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Chapter 1
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I wrapped my arms around my chest, feeling like I would go to Hell just for going inside. I could hear nothing else over the thump, thump of my heart pulsating in my ears. I pulled open the heavy door and walked in as a warm blast of air drafted the smell of bitter coffee on my face.

“Coffee is of the devil,” Peggy, my foster mom’s words ran through my head. I analyzed the different groups of college kids at the tables as they socialized or did homework. The chatter sounded like little pockets of seagulls softly squawking. The sensation of heavy mud cemented my feet as I forced them forward. I glanced around to make sure no one inside recognized me and they didn’t, but then I realized that not one person inside looked like a devil, as Peggy would have me believe.

“What can I get you?” The girl behind the counter asked, making me jump. I looked around again, feeling utterly stupid and naïve. Sounds of silverware on plates distracted me. Had I really walked into Satan’s Den? How could a drink as innocent as coffee send anyone to Hell? A shiny ring protruded out of the tip of the server’s nose and reflected the overhead light. That would drive me mad having that. Like, does it feel like there’s a constant burger in your nose? As if reading my mind, the barista adjusted the ring and stared at me. “What can I get you?” She pulled at the ring one more time and brought her head closer to mine.

“Um,” I said as panic rose in me. “Uh, do you have hot chocolate?”

“Yeah, what kind do you want?” She pointed to the menu behind her. Bright chalk words swirled on a black wall. Cutesy pictures brightened the menu. Most of the words, like cappuccino, I didn’t understand. Sanibels, my foster family couldn’t afford to go to restaurants, and Heaven forbid they stepped into a coffee shop. I felt completely out of my element as I stood amongst all those coffee-drinking “sinners”.

“Uh, just plain hot chocolate?”

“Anything else?”

I looked at the pastry counter with all its allure. The glass casing shimmered under the overhead light. How are there no fingerprints? The Sanibel home had so much filth that every surface was plastered in fingerprints and smears. I almost wanted to touch the glass case to see if it was there. On the other side of the glass, a variety of bakery goods tempted me, looking like masterpieces. Flakey pies and thick stuffed wraps seemed to call to me, bidding me to buy them. The muffins seemed three times the size that Peggy sometimes made, wedged in shiny paper cups. Massive chocolate chunks crowded inside the muffin, squeezing out the sides and top. I licked my lips, suddenly wanting, no needing one. “How about a chocolate muffin?”

“That’ll be eight-fifteen. Your name?”

Why does she need my name? “Alor...” I almost told her my name. That was stupid. I was wanted, and she had probably seen me on the news, and my name would reawaken her memory.

“Alore?” She squished her eyebrows together.

“Alaine. It’s Alaine.” I handed her a ten, hoping she hadn’t figured out that I was the missing Alora Funk.

“A dollar eighty-five,” she said, hovering her hand with the change above a giant jar that said TIPS. I put the change in my pocket instead of the tip jar as she glared at me, wrinkling her nose with that silly nose ring, and grunting. Then, she looked past me and said, “Who’s next?”

A lady pushed me to the side and started her order. I sucked in the lady’s overabundant rose perfume as it wedged in my throat, and I stepped a few feet back, trying not to cough. Now what?

After the lady finished ordering, she took a seat. I guess that’s what I’ll do.

I took a seat at the far end of the coffee shop and twiddled with a napkin. I watched other customers get their orders when the barista called their names. The very act seemed intimidating. I didn’t know how to navigate a restaurant on my own. 

This is so stupid. Why am I so backward? I went to Harvard during the summer. I have hundreds of books memorized in my head. I have movies, charts, and blueprints at the ready. But I don’t know how to go to a coffee shop. I wanted to punish myself for my ignorance, but how?

“Alaine!” A worker said as he put a cup and muffin on the counter. I looked around to see if anyone else had that name. I guess I am supposed to go get it.

I grabbed the cup, surprised by the heat that penetrated through the paper. I kept expecting someone to yell at me for grabbing their order, but no one did. As I walked, I took a giant swig. The hot chocolate instantly seared my tongue. I quickly dropped the cup on the table, and it spilled everywhere.

