and Hope.

The reason for the disparaging numbers was simple.

I had studied Team Ghosts' past matches that were recorded and figured out they pretty much



stuck to a direct approach. So while my group suppressed their direct attack from the front, Mina's

team would hit them hard from the side. The problem with that though, is the bulk of their team could

wipe out my small group, but I had come up with a remedy for that too.

I’d watched a movie where a small army was pitted to engage with another almost ten times

their size. Basically, no way to win. But the commander of the smaller army had the genius idea of

making his group look infinitely times bigger.

In the middle of the night, he attacked the larger enemy camp with only a few men by creating

such a racket beating drums and howling like wild dogs that it scared them off.

My plan was similar. Hope and I would be constantly firing while Bianca with her awesome

speed danced around us, shooting randomly. It would make our small group seem larger than it

actually was. Then when the real strength of our squad reached them, they would be crushed.

I left my cover, firing a volley of bullets into the trees directly ahead of me. They didn’t need to

hit anyone, just hold off any advancing opponents. Hope dove to a log, then crawled on all fours.

Next, she rose both her handguns and added to my gunfire creating a thunderstorm of bullets.

Bianca dashed beside me, then behind a small hill. She periodically sent off shots as she moved

from cover to cover. A bullet flew just past my eyes making me gasp in surprise. I hastily moved to

the other side of the man-made boulder and peeked out.

A lot of movement was coming from the greenery in front of us. Several shrubs shook back and

forth and I could even see a few limbs sticking out here and there. A few more bullets whizzed by and

smacked into my cover.

I should probably move.

I craned my head to the right and decided on a tree stump not too far beside me. I took a breath

and rolled sideways coming to a stop just behind it. Bullets ricocheted off the ground following my

path.



Hope, Bianca and I continued exchanging fire with the other team for a while before they

suddenly stopped. I waved my hand towards my two teammates, grabbing their attention. They

immediately stopped their assault and looked at me.

We all dipped our heads forward to listen. There was nothing but pure silence, then all of a

sudden panicked shouts and screams sounded off from where the enemy was positioned, followed by

a rainstorm of bullets. A huge grin spread across my face as I looked up. A large rectangular monitor

displayed the digital pictures of both team participants for a total of sixteen.

In a flash, four of Team Ghosts' pictures blinked out to black. My plan was working better than

I thought. Half of their team was decimated in an instant.

“Adin, two of them retreated towards you. They realized your group's small numbers. They’ll

probably try to flank you.” Mina’s voice crackled through the small radio implanted on the vest near

my shoulder.

I pressed the small button on it. “Don’t worry, just keep up the pressure.”

They were desperate now, so of course they’d go all out to capture our flag - their only chance

of victory. I made a peace sign towards Hope and Bianca gesturing to our right. They simultaneously

exchanged nervous glances.

Noting their worried looks, I waved them away again and after a moment’s hesitation they took

off. They were probably hesitant to leave me alone, but I could handle it. I leaned out of cover and

scanned my surroundings, ready to shoot anything that so much as flinched. Sweat dripped from the tip

of my nose mixing with the dirt of the ground.

“Adin! The two retreating was a feint, they’re headed straight for you!” Bianca's panicked

voice came through my radio.

But her warning wasn’t necessary as a male with orange goggles and a red headed female with

a ponytail sprinted in my direction side by side. I immediately squeezed my trigger over and over



feeling the rifle vibrate in my hands.

The red haired female stumbled forward, crashing to the ground. I had hit her spot on in her

vest's target area, but the male with goggles was still running like a madman on route to our flag.

Goddamn it!

Hurriedly emerging from cover, I ran exposed to my left trying to cut him off. Once close

enough, I shot at him, but missed as several bullets whizzed by.

Dammit, hit him!

I raised my gun higher still trained on him and fired, but nothing happened. My heart climbed

into my throat as I squeezed the trigger so hard that my finger cried in pain, but it was no use. The

reason was simple - I was out of ammo. I fell back and hit the ground with a thud, my rifle bouncing

out of my limp hands. I couldn’t move. What had happened?

From my view on the ground, I helplessly watched the boots of the goggled male zoom by. I had

been shot.

TEAM UMBRA FLAG CAPTURED.

A moment later, he exited our camp triumphantly holding a purple flag, then faded from my

vision as he got further away. I numbly looked at the ceiling. It was happening again. Because of

me… I had come up with a sound enough plan, but this body of mine, these hands of mine – they just

weren’t good enough.

TEAM UMBRA FLAG RETURNED TO TEAM GHOST' CAMP. MATCH OVER.

The announcement from the monotone voice of the range drilled into my ears. I rolled to my

side as movement returned to me.

You’re pathetic.

It was the same scene. Head hung low, shoulders slumped, rifle dangling lifelessly in my hand.

Even it look defeated. I vaguely remember Josh forcing me to my feet and dragging me to the outfit



room. I stopped just short of the entrance; scared to face my teammates. Scared to face their judgment.

After a bit more urging from Josh, I took a timid step inside. My feet refused to move any

further.

“Hope, George, Mina, Josh, Noir, Vince, Bianca.”

All their heads turned towards me with a questioning look. Josh walked from behind to also

face me.

“I promise you all – you will never see someone work as hard, give as much of themselves, and

sacrifice as much for this team as I will from now on. I won’t let you guys down again.” I declared,

looking each one of them in the eye, then exited the room still dressed in my wet training gear.

I laid on my bed watching the ceiling impassively. I'd headed straight for the team dorm house

locking after my grand speech, which I’d meant every word of it. Now there was just the small

problem of actually doing it. How the hell was I going to get stronger?

I grabbed my phone beside me and signed in on Skype. A few old classmates were on, plus my

sister. I checked the time and called her – she should’ve been in bed by now. After a few rings, her

smiling pigtailed face popped into my screen.

“Hi, Adin!”

“Hey, what are you still doing up?”

“Wellll, I was giving Melissa advice on what to do about Brian, cause today at lunch he pulled

her chair from behind her, but I told her that’s just because he’s a boy and boys are too stupid to show

their real feelings and she said – “

I put my hand up and smiled. “I think I can figure out the rest. Just don’t stay up too late.”

“Okay, I won’t… Hey, Ad?”

“Hm?”



“Is something wrong?” Her smiling face transformed into one with concern.

“Why are you asking that?”

“I don’t know… You look a little sad.”

I hadn’t realized I’d been projecting my somber mood. “Nothing major. I’m just not doing well

in a particular class right now.”

Arena put her hand to her chin thinking for a moment, then grinned. “Then just work harder.”

“Just work harder…?”

“Mhm!” Her grin grew wider.

Maybe she was right. Maybe it was that simple. I gave her a thankful smile. “Thanks, Arena. I

think I’m actually gonna go study now. I love you, goodnight.”

“Love you too!” She waved then the connection cut off.

Wasting any time, I hopped out of bed and headed straight for the training range. Once inside, I

flipped open the lid of the control box and pushed the necessary button. At once, the dim lights of the

range grew brighter.

Then I walked to the middle of the range and started my routine, kicking and punching the air.

With each strike I envisioned myself being blown away. To be more accurate, I pictured the weak old

Adin. If I was ever going to succeed, I had to shed away the weakness clinging to me like snake skin.

Someone grabbed my leg as it flew high in the air causing me to stumble back.

“Jesus!”

Noir stood in front of me with the same blank expression on her face. She could make a great

statue.

“Do you like to scare people half to death or is it just a hobby?” I shot out, breathlessly.

But she didn’t respond.



I stood up straighter still recovering from the shock. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you.”

That isn’t creepy at all.

Before I could ask why, she spoke again. “I like to walk around campus when it’s quiet and

chanced upon you walking by. I was curious to where you were headed.”

“Oh, well, I’m just getting a little training in before bed.”

“I understand, you may resume.”

I nodded at her then started fighting my indivisible opponent again, but stopped when I realized

she still hadn’t moved.

“You know, it’s hard to focus with you watching me like that.” I said, punching the air slower.

“I have a question.”

“Why didn’t you just say that? My eyes are brown. I’m a Taurus. And my guilty pleasure is

watching The Notebook with a bucket of ice cream.”

“Why did you join the organization?” She asked, ignoring me.

Her out of the blue question caught me off guard. “I don’t know… There were a lot of factors.”

I knew it was vague, but I didn’t exactly know myself, so how could I give her a proper

answer?

“Why did you become a Salamander?”

I stopped my training and faced her. “I just told you.”

“Why did you join, Adin? Why are you here?” She pressed, raising her voice.

“Because I want to matter!” I yelled out, unexpectedly.

She watched me for a second before a faint smile appeared on her lips. Then she walked

towards me.



My heart sped up a little. "What are you..."

She stopped directly in front of me. "Be at my residence tomorrow after your classes. And

bring your training attire."

"Why - "

"You ask too many questions." She said then leisurely walked away.

I stood there stupidly, I didn't know what just happened, but apparently I had a date with Noir.

The next day, I showed up to Noir's cabin in my training gear as she had rather rudely

suggested. My hand was halfway to the door when I noticed a small sticky note. I peeled it off the

door and read it.

 

Passed where the two hands meet.

 

I sighed. Apparently she didn't just talk in riddles she liked to write in them too. Where the two

hands meet? I didn't have the slightest clue what those words could begin to mean. I walked around to

the back of the cabin, but didn't see much.

The surrounding area looked pretty much the same, nothing but trees. I did a full three-sixty

before I spotted a pair of trees that had two small branches that were touching. It almost looked like

they were holding hands.

Hmm…

I didn't really have anything else to go on, so I pushed past them and entered the brush.

There was a narrow dirt path on the ground that I could just make out. I followed it for a

several minutes, but didn’t feel I was making much progress. Just when I was thinking of turning back,

I saw rays of light pierce the trees just ahead of me.



When I pushed passed them I was met with an open area that was filled with white sand. There

was what looked like a small pond in front where the dirt ended, similar to a beach. What caught my

attention however, was what was in the middle of the open space.

Noir was engaged in a series of kicks. Her long legs stretched towards the sky as she fluidly

alternated between legs. All I could do was watch the awe-inspiring performance that looked more

like dancing. She was beautiful; and I reminded myself, dangerous. The Swan was one of the most

graceful and elegant creatures on earth, but at the end of the day had the ability to rip your throat out.

She abruptly stopped mid-kick, her leg still high in the air. I was admiring her in a different

way now. She was wearing leggings with a tight purple tank top and the fact that she was sweating

didn't help.

"You know, staring is considered rude in some countries." She turned her head towards me.

"Sorry, I was admiring your uh... kicking skills."

She finally brought her leg down and faced me. "I’m sure that's all you were admiring." Her

mouth curved up in a smile.

I cleared my throat. "What is this place, anyway?'

"I utilize this area for training purposes... or when I need to get away. It calms me."

I spun slowly in a circle examining the area. It did have a certain calming quality to it. I could

see why this was her own little get away. It was completely different from what I'd seen so far in

New York. "It looks man made."

"It is, my parents had it commissioned for me."

"It's nice, I almost feel like I'm back home."  

She took a few steps closing the distance between us. "You're really not going to inquire as to

why my parents constructed this area for me or why I reside alone in a diminutive cabin, in the first

place?"



"I told you, I don't care about any of that."

She was silent for a moment. "You really are strange."

"Why does everyone keep saying that?"

Noir suddenly broke eye contact, which was rare for her. She always looked you directly in the

eye, she could beat a mannequin in a staring contest. "I'm only going to say this once, so listen close."

She took a breath and released it. "Months ago during the training demonstration... I may have gone

slightly overboard - "

"Slightly?" I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow. If she was going to apologize I wasn't

going to let her do it half-assed.

Her head snapped up with an annoyed look. "I did go overboard and I apologize for my

transgression..."

I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder. "Don't worry, you only almost killed me." I

smiled.

She returned my smile, then grabbed my outstretched hand and flipped me. The world turned

upside down as I hit the soft ground without a sound.

"Rule number one, never let your guard down."

I looked up at her from my position on the ground. "Thanks for the tip." I said calmly. I didn't

know which was sadder, the fact that I was getting used to being on my back or that it didn't even

phase me anymore.

"No problem."

"Noir?"

"Hm?"

"What was that for?"



"Your first training lesson."

Funny I didn't remember signing up for her demented training lessons. "What are you talking

about?"

"You have potential, Adin, but you're still too raw; too inexperienced. I can help you, think of it

as repayment for returning my belonging.”

She was talking about that green ribbon. My initial reaction was to decline her offer, but I

paused. Even if it was just a little, she had opened up to me. Sure she had some obvious issues, but I

didn't think she was the monster everyone made her out to be. Maybe I could use these training

lessons as a way to chip away at the giant wall she had up.

"What makes you think you're so qualified to teach me?"

"For one, I've been trained in two different martial arts, firearm combat and tactical Infiltration

since childhood. And two... Well I can always just give you another demonstration." She smiled, but

it gave me goosebumps.

I blinked at her. "No It's cool... I’ll take your word for it."

She bent over and held her hand out for me to take.

I eyed her suspiciously. "How do I know you're not just going to flip me again?"

"Because I won't."

It was stupid after what she had just done, but I believed her anyway. There was a certain

authenticity to Noir, like there was no hiding sides of herself like most people did. Even I did it,

maybe it's the reason I was drawn to her. I took her hand.

She smiled and pulled me up. "Are you ready?"

A feeling of Deja vu passed over me. I thought that I had been before; ready for a new world, a

new purpose, a new life. I was taking everything in stride now, but how would I fare when things got



real? When the actual missions started. Would I be so gung-ho then? Her question symbolized more

for me than she knew.

"I don't know, but the world isn't going to wait for me is it?”.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 24
I underwent vigorous training with Noir. Eat, train and sleep; that’s all I did for the next couple

months. I don’t think I’d ever been so busy in my life. When I wasn’t in classes, I was training and

when I wasn’t training, I was dreaming about it. Whenever I did have a free moment I’d use it to

speak to my family.

It was tough, but the private lessons with Noir were really paying off. I could actually hold my

own against her now, even when she got a little hyperactive.

Hope would even join our private sessions from time to time. When I inquired about how they

became friends they were kind of vague about it, but I did learn Hope was actually Dean Dexter's

daughter, as I had suspected. Apparently he had adopted her when she was still young.

Although, everything hadn’t gone completely smooth during the two month stretch. There had

been an incident involving my transformations. I remembered that particular day with clear lucidity.

When I showed up for training I could immediately tell Noir’s energy was off.

I asked her what was wrong, but she just brushed me off. I wouldn’t call us best friends, but we

had gotten significantly closer over our training sessions nearly everyday, so it threw me off when she

would have her sudden mood swings and I had no idea why, but I digress.

The beating she gave me that day made the first fight we had look like horse play.  When Noir 

noticed the change, she instantly stopped. I brought the syringes that day like I always did and 

managed to get her to administer the medication to me before I passed out, which was probably the 

most embarrassing moment in my life. 

I replayed the conversation we had in my head afterwards for the millionth time.

We were sitting a foot apart on her bed, apparently she had carried me back unconscious. When

I came to, she hadn’t said a word, just handed me water and sat back down.

“You’re not gonna ask what that was?” I asked.



“Should I?”

I didn’t know. “That’s what people do...”

“Everyone has secrets, Adin, you’re hardly special.”

I leaned back against the wall and felt the coldness seep through my tank top. “What’s your

secret?”

She looked back at me with her big green eyes. I still found it difficult to meet her gaze at times,

I felt like a small mouse and she was a snake staring me down. “Why do you care?”

I shrugged. “Because we’re friends.”

She broke eye contact with me. “Friends…” She sounded the word out.

