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For Mom


Author’s Note




This is the second edition of Crystal Mind, so I wanted to take a moment at the beginning to thank all the readers who enjoyed the first edition. It was the first novel I ever published and will forever hold a special place in my heart. But as I grew through the publication process of that first book and the three books that came after it, I learned so much about story structure, character development, and prose that I couldn’t resist re-releasing this first book after adding all the lessons I learned between now, in 2025, and when I published these books in 2020.




Similarly, you can expect second editions of Crystal Choice and Crystal Truth to come along shortly.




I hope you enjoy this new look inside Crystal’s head. 




Enjoy!




-K. A. Excell






CHAPTER ONE




ZACH WOULD NEVER walk a school’s hallways again, but his shadow still followed me with every step. He stared at me, wreathed in shades of black and gray, as I strode back toward my Language Arts class with the hall pass clutched in one pale hand. His image didn’t look quite right against the red brick of the school hall. A frozen bit of time transposed over reality. Memory. My memory. The fluorescent lights that flickered maddeningly from the ceiling didn’t touch his face, and that grounded me. Somewhat. Like looking at a transposed picture. With every heartbeat, I focused on the pieces that didn’t quite match—on the sunset orange that lit his cheek, on the shadows drawn out behind him. With every step, I fought the memory. With every breath, I held in a scream.

Math was easy. English was—well, possible. If I took as many contrived breaks as I could. But he got me in the quiet moments, in the transitions as I moved through hallways that looked so similar to the ones he’d laughingly tugged me through. In the moments before another generic teacher began droning on about something that I either knew already or had no need to know. These people couldn’t teach me to become a better engineer than I’d already become. They could only hand me a piece of paper that would let me go to college and make a place for myself in a cutting edge lab. And in the moments around and between that simple goal—finish highschool—Zach lingered. No amount of pleading to go to the bathroom would fix that fact. 

Three months, I’d been free of him. Three months, he’d haunted me. My own mind twisted back on myself, an intimate betrayal almost as bad as reality. I couldn’t forget, couldn’t stop seeing him. Even crippled, even confined to a wheelchair, even left behind at the first of many highschools that had thrown me out, he still stared. Reality bent in my mind, conjuring the horrors of history no one else could perceive.

Once, I’d heard others in my grade talking about how cool it would be to have a photographic memory. I’d only clenched my fingers and held my tongue. They had no idea. A memory like mine meant I couldn’t forget. I couldn’t make the images go away. Couldn’t delete footage my eyes had inscribed alongside pain and fear. At least I couldn’t record the stench of sweat, blood, and vomit.

And so, for three months, I walked through bustling hallways with my ears closed and my eyes on the ground to keep from seeing him. Sounds splashed against my skull like waves against the lakeshore, but they didn’t make sense—and that was part of my special mind too. 

Three schools in three months. Expelled for violence at each one.

I still couldn’t lift my head.

I tore my mind away from those thoughts. Thinking like that didn’t help. It only made Zach feel more tangible. Blue lines on my vision grafted to my consciousness flickered here and there, noting discrepancies in the identical tiles.

A shoe scuff.

A piece of lint.

A tomato soup stain.

I blinked, and it was blood instead. Zach’s fist whistled through the air as real as if I were physically back in that alleyway.

I cringed away, flung my hands up, and something smashed into my off side—the one that was supposed to be against the alley wall, that would have been against the alley wall if I had been there in truth.

But that alley waited miles away, a nightmare from another life. Reality—a tricky word, that—held me in the dingy deserted school cafeteria.

The images in front of my eyes disintegrated to dust and fell away. Angry sounds reached me alongside a whiff of cherry blossom perfume.

“What are you doing, Crystal!” Bethany sprawled against the wall. Her shoulder was touching mine where I’d accidentally shoved her.

Copy after copy of the same worksheet littered the floor. 

Numbers whirred in the back of my mind, driven by blue lines that displayed them in my vision. They highlighted details, noting her name in floating letters above her head and saying that she had always smiled at me even when everyone else laughed. Done absorbing the notes, the blue lines moved on in their analysis. No hall pass identical to mine in her hand. Math equations on the papers that my brain solved the moment I saw them. Factors combined, converted themselves into computations, and then the answer to why Bethany had been in the hall between classes flickered on my vision. Ninety-six-point-two percent chance that Bethany was a teacher aide this period, and I’d just ruined her hard work.

The blue lines in my vision flicked over the scattered papers, reconstructing their trajectories, the air currents, everything that had taken them from Bethany’s hand after the initial impact and sent them flying.

Not much friction on this floor. It was still squeaky from the last time it had been waxed and a rogue air current from the vent above Bethany’s head had given the worksheets an extra push. One had slid under the lunch table six feet away.

The SOCIAL NICETIES program Mom had helped me make pinged in my head.

If you make a mess, clean it up. The words appeared over my vision, written in stark blue that superseded everything else. 

Sometimes I hated that program, like when it told me that I was supposed to touch someone because shaking hands was polite. But the hours and hours of discussions, practice, and therapy I’d gone through as a child made it too hard to just ignore what the program told me.

But had I made the mess? They were Bethany’s papers.

I pulled the memory footage from my eyes, and it quite clearly showed me bumping into Bethany. Papers exploded like confetti. They drifted down all over the floor right in front of the glass-paned office.

I made the mess.

I should clean it up.