I’m such an idiot.

I used my Zen, a power I had discovered to manipulate energy and matter and control practically everything around me, and with my Zen, I healed my tongue and then lowered the temperature of the hot chocolate. I had spent the last year discovering the unique gift I had to access my brain almost to the fullest. I could control energy and elements and honestly, pretty much anything I wanted to. I had yet to figure out how I had so much control over my mind. I only had about half a year of memories, and before that, police had discovered me in a drug-induced coma by a Russian couple named Vyacheslav and Nadezhda, who I shortened to V&N. V&N had wiped all my memories, so I knew nothing about who I was, where I came from, or why I was like this.

I tried another sip and found the temperature perfect. The warm hot chocolate ran down my throat and warmed my insides. I relaxed in my chair and took a bite of the muffin. The moist cake moved around in my mouth, and I savored the large chunks of chocolate. Boluses of muffin squished between my gums. As of late, I learned to rearrange molecules and create anything I wanted to, like food. And although I often made food out of atoms and molecules, I couldn’t create such a symphony of flavor and texture. Perfect baking times and mixing conditions, such as soft butter, trumped Zen-crafted food. I took another drink of hot chocolate and had a sugar overload. I shouldn’t have ordered two chocolate items.

“Alora!” 

I jumped and looked up, wanting to run. My elbow knocked over my hot chocolate, and a little spilled out again, creating an even bigger hot chocolate puddle at the table. I sat the cup back up. One of the customers walked toward me. I probably had most of the world looking for me. Well, at least, most of Utah because the news had made me famous, and now they wondered where I had gone.

“I thought that was you.” The older teen smiled.

“Joe,” I said, recognizing him. I had never expected to run into him again. My breathing sped up and seeing him felt like an avalanche from the Alps crashing down on me. I couldn’t fully breathe as my head went light, and the weight of his presence crushed my lungs. I gripped the plastic seat cushion.

He sat next to me as if I had invited him. My hands tightened more around the cushion. “You know, you are famous.” He gave me a smile, and I looked away. “You are all over the news.”

I felt like a trapped animal in a cage as his body blocked me from fleeing the booth. I rubbed the crumbs stuck to my hands onto the plastic cushion. Joe had slicked his springy curly hair back into a ponytail, and it looked a bit professional on him. The first time I met Joe, his wild locks snarled all over his head, and he resembled a junky. Now, if you put a suit on him, he might pass as a businessman. Well, he seemed too young for Wall Street, but maybe a server at a nice country club.

“So, have they found you yet, or you still on the run?” His words jarred me as if he had thrown a brick through the pastry case.

The last time I saw Joe, he and his friends had chased after me. Now, he acts like we are buds.

“It’s complicated,” I said, feeling my lungs starve of oxygen as I hyperventilated.

“Ah, so you are still on the run.” He put his coffee on the table, avoiding my hot chocolate puddle. A little bell tinkled as the door opened to the coffee shop, and I immediately looked over, expecting the police to walk in. Instead, a young couple holding hands entered, and their laughter discharged my nerves.

“You know, I didn’t take Tina’s necklace,” I said. The sooner he moved, the sooner I could get out of there. His girlfriend had accused me of stealing her necklace, beat me up, and then they chased after me until I had hidden at a gas station. Seeing Joe made me sick.

“Funny thing about that.” He took a sip of his coffee, and then turned his body slightly towards mine. “I found it the next day in my car.”

Some of my tightness released as if his words had acquitted my name. “I told you I hadn’t stolen it.”

His next words shocked me. “I kept it.”

Outrage filled me, and my hands released the cushion and bunched into a fist. What does he mean, he kept it? They blamed me for stealing it.

“Kevin,” the barista called out, putting a cup on the counter. I watched a dude grab it, and then I looked back at Joe.

“You didn’t tell her I am not a thief? You are telling me she thinks I still have it?” I released my fists and picked at my muffin.