I put my hand on her shoulder, she stiffened at my touch. “You can talk to me, you know.” It was

obvious she had something going on, and I was tired of getting beaten up.

She abruptly bounced off the bed letting my hand fall. “I apologize for my outburst today, I

understand if you wish to discontinue these sessions – “

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” I said, then left.

Right afterwards, I made a beeline for the Dean’s office begging for any progress. The only

answer he had for me was that he may have found something related to the Vita project and was

working on it.

That had been a couple weeks ago. Thankfully no more mishaps had taken place. Believe it or

not, I think we actually got closer after that. Although, her random streaks of violence and aggression

lingered on my mind, I had to focus on my current objective.

The third Gauntlet event was here in full effect. Team Umbra followed our usual routine getting

ready. Today’s event was close quarters combat. A one on one match between two Salamanders of

the team’s choosing. The combatants fought on a square platform and the first to be incapacitated or



thrown off the platform would lose.

Noir was our best fighter, so naturally our team had nominated her for the Gauntlet, but I had a

different plan in mind.

“Hey guys…”

Everyone turned towards me.

“I know we chose Noir for this Gauntlet, but I’d like to volunteer.”

There was silence for a few seconds as they exchanged glances between each other.

I quickly spoke again noting their doubtful looks. “I’ve been doing extra training and I know I

can win.” I said, stealing a quick look at Noir.

“You do know you'd be going against Guy right?” Bianca asked with a worried look.

I didn’t blame her for being skeptical. I’d watched him fight in the Gauntlet before – he had

dismantled his opponent.

I nodded at her. “I can win.”

Her face turned from worry with a frown to a small smile. “I believe you.”

.”Thank you.” I returned her smile with my own.

“Call me crazy, but I believe you too. That little speech you gave a while ago was very

convincing. But it isn’t up to us.” Mina gestured to Noir. “The final say is hers.”

Noir smiled playfully at me. “What to do, what to do…”

My eyebrow twitched. “I’ll buy you lunch for a week.”

She looked up at the outfit room ceiling for a moment then back at me. “Two weeks.”

“Two weeks?!”

“Fine, I guess you really don’t – “



“Fine!” I yelled exasperated. “Two weeks, you evil woman.”

The room suddenly filled with laughter as everyone watched our exchange. After a moment, I

joined in. It was worth it. I needed this. I needed to prove I belonged. With each punch I would

solidify my place in Team Umbra. And with each kick I’d force everyone to acknowledge my

existence.

I stood in the middle of the platform, my eyes never leaving my opponent. We stood close in

height and even slightly resembled one another, although his spiky hair contrasted from my short hair.

It was funny, it was really like I was facing myself.

“Goooo, Adin! Woo!” I glanced at Candace waving in the crowd surrounding the platform. She

actually escaped from council work to attend this match. Heat rose in my cheeks at her sudden

cheering.

“You both understand the rules?” Mr. Lockhart was refereeing again. He stood between us. His

mustache and all its bushy glory wrinkled as he talked.

We nodded at the same time.

“Good, shake hands and begin.”

I took his gloved hand in mine, then backed away. It was time to show the hard work and

dedication I’d put in these last grueling months.

We advanced towards each other one careful step at a time. Our faces were harder than stone in

intense observation, ready to strike like coiled cobras at the slightest opportunity. I started things off

with an aggressive left hook. He threw his arm up blocking it. Then countered with a straight jab

straight to my face.

I veered my head left barely dodging it.  Then threw another hook which he avoided by dipping 

his head. While he was still low I threw a swift knee into his midsection causing him to grunt and

shrink back. But he recovered quickly and threw a blinding high kick at the side of my head.



I dropped to the ground, feeling the cool air of the dome hit my face; and swept my leg in a

wide arc. He hopped over it and sent another powerful kick straight at my head. It slammed into my

hands as I batted it away. I immediately jumped back up, wincing at the pain in my hand.

The short, but intense exchange already had me fatigued. I shuffled a few feet back to catch a

breathe. I noticed he didn’t pursue me. He must’ve felt it too as he wiped his glistening forehead.

After another moment, we started the process over.

This time, he started off with a waist high kick that I skidded back from. It grazed my stomach

undoing a strap on my training vest. I responded by throwing a hard straight punch that he grabbed.

Damn.

He spun me around like a merry go round disorienting me. The crowd and surroundings of the

dome blended together in my blurred vision as I did a full three-sixty. Once I rounded back on him, I

threw a fast straight kick at the last second that he kicked away with his own leg.

The action caused him to loosen his grip on my arm allowing me to rip it free. I rolled my

shoulder trying to ease the dull pain creeping in. We continued to exchange a series of blows. I let go

a hard punch at his abdomen. He contorted his body to the left dodging it. Then he returned the favor

with a spinning elbow that dug into my shoulder with shooting pain.

I shoved him back, hard, gritting my teeth. But he stayed with me and launched a kick that I

threw my hands up to block. At the last moment, he dropped his leg and rocketed a hook at the side of

my head causing it to viciously jerk to the side. My knees buckled threatening to collapse like two

demolished buildings.

Some people who went through near death experiences said you could see your life flash before

your eyes. I wouldn’t exactly say what I was feeling was as dramatic as that, but it was similar. All

the hours of training, all the sweat and pain I’d endured played like an instant movie in my head.

It was happening, wasn’t it? I was losing again. The black sludge of failure bubbled up inside



my body consuming me. My eyes shifted down at his fist launching towards me to finish the job. If I

didn’t rise here, if I didn’t stand up here, when was I ever going to do it?!

“What are you waiting for, Adin?! Kick his ass!” A female voice screamed from the crowd,

probably Candace.

Today would be my reckoning. Today would be my redemption. I firmly planted my feet into

the ground and pivoted in front of him letting his punch sail inches from my head. Then, I pressed

close against him and yanked his collar causing his head to fly forward. Right after, I cocked my fist

back and met his approaching face with crushing impact.

A guttural scream escaped my throat as I drove him back. Each blow brutally forced his head

back like a rag doll. Out of nowhere, he started to fall. I let go off him as I nearly fell over too, but

after a quick balancing act landed on my butt. Sound returned to my ears in the form of clapping and

whistling as my teammates and Candace rushed towards me.

I craned my neck past them to see Guy sitting up on the ground outside the platform. He was

being checked out by Mr. Lockhart. When they reached me, they pulled me to my feet jostling me in

their huddle.

“That was epic, dude! I thought you were done for.” George said, patting me on the back with

his large hands.

I tried my best not to grimace at all the contact.

“You scared us half to death, man.” Josh chimed in, smiling and shaking his head.

I chuckled. “Would I look cooler if I said that was part of my plan?”

Candace suddenly pulled me forward into a suffocating hug.

I glanced at everyone from my position on her shoulder embarrassed. After a few more

seconds, she finally released me. Then punched my arm.

“Ow! What was that for?”



“Oh nothing. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

I rubbed my arm. “You have a real sadistic way of showing it.”

She responded by flashing her teeth at me.

“When did you get so good?” Bianca asked, eyeing me with wonder.

I looked over at Noir who was standing on the outskirts of our group. She met my gaze, then

after a moment averted her eyes.

“I had a little help.”

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 25
More time passed while I continued to train and juggle school work. Three or so months

blinked by before I even noticed. Our fourth Gauntlet match had already arrived. After my victory in

the last one things had really picked up with Team Umbra. We were clicking on all cylinders and I

even managed to get one up on Vince and Hope during training, so things on that front seemed to be

going well.

I stood up from the small plastic bench and everyone’s heads shifted in my direction. “I know

we’re going against Team Python, but they haven’t messed with a team like ours before. Let’s kick

their ass.”

“Hell yeah!” George yelled, next to me.

Even Josh, who was usually quiet before matches, spoke up. “Yeah, they’re gonna pay.” He

was looking down, but I could see the determination on his face.

Apparently, the year before Team Python had gone out of their way to engage in extracurricular

activities that put a few members of Team Umbra in the infirmary. It was safe to say this wasn’t your

ordinary everyday match for us.

I sat back down and checked the function of my weapon one more time.

“Don’t look so glum chums, we got this.” Bianca put her arm on Mina's shoulder.

“Please, refrain from touching me.” Mina was her usual cheery self.

“Don’t worry, Bianca, I’m sure Mina is just saving her energy.” I winked at Mina.

She responded by closing her eyes. “Oh yeah, I’m just ready to explode.”

George turned towards her. “Let me know if you need help with that.” He said with a grin.

Oh lord.

Mina smiled with her eyes still closed. “Maybe when you grow an inch or five.”  



“Hey! I’m still growing…” George’s face turned the same shade of red as a tomato.

“I don’t think you have much room left,” Hope commented seriously.

I managed to keep from laughing.

No matter what I did I couldn’t help but get nervous before these exhibitions matches. Today,

we would be going against Team Python; that meant going against Vince's brother Eric, who was the

leader. I glanced at him, he hadn’t said anything since this morning. It was obvious he had some sort

of grudge towards Eric.

I snuck a peek at Noir, she had headphones in her ears and seemed to be in her own little

world, I wondered what she was listening to.

I reached over and tapped her on the leg, her eyes instantly shifted towards me. I motioned for

her to remove her headphones, after a few seconds she removed one. Still a work in progress.

“Scouting report.”

“I already read it.” She responded.

I could see everybody watching our interaction intently from my peripheral vision. The

awkwardness when Noir was around or mentioned was undoubtedly better, but it was still there.

“One more time, Noir.”

She audibly sighed through her nose. “Aye, aye, captain.” She put her hand to her head in a

soldier’s salute.

Hope who was seated next to her giggled. “That was funny.”

Noir pulled out an iPad and began reading from it. “Team Python, Number one in rankings for

the past two years, led by Disciplinary Squad Leader Eric Riley – “

Vince twitched at the mention of his brother’s name.

“ – They deploy a wide range of tactics in order to confuse opponents and once the opponent is



rattled they advance aggressively to eliminate them.”

“Thank you.”

“Happy to help,” she smiled sweetly at me.

I could practically see the sarcasm oozing off of her. The outfit room suddenly filled with

flashing red lights and sirens; it was time to go. The door to the right of us slowly slid open, filling

the dim lit outfit area with light.

Light hit me in the face, but I didn’t feel its warmth. I, along with the rest of Team Umbra,

stepped out of the outfit room.

“Okay, guys, stick to the plan and stay focused.” I said with a raised voice.

Mina would be leading Team B, which consisted of George, Josh, and Bianca. They would be

our speed unit and flank the enemy.

My team, Team A, was comprised of Hope, and Vince, our heavy fire squad. We would

advance directly into the teeth of the enemy. We were at a slight disadvantage number wise, but I had

other uses for Noir.

I turned around, “We're counting on you.”

Noir nodded at me seriously. When it came to fighting she was a completely different person.

I turned back around and took a single step forward. “Move out.”

I dove for cover behind a large rock. Bullets ricocheted off it causing dust to rise and partially

obscured my vision. It wasn’t long after we’d begun to move out that bullets began to fire at us; but I

couldn’t tell exactly where it was coming from.

I spoke into the small radio on my shoulder. “Enemy contact made.” I glanced over at Hope and

Vince; they were crouched low behind a stump of a cut down tree. I nodded at Hope.

She nodded back and raised both her pistols over the stump. I still wondered how she had



enough strength to control two firearms at once so accurately. She let loose a rain of bullets in the

direction of the enemy. The shots that were coming from Team Python ceased immediately.

It allowed Vince and me to move forward. I rolled to another rock, this time medium sized and

then jumped behind a small bush that was a couple feet to the right. Vince was on my heel a few feet

away and Hope was still gunning away behind us.

 A crackle came from my radio. “Engaging enemy.” The voice was Mina’s, but she didn’t have 

to tell me; I could hear the gunshots clearly from my location.  I poked my head out and a bullet went 

whizzing by.

Damn.

I patiently waited for a lull in their assault to act. A few seconds of silence crawled by, I

peeked my head out again and raised my assault rifle. Bullets flew from my weapon as I eased my

finger on the trigger. I held the gun tight as the recoil made it buck up in my hands.

Out of nowhere, a loud cry sounded behind me, I jumped back into cover and surveyed for

where the scream had originated. I spotted the bottom half of Hope sticking out from the stump she

had been using as cover. A loud “boop” echoed from the top of the training range. There were sixteen

digital pictures of all the participants, Hope’s picture was grayed out.

Great, now my already short-handed team was down to two people; how had they flanked us so

fast? Vince and I now had fire coming at us from both sides. He moved from his position to crouch

near me.

“Now what do we do?” He asked, worriedly.

I searched my brain for a solution as bullets continued to travel our way, but I ignored them. I

pressed the button on the side of my small radio. “Noir.”

A second later my radio came to life. “Noir, here.”

“Enemy at my six, I need a headcount.”



“Roger.”

While we waited for her report, Vince and I did our best to return fire. We were back to back

in an effort to hold off the assault from both directions, but it was painfully obvious we were

outnumbered.

Anytime, Noir.

A voice came through my radio again. “One enemy at your six, do you want me to engage? I

have a clear shot.”

“Negative… stick to the plan.” It would be easy to have her snipe the lone enemy, but that

would give away her location and I needed her to stay hidden.

I turned my head slightly towards Vince, who was still pressed back to back against me . “I

have good news and bad news, which one do you want first?”

He sent a few more rounds towards the enemy, the vibration coming from his body transferred

to me. “Bad.”

“Bad news is, you have to go take out the enemy at our six alone, good news is, it’s only one.”

The singular enemy behind us had to be constantly changing position because shots were coming from

multiple directions, it created the illusion of multiple combatants, it was very clever.

“I thought you said there was bad news?” Vince suddenly ran past me shifting from cover to

cover.

I had to admit, if he wasn’t such an ass he’d be kind of cool. I spun back around, I had to do my

part too. Another “boop” suddenly went off. I looked up slightly nervous, but took a sigh of relief

when I saw one of Team Python’s pictures grayed out.

It must’ve been the team led by Mina. Now we were tied one to one. I leaned out of cover to

examine the enemy’s position and my heart sank. They were practically on Vince and I’s location and

would overrun us soon,



Behind me, I could hear Vince exchanging with his target. I would need his help soon, very

soon. I looked to my left, it wasn’t smart to stay in the same position too long.

I rolled to my left to another disfigured rock; gathering dirt and debris on my training gear in the

process. I leaned out of cover as soon as I was upright and let loose a series of shots that hit various

objects, but I was shooting in a wide arc rather than aiming for a singular target, so I didn’t expect to

hit anyone.

I quickly ducked back in cover as bullets flew all around me. Dammit, they were gaining

ground every second that ticked by.

“Miss me?”

I almost fell over. “Vince!” I had never been so happy to see him. “That was quick.” I looked

up again to see another grayed out picture on the enemies' side. I was so focused I hadn’t even

noticed.

“My middle name is quick.”

I stared at him.

“Shut up, it sounded better in my head.” He leaned out of cover. “Damn, they’re close…” His

sentence trailed off.

“What’s wrong?” I peeked my head out of hiding to see what he was looking at.

In all his mountainous size was the leader of Team Python and Disciplinary Squad, also

Vince’s older brother. I didn’t know what their deal was, but something significant had happened

between them.

“Vince –” Before I could tell him not to do exactly what I thought he might do, he did it.

I watched Vince’s back as he rushed, completely exposed, into the thick of the enemy, his guns

blazing. He dove to the right directly in front of a shrub where an enemy was hiding and took him out,

then dropped to the floor as a million bullets went speeding by.



Several hit him in the shoulder, but as long as they didn’t make contact with the orange circle on

his suit he was good to go. That didn’t mean they didn’t hurt, but he was back up in no time, rage was

a hell of a pain killer.

