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To my mother, who works hard,

And my sister, who plays hard,

Thank you!!!

 



Nightmare Realm

 


“OMARI, c-can I get o-out now? I-It’s
cold,” I asked through chattering teeth.

It wasn’t the first time I’d sat in a
cold bath, but this was the coldest by far. The water felt like
freshly melted snow, and hadn’t improved since I gotten in. I
pulled my knees closer to my chest in my futile attempt to save the
little heat I had left. She wouldn’t even let me turn on the hot
water tap.

“Now… just make do for a
few more, okay.” She wiped her nose to cover her broken voice.
Usually her voice was sweeter than any sweet you’d ever taste, but
now it was like metal rubbing on metal. Rusty, dull, old metal. She
had her back to me, all while sobbing. I couldn’t tell if it was to
keep me from seeing her cry, or to keep herself from seeing me,
period. She cried a lot lately, and I’d do anything to make her
happy. Even freezing to death. “Then everything will be alright. I
promise,” she added.

“O-k-kay.” What she said
didn’t make any sense, and I wanted to argue, but I knew better.
Instead, I sat in the frigid water, continuing my stupid
game.

The game’s objective was to earn
points. To earn points, I’d have to endure thirty seconds of icy
bitterness. After thirty seconds, I’d get one point. After every
ten points, I’d reward myself with a sweet. Unfortunately, the game
was losing incentive. I had thirty-three points and only two
sweets.

I tried to take a deep breath, but it
felt like the air was being sucked out of me. Most of my body was
frozen and I wanted to cry. Today had been so great. Or, at least,
I thought it was. Why was she making me do this? I couldn’t figure
out what I did wrong. I was so good. Warm tears slid down my
face.

A soft, warm hand smoothed against my
cheek, and my violent shivers settled a bit. I looked up to see
Omari looking down at me fondly. When our eyes met, she flinched,
but quickly smiled to cover it. She sat at the edge of the tub and
used her free hand to lightly push long, tangled tresses of hair
out of my face.

I’d almost forgotten how
beautiful she could be when she wasn’t sad—or angry. A nice feeling started
from where her hand met my skin and began filling me to where I
didn’t feel as cold anymore.

“You know you are my
beautiful tempest,” she said, and I was overcome with joy. She used
to tell me that all the time. “Did you know that in all my years of
life, I’ve always wanted a beautiful, sweet daughter to call my
own?”

My mother smiled down at me tenderly,
and everything else in the world began to fade together in a soft
orange hue. Nothing else mattered now. Nothing but Omari. That I
finally knew that after everything I’ve done, and all the pain that
I’ve caused her, that she still loved me.

I shook my head slowly, surprised. I
had never known that about her. Tears began to well up in her eyes
as she moved both her hands to my shoulder.

“I’m just sad to say—” She
began, and her grip on my shoulders tightened painfully. The soft
background began to fade to black “—that it wasn’t you.”

Before I could react, she forced my
shoulders deep under water, and held them down below the cold
depths of nothingness. I tried to struggle, but it did me no good.
I was too numb. Cold, black tendrils made their way around me,
depriving me of air. Of warmth. Robbing me of everything, until all
that was left of me was cold, black, and alone.

WAKE UP!
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I JOLTED awake, and bashed my head
into the ceiling. Again.

“Ouch!” I whined, then
groaned in pain. I rolled onto my back and held my head.

When the pain let up a
little, I loosened my grip and relaxed slightly. I opened my eyes
and checked my hands for blood. When they came back clean, I sighed
with relief. At this rate, my head would deform from all the knocks
taken to it. Then I’d go brain-dead, and be an even
bigger pariah than I
already am.

As I sat up, the top of my head
brushed against the ceiling. I sighed again. My chest felt light
and hollow as I looked around my reclusive room.

In the darkness, I crawled towards my
small, round window. It was a small, but breathtaking cut of orange
and yellow crystal with a translucent metal phoenix in the center.
It always reminded me of the black mark between my shoulder blades.
It was the winning feature of my home. Not because it was a holy
icon (not for me at least), but because it was endearing to me,
being the first thing I woke up to, and the last thing I saw before
going to sleep. It was the only thing that kept me from going mad
in my day-to-day life. I smiled at it before I considered a more
pressing issue.

“That’s weird,” I told myself.

Normally when I reached
REM sleep, it was a dark world of nothing till morning. I never had
dreams. Never really knew what they were until I started school.
Though, every once in a while—like this
morning—I’d
relive a memory from the past. A little distorted around the edges,
but a memory, nonetheless. I didn’t consider them dreams because
they weren’t. Dreams were like the stories your mind whispered to
you when your body slept. My mind screamed at me every chance it
got.

Nightmare, it whispered. A more
accurate term the majority of the time. Sometimes, I’d relive a
good or okay memory, but that was very rare. Almost never. I didn’t
have too many good memories.

I wiped my eyes, and reached for the
window. With more than a little effort, I pushed open the creaky,
old window. Above me, a spectacular blackish-green sky shimmered
with fleeting, red, blue, orange, and gold lights that zoomed in
every direction.

All around, I could hear night
creatures preparing to settle down for the day, while their diurnal
counterparts began to stir from a short, stationary
night.

Morning time was great. I took one
last deep breath of cool night air and pulled myself away from the
window. I grabbed a book from a stack of unread ones and put it in
my sturdy rucksack. Then I headed down the ladder to get ready for
the day.

In the sett, I opened the pantry and
grabbed a tomato and a handful of dried berries. I gobbled them
down on my way outside, and headed straight for the outhouse on the
side of my shed. Once done, I grabbed a fresh pair of underwear,
pantaloons, a clean camisole, and my school smock off the line
before I went to the lake to freshen up.

I filled the bucket full
of cool lake water a few times and poured it over my head. Then I
rubbed myself with rose and lemon essence, refilled the bucket, and
rinsed myself clean, shaking the wetness out of my short
hair. I’ll be needing a haircut
soon.

Dressed in fresh clothes,
I grabbed my shoes without bothering to put them
on—preferring the
feel of soft grass and cool soil under my feet—and headed to the side of my small
home. It wasn’t a house, but a small isolated storage shed on the
furthest side of the lake, away from town, where no one would
bother me.

It was big enough for me to live in,
and I wired it so that I got a small bit of electricity, but only
in the sett. I had light, could cook, and even had a bit of heat
during colder days. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
It was my home, or as close to it as I could get, even if it felt
like it had a hole in it. Like it was missing a critical piece, but
I pushed those thoughts aside. A home was a home, and I’d take what
I could get.

When I reached my garden, I let out a
deep breath: relieved to see it wasn’t devastated by small critters
looking for an easy meal. Sometimes they made their way past my
obstructions, which was troublesome. Especially on those days when
my garden was my only option for a meal. I stepped over the
makeshift gate, into the vegetation.

It was just a simple
veggie garden filled with easy to grow foods. Nothing fancy. Just
edible plants like tomatoes, corn, potatoes, sweet potatoes,
radish, onions, dandelions, white—now yellow—yarrow, and even watermelon and
strawberries. It didn’t seem like much, but my garden was a great
achievement on my part and kept me fed. Taking stock, I began to
sum up how much work I’d have later.

Ordinarily, I’d wait until
the mid-fall to harvest the rest of the garden—because everything would be
perfectly ripe—but this year I didn’t have that kind of time. I had other
plans. So I carefully considered what was left.

At this point, there were only a few
tomatoes, five sweet potato shoots (which was plenty), one potato
shoot, an unripe watermelon (that probably wouldn’t ripen for
another month), and heaps of dandelion and yellow
yarrow.

I sighed. It was late
summer, and I had long since consumed all the corn, radish, and
strawberries. I even had watermelon earlier this month. It was my
first time growing it, and I wasn’t sure if it’d grow, but it did.
I seriously doubted that I’d eat anything more extravagant this
year. Yay for me, I guess.

Overall, there wasn’t much I’d have to
do. I figured it’d only take an hour or so to gather the rest of
the food. It was a shame about the watermelon, but I’d get over
it.

I hopped over to the other side of the
gate and walked past my home to the tired, old willow that leaned
over the lake. I really loved this tree with all her beauty. I’d
miss the day when I couldn’t greet her in the morning. “Good
morning,” I told the willow.

Using my hoary bike as a foothold, I
climbed the tree to my favorite branch suspended over the water,
and let the tree’s leafy tendrils tickle me as my legs dangled
above the water. The golden sun finally decided that it was time to
make its appearance as it yellowed the sky. I sat patiently and
watched the sky turn from a pale green to a deep yellow color. Then
the Crowne lit up.

I valued this time of day
the most. The yellow light from the sky irradiated all of the water
in the Crowne region, which, in turn, made the entire area and its
cities glow gold. This occurrence, known as The Halo Effect, was
what the Crowne’s cities were named for. The Great Corona, Nimble
Nimbus, and the least popular, and poorest of them all,
Aureole—where I
dwelled.

Suffered is more like
it.

The halo, one of the most
magnificent phenomena in the whole world, was probably the only
thing that drew people to our little town—if they
came at all. Not one person could explain why this happened
only in this part of the
world, and you could always count on someone wanting to be first to
find out why.

Everyone else who came
here were either passing through or wanted to see the halo at least
once in their lives. Very few people stayed here, and I couldn’t
blame them. There wasn’t much here, and, once you stayed, getting
out was nearly impossible unless you had the best resources or the
right connections. Most
people didn’t.

Even so, some people did
stay for whatever reason. Like Omari and
Pa. I shook my head, pushing the thought
away. They were
irrelevant.

Thinking back to the halo, it didn’t
take a genius to figure out what caused the water to light up.
You’d never find the answer using science or math, or whatever
those brain-heads came up with. It was so much simpler than that.
What caused the halo was the very same thing that altered this
world and made it so different. It was the reason why we were all
stuck in holes.

The yellow sky faded to blue, thus
ending The Halo Effect. The sun peeked over the walls that
protected us from the world outside. I thought I heard the wind as
I watched the sun, but I was too engrossed with how the sun could
move so easily across the sky to care. The world could be so simple
when our minds were free from the boundaries we so effortlessly
trapped them in.

Such a simple
answer, a quiet voice whispered to me. The
wind, I told myself. It was always
the wind. The gold light from the lake began to
fade back into dark water.

“Pure Magic.” An answer
for anyone who’d listen. It echoed into the void like
always. That’s what she told me, but she’s
been wrong before. I half sighed, half
yawned.

I was so occupied with the world and
all that I completely lost track of time, so I was caught off guard
when the reveille boomed through every open space, which caused the
very air around me to vibrate. It was so abrupt, I jerked violently
on the branch that I sat on.