“Don’t worry about her. She was a mess. I dumped her.” He looked at my muffin. “What ya got there?” His nasty fingers sunk into the side of my muffin, and he helped himself to a large chocolate chunk. I guessed everyone ate like the Sanibels. My foster family had eleven kids, and you had to eat fast if you didn’t want your food stolen.

Having Joe next to me had stopped my hunger, and he could have the rest of the muffin for all I cared. Besides, the double chocolate treats had raised my blood sugar to an insurgence in my veins, overloading my insulin levels.

“Yum. That’s good.” He said, taking another bite. “So, Bruh, seriously, tell me your story.”

I wiggled in my seat. V&N had found me in Mantua, took my foster family hostage, and had chased me around until I took refuge hiding in a cave, but all the time I spent alone made me go crazy. I had just left the safety of the cave for a moment to rub shoulders with humanity and then planned on returning. I probably should have gone to the library. I looked at Joe. I doubt he ever read. I wouldn’t have run into him there. As soon as he got out of my way, I planned to return to the cave, and perhaps I would never emerge again. The outside world scared me with its business-suited people and drinks from the devil.

And Joe.

When I didn’t respond, Joe said, “You are big stuff. I saw you on the news saying you were going to Harvard, but then you went missing. Something about Russians. Like seriously, Russians were chasing you.” He exploded his hands in the air, mimicking a bomb. “That’s big stuff. I’m glad to see that they haven’t caught you.”

A tile squeaked as someone dragged a table across the floor.

He stared at me, and I didn’t know how to respond, so I took a drink of my hot chocolate, quivering and spilling down my face and shirt. He laughed. I cringed, wiping the sticky drink from my skin, and silently groaned.

“Listen, Alora-”

I hissed at him. “Please don’t use my name here.”

His eyebrow raised and he smiled. “Ah, yes, we are going covet.” He sunk low in the booth and looked around as if the Russians hunted after him. He put his hands to his eyes like spy glasses. “Roger, Roger, the enemy is here. I repeat the enemy is here,” he whispered into his wrist.

“I think I better go.” With an eye roll, I pushed into his side.

He sat up. “Are you still in trouble? Can I help you? Do you need me to take you to the police?” I couldn’t tell if he genuinely meant it or was still playing. “I can call 911.”

“No! No police! No one. Please. I am fine.”

Had I spoken too loud?

Thankfully, a hissing behind the counter drowned out all other noises.

“I just need to go.” 

Joe put his hand on mine. “You can trust me.” His warm breath moved across my cheek, and I wanted to disappear. He shouldn’t be touching me. I can’t trust him. He had chased me around Bear Lake.

“I can’t trust you,” I shot back. “You guys chased me like you were going to kill me.” I moved toward the wall to make a little space between us.

His light brown features softened. “Yeah, I feel bad about that. I told you Tina was a mess. I should have never gotten involved with her, but you can trust me. I promise.” He squeezed my hand. His breath smelt horrible, and I could tell he had onions, garlic, and eggs for breakfast. I tried not to inhale through my nose.

I took my free hand and bit my nails. The loneliness in the cave had overwhelmed me to the point of going bonkers. Not really, but if I stayed alone too much longer, it might. I couldn’t prevent the tears from filling my eyes. I desperately wanted a friend.

“Oh,” he said as he used his free hand to wipe my face. My skin burned from where he touched. “Let me help you.”

Could I trust him? I still remembered ducking behind the counter at the gas station as he and his cronies searched the bathrooms for me. Would he have hurt me if he had found me?

“I know you don’t feel like you can trust me, but you can. What can I do for you?”

“I...I don’t know. It’s all so complicated.”

“I can imagine. It sounds like some bad Russian dudes broke into your family and shot your dog. Then they followed you to another family and tied up the couple there.”

“They tied up the Petersons?” My stomach did a slow forward roll. “I had run from there. I have no idea what had happened.” I pulled my hand from his. “Did the Petersons get hurt?”

“I don’t think so. But no one knows what happened to you. It's rumored the Russians have you. You really should turn yourself in.”

