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  Trigger Warning
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  Our identity is defined again and again, by the paths we choose each day.










  
  Prologue

March 11, 1997


Life is so unfair. 
I can’t help but think this as I watch Esther backflip off the beam and stick the landing. 
She arches her back and lifts her hands skyward, a triumphant smile on her face. I sigh and look down at my own thigh. A massive, plum-colored bruise is already blooming through my faded navy leotard -a souvenir from my last attempt at that same move. The fabric of my suit is so thin it’s practically a second skin, worn out from three years of being washed in the sink because I’m afraid the dryer will finally shred it. 
“That was perfect!” Coach Mendoza says, approaching the beam. His weathered features mirror Esther’s jubilance as he claps a large hand on her shoulder. “Absolute perfection kiddo, keep it up.” 
“Thanks, I will,” she aims that smug smirk of hers at him and tucks a loose strand of her straw-colored hair behind her ear.
I cross my arms, feeling sick to my stomach. 
“Way to go, Esther!” the girl next to me shouts while a few of the other girls in my gymnastics class follow suit, clapping and whooping in Esther’s behalf.
Okay, now I seriously want to puke.
“Let’s take fifteen. Rehydrate, cool down, stretch, etcetera,” Coach Mendoza says. “Hey, Karen?” 
At the sound of my name, I glance up. 
“Come here,” he beckons me to his side. 
My stomach tightening with nerves, I do as told. While I head his way, Esther glances at me. Our eyes meet and she averts her gaze, quickly turning her attention to one of her friends. “Lucy,” she calls as she darts away, “race you to the bench!”
I lift my chin, determined not to let Little Miss Perfect make me feel worse than I already do. 
Do I care if Esther Reams can’t even stand to look at me? Nope. Her snobbery is her issue, not mine. 
“Alright, Karen. I appreciate your fortitude,” Coach says, “but you need to admit when you’re hurt.” 
“What?” 
He points to the bruise on my thigh. 
I shrug. “It’s fine.” 
Coach Mendoza narrows his eyes. “It’s dangerous for an athlete not to admit when she's injured. How many times have I told you that?” 
“At least five billion, because that’s how many times I’ve fallen off the beam this week,” I mutter. “I’m used to bruises. I barely feel them.”
That's no exaggeration, I don’t feel them. What hurts more than a bruise is failure, and the sick feeling that comes with seeing yourself fall so far behind your teammates.  
Coach rests his hands on his hips and shakes his head, giving me a pointed look. “You’re too hard on yourself. Remember, we gave you that scholarship for a reason.” His thick mop of curly black hair jostling with every shake of his head, he continues, “You’re a natural. But to hone your abilities, you’ve got to listen to what I tell you. Alright?” 
I nod. 
“When you’re hurt, admit it.” He gives me another long look, which I return. “Now, I’m going to ask you again. Are you hurt?” 
“I’m fine. If I wasn’t, I’d tell you. I promise.”
His expression softening, he nods. “Alright, Karen.”
I turn on my heel, ready to head to my water bottle.
“Hold up, one more thing,” Coach says.
Just ahead, the other girls are huddled in a giggling mass around the benches where we keep our water bottles and towels. They’re probably talking about Titanic or singing the Hercules soundtrack again.
To be honest, I’m glad Coach has one more thing to tell me, even if it’s to fuss at me. I’d rather spend my water break listening to his criticism than waste it listening to the dumb conversations of my teammates. Yesterday, during our water break, the girls spent the entire fifteen minutes singing theme songs from Disney movies. If there’s Karaoke in hell, I’m sure it’d be exactly like those fifteen minutes. 
Coach nods to the beam. “Why do you think Esther does so well up there?” 
“Because she’s been taking gymnastics since she was two.”
“It’s more than that,” he speaks slowly, as if he’s choosing his words with care. “It has to do with her awareness. Esther pays attention to her surroundings. You don’t.”
“Yes I do!”
Coach’s eyebrows go up and I realize I’ve said this louder than intended. 
Glancing down, I avoid his eyes as I explain myself, “My mom and my little sister are Deaf. I’ve been interpreting for them my whole life, and they’re constantly asking me what’s going on. So, I’m, like, always hyper aware of what’s going on around me. My mom jokes ... used to joke that awareness is my superpower.”
“I know about your situation, Karen and that’s not what I mean.” Coach sighs. “You’re focused, no doubt about it. But my point is you’re too focused on what’s going on in here.” He taps his forehead. “You need to take a moment and pay attention to where you are in time and space.” 
I frown at him in confusion.
Coach chuckles and runs his palm over his face, “Okay. To put it simply, be aware of where you are on the beam, so you don’t fall off.” 
My face warms as I recall the awful moment of falling. Right after gravity pulled me down from a split jump, there was this gut-dropping sliver of a second when I realized my left foot hadn’t landed on the beam. My thigh scrapping the beam, I hit the mat and heard an audible gasp from the girls in my class. That was one of the most embarrassing moments I’ve had in gymnastics. 
Coach’s dark eyebrows go up, and ditching his smile, he speaks quickly. “Even so, I think you’re doing great for only taking gymnastics two years.”
“Three.” 
“Three years is still nothing compared to the experience the other girls have. What you need to do is focus on your awareness. Stop rushing into everything. Slow down and pay attention to where you are.”
I nod. Coach might be right. I do rush into my moves. It's like I’m afraid to just take a beat and stand still. 
“So today, I want you to stay after class and work on your split jump with that in mind. Then, tomorrow we’ll work on your backflip. Alright?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Coach gives my shoulder a brief pat, and I can’t help but notice that it isn’t the warm way he clapped a hand on Esther’s shoulder after her perfect routine. I stifle a sigh. 
“That’s all, kiddo.” He starts to his office, but turns back to me, calling over his shoulder, “Get one of the girls to stay and spot you. I can’t stay after practice today.” 
“Oh. Okay,” I reply, my stomach sinking. 
I glance back at the thirteen girls comprising my class. They’re still loitering near the benches, water bottles in hand, talking and laughing. Which one of them is going to want to stay after class and spot the weird scholarship-kid who falls off the beam every five seconds? 
I head to them, my stomach continuing to sink as I scan their faces, searching for one that has a hint of compassion. My gaze stops on Esther Reams, and at the sight of her, my hope fades even more.
If Esther, the leader of this rich-girl pack, won’t even acknowledge my existence, then none of her minions will. She stands at the very center of the crowd, her head held high while our classmates assume their roles as her sycophantic friends, surrounding her like ladies in waiting.
It’s disgusting- the way kids with money are worshipped. I mean, sure Esther’s the best gymnast in our class, but that’s because she has the money to train with as many coaches as she wants for as long as she wants. If I had her money, I’d be the best too.
Now that I’m close enough to hear more than giggling and indecipherable high-pitched noises, I tune into what the girls are saying. 
“…and did you see the way her leotard’s all worn in the butt? It’s so gross,” a girl named Heather whispers, her green eyes sparkling as she speaks in between titters of laughter.
“I swear to God,” another girl, Lucy, says in a stage whisper, “Karen wears the same leotard to every practice. Look at it! That wedgie-machine is the same one she wore yesterday.”
As my name leaves Lucy’s lips, warmth floods my face and neck.
“What are we even talking about? Who’s Karen?” Esther asks while her friends laugh. 
Mortified, I grab a water bottle from the nearby ice chest and turn away from the giggling. Apparently, they still haven’t noticed that I’m within earshot, because now they’re not even bothering to whisper as someone tells Esther who I am. 
My breath becomes a ball that’s stuck in the back of my throat. Forcing myself to calm down, I take a swig of water and turn to the mirrors lining the wall at my left. 
Matthew’s Gymnastics used to be a dance studio before the owner, a former gymnast named Earl Matthews, converted it into a gymnastics training center. Mr. Matthews keeps saying he’s going to remove the remaining mirrors, but he has yet to do so. I’m glad they’re still lining the walls because, as Lucy so eloquently pointed out, due to outgrowing all three of my leotards, there’s always something on my person that needs to be readjusted.
Right now for example, I do look like I’m wearing a wedgie-machine. I fix my leotard and my gaze returns to Esther and her friends. Two of the girls are arguing about what movie they're all going to watch tonight.
Finally, Esther stops the argument by saying, "We’ll just watch both movies," with near regal decisiveness. "And I'm getting take-out from Olive Garden again. Their breadsticks are literally my life…” 
An unsettling hollowness forming in the pit of my stomach, I turn away from their conversation, leave the benches, and start for the boys’ side of the floor.   
It’s not that it hurts me to be left out. It’s that I like to master things. And obviously, when it comes to mastering social challenges, I suck.
Every kid at Matthew’s Gymnastics has scored an invitation to one of Esther’s famous movie nights. Even the boys get invited. She hosts them a couple of times each month, and I’ve heard they’re awesome because her house is basically a mansion. They say her parents are always out of town too. 
Of course I can only go by what I’ve heard, because I'm the one kid here who's never been invited. And even if I were, it’s not like my dad would let me go. Even though he’s hardly ever home to care what my little sister and I are up to, when he is around, he’s crazy overprotective about letting us hang out with other people. 
But it's fine. I’m used to being on my own. Esther’s refusal to acknowledge me isn’t a big deal.
I pad across the floor and reaching out my hand, let it graze one of the high bar’s poles as I pass it. 
Actually, I guess I do kind of feel left out. It’s not that I don’t understand why I don't make a bleep on Esther’s radar. I get it. I’m here on a scholarship, my leotards are too small and faded, and there’s the small fact that these kids think my family is weird. So, I understand that I’m not the happy-go-lucky, money-falling-out-of-her-ears Barbie doll clone Esther would invite into her circle. But understanding why I’m shunned doesn’t stop it from hurting.  
I pad past the rings and enter the boys’ territory, trying to ignore the sting of dejection that’s creeping into my mood. 
The boys’ half of the floor is similar to ours, but it sounds different; it’s much louder due to the amount of talking, laughing, and goofing off.  Unlike our coach, the boy’s instructor, Coach Peterson, is lax about letting the other guys talk and hang out when he’s focused on working with just a couple of them. And despite Coach Peterson’s laid back attitude, the guys do really well at meets-especially Nathaniel Colbert. 
 He’s the "Esther" of the boys’ team, but without the snobbery.  
While Coach Peterson patiently works with two boys on the pommel horse, I scan the surrounding gymnasts for Nathaniel and spot him at the tub of chalk. At the sight of him, relief washes over me. I start towards him, my ebbing mood already beginning to improve. 
There’s not a chance any of the girls in my class will be willing to stay late and spot me, but I bet Nathaniel will. He’s the nicest hearing person I’ve ever met.
When I first started coming to Matthew’s Gymnastics, Nathaniel hung out with me on breaks, and on the many nights Dad would forget to pick me up, Nathaniel was quick to offer me a ride home.  
I smooth down my hair and give my leotard a quick tug at the butt. 
To be honest, his kindness took me by surprise. I’ve gone to school with Nathaniel since elementary school, but we’d never said much to each other. Besides that, with his dark hair, perpetual tan, and dreamy hazel eyes, he’s crazy hot. So, I assumed that, like most of the wealthy, good-looking boys at Peake High, he’d be a jerk. 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
Taking a deep breath, I hope my too-tight leotard will stay put for at least the next five minutes and return my attention to Nathaniel. His dark brown hair is already growing out of the Caesar-style haircut he got a few weeks ago. It’s growing almost as fast as he is. These days it seems like he gets taller and more muscular every time I look at him.     
A serious look on his face, he dusts his hands with way too much chalk and accidently gets a ton of it in his hair.  
I can’t help but smile. 
He looks up, spots me, and his eyes light up.
“You have chalk in your hair,” I point out.
He leans forward and shakes out his hair, but this does nothing.
I laugh. “I’ll get it.” 
He grins and stoops so I don’t have to stand on my tiptoes.
Just last year we were almost the same height. Now, a mere three months later, he’s shot up to six feet. Lightly biting the inside of my cheek, I lean towards him and try to ignore the flutter that runs through my chest. 
“So, the town vigilante struck again. Did you hear the latest story?” I ask as I run my fingers through his soft brown hair, dusting away the chalk. “I heard it on the radio on the way here. They’re calling it, ‘The Unseen Adventures Continue’.” 
“Nah, I missed that one. What happened?” he asks.
And then there’s that-the deeper voice that came with the height. 
“Got it. You’re chalk free.”
“Thanks.” Nathaniel stands, straightening to his full height as he crosses his arms. “So, who did Unseen save this time?”
“This time,” I say, “some guy who lost custody of his kid brought a gun to Peake Skating Rink, where she was having her birthday party. So there were all these kids there when he busts in waving a gun around, saying he’s going to take his daughter with him. Then out of nowhere he gets punched in the face by ‘something that seemed to be invisible’, even though some witnesses claim they saw a flash of a figure with glowing eyes. Then, some reporter asked the Sherrif if this proved that Unseen’s real, and of course the Sherrif refused to comment.”
Nathaniel sighs. “When are they just going to admit the dude’s real?” 
“I know,” I reply. But my thoughts drift to a brief conversation I had with my dad a few months back. 
Mom and Tessa Jr., my little sister, were both still asleep, so our house was unusually quiet as my father and I sat at the table eating breakfast. I was reading the newspaper while he frantically jotted some formula or whatever into one of the notebooks he’s always carrying around with him. Meanwhile, I came across an article about Unseen rescuing a family from a burning building. I was so impressed I started reading it out loud. But three sentences in, Dad shut me up with, “No. Stop. Stop!” 
When I asked him why, he shook his head and said, “Because it’s implausible nonsense.”
So, I figure that if my father, a high school science teacher with a PhD in biology, calls the idea of Unseen “implausible nonsense,” then it’s certainly understandable for the police to also question the existence of our town’s supposedly supernatural vigilante.
“My dad doesn’t think Unseen’s real,” I say, glancing at Nathaniel, “and he’s the smartest person I know. I mean, we are talking about an invisible superhero. The whole idea’s pretty out there.” 
“Yeah.” Nathaniel shrugs. “But when you hear the same kinds of stories from tons of different eyewitnesses, you have to admit there’s got to be something to what everyone’s saying.” 
“I know,” I agree, “I’m just saying I can understand how the idea of an invisible guy running around saving people’s lives is a little hard to believe.”  
A stream of laughter erupts on the other side of the gym and I glance that way.
Esther, still at the center of the circle that the girls in my class have formed, appears to be telling some hilarious story. 
“Then again, sometimes I think Unseen and I have a lot in common,” I mutter. 
“What do you mean?” 
“We’re both invisible.” I look at my feet. Some of Nathaniel’s chalk has fallen on them. 
“You’re not invisible, Karen” Nathaniel says.
I glance up and he’s looking at me with those intense hazel eyes of his. A streak of nerves zip through me, so I avoid his eyes and let my gaze wander to Coach Peterson while he points to the base of the pommel horse, explaining something to one of the boys he’s working with. 
“Yeah, I am.” I frown. “Here, no one notices me, except to make fun of me. At school the only people who know I’m alive are you and Julia. Then, there’s home, where my mom...” 
I gulp, my thoughts shifting to the catatonic look in Mom’s eyes when I told her goodbye this morning. She didn’t even acknowledge me. It was like I wasn’t there. And if she’s still lying in bed when I get home, this will be the seventh day in a row that she hasn’t gotten out of bed. 
 “People at school do notice you. And your mom, uh, she’s not herself. She’s, um,” Nathaniel stammers.
“Crazy?” I suggest. 
“That’s not what I was going to say. She’s not crazy.”
“Yeah, well, whatever.” I clear my throat. “Anyway, I didn’t come over here to talk about her. I wanted to, uh, ask you, um, Coach Mendoza wants me to stay late and work on my split jumps. But he has to leave right after practice, so I was wondering if you, like, maybe, could-”
“Yeah, I’ll help you,” Nathaniel interrupts, grinning.
I return his smile, my cheeks warming. “Thanks. And I’d ask my dad to pick me up, but lately he’s been-” 
“Sure, I’ll take you home too.” Nathaniel’s perfect smile widens.
I laugh and run my palms, which are beginning to sweat, across the front of my leotard. A sudden silence falling between us, Nathaniel shifts on his feet and I rack my mind for something to say. 
Coach Peterson bails us out by shouting, “Nathaniel, you’re up, bud.” The older man points to the rings where all of the other boys are headed and I breathe a sigh of relief. 
As much as I like talking to Nathaniel, sometimes I feel like I’m drowning in a pool of my own awkwardness.
“Gotta go,” Nathaniel says, touching my elbow. 
My skin tingles where he’s touched me, and barely able to find my voice, I nod. As he turns to leave, I force my gaze away, refusing to let it wander after him. 
What would be the point? We’re friends, and friends don’t stare at other friends’ butts when they’re walking away.
“Girls, break is over. Come on back!” Coach Mendoza shouts. 
I head in the direction of my classmate’s giggles, grit my teeth, and prepare for invisibility.

      [image: ]“If I’d known you were going to work me so hard, I wouldn’t have asked you to help me,” I say, rubbing my calves. 
I’m only half-joking, Nathaniel actually did kind of get me to perfect my split jump, which I will be eternally grateful for. 
“Mmm ...” he replies, distracted as he turns onto my street and drives towards my house.
“Why are you so quiet tonight?” I ask. Usually, I’m the quiet one and Nathaniel’s the talker. But he’s been oddly silent during our ride home. 
“When you were on the beam, I was thinking how we have the opposite problem,” Nathaniel says as he pulls into my driveway.
I glance at my house. Not only is Dad’s station wagon nowhere to be seen, but our front door is ajar. 
Dammit. I roll my eyes, annoyed. Dad probably came home and then left again in such a hurry he forgot to close the front door behind him. Typical.
Dad does things like this way too often. He disappears for hours on end, saying he’s working an “invention,” meanwhile, leaving me to babysit my little sister and my mentally ill mother all on my own. 
Pushing my thoughts aside, I return my attention to Nathaniel, “What do you mean we have opposite problems?” I ask.
“When you’re up there, you’re,” Nathaniel frowns, searching for his words. “You’re fearless. You just go for it. But a lot of times your form is all wrong.”
“So, I’m a brave idiot.” I smile. “Thanks.” 
“No, your form’s not always wrong,” he quickly says. “Sometimes it needs work, but that’s no big deal. I’m just saying you’re not afraid, and I’m not like that. My form’s good, but there are these moments when I’m up there and…” His voice trails off.
“And what?”
“Gymnastics is everything to me, you know?” Nathaniel’s tone lowers, turning more serious. “And I don’t, like, always fit in, uh, at school.”
I have to frown at that one. Why does Nathaniel think he doesn’t fit in at school? He’s gorgeous, so the girls adore him. He’s a star gymnast with the kind of build you see in the pages of a superhero comic book, so the guys want to be him. These two factors equal to him having tons of friends. 
I keep my mouth shut, deciding to hear him out instead of pointing any of this out. 
“People just feel sorry for me,” he slowly continues. “But when it comes to gymnastics, I’m good. So good that when people see me up there, they forget to feel sorry for me. They finally see me instead of this kid whose Dad used to send him to school with a busted lip every other week.” 
Nathaniel’s gaze darts down to the steering wheel, his features pushed forward into a sort of pinch, like he’s been hurt. That look sends an ache to my stomach and I wish to God I knew how to soothe his hurt. But I’m the worst at comforting people, all I know how to do is listen.
“Yeah?” I quietly say. 
“Yeah,” he says, his eyes still on the steering wheel. “But sometimes, when I’m up there, especially when I’m on the high bar, sometimes I can’t forget who I really am and I get, like, frozen.”
“Frozen?” 
“Yeah.” He nods. “I get this helpless feeling, just like when I was a kid. It’s like this overwhelming coldness that chokes me, and I can’t finish the routine. I literally freeze up.”
I stare at him, processing this. 
First of all, I can’t believe he’s never told me this. And secondly, I’ve never witnessed this happen to Nathaniel. His routines are always fluid and graceful. He makes everything look easy.
“It only happens on the high bar. I guess I need your fearlessness.” He offers me a weak smile and runs a hand through his hair, messing it up even more than it already is. This, however, does nothing to detract from his looks.
In fact, the messy hair somehow makes him sexier. With his leather jacket, disheveled hair, and sleepy hazel eyes, he’s gorgeous. I could spend the rest of tonight sitting here and just staring at him. Then again, it’s probably callous of me to let myself fantasize about Nathaniel while he’s trying to bare his soul about a serious problem.
I shift in my seat and attempt to resituate my thoughts.
“Nah, you don’t want to be like me.” Without thinking, I point to one of his biceps. “And thanks to these guys, when you’re quietly freaking out on the high bar, no one even notices.” 
Nathaniel glances at his upper arm and then at me. “What do you mean?”
“People are too distracted by your body to notice the look on your face.”
His eyebrows go up and he turns the color of a stop sign. 
I cringe. “That sounded different in my head.”
Nathaniel breaks into a smile. “All this time, I thought you didn’t even notice the gun show.” Still grinning, he flexes his muscles. 
I wave him off. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant ...” I pause, trying to figure out how to not sound like a leering freak.  
“You meant, ‘Geez Louise, Nathaniel, you’re, like, so hot,’” he says in a terrible, high-pitched imitation of my voice. 
I give him a shove. “No! That’s so not what I meant! You know nothing I say comes out right. I’m a damn CODA.” 
He narrows his eyes at me. “A what?”
“A CODA, Child of Deaf Adults. That means English isn’t my first language.” 
“Yeah, I’m going to call B.S. on that,” Nathaniel snorts and, looking a little too pleased with himself, narrows his eyes. “Just because one of your parents is Deaf doesn’t mean you have no grasp of English.” 
“Not one, both.” I punch him in the arm.
He laughs, “I took your Dad’s Biology class last year and we had spoken conversations every day. Your dad’s not Deaf.”  
“Technically he is because he can barely hear without his hearing aids, and more importantly he’s a huge supporter of Deaf culture.” I thrust a finger in Nathaniel’s face. “So, you don’t know what you’re talking about. Oh, and when I was a baby, I signed in ASL before I learned how to talk. So English is not my first language. Ha!” 
Nathaniel arches an eyebrow at me. “And all of that has what to do with you calling me hot?” 
My face is burning, but I play it cool by rolling my eyes and opening the passenger door as if I couldn’t care less. “I didn’t call you hot.” 
“You inferred it.” 
“You wish. Or maybe you don’t, because then Julia would kill us both.” I jokingly reply as I slide out of his Jeep. “Hey, uh, seriously though, thanks for the ride and everything.” I glance back at Nathaniel and his grin has disappeared. 
A serious look returning to his eyes, he nods. “Yeah, no problem. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
His serious tone and expression stop me cold, and I realize what I’ve said wrong. Julia. I shouldn’t have mentioned her.
When your two best friends decide to go out with each other and then decide to break up, apparently, it’s bad form for the friend who is caught in the middle to mention them to each other.
Sighing, I start towards my house and Nathaniel pulls away, his tires crunching the bits of gravel in our driveway. 
I approach our opened front door, where I’m greeted by sound of my little sister’s incredibly loud crying. 
“Geez Louise, why’d Dad leave her here with just Mom home?” I mutter, my irritation with myself shifting into irritation with my absent-minded father. He’s overprotective and yet constantly forgetting that we exist. It’d be nice if he’d pull it together at least every once in a while. 
My little sister’s cries become screams.
I dash into the house, my gaze going to a red stain on the carpet near our front door. It looks like blood. My heart racing, I run in the direction of my little sister’s screams.






  
  Chapter 1- Karen

March 18, 1997


The first word my mom taught me to spell was “Deaf.” I remember the way she gently guided my pencil and explained that “Deaf” should always be written with a capital D because it's an important word defines our culture, and our entire identity. 
Mom went on to explain that even though I’m hearing, I'm being raised by two Deaf parents. She said that means, culturally, I’m Deaf. 
Now, this familiar word is what I stumble over as Reverend Miller says, “For many years, Tessa Lyles was an active member of her community, outspokenly fighting for the rights of the Deaf here in the town of Peake, and across the entire state of Alabama…” 
I take a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent of the graveyard's freshly mown lawn. 
A graveyard. We're actually in a graveyard.
I stop signing and glance at Dad.
I've never seen his shoulders so hunched, or his mouth and jaw so tight. Rounded shoulders sagging towards the ground, he wears the shocked and embittered expression of someone who's just lost everything.
That tracks. Mom was his everything. 
Suddenly, the man standing behind him, a Deaf guy Mom used to be friends with, shifts on his feet and frowns. The flash of movement yanks me out of my head and reminds me that I'm supposed to be interpreting.
Snapping back to the present, I sign quickly, summarizing what Reverend Miller is saying, "In the days, weeks, and months to come, we will need to comfort those who our beloved Tessa left behind. Her two daughters, Karen and Tessa Junior…"
My heart constricts as a lump forms in my throat. But I keep signing. Focused on turning each of the Reverend's thoughts into ASL phrases, I shove my feelings aside and power through.  
"In recent years, towards the end of Tessa's life, she wasn't herself. But we remember the real Tessa Lyles, don't we, friends? Her kindness, her intelligence, her devotion to her children…"
Forcing myself not to feel, I focus on signing. When that isn't enough, I focus on a breeze that drifts through the cemetery. It carries the scent of incoming rain and gently lifts the hem of my new black dress- a simple short-sleeved polyester thing from Super Walmart's "reduced-price" rack. My little sister, Tessa, wears an identical dress, but two sizes smaller.  
Mom would've never made us wear Walmart sales rack dresses to a funeral. She would've made sure we had something pretty to wear. Dresses from one of the nicer stores in the mall.
I glance at my little sister and meet her bright blue eyes. As pretty as can be, Tessa looks back at me, blinking quickly while she follows my every sign. Despite the intelligence in her eyes, her mouth hangs open and a pool of drool collects in the right corner of her lips.
Mom's not here to look out for her. And as much as Dad loves us, he can't handle Tessa. He can barely take care of himself.  
Taking a deep breath, I sign, “Excuse me for a second,” to the audience and address Tessa, signing, "You need to wipe your mouth," in ASL. 
She returns my gaze, her expression blank. 
Geez Louise. Does my sister even understand what's happening right now? I know that she knows Mom's gone. After all, she was the one who found Mom's body. But does she even understand that this is our mother's funeral?
I frown in my little sister's direction and repeat my order more sharply, "Wipe your mouth!"
Tessa tilts her head and blinks back at me.
Thankfully, one of Mom and Dad’s friends, a short Deaf lady named Judy, who’s standing right behind Tessa, touches Tessa’s shoulder and helps her wipe her mouth.  
I sigh and pick up where I left off in interpreting. But I try not to pay too much attention to what I'm signing. Listening too closely will trigger unwanted emotions. So, I pay just enough attention to continue interpreting and discreetly study the crowd of black-clad mourners. There are a ton of people here. The crowd is made up of our neighbors, acquaintances from church, Dad’s fellow teachers from school, and to my surprise, a lot of my classmates. But dispersed among the familiar faces are people I don’t recognize. 
For example, just behind Ms. Nancy Greenich, my school guidance counselor, is an unfamiliar couple. The man and woman both wear expensive-looking dark suits and sunglasses. They stand with their arms folded and vague, expressionless faces.
Movement from my little sister catches my eye. She leans over, picking her raggedy brown diary up from the grass. At the sight of her tattered old notebook, it takes everything I have not to roll my eyes.
Tessa brings that damn diary with her everywhere. She uses it to record the weirdest things. Last week, she stared at me for a solid fifteen minutes and then asked, “How much does your head weigh?” before jotting my answer down. Later that day, I looked at what she'd written and found the estimated weight of my head beside a poorly drawn sketch of my head separated from my body. 
Now, I watch her open the worn book and grab a pen from the pocket of her dress. With this, she looks at me, arches one of her blonde eyebrows, and signs, “You sad?” 
A twinge of pain erupting in my stomach, I sign, “Excuse me,” to the audience, look at my little sister, and wrestle with what I'm supposed to say.
Am I sad? Telling the truth would mean telling my little sister I'm not sad. I'm angry with our dead mother for losing her mind and leaving us all alone with a father who can't take care of us.
I force a smile and sign, “Yes. I'm sad.” 
She nods and fervently jots this down in her diary.
A few people look at her.
I sigh.
My God, our family is weird. And now that Mom’s gone, we’ve become even weirder. 

      [image: ]After the sermon, the twinge of fire in my stomach is worse. It feels like I’ve swallowed a handful of lit matches that are slowly charring my insides.
I tighten my grip on Tessa’s hand, our palms sweaty against each other. I keep my chin down, weaving through the graveyard crowd like I’m navigating a minefield. I don’t want to see the pity in their eyes
Tessa yanks my arm, nearly dislocating my shoulder as she utters a sharp, guttural grunt and then points to Nathaniel.
He's a few feet away, a head taller than the rest of the mourners, his dark suit making him look older- like a man instead of the boy I grew up with. He’s surrounded by his crew: Brad, Ryan, and Mark. The elite guard of high school jerks.
The fire in my gut flares. Why are they even here? They don’t care about my mom. To them, this is just a Tuesday away from class, a chance to wear a tie and act solemn while they wait for the after-party.
Tessa rips her hand away from mine and charges toward them.
“Tessa, no!” I hiss, reaching for her. But my sister is like a bat out of hell, darting through the black-clad bodies with zero regard for social grace. I try to follow, but I’m intercepted by some Hearing lady who smells like stale lilies and peppermint. She grabs my face, plants a wet kiss on my cheek, and whispers how sorry she is.
I mutter a "thank you" through gritted teeth, my eyes locked on my sister. She's stopped right behind Nathaniel, frantically flipping her diary open to a fresh page, her pen poised like a weapon.
As I get closer, the boys’ voices drift over the damp grass.
“…I thought Deaf people were supposed to be quiet,” Ryan drawls, his voice dripping with that fake-intellectual tone he uses when he’s being a prick. “But dude, they’re so loud. The grunting is unreal.”
“And did you hear that one Deaf guy fart?” Brad snickers. “Dude sounded like a machine gun. Eight seconds, solid. I thought the casket was gonna vibrate.”
I freeze. My blood goes from boiling to ice-cold. They’re laughing. At my mother’s funeral.
“Shut up, Brad,” Nathaniel says, but his voice lacks the punch I want. “We all know that was you farting.”
The boys laugh louder. I stand there, trembling. I don’t know if I want to kiss Nathaniel for defending us or punch him for standing there with those idiots in the first place.
Tessa doesn't wait for an invitation. She barges into their circle, signing at Nathaniel with violent, sharp movements: “Tall? You? Tall? You?” 
Oh God. I tense.
“Whoa! Look who it is.” Ryan laughs. He reaches down and taps Tessa’s arm- something you never do to her- and speaks in a patronizing, slow-motion drawl: “Hey, For-rest Gump. What. You. Got. There?”
Tessa just blinks, her blue eyes wide and confused.
“She’s Deaf, you moron,” I scream, "she can't hear you!"
The boys jump. I shove past Nathaniel, my shoulder hitting his chest, and grab Tessa’s wrist. She fights me, not understanding that I’m pulling her out of the line of fire. She's strong for her size, but I'm stronger, and I drag her away.
“Karen, wait!” Nathaniel calls, running after me.
Tessa breaks free and runs back to him, looping her arm through his. She beams up at him like he’s a knight in shining armor. But her knight looks like he wants to crawl into a hole and die.
“I’m sorry,” Nathaniel mutters, his gaze darting to the ground. “Those guys are idiots.”
“And you're still friends with them,” I snap. But the look in his eyes stops me. It makes me remember what he told me in his Jeep the night I found Mom- that sometimes he freezes up and finds himself trapped in an overwhelming fear that stops him from doing anything. Maybe that’s why he didn’t jump to Tessa’s defense, he froze up.  
“I get it. Whatever.” I glance at Tessa. “She was asking you how tall you are. So, she can write it in her diary.”
Nathaniel uses the signs I taught him years ago to give Tessa his height. I watch them, a familiar ache settling in my chest as I wonder what Tessa would be like if she weren’t mentally impaired. 
When Tessa was about six, one of our town’s specialists diagnosed her with autism and Mom and Dad argued over the diagnosis for months. Dad insisted that Tessa had autism, but Mom thought the doctor was wrong because Tessa doesn’t seem to have any of the traits that are usually associated with autism. So, I don’t know if my little sister has autism, but I know she’s different. 
The kids at our school know too, and they’re jerks about it. They make fun of the way she sometimes drools or walks with an awkward gait. Some of them mock her to her face, but most do it behind her back, which is typical of hearing people.  
“Your dad,” Nathaniel says, nodding toward the edge of the crowd. “Is he... okay?”
I look. Dad is currently vibrating with rage, scurrying away from Ms. Greenich, the school counselor, like she’s carrying the plague. He thrusts his hands into his pockets, his face twisted into a scowl.
“Dr. Lyles!” Nathaniel’s voice drops an octave. Before I can stop him, he’s marching toward my father while Tessa clings to his arm like a parasite.
Nathaniel reaches out for a respectful handshake, and then awkwardly retracts his arm, at the last minute, deciding to go in for a hug. I cringe as he leans towards my father with open arms. 
Dad takes a step back. “Please refrain from touching me. I am not a hugger,” he barks, his voice loud and flat, cutting through the somber atmosphere like a chainsaw. Even though Nathaniel hasn't touched him, Dad dusts off his jacket.
My face burning with embarrassment, I lower my gaze to the grass. Sometimes, my dad acts like a malfunctioning robot.
“My wife didn’t kill herself,” Dad announces to nobody in particular, his eyes fixed on Nathaniel’s tie rather than his face. “She would never do that. I’m not at liberty to explain exactly what happened, but Tessa's death was not a suicide.”
Here we go again. I sigh, still staring at the dead grass.
I need to get Tessa away before Dad starts a scene. I scan the crowd and spot Ms. Davidson, our neighbor. She’s a gossip and a chatterbox, but she always has a soft spot for Tessa.
“Let’s go see Ms. Davidson!” I sign to Tessa. “Maybe she has cookies!”
Turns out Ms. Davidson doesn't have cookies. Instead, she has a lecture on the "sin of suicide."
“Apparently, your mother didn't know how loved she was,” Ms. Davidson says, her large, doughy hand squeezing mine. “A sadness spurred on by loneliness... a wicked path...”
Thunder rolls overhead, deep and ominous. A raindrop splashes onto my eyelash.
“Ms. Davidson, I need to interpret for her,” I lie as I retract my hand from hers.
“Oh, honey, Little Tessa understands me!” she coos, reaching down to pinch Tessa’s cheeks like she’s a toddler.
Tessa’s face transforms. Her eyebrows crash together in a fierce scowl, and she swats Ms. Davidson’s hand away. “NO TOUCH! NO TOUCH!” she signs, her movements frantic and angry.
“My, my,” Ms. Davidson laughs, completely oblivious to the trauma she's causing. “What a big temper for such a little girl!”
I grab the umbrella Ms. Davidson offers just to get her to stop talking. “Thank you. We have to go.”
“Be careful, dear,” Ms. Davidson adds, her voice suddenly dropping. “And watch yourself at night. I’ve seen you taking the trash out late at night, wearing nothing but a T-shirt, bless your little heart. You won't want to do that anymore, darling. Because there’s been a black car parked two doors down for two days now. Someone just sitting there… watching.”
I blink. “A black car?”
“Yes! I marched up to it yesterday and it sped off like a criminal!”
“KAREN!” My dad’s voice booms across the cemetery. “LET’S GO!”
I wince as the hearing people around us do that "polite" thing where they pretend they aren't staring at us while we make a scene.  
As I haul Tessa towards Dad and our station wagon, we pass a few Deaf families from church who give us those long, soulful "I feel your pain" looks. But I can't stop and say goodbye. I need to get out of here. 
In the distance, I spot Julia, my only real friend, standing with the Preppy Triplets"- Esther Reams, Amber White, and Riley Frasier. Julia's crying, her nose pink and raw. I want to go to her, but as Esther, perfect and polished as always, gives Julia a hug, the fire in my stomach roars.
She has her cool friends by her side. They'll comfort her. 
I turn away from Julia and continue on towards the car. When we reach it, my relief evaporates. Dad sits behind the wheel, punching the steering wheel so hard the horn blares in rhythmic, angry bursts.
“Geeze Louise,” I mutter, looking around.
Tessa yanks my arm. “Mad?” she signs, her eyes wide.
Dad jumps out of the car and sprints to a black vehicle parked in front of us. He stoops down, checking its license plate. Then he runs to the one behind us. Another black car.
“Fuck!” he screams. A woman nearby gasps.
Dad is soaking wet now, the rain turning his suit into a heavy, sodden mess. He continues running from car to car, checking each license plate like a man possessed.
Is he looking for the black car Ms. Davidson mentioned? Does he know who's inside?
“Is Dad mad?” Tessa repeats, her hand trembling as she signs.
“Stop asking,” I sign back, my own heart hammering. “Get in the car.”
I open the umbrella and watch my father- the man who's supposed to be our rock- unravel in the rain. I don’t know why Mom lost her mind and… left us. And I don’t know why Dad's hunting for license plates at her funeral.
I only know that we're going home to a cold and empty house, that the fire in my stomach is spreading, and from now on, I'm the only one who can keep our family from drowning.






  
  Chapter 2- Tessa


Karen is not nice. I hate Karen. 
Karen has an ugly ring and I took it. 
I didn't want it. But I saw Momma give Karen that silver ring, and I feel jealous. Momma never gave me a ring.  
I always get nothing. Karen always gets everything. 
Karen goes to gymnastics, but I never get to go to gymnastics. Not fair.
Karen always goes with Nathaniel to do fun things. I never get to go do fun things with Nathaniel. Not fair!
This morning, after breakfast, I went to Karen’s room and took the ring. That's fair. Ha!
Now, Momma's funeral is finished. I'm home, sitting near our front door, watching people come into our house. They're bringing flowers and food. It's a lot of people. 
Too many people. All of the people make me feel…strange. They make my head feel dizzy. 
An old man and his wife come into the house and smile at me. They're carrying food covered in foil.
The foil looks like Momma’s curtains. Two weeks before the day I found Momma covered in blood, Momma said to me, “We need to put foil over our windows, because foil will protect us from I.T.I.S.” Then, I watched her run around house, her eyes big, covering our windows in foil. 
Momma was smart and beautiful… and she hated me.
I don't understand why. I'm pretty. I'm good… sometimes. But she hated me. Hit me. A lot. It made me sad. 
Now, our front door opens, and I sit up straighter, staring at the door, my heart beating fast. I hope it's Nathaniel at the door.
No. It's not.
It's our neighbor, Allie O’Rourke. Allie is ugly. She has red hair. I hate her red hair. It's not pretty like my hair. Allie had a fat white cat. But not anymore. 
A few months ago, I found Allie's cat and lit a match and threw the match on the cat. The fire was SO beautiful. I LOVE fire! But Allie's cat did not like the fire. 
Now, the cat is dead. But that's okay. Cats are not important. They can die and it's fine.
Now, our front door opens again.
I sit up straighter, watching the door, and hoping… Nathaniel?
Yes! It's Nathaniel! 
He is SO PRETTY. His eyes are brown, and his hair is brown. Also, Nathaniel's face is SO PERFECT. He looks like my favorite old-time actor, Cary Grant. I love Cary Grant. But I love Nathaniel more.
Now, I stand up and run to Nathaniel with the ring I took from Karen. I give the ring to Nathaniel. His eyes get very big. He tries to back away from me. Silly boy! I laugh at him and hug him. He makes the hug end. So, I grab his hand and sign, "You need to keep this ring. That means we're married!" 
If I marry Nathaniel, we will be like Cary Grant and Grace Kelly in To Catch a Thief. We will be romantic and we will kiss and kiss AND KISS!!!
I try to explain this to Nathaniel when Karen walks up and interrupts me. She is frowning. Karen is always frowning. She takes the ring and makes Nathaniel go away. 
I slap her. She fusses at me. 
I slap her again.
She grabs my hands and says, "Stop bothering Nathaniel! What the hell is wrong with you?!"
Karen thinks I'm stupid. That's why she always yells at me. I hate Karen. 