“Crystal?” Bethany asked as I stared blankly at the pages, calculating a least time course to pick them all up.

I nodded sharply to myself as the calculations coalesced into a plan. That path existed at the integral’s minimum. Following it would resolve the issue with the least time and effort. I strode toward the page sitting under the lunch table.

“Crystal! Oh, come on. You can at least help!”

Her words didn’t align with the current situation. I was helping. I disregarded the auditory input as a processing error. Sometimes my mind mis-translated words into things that didn’t make sense, and this was probably one of those times.

I bent down and slid the pages out from under the table. Bethany was on her hands and knees, trying to pick up the pages, but her fingers kept slipping.

I bent down and picked them up far more efficiently.

She blinked at me. “I thought you’d—”

She had thirty-two papers in her stack. I had eighty-six. I handed her my pile, stood up, and resumed my previous path. Class waited at the end. English. More Lord of the Flies. Hooray.

From the space beneath the doorway that led from the common area to the classroom wing, Zach glowered. Not really him. Still his shadow.

This shadow wasn’t in a wheelchair.

This shadow still had blood on his knuckles and a kiss on his lips.

This shadow went anywhere I did, no matter how I tried to banish it.

This shadow hadn’t vanished when I’d pushed a car onto him so he would stop.

This shadow just laughed.

Memory flashed, and only the pre-calculated course highlighted in blue on my vision kept me walking as the world around me shimmered and faded. The newly waxed floor and red brick of the walls gave way to twilight. A parking lot sprawled in front of me, black asphalt, faded white lines, twenty-two cars, and one that had been parked there for six weeks. According to Zach, it didn’t run anymore.

He leaned against the side of the movie theater next to two friends who were smoking. White plumes moved in otherwise invisible air currents, catching the last rays of day. The memory didn’t give me the smell of skunk, and I held onto the faint scent of wax as reality slipped away, impervious to the no, no, no, no! I threw at the memory. Screaming in my mind never worked, but I couldn’t just do nothing. That parking lot hadn’t smelled like wax. It hadn’t. And so I couldn’t be there, no matter how it looked.

Zach kicked off the wall and sauntered out toward his car, a pickup truck glowing red with new paint and a white racing stripe down the center.

I watched the timer in my vision count down and my mouth got dry. Engineering was supposed to help people, not hurt. Mom taught me to interact with others to be safe, not to cause harm. Mom would cry if she knew. Hurting people was not okay.

But there, I had only helped myself.

It had seemed so necessary at the time, like the only way I could breathe again. But I still couldn’t breathe—still couldn’t escape him. I tried to watch the blue highlights that showed me where to walk in the school even as my surroundings didn’t move because of the memory.

Words behind me flitted past my ears. I couldn’t spare attention to decipher them. Didn’t they know that words were hard?

 A distortion burst from my hand, leaving an ice chill in its wake. It smashed into the side of Zach’s truck. Mangled metal slid, slid, slid, tipped, and the sound of screeching wasn’t there because I wasn’t there. Just a memory.

Zach opened up his mouth in a scream.

Someone grabbed me, the feeling real and concrete. Fingers bit into my shoulder, and then Zach’s shadow was in my face, hand reaching. His memory jerked at me.

I reacted.

Stepped back. Sank low. My shoulder became a pivot point, and weight calculations seized on the musculature model my blue lines flashed into existence. Levers were the same, whether it was a joint, a piece of wood, or a system of two bodies. Physics never changed.

I pulled.

A lump of flesh—Zach, except that hadn’t happened in the memory—tumbled over my shoulder and smashed into the ground, groaning and gasping.

My surroundings dissolved again, and that twilight parking lot became a school hallway. Floors gleaming. Lights flickering. And I could finally see the person on the ground in front of me.

Not Zach. Bethany.

Horror flooded my chest and I stepped back. My lips worked, but I couldn’t say anything.

Not again.

Not here.

Not again. 








CHAPTER TWO




“WHAT IN THE blazing rages is going on here?” Principal Pierce appeared from around the corner. His face darkened as he took in the scene. 

Bethany gasped for breath, eyes dazed as she stared up at the ceiling.

I froze. Not again.

He stalked toward me. “Crystal Farina, I should have known.”

“I-I didn’t mean—”

“Save it! You’re a menace, Crystal. Now move.” He pushed past me and knelt at Bethany’s side. “Where does it hurt?”

I still didn’t move. I couldn’t even blink—only stare as my blue lines measured minuscule changes in her muscles. 

Bethany was starting to breathe normally again. Her eyes focused on the principal. “I was just saying thank you,” she whispered.

I curled up into myself more, tears pricking at my eyes.

Not again.

Just saying thank you.

I hurt her.

Principal Pierce glared at me over his shoulder then helped Bethany off the ground. “Go see the nurse and get checked out. I’ll tell your parents what happened.”

I blinked, squeezed my eyes shut, but looking only at black left me blind. I opened my eyes. Principal Pierce’s glower found me, his expression set and his eyes—deep, terrifying, angry, scared. I started to fall into them.

His lips moved but I couldn’t tell what he said. The hazel depths swallowed everything in pulsating anger and physical fear.

I jerked my head down, reeling.

Stupid. Looking had been stupid. Eyes were scary. They trapped me and made my brain feel all fuzzy.

Principal Pierce jerked his head at me. “We’ll continue this conversation elsewhere.”