The front doors opened, and a large group of business-looking people came in. I tried to hide behind Joe’s body. I hated anyone that looked businessy. They reminded me of the awful people from Child Protective Services, CPS.

“I can’t. I can’t.” I whispered.

“Why?”

“Well, because CPS put me with the Petersons. And yet, the Russians still found me there. I don’t think I can trust anyone.”

Joe took another chunk of my muffin and shoved it into his mouth. Through a mouth of crumbly brown, he said, “You can trust me.” He took a napkin and wiped his face. “What are you going to do? Live on the run?”

“Well, yes, and no. I mean...” The tears blurred my vision. “I don’t know what to do.” My fingers swirled in the puddle on the table, and I absentmindedly spelled Joe’s name.

“Let me help you. I got a car. I got some money.” His hand rubbed against my arm, which felt like pins prickling it instead of comfort. “You know Tina’s necklace was worth several thousand dollars. I scored.”

“You sold her necklace?”

He grinned.

-And he wants me to trust him!

The coffee shop suddenly went quiet. I looked up to see several people staring at us.

The clicking of heels echoed off the walls as a lady walked to our table. I tensed.

“It’s the missing girl from the news, Alora,” she said as her companions followed her.

“Alora! Here!” Joe shouted in excitement. He looked around. “Where?”

“Are you Alora?” the lady asked, hovering above me.

“It’s Alora, for sure,” another lady said as they reached the side of our table.

“Oh, her?” Joe said, putting his arm around me. “This is my sister, Tina.” I liked how quickly he acted.

“Someone should call the news,” a lady said.

“You are going to call the news on my sister?” Joe said.

Joe tried to change their minds about me, but they ignored him. The lady leaned over the table. “Are you in trouble, Alora?”

Every single eye in the coffee shop stared at us. My muffin sat heavy in my stomach.

“Let’s get out of here, sis.” Joe grabbed my arm, and he pushed his shoulder into the crowd and pulled us through it.

“Someone should stop them,” a man said.

I felt hands grab me. 

“Get your hands off us!” Joe screamed. Two men held Joe, and one man held me. 

“I am calling 911 right now,” a lady said. “Yes, I am here with Alora Funk and her kidnapper.”

“I ain’t no kidnapper,” Joe said.

Most of the customers in the coffee shop had their phones out videoing the commotion.

Joe swore and fought, but another man joined in holding him. They must think he has kidnapped me, or something.

I looked all around and knew I had to do something. With whatever happened to my future, I wasn’t going to let a bunch of nosey adults decide it. 

I sent my Zen to everyone in the coffee shop, except Joe, and siphoned their energy, a skill I had perfected at Harvard. Immediately, everyone dropped to the ground, and I sent the massive energy ball out the backside of the building.

Joe’s eyes grew super wide, looking like an anime character. “Bruh?” he said, putting his arm up, almost as a barrier. The color in his face had washed away as he backed away from me.

“We have police on their way,” the 911 operator came through someone's phone.

“The police are on their way,” Joe echoed and glanced at me. His arms wrapped around his chest as he looked at the prostrate people, then me. “Dude, you are some sort of freaky. Joe grabbed my hand. “But I ain’t going to jail as your kidnapper, and I ain’t gonna let the police get you, if that ain’t what you want. I got you. We gotta go,” he said as he pulled me out of the coffee shop. The chilly outside air tickled my cheeks, but I could hardly feel it from the terror. Joe continued to pull me down the sidewalk until we got to his rusty blue car. I recognized it from the one fateful trip to Bear Lake with him and his friends.

“Get in,” he yelled, as he dove into the driver’s seat. I squeezed my eyes tight, hardly believing I decided to trust him, and then not thinking clearly, leapt into his front seat and he peeled away.

How can I be in his car again? The last time had caused so much trouble.
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Chapter 2
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“What happened in there?” Joe asked as he stared out his windshield into the field of dry corn stalks that reached toward the heavens. His knuckles turned white as he continued to grip the steering wheel, even though he had already turned the car off.