  
  Chapter 3- Nathaniel


“Little Tessa has quite the crush on you, doesn’t she?” Ms. Davidson, Karen’s nosey next door neighbor, declares. She laughs and turns to the lady standing beside her, another neighbor who’s serving garlic bread. “She was trying to ask him to marry her. Stole her older sister’s ring to do it! Isn’t that adorable?” 
I want to say, ‘No, that’s not adorable. That’s creepy.’ But I smile and glance at the lasagna Ms. Davidson is supposed to be serving. 
“Now I know you want a slice of my four-cheese lasagna, don’t you dear?” she finally asks, her laughter dying down. 
“Yes, please.” 
“Lord, have mercy, listen to that voice!” Ms. Davidson sinks a large serving fork into the lasagna and cuts a hearty slice before plopping it on my plate. “It’s gotten so deep! How old are you now?”
My cheeks warm. “Sixteen.”
“My word. Time flies,” she replies with a shake of her head. “Are you still in gymnastics with Karen?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Karen says you’re good,” Ms. Davidson loudly continues. “She’s always talking about you. Says you’re the best on the boys’ team. Is that what it’s called? A team?” 
“Technically, we’re divided into levels. But we also compete as a team.” I glance at the long line behind me. 
One of Karen’s neighbors, a curvy ginger named Allie, is giving me and Ms. Davidson the evil eye. “Well,” I say, “I’ll see you later, Ms. Davidson.”
“You know,” Ms. Davidson says, placing her hands on her hips and tilting her head. “I saw your mother at the graveside service, but I didn’t get a chance to speak to her. How is she?” 
I blink back at her. It’s like she doesn’t realize we’re holding up the line. “She’s fine. But she got a headache after the funeral, that’s why she’s not here.” I inch away from the table. “I’ll tell her you said hello.”
“You do that. It looks like she finally put on some weight, thank heavens. She’s such a pretty little thing, but then Mexican women usually are.” Ms. Davidson points her serving fork at me, jabbing the air with it as she says, “Be proud of your heritage, Nathaniel. Or should I say, Nathanĩel? Is that how you say it in Mexican?”
“My mom’s not Mexican. She’s from Nicaragua.” Continuing to back away from her, I force a smile. “And I never learned Spanish.”
“You don’t? You should. That’s your heritage, boy. Lord, have mercy! Next time I see your momma, I’m going to tell her she needs to teach you Mexican, and that’s all there is to it.” 
Ms. Davidson laughs and I continue to grin like an idiot because what else am I supposed to do? Tell an old lady she’s being racist? “See you later, Ms. Davidson.” I offer her a nod and duck out of the Lyles’ kitchen as quickly as possible.
I make my way through Karen’s house and head for the porch. If I know Karen, she’s either alone on the porch or alone in her room. She’s a big fan of solitude. 
The back door that leads to the porch is open, but the screen door is closed. I ease it open and there she is. Her back to me, Karen sits with her legs dangling off the edge of the porch.
She turns around and her brown eyes light up, but she doesn’t smile as she says, “Hey.” 
“Hey.” I step outside and take a deep breath. The rain’s finally let up and the air smells great, like fresh wet grass. “Can I sit with you?”
“Yeah, always.” 
I make myself comfortable beside her and she glances at my food, her eyebrows going up, “I bet Coach Peterson didn’t see that lasagna on your plate.” 
I grin. “I need this. Not to knock my mom’s cooking, but a guy can only eat so much beans and rice.” Karen smiles and I notice that she doesn’t have a plate of her own. “Want me to grab a plate for you?”  
She shakes her head. “I’m good. And I need to apologize to you for my sister and the ring thing earlier.”  
“It’s no big deal.” I take a bite of my lasagna.
“I still don’t get why she wanted you to keep my ring,” Karen says.
“I think she was trying to ask me to marry her,” I chuckle. “I’m not going to lie, Tessa had this …look in her eyes, and it was a little scary.” I glance at Karen to make sure I haven’t offended her.
She’s super protective of Tessa and I get why. I would be too. In fact, I am. It’s just that sometimes Tessa really does scare the hell out of me. She’ll get this glassy-eyed look, start staring at me without blinking, and before I know it, she’s trying to hug me …or bite me. 
In the distance, an owl hoots while I assess Karen’s reaction. Her shoulders are hunched, which is unusual for her normally straight-as-a-rod posture. But nothing like offense crosses her features as she looks straight ahead, sort of blindly staring into the backyard. 
“Autism works in mysterious ways.” Karen speaks softly, and without any warning whatsoever, swipes a slice of garlic bread from my plate. 
I grin. I thought I had good reflexes until I met Karen. She’s always sort of reminded me of a mosquito: tall, skinny, and stealthy until she attacks. Of course, mosquitoes don’t have big brown eyes, long brown hair that always smells good, or soft skin that’s been bronzed by the sun.
She brings the bread to her mouth, and instead of eating it, looks at it and mumbles, “Honestly, I don’t understand why anyone in my family does what they do.”
I swallow my food and watch her carefully. Her voice, like her posture, is way weaker than usual. 
When we first started hanging out, her definite tone of voice really struck me. Everything she said was laced with a reassuring confidence that made me want to slip my hand in hers and never let go, but at the moment that confidence of hers isn’t making an appearance.  
She tears her garlic bread into tiny pieces, eating them one miniscule bite at a time. Her dark eyes devoid of warmth, she stares into the cornfield beyond her family’s backyard.
I set my plate in her lap, and she turns to me in surprise. “What are you doing?”
“You can have the rest, I’m not hungry,” I say, hoping my stomach won’t give me away by growling. With that, I turn my attention to the lightning bugs that are beginning to gather in the distance and realize that I probably have cheese all over my mouth. I run the back of my hand across my mouth and wipe my fingers on the edge of the porch.
“That’s okay,” Karen says, her voice small, “you can have it.” 
“Did you even eat anything today?” 
She shrugs and her long bangs fall over her eyes. They’ve been annoying her for a while. She says they’re at an awkward stage because she’s trying to grow them out. But I like the way she’s constantly flicking them out of her eyes. Sometimes I have to stop myself from reaching out and brushing them away. 
Karen pushes them out of her face and says, “My stomach is still weird. So, here.” She sets what’s left of her garlic bread on the plate and, giving me a wobbly half-smile, returns it to my knee. 
“Still?” I ask. “My mom said if the pain lasts more three days, you should see a doctor.”
She frowns. “You told your Mom?” 
“She’s a nurse and you were in pain. So, yeah I asked a nurse what she thought you ought to do.”  
“Well, I’m fine. I’ll just wait it out.”
I glance down, Karen’s words ringing in my ears. My breathing labored and my heart racing, I try, unsuccessfully, to get a grip. What Karen’s said shouldn’t a big deal. She’s only being her usual stubborn self. But my brain is like a former war-zone, one wrong turn, initiated by a specific phrase or word, and a landmine of anxiety erupts. And when that happens, I can’t help but remember Mom saying, ‘I’m fine. I’ll just wait it out…’
I was eight when she said it and I know I was eight because I’d had a huge Batman-themed birthday party the day before. The cost of the party was most likely why she and my dad were arguing. Of course I can’t be a hundred percent positive about that; I was at gymnastics when the fight erupted. But after practice, when Mom didn’t show to pick me up, I got sick to my stomach and I had a feeling Dad was the reason she wasn’t there.
Coach Peterson had been waiting with me, and when he offered to drive me home, I could tell he knew too, though he didn’t say anything. We pulled into my driveway where Dad’s truck was noticeably missing, and Coach insisted on walking me in.  
Our back door was half-opened and a trail of blood greeted us. It started from the bottom of the stairs where one of Mom’s slippers lay upside down and continued on to the upstairs guest bathroom. We found Mom standing over the sink, tending to her broken nose, busted lip, and black eye. And she was shaking. Bad. But no matter what Coach Peterson said, she wouldn’t go to Peake General. She kept saying she’d be fine, that she’d wait it out. 
I cringe at the memory, my mouth going dry and the Lyle’s backyard disappearing around me.
At the time, I didn’t understand Mom's reaction. Now, in retrospect, I get it. Mom was in shock and when you’re in shock, you don’t see things as they are. Instead, you become one-track-minded about some tiny thing that doesn’t matter. So, having been a nurse at Peake General for over six years, Mom was focused on not allowing herself to be taken to work. No matter how beat-up she was, she didn’t want her friends and colleagues in the ER to see her so ‘weakened’. 
That, I can relate to. There are few things worse than showing up to school the day after a complete pummeling. Of course, not everyone knows why your face is a mess, and most people believe you when you lie and blame it on gymnastics practice. But your friends know the truth and when they give you those pitying sideways glances, it makes you feel …I don’t know. I guess defeated is the word.  
Another owl hoot sounds in the distance and I try to focus on the plate of food I’ve been staring into. Robotically lifting my fork, I shove some salad into my mouth. My pulse slows and reality settles into place around me.
“You should go to the doctor,” I say, gazing into the cornfield, “and if your dad can’t take you, I will.”
“Geez Louise.” Karen snorts. “Thanks, Mom.”
“I just care about you.” 
“I know.” She folds her arms across her stomach and mumbles, “Which actually proves that you’re nothing like my mom. To be like her, you’d have to forget who I am and then kill yourself. So, thank God you’re nothing like her.”
Helplessness washing over me, I scratch the back of my head.
I have no idea what to say or do to make her feel better. I’ve never lost anyone close to me. Dad getting hauled off to jail was different. That hurt, sure. But it was necessary. And it wasn't death. 
“I’m, uh, I’m sorry about all of this happening to you. It’s not fair …” My voice trails off and I feel about as eloquent as a potato. 
“It’s alright,” Karen mutters. “I’m fine.” Her tone and body language, however, say she isn’t fine. 
“Okay.” I set my plate on the porch and scoot closer to her. “So, don’t freak out like your dad would, but I’m going to hug you. I just have to.” 
She freezes, immediately bristling, and I hesitate. I meant for this to be helpful, not awkward. 
A slow smile forms on her lips, and I relax as she says, “Okay.” 
I drape an arm around her shoulders and gently pull her towards me. “You can talk to me about things. You know that, right?” Karen’s cheeks turn red and she glances down. 
Aw. I lean in towards her and get a whiff of her shampoo, which smells great, like fresh flowers. 
“Yeah, I know. Thanks.” 
“So, come on,” I say, “talk. What are you thinking right this minute?” 
“That you’re annoying.” She laughs and keeps her gaze on the backyard, as if she’s afraid to look at me. She then takes several halting deep breaths, which is exactly how I breathe when I’m having one of my frozen-in-terror moments on the high bar. Okay. She's uncomfortable.
Maybe the hugging is too much. I begin retracting my arm, but Karen scoots closer to me and rests her head on my shoulder. My breath hitches in my chest and I gulp nervously. Funny how I told her not to get freaked out. I run my palm along her left forearm and focus on calming my heartbeat and breathing.
There’s a rustle of movement in the cornfield and, grateful for the distraction, I turn my attention towards the noise. A pair of large, glowing eyes peer back at me before disappearing into the field.  
“Damn. You guys have monster-sized raccoons,” I utter a low whistle.
“We don’t get raccoons around here, maybe you saw a rabbit.” 
“Too big to be a rabbit. Maybe it’s…” I stop speaking as the eyes reappear, but this time as part of a nearly seven-foot-tall silhouette. The shadow glances backwards and then turns away from the house, running deeper into the field.  
I retract my hand from Karen’s shoulder and stand.
“Nathaniel? What’s wrong?”
Barely able to believe what I’ve seen, I whisper, “What was that?” 
“What? What did you see?” Karen gets to her feet and touches my shoulder. 
“It had glowing eyes …it was huge.” I strain my neck, peering into the distance as the cornstalks rustle.
“Seriously?” Karen hops off the porch and heads to the cornfield. 
“Wait, no!” I panic. “Don’t go after it!” I jump off the porch and catch up to her as she approaches the edge of the field. “Hey!” I grab her arm and pull her towards me. “What are you doing?”
She looks down at my hand and then at me. “I’m seeing what’s in my backyard.” 
“Whatever that was, we don’t want to mess with it. Trust me.” Chills running down my arms, I glance ahead to make sure the thing hasn’t come tearing out of the field to kill us. 
In the distance, some of the stalks rustle. It’s still out there.
Karen shifts under my grip and I let her go. “Sorry. Let’s just go inside and tell your dad what we saw.” 
She arches an eyebrow at me, says not a word, and heads into the cornfield. 
“Karen!” I reach for her.
“Grab my arm again, Nathaniel,” she barks. “I dare you.”
I drop my hands to my sides and, against my better judgement, follow her into the field.

      [image: ]I stay as close to Karen as possible, making sure to keep track of what’s happening behind us as well as to our left and right. The ground is still wet and my good shoes sink deeper with my every step. “My mom’s going to love the way I track mud all over the house when I get home.” I mumble.
“Then clean off your shoes before you go home,” Karen says, pushing a stalk aside. “Duh.” 
I’m too nervous to roll my eyes at her …or at myself for sounding so whiny. 
The moon casts an eerie glow on the stalks, some of them still glistening with rain as we push them out of our way. 
“Do bears’ eyes glow in the dark?” Karen whispers.
My breathing intensifies to the point that I’m sure Karen feels like she’s got a heater blowing on the back of her neck. “It wasn’t a bear,” I say, choosing not to add that the shadowy thing couldn’t have been a bear because it had defined shoulders, as well as a neck and head that looked human. 
“Are you sure it had glowing eyes?” 
“Yeah,” I mumble, even as I silently begin to doubt myself. After all, what kind of creature is seven feet tall with glowing eyes? Am I seeing things? 
The crunch of a foot landing on a stick sounds a few feet ahead of us and I grab Karen’s hand. A loud “thud!” rips into the field’s relative quiet and the ground shakes, all of the stalks around us swaying as their leaves rustle. 
“What was that?” Karen says, coming to a halt.
My heart pounding, I look around at the rustling stalks. “Our cue to get out of here.” 
As soon as I say this, footsteps sound, splashing in the cornfield’s mud as they run towards us from just ahead. 
I wasn’t seeing things, there really is something in this field and now it’s chasing us.
“We should go!” I urge, my stomach turning somersaults. 
“Yeah, I think you’re right.” Karen says, backing up. 
She doesn’t need to say it twice. Without a second thought, I pull her towards me and take off in the direction of her house. “Julia’s dad has a hunting rifle,” I shout. “When we get inside, we should call him.” 
I run as fast as I can, not caring about the mud that’s splashing on my pants or about the cornfield leaves whipping scratches on my face. I just need to get us back to the house before that thing catches up to us.
I can see the lights of the Lyles’ back porch. Just a few more steps and we’ll be out of this damn field. 
“Karen!” A familiar voice bellows from behind us. 
Karen jerks her hand out of mine and turns around. “Dad?!” 






  
  Chapter 4- Karen


My dad is breathing even harder than I am and his too-small jacket and vest have been ditched. His dress shirt is half-untucked as he stands before me, pale, sweaty, and fear in his eyes. 
“What are you doing?” We both say at the same time. Nathaniel moves to stand beside me, his eyes raking my father from head to toe. I turn to Dad in embarrassment. I mean …really?! Does Nathaniel really need to be here to see this too? It’s like life has given the one guy I like a front row seat to the many ways in which my family has gone insane. 
“What were you doing out there?” I ask, my voice sounding small.
“I saw a coyote.” Dad glances over his shoulder. “I chased it. It’s gone now.” 
“You chased a coyote.” I slowly repeat.
“Yes, Karen! I chased a coyote!” Dad shouts, startling me as he points to our house. “Now go inside, before it comes back.”  
My cheeks are flaming and I can feel Nathaniel looking at me. “Dad, why are you yelling at me?” I ask between gritted teeth. But I’m speaking too quietly and he doesn’t hear me. He adjusts his glasses and glances down at himself. Realizing that he looks like he’s been attacked by a tornado, he dusts off his shirt and tucks it in. 
He catches me looking at him and points to the house, his eyes widening. “Go! Now!”
I shake my head in annoyance. There are no words for this. Literally, no words. 
“Um, yes, sir.” Nathaniel nudges me with his elbow. “We’re going.”
The three of us make our way back to the porch in silence, fireflies dancing around us like they’re having a party. And at the moment, their happy little jigs are just irritating. 
My upper arm hurts where Nathaniel grabbed me and I glance at it. 
It’s as bruised as the current state of my ego. I guess it’s easy to forget how strong Nathaniel is. You’d think that when someone looks the way he does, you wouldn’t forget. But he’s so gentle with everyone that you do forget, until those moments when you flippantly challenge him to an arm wrestle and then feel really stupid …or like tonight, when he gets scared and reacts without thinking.  
I steal a peek at him and he’s frowning, his gaze on my father. 
“Dr. Lyles,” he suddenly says, “how big was that coyote?” 
Without looking at Nathaniel, Dad mumbles that he doesn’t know. With that, he hurries ahead of us, nearly jogging up the three stairs that lead to our back porch before flat-out running into the house. 
“Please Dad, act weirder in front of my friends,” I say, my stomach blazing with that all-too familiar burning.   
“It’s fine, Karen.” Nathaniel’s frown dissolves and he offers me a sympathetic smile. “You okay?”
“Yeah. At least now we know we don’t have monsters from The X-Files in our backyard, just overgrown coyotes. So, there’s that.” I try to return his grin, but it doesn’t feel quite right. “You okay?”
Nathaniel’s face falls, and, completely distracted, his eyes narrow as he takes a shaky step back.
“Hey?” I wave one of my hands in front of him. “Are you there?” I stare at him while his mouth falls open. He looks like he’s just realized something. “Nathaniel?” 
He takes a deep breath. “Karen, what if it …um, I think, I think…”
“You think what?” I ask. 
He meets my eyes, his searching mine as he says not a word. The scrutiny makes me self-conscious. I run a hand through my hair, which sends three small green leaves from my hair to land at our feet.
I bet I know exactly what Nathaniel’s thinking and doesn’t have the guts to say.
“You think my family’s a mess?” I say as a zing of pain travels across my stomach. “If that’s what you were going to say, agreed.” 
“No.” Nathaniel’s eyes soften and lifting a hand, he ever so gently brushes my bangs from my face. “I was going to say, I think … I think that even though it doesn’t feel like it right now, everything’s going to be okay.” 
I don’t know if it’s the comforting way he’s touching me or if it’s the pressure of this massively horrible day, but my eyes fill and my nose starts to run.
“Sorry,” he mumbles. Stooping, he grabs a napkin from his abandoned plate of food and hands it to me. I wipe my nose as he says, “I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.”
I shake my head. “You didn’t.”
With that, I lower the tissue and take a good look at Nathaniel Colbert. Every time I look at this boy, a trillion emotions erupt and collide inside of me. Usually, I try and pretend like these internal car crashes aren’t happening. I tell myself that behind Nathaniel’s charm and looks, there’s something broken about him. It’s so broken that it makes him scared of things and even kind of makes him a Momma’s Boy. 
But that thought process never works because there’s no denying that I like everything about Nathaniel, even the way he’s so protective of his mom. He’s patient, kind, and he gives everyone a chance …even me. How could I not feel something for the one person who accepts me exactly the way I am?
I plant my right palm on Nathaniel’s chest and lean towards him. 
Surprise registers in his face, but he’s quick to slip a hand around my waist. So, I wrap my free arm around him and ease into the security of his arms. 
As he holds me tight, I close my eyes and confess, “You make everything better.”






  
  Chapter 5- Nathaniel


“I thought she was going to kiss me,” I say, grabbing the can of Ginger Ale I’ve promised Karen. 
Brad, my best friend since I don’t even know when, stands over the Lyles’ wooden table that’s filled with various almost-eaten dishes and sticks his fork into what’s left of the pecan pie. Brad and I are practically brothers. Our moms went to college together, worked at Peake General together until Brad’s mom quit, and then they decided to send us both to Matthew’s Gymnastics Center when we were six.
We’re the same height at six feet exactly, but Brad’s bigger. He’s built kind of like a bear and sometimes he acts like a bear, what with all of the scratching in public and hibernating during class. He’s sort of a goof-off, but I wouldn’t trust anyone except him with what just happened between Karen and me.  
Brad laughs. “You got burned, man.” 
“No, not exactly.” I pause, my thoughts returning to the way Karen looked at me, her eyes clouded in emotion as she bit down on her bottom lip and decided that she needed to hug me. 
As cheesy as I feel thinking this, it was a beautiful moment, to see her decide that she needed me. For a minute there, I even forget what I’d just figured out about her dad.
“Well, you know who would’ve kissed you?” Brad asks with his mouth full, several crumbs falling from his lips to his chest. 
“If you say you …”
“Nah man.” He laughs and brushes the crumbs off. “Julia. She’s here, you know.” 
“Yeah, I know.” I sigh at the mention of my ex. “We just stay out of each other’s way. She’s cool with that.” 
Brad’s blonde eyebrows, so light they’re nearly translucent, shoot up as he snorts. “No she’s not. Yesterday she spent fifth hour crying, the whole freaking hour, man, just crying.”
I shift on my feet, guilt spiking in my gut. “You serious?” 
Brad burps and then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. 
“Yeah, it was pretty sad, actually. It’s not my business, but she seems really, like, hurt.”
I glance at the Lyles’ wooden floors, my heart sinking.  
Break-ups suck and breaking up with Julia was especially sucky. I wasn’t in love, but she was.
“You’re not going to cry, are you? Do you want a hug? Because Karen will give you a hug. She won’t kiss you or show affection in general, but she might hug you. If you catch her on a good day.” 
“Her mom just died,” I say, annoyance coursing through me. “Give her a break.”  
“Yeah, I know.” Brad gives me a funny look. “Sorry.”
“I’d better get this to her. I’ll catch you later.” I slip out of the kitchen and head back to the porch, Karen’s drink in hand.
Right now, I have two wishes. First of all, I wish people were more tolerant with Karen and that Karen were more tolerant with people. She’s always complaining about my other friends …Brad, Esther, and basically everyone at school. Sure, the Peake High crowd is on the uppity side, but they’re not that bad. Karen’s just kind of mean, and it makes people avoid her. But I’d never tell her that. 
My second wish is that I could tell Karen what I just figured out about her dad. But I can’t do that to her. Not today. It would be too much. 
I open the screen door that leads to the porch and step outside.In the few minutes that I’ve been gone, the temperature’s dropped and my breath sends puffs of white into the night air as I realize that it isn’t Karen I’ve found.
Tessa now occupies the edge of the porch where Karen and I had been sitting. The raggedy brown diary that she carries everywhere is in her lap and her narrowed eyes are glued to the book as she scribbles in its pages. At moments like this, it’s startling how much she looks like Karen. The resemblance is in their mannerisms- the way Tessa sticks her chin out when she’s deeply invested in whatever it is she’s doing. Karen does the same thing when she’s poised to begin a tumbling pass.
At Tessa’s left, her dad paces the edge of the porch. His back is to me, and he’s got a cordless phone to his ear. 
“Yes, Claire!” Dr. Lyles shouts into the phone. “In my backyard, in the cornfield! My oldest daughter nearly saw…”
I back out of the doorway and close the door. Now that I know who Karen’s dad really is, I know that I don’t want to get in the middle of whatever he’s got going on. Unseen’s business is not my business. 
A tap on my shoulder sends Karen’s Ginger Ale crashing to the floor.
“Oops, my bad.” 
My panic spikes at the sound of my ex’s voice and I spin around. Julia, hand in hand, with her little brother, Seth, faces me. 
“Hey, Armpit,” Seth says, his smile revealing two missing teeth.
“Hey, Earwax.” I grin and kneel to pick up the soda can. My gaze goes past Seth’s messy black hair, up to Julia. As usual, she’s picture perfect, not a strand of hair out of place and wearing a tight black dress that shows her every curve. I gulp. “Hey, Jules.”
“Hey, Nate.” She smiles, but something about her grin is sad. “I have a huge favor to ask and if you can’t-”
“Course I can.” I stand and step away from the Lyle’s back door. 
“My mom was super tired, so she left.” Julia pauses, fiddling with her right hand. I glance at her hands and the promise ring I gave her last summer gleams back at me.
I wish she’d stop wearing it. Quickly returning my gaze to her eyes, I ask, “You and Seth need a ride home?” 
“Only if you can.”
“Yeah, definitely.” 
A ride home is the least I can do after giving her a promise ring and then breaking my promise with no real explanation.  
She offers me a hesitant smile, her full lips shimmering with a light pink gloss. I remember it tasting like strawberries…
“Can I drive your Jeep?” Seth asks. 
Grateful for the interruption, I tear my eyes away from Julia’s mouth and focus on Seth. 
“Sorry, bro, you’re seven. We’ll talk when you’re eight.” I ruffle his messy hair, briefly wondering at how different two siblings can be. Julia’s blonde with silky, straight hair while Seth’s hair is almost as thick and black as mine. It’s funny, the surprisingly normal things you bother thinking about when you’ve just realized that the girl you’re crushing on is the daughter of a superhero. 
“I was hoping we could head out now,” Julia says, “it’s past Seth’s bedtime.”
“Sure, let me clean up this drink I spilled, then we can go.” I start for the kitchen.
“Karen can get that.” Julia touches my arm, her trademark smile gleaming back at me. “She likes to clean.”
Something about the way Julia says this rubs me the wrong way and I cover my annoyance with a smile. “Nah, I’ll just clean it-” I shut up as Karen emerges from the hallway to our left. Her dark eyes widen and she looks from me to Julia.
Shit.
“I looked for you on the porch,” I explain, “but you weren’t there.”
“Yeah.” Karen crosses her arms and takes a step back. “There was a problem with Tessa that I had to take care of.”
“She puked all over Ms. Greenich,” Seth interjects with a knowing nod. “I sawed it happen.”
“Oh my God.” Julia laughs. “Poor Ms. Greenich. She goes out of her way to come all the way over here and gets puked on by your little sister. Geez.”
I glance at Julia, briefly wondering at her lack of a brain-to-mouth filter. Yeah, Karen’s neighborhood is on the cheaper side of town, far away from where the rest of us live, but you’re not supposed to just casually bring up things like that. That’s mean. 
Thankfully, Karen doesn’t seem to mind. She nods and says, “I know. And I should’ve been watching Tessa because she always does that when we have company. She gets excited and overeats. But-” 
“You changed clothes, didn’t you?” Julia interrupts, grabbing the hem of Karen’s outfit. “Ooh, I like this dress.” 
I look at the short brown dress Karen’s wearing and wonder if her other dress got messed up from our incident in the cornfield. It took a while for me to get the mud stains off my own pants and shoes.  
“You should’ve worn this to the funeral, girl,” Julia continues. “It makes your legs look so long and sexy!”
Of course, now I can’t help but glance at Karen’s legs. Tanned, smooth, and perfected by well-defined calves, I silently agree with Julia. 
“Yeah. Because that’s what I was going for, to look sexy at my mom’s funeral,” Karen dryly replies. “I changed because some of my sister’s puke got on me.” 
Julia drops Karen’s hem and huffs, “I was just trying to give you a compliment, Karen. God.” 
And here comes the arguing. I don’t know how these two have managed to stay friends for the past couple of years. 
“Hey, why don’t we go?” I clear my throat and turn to Seth. “Ready, Earwax?” 
“Yep. Bye, Karen!” Seth waves to Karen, whose face has fallen.
When she notices me looking at her, she tries and fails to change her expression to one of indifference. “So, you’re taking them home?”
I start to reply when Julia chimes in, “Yep, Nate came to my rescue, as always.” Julia then links her arm through mine and nods to the spilled Ginger Ale. “And we’re so sorry, but Nate spilled that. We hate to leave you with a mess.” 
“Actually.” I unlink my arm from Julia’s. “I’ll clean it up.”
“No, don’t worry about it.” Without looking at me, Karen heads to the kitchen. “I’ll see you all at school tomorrow.”
“Oh my God! You’re going to school tomorrow? You can’t be serious, Karen! Your mom just died!” Julia calls after her.
Karen doesn’t respond as she slips into the kitchen. 
I close my eyes, wanting to kick myself. 
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The little kid’s been talking nonstop since we left Karen’s and I’m grateful, because the possibility of a conversation with his sister is freaking me out. 
"Yeah, boarding school doesn’t sound easy, buddy,” I agree, glancing at him in my rearview mirror. “But you’re a cool guy, I bet you’ll make plenty of friends there.”
I don’t add that I also feel terrible for him. I spent a couple of months in boarding school when I was about his age. Mom was that desperate to get me away from Dad. But eventually, Dad complained about the cost and pulled me out. Though my home life wasn’t all that great, I preferred it to boarding school. 
“Hey, Seth,” Julia says as I turn the headlights off, “say goodnight and go inside. I need to talk to Nate for a minute.”
Dear God, no ...
I robotically wave goodnight to Seth before slowly bringing my hands back to the steering wheel. Clenching it in a death grip, I stare at the Scardinas’ front door long after Seth’s closed it. 
Last spring, I would’ve given anything for this kind of time alone with Julia. Sure I had a crush on Karen, but I was more than a little distracted by Julia. I’d known her since forever; a cute and talkative girl who lived a few streets over from me.  But when we got to high school, Julia looked different. She wasn’t just cute anymore, it’s like she blossomed. Her Pacific Ocean-colored eyes were suddenly topped by these long dark lashes and her lips, always shimmering with a pinkish-red color, seemed like they were made just for kissing. And her body was nothing like it was in middle school. All of a sudden, she had the kind of body that inspired non-musical guys to whip out guitars and spout cheesy love songs. I won’t lie, somewhere in my bottom dresser drawer is a handwritten poem called, “Julia, You Blow My Mind”, which I (thank God) chickened out on giving her. 
With all of my attention focused on Julia’s appearance, it took a while for me to figure out we’re not right for each other personality-wise. I live on planet Earth, while Julia lives in Julia-world, an imaginary bubble where nothing bad happens because when bad things happen, Julia completely ignores them. She says she ‘doesn’t believe in negativity’. 
For example, when I finally decided to trust her with the details of what me and Mom went through with Dad, Julia interrupted me before I could finish, told me I should be strong, and then changed the subject. After that, she never brought it up again. I’ve always wanted to forget about that part of my life, but for some reason I’m not okay with my girlfriend ignoring it. It’s like she didn’t care about who I really am. 
“Seth misses you.” Julia’s voice snatches me from my thoughts. 
Tearing my eyes away from the Scardinas’ door, I turn to her. Her nose is pink and her eyes are full of tears.
“But I miss you even more.” A tear slides down one of her cheeks and my breath hitches in my chest.
“Please don’t cry.” I reach out, gently wiping the tear away. 
“I don’t understand,” she says, her voice shaking, “what I did wrong. Why’d you break up with me?”
Her question sits on my chest, weighing me down with a heaviness that’s getting in the way of my breathing. I struggle to catch my breath, beads of sweat forming on my forehead. This is exactly what happens when I get stuck on the high bar … 
“Is it because you think I don’t care enough about your gymnastics goals?” Julia asks, her voice breaking, “I do. And I can care more. I can go to more meets. I can be whatever you need.” 
I take a deep breath and try to pull myself together. But everything’s growing blurry through my panic and all I can see are Julia’s glossy pink lips. Strawberries …I wonder if they still taste like strawberries. 
No, don’t think about that. Why am I even thinking about that? I don’t want to kiss Julia. Tearing my eyes away from her, I focus on her parent’s garage door and speak carefully, “You didn’t do anything wrong, it’s me. I’m…”
My heart racing, I stop speaking because I have no idea what to say. I can’t just admit that asking out anyone other than Karen was a hormone-induced mistake.  
I risk another glance at Julia and she’s got her face in her palms, quietly sobbing as her shoulders move up and down. My stomach drops. “Hey, come on. Don’t cry.” 
She shakes her head, her voice muffled as she says, “I can’t help it, I miss you so much.”
I move Julia’s hands from her face and wipe away her tears. Panic fogging my brain, I let my hand linger near her chin and lean towards her.  
Her eyes brighten and her lips part. She’s moving towards me and before I know what’s happening, her hands are at the sides of my face as I’m closing my eyes. She plants a strawberry-flavored kiss on my mouth and runs her hands through my hair.
For a moment I’m flying, soaring above my anxiety. And then that sinking feeling of crashing, face-first to the ground overtakes me. I open my eyes, realizing what I’ve done. 
Julia’s arms have moved to my neck; a gentle embrace that’s nothing more than a noose. But I’m the one who, like an idiot, picked up the damn thing and put it around my neck. 
Her eyes on mine, Julia whispers, “So, you missed me too.” 
I stare back at her, inwardly shouting at myself: what are you doing?!
“It’s not fair how much I need you,” she continues, her eyes boring into mine, “since you broke up with me, I don’t even know who I am. You’re my rock, Nate.”
My stomach turns and remnants of lasagna creep into my throat.  
“Should we, like, give it another try?” Julia asks, her voice halting. 
I inch away from her, returning to my side of the car. 
“Nate?”
I rake a hand through my hair and look up into the night sky. The stars wink back at me, mockingly. They’re up there, free, and I’m here, trapped like a rat in a never-ending maze. Why can’t I escape my own stupidity? Why do I keep making the same mistake over and over again? 
“Please, Nate?”  
My chest growing heavier by the minute, and Julia’s voice pouring into every space of my lungs, drowning me, my confidence caves like a collapsing building. I glance at her and she’s twisting the promise ring around on her finger, her eyes expectant, trusting that I won’t hurt her. 
“Okay,” I hear myself say. “But let’s take it slow.”






  
  Chapter 6- Tessa


My Daddy is perfect. I love him. 
This morning, we're watching our favorite movie, To Catch a Thief.
When I was a baby, that was the first movie I'd ever seen. Daddy watched it with me.
Now, I watch it every day. It stars Cary Grant. He was the best-looking actor in the world. But he's dead now. Just like my momma. She's dead too. She ate too much medicine and died. There was blood everywhere. I cried and screamed when I saw her. It was a bad day.
Now, Daddy is looking at me. He is signing. A lot. I don't understand what he is saying. I smile and nod. I want Daddy to think I'm smart. He thinks Karen is smart.
I guess Karen is smart. But Karen is also mean. Bossy. 
I hate Karen. 






  
  Chapter 7- Karen


I wake up with a lead weight in my stomach. I lie there staring at the ceiling, playing a mental game of Losses vs. Gains.
Losses: Mom is dead. Dad is a ghost in his own house.
Gains: There is a literal coyote living in our backyard.
Awesome. 10/10 life.
Sliding out of bed, I step over a mountain of laundry and unread paperbacks. Mom used to nag me about the mess, signing with sharp, clean movements: “Clean NOW. Procrastinate and you’ll drown in it.” She was right. I’m drowning. I’ll clean it tomorrow.
I catch my reflection in the window and look at the ring on my finger. It’s a weird cat’s-eye stone I swiped back from Tessa yesterday. Mom gave it to me when she was high- her signs were sloppy, her eyes like shattered glass while she told me I should never take it off. I was too angry to say thank you then. Now, I’d give anything to say it.
Focus, Karen. I drop into a floor stretch, reaching for my toes. My hamstrings react with a satisfying burn, but I can't relax. My brain won't shut up. It keeps sprinting back to Nathaniel. After the coyote scare last night, I thought we had a moment. Then, five minutes later, he was hovering over Julia like she was the last oxygen tank on Earth. They don't have shit in common. What do they even talk about? Maybe he's just addicted to her stupid strawberry-scented lip gloss.
I groan, cutting the stretch short. I have to get Tessa to school. If I leave it to Dad, we’ll end up getting there three hours late.
I pass his workroom. The door is shut, so I don't know if he's in there tinkering away on his wanna-be inventions or not. I check Tessa’s room. It’s eerily perfect. All her dolls lined up on her floor in a straight line like a plastic army. I don't know why she does that. I glance at her bed, which is perfectly made and empty- my sister is nowhere inside.
I hear noise coming from the front of the house and follow it to the living room, where I find Dad and Tessa sitting on the floor, mesmerized by To Catch a Thief. On screen, Cary Grant is flirting with some blonde actress whose name I can't remember. 
Tessa points to the television and signs: “Love. Kiss.”
Dad pushes his glasses up, signing back with frantic energy: “Hitchcock was a genius, Tessa! Look at the framing on that shot!”
Tessa nods, totally lost, but beaming because Dad is actually looking at her for once.
“Hey!” I wave my hands to get Dad's attention. “Tessa needs to get ready for school.”
He squints at me. My dad and I have the same dark eyes. And we both have the tendency to squint when we're thinking. Seeing Dad do it reminds me not to, because he looks like he’s trying to solve a quadratic equation and fight off a migraine at the same time. Not cute.
"School?" Dad's looks at me in surprise. "But I figured you two would stay home today."
“I don't think that's a good idea.” I shake my head. Tessa frowns as she watches us, her eyes darting from me to Dad. For her benefit, I start to sign as I speak. It’s not like she’ll understand everything I'm saying, but it’d be rude not to sign while she's watching us. “People with autism need structure and routine. That's why Tessa should stick to her routine and go to school,” I sign.
Dad nods. “Very astute, Karen.”
A tiny spark of pride hits my chest. Tessa sees it and scowls. “Me smart too!” she signs, her blue eyes narrowing.
Dad pats her head like a golden retriever. “Yes, Tessa. You have... a measure of intelligence.”
She beams. It’s pathetic, really. We’re both just starving for a crumb of his attention.

      [image: ]The bus ride is a nightmare. Tessa is scribbling in her diary so hard the pen is practically smoking.
I look out the window as we pass Ms. Davidson’s house. She’s there, perched in her kitchen window with a coffee mug the size of a fishbowl, her permed hair casting a shadow like a giant mushroom.
Then I see it. A black Buick parked two doors down. A Louisiana license plate.
My heart skips a beat. And my thoughts return to Ms. Davidson’s warning, “…for the past two days there’s been a black car parked two doors down from me, all day and all night …someone just sitting in there…
The sedan looks exactly like the car from the funeral. I strain to look through its tinted glass. There’s a silhouette in the driver’s seat- broad shoulders, unmoving. Just... watching. 
As we head in the opposite direction, the Buick becomes smaller and smaller. Finally, I turn around. But I can't stop thinking about that sedan. Is there some connection between that Louisiana car and the way Dad was looking at all of the license plates in the parking lot at Mom's funeral?
Tessa grunts and touches my hand. “See Nathaniel school?” she signs.
I roll my eyes. Every Monday through Friday morning on our way to school, Tessa asks me the same question: Will we see Nathaniel at school today? You’d think she’d know the answer by now. 
“Yes,” I snap, “Nathaniel goes to our school, of course we’ll see him. But don’t try to hug him or bite him. Do you understand me?”
“You ugly,” she signs back, returning to her diary.
Suddenly, something small and silver skims my ear. A Hershey’s Kiss candy. It thuds onto the seat. Before I can grab it, Tessa has it in her mouth-foil and all.
Laughter explodes from the back of the bus. Three guys from our neighborhood are doubled over. One of them, a meathead with curly hair, blows a kiss at Tessa.
“Throw her another one!” one yells. “She eats like my dog! She doesn't even chew!”
Tessa is grinning and signing “More! More!” She doesn't understand that she’s the punchline.
I feel the fire in my stomach turn into a volcanic eruption. I stand up, my vision tunneling. “LEAVE HER ALONE, YOU FUCKING IDIOTS!”
“KAREN LYLES!” the bus driver shrieks, slamming on the brakes. “Sit down and shut that filthy mouth!”
I sit. My cheeks are burning. I stare out the window, blinking back hot, angry tears. I hate this. I hate being the "weird" family. I want to be Esther Reams. I want a life where nobody throws candy at my sister and my dad doesn't act like a malfunctioning android.
A lot of people look at Tessa and feel sorry for her because she’s so obviously different. But Tessa isn’t the only one who’s “different.” When you’re a CODA, it’s not like you’re average. At six, I was interpreting, not only for Tessa, but for Mom.  That responsibility does something to a kid. I'm not saying it's a bad thing. I love being there for my family. But it's a weight that makes me different from other kids. 
The fire in my stomach flares up and I close my eyes. 
Tessa grunts and hits my arm.
I open my eyes, turning to her.
She frowns at me. "You sad?" she signs.
I force a smile, and lie, "No. I'm fine."
Nodding in satisfaction, Tessa returns her attention to her diary.
Our bus pulls into Peake High's parking lot. I spot Nathaniel’s black Jeep. The passenger door opens, and Julia hops out, smoothing down her beige mini skirt.
I freeze. He gave Julia a ride to school?!
Nathaniel walks around to the passenger side and says something to Julia. She puts her hands on his shoulders. He slides his hands around her waist and… they kiss.
I feel numb. Like someone just injected Novocain into my heart. All I can do is sit there, watching Nathaniel and Julia until my eyes are as numb as my heart. 


The hallway is a blur of neon windbreakers and locker slams.
“Have a good day, girls!” Ms. Greenich, the counselor, chirps. I grunt and keep moving, dragging Tessa toward her class.
“Karen! Talk to me!”
I freeze. It’s Julia. She’s walking toward me with Lucy and Esther- the "Overly Mascaraed Triplets." Their heels click on the linoleum like a firing squad.
“I have major news,” Julia whines, pulling out a tube of strawberry lip gloss. The smell is sickeningly sweet. I wonder how much of it got smeared onto Nathaniel’s mouth. “Hang out with me after school?”
“I’m busy,” I mumble, my stomach churning.
“Aw, give her a break, Jules,” Lucy whispers with a fake-ass sympathetic smile. “Her mom just died.”
I glare at her. I don’t want her pity. I look at Esther, but Esther isn't even looking at me. She’s staring off into space, twisting a strand of hair, acting like I’m a piece of furniture.
Tessa starts signing frantically. “Stupid you! Nathaniel marry ME. Not you. You stupid!”
“Oh my God,” Lucy gasps, backing away. “Your sister looks possessed.”
“She’s just saying we have to get to class,” I lie and grab Tessa’s hand. “We’re leaving.”
I drag Tessa toward her class. We’re late. The bell has already rung. The hallway is empty and echoing.
“Hurry up, Tessa!” I sign.
“NO!” she swats at me, digging through her bag.
Suddenly, I hear footsteps. Fast. Someone is sprinting.
I look up. It’s Esther Reams. She’s flying down the hall, no backpack, clutching something small and black in her hand. My gaze drops to her three-inch heels. Damn! How can she run so fast in those?!
Unable to hear Esther's loud footsteps, Tessa steps into her path.
CRACK.
Esther slams into Tessa’s shoulder. The impact sends Tessa flying. Her backpack explodes, pens and diaries scattering across the floor.
“SORRY!” Esther yells over her shoulder. But she doesn't stop. She doesn't even look back. She just keeps running toward the exit, leaving a trail of flowery perfume behind.
“Jackass,” I growl as I help Tessa up. “You okay?”
Tessa points at the door. “Stupid mean hearing girl.”
Something in me finally snaps. The weight of the funeral, the kiss in the parking lot, the candy on the bus—it all centers on that exit door.
“Go to class, Tessa," I sign. "Now.”
I don't wait for her to answer. I drop my bag and sprint. I push through the exit doors into the blinding morning sun. Esther is halfway to the parking lot.
“HEY!” I scream.
She stops and turns around, her eyebrows lifting in surprise, “Karen? Look, I don’t have time-”
I don’t let her finish. I grab her arm and yank her toward me. The black thing she was holding hits the pavement with a metallic clink.
I don’t think. I just pull back and drive my fist into her nose. Crunch.
Esther stumbles back, her hands flying to her face.
“You hurt my sister and you ran away!” I’m screaming, but it doesn't even feel like my voice. “You don’t get to treat us like we don't matter!”
Esther’s eyes are wide. She actually... she chuckles?! A weird, breathless sound. “Karen, I’m sorry, but seriously-”
“Why are you laughing?!” I shove her. She slams into a parked car. The alarm goes off—BEEP BEEP BEEP—piercing the air.
Blood starts to leak through her fingers, staining her blue blouse.
She crouches, grabbing the black object from the ground, her expression suddenly grave. I lunge again, but she sidesteps me with a gymnast’s grace.
“Karen!” someone shouts.
I look at the blood on Esther’s shirt. My brain flashes to Mom. Mom on the floor. The blood from her nose. The silence.
The parking lot starts to tilt. The alarm is deafening.
I drop to my knees, gasping for air. When I look up, Esther is gone. She’s just... vanished.
“Karen!”
I turn around. Ms. Greenich is running toward me, followed by the principal and two teachers. They’re all shouting.
The fire in my stomach goes cold. What have I done?






  
  Chapter 8- Nathaniel


Lately I’ve been obsessed with figuring out what’s wrong with me. Now, from my perch on top of the filing cabinet, I stare down at Mom’s desk, considering this. 
When I was a kid, I’d pretend to be sick and ask her to check me out of school. She’d pick me up, we’d get ice cream, and then she’d bring me to her job at the hospital, both of us knowing there was nothing wrong with me other than a lingering bruise or two. I’d stay in her office for the better part of the day, Mom and the other nurses intermittently checking on me, until her shift was over.
This office, and especially this desk within her office, became the safest place I knew. Dad never came to the hospital. He knew better. Everyone here loves Mom. They would’ve protected her from him. 
To make sure I was extra safe, I’d camp out under Mom’s desk and stay there for hours, playing with toys, grabbing the phone and calling my Grandma Colbert, making sure I didn’t say anything bad about Dad during our long conversations. 
Now, I’m sixteen and right back where I started, hiding in my mother’s office when I’m supposed to be at school. At least I’m not under her desk playing with action figures.
Folding my arms across my chest, I let my gaze drift to the window behind Mom’s desk.
Below the branches of the red oaks, an ambulance pulls into the ER’s driveway while my thoughts return to the way Julia looked at me after I kissed her this morning.
We’d just pulled into the school parking lot and I did it automatically. I just ...kissed her. As soon as I did, her eyes brightened and she said, “You finally kissed me back.” After that, Julia kissed me again, harder. I stood there like a statue, nausea washing over me. Everything about that moment felt wrong, the kiss, the way Julia was looking up at me like I was the best thing that had ever happened to her. It was all so wrong. 
When she finally turned around to walk to class, I made a beeline back to my Jeep. She asked me where I was going, and I invented some excuse about forgetting my math book at home. In any case, I ended up here, in the same hideout I’d had as a scared six-year-old. 
The office door flies open and Mom rushes in. “Querido?” Closing the door behind her, she heads straight for her desk and looks under it.
“Jesus, Mom, I’m not six.” 
My voice startling her, she jumps and covers her heart with her hand. At the sight of me, her mouth twitches, and I can tell she’s trying not to laugh. “Nathaniel, how many times do I have to tell you not to use the Lord’s name in vain? And what are you? A cat?” Resituating her hands onto her hips, she nods to the chair on the other side of her desk. “Come down and sit.”
I jump down from the file cabinet and it emits a cranky groan. Mom eyes get so wide they look like they’re going to pop out of her head as she glances up, her expression pinched with nerves. I fleetingly wonder if that’s how crazy I look like when I get stuck on the high bar. 
 “That thing could have fallen with you on it,” she says. “I don’t want you sitting up there anymore.”
“I wouldn’t have let it fall.” 
“Just don’t sit up there anymore. Alright?” 
“Alright, fine.” Before I can take a seat, Mom’s on her tiptoes, bringing her wrist to my forehead.  
“What’s the matter?” Satisfied that I don’t have a fever, she examines the lymph nodes in my neck, frowning. “Are you sick or do you think you pulled something in practice? I can grab an X-ray tech to take a look for you.”
I move her hands from my neck and plop into the seat across from her desk. “It’s not that.”
She watches me carefully, her left eyebrow arched, pronouncing the scar just above it. The blemish is care of my father. He gave it to her the year she tried sending me to boarding school. Other than it, Mom’s olive skin, the same color as mine, shows little indication of the hell she’s been through. I guess mine doesn’t show much either. The worst of our injuries are invisible, making a brief appearance when we suddenly freeze up for no reason. 
Without taking her eyes off of me, she perches on the edge of her desk. “So, what is it?” 
I look down at my hands, wishing I could just say what I’m feeling. But I don’t even know how to put it into words. “It’s me, I don’t know…I don’t know anything.”
“Did something happen at school this morning?”
“I’m back with Julia.”
“Jesus Christ, Nathaniel.”
In spite of the way my confidence seems to be collapsing and sliding into my stomach, I can’t help but smile at Mom’s faux pas. She runs a hand through her hair and sighs. “Okay, well, is that really what you want? Julia Scardina? You want to be with her?”
My smile too heavy for my face, I let it fall as I shake my head. I meet Mom’s eyes and she crosses her arms, blinking back at me. “Then what do you want?” 
Outside, another ambulance screeches as it pulls up to the ER and as crazy as it sounds, I envy the vehicle for having something audible to send into the world. I’ve got nothing, absolutely no way to answer Mom’s question because I have no idea what I want. 
“For a long time, it’s been gymnastics,” Mom says, her voice softening. “You and Coach Peterson have been devoted to your training. But now, you seem distracted.”
“Yeah.”
“Is there something else you want?” Mom leans forward, ruffling my hair. “If you’re tired of gymnastics, that’s fine. That doesn’t have to be your dream.” 
“No, I still want it, but…” My thoughts slow except for one, a singular idea that rushes towards me; I want to be strong enough for Karen, I want to deserve her. 
“But what?” Mom asks.
“I don’t know how …how to be the …the,” I sigh, annoyed with myself for stammering. “I don’t know how to be that guy, the winner everyone looks up to.” 
“Aw, Querido.” Mom pulls me into a hug, and I close my eyes. 
She smells like rubbing alcohol and sweat. But that’s okay. 
“You don’t have to be anyone but yourself.” She plants a kiss on top of my head. 
“I know.”
“Nurse Colbert,” a voice announces via the hospital’s intercom, “you’re needed in the ER, Room 2B. Nurse Colbert to the ER, Room 2B.”
Mom releases me, stands, and rights her stethoscope around her neck. “So, we’re back to Julia coming over to the house in those short skirts and that awful perfume she always wears?”
I shrug.
“Dear God,” Mom mumbles, heading to the door.  She turns around. “Oh. I meant to ask you this morning, did everything go okay at the repast last night? Did Dr. Lyles calm down?”
The glowing eyes in the cornfield come to mind and chills cover my arms. I shake my head. “Don’t ask.” 
Mom groans. “Poor Karen. Even before her mom’s breakdown, there was something odd about that woman, actually, about both of her parents. They were so overprotective. They wouldn’t even let poor Karen play with other kids and-”
“Nurse Colbert, please report to the ER, Room 2B.” The intercom cuts Mom off.
“I’ll be back to check on you as soon as I can,” Mom says, hurrying out of her office. 
“Okay.”  I make my way to the window and watch two paramedics head back to their ambulance. 
Karen’s dad being Unseen, and struggling to keep his identity a secret, makes so much sense now. That’s why he and Mrs. Lyles kept Karen and Tessa at home instead of letting them get to know other kids. And that’s why now Karen doesn’t know how to act around other people our age. 
The ambulance pulls off and I lean against the window, watching it drive away.
I wonder if Karen even knows that her dad’s Unseen. 
How would she react if I told her I’ve figured it out? I bet it would establish more of a bond between us. She’d trust me even more than she does now.   
I grab my keys and head to the door. I don’t need to talk to Mom about this anymore. I know what ...or, who, I want, and now I think I know what I need to say to get her.  