I followed him wordlessly into the office that might as well have been identical to all the others. It wasn’t, of course. But the statistics put everything in their place. Bookshelf, desk of the same make as all the others, locked drawer, mini-fridge, big window with blinds that only let a little light through, papers that I tried not to look at because Mom said privacy was important and I would always remember what I saw.

He pointed to a chair.

I sat.

I didn’t have to hear his words to know what he was saying—I’d heard this same speech three times, now—about how problems were to be solved with communication and compassion instead of with fists. I looked down at my feet while the principal droned on and on. Zach’s shadow floated behind him, flashing self-satisfied teeth. Around him, the memory played. Zach's fists. Zach’s face. The alleyway splattered with blood when my nose broke. Zach’s sudden penitence. His lips. Why would you make me do this? The memory still sat fresh in my mind—the images, anyway. Sounds drifted like intangible ghosts, indecipherable.

Finally, the memories slowed and I caught my breath.

“—Crystal?”

I pointed my face toward him, still avoiding his eyes. “What?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “I asked if you even understood why what you did was serious.”

I bit my lower lip. “It would have been fine if she hadn’t touched me.” True. But a flimsy shield to hide behind because she wasn’t the one who’d turned physics into a weapon. She didn’t walk around in a daze, trying to fend off ghosts.

“Bethany was just trying to thank you. You were walking away from her—being very rude.”

I blinked away images of Zachary and the feel of his skin against mine. The kisses he stole that I hadn’t given. The worst was over, but I was still trapped in two different times. I took another slow breath and marshaled my blue lines. “She hit the ground with seven hundred Newtons of force. Spread over that surface area, it was enough to stun. Not enough to concuss even if she’d fallen badly. Recordings show that her head hit the ground last and without a whiplash effect. No concussion. No lasting damage. A temporary diaphragmatic spasm impacted her breathing for seven-point-six seconds. That is all.” My voice was toneless. Hopefully. Mom said that sometimes my voice went cold. Cold meant angry. Angry with the principal would get me kicked out of school.

“We have a zero tolerance policy, Miss Farina. Do you know what that means?”

Finally, another image to focus on! I located the picture of the school handbook and read off the section about zero-tolerance while he blinked at me. 

“…Even within the zero-tolerance policy, you have the option to suspend from the institution. In that context, zero-tolerance does not immediately lead to expulsion,” I said after I finished reading.

He frowned, and I risked a quick glance at his eyes. He didn’t seem to like me much—but I didn’t like myself right then, either. 

“That’s for people who need a second chance,” he said. “You’ve already been kicked out of three schools for violence.”

“But—”

He raised a hand. “They almost charged you with assaulting that poor boy back at your first school. Since then, you’ve been expelled from two more in as many months. ”

I grimaced. The first one had been justified. One of Zach’s friends. “But—”

“—there is no ‘but’, Miss Farina. You have troubles, and I get that. You need a school for troubled children then, not a public school. We are simply not equipped to help you.” He shrugged.

A knock at the door interrupted whatever he was going to say next.

I knew Mom stood there before I turned to look. I always knew when Mom was near, just like I always knew her voice and could never look at her eyes.

She had to be furious.

Another school. More paperwork. Maybe even assault charges—except Bethany had always been mostly nice during the weeks I’d been here and maybe she wouldn’t press the issue.

“Crystal, are you alright?” she asked.

I hesitated a moment, unsure that the words I’d heard were what she had said.

“Mom, I did it again.” The words felt rough in my throat. How could she not be furious? The secretary must have told her what happened. The first time had shocked her. The second and third time had made her angry.

She stepped up next to the chair so I could see her out of the side of my vision, even bent, studying my shoes as I was.

“I know. It’s alright.”

The principal coughed. “No, it’s not. Miss Farina, you are hereby expelled from the school.”








CHAPTER THREE




WE DROVE HOME in silence. I looked toward Mom a few times with explanation on the tip of my tongue, but every time I looked at her slender form staring intently at the road, the words died.

She parked the car on the side of the street in front of our place, checked the lock, and opened the apartment door with the ‘spare’ key.

She never remembered her house key.

Once inside, habit took over. I started the kettle and pulled two chipped tea cups from the cupboard. I sniffed the tea bags as I laid them in the cups. Old, but drinkable. I flipped the oven broiler on, then off, then on again. The coils still didn’t light, so I flipped the broiler off again and found a frying pan. Six minutes and twenty-seven seconds later the tea was steeping and I finished plating the cheese sandwiches. Lunch.

Only then did I look back at Mom. 

“Crystal, it’s 10:30,” she said, but she took a sip of the tea anyway.

I checked the clock in the top center of my vision. It was one of the very first modules Mom helped me build. She called it timeliness, and it existed just below the shadow of my eyebrows, a set of bright numbers outlined in blue, and looking at it made everything else go just a bit fuzzy. But it kept true time, even when I hadn’t laid eyes on a physical clock in weeks. “10:32.” Rounded, it could be called 10:30. Then I frowned. “Why didn’t you stop me? This is lunch food. It’s not lunch.”

“I tried, but you couldn’t hear me and you wouldn’t look at me.”

I looked down at the cheese sandwich for a long time. “I don’t want to come home for lunch anymore.”  But as part of the agreement when I’d enrolled in the last school, cafeteria privileges had to be earned. Violent behavior in a crowd statistically caused more damage than violent behavior with few bystanders.