Realizing I was about to fall, I
angled myself so I’d leap rather than plunge, and ended up flailing
ankle-deep in the soft muck bordering the lake. When I caught my
balance, I mudded my way to the grass. My bare feet and bottoms
were covered in mud. I also noticed it splattered in little specks
all over my light yellow smock.

“Ewyuck!” I cringed at the
feel of mud between my toes. Then I groaned.

Great. The day just
started and I’m already filthy. Just. Great!

I hastily jumped back in the lake and
washed my feet off. Then I hopped back on land with soggy, mildly
dirty bottoms. I sighed and slipped on my shoes. Then I dabbed at
the mud spots on my smock with my fingers, trying to rub them in.
Instead, I just made them more noticeable than they were before. I
growled in frustration.

“Crap!” I cried, “Crap!
Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap!” Things like having dirt on me would cause trouble, or
worse, gain attention. Hopefully, no one would notice and I’d be
able to get through my day overlooked. “Hopefully.”

With the reveille going
off, all students had less than half an hour to get to
school—or the
dump. Taking a deep breath, I pulled my rusty old bike off the
trunk of the tree and walked it alongside me as I made my way to
the entrance of the woods that would take me to school.

School, by law, was
mandatory for all children between the ages of seven and sixteen,
and was so generously sponsored by the
Syndicate.

Technically, the Syndicate
was our government, but they let themselves—secretly (though everyone
knew)—be bought,
or bribed, by
special interest groups and crime orgs. The only reason they paid
for and kept a close eye on the school was so they would have best
pick of future slaves. I sighed. That was all we were to
them. Slaves.

I had overheard
Island—the head
of police—and
King Phlegym—that’s really his name, though he’s not a King but our
mayor—talking to
each other about it a few months ago. I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was
merely a poor slob sitting on a roof where people decided to come
by and run their mouths off. If I heard some things it wasn’t my
fault. I didn’t know how to turn my hearing off.
Sheesh. But the things
they said.

Old, greedy,
miserable bigots,
who had nothing better to do than to sit around and make plans
about how they would get richer by exploiting the ignorant minds of
the youth and poverty stricken. How they were going to take over
the whole world, or some nonsense like that. It had made me so
angry that I had tried to ignore most of their conversation. They made it
exceedingly hard.

Anyways, I couldn’t
remember their exact words, but they were talking about how time
was money, and how they wanted us to be so punctual and neat when it came to school: future
conditioning and all. Not being so meant
punishment—if you
couldn’t afford to bribe
your way out of it. Being late wasn’t
so bad, though. Not
compared to not showing up at all. You’d get p-rated and punished
for being late. For missing days or quitting school, you could face
jail time if you were caught and weren’t important enough. It
depended on who you were or where you lived.

If you lived in East
Aureole, you got off. Easily. I knew people who came in late, like,
all the time, or missed days, even weeks, of school, and had
pristine, never p-rated skin. If you lived anywhere else, and your
family didn’t own a thriving or useful business, you were out of
luck.

I knew an older kid who
got hospitalized and had to get his leg amputated. Even though he
was at the hospital recovering, they still arrested him, revoked
his education privileges, and sent him to work at the dump. His
story wasn’t too uncommon. It happened all the time. They got
around the unlawfulness of it all by giving us shorter work hours
and calling it “career education” when it wasn’t. But the dump, as
far as working for free, wasn’t so bad as long as you didn’t get assigned to bridge
or mine duty. Most people didn’t come back after working more than
a month of either one of those jobs. Even kids died at the dump
sometimes, no matter how short their hours were. It was a boat I
didn’t want to land in.

Being late a lot could also land you
in that boat. I didn’t want to be late, so traveling through the
woods was my only option. Not only was it faster, but it was easier
than having to go all the way around the lake, just to waste
precious time navigating through crowds of townspeople during
morning rush. Especially since people weren’t too fond of me.
Mostly everyone in Aureole either hated or disregarded
me.

Just another reason why the woods were
that much more convenient. It was spacious, peaceful, and
completely free of people. They were private property, and even if
that wasn’t the case, everyone in town were too afraid to come near
them. The woods reminded them too much of the forest that lie
outside of the walls protecting Aureole. Most people wanted them
permanently removed in fear that something wicked might settle in
them, but whoever owned them paid a lot to keep them up. No one
knew why, not even me, and I’ve played in them almost every day
since I was five. There was nothing here to be afraid of. But I
needed the woods, and Aureole the money, so they stayed
up.

“Cowards,” I scoffed.
Though I was grateful for it. It’d be bothersome if everybody
decided that the woods weren’t
so scary, and people came tromping through them.
Then I’d have absolutely nowhere to call my own. Nowhere to run. I
sighed.

After I passed the thicket, I pushed
through the roughest part of my trail. Then I hopped on my bike and
zoomed past the trees, through the undergrowth.

It always gave me such a thrill to
ride as fast as I could over bumps, through the foliage, and down
the hills. I’d challenge myself by riding up rises, and shrill
gleefully as I flew down steep slopes. I especially loved the fresh
air rushing past me with the lightest of touches. It was one of the
greatest delights in the world. I loved my bike, the woods, and the
fresh air. It almost reminded me of the buzz I used to get when I
snuck in the forest with Lima Bean.

Almost, I thought sadly. Now I knew better. Lima Bean was smart,
and told me a lot of things. She even told me the forest wasn’t as
dangerous as people thought. And it wasn’t. At first.
Unfortunately, she left. And I had to learn the hard way
why there was a wall
around Aureole. I sighed as I biked away from the most exciting
part of my trail.

As I got closer to school,
I slowed down and took a steadier pace. A glimpse of movement
caught my eye, and the strangest of sensations washed over me. It
was a feeling, like, I don’t know, maybe hundreds of tiny things
poking at my side. It was so agitating, but there was nothing I
could see poking me. Such a curious
feeling.

Baffled, I put my foot down and came
to a complete halt. Then I turned in the direction where I thought
I’d saw something. I scanned the area over and over but couldn’t
find what had grabbed my attention.

A leaf fell from somewhere above me,
and I let out a small giggle. Me being a silly-head. I had maybe
fifteen minutes to get to school and didn’t want to waste a minute
of it on something so trivial. Who knew what could happen? I mean,
my chain could pop, and cause me to fall and break both my legs.
How would I get to school then?

Shaking my head, I put my
foot back on the pedal—despite that annoying feeling growing
stronger every second—when I saw something move again. I snapped my head in that
direction and heard a muted “Chlick.”

Now alert, I searched the area. There
was nothing but a few shrubs and a tall tree. Despite that, I kept
my eyes glued on the tree for some reason. There was something
weird about it. I just didn’t know what.

It was then that I noticed
I didn’t hear anything. Nothing at all. It was quiet. Way
too quiet. No birds
twittering, no squirrels barking, and no bugs chirping. Not even
the sound of the wind blowing through the trees. Normally, on a day
like this, the birds would be all a flutter, rain or shine.
What’s going on?

There was a quiet scratching noise
coming from the tree. If I had any sense at all, I’d have listened
to the wind telling me to run, and pedaled out of here as fast as
possible. But I was curious. I wanted to know what was happening,
and what could make me feel this uneasy. So I dropped my bike and
tiptoed towards the tree.

The tree looked like most
of the other trees in the woods, only different. Vibrant green
leaves, a bushy appearance, and a tall, thick, dark colored trunk
growing out from the ground. There was nothing special about it,
but as I got closer, I could see
that something was wrong; but what it was, I
couldn’t quite grasp. It was like my eyes were trying to tell my
brain something that it just didn’t get. So what is it?

Then I saw it. The trunk
had a very bizarre shape for a tree. It started off normal enough,
but as it went higher up, the trunk sort of bulged unnaturally. It
was something you would miss entirely if you were far enough away,
or didn’t look at it at a certain angle. Weird.

Seeing that it was just a strange
tree, I moved closer more confidently, and inspected the branches
for a squirrel or chipmunk, or whatever made that noise. Only, the
closer I got, the stranger the bulge looked, the more agitated that
feeling became.

I also began to notice
little discrepancies in the bulge that could’ve been from a whole
other tree, and strangely enough, I could see a weird disturbance
in the position and shape of it every few seconds. It was all so
abnormal. I wonder if this is really part
of the same tree.

It’s
not, the wind told me. What the heck does that mean? As
usual, no answer.

I stared up at it, my body
tense all of a sudden. My forehead felt cool, and I bit my lip
because I had a strong urge to run. From what, I had no idea. There
was nothing to run from. Just an oddly shaped tree. Nothing to be
afraid of. Right?

Except for the
whispers, the wind whispered.
“Oh.”

People sometimes talked
about trees on the outside. They even said there were some that
would eat a person whole. Ms. Meany told us that it was impossible
for one of them to grow on this side because there was an
anti-something or other that prevented it, but what if it broke,
and this was one of those trees? Or maybe I was thinking too much,
and this was just a weird shaped tree. I took a deep breath.
Just a tree, I told
myself, though, I wasn’t sure.

It’s
not, the wind told me, and I sighed. I
wanted to scream shut up, but that never did me any good. The wind
whispered at its own discretion, forever ignoring my
feelings.

Just a tree!
I screamed in my head, because it’s been wrong
before. Sort of.

To prove that to
myself, and the wind, I reached out to touch the part of the tree bulging out. I
flinched when I thought I saw it move, but let out a nervous titter
and kept on. Just as my hand was an inch
away, something hard slammed into me and knocked me to the
ground.

“What the hell are you
doing, you Coon!” an
angry voice boomed at me. The voice was rough—like a boy who was going through
puberty—with a
slight hint of a western accent possibly from the Capitol. I was
too stunned to really care.

He just pushed me. He
insulted me, too. He called me a
coon!

Angry, I looked up, and I saw one of
the prettiest boys I’d ever seen in my life, only he loomed over me
darkly. He was tall, brawny, and thickly built with bronzed,
sun-kissed skin, and brilliant green eyes. His hair was short and
wavy, and such a dark brown it could be black, which told me he
definitely wasn’t from around here. The only people around here
were Pale-heads, who got bad tans and sunburns in the summer; and
Darklies, who had ebony or brown colored skin. There were also
Milas, like me, who were a mix of Pale-head and Darkly. No one like
him was here. People who weren’t from around here stuck out no
matter what. He definitely did. It was like someone drew a perfect
picture of a guy and then brought it to life. I wanted to say
“Wow,” but no amount of perfection could rub out my
anger.