Without pause, he continued on his mad path straight for his brother ignoring everything and

everyone else. It was clear he had only one objective in mind.

I squinted across the field at Eric Riley, who had a grin on his face. “Vince, stop, that’s an

order!”

He ignored me and was only mere feet from his giant brother now. Eric stood up and

immediately fired at Vince, forcing him to crash ungracefully to the ground. He was on smaller

brother in no time. Vince looked up at him and raised his gun, but Eric swiftly kicked it away.

“You lack discipline.” His deep voice boomed, and then he stepped on Vince’s hand, his pain-

filled scream pierced my ears.

My eyes doubled in size with shock. I began to emerge from cover, but immediately retreated. I

still had to contend with the other members of Team Python as they sent more shots my way. I leaned

out a couple of inches to witness the scene once more.

Eric’s gun was now raised at Vince’s chest, he squeezed the trigger without mercy. I heard yet

another “boop” but I didn’t look up this time. The situation had turned from bad to worse. Now, with

both my team members incapacitated, the enemy could easily overtake me.

“Positive you don’t need my assistance, Team Leader?” Noir’s smug voice came through my

radio, I didn’t find the situation quote as amusing.

My defeat would cost Team Umbra three points. I seriously considered abandoning the plan,

until I heard commotion coming from Team Pythons side.

I smiled. “Hold your position, the Cavalry has arrived.”

Team B led by Mina had finally managed to get in position behind the enemy. The number of



gunshots magnified, my eardrums were starting to ache.

I used the distraction provided by Team B to advance closer to the enemy, moving forward

from cover to cover. I spotted one member of Team Python that had his back turned to me and took

aim. He dropped to the ground a second later without a sound.

Team Python was down to half of its force now.

I watched as Eric Riley decided to join the fray. He moved with calculated purpose as he

pivoted to the right; letting a bullet harmlessly sail past him. Then he crouched low and rolled to his

left, raised his handgun - which looked tiny in his hands - and sent two shots in the direction of

Mina’s team.

I looked up.

No way…

Josh and Bianca’s pictures switched to two grayed out boxes, he had managed to bring them

down simultaneously. This guy was just a recruit?

I pressed the button on the side of my radio again. “Now, Noir.”

“Roger.” She responded after a moment.

I tried to spot the remainder of Team B, but couldn’t locate them, movement from a cluster of

trees in my peripheral vision caught my attention. A moment later, Mina dropped like a stone from

one of them; landing perfectly on her feet.

Bullets descended from one of the other trees behind her; though thankfully George was

covering her. She sprinted towards a rusted metal container and pressed her back against it, then

leaned out of cover. I raised my rifle in the air, she noticed and nodded at me.

At the same time, Mina and I exited the safety of cover and rushed the enemy. I had studied over

and over how Team Python had dominated opponent after opponent; they had either been too slow,



too weak, or not aggressive enough. We would be the outliers and match them at their own game, but

they were the number one ranked team for a reason.

A stray bullet hit me square in my shoulder. I dropped to the floor and hurriedly crawled to a

nearby stump as one more shot flew over my head. I rotated my shoulder, it made me think back a

couple months to where I had really gotten shot by that purse snatcher.

I raised my head a few inches above the stump to see Mina still running full speed. The sound

of boots hitting the ground reached my ears as George dropped from his cover in the trees to cover my

slack. He was trying to hold off the other members of Team Python for Mina, but had sacrificed

himself in the process, and soon enough a bullet hit him in the middle of his suit.

Mina was right on Team Python now, she leaped over a log that was in her way and jumped

onto another rectangular container. Then she tossed her handgun and reached down with both hands.

She rose back up with a small spiky red haired girl who was kicking and screaming.

What in the hell did she think she was doing? The victim in Mina’s grasp was the girl I’d seen

with Eric Riley the first day I arrived at Addison.

First Vince, now Mina; they were letting their emotions get the best of them and it was affecting

their decisions on the field. It was only a matter of time before she was shot down too.

Mina raised the small girl by the collar of her suit and punched her hard in the face, she winced

in pain as her short legs swung back and forth in the air.

“Let go of me!” She shrieked.

Mina punched her twice, then elbowed her in the orange target on her suit before tossing her

like trash off the side of the large container.

I watched blankly as the small girl sailed through the air, then smacked brutally into the ground,

limply rolling to a stop in front of a shrub. This exhibition was personal for some of the members of

Team Umbra, but I didn’t think that level of violence was necessary. We were still peers and had to



work together at the end of the day.

Out of cover and exposed, it was open season on Mina. Several shots bombarded her, causing

her to lose balance and land roughly on her knees. The familiar “boop” reached my ears again, now

Team Umbra were only down to two members, Noir and I.

“Bravo.” Eric Riley rose from cover and was clapping with his miniature handgun still in his

hand.

What is he doing?

I copied him and stepped out of my own cover, pointing my rifle at him. He took giant strides

towards me with that same creepy smile on his face. I squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened.

What’s going on?

I squeezed my assault rifle’s trigger three more times, but got the same result.

“You’re out of bullets.” He said, stopping a few feet in front of me.

How did he know? I threw my assault rifle to the dirt, it skidded and came to a stop near him.

“Truly an excellent performance, I almost broke a sweat.”

I gave him a blank look. No wonder Vince hated him. The other members of Team Python

emerged from their hiding spots with their guns lowered, it was clear I wasn’t a threat anymore.

“For providing such an entertaining match, I’ll allow you one opportunity to salvage this

blunder.”

“Yeah, how?”

He let his handgun fall to the ground. “If you can best me in close quarters combat, I’ll let you

capture my flag.”

I shrugged my shoulders and grinned. “No need.”

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 26
 

TEAM PYTHON FLAG CAPTURED.

Everyone raised their heads at the monotone voice that filled the training range, a “boop”

followed right after.

Eric Riley glared at me and frowned. “After her.” He waved at his teammates, they took off

immediately. “You left your flag undefended? That was very reckless.”

“War is a game of opportunity, sometimes you have to take chances.”

He was silent for a few seconds, then started chuckling. “You truly are interesting, then let me

ask you this, why with the Psycho? She’s clearly your most valuable team member, isn’t she wasted

on such a menial task?”

The Psycho - Noir’s infamous nickname. I gritted my teeth.

“Ah, I apologize,” he smiled. “Ms. Ancel.”

I lowered my eyelids at him. “I knew everyone would be expecting her to play her usual role

protecting our flag, but this match required a bit of… improvisation, so I used her reputation to our

advantage.”

“Once again, bravo. Those who fail to adapt get crushed like the cockroaches they are. It’s

good you understand that early.”

“Stop, you’re embarrassing me with all the compliments.” I deadpanned.

He smirked at me and got in a fighting stance. “Shall we play while we wait for my team to

apprehend your girlfriend?”

There was really no benefit strategy-wise to fighting this monster, but he had messed with one

of us and he wasn’t going to get away with it.



The fact that he was the top hand to hand Salamander did cross my mind, but I wasn’t the same

Adin. Before I was a lowly caterpillar, but now I liked to think of myself as a blossoming butterfly, or

something like that.

I moved to my left, sizing up Eric’s behemoth frame. Clearly, I was at a big advantage when it

came to reach, which meant I would have to get up close and personal, but that meant exposing myself

to his power. Hopefully he was as slow as he looked.

He closed in on me, and I matched him stride for stride. I watched as he leaped off the ground

towards me with his knee jutting out. I quickly shuffled back dodging the blow, but was a bit taken

aback by his over aggressiveness.

I shook it off and took a few steps toward him once again. I knew I couldn’t be discouraged. I

aimed a jab that he easily batted down, whilst he countered by kicking one of his long legs forward. I

sidestepped it, but almost lost my balance on a rock that littered the ground.

He used the opportunity to lunge towards me and grab me by the shoulders, then hoisted me high

in the air - an extremely dangerous position for me. I frantically swung my legs forward and kicked

him in the chest causing him to stumble back and drop me. I hit the ground hard on my hands and

knees.

Eric had a big Cheshire cat smile on his face. It reminded me of Noir’s the first time we fought.

They both reveled in fighting, even lived for it, that’s what made them so strong and scary too. As a

matter of fact, she should really be –

I didn’t get to finish my thought as Noir suddenly leapt from a tree behind Eric. It casted the

illusion of her flying. She sailed through the sky before landing on all fours like a cat. The others

were shouting and chasing her, Eric turned around and started for them when he heard the commotion.

I knew how dangerous he was even compared with Noir, so I grabbed the fist-sized rock I

tripped on earlier and chucked it. It hit him in the back of the shoulder. He spun around letting Noir



sprint past him.

“Uh-uh, We were playing remember?” I said, waving a finger at him from the ground.

He huffed in anger, then charged at me like a bull. I hurriedly tried to stand, but a jolt of pain in

my right knee sent me back down.

I must’ve hurt it when I fell.

A moment later, the back of my head slammed against the ground. Black spots instantly filled

my vision.

“That was very sneaky of you.” Eric said, pressing his massive boot against my throat. He had

bowled right into me.

I would’ve responded with something clever, but couldn’t on account of him nearly crushing my

windpipe and all, so instead I gurgled something unintelligible.

He smiled and cupped his hand over his ear. “What’s that? You’re going to have to speak up.”

THIRTY SECONDS REMAINING.

The monotone voice warned. I smiled inwardly, Team Umbra would be the ones getting the last

laugh. He pressed on my neck with even more force further cutting off my airway.

Stay calm.

I learned that the longer I stayed calm, the longer I could keep the virus in check, but he was

really pushing me past my limits.

My line of sight strayed towards the digital pictures of the two teams, several were grayed out,

then suddenly two more on Team Python’s side winked out or maybe I was imagining it, I couldn’t

think straight anymore.

Eric looked to his left, but he was too late. The pressure on my neck was released as he went

sailing to the ground. Noir stood in his place.



I sat up and started hacking right away. She stepped over my legs intently focused on Eric. The

look on her face was one I knew all too well, after all, I’d been on the receiving end of it more than

once.

I reached up and grabbed her wrist. “Stop,” I struggled to get out through my fits of coughing.

She easily shook me off and jumped towards Eric, then raised her leg and tried to stomp him on

the floor. He caught her boot with his large hands and pushed her back, but she immediately started

for him again.

“Dammit, stop it, Noir!” I commanded.

She sharply looked back at me. After a few seconds of hard staring she walked passed me

towards the outfit area. I wasn’t sure what to make of the look Noir had given me - she had looked at

me like I betrayed her.

MATCH OVER.

Eric stood up and brushed himself off. “And I was just starting to have fun. Oh well, I look

forward to our next meeting.” He smiled, then made his way towards his own outfit area.

Footsteps approached from behind. “That could’ve gone better.” It was Josh.

I leaned back on my elbows and exhaled. “No kidding.”

We made our way to the training room, still talking about the match between us.  “Dude, it hit 

me out of nowhere, he is not human…” Josh trailed off. Something to the far right of the room seemed 

to catch his attention, I followed his gaze. “I’ll catch you back at the dorm…” He said in a hushed 

tone, then quickly changed back into his normal clothes and scampered away. 

I didn’t blame him, I wouldn’t want to linger around too long either. I walked up to my locker

and opened it.

Noir was fiddling with something at her own, but I couldn't tell what it was. She hadn’t

acknowledged me or Josh when we entered.



I broke the silence after a few minutes. “We lost a close match out there today.” My back was

still turned to her, so when she didn’t respond I turned around. “Did you hear me?”

She was still preoccupied with what she was doing paying me no mind at all. “Yes.”

I didn’t know what else to say, so I turned to leave, but stopped when I reached the exit. “Do

you even care?”

She didn't say anything or even react for that matter.

I walked back to stand near her. “No, of course you don’t. You don’t care about anything, but

fighting.”

She finally stopped what she was doing, but still had her back to me, so I couldn’t see her face.

“You don’t know anything about me.” She said calmly.

Her nonchalant attitude agitated me. “I know we lost the match out there today because you lost

control again.” My arm was outstretched pointing towards the training range.

She abruptly slammed the locker in front of her shut and finally turned towards me. “If it wasn’t

for me you would still have a boot buried in your neck.” She said, evenly.

“Is that your excuse? Why don’t you just admit you were looking for another fight?”

Her left eyebrow twitched. “It's all your fault to begin with.”

“How the hell is it my fault?” I raised my voice. “You can’t just blame other people –”

“Silence…” She growled underneath her breath.

But I didn’t. “ – for your lack of control, why don’t you own up to it?”

“Shut up!” She threw down a rifle magazine that collided with the hard floor, the sound it made

was magnified by the heavy silence in the room.

I stared at her in disbelief. I had never heard her scream let alone raise her voice.

“What do you know? You’ve lived in a bubble your whole life, just because you score a few



points on a test doesn’t mean you understand about war and fighting, destruction and death, you know

nothing, Adin Anderson.”

I pressed my hand on my chest. “So explain it to me, Noir, should I be like you? Whenever I

have a problem to just solve it with force?” I paused, “like you did with your old squad?”

Her eyes flashed. “I’m warning you…”

For a second, I hesitated but took a step forward. “I’m not afraid of you, Noir.”

Her big green eyes bored into me. “You should be…”

“Everybody else may be, but I know there’s more to you than violence.” I met her penetrating

gaze with my own.

“You’ll never understand my world…” She said to me, but it felt more like she was talking to

herself. She looked to the left, but there was nothing in that direction, but a cold dark wall. “You’re

wrong, this is what I am…” She stopped for a second to take a breath through her nose. “I’ve become

soft and weak… before I wouldn’t have thought twice about letting that monstrosity stomp all over

you, but I sacrificed the match… for you… you and your menial conversations and useless acts of

friendship….”

“I don’t – “

“Well no more… you want me to shoot someone, I will, you want me to retrieve information?

I’ll do that too, but nothing more than that.”

I furrowed my brows and crossed my arms. “Fine.”

After a few more seconds of hard staring between us, she brushed passed me. I watched her

back as she made her way out of the outfit room; she looked so lonely… and for a split second I

wanted to reach out and stop her, but that feeling quickly subsided.

I had tried repeatedly to offer her friendship even when she had beat me to a pulp, but she had



barely opened up to me. The wall she had up was insurmountable, it might as well have been Mount

Everest, and I wasn’t much of a climber.

The next day Dean Dexter suddenly called for one of our meetings. To be honest, I was starting

to get weary of them; we hadn’t made much progress in the way of finding a solution to my situation.

Also, the meetings themselves were getting stranger and stranger. There was one session where

he had asked if I could smell colors or another where we said nothing for almost an hour. I didn’t

know what to make of them anymore, but if it got us an iota closer to finding an answer I was all for

the weirdness.

“Are you positive?” Dean Dexter asked me for the millionth time. He was trying to get me to

remember events from my childhood, more specifically, events that correlated with my father and the

virus.

“Umm... No, I’m sorry. I really don’t remember.”

“Think, Mr. Anderson!” He abruptly shouted.

I flinched, his sudden outburst had caught me off guard. I had never heard him yell before, I

didn’t even know he could yell.

A few seconds of uncomfortable silence passed before he gave a strained laugh. “I’m sorry

about that, I haven’t had much sleep lately.”

I was still trying to figure out what that abrupt change was. He always had a perpetual smile

etched on his face like stone, maybe it was a mask? People only saw what you wanted them to see.

“We'll continue that discussion later… I actually called you here for another purpose.” He

reached over and grabbed one of his homemade truffles.

I subconsciously put my hand on my stomach.

“Your match yesterday was just another confirmation for me. You’re ready.”

“Ready? For what?”