“I don’t know if the next school will let you eat there,” Mom said gently. 

The next school. 

How had life gotten so messed up?

“I wish it had never happened.” With all the analysis capabilities harnessed by my mind, surely I could erase those horrible moments. Surely I could exorcise Zach’s ghost and go back to happy, normal life.

But it was too late, and my mind didn’t work like that. Even if people didn’t ignore me or make fun of me, I couldn’t go back. I hurt people when I went to school.

“Are you sure?” Mom asked.

Kids at school were mean. Teachers were meaner. But school hadn’t been bad before Zach. I’d had other people who Mom had called friends. Whether we really were or not—well, people lied all the time, and they hadn’t wanted to talk to me after I started dating Zach, so maybe we hadn’t really been friends. But there had been other people I could talk to, watch, and copy. School made me feel normal in a way I’d never been before. Mom wasn’t normal, I wasn’t normal, and Dad had left and never come back so he probably wasn’t normal either. But for those few hours during school, all I’d had to do was turn in my math when they told me to, watch the kids around me do their English, and sit at the lunch table with people who didn’t mind if I stayed mostly quiet. For those few hours, I’d been as close to normal as I could ever be.

And now I couldn’t even have that. Because of Zach.

I wished I could go back and keep myself from ever meeting him.

Mom moved an upturned hand toward me and then back. It was a small gesture, but easier to process than a verbal question. 

I clenched my fists at the sudden image of Zach’s face. He had hurt people because I was at school; because they looked at me. I’d had to hurt Zach. Now I hurt people who did nothing to me. I reached back in my mind to Bethany’s shocked face. She’d been trying to thank me—but all it took was one unexpected touch for me to react.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Mom said patiently.

I clenched my jaw. “It doesn’t matter. It’s impossible, anyway.”

So many people. I couldn’t stop the flood of images in front of my eyes with pressure readings and dates. Pressure readings from the blows that had broken their bones, and dates from when I stood there and watched with the wall of blue lines between my emotions and my vision.

Now I wasn’t just watching, I was doing. What had Zach done to me?

“I know that, Crystal. But why? What happened with Zach? That’s when this all started, isn’t it? When you two broke up after his accident? Is that the moment you want to erase? I can’t help if I don’t know.”

My shoulders hunched forward, and I reached for my tea. Mom’s hand got there first. Her skin was rough—like needles rubbing against my skin. 

“No. Look at me, Crystal.”

I squeezed my eyes closed. “I can’t.”

She said something else, but the words mushed together enough that I couldn’t decipher them. I peeled my eyes open slowly, but kept them focused on the cracked, stained wood of the counter.

“You can. You’ve been doing better at meeting peoples’ eyes. You said you don’t want to be ruled by fear.”

I swallowed and pulled my hand away from Mom’s. Most eyes just brought fear, but Mom’s eyes weren’t just eyes.

Zachary’s face appeared in front of mine again. His mouth moved silently, but I knew what he was saying.

“Scared, huh? Eyes aren’t scary, sugar bun. See?” He took every opportunity to torment me. I could see the pleasure in his expression when he grabbed my chin to make me look at him. He said he cared about me, but hurting me made him happy. It didn’t make sense—but people rarely did.

Were Mom’s eyes any scarier than Zachary’s during one of his rages?

I thought about it for a moment. They were both scary, but it was a different kind of fear. Mom’s eyes wouldn’t hurt me—just make me feel trapped.

Slowly, I raised my eyes to meet hers. Everything else faded away. Everything except green. Pain. Fear. Memories better left alone. Nothing but me and her.

I tried to look away, but I couldn’t move. I tried to run, but my limbs were like lead. Couldn’t scream. Couldn’t cry. Couldn’t do anything except stare.

Finally, Mom blinked.

I fell back into my own mind with a strangled gasp.

“See?” Mom said. “That was better than last time.”

I tried to nod but abandoned the effort halfway through. I started toward the door that led to my room.

Mom stopped me with a wave of her hand. “Why won’t you tell me about what happened between you and Zach?” 

I looked back at her, but the words stuck in my head. I couldn’t tell her that I’d created a weapon that had pushed a car on top of him. Mom was the only one in the world who didn’t look at me like I was broken. If she knew what I’d had to become in order to survive, she’d never look at me the same way again. She had given me everything and sacrificed so much to help me become a kind, compassionate human being like her. I’d disappointed her over and over again, and I couldn’t bear to see her face if she ever found out what I’d done.

“I just can’t.”

I found my way into my room, locked the door behind me, and finally felt safe enough to let go of the blue lines on my vision. They fizzled out, leaving my vision bare except for the digital clock ticking the seconds off at the top of my vision.

I had to find a way to stop hurting people. I had to figure out how to fix myself! But as I collapsed onto my bed in a shaking heap of exhaustion and suppressed adrenaline, I didn’t have a single idea of how to go about it.




I woke up just after noon only to stare at the ceiling. No school. Getting out of bed had no purpose, so I pulled up a backlog of data and computed the odds of earthquakes in various parts of the world. Four minutes and six countries later, Mom knocked on my door. I didn’t bother pretending I was asleep—she would know I wasn’t. She always knew.

I wanted to tell her I couldn’t answer more questions about Zachary today, but I didn’t. What would be the point? I couldn’t avoid her forever.

“Come in.”

The lock clicked open—it was a notoriously unreliable mechanism—and she poked her head through the cracked door. “I thought you might want some good news.”