I wasn’t
hurt—not
physically, at least—but he didn’t have to push me down in the first place. And
then call me a “Coon” of all things. I hated that name more than anything else in
the world. It meant that I was a foul type of vermin. It was
offensive, and the fact that I sort of resembled one with my khaki
brown skin, gray, ashen hair, storm gray eyes, and black bandit
marks only made it worse.

“That hurt, you brain-dead jock! I guess Revel forgot to put
out an I.P on their missing troll.” He looked taken back. Like I
was some creature and he didn’t expect me to talk. He took a good
look at me and balked at my appearance like most people did when
they first met me. It only fueled my anger and gave me more of a
reason not to like him. “Deadhead!” I added.

I unnerved most people and freaked
everybody else out. That’s why people were unreasonably cruel when
it came to me. It was hard to be reasonable when you were confused,
angry or scared. I knew that better than anyone. So it was dumb,
even childish, to provoke a complete stranger without any witnesses
around in an abandoned forest, but he hit a sore spot, and I wasn’t
the type to take that sitting flat on my butt.

After his initial shock he
turned away from me, his face slightly red. Good. I hoped he was embarrassed
because he made such a fool of himself, and ashamed because he
tackled a poor, innocent, helpless, girl—though I knew that last part was a
bit of a stretch.

When he didn’t try to
pummel me, I stood up, never taking my offended eyes off of him. It
was almost funny. Almost. You could pretty much see the wheels turning in his head.
It wasn’t hard to figure out what he was thinking. He was trying to
confirm if what his mind perceived was really what his eyes were
seeing. When he’d finally figure it out, he’d be struck stupid, not
knowing what to say to the little freak in front of him.

He stood there, took a deep breath,
turned back to me, and took another deep breath. He didn’t turn
away this time and stared at me. Good for him. I looked into his
eyes. Something wild and unknown lurked behind them. Calm, but
irate. It was weird, but I didn’t care. I also saw fear.

It was that moment I
decided that I absolutely did not
like him. I grabbed my slingshot and some ammo
out of my rucksack behind my back. If he wanted trouble, he’d get
it. I ruled at marks and wouldn’t miss—or mind—hitting him.

I slowly inched towards my bike. He
just stared at me like most people did, but with him, it just
seemed offensive. When he didn’t say anything, I decided that I
would. “Why’d you push me?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. Just
sort of shook his head and ignored me. Anger roiled through me. Who
was he to pretend he didn’t hear me when he just spent half the
day staring at
me? “Why did you push me?” I asked more forcefully.

“Will you SHUT UP!” He
yelled so suddenly I jumped. It was so uncalled for. I wondered
what his problem was. “God. You’re so annoying!”

I’m annoying!
He pushed and screamed at me. He wouldn’t even
answer me, but I was annoying. “You’re the one who came out of
nowhere and tackled me for absolutely-no-reason-at-all. Who are
you to throw names around, you
dunce? Try not lose your head when you
have it screwed off so far. Jerk!”

The boy made a frustrated
sound, turned to the tree, then back to me. I looked up to where
the bulge was, but it was gone. Just like that. Like it had never
been there. I didn’t even see it move. There was no way to describe
my shock. What! “Wh—”

He bowed his head, pinched the skin
between his eyes, and sighed. Loudly. “I’m not going to ask what’s
wrong with you, because you clearly have problems,” he said in a
voice thick with ire, “so I’ll just get to the point. What are you
doing here?”

I couldn’t believe him. He
assaults me, insults me, and he still hadn’t answered
my question, but had to
nerve to ask me one, all while insulting me more. Now he was sitting here
expecting me to answer him like he was some king on his throne or
something. Not only that, but I was starting to suspect that he
knew something about the now bulge-less tree. Something that he
didn’t want me to know. Which is probably why he pushed me? Well,
two could play that game. Behind my back, I loaded my
slingshot, just in case, and took another step towards my bike. He blew out a heavy
breath.

“I’ll ask the real
questions here: What is your
problem? And what are you doing here? Why did
you push
me? And what was
th—”

“Do you think this is a
game?” he asked, uncrossing his arms. His face turned an angry red,
and he clenched and unclenched his fist impatiently. A sure sign
that he wanted to hit me. I gripped my slingshot tighter.
Let him try it.

“Do you think this is a game?” I mocked
him as I took another step back. Only this time he took a step
towards me. I hoped he wasn’t going to make a thing of this. It’d
make my life simpler if he didn’t.

“You’re not supposed to be
here,” he said through clenched teeth. He
took another step towards me. I took two steps back. I wondered if
I made a go for my bike if he’d come after me. I quickly did a
double take, and couldn’t see my bike behind all the
brush.

That was good, I think. If I couldn’t
see it, neither could he. I looked him over and figured he’d
probably chase me if I ran, but probably wouldn’t catch me
depending on whether I went for my bike or not. I’d probably have
to leave my bike and hope that it was still here later. There was
no way I was going to get another one. It was the very last one in
Aureole. Probably in the world.

“Neither are you,” I
said. “This is
private property.”

Trespassing on private
property was a major offense, which had serious consequences no
matter what the situation. If you were caught and someone could
prove it, not only would you be jailed and fined as a formal
punishment, but the property owner could also choose an
informal punishment to
their liking. While most people were satisfied with the formal
punishments, some people got off on the informal
ones—which I
heard could be anything from a flogging, to losing a finger or a
toe. I’m sure it’d be illegal elsewhere, but not here. It’s how I
knew he wouldn’t tell on me. Then he’d have tell how he knew I was
here, and couldn’t without incriminating himself.

His face cooled and he
gave me a simpering look. “Actually, I am. You see, my
family owns this
property. You, on the other hand, are not supposed to be here. So I’ll ask
again: What-are-you-doing-here!”

My grip on my slingshot slackened to
the point where I almost dropped it. His words played over and over
in my head, but my mind wouldn’t make sense of them. Not because
they were hard to understand. He made sure that I understood them.
No. It was the meaning of those words that were so awful. If he was
telling the truth, I was in so much trouble, and that was saying
something.

Dread built in my chest and flooded my
body, making it feel rigid and stiff. My throat felt dry and tight
all of sudden, and my mind wouldn’t work. I couldn’t go to jail.
Not now, or ever, for that matter. It’d ruin everything on top of
my already ruined world.

I opened my mouth to say something.
Closed it. Opened it again, and closed it again. It had been a long
time since I couldn’t find anything to say. Even if I could think
of something, I’d probably choke trying to get it out of my tight
throat.

Shoe’s on the other foot
now, the wind said unhelpfully.

Shut up!
I grabbed my head in frustration. The wind really
wasn’t helping, and I didn’t need any discouraging voices in my
head right now. Even worse, that guy now had a self-satisfied smile
on his face. I was put in my place, and the whole situation was now
in his favor. I was scared and he knew it. Knew it and liked
it.

He crossed his arms. “Well?” he
sneered at me.

I should’ve ran when I had
the chance. It’d be bad if I tried now. I felt like an idiot, and
it didn’t help that I was mouthing off to him
earlier—especially that bit about private property. He could be
lying, but I couldn’t take that chance. Everyone had a freakin bone
to pick with me in this town and would just jump on an excuse, any
excuse, given by anybody, to get rid of me. I stuck
out, and all he had to do was describe me to the police, and they’d
hunt me down.

I had to play this cool. If I softened
up to him and played on the side of his now oversized ego, then
maybe he’d let me go. “I’m just, you know, passing through. I’m
going to school and didn’t want to be late,” I said as mildly as I
could, given the situation.

For a moment, he seemed to
consider what I said, and I thought that I might be off the hook,
but then he just brushed it off. “That isn’t an excuse.
It’s illegal to trespass. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t turn you in?” he
asked brazenly. Butt-hole!

Time to turn up the suck
up meter, the wind tried.

I groaned internally.
Quit talking to me, I told it, but it was right.

“Please don’t!” I begged
in my most miserable voice. “I’m really sorry. I really shouldn’t
have trespassed. I know, but, but, I just, I really don’t want any
trouble. I’m so,
so sorry!” It was all great, only it wasn’t an act, at least not
anymore.

My eyes began to burn, and
my body began to tremble in fear, and I hated it! I could only
think, Shame on me, because I got cocky. I’ve been coming through here for years
and never had any problems. What was one more day, huh? A day that
had started off so nice was turning into a nightmare. That sounded
about right. That was my life. A freakin nightmare. I knew how bad
routines were, but I still developed one. Now look where I
was.

I looked at the boy,
hoping that I’d get lucky, and my plea would somehow reach his
black heart. Long odds? “Well, that’s really too bad, isn’t it,” he said
as he rubbed his chin with his thumb, “but I think it’d go to your head if
I let you go.” Crap!

An evil grin spread across his face. I
had no such luck, especially with the opposite sex. I was going to
rot in jail with nine toes. I wondered if he’d change his mind if
he saw me in a red jumpsuit. Red really wasn’t my color. It just
didn’t suit me.

“No, you can’t!” I
pleaded.

“Can’t I?” he taunted. I
hoped that he was just teasing me. I looked into his eyes for any
hint that he might be joking. He comfortably wore a ‘try me’ face,
and my last hope went up in flames. I felt like a bubble after it’s
been popped. Shattered.

“You don’t know what
they’ll do to me,” I whispered, only because I wasn’t sure myself.
I had a pretty good idea, and I probably wouldn’t make it to jail
if everybody had their way. I put my head down, and could only make
out the green and brown blur that was the ground through my
bangs.

“That’s too bad, isn’t it,” he said. Seeing me break down was
giving him too much pleasure. He might not have been from around
here, but he had the same malicious spirit everyone else here had.
I squeezed my slingshot so tight it hurt. I’ll show him. “Oh,
wel—Ack!”

“Well that’s a way to
treat a lady. I thought I taught you better than that, little bro,”
a new voice scolded my tormentor just as I was taking aim. Shocked,
I put my slingshot back behind my back. I was surprised to see
another boy had my tormentor in a headlock. The new boy looked a
lot like the other one, only he was better looking, taller,
slimmer, had more of a build, way longer hair, and brilliant warm
green eyes.

He was also very naked.
Half naked, I mean. Without a shirt. Showing off his wiry physique,
his brawny arms, sinewy abs, and a strange tattoo on his broad
bronzed chest. I quickly turned away as heat rose to my face. It
was ridiculous how handsome these guys were. Did they fall out of
the Red Top Prince mag, or were they just banished from the heavens.
Gees.

Don’t be rude. Say
hi. I made an impatient sound at the wind.
Today sucks.

“Hey, Little Bird, are you
alright. This butt-hole
didn’t do anything to you, did he?” the new boy
asked with a gentle smile. He had a smooth, even voice you could
dance to, and he definitely had a western accent.