He pulled one of his drawers to the bottom right open and produced a black folder, then placed

it in front of me on his desk. “Congratulations, you and Team Umbra have been assigned your first

mission.”

I ran my fingers over the big red bold letters on the folder that read ‘confidential.’

“That’s your mission briefing, and for the next two weeks, bible.”

I slowly took my hand off the folder.

Dean Dexter continued on. “Remember, the lead I mentioned awhile back?”

I nodded. Of course I did. I’d come to him in a near panic after almost transforming in front of

Noir.

“Only a handful of people know this, but the reason we’re at war with North Korea is a

fabrication.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “What?”

“The real reason is much more sinister. We’ve been tracking a traitor within our own

organization for a while now. This traitor acquired information pertaining to Project Vita and

provided it to a third party. We have finally found information that may tell us who that traitor is - and

that they are in a small town in Alaska. You along with Team Umbra will disguise yourselves as

students visiting the HAARP facility that received the illegal information and retrieve it.”

“So the HAARP facility has gone rogue?”

He nodded. “Correct.”

”But what does the war have to do with it?”

“The rogue facility contacted North Korea and agreed to provide a portion of the research for

funding. Why they went rogue to begin with were not completely clear on, but that is a moot point -

we just need to stop them.” He leaned back in his chair. “Of course this information requires



discretion, but your situation makes it vital you are privy to this Intel.”

“How exactly?”

“There may be something in the facility that might trigger your memory. Or you might recognize

something nobody else would be able to.”

I guess that made sense. “So I have to keep this a secret from my team…”

“I understand the secretiveness is not ideal; but it is necessary.”

I looked down at my hands that were placed on my lap. “Aren’t you worried that I might lose it

out there?” The small black box was pressing against my thigh in my back pocket. It held a single

syringe, the only one I had left.

“Of course I am, but you’ve proven yourself more than capable, and I think your unorthodox

ways suit this mission quite well. I have faith in you, Adin.”

I had many conflicting emotions - proud and excited, anxious and terrified.

Dean Dexter studied my face for a moment then leaned back in his chair. “I remember my first

mission…” he said suddenly, looking at the ceiling, “Your situations actually not so different from my

own. As a recruit, I was highly regarded early on, everyone knew my name. I was cocky and had no

fear,” he had a nostalgic smile on his face, “The mission was an assignment to Cuba to rescue an

important government official that was being held hostage." He paused for a moment, "It was a

complete disaster,.. because of my pride and lack of fear, I made a fatal error in judgment that

resulted in the hostage’s death.”

My mouth was slightly open. If he was trying to make me feel better he was failing miserably.

“After that debacle, I was demoted and had to work my way back up. I had never failed in my

life before that moment, it was a total shock to me. But I learned something important that day, do you

know what it was?”

I shook my head back and forth.



Dean Dexter leaned forward making his leather chair squeak and stared me directly in my eyes.

“To be afraid. The fear that you have is good, Adin. Hold on to it because that’s what’s going to keep

you and those around you breathing… only fools and the dead have nothing to fear and nothing to

lose.” He leaned back once more and broke eye contact with me. “Yes… only fools feel like they

have nothing to lose.” His eyes were unfocused like he was somewhere else mentally.

“You said that the match yesterday was confirmation, but we lost…” I said, breaking his

reverie.

“Failure isn't always a bad thing, you can learn a lot from it.”

“I'm not sure if I learned anything by losing to Team Python...”

“Sure you did, you just have to pay closer attention.” He pointed at his head. “You’re only as

strong as your biggest weakness.”

Maybe he was right, I had learned something important. “Can I ask you something personal?”

He smiled. “Sure you can ask, but that doesn't mean I'll answer.”

“How well do you know Noir?” I remember asking her on one occasion, but she had been

evasive about it, so I still wasn't sure about their relationship, but I got the sense that it wasn't a

normal teacher-student one.

“Why the interest?”

“To be honest, even after these months of trying to get to know her, she's still a total

mystery to me and she isn't exactly Ms. popular, so the people I can ask are kind of limited.”

     Dean Dexter put his hands together. “Noir’s parents and I have been friends for many years 

and as a result I've known her and watched her grow up since she was an infant, she’s like family to 

me.”

I suspected that her and Dean Dexter had a relationship, but I didn’t think that they were

that close. “Oh…”



“You seem surprised.”

“It’s just that you don't seem… “

“Close?” He finished for me.

“Well, yeah…”

Dean Dexter chuckled. “She strictly forbade any sort of familiarity while on campus.”

I smiled, that did sound like her.

“But I sense that there’s more to your question.”

Again he was right. “When I inquired about what her problem was, you said it wasn't your

place to tell me, so I won't try to pry again, but since you do know her on a personal level, I was

hoping you could give me some advice. Since you were there you saw how we lost…”

“I can’t say that I wouldn’t feel the same way if I was in your shoes.” He sighed. “You’re the

only person I’ve met in a while who seems to care about her at all, so I guess I can help you out. The

way Noir grew up was very different, so some of her mannerisms may seem a bit… odd.”

“What do you –”

He put his hand up. “That’s all you’re getting from me.” He smiled. “She would kill me if I said

anymore.”

I reluctantly returned his smile. “Yeah, I understand. Thanks you’ve helped me out a lot.” Even

if it was a little, I felt like I was a step closer to solving the mystery that was Noir.

There was a sudden knock on the door that made me jump.

He glanced at the door. “Ah, the rest of Team Umbra has arrived for the mission briefing. Come

in!”

I turned to see all of my teammates enter the room.

“Oh, Adin you’re already here.” Bianca said with a surprised look.



I stood from my seat and joined them. “Yeah, just got here.”

Once everyone was settled, Dean Dexter explained the mission briefing again, this time leaving

out Project Vita. They all cheered excitedly for the news, which I went along with.

“There’s only one problem.” The Dean said, studying us each. “You need a co-leader for this

assignment. You can discuss it amongst yourselves later –”

“I pick Adin.” Hope said raising her hand. The action somehow made her look even shorter.

Dean Dexter smiled at his daughter. “Hope –”

Bianca grabbed Hope's still raised hand. “Me too, Adin for president!”

I laughed nervously. “Guys, I don’t know if I’m the right person to co-lead…”

“I agree. Any objections?” Then she, scanned the entire group. “What about you George, Josh?”

“Fine with me.” Vince shrugged.

George gave me a once over. “Me too.”

Dean Dexter smiled wide. “Good, then it’s decided!” Then he looked directly at me. “This is

who you are.”

My lips curved up into a smile. “Yes, sir.”

Once the meeting we exited the room, but Dean Dexter stopped me.

“Don’t forget, we’ll finish our session another day.” He gave me a friendly smile.

I nodded at him warily, then followed my teammates.

 

 

 

 

 



 



Chapter 27
 

As promised, only two days passed before Dean Dexter scheduled another meeting. But instead

of the usual, we were in a small room with padded walls.

“What is this place?” I asked, looking around.

“My own personal training room, like it?”

“Well… There’s not much here.”

He laughed, which sounded loud in the small room. “I use it more for meditation, but it’ll suit

our purposes just fine.”

“What are we doing, anyway?”

He had instructed me to wear my training gear for this session.

“Today, we’ll be testing the parameters of your transformations.”

“In that?” I pointed at the red robe he always had on.

“I suppose not...” He said and removed it, letting it drop to the floor.

“Oh shit…” I couldn’t stop myself from cursing.

Dean Dexter looked down at himself and smirked. “I guess I’ve earned a few bruises from my

more vigorous days.” Across his torso were a plethora of scars. Some looked like they were from

gunshots, knives or other deadly objects, probably all three. “Shall we begin?”

After a second, I pried my eyes away from the ghastly sight of his body. “Yeah…”

Dean Dexter and I moved towards each other in a meticulous fashion. Each foot step and

movement carefully thought out. I was anxious to find out the capabilities of The Dean of Addison.

I sent a swift straight jab forward to test his reflexes. He slapped it down without effort.



Guess I don’t have to hold back.

I stepped into a left hook that he dodged by dropping low to the ground. While still crouched,

he swept his outstretched leg under me. I hopped over it and landed lightly on my feet.

Staying on the offensive, I sent blow after blow, but he didn’t seem too bothered by my assault.

He had a perpetual smile on his face the entire time.

“You have good technique, but your movements are too wide.” Without warning, he propelled

forward and gave me a nasty shot to the ribs. “See, your movements have to be tighter, like I just

demonstrated. Less wasted movement allows for quicker action.”

He had a candid attitude about the savage punch he had just inflicted on me, but I was reeling in

unadulterated pain trying to catch the air that escaped my lungs.

“I’m going to attack now.” He announced casually, all the while with a smile stuck on his face.

I blocked, dodged, and weaved in my best effort to defend from Dean Dexter’s rapid flurry of

ferocious strikes. Each shot that rattled off my arms sent me retreating until my back collided with the

padded wall.

He was just too quick and too strong. I didn’t know how to extract myself from the onslaught of

merciless attacks. Then out of nowhere, he grabbed my entire face with his hand and slammed it

against the wall. The back of my head exploded in pain.

The telltale signs of the virus activating ran through my bruised body. The last thing I remember

before passing out was the smell of truffles on the palm of his hand.

My eyes fluttered open to see Dean Dexter watching me with all the focus in the world. “How

are you feeling?” He asked, and offered a hand out to me.

I watched his hand warily, then after a second took it. I rubbed the back of my head when I was

on my feet. “What happened…?”

“You began to transform and blacked out.”



“That’s never happened before…”

He held up four empty syringes. “Well, it took four tranquilizers to calm you down and even

still then you’re already up and about… You’re like a bull.” He chuckled.

My eyes didn’t leave him. I believed the stories they told about him now, he was another level,

but fearsome too.

“Today was very helpful. Thank you, Adin.” Then he put his hand on my shoulder and grinned

widely. “You did great.”

The next couple weeks were a blur. I took Dean Dexter’s words to heart, the briefing did

become my bible. I prepared for my first real mission to the point of obsessiveness. I was starting to

get on my teammates’ nerves about it, but there was no way I was going to let us fail.

The mission was to Alaska, I didn’t know much about the state except for two things - it was

cold and there were igloos, so the first thing I did was go shopping for winter clothes

Team Umbra’s job was to infiltrate HAARP, which was basically a facility that housed a bunch

of super powered radio towers that were used for research into better satellite communication and

broadcasting. Then extract the classified information regarding Project Vita – which only I knew and

then disappear like we were never there; it sounded simple enough.

The big mission day came up fast and I was more than ready, well almost; I had to tie up some

loose ends first.

I walked into the learning center along with the luggage I was bringing to Alaska. Kei was at

her usual spot behind the desk.

“Hey, Kei.” I greeted when I reached her.

She looked up from her seated position and adjusted her glasses. “Oh, Hello Adin, here for

your booster shots?”



Before all missions organization members were required to receive booster shots that slightly

enhanced their senses and physical ability. The boosters were actually incomplete strains of the virus,

but I and only a handful of people actually were aware of that fact.

“Yup,” I smiled and leaned forward on the desk, “Man, you do a lot around here, don’t you?”

Along with a million other duties she had she also administered the booster shots.

She pushed her glasses up again, this time in a bashful way. “That’s not true… I just do what I

can.”

“Still, it’s amazing. “I smiled. “So are you ready to give me the shots?”

She glanced to her right. “Well… there’s actually someone in front of you right now, but you

can come with me.” Kei and I walked down the dimly lit hallway to a door that had a keypad located

in the upper right corner. Kei pushed random numbers on the keypad and there was an audible click.

She pushed the door open and we stepped inside. Immediately, I was on high alert, grunting and

groaning could be heard in the otherwise quiet room.

“Do you hear that?” I said, leaning my head further inside to locate the source of the noise.

There were brown leather chairs that lined the walls on both sides of the room. There was also a

bend in the right corner that likely lead to whoever or whatever was causing the strange sounds.

“Adin, wait –” Kei shouted after me, but it was no use.

My newly bought duffel bag dropped to the floor as I darted towards the corner. Around it was

a lone door I shoved open making it slam against the wall. My vision was instantly assaulted with

white bright light, it reminded me of the hospital room I’d been in Maple Hills.

“What the hell are you doing…”  Vince was keeled over on the ground with his head hanging 

over a bucket, he looked like death.

“I heard someone and it sounded like they were in some serious pain… are you alright?” He

didn’t look it. His eyes were red, beads of sweat clung to his forehead and his breathing was labored.



“God, don’t you know anything?” Vince said through a fit of gagging.

I folded my arms. Even when he was half dead he managed to be a douchebag.

When he registered my continued silence he sighed. “The booster shot side effects, they’re a

bitch.”

I grimaced; this is what I had to look forward to?

“Adin! You’re not supposed to be in here…” Kei was doubled over breathlessly, behind me.

“It’s fine.” Vince got up from the floor, or at least he tried, as soon as he was on his feet he

swayed to the right, but I managed to catch him before he buried his head in the wall. “Let me go, I’m

fine.” He struggled to get out of my grasp.

“Stop being an arse and let me help.” His arm was draped over my neck.

He glanced at me with a scowl on his face, but finally stopped struggling. He hobbled over to

the small bed that was in the corner of the room with my assistance and sat down.

“Thanks...” Vince relented looking down with his hands on his knees.

“I didn’t know you could say thanks.” I stood in front of him.

He looked up with a smirk. “The drugs, remember?”

“Um…”

I turned around. I'd forgotten Kei was still in the room with us

“I have to make some preparations so I’ll leave you two alone…” She said, backing away

slowly. Then she left and closed the door.

“Mind if I sit down?”

He shrugged.

I took that as a yes and sat down next to him. “Mind if I’m nosey for a second?”

He looked at me, warily. “Probably, but go ahead.”



I’d thought of a million ways to broach the subject of him and his brother Eric’s dysfunctional

relationship, but in the end decided the straightforward approach would be the best. “You’ll probably

tell me to get lost, but I’ll ask anyway. What’s the deal with you and your brother?”

Right away, Vince’s demeanor became darker; you could almost see the cloud hanging over his

head. He opened and closed his right hand twice, the same hand his brother had mercilessly stomped

on. Luckily it had only gotten sprained.

His gaze was intense, probably replaying the gruesome scene in his head.

Wonder how many times he’s thought of that?

He didn’t seem too inclined to talk about it, his lips sealed shut in a straight line was evidence.

Vince and I weren’t really friends, so I didn’t exactly expect him to tell me his life story. I pressed on

my knees to stand.

“Eric… my brother… I’m going to kill him one day.” Vince said in little more than a whisper,

but his statement couldn’t have been any louder.

I stared at him, unblinking. He had said something so damning nonchalantly, but I believed 

every word. What possibly could his brother have done that was so bad that he wanted to literally kill

him?  Before I could open my mouth, he waved his hand at me. “No offense, but I don’t exactly feel 

like spilling my guts to you, Adin.” He slowly stood up. After a quick balancing act he managed to get 

his legs under him and wobbled to the door. “Maybe, one of these days when I’m drunk enough I’ll

tell you my story.” He chuckled, then opened the door and left.

I’d had Vince pegged as your typical asshole, you know those fun guys in high school that knock

your books over for the hell of it, but saw him in a somewhat different light now. Maybe that’s why he

seemed so bitter at times.

Kei appeared in the doorway soon after Vince’s departure. In her hands were various items that

she was struggling with. Knowing Kei they were seconds from spilling all over the floor.



I jumped up from the bed and grabbed the items from her, “Here, let me help.”

“Oh, thank you…”

“No problem.” I smiled and set the items on the desk near the door.

She walked over to the desk and uncovered the lid off a plastic gray box. Four syringes were

inside, each a different color. Starting from the left the various colors were dark red, purple, light

yellow, and pink.