What even is good news? The thought was dull, and I spared a millisecond to wonder when life had become so bleak.

“I got another job,” she said.

I sat up and twisted my mouth into a smile. “That’s good.” For however long it would last. But she never gave up, no matter how many jobs she lost. She’d taught me that much. Or maybe hadn’t taught me—or not that well. I’d spent most of the day laying there, giving up.

If Mom could one day find a place where her seizures and foggy brain would be accommodated—where they could set her up to succeed rather than fail—then I could find a school like that.

If.

Such a terrible word.

Because in sixteen years, it hadn’t happened. And the number in Mom’s bank account only dropped. Dad’s child support checks couldn’t make up the difference.

And now she was going to have to pay for my school—

I clenched my fists. Why did I have to be such a burden on her? She taught me how to understand people, how to communicate with the outside world, and how to stand on my own two feet. I rewarded her by becoming so violent I couldn’t even go to regular school.

I looked away from her and made my mouth work. “I’m sorry about school.”

A short, sharp sound that might’ve been a laugh pierced the air. 

I looked back at her. 

Mom’s lips held a sad smile. “You are doing your best.” 

My shoulders tried to creep up to my ears. My best wasn’t good enough—my best was never good enough, no matter how often Mom said it was. No matter how often she insisted that I would find people, a community, and a place that would set me up for success, a piece of me argued that the environment couldn’t help when I was the problem. Set a failure up for success, and the best you can do is break even. I couldn’t even do that, so what did that make me?

Mom took another few steps into the room and sat on the edge of my bed. “Have you ever heard of Martial Academy?” Her face held pity, like she could sense my thoughts.

I shook my head. An expensive private school wouldn’t do any better than the public ones.

“It’s a school where they teach martial arts as part of their curriculum. Someone I used to know wants to sponsor you into the school with a scholarship. It will pay for everything, and I think it might help you learn control.”

“A school for fighting?” I swallowed hard as the image of Zach’s bloody knuckles imposed itself over the irregularity of my ceiling. “But I can already fight.” If I couldn’t, I wouldn’t have ended up in this situation. I could picture it now. Fists bruised and bloody. Limbs snapped. Dangerous people everywhere. And if I didn’t give back as good as I got, it would only get worse. That’s how it was with Zach.

I shuddered.

She crossed her legs at the knees and twisted her torso so she could look at me. “This is a school that teaches control, Crystal. Control just like the blue lines we built together.”

Mom didn’t know how to fight. She’d never raised a hand against anyone in her life, and I seriously doubted she’d ever considered doing so. She could help me with my mind, she could teach me how to build blue lines that could interpret everything going on in my brain, but she couldn’t teach me how to control violence. 

I glanced past her eyes then back to the floor.

The fact that she couldn’t help me twisted her up inside. But maybe—just maybe—this place could help in a way she would never be able to.

I clenched my fingers into fists and looked back up at the ceiling where the image of Zach’s bloody fist waited. I couldn’t walk into an environment like that. I couldn’t!

But if I didn’t, then Zach would have succeeded in ruining my life. 

I clenched my jaw as a decision module blinked in the top corner of my vision.

Set me up for success, set me up for failure—at this point, was there even a difference? If Mom would give me this chance, I would take it. And maybe in a school of trained fighters, I wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone else.

“When does it start?”








CHAPTER FOUR




MARTIAL ACADEMY WAS old, with towering walls and an iron gate near the driveway. The walls cast shadows on the street deep enough to keep me from seeing anything potentially hiding there. I wondered what the building had been before it became a school. Perhaps a military base? A prison? The wall and sliding metal gate together were solid enough to either keep unwanted visitors out or perhaps keep students in. Whatever it used to be, Martial Academy hadn’t been externally modified when it was turned into a school. 

I scanned again for some sort of student entrance, but there was nothing. I tried a comparative analysis to both schools and prisons, only to find the words abnormal conditions noted written in blue on my vision. 

What abnormal conditions? 

I scanned the building a third time, but it didn’t help. I shuffled through my doubt and pressed the buzzer near the talk-box by the gate. 

“Yeah?” 

I squinted my eyes at the talk-box in an attempt to make the sounds less mushy—but it didn’t help. Instead, I pulled a newer notecard from the ‘required materials’ folder to the front of my vision and scanned over the words Mom had given me to say at the gate.

“I’m Crystal Farina, the new student.” My hands shook, partially from the chilly autumn air, but mostly from my own uncertainty. I clenched them into fists. Fists were strong. Maybe they would make me strong, too.

“You’re late. Warmups started forty minutes ago.”

I bit my lip, fighting momentary panic. This wasn’t on the script Mom had given me! Then I took a deep breath and ran my fingers through my long black hair. I could handle this. It was only another new school—nothing to be afraid of. I had my blue lines. I would be fine.

The voice sighed and the gate slid open just enough for a very skinny girl to squeeze through. Sideways. Good thing I was skinny. “Go on in. I’ll call a prefect down. Don’t touch anything.”

I thanked him as the SOCIAL NICETIES program pinged at me and squeezed through the gate. It clicked shut behind me as I stopped to stare at the courtyard. A flagstone path wound its way across combed white sand that rippled out from where it surrounded a tree with bare branches. It was hard to imagine anything less like the dark Chicago street I’d just left—or the urban gate I had just passed, for that matter. 