Little
bird, I thought just a little snubbed. I
guess he was addressing me, but he did seem nicer than the other
guy. And if I heard right, he was something like, if not, the older
brother. He sounded gentlemanly enough. I figured if I played my
cards right, he could probably help me.

“I’m fine,” I said on a
sniffle, looking away from him. I didn’t have to reach too far to
sound pathetic. But I also didn’t want him to see me so he wouldn’t
change his mind. My hair was short, but my bangs were long and did
a good job of covering my face.

“He’s mean. He called me
an ugly, dumb coon, and said that he was going to have me
arrested.” I raised my
arm to my eyes to wipe away real tears that were about to fall, and
sniffled again.

The mean boy was speechless, and the
newer one bopped him on the head hard enough for me to hear it.
“Ow!” the mean boy growled. I almost smiled.

“What the hell is wrong
with you, Bran? You’re always making pretty girls cry. If mom was
here, she’d have a fit. You know
better than that!” the new boy chided the mean
one.

Pretty? Wow. This
guy had another thing coming to him if he thought
I was pretty. He hadn’t
even seen my face yet, and he was already calling me
pretty. It was stretch
by a long shot. I wasn’t pretty. I was beautiful beyond human
comprehension, but most people just didn’t get that. He must be one
of those guys, a playboy, who complimented every girl no matter who
they were, wherever he went. I guess that would explain the “Little
bird” remark. Boy he’s
arrogant.

“Me! I. She. That girl has
a mouth like a viper. And she’s a coo—” he was cut off by another
bop and a “Watch your mouth.” I looked up at the all too familiar
word, anger swelling in me.

“I’m not a coon, you
nitwit, so quit calling me that!” I yelled. I saw that the new boy
no longer had the younger one in a headlock, but now had him by the
scruff of his brown jacket. He looked at me, and his eyes widened
in surprise. Crap!

He let go of his brother, who pulled
too hard and fell over. I narrowed my eyes and said nothing else.
At this point, I didn’t care anymore. Let them try hauling me off
to jail. It’s not like I had many options anyways.

“See!” the boy, Bran,
pointed at me. “I told you she had a mouth on her, and look at what
she’s done to her fac—” Bran was cut off again by the other boy,
but this time the boy took Van’s face in his hand and shoved him
back, all while walking towards me, never taking his eyes from
mine. He had this very intense look in his eyes that I didn’t
understand. I retightened my grip on my slingshot, and braced
myself as he came near.

The new guy stood there
doing nothing but staring at me. I wondered if it was a family
trait. The other boy, Van, got up more than a little ticked off,
and glared at us both. I was vastly unnerved by the guy’s staring
and became impatient. What is their
problem?

“What?” I
asked.

“Wow,” he
replied.

“What!” I nearly yelled. I
was very unsettled not knowing if I should run or fight.

The boy covered his mouth with his
hand, then used the same hand to push his long, shiny, black hair
back. He let out a shaky breath. “It’s just that… well… I’ve never
seen anyone as beautiful before. As you, I mean. Actually that’s
wrong. No. I mean, it’s right. No. But. Yeah. There are no other
words to describe it. Okay.”

Huh? My jaw nearly fell off of the rest of my face. I must not
have heard him right. Or he probably didn’t know what he was
saying. I hadn’t even realized I was staring at him, mouth hanging
open. I wanted to say something, but once again, I was struck
speechless. I mean, what could I say?

“What! You have got to be
kidding me! You’re joking, right?” Vance said, clearly appalled. I
turned to look at him, and his face reflected what I felt.
Unforeseen astonishment.

I mean, when I woke up
this morning I didn’t expect anything out of the ordinary.
Especially not shape-shifting trees and godly boys coming out of
nowhere. I certainly didn’t expect one of those said boys to tell
me I’m a beauty queen or something. Today
is so abnormal.

The only thing believable
here was Vain. Despite me not liking him, he had a point. No one
I’d ever met before ever
thought I was beautiful. This guy in front of me
had to be playing some kind of joke. Bain clearly knew him better,
so I took his word that the other guy was joking.

The guy in front of me turned towards
him. “Shut up! And get over yourself, will ya!” He turned back to
me and gave me a smile so sweet, I could almost taste it. Honey and
berries and all. It gave me a weird gooey feeling that made me feel
icky.

His perfect face also muddled my
thoughts a bit, and made me less angry at him for trying to fool
me. It wasn’t fair, and I wasn’t going to let him trick me,
especially considering my situation.

Too much pride,
the wind sighed. I
sighed too. I didn’t need any of this.

“I’m sorry. I haven’t
introduced myself. I’m Rey, and you’ve already met
Brandon. You’ll have to
excuse my brother. You’ve probably figured it out already, but he’s
sort of a prick. You get used to it,” Rey whispered that last part.
I definitely agreed with him. His brother was a prick. I almost
smiled, but I didn’t want to get pulled into his little
joke. Why would I get used to it,
anyways?

“But he’s right,” I said
quietly, and both brothers turned to me surprised that I had agreed
with Brandon. “I
don’t think your joke is very funny, and I don’t like being made
fun of,” I said because it was true.

I sighed. If my day hit this bad of a
snag this early, it could only mean that it was going to go
downhill from here. If I was going to jail, then I wasn’t going as
a laughing stock. “Don’t make fun of the way I look or you’re going
to tick me off,” I told him.

Rey frowned at me, and was
about to say something, but Brandt beat him to it. “Yeah, right.
What are you going to do anyways? Throw trash at us? Make us dirty
like you? Or maybe you’ll start crying again and bore us to death
with some weak story about how sorry you are. I don’t even know why
we’re even putting up with this. You’re a criminal, and I’m calling
the police.” He said that, but didn’t move an inch from where he
stood with his arms crossed.

I was pissed. Mostly
because he noticed and just had
to say something about me being
dirty—which meant
other people would notice—but also because he literally
called me sorry.

“Damn it, Bran! What the
hell is your problem!” Rey turned to me again, frowning. “I’m sorry
about my brother. He obviously isn’t thinking straight. He’s
normally not this rude. He
isn’t going to do anything. He’s just saying that.
Right!”

“Says you. She’s
trespassing. And we both know why she
isn’t supposed to be here.” Some hidden
message passed between them, and the air cooled like ten degrees. I
think they were fighting silently.

It was such a shame when brothers
fought. Especially over a beautiful girl like me. I thought to say
something, or maybe I should just go, but that last part caught my
attention. There wasn’t anything here that was interesting enough
to hide, or so I thought, but Brandon really didn’t want me
here.

The question is
why? For once, I actually agreed with the
wind.

“Well, she is, and nothing
happened, so why are you making such a big deal out of this? Yeah,
sure, she’s in our woods. So what! Get over it, and
shut up!” Rey
said.

I was disappointed when Bran didn’t
counter, but stood there red in the face, clenching and unclenching
his fist. Too bad. I guess I wasn’t going to find out anything
after all. Since that was the case, and they weren’t going to
report me for trespassing, I didn’t see any reason for me to
stay.

“Um,”—I cut in, snapping
both brothers attention back to me—“since you’re not going to have
me arrested, can I go now? I promise we won’t ever hafta have this
conversation again.”

“What? Aw. Do you have to
go? We just met,” Rey said like a child.

I frowned at him. I still couldn’t
tell if he was serious or if he was messing with me. It was
probably the latter, but the wind was telling me he wasn’t a bad
guy after all.

Rey sighed and put his hand behind his
head. “Please don’t make that face. It really doesn’t suit you. You
know, I was serious about what I said. I wasn’t trying to make fun
of you, or offend you or anything. It’s just that I’ve never met
anyone like you before. It surprised me. And I meant every word I
said. You really are an exotic beauty,” he said with a cheeky
smile.

My frown deepened, and I bit my lip. I
was really confused now. I didn’t know if I’d prefer him teasing me
or him being serious. I still didn’t know if he was serious or not.
I did like his smile though. However, he was probably sly or a
playboy and therefore dangerous. So I put him in the “like, but
have to keep my guard up” category.

I looked deep into his eyes and saw
that behind his laid-back manner he was struggling to keep
something redoubtable in check. He had it pinned, but that could
always change. I wondered if he knew that. Most people
didn’t.

Brandon, who watched us quietly, made
a horrible noise in the back of his throat and seemed to find his
voice. “Why are you defending that dirty coon!” he yelled at his
brother.

It must’ve been a delayed
reaction due to the argument they were having before, but I wasn’t
sure. What I was sure of was that I was mad. I told him not to call
me that, and this time he called me a “Dirty coon!” “I told you not to call me that,”
I said.

“Shut up,
coon! I wasn’t talking to you,” he spat
at me.

Rey was about to tell his brother off,
but I gripped my loaded slingshot, and with expert speed, aimed and
shot a bubble right at his perfect little nose. He yelped in
surprise when the bubble hit its mark and shattered on his face,
which spilt violet powder all over him. “I warned you,” I
said.

“Oh, yeah. Some warning.
I’ll be sure to stay clear of you. Dumbass.” I just stared at
him.

Above us, there was rustling, and that
sensation washed over me again. That agitation. I hadn’t even
realized it was gone. I started to look up when Rey clapped his
hands and made me jump.

“What did you just do?”
Rey asked, trying to divert me. “I mean, what was that
stuff?”

That sensation gradually faded, but I
couldn’t help but feel like Rey was trying to distract me. “You’ll
see. Watch. It’s nothing dangerous. Just something to keep bullies
in their place.”

“That sounds interesting,” he said.

Brandon looked at us angrily. I
watched his face twist uncomfortably, and he began to squirm. “What
did you just do?” he asked, and began scratching frantically. He
suddenly keeled over and made hushed yapping sounds as he rolled on
the ground scratching. The visible skin on his face, neck, and
hands were all flushed fire red.

Who’s the Coon now?
Huh! I thought. The wind just sighed like
I did a bad thing.

I made a satisfied “Humph” sound. Rey,
on the other hand, started chuckling, which turned into outright
laughter. It surprised me. I figured he’d be mad at what I’d done
to his brother. I would’ve been, but it only seemed to amuse
him.

“Remind me not to piss you
off, okay? What is that stuff, anyways?” Rey struggled to say
through his fit. It was sort of funny to watch so I allowed myself
a smile.

“It’s coon dust. It’s
normally for rabbits and cats and stuff to, you know, roll in, but
I found out it makes a nasty itching powder when it gets on your
skin,” I said, gesturing to his brother, who was now flopping on
the ground crying.

It only made Rey fall
over, grasping his stomach. Laughs racked his entire body. He was
even more beautiful when he laughed. He didn’t have one of those
annoying or hysteric laughs with guffaws or wheezes, but a gentle
chortle reminding me of wind blowing and music playing. It was
actually very comforting. I hadn’t heard anyone laugh
like that in a very long
time. It made me sad in a way.