  
  Chapter 9- Karen


The ivy on Ms. Greenich’s desk is dying. Its vines are spindly and pale, reaching off the edge of the mahogany like they’re trying to escape the room. I’ve never been a plant person, but watching a leaf turn yellow and curl into a brittle claw is the most depressing thing I’ve seen all morning- and I just punched a girl in the face. 
I’ve been buried in this soft, brown armchair for ten minutes. It’s one of those "sensitive" chairs that's designed to make you feel safe while you’re being interrogated.
Across from me, Ms. Greenich is a whirlwind of polite productivity. Her bulky beige computer monitor emits a high-pitched, electric whine that drills into my skull. Every few seconds, her phone rings and she answers it with a practiced, melodic "Guidance, this is Nancy."
She’s typing now, her short pink nails clicking against the plastic keys like hail on a tin roof.
“Water, Karen? A peppermint?” she asks without looking up. She’s nibbling on a miniature Almond Joy, the smell of coconut and cheap chocolate wafting across the desk. “A bathroom break? I’ve got some spare scrunchies if you need to tie your hair back.”
I look at my hands. There’s a faint, drying smear of Esther’s blood on my knuckle. I don't want a mint. I want to scream.
I expected the Principal’s version of justice: the red-faced yelling, the finger-pointing, the "What were you thinking?" lecture he gave me while dragging me through the halls. But Ms. Greenich stepped in like a shield by saying, "Karen needs space to reflect."
Reflecting is the last thing I want to do. Reflection means seeing Esther’s nose crunch again. It means seeing the look on the teachers' faces.
I let my eyes slide over to Ms. Greenich's desk. It’s very… cutesy. There’s a ceramic cat wearing a yarn hat, a framed photo of a golden retriever, and a "Hang in There!" kitten poster on the wall behind her. Everything is soft, beige, and mauve.  A sanctuary of suburban peace.
Ms. Greenich finally pauses, the hum of the computer filling the gap. She glances at me over her reading glasses, her expression so warm that it makes me feel undeserving. She doesn’t look at me like a delinquent. She looks at me like a puzzle with a missing piece.
“Give me just a few more minutes, honey,” she says, her voice as smooth as the chocolate she's eating. “Then we’ll talk.”
I sink deeper into the chair, the fabric sighing under my weight. 
“Sure you don’t want a snack? You didn’t eat much last night,” she says.
Last night? I think quickly and remember that Ms. Greenich came to Mom’s funeral and repast. My gaze on her ivy plant, I say, “No, thanks, my stomach hurts.”
“Well, that’s not good.” She pops another Almond Joy into her mouth, balls up the tiny wrapper and tosses it into a trash can beside her desk. “But the question is, if you make a doctor’s appointment, is your dad even going to remember to take you?”
There’s a smile in her voice as she says this and despite myself, I grin. I guess she knows my dad pretty well. 
“When I first met your father, he annoyed the hell out of me,” she chuckles. I lift my head, surprised by her bluntness. She’s still grinning and her dark eyes dance as she continues. “For a while, I was the only Black member of our research team and not everyone was pleased to have me on board.”
“Research team?”
Ms. Greenich's smile abruptly disappears and she sits up straighter in her chair, like she’s been shocked by an electrical current. “Sorry. I misspoke. I don’t know why I said 'research team.' I meant to say our team of faculty here at Peake.” She clears her throat. “Anyhow, my first day on campus, I passed your dad in the hall and said, ‘Hello, Dr. Lyles,’ and he walked right past me without a word. The same thing happened later in the day, and I assumed he was one of the many teachers here who didn’t want to talk to me because of the color of my skin.” 
Ms. Greenich chuckles. But my face warms with embarrassment, and I shift in my seat. Why is she telling me this? Is she trying to make me feel worse?
“And then,” Ms. Greenich continues, shaking her head as an amused grin forms on her mouth, “that evening when I was leaving the parking lot, your dad accidently backed into my car. I was pretty upset. But since I felt conspicuous enough as it was, I didn’t want to make a fuss. But Karen…” She sighs and, absently picking up one of the pens on her desk, toys with it as she goes on. “Your dad is as kind as he is intelligent. He apologized profusely, took a look at my car and noticed something else wrong- something that had nothing to do with our little accident, and he fixed it!”
I nod politely, wondering what she’s getting at.  
“So,” Ms. Greenich says, “while he and I got to know each other, I realized that earlier, when I spoke to him in the hall, he hadn’t heard me because, A, he’s hard of hearing, and B, he’s absent-minded as hell.”
I laugh, which surprises even me. 
Ms. Greenich chuckles. “The man is so smart that, with all of the things happening in that brain of his, there’s no way he can simultaneously see the people around him.”
“Yeah, that’s my dad,” I agree. “He barely even notices that I exist. He’s perpetually preoccupied.”
“Has he always been that way?” 
“Pretty much. My mom’s always been the buffer-” I stop short, realizing I’ve used the wrong tense. “My mom used to be the buffer between him and us, I mean for Tessa and me.”
Ms. Greenich nods and absently toys with her pen. “I see. Was your mom good at being the buffer?”
“For a while, yeah. She was great. She was like a best friend, and a teacher –always using playtime to, like, teach us these little life lessons or whatever. But when I started high school all of that changed. She woke up one morning with some crazy form of amnesia her doctors didn’t understand. And things got worse when she …” My hand going to my aching stomach, I consider what I’m on the verge of saying. 
Ms. Greenich isn’t toying with her pen anymore. Instead, she sits perfectly still behind her desk, her brown eyes focused on me. I don’t know if this is a confession I really want to make. I haven’t told anyone other than the police this one very big thing about my mom. Not even Nathaniel or Julia know ...
Ms. Greenich says nothing, she just sits there, waiting for me to continue and all of a sudden I’m saying it. “And things got worse when she developed a drug problem,” I blurt. “At first it was pills, like prescription painkillers. But that turned into cocaine. And when she wasn’t high, she’d get mean. She’d hit my little sister and say mean things.” I pause because my mouth has gone dry.
“She was abusive?”
“More so with Tessa. She’d slap her, call her stupid, tell her to go away.”
“Well, that explains a lot of your sister’s behavior,” Ms. Greenich quietly says.
“I guess. And sometimes, depending on what Mom took, she’d get super paranoid.” Now that I’ve started talking, I can’t stop. “Like, one day I came home from school and our windows were covered with aluminum foil because she thought people were spying on us.”
Ms. Greenich’s face is drawn. “Did she say who she thought was spying on you?” 
I shrug. “She kept rambling about scientists who wanted to make her hearing. It didn’t make sense. She was delirious and high. I told Dad we should send her to rehab, but he said he’d fix her himself. He tried. But once he got her off the cocaine, she went back to the pills, which explains her overdose.” 
For some reason, it’s like I’m unable to stop talking, and the rest of it tumbles out. “Now, he says Mom’s death was murder, not suicide. Course that’s not true, but I get why he has to tell himself it is. He can’t take the burden of guilt.” At this, I take a deep breath and something deep inside of me feels emptied, like a basketball that was attached to my gut has been surgically removed.
“That must have been so rough for you.” Ms. Greenich’s voice is soft, “How did you cope with all of that going on at home?”
I squeeze my palms together and shake my head. “I had gymnastics and Nathaniel and Julia. But it was harder for my sister because before Mom got sick, she’d been Tessa’s whole world. They’re both Deaf you know, so they had this special bond. When Mom changed, she was mean to Tessa and it confused her.”
“So, you think your mom’s behavior affected Tessa’s personality for the worse?” Ms. Greenich asks.
I shift in my seat, a wave of sadness hitting me. “Tessa’s always had a bad temper, but that comes with being autistic, and-”
“No, it doesn’t.” Ms. Greenich’s voice is so gentle that I barely realize she’s cut me off. I glance up as she says, “Autism isn't a personality type.” 
I shake my head. “With all due respect Ms. Greenich, trust me. I know what I’m talking about. It's sort of like being Deaf. My mom's Deafness definitely made her who she was. She was proud of her culture and it was a big part of her personality.” 
“Karen,” Ms. Greenich clasps her hands together and leans forward, “do you know what your sister and I have in common?”
I shake my head.
“Autism.”
I blink back at her, confused, “What?” 
“I'm on the autism spectrum,’” Ms. Greenich says, “Just like Tessa is. But it took a long time for me to be diagnosed because researchers were very wrong about autism. They thought everyone with autism had a very specific set of traits or personality type. And I didn't have those traits or personality type. Just like my race doesn’t define my personality, neither does my neurodivergence. I shape my own identity.”
“Do you really have autism?” I slowly ask, staring at her in disbelief.  
She nods. “I do. And get this, I’m a people person, I like people. But a friend of mine who is also on the spectrum is the exact opposite. He’s quiet, withdrawn, and unresponsive to the people around him. We have completely different personalities, even though we have the same type of neurodivergence. The labels that society assigns to us because of the way we process information are just labels, they don’t have anything to do with who we are at our core.”  
I sit back in my seat, processing this.
“That’s why I think it’s important,” Ms. Greenich continues, “we don’t excuse Tessa’s bad behavior by saying it’s all because she has autism.” 
I bristle. “My sister’s not ‘bad.’”
“I’m not saying she is,” Ms. Greenich quickly replies. “In fact, it could be that the way your mother treated her after she became ill has a lot to do with Tessa’s current behavior. Just like what happened with your Mom has a lot to do with the way you treated Esther today.” 
My thoughts return to the moment I went after Esther and my stomach churns. “I didn’t mean to,” I stammer, “I don’t know what happened to me. I’m sorry. It’s just like…”
“Like what?”
My eyes fill and I close them, shaking my head. Before I know it, Ms. Greenich is leaving her desk and I open my eyes to find her stooped in front of me with a bottle of water and a tissue. 
"Wipe your nose and drink some water,” she says.
For some reason, it’s comforting to have someone tell me what to do. So, I do exactly as she’s instructed and then wipe away the tears that crawl down my cheeks. 
Ms. Greenich perches on the edge of her desk, watching me. “May I ask you a question, Karen?”
I nod. 
“Is there some part of you that blames yourself for what happened to your mom?” 
I set the water on the edge of her desk and shrug. 
The answer to her question is easy. Of course I blame myself. I could’ve saved Mom if I’d been a better daughter. I bite down on my bottom lip, willing my tears to stop. I’ve already cried too much. 
“I ask because, sometimes,” Ms. Greenich continues, “when we’re used to being responsible for the people around us, we blame ourselves for every bad thing that happens to them. And I just hope you know that what happened to your Mom had nothing to do with you.” 
I look down at my lap, rebellious tears blurring my vision. “You don’t know that for sure,” I say, my voice cracking. “I could’ve stopped it.”
“No, you couldn’t have.” Ms. Greenich’s definite tone makes me look up. She shakes her head, speaking soberly, “And while what happened to your mom is a terrible tragedy, it happened. You can’t control the past. But you can control your reaction. You can stop your pain from becoming rage. And you have to, Karen, because rage will ruin you.” 
I brush my index finger over the bruise on my fist, considering this.
Ms. Greenich might be right. When I lost my temper, I don’t think. I was just mad at Esther. Actually, I think maybe I was mad at myself for letting Mom die. 
“Do you understand what I mean?” Ms. Greenich asks, meeting my eyes.
I nod.
“Good. You’re stronger than anything that’s happened in your past.” She leans towards me, her dark eyes intense. “In fact, you’re strong enough to decide how your past shapes your identity.” 
The eye contact is getting a little uncomfortable, so I fix my gaze on the edge of her desk.
“For example, when I was about seven,” she goes on, “I happened to be with my best friend Bobby when he saw his dog get hit by a car and die.”
I wince and glance up at her.
“He was devastated. He cried for days. It was very traumatic for us both.” Her eyes still on me, she twirls a curly strand of hair around on her finger, pulls it taut and then releases it, letting it spring back to its original state. “By the time we were sixteen, Bobby had three dogs and he knew he wanted to be a veterinarian when he grew up. I, on the other hand, had never owned a pet because I was afraid that if I got one, something terrible would happen to it.”
“I get it,” I blurt. “You both saw the dog get hit, but it affected you in different ways.”
“Right,” Ms. Greenich agrees. “Part of the reason why we were affected differently had to do with our personal decisions to react. I could’ve decided to let what I saw strengthen my resolve to take care of animals, the way Bobby did. But I didn’t. I let it make me afraid.”  
I turn Mom’s ring around on my finger, thinking hard. “How am I supposed to see my mom’s death as a good thing?”
“There’s nothing good about it.” Ms. Greenich arches one of her eyebrows. “And it shouldn’t have happened, but it did. What I’m saying is that because it happened and you can’t change it, eventually you’ll need to make a choice about how you let it affect you.” 
I glance at Mom’s ring. “Like a choice to not punch people.”
“That’d be a good start,” Ms. Greenich agrees, her voice softening. “What happened with Esther today was a bad decision. But it was made by your pain, not by you. That girl out there who went after Esther, that wasn’t the real you.” 
 “I don’t know,” I say, fighting back the lump that’s forming in my throat. “I don’t know who I am anymore.”
“That's understandable. But don't worry, that will change. You’ll find yourself,” Ms. Greenich says, “and mark my words, you’re going to be the sort of person who lets her past strengthen her. You’ll become more compassionate and you’ll look out for people who can’t look out for themselves, all because of how you let your past effect you.”
My left eyelid twitches and I can’t decide if I’m annoyed by my guidance counselor’s slightly preachy tone or if her words are fueling some empty space in my heart. Conflicted, I shift in my seat.  
“You’re not the sort of person who’ll let her past change her into just anyone.” Speaking quietly, Ms. Greenich says, “You’re strong enough to shape your own identity.” 
I tug at Mom’s ring, considering this. Shape my own identity? I like the way that sounds; it’s like saying I have a choice. I don’t have to be one thing; I can be more than the daughter of a suicide victim, more than a lonely CODA, more than a weird science teacher’s kid. I have the choice to be whoever I want. 
I nod, afraid that if I say something, my voice will break and my temporarily dammed tears will be released. 
Ms. Greenich smiles. “You’re a good kid, and I honestly believe that, even though I’m going to have to recommend to the principal that he suspend you for three days.”
Suspend me? The word stings and I gulp so loudly I’m sure Ms. Greenich hears it. I’ve never gotten detention, let alone a suspension. But I’ve also never hauled off and punched another student in the face.
“And in a way I think the three days will be good, because you probably don’t need to be here with all of these annoying kids right now. Am I right?” Ms. Greenich asks.
My gaze still on the edge of her desk, I nod.
“So, stay home for three days, try to get some rest, and go see the doctor about your stomach. Okay?”
I know it’d be polite to say something, but afraid I’ll burst into tears, I just nod. 
“I’ve called your dad and he should be here any second. So can you hang out with me for another few minutes?” she asks.
She’s being so nice. I should acknowledge her by saying something, even if it makes me cry. I lean forward and open my mouth. But as a rush of hot tears fill my eyes, I shut my mouth and nod for the billionth time. 
“Great.” Ms. Greenich’s voice is soft as she walks around to the other side of her desk, returning her attention to her computer.
Blinking back my tears, I try to get a hold of myself. If I stop thinking about myself, that’ll help. It usually does.
So, I shift my focus to Ms. Greenich’s desk, examining it and its tiny figurines more carefully. Near her computer screen is a cute little bear in a cap and gown, holding a diploma. On the other side of the figurine sits a picture in a wooden frame. The picture shows Ms. Greenich with a little girl who looks like a miniature version of herself. They aim happy smiles at the camera and based on the trees, crowd, and line of people leading to some kind of ride in the background, it looks like the photo was taken at an amusement park. 
 “How old is your daughter?” I hear myself ask. Ms. Greenich looks at me in surprise and my face warming, I point to the photo. “I just saw the, um, the picture.”
“Oh.” Ms. Greenich bites down on her bottom lip and blinks quickly. Realizing that I must sound nosey, I start to apologize for prying, when she says, “Karin was seven there. Unfortunately, she went missing shortly after the picture was taken.”
Oh my God.
Ms. Greenich’s eyes meet mine, but it’s clear she’s a million miles away. An awkward silence passes before I manage to stammer, “I’m s-so sorry.” 
Seeming to return from the fog she’s temporarily lapsed into, Ms. Greenich acknowledges me with a nod. “Thank you, Karen…” She tilts her head, a weak smile forming on her lips. “That’s funny. You and Karin almost have the same first name.”  
I’m not sure how to reply. Fortunately, a knock on Ms. Greenich’s door saves me from having to.
“Excuse me.” She glances at her door and calls out, “Come in.”
The principal’s administrative assistant steps into the office. “Hey, Nancy, Dr. Lyles is here to pick Karen up. He says he’s going to check Tessa out too.” 
“Great, thanks.” Ms. Greenich stands and reaches out to shake my hand. “Well, Karen, remember that I’m always here if you want to chat. Okay?”
“Yes, ma’am. And, uh, thanks,” I stammer. Getting to my feet, I shake her hand. As I withdraw my hand, Ms. Greenich’s gaze goes to my fingers and she freezes, her expression tensing.
I glance down at my hand, wondering what’s wrong.
“Did your mom give you that ring?” she asks. 
Her eyes are still on my hand as I lift my head and say, “Yeah. How’d you know?”
Without a word, she points to her desk. I follow her gesture to the photo I asked her about, and the same cat’s eye ring is on one of her daughters’ small fingers.
“Oh.” Once again, I don’t know what to say. After a moment’s hesitation, I decide to go with, “Cool.” 
Ms. Greenich’s face is drawn and her eyes are full of sadness as she says, “Yeah. Okay. Well, see you later.” 
I feel bad for her, so I offer her a smile. “Bye, Ms. Greenich.” 

      [image: ]“…when they told me you’d punched her, I thought they were joking!” Dad says, talking loud enough to wake the dead as we make our way to Peake High’s parking lot.  
The wind picks up, and pulling my jacket on more tightly, I glance around, hoping no one’s out here to listen to him chew me out. Thankfully, the sidewalk that leads to the parking lot is devoid of anything except for cars, foraging squirrels, and sparrows. 
“Since when do you go around punching people?” Dad’s walking fast and he’s a few steps ahead of me. He, ever so briefly, turns around to look at me as he asks, “What’s wrong with you, Karen?” 
Tessa elbows me in the ribs and my left eye twitches. She’s been signing nonstop since we came from the principal’s office. But I’ve been ignoring her because I thought she was just having one of her little tête-à-têtes with herself. Now, though, I rub my ribs and glance at her. 
Her eyes are full of so much joy you’d think she’d just gotten a batch of Ms. Davidson’s gingersnap cookies. Radiant, Tessa signs, “That hearing girl dead?”
I blink. 
“She dead?” Tessa repeats, a smile blossoming on her pretty face. “You hit her, she died?”
Oh. My. God.  My sister hopes I murdered  Esther?  I pause in stride, Ms. Greenich’s words coming to mind: ‘That’s why I think it’s important, we don’t excuse Tessa’s bad behavior by saying it’s all because of her disability.’ 
I stare at my little sister’s smile, realizing how right Ms. Greenich is. Tessa needs to be taught what’s right and wrong, not excused when I’m in a good mood or just snapped at when I’m too tired to excuse her. Otherwise, she could end up becoming some kind of psychopath.
“Karen! I’m asking you a question!” Dad shouts, his voice so loud that I jump.
I adjust my book bag on my shoulders and sign, “No,” to Tessa. With that, I turn to my father and say, “Sorry, Dad. Tessa was talking to me, and I don’t know what’s wrong with me, maybe it has something to do with the fact that my mother just committed suicide.”
He pauses in stride and turns to me, his eyes wide.
I stop walking too, my heart plummeting. “I-I didn’t mean to say it like that.”
He runs a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, and I can’t help but notice the sagging bags under his eyes. Dad’s so worn out, there’s no need for me to say things that make him feel worse. 
“Karen.” His tone lowering, he says, “Your mother did not commit suicide. Do you understand me?”
“Okay, yeah. Sorry.” The words have barely left my lips when Tessa elbows me so hard I nearly stumble off of the curb. She shoves me and screams, a high-pitched wail, directly in my ear. “Oh my God, what?!” I sign, “What do you want?”
"Hearing girl dead?” she demands, her fingers impatiently speeding through every sign.
I turn to Dad, wondering if he’s seeing what his youngest daughter is asking, but he’s already ahead of us, headed to our station wagon.
Following him, I sign, “No, Esther’s not dead, and I was wrong to hit her. You should never hit anyone. And you do know that it’s wrong to kill people, don’t you?”
Hoping Tessa understands me enough to be able to answer the question, I turn back to her and a black Buick that’s just behind her catches my attention. Parked beside the curb with its tinted windows all rolled up, I see a silhouette in the front seat. As we pass it, I glance at the license plate. 
LOUISIANA.
“Hearing people stupid,” Tessa signs directly in front of me, forcing my attention to her.
This response to ‘You do know that it’s wrong to kill people, don’t you?’ bothers me, but honestly, the black car with a Louisiana plate bothers me even more. 
I take another look at the vehicle. 
Tessa starts to sign something, but telling her to hold on a second, I run and catch up to Dad.
He’s unlocking the driver’s side door as I ask, “Why were there so many cars with Louisiana plates at Mom’s funeral? Who were those people?”
 “Why?” Dad freezes, his expression darkening. 
“Because I want to know. Do we have family in Louisiana? Did Mom used to live there?” 
Dad turns away from me, opens the car, and mumbles, “Let’s just go home.” 
“Whatever, Dad.” Frustrated, I wave Tessa forward. 
She greedily accepts the front seat, and I greedily slip into the relative peace offered by the back. I could use a moment to myself that allows me to think for five consecutive minutes without having to interpret for Tessa, remind Dad that he’s talking too loudly, or answer a million questions about what’s wrong with me.  
Closing my eyes, I try to relax while the car shakes as Tessa and Dad get settled, slamming their doors shut. Tessa grunts and claps. Dad laughs, and I wonder what she’s signing, but don’t bother opening my eyes to check. Based on the clap, I assume it’s something about school. 
I take a deep breath, enjoying the noise of their signed conversation. But when Dad starts the car, I open my eyes and turn to my window so I can watch the scenery fly by.  
The lane beside ours is occupied by a sleek Maxima. Inside are two girls, probably a few years older than me; they car-dance and sing along with whatever music they’re listening to. 
What if I could switch lives with one of them? Or better yet, what if I could switch lives with Julia or Esther? All they have to worry about are things like who their next boyfriend is going to be or whether or not they feel like going shopping this weekend. Those two have no idea how difficult life is. They probably never will. When you’re born rich and beautiful, it’s like you’re born into life with a force field surrounding you. Bad things bounce right off of you.  
Sighing, I glance at Dad’s driver’s side mirror, and the black Buick is right behind us. A jolt of fear zipping through me, I sit up. 
Is it following us? 
I whirl around in my seat to make sure I’m looking at the same car. Yeah, unless I’m completely nuts, it’s the same car that was sitting in the school parking lot a few minutes ago!  
“Dad!” I lean towards the front seat. “Why is that car from Louisiana following us?” 
Dad’s eyes widen and his gaze darts from me to the Buick, but his voice remains calm as he says, “No one’s following us, that’s your imagination.” 
“No, it’s not,” I retort. “I saw it at Mom’s funeral, I saw it on our street, and now it’s following us home from school!”
“Calm down, Karen!” Dad yells, startling me. “You’ve caused enough excitement for one day. Just be quiet. Please!”
My stomach starts up with another fire-fit, and I simply can’t find the strength to argue. Clutching my stomach, I glare at the back of my father’s head. He’s hiding something, and I’m going to find out what it is.  






  
  Chapter 10- Tessa


“No!” I yell at my teddy bear. 
Next to my teddy is my green and purple dinosaur, and next to my dinosaur is my Buzz Lightyear doll. But my teddy bear was being bad. 
“Bad! Bad!” I sign.
I slap the bear like Momma used to slap me. 
It falls. 
I kick the bear, pick it back up, and then stretch it. But I'm not strong enough, I can't rip it in half.  
Angry, I throw the bear on the floor.
My Momma died on floor. I watched her nose bleed, and then I watched her eyes close. 
Now, I sit down on the cold floor.
Did Momma feel cold when she died?
I don’t know. 
I look down at my teddy bear. It is still smiling at me.
I grab it.
“Bad, you bad.” I sign.
I hug my teddy bear and close my eyes.
The floor shakes. 
I open my eyes.
The floor shakes when Daddy or Karen slam our front door …if Karen just left, I can go to her room and steal her ring again!
I drop my teddy bear and run to front door.
But I don't see Karen leaving.
Instead, I see the hearing woman from next door standing in our doorway. Ms. Davidson. She is holding a large metal pot. 
Cookies!
I'm so happy! 
I try to take the cookies from our neighbor, but Karen comes out of her room and stops me.
“No.” Karen signs, shaking her head. “Those aren’t cookies, it’s cabbage juice, Ms. Davidson was nice enough to bring it to me for my stomach.”
I don't understand. I want cookies. Karen is so mean!!!

      [image: ]Ms. Davidson comes again that night, she has gingerbread cookies.
After she leaves, me and Karen sit on the couch watching a Cary Grant movie while I eat the gingerbread cookies. They are SO GOOD!! I love cookies.
I look at Karen. She's not eating cookies. She's drinking “Cabbage Juice.” It's ugly and green. Yuck.  
I sign, “My cookie, share? Yes?”
Karen smiles and signs, “No, thank you. My stomach hurts and the cabbage juice helps it feel better. But a cookie would make it worse. You understand?” 
I don't understand what she's saying.
I nod and sign, “Yes, I understand.”
I continue to eat my cookies and watch To Catch a Thief. Grace Kelly is so pretty. I think I look like her. I am so pretty!
I look at Karen, point to the TV, and sign, “Me!”
“What?” Karen asks.
“Me!” I sign.
Karen doesn't understand. Sometimes, she's stupid.
“Me, me, me, me, yes. Me,” I sign, trying to help her understand.  
Karen stands up and signs, “I have to go to gymnastics. Be good, okay? Dad’s in his workroom if you need anything. You understand me?” 
I ignore her. 
Karen gets to go to gymnastics with Nathaniel. That's not fair.
I want to kiss Nathaniel. The way Cary Grant and Grace Kelly kiss on TV.
I watch the movie and think about Nathaniel.
Me and Nathaniel, we will kiss.






  
  Chapter 11- Nathaniel


I’m starting to think that the universe, or someone, is out to get me. As soon as I left Mom’s job, determined to talk to Karen, my car died. After two hours of me and some Good Samaritan named Buddy taking a look at the Jeep’s alternator, I got back to school at one in the afternoon and Karen was nowhere to be found. So, if the universe isn’t completely against me, she’ll be here at practice, meaning I’ll be able to talk to her soon.
Hopeful and nervous, I leave the boy’s locker room and catch sight of Brad by the pommel horse. He’s in deep conversation with Esther Reams, gesturing wildly while Esther nods and occasionally gets a word in edgewise. 
I can’t help but grin. The poor guy’s been into Esther since forever, but when he’s around her, he gets nervous and talks too much. I want to see her reaction, but she’s got her back to me.
“Hey, Esther, this guy bothering you?” I call, jogging their way. The two of them turn to me, Brad grinning and Esther …whoa. I stop short and stare at her. A swollen black eye distorts the right side of her face, and a Band-Aid covers the upper part of her nose. Stunned, all I can do is stand there and stare.
“So, I guess you noticed,” Esther speaks dryly as she points to her hair, “my new highlights.”
“Jesus, Esther,” I finally manage to say, “what happened?” 
She grins. “Oh, you know, Ninjas. The usual.”
Brad laughs, but it’s obvious that the laugh is forced. His pale blue eyes are somber as he pats Esther’s shoulder.
“Seriously, what happened?” I ask, approaching them and making sure to avert my gaze from her eye. I don’t want to keep staring and make Esther more uncomfortable than she must already feel. Besides, seeing her like this brings back bad memories. 
Unsettled, I crack my knuckles and glance at Brad, but he looks down at the mat and clears his throat. So I return my attention to Esther. “Esther, it’s okay. Just tell us who did it, and we’ll make sure he never does it again.” I glance at Brad. “Come on, back me up, Brad.”
He grimaces. “Actually, no can do, cuz it was a girl.” 
“Oh.” I think quickly, trying to recall if Julia said anything about a fight breaking out at school. But why would anyone fight Esther? Literally, everyone likes her. 
“And not just any girl,” Brad says.
“Hey!” Esther arches an eyebrow at him. “It’s a black eye, not the plague. I’m fine. Just forget about it. My God ...”
“How?” Brad frowns. “Every time we look at you, we remember there’s a psycho in our school and all she’s getting is three days suspension. If you ask me, somebody needs to teach that-” 
“No one needs to do anything.” Esther cuts in. She straightens her spine, making herself nearly as tall as Brad, and moves towards him. Brad gulps and takes a hesitant step back.
Mere inches from his face, she lowers her voice and says, “If I wanted something 'done,' I’d do it myself. So, leave her alone and keep your mouth shut. Can you manage that?” 
I look from Brad, who’s now blushing to the worse degree possible, to this street fighter version of Esther. I’ve known Esther since middle school, and when she’s not joking around or planning the next party at her house, she’s talking about gymnastics. She’s never this intense.  
Brad’s lips twitch and his nostrils flare as he nods. “Yes, ma’am.” 
I can tell he’s trying not to laugh.
Esther gives him one final look before turning her attention to me. “And you won’t bring it up again either, right?” 
“If that’s what you want,” I slowly reply. 
“It is.” She turns on her heel and heads to a group of girls who’ve just exited the locker room. 
“Dude,” Brad whispers, “that was so freaking hot. Did you see the way she looked at me?”
“Yeah,” I say, unable to take my eyes off Esther. “But that was strange, right?”
Now that Esther’s with her friends, she softens her toy soldier posture. Reaching up and pulling a strand of hair out of her bun, she twirls it around her finger. With that, Esther plants a huge grin on her face, says something to a girl named Lucy and they laugh as Lucy loops her arm through Esther’s. It’s like she’s become a completely different person …weird.
I finally turn to Brad, who’s still staring at Esther, but for completely different reasons. His head tilted and his eyes narrowed, he watches her with glazed over eyes. The guy likes her so much that it’s kind of pathetic.
I clear my throat. “So, sounds like you know who did that to her.” 
Brad snaps out of his trance and glances at me. Sighing, he tugs at the shoulder strap of his blue leotard. “Yeah, but I’m pretty sure you won’t want to hear it.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” 
“Esther’s going to kill me for saying this,” Brad says with a groan, “but it was you and Julia’s psycho friend. Before first hour she ran Esther down in the parking lot and tried to beat her up.”
I blink back at Brad in confusion. “Me and Julia’s psycho friend?” 
Brad points to someone in the distance. “That, right there.” 
I turn around and Karen, her head down and her shoulders sagging, is sauntering into the practice area from the girls’ locker room. 
Like every other girl in her class, her hair is pulled back into a bun, and she wears a light blue leotard. Still …she’s different, not just from her classmates, but from any girl I’ve ever seen.
My breath hitches in my chest and whatever Brad was talking about drifts, forgotten, into some black hole of my subconscious. This happens to me almost every time Karen walks into a room. And it’s not just because she’s pretty, it’s more than that. She’s got this solidarity, a quiet confidence that paints her every movement and gesture with …well, I don’t even know how to explain it. All I know is that the word to describe Karen isn’t “pretty,” it’s beyond that, it’s a word that hangs out somewhere in the neighborhood of “divine.” 
She pauses in stride, lifts her hand, and slips off the strange-looking ring she’s recently taken to wearing. With that, she returns to the locker room, and as she turns around, I can’t help but let my gaze slide to her butt. It’s perfect; the kind of ass that makes everything she wears sexy, even those worn-out leotards of hers.
Okay, I’m starting to drift.    
Warmth rising to my cheeks, I tear my eyes away from Karen’s butt and try to focus on what Brad’s still going on about. I try and retrace my thoughts. What were we talking about?
“ …cute or whatever, but man I’m telling you, she’s nuts,” Brad says as he grabs his ankles and pulls his calves behind his thighs, stretching, “I’m not trying to be a jerk, but there’s a reason why her mom did what she did.” 
Regaining my footing in our conversation and realizing what Brad’s claiming, I bristle. “Yeah, right. Karen gave Esther a black eye? Sure, Brad.” 
Brad stops stretching and leans against the pommel horse as he arches an eyebrow. “I saw the whole thing happen from Mr. Day’s class. It was messed up. Karen just went after her for no reason. It was like she snapped.” 
Hesitant, I watch Brad’s eyes, waiting for their seriousness to level out into amusement. He does this; he’ll say something bizarre and then come back with, “Just kidding, ha ha, gotcha.”  
Still unsmiling, Brad claps a hand on my shoulder. “I hate to say it, because I know you like her, but I’m telling you, Karen’s got issues. I’ve never seen anything like the way she went after Esther.”
I shove him away and Brad stumbles backwards. Surprise registering in his features, he raises both of his hands in surrender. “Whoa.”
“You’re not funny, man. Don’t you think she’s been through enough already? Actually, whatever. I need to go warm up.” Turning away from Brad, I pad across the mat, headed for the rings.
Sometimes, I don’t get Brad. He’s a pretty nonjudgmental guy, but then he goes and rags on Karen. Sure, she’s different, but why hate on someone just because they’re different? So what if they’re quiet and a little socially awkward …well, a lot socially awkward, maybe even to the point of acting stuck up. But Karen’s not really stuck up. She’s had Unseen as a father her whole life. Of course she’s messed up!
I grab a handful of chalk, spread it over my palms and glance at Esther while she laughs with a few of her friends. At the sight of her eye, all swollen and purple, my stomach turns. 
Anyway, Unseen’s daughter wouldn’t do something like that.  
I turn away from Esther and her black eye, reeling as the memory of my father’s fist connecting with my face comes at me out of nowhere. 
Taking a deep breath, my own fists clenched, I approach the rings. Grabbing them, I hoist myself up and swing, determined to clear my head.  

      [image: ]“What was wrong out there?” Coach Peterson asks, his voice low so my friends won’t hear.
I dare a quick look around the locker room. Brad’s in conversation with a few of the guys, and all four of them keep glancing our way. 
Coach’s discretion is kind but pointless. Everybody saw me freeze up on the high bar during a basic routine. There’s no need to whisper about it now.
Stifling a sigh, I meet his eyes and shrug. “I started thinking too much.”
“Is your dad trying to get you to go out there and visit him again? Is that what’s going on?” Coach Peterson asks.
I shake my head. “No, sir. I’m just having a rough day. Sorry.”
Crossing his arms, Coach leans against the empty locker behind him. “Of course, I care about this weekend’s meet, but you’re more important than a meet. So, if there’s anything you need to talk about, I’m here. Got that?” 
I nod.
I know Coach means it; he’s definitely been there for Mom and me. That day he took me home and we found Mom with a black eye, he was the one who finally convinced her to press charges against Dad and leave him for good.  
 “Okay, now go on, get out of here,” Coach says, securing his clipboard under his arm and heading to his office. 
Without a word to my friends, I grab my duffel bag and leave the locker room. The last thing I want is to hang around and listen to Brad joke about how badly I screwed up on the high bar or, even worse, listen to him badmouth Karen…Karen. 
“I completely forgot,” I mutter. 
Oh well, it’s not like I’m actually up to having that whole, “I know about your dad” conversation tonight. Maybe tomorrow. My keys in hand, I make a mad dash for the gym’s back exit, hoping to avoid running into anyone.
I get to my Jeep and, of course, seeing as the universe is against me, it doesn’t start. Cursing under my breath, I turn it over a few times and finally, the engine revs. I peel out of the parking lot, gravel flying behind me, and turn onto the highway. 
It’s beginning to get dark and the moon peeks out from behind a silvery cloud. Something about it looks ominous, putting me on edge. I chide myself for being silly, but I can’t shake the feeling. Trying to ignore the premonition, I zoom past an abandoned gas station, past the Tipson’s small fenced-in field where their three horses lounge, and past a lone figure walking along the roadside. 
I hit my breaks.
My eyes going to the rearview mirror, I pull over and watch the silhouette behind me. It’s Karen. She’s walking slowly, her gym bag in her left hand. Well, maybe the universe isn’t completely against me. 
I put the Jeep in reverse, run a quick hand through my hair, and park a few feet ahead of her. 
“Your dad forget to pick you up again?” I shout, hopping out and heading her way. 
“Yeah.” 
I stop in my tracks as I get a good look at Karen. Her eyes are watery and her nose is red. My heart sinks. “You alright?”
She glances sideways, blinking quickly. “Thanks for stopping, Nathaniel, but I don’t need a ride.”
“But it’s dark out.” I gesture to the darkening skies.  
“It’s also Peake, Alabama” she dryly replies. “Nothing happens here. Except suicide.” On that cheerful note, she walks past me and says, “So, I think I’m good.”
“Karen, wait.” I start after her, but she doesn’t slow down for a millisecond. I hurry to catch up with her. “Hey!”
She says nothing and gives no indication of having heard me. Her shoulder-length hair, freed from the mandatory gymnastics’ bun, is lifted and tossed by a nighttime breeze. I fall in step beside her as the wind sends whiffs of her shampoo my way and inhale the scent, her scent. 
I stare at her, unable to help myself. I wish other people could see her the way I do. Between her flowing hair, the soft curves of her cheeks, and her deep brown eyes, she looks angelic. How could Brad say she beat Esther up? 
 “Hey.” 
“What, Nathaniel?” she snaps, hurrying past my Jeep.
Wincing at her tone, I scramble to keep up with her. “Why are you mad at me?”
“I’m not.” 
“Then let me take you home. That’s better than you walking alone for five miles in the dark.”
“Oh my God, fine.” Sighing, she turns on her heel and heads back to my Jeep.
Relieved, but panicked, I nod. “Well, good…then…okay.” As we head back to the Jeep, I toy with my keys, realizing that in spite of my godawful day at practice, I do want to talk to Karen. But what do I bring up first: her dad’s secret identity or the deal with people saying she hit Esther?
I glance at Karen and her eyes are no longer red, but as they meet mine she averts her gaze. 
“Whatever I did to make you mad,” I say, opening the passenger door for her, “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not mad at you. And it’s not the ‘fifties, I can open my own damn door.” She tries to shove me out of her way and rolls her eyes when her attempt is useless. 
“I’m pretty sure you’re mad at me.” I throw a pointed look at her hand, which is still in shoving-mode on my arm and come face-to-face with a purple bruise that all but covers her fist. It’s the same kind of bruise my father’s fists often had. My stomach turns and an unexpected surge of anger rises within me.
Karen lowers her hand. “What?” 
I can’t believe this. I turn away from her and head to the driver’s side.
“Nathaniel?” Karen calls after me. “Why’d you look at me like that?”
I don’t even know where to start in answering her. 
“I’m glad you’re letting me take you home,” I finally reply, sliding into my seat as she hops in and turns to me. I try my best to sound calm as I continue, “Because we need to talk.”