I followed the path as I battled with the incongruity of this place. Thick, stone, military walls rose on every side as a reminder of power—and yet this place had such a brittle beauty.

I stopped in front of the two doors on the other end of the courtyard and analyzed them. Eight feet tall of, as far as I could tell, solid wood. The drag marks on the ground next to me only verified their composition. The doors were quite literally too massive for me to overcome their inertia, so I stood there silently and watched the empty branches of the tree shift in the breeze. Pulling fruitlessly at doors I had no hope of moving was not my idea of a fun time.

Two minutes, eight seconds later, the doors swung outward with the even pacing of an electronically-driven system. Behind the door was a woman who stood five-foot-even with red hair so dark Mom might’ve called it brown. Mom didn’t have the analysis tools I had. The pattern of calluses on her hands matched Zachary’s by forty percent. I risked a glance past her face and managed not to flinch away as I met purposeful green eyes tempered by loss—and conviction. Those were eyes I could get lost in if I looked too deeply. 

I glanced away before they trapped me and instead scanned the hallway behind her. For a moment, the colors were as dull as the street I’d left, but that changed as my eyes finished adjusting to this new light. I gasped. My feet moved of their own accord as my eyes traced the thick wooden walls from the deep shadows in the corner to where light from the wall sconces made the varnish glow ethereally. These colors spoke of age—and museum quality care. Deeper in, antiques lined the walls. Art mixed with armor—perhaps they were the same thing—until age calculations saturated my blue lines and I could see nothing more than the items and numbers highlighted by my mind. Everything else gained a blurry edge, an afterthought that lost definition in the race to accumulate information.

“My name is Vera Hunt, and I'll be showing you…” Her voice faded into the background as my eyes caught the gleam of a naked blade. I pushed past her to stare at a stack of two swords hung on the wall. The larger stretched to twenty inches long, and the shorter stopped at barely ten inches. Silver sharpness ingrained with wavy lines spoke of specialized metalworking that strengthened the metallic structure in a way I’d only ever heard of. Could Damascus steel like that increase the ability of my engines to bear their heat load? 

“Are those katanas?” I asked. Which wasn’t really what I wanted to know, but her answer would help me research the metallic properties when I got home this weekend.

I turned back to her so I could hear. 

Her mouth turned into a frown, but she answered, “No. The top one is a katana. The next one is an ontaro.”

I pulled a little pad of paper out of my pocket and scribbled down the names on different sheets of paper. I handed them to her. “Hold these next to the swords.”

She sighed but did as I asked. 

I stepped back and studied them, making sure my eyes ran over every detail and then landed on the names last. Then I shoved the image into a mental folder named metalworking techniques and archived the calculations. The lines faded away, leaving my vision behind them sharp and clear.

She quirked an eyebrow when I motioned for her to lower the pieces of paper. “What was that about?”

The SOCIAL NICETIES program pinged at me, telling me I had to answer or I would be rude. “Photographic memory.” Which barely scratched the surface of my neurodivergence, but it was the rote answer so that’s what I said.

It seemed to be enough. “Ah.” She handed the papers back and pulled a clipboard out of a pack that was sitting against the wall. “If you’ll step over here, I have some papers you need to sign before you can get started with classes.”

I gave the hallway one more good look and then took the offered clipboard. I glanced through the stack of papers. “What is this?”

“A standard assumption of liability, ethics agreement, and student conduct agreement. The last page is your schedule.”

The words were tiny and cramped together on the page. I sighed. “This is going to take me a moment.”

The words themselves weren’t hard. Combinations of letters translated into sounds—except sounds and I didn’t mix. So instead I stared at every facet of each letter until the ink absorbed into my brain. From silhouetted shapes, I pieced together meaning and absorbed information. It took forever. I shifted the page to better catch the light.

“I could give you the high points, if that would work better. You’ve probably signed a dozen exactly like it. And let’s be real, the ones your parents signed earlier are the actually important ones.” She tilted her head at an object on the wall behind me. I pulled the recording of my surroundings from my examination earlier—the object was a clock.

I started searching for an explanatory note card, then abandoned the attempt and recalled the blue lines from their calculations. Age analysis on the antiques could wait, and so could social analysis on Vera Hunt. I needed the information on the page—hopefully it would help me stay at this school for more than a few days. 

I started scanning the words as best I could, then reading them as they surfaced in blue overlay on my vision. A few moments into it, I stopped and looked up to a blinking blue icon in my vision. The SOCIAL NICETIES program…again.

I’d forgotten something—oh, right. She’d said… Oh, why did sounds have to be so difficult?! I scraped together what I could remember then formed my response. 

Mom had always been adamant that I read things like this, whether it was hard or not. In order to keep what little control of my life I had, I needed to know what I was signing away. Know and understand. But putting that into words was hard.

Eventually, I managed it. “No summary can actually mean the same thing as the combination of words on the page. You see, language—especially written language—is a complex maze of visual symbols to convey meaning. It has a vocal equivalent that also has a thought equivalent, and that is how two people communicate. A summary will destroy the tiny intricacies and change the meaning of the text. I need to read it for myself.” One blue line prompted me. I’d missed something in my explanation. I coughed uncomfortably. “Also, I’ll forget it unless I see it.”

She folded her arms and widened her stance to something with a seventy-nine percent similarity to military parade rest—settling in to wait—as I read the page. Fifteen minutes, twenty-three seconds later, I started rooting through my school bag for a pen. She handed me one without a word—although how she knew I needed one would require an analysis level my blue lines were too saturated to give me—and I signed all the documents. 