Rey laughed for a moment longer before
he struggled to get back under control. When he finally faced me,
he was still snickering under his breath. “You kill me,” he said,
rubbing his eyes. “So. I told you mine’s, why don’t you tell me
yours, hm?”

“Huh?” I asked confused. I
had no idea what he was talking about. Told me what? Tell him what?
I wondered.

“Your name,” he said. “Can
I have your name, please?” He walked until he was within inches of
me. I chose that moment to remember he was very handsome and very topless.
“Well?”

An uncomfortable heat
crawled through my body and made sure to scald the skin under my
cheeks. I realized that I was staring and jerked my head in a
different direction in an awkward motion that almost made me lose
my balance. So embarrassing!

“Hey, come on. Don’t be
shy. I don’t bite, you know. Unless you want me to,” he said
playfully, but I mostly wasn’t paying attention. I was too caught
up with my own internal dilemma to care.

It was so weird. Someone
asking for my name and not calling me one. I didn’t know how to
respond. I mean, I still didn’t know if I could trust him, but he
seemed like he could be a good friend, but he could also be a
complete mug, but he definitely didn’t seem like one.
What a dilemma.

I sighed. My name was for
me. Is mine. Like my true self, or a secret title. Something
precious. And to give it to someone—especially someone who was asking
to have it—was
something special, but very dangerous. Almost like giving someone a
type of power over me that others didn’t have. I’ve read stories
where if you gave certain types of creatures your
name—like a
witch, or Baba Yaga—they could forever use it against you. That’s why rashly
giving out your name could result in you losing your
soul.

I was lucky. I was deemed
a freak of nature, so people mostly came up with their own names
for me, no matter how inappropriate or insensitive. Generally,
people didn’t ask for my name, and in turn, I didn’t have to answer
to them. So this situation—as simple as it
seemed—was quite
difficult for me. I mean, do I give him my real name in the hopes
that we might be
friends—which
were highly overrated—or do I blow him off and give him my very popular bogus
title.

I looked at the pretty boy still
flailing all over the ground, already forgetting his name. I think
it started with a P, no, a B. Whatever. I looked at his exceedingly
handsome, seemingly nice, but very expectant brother. In the little
time that I’ve known them, they seemed completely different, almost
like day and night, despite them looking alike. I wondered how my
day took such a nosedive that I would meet them.

Without warning, ringing went off
somewhere nearby, snapping me out of my thoughts. Both Rey and I
turned our heads in the direction of the sound.

Oh no. That wasn’t any good. That was the bell reminding me that I
had less than two minutes to get to school or my butt was gonna get
it.

“Crap,” I said, turning on
heel. “I’m sorry, I have to go,” I said hastily, grateful I had an
excuse to get away from them. I was so brain-missing. First getting
all caught up with that weird tree, then with whether or not I was
going to spend the rest of my life in jail. I forgot all
about not being
late for school. Especially since it was the last day. If I left
now, I could probably make it in time. I was actually very close to
the school.

Just as I was gaining velocity, a hand
grabbed my arm and reeled me back. I was so stunned-shock by the
fireball that grip sent crashing through my system. I turned to see
Rey looking just as shocked as I was, and wondered if he really was
some kind of god.

It was all so
disconcerting.

“Whoa, I’m sorry,” he
said, letting me go as if I
was on fire. He wiped his hand on his pants, and
I had to suppress thoughts of him being disgusted from touching me.
I half wondered if he was sorry for grabbing me in the first
place—although he
nearly charred me. Whatever. It only made me wearier of
him.

“It’s just that we just
met, and you already seem like you’re desperate to get away from
me,” he sighed and laced his hands behind his head.
Busted. It made me feel
kind of guilty, but he gave me a coy smile. “Why not, I don’t know,
hang out with us for a bit?”

His
brother—Brolly, I
think—bristled. I
think he was trying to say, “No!” but it came out a startled,
“NOAUGWA!” I had to pinch myself to keep from laughing.

I didn’t have time for this. I
couldn’t escape one crisis just to end up in another. “I can’t be
late,” I told him. I heard his brother mumble something like
“Ungrateful” but I didn’t care about him at this point. “Besides, I
don’t think he wants me around. I really have to go. Thanks,
though.”

He started to say something about his
brother, but I turned around, and this time, I ran all out before
anything could stop me again. Then he yelled, “Hey!” I turned, and
running backwards I yelled, “I’ll be late for school!”

Then he yelled,
“Then how about later.
There’s a festival in town, I’ll meet you there!”

And even though there was no way I
could possibly meet him there, I yelled back, “Maybe!” Then I
turned forward. I thought that he might be done, but he surprised
me.

“Wait! I still didn’t get
your name!” I nearly tripped. I didn’t answer him. I wasn’t going
to give him my name. Although it made me squirm uncomfortably. I
mean, didn’t I owe him somehow? His evil brother scared the living
daylights out of me, and he crashed in like a prince and saved the
day. It wasn’t like he was asking for much.

Just a name,
the wind said. My
name, I told it. But…

Maybe we could be
friends, I hoped in the back of my mind. I
stopped at the top of a steep incline that led to my school, and I
turned back. “Hey, Rey! My Name! It’s STORM!” I wasn’t sure if he
heard me, and I kind of hoped that he hadn’t. So I was surprised
when he yelled back, “Well, it was nice to meeting you, Storm! I’ll
see you later.”

Electricity jumped through me. It was
nice to meet me? I raised my hand and waved hello, despite no one
being there. I felt my cheeks flush for like the umpteenth time
today. I had a friend. A nice friend (I hope). His name was
Rey.

I jumped up, and let out a joyous
sound like, “yippee,” but when I landed, I lost my footing, and
went tumbling down the incline.
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I’M going to be
late, I thought frantically as I ran
through the school gates.

The freakin audidoors were
slowly sliding close, and it was looking like I’d be on the wrong
side of them when they did. Crap!
Move! Looks like I wasn’t the only
one.

My legs burned fiercely, and no matter
how much air I sucked in, I couldn’t get enough to my lungs. Still,
I ran hoping that I might make it. It was a long odd, but I’d
try.

The door was a few inches open and I
was right there. I wedged myself through the tiny entrance, and…
got stuck.

I tried—to no effect—to push the door open enough to
squeeze through, but was met with a strained, grating noise.
Great! I was jammed in
the flippin door, and the stupid thing was still trying to split me
in half. Crap! This can’t… be… happening!

“Ow!” I screamed at the
stupid thing as if it would magically grow a heart and open for me.
If anything, it’d probably squeeze me even harder. I was already in
a painfully tight squeeze. It didn’t need to be any tighter. I was
definitely going to have a mark.

I heard giggles moving
away from me and felt a swell of anger. “Ha, ha. Very funny. Now
could you help me? Please!” I knew it was stupid to ask, but
maybe they would
grow a heart. The giggles bloomed into full out laugher that faded
as whoever walked away. Nope. It wasn’t worth asking. They didn’t
have hearts.

I said, “Please,”
I thought angrily. Sheesh.

I guess I was on my own.
Not like that was
anything new. Me vs. The Killer Audidoor from Hades. Round
two. Ding. I
already had a new strategy. Instead of trying to push the door in
the opposite direction, which wasn’t working—in fact, it was making
it worse—I’d just concentrate on pushing and
pulling myself through. I was more in than out anyways.

I reached my arm over my
head, braced my elbow and foot on the doors, and firmly placed my
other foot—still outside—on the ground, and began to push
and pull myself in. I sucked in my no-gut making myself
skinnier, and
what do you know? I fell through. Hard. And on my arm. But still
through.

The door slid shut with an
indignant “Clap” while I got up with a
“Whoop!”

I won. I wasn’t crushed by
the sliding door of doom, and
I was in school before the door closed, so
technically, I wasn’t late. It wasn’t star-studded, but I’d take
it. Maybe this was a sign that my day wasn’t going to be a total
crapfest. A little optimism never hurt anyone. I was betting my
luck had already changed.

Brushing myself off, I
headed to the first wing past everyone’s storage units. I took my
time because I didn’t have to be in class right away. As I was rounding the
corner, I heard a high-pitched charging sound that I knew
way too well.
Before I could react, a blinding, white hot pain met my cheek. I
collided into the wall while shielding my face from any further
damage and flopped on my butt. Ow, Ow,
Ow!

“Missed again,” someone
laughed. I looked up to see a group of people, and not just any
group of people, but the school
deputies. My luck had just gotten
worse.

School deputies were
school appointed bullies with the authority to beat up on other kids.
They were marked by navy blue smocks if they were girls; similarly,
the same colored vest if they were boys. They stalked the halls,
exempt from classes, looking for prey, and hunted in packs when
they found it. They made people’s school lives practically
unlivable. The Syndicate figured that that was exactly what a school
filled with miserable, intolerant kids forced to gather together in
the morning needed. Other miserable, intolerant kids,
with power, making all
of our lives even more miserable and intolerable. So naturally,
they were either extremely popular, or extremely
unpopular. I didn’t
understand any of it, but I’m sure it made sense to
somebody.

There were four of them
today. I knew all of them from years together at this
funfest called school.
From left to right was Coli Reiver; a drab, Pale-head girl my age,
who could stand to miss a few meals; Etten Witco; our school
prince, with his long legs, beefy arms, hazel eyes, and dark skin;
March Calexico; a tall, gawky boy my age, and school heart-throb
with his black hair, and oh-so-blue
eyes. He was the newest addition to the group to
replace Etten, and in my opinion—though a lot of girls would
disagree—was
quite ugly with his sunburned skin. Then there was the one who hit
me: Irwin Phlegym.

Irwin Phlegym was one of
my many nemeses. He was one of those kids you used to be friends
with when you were younger, but who slammed the gate shut right in
your face—hurting
your nose—when
they got the notion that they were somehow better than you,
when they weren’t.

After we started school, him and his
friends would jump and gang up on me. He literally made it a
competition for the rest of the school to break my soul. I guess he
didn’t know that a demon stole it ages ago. There was nothing to
break.

I guess some people would call him
handsome in that preppy, clean-cut, spic and spiffy way. He was
tall, and sort of jockey, with gelled back blond hair, and
gray-blue eyes. There were rumors he was already a member of a
crime org. It couldn’t be true, though. He was this town’s golden
boy, and thought Aureole revolved around him. It probably did. His
dad was mayor and his mother was principal here. So naturally, it
was his job to make the resident freak’s life, mine,
miserable.