      [image: ]“…and she was laughing, like she didn’t even care.” Karen’s fists are clenched as she hits her knee. “Esther’s just another one of Peake’s rich, self-centered assholes.” 
I slow for a red light, conflicted between empathy for Karen and disgust at what she’s done.  That’s why I can’t look at her right now, it’d be too confusing. I turn my attention to two deer standing along the roadside. They dart away, retreating into the woods while Karen goes on, “Out of all the preppy snobs at school and gymnastics, Esther’s the worst.” 
I can’t let that one go.
Trying to keep my voice even, I speak through gritted teeth, “How do you even know what Esther’s like? When was the last time you had a conversation with her?”
“Why would I talk to her?” Karen mutters as she turns to glare out of the passenger window. 
 “Because she’s cool,” I retort, unable to keep the annoyance out of my tone, “and-” 
“Esther Reams is not cool.” 
We turn to each other and I start to negate this, but Karen interrupts me. 
“And the only reason you think she is, is because she’s cute and she invites you to her stupid parties.” Karen blinks back at me, her big brown eyes boring into mine. My heart skips a beat. As pissed off as I am, I’d have to be completely blind not to notice how pretty she looks right now. 
Startled by the blankness that consumes my thoughts, I blurt the first thing that comes to mind, “Don't be a bitch.”
“Oh, my God, Nathaniel!” Rolling her eyes, Karen shakes her head and, to my disadvantage, moistens her lips. I watch her tongue dart over her lips and shift in my seat uncomfortably. If I keep staring at her I’m going to forget the whole point of this argument. I turn away from her and see that the light’s green. Accelerating through it, I attempt to get a handle on myself. 
Karen, meanwhile, continues to bite my head off.  “…that word is so offensive to women! Do you even know how sexist you sound?” 
Once her words start to make sense in my head, I quickly reply, “You’re right, sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
She shakes her head, mumbling something under her breath about me starting to sound like my jerk friends. Annoyed, I grit my teeth and ease off the accelerator as we head into town, where the speed limit is only 35 mph. 
“And if me using an offensive word hurt you that much,” I say, “can you imagine how much you hurt Esther by punching her?”  
“She wasn’t hurt, she laughed!” 
“Even though her eye is swollen and her nose is nearly broken, she wasn’t hurt? Is that what you’re saying?”
“I’m saying she deserved it, Nathaniel!” 
I wince, my thoughts shifting to my father as we approach a red light at the intersection between Peake Grocery and one of our town’s two gas stations. I slow to a stop and say, “No one deserves to get punched in the face.” 
That was Dad’s word of choice when it came to defending what he’d do to us; we “deserved” his every blow. A sudden feeling of claustrophobia bearing down on me, I can hardly breathe. I flip on the AC.
“Trust me, Nathaniel, she did deserv-” 
 “No, she didn’t. You’re just jealous. That’s the problem,” I retort. “You’re jealous and you’re too proud to admit it.” 
“I am not jealous of Esther Reams! I don’t want her stupid money or her fancy-”
“I’m not talking about her money,” I cut in. “I’m talking about her friends. People like Esther. Nobody likes you, because you’re the snob, Karen. You judge people before you even get to know them. You’re so busy criticizing everyone that you don’t even see them. All of that makes you the snob, not her.” 
Silence, sudden and as sharp as a knife, fills the Jeep while I turn away from her, setting my gaze on the road ahead.
Holy crap. What did I just say? Gulping, I dare a glimpse at Karen and she’s staring at me with wide eyes, her mouth open.
Upon meeting my eyes, she blinks and turns away, facing forward. A pang of regret grips my heart. 
I start to apologize, but she says, “I’m not jealous of Esther, and since we’re talking about my flaws, how about yours?” 
Words leaving me, I look at her in dumb silence. 
“You’re a coward,” she says, her eyes narrowed and her tone even. “You don’t know how to fight for what you want and you don’t even know what you want because you’re afraid to be honest with yourself. You’re afraid of everything.”
Gutted, I nearly flinch but catch myself. Rolling my eyes in a show of nonchalance, I shake my head. “Okay, first of all,” I say, hearing my voice shake. “I do know what I want, um…”
“Obviously, you don’t.” Karen turns away from me. “I thought you wanted to be my friend, that you were, like, the one person in this stupid town who I don’t have to defend myself to.”
“Hey, come on. I am your friend. I am.” I touch her arm and she winces. 
That, right there, is worse than a punch to the gut. 
I retract my hand. “Sorry.” Looking down at my hands, I take a moment to collect my thoughts. Even though she’s dead wrong about the Esther-thing, I don’t want her to walk away from this conversation angry with me. 
Sighing, I turn to her and address the side of her head since she’s refusing to look at me. “Karen, I’m sorry. And I am on your side. Even though I just acted like a complete jerk, I promise, I couldn’t be more on your side.” 
Finally turning to me, she searches my eyes, the anger in hers diminishing.
Relief washes over me. “In fact,” I continue, “there’s something I need to tell you.” My nerves taking over, I grip the steering wheel. 
“What?” 
“I’ve been thinking about what happened in the cornfield the other night, um, about what I saw.” I take a deep breath. “And I think your dad -”	
A thud sounds on my Jeep’s roof.
I look up as Karen gasps. “I think something just fell on top of us.” Her words are drowned out by what sounds like running footsteps above our heads. They dart from the back of the roof towards the windshield.
“What is that?” Karen unfastens her seatbelt and grabs the door handle. 
The underside of a black boot appears on the windshield and horrified, I grab Karen’s hand. “Wait! Don’t open the door.”
A second boot appears and stomps against the glass so hard it fissures, leaving a long crack in my windshield. At this, both feet dart away and their owner, a shadowy silhouette, jumps into the air before vanishing into the darkness.
My heart pounds …Unseen. That was Unseen! What if he heard me?
Stricken, I peer into the dark skies ahead, searching for some other sign of him.
Did he hear me on the verge of telling Karen the truth about his identity and show up to stop me? Does that mean he’s been tracking me?
“Nathaniel, look!” Karen grabs my arm and points to the gas station at our left.
Directly above the building, a bright light shines in the night sky. In the gas station below, a man is hurled through the front door, glass shattering everywhere.
My fear of Karen’s dad pounding me to a bloody pulp fades as the man lands on the cement with a thud. Unseen’s victim is a burly guy in a flannel jacket and ski mask that covers his face. A thief. He struggles to his feet as the light in the sky above the gas station diminishes. In the distance, police sirens scream their approach.
Unseen isn’t here because of me. He showed up to stop that.
Only slightly relieved, I accelerate through the red light and mumble, “We’re getting out of here.” 
“Wait, stop.” Karen tightens her grip on my arm. “Stop the car!” 
I hit the brakes. “What’s wrong?” 
“Up there,” she says, awe in her voice, “on top of the bank.”  
My pulse racing, I squint into the darkness and follow Karen’s direction to Peake First National’s roof, where the silhouette of a woman stands on the ledge.
I shiver, an ice-cold bucket of fear dumped over me. What is this?! It’s like we’re running into one disaster after another! 
“She’s going to jump.” I put the Jeep in park and start for my door, but Karen grabs my elbow.
“No. Don’t you get it?” she exclaims, her words rushed in excitement, “That’s Unseen. I think …I think he's a 'she.'”   
“That’s impossible.” I say, peering up at the shadowy figure in question. It’s definitely a woman, but there’s no way she’s Unseen.
“It’s not impossible.” Karen’s tone is as definite as ever, “We’re seeing Unseen and they're a woman.”
“That’s not Unseen,” I retort, opening my door.
The woman leaps, jumping off the ledge in one swift motion. I bolt from my Jeep, my gaze not straying from the falling woman. I run as fast as I can, but there’s no way I’ll get to her in time …please God, please let one of the nearby tree branches break her fall… My prayer comes to an abrupt halt as the woman disappears midair. 
I stop running and blink into the darkness. Where’d she go? Behind me, the Jeep’s passenger door slams shut.
“Did you see that? She disappeared,” Karen shouts as she runs towards me. “That had to be Unseen!”
Confused, I scan the area where the lady should have fallen, but there’s just grass, trees, and an empty sidewalk. She really disappeared. I turn to Karen who, her eyes as wide as saucers, is grinning more than I’ve seen in a very long time. Speechless, I turn back to the bank and make sure the woman isn’t there …somewhere. 
“Now my dad will have to believe in Unseen,” Karen says as she heads back to the Jeep. “Come on, let’s leave before the police get here. They’ll want official witness statements and that’ll take all night.”  
Dazed, I follow her to the Jeep. If that woman was Unseen, then what happened to Karen’s dad in the cornfield last night? 
The ominous feeling from earlier returning to settle down on me, I start the Jeep and glance at Karen.
Mom was right. There’s something strange about Karen’s parents; they were hiding a secret. And that secret had nothing to do with Dr. Lyles being Unseen. He’s something else completely.






  
  Chapter 12- Karen


I tossed and turned all night, not only because of our Unseen sighting, but because of what Nathaniel said when he got mad. I’ve seen him annoyed, but never angry. And definitely never angry at with me… 
"You’re so busy criticizing everyone that you don’t even see them.”
His words resounding in my head, I tighten the belt of my robe and take another bite of Frosted Flakes. Yes, what I did to Esther was awful, but I didn’t do it because I was jealous of her, and I’m definitely not a snob. Esther’s the snob. The girl treats Tessa and me like we don’t even exist. 
But ...whatever. Like Ms. Greenich said, I don’t have to stay bitter and angry, I can decide how to feel. And right now, I want to feel like a girl who’s enjoying her Frosted freaking Flakes and pleased with herself for catching a glimpse of her town’s vigilante.
Reaching across the table and grabbing today’s newspaper, I take another bite of cereal and read the front page.
UNSEEN NABS GAS STATION ROBBERS!
I grin and drop my spoon into my cereal. Milk splatters onto the table as I shout, “Hey Dad!” I start to bolt from my seat, ready to pull him from his workroom. But I pause, recalling that he’s bringing Tessa to school. 
Dammit! I still haven’t had a chance to tell him what we saw last night. And I really want to because maybe hearing about our Unseen sighting will pull at least a hint of a smile out of him. 
“This is so cool,” I murmur, picking up the newspaper and reading the article.
It details the account Nathaniel and I saw firsthand, explaining that two ski mask-wearing men, who’ve apparently taken to robbing gas stations all over North Alabama, tried to do the same at Peake’s Gas last night. But according to the small gas station’s cashier, the two thieves were stopped when Unseen saved the day. 
I read the article twice, a big stupid grin on my face. Setting it aside, I glance at our front door, hoping Dad comes back soon. I can’t wait to tell him about this!
Our phone rings and I glance down at our Caller ID box. It’s Julia, calling from her cell phone. She's one of the few rich kids in our class to have one.  
“Hey, Jules!” I exclaim, unable to keep the enthusiasm out of my voice. 
“Oh, my God, Karen, I’ve been dying to talk to you and I just couldn’t take it anymore!” Julia screeches, sounding even more excited than I am.  
I laugh. “Me too!” 
“Really?” she says with genuine surprise. “Okay. You go first. What’s up, girly?”
I lean against the counter, my gaze returning to the newspaper on our kitchen table. “You’re never going to believe what me and Nathaniel saw!”
“Oh, yeah!” Julia exclaims, the screech factor in her voice making me flinch. “You guys saw Unseen. Nathaniel told me. That’s so crazy! And he said she’s a girl. I never would have thought Unseen was a girl. That’s so cool, Karen!” 
 “Yeah.” I slowly reply. Nathaniel told her… because they're back together. That's right. 
I deflate like a popped balloon. And to make matters worse, my stomach pain flares up. 
I close my eyes and blurt, "In other news, I have a stomach ulcer. I went to the doctor yesterday. He said the ulcer is why I've been in so much pain lately."
"Oh, my God. That sucks, my girly," Julia says. "Is there, like, medicine you can take to make it better?"
"Yeah," I open my eyes, and clutch my stomach. "The doctor gave me stuff to take. But Ms. Davidson, she's the neighbor who brought me to the doctor, she said cabbage juice is even better than medication. So, she gave me a bunch of cabbage juice yesterday. It's already helped a lot."
"Cabbage juice," Julia says with a laugh, "Oh my God. That's so trippy."
"Yeah," I reply, rolling my eyes. Julia says 'that's so trippy' when she doesn't really care about something and isn't sure what to say in response. 
“So, are you ready to hear my news?” she asks in a sing-song voice. 
Despite my stomach and deep-seated jealousy, the happiness in Julia’s tone stops me from inventing an excuse to tell her no. 
So, I close my eyes again and say, “Sure.” 
“So, I would’ve told you yesterday, but you were a little, um, busy. Anyway, here it is,” Julia sighs dramatically. “Me and Nate are back together! Can you believe it?” She laughs and continues, “When he brought me home from your house the other night, we talked for a while and then we kissed! It was the sweetest, softest kiss. Oh, my God! And then we talked about how much we missed each other and we were all like, 'Let’s take it slow, but…'”
As Julia goes on, I begin to feel dead. Like my heart has literally stopped. Opening my eyes, I stare at the oak cabinets on the other side of our kitchen, my mind blank, my heart silent, and my breath halted.
Julia, on the other hand, is as animated as ever. “…isn’t that great? Now you won’t have to be caught in the middle of me and Nate’s drama, am I right?” She laughs, but I can’t even speak.
“Karen?” 
I take a deep breath and try to ignore the burning that’s resurfaced in my stomach. “Yeah. Sorry about that, I accidently muted the phone. Jules, that’s so great. I’m happy for you.” The lie slips from my lips as easily as the truth, and Julia goes on to talk about some things that I really wish I didn’t have to listen to.
The more she talks about the way they kissed, the more I realize how right Nathaniel was. I am jealous. Not of Esther Reams, but of all “The Esther’s” of the world. The pretty, rich girls with normal families, normal personalities, and normal lives. They’re the ones who all “The Nathaniel’s” fall for. And I can't even blame The Nathaniel’s. Who wouldn’t choose the fun, happy girl over the moody chick who seethes with so much jealousy you can practically smell it coming from her pores? 
“ …I’m going to miss you today. Sucks you got suspended. But, um, speaking of that, like, what exactly happened with Esther?” Julia stammers. “There are some crazy rumors going around. Of course, I don’t believe them, but, I was kind of wondering.” 
I look down at Mom’s ring, my emotions as clouded as the opaque stone. It’s funny how even though our feelings are what make us who we are, they’re the most difficult things in the world to understand. Like, I wouldn’t have realized I was jealous until Nathaniel pointed it out. And now …now, I don’t even know what I’m feeling. It’s not just jealousy, it’s a rawness that’s making me numb. 
“Karen? Are you there?”
“Yeah, sorry. The thing with Esther was a misunderstanding. I thought she was trying to hurt Tessa, and it was just a stupid mistake.”
“Oh,” Julia replies, her voice soft, “I get it. Well, look, Nate’s right here and he’s saying he needs to talk to me, so I guess I’ll see you later. Bye, girly.”
“Bye, Jules.” I set the phone in its cradle and stare down at it. I don’t even know how to… be right now. All I know is that I feel like shit.
Our front door creaks open and our entire house shakes under Dad’s footsteps. He slams the door shut and I slide off of the counter to peek around the corner. As Dad’s face comes into view my concern about my own feelings fade. He’s as pale as he was the night we found Mom. His dark salt-and-pepper hair full of sweat and flattened against his head, he scowls so much that a series of lines mar every inch of his forehead. 
“Dad? What’s wrong?” 
Looking past me as if I haven’t said a word, he lifts a trembling hand to wipe the perspiration from his forehead, marches to his workroom, and slams the door behind him. 
I hear him shouting, but I can’t quite make out his words. He must be on the phone. Though most of what he’s saying is garbled, I hear, “Leave my family alone,” quite clearly.
Confused, I hug myself and stare down the hallway. Could this have something to do with those Buicks that have been following us? Between seeing Unseen and dealing with my feelings for Nathaniel, I kind of forgot about them.  
I slip back into the kitchen, pick up the phone, and glance at our Caller ID box to see who Dad’s talking to, but it says, “Restricted Number.” 
“…saw one of their cars at my little girl’s school,” Dad says, distress staining his every word, “and my oldest is starting to notice them. Tell Jayne I don’t have the serum! Tell her to leave us alone!”
My heart pounding, I grip the phone and turn to the kitchen window where morning sunlight streams through our curtains. Absently watching the golden rays, I try and wrap my head around what Dad’s saying. First of all, who’s Jayne? And what “serum” is Dad talking about?
“Dr. Lyles,” a whispered female voice replies, “you shouldn’t call me here, it’s not safe. I’ll contact you later, from a secure line. Understood?”
“Claire, I can’t deal with this,” Dad hisses, “I ran their experiments, I did what they wanted, and now I’m done! Tell Jayne to stay away from my family. Tell her I’m never going back to I.T.I.S. I’m through with them!”
“Dr. Lyles, you know I can’t do that,” the woman he’s called “Claire” whispers. “She’d kill-”
There’s a click and Claire says, “Dr. Lyles? Dr. Lyles?”
Dad must have hung up on her. My hands shake as I set the phone back in its cradle. Those black cars …they were following us. I was right. And what the hell is I.T.I.S.? It sounds familiar. But I don't know where I've heard the acronym. 
The door to Dad’s workroom flies open and his footsteps sound on the floor. I dart away from the phone and peer around the corner.
Dad heads to the front door, shouting, “I’ll be back. Don’t open the door for anyone.” With that, he shuts the door behind him, his keys clattering while he takes a moment to lock the top and bottom locks. That in itself is strange, Dad never remembers to lock the front door. 
I glance down the hallway, eyeing Dad’s workroom as his words ring in my ears, “…I ran their experiments, I did what they wanted ...I’m never going back to I.T.I.S.” 
 I think Mom may have mentioned I.T.I.S. once or twice when she was delusional. But what is it?  Could it have something to do with the cars that have been following us? My thoughts swarming and colliding, I look down at Mom’s ring. What if Mom’s “delusions” weren’t delusions? 
I head to Dad’s workroom, determined to find answers. 

      [image: ]Ever since Tessa and I were little, we were told to keep away from Dad’s workroom. I’ve never understood why Mom and Dad were so strict about that, but now the rule makes sense. If Dad’s connection to I.T.I.S. is supposed to be confidential and the information surrounding this big secret is in here, no wonder we were shooed away. 
I approach the door, take a deep breath, and turn the knob. It’s locked. But, that’s okay. When you have a little sister who’s prone to throwing tantrums and locking herself in her room, you become a pro at prying open a locked door.
Hurrying to the bathroom, I open the drawer where I keep me and Tessa’s hair supplies and grab a bobby pin. In less than three minutes, I’ve used the pin to open the door to Dad’s workroom. Slipping inside, I look around. 
It's messy as hell with piles of clothes on the floor and stacks of books and cardboard boxes scattered about. A rusty metal file cabinet occupies the room’s right-hand corner, and a large wooden office desk sits in front of the window.  
“Hm, I wonder who I take after.” I mutter as I step over a pile of balled up papers that, upon closer inspection, appear to be bills. 
Passing three cardboard boxes that have been stacked on top of each other, I approach the large oak desk. Among the numerous outdated day planners and random pieces of papers strewn across its top is a large framed picture of our family. The four of us stand shoulder to shoulder, smiling as we pose on the front lawn of our church. Grabbing the picture, I examine it.  
We looked so different back then; for one, we looked happy. I think Tessa was ten and I was twelve when this was taken. Her hair was wild, coming out of the cute little bow Mom tried to tie it back with. 
Mom …my God, Tessa looks exactly like her; they have the same golden hair and blue eyes.  
I touch the glass just above Mom’s cheek, as if this is somehow the same as touching my mother’s cheek. Sighing, I set the photo down and slide into Dad’s desk chair. 
I open Dad’s bottom desk drawer and scan its contents. I don't find much. A few random papers and a three-hole punch. I lean forward to close the drawer when a VHS tape with my name on it catches my eye. I pick it up, my heart skipping a beat as Mom’s handwriting, scrawled in black marker, stares back at me, “For Karen & Tessa.”
I touch the cursive letters, each of them long and elegant, and a strange sort of homesickness washes over me. I make myself set the tape aside. If I get all emotional, I won’t be able to focus. Anyway, the tape is probably just a recorded message with one of Mom’s “I love my beautiful girls” speeches. Before she lost her mind, that’s the way Mom was. She’d use every second she could to tell us she loved us or teach us some life lesson. 
My stomach smarting, I take one last look at the tape. I’ll definitely watch it later. 
I start to close the drawer when something that must have been behind the tape catches my eye, a tiny metallic spray can. I almost didn’t see it because it’s shoved into the corner of the drawer and partially covered by a legal pad. Curious, I pick it up and turn it over.
A small label on its underside says, “Property of I.T.I.S. - Hearing”
I.T.I.S! This must have some connection to Dad’s secret!
My nerves spiking, I remove the can’s top and sniff the spray nozzle. The floral scent that slinks into my nose is oddly familiar. I turn the bottle around, examining it. 
Where have I smelled this before? And why is it called “Hearing?”  
Our phone rings, startling me so badly that I jump and the can falls out of my hands. I retrieve it, toss it into the pocket of my robe and scramble out of Dad’s office, hurrying to answer the phone. As soon as Dad gets back, I’m showing him this can and demanding that he tell me what I.T.I.S. is. 






  
  Chapter 13- Nathaniel


“Nate, I don’t understand.” Julia says, her eyes filling. 
A lump forms in my throat. No matter how much she cries, I have to stand my ground. So, I avert my eyes and say, “Because I care about you and I want you to be with a guy who deserves you.” 
A loud group of sophomores, all of them slowing in stride as they pass us, leave the student parking lot and head into Peake High. Each of their stares, weighty with judgment, land on my shoulders and my anxiety goes into overdrive. I wish I’d had the brains to start this conversation in the car and not on the sidewalk where everyone can watch the latest episode of “Julia and Nathaniel.”
“Nate?”
“Yeah?” I shift my gaze to the sidewalk, and Julia’s tiny feet, the only part of her that I can bring myself to look at, are moving towards me.
The silver toe ring on her right foot glares back at me as she says, “Would you at least look at me?” 
I do as she asks and with her shoulders hunched, she seems even shorter than her petite 5’4’ frame. The slouched posture doesn’t take away from how pretty she is. Julia would look hot no matter what. 
I take a deep breath. Most guys would think I’m an idiot for doing this to her. 
“There has to be a reason why you keep breaking up with me,” she says, her bottom lip trembling. “Just tell me what I’m doing wrong.” 
“Nothing.” I rub the back of my neck and stare into the distance, searching for the right words. “I…”
“You what?” 
The bell rings and the noise around us increases as everyone shuffles to their first hour; everyone, except for Julia and me. Rooted to her spot on the sidewalk, she crosses her arms and stares me down.  
“I can’t say you did anything wrong, because you didn’t.” My words come out in a nervous rush and needing to do something with my hands, I slide my book bag off my shoulders and set it at my feet. 
Julia shakes her head, a scowl forming above her eyes. “You’re lying.”
“No, I’m not,” I quickly say. “Jules, you’re perfect. And whoever you end up with is going to be the luckiest guy in the world, but it’s not me. You need to be with someone who deserves you.”
“You keep saying that!” she snaps, tears falling from her eyes. Two passing girls slow down, turning to glance at us. 
The unwanted audience sends a rush of heat to my face, and I stammer, “I keep saying it because it’s true. B-but…” I gulp. I wish I could just say it.
“But what?” Julia demands. 
My chest heavy and my palms making like Niagara Falls, I gather my courage and force myself to look her in the eye. “But you deserve to be with someone who sees you as more than a friend, because I don’t.”  
Julia’s face falls and she takes a shaky step backwards.
“Jules …” I reach for her, but she pushes my hand away.
“Fuck you, Nathaniel.” Her face bright red, she turns on her heel and hurries away.
I watch her disappear into the crowd while passing kids whisper and stare, looking from me to Julia with unveiled curiosity. I want to go after her. But if I do, she’ll either push me away and make an even bigger scene or break me down until I find myself back in a relationship with her. My fists clenched, I exhale. If that was the right thing to do, then why do I feel so horrible?
Frustrated, I pick up my book bag and trudge to first hour. 

      [image: ]“…especially the ones derived from differential equations,” Ms. Hines, our math teacher continues. “The variables involved are not linked to each other in an explicit way. Most of the time, they’re linked through an implicit formula…”
Linked; that’s what me and Karen are ... or at least it’s what I want us to be. I feel like she trusts me. But it’s a limited trust. 
Ms. Hines raps her blue dry erase marker against an equation on the overhead projector and continues to explain it. I stare at the calculus problem, blind to the numbers and deaf to everything she’s saying. All I can think about is what Karen said about me last night. She got mad and her real feelings came out. She called me a coward. 
What if there’s some truth to that? After all, I am scared of pretty much everything. I still haven’t really allowed myself to process the fact that what I saw in the cornfield means that…well, that Karen’s Dad might not be human. I mean, whatever I saw in that out there was gigantic, with glowing eyes. And all I know is that her dad came out of there. But, until now, I haven’t even wanted to admit that to myself. 
On top of that, is my relationship with Julia. I’ve been dating her out of fear; fear of looking like a bad guy, fear of Karen potentially rejecting me. It’s like my entire life is me on the high bar, freezing up and letting fear get the best of me.  
The realization washes over me like a cold shower. Karen’s right, I'm a coward.
Without a second thought, I raise my hand.
Ms. Hines adjusts her wire rimmed glasses and pauses her lecture as she looks at me with raised eyebrows. “What’s wrong, Nathaniel?” 
“Can I go to the bathroom?” I ask. 
She nods and I shoot out of my seat, hurrying through the classroom door and into the hallway. I jog down the hallway, past the boy’s restroom, and straight through Peake High’s exit doors. With this, I truck it to the student parking lot. This makes two days in a row that I’ve skipped school, but I don’t care, and I don’t care how scared I am right now. It’s time for Karen to know how I feel about her. If that means I get rejected, then I get rejected. But I can’t be a coward anymore. 
A cold breeze bites through my jacket, sending chills up and down my arms as I make my way to Mom’s Lexus. My Jeep is at the dealership so they can fix the windshield and figure out what’s wrong with the alternator. Since Mom has the day off, she let me take her car to school. 
Despite the cold, my palms are sweating as I pull out of the parking lot and glance down at Mom’s car phone; a clunky black device that she’s proud of.  She bought it just in case of an emergency. Telling Karen that I’m on my way over seems like an emergency to me. I dial her number, and as she picks up and my heart nearly stops.
“Would you stop calling?” Karen snaps.
Taken aback, I hesitate, “Uh, what do you mean? This is the first time I’ve called you today.”
“Oh, my gosh, Nathaniel?”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry about that, somebody keeps calling and hanging up and I-”
“Hey, I need to talk to you,” I cut in. “Can I come over?” I hold my breath as she remains silent. Why isn’t she saying anything? I turn onto the highway that leads to her neighborhood, hoping she’ll say yes.
“Okay,” she finally says.
“Okay,” I repeat, inadvertently echoing her tone. I clear my throat. “See you soon.”
“Yeah, see you soon.” 
As we hang up, I turn onto the street that will bring me to the girl I need to prove myself to. I want to tell her everything, not just about how I feel about her, but what I know about her Dad. Then again, I might get to her house and completely freeze up. 
I hope I can do this ... no. I’m going to do it.






  
  Chapter 14- Karen


Leaning against the kitchen counter, I stare down at the phone. 
Nathaniel’s deep voice is still lingering in my head, ‘I need to talk to you. Can I come over?’ 
That voice. It sounds sexy even when he's saying something vague and slightly ominous. 
I cross my arms and sigh. I should have asked him what he wants to talk to me about. Knowing Nathaniel, this is all about him feeling bad about last night's argument and wanting to apologize. But that's not necessary. 
I've had time to think, and everything he said about me was true.  
Discomfort nips at my stomach and, figuring I should get a glass of Ms. Davidson’s cabbage juice, I head for the refrigerator. A glimpse of my reflection in our microwave door horrifies me. Between my troll doll hair, sleepy eyes, and large fluffy robe thrown on over pink and red PJs, as soon as Nathaniel sees me, he’ll remember why he chose Julia over me.
I comb my fingers through my hair and pause as the distinctive creak of our back-porch screen door sounds. 
Dad must be back.
Tensing, I trudge out of the kitchen and start towards back door. I need to have a serious conversation with Dad about that I.T.I.S. stuff. So, maybe I should ask Nathaniel to come over later-
My thoughts come to an abrupt halt and I freeze in stride. Just ahead, the window in our back door reveals an extremely tall man who is definitely not my dad. He's at least seven feet tall. And he hasn't seen me yet because he seems to be focused on trying to unlock our door.  
My heart begins to pound. 
The doorknob shakes as he continues to jostle it. I take a shaky step backwards. This guy is trying to break into our house! My heart in my throat, I pretend my knees aren’t shaking, and shout, “Get out of here!”
The man looks up. Panic bears down on me, sending ice cold shockwaves to my every nerve as he locks eyes with me. 
I lift my chin, feigning confidence and trying to look as scary as possible while I walk towards the door. “I called the police," I shout, "so you'd better get the hell out of here!” 
The stranger smiles, revealing a mouthful of yellow teeth. I flinch and come to dead stop. He arches an eyebrow and chuckles, like my reaction is funny. 
This is bad!
Still chuckling, he returns his attention to our doorknob. It twists and turns furiously as he tries to unlock it.
I need to call the cops. My hands shaking, I run for the kitchen phone. Behind me, a strange, tapping noise sounds at the back door.
I turn around and the door, somehow removed from its hinges, is falling forward. My mouth falls open in shock as it lands in our hallway with a heavy thud. I flinch at the crash, a cloud of dust and grass billowing up from the floor. 
Paralyzed with shock, I stare at the strange man as he steps into our house, his heavy work boots making knocking sounds as he walks on top of the broken door.  The giant is about my dad’s age and despite his height, he’s lanky in a blue flannel shirt over a pair of worn jeans. His stringy blonde hair, long and oily, looks like it hasn’t been washed in weeks. 
I look from him to our broken door. How did he do that?!
Coming out of my shock, I take a shaky step back and say, "T-the police are coming," unable to control the tremor in my voice. 
“No, they're not, Karen," he replies with a smirk. "Let's make this easy. How about you just come with me?”
Chills creep from my scalp to the very bottoms of my feet as he says my name. How does this creep know my name? And what the hell does he want with me?!  
All at once, my instincts take over. Turning on my heel, I run down our hallway as fast as I can. The staccato of the stranger’s footsteps follow me. I skid into Tessa’s room, slam her door shut, and lock it. My every limb trembling, I glance around frantically. What should I do? Should I hide under the bed? 
No that’s stupid, I'll be trapped under her bed. My gaze darts to Tessa's window. Maybe I can slip out, run to Ms. Davidson’s house, and call the police from there. 
The same tapping noise I heard at the back door before it fell off of its hinges sounds at Tessa’s bedroom door. My heart sinks. 
“No, no no,” I whimper, hurrying past Tessa’s rows upon rows of stuffed animals as I make my way to her window. Suddenly, I trip over something hard. Before I know it, I'm tumbling, hip first, into her windowpane.
My every movement clumsy, I right myself, shove Tessa’s window open, and glance behind me for glimpse of what I tripped over. At my feet is a fuzzy brown teddy bear with two of our steak knives through its stomach.
Refusing to consider why my little sister stabbed her teddy bear, I return my attention to the window and try to push it up a little further. But it’s only gone up three inches, and refuses to budge any further. It’s stuck! 
“Come on,” I hiss, pushing against the window with all my might. The metal ridges make indentations in my calloused palms, but the window won't move. 
Behind me, Tessa’s bedroom door slams to the floor with a crash. 
My heart beating wildly, I spin around. 
The giant lowers his head as he steps through her doorway. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he looks around with a casual air. 
This is bad. Really freaking bad!
Panicking, I crouch and grab the two knives from Tessa’s teddy bear. 
The giant strolls towards me, nonchalantly tossing a few shaggy blonde whisps of split-end ridden hair out of his eyes as he says, “You’re going to stab me? That’s cute.” 
I blink back at him. There’s something strange about his eyes. They’re hazel but tinged with a silver glint.
“Alright, then,” he narrows his eyes, “try and cut me. All you have to do is knick me once, and I’ll let you go. Promise.”
My thoughts a jumble, I take a step back and crush a stuffed animal under my right foot. “You should leave while you can,” I stammer. “I-I called the police, they’re-”
I shut up as the silvery glint in each of his irises becomes more pronounced, overwhelming the hazel until it’s drowned. His eyes are turning silver. Horrified, I stare at him. He takes his hands out of his pockets and the backs of his hands are a glistening gray, like they’ve been doused in silver glitter.
“What’s wrong with you?” I blurt, looking at his fingernails which are completely silver.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” he replies, sauntering towards me.  
My heart pounding, I back up and hit Tessa's wall. The giant continues towards me, blocking my path. There's no way around him. 
My teeth shaking, and desperation washing over me, I realize I'm trapped. The only way out, is to fight the giant. 
Both knives firmly in hand, I lunge forward, aiming one of the blades at his chest. He catches my wrist and squeezes, gripping me so tightly I gasp and drop the knife. 
Tears spring into my eyes. “Let go!”  
Chuckling, he grabs my other knife and tosses it aside. As it clatters to the floor, he leans towards me until he's mere centimeters from my face. His breath, smelling of aluminum and a familiar floral scent, wafts over me as he says, “Looks like you won’t be stabbing me.” 
I kick him in the shin and gasp as sharp pain radiates from my big toe all the way up my foot and into my calf.
He laughs and grabs my other wrist. “That hurt, didn’t it?”
Shaking uncontrollably, I shout, “Leave me alone!”
To my surprise, he does. But not by choice. Suddenly losing his smug grin, the giant freezes and his eyebrows go up as if something’s stunned him. 
He stumbles backwards, and his grip on my wrists lessens as his strange silver eyes roll back in their sockets. All at once, he collapses, crumbling to the floor in a heap of long, silver limbs.
Every part of my body shaking, I look down at him in confusion. 
Before I can even begin to figure out what happened,  Esther Reams appears out of thin air.
I scream. 
Her eye as black as ever, she wears jeans and a navy-blue T-shirt; in her left hand she holds the tiny tubular device she’d been carrying when I decked her in the school parking lot. 
Now, she shoves it into the pocket of her jeans as she stands over the giant's crumpled form. Beyond shocked, I watch Esther extend a hand in my direction and say, "I'm here to help you. Come on."
I stare at her, speechless.
“Karen, I swear everything’s going to be fine,” Esther says, speaking quickly. For once she isn’t looking straight through me. Instead, her gaze doesn’t leave mine as she beckons me. “But this scary giant is going to wake up in, like, seconds,” she continues, wiggling her fingers in earnest, “so you need to come with me now. Come on, take my hand.” 
I shake my head in confusion, “But I don’t understand.”
“I know.” Esther glances at the man, who’s already begun to stir. “Once we’re safe, I’ll explain everything. But for now, just take my hand.”
This makes no sense. But what other option do I have? 
I take a step forward and do as Esther asks. Her hand is warm as she loops her fingers through mine. I look down at our entwined fingers. “Why do I need to hold your-” 
“You’ll see,” Esther cuts in. She tightens her grasp. “Whatever you do, don’t let go. Got it?” 
“Uh, yeah?” 
The man grunts and I eye him nervously. How the hell did Esther knock him out like that? 
“Hold on,” she says. The words have barely left her lips when my little sister’s room bursts into a blur of colors, all of them bleeding into each other. Completely paralyzed, I can’t move. But I hear my every breath, loud and echoing in my skull. A multitude of tingling sensations erupt throughout my body; it’s like I’m feeling my every cell at work.
I try to ask Esther what’s happening, but the paralysis prevents me from opening my mouth. And then, as quickly as the immobilization and blurring of reality took hold, it ends. 
The world is once again still. 
Gasping for breath, I look around and recognize my surroundings.  Esther and I are outside, on the cement path that leads to the front door of my house. My house is behind us, and Nathaniel stands in front of us. Pale and wide-eyed, he stares at me in confusion, his mom’s car parked at the curb behind him.
Out of breath and more disjointed than I’ve ever been in my life, I look at Nathaniel and blurt, “Hey.” 
His gaze goes from me to Esther. “Uh, hey?” 
My left eye twitching, I turn to her and stammer, “W-what did you just do?”
She arches an eyebrow, “Basically, I saved your life." 







  
  Chapter 15- Nathaniel


I’m pretty sure I just had a panic attack that was so bad it led to a hallucination. That has to be what happened because there’s no way Esther and Karen appeared out of thin air… right? Also, why is Esther at Karen's house? 
Rattled, I return my attention to Karen. She’s kind of a mess; her cheeks flushed, her hair as wild as ever, and her eyes wide with... fright? Breathing hard, she glances over her shoulder, looking at her house. Yeah, she’s definitely got frightened written all over her face. 
Anxiety cresting in my chest, I touch her shoulder. “Karen, what’s wrong?” 
Esther grabs my arm. “Keys, Nathaniel! Give me your keys, we need your car.” 
“You need my car?” I repeat. 
Esther’s eyes are as frantic as Karen’s and she looks over her shoulder at the Lyles’ house.
“Why?” I glance at the house. “Is somebody in her house …”
I shut up as the Lyles’ front door opens and a giant of a man with long, blonde hair stumbles out onto their front porch. 
Karen gasps and shoves me towards Mom’s car. “I have no idea what’s going on,” she exclaims, uncharacteristically hysterical, “but I know we need to get away from him!” 
The giant runs towards us, his brow knotted in an angry scowl and ...Jesus! I stare at him, petrified, as his dark eyes take on an eerie silver glow. 
Esther grabs the keys from my hand and, pulling Karen behind her, shouts, “Get in the car! Come on, Nathaniel!” 
Strands of Karen’s hair hit me in the face, melting me from my frozen state and I follow the girls into the car. Glancing over my shoulder one last time brings me to yet another standstill and all I can do is gape, chills shooting up and down my arms. The giant’s skin is turning silver. It’s like his body is morphing into some sort of metallic armor. 
“Nathaniel, come on!” Esther orders, jumping into the front seat and starting Mom’s car. 
Ignoring the question on the tip of my tongue, I slide into the backseat and slam my door shut. Esther peels off, Mom’s tires screeching as we speed away. I turn around in my seat to keep an eye on the strange silver guy. He’s jumping into a black Buick that was parked across the street from the Lyles’ house. 
“Who was that?” I shout as the metallic giant, tires screeching, starts to follow us. “Actually, what was that?” 
Esther flies past a stop sign and swerves right, headed out of the Lyles’ neighborhood. I’m thrown against the door, the side of my face hitting the window with a thud. Shaking it off, I straighten in my seat and look from Esther to Karen, hoping they’ll explain what’s going on.
But Esther, more somber than I’ve ever seen her, is one hundred percent focused on the road. And Karen’s eyes are still wide with fright as they repeatedly dart to the rearview mirror. 
I want to comfort her, but I don’t know what to say because I have no clue what’s going on! I turn around as the Buick races out of the Lyles’ neighborhood and onto the highway, only a mile or so behind us. 
This is insane. 
Returning my attention to the girls, I lean forward, eyeing Mom’s car phone. “We should call 9-1-1.” I reach for the phone. 
Karen nods. “Good idea.”
“Nope. Terrible idea.” Esther slaps my hand away. 
“Why?” I glance at her. “What are we supposed to do? Try to get away from that …that thing ourselves?” 
“Yep,” Esther says, her blue eyes fixed on the road ahead. “These guys work with the cops, meaning we can’t trust the police.” 
“These guys?” I repeat, wishing I understood even half of what she’s talking about. 
Esther glances in the rearview mirror, hangs a sharp right, and speeds through a red light. I grab the passenger seat’s headrest, steadying myself while she careens in between honking cars. 
“Jesus, Esther!” I shout. “This is my mom’s car, be careful! And what guys are you talking about?” 
She glances up at the mirror, her knuckles white as they grip the steering wheel. Instead of answering my question, she curses under her breath and says, “How is he still behind us?”
I turn around and Esther’s right, the silver giant is about five cars behind us. Even if he doesn’t catch us, I’m still going to die because, if we get out of this alive, Mom’s going to kill me for skipping school and getting her car involved in a high-speed chase that’s probably going to end up on the news. 
I look at Karen. So pale that she’s nearly white, she grips the door and turns to Esther. “I.T.I.S.” Karen says, her voice a strangled whisper. “Is that who’s following us?” 
 “What’s I.T.I.S.?” I demand. 
Esther glances at Karen, her eyebrows going up. “So, you know? Your dad told you?” she asks, speeding up as she turns onto a street that will lead us to the freeway. 
Karen’s lips pressed together tightly, like she’s barely repressing a scream. “No, he didn’t tell me anything,” she says, her voice low, “all I know is that my dad was forced into making serums for some place called I.T.I.S., and once he refused to make more, this giant started following us. Now the he’s trying to kidnap me, so I’m assuming he’s with I.T.I.S.” 
I stare at her, processing this. 
So, some whacko who works for a place called I.T.I.S. is trying to kidnap Karen? Every inch of my body tensing, I say, “We’re not going to let that happen.” 
Esther’s gaze darts to the rearview mirror, and balling up her fist, she pushes it into the Lexus’s console. I turn around to see what’s caused this reaction. The Buick is just a few feet away and the silver giant thrusts his arm out of the window, revealing that he’s holding a gun.
Fear coursing through me, I shout, “Gun! He has a gun!” I duck, reach forward and push Karen’s head down. “Get down, he’s going to shoot!”
“I’m with Karen and Roy’s on our tail …yeah, the titanium guy,” Esther says. 
I glance up and Esther’s holding her fist close to her mouth, the chunky ring on her finger just below her lips as she speaks. She must have pushed her fist into the console, not out of anger, but to activate a communication device in her ring. 
I take another look at the ring …why does Esther have something like that? And who is she talking to? My thoughts are cut off as a popping sound erupts behind us and Mom’s car is jolted sideways. My palm still at the back of Karen’s head, I push her down further while the popping noise sounds a second time.
“Track me and meet us with Iris,” Esther shouts, “we need an extraction now!”  
The back-windshield shatters behind me, and after nearly crapping my pants I lift my head to check on Karen. She’s still ducking and appears uninjured, thank God. 
“Nathaniel, keep your head down,” Esther orders. 
I do as told and the car jolts forward.
“I hate this guy so, so much,” Esther shouts. 
It sounds like she’s flooring Mom’s car, but we’re still moving slowly and the tires feel like they’re flopping instead of rolling along the highway. 
“He must’ve shot the tires,” I point out, no longer worrying about whether or not Mom’s going to be pissed about her car. Now that some losers called I.T.I.S. have apparently sent a gun-wielding metallic giant to kidnap Karen, I think we have more pressing concerns.  
“Yeah, and now he’s pushing us,” Esther grumbles. “This is why I hate Roy, he never gives up.” 
I glance at Karen as she lifts her head. “You gotta stay down.” I urge, pushing her head down while our I.T.I.S. stalker, in turn, pushes his car into our bumper, this time much harder. My forehead makes contact with the back of the passenger seat and I wince.
“You okay, Nathaniel?” Karen asks, her voice muffled.
“Yeah.” A strange rhythmic sound erupts above us, its noise overshadowing my reply.
“Noooo,” Esther groans, “Mom, would you hurry up? They have a freaking chopper!”
“I.T.I.S. sent a helicopter after me?” Karen cries. 
“Sort of …but no worries, everything’s fine!” Esther yells, her tone convincing me of the exact opposite. 
Mom’s car swerves left and I look up to find that we’re veering into a lane of oncoming traffic. A little white Honda darts out of our way, honking as Esther veers through approaching traffic, barely missing a blue station wagon and a brown minivan. I fall backwards in the seat where waiting shards of glass slice through my shirt, cutting the skin on my back. 
“We’re in the wrong lane!” Karen shouts, leaning over to grab the wheel.
“It’s not me, I’m not doing it!” Esther cries.
“It’s because of the tires,” I say, sitting up. I turn around and get a glimpse of the large white helicopter following us. Its side door is open revealing some kind of machine-gun-looking equipment that’s aimed our way. My mouth goes dry at the sight. This is a nightmare! 
“Mom!” Esther shouts into her ring, “They’ve got a Super-Massive Luomnem device in the chopper. I’m really not in the mood to get my memory erased today, so could you please hurry up with the extraction?”  
Roy, still in our right lane, speeds up, trying to get beside us. 
I know what he’s going to do. Once he’s beside us, he’s going to take the shot.
My heart in my throat, I say, “Esther, brakes, hit the brakes! Don’t let him get beside us!” 
Esther slams on the brakes, and we realize several seconds too late that my suggestion was a terrible one. Thanks to its two flattened tires, Mom’s car spins out of control and swerves, headfirst towards a huge truck.
“Whatever you do, don’t let go!” Esther orders as she slips out of her seatbelt and reaches for my and Karen’s hands.
“What are you doing?” I shout, fear cresting in my chest, I brace for impact. 
Mom’s Lexus slams headfirst into the truck’s grill just as Esther grabs my hand and the car’s leather interior withers away, to be replaced by swirls of colors that twist and spin around us. 
I can’t move. My eyes dart left and right, but my neck refuses to acknowledge my command to let me turn and check on Karen. In the midst of the colors, sparkling particles float through the air. An intense floral scent bears down on my lungs, smothering me. I cough through my nose, being that I can’t even get my lips to part.  Burning sensations, not exactly painful, but …powerful, erupt throughout my body. Am I imagining this or is it really happening? 
As one of the sparkling particles floats towards my eye, I try to close my eyes so the fleck won’t get in, but I can’t. The particle flies into my eye and all at once, blinding sunlight is heavy on my face. I blink, realizing that the sky is above me, nothing is behind me, and that I seem to be falling. The falling stops as pain shoots from the back of my head straight through my skull.
I groan as the world fades to black.






  
  Chapter 16- Tessa


C-A-R-Y 
That's my favorite name. I write it in my diary, ignoring my stupid teacher while she talks to the class.
I write C-A-R-Y G-R-A-N-T in diary again, and again, and again and-
My teacher, Ms. Wells, tap my shoulder.
I look up.
Ms. Wells is very ugly. She has brown hair and brown eyes and a brown dress. 
She lifts her hands and signs, “Please pay attention and stop writing in your diary.” 
Ignoring her, I pick up my pencil and write in my diary, ‘C-A-R-‘
Ms. Wells puts her hand on diary. 
I bite her hand.
She tries to get away, but I bite her again. Harder. She tastes like salt!
Ms. Wells' eyes fill with tears, and I stop biting her. 
My classmates are all staring at me. Some of them are pointing and signing, "Bad! Tessa bad!"
“Everyone quiet! Stay quiet and seated!” Ms. Wells' hands shake as she signs and walks to the front of the classroom.
Her hand is bleeding. A lot…
Mama bled a lot too, and then she died. Will Ms. Wells die too?
“Tessa, come here!” Ms. Wells signs. Her eyes are full of tears.
I feel sad.
“I’m sorry,” I sign.
“Well,” Ms. Wells signs, “sorry or not, you’ll still need to come with me to the principal’s-”
Our classroom door opens, and a tall man walks in. His hair is blonde like mine! But his eyes dark brown like Karen’s.
The man walks to Ms. Wells. They talk. Then, he puts his hand in his pocket, and pulls out a long, silver tool.
I look at the tall man’s face and his brown eyes begin to change colors. They turn silver. Suddenly, I remember him.
Yes, I know him! 
I saw him a long time ago. He came to our house. He had that same silver tool. He put that silver tool in Momma's nose. He hurt her. Afterwards, Momma was different. She was not nice anymore. She was always mean. Always sniffing white stuff and hitting me.
Now, the man pushes Ms. Wells against the wall and puts the silver tool in Ms. Wells nose.
I'm scared. 
Ms. Wells looks scared too. And then, her eyes close …like she's asleep.
The same thing happened to Momma. First, she fell asleep. And then, when she woke up she was mean.  
Now, the blonde man looks at me and smiles. 
I don’t like him.
I'm scared! 
He walks to all the kids in our class, and puts the silver tool in their noses.
Soon, they're all asleep! Only me and the tall man are awake.
He walks to me, but I run to the door.
He grabs my arm and turns me around to face him.
He looks different now. His skin is as silver as the pots and pans in our kitchen. He looks SCARY!!!
I try to push him, but he's very strong.
He puts the shiny tool away and takes a needle out of his pocket. He sticks the needle in my arm. 
My eyes close, and I fall asleep.