She opened a drawer on the desk, took out a zip lock bag full of blue gloves and put a pair on.

“Okay, are you ready?"

“No, but I don’t have a choice do I?”

Kei shook her head and smiled. I sighed and retook my seat on the small bed. She also sat down

next to me with the items in her lap.

“Where do you want the shots, abdomen or arm?”

“Uh…” I thought about it for a second, then rolled my right sleeve up. “Right arm.”

“Okay.” Kei ripped open one alcohol packet and wiped my upper arm. “I’m just sterilizing the

area to make sure it’s clean.” She explained, then grabbed the dark red syringe. “You’re going to feel

a slight pinch like last time, okay?”

I nodded and a moment later, the needle pierced my skin, invading my flesh. Kei emptied the

contents of the syringe slowly into my arm, then repeated the steps with the other three.

When she was done she took off her gloves and tossed them in the small trash bin Vince had

been dry heaving in earlier along with the other trash. “Adin, are you feeling okay…?” She had a look

of concern on her face.

“Yeah, I’m fine, why?”

She leaned forward and pressed her forehead against mine.



I jerked my head back in surprise.

She threw her hands up. “I’m sorry! I was just trying to check your temperature.”

I gave an embarrassed laugh. ”It’s fine, just warn me next time. I thought you were trying to

head-butt me or something. But why were you trying to check my temp in the first place?”

“Well… The boosters have a ninety-six percent chance of making the injected person violently

ill, but you seem to be totally fine…” She was staring at me intently, like I was a painting she was

studying.

Damn, the last thing I needed was anyone getting suspicious. It was most likely due to the virus

that was already in my system. I had to think of something fast.

“Oh… my stomach…” I doubled over with my hand on my stomach. “I think the side effects are

starting to kick in...” I peeked one eye open to see if she was buying my little act.

“Oh! Do you need a bucket? Or maybe some water? Wait, I’ll get you a cold compress…”

I put my hand on hers, maybe I was too good of an actor… Or she was just really gullible, I

suspected the latter. “I’m okay really, I just need a few minutes.”

“Are you sure…?”

I squeezed her hand and smiled. “I’m sure.”

I lied down for a little while before leaving. There was still a little time to spare before Team

Umbra met up, so I decided to head for Dean Dexter’s office.

After what just happened I didn’t think it’d hurt to inform him. When I arrived, I reached out to

knock on the door, but my hand stopped in the air before it could make contact.

Voices were coming from inside his office, which I wouldn’t think much of except the voices

muffled by the thick wooden door sounded angry.

But it wasn’t any of my business to listen in on the conversation, so I decided to leave, but



didn’t make it too far. The voices had abruptly stopped, which only meant one thing.

I looked left and right, the hallway had two different routes you could take to either enter or

exit. In a panic, I made my way left and bolted around the corner.

I didn’t want to be caught standing outside the door when whoever was in there exited. They

might think I was eavesdropping and they sounded upset enough as it was.

There was a click of a door being opened. I carefully peered into the hallway to see the person

leaving Dean Dexter’s office. I would recognize that big head of hair anywhere.

Candace.

What was she doing in his office, and what had they been arguing about? She was the president

of the student council, so I’m sure it could have been an infinite number of things, but I felt strange

about their meeting for some reason.

I could tell Dean Dexter about the injections later. Suddenly, I wasn’t in the mood to discuss it

anymore. But for now I had only one thing on my mind. The mission.



Chapter 28
I entered the large parking lot that was located in the back of the school and was surprised to 

see all of Team Umbra already gathered, even Noir. We hadn’t really spoken since our fight in the 

locker room.  

“Wow, you’re all here.”

“Well you wouldn’t stop nagging us about –” George began to say, but was elbowed in the ribs

by Bianca.

“Ahem, what he meant to say was we adopted your very responsible attitude.” She finished for

him.

I smiled proudly. “Well, I guess we might as well leave now since everyone’s here.”

“I’ll call for the cabs.” Bianca said, taking out her cell phone.

Josh walked over to me. “Didn’t think you of all people would be the last one here.”

“I know, right.”

“Okay guys, cabs are on their way.” Bianca announced a little while later.

“Woo, good, I made it in time.” An unexpected voice announced. “I thought you guys might

already be gone.” Candace stood in in front of everyone with a purple bag by her side.

“Candy!” Bianca rushed up to Candace and assaulted her with a tight hug.

“What are you doing here?” I asked Candace, glancing at her bag on the ground.

She released herself from Bianca’s death hug and looked at me. “I’m accompanying Team

Umbra on your guys' first mission.”

I frowned, did this have anything to do with her argument with Dean Dexter?

“Why wasn’t I informed?” Mina asked, annoyed.



She put her finger up. “You weren’t notified because it was a last minute decision to put an

experienced advisor on your mission.”

I guess it was a valid enough reason, but I was still a little skeptical.

“This is gonna be so fun!” Bianca shrieked.

“This isn’t a slumber party, we’re here to do a job.” Mina admonished.

I inclined my head towards Mina who was standing to my right. “Mina’s right… we have to

stay focused.”

“Party poopers.” Bianca pouted.

Several minutes later two cabs arrived. They were to take us to the New York airport and from

there we would fly to Seattle then from Seattle we would drive a grueling twenty hours to Gakona,

Alaska, where the HAARP facility was located.

Hope, Vince, Candace and I got into one cab and the others got into the second cab. The ride to

the airport was short; once we were inside we checked in and stood in a long line that only seemed to

move forward an inch an hour.

After a lengthy wait, we were able to board our flight. It was only my second time on an

airplane, so the excitement I felt the first time around was still very much present, but I managed to act

somewhat civilized in front of my teammates.

Once we landed, we gathered our belongings, got a quick bite to eat, and then headed for the

car rental area. We were supposed to rent two cars for the long drive up to Gakona. Hope had been

appointed team treasurer so she was basically handling all the funds for the mission.

“What’s taking her so long?” George complained.

“Ah, here she comes.” Bianca pointed towards the entrance of the car rental shop.

Hope pushed the glass door of the car rental shop open and approached us with two keys



jingling back and forth in her small hands.

“What kind of cars did you rent; spacious like I said right?” I asked.

She nodded. “Mhm.” Then waved her hand to the right. “The garage is this way.”

We all followed her to the garage and were met with a sea of different colored vehicles. Hope

detached herself from the group and pattered up to a large black SUV.

“Nice.” Vince commented.

“Good choice. “Josh also seemed impressed with the choice.

But after a second, she sidestepped from the large SUV to a blue minivan that any soccer mom

would die for. “Ah, here it is.”

Vince put his hand over his face. “Of course, I forgot who we were dealing with.”

I small laugh escaped my lips. “Well, it is spacious.”

“I’m almost scared to see her second choice.” Mina added, George grunted in agreement.

Hope then scurried across the lot to halt in front of a large station wagon.

“Ta-da.” She announced proudly with her arm in the air.

“You’ve got to be kidding me…” Someone behind me muttered.

“Why did we let her choose again…?” Another voice added, that I think was George.

I scratched my head. Even I couldn’t defend her choice this time, a station wagon? And not one

of the newer models either, it was the type of broken down station wagon you saw in western movies.

She giggled. “I saw it on Thelma and Louise.”

This time there was a collective groan that echoed in the car filled garage.

I turned to face my teammates. “Okay, so who wants the station wagon?”  

Everyone suddenly found interest in the ground.



“Babies.” I walked over to stand beside Hope.

Josh sighed and followed me. “I’ll take one for the team.”

Candace emerged from behind the rest of the group and also joined our station wagon clique. “I

can’t keep an eye on you from the other car, can I?”

I rolled my eyes. “Any more takers?”

Noir stepped forward, all focus immediately shifted towards her as if she were a black hole

sucking in anything that dared to enter her vicinity. She made her way to stand next to Hope, who was

obviously overjoyed by the large grin that was spread across her face.

After realizing everyone including myself was still staring at her, I clapped. “Okay people, let’s

get this show on the road.”

“Show on the road?” Candace asked, a smile tugging on her lips.

“I heard it as soon as I said it.” I answered immediately.

George, Mina, Bianca, and Vince were the leftovers, so they would be taking the blue minivan.

Mina walked over and took the key from Hope, then made her way to the minivan.

“Can I have the keys to open the trunk?” She placed it in my outstretched hand. “Guys, you can

give me your bags.” I placed their luggage in the station wagon trunk one by one, but paused when I

got to Noir. Along with a black plain duffel bag she had, on the ground was a blue cooler that had a

white stripe running across the top.

I attempted to lift it, but stopped when I realized superman himself couldn’t do it. “What’s in

this thing?” I popped opened the blue cooler and was met with the most amazing assortment of junk

food and soft drinks I’d ever seen.

“Holy candy man…” Josh said, memorized by the sight.

I looked up at Noir. “Are you planning to hibernate for the winter, what the hell is all this?”



She shrugged. “What? I have a bit of a sweet tooth.”

I shook my head, a giant didn’t have a sweet tooth that big.

Josh reached out to grab a packet of skittles that lay at the top and had his hand instantly batted

away.

“No one touches the cooler.” She squinted at all of us.

That’s perfectly normal.

I held up the car key. “I’ll take the first drive if there are no objections?”

No one did object, so after having Josh help me load Noir’s treasure trove of candy, we got in

our 1970’s station wagon and drove off.

There was nothing but green and brown for as far as the eye could see. Maple Hills had trees,

but they looked like twigs compared to Seattle’s. We were on the highway only a couple hours into

our twenty some wad hour drive.

Ahead of us was the blue minivan that held the others. I glanced at my speedometer that read

sixty, but they were distancing themselves with each passing minute. Whoever was driving definitely

liked to push the gas.

A shiver ran through my body once again, forcing me to grip the steering wheel tighter. It was

getting colder and colder the further we drove. I reached out to turn up the heat, but it was already at

max capacity.

Out of my peripheral, Josh was playing with the watch-like device I’d seen in his room a few

months back. “So what exactly does that do?”

He stopped what he was doing and looked at me. “It’s simple, it disables any electronic locks

we may come across by overloading it with a static shock and short circuiting the mechanisms that

enable it.”



That was supposed to be simple?

“You made that?”

He silently nodded going back to his work. Sometimes I didn’t think he knew how amazing

what he did was.

My eyes then drifted to the mirror that hung in front of the windshield wiper. Noir sat pressed

up against the right side window with her attention intently focused on an unfortunate chocolate bar,

which she enthusiastically bit into it.

RIP.

Hope was next to her bobbing her head to the country music that was playing in the background,

it seemed to be the only station that worked. Then I shifted my gaze towards Candace who sat all the

way on the left, her head was buried in a book.

She and Noir didn’t really seem all too friendly. I still recalled her words to steer clear of

Noir.

“Hope, I’m a Gakona local, where are you from and what are you doing in my town?”

She stopped bobbing her head and looked at me. “We’re students from USC and we're here

to…” She hesitated.

“And bam, our cover’s blown.”

She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.”

“We're here on a trip funded by the university to tour the HAARP facility in order to get a better

understanding of how the program can be used to advance satellite communication.” I reminded her.

“Wow, impressive.” Candace commented, looking up from her book.

I glanced in the mirror to see Candace watching me. “I do actually know what I’m doing, right

Josh?”



“Uh-huh, you’re the greatest.” He said distractedly with his head still down.

I ignored him. “Right, Hope?”

“Yeah, you’re like Julius Caesar.” She said, happily.

“See?”

Candace laughed with her hand over her mouth. “You do realize he was stabbed to death by his

own followers, right?”

I looked back at the road. “Shut up.”

We continued on with nothing ahead of us but the same scenery, trees, mountains, and even

more trees. A fierce yawn escaped my mouth. I wasn’t as physically tired as I would’ve been because

of the virus’s effects, but the same tedious view was starting to grate on me mentally.

“Hey, want me to take over?” Josh asked, noting my fatigue.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I don’t think they’re in any condition to drive anyway.”

The trio of girls laid asleep in the backseat breathing deep and silently. Candace had her head

in her lap, while Hope and Noir heads were mashed against each other.

How precious.

“Plus, I have to take a serious leak…”

I laughed. “Alright, let me pull over.”

Once I pulled over to the right, Josh and I exited the station wagon. He went off to relieve

himself over the railing that stretched the entire road. I cupped my freezing hands and blew into them

in order to warm them up, then looked up at the moon; it was full tonight.

A flicker of movement forced me to look back down, but it was only a branch swaying in the

cold night air. Josh still had his back turned to me handling his business. He wasn’t lying about having



to go.

This time, movement could be heard coming from behind me. I quickly spun around and

squinted to peer deeper into the heavy bush of trees to my left. The full moon aided my vision, so I

could just make out the surrounding area.

“Josh…” I whispered.

He was whistling, not paying attention at all.

“Josh…” I repeated through clenched teeth still looking into the woods.

“What? Can’t a man enjoy his piss?” He said in an annoyed voice.

“Turn around…”

He finished up and turned around staring at me. “What?”

I pointed to my left. “I heard something coming from the trees.”

He dipped his head to the left to listen closer. “I don’t hear anything, It was probably just the

wind or something.” He walked over to stand by me.

“You’re probably right –”

A sudden growl cut off my sentence.

“Please tell me that was just one of the girls snoring really loud.” Josh leaned over and

whispered to me.

I looked over at the still sleeping girls in the backseat. “Uh-uh.”

We both turned around simultaneously and my heart caught in my throat at the sight in front of

us. In all of its beastly glory was the largest bear I’d ever seen. It had to be at least ten feet tall, or at

least that’s what I estimated because it was on all fours with its head low sniffing the ground.

We didn’t have our weapons - no way to sneak them on the plane, so a connect who had already

infiltrated the HAARP facility as a security guard was supposed to be providing them. Until then we



were defenseless.

I took a deep breath. “Okay, uh… don’t panic. I read on a website once that the best way to

handle a bear encounter is to talk to it in a calm soothing voice while backing away slowly.”

Josh slowly nodded. “Nice bear, pretty bear, please don’t eat us.”

While he spoke in his best motherly voice, I slowly back pedaled my way to the passenger’s

side. The large brown bear eyed us warily bobbing its head up and down.

I attempted to open the passenger side, but it groaned in protest. The sudden noise startled the

bear. It started to huff and puff through its nose while smacking the road with its paw.

“Oh my god, we’re going to die.” Josh said in a panicked voice, then closed his eyes and

started praying.

I tuned out his mumbling and tried to think. Bears could close large distances in a matter of

seconds, so we could try to jump in the car get the hell out of there, but that was a big risk. I also

considered waking one of the girls, but feared the wrong reaction from one of them would startle the

bear even further.

I peered into the car again, trying desperately to search for anything to use and spotted one of

Noir’s half-eaten candy bars sitting on the armrest between the back and front seats. Luckily the

window was halfway down, so I carefully reached in with my right arm and hauled it through the

window.

Josh stopped praying long enough to question what I was doing. “You’re really gonna eat right

now?” He said exasperated.

I ignored him and gently tossed the candy bar to the bear, it rolled to a stop in front of its paws.

Initially, the bear jerked back in surprise, then started sniffing the candy bar. A moment later, the giant

bear was happily licking it.

“Now Josh…!”



We wasted no time and jumped in the car. Josh slammed on the gas causing the wheels of the

station wagon to squeak with the overwhelming effort. The racquet was finally enough to wake the

sleeping beauties up.

“What’s with all the noise?” Candace asked in an annoyed voice, raising her head.

“A bear!” Josh and I screamed at the same time.

“What?” She rubbed her eyes.

“A FREAKING BEAR!” Josh exclaimed gripping the steering wheel tight, his knuckles were

pure white.