A couple of crows cawed as they soared above the golden corn. I can run into that cornfield, and no one will ever see me again. Then, tonight, I can go back to the cave.

I inhaled Joe’s cologne of sandalwood with its warm essence, oud, and vetiver. The mix screamed male masculinity and made me want to run even more. 

“I don’t know,” I said, slipping my seatbelt off. Depending on how Joe reacted would determine if I ran into the cornfield.

“I think you do,” he said, finally facing me. His eyes locked onto mine, and my skin tingled. He released the steering wheel and rubbed his fingers to get the color back into them.

“How about you tell me,” I countered.

“I panicked in there,” Joe admitted. “I should have left you. You freak me out.”

“It wasn’t me,” I weakly lied.

“Is that why the Russians want you? Because you are magic. What, are you like the X-Men?”

I put my hand on the doorknob and gripped it. “Maybe something like that.” The little hairs on the back of my neck perked up, like dog hackles.

Joe reached his body across mine and pulled my fingers from the door handle. His warm scent made its way into me, and I felt so funny, as I wanted him to linger there yet I needed to bolt, all simultaneously.

Stupid pheromones.

“Don’t run. I told you that you could trust me, and I meant it. You seem like you are alone. That you don’t have a single person in this world that you can turn to. Am I correct?”

Joe continued to stare deeply into my eyes, drawing me into his soul. Or maybe it was the other way around. I drew him in.

I couldn’t stop the tears from streaking down my cheeks. His words sliced through emotions I often tried to ignore. I desperately wanted to return to my safe cave and hide from the world forever. I would never have to leave. I could create everything I needed. 

But what kind of life is that?

I hated to admit it, but a part of me needed someone. Anyone.

Even Joe.

What good did it do me to have all that knowledge if I lived in isolation? I had a Zen that could change molecules. I should use it to help the world, not run from it. And the thought of returning to solitary confinement caused my stomach to lurch. I couldn’t do it ─be alone again.

I had no choice but to trust Joe.

“You might get hurt helping me.” Outside, a cat crept in the long weeds next to the cornstalks, a mighty hunter cornering a rat. I felt like a cornered rat.

Joe settled back into his seat. “That is a chance I am willing to take. Besides, I am now involved. Did you see those people recording us? Soon, everyone will look for me as they look for you. The cops probably think I kidnapped you. The Russians probably think I am in cahoots with you. I am screwed either way.” Joe stretched his arms over his steering wheel and drummed his fingers on the windshield. The brown coloring had returned to his fingers. “I guess you are now all I got. I saw what you did to the enemy. You will keep me safe.” He turned and flashed a smile at me that seemed to wrap around me.

I didn’t say anything, so his voice elevated, “You will keep me safe, won’t you?”

I turned to him, and he wiped the tears from my face. His touch sent electricity into my cheeks and everywhere. “Uh, yeah. Sure. I guess.”

“You guess,” he laughed. “I need a promise if I am going to join team-Alora.” He stared into my soul. “Yet, who is Alora? I kind of fear you. Like, what did you do to those people? Did you kill them?”

The cat grabbed the rat and disappeared into the weeds. “No. I just removed their energy.”

“Huh? Will you hurt me?”

“I didn’t hurt them, and I promise I won’t hurt you.”

He stuck out his pinky finger and interlocked it with mine. “Pinky promise.”

“Pinky promise.”

***
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THE DARKNESS ABSORBED all the light in the car, and I felt fear. Fear of darkness. Fear of Joe. Fear of the unknown.

Joe lay back in his reclined seat as he smacked on gum. “That is quite the story,” he finally said. “I wouldn’t believe you if I hadn’t seen all those people go completely limp in the coffee shop.” He tried to blow a bubble, but it just sprayed the window with spit as the gum flapped from his lips.

“How about we go to your cave for the night?”

“It is very difficult to get to.”

“That’s too bad. I’m dying to see it.” Popp! He blew a bubble.