  
  Chapter 17- Karen


…what am I going to tell her when she wakes up… 
The words are a soft whisper in the back of my brain. They nudge me from a deep sleep. Groggy and confused, I open my eyes slowly. 
The world is blurry. A kaleidoscope of fuzzy lights and cloudy shapes. Unpleasant aromas fill my nostrils, sharp, acrid scents of bleach-laden cleaning products. 
It smells like a hospital.
As I blink quickly, attempting to clear up my vision, I realize I'm lying on my back. The last thing I remember is the sharp crunch of metal colliding with metal and then the scorched rubber sent of deployed airbags… the crash. Nathaniel was there… oh my God! Is Nathaniel alright?!
I sit up with a gasp and look around. Finally, my surroundings come into focus, and I see that I'm in a small, sterile room with white and blue stripped walls. Directly in front of me, a television with a VCR is mounted to the wall. An IV is hooked to my left arm. To my right, a worn couch sits beside a coffee table. The couch is a mess, covered in newspapers, candy bar wrappers, a beige sports coat that I recognize as Dad's, and a small aquarium filled with white flowers. I also hear someone whispering… no. Not just one person. Several people. Lots of whispers. But I have no clue where they're coming from.
I look around, my gaze returning to the television. The screen is black. It's off. So, that can't be where the noise is coming from. Confused, I return my attention to the IV in my arm.
This is definitely a hospital, so I must be a patient at Peake General Hospital. But-
…did I feed the dog?… 
Distracted and annoyed by the constant whispers, I frown. Where the hell are they coming from? Are there a bunch of people in the hallway having a whispered conversation for some reason? I glance at the door. 
…I should check on her again to see if she’s awake… suddenly, the door opens. I flinch, startled. But at the sight of my dad, I instantly relax. 
He looks disheveled with his hair all over his head, wrinkled khakis, and shirt half untucked. But as soon as we lock eyes, a relieved smile brightens his features. 
“Karen!” he exclaims and rushes to my side. …thank God she’s awake…
Still confused by the whispers I'm hearing, I say, "Hi, Dad," as he kisses the top of my head. I smile to myself, surprised. I can't remember the last time my father gave me a kiss.
 Leaning back, he holds my chin between his thumb and index finger, and studies me with a furrowed brow.
…eyes look good, but you never know, as soon as we get out of here, she’s going to need a complete visual exam… as the whispers fill my mind, I blink back at Dad in shock. Am I crazy or… am I hearing what Dad's thinking?
I take a deep breath. No way. That's impossible. It's more likely that I hit my head too hard in that car wreck and now I'm concussed. 
…she looks like she's still in shock…
An eerie disjointed feeling slinking through me, I look down at the light blue hospital gown I’ve got on, my gaze going from it to the IV hooked on my left arm. It’s attached to a nearby machine emitting a soft yet incessant beeping noise.
…she probably needs to eat something too. She's too thin…
“How do you feel?” Dad asks as he gently releases my chin. "Are you hungry?"
Geeze Louise. This is too weird.
"Uh, no. I'm alright," I mutter.
"Okay, good," he holds up one of his fingers and moves it to his left. “Follow my finger with your eyes.” 
I do as he's asked. “Good,” Dad repeats as he drops his hand. “Do you remember what happened yesterday?” 
In my mind’s eye, I can still see the intruder- a tall guy with strange silver eyes, his grin revealing large, yellow teeth. The memory is so vivid that it still sends goosebumps to my skin and I find myself shivering.
“Are you cold? Do you need another blanket?” 
“No.” I take a deep breath and try to pull myself together. “There was a man who broke in, and …his skin, it…it …” 
“It turned silver, yes,” Dad nods. “We need to talk about that.” His voice is low and his tone, deliberate, like he’s choosing his words carefully.
“Okay, but what about what about Nathaniel and Esther?" I ask, my heart anxiously careening past its next beat. "Are they hurt?” 
Dad's face falls and he hesitates…how do I tell her this without confusing her?
Trying to ignore the intrusive whispers that have invaded my brain, I lean forward, "Dad? Tell me what happened? Are they okay?"
Dad sighs and averts his gaze. "Karen. Um, about that-"
…This poor kid, and her batshit father… I frown, annoyed by the loud whispers barreling through my head. Suddenly, the door to my room opens, and a short, bald guy in a long white lab coat and a grave expression sweeps into the room.
He looks at me and comes to a dead stop, the grim look on his face frozen.
Shit. She's awake. Dammit. Now, I have to tell her. As if this kid doesn't already have enough problems…
The doctor pastes on the fakest smile I've ever seen, and offers me a nod, “Look who’s awake!”
Ignoring him, I return my attention to Dad. “What happened to Nathaniel and Esther?”
Dad gives me a look that I can't interpret, his dark eyes full of intensity. He opens his mouth, like he's going to say something, but no words emerge.
"Dad? Are they okay?" I repeat.
Dr. Baldy clears his throat and approaches my bed, “Mr. Lyles, when did Karen wake up?” 
Dad tears his gaze away from me and addresses the doctor, “Right before you walked in.” 
Frustrated, I look from one man to the other, "Can you please stop talking around me, and just talk to me. I'm right here."
…Great. She's just as difficult as the rest of her family. Perfect…
"Of course, Karen," Dr. Baldy says, offering me an outstretched hand, “My apologies. I’m Dr. Winters, and I’ll be taking care of you while you’re here. Tell me, do you know why you’re here?”
I look down at his hand while ‘…pupils appear normal, breathing is about right, slight pallor…’ slinks into my mind. Of course, it isn’t the only whisper that’s invaded my headspace.  Ever since I woke up there's been a steady stream of murmurs, all of them soft and following various monologues, lurking in the recesses of my thoughts. 
…this is all my fault. I should’ve never lied to Tessa…
…what do I want for lunch today? Pastrami or beef …
…I’m so glad he finally woke up…
And they go on, endlessly.
I look around the room, in search of a radio or some other logical explanation for what I'm hearing, because I can’t possibly be hearing other people’s thoughts. 
“Karen?” Dr. Winters and my father say in unison.
…she’s already showing signs of an altered mental state. It may be an aggressive one…
Trying not to appear as freaked out as I feel, I shake the doctor’s waiting hand. “Car accident," I haltingly reply. "I was in a car accident.”
He nods and retracts his hand, “Right, and-”
“Can someone please tell me if my friends are okay?” I demand, looking from Dad to Dr. Winters.
Dad lowers his gaze to the floor and shoves his hands into his pockets.
“Nathaniel’s stable,” Dr. Winters replies, and I turn to him sharply. He nods reassuringly, “He had a rough go of it at first. But he’s much better. You'll be able to see him soon.” 
Relieved, I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “What about Esther?”
“Esther?” Dr. Winters arches an eyebrow.
“Yeah, she was driving,” I explain, “she-”
“My daughter's disoriented,” Dad cuts in. “Would you let her rest for a few minutes, Dr. Winters?” 
The younger man nods, says, "Sure," and lightly bites down on his bottom lip, appearing hesitant as he shifts on his feet. 
…Karen may not have time to waste. I need to get a biopsy of her tumor right this second…
Tumor?! A jolt of fear pierces me to my core, and I flinch.
Dr. Winters tries to hide the worry in his eyes as he smiles at Dad, “I’ll be back in about an hour to fill Karen in on her, um, her results.”
“We understand,” Dad quietly replies. He rests a hand on my bedrail, like he's gripping it for strength.  
A tumor?! Scared and bewildered, my gaze drifts to the aquarium on the couch. More than half of its flowers are gone. A small red and black bug, about the size of a beetle, munches away on the remaining plants, wiping them out with startling speed.
I can’t actually be hearing other people’s thoughts. But, somehow, if I am- does that mean I really have a tumor?
Dr. Winters leaves the room, the door loudly closing behind him. 
I take a shaky deep breath and Dad touches my shoulder. “Karen, Esther’s fine, but no one else knows she was in the car with you and Nathaniel.”
“I don't understand," I shake my head in confusion, "why doesn't anyone else know she was with us?”
“Look," Dad pauses and looks up at the ceiling. He's still gripping my bedrail with one of his hands. But at this point, his knuckles have turned white. Returning his attention to me, he takes a deep breath, "There’s something important we need to discuss.”
I tense. “My tumor?” I ask, my voice cracking as I repeat the scary word.
Dad's eyes widen and he tilts his head, studying me. Finally, he asks, “How do you know about the tumor?” 
Shit. That means it's real.
My heart sinking, I run my palm along the thin hospital blanket on top of my sheet. Somehow, the bumpy ridges of its knitted stitches are a soothing pattern against my palm. Between the barrage of invasive whispers and learning that I have a tumor, I need as much comfort as I can get. “I heard Dr. Winters,” I reply, my voice shaking.
"I see," he nods. …she must have been half awake when he discussed it with me…
“Well, you have nothing to worry about," Dad lifts a hand and adjusts his glasses, "the tumor is not cancerous.”  
"Thank God," I close my eyes, exhaling in relief.
I open them to find Dad looking down at me with a worried expression. His mouth pinched with anxiety and his eyes full of concern, he says, “Of course, Dr. Winters doesn’t realize that yet. So, he’ll want a biopsy. But that can't happen.” 
“Why can't that happen?” I ask, wondering why he's looking at me like he's about to give me some really bad news. "What the hell's going on, Dad?"
“Karen.” He sets his hand on my shoulder. Unlike the unexpected kiss, this gesture isn't a spontaneous expression of love. It's dutiful. Like he’s trying to steady me. Dad looks into my eyes and speaks quietly, “By now, you must know that your mother’s death wasn’t a suicide.”
My left eye twitches. I look at his hand and try to shift my thoughts from my non-cancerous tumor to what Dad’s saying. My gaze slides back to him. Pronounced bags underline his eyes and a thick layer of scruff covers his chin and jawline. He looks even more worn out now than he did at Mom’s funeral.
“Are you,” I hesitate, “are you saying you think I.T.I.S. killed Mom?” 
His eyes widening, Dad retracts his hand. “Yes, that’s exactly what happened," he blinks back at me in surprise. "So, you’ve already put the pieces together? You understand what’s happening?”
“No. I still don’t even know what I.T.I.S. is.” 
A ragged sigh escaping his lips, Dad looks down at the bed, his hands curling into fists as he rests them on top of the railing, “I'll tell you what it is. It’s a dangerous organization that I was once a part of. I worked for them until I realized how evil they were."
My thoughts zip back to the silver giant who broke into our house, "Is that why I.T.I.S. is after us? Because you left?" 
Dad's face, lined with the exhaustion of a man who hasn't slept all night, is full of a pain that makes me ache. "Yes," he says, averting his eyes. He lowers his gaze to his hands, which are still curled into fists, "And your mother foresaw all of this. She knew we’d never be rid of them. That’s why she left this for you and your sister.” He turns to the jacket on the couch and, pushing it aside, reveals a VHS tape. I recognize Mom’s handwriting on the label, “To Karen & Tessa.” It’s the same tape I saw in Dad’s workroom.
“No matter what happened, she wanted to be the one to explain this to you,” Dad says as he walks to the television and slides the tape into its VCR. “The tape’s damaged, but you should be able to make out most of it.” 
My throat going dry, I turn my attention to the television, and as Mom appears onscreen, my heart skips a beat. She looks so healthy. She sits on our living room couch, wearing a lime green tank top with dark blue jogging pants. Her long blonde hair is pulled into a ponytail that sits directly on top of her head. She smiles into the camera and waves.
Tears fill my eyes, and I clasp my hands together in my lap, trying to get ahold of my emotions. Mom lifts her hands and signs, “If you’re watching this, then I’m no longer with you, and your father may be gone as well.” 
I take a deep breath.
“The people who killed us work for an organization called, “The International Team of Investigatory Science” or “I.T.I.S.” They claim to conduct research that will improve humanity. But their real intention is to change humanity. Take me for example.”
I glance at Dad. His eyes glued to the television, he slowly crosses his arms. He stares at Mom with an intense longing that makes my heart feel like it's in a chokehold. Overwhelmed, I return my attention to the television. 
“…my Deafness,” Mom signs, “is integral to who I am in that it is my culture, and it shapes my entire way of life. I don’t want to be hearing. But I.T.I.S. would force me to change because they view Deafness as a flaw. And their scientists have created a 'cure' for an entire culture that I.T.I.S. calls 'flawed.'"
"Oh my god," I murmur as chills consume my arms.
"You see," Mom continues, "they have acres of fields of a plant called Louisiana Alyssum, and their researchers use that plant to develop formulas that change the genetic structures of people with hereditary hearing loss.” 
I think back to the little spray can labeled, “Hearing” that I found in Dad’s work room. Was that the "cure" I.T.I.S. wanted to use on Mom and other Deaf people? 
“But forcing someone Deaf to become hearing isn’t the worst of what I.T.I.S. does. That’s only the tip of the iceberg.” Mom’s face grows grave and my stomach goes to knots. I twist her ring around on my finger, preparing myself for something awful.
“They target children," she says, her eyes narrowing. "They reach out to parents of children who are persons with neurodivergence, blindness, or who use wheelchairs and trick uneducated parents into sending their children to I.T.I.S. headquarters, describing it as a safe place where gifted children can explore their potential. That description is a lie.” Mom’s upper lip curls in disgust and her hands move faster as she signs, “Their headquarters are on an isolated island in a Louisiana swamp. Isolated because I.T.I.S. doesn’t want the residents of the nearby town to know they use children with disabilities as subjects for horrendous experiments.” 
I glance at Dad and his eyes are narrow slits, darkened in an anger that’s tinged with something else ...maybe sadness. His Adam’s apple moves up and down in his throat.
“Dad?"
He turns to me.
"You worked for those people?!” I ask.
“I didn't know what they were capable of,” he says, his words quick, and his face flushing red. “They lied to me, they-” He shakes his head and points to the television. “Just watch your mother, Karen.” 
I give him another look, finally understanding what the look I saw in his eyes was. It was more than sadness. It was shame. 
“…I.T.I.S. is currently run by Jayne Mire,” Mom signs, “and her connections with countless government and world leaders  give her the freedom to do whatever she wants. Until now, Dr. Mire’s been unstoppable. But that’s going to change.” Mom leans forward, reaching for something off-camera. Upon straightening, she holds a small aquarium filled with tiny white flowers.
I glance at the identical aquarium on the couch near my bed. The flowers are gone and now the little red and black bug is pacing the aquarium’s walls. I point to it. “Is that the same one?”
Dad puts a finger to his lips, hushing me. “Just watch.”  
I return my attention to Mom. 
“Your father's discovered a surprisingly simple means of counteracting Dr. Mire’s main resource, Louisiana Alyssum.” Mom’s eyes brighten as she sets the aquarium in her lap and points to the bug hanging out in its upper right-hand corner. “This is a bagrada, a species of stink bug that has an appetite for the Alyssum plant. Unfortunately, it doesn’t touch Louisiana Alyssum, which is a key ingredient in all of I.T.I.S.’s serums. But if your dad can genetically modify the bagrada  to develop a voracious appetite for Louisiana Alyssum, we’ll be able to get rid of the plant altogether and…” A burst of static shrouds the video in gray lines and indistinguishable high-pitched sounds. The tape jumps and the image of Mom disappears.
A heavy void sinking down on me, I feel as blank as the sudden blackness on the television screen.
“That’s where the tape was ruined.” Dad’s voice is low as he states the obvious. 
I try to ignore my feelings as I glance at the bagrada in the aquarium and ask, “Why do you want to go through the trouble of creating a bug to eat the plants? Why didn’t you just get people to create a poison to kill the plants ...” But my voice trails off at the sight of Dad. Now, he looks more than angry or guilty, it’s like he’s sick with worry. 
“Because the plants are too strong.” He takes off his glasses, brings his index finger and thumb to the bridge of his nose, giving his nose a squeeze as he shuts his eyes. “I.T.I.S. genetically alters the Louisiana Alyssum to withstand almost all known poisons.” 
… how do I tell her the rest of this? She’s going to ask why I.T.I.S. killed her mother…  
“Do you need to sit down, Dad?” 
His eyes still closed, he sighs. 
“Karen, listen. I want to explain some things your mom left out.” He opens his eyes and puts his glasses back on. “I knew Jayne well. We were childhood friends who’d lost touch. Then, years later, she called me out of the blue and asked me to come work for her. I accepted and became head of I.T.I.S. Research and Design. I led the creation of cures for all sorts of sicknesses and the invention of military-grade equipment.”
There’s a frown creeping into my expression and I know I should hide it, but I can’t. Why would anyone want my dad to head the creation of cures and military-grade equipment? He’s science teacher smart, not Einstein smart.
“What, uh, did you invent?”  Even I can hear the skepticism drenching my every word. 
“A host of innovations that were misused.” He shakes his head. “For example, Jayne and I created a memory-erasing serum called Luomnem.”
I stare at him in shock, “Did you say memory-erasing? As in, it erases… memories?” 
Dad’s always tinkering away at projects in his workroom, but I’ve never known him to successfully invent anything.
“Yes,” Dad nods and speaks quickly, “one of its key substances is Icem, an extraterrestrial compound that can be used to render memories temporarily inaccessible to any region of the brain other than the subconscious.”
“W-wait a second,” I stammer, “you said, ‘extraterrestrial,’ as in, it’s not from earth?”  
“I did.” Dad frowns and waves this off like it’s unimportant. “Anyway, based on the assumption that memories are to a mind as shoelaces are to a shoe, interlaced and coming together to form mental connections between experienced events and relating triggers, I created a machine to contain and work with the Luomnem.”
I blink back at Dad in confusion.
Unable to read my look of bewilderment, he continues, “The original version of the Luomnem was large and tubular, not dissimilar to an MRI machine. When a subject was placed inside, a technician would use radiograph equipment to target specific areas of the subject’s brain where a memory was to, so to speak, ‘be untied’ and therefore rendered inaccessible to other regions of the brain. This way, the subject would only lose a specific memory.”
“So,” I slowly reply, “you and Jayne created a huge memory erasing machine?”
“Yes.” Dad adjusts his glasses, his scowl deepening. “We created it to treat veterans with severe Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. We believed that by disabling the soldier’s access to memories of the inciting traumatic incident, we’d help them.” Dad’s eyes glaze over with sadness. 
Uncomfortable, I crack my knuckles and clasp my hands together in my lap as I study my father.
“But against my advice, Jayne simplified the Luomnem and converted it into two aerosol forms. One is a Super Massive machine and the other is a handheld tool. Instead of deleting a specific memory, it unties or ‘erases’ up to twenty years of a subject’s recall.”
“That means the person won’t remember anything from the past twenty years?”	
“Precisely,” Dad nods. “The Super Massive version is typically distributed via helicopter. It’s injected into the air, tainting it to ensure that anyone within a four-mile radius is infected.”
“Geez Louise.” I murmur, my thoughts darting to the helicopter that showed up right before our car accident. Come to think of it, Esther even said it had a Super Massive Luomnem machine in it. 
“The handheld version,” Dad sighs, his expression darkening, “is disbursed via a small metal tool that’s inserted into a subject’s nasal cavity. The man who was chasing you, Roy Hallowell, is an I.T.I.S. agent who specializes in administering handheld Luomnem. Three years ago, he used it on your mother.”  
“What?” I unclasp my hands, a sort of internal earthquake shaking me from the inside out as I realize what he’s said. “That man erased Mom’s memories?”
Dad nods.
My mouth dry, I think back to Mom’s abrupt change in personality when I started high school. It happened exactly three years ago, just like Dad said. All of a sudden, Mom claimed she didn’t know who Tessa and I were, she was inexplicably addicted to drugs, and she even started hitting Tessa. So, Roy did all of that to her by erasing her memories? My breath becomes a cresting wave that’s stuck in my chest and overwhelmed, I close my eyes.
“Karen?
I open my eyes and Dad’s looking at me, his brown eyes softening in sympathy.  
“I’m fine.” I straighten my spine. “Right before the accident, I saw a helicopter and Esther said something about it having a Super Massive Luomnem. Did I.T.I.S. erase all of those people’s memories?”
“Yes. Everyone who would have seen the accident and the helicopter have had their memories adjusted.” Dad nods. “Unseen brought you and Nathaniel to the hospital-”
“But Esther, why isn’t she here?” I cut in, a streak of guilt tearing through my stomach. “Why didn’t Unseen bring Esther too? What if her memory’s gone and…”  
Dad offers me a weak smile. “Esther’s fine.” 
My stomach turns. “But how do you know? What if she's hurt somewhere and she doesn't understand what happened to her because she forgot everything?!”
Dad’s still smiling as, ‘…she was created for these kinds of things…’ slips into my thoughts. 
“Esther was 'created' for these kinds of things?” I repeat. "What the hell does that even mean?!"
Dad's grin vanishes and his eyes widen, “I didn’t say that out loud.”
“Yeah, no. You didn't…” I sigh in exasperation.
Dad's at my side in a flash, both of his hands gripping my bedrail as he leans towards me, “How did you know about your tumor, Karen? And how did you know what I was thinking just now?” 
I look up at him, meeting the fear-stained hope in his eyes, "Based on what you're asking me, you already know the answer to both of those questions."
"Holy shit," he whispers, a trembling smile forming on his lips, "Are you really able to perceive other people's thoughts?"
“I think so," I nod, unable to stop myself from mirroring his crooked half-smile. "I mean, I’m pretty sure I'm hearing thoughts that aren’t mine. Like, I heard Dr. Winters thinking about my tumor and I heard you thinking about Esther.”
Dad’s eyes shine. …of course! That makes perfect sense!...
“How does that make perfect sense?” I ask, “It doesn’t make any sense to me.”
 “Look.”  He reaches into his pocket and retrieves the tiny aerosol can I’d lifted from the bottom desk drawer in his workroom. It’s now warped and half-melted. “Karen, this explains your ability.”
“How?”
Returning it to his pocket, he says, “It’s a combination of a drug known as 'Triphylamonal' and a carcinogen called 'Lexilohr.'”
I shake my head, “Nothing you just said made sense." 
Dad scratches his head and squints. “The Triphylamonal binds itself to a subject’s DNA, changing it. In so doing, it endows the subject with seemingly ‘supernatural’ abilities, such as the ability to fly or to, at will, transform the body’s cells into a liquid or a stronger solid. Take Roy, for example. He’s got Triphylamonal attached to his DNA, and it enables him to morph into titanium at will.”
My mouth falls open in shock, “He morphs into titanium at will?” 
Dad nods. “It’s really nothing more than a chemical reaction.”
“Why does it give different people different abilities?” I ask.
“Good question. Triphylamonal is sensitive to countless features within the subject’s DNA and body chemistry. To put it simply, since everyone has different body chemistry, every subject’s Trip-based abilities are different. And get this, the other drug this,” he excitedly goes on, tapping the small aerosol container, “contains, Lexilohr, typically causes tumors within a subject’s body. But when forms of Triphylamonal and Lexilohr are combined, the result is a new substance that, upon inhalation, makes its way into the subject’s DNA sequence and provides them with whatever missing body part, organ, or other physical deficiency the body requires replacement cells for.”
“You’re saying it makes people grow entire body parts?” I ask, stunned.
“Precisely. If, for example, you were missing a spleen, the Trip-Lex combination would enable you to grow a new spleen. The new spleen, however, would first emerge as a noncancerous tumor which would then develop into a spleen over time.”
I think back to the accident. Everything happened so fast, but I definitely remember the aerosol can falling out of my pocket and going off, emitting a spray, just as Esther grabbed my hand. And when that weird time-stopping-while-colors-fill-the-air shit happened, I saw tiny sparkling things flying through the air and a lot of them flew into my nose, mouth, and eyes. What if those sparkly things were the Trip-Lex? 
“So, the aerosol went off during the accident and that’s what caused my tumor?” I ask.
Dad nods. “But you’re fine, because Trip-Lex tumors are always noncancerous, and like I said, they’re designed to become whatever organ your body lacks.”  
“But I don’t need any organs.” 
 “That’s the thing,” Dad says, adjusting his glasses, “Jayne and I designed Trip-Lex to correct your mother’s auditory nerve damage. I thought she’d want to at least try being hearing.”
“But Mom was still Deaf,” I say. “So, it must not have worked.”
“Your mother wouldn’t even think of testing it.” Dad takes a deep breath and makes his way to the VCR, ejecting the tape. “She was proud of who she was. She knew she didn’t need to change. I was the one who lost sight of what really matters.” Dad sets the tape on the sofa, tucking it under his jacket, and what he’s just said about Mom hits me.
I sit still, silently absorbing his words; my mother knew exactly who she was. She was proud of her identity. Am I ever going to be like that?
“In any case, you proved that it would’ve worked, Karen,” Dad smiles weakly. "But since you don’t have auditory nerve damage, the aerosol affected you differently. The Triphylamonal attached itself to your cells and gave you an added ability in the way of a Lexilohr tumor. When the aerosol exploded, Esther must have opened a wormhole and the components of the aerosol followed you …”
While Dad goes on, something in the air shifts. A jagged, oily sensation scrapes against the insides of my skull, making me wince.
…they’re in here… 
This strange whisper, louder than the others, slinks into my ear, and I turn to the door.  
It swings open, interrupting Dad midsentence. A thin woman with short dark hair stands in the doorway. She wears a starched lab coat over a navy-blue pantsuit that fits her like a glove. Her gaunt features are balanced by high cheekbones and startlingly dark, wideset eyes. I can’t decide if she’s exceptionally beautiful or exceptionally strange looking. 
… This can’t be happening…
I turn to Dad and he’s gone pale, his eyes wide as he stares at the woman. 
“Hello,” she speaks in a low voice, and something in the sound of it is familiar. But I don’t know where I would’ve heard her before. I’ve never seen her in my life. “David,” she offers Dad a nod before turning to me. “Karen.”
Just behind her, Roy Hollowell ducks into the room and shuts the door behind him. At the sight of the giant, my pulse takes flight and I grab my bedrail.
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Karen.” The woman clasps her hands together and sets those dark eyes of her on me. “I’m Dr. Jayne Mire.”    






  
  Chapter 18- Nathaniel


…he looks so much like his father. Thank God he's nothing like him… 
“How are you feeling?” Mom asks. Her green scrubs are more wrinkled than I’ve ever seen them, and her eyes are red with worry. She puts her wrist to my forehead, checking my temperature. Mom’s usually pretty calm about my gymnastics injuries, but this is different. She’s been crying. Not in front of me of course, she rarely lets that happen. But her eyes are red and I can tell she’s even more shaken up than I am. 
“I’m okay,” I lie, choosing not to worry her with the whispered voices I’m hearing or the pain in my ankle, “and I’m sorry about your car.” 
Mom frowns and tilts her head, giving me a long look. “Querido, it wasn’t your fault, the drunk driver hit you.”
… he carries so much guilt. All of it unnecessary, his father’s fault…
I close my eyes and run a hand through my hair. I’d love to understand what’s going on. Ever since I woke up, nothing’s made sense. First of all, Mom thinks a drunk driver hit me, and no one seems to realize Esther was driving or that we were being chased. But what’s even worse is that, as impossible as it seems, I’m pretty sure I’m hearing other people’s thoughts!
“Sweetheart, tons of witnesses saw what happened. A drunk driver hit you, you’re innocent,” Mom says, and I open my eyes, looking at her.
… maybe we should order another scan, just to make sure his head injury isn’t more severe than we thought. After all, there was that spot Dr. Winters said he’d like to recheck …
Ignoring Mom’s whispered thoughts, I say, “So, no one saw a black Buick chasing us? And no one knows where Esther is?” 
“Nathaniel.” Mom’s eyes widen. “Why don’t you get some rest? You’ve been through a lot and you’re probably a little disoriented.”  
She looks so tense that I cave, nodding. “Okay, I am tired.” 
Mom plants a kiss on my cheek. “I’m so glad you’re alright. I don’t know what I’d do if...” Her eyes fill and, averting her eyes, she blinks the tears away.
I take her hand and give her the best smile I can manage. “I’m fine. Everything’s okay.”
She returns my grin and laughs. “Sometimes I wish I could lock you in the house and never let you leave. Just to keep you safe.” 
“That’s not weird at all.”
She swats at me, missing on purpose. “One day, when you’re a parent, you’ll understand.” 
… he’s right, I do sound crazy. But that’s what love does; it makes you crazy. You’d do anything to keep the ones you love safe…
My thoughts revert to Karen. “Can I see Karen now?” I ask, hoping Mom’s answer will be different from what it was a few minutes ago. 
“You’re both still recovering, querido. Give it some time. You’ll see her soon.” Mom ruffles my hair and smirks. “And when you do, I think it’s high time you tell that girl you’re in love with her.”
Startled, I look at her in surprise.
… he must think I’m blind. I’m his mother, of course I notice the way he looks at Karen and the way he rolls his eyes at poor Julia…
"Yes, Nathaniel,” she chuckles, “I know your secret. Mothers always know their sons’ secrets. We only pretend not to.” 
I groan and lie back against my pillow. “Jesus, Mom.”
“Stop saying that.” She half-heartedly taps at my wrist in what’s supposed to be a slap. “Stop hiding your feelings from Karen. When you’re in love and you try to hide it, that only makes it more obvious.” 
“I am going to tell her.” 
“Good.” Mom nods approvingly. “If there’s anything I know, it’s that life is short, and you never know when you won’t have another chance to say what matters most. That’s why you should always tell your beloved the truth about your feelings. Even if it embarrasses you, just say it. Because when the moment passes, it’s gone forever and ...”
While Mom goes on, my thoughts drift back to the chase. That silver giant who was after Karen …what if it was him I saw in the cornfield that night? If this guy was freakish enough to start turning silver, then who’s to say his eyes don’t also glow in the dark? And who’s to say that he’s not still after Karen? My stomach turns, a burst of fear rolling through me. 
“…love is the most beautiful thing about life, so if you think Karen’s the one, then-”
“Mom,” I sit up, panicked. She looks at me in horror as I grab her hand. “I need to see Karen now. Where is she?”
“Oh, sweetheart.” She grins. “I know you’re excited, but I already told you, she needs her rest. You can talk to her later.”
“Where is she? Just tell me. Please.” 
… so beautiful, the way he cares about her… Mom’s face softens. “Right across the hall. I figured you’d want to be near each other, so I finagled it for you.” 
“Thanks.” With this, I push down my bedrail and start to climb out of bed. 
“Nathaniel!” Mom exclaims. “Really, you shouldn’t-” She’s interrupted by a loud knock on my door. 
A ton of whispers come from the direction of the door, hurling themselves my way.
… broke up with me, left school, and went for a joyride with Karen? I don’t get it...
… hope they get back together, such a nice boy…
… I bet boarding school is like a giant hospital. I hate hospitals…
I freeze and Mom starts to the door where a staccato of taps are followed by shouts from Julia’s little brother, Seth.
“Nathaniel?” he calls in his high-pitched voice. “Ouch! Mom! I was just saying it loud so he can hear me!”
…maybe now after almost dying he’ll realize we’re meant to be together…
“Great,” I mumble. Wishing I were invisible, I shut my eyes as Mom opens the door. 
“Hi, how are you?” Julia’s mom, Mrs. Scardina says, her tone dripping in sympathy. 
I lean back against my pillow, my eyes still closed. When I was little and Dad got mad, sometimes I’d close my eyes, thinking that if I didn’t look at him, eventually, he’d go away. 
Mom and Mrs. Scardina exchange pleasantries, and I listen as Mom explains that I’m resting. Meanwhile, Julia’s thoughts are a steady background noise, desperately hopeful daggers that stab my conscience, reminding me that she deserves closure.
… maybe before he passed out, I was the last person he thought of…
I’m not a kid, I can’t close my eyes and hope my problems magically disappear. My left hand curling into a fist under the sheet, I open my eyes.
Julia stands just in front of the window overlooking Peake General’s parking lot, her mom and Seth beside her. The three of them face Mom as she explains that I shouldn’t have visitors. 
Seth glances at me and his eyebrows shoot up. “He’s awake!” 
With this declaration, everyone’s eyes are on me and my face and neck flush with warmth.
“Nate!” Julia whispers, her smile trembling. Fresh tears make their escape to slide down her cheeks. 
I lift my hand and wave. “Hey, everybody, thanks for coming.”
Seth runs to my bedside. “Hey, Nathaniel!”
“How’s it going, Seth?”
“Okay, but Julia’s sad,” he lowers his voice to a dramatic whisper. “She thought you died.”
“Well, I’m definitely alive.” I give him a smile and glance at Mom. She discreetly tilts her head toward the door, her eyebrows lifted in a question. 
Clearing my throat, I raise my voice so everyone can hear me, “Would you all mind if I talk to Jules alone for a minute?”  
My mom’s surprised thoughts mirror the look on her face. 
“Oh, of course we wouldn’t mind, dear.” Mrs. Scardina gives me a gigantic smile and ushers Seth to the door. “Come on, let’s give them some privacy.”
Mom narrows her eyes at me but doesn’t say anything while she follows the two of them to the door. 
“Bye, Nathaniel!” Seth shouts, waving while Mrs. Scardina pulls him along, “I won’t see you for a while ‘cause I gotta go to boarding school, so …”
“Seth, that’s enough. Be polite and lower your voice,” Mrs. Scardina hisses.
“Bye, buddy,” I wave.
Mom gives me one last look and then closes the door behind the three of them. I turn to Julia and she’s breathing hard as she blinks back the remaining tears in her eyes and then pushes her long hair over her shoulder. 
“Nate, oh, my God, how are you? This is crazy! I was so scared! How do you feel?” The words tumble out of her mouth almost as quickly as her whispered thoughts. 
…Maybe the accident was a good thing; it’ll be like one of those romantic comedies where the guy finally realizes that everything he wants has been right there all along… 
I think I’m going to be sick. “I’m fine. Thanks, Julia.” 
	Grinning, she leans over the bedrail and wraps her arms around my neck, giving me a gentle hug. I try not to jerk away from her as she plants a lingering kiss on my lips and then whispers, “You smell like flowers.”
“Julia, I…” I glance down at my sheet, gathering my courage. This is it. No more backtracking or lying. “Thanks for coming, as a friend. It wouldn’t be fair if to you if I didn’t tell you that all I want to be is friends.”
Julia blinks back at me, her expression frozen. The only sound in the room, other than the muffled whispers running through my mind, is a beeping noise coming from one of the machines at my right. 
I clear my throat. “Um-”
“So, this is really it,” Julia’s upper lip curls and she speaks quietly. “You really don’t want to be with me?” 
“I want you to be happy, and I want us to be friends.” The words trip over my heart, which is somehow in my throat, and creep out of my mouth at geriatric speed.
“Why, Nathaniel? Why can’t you just tell me why?” 
“I can.” I take a deep breath. “Because I’ve liked Karen from the moment I met her and I still can’t stop thinking about her.”
“Karen?” Julia’s face, falling, turns red and her blue eyes brim with fresh tears. She crosses her arms and glares at me from below an arched eyebrow. “Are you joking? You must be joking.” 
“I’m not.” My voice shakes and I clear my throat. “I’ve always liked her, Jules. I’m sorry.”
“Well, I’m sorry for you because…” Her bottom lip is quivering so much that she can barely speak. Several tears slide past it, continuing on to her chin. She averts her gaze, refusing to look at me as she says, “She’ll never love you. She can’t. She doesn’t know how to love anyone. She’s so ...God Nathaniel!” Shaking her head, Julia backs away from my bed. “You know what? I’m sorry for you, because you’re going to be miserable with Karen.” 
“Julia, wait.” I slide out of bed, forgetting about my injury. Pain shoots from my ankle up to my calf and I curse under my breath. Pain, I can deal with; but when it takes me by surprise, that’s a different story.
“I know you’re mad, but I do care about you,” I call after her as she marches to the door. “And I don’t want to end things like ...” Julia flounces out of the room and the slamming door cuts me off. 
“...like this,” I mutter. 
In a matter of seconds, the door springs open and Mom darts into the room. “Nathaniel! What are you doing?” She hurries to my side and bullies me back into bed. “You’re supposed to stay off of your feet.” 
I run my palm over my face. “Sorry.”
Mom sighs, her mouth pinched the way it gets when she’s annoyed. But as she tilts her head and studies me, there’s no denying the empathy in her eyes. “Well, I’m glad you were honest with Julia. And I’d be lying if I said I’ll miss seeing her around the house.”
“She’s a nice girl. I’m the one who broke her heart.”
 Mom gives me a long look. “It might not feel like you did the right thing, but you did.”  She runs a hand through my hair. “You were honest with someone you care about and that’s always good thing, even when it doesn’t feel like it. Now try and rest.” 
“But I need to check on Karen.”
Mom smiles. “Relax. You’ll see her soon.” 
I am tired and I can’t help but lean back against my pillow. Even so, an ominous feeling sends chills down my arms. That silver giant’s out there somewhere, on his way for Karen.  






  
  Chapter 19- Karen


Roy pushes Dad down on the couch and stands over him while Dr. Mire stalks towards the aquarium. Her chin is tilted up, and her nose is high in the air while her thin brown hair, teased and high on top of her head, shakes with her every step. She reminds me of a villainous witch in a children's fairy tale. 
My heart pounding, I watch her pick up the aquarium and smile. 
…My God. Is this really David's plan? How absurd… 
“David," she snickers, "please tell me you're not planning on infesting my Alyssum with bagradae.”
…fuck you, Jayne…
I glance at Dad, praying he won’t say that out loud. If this woman is murderous enough to send Roy to kidnap me, I can only guess what she’ll do to a grown man. Dad's dark eyes flash with anger and his nostrils flare, but he keeps his mouth shut. Probably because Roy's got a wrinkled clump of Dad's collar in one of his massive hands as he sneers down at him.   
… Dr. Mire called this guy a genius. But even I know that it would take more than a few bugs to overthrow I.T.I.S.… 
"It would take a lot more than a few bugs to overthrow I.T.I.S.," Roy drawls. "Shouldn't a genius know that?" 
"Oh, he's definitely a genius," Dr. Mire retorts in a tone that makes me return my attention to her. Her head tilted, she stares at Dad with fondness, "He just hasn't had his muse for the past few years." Her eyes narrow as she assesses my father, her gaze shamelessly raking every inch of him, from head to toe. 
My stomach turns, and I'm afraid I might puke.
…he hasn’t changed a bit. If anything, he's hotter… 
Okay. No. 
"Dr. Mire," I blurt, interrupting her thoughts before they take an unforgiveable turn, "why are you here? What do you want from us?" 
Her dark eyes on me, she says, "That's a good question, Karen. And the answer is, I'm here to tell you the truth."
…oh no… "Jayne, don't," Dad says, his voice sharp.
…don't say it. Please don't say it. I have to stop thinking it, Karen can hear me. Think about something else…
I glance at Dad in surprise. What doesn't he want me to hear?
Ignoring my father, Dr. Mire says, “First of all, you and your father need to understand that these bagradae are a fluke.” With this, Dr. Mire drops the aquarium. It slams into the floor, shattering the relative peace of the room and sending glass flying everywhere. My thoughts similarly fragmented, I jump at the noise. 
The small red and black bug waddles away from the mess as fast as it can, but it isn’t fast enough. Dr. Mire steps on it and digs her heel in, crushing the insect with unnecessary force. Her nostrils flaring, she pushes a strand of hair off her forehead and returns her attention to Dad. “That brings me to the second truth. David, your Neurotypical Serum was not a fluke. It was the real deal. And if you hadn’t run out on me, we could have used it to cure millions of people.”
“Cure?!” Dad spits the word out angrily. “Neurodivergence isn't a disease, Jayne!! You're sick!"
…I hate her. I hate the very sight of her. I would kill her if I could… 
I look from Dad to Dr. Mire as the vitriol of Dad's anger colors my thoughts red. 
Dr. Mire’s eyes widen. “Sick? That's not what you said when we were partners, and worked side by side to make a better world. Do not gaslight me, David. Don't act like you didn't love what we were doing. You and I both know that when we were together, it was…" She pauses and looks up at the ceiling like she's trying to regulate her emotions. Her eyes water and she takes a deep breath. “It was magic.”
“It was sick.” Dad averts his eyes to the floor, forcing himself not to look at her, “And I'll never forgive myself for the things we did.” 
…he still loves me, I know he does. He's only pretending not to because Karen's here… Disgusted, I take a slow deep breath, steadying myself. Was my dad, like, cheating on Mom with this woman? 
“It was not sick!” Dr. Mire snaps, the sadness in her eyes withering into pain as she takes a step towards him, “And you know that. You were just scared.  You're still scared. That's your one flaw. You're a coward. You're always afraid."  
A wave of déjà vu washes over me. Why does this sound so familiar? While Dr. Mire stands over my dad, her eyes narrowed and an icy rage taking hold of her every feature, my thoughts revert to my last real conversation with Nathaniel. I called him a coward ...I said nearly the exact same thing to him. 
My heart sinks as I watch Dr. Mire stalk towards my father. I sit up straighter, preparing to drag myself out of bed and fight her off if she so much as touches him. I glance at Roy, wondering how long it'll take Titanium Brain to knock me unconscious after I punch his boss in her stick thin face.
Now only a foot or so away from Dad, Dr. Mire glares down at him with narrowed eyes and a bitter look on her face. “You’ve always been afraid of change, and that wife of yours made you even more of a coward.” Dr. Mire’s upper lip curls. “What kind of idiot wants to stay deaf?” 
“Do not talk about my wife!” Dad shouts, his face contorting with rage. Roy inches forward, eyeing him. 
My heart pounding, I hiss, “Dad, stop,” but I know I'm talking too low. He can't hear me.
…the kid. I almost forgot she was here…
Dr. Mire glances at me, her eyes momentarily widening. Her attention returning to Dad, she says, “Your daughter wants you to calm down. She's right. You should control yourself."
"What do you want from us?" I ask, my voice shaking.
 “Your father knows what I’m here for," she replies, her eyes not leaving Dad, "David. I need that formula.”
“You kidnapped my child and murdered my wife,” Dad snaps. “Why would I give you anything?”
Dr. Mire's eyes don't leave his as she leans towards him. Their gazes locked, she says, "Because deep down, underneath the righteous anger that drove you away from me and from our work, you've never stopped loving me."
My room goes silent. Even the whispers ducking in and out of my mind are muffled. All I hear are the sounds of my ragged breaths while Dad's eyes widen in shock as he stares at Jayne Mire. My gaze darts from one adult to the other.
Dammit. I was right. Dad really cheated on Mom.  
My heart revs up, beating too fast as I begin to panic. “Dad ...?” I start, not sure what I’m going to say. He glances at me, his left eye twitching, just like mine does when I'm stressed out. 
"It's alright, Karen," he says in a weakened tone. "Everything's fine." 
“That's right,” Dr. Mire says, still staring into his eyes, “everything's going to be fine because you're going to give me the NT Serum. Aren't you?”
…even if I had it, I wouldn't give it to her…
“I don't have it anymore,” Dad retorts. “That serum should've never been created, and I did the world a favor the second I got rid of it!” 
…he's lying. I'll get it. I have to…
"No," Dr. Mire shakes her head in disbelief, “there's no way you got rid of it. Give it to me, David.”
“I already told you, Jayne," Dad snaps, "I don’t have it anymore.”
Annoyance taking hold of her expression, she takes a step back, shattered glass crunching beneath her heels. “Okay, then. Have it your way, David.” 
…if he's going to be a problem, then I'll remove him from the equation…
My heart pounding, I watch Dr. Mire turn to Roy and say, “Prepare the sedative.” 
“Sedative?” I whisper.
“Yes, ma’am.” Roy reaches into his jacket pocket, retrieving a small, cylindrical object.
Dr. Mire pulls a cell phone from her lab coat, quickly dialing a number. She gives Dad a fleeting glance and says, “As you know, I have your youngest daughter.”
Terror turns my stomach. Tessa? She has Tessa?!  
“No!" I exclaim, "Please don’t hurt my sister.”  
“I don’t want to,” Dr. Mire addresses me as she brings the phone to her ear. “Which is why I’m offering your father one last chance to give me what I need.”
Dad is visibly trembling. I watch beads of sweat form on his forehead.
…should I lie? Should I make up a fake formula?…
"Yes, Dad," I shout. "Do that!"  
He glances at me, his indecision palpable. 
“Give me the formula for the NT Serum,” Dr. Mire urges, “and all I’ll do is inject Tessa to make sure it functions correctly. Then, I’ll let her go. But refuse me again, and I won’t hesitate to toy with Tessa’s DNA, using a formula of my own.”  
Dad lunges at her. 
“Dad, don't!” I shout.
She sidesteps, moving just out of Dad's reach as she says two words into her phone, “Initiate Tessa.” While Dr. Mire hangs up, Roy jumps into action. The giant grabs Dad’s arm and shoves him backwards onto the couch. Dad utters a strangled groan, his muscles twitching as Roy plunges a needle into his neck. 
“No!” I scream, phantom pain stinging my own neck as I hop over my bed’s railing and completely lose my balance. My IV dislodges from my arm and I trip over my own feet. Tumbling into Dr. Mire, I shove her into the nearby coffee table. She falls with it while I regain my balance. Dr. Mire and the table hit the floor. It tips over and shatters, glass flying everywhere. Shards cut into the bottoms of my feet, as I turn to check on Dad. His eyes closed, he’s slumped over on the couch. 
My heart sinks, and tears fill my eyes. I start for him, but Dr. Mire, having picked herself up from the floor, grabs my arm. But she's no bigger than a twig. I shove her as hard as I can. She stumbles backwards, her stupid teased hair shaking as she rights herself and shouts, “Roy, handle this!” 
“What did you do to my sister?” I demand. I start to shove Dr. Mire again when Roy wraps his cold hands around mine, stopping me. I kick him in the shin and ice-cold pain slams into my toes before crawling up my foot and into my leg.  
Shit! How did I forget that would happen?
“You sister’s fine.” Dr. Mire reaches into the pocket of her lab coat. My foot aching and my rage intensifying, I glare at her. “And she’d have been even better if your father had just given me his formula.”
Roy tightens his grip on my hands, forcing me to stop struggling and face Dr. Mire. She retrieves a needle and syringe from her pocket. I stare at it, my pulse speeding up and my mouth going dry.
“My dad said he doesn’t have the formula, so he doesn’t,” I say, “unlike you, he doesn’t lie.” 
Dr. Mire arches an eyebrow.
…it’s amazing how little children know about their own parents…
 “I must say,” Dr. Mire quietly replies, “I’m surprised by your naiveté, Karen.” 
“Why do you want to hurt my sister? She’s just a kid. What good is it going to do to hurt a kid?” I ask, my eyes going to the needle as she uncaps it. 
“I won't hurt her,” Dr. Mire says. She lowers the needle, her thin lips pressed together as she studies me. “I’m helping her in a way your parents never would. I’m no monster. I’m a pioneer. Willing to do anything for equality.”
“What?” I blink back at her, my heart beating wildly. “What does experimenting on kids have to do with equality?” 
“People like your sister, and,” Dr. Mire’s voice trails off as she observes me with her dark, beady little eyes like she’s trying to memorize my face or something. All I can do is return her stare. Finally, she goes on, “And people like your parents are treated unfairly. Our society functions according to the unspoken rule that certain genetic traits make a person undeserving."
"But if you want to change people's DNA," I say, "to make them 'deserving,' aren't you supporting that same prejudice?"
She smiles, "Not at all. I'm leveling the playing field. I'm giving people like your sister the freedom they deserve.” Dr. Mire’s eyes are still all over me, watching for some kind of reaction. 
… is she anything like me …? The question slips from her mind to mine as she moves towards me with the needle. My knees begin to shake, and I take a deep breath. “You could also give Tessa freedom by letting her go.”
“Go back to what?” Dr. Mire's eyes shine with the smug glint of a person who knows that she knows a lot more than you. She tilts her head and chuckles, “Back to a family that treats her like she isn't fully human? Like she's incapable of making her own decisions? Back to a school where she’s made fun of? Back to an identity-less life in which she’s ignored and ignorant of her own potential? Is that what you want for Tessa? Or would you rather she has more?"
My breath hitches in my chest as I turn her words over in my mind. “How would you," I slowly ask, "give Tessa more?"  
Dr. Mire's smile dissolves and she gives me a quizzical look, “Didn’t your father ever mention the effects of his serum?” 
“No. And this serum you keep saying he made,” I nervously reply, “my dad’s not some great scientist. Even if he tried to create something like what you're describing, it probably wouldn't work. Did you ever think maybe that’s why he won’t give it to you? Because it didn't work?” 
Dr. Mire laughs like I’ve said the funniest thing in the world. “You know nothing about your own father.” She runs her index finger along my cheek, her touch unexpectedly gentle. Even so, I flinch. She withdraws her hand, “You also know very little about yourself. But that'll change.” She lifts the needle and I try to back away. But Roy tightens his grip on my arms, pinning me in place. 
My blood running cold with fright, I scream as loud as I can, “Someone help! Please, help!” 
“Calm down, I’m not going to hurt you,” Dr. Mire frowns. “This is just a sedative.”
I bend my knee and lift it, slamming my knee into the heel of her hand. The needle tumbles from her grasp and clatters to the floor. Before I can blink, Roy shoves me onto the couch beside Dad. The wind knocked out of me, I lift my head as Dad slumps towards me. Roy's massive hand is instantly gripping me, pinning me in place, the fallen sedative in his free hand.
“Don’t worry,” he says with a condescending smile, “this’ll only sting for a second, then lights out, no harm done.” 
Cringing, I brace myself. This is going to suck.