Up until last year, I
thought that he hated my guts. That’s what we all thought, until me and Bexley
stole his diary in ultimate vengeance. Bexley hacked into the school’s
broadcast link and read all of Irwin’s most
private—and
embarrassing—secrets to everyone. It was a riot. At least until he got to
the horrible part about Irwin wanting me in the sickest way
possible. Bexley stopped reading and drowned the book in the boy's
urinal so I couldn’t read it. No matter how many times I asked him,
he’d never tell me what he read that’d make him react like that. It
had embarrassed Irwin so much that he avoided me completely. It was
great.

Until last month, that is, when his
confidence in torturing others returned with a vengeance, and he
cruelly began distressing students again. Me particularly, when he
got the chance. Like today. He had a mini stunrod, which were only
supposed to be issued to senior hall deputies, and a menacing
demeanor as he loomed over me. He hit me once already, and, with
the way he toyed with his stunrod, I assumed he was rather keen to
do it again.

I hated stunrods. The mini
ones weren’t so bad, but the real ones were just awful. Stunrods were like rods
made of light that used a type of energy called hero. Hero, which
is some very powerful stuff, was used to power high-end cities
(Aureole used electricity), vehicles, barriers, and weapons like
guns and stunrods. They made good weapons because they could safely
neutralize people—or animas—without harming them. It stunned the nervous system and
immobilized whoever it hit, but I was a special case. Instead of
stunning me, they bruised or tore through my flesh like red hot
bats. So people used them on me in place of traditional
punishments. Like Irwin here.

Today just isn’t my
day. My cheek burned, and I was sore from
tumbling down the incline, plus my recent battle with the audidoor.
And, now, Irwin of all things. I went straight into defense mode.

“That hurt! You had no right to hit me. I’m not late,” I told
him still sitting on my butt, holding my swelling cheek. I watched
him as he purposefully played with the button on the stunrod and
made the mesmerizing red light appear and disappear. He seemed like
he was carefully considering something. I really didn’t want to
know what.

While the rest of the gang looked
bored, a smile slowly crept across Irwin’s face. I cringed
internally. There was no telling what was going on in his swarmy
blond head. He opened his mouth to say something, but was cut off
by Coli.

“Oh, let’s see?” she said
in her shrieky voice. She put her hand up to count off her fingers.
“You’re late,”—one finger—“you’re dirty,”—two fingers—“you’re ugly,”—another
stubby finger—“pathetic,”—four
thick fingers—“and, oh, what else?” she said, putting a piggy pinky
to her lips, pretending to really think hard about something. “Oh,
that’s right! An embarrassment to this entire establishment, and an
all-around sad excuse for a human being. I swear! You should just
go crawl back into whatever hole you came out of, and
die!” she shrieked at
me.

Ouch. I knew she resented me, but never to that extent. It was no secret that
she was madly in
love with—gag—Irwin, and it seriously irked her
when he paid any attention to me—no matter how negative—but I was rooting for her to win
Irwin’s heart so the two of them could go elope, and
leave me alone. Even so,
she told me to go die. How
mean.

“Whoa,” I said, “isn’t
that kind of extreme. And harsh? And I’m not late. Otherwise, I’d be outside. Hello? I’m sitting
right here.
Taking your abuse.”

I hated punishment, so I
usually wasn’t late, although, technically, I wasn’t late today
either. Everything else Coli said was stupid. Except for me being
dirty. I was usually very neat, but today, I was very dirty. I was
covered in mud, dirt, and grass stains. And she might’ve thought
that I was ugly, but so did everyone else. I certainly didn’t feel that way.
Especially since an insanely handsome guy called me an “Exotic
beauty.” And it’s really hard to disgrace such a pitiful excuse for
a school. I sniggered.

“Come off it,
coo—freak.” March
caught himself. I snapped my head towards him. He almost called me
a coon, but I guess he learned his lesson from a few months ago. He
called me that name after I warned him not to, but like everyone else, he thought
it was funny and kept calling me it until I flipped out on him. It
took three people to pull me off of him. Everyone here
knew better than to call
me that. It drove me absolutely bonkers.

Irwin charged the stunrod and hit me
again. This time on my leg. I didn’t cry out, but made a noise of
pain under my breath. Coli laughed, March frowned, and Etten had
his head turned away, and looked uncomfortable. I think he hated
being a deputy, but, if you were chosen, it was like the Syndicate
handing you a medal, and the key to a good future. In this town,
that was a lot, and didn’t happen enough, so nobody ever turned it
down no matter what their convictions were.

Bexley did,
the wind told me. I huffed. Is this really the time? I asked
it.

Irwin smiled at me. “Oh,
come on,” I
whined, “What’s your problem?” I was getting angry and was trying
really hard not to say something that I would regret to the nut
with the torture device. My face and leg already hurt.
What does he want, now!

Once again, he didn’t answer me. He
just stood there smiling, which was starting to freak me out.
Normally, he just loved the sound of his own voice and nothing I’d
say could ever shut him up for long. This was just weird. Lately
he’d been acting strange. I didn’t like it. Not one little
bit.

We all just sat there for
a bit. All of us confused, but
Irwin. I wasn’t getting up until I could go, so I
just sat there with Irwin smiling down on me.

Coli was the first to lose her
patience with a frustrated noise. “Ugh! Why are we just standing
here!” she shrieked, “Why don’t you just—”

“Shut up,” Irwin said,
plain and simple, never taking his eyes off of me.

She just stood there with
her mouth hanging open. Everyone else just stared at Irwin. Some
kids quickly ducked past us not wanting to be made a target.
Buzzing made me look away. There were kids outside waiting to be
let in to receive their punishment. Irwin hit me again in the same
spot. I gave him a scathing look. What the
heck is his problem?

“W-What?” Coli asked,
finally finding her voice. “Why’re you…?” she started, her voice
shaky. “Why’re you taking her
side!” she finished furiously, stomping her foot.
She clearly wasn’t keeping up with what was going on. There
was nothing to
suggest that Irwin was on my side (unless reality was really
warped).

“So annoying,” Irwin said.
He raised his free hand and waved her off. “You’re dismissed. All
of you.” I started to get up, but he hit me again. “I didn’t say
you,” he snapped, and I groaned. I wasn’t too comfortable being
left alone with Irwin of all people. If he tried something, there wouldn’t be any
witnesses if something went wrong.

Etten didn’t miss a beat. He was
already through the door on the other side of the wing. March and
Coli were another story. March just stood there confused, looking
between the three of us, and Coli looked like she was about to
explode. Her pale face was now a bright red, and her chest rose and
fell swiftly as she huffed and puffed. Her eyes darted rapidly
between Irwin and me, until they finally rested on me.

“Why?” she asked in such a
quiet voice I could barely hear her. “Why!” She took a step towards
me, pained anger in her eyes. I hoped they’d be done soon. My butt
was starting to protest sitting on the cold, hard, floor. Sitting
here was becoming rather dull. “Why! WHY IS IT ALWAYS HER!” she
shrieked so loudly that I had to cover my ears. Sheesh.

She pointed at me. “It’s
always her! You and everybody else are always talking about that
ugly freak! You
only look at her!” She tried to rush me, but March hurried and
grabbed her from behind. “WHY!” she screamed.

I watched her as she struggled to get
to me. Irwin turned away from me and watched them like it was an
amusing program. March tried to talk her down, but she was
screeching and thrashing against him so much that I couldn’t make
out what he was saying.

“You stupid whore!” she
screamed in my direction. I sighed. Maybe she wasn’t talking to me?
“You’re sleeping with him aren’t you, you, you freak!” That actually made me
look behind me. She definitely wasn’t talking to me. I had no idea
where she was pulling that crap from. She obviously wasn’t in her
right mind. Anyone interested in Irwin couldn’t be. “You bitch, I
hate y—”

“Get a grip, dumbass,”
Irwin said as he tried not to laugh. “You’re such a freak. It’s
disgusting. It was funny at first, but now you’re just annoying me.
Go away.”

Coli’s mouth dropped open again. She
made a pitiful sound like a wounded animal, then collapsed against
March, sobbing. I think she was saying something, but who could
tell with such eccentric behavior. March looked outraged and turned
on Irwin. He set Coli down and grabbed Irwin by the
collar.

“Yur Stupid bloke.
Whathehell is yer problem! Yu’know she likes yu, and yu pull some
crap like this! What’s wrong with yu! Always going on about
that freak!” he
said, pointing at me. I just sighed. “It’s sick. And now alla
sudden yer on her side! Yur really going to choose ‘er ovar yer friends.
Yer girlfriend!”

I didn’t see how Irwin was
on my side when he just hit me with a
stunrod several times. They must be
wearing rose-cool glasses, unless they were just
that brain-missing. I
sighed again. Why were people always pulling me into their crap?
Huh?

I heard a charging sound, and Irwin
slammed the stunrod into March’s side, and then punched him. March
crumpled to the floor, helpless and unmoving. Irwin kicked him one
last time.

“Get one thing
straight. You and
that slut over
there: you are not my
friends. You’re garbage that I’m kind
enough to humor in my free time,” Irwin said coolly. “Rubbish my
mother picked out of the trash. Nothing else. So I’d advise you to
remember to never put your hands on me again. Now go. And take that slut with
you if you want her so bad. She’s easy, and isn’t worth a
damn.” Ouch.

Coli let out strangled
noise as March struggled to get up. The buzzer was seriously going
off as the kids on the outside grew frantic. I’d let them in, but
it wasn’t my job. It was the deputies job to let them in and
punish them, but they were busy. Poor kids.

March managed to convince
Coli to go with him, and consoled her as they disappeared through
the wing door. That was so messed up, and
a huge waste of brain-space. I sighed. At
least it was over. I think?

“Get up,” Irwin told
me.

Naturally, I stayed down,
which brought another smirk to his face. He seemed completely
unfazed by everything. He walked past me to the door and let the kids in. All of
the younger ones looked scared to death, while the older ones
looked bored as if saying, “Can we please just get this over
with?”

“Get out of my sight,”
Irwin told them, and all of us looked surprised. Most kids weren’t
spared from punishments. I rubbed the most painful spot on my
cheek. I sure wasn’t.

The kids scrambled out of
Irwin’s sight, grateful for the chance. I got up and tried to blend
in with the crowd to make my escape. I noticed a small girl who,
for whatever reason, didn’t quite get it, and stood by the door
looking confused. “I don’t understand. Aren’t we supposed to
be peered?” she
asked. A bunch of kids groaned or slapped their foreheads, and a
few of them giggled.

Irwin turned and, without warning,
jammed his foot into the kids face. I couldn’t help but gasp. The
kid crashed to the floor. She got up teary eyed and stared up at
him. “Happy? Now go,” he said. The kid got up and zoomed past us.
Couldn’t blame her. I was right behind her at the door when Irwin
yelled, “Get back here!”