At the back of the clipboard was a copy of my new schedule. I glanced at it to get the basic picture, then pulled up the image in my mind and filled in all the details.

“Are we going to my first class now?” I asked. A gong sounded through the entire building. I jumped and threw my hands over my ears at the echoing mush of cacophonous sound while she just stood there looking at me. The ringing lasted several moments after the sound had actually stopped, and when I could hear again, I glared at her. “What was that?”

“That was the starting bell for your first academic period.” She gave me a pointed look—which I didn’t dare evaluate for fear of getting sucked into her green eyes—and started walking. I reluctantly stored the partial antique analyses and followed. “I thought we were going to make it in time for you to start there, but this took a little longer than I thought. Let’s go up to the dorms so you can put your stuff away. Hopefully we’ll make it down in time for the first martial period.”

“First martial period?” I asked.

She stopped and folded her arms across her chest. “We’re in a school for martial arts. Half your classes are academic classes, and half of them are martial arts classes.” Her words were short, which was indicative of…something?

I pulled a note card from memory—from one of my talks with Mom about society—and scanned through it. There, under vocal cues, below my pages of complaint about how similar they all were, sat a set of descriptions.

When a person has words shorter than the average as dictated by the location and culture that constitutes background, it is a sign that they are annoyed, angry, frustrated, etc. Generally negative emotions.

I frowned. “Did I do something to make you annoyed?”

Red-brown eyebrows lifted higher onto her forehead. “It takes a lot more than a clueless first year to annoy me.” She looked up into the corner of her vision, and I could see the half-truth behind her eyes. I looked down again quickly.

I pulled up another of Mom’s notes. 

People’s emotions are not quantitative, but rather qualitative. As such, people often round their emotions based on a self-determined threshold dependent on the situation. Many times, they will round the emotion toward the nearest positive emotion. This isn’t generally considered untruth, but rather social consciousness.

So she wasn’t trying to lie to me. She just couldn’t help herself. For a moment, I wondered how someone could deceive themselves so completely. Did Vera Hunt really know so little about her own mind? But then—emotions were hard for me, even with my suite of analysis tools. Without those tools, emotions had to be even harder for her.

Vera Hunt made a small sound in the back of her throat. “Now come on, or you’ll be late for your next class, too.” She left without waiting for a response.

I followed, wracking my brain for what I could have possibly done to annoy her.

As we walked, she kept up a narrative about how, while there were plenty of specialized schools out there for things like performing arts, Martial Academy was unique. It was founded by modern warriors who felt that self-defense was as much a human right as education. The current school administrator, Ms. Green, was continuing that legacy by boosting enrollment and expanding programs. I couldn’t catch all the words she said because she was faced away from me and my auditory processing was anything but dependable, but I did manage to grasp the high points. Hopefully I hadn’t missed anything important. 

Five minutes into her spiel, she stopped and turned to face me, eyebrows drawn together. I focused on the movement of her lips. Her words became clearer. “I should mention that unsupervised fighting outside of designated places or designated times is strictly prohibited and will be punished.”

My chest grew tight. “Expulsion?” This school was my last chance at actually earning my highschool diploma and ever being allowed into college. I couldn’t afford to be expelled for fighting.

“No, but the school does believe that you should only fight when it is your last option. Should someone begin a fight, it is the defendant’s duty to end it as quickly and permanently as is reasonable. And if they can’t—” She grimaced. “—Well, then things get complicated. But usually the aggressor ends up in the tournament ring with the defendant’s martial focus instructor. Depending on the severity, sometimes they end up pitted against the defendant and their teacher plus their own teacher. In this school, that’s pretty rare.” Something ugly crept into her eyes. Hate, anger, pain—I couldn’t tell exactly, but nothing good. 

I shivered as images of Zachary in his wheelchair after the ‘accident’ flashed through my head. I knew how to end fights quickly and permanently—and that moment still haunted me. Was that the sort of thing they taught here? And what exactly was a designated place? Class? 

The flash of ugly left her eyes and her face softened. She reached up to tug a short bit of red hair back behind her ear. “I say this because we’ve heard about your previous difficulties. Realize that if you pick a fight at this school, the other person can probably hit harder, faster, and more accurately than you can. Go at it all you want if you’re in class or in the tournament ring being supervised by a teacher. They know where to stop things if someone looks like they want to go too far.”

I stopped and looked at her nose, studiously avoiding her eyes. She probably thought I was a bloodthirsty monster. Sometimes I thought I was a bloodthirsty monster. “I don’t actually like fighting, you know.” The thought of deliberately hurting another person tied my stomach up in knots—but the thought of sitting there helpless while someone hurt me was even worse.

She nodded. “And that’s why you were sponsored in. I’m not trying to sound judgmental. With your looks, you’ve probably had to deal with a lot. The ability to frame a clear ‘no’ is never a bad thing, but it can sometimes get out of control. If you want to talk about it, let me know. I’ll be around.”