  
  Chapter 20- Tessa


I wake up, crud in my eyes. But I can’t wipe my eyes because my hands and legs are stuck. 
That’s so bad! 
I blink the crud out and it falls down my cheeks. Above me, I see an ugly ceiling. It’s dirty and cracked. My heart starts to beat fast because I’m not in my room. Where am I? I try to look around at the strange room, but my head only moves a little, it’s stuck!
It feels like a belt is tied around my forehead, nearly pinning me to this cold table. But why? Belts are for pants, not foreheads. This is stupid.
I try to lift my hands and legs so I can get off the table, but they’re under belts too, smaller ones.
My heart pounding and my underarms sweating, I open my mouth and breathe hard like a dog. I think it’s called ...what’s the word? Shirting? No, it’s panting. 
Still panting, I look at my right arm, and a fat needle is sticking out of it. The needle is attached to a long, thick plastic string. My eyes follow the long string to where it meets a machine that has a blinking green light and a small bag filled with brown liquid that looks like Dr. Pepper. 
I look at the fat needle again and tears fill my eyes.
This is so bad!
I close my eyes and scream.
I want my Daddy and I don’t want to be here! I don’t even know where “here” is!
A tap on my shoulder sends my eyes open.
A blonde woman with bright blue eyes is looking down at me. She’s pretty, like me. 
She smiles and opens her mouth, talking. 
I blink back at her.
Is she nice? I don’t know…she is pretty, so maybe that means she’s nice? I don’t know.
She steps away from the table I’m belted to and returns with a miniature white board, like the big one my teacher uses at school. 
The blonde lady uses a marker to write on the board. Once she’s done writing, she turns the board to me and smiles as she points to it.
I read the words: “My name is Claire Hawke, and I am going to help you. You have autism and I want to take it away.”
Confused, I watch Claire erase the words and write new ones. 
She writes very fast. She must be smart.
Claire turns the board my way and points to her writing.
 “Your brain has many parts and all of the parts must talk to each other. But autism builds invisible gates in your brain that stop the different parts from talking to each other. So, we are giving you a special medicine to remove the gates. Soon, you will not have autism. The medicine is already beginning to help you.”  
These sentences don’t make sense. How do I have gates in my brain? 
Frowning, I return my attention to Claire. She’s still smiling. 
She sets the white board down near my right leg and I imagine kicking her. 
This makes me smile.
At the sight of my smile, Claire’s widens. She opens her mouth and begins to talk as she points to the fat needle in my arm.
I imagine removing the needle from my arm and sticking it in Claire’s arm. 
How would she like that?
I grin as she turns to the needle and begins to poke at it, doing something. 
She’s so close that I can smell her lotion, it smells like baby butts. I hate babies. Except for me when I was a baby. I’ve seen pictures of me when I was a baby and I was so pretty. I bet I didn’t smell like a baby butt. 
Claire leans even closer to me while she frowns in concentration, adjusting the needle. As she moves her other hand to rest on my shoulder, I inch forward, as far as my head belt allows, and bite her wrist.
She jumps back, her eyes widening as she looks from me to her bleeding hand. 
I smile.  






  
  Chapter 21- Nathaniel


“Help!” 
The scream shatters the hospital's quiet. It’s Karen.
I don’t think. I slam the bed railing down and swing my legs out. My feet hit the cold linoleum, and a jagged spike of pain shoots from my left ankle straight to my hip. I wince, limping-sprinting to the door. I throw it open to an empty hallway.
“Hey!” I yell at the flickering fluorescent lights. “The girl across the hall needs help!”
Nothing. No nurses, no rolling carts, no distant chatter. The silence is wrong, heavy and artificial. I scramble to Karen’s door and twist the handle. Locked. I take a frantic step back, eyeing the heavy wood. Can I even break this?
CRASH.
Something smashes on the other side. I don't wait. I chamber my good leg and drive my heel just below the lock. The frame groans but holds.
“Hey! What are you doing?”
I spin. An older nurse -a friend of my mom’s- is staring at me from the nurses' station, her face pale.
“Someone’s hurting her!” I shout, my chest heaving. “Call Security!”
Suddenly, the whispers in my head—the ones I’ve been trying to ignore—crank up to a roar.
...props to the kid for trying to fight back... ...this is going to suck...
I roar and throw my entire weight into a second kick. The wood splinters, the lock snaps, and the door flies inward.
“You can’t do that-” the nurse starts, but I’m already inside.
I skid to a halt. A tall, scowling brunette stands over a shattered coffee table, her eyes filled with rage. To my left is the silver giant. He’s got Karen pinned to the sofa, and he's holding a fat, wicked-looking syringe inches from her throat. Her dad is slumped beside her, a lifeless weight.
“Get away from her!” I lunge toward the giant.
“I suggest,” the brunette hisses, “that you get away from us. Unless you have a death wish.”
The giant, Roy, moves with terrifying precision, bringing the needle down. I spot a heavy chunk of the broken table at my feet and kick it with everything I have. It skids across the floor and slams into Roy’s shin. Instead of a bone-snap, there’s a metallic clang. The wood shatters into toothpicks against his leg as if he’s made of solid titanium.
Roy looks at the debris, then at me, and chuckles. “Bet ya didn’t expect that.”
Fear sends cold pinpricks down my spine.
“Sedate Karen,” the woman orders. “Then, take care of the boy.”
“No!” Karen shrieks.
I lock eyes with her, reach out towards her- and then the world glitches. Karen vanishes. She blinks out of existence like a blown light bulb.
Roy freezes. "What just happened?"
The brunette looks around with wide eyes, visibly shaken. “Esther,” she snaps. “Esther happened.”
A warm, solid hand slips into mine. I jump, but a familiar voice breathes into my ear, “Don’t let go.”
“Esther?!”
The room dissolves. Reality smears into a kaleidoscope of screaming neon and rushing wind. I’m paralyzed, my hand fused to Esther’s, my stomach left somewhere back in the hospital room. Then- thump.
The colors snap back into a hallway. Bright linoleum. The smell of floor wax. Karen is beside me, gasping for air. She’s pale, her hair a mess, and a nasty purple bruise is blooming across her cheek.
“You okay?” I reach out with a shaking hand and brush her bangs aside.
“Yeah.” She’s trembling too. “But my dad... he’s still in there.”
“She’s right there! Get her!”
I flinch at the sound of the brunette’s voice. I spin around. She and her silver fucking shadow are twenty feet behind us. She shoves Roy forward. “Get her!”
“We need to go, like, yesterday,” Esther grabs both our hands, her face a mask of iron. “Run!”
We sprint. My ankle is screaming, a rhythmic throb that matches my heartbeat. We fly past doctors and orderlies who blur into smears of white and blue.
“Who is that woman?” I wheeze.
“Jayne Mire,” Esther says, her voice tight. “She’s basically the devil. She killed my parents."
“She killed your parents?” Karen and I say in unison.
I glance at Esther. Her eyes are steely, and her mouth is set in a grimace. 
"I’ll explain more when we aren't dying. Hold on!” The hallway smears again. Another jump. My vision clears just in time to see the main nurses' station. I spot my mom behind the desk. She looks up, her face twisting into horror.
“Nathaniel? What’s going on?”
“We’re okay!” I lie, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. “Don’t worry.” Guilt hits me harder than the pain in my foot. I’m leaving Mom behind in a war zone.
“Don’t feel bad,” Esther glances at me. “If she understood what was going on, she’d want you to run. Now, hold on!”
Another lurch through the color-void. We land on the top floor, the hospital’s executive wing. It’s quiet here. Plush carpets, blue walls, the smell of expensive coffee.
“You okay?” I ask Karen. She’s staring down at her sleeve.
“This bug,” she says, her voice hitching. “A bagrada. I thought it was dead, but it’s stuck to me.”
Esther stops so fast I nearly trip. She grabs Karen’s arm.
“Ow! What are you doing?!” Karen cries.
Esther flicks the red-and-black insect onto the carpet. “If that had bitten me, we’d all be dead. The bagradae can never touch anyone with abilities. Understand?”
I blink. “Abilities? You mean—”
CRACK-BOOM.
The floor beneath us heaves. A metallic rattle, like a massive industrial drill, vibrates through my teeth.
“Titanium Butt is making his entrance,” Esther mutters.
The carpet rips open. A silver hand, fingers like polished rebar, bursts through the floor and clamps onto Esther’s ankle. She utters a string of curses. 
"What's going on?" a man in a suit asks, ducking out of his office to see what’s happening. His eyes widening, he quickly dives back into his office and slams the door shut.
“Run! Get out of here!” Esther yells, waving us away while Roy tries to pull her through the hole in the floor..
“No!” I drop to my knees, clawing at the cold, metallic fingers. “We’re not leaving you!”
“Get Karen out of here,” she urges, her face pinched in pain. 
Ignoring Esther’s pleas, I pry at the metallic hand’s grip. But it’s like trying to bend a crowbar with my bare hands. I manage to wrench three fingers back just as the "drill" morphs. The silver spiral flattens into a second hand, then a head.
Roy rises through the floor like he’s emerging from water, his entire body a shimmering, liquid chrome. He smells like a welding shop- hot, burnt metal.
He lunges for Karen. Esther vanishes and then reappears on his back, locking her arms around his neck. He flings her off like he’s shooing away a gnat. Esther hits the wall with a sickening thud.
Karen trips backward, her eyes wide with terror. I have to do something. Now.
I leap onto the giant and wrap my arm around his silver throat, squeezing until my muscles scream.
The smell of metal is overwhelming. Roy twitches, a wet gurgling sound coming from his chest. He’s strong, but I have leverage.
...this kid’s going to kill me… The thought flickers in my head.
“Let her go,” I growl, sweat stinging my eyes, “and I’ll let you go.”
He releases Karen. 
I should finish him. I want to. Men like this, men who hurt the weak, they don’t deserve a second chance. 
My grip tightens. Roy begins to shake violently.
Then, the thoughts hit me. Not anger. Not malice. A repeated, rhythmic whisper: I’m sorry... I’m sorry... I’m sorry...
Roy’s guilt is a physical weight. It’s something I understand. I don’t want to. But I do. Flashbacks of my father, tearfully apologizing, come to mind. As much as I hate him, and the bitter memories he left me with, my arm goes slack. I let Roy go.
The giant falls to his knees, wheezing. His silver skin begins to dull, the human tone bleeding back into his face. I back away, and grab Karen’s hand. “You might want to move. Just in case he still tries to come after you.”
She stares up at me, her cheeks flushed red. “Geez, Nathaniel... how strong are you?”
...we’re running for our lives and I’m ogling Nathaniel’s biceps? What in the hormonal hell is wrong with me?...
Despite my own dark thoughts and our dire situation, a goofy smile tugs at my mouth, and I hold Karen’s hand tighter.   
“Hi, Roy.” Esther is back on her feet, holding a piece of debris with the red-and-black bug on it. Her eyes narrowed, she looks cold, calculating, methodical. “Bye, Roy.”
She jams the bug into his ear.
Roy’s eyes go wide. His ear turns a violent, glowing red. He screams- a sound that isn't human- as his skin turns a blinding, luminescent silver.
“What’s happening?” I shout, shielding my eyes.
“His own DNA is turning into poison,” Esther says flatly. Positioning herself between us, she takes each of our hands in hers. “Let’s move.”
“But my dad,” Karen protests. “We can’t leave him!”
A new sound drowns her out—the rhythmic, heavy thwack-thwack-thwack of a helicopter. I look out the massive picture window at the end of the hall. A black bird is screaming straight toward the building. Behind us, I hear screams as the floor's few remaining office workers make a run for the stairwell and elevators. 
A blurred figure streaks across my vision and a whisper hits my brain: The roof, Esther. Get them to the roof.
“Was that... Unseen?!” Karen gasps.
“Yeah,” Esther says, her grip tightening. “And don’t let go this time.”
The helicopter looms, filling the window. My heart hammering in my chest, I turn to Karen as the swirling colors take over my vision.  and my palms growing sweaty, I turn to the helicopter that’s still headed straight for us. 
What have I gotten myself into?
All at once, the world vanishes again.






  
  Chapter 22- Tessa


I run my tongue across the front of my teeth, still tasting salty remnants of blood from Claire’s hand. 
It’s been several hours, and now that I’ve had time to process her explanation of what’s happening to me, I understand what she’s doing. But the question is why. Why did that man with silver skin break into my school, injure my teacher, the students in my class, and then kidnap me? I’m sure there are thousands, if not millions of other children with autism he could have taken. So, why me?
I turn my attention to the door as it’s opened by a stranger. She’s tall and thin with short dark hair; she wears a wrinkled white lab coat over a navy-blue suit, and there’s something familiar about her eyes. I study her, my curiosity piqued. Where have I seen this woman before?
She opens her mouth, begins to speak, and as always, my gaze darts to her lips. But this time, something shocking happens.
Chills consuming my arms, I stare at the stranger’s mouth in amazement. Though I can’t hear her words, I somehow understand everything she’s saying. Her lip movement’s form words!
“…my name is Dr. Jayne Mire. I’ve been too busy to speak with you until now. And I’m sorry you found my assistant, Claire, so unpleasant. Clearly, our attempt at an Autism Reversal serum hasn’t left you as docile as we’d anticipated.” 
The woman speaks without a trace of a smile, and her dark eyes are cold as they drift to the IV in my arm. “You must have many questions. And one fact that may answer at least some of your questions is that your father is the reason you’re here.”
My heart sinks. My father is the reason I’m here?
I frown. 
Daddy, like most hearing people, is depressed and eternally distracted. Still, in spite of his being almost hearing, he isn’t cruel enough to have me sent to a place like this …is he? 
“So if you want to lash out at someone, Claire is not the optimal target.” Dr. Mire leans towards me as she says, “Your father is.” 
I shiver. This lady, with her penetrating eyes and unsmiling face, is even scarier than the silver-skinned giant who came to my classroom.
“Your father had a choice. He had to choose between protecting his work and protecting you. He chose his work.” Dr. Mire pauses to let her words deliver their blows. I shift on this table that’s supposed to be a bed, my stomach filling with the most painful hollowness. It’s the same empty feeling that overtook me when I saw Mom on the floor. Like the whole world stopped, inside and outside of me - everything just stopped.
“You’re here because your father didn’t love you enough to save you,” Dr. Mire says, her narrowed eyes going to my hair. “But I’m going to save you, Tessa. The serum Claire and I made is more than a mere attempt at a replica of your father’s neurotypical formula, I’ve added to it. It will make you smarter, quicker, and better than everyone you know. In short, you will become our planet’s most powerful human.”
Still smarting from the sting of abandonment, I blink back at Dr. Mire as I process her words. I’ll be smarter? My heart skips a beat. 
I open my mouth and attempt a word that now makes more sense than it did the last time I brought my index finger to my mouth and signed it. “Hearing?” I ask.
“Yes, eventually.” Dr. Mire nods. “This serum contains a combination of DNA-altering drugs called Triphylamonal and Lexilohr, and should they work as theorized, there is the possibility that you'll regain a percentage of your hearing. Based on your vocalization, it seems you’re already experiencing the serum’s positive effects …”
She hesitates while my head spins with dizzying euphoria. I’ll be hearing? 
“Standing here and looking at you is almost surreal …” Dr. Mire says, but I’m barely paying any attention to her at this point.
Hope shuttles through me, finding its way to my eyes in the form of tears. I blink them away, not wanting to cry in front of Dr. Mire. But it’s impossible to completely restrain my feelings and a tear escapes, crawling down one of my cheeks.
If I’m hearing no one will laugh at me or tell me what to do. Everything will be different. Dad will find me worthy of his love, and even Karen will respect me.
My hope refusing to be squelched, I grin uncontrollably as I return my attention to Dr. Mire. My grin wavers at the sight of the darkness that’s fallen over her features.  
“You look just like her,” Dr. Mire says, her thin lips forming a straight line as she backs away from the table. 
Curious, I follow her with my eyes. Who’s she talking about?
Dr. Mire looks up and holds out her hand. “Claire, I’ll do it, give it to me.” 
I follow her gaze to Claire, who I hadn’t even realized returned. She's put a skin-colored bandage on her hand.
“Yes, ma’am.” Claire agrees, visibly nervous as she gives Dr. Mire a syringe.
Now that I’m truly studying Claire Hawke’s face and mannerisms, it’s clear that she’s as out-of-place as I felt when I woke up on this table; it’s as if Claire doesn’t want to be here. Actually, she doesn’t look much older than my sister. Is she a teenager? And how did I not notice this before? 
My observations come to a screeching halt as I catch sight of the fat needle within the syringe Claire’s placed in Dr. Mire’s palm. Shifting in my bounds, I say, “No!”
Dr. Mire glances at me. “I’m giving you hearing, intelligence, and a life. In return, you’ll do as I say. To ensure your obedience, I’m going to track your movements and location, which is what this injection will allow me to do. This will hurt, so you’ll need to be strong until it’s over.”
I glance at Claire. She bites down on her lip and sets her bandaged hand over mine, a kind gesture that does little to alleviate my agitation.
I strain to get out of the straps that hold my wrists and ankles at bay. I don’t want that needle in me! Dr. Mire uses an alcohol prep pad to wipe a small section of my hip and tears return to my eyes. This time it isn’t hope that’s incited their arrival. 
Before I can blink, the needle is under my skin and making its way into my bone, which elicits first, a gasp and then a scream. It isn’t only that this hurts, it’s that, to one degree or another, I’ve endured this very thing every day of my life. 
Karen tells me what to do, my father tells me what to do, my teachers tell me what to do, everyone tells me what to do. Other people get choices, they say, “No” to the needle and it goes away, but not me. I want choices; I want to decide what happens to me. 
Dr. Mire removes the needle and, without another word, leaves the room. Claire, however, stays behind, her warm hand over mine. I glance at her and though my vision is blurry with tears, I manage to read her lips as she says, “I’ll get you out of here. I promise.”  
I shake my head and scream, “No!” Claire backs away from me, her eyes widening. I clench my fists, so angry that I’m shaking. 
When I escape, it won’t be under Claire’s direction; it will be my own doing. For once, I’ll be the one to make the decisions.






  
  Chapter 23- Karen


You’d assume that after the snobbiest girl in school turns out to be some sort of guardian angel mutant who saves your life and then transports you to the innards of a futuristic-looking spacecraft, nothing would shock you. But apparently, I can still be shocked. 
I stand beside Nathaniel in a small, windowless room comprised of bright metallic walls and floors. To our left is a row of closed lockers, which Esther said are filled with Unseen’s supplies. To our right is a hallway I have yet to explore, and in front of us is a sight that’s making the hairs on the backs of my arms stand on end. I take a deep breath, and a step back.
“I can’t believe we’re here, looking at this,” Nathaniel whispers.
Unable to take my eyes off of the pitch black body suit that hangs in the opened locker before us, all I can do is point to the sleek costume’s utility belt and mutter, “It’s like …”
“Batman’s.” Nathaniel quietly finishes my sentence.
“I was going to say, like a futuristic fanny pack.”
“Oh.” He tilts his head, looking at it from a different angle. “That too.”  
“I keep saying we should cut it in half and move each half to the shoulders,” Esther pipes up from behind us, startling me. “That way, say Unseen’s hands are tied, then the utility belt is still accessible.”  
The girl has appeared, once again out of thin air and she’s out of breath as she points to her shoulder and pantomimes a sort of biting gesture that makes her look like a crazy person. “See? If the utility belt’s at your shoulders, even if your hands are tied, you can still use your mouth to get to it.”
“Where’s my dad?” I ask, realizing she’s returned alone. “I thought you went back for him.”
“I did, he’s fine.” Esther smiles and gives my shoulder a pat. “I took him to the cockpit. He’s all strapped in, resting. The sedative Dr. Mire gave him should wear off in about an hour and a half.” 
Relief washes over me. “Thank you.”
Esther’s smile widens and she swings her arms forward and back like a little kid. “You’re welcome.”
I can’t help but take a second glance at her bruised eye, and though it’s healing well, the sight of it fills me with shame. I still can’t believe I did that to her.
“What about the hospital?” Nathaniel asks as his thoughts dart to his mother, “Did that helicopter crash into it?” 
“It didn’t.” Esther shakes her head. “The chopper belonged to I.T.I.S., of course, and it had a Super Massive Luomnem device …” her voice trails off and pity forming in her eyes, she watches Nathaniel carefully, her thoughts filled with concern for him.
I brace myself. Did something happen to his mom? I gulp, my mouth going dry as the memory of what Dad said about the Super Massive Luomnem device he and Dr. Mire made comes rushing back to me. 
“Did they,” I ask, “use it on the people in the hospital?” 
Esther nods and Nathaniel turns to her sharply, “What did it do?”
“The Super Massive Luomnem machine is used to erase memories.” Esther speaks slowly, choosing her words carefully. “So, your Mom is physically healthy, but she’s experienced some memory loss.” 
“Memory loss?” Nathaniel’s eyes widen and he shakes his head in confusion, his thoughts coming to an abrupt halt, all of them momentarily vanishing. In an instant, however, they resurface loudly, a mob of question upon question. “What do you mean?” Nathaniel asks, his eyebrows meeting in a scowl, “How much of her memory did she lose?” 
“Um …” Esther shifts on her feet and, clearly uncomfortable, tugs at her pinkie finger. “Well, the memory erasing device, it …it erases up to twenty years of memory.”
Nathaniel’s face falls.
“I’m so sorry,” Esther rests her hand on his shoulder.
My own heart aches as Nathaniel’s eyes widen and grow fearful. 
“Are you saying,” his voice shakes, and he clears his throat. “Are you saying she won’t remember me?” 
“She won’t,” Esther gently replies. “No one in that hospital will remember anything from the past twenty years. I’m so sorry.”
… I shouldn’t have left her there. I just left her … 
Esther rubs his shoulder and I ask, “Is there any way to reverse the memory loss?” 
“Unfortunately, no,” she shakes her head and sighs as she drops her hand to her side. “The only way a victim regains access to the suppressed memories is if they get Alzheimer’s disease or dementia.”
Nathaniel’s eyes water and he takes a deep breath. His thoughts, broken and half-formed, are full of him blaming himself for what’s happened to his mom. I bite down on my bottom lip, hating that he has to feel anything like what I felt when my mom died. 
“It wasn’t your fault, Nathaniel,” I slide my fingers through his. 
He doesn’t look at me or reply, but he closes his hand around mine, accepting the embrace. 
 ... don’t cry, keep it together. You can’t cry in front of her...
Listening to Nathaniel silently tell himself not to cry is heartbreaking. 
I slide my arms around him and hug him as tightly as I can. He rests his head on top of mine, and I hear him sniff. 
“I’ll get you some water,” Esther quietly says. 
We hold each other, Nathaniel’s thoughts filling the silence. I close my eyes, and shame worms its way into my heart. He blames himself, but the truth is that his mom would be fine if it hadn’t been for my family. I.T.I.S. showed up at the hospital to get Dad's formula. and now, because of us, countless lives are ruined.
I don’t understand what’s so special about this formula my father supposedly made. Knowing Dad, it probably doesn’t even work. 
 “Here’s that bottle of water,” Esther says, her voice startling me yet again.
Nathaniel releases me but keeps a hold of my hand as he accepts the water. “Thanks, Esther.” 
“Sure.” She turns to me. “Want one?”
I shake my head. But I'm insanely thirsty, I don’t know why I said no. 
“You going to be okay, Nathaniel?” Esther asks.
He nods and takes a swig from the bottle, forcing his thoughts away from his mother. I study the strained look on his face, wondering if this is what I’ve been like ever since Mom’s overdose; trying not to think about her and inadvertently making myself even more tense than if I’d let myself dwell on her for a bit.
“So.” He points to the black outfit hanging in the locker in front of us. “When are you going to admit that’s yours and tell us how you became Unseen?” 
“There’s no way Esther’s Unseen,” I blurt. Both of them turn to me, and my face warming, I explain myself, “Remember, we heard Unseen talking to us when Esther was right there with us? So, unless she’s a pro at throwing her voice, Esther’s not Unseen.” 
Esther laughs and inches her way between Nathaniel and me. She rests each of her elbows on our shoulders and I try not to wince.
I know I shouldn’t be uncomfortable with her in my space. She saved my life and, more importantly, she got Dad away from that sociopath, Jayne Mire. Even so, I can’t help wishing she’d back off.
…oh yeah, I forgot. The Ice Queen doesn’t like to be touched… I bristle at Esther's rude thought as she moves away from me and resituates her full weight against Nathaniel. “Karen’s almost right," she says. "I’m not a hundred percent Unseen, just fifty percent.” 
I glance at Nathaniel and he’s watching Esther expectantly. In fact, he looks super comfortable with her all cozied up beside him. I cross my arms, scrutinizing the two of them. Why have I never noticed their relationship before?
Esther and Nathaniel get along really well. She always invites him to her movie nights and parties, and come to think of it, she’s the entire reason Nathaniel and I got into that argument the other day. What if they ... oh my God, what if they’ve hooked up at some point? 
My jealousy spiking, I speak through clenched teeth, “I don’t understand what you mean, Esther.”
“Well, Karen,” she offers me a pleasant smile, “maybe if you weren’t so busy being judgmental, you’d understand.”  
“If you want to talk about being judgmental,” I retort, “who’s calling who an Ice Queen?” 
She frowns. “I didn’t call you an Ice Queen.”
“You thought it,” Nathaniel points out.
Esther turns to him so quickly that her ponytail slams into his face.
He blinks her hair out of his eyes and says, “Sorry, Esther, it’s true.”
“Yeah,” I add, triumphant. “So next time maybe you should think before you …” I stop talking as the impact of what Nathaniel’s just said hits me. 
Esther, like me, is staring at him in shock. Finally, she says, “Are you saying you heard what I was thinking?”
Nathaniel nods, his dark eyes going from me to Esther. “Ever since the accident, I’ve been hearing other people’s thoughts.” 
“Me too.” I meet his eyes.
“I kind of thought so, but I wasn’t sure,” he says with a shy grin. 
It’s the first smile he’s attempted since the horrible news about his mom. Seeing it is a relief and even though I’m internally freaked out by the fact that the boy I like has a front row seat to my every thought, I return his smile and confess, “If there has to be someone who can hear my thoughts, I’d want it be you.” 
Nathaniel’s grin widens. “Same.”
Esther clears her throat. “I hate to butt in, but I’m in the Hearing Thoughts Club too.”
Of course she is. Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I sigh and try to control my annoyance. 
Esther grins and tousles Nathaniel’s hair as she says, “During the car accident, something must have happened to all three of us.” 
I glare at her. Why does she have to keep touching him? It’s like every time she says something, she has to touch his shoulder, his arm, or his hair. I cross my arms. “How awesome, Esther.”
“I know, right?” She beams. “It’s a great ability, but it gets a little confusing around a lot of people because it's hard to tell whose thoughts belong to who. Other than that, I love it.”
“Well,” I mumble, “just remember that when you call me an Ice Queen I can hear you.” 
“And,” Esther quickly says, “you should remember that every time you think, ‘oh, my God, Esther’s touching Nathaniel. Does that mean they hooked up?’ we can both hear you.” 
Heat travels up to my neck and face. My gaze darts to Nathaniel and he's trying so hard not to smile that his lips are twitching. Embarrassed, I nod to Unseen’s suit. “Would you just explain who Unseen is?”  
“Like I said, I’m half of Unseen,” Esther says, her blue eyes shining. I watch her, confused. It’s like this girl doesn’t take anything seriously. We’ve just been chased by a titanium giant, broken the news to Nathaniel that his own mother will never remember him, and she’s on the verge of revealing Unseen’s secret identity. In spite of all of this, Esther looks like she’s about to burst out laughing. I don’t know if I want to laugh with her or punch her in the face.  
“Esther,” a familiar voice fills the ship and Nathaniel and I look around at the gleaming silver walls as the voice instructs, “bring them to the cockpit for lift off.” 
I gasp, barely able to speak. “I know that voice.”	
Reconstructing her ponytail, Esther laughs, “I wish you could see the look on your face.”
“Why does your … ship,” Nathaniel slowly asks, “sound like our school's guidance counselor?” 
Esther pats Nathaniel’s shoulder and abruptly stops, removing her hand as if his shoulder’s burned her. She glances at me. “Sorry, Karen, I know that bothers you.” I blink back at her in annoyance. 
“That wasn’t the ship," Esther goes on, "it was the intercom through which you heard Ms. Greenich’s voice, because she’s the pilot. She and I, we’re sort of Unseen.”
“You’re sort of Unseen?” I repeat. I glance at Nathaniel to see how he’s taking this and he looks ten miles past lost. 
“Relax, this’ll all make sense soon.” Esther gives me a slap on the back and I stumble forward. With that, she starts down the hallway at our left and calls over her shoulder. “Then again, maybe it won’t make sense at all. In any case, follow me.” 
Nathaniel and I exchange glances. Unable to believe that I’m at the mercy of our school’s most snobby girl and our guidance counselor, I fall in stride behind Esther and pray that these women have what it takes to rescue my little sister. 