Hope laughed. “That’s a funny joke.”

“Lame prank, guys.” Candace said, yawning.

“Hey, who ate my Butterfinger?” Noir asked, staring at the bar that separated us.

Josh and I glanced at each other and sighed.

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 29
The rest of the drive, thankfully, wasn’t as exciting.  Candace pulled up to our destination, the

Gakona Lodge and Bar. She had taken over from Josh a while back. Parked next to us was the dark

blue minivan that held the others. The lodge was where we’d be residing during the duration of our

stay.

According to the station wagon’s clock it was around midday - though I couldn’t tell what time

it was; the sky in Alaska had been an unyielding haze of gray ever since we entered the snowy state.

I opened the car door from the passenger's side and stepped out on snow that covered the

ground. My legs were numb being in the same position for so long.

Once everyone was out of their vehicles we huddled up in front of the lodge and bar. It was a

mostly wooden building with small circular windows in the front and side. It didn’t look too

remarkable.

I checked my phone. “I know you guys are tired, but we have to gather some info before we call

it a day. Our tour is pretty early in the morning, so we don’t have much time.”

Mina glanced at me and nodded in approval.

“Can we at least get a bite to eat?” Bianca said, placing her hand on her stomach. “I might pass

out any second.”

We’d tried to get to Gakona as fast as possible, so we hadn’t made too many stops. “Of course.

We have to play the part of visiting students, anyway.”

The group collected their baggage including Noir’s cooler, which I noticed was noticeably

lighter and entered the lodge.

No sooner than we had a foot inside, the atmosphere shifted. Every head seemed to be turned in

our direction. The briefing report mentioned that the town of Gakona was wary of strangers;

especially since they were a tight knit community of barely seven-hundred. The lodge was evidence



of the town’s miniscule population.

It wasn’t very big with only about forty people or so inside seated at tables, although some

were dancing, or sitting at the bar. We ignored the unwavering stares and walked up to the bar. We

had reserved two rooms ahead of time, so they were expecting us.

Behind the bar was a plump woman with a rather large mole on her cheek. “Whoa, there’s a lot

of you, isn’t there?” She said, with her eyes slightly open.

I gave a friendly smile. “Yeah, we're here on a trip to see the HAARP facility.”

She eyed me up and down. “Ah, the USC students.”

I nodded.

She reached under the bar and handed me a single gold key. “Rooms up the stairs to the right.”

She jerked her head in that direction.

I gave the single key a confused look. “Um… Excuse me ma’am?”

“Yes?”

I gestured behind me. “We reserved two separate rooms.”

“It’s occupied.” She said, then turned around.

I stared at her back with my mouth slightly open, then turned around and shrugged at everyone.

“Just like a slumber party.” Hope said, excitedly.

“Fantastic.” I heard Mina follow under her breath.

We took our luggage to our small room and deposited them quickly. It was quickly evident that

all anyone was thinking about was eating. I couldn’t blame them, even my stomach was starting to

growl.

I pulled up a stool at the dimly lit bar and sat down. We all had split up to collect as much

information as we could.



“What will you be you having?” Someone asked.

A brown-skinned girl who looked to be in her late twenties stood on my side holding a pen and

pad. She had on a plain white collared shirt and black skirt. She looked like your typical waitress.

“Um… Can I get a cheeseburger with extra pickles?”

The waitress looked at me strangely.

“Did I say something wrong?”

“You’re not from around here are you?”

“Why do you say that?”

She laughed. “No one comes to the Gakona Lodge and asks for a cheeseburger.”

I smiled sheepishly. “So, what should I be asking for?”

“Fish, fish and more fish.”

I let out a small laugh. “I’ll have that then.”

It made sense, the state didn’t have much in the way of an economy, so seafood was a big

mainstay for them.

She gave me a friendly smile. “Good choice.” She returned a short time later with a fork and

glass plate that held a white fish. “Here you go, enjoy.”

“Thanks.” I started to dig in, but stopped down when I realized the waitress was still standing

beside me.

“So, where are you from?” She asked, leaning sideways with her elbow on the bar.

“California, ever been?” I lied.

She scoffed. “The farthest I’ve been from Gakona is this bar.”

I felt a twinge of sympathy for her. It wasn’t too long ago I was in her very same shoes.



“What about the HAARP facility?”

She nervously glanced at the plump woman who was still behind the bar cleaning glasses with

a rag. “Yes…”

Maybe I could get some information out of this waitress. “I’m actually here on a trip with some

classmates to check it out.” I casually took a bite of my fish, which was was actually pretty good.

“Crazy what they say about it though, weather control, ridiculous, huh?” I watched her out of my

peripheral vision for any reaction.

She stopped leaning against the bar and stood up straight. “Yeah… it is.”

“I hear they keep the facility pretty tight, too.”

She looked at the plump woman for a second time. “Well… that’s because – “

“Erika!” The plump woman suddenly spun around and yelled. “Don’t you have more customers

to attend to?”

The waitress Erika jumped up from her seat. “Sorry, Martha!” Then scurried away.

The woman named Martha gave me a hard look then went back to cleaning glasses.

Well, there goes that lead.

I turned my attention back to my barely eaten fish and attacked it without mercy. When I was

finished, I looked to my right to see Josh approaching.

He took the seat the next to me. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You know… talk to girls so easy.” He gestured toward the waitress who was now at a table

delivering a tray of drinks.

I gave him a dismissive laugh. “I don’t know, I guess I consider them normal breathing human

beings like us.”



He looked down, sullen.

“Why? You have a crush on someone or something?” I asked jokingly.

He didn’t respond.

I looked at him closer. “You do, don’t you?”

He looked up and to our left where Mina was engaged in a conversation with an older woman.

“Mina?” I said a little too loudly.

He looked around paranoid. “Keep it down, will you?”

“Mina…?” I said quieter this time. “She’s cute and all, but a little rough around the edges, why

her?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, I just do.”

I gave him a lopsided smile and put my hand on his shoulder. “I know it sounds cliché, but just

be yourself. I’ve gotten to know you and I can honestly say you’re a good guy, if she doesn’t like you.

It’s her problem.”

He put his hand behind his head and grinned. “You really think so?”

“Of course, if I was a girl I’d be all over you.”

He chuckled and stood up. “Thanks, Adin. I think I’m gonna to go talk to her.” He started in her

direction, but paused for a second and turned around. “If I was a girl I’d be all over you too.”

I laughed and waved my hand at him. “Good luck.” I wandered around the bar for a time trying

to find anyone that could give me any new sliver of information, but didn’t have much luck. I had

gotten the cold shoulder from nearly every local.

After a while, I sat back down at the bar to take a short break. I’d probably tell everyone it was

quitting time soon, which they’d be grateful for.

I was about to order a drink when I spotted a small multicolored cube sitting idly on the bar to



my right. “Oh, a Rubik’s cube.”

As a kid, I spent hours on end trying to figure the stupid thing out, but the furthest I ever got was

solving three out of the four sides. I grabbed it and begun my fruitless mission to solve it once more,

but soon realized a short time later that it wasn’t going to happen today.

I was about to set it back down when Noir’s voice came from behind. I turned on the bar stool

to face her.

“Hey, Adin…” She began, but trailed off when she saw the item in my hand. “Is that a Rubik’s

cube?”

“Yeah, I just found it laying here, thing’s impossible.”

Her eyes continued to linger on it.

“Wanna try?” I offered the cube up to her.

She took it from me delicately and sat down. Then started working on the cube. Within minutes

she was completely done with it.

“Holy shit, how’d you do that?” I eyed her, impressed.

She put the Rubik’s cube down, all sides perfectly equal. “It was the only toy I was permitted

as a child because of its cognitive properties.” Noir had a nostalgic smile on her face, but it looked

sad at the same time. I wondered if it had anything to do with the way Dean Dexter said she was

raised.

My ears pricked up at the new song playing peacefully in the background. “I love this song.”

“It’s nice.” She responded.

“Want to dance?” I asked, expecting a firm no, but was surprised when she hesitated.

“I don’t know how to dance…” She said, glancing back at the dance floor.

“Neither do I.” I got up from the stool and offered my hand. “We can look like idiots together.”



She laughed softly, which was totally alien to my ears. I could probably count on one hand how

many times I’d heard her laugh.

She carefully took my hand, as if not to break it. “Okay.”

I lead her to the middle of the dance floor amidst the fray of people who were dancing merrily.

I placed her hands on my shoulders, then gently grabbed her slender waist.

At first, her movements were off rhythm and awkward, but she quickly got the hang of it. I

raised her arm and twirled her around, eliciting another rare laugh.

Noir and I swayed back and forth slowly; letting the music guide us. It didn’t even feel like

anybody was on the dance floor with us, we were transfixed in our own small impenetrable bubble.

As we got deeper into the song, Noir pressed her forehead gently against mine.

My eyes opened a little, surprised by the sudden contact, but hers were still closed. The scent

of the candy she’d been eating earlier wafted into my nose. When the song ended she flicked her green

eyes open, meeting my own. I didn’t move, I couldn’t. I might as well have been a deer caught in

headlights. Time passed while we stayed fixed staring into each other’s unblinking eyes. Maybe

seconds or minutes, time seemed irrelevant in that moment.

Eventually, I managed to come to my senses long enough for my brain to start working again.

Noir and I were still frozen in the same position, neither of us inclined to move. I pushed away a

loose strand of hair that escaped her green ribbon and dangled in her face.

“You scare me.” Noir suddenly declared in a quiet voice.

The sudden revelation left me speechless. I didn’t think she was afraid of anyone or anything,

let alone me.

“Shouldn’t you two be gathering more info right about now?” A voice came from beside us.

Startled by the intrusion, I separated myself from Noir. Candace was staring at us with her

hands placed firmly on her hips.



“Ah, Candace… We were just taking a short break.” I said, and turned to Noir, but she was

already gone.

“Well, you seem to have plenty of energy left to me. Back to work, Team Leader.”

I cast a sidelong glance to where Noir had disappeared into the crowd. “Yes, ma’am.”

 

 

 

 

 

.

 

 



Chapter 30
 

Like me, no one had much luck in learning anything new so we called it a night. Back upstairs

we got ready for bed. No one really talked about the mission, there wasn’t really much to say. We all

knew what we had to do.

“Any of you try anything and you’re dead.” Mina threatened, propped up on her elbows. I

noticed she stared menacingly at all the guys except Josh. She was lying down on one of the two

medium-sized beds on either side of the room. We’d decided the girls would take the beds and us 

guys would slum it on the floor.  

The lights were off, but I was wide awake. I rolled on my side and slowly opened my eyes. The

red digital bold letters on the clock that sat atop the wooden dresser read 2:07 AM.

My insomnia was as bad as ever. I rolled on my back again. So this was it, the moment of truth.

There was a very real possibility that I might hurt someone, hell, I might kill someone, just as it was

very possible the same thing might happen to me. What would they tell my family? Probably that I fell

off a cliff or something.

There was a sudden loud buzzing that jarred me forward; the alarm clock. I rubbed my eyes and

sat up. It was go time.

Everyone quickly washed up and got ready. When we were finished, we huddled around the

small brown table in the corner of the room for one final mission briefing.

I pinched my index finger and thumb on the iPad forcing it to zoom in on the blueprint of the

HAARP facility layout. “So, once we get to the 6th floor we have to be ready for anything.”

I zoomed in on another section of the blueprint. “Sources indicate that the room holding the data

should be somewhere around here, but it’s not confirmed.”

I pointedly looked at all the faces around me. “There’s also strong evidence that the facility has



gone rogue, so be careful for beefed up security.”

“What about the hallway here, wouldn’t that be a better route to the elevator?” Candace

suggested, pointing at a section of the blueprint. “Or even here, near the staff room.” She pointed at

another part of the iPad.

“He’s not an infant, you know.” Noir said, looking passively at Candace.

Candace seemed thrown off by the interruption, but recovered quickly. “I know he’s not.”

“Then why do you insist on treating him like one?”

Everyone was deathly silent watching the exchange with open curiosity.

Candace frowned. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“Okay, guys, enough!” I banged my open palm on the table. “We don’t need this right now,

especially before a mission. Noir, I don’t need you to defend me and Candace, this is the route we’re

going with.”

They both continued to stare at each other with poorly concealed animosity.

“Okay, good, now that we understand each other, let's go.”

We made our way downstairs to the parking lot, then took off for the HAARP facility. A short

time later, we pulled up to a massive green gate that you could just see through. There were a few

cars parked outside of the gate on the right.

I could just make out the building behind the large gate. It was mostly white matching the white

frost on the ground. It stretched across the expanse of the spacious land in front of me.

The gate suddenly creaked opened and a heavy bearded man with a black cap and a black

security uniform approached our vehicles. I rolled down the window when he reached us.

“ID.” He said, simply flashing his black flashlight in the car even though he clearly didn’t need

it. It was already light out.



“Uh… Sure.” I handed him a forged driver’s license that stated I was a twenty year-old resident

from California.

He handed it back to me after studying it for a few moments. “The USC students.”

“Yes, sir.”

He looked at the blue mini-van behind us that held the others. “Park at the end of the cars over

there, then I’ll lead you inside.”

I did as instructed and parked the station wagon, while the mini-van followed. Once parked, we

all gathered in front of the bearded security guard just outside the open green gate.

“Once we enter these gates, you will be subject to a body search and X-Ray to check for any

weapons or devices. Any failure in compliance of HAARP facility procedures and protocol will

result in immediate dismissal from the premises. Any questions?”

There weren’t.

“Okay, follow me.”

He led us down a stretch of about fifty yards, until we reached the front of the building. He

signaled at the large white double doors and they slid open.

My initial impression of the inside was that it was too clean, like a hospital, and pretty much

empty. There seemed to be multiple rooms throughout the area but not much other than that. There

were also a few other security guards roaming about, but I didn’t know which one was our plant.

As promised, once inside we were searched thoroughly and lead through a large metal frame

which I assumed was the x-ray. Once all cleared, the bearded security guard led us to the middle of

the floor and left us there without a word.

Everyone glanced around a little uneasy until we saw a long red haired woman in a white lab

coat casually approach us.



“Welcome to the Gakona HAARP institute.” She greeted with a warm smile.

We all greeted her back politely.

“I’m sure you’re all very excited to start the tour so I shan’t waste too much time talking.

Consider yourselves lucky, we usually don’t give student tours this time a year, but there was a

special request from your university.”

She was just about to find out how special.

We followed her further inside the building until we reached a room that held what looked like

a giant computer. It took up most of the room.

“This is where we monitor the radio frequencies of the towers.” The red haired woman began

to explain, but I wasn’t paying much attention. I was acutely aware of the heavy bearded security

rooted in place at the door behind us.

“Will we actually get to see the HAARP towers today?” Bianca asked.

“No, unfortunately they’re going through maintenance at the moment.” The red haired woman

answered.

While they were engaged in conversation, I made my way back towards the security guard.

“Where do you think you’re going?” He asked when I reached him.

“I really gotta use the bathroom.” I made up.

“No. You will stay in this room with your group.”

“Come on man, I have a small bladder. It’s not going to be pretty if I go here on your nice

floor.”

“It’s true sir, I’ve seen him go before, very disturbing.” Vince unnecessarily added.

“It’s okay, Jim.” The red haired woman nodded at the bearded security guard.

He looked at me and grunted. “Fine, follow me.”



He led me out the door and passed the open space of the building. After several seconds of

walking I realized we were close to passing the specific bathroom that held our mission equipment

and weapons.

“Oh man, it’s coming out!” I made an abrupt bee line for the bathroom.

“Hey!” He called out after me.