“What about you?” I asked. “You have to have a story. Like, aren’t you supposed to be home tonight? Don’t you have parents that are wondering about you?” Both my legs had gone to sleep, and a tingling throb threatened to move into my hips. I squirmed around, trying to adjust myself, then realized I could end the discomfort with my Zen. I took away the strange feeling and even lowered my anxiety a bit, probably a little like taking barbiturates. 

I heard Joe’s fingers crack. I wanted to see his face because I didn’t fully trust him. If I could watch him, then I could prepare myself if he tried anything funny. I remembered how badly his friend Tom wanted to ‘get to know me’. So far, Joe hadn’t acted like that to me. But school had warned us not to be alone with boys.

I took the energy around us and sent it through a glass of water in a cupholder. The water glowed a soft light, and I watched as the shadows played around Joe’s lips.

“That’s freaken cool,” he said, as his finger traced the cup. “You just made this into, like, a flashlight.”

“Now, your story,” I said.

The light somehow transfixed his voice into a calm mystery. “Hmm, well, I just turned seventeen. I have already graduated from high school.”

“How did you do that?”

“What?” He turned his body toward mine.

“How did you graduate early?”

“I tested out of a lot of subjects. Did extra schoolwork. So, now I just work.”

“That should have been me. I was supposed to be done with high school and start Harvard, like I told you.” The dark feeling of regret overtook the illumination from the cup and the light flickered like my feelings.

Interesting.

“Bummer,” he said, his finger touching the cup. 

“It’s almost midnight. Don’t you have to get home?” I wanted to part ways with Joe, and yet, I feared for him to leave my side ─ to experience the death of the soul when all alone.

“Nah.”

“Why not? Do your parents not care about you? The Sanibels said they cared about me, but they really didn’t.”

“Let’s just say I haven’t lived at home for three months now.”

“Seriously? Why?”

“It’s complicated.” He turned his back to me and draped his arms over his chest. Outside, crickets chirped, and I looked to the sky to find the moon, but the clouds hid it.

“Yeah, so was my story, but I shared it.”

“Your story was, what?”

“Complicated, but I shared it. So, you must do the same.”

He let out a heavy sigh that lingered above our heads. “My dad is a drunk. I don’t have a mom. My dad kept stealing all of my work money, and I got sick of it. Plus, he was one of those mean drunks. Finally, after he beat the crap out of me, I had enough. I ran. And I have never been back.”

“Where do you live?”

“My car.”

I hadn’t noticed before how much crap he had crammed into his backseat. I guess the Sanibel’s filth had desensitized me, and it had just seemed normal. “That is kind of sad,” I said.

“Nah, more like liberating. I like living on my own.”

“But a car. That doesn’t sound fun.” And I had thought the cave had felt tight.

“I get lonely sometimes, but then I go to work, and it ain’t that bad.”

“Where do you work?”

“At a restaurant in Logan called Angie’s. I am the bus boy.”

“Do you work tomorrow?” I asked.

“Yeah,”

“What time do you have to be there?”

“Five forty-five am.”

“That’s only a few hours away.”

Joe rubbed his brow and let out a massive yawn. I couldn’t help it, and a yawn escaped me. “Yeah, maybe I should get some sleep. He pulled out two blankets from the back and tossed one to me. After curling into a tight ball, he said, “Goodnight,” and he closed his eyes.

I pulled a sucker off the blanket and a wad of gum. The blanket smelt like a wet dog. Yuck.

I used my Zen to distract the molecules causing that smell. It no longer stunk, and the scent of his cologne returned.

I reclined my seat.

I guess this is bed for the night.

***
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TIRES SQUEALED AS A car rounded the corner. I stepped off the sidewalk and onto a grassy yard. Joe’s blue car slammed on its brakes as it pulled up to my side, coming onto the sidewalk. I had to use my Zen to throw me out of the way of it creaming into me.

“You almost hit me!”

The passenger door flew open, and Joe screamed at me from the driver’s side. “Alora, get in the car now!” He had a face as red as the logo of the restaurant I had just left him at. I had only walked for seven minutes. Without having any idea what was going on, I tumbled into Joe’s car. It bounced me around as he pulled off the sidewalk.