With my looks? Was Vera Hunt some type of fashion designer? A makeup artist? The question died on my tongue as I pulled up an image of myself. Green eyes stared back at me, framed by loose black hair that fell to my waist in scraggly waves. My just-lighter-than-olive skin was far from flawless—though some of the blemishes were probably due more to the sensitivity of my eyes than any actual imperfection. Zachary said I was ugly. He said I was lucky he could stand to look at me. That, if he hadn’t found me, I would never be pretty enough to find anyone else. Mom said I was beautiful. I didn’t believe either of them; how could I? The data points were in obvious conflict, and I didn’t care enough to gather additional data. Beautiful or ugly didn’t matter much. I was me, and that was the important part. What business did Hunt have bringing up my looks, anyway?

I shrugged and moved on as we reached the dormitories. Hunt pointed to my bed. It was the ground side of a bunk bed with a chest at the foot and a nightstand to the side. The other five beds in the room looked pretty much the same. Some had different colored blankets sitting on the top, and others had books or papers on the bed, but they all had the same structure.

I put my bag on the bed and followed her out of the room. I would unpack later.

On the way out, she glanced at the clock and sighed. “We don’t have time for a tour anymore, so I’ll show you where things are as we go. Got it? Maybe you’ll be on time to First Martial.”

“But won't you be late to your classes?” A quick analysis showed that she was school aged. Perhaps one year ahead of me—probably a senior.

She arched an eyebrow. “I'm a prefect. We’re like mixes between students and teachers, so we have a little more flexibility. In this case, I was assigned to greet you and show you around. Like the other prefects, I’m a teacher aid in most of my classes—so as long as I get back within the first few minutes of the next period, I’ll be fine. If you’re late for class, you might not be. The prefect for Mr. West’s class likes to give out detention more than—well, everyone but Eugene Berry.” 

I wondered, for a moment, what that said about the prefect’s character, then frowned. “What sets you apart from the other students?” It would be a good idea to find out more about these prefects if they had the ability to assign detention.

“We're good.”

I looked up. “That's a qualitative statement.” Worthless, really. What did good mean? Good at fighting? How good? Or maybe she was talking about ethical or moral fortitude. Were prefects the nicest people? The most trustworthy? My blue lines started to seize on those calculations, but I called them off. Not worth the headache.

She blinked. “Okay, then.” She drew out the first word as if looking for time to organize her thoughts. “Prefects are fourth—and occasionally third—year students who have proven themselves both academically and martially. We learn quickly, we move fast, and we hit hard. If there’s trouble in the school, we’re the first to know and the first to deal with it.” Her lips thinned into something that wasn’t quite a grin—more of a challenge. No, a dare. The look faded as quickly as it had come.

I bit the inside of my lip. If she was a prefect, that meant she excelled at martial arts; the art of hurting other people. I set my eyes to scanning her movements and comparing them with Zachary's as we moved farther down the hall. 

She was light on her feet, and her balance was generally centered—not forward like Zach's had been. The musculature ratios were different, too. Zachary’s arm muscles had bulged with every motion. Some days, he spent hours at the gym trying to look intimidating. The result had been a large amount of upper body strength at the expense of total body strength. Hunt had less arm muscle but more muscle overall. From the perspective of leverage and applied force, she had the edge.

“This is your first Martial period classroom,” Hunt said. 

I blinked away the numbers and looked it over. It had a gold nameplate to the right side of the door that read, West, Krav Maga. I pulled up the image of my schedule and compared it to the teacher's name. Earl West.

Just then, the gong rang through the entire hallway, filling my head with half-sounds that shifted as I tried to identify them. I pushed the sounds to the back of my mind as unimportant and hoped Hunt didn’t try to talk to me for the next twenty seconds as I tried to sort everything out. Finally, the information cleared. I reset the timer in my head to warn me before the next bell. If I didn’t figure out how to automate this process soon, the bell alone was going to leave me with a processing headache.

Doors all over the long hallway opened and kids poured through. 

Hunt placed her back against the wall. As the students diffused into the open space, I began to see why. Without prompting, my blue lines started computing the physics of the situation. A secondary set of calculations opened up as I tried to keep the most empty space around myself as possible to avoid bumping into the flood of people—and that system of integrals made my head start to throb. The blue lines flickered all over the place, obscuring my vision with swirling numbers, triangles measuring distances, and twenty-six separate instances of the Pythagorean theorem. Several integrals surfaced in an attempt to forecast movement, and the numbers started spinning through factors in an attempt to solve them—and that was only for the closest four people!

I struggled to stop the integrals, the numbers factoring themselves, and the triangles, but I’d only barely managed to push my blue lines down to a more subconscious level when a gaggle of kids a few years younger than me piled up outside the classroom door. As the lines stopped obscuring my vision, I sighed in relief. The bell might be the least of my worries. This school was already ten times worse for sensory processing problems than any other school I’d ever been to.

Hunt pulled a set of keys from a pocket in her shorts and unlocked the door so the students could enter. I waited silently as all the students streamed past. 

Hunt waved a taller student aside and then looked at me as she pointed to him. “Farina, this is Castillo—another prefect.” She turned to Castillo. “Where’s Quinn?”

“Mrs. Payne’s in the infirmary with a damaged elbow joint. Quinn’s covering and Kor’s got some kind of extracurricular competition today, so that pretty much leaves me.”

Her eyebrows narrowed. “I see. Well, this is Crystal Farina—Mr. West’s newbie. Try to show her what’s up before you go all military on her.”

I looked up to see a mirror above us a fraction of a second before a note card concerning metaphor flashed across my vision. Right. I was regressing to have to pull that card. I took a deep breath to refocus as Hunt left.
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