I dashed into the bathroom and looked around.

The second to left stall…

I spotted it and immediately locked myself in.

A moment later, Jim the security guard stormed in. “Hey! Where are you?” He bellowed.

“In here! I told you I couldn’t wait.” I squinted my eyes to peek out of the small crack of the

stall door. He had his hand over his face.

“You try anything like that again and you’re gone.”

“Sorry about that.”

The mission gear was supposed to be located somewhere in the wall behind the toilet. I

searched for the hidden compartment, but couldn’t seem to find it.

It has to be here.

I placed my hands against the tile wall and felt a small indent in a small black tile. I tried to pry

it open and was successful, but the small tile fell on top of the toilet seat creating a very audible clink.

Dammit.

I looked behind me.

“Hey… what was that? Come out right now.”

The security guard snuck closer to the stall and pounded on the door when he reached it, making

it shake. “I said, come out!”



I placed my hands on either side of the stalls walls and raised my right leg. “If you say so.” I

reared back and kicked the stall door with all the force I could muster. There was a loud bang and

heavy resistance against the door, but it gave away after only a second.

The stall door slowly squeaked open, but it stopped only halfway. I leaned out to see the

bearded security guard on his back, breathing heavily with his eyes shut.

I retreated back into the stall to finish chipping away at the tile wall behind the toilet and

retrieved a hefty sized black duffel bag. I walked out of the stall, sidestepping the unconscious

security guard and placed the duffel bag on the sink bar.

After making sure all the contents were inside, I made my way back towards the security guard

and bent over to search him. I eventually found the key card to reach the 6th floor in his front pocket.

Now what to do with you…

I pulled both his arms in an effort to move him, but he barely budged an inch.

“You should really lay off the donuts, Jimmy.” I said to him, quietly.

After a bit more effort, I was able to sit him down on the toilet seat in the stall. I shut the door

and walked back over to the sink. All there was left now was to wait for one of the others to break off

and pull the fire alarm as planned.

In the meantime, I preoccupied myself with taking out the necessary gear, then checking the

stock and ammunition of the various weapons. Without warning, persistent ringing and flashing lights

filled the bathroom. I closed the duffel bag and took a deep breath.

Let’s do this.

I leaned slightly out the bathroom cautiously looking to my left and right, there was no one in

sight. Pressing my back against the wall, I slid down the hallway on route to the elevator. The rest of

the team would be there.



At the end of the hallway, I carefully stepped out, but jumped back when I saw a tall security

guard milling about. Luckily his back had been turned, so he wasn’t aware of me. The other way

wasn’t an option due to all the security guards that occupied the front of the building. I made sure his

back was still turned and crept steadily towards him leaning forward on my toes.

Stealthily, I reached up and grabbed his neck from behind. He flailed wildly while I brought

him down to the floor and held him there until he went limp. I thought about then dragging him back to

the bathroom, but decided in the end it didn’t matter. Very soon, they would all know what happened

anyway.

I swiftly made my way down the hallway and checked around the corner once more, then

dashed to my left to reach the elevator. It seemed no one else had arrived yet.

A symphony of footsteps caught my attention. I quickly raised my gun and waited for whoever it

was to step into the open hallway.

“Whoa! Slow down, it’s us, man.” Josh said, with his hands raised.

I lowered my nine millimeter handgun. “Took you guys long enough.”

“Well, a few security guards needed a lesson in manners not to touch a lady.” Bianca

announced amongst the group.

I smiled and tossed George the black duffel bag. “You guys can gear up in the elevator.”

Everyone equipped their necessary gear while the elevator slowly rose to the 6th floor. A loud

ding let us know that we’d reach our destination. The elevator door slid open a second later and we

carefully exited checking our surroundings.

The flashing lights and ringing still reverberated throughout the 6th floor. It was good, the

confusion would only help us. Ahead was an intersection.

I pointed at the small radio hidden under my jacket. “Radio if you run into any trouble.”

They nodded in confirmation. As planned, Mina’s team which consisted of Hope, George, and



Vince took the straight route while my team of Noir, Josh, and Bianca took the left.

The left stretch of hallway was filled with doors that lined both sides. We took them two at a

time, kicking down the doors that were locked, but they contained either junk I didn’t know the use for

or they just didn’t contain anything of note. For some reason, the small rooms seemed familiar to me.

But I didn’t know what that meant. I’d never been to Alaska before.

We continued to stalk down the hallway until we came upon another ordinary looking door, but

this time there were voices coming from inside. I nodded towards Josh and we kicked the door in

together.

“Don’t shoot!” A pale man with dark brown hair and goatee collapsed to the ground with his

hands on his head. “I knew this was going to happen!” He sobbed in a panicked voice.

I raised my gun to the right. A small group of four were huddled in the corner. Like the

groveling man on the floor, they also had white lab coats on.

“Will you please shut up, Marcus.” A blonde haired woman with bright red lipstick emerged

from the huddled group with her hands raised. She looked me directly in my eyes. “Sorry for my

colleague… he’s easily frightened.”

I glanced down at him, he was still shaking. “I see.” Then I looked back up at her. “Why are

there so few people here? Even the rooms are mostly empty.”

She shrugged. “Our operations ceased being funded months ago.”

“You do realize you’re doing highly classified and illegal research here, don’t you?”

“I know, but Ascension is necessary.”

“Ascension?”

Her mouth curved up slowly in a smile. “Yes.”

I squinted at her confused. The word didn’t mean anything to me. “What are you talking about?”



She shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter, you’re all sheep to the slaughter anyway.” Then she

chuckled like there was an inside joke only she understood and rejoined her group.

“She’s talking nonsense man, just ignore her.” Josh suggested behind me.

I hesitantly nodded with my eyes still on her. “Yeah… you and Bianca keep an eye on them

while Noir and I finish searching the rest of the hall.”

Noir and I left the room and checked a couple more doors, but we came away empty.

“Adin.” Noir whispered towards me while I was preparing to bust open another door.

“Yeah?”

“That door; it has an electronic lock on it.”

I followed her outstretched finger. The door looked similar to all the others except for a small

gray keypad in the upper corner. We carefully tip toed towards it trying to be as silent as possible. I

reached down into my utility belt and unhooked the watch-like device that Josh created, the D1000,

gently placing it on the electronic keypad.

The keypad instantly fizzled small tendrils of smoke. I nodded at Noir and she skipped to stand

on the other side of the door. At the same time, we kicked it open. The force of our kick carried the

door until it banged against the wall behind it with a loud smack that was drowned out by the blaring

fire alarm.

Two security guards were arguing in the middle of the room with each other, but jumped at our

intrusion. One guard that had a scar on his cheek started to reach for his gun with fidgety hands.

Noir sent a single bullet at his foot, making him do a funny dance. “That’s your only warning.”

I glanced at her. I thought for sure she was going to shoot him.

“You.” I tossed the elastic handcuffs towards the other security guard on the right. He was short

with long matted hair. “Tie your trigger happy friend up.”



He slowly nodded, then snapped the elastic handcuffs behind the scarred security guard’s back.

I handcuffed him too as soon as he finished. Then Noir placed them back to back against each other

and kicked their legs out from under them, causing them both to crash to the floor.

“Ah, what the hell, you crazy woman!” The scarred faced security guard growled.

Noir bent down and smiled in his face. “I’ve been called worse.”

He met her gaze with fire in his eyes, but looked away after just a few seconds.

After making sure the area was clear, I nudged the short security guard with my foot. “Hey,

what were you two arguing about just a second ago?”

He cast his head down, unwilling to meet my gaze. “N-Nothing…"

I raised my weapon at him. “You can tell me or I can shoot you, pick one.”

His head snapped up at me and his pupils shook with unmistakable fear. “Wait okay, I’ll tell

you!”

“Damien, don’t you dare…” The scarred security guard started, but was cut off by a vicious

slap that reached my ears.

Noir shook her finger back and forth. “Mm-mm, don’t be rude.”

The scarred security guard cursed silently under his breath, but pressed his lips shut after.

I looked at the short security guard again. “Thank you, Noir. Speak.”

“I… I want to be a part of the Ascension, but not this way… I don’t want to hurt anyone!” He

said crying.

There was that word again. “What is this ascending? What does it mean?”

“Think about your family, Damien! Do you really want to forfeit their claim?” The scarred

security spoke again, clearly not learning his lesson the first time.

The security guard named Damien suddenly stared forward with empty eyes.



Noir gave the mouthy security guard another brutal slap. A trickle of blood formed on his

bottom lip.

“You should probably stop talking.” I advised him.

He was panting heavily, but didn’t say anything more.

“Damien, what does ascending mean?”

He continued staring forward unmoving.

I pressed my weapon against his forehead forcing his head back a few inches. “You have two

seconds to tell me what I want to know.”

Tears formed in his open eyes. “Do what you want, I won’t give up my family’s claim.”

I clicked the trigger, but he didn’t even flinch, he was completely serious.

What the hell…

“Adin, we don’t have time for this, shoot him and be done with it or let us move on.” Noir said,

clicking her tongue.

She was right, we didn’t have the time to play twenty-one questions. I waved my gun at a gray

door that was further in with a small glass window at the top. “What’s behind that door?”

“The main lab, but you’re too late. Max is deleting the data as we speak.” The scarred guard

laughed.

“Shit, let’s move.”

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 31
 

Noir and I stood with our backs against either side of the main lab door. I put three fingers up to

start the countdown to bust the door down.

“Come in, it’s open.” A gravelly abruptly voice invited from inside.

I looked at Noir, but she just shrugged back. Placing my hand on the cold metal knob I turned it

and pushed. The door groaned open as promised.

Noir and I stepped out of our cover side by side, our weapons drawn.

“Welcome.” A bald man with a shallow beard sat in front of a large display of monitors and

computers typing away, the setup looked like a spaceship.

“Get up slowly from the console.” I instructed, my handgun still trained on him.

“Just one minute.” He clicked one more button on a keyboard, then casually wheeled his chair

around to face us. “I apologize, that took a little longer than I expected.”

“I said, get up.” I growled, more power in my voice this time.

“Ah, yes, of course.” He took his time getting to his feet. “I’ve been expecting you… the

recruits from Addison.”

I tried not to look surprised. We were supposed to be an invisible organization, so how could

he know about us? Unless…

“You’re the one who was providing the classified HAARP info to The Organization agent.”

“And they said the kids of this generation are idiots.” He chuckled.

“Move away from the consoles.” I gestured with my gun to the left. “Noir, check for any

remaining data.” I said to her, still watching the bald man closely.

“I’ve already destroyed all the relevant data, it’s gone.” He smiled evilly, walking to the left of



the room.

“Why go through the trouble of destroying the data at all? You owe them nothing.”

He rolled his shoulder. “I could tell you, but you won’t live long enough for any of it to matter.”

I waved my gun. “Look around, you’re the only one left. If you knew we were coming, why the

lack of security?”

He gave a wicked smile. “We found your little friend. He was hesitant to talk at first, but after a

few broken fingers he opened right up. We had to let you think you had the upper hand.”

My stomach dropped.

“They’ll be here shortly... None of you are leaving here alive.” He finished, then in a flash,

pulled out a handgun from under his lab coat and pointed it at Noir, who still had her back turned on

the consoles.

I tried to squeeze the trigger, but my finger wouldn’t budge. A series of images flashed through

my head of white lab coats and a small room occupied by a single chair. It had straps on the arms that

looked like it was meant to hold someone down. A distorted memory - I’d been here before.

Noir spun around. “What are you doing, Adin? Shoot him!” She urged with pleading eyes, but

her voice was a shallow echo in my head.

He grinned at me. “You’re just like your father. No balls.”

The statement snapped me out of my reverie. I clenched my stomach and squeezed the trigger,

but I was a split second too late.

The momentum of the bullet pushed him back causing him to collide hard with the wall behind

him, his gun fell a moment later. Then he slid to the floor clutching his abdomen.

I rushed over to Noir who lay unconscious on the floor and cradled her in my arms. “No…

Please, no….



She had a nasty gash above her right eyebrow that she acquired when she banged her head

against the console on the way down to the floor. I frantically searched her for any gunshot wounds

and breathed a major sigh of relief. It seemed she had avoided being shot. I didn’t know if I could

ever forgive myself if she had gotten hurt because of me. Why did the memory trigger in my brain at

that exact moment?

I pressed the small button on my radio. “Josh, Bianca, converge on my location stat.”

Static emanated from my vest a second later. “What about the scientists – “

“Forget them, I need you now!” I half screamed, still on edge.

“Roger.” He responded.

I clicked my radio on again. “Team B, change of plans, get to the extraction point now,

reinforcements on route.” Two helicopters were to land on the HAARP facility roof and whisk us

away.

“Roger.” Mina’s voice crackled through the small radio.

I gently laid Noir back down and walked over to stand above the bald scientist. I kicked him

hard in the leg. “I know you’re alive.”

He startled awake. “You shot me.” He said with his hand over the wound on his abdomen, his

hand was covered in blood. “Maybe you do have balls after all.” He said, half coughing and laughing.

“How did you know my father?” I knew time was running out, but I couldn’t let the out of place

statement go.

He looked at me with lazy eyes and smiled. “We worked together, just like I worked with her

parents.” He looked passed me at Noir.

I glanced back at her too. “You worked with our parents? How is that possible?” I didn’t recall

ever meeting him in my life.



“The cell should’ve sent real Dragons, not you wet behind the ear Salamanders if they wanted

me gone… Or was it him? I always thought he was a snake. It doesn’t matter, in the end, only the true

chosen will Ascend.“ He rambled on ignoring me. His eyelids were starting to get heavier and blood

gushed out his wound with each passing second.

None of what he was saying made an iota of sense. “Hey, answer me!” I kicked him again.

“Adin, help me up.”

I turned my head to see Noir sitting up on her elbows, her eyes were unfocused and she looked

dazed. I hesitated for a second, but quickly walked over to her and helped her get to her feet. She

leaned heavily against me.

“Take me to him.” She said, staring at bald scientist with a strange expression on her face I

couldn’t decipher.

I briefly glanced at her, but did I was told and helped her wobble over to him.

“You knew my parents?” She asked when we got to him.

His eyes flashed at her. “Yes… You should’ve seen their faces when they realized they were

going to die… It was glorious, the infamous Dragons, Jean and Claudette reduced to nothing but

whimpering infants.” He tried to laugh again, but it came out as a hack.

My mouth fell open. Her parents were dead? Worse than that, they were murdered. A click

sounded in my head, Noir’s random mood swings and aggressiveness suddenly all made sense.

In a blur, she snatched the gun from my lowered hand and shot the bald scientist twice in the

head. I stared bug eyed at the two small holes in the middle of his head that were surrounded with

speckles of blood.

“Oh my god…”

I turned to see Bianca with her hand over her mouth.



“Shit, what happened?” Josh was right behind her and stared wide eyed at the dead man on the

floor.

I took long strides to Bianca supporting Noir along the way and placed her on Bianca’s

shoulder. “No time to explain, Bianca get her to the extraction point.”

Bianca hesitantly nodded then took off dragging Noir along the way.

I turned towards Josh. “The guy on the floor deleted the HAARP data, is there anyway to retreat

it?”

“I can try.” He immediately went to work typing on the console.

I carefully watched the door for any sign of the reinforcements. My heart was pounding wildly

in my chest. We were seriously cutting it close.

“Hey, I think I’ve got something… It’s encrypted though. I’ll have to extract it onto this USB

drive, gimme a sec.” He pulled out a small USB stick and plugged it into one of the computers.

“Hurry up, Josh.” I said, out of the corner of my mouth.

“Okay… got it.” He rushed over to me with the black USB stick in his hand. “Let’s go.”