Crap! I wasn’t a hundred percent sure he was talking to me, so I
turned to look. He stared dead at me. Why
does he always pick on me! I was right at the freakin doors! I
almost flippin made it! I wanted to
scream. I crossed my arms and sulked as the remaining kids tried
not to look at me as they ran past. When the last kid made it
through the doors, in my most indignant voice, I yelled,
“What!”

In a few confident strides, Irwin
diminished the space between us. Instead of cowering like he wanted
me to, I raised my chin, and the smile was back on his face. What I
wouldn’t give to hit him just once. It sucked that he was armed and
in his territory. Anywhere else I would’ve.

He rubbed his chin and
gave me a once over. I suppressed a shudder. “Where were you this
morning?” he asked. He actually sounded like a nice guy. I might’ve
believed he was if I hadn’t just seen him beat up one of his
lackeys, and kick a little girl
in her face. Nice guys just didn’t do
that.

“What do you care,” I
said. I didn’t care if he was a deputy or not. What I did before
and after school was nobody’s business but my own.

“I was looking for you
this morning and couldn’t find you. It’s not like you to be late,”
he said, reaching for my face. I backed away, but he grabbed the
collar of my smock and yanked me closer to him. Then he gently
touched my bruised face. I struggled against his hold, but stopped
when he charged the stunrod. I gave him my most withering look, and
all it seemed to do was amuse him.

“Sorry about this,” he
said, stroking my cheek, “but it’s my job to make sure that ethical
standards are followed. You understand.”

Ethical standards my
butt! Besides, how would he know what was
and wasn’t like me (though he was right)? And why was he looking
for me? And was he seriously apologizing
to me?
It was so bizarre. Maybe reality really was
warped. I was actually curious as to what was going on in his head.
Should I be worried?

“Why were you looking for
me?” I asked because I couldn’t think of anything smart to
say.

All of a sudden his entire demeanor
changed. He dropped both his hands to his sides and became a
picture of seriousness, not that I minded. If he was serious, then
I probably had less to worry about. And gratefully, the smile that
played on his face was gone. “I’m supposed to pick you up,” he
said.

“Pick me
up?” I asked
confused. Pick me up? Not pick on
me? “Seriously? Why?”

I swear. The things people
had the nerve to say to me. Why would it be
anyone’s—much
less Irwin’s—job to “pick me up?” Not unless someone put him up to it, and no one would go so
far. Not for me, at least. Not even Pa.

Pa wanted nothing to do with me, and
he was a.w.o.l. anyways. Omari was long gone, and hated my guts. I
didn’t have any other family, and everyone else wanted nothing to
do with me unless it involved large stones with me being chained
down.

I thought really hard about it, and
could only think of one reason why anybody would send somebody to
pick me up, but I wasn’t sure if that was right either. It was a
very complicated situation.

Pa, well, he kind of lost
it after Omari left. He threw me out and wouldn’t let me come home.
I wasn’t around to know, and was probably too young to do anything
at the time, but Pa began gambling, hard. He racked up a huge debt.
More debt than he could pay back, so the people he owed came after
him and gave him a few good reasons why not paying them was a very bad idea.
After a few bloody run-ins with them, he was finally able strike a
deal with some of
them. That’s where I came in.

Pa might have thrown me
out, but he never surrendered his parental rights over me. Legally,
guardians couldn’t sell
their children, but they could turn their
parental rights over to someone they saw “fit,” and by “fit,” I mean in exchange for something, if that was
the case. I couldn’t even begin to tell anyone how wrong it
was.

But that’s what my Pa did
without my knowledge or consent. Just tossed me to the wolves.
Except, I was way too young to be useful to them, and kids were too
big of a hassle. So the deal was I’d belong to them, but my Pa
would keep me in his ‘custody’ until I was at a useful age.

Then there was last month.
I was so happy when Pa came to pick me up from school. He walked me
to his Fix-It Shop—where he lived—and made me dinner. Then he asked me to stay with
him.

I finally thought that my
life was falling back in place, but then he began dropping little
hints like ‘Duty,’ or ‘Responsibility,’ and
‘Love.’ Then he
gave this tedious speech about how children owe their parents for giving them
life, and how children should do anything to pay them back, along
with a bunch of other crap. I finally lost my patience and told him
to ‘Spit it out!’ and he did. He told me everything about how
he sold me, and
how they’d be coming for me soon.

I’d never be able to
describe the horror and absolute revulsion that I felt towards him.
He left me to fend for myself for years, just to tell me that I had to
sacrifice everything I worked so hard to earn back to fix
his mistake. It was so
messed up. I screamed and threw, or broke, whatever I could get my
hands on.

All he did was sit there,
head in hands, defending his own stupidity. The things he said.
“What could I do?” or “They were going to kill me,” or “I
did what I had to, you have to believe me.” All excuses.

I yelled some truly
obscene things at him, and he just sat there. It wasn’t until I
mentioned Omari that he got angry. I told him that she left him
because he was a failure as a man, and that my younger brother
wasn’t his son, but I was his daughter, so everything was
his fault.

That made him angrier than
I intended. With the way he looked at me, I thought he was going to
kill me. Instead, he hit me. Hard. And in my face. It was horrible.
Not because it hurt—because it really
did—but because he was supposed to be the parent who loved me,
and he had never hit me before. But he did, along with all that
other crap. It made me realize he didn’t love me. He tried to
apologize, but I ran to my makeshift home.

A few days later I went back to his
shop, and then to our old home looking for him so we could
straighten this out, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. I asked
around, and, as it would turn out, he disappeared without a trace.
I didn’t know what happened to him, but I thought I had a pretty
good idea, and had tried to convince myself that it was in no way
my fault, even though some little part of me pinched when I thought
about it.

I thought him ‘going missing’ meant I
was off the hook. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t want to think
about it, and was hoping that maybe I was wrong, and wouldn’t have
to.

Irwin considered me for a
moment, and then shrugged. “The Sublime sent me to pick you up.
They’ve come to collect.” Crap.
My day just got a whole lot
worse.
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“WHAT?” I asked stupidly.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t heard what he
said. I didn’t even want to hear him say it again. It’s just that I
was feeling pretty brain-dead at the moment and didn’t want to make
sense of his words. But I tried anyways.

The Sublime had come to
collect. Me. Like I was loose change, or something owed. My Pa was
missing. Irwin was sent by the Sublime. To collect me. Though my Pa
was missing. Pa had sold me to the Sublime. Not to a brothel or for
cheap labor, but to the freakin
Sublime. And Irwin was a dumb flunkey sent
to pick me up. I
was so unquestionably screwed.

The Sublime was both a
special interest group and a crime organization. Their leader,
Brick, was an Altered—someone born special—who served in the Ispy War,
and used to be
part of the Royal Guard for the President in Multis. But he
must’ve really screwed up because the next thing we knew he was sent here,
to the Crowne, to head the Syndicate. They could’ve sent him
anywhere in America, but
they chose here.
Nowhere. Where he got bored. People talked about how bad
it used to be before he came here, and how it became an absolute nightmare
after he took
over.

Brick came here and
removed certain policies that got in the way of his personal
agenda. Those policies just
happened to be the same ones that
protected people’s and children’s rights and integrities as human
beings. Policies that gave welfare to the poor and limited
criminality and misconduct. Children actually had rights that
protected them, and real
criminals actually got harsh punishments
for real crimes.
But Brick proposed a new bill to the Syndicate that was
passed—but only
after a few members went missing.

This new bill made it
mandatory for people to preside over their own affairs, which
basically meant that it was a grown person’s job to support
themselves and their family—so no welfare. It was also their
responsibility to keep their affairs in check, not the
governments—and
no protection. If a person needed something, it was up to them to
get it, and because children were their parent’s responsibility,
the government left it up to the guardians to decide what would
happen to them, no matter how inane. The Crowne became a hotspot
for criminal activity and illegal sports of all kinds, and the
people suffered. All because of how selfish Brick was.

Aureole was hit the
hardest. We’ve always had low commerce and high poverty, but after
the new policies were put in place we became completely destitute.
I mean, people died like every day now. Pitiful deaths too.
Anything from being beaten to death, to getting a very curable
disease that there were no means to get cured, but most definitely
from starvation. Now they had giveaways to stave that, but if you
were under eighteen, and didn’t have a reliable
guardian—if one
at all—you were
out of luck.

If you weren’t smart, or
careful, you’d suffer here. Parents could literally sell, or
abandon their kids just to get by without any consequences. This
town was lousy with crime, and the rich robbed the poor blind. It
was every man and child for themselves. A freakin war zone if you
didn’t live on the Eastside. And the worst part was
that we had to pay Brick to live like this. That or suffer more. Suffer more or
not at all.

I wondered how Brick and the Syndicate
got away with all of this, and found out that they weren’t off the
hook with the Capitol. I overheard Phlegym telling Island that
Brick basically created the Sublime and split it into two groups.
One group was for the Capitol’s benefit and public eye, where him
and his lackeys kissed babies and gave back to the rotting
communities in the Crowne. Then there was the illicit group. Where
gangsters committed heinous crimes and hurt people, while the
Syndicate and everyone else turned a blind eye. They were the ones
who kept the Syndicate in check and collected debts for the
Sublime.

Brick got off on all of this. He was
rich, while we were poor. He owned the Syndicate and ruled the
Crowne. His kingdom, atrocity, and sin. I had always hated
him.

I’ve never actually seen him in
person. Only on screen, in I.Ps, or in discarded mags. People said
that he was a troll as big as a house, but I didn’t believe he was
a troll. He wasn’t ugly enough. And I wasn’t sure how tall he was,
but I knew he was pretty big.

There were a lot of awful
rumors about him. Like every time he made a public appearance, he
always had a different dame on his arm—most of them Altereds. People said
that he had a thing for beautiful, exotic women, and would pay a
pretty dime for them. When he was done with them, or they were all
used up, he’d eat them.

That part scared
me. I’m a
beautiful, exotic, young girl, and Brick had probably spent a lot
on me. I didn’t want to end up on anybody’s Friday night
plate.

“I’m here to come get you,
which reminds me,” Irwin said, snapping me out of my thoughts,
“we’re behind schedule. Come on.” Irwin grabbed my arm and
practically dragged me outside.

My mind refused to work
properly for some reason, and the only thing I could think
was, Who has a schedule for something like
this? It wasn’t until we were past the
gates and nearly off the school grounds that my brain fired back
up.