      [image: ]I cross my arms and stare at the family portrait hanging in Esther’s sitting room. Stationed between a plush red couch and mahogany coffee table, it isn’t the kind of professional Sears or K-Mart photograph most families have. No, that’d be too ordinary. Instead, this is a large oil painting. Esther looks about ten or eleven, and she’s smiling as a woman with curly brown hair drapes an arm around her shoulder. The woman laces the fingers of her available hand through one belonging to a tall man with dirty blonde hair like Esther’s. The three of them look super happy, like the perfect family. But according to what Esther said when she brought me in here, the man and woman are nothing but actors hired by Ms. Greenich and my father.
I look around at the other paintings, all of them hanging in expensive frames. A few hours ago, when Ms. Greenich landed our mode of transportation, an invisible “ship” that she and Esther call Iris, in a deserted field, Nathaniel looked around, his face brightening as he said, “I know where we are!”
I’d looked past the pilot’s chair and into the window ahead where I saw cows, a lake, a field, and then more cows, more lake, and more field. It looked like any average spot in Peake, and I’d wondered how he knew where we were. But once we exited the ship, I understood. Esther’s house, a huge mansion that stood less than a mile away, was sprawled across several dozen acres, and it was more sophisticated than I could have ever imagined. 
Of course, Esther’s “castle” and its surrounding acreage looked familiar to Nathaniel; he was one of her many friends who’d been invited to her parties. But me, the judgmental CODA who lived in the kind of neighborhood where no one had their own garage, let alone sixty or more acres of land, of course I’d never been invited here.
I slip my thumbs through the belt loops of the jeans Esther’s let me borrow. Even in our current situation -with Tessa having been kidnapped by some whack scientist who’s obsessed with my dad, and with the ability that Nathaniel, Esther, and I share in common- I still feel this twinge of insecurity about the gaping difference that separates Nathaniel and me.
I’m not jealous of Esther’s money, but I am completely, one thousand percent envious of her easy access into friendships with people like him. Their money links them in a way I’ll never understand. 
My gaze returns to the fake family portrait and I sigh. Since we left the hospital, Nathaniel’s been holding my hand and planting himself at my side like a boyfriend, and I love that …but it isn’t real. In the back of my mind, I know Julia’s waiting for him, and that no matter what, he’ll keep going back to her because the Julia’s (and even the Esther’s) of the world are who the Nathaniel’s belong with. 
Trying to dismiss my depressing thoughts, I take a deep breath and get a whiff of the floral scent that seems to be following me everywhere. As soon as we stepped into Esther’s house, the smell grew even stronger. 
…wish my foot would heal faster…
The whisper slinks into my brain, surprising me. Nathaniel’s the only one of us with a foot injury, so I must be picking up on his thoughts. I head for the guest bedroom that Esther told Nathaniel he could use for a shower and nap. As I make my way down the carpeted corridor, the whispers from his thoughts grow louder.
… need to take a second and tell her. But maybe now isn’t the right time. She’s probably too worried about her sister to care …  
Just ahead and on my right, his bedroom door is cracked and light from the room seeps into the hall. My slippers are soundless against the soft beige carpet as I head to it. In front of his door, I catch sight of one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen and come to an abrupt halt, my heart flip-flopping in my chest. Nathaniel is shirtless, every one of the defined chest and ab muscles visible as he zips the fly of a pair of jeans that he must have just put on. The sight of him making my mouth water, I bite down on my bottom lip. 
He reaches for a T-shirt on the bed before him and his biceps stretch, accentuated. I automatically exhale, a thousand stiff breezes running up and down my spine. I wish I were where that T-shirt is and that he were reaching for me.
The shirt in his hands, Nathaniel freezes and a grin forms on his lips. Ever so slowly, he turns to me. 
Dammit.
Warmth flooding my face and neck, I inch away from his door.
“Karen, wait!” 
I cringe as his footsteps sound near the door. He peers into the hallway, his dark eyes settling on mine.
My heart pounding, I attempt a smile and twist Mom’s ring around on my finger. “I guess you heard that thought.”  
Nathaniel grins, his gaze briefly darting to my jittery hands. He steps out of the doorway, and I can’t help but take a second look at his bare chest. Below his broad shoulders are pecs that have been sculpted by the twenty-five to thirty hours he spends training each week, and his entire midsection, ridiculously ripped, forms a perfect V.
“If you listen to even half of what I’m thinking when I’m around you,” he says, his face reddening, “you’ll know you have nothing to be embarrassed about.” 
Butterflies fill my stomach and all breathable air seems to get lost on its way to my lungs. So, I open my mouth and inhale a generous gulp of air. “Are y-you saying …” but my mind has turned to oatmeal, and I can’t finish my sentence. Suddenly, for no apparent reason, I start to laugh. 
My God, I need to pull it together. I close my eyes and take another deep breath. 
“I’m saying I like you.” Nathaniel brushes my bangs away from my face and I open my eyes to find him looking into mine. Instead of retracting his hand, he gradually lowers his touch, tracing the curve of my cheek until his fingers reach my chin. "I always have,” he speaks quietly and his gaze goes to my mouth.  
My pulse racing, all I can do is look into his eyes. Is he going to kiss me?
… Yes. Is that okay?...
My body poised between paralyzing nerves and boundless anticipation, I whisper, “What about Julia?” 
He shakes his head. “We broke up. I couldn’t stop thinking about you, it wasn’t fair to her.”
An embarrassing grin that I have zero control over takes hold of my mouth. At the sight of it, Nathaniel leans forward, gently brushing his lips against mine. The warmth of his mouth sends a heated current straight through me and I’m barely able to suppress a shiver. He pulls away, and exhales, his breath warm and smelling of flowers. 
“Should’ve done that a long time ago,” he quietly says. 
“Yeah,” I smile. He pulls me towards him and meets my lips in a hungry kiss that melts me like ice cream. My heart pounding and my insides bursting into a million sensations, a part of me wonders if I’ll have a heart attack. Probably not, but even if I do, that’d be okay. Kissing Nathaniel wouldn’t be the worst way to go.  
His cheek brushes a bruise on my face, but I barely feel the sting as his breath fills mine. He slides his hand down the curve of my ass, and I run mine along his abs, both of us trembling with nerves and anticipation. 
He brings the kiss to a close by lightly brushing his lips against my cheek and then gently pulling away. “Was that okay?”
I grin. “Not bad.” My voice sounds oddly high-pitched, like Julia’s. Maybe that’s something that happens to girls after their first …romantic encounter, or whatever you’d call this … maybe surging hormones makes girls sound like they've ingested helium.
…surging hormones? ... Nathaniel chuckles, his hazel eyes almost glowing as they catch the light that drifts in from the bedroom. He reaches for a strand of my hair, toying with it. I’m not even embarrassed by him hearing this. 
“Yeah, you just sent them through the roof,” I say, staring into his eyes. My gosh, I think I might need to kiss him again.
Nathaniel’s smile widens as I lean towards him … And there it is. I should’ve known they wouldn’t last twenty-four hours without this happening…
The foreign thought slips into both of our minds, and startled, we turn in its direction. Esther, wearing Unseen’s black bodysuit and her long hair gathered in the same kind of bun we wear for practice, stands behind us, her arms folded and a huge smirk on her face.
“Wow.” She arches an eyebrow at me, and I instinctively lower my gaze to the carpet. “Well, I hate to interrupt, but your dad’s awake.”
This pulls me from my embarrassment, and I look up. “Is he alright?”
“Yeah, he’s great.” Esther smiles and nods to the other end of the hallway. “But of course, he’s anxious to get to Tessa, so if those of us who are shirtless will remedy that, then you guys can just follow me, and we’ll get out of here. Okay? Okay.”
My thoughts revert to Tessa, and I could kick myself. I’m in a comfortable mansion making out with Nathaniel while my little sister’s being held hostage by a psychotic scientist. Esther’s right, we need to get to Tessa as soon as possible.  
Esther snaps her fingers and points to Nathaniel. “I meant you, in case you were wondering about the shirtless part.”
“Nah, really?” He grins, narrowing his eyes at her before planting a quick peck on my cheek and ducking back into his room.
Esther uncrosses her arms and adjusts the utility belt at her hips.
“So, we know where Tessa is?” I ask. 
“Yep, we’ve got a pretty good idea, and don’t worry, we’ll get her back,” Esther says, confidence in her voice. “No question about that.” 
I nod, soothed by her certainty. But silence drifts between us as Esther continues to double-check the supplies on her belt. Suddenly self-conscious, I smooth my hair and steal a peek at her. I bet she hates me, considering that she just caught me making out with her best friend’s ex.
“Karen?” Esther turns to me. “When are you going to get that I don’t hate you?” 
Her question takes me by surprise and, unsure of how to respond, I cross my arms and scowl.
Without taking her eyes off of me, Esther says, “The only reason I didn’t talk to you at school was because your dad told me not to.”
“What?” Genuinely shocked, I uncross my arms. “Why wouldn’t he let you talk to me?”
She shrugs. “He said I shouldn’t have any obvious connection to your family. He was paranoid that if we were friends, things would come out.”
“What things?”
Esther tilts her head and looks at me like I’ve just asked her who Bill Clinton is.
… she really has no idea how important her dad is…
“If it weren’t for your dad, there’d be no Unseen.” Esther looks at me expectantly, like she’s waiting for me to applaud or burst into proud tears. But as usual, all I feel is confusion.
“I thought Dr. Mire gave you your, um, your power,” I say. “I thought she experimented on you as a child and killed your parents. So, what does my dad have to do with your power?” 
“I’m not talking about my ability,” Esther explains. “The ability helps, but it isn’t what makes Unseen. Your dad created the technology that lets me and my mom do what we do. Besides that, if it weren’t for him, I’d still be an I.T.I.S. lab rat and my mom would be as dead as my real parents. Your dad saved us. He got us out of there and gave us something to live for.”
I glance down, taking all of this in. How the hell could my head-in-the-clouds dad have given Esther and Ms. Greenich “something to live for?” He can barely focus on completing a sentence, let alone saving people’s lives. 
“If you weren’t so critical of him,” Esther quietly says, “you’d see what everyone else sees.”
“You know what, Esther?” I snap. “How about you …”
Nathaniel steps into the hall, wearing a red T-shirt over his jeans and his gaze goes from me to Esther.
I clamp my mouth shut and Esther smirks, chuckling as she says, “Anyway, like I said, I don’t hate you, I was just following orders. Now come on, let’s skedaddle.” 
Nathaniel glances at me, his eyebrows going up as his thoughts slip into mine …everything okay? ...
I nod and hesitantly offer him one of my hands. He grasps it and plants a kiss on my cheek. 
“Give Esther a chance,” he whispers. With that, we fall in stride behind her where I cling to Nathaniel’s hand and watch Esther sashay ahead of us. 
He’s right. And it isn’t that I don’t want to. It’s that she makes me feel so …ashamed. She’s a beautiful, rich superhero who apparently has some kind of special connection with my dad. On the other end of the spectrum, I’m a perpetually-confused, boyfriend-stealing puncher of superheroes. Being around Little Miss Perfect is a constant reminder of how fucked up I-
“I’m not perfect!” Esther exclaims without pausing in stride or turning around. 
“Oh, my God.” I cringe. “You heard all of that.” 
Nathaniel gives my hand a squeeze.
“I did,” Esther says as we turn the corner and enter her humongous sitting room, “and trust me, I’m so not perfect, Karen. In fact, a few minutes ago, while we were talking back there, I farted. It wasn’t a huge one but, it was big enough. And if you don’t believe me, I’ll let another one rip.” 
Nathaniel laughs. “That’s okay, we believe you.”  
I roll my eyes at myself, half-embarrassed, half-relieved. Esther’s not too bad. I guess. She’s a little weird. But who isn't?
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“Why’d you bring us to your pantry?” Esther mimics his deep voice and narrows her eyes in imitation of the way he’s looking at her. Despite myself, I grin. The more I’m around this girl, the more intriguing she becomes. She’s surprisingly kind of hilarious. 
“It’s not just a pantry,” Esther explains as she closes the door. “It’s a secret entrance to a secret door that leads to a secret lab because that’s how we roll around here, lots of secretivity.” 
“That’s not a word,” I point out, and as Esther turns to us my thoughts evaporate.
Esther’s eyes are glowing in the dark, they’re golden and literally glowing, like a cat’s. Beside me, Nathaniel gasps. 
“Or is it a secret word that you didn’t know about?” Esther asks in an overdramatic voice as she flips on the pantry’s light. It’s like she hasn’t noticed our reaction to her eyes. Now that the light is on, they’ve returned to normal. She blinks back at me and says, “Ever think about that, Karen Lyles?” 
“Your eyes.” I point to her. “Why do they change in the dark?”
She looks surprised and then understanding registers in her features. Chuckling, she points to me. “Next time you’re in the bathroom, turn off the lights and look in the mirror. You’ll see the same thing. It’s a side effect of the Triphylamonal. It makes our eyes glow in the dark.” 
“Like the guy I saw in the cornfield.” Nathaniel quietly says.
Esther blinks back at him. “Um, I have no idea what you’re talking about. But in any case, welcome to the You’re Officially a Freak of Nature Club. It’s fun. You get to find excuses for no one to ever see you in the dark unless they’re too drunk to notice that your eyes are glowing. Yay.” 
I glance at Nathaniel. “Is she always like this?”
“Unfortunately.” He offers me a weak smile. 
“Okay, enough about that.” Esther points to something directly behind us. “See that jar of olive oil on the shelf behind you? Move it over and there’s a tiny brown marking on the wall. It’s easy to miss, so look hard. When you find it, press it.”
Nathaniel moves the olive oil aside and I glance at Esther questioningly. “Press it?” 
“Yes,” she nods gravely. “If there’s even one wrinkle left, the secret door won’t open.” 
I blink back at her in confusion. "What?"
Esther blushes, “Never mind. Just ignore my failed attempt at humor.” 
“I got it,” Nathaniel announces.
“Oh, thank God someone gets me,” Esther pauses as the wall behind us begins to slide backwards. She points to the wall and deadpans. “Oh, you got that. As in opening the secret door. Dammit. I guess no one gets me.”
“No, I understood the joke too,” Nathaniel whispers, his nervous thoughts filling my head. He takes my hand and moves us away from the wall as it swings right, revealing the entrance to a brightly lit room. 
I can’t see what’s in the room yet. All I’m able to see is white linoleum. And the smell -my God, it’s intense! It’s the same floral scent that seems to be coming from my pores, but it’s even stronger now. 
“Excuse me, I’ll lead the way,” Esther says, inching around us and stepping into the new room, “to your exclusive tour of our super-secret lab.” 
Nathaniel and I exchange glances before following her through the secret passage and stepping into a well-lit room.
I look around, and just as Esther said, it’s a lab. On either side of us are long white counters containing test tubes, glassware, empty operant conditioning chambers, and other equipment I recognize thanks to Dad’s chemistry lab at school. 
“Come on. No standing still!” Esther urges.
Nathaniel and I do as told, still hand in hand as we walk between the counters. To our left we pass several aquariums teaming with bagradae. I point to one of them. “Are those the kind that are dangerous to you?” 
“Yeah.” Esther turns around, walking backwards so she can face us. “And now they’re dangerous to you too because you have an ability. Look down.” 
She points to our feet, and Nathaniel and I glance down. To my surprise, we’re no longer walking on linoleum, but glass. Below the glass are tons upon tons of small white flowers. 
“There’s a Louisiana Alyssum greenhouse below us,” Esther explains. “That plant is super important. None of our abilities would be possible without it.”
I shake my head, remembering my conversation in the hospital with Dad. “But my dad said my ability came from a tumor caused by Trip…triphyl…” I take a beat, trying to remember how to pronounce the word.
“Triphylamonal,” Esther says. “Yeah. The synthetic drug that’s the source of our abilities. On its own, Triphylamonal is deadly to humans. Combining it with Louisiana Alyssum makes it safe for us.” 
 …I have no idea what they’re talking about…
I glance at Nathaniel and the look on his face is a perfect reflection of his thoughts. 
“No worries, Karen will fill you in later,” Esther waves him off, and continuing to walk backwards, she explains, “If it seems like ever since the accident you’ve smelled like flowers, you’re right, that’s exactly what you’re smelling. The Alyssum is in our bloodstream as a protection because without it, the Triphylamonal would kill us.”
I instinctively lower my gaze to my arms and look at my veins. Now my blood isn’t just blood, it’s a mix of Triphylamonal, Louisiana Alyssum, and God only knows whatever else is causing this weird ability.  
“On that happy little note,” Esther continues, “your dad genetically engineered the bagrada to be like little vampires. Except it’s not blood they’re sucking, it’s Louisiana Alyssum. Unlike regular bagradae, which just eat plants, these guys only drink the nectar of Louisiana Alyssum and when they come in contact with someone who has Louisiana Alyssum in their bloodstream, the bugs make like vampires.”
Nathaniel gulps audibly.
“They dig a hole in the person's skin and drain every bit of Louisiana Alyssum from their bloodstream. But the bagradae can’t ingest Triphylamonal, so that stays in the person's body. And since Triphylamonal is deadly without Louisiana Alyssum, that’s it- the person is dead.” Esther wrinkles her nose. “Pretty awful, right?”   
“So that’s what happened to Roy when you stuck the bagrada in his ear?” Nathaniel asks, a horrified look on his face. 
“Yeah.” Esther says, her expression growing somber, “I hated what I did, but I had to stop him the only way I knew how.”
I study her carefully. I’ve always assumed Esther’s life is like a fairy tale. Rich girl. Mansion. Friends. Beauty. She has everything. Even when I found out about her abilities, I assumed she had the superhero’s version of a fairytale . 
I couldn’t have been more wrong. She’s constantly keeping secrets about who she really is, and she has to hurt people. Even though she knows what she’s doing is justified, that can’t make it easy. 
Esther frowns and smooths down her hair while bits and pieces of her thoughts drift my way.
Nathaniel was right when he said I don’t see people. All along, Esther’s been right in front of me, and I've ignored who she really is. I only saw what I wanted to see. What made me feel better about myself. If I’d had the courage to look beyond the bruising she gave my ego, I would’ve seen a glimpse of the real Esther, and then maybe we could’ve been friends.
Nathaniel gives my hand a tug and I glance at him as ‘…it’s not too late for that…’slips into my thoughts.
I smile and whisper, “Get out of my head.”    
“You know, actually,” Esther quietly says, and we both turn our attention to her, “in retrospect I think there might have been one other way I could’ve stopped Roy.”
“How?” I ask.
She stops walking backwards and nods to my ring. “The ring your mom gave you. I think it-”
“Esther! Hurry up please!” 
The unmistakable sound of Ms. Greenich’s voice, over yet another intercom, surrounds us.
“We’re coming!” Esther shouts, nearly rendering us deaf. She clears her throat and says, “I’ll explain later. Come on.”
We follow her out of the lab, down a flight of stairs that leads to the greenhouse below. The sea of tiny white flowers ends near a large pool and a small carpeted area that looks like a makeshift office. Between the pool and the flowers, it’s a strange set up. I look around at the two large office desks, computers on each, parallel to each other and flanking several metal file cabinets. Considering the grandeur of Esther’s house, the furniture down here is startlingly cheap. Even Dad’s cherry oak desk back home looks better than the metal desk Ms. Greenich is perched on.  But, even more surprising than this is Ms. Greenich.
Nathaniel and I come to a complete halt. 
…She’s definitely Unseen…
“Geez Louise,” I mutter, unable to believe my eyes. Our guidance counselor wears a black jumpsuit that’s identical to Esther's. The sight of Esther dressed like an acrobat wasn’t as shocking. We see her in a gymnastics leotard pretty much every day. But our school’s guidance counselor dressed like a damn comic book character? That’s insane. 
Leaning over one of the desks and typing something on its computer, Ms. Greenich turns to us and smiles. “Karen, Nathaniel long time no see.” 
Neither of us seems capable of finding our voice. My gaze goes to the mask beside her computer. It's black, appears to be made of leather, and designed to cover Ms. Greenich's entire face. I stare at it in shock.
It's hard to believe that the softspoken guidance counselor who makes endearing yet sappy comments like, “if you dream it, you can do it” to us at school, puts that mask on every night and kicks bad guy ass.
“I think seeing you in uniform has them speechless,” Esther says, prancing up to the desk. She perches on the edge and crossing one leg over the other asks, “So, do you think we’ll rescue Tessa before dinner? Because I was thinking we could all go to Olive Garden.” 
Ms. Greenich turns to Esther and arches an eyebrow.
…she has no idea how serious this is…
“And I guess that’s a no to the breadsticks I’ve been craving all day,” Esther sighs. She opens the top desk drawer and reaches inside, grabbing a fun-size Almond Joy. 
She finishes off the candy in one bite, and Ms. Greenich shakes her head. “I told you to have more than one tiny pancake for breakfast this morning.”
“It’s not that I’m hungry, I just want breadsticks,” Esther whines. “I was going to get some for lunch, but then there was that robbery, and then we had to go straight from there to the hospital.”
“Please stop whining,” Ms. Greenich quietly says, “you know how much I hate whining.”    
“This is so weird,” Nathaniel whispers, looking from Esther to Ms. Greenich.
“How about OG take out?” Esther says, refusing to give up. “You guys order whatever you want and I’ll pick it up...” 
Ms. Greenich waves Esther off and makes her way to us, her calm smile returning. “I can imagine how unsettling all of this must be. And Karen, I wish we hadn’t had to hide certain things from you. But your father thought it best you remain protected from the truth.”
“Where is my father?” I ask.
Ms. Greenich points to the pool just as a garish grinding noise, like the turning of large metal gears, sounds. The ceiling above the pool lowers and four separate waterfalls, all of them forming a square within the pool, dump water from the ceiling into the pool.
My gaze not leaving the waterfalls, I take a careful step back, and Nathaniel tightens his grip on my hand as he says, “Uh, what’s going on?”
“It’s fine, don't worry,” Ms. Greenich raises her voice above the noise, “Karen’s dad is just bringing the ship closer. That way, it’ll be easier for us to load the bagradae aboard.” 
“Load the bagradae?!” Nathaniel and I cry in unison.
“Yes.” Ms. Greenich gives us a funny look and then nods to one of the large filing cabinets. For the first time, I notice there’s something behind it. 
I move to get a better look around it and, sure enough, there’s a clear, rectangular-shaped container that stands almost as tall as the filing cabinet at about five feet. It contains tons of swarming bagradae. At the sight of it, chills run up and down my arms. “That’s a little scary.”
“Tessa’s being held at I.T.I.S. headquarters in Louisiana,” Ms. Greenich explains, “and their main supply of Louisiana Alyssum is also right there at their headquarters. Your father wants to make sure we destroy it.”  
“Oh.” I return my attention to the ceiling as it lowers. Now I can see the small silver ship Ms. Greenich and Esther affectionately call “Iris” perched on top of the descending ceiling. 
As the ceiling lowers towards the pool, the ship zips to the right and sends a gust of wind our way. My hair goes crazy, flying all over the place while loose papers on Ms. Greenich’s desk are whipped up, most of them sailing off of her desk. 
The ship, still headed our way, slows to a hover. As it lowers to the ground, I realize Dad must be in the cockpit and find myself staring at the vessel in shock.
“Your dad’s a pilot?” Nathaniel asks.
“Apparently,” I whisper, my voice cracking.
Iris hovers above the floor and one of its wings slides up while a side door extends, creating a ramp. Within seconds, Dad emerges and his eyes brighten as he sees me.
“Dad!” I release Nathaniel’s hand and run to him. 
Dad extends his arms like he’s going to hug me. I'm so taken aback that I stumble over my feet. Dad never hugs me. He closes the distance between us, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close. 
Despite my surprise, I sink into his embrace. This feels weird but it also feels right. We should hug more often.
…I can’t let anything else happen to Karen… I close my eyes as his thoughts creep into mine. 
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he says, his voice muffled against the side of my face.
“You too,” I reply, opening my eyes. Behind us, Ms. Greenich asks Esther to help her move the bagradae to Iris.
“I’ll help,” Nathaniel pipes up.
“No, just rest that ankle,” Ms. Greenich says, “Esther and I will take care of this.”   
While their footsteps and busy movements continue behind us, Dad releases me and we take an awkward step away from each other. The first thing I notice about my father is that his eyes are red-rimmed and sunken into his face, dark circles underlining each of them. He looks like hell. 
“Are you okay?” I ask, even though the answer is obvious.
“I’m fine. But as you know, I.T.I.S. has your sister.” His words tumble into each other and his expression becomes even more haggard. 
“Yes.” Shifting on my feet, I say, “Back at the hospital, Dr. Mire said you came up with a serum she wants. Did you really create  that?” 
Dad looks down, shame in his eyes. “I did. One of the many things I did for I.T.I.S. was create something called Neurotypical Serum. Or 'NT.' As implied by the serum's name, it was designed to reverse the effects of autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and other brain functions that were considered atypical."
"Dad," I frown, my stomach turning, "that's beyond wrong! Neurodivergence isn't something that should be cured! It's natural!"
"I know," he nods, his gaze still averted. "But I wasn't myself back then, Karen. I was lost."
Anger simmers beneath my shock and my hands curl into fists, "Because of that woman? Jayne?"
Dad lifts his head, daring to look me in the eye, "Yes. And because of the research itself. It opened doors that shouldn't have been opened… but I… I couldn't resist…" his voice trails off and his face falls as he sighs.
"What do you mean?" I ask. "What doors?"
"After I created the NT serum, we tested it on a candidate," Dad replies, his voice low, full of shame, "of course it didn’t reverse their neurodivergence. In fact, it expanded it, giving them near genius abilities. Jayne was excited, and she demanded I lace the serum with another I.T.I.S. drug called Ypόdeixi.”
“What’s that?” I ask. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Esther and Ms. Greenich lugging the bagaradae towards Iris, Nathaniel limps after them, insisting on helping. 
“It’s a drug that makes a subject permanently prone to the power of suggestion.” Dad pauses, his jaw tightening. “In other words, they’re forever at the mercy of a 'master.' They have no will of their own.” 
“Geez Louise.” My heart racing, I look Dad in the eye and make sure to speak so he can hear me, “Are you saying Jayne Mire wanted you to turn neurodivergent people into geniuses she could control?”
He nods. “She’s obsessed with the idea.”
“She's insane,” I shake my head. “I mean, why do that to people? It doesn’t make sense!”
“It does, in a way.” Dad adjusts his glasses. “Jayne had a rough childhood. She was bullied because she was different. I could relate to that because I was different too. I'm Deaf, and…" Dad gives me a look.
…should I tell her I'm on the spectrum? Will she look at me differently?…
"Dad, it's okay," I quietly say. He watches me carefully, reading my lips as I say, "I already know.” 
He nods, “Of course. You can hear my thoughts."
"Yeah. And of course, I don't look at you differently, Dad. I mean, if it's a spectrum, maybe we're all on it. Right?"
He frowns, "No. Not exactly. But I understand your point."
I sigh and shrug. "Okay."
"In any case, Jayne and I first met at a summer camp for neurodivergent children. It was an awful place," he explains. "More of a research study than a camp. Anyhow, the way we were treated was traumatizing, and Jayne’s more sensitive than I am."
"So, she's torturing people because she was tortured as a child?" I arch an eyebrow and cross my arms defensively.
"Yes," Dad nods. "I believe Jayne initially had good intentions when she led I.T.I.S. She wanted to level the playing field for neurodivergent people and for others who experience prejudice. But Jayne changed. Over the years, she developed an insatiable hunger for power. It warped her.” 
I nod, wondering how easy it is for a person to change. To go from wanting to help others to wanting to control them. The thought is unsettling, and it sends chills down my spine.
“That’s why I left I.T.I.S and destroyed the bulk of my research. But I knew Jayne would come after me, demanding I replicate everything I’d created. So I used the Luomnem Machine to erase my memories of every formula I’d come up with.”
“You erased your own memory?” I stare at Dad in horror.
His eyes fixed on mine, he opens his mouth to say something and then closes it. 
“What? Go on,” I urge.
His gaze returning to the ground, he says, “I used the Luomnem Machine to target specific memories, not everything. My point is, when I tell Jayne I don’t have the formula, I’m telling the truth. Even if I tried to replicate the serum, it wouldn’t be exact. Which is dangerous, perhaps even lethal.”
“Okay, I understand.” I nod, terror turning my stomach. “But back at the hospital, Jayne said she’d mess with Tessa’s DNA, like she’d experiment on her or something. Do you think she’ll use a blend of her own NT serum with Ypόdeixi on Tessa? Do you think she’s going to try and control Tessa?” 
Dad bites down on his bottom lip, his eyes so sad that they answer my question without me even needing to hear his thoughts. I clench my fists. “We’ve got to get Tessa away from her.” 
His voice low, Dad says, “Yes, we do.” 
“And we will, if we leave now,” Ms. Greenich cuts in as she makes her way back down Iris’s ramp. “Jayne works fast, and there’s no telling how much she’s already done. I suggest we get a move on.”  
“Right, let me just gear up…” Dad says, scurrying away.
I glance at the sea of small white flowers beside us. Traces of those plants and the Triphylamonal are now probably in my little sister’s blood, and there’s no telling what Dr. Mire’s turned her into …
My stomach turning, I start towards the ship. I keep telling myself everything’s going to be okay, but I have a sinking feeling that it isn't.
“Karen and Nathaniel?” Ms. Greenich interrupts my thoughts. Her mask in her hand, she glances at Nathaniel as she says, “I.T.I.S.’s headquarters are heavily guarded and considering how dangerous this is, I don’t like the idea of you two there. So, you won’t be entering the headquarters. You’re going to wait it out in Iris. Understood?” 
“Only you and Esther are going in?” I ask. My heart sinking, I imagine the two of them facing a mob of mutants like Roy as they try to get to my sister.
“Your dad too. Three of us is enough.”
“My dad?!” I cry, horrified. “Ms. Greenich, you can’t possibly think it’s a good idea to send my dad in there. He’s not a fighter.”
“Do you remember our conversation about shaping your own identity?” Ms. Greenich asks. 
Nathaniel looks from me to Ms. Greenich. 
“Yeah.”
“Your dad may not be a born fighter, but he’s strong,” she says, looking me in the eye. “Strength isn’t just knowing who you are, it’s about being adaptable. About changing who you are as new needs arise. And trust me, I’ve seen your dad adapt to become whatever he needs to take care of the people he loves.”
“But Ms. Greenich,” I shake my head, “I don’t think my dad has ever even thrown a punch, and you want to send him into I.T.I.S. headquarters to fight mutants?” 
“Karen.” Ms. Greenich points left. “Look at your father.” 
I turn to him and nearly fall over. Dad’s wearing an on-body holster as he makes his way towards us, and he’s loading a gun. “He knows how to use a gun?” I whisper.
“Your father’s stronger than you think,” Ms. Greenich says. “The only reason any of us are here today is because fifteen years ago, he got us out of I.T.I.S. Trust me, he’s adaptable.” 
My entire world rattled, I watch Dad put the gun in his holster.  I take a deep breath, “Just promise me you’ll take care of him.” 
“Of course I will,” Ms. Greenich says, gently patting my shoulder.
Nathaniel nods in the direction of the ship. “Ready?”
“Yeah.” 
We make our way up the ramp and I turn back, glancing at my father. 
There’s so much about my dad that I never noticed …his genius, his strength, the reason why he sometimes behaves the way he does. It’s taken the whole world turning upside down for me to really see my own father. That’s not good, I’ve got to learn to open my eyes and see people as they are. 






  
  Chapter 24- Nathaniel


Despite Ms. Greenich’s best efforts with the compression wrap, my ankle is a pulsing drum of white-hot pain. I can tell it’s sprained. But Tessa’s the one who’s in real trouble. So, I keep my mouth shut. Whining isn't exactly the hero vibe I’m going for today. 
I shift in the cockpit of the Iris, trying to find a rhythm with the ship’s movement. The interior doesn't look like any NASA shuttle I’ve seen on TV; it’s all matte-black carbon fiber and glowing violet HUDs that cast a ghostly light over our faces.
Karen sits in the bucket seat next to mine, her profile etched in that soft purple glow. She’s deep in conversation with her dad, who’s braced across the aisle. Ahead of us, the panoramic windshield reveals the world blurring into a smear of swampy greens and muddy browns as we streak toward the Gulf. Ms. Greenich handles the flight stick with casual grace, her sleek, onyx-colored Unseen suit shimmering like oil on water.
The ship teeters hard to the right, stabilizers humming a low, vibrating chord in my teeth.
“Just a little turbulence, guys,” Ms. Greenich calls over her shoulder. “The air gets sticky over the marsh. No worries.”
I return my attention to Karen. There’s a yellowing bruise on her forehead from the car wreck, a jagged mark against her pale skin. Her dark eyes are fixed on her father, reflecting the flickering data streams from the console behind him. Dr. Lyles is talking, his voice low, his eyes tracking a history only he can see.
“When I first got to the island and saw what Jayne and her team had built, I thought it was a dream,” he says. His gaze flicks to Karen, softening. “I took to it the way you took to the floor exercise the first time you walked into Matthew’s Gymnastics. Do you remember that?”
Karen’s eyes widen. “Yeah. But I didn’t think you did.”
“Of course I do.” He clasps his hands, his knuckles white. “A parent doesn’t forget a moment like that. That day, I saw you find your wings, Karen…” He goes into a detailed recollection of her first day of gymnastics and I watch Karen brighten from the inside out. Her lips curl into a small smile. For the moment, the crushing weight of I.T.I.S. seems to lift. Watching her, I feel an overwhelming urge to reach over and shake her dad’s hand. For once, he’s getting it right.
I lean back, crossing my arms. Poor guy. Dr. Lyles has spent his life speaking in equations, struggling to relate to anyone who isn't a certified genius. He’s kept a thousand secrets, but staring at him now, I see the cost. He’s not like my father. His vices have nothing to do with alcohol or violence. His biggest flaw might be that in building a fortress of secrets to keep his family safe, he accidentally locked himself out.
"You falling asleep over there, co-pilot?" Ms. Greenich’s voice snaps me back.
She glances at Esther who is slumped in the co-pilot seat, yawning. Esther’s wearing her own suit—a tactical masterpiece that makes her look like a shadow given form. Her mask sits on the dash between them, a faceless black visor. It’s still a trip to realize my favorite "mean girl" from school is a literal superhero.
“Crazy, isn't it?” Esther turns around, tossing me a smirk. "How we fooled you for so long?"
“Yeah. Probably because your bimbo socialite act wasn’t really an act,” I tease.
She sticks her tongue out, but her eyes drop to my propped-up leg. “Your ankle’s pretty banged up, isn't it?”
“It’s fine,” I shrug, trying to look tough. “It’s not like my ankle’s been kidnapped by an evil scientist. Tessa’s the one who matters.”
Esther’s expression softens. In this light, she’s striking. Not just pretty, but beautiful. I can see why Brad is obsessed, I think. Even though he has no idea who she really is.
Esther’s eyes go wide for a second, then turn mischievous. ‘I don’t like him the way Karen likes you,’ her voice echoes in my head, skipping the air entirely. ‘You two are meant to be. Me and Brad just aren’t like that.’
My face burns. It’s still unsettling that she and Karen can both just... walk into my brain.
“Uh, yeah. Got it,” I mumble, looking down at my lap.
I check on Karen, hoping she didn't catch the mental crosstalk. She’s fragile right now, and the last thing I want to do is make her retreat into her shell. It took four years to get that first kiss. I’m not about to wait another four for the second.
“So, Esther,” I say, clearing my throat to break the silence. “Your ability. How does it work? I've been there when it happens. Benefited from it a bunch. But I don't get it.”
Esther laughs, a bright sound that cuts through the hum of the engines. “Dr. Lyles calls it tunneling. Basically, I find the folds in reality and jump through the creases.”
I frown, trying to understand what she’s saying. "So, basically, you just run really fast?"
“Not quite.” She bites her lip, then shouts over to the other aisle. “Yoo-hoo! Doc! Can you explain my ability to Nathaniel? And remember- explain it like he’s five. Or maybe four.”
"Hey!" I laugh.
She leans in and whispers, "Trust me. If you let him use his 'Big Brain' words, we'll be at I.T.I.S before he finishes his first sentence."
Dr. Lyles sits up straighter, adjusting his glasses. The violet light glints off the heavy black holster at his hip—a jarring sight on a man who usually carries a briefcase.
"Of course," he says. "Nathaniel, have you ever examined a flat surface under a microscope?"
“Yes, sir. In your class.”
He frowns, his brow furrowing. “Oh. You took my class?”
"Three years in a row, sir," I say, trying not to sound butthurt.
"Right. Well. You know that a 'smooth' surface is actually a mountain range of ridges and imperfections when you get close enough. Space and time are the same. They have wormholes -imperfections- that are invisible to the naked eye. Understand?"
I nod, though my brain is starting to itch. I glance at Karen. She’s got her arms crossed, staring out at the clouds.
...speaking of time, I wish we could go back and stop all of this... Her thought hits me with the weight of a physical blow.
I slide my hand across the gap between our seats, opening my palm. Whatever happens, I project with everything I have, I’m right here. I’m not letting go.
Karen’s eyes find mine. She places her hand in my palm, her skin cold against my feverish pulse. “Thank you,” she whispers.
“What was that, Karen?” her dad asks.
“Nothing, Dad. Go on.”
Dr. Lyles continues his lecture, completely oblivious to the fact that his daughter is crying. A single tear tracks through the purple light on her cheek. My heart breaks. I squeeze her hand, rubbing my thumb over her knuckles.
“Esther can produce these conditions within herself,” Dr. Lyles drones on. “She accesses a wormhole for about eight seconds from her perspective, but for us, it’s a fraction of a second. She’s bending the fold.”
“Got it,” I nod. “She’s basically Azazel.”
Esther snorts, “Except I’m a hell of a lot cuter in spandex.”
Karen wipes her eyes, looking confused. “What’s an Azazel?”
“Comic book character,” I say, gently tucking a stray hair behind her ear.
I catch Dr. Lyles staring at us- specifically at my hand on his daughter's face. He looks like I’ve just taken a blowtorch to his favorite lab equipment.
Shit.
I pull back, sitting up straight. “So, Dr. Lyles! Does that mean time travel is possible?”
That hooks him. He brightens, leaning forward. “An excellent question! Mathematically, the answer is yes, though we lack tangible proof...”
As he launches into the physics of temporal shifts, I return my focus to Karen. She’s staring at her lap again, trying to blink back a fresh wave of tears.
I’m okay, Nathaniel, she thinks, her voice a shaky vibration in my mind. I promise.
I nod, but I don't believe her. Even if I couldn’t hear her thoughts, I’d know better. She’s scared for her sister. And her dad doesn’t have what it takes to comfort her right now.
Hell. He can’t even see that she needs comfort. As much as Dr. Lyles loves Karen, I think he looks at her and sees the role she plays in his life. She’s a "responsible daughter." He doesn't see that she’s a girl with the weight of the world on her shoulders.
My thoughts shift back to the day Roy broke into her house. I didn't need a map or an equation to find her. I just... knew. There’s something that connects me and Karen, something that goes deeper than our new telepathic abilities.
...You're right. We are connected... Karen looks up, a thoughtful look on her face. ...but I’m not a princess in a tower, Nathaniel. You don't need to feel like you have to use our connection to keep rescuing me.
I grin, the pain in my ankle fading into the background. I know. But just like I hear you worrying about my ankle, I’m still going to worry about you… wanting to make sure you’re happy and safe. Is that allowed?
A faint blush creeps up her neck, clashing with the violet HUD light. ...I'll allow it.
Good, I think, my grin widening. Because as soon as we get Tessa back and have a second alone, I intend to make you very, very happy.
Karen’s blush deepens into a dark crimson, and she bites her lip to keep from laughing.
Her tears are gone. The weight is still there, but she’s not carrying it alone anymore. I look out the windshield as Iris darts above a dark, ominous looking storm cloud. 
We’re heading into hell, but as long as I’m holding Karen’s hand, I think we might actually make it out.






  
  Chapter 25- Karen


The rhythmic thrum of the Iris’s engines pulls me out of a dreamless fog. My head is resting on Nathaniel’s chest; I can hear the steady, comforting thump of his heart.
...I think it’s a raccoon... His dream-thought drifts into my mind, fuzzy and nonsensical. I smile against the fabric of his shirt. We’re basically in the middle of a war, and Nathaniel’s dreaming about trash pandas?
Ahead, Ms. Greenich’s pilot seat is empty, which means the ship is on autopilot. Esther is sprawled across the co-pilot chair, her boots dangling over the armrest, dead to the world. I squeeze Nathaniel tighter, wanting to stay in our cozy little bubble for at least one more minute.
...Why is Karen cuddled up with that boy?...
I roll my eyes and sigh as our bubble pops.
Dad’s hand clamps onto my shoulder, startling me. He’s looming over us, eyes narrowed into twin slits of disapproval.
“What is this?” he demands.
Nathaniel stirs, his eyes snapping open in a panic.
“Nothing,” I hiss, sliding away from Nathaniel. “Can you not be weird about this, Dad?”
“Not be weird? Karen, you’re fourteen!”
“Actually, I’m sixteen. And I’m exhausted. So, I fell asleep. Not a big deal.”
“How well do you even know this boy?” He gestures to Nathaniel like he’s some random stray dog I dragged in from the streets.
“Nathaniel’s been my best friend since ninth grade!” I stand up, my voice rising despite my best efforts. “And if you’d paid any attention to me, you’d know that. Mom knew. Mom was there.”
Dad flinches. The anger in his eyes drains away, replaced by a hollow, aching guilt that leaks into my mind. ...she’s right. I wasn't there... I can’t look at him. I can’t handle his regret right now. I turn around, rushing away towards the back of the ship.
I find Ms. Greenich in the equipment bay, rummaging through a wall locker. She’s surrounded by high-tech tactical gear.
"You alright?" she asks without looking up.
"Perfect," I sarcastically reply, leaning against the cold metal wall.
“Well, since you’re so perfect, help me load up.” She hands me a sleek, black tube that looks like an oversized fountain pen. “Pack the Blackbird for me.”
"The Blackbird?" I repeat, turning the device over. “What does it do?”
“It’s a nifty little thing your dad built it at I.T.I.S.,” she says, and I see a flicker of pride in her eyes. “It’s a flight suit and a force field in one. It wraps around your limbs, and allows whoever’s wearing it to fly through solid brick walls or even fire. That little gadget is what makes me 'Unseen.'”
I stare at the Blackbird in disbelief. “Are you sure my dad made this?” I quietly ask. “The same man who can’t find his glasses when they’re on his head?
“Your father’s a genius, Karen,” she says softly. Before I can say anything else, Ms. Greenich hands me a small aerosol can. “Pack this too. It's Lyxaum. One spray puts an average-sized adult right to sleep. It’s what Esther used to knock Roy out at your house.”
I examine the cab of Lyxaum before adding it to her bag, “My dad, did he make this too?”
“Yep,” Ms. Greenich replies. “And thanks to him, we were able to take it and the Blackbird with us when we escaped from I.T.I.S.” 
I look at Ms. Greenich, wanting to ask her what it was like, getting away from Jayne Mire and her gang of evil scientists. But just as I open my mouth, Iris dips and the movement causes a framed photo to slide out of Ms. Greenich’s bag. It’s the same photo that’s on her office desk at school. The picture of her and her daughter, Karin.
I frown, my eyes glued to it. That picture means everything to Ms. Greenwich. She wouldn’t have taken it with her unless…
I turn my attention to her and blurt, “You’re not planning on going back to Peake after this, are you?” 
Ms. Greenich glances at me, before leaning over to pick up the photo. “None of us can go back.”
“What?!” I exclaim, cold shock washing over me.
“We can’t go back,” she replies, her tone grave as she turns to face me, “After we get your sister back, Jayne is going to use every bit of her organization’s power to hunt us. Mercilessly. We can’t afford to do anything other than disappear.”
…she doesn't understand the depths of this… I hear Ms. Greenich think.
I shake my head, “I understand what you're saying, but it’s not fair! What about Nathaniel? His mom-”
“Of course it isn’t fair, Karen,” Ms. Greenich interrupts me. “None of this is, because I.T.I.S. doesn't play fair. Did your father tell you what happened to my daughter?”
The pain in Ms. Greenich’s eyes is palpable. The sight of it stops me from arguing with her. 
“No,” I quietly reply, “he didn’t.” 
“I thought Jayne and I.T.I.S. were humanitarians,” she says. “That’s why I joined. I wanted to do some good as a researcher. And then I found out they were using pregnant women as test subjects for your father’s serums. One of those subjects was Dr. Reams' wife.”
Chills run down my arms as the name clicks. “Reams?” I ask. “That’s Esther’s last name.”
Ms. Greenich nods, “Esther was just a baby when I.T.I.S. wanted to experiment on her and turn her into a weapon. They’d already killed the poor girl’s parents. And she was lined up to become part of an experimental program called The Novus Initiative.”
“Oh my god,” I whisper. 
“As soon as I found out, I went straight to Jayne and told her I’d ruin her if she so much as laid a hand on Esther, or any more children. I threatened to go to the FBI, the media, anyone and everyone.”
I hold my breath as Ms. Greenich’s eyes fill with tears.
“That very night,” she softly says, “Jayne sent agents to my house. They shot my little girl. And Karin died in my arms.”
The air leaves my lungs. I look at the woman I thought I knew, seeing the depth of her grief for the first time.
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Greenich,” I touch her arm. “That’s beyond horrible.”
She nods and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, “It is. And that’s why I went back to I.T.I.S. For revenge. I was going to kill Jayne and anyone who tried to get in my way,” she continues, her jaw tight. “But as soon as I was onsite, I ran smack into your dad. He was trying to smuggle his pregnant wife and two infants out of that hellhole.”
I frown. “Wait. Two infants? Mom was pregnant with me and Esther must have been one of the babies. But who was the other baby?”  
“The second child was another rescue from The Novus Initiative,” Dad’s voice says from the doorway. I turn to find him watching us with hunched shoulders and weary eyes. He looks smaller than I’ve ever seen him. 
“What exactly was The Novus Initiative?” I ask.
“I.T.I.S. wanted to create a new breed of humans,” Ms. Greenich says, “so, Jayne had them steal fetuses. I saw the proof with my own eyes. An entire warehouse full of stolen fetuses. That’s why Jayne wants me dead, I saw too much. And now that I’m her enemy, she knows I’ll talk.”
“And she knows it’s too late for Systematic Removal,” Dad mutters, addressing Ms. Greenich. 
“Systematic Removal?” I repeat, looking from Dad to Ms. Greenich.
…that’s what I.T.I.S. did to Tessa… Dad’s thought startles me. I turn to him, but he won’t meet my eyes. 
“Dad, what do you mean that’s what I.T.I.S. did to Mom?” The question feels like glass in my throat. 
He hangs his head and sighs. But stays silent. When he doesn’t answer me, Ms. Greenich gently says, “I.T.I.S. has a policy that they refer to as Systematic Removal. If an agent -or someone close to an agent- threatens the organization’s security, they remove them. They use drugs to induce paranoia, erase memories, and make the person’s death look like a suicide.”
The room tilts. I see my mom’s face. Hear the echoes of the fits she’d go through after she started acting paranoid. And I feel her ring on my finger- the only thing of hers that I have left.
“Jayne wanted your dad’s NT Serum,” Ms. Greenich says. “And when your father refused to give it to her, Jayne targeted your mother.”
I lower my gaze to Mom’s cat's eye ring as my vision blurs with hot, stinging tears. Jayne Mire has to die. For what she did to countless innocent people. For what she did to my mother, and to our entire family.
“But now, we’re targeting Jayne,” Ms. Greenich says, as if reading my mind. I look up at her as she says, “We’re going to make her pay for what she’s done. We have weapons, we have-”
“Even that ring you’re wearing is a weapon,” Dad cuts in. He nods to Mom’s cat’s eye ring.   
“It is?” I croak, my voice shaking. 
“It’s made of an extraterrestrial poison called Chiatum,” Ms. Greenich splays her hand, showing me her matching cat’s eye ring. “Press the stone against someone’s skin, twist the stone clockwise, and the person’s dead in seconds.”
“It works on humans and mutants,” Dad says. “But it’s not likely you’ll need to use it since you and Nathaniel won’t be accompanying us into I.T.I.S…
While Dad goes on, I stare at the shimmering stone, thinking of Jayne’s cold, snake-like eyes. And then, I think of my sister, scared and alone in some cold laboratory. 
I take a deep breath, my heart hardening into something cold and sharp.
I’m going to use this ring to kill Jayne Mire. 






  
  Chapter 26- Tessa


I stare at the eggshell white ceiling above and heave a sigh. 
It must have been at least ten hours since I awoke to my current surroundings. That’s how long a strange burning sensation has been stinging my hands. 
I squirm in my confines, my bladder full and my mind racing. This entire situation is insane, yet logical in a sense. Mother and Father were always distant with me and Karen, and this situation clarifies their behavior. Since Karen and I were born, our parents have been hiding their affiliation with this organization.
But what exactly is this organization? And how do I fit into Dr. Mire’s plan? I know she’s made adjustments to the aspects of my brain responsible for processing and communication, and I know she's done this for her own selfish purposes. But what exactly she wants me to do for her, I’m not sure. 
I wince as the ache in my hands and fingers intensifies. When I was younger, I’d play with any source of fire I could get my hands on and, typically, end up burning myself. The current pain in my hands reminds me of those pyromaniac moments. 
I glance at the IV to my right. What is this serum doing to me? My hands can’t possibly be on fire from the inside out, but that’s what it feels like. Beyond the IV, the large brown door to my chambers swings open and Dr. Mire’s assistant, Claire, enters the room. I automatically tense and follow her with my eyes, wondering what else she and Dr. Mire are going to do to me. 
But Dr. Mire doesn’t enter the room behind her. Claire is on her own, and she looks scared. Her blue eyes wide, she shuts the door behind her and hurries to my side. I read her lips as she says, “I’m going to get you out of here.”
I roll my eyes. Like everyone else in my life, Claire doesn’t bother to ask if I even want her assistance. 
“Tessa?” Claire seems confused by my lack of response. 
If she had half a brain cell, she wouldn’t be. Does she expect me to say, “Sure! You’re the boss, strange woman who’s injected me with a DNA-altering drug against my will!”
Ignoring Claire’s stupidity, I return my attention to the ceiling, refusing to look at her. 
But she’s more stubborn than she looks. Positioning herself directly above me, she blocks my view of the ceiling. “I don’t have the key to the bolts on your wrists and ankles, but you do,” she enunciates her every word as if she’s afraid I’ll misread her lips. 
My attention taken, I don a bored expression but watch her expectantly. 
“Dr. Mire’s Neurotypical Serum,” she continues, “didn’t just stimulate untapped regions of your brain, it gave you abilities. Are your hands burning yet?” 
Abilities? Opening my mouth, I voice, “Yes.” 
Claire nods, her eyes lighting up. “Good. That means your ability to produce a manipulative high intensity light is functional.”
I can produce light? 
I blink back at Claire, processing this. 
Interesting. But how will becoming a human flashlight help me? We're not trapped in a dark cave.  
Claire glances over her shoulder, terror etched into her features. “Tessa,” she whispers, “we have to work quickly. Dr. Mire or one of her agents will be here any minute. Please, turn your hands around so your palms are facing the ceiling, point one of your fingers at the shackles on your wrists and think about cutting them.” 
I stare at Claire, sure I’ve misunderstood her instructions. Think about cutting the shackles? What’s that going to do?
“Do it now,” Claire urges, briefly glancing over her shoulder. “I know it sounds silly, but trust me, think about cutting them and it’ll work. I’ve seen the Novu kids do it.”
Novu kids? 
I have no idea what she’s talking about, but my bladder is full, and if this works I’ll be free, not only to use the bathroom, but to get out of this place. 
Turning both of my imprisoned hands around so my palms face the ceiling, I point my index fingers at the metal bolts restraining my wrists. I glance at Claire to ensure I’m doing as she’s instructed.
“Be careful,” Claire says, worry lines appearing on her forehead, “don’t think about it for more than a second.”
I have a feeling this overgrown teenager doesn’t have a clue what she’s talking about. Sighing, I decide that trying is better than laying here until I soil myself. 
I set my gaze on the shackle confining my right wrist and focus my thoughts on what I’d like to happen. Cut …I imagine the shackle separating, breaking in two, and my wrist freed. 
Several flashes of golden light shoot from the tip of my index finger to the metal lock. As the light makes contact with the metal, a slew of sparks erupt, filling the air with warmth. The metal heats quickly, stinging my wrist. I yelp in pain. 
Gradually, the golden sparks shooting from my finger recede, and what’s now left of the melted shackle falls to the table.
My eyes filled with tears of pain, I stare, shocked, at the throbbing burn on my wrist. 
I turn to Claire and her jaw tenses as she touches my shoulder. “Are you alright?” she asks.
A tear rolls down my cheek. The burn on my wrist is like the pain of ten bee stings all in one spot. Still, I can’t help but smile. This is incredible. Not the pain, of course. But the power that comes with the pain -it's absolutely incredible. 
Claire misled me. I'm more than some human flashlight that can produce light- I can make fire.