He started to walk passed me, but I stopped him. “Hold on, we can’t tell anyone about the USB

drive, not yet anyway.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I can’t explain right now, but I need you to trust me, Josh. I think there was something going on

here unrelated to the mission. I may be wrong, but I want to make sure.”

He gave me a suspicious look, then after a second handed me the USB stick. “I know I’m going

to regret this.”

I smiled. “Thanks, now let's get the hell out of here.”

Josh and I exited the main lab room and made our way cautiously into the hallway, on the



lookout for any reinforcements. Once we made it safely down the hall we turned right only to see a

convoy of security guards, marching in our direction.

I jerked Josh by his collar, causing him to stumble backwards into me. I frantically searched for

a place we could hide and spotted a green recycling container just a few feet away. Josh followed my

gaze and quickly ducked behind the recycled bin with me.

We both breathed heavily with the adrenaline of being discovered pumping through our veins.

The cacophony of footsteps neared closer and closer until they harmlessly went passed us. No sooner

than their footsteps dissipated behind us, we darted for the extraction point.

Josh and I reached the intersection near the elevator a short time later. All we had to do now

was take the right stretch of hallway through a few bends and out the exit upstairs to the roof.

“Hey, there they are!” A voice roared from nowhere. Emerging from the elevator was another

group of security guards clad in black, each with a gun in hand.

Josh and I paused momentarily at the unannounced visitors, but immediately picked up our feet

again. The mix of the fire alarm and gunshots created a chaos of symphony. We dashed left, then right,

then right again through a maze on our way to the extraction point.

Eventually, we spotted a large yellow door with a long metal bar in the middle, the exit. I

slammed into the metal bar, barely slowing down, but it only opened slightly with heavy resistance.

“Josh, help me!” I groaned, still pushing.

He came behind me a second later and pushed on the other side. The heavy footsteps of the

security guards were just around the corner now. I pressed my back against the cold metal bar and

pushed with all the strength in my legs. They threatened to give out with the overwhelming strain.

My heart skipped a beat with relief as the door slowly inched open, then Josh and I slipped

through the slim opening of the large door. We entered the dark, musty stairway and took the steps

two at a time. They ascended in a spiral, so we went up in virtual circles.



A heavy groan echoed below us. I peered down over the railing and saw a black handgun

pointing up at me. I jerked my head to the side and a moment later a couple of bullets ricocheted off

the railing where I’d just been.

Probably shouldn’t do that anymore.

“I see the door!” Josh yelled, excitedly in front of me.

With newfound strength, I redoubled my effort and pumped my legs even harder. A gray door

with a large metal handle was just ahead, it’s what stood between us and freedom. Josh turned it and

pushed the door open. Bright light instantly filled the dim staircase along with a large gust of wind

that threatened to shove us back into the stairway.

A shiny black helicopter hovered several feet in front of us vibrating loudly with the spinning of

its wings. Josh and I shut the door behind us and made a mad dash for the helicopter, all the while

fighting the force of the wind the helicopter created.

“Come on guys!” Bianca yelled; half hanging out of the helicopter with her hand extended.

The roof door opened behind us, but I didn’t dare turn around. Only a few more feet and we’d

reach safety. I leaped and grabbed Bianca’s hand when I was close enough. She hoisted me up and I

rolled inside the helicopter on my back. Josh bumped into me a few seconds later.

My chest heaved up and down as I lay staring at the white ceiling, but I didn’t have the luxury of

rest yet. I covered my head as bullets bounced off the helicopter. The ear-splitting sound of gunshots

faded as we lifted higher and higher into the hazy Alaskan sky.

After a while, I chanced raising my head and took a seat next to Bianca. Josh followed,

cautiously rising up to sit next to Noir. I noticed her for the first time across me. She was sitting up

straight with her head turned towards the window. There was nothing but snow and empty land below

us.

Bianca leaned over and whispered to me. “She’s been like that since entered the helicopter.”



Who could blame her? She had just come face to face with the man that murdered her parents. I

was still having trouble grasping that fact. Behind me was a man with blonde hair silently taking us

further and further away from the HAARP facility.

I lightly pressed against the pocket the USB stick was tucked safely away in. I’d deal with that

later. For now, even moving seemed like a monumental task as the adrenaline slowly drained from my

body.

“Dude, I thought we were goners.” Josh spoke trying to talk over the noise of the helicopter.

I tossed my head back and grunted “Tell me about it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 32
 

When we got back to Addison, everyone got checked out at the infirmary. Fortunately no one

had been injured. Afterwards, to the displeasure of the group, we were required to write detailed

reports regarding the mission. Of course, I omitted the information regarding Project Vita.

As soon as we were finished, we dragged ourselves to the Team Umbra dorm house and didn’t

leave our rooms for the rest of the day.

The very next day we held a small party to commemorate our first mission, even if technically it

had been a failure. We never uncovered who the traitor was, but no one knew I had the USB drive

except Josh.

I grabbed another piece of cake.

“You eat all that and your ass is going to jiggle for a week.” Josh said standing next to me.

A large piece of cake was wrapped up on a plate in my hand already. “They’re not for me.” I

laughed.

“For her?”

I nodded. Despite an invitation from Hope, Noir hadn’t shown up. Likewise, Candace wasn’t

here either, although she had popped up momentarily to congratulate us before disappearing again.

I noticed Josh sneaking peaks over at Mina who was drinking a soda in the corner. “Hey, you

never did tell me how your talk went with Mina.”

He smiled sheepishly. “She told me I wasn’t her type.”

“Oh…”

He waved his hand. “Oh no, it’s good.”

“It is?”



“I mean she did say that, but afterwards agreed to go on a date with me.”

I laughed. “So it went well.”

He rubbed his head with an awkward smile. “Sorry, yeah it did. Thanks to you.”

I put my arm over his shoulder. “Stop it, you’ll make me blush.”

He gave me a nervous glance. “Hey, Adin… what about that thing we found?” It was obvious

he was referring to the USB drive.

I took my arm off his shoulder and faced him. “I’ll need your help with it later… But for now,

we’re having a party, look alive!”

He reluctantly smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”

After a bit, I made an excuse and left the party with the plate of cakes. When I reached my

destination, I knocked on the wooden door with my free hand, but there was no answer. A few more

minutes passed, but still I was left standing idly outside the door.

If she’s not here…

I moved from the small wooden cabin to search for the two small branches that looked like they

were holding hands. It was infinitely easier to spot than it had been the first time, I’d been through the

process a million times since then after all. I carefully guarded the plate of cake in my hand as I

weaved my way through the thick trees.

Eventually, I saw the familiar light ahead and entered the sandy clearing. Noir stood at the

water’s edge attacking a wooden training dummy, although it looked more like she was trying to hack

it to pieces.

I took a few quiet steps over to her. “You’re missing a great party.” I raised the plate in my

hand. “I brought you cake.”

She continued hitting the dummy without looking at me. “I’m not interested.”



I set the plate on a small bench not too far away and approached her. “How long have you been

out here?” Her black tank top was drenched and she was sweating profusely.

“I don’t know.”

I stepped even closer to her and grabbed her right wrist before it could strike the dummy’s

wooden head. It looked thankful.

She threw a weak punch at me in reflex, but I easily caught it. “What do you think you are

doing?” She said, staring daggers at me.

“You look hot.”

She blinked. “What?”

“You should cool off.” I said, then pushed her. She tried to hold on to me, but lost balance and

fell backwards into the water creating a sizable splash.

A moment later, she shot up out of the water, completely soaked. “A-Are you insane?!” She

shrieked, shivering.

I tried to hold my laughter in, it was highly amusing to see her so disheveled. “I thought you

needed a break.”

She stared at me with lowered eyelids. “Well, I’m fully rested now, thank you very much.”

I smiled broadly. “The pleasure was all mine.”

“Are you going to help me out or continue to stare at me with that goofy grin on your face?”

I laughed and offered my hand. “Here.”

She forcefully grabbed it and pulled me in. I flopped into the cold water with a loud splash. A

moment later, I broke the water’s surface and immediately spun towards Noir.

She gave me a wide grin of her own. “Now we’re even.”

“Oh, it’s on now!” I scooped up some water sending a wave her way.



She was surprised at first, but quickly launched her own aqua assault at me. After going back

and forth for a little while I threw up my white flag. “Okay, okay! I surrender!”

She finally relented after sending one more volley of water at me. “You should know better than

to mess with Noir Ancel.”

“I’ll try and remember that.” I looked down at my drenched clothes. “We should really dry off

before we catch a cold or something.”

“We can change at my cabin.” She said, climbing out of the water, the ripples she created

bumped into me.

I followed her out of the water, but she stopped me.

“”Don’t forget the cake.”

I smiled. “I wouldn’t dare.”

She opened the cabin door with a key that was placed under the mat in front of it.

“Oh, now I know your secret hiding spot.”

She shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

I moved to speak, but the words died in my throat.

She pushed the door open and stepped inside, but spun around before I could enter. “Where do

you think you’re going?”

“Inside?”

“Not with those wet clothes.”

I pointed at her own tank top and leggings covered in water. “What about you?”

“You’ll make a right mess in your doused attire.” She had a point, the jeans and brown cotton

shirt I had on held way more water than what she was wearing.

“So you want me to strip here?” I teased..



She raised an eyebrow while sizing me up. “You can keep your underwear on.”

After careful deliberation, I sighed. “Turn around.” Sufficiently stripped and embarrassed, I

stepped inside her dark cabin with my still dripping wet clothes under my arm.

Noir pointed further into the right where a light brown wooden door was located. “You can

wash off in the bathroom first. I’ll dry your clothes by the fire.” She said, taking my stack of wet

clothes.

I thanked her and shut the door behind me. The bathroom was pretty much all wooden like the

rest of the house. In the left corner was a small toilet and in front was a medium-sized mirror. A

bathtub with a green curtain rounded out the rest of simple room.

I fully undressed and stepped inside the bathtub to start my shower. The water was cold as the

nozzle started up and hit me, but I didn’t mind. There’d been plenty of times at home where we’d had

to go without hot water.

I searched the small tub for soap, but didn’t see any. “Noir, I don’t see the soap!”

A minute later, the door opened and a pale white hand reached into the tub with a pink bar of

soap.

Fancy.

I thanked her and took it. Once the door slammed shut, I commenced my shower again but

immediately froze with the bar of soap under my armpit. The green curtain was being disturbed by an

unknown force.

I turned around to see a fully naked Noir behind me. The pink soap in my hand dropped to the

floor with a thud. I came to the realization I was still openly staring at her and swiftly spun back

around. “Noir, what are you doing?!” I yelled, covering my front with both hands.

“Taking a shower.” She said nonchalantly.



“I see that, but why with me?”

“Should I not be able to use my own shower?”

“That’s not the point!” I sighed. “Why do I even bother? You’re going to do what you want

anyway…”

I tried my best not to think about the fully naked girl with no clothes on behind me. Instead, I

filled my head with images of small kittens and rainbows in order to stave off the evil thoughts that

attempted to invade my mind, but was ultimately failing.

While I was fighting my inner demons, Noir suddenly spoke. “My parents were killed on a

mission a few months ago. They were investigating rumors regarding HAARP and the traitor. They

were strict and even at times cold during my childhood, but they were all I had, so when I lost them I

lost myself.”

I stood, silently, listening to Noir speak.

“As you know, I’m not the most sociable person, so when you offered me friendship I was...

reluctant. No… I was frightened.” She exhaled deeply. “What I’m trying to say is thank you for trying

to be my friend, Adin.”

“How come you were so different on the plane when we first met?” I asked, quietly.

“You were a stranger… I knew I wouldn’t be losing anything…” There was a quiver in her

voice.

“Noir…” I moved to turn around.

“Don’t... Don’t, I’m okay. ” She said in barely more than a whisper, placing a hand on my back,

then removed it and left the bathroom.

The spray of water continued to hit me, but I could barely feel it make contact with my skin.

Noir had just unveiled a major part of herself after months of nothing. It was a major breakthrough,

but I still wasn’t exactly sure what it meant.



I finished up and got out the shower. On the small toilet was a plain white towel she must’ve

left for me, I wrapped it around my waist and peeked my head out of the bathroom door. “Noir?”

I looked around and spotted her lying sideways on her bed with her back turned to me. She had

nothing but black panties on that left little to the imagination. I quickly averted my eyes to the ceiling.

“Noir?” I spoke into the small cabin once again, but she still didn’t answer.

Great. She chooses now to sleep?

With my eyes still on the ceiling, I carefully felt my way over to the bed and covered her with

the sheet that was beside her. Mission accomplished, I grabbed my still wet but noticeably dryer

clothes and put them on. I looked back at Noir one last time, she was still in the same position

breathing steadily.

I made my way back towards the Team Umbra dorm house, but at the last second changed

course and headed for the relaxation zone instead.

A short time later, I reached it. Thankfully there were only one or two stragglers in the area. I

took a heavy seat on the bench and let out a long breath. Despite my best efforts, the scene creeped

into my mind once again.

I had nearly gotten Noir killed. What the hell was that memory? I threw my head back and

reached my hand out for a passing cloud that resembled a goldfish.

“Reaching for the stars, Mr. Anderson?”

In my vision stood Dean Dexter upside down in his usual deep red robe. I wonder how he

never got hot in that thing. “Oh Dean, what are you doing out here?”

He walked around the bench to sit beside me. “I was on my way to a meeting, but saw one of

my favorite students.” He said, cheerfully.

I sat forward and smiled, glad for the unexpected meeting. There were some questions I wanted



to ask.

“Actually, there was something that I didn’t detail in the mission report that I was hoping to ask 

you about…”  

“So you did uncover something relating to the project?” He shot out.

“Well… I’m not sure. On the mission, I confronted a bald scientist named Max who claimed to

know who I and Noir were. And even said he worked with my father. Do you have any clue who he

is?”

He rubbed his chin. “Unfortunately not, I’m sorry.”

Guess I have to find that out on my own.

“He also went on a tangent about some sort of ascension and us being sent by the cell to take

him out, but I figured he was just a nut…”

Out of nowhere, Dean Dexter grabbed my shoulder in a firm grip and stared at me with wide

eyes. “Are you sure he mentioned The Cell?”

“Y-Yes…” I stammered, surprised by his sudden change in demeanor.

He looked away. “If what you’re telling me is true then…” He looked sharply back at me.

“How many others know about this?”

“Just me…” Noir had been unconscious for most of the bald scientist’s crazy rambling.

“If what you’re telling me is true then this is very disturbing news, Adin. You can tell no one of

this, do you understand?”

I hesitantly nodded. “What is the Cell…?”

He paused for a moment before speaking. “Not what, but who. I need time to digest what

you’ve just told me. Thank you for letting me know, even if you did think it was nonsense.”

I debated telling him about the strange memory and USB drive right then and there, but the



moment passed.

He removed his grasp from my shoulder. “I was planning on deploying you at a later date, but

this changes things… I know you’ve just returned from a mission, but I need you to head out again.”

Already?

We’d barely been back a day. “To where?”

“How do you like Korean food?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The end!
 

Thank you for completing Sixty-Seven Salamanders! If you enjoyed the book it would make a

huge difference if you could leave an honest review at these links. As a new author it really helps me

get my name out there.

 

http://www.amazon.com/Sixty-Seven-Salamanders-Book-ebook/dp/B01DSEFMXO

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29757210-sixty-seven-salamanders

http://www.amazon.com/Sixty-Seven-Salamanders-Book-ebook/dp/B01DSEFMXO
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29757210-sixty-seven-salamanders


 

Sixty-Seven Salamanders will be out later this year, so look forward to that also. Thank you

again!
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