“What’s going on?” I asked as Joe sped dangerously through the neighborhood. I looked through the rearview window but saw no cars following us. It took forever to get my seat belt over my chest.

“The FBI were at my work waiting for me.” 

My heart leaped out of my mouth. I sat straight up. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“The FBI. That’s a big deal.”

“Yup.”

“So how come they aren’t following us now?” I looked behind us and saw an empty street as he flew down it.

“Because my manager gave me a heads up. He had Stacey, one of the waitresses, out in the parking lot waiting for me. She told me not to go inside.”

I realized I hadn’t watched Joe go inside. We had parted ways at the parking lot. I had decided to wander around Logan while Joe worked. Then, I would meet him there at three pm when his shift ended.

Joe pulled onto the highway and gunned the car to ninety miles an hour. I sunk low into my seat as the images rushed by my peripheral vision.

“Now what?” I asked.

“I guess we are both on the run.”

“You don’t have to be on the run. I appreciate your concern, but I don’t want to ruin your life.” I grabbed the blanket from the backseat and wrapped it around me. It wouldn’t keep me safe if we crashed, but for some reason, it still comforted me. I curled tightly in it.

“Alora.” Joe turned and looked at me, and as he did, he swerved into the right lane.

“Ahh!” I screamed. “You are going way too fast. Keep your eyes on the road.”

“Sorry,” he said as the car fishtailed until he gained control again.

Joe drove like he was on Fast and Furious for half an hour, weaving in and out of traffic, no concern for the other drivers on the road.

“I don’t think we are being followed,” he finally said, slowing to the speed of traffic. I let myself unwind in the seat, aware of the knot that had formed in my supraspinatus muscle. I tried to rub it out with my hand, and when that didn’t work, I used my Zen to relax the shoulder area.

He pulled off the freeway and parked in the mall parking lot in Layton.

“Now what?”

I pulled my legs up to my chest. “I have no idea.” My mouth dried up, as if the fear had sucked away every drop of saliva.

He turned off the car and turned to look at me. “What were you planning before you met me?”

I rocked back and forth. “I had no plans. My ultimate plan was to be a normal kid. I want to go to middle school and hang out with all the other kids. I want to learn to drive. I want to go to dances and parties.”

He backed into his side of the car. “I thought you were sixteen.” When I first met him, his friend Tom told me to lie about my age. 

I looked out the window so I wouldn’t have to meet his eyes. “I am only fourteen.”

Joe let out a loud whistle that hurt my ears. “Well, let’s just establish boundaries right now. You won’t be turning into my girlfriend. You are way too young.”

The way he said it felt demeaning. You are only three years older. It’s not if that makes you super mature. I felt rejected, even though I hadn’t made any advancements. I hadn’t even thought about him like that, but his words crushed me for some reason.

His ruggedly handsome look, in a grimy ‘I haven’t showered for a month’, way enraptured me, and suddenly I wanted him for a boyfriend. That would make me... Make me, what?

NORMAL!

“Good,” I said. “Because you are not my type.” I so lied. My cheeks flushed as I held back tears. Why do I want to cry. That would be the dumbest thing to do right now. “Listen, it’s probably easier if we just went our separate ways.” I didn’t want him to hurt me again. A large family walked by. The parents seemed lost in conversation, as three of the kids stared into our car. Joe gave them a funny look, and they giggled.

“What, just because you can’t have me as a boyfriend, you want to kick me to the curb. It doesn’t work like that.”

Maybe there is truth in his words. “I just don’t know if it is fair to get you involved. It’s dangerous, and it could even possibly get you killed.”

“Like it or not, I am involved. Don’t forget that the FBI was at my work waiting for me. And I ran. So, now that we have established boundaries and the fact that you are stuck with me, let’s make a plan.” 

I couldn’t hold them back anymore. My floodgates opened as the tears poured out. 

I cried for fear.

I cried for uncertainty.

And I cried for rejection.