  
  Chapter 27- Nathaniel


“This is it. Time to move.” Ms. Greenich snaps her mask into place. 
Through Iris’s viewscreen, the Louisiana basin stretches out like an endless, prehistoric trap. Cypress trees draped in gray moss stand like skeletons in the black water. White egrets take flight as we hover, their wings flashing like distress signals.
“All I see is swamp,” Esther mutters, her voice tight. “Where’s the building?”
“Trust me, it’s there,” Dr. Lyles says. He’s trembling, but his eyes are fixed forward. “A mile in, on an island the satellite maps don't even show.”
...if they’ve touched her... if they’ve hurt my sister... Karen’s thoughts bleed into mine, sharp and jagged as broken glass. I reach across the aisle, lacing my fingers through hers. Her skin is ice-cold.
Tessa’s going to be okay, I silently assure her, trying to anchor her. We’re getting her back.
“Whatever it takes,” Esther adds, giving Karen a quick, knowing look before she stands.
The plan is a blur of military precision: Ms. Greenich to the communications hub to broadcast the truth; Esther and Dr. Lyles to the basement labs. Ninety minutes. That’s the window.
“Nathaniel, Karen,” Ms. Greenich says, her hand on the Blackbird. “If the worst happens... one of you has to fly Iris out. Just voice-command the autopilot for 'Home Base.' Don’t wait for us.”
I look at Karen. She’s so pale she practically looks translucent. “Where would we go?” I ask, my throat dry.
“Back to the mansion. Now, listen,” Ms. Greenich points to the console. “I’m linking the mics. You’ll hear everything through my mask and Esther’s ring. If the feed cuts and stays dead for an hour, you leave. No heroics. Understand?”
Karen’s eyes lock onto mine, burning with a sudden, fierce light. I’m not leaving my dad. If they don't come out, we go in. Right?
I don't answer. I can't.
“Is there a problem?” Ms. Greenich asks, her eyebrow arching.
“Just nerves,” Esther interjects, giving Karen a sharp, warning glare. ...just do what she says, Karen. Don't be an idiot...
Dr. Lyles claps a hand on Karen’s shoulder. “I’ll see you soon, Karen.”
Karen fidgets with her mom’s cat’s eye ring. I should apologize for the things I said to him, I need to tell him I’m sorry… she thinks. But the words stay stuck in her throat. “See you soon, Dad.”
He offers her one final nod before taking Esther’s hand. In a blink of light and a rush of displaced air, they vanish.
Karen stares into the space where they’ve disappeared, her shoulders sagging and her expression despondent.
I brush my lips against her cheek and whisper, “He knew you didn’t mean it, Karen. You didn’t have to say it.”
She sighs and glances at me, watching me carefully. Like she’s searching my thoughts for the truth. In fact, that’s exactly what she’s doing. Oddly enough, I feel her in my head. Scanning.
“I’m telling the truth,” I say, “it’s how I’d feel about you if I were in his shoes.”
She nods, her eyes locked onto mine, full of trust. 
“See you soon,” Ms. Greenich says and we both turn to her. She hits the button on the Blackbird and the air shimmers. In less than a second, she’s gone too. Iris suddenly feels terrifyingly empty.
“I have a bad feeling,” Karen whispers.
“It’s going to work,” I say, but my heart is hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.


      [image: ]“We’re in.”
Esther’s voice crackles through the speaker, garbled by interference. Karen leans over the console, her knuckles white as she grips the edge.
“The holding room is empty,” Esther says, her breathing heavy. “But someone was here. A human test subject. There’s an empty IV... and shackles that look like they were melted. Burned clean through.”
In the background, I hear the muffled, frantic tone of Dr. Lyles. Then, another speaker kicks in- Ms. Greenich. A loud, metallic roar fills the cabin.
“What the hell is that?” Karen gasps.
“A heavy door,” I lie. I don't mention that it sounds like the cries of a creature that was never meant to be born.
“Too much security,” Ms. Greenich grunts. I hear her boots echoing on cold tile. “I’m heading for the main array.”
“We’re going upstairs and—” Esther’s voice suddenly snaps into a hiss of white noise.
Karen freezes. “Esther? Esther, answer me!”
Silence. Only the sound of Ms. Greenich’s footsteps remains.
“My name is Nancy Greenich,” the counselor’s voice suddenly booms, clear and resonant as she taps into the I.T.I.S. broadcast. “and I’m interrupting this taped I.T.I.S. message to tell you the truth about The International Team of Investigatory Science. You deserve to know what I.T.I.S. really is. They say they’re here to help us by curing diseases through cutting-edge technology and that’s a lie. I.T.I.S. has a singular goal, to kill …”
A siren screams through the feed-a high-pitched, wailing alarm that sets my teeth on edge.
“I.T.I.S. turned on the alarm!” Karen spins toward me, her face set in a terrifying mask of determination. “That means they know they’re inside! They’re in danger! We have to help them.”
“How?” My pulse spikes. “We’re supposed to wait—”
“No more waiting.” Karen drops into the pilot’s seat. Her hands fly over the controls with a confidence I didn’t know she had. “Iris, autopilot to the roof of I.T.I.S. headquarters. Now!”
“Karen, stop!” I scramble toward her, my sprained ankle bucking under me. “We can’t just burst in!”
“Watch me.” She holds up her hand. The sunlight streaming through the windshield hits the cat’s eye ring, sending a blinding golden flare across the cockpit. “This is a weapon, Nathaniel. It’s chiatum, meaning I can kill anyone in that damn building. I’m not going to sit here while Jayne hurts my little sister and my dad.”
Iris lunges forward. I’m thrown back, my hip slamming into the leather co-pilot seat. I pull myself into it, gasping as the swamp blurs beneath us. In the distance, a concrete monolith rises out of the marsh—a windowless fortress of gray stone and steel.
“Your ankle’s sprained,” Karen says, her voice dropping to a calm, deadly low. “So, you have to stay with the ship.”
“Are you kidding? I’m going with you!”
“You can barely walk, Nathaniel. You’ll be a target. Please... stay. I’ll be back. I promise.”
Iris begins its final descent, the thrusters kicking up a spray of swamp water and debris. I stare at her, my chest tight with a confusing blend of love, annoyance, and pure terror. I came here to protect her. So, if I stay in this ship, while she goes into I.T.I.S. on her own,  what am I?
“Karen, look at me,” I say, “I’m not a coward. I’m not staying behind while you—”
“I know you’re not a coward,” she retorts, turning to face me. The golden spark in her eyes has hardened into something I’ve only seen when she’s competing on the mat. “You’ve proven everything you ever needed to prove. You care about me. I know that.”
...he has no idea how much I love him...
The thought hits my brain like a warm sunbeam, nearly bringing me to tears. In contrast, Karen’s face remains a wall of stone.
“But I’m not losing you, too,” she says. “If you try to follow me, I’ll find a way to knock you out and drag you back here. You’ll only slow me down, and I don’t have seconds to waste.”
“Jesus,” I mutter, the fight draining out of me. She’s right. My ankle is trash. I’d be a liability.
Iris touches down on the rooftop helipad with a soft hiss. Karen stands up, checking her ring one last time. She looks at me, and for a split second, the "tough girl" mask slips. I see the quiet girl I’ve known nearly my entire life. She’s scared and she just wants her sister back.
“If something happens to us," she says, her tone cold, "don’t stay here waiting for me. Save yourself.”
…I love him so much it hurts…
“Karen-”
She doesn't wait. She hits the airlock and disappears into the gray mist of the rooftop.
I sit in the silence of the cockpit, the empty seats mocking me. I’ve never felt smaller. I’ve never loved Karen more. But I’ve also never been more terrified…  the last thing I heard from her wasn't a "goodbye," it was a thought she didn't think I could hear.






  
  Chapter 28- Karen


I stand on I.T.I.S.'s rooftop, Louisiana's heat hitting me like a punch to the face. Behind me, Iris’s airlock hisses shut while I adjust to my new environment. The moisture laden air, so thick that breathing is difficult, takes some getting used to. It also stinks. Whiffs of rot and kerosene dive into my nostrils, making me scrunch up my nose and cough. 
I clear my throat, lift a hand to block the sun’s glare and assess my surroundings. The rooftop is huge, at least three miles long, and we’re parked at the very end of what looks like a runway. To my right, a row of hangars crouch like sleeping giants. At my left, a heavy steel door leads to a stairwell. 
I brush my thumb over the stone of Mom’s ring and slowly start towards the stairwell. Am I doing the right thing? A few minutes ago I was sure, but now I don’t know.
...Karen, wait. I’m coming. My ankle’s not that bad...
Nathaniel’s voice is a frantic vibration in my skull. Pausing in stride, I glance back at Iris in surprise. We’re pretty far from each other. I didn’t realize we could access each other’s thoughts from this distance.
No. Please stay there, I think in response. I’ll try and be back in thirty minutes. Forty-five at the most.
My determination renewed, I wipe a thin film of sweat from my brow, reach forward, and ease the stairwell door open. Above me a bird squawks and sunlight trips on the stone of my ring, its light glinting and sparkling like fairy dust. I have Mom’s ring, I’ll be fine. 
I step inside.
The alarm we heard earlier must have stopped, because now all I hear are the light rumblings of a powerful air conditioner and fragments of nearby thoughts as they slip in and out of my mind. Everything else is silent. 
The stairwell is surprisingly pretty- its floor and stairs decked out in rich burgundy carpet and its walls painted ivory. I start down the stairs, where the scent of Louisiana Alyssum grows increasingly stronger. 
As I descend the stairs, my fingers trailing along the railing, I can’t help but think of Dad…  these are the very same stairs he must have taken at least a hundred times back when he worked here. Inadvertently slowing in stride, I glance at the railing and run the tips of my fingers along the polished metal, imagining Dad doing the same. A wave of nausea hits me. 
I should have told him I was sorry… 
Sighing, I quicken my pace, only to pause mid-step where a square brass sign tells me I’ve reached the fourth-floor landing. Just below the sign, the door ajar and damaged, its glass window smashed in and doorknob dangling, useless.   
A wave of nerves wash over me, but I make myself go to the door and peer through the shredded window. Behind it, I can see a reception area that, like the stairwell, is brightly lit and pleasantly decorated. Two potted plants sit on either side of an unmanned reception desk in front of a sturdy wooden door which looks like the entrance to a posh office.
I step into the corridor. As the broken door closes behind me, my breath leaves me, and bile rises in my throat. Ms. Greenich is on the floor, her mask removed. Her eyes are open and fixed on the ceiling… unseeing. Blood oozes from her forehead, mouth, and chest, seeping into the carpet. I take an unsteady step back, my knees shaking uncontrollably. This can’t be happening.
But the longer I stare at Ms. Greenich, the more real it becomes. The blood dripping from her forehead is real, the death in her eyes, her opened palm, the Blackbird still in it, it’s real.
Ms. Greenich is gone.
My every move a stumble, I crouch beside her. Her hair is spattered with blood, and all I can do is stare at it, my jumbled thoughts reverting to Mom.
When I found Mom, lying there with Tessa staring down at her in shock, it wasn’t like this. For some reason, I’d been too numb to feel anything other than confusion. But now, as I touch one of Ms. Greenich’s curls, my thoughts and memories are very much alive. Tears blind my vision. 
This isn’t right …this shouldn’t have happened. None of this should have happened. 
I smooth my palm over Ms. Greenich’s eyes, gently closing them.  
She was right, I.T.I.S. needs to be stopped. As soon as I find my sister, I’m going to release the bagradae and destroy the main ingredient to their stupid serums. And I will fucking kill Jayne Mire.  
Across from the broken stairwell entrance, an elevator chimes and the numbers above the elevator light up, indicating that someone is headed to this floor. Taking a shaky deep breath, I grab the Blackbird from Ms. Greenich’s palm and get to my feet.
The elevator starts to open as I stumble backwards and press the small round button in the middle of the device, just like Ms. Greenich showed me earlier. The Blackbird grows surprisingly warm and then hot in my hand as ripples fill the air around me. All at once, it expands with a mechanical whir. Carbon-fiber bands snap around my wrists and ankles, locking into place. The ripples intensify. It’s like looking at the world through a fish tank. Or like I'm swimming in reality.
The elevator doors slide open. Two armed guards step out, boots heavy on the carpet. They walk right past me. One stops by Ms. Greenich’s body, nudging her boot with his toe.
“Clear,” he grunts into a shoulder mic. “Just the one intruder. She’s neutralized.”
“What about the Restricted Lab?” the other asks, nodding toward the heavy wooden doors behind me.
“Special clearance only. Can’t go in there. Let's move.”
They head for the stairs. I don't breathe until the door clicks shut. As soon as they're gone, I turn to the "Restricted" doors. Ms. Greenich said the Blackbird allows travel through solid matter. I extend my arms, close my eyes, and lunge.
The sensation is horrific—like being pulled through a straw. I emerge on the other side, gasping, and drift toward the floor. Lowering my arms to my sides, I descend, my mouth falling open while I take in my surroundings. 
The lab’s high ceilings are supported by two walls that are stocked with tons of glass compartments containing what look like ... fetuses?! Though the creatures are featureless balls of flesh with umbilical cords on their bellies, they’re huge, about the size of toddlers. Each glass container is filled with an amber-colored liquid. Periodically, an electrical current stirs within the fetus and then shoots into the amber liquid.
There are so many of them ...fetuses from ceiling to floor, there must be at three hundred. Moving forward, I glance at the label on one of the containers and read:
Project Novus- Test Subject 12273
I touch the label, my thoughts returning to what my dad and Ms. Greenich said about I.T.I.S.'s Novus Initiative. I look at the fetuses, my heart sinking. What's I.T.I.S. going to do with these poor creatures? Will they even be human?
Suddenly, the whispered thoughts that are slipping in and out of mine pale to one that’s growing louder. 
...Hangar Two... the helicopter... if I can just get Tessa to safety...
Tessa! That’s my sister’s name!
The thought is loud and close. My heart pounding in desperation, I follow the mental trail, flying past the rows of unborn subjects, rounding a corner into a glass-walled observation room.
There she is.
Tessa wears a grimy hospital gown, and her hair is a mess of tangles. Somehow, though, she doesn't look fragile. Full of unflinching intensity, my little sister stands ramrod straight, her arms folded across her chest as she carefully studies a woman with light blonde hair who’s …talking to her?
I frown in confusion. The woman must not realize Tessa can't hear her.
…This hearing woman is wildly overconfident considering her stupidity…
Tessa shakes her head and says, “No, Claire,” with perfect clarity. 
Shocked, I stare at my little sister. She spoke. And it looks like she’s actually listening to this woman. Is she?!
I press the Blackbird’s power button. The device’s extensions recede and I’m lowered to the lab’s linoleum floor. The blonde turns around and darts in front of Tessa, aiming a gun in my direction. 
I lift my hands, “Don’t shoot!”  
Tessa grins and sets a hand on the woman’s weapon, lowering it. Her smile widening, Tessa runs my way. I slip the Blackbird into my pocket as my little sister crashes into me with a hug that nearly sends both of us tumbling to the floor. She squeezes me tighter than I thought possible and I close my eyes as they fill with tears.
I don’t know what I would’ve done if Dr. Mire had hurt her. 
… How did Karen appear out of thin air? Did Dr. Mire inject her with a form of Triphylamonal as well? ...
… This girl must be Tessa’s older sister. Shit. That must mean Dr. Lyles is here too. Dammit. I won't be able to protect him…
The two streams of consciousness pour into my brain, and I realize that one of them, the more coherent of the two, belongs to my little sister. A wave of fear washes over me and as Tessa pulls away from me. I assess her carefully. She looks the same, maybe a little less hunched and a little more alert – otherwise, she looks the same. 
“Can you … hear?” I ask.
“Not yet. For now, I only read lips,” Tessa replies, voicing more coherently than I’ve ever heard. 
I stare at my little sister, shocked speechless. 
Before I can formulate a response, she turns to the woman beside her, who is nervously eyeing me as she tucks her gun under her lab coat. Tessa lifts her chin and speaks authoritatively, “Bring us to your helicopter, Claire.” 
But the woman is still watching me, her blue eyes widening. “…Karen?” As her voice shakes, I realize that she can't be much older than me. 
“Yeah, I’m Karen," I cautiously reply, "Who are you?” 
Her cheeks flush. “I’m Claire Hawke. Uh, technically I work for I.T.I.S. but I’ve been secretly working with your dad. You see, there’s this scientist, Dr. Dortez and he-” Claire shuts up as the heavy lab door slams shut and hurried footsteps sound in the distance.
I reach into my pocket for the Blackbird and spin around, but the approaching I.T.I.S. agent is faster. His gun already drawn, he rounds the corner. Claire fumbles with her weapon, and accidently drops it. 
My heart pounding, I lift my hands in surrender and dart in front of Tessa, as I shout, “Please don’t shoot.”
"Move," Tessa says, shoving me aside with surprising force. 
"Tessa, no," I hiss and start for her. But I'm too slow.
She steps in front of me, her arm extended like a conductor. A stream of white-hot sparks erupts from her fingertips. They hit the guard’s chest and bloom into a localized inferno. The man screams, falling back as the fire eats through his tactical vest.
Tessa doesn't flinch. She walks toward him, her face a mask of cold curiosity, and sends another burst into his skull. The screaming stops. The smell of ozone and burnt hair fills the room.
“Tessa, stop!” I scream.
She doesn't look back. She signs with one hand while the other stays curled into a fist. “Follow Claire to safety.”
“No,” I sign back, my hands shaking. “Follow me. I have a ship on the roof.”
Tessa tilts her head, her eyes narrowing. ...always the dictator... “Why,” she voices, each word a cold stone, “do you always insist on your way?”
“Tessa, I’m trying to save the people I.T.I.S. is hurting!”
“Did you even ask the test subjects if they wanted to be saved?” she arches an eyebrow at me before glancing at the dead guard. Quietly assessing him, she returns her attention to me. “Or did you just decide for us?”
Claire pulls at my arm. “We have to go!”
Tessa sighs, a sound of pure boredom. “Claire's an idiot. We shouldn't follow her,” she signs. “We'll go to your ship.”
We sprint back through the lab, past the rows of "Project Novus" fetuses. As we reach the reception area, Tessa slows in stride and comes to a full stop at Ms. Greenich’s body. I reach out to comfort her, and then freeze as I realize my little sister isn't crying. She tilts her head, examining Ms. Greenich with an arched eyebrow. Leaning down, Tessa peels the cat’s eye ring from Ms. Greenich’s finger, and slips it onto her own.
I try to mimic Tessa’s composure and walk past the body, but my throat constricts and I turn back to Ms. Greenich.
“Come on, Karen. They probably have cameras in the hallways. It won’t be long before we’re seen,” Tessa voices. With this, she grabs my hand and pulls me away.
As we make our way to the stairs, I can’t stop looking at my sister. She’s different. But not really. In fact, I think she's more herself than I've ever seen her.

      [image: ]Tessa opens the door and bright sunlight greets us, making me squint. “Where’s the ship?” she asks. 
I point to it. “It’s right in front of us. It’s invisible.”
She turns to the seemingly empty area and smirks. “Not bad.” 
The noise of Iris’s side door opening sounds above the swamp’s bird squawks, and I jog to it as Nathaniel appears in the doorway. 
Tessa gasps … Nathaniel’s here? ... A huge grin forming on her lips, she runs ahead of me and hurls herself into his arms. His eyebrows shoot up as he accepts her smothering hug. 
“Whoa there,” he says with a weak laugh. Tessa still clinging to him, he glances at me while I make my way to the large container of bagradae, Iris’s entrance closing behind me.
“Karen?” His face falls and, gently peeling Tessa off of him, he takes my hand. “What happened?”
I shake my head, unable to find the words. But I don't need to. Nathaniel's eyes widen as my thoughts penetrate his. 
Ms. Greenich.
“Oh, no.” He pulls me into a hug, kissing my forehead.
...she always finds a way to steal his attention, and now he's KISSING her?!...
Tessa’s thought is a venomous hiss in my brain. I pull away from Nathaniel, pointing to the insect canisters. “We have to release them. Now.”
But Tessa isn't helping. She’s backing away, towards the stairwell.
...this is the last time Karen steals Nathaniel from me...
“DR. MIRE!” Tessa screams, her voice carrying across the rooftop. “HELP! MY SISTER TRIED TO KIDNAP ME! HELP!”
“Tessa, no!” I lunge for her, but she’s already through the door.
We follow her back into the stairwell, Nathaniel cursing as he limps after us. 
“I thought she was just jealous because she had a little crush on you, but this?” I say, the stairwell door slamming behind us.  “This is insane.”
We hurry after my sister, while she yells for Dr. Mire. Just below us, the third floor’s entrance door swings open and two guards, their guns drawn, run our way. The one closest to Nathaniel shouts, “Stand down! Put your hands above your heads and get on your knees! Now!”
I comply, lifting my hands above my head. 
Nathaniel moves like lightning, disarming the first guard and decking him, but the second one fires. A bullet grazes Nathaniel’s arm. He hits the floor, grunting in pain.
“Nathaniel!”
I don't think. I lunge at the guard, jamming my ring into his neck. Click. Twist. The man’s eyes roll back as the chiatum hits his system. He’s dead before he hits the floor.
But there are more. A dozen more.
A taser lead hits my shoulder. Fifty thousand volts scream through my nervous system. My muscles lock. I hit the floor, smelling my own singed hair. A needle pricks my neck.
Darkness.

      [image: ]I wake up in a high-backed chair, my head throbbing.
...Karen? Are you okay?... Somehow, I recognize Nathaniel as the voice in my head. 
I blink, clearing the haze. I’m in a posh office. Dr. Jayne Mire is perched on the edge of a mahogany desk, her blonde hair perfectly coiffed. She smooths down the nonexistent wrinkles in her black pantsuit.
Tessa stands beside her. She’s changed- silky blouse, clean jeans. She looks like a different person.
...who’s in control now?... Tessa’s thought is smug.
I try to move and find I’m strapped down. Hard.
Behind me, I hear the shuffle of boots. I turn my head to see Dad, Nathaniel, and Esther lined up against the wall, shackled and guarded by guards who are extremely muscular and… odd-looking. They remind me of Roy. 
“Hello, Karen,” Jayne clasps her hands in her lap as she leans forward. “I'd like for us to resolve our issues peacefully." 
“Peacefully?” I spit. “You had my mother killed.”
“Perhaps removing Tessa Lyles was an overreaction,” Jayne shrugs dismissively. “But once you grasp the depth of my intentions, you'll understand my decisions."
"I understand that you're insane," I mutter.
 'Esther,' I silently plead, 'can you tunnel out of here and come back with a gun?’ 
… Nope. Jayne said the second I leave, she’ll have one of her goons shoot Nathaniel …
My heart in my throat, I take a deep breath. 
“I'm going to ignore that remark,” Jayne says, “and define the terms of my peaceful resolution, which I encourage you to seriously consider, Karen.”
“If it’s peaceful," I snap, "then why are we handcuffed and in here against our own will?”
… Karen, you can’t be confrontational. Just tell Jayne whatever she wants to hear …   
“I’m not here against my own will,” Tessa pipes up. 
Ignoring my sister, I try to keep my voice even as I ask Jayne, “What are your terms?” 
A smug look in her eyes, the older woman smiles at me like we're having afternoon tea and says, “You want to get out of here in one piece and I want to enhance the quality of human life. To accomplish this, I need your father’s knowledge of genetics and Esther’s unique ability. So, if you all agree to work here with me for the next five years. After that, I’ll let you go.” 
“Even Nathaniel?” I ask, pretending to consider her offer.
“Even Nathaniel.” Jayne nods.
A funny feeling tugs at my gut while everyone’s thoughts run through my mind. Instead of listening to the blur of whispers, I focus on the flicker of intuition.  
This doesn’t make sense. I’m strapped to a chair while Nathaniel, Esther, and my dad are standing. It’s like Jayne has intentionally made me the most valuable of her prisoners. But she doesn’t even know about my ability, so why would she care about me? 
“Why are you negotiating with me instead of my father or Esther?” I slowly ask. “You don’t need me here. You need them.”
“Karen,” Dad says, his voice going up an octave, “don’t listen to anything she says.” The guard beside Dad backhands him, and I wince. 
“Do not touch him!” Jayne snaps at the guard, her gaze briefly darting to my dad. With this, she returns her attention to me, her dark eyes chillingly soft. “You’re right. I don’t need you here. I want you here because I want to know my daughter.”
The room explodes.
Esther tunnels, disappearing and reappearing behind Jayne. She grabs Jayne’s gun, smirking. “Thanks for the piece, Jayne. I think I might test it out.”
Tessa's eyes narrow as she slowly turns to face Esther. “Hey, Esther," she says in a mockingly perky tone, "Thanks for tripping me the other day. I think I might return the favor.”
With this, Tessa points to Esther and five streams of white-hot sparks erupt from her fingers. They hit Esther’s chest with so much force she stumbles backwards. Esther screams, the gun falling from her hands as flames form on her neck and begin to crawl across her chest. 
“Tessa, stop!” I scream, straining against the straps.
“That,” Tessa says, her eyes glazing over with fury while she lowers her hands to her side, “wasn't an accident.”
Esther vanishes just as the guards move in. Dad lunges at the man who hit him, kneeing him in the groin, and then punching him squarely in the nose. Another guard, his skin gleaming gold and clearly in possession of some kind of ability, holds Nathaniel at bay. 
“STAND DOWN!” Jayne screams.
The guard Dad hit recovers, his nose a bloody mess and his face twisted in rage. He reaches for his sidearm.
“I SAID STAND DOWN!” Jayne shouts.
“No!” I cry, struggling to get out of this stupid chair I’m bound to. “Dad!” 
The guard lifts his gun and shoots my father twice in the chest. My blood runs cold. A burst of red blossoms on Dad’s shirt. His eyes widen and he slides down the wall, a trail of red painting it as he collapses to the floor.
Everything around and inside of me stops. My gaze not leaving Dad, I reel, the entire world quaking on its axis. I can’t breathe, think, or move.
Jayne walks over to the guard who fired. She looks at him for a beat, then lifts her own gun to his temple and pulls the trigger without blinking.
I’m shaking so hard the chair is rattling. My brain is trying to process the violence, the blood, and the words Jayne said right before the world went to hell.
...I want to know my daughter...
“No,” I whisper, staring at the woman who now walks to my father's body, her eyes full of regret and anger. I shake my head in disbelief and confusion. “She's not… she can't be…"
Jayne Mire cannot be my mother. 






  
  Chapter 29- Nathaniel


The air in Jayne's office is thick with sweat, the scent of Louisiana Alyssum, and the sharp, acrid smell of Tessa’s fire. I’m pinned to the wall, my lungs burning, while a guard whose skin feels like cold, polished brass keeps me in a chokehold. He’s stronger than Roy- stronger than anything human. 
Across the room, Tessa’s scream is a jagged blade. She throws herself on the floor beside Dr. Lyles. He’s... he’s gone. The man who was constantly in motion is now unnaturally still. Tessa collapses over him, her small shoulders shaking while she sobs so violently it sounds like she’s choking.
I can’t look at him anymore. I shift my attention to Karen.
Still strapped to the chair beside Jayne, Karen’s chest heaves and her knuckles are white where they’re bound. Her thoughts are a frantic, looping pulse in my head.
...She’s not my mother. She’s lying. She has to be lying...
Jayne stands a few feet away, her mask of iron-clad composure slipping as she watches Karen stare at her with unadulterated hatred. “Karen,” she speaks in an uncharacteristically soft tone. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry?!” Karen hisses, her eyes narrowing.
“Dr. Mire?” the brass-skinned mutant guarding me growls. “Should I call for backup?”
“Yes,” Jayne says, not taking her eyes off Karen. The guard barks a command into his comms, calling for a dozen agents.
“Why the hell did you say I’m your daughter?” Karen’s voice cracks, then erupts into a scream that vibrates in my own throat. “Why are you lying?!”
Jayne winces as if Karen’s physically struck her. She blinks rapidly, smoothing the front of her black blazer. “I’m not lying, Karen. You are my daughter.”
“Liar!” Karen’s face is a mask of agony, tears carving clean streaks through the grime and soot on her cheeks. “That’s not true!”
I heave against the guard, desperately wanting to get to Karen, but he slams me back against the wall. “Keep still,” he rumbles.
“Deep down, you know I’m right,” Jayne says, her voice regaining its clinical edge. She leans against her mahogany desk, looking down at Karen with a terrifying kind of pity. “Haven’t you always wondered why you don’t look like them? Why you were the only one who felt like an outsider in your own home?”
Karen’s jaw goes rigid. I can feel her mental walls crumbling. She’s fighting the logic of it- the way she shares Jayne’s sharp features, the dark, piercing intensity of her eyes. 
On the other side of the room, Tessa stops sobbing. Her eyes, narrowed and wet, dart between her sister and the woman claiming to be her mother.
“Your father and I met at a summer camp when we were kids,” Jayne continues, her tone drifting into a hollow nostalgia. “We bonded instantly. I’d never met anyone who loved biology the way I did. Our bond turned into a very special friendship”
“Friendship?” Tessa repeats, her voice a low, dangerous growl. She glares at Jayne like she’s only seconds away from setting her on fire.
But Jayne ignores her, her full attention on Karen. “We stayed in touch over the years. And shortly after he married your sister’s mother, I invited him to join me at I.T.I.S.,” Jayne explains. “That’s when we rekindled our bond. You were conceived while his wife was carrying their first child. She and I were pregnant at the same time.”
Karen’s eyes widen in shock.
“By the time he decided to run, you were an infant,” Jayne says. “He took you and the Reams girl with him.”
“What about the baby my mo-...” Karen’s voice falters, her lip trembling, “what about the other baby?”
Jayne’s expression shifts to a cold mask of dismissive boredom. “David’s wife miscarried in the chaos of the escape. Strength was never her suit, physically or emotionally.” Jayne rolls her eyes, a gesture so casual it’s sickening. “Your father knew she wouldn't handle the loss. So, he used our Luomnem technology to erase her memory of the miscarriage. He made her believe you were her child. He stole you from me, to keep her sane.”
The color drains from Karen’s face until she’s the color of ash.
...Dad lied to me? And to Mom?... The heartbreak in her thoughts is so heavy I can barely breathe.
“You didn’t come from her. That’s why you’re nothing like her,” Jayne says, inching closer to Karen. “You’re mine. You have my strength. And I’m going to teach you to hone it.”
Karen lifts her chin, her eyes burning with hatred. “You have nothing to do with who I am. Tessa Lyles raised me to be strong. And if anyone’s weak, it’s the coward who killed the only mother I’ve ever known.”
Jayne’s jaw ticks and she glances down, composing herself as she tucks a stray lock of her dark hair behind her ear. The gesture reminds me so much of Karen that it sends a chill down my spine. No matter what Karen says, there’s no denying their similarities.  
You’re angry because you don’t understand the scope of my plan yet,” Jayne says.
“No, we’re angry because you killed our parents!” Tessa shouts. She leaps to her feet, shoving her father’s body aside with a frantic strength. She raises her hands, and the air around her fingers begins to sizzle with gold and crimson sparks. “My sister’s right. You’re the weak one!”
The brass guard releases me, lunging towards Tessa with his weapon raised. “Hey! Put your hands down!”
“No!” Jayne commands, waving him off. “Don't shoot her!”
The office doors burst open. A flood of armed agents pour in, followed by a young blonde woman in a white lab coat who I hear Karen mentally refer to as ‘Claire’. 
The sight of the guards does nothing to deter Tessa; she releases a jagged stream of fire toward Jayne. But a guard tackles her mid-air, and she hits the carpet hard, her sparks dissipating into the floor.
“Don’t hurt her!” Claire and Jayne shout in unison.
Claire drops to her knees beside the struggling Tessa. I try to run to Karen, but the same guard catches me, yanking my arms behind my back until my shoulders pop. His eyes gleam with a metallic, golden light as he sneers at me.
Claire reaches into her lab coat and pulls out a syringe. She turns to the guards, her face pale and tense as she shouts, “Sedate the boy and take him to holding. But don’t hurt him.”
My heart is racing, but as I lock eyes with Karen, the panic suddenly bottoms out. A strange, calm settles over me. The worst has already happened. We’re at the bottom of the pit. The only thing left to do is survive.
I hold her gaze, pouring every ounce of strength I have left into our connection.
Whatever happens, Karen. We’re going to be okay. I’m not leaving you.
A guard slams a needle into my neck. I flinch at the painful jab. Within seconds, the world begins to tilt and blur. Karen’s face is a smear of shadow and light. Thoughts- strange, static-filled fragments- rush through my mind, but one cuts through the fog like a lighthouse.
...I love you, Nathaniel. You’re the bravest person I know...
I cling to that thought as darkness pulls me under.






  
  Chapter 30- Tessa


The floor is cold, and a guard’s knee is painfully buried in the small of my back, pinning me down, while Claire leans over me with a shimmering needle. 
"Stay still, Tessa," she says. I think she’s whispering. And though she’s supposed to be fighting me, there’s visible pity in her eyes. 
She sticks the needle into my arm and I cry out in pain.
Fuck!
I snarl, my fingers clawing at the guard’s clothing as I release a jagged, desperate burst of sparks into his leg. He howls, the smell of singed fabric filling the air as he recoils. I scramble to my feet, but the room betrays me. The walls tilt, and the ceiling spins like a merry-go-round.
Claire catches me before I hit the desk. Her hands are soft. She leans close to me, making sure I can read her lips as she says. "Don’t worry, Tessa. I’ll make sure you’re alright. I promise."
Alright? My parents are dead. Nathaniel and my sister are prisoners. Nothing will ever be alright!
My vision begins to fray at the edges, turning the world into a tunnel of gray mist. At the end of that tunnel is Karen.
Bound to the chair in the center of the room, she looks small and broken. Dr. Mire approaches her, a serene look on her face. She’s holding something small and metallic. I can’t see what it is, but I don’t think it’s a gun. 
Dr. Mire crouches until she and Karen are eye level.
My heart pounding, I squint through hazy vision, trying to make out what the object is.
The device could be some sort of weapon, but I doubt Dr. Mire would kill her own child. 
“Don’t …hurt her,” I say, trying and failing to stretch my hand out towards Dr. Mire.  
As much as I dislike Karen, she’s my sister. I never wanted anyone to hurt her. I just wanted her to respect me. 
Dr. Mire sets the shiny object in front of Karen and says, “This is for your own good.” 
“No …” I whimper, everything around me growing dim as my eyes grow heavy with sleep. Fighting it, I force my eyes back open.
Karen sits in the chair, her head bowed, her limbs limp, and unmoving. Just like Dad.
No. She can't be dead. She can't. Not Karen too.
"Karen?" I call out frantically, willing her to lift her head. "Karen?! Karen?!" 
She doesn't move. Or answer me. Her silent stillness is louder than the gunshot that killed my father.
Tears form in my eyes as another wave of fatigue washes over me, threatening to shut my eyes. 
Claire moves past me, making her way to Jayne. She rests a hand on the older woman’s shoulder, looking down at my sister’s unmoving form.
"It's done, Dr. Mire," Claire says. "And you’ve had a hard day. Let me take care of this for you."
"No!" I sob, my strength finally failing.
Darkness rushes in, thick and heavy. My eyes give way, but I can still see Karen. Her unmoving silhouette is burned into my retinas. 
In a way, I got what I wanted. Karen's gone, which means, now it's just me and Nathaniel. 
But I didn't want it to happen like this. I'd give anything to have my family back. 
This isn't fair. 
As the sleep takes me, the last thing I feel is... angry. 






  
  Epilogue

May, 1999


“Please welcome our Salutatorian to the stage, Karin Greenich.” 
Everyone in the audience and on our makeshift graduation stage begins to clap.
Shit. That's my cue to stand.
I pop out of my seat, my nylon gown rustling like dry leaves. A brutal Connecticut wind whips across the grass, biting through my layers and flinging my gold tassel into my eyes. The sky is a mocking, brilliant blue. Perfect for photos, miserable if you're not a fan of frostbite.
I scan my classmates. They’re a sea of forest-green polyester, whistling and whooping. I reach out with my mind, and their thoughts hit me like radio static: I wonder if she’ll talk about her missing memories... I hope my dad brought the Camcorder... God, I’m going to get so wasted tonight.
Not a single silent complaint about the cold among their thoughts.
Great, I think, shivering so hard my teeth click. I’m the only one here turning into a human popsicle. After nearly a year in New England, and I'm still not used to a place where wool sweaters are a ten-month requirement.
Bianca, the girl beside me, holds up a palm. I grin and slap it. Bianca is the only Deaf student in our grade and a total badass. On my first day, when she asked where I was from -noticing my "Southern twang"- I instinctively signed, “I have no idea.” That was the moment I realized I knew American Sign Language. I don't know my own mother's name or where I was born, but my fingers remember how to dance in the air.
“You got this, Karin,” Bianca signs, her movements sharp and confident.
“Yeah,” I whisper, “unless I trip and face-plant.”
I head down the aisle, the grass crunching under my dress shoes. Fist bumps and high-fives blur past. The sheer volume of thoughts in a crowd this size is like standing in the middle of a freeway, but I take a breath, inhaling the scents of pine needles and woodsmoke as I anchor myself.
Principal Barber stands by the podium, his smile wide and fatherly. ...the kid’s not even nervous. She’s something else... his thought drifts into my mind.
I smile back, a surge of gratitude warming my chest. He led the way in making Fairtowne feel like home when my own brain felt like a haunted house. I'm sure the last-minute addition of an awkward amnesia patient to his student body’s graduating class was probably less than thrilling. But instead of making me feel like a burden, Mr. Barber set the precedent in making me feel like I belonged. Thankfully, everyone else followed his example, and the closeknit Connecticut community welcomed me as one of their own. 
I acknowledge the ASL interpreter with a nod. He steps back, honoring our deal. I grip the sides of the cold metal podium, lean into the mic, and begin to sign as I speak.
“A little over a year ago, I woke up on the steps of your local orphanage with no memory of my past.”
The crowd goes silent. Even the wind seems to die down. The butterflies in my stomach turn into lead weights, but I lift my chin.
“All I had was an ID card that said my name was Karin Greenich. I had no identity. No story. But today, standing here, I know exactly who I am. I’m a Fairtowne graduate. I’m a friend. And I’m a teacher-in-training.”
I scan the faces in the crowd and find Ms. Spencer, the director of the orphanage. Tall and statuesque, with a halo of curly red hair that glows in the sunlight, she widens her smile and winks at me. The lead weights in my stomach finally lift.
“You took a stranger in,” I tell them, my voice growing stronger. “You filled the empty spaces in my head with kindness. You helped me discover that I love theater-”
My friends from Drama Club cheer. They make so much noise I’m forced to pause. 
I laugh, my breath hitching in the cold air. “And you helped me realize that, more than anything, I love helping people the way everyone here has helped me. That's why I've decided that one day, I'm going to become a teacher."
More applause.
I smile and look out at the crowd of familiar faces, " I may not know remember where I come from, but thanks to you all, I know who I am and where I’m going. In fact, I know who we all are and where we’re headed. We are graduates of the Class of 1999 and we’re taking over the new millennium!”  
“CLASS OF ’99!” someone screams.
I step away from the mic, my heart racing and hope for the future widening my smile. In moments like this, I can't help but wonder if my amnesia is a gift. Deep down, I have a feeling that if I knew everything about my past, I wouldn't be this happy. In any case, why bother digging up the past when my present is so bright?

      [image: ]“Karin, your speech was incredible.” Ms. Spencer wraps me in a hug that smells like lavender and old books. But as she pulls away, her brow furrows and she lowers her voice, “Are you okay? The crowd- is it too much?”
She’s the only one who knows about my ability. She was the one who found me that March morning, shivering on the orphanage's doorstep. She was also the one who saw what was in my pocket with my ID card: a sleek, silver device that looks like it belongs in a sci-fi movie- a gadget that makes me invisible and gives me the ability to fly. 
“It’s okay, I'm fine,” I say, glancing at the parking lot. “But I’m ready to get out of here.”
“Of course. But are you sure you don’t want to go to the banquet with your friends?”
“Karin! Ride with me?” Adam, a guy who’s been following me like a lost puppy since I enrolled at Fairtowne, calls out.
“I’ve got a ride!” I shout back. “Save me a seat!”
I turn back to Ms. Spencer and roll my eyes, which makes her chuckle. Suddenly, the "waltz" of thoughts in my head suddenly turns into a discordance of screams.
...where did she come from? Look at her face... ...is she a burn victim? Did she just... appear out of thin air?...
My blood turns to slush.
...there she is. There's Karen...
That last thought is different. It’s focused. Intentional.
“Karin? You’ve gone white. What is it?” Ms. Spencer’s hand is on my shoulder.
I look toward the center of the lawn. The crowd is parting like a wound. Standing in its center is a fragile looking girl I've never seen before.
Stringy blonde hair hangs in clumps over a scalp covered in weeping, angry scars. Her face is a roadmap of tomato-red burns that pull at her mouth and chin. She’s wearing a turtleneck that hangs off her skeletal frame like a shroud. She limps toward me, her blue eyes burning with a terrifying, magnetic intensity.
“Do you know her?” Ms. Spencer whispers, stepping in front of me.
I search the girl's face for a spark of something, a name, a memory of a fire. But there’s nothing.
“I don’t know,” I whisper.
“Karen,” the girl rasps. Her voice sounds like dry leaves skittering over pavement.
“Well, it's actually, Karin,” I gently correct her as I take a step forward. “With an 'i'.”
“No, it's not. You're Karen,” she shakes her head, and then cringes as if the movement triggered intense pain. She reaches me, smelling of antiseptic and charred flesh.
“Is there something I can do to help you?” I ask, my heart breaking for her.
“Not for me.” A croaking sound comes from her throat as her eyes fill with tears. She grabs my hand. Surprised, I look down at our hands and notice that the skin on her hand is smooth and unburned. Even so, it's hot to the touch-feverish.  
“It’s too late for me," she says, her voice shaky. Weak. "But the others- you have to help them.”
...Karin, I don’t like this... Ms. Spencer’s thought is a frantic warning.
“What others?” I ask, my mouth dry with nerves.
“You hear thoughts,” she says. It isn't a question.
My jaw drops. Before I can ask how she knows my secret, the girl’s grip tightens on my hand. “I travel.”
The school lawn vanishes. The noise of the crowd is replaced by a roar like a hurricane. Colors- neon purples, deep cyans, and burning oranges- streak past us in a violent tornado. I’m paralyzed, my lungs failing as the air is sucked out of me.
Then, a sudden, jarring halt.
We’re on a sidewalk half a mile away. A car whizzes past, splashing slush onto my gown. The burned girl releases my hand and collapses against a mailbox, gasping for air.
“What was that?” I demand, my vision swimming. “What did you do?”
“That’s my ability,” she wheezes, the light in her blue eyes dimming. “Just like you hear thoughts. I travel. You have to help the others, Karen. The ones like us.”
“There are others?” I ask, chills running down my spine. “How did we get like this? Where did we come from?”
Instead of answering me, the girl looks down, her hand trembling as she digs into the right pocket of her jeans.
Suddenly, a new voice enters my head- sharp, military, and cold.
...Target Six tunneled northeast. Half a mile. Eyes on target... ...She’s talking to a girl in a graduation gown. Intercept...
“Someone’s coming,” I whisper, spinning around. A black Buick with dark tinted windows careens around the corner, tires screaming against the asphalt.
...wish Dr. Mire would let us put this kid down. Watching her waste away is worse than...
The burned girl presses a crumpled piece of paper into my palm. “Find Iris. Save the others.”
With a soft pop of displaced air, she’s gone.
“Wait!” I yell at the empty sidewalk.
The Buick roars past me, not even slowing down. Whoever's in that car isn't looking for me. They’re chasing the burned girl who just disappeared. 
Turning my attention to the paper she put in my hand, I straighten it out and find myself staring down at a hand-drawn map.
At the top, in shaky, elegant script, are two words: SWAMP ROSE.
It’s a map of Louisiana. A red arrow points beyond the state’s southernmost network of bayous, to an island nestled in the depths of a hidden swamp.
“Karin!” Ms. Spencer’s car screeches to a halt beside me. She leaps out, her face a mask of terror. “Are you alright? What did that girl want?”
I stare at the map, my thoughts racing. “I’m okay. But I need to go.”
“Of course! Let’s get you home-”
“No,” I say, looking her in the eye. “I mean I need a plane ticket. I need to go to Louisiana.”
Ms. Spencer freezes. Ever so slowly, she puts on her "social worker" face, a mask of calm rationale. “Karin, you’ve had a shock. You can’t just-”
"That girl said there are people like me in Swamp Rose, Louisiana. And they need help,” I explain, slipping the map into the hidden pocket of my graduation gown. “I need to go to them." 
“Karin, what you need is to be careful,” Ms. Spencer’s voice shakes. “You have an ability, yes. And that girl who showed up obviously has one too. But think about the kinds of people who would want to take advantage of kids like you. So, if that girl told you to go to this ...this Swamp Rose place, who’s to say she wasn’t coerced into sending you into a trap?” 
“Maybe it is a trap, I don’t know,” I agree, fear washing over me. “But if it isn’t and there really are other people like me who need help, who would I be if I didn’t at least try? I meant what I said in my graduation speech. This is who I am, this is what I’m made to do- to help people. I have to go to Swamp Rose.”
Ms. Spencer looks at the empty space where the girl disappeared, then back at me. Her eyes soften. She reaches out and pulls me into a tight hug.
“I’ll help you get there,” she whispers. “Just promise me that the second you sense danger, you'll get out of there and come back to Fairtowne.”
“I promise,” I softly reply, hating that I have to lie to Ms. Spencer.
Based on the fear in that girl's eyes, I can tell she risked her life to get this message to me. That means there's danger waiting for me in south Louisiana. But if I have to face danger to help people who need me, that's a challenge I'm ready to accept. 
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