My first thought
was, This can’t be
happening, followed by, I have to get
away. My heart began beating a mile a
minute, making it hard to think. The wind was talking, but I
couldn’t hear it over my own panic. I looked around for
something. Anything that might help me, but there was nothing. Only the blazing
sun and various sounds echoing loudly from town.
Think, Storm, think!

We were nearly in town when I finally
stopped and screamed, “WAIT!”

Both of us tripped, and he turned to
me angrily. “What!” he said calmer than I expected.

I can’t go with
you, I thought miserably.
Think! “I, uh, what
about school? I’m only thirteen. I still have to go to
school.”

Irwin gave me a pointed
look. I didn’t blame him. School. Really? That was the best I could come up
with? I’m such an idiot!
“You hate school,” he said in a know-it-all
voice, “Besides, that’s already been taken care of. My mom
couldn’t wait to
un-register you. Come on,” he said, yanking me forward.

What? They aren’t allowed
to do that. I have rights! Or at least I
thought I did. And who was Irwin to pretend like he knew me? I
mean, sure, I hated school, but so did everybody else. That didn’t
mean he had the right to pretend like he was all familiar with my
feelings or anything.

Forget
that, the wind said. Oh, right.

“Wait!” I yelled again.
Irwin turned to me, his face contorting as if he was trying to
conceal something behind it. Irwin had a lot of anger behind his
eyes, but a lot of intelligence as well. I had to think of
something buyable. “What about my, uh, stuff! What
about my things. I can’t just leave them.”

He sighed. “You’ll get new
things.”

Crap! This was not going well. I had to keep trying unless I wanted
to be served with appetizers or whatever rich people ate with the
main dish. “Irwin!”

This time he didn’t stop when I did,
but dragged me forward. The only thing that kept me from a face
full of gravel was his grip on my arm. He sped up, and I had to
sort of jog to keep myself from being dragged. “What!” he
said.

“I forgot something
important, I—”

“Forget it!” he
said.

“It’s important,” I told
him.

“So,” he said.

This was getting me
nowhere. I almost forgot that this was Irwin I was talking to. If I wanted
to get anywhere, I’d have to change my approach.

“Irwin,” I said modestly,
“It’s really important.”

That got his attention. He stopped and
turned to me clearly perturbed.

He took a deep breath, and
then let go of me to cross his arms. I could run, but Irwin was the
fastest freakin boy at our school. He was, or used to be, on the
boys sprint team, and even got sponsors from practically every
country in the world. Even the real
Capitol. I was fast and good at loping, but
between the two of us, Irwin had proven on multiple occasions that
he was the faster runner. I’d never be able to outrun him in all
this open space. So running was a bad idea. It would only piss him
off. My best bet was to get a lot of space between us. From there,
I could make the rest up.

“What is it?” he asked,
“It better be something important.”

Crap. O-k, think about it
for a minute! “Um,” I said. I began
twiddling my fingers. I couldn’t think of anything, and I didn’t
own anything that anybody would think was worth anything no matter
how priceless it was to me. It had to be something Irwin thought
worth letting me go for. I inclined my head. “It’s… embarrassing,”
I said.

That creepy smile was
back, and he bent over until his face was in mine.
Way too close. “Tell me what it is, or I won’t let
you get it.”

I cringed internally and took a deep
breath. I hoped I wasn’t stretching it too much. “It’s an outfit.
Liam gave it to me. It’s really expensive. I really like how I look
in it. I mean. It’s not something, you know, it’s just…” I let that
last part linger, hoping he’d go for the bait.

He did. He brought his fist to his
mouth and his face flushed a little. He was such a
pervert.

Liam was the guy who owned the club/brothel in town. He was a
huge, ugly, dirty, old creep. When school let out he’d scam on the
girls, offering them money or gifts to lore them to his club. From
there he’d threaten them into joining his brothel. He was so low
that he’d bribe starving woman and girls with food to work for him.
He even went after little kids because every once in a while he’d
get request for them. Mentioning that I got anything from him went
with the implication that it was something very dirty.

“Fine,” he said, turning
away from me. I nearly whooped, but then he added, “Where do you
live? We can stop there first.” I nearly collapsed.

“That’s okay,” I choked
out. He wasn’t making this easy. “I can go and meet you in town.
It’ll be faster that way,” I said.

“No, I’d better go with
you. Besides, I’m not in too much of a hurry. We’re not leaving
until later on. I figured I could waste some time with you at the
fest,” he said, trying to sound bored. Somehow, I could tell that
he wasn’t actually bored, but really looking forward to
it.

With everything else that was going
on, I had forgotten today was the beginning of the holiday, and the
start of the festival. Irwin reached into his pocket and pulled out
two gleaming gold tickets. They were all-access passes to the
festival. Those were the best you could possibly have. I heard that
there was no game you couldn’t play and no food you couldn’t eat
with those. I had never been to the festival before, but kids
always raved about it at school.

The cheapest passes for the festival
were so expensive that, even with several jobs, it’d take me
forever to save enough to afford them. I didn’t even want to
imagine how much all-access passes cost.

I remembered Rey’s words.
“There’s a festival in town. I’ll meet you
there.” I
wondered if he was there waiting for me. If Rey could afford to be
at the festival, did that make him rich too? It must be so nice to
be rich. All of a sudden, I didn’t feel too comfortable. Would Rey
still want to be my friend if he found out I was dirt poor and
living in a shed? Most rich people covered their noses and recoiled
from anything that had to do with the poor. Was Rey like that? I
thought about it. Irwin certainly was.

Wait! That gave me an idea.

“Hey, Irwin. Since we’re
not in too much of a hurry, can we finish school first, and then we
can go pick up my outfit. After that, we can spend the rest of the
day playing at the festival,” I said in a chirpy voice.

Irwin gave me a backwards look. “Why
would you want to go to school?”

“Are you joking? This is
my favorite day of the year. You know, because we do that whole
review on the past. Then school’s out until
spring.”—With the
way Irwin looked at me, I’d say he wasn’t buying it—“Look. If it’s
my last day of school, I actually want to spend it at school. Say
goodbye, and thank you, and all that crap. You wouldn’t
understand.”

He considered it, then shrugged. “If
you want to,” he mumbled. “But I’m not. I’ll be back to pick you up
when you get out.”

Yes, he bought it. Now, to put my plan in action.
“Good, then we can stop by The
Gate and get my stuff,”
I said, and watched his face fall as his body stiffened at my
mention of the Gate. Yes!

The Gate wasn’t truly a gate. It was
what everybody called the largest and poorest ghetto in Aureole. It
was a cesspit for the poor and criminals alike, and smelled worse
than the dump. The place was also overrun with bunnies that’d
probably be cute if there weren’t thrice as many of them every time
you turned around. I would know this. I used to live
there.

It was lousy with
displaced people who made due with crappy, old, housing buildings,
broken down homes, and handmade hovels. Some people walked around
partially—if not
completely—naked
because they couldn’t find or afford clothes (or just because they
were crazy, touched, or in a drug haze). People died every day from
starvation or being killed by their neighbors. There was a lot of
crime and murder there.

It wasn’t a place for anyone, much
less children. Too bad no one cared. There were a lot of kids
running around there. What made it scary was that there were way
more crazies who wouldn’t think twice about hurting them.
Enforcers, who were supposed to police the area, didn’t. They were
only sent there as a form of punishment, so, instead, they punished
anyone who got on their nerves, or in their way.

One time, I dropped one of my apples,
and two men tried to beat each other to death over it. When the
Enforcers asked what happened, everyone blamed me, and I got beat
up for inciting an incident. Eventually I was banished from the
Gate. Not the worst thing in the world, but it was still messed
up.

So I knew that there was no way Irwin
would go there. He’d probably get mugged on sight. He let out an
exasperated breath. “Whoa, I’m not going there.”

Oh, really? Why ever
not? “But. But you said you would. I
really need my lacy, red bodi—!” I said, and covered my mouth
before I finished. Oops, did I let too
much slip?

I definitely had Irwin’s attention
now. A familiar chime went off in the school, signaling the start
of class. “Oh, I know,” I said, “How about I run there after
school, then meet you at the festival or wherever.”

“I don’t know,” he said,
scratching the back of his head. He sounded like he did. I wondered
who was being played here. Me or him? Whatever. I didn’t care.

“You don’t trust me?” I
asked, wide-eyed. Then I bit my lip.

When he didn’t answer me,
I sweetly told him, “You should come with me.” He still didn’t
answer, so I offered him a suggestion. “Okay, then—” I looked at
the ground and then back at him. “—how about I go to school, then meet
you after school, then go to the Gate, get what I need, and meet
you at the festival. That way you won’t have to go
all out of your way.
Here.” I offered him my pinky because it was a familiar
gesture.

Irwin thought about it for
a moment. Then the edges of his lips quirked up into a smile. “What
are you? Five? Never mind,” he said, handing me a golden pass.
“Look, I’ll meet you at the fest by the cheese fount at six.
Don’t be late.”

I ran up to Irwin and
squeezed him. He didn’t smell bad. Kind of like cedarwood and
expensive perfume. “Thank you so much, Irwin. You’re the best.”

He looked around and
hesitated before hugging me back. I guess he didn’t want anyone to
see us. He crouched down enough so that he could whisper in my ear.
“You know, I have to inspect that, erm, outfit, you mentioned. So I’ll have
to see it later.”

I groaned in my
head. Pervert! “Oh, yeah, of course. I’ll show you later. After the
festival,” I blathered. Too bad for him that there was no outfit,
or a later, for that matter. I was getting out of this forsaken
town.

Irwin gave me a tight squeeze before
letting me go. He turned and waved me off. He took off with a new
pep in his step. I didn’t watch. Instead, I solemnly walked back to
the school, rang the doorbell, and waited to be let in.

I didn’t have to wait long because
some of the kids were trying to eavesdrop by the door. They let me
in, and kind of just stared at me weirdly. Who cared?

I didn’t make any eye contact as I
readjusted my bag and walked through the wing door, then down the
hallway, but, instead of going upstairs to class, I went downstairs
until I was on the bottommost floor. I walked to the end of the
corridor, opened the very last door, and went in.

I was met with Charlotte,
the black widow that set up home here several months ago. I named
her after a spider in a book I read ages ago. The old spider
considered me for a moment, then went back to doing nothing but
waiting. I rolled my eyes. Spiders.
“Nice to see you, too,” I griped.

I walked to my usual
corner of the room, plopped down on the dingy cushion, and got
comfortable. I looked up at the tiny slit of a window that let
dingy light through its filthy glass. Comfy was my hangout. It’s
where I came during any, and all
my free time at school—or when I skipped classes. I’d just
sit here quietly or read books from Oldaze, while listening to
music.
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