“Oh, kid,” Joe said as he flung his arm around me. I melted into his side and let him comfort me. Not only did his hug relieve some of my inner pain, but it also brought joy. Maybe he would change his mind and eventually become my boyfriend.
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Chapter 3
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We drove all night until we ended up at St. Patrick’s Point State Park, California.

“This was the only time my dad ever took us camping,” He said as we pulled into a spot. He turned off the engine. “This will be a good place to lay low.”

I couldn’t see much of anything out in the deep darkness of the night.

“This is my happy place. I have always wanted to come back. So, thank you for making this happen.” Joe rubbed his hands together as he sat on his knees and peered out the window into the dark abyss. He got out of the car and his silhouette showed up like a dementor from Harry Potter as he made his way around to my door, and I almost didn’t want to get out of the safety of the car. My door creaked open and sounded like a coffin lid lifting open, allowing the dead to escape, and I tried to suppress my fear of the unknown. A bitter wind whipped into my clothes as I climbed out, wanting to cling to Joe for safety. I had expected heat from California.

“Follow me,” he yelled, and I could hardly hear him behind the roaring wind. He turned on a flashlight, and I followed him, trying to ignore the apprehension I had of the unknown. “Just wait until morning. You will die to see how pretty this is.” Die wasn’t the word he should have used then as I tried to ignore the rustling of trees and the hooting owl in the somber campground. 

We reached a cliff edge, per se, and he headed down a rustic path with steps made from fallen logs. I couldn’t see well since most of the light shone in front of him. Seconds later, my foot caught on a twisted log, and I fell into Joe’s back.

“Steady there, kid,” he said, turning and catching me in his arms. My face came right by his, and my heart lurched. A cold wind lashed down my shirt. I thought I would need my Zen to heat myself up, but I found Joe simply had to touch me, and a fire flared through my entire body.

Joe grabbed my hand, and a natural high rushed through my veins like chemical lust. “Let me help you down to the beach,” he said. His warm hand filled me with such, what? ─Comfort? ─Safety? ─Lust? How could such a simple act carry so much force? I didn’t use my Zen for light because I didn’t want him to stop being my protector and guiding me safely down, his damsel in distress, although if it came to it, I would be the one who saved us. He didn’t need to know that. For, the more he thought I needed him, perhaps the more he would hold me, stay close.

We got to a little alcove at the beach and sat and removed our shoes. I dug my feet into the sand, which felt like cold crumbs. The wind had increased, and between the cold sand and fierce wind, my temperature dropped. I used my Zen and immediately heated my core. Giant waves lapped against the rocks and beach, sounding like roaring engines. The mesmerizing energy and the moonlight reflected on the waves. The white foam on top of the roaring water erased the nervousness I had felt. It seemed almost magical, as if at any moment I would see mermaids riding the surf. I could let go of my unease and rejuvenate with the life force of the mighty ocean. Joe settled into the sand, and I so badly wanted to lean into him. The beach made an almost perfect romantic setting, except for one small detail. Joe had made it clear that there would be no romance between us. 

Maybe we are wrong. A thought of hope entered me. I could easily be seventeen. No one knows my real birthday. Maybe I just look young because V&N stunted my growth with all those chemicals.

Eventually, I started drifting to sleep, and so had Joe. “Maybe we should return to the car and call it a night,” Joe said, startling me awake. 

“I kind of thought we were sleeping here.” I never wanted to leave just in case the romance might happen. Besides, it felt exquisite to stretch on the beach instead of cramming into Joe’s suffocating car, with all its junk and smells.

Joe rubbed his hands over his arms. “I would love to if it wasn’t so cold.”

Why haven’t I warmed Joe? I sent my Zen into him and heated his core.

“Oh, wow. You doing that?”

I nodded.

“Do you mind scaling back a little of the heat? You are frying me.” He shook his hands in front of him as if they were on fire.

“Oh sorry,” I said, feeling stupid. I knew how to get myself warm, but I didn’t know how to regulate the heat I sent to another person. I took some of the ADP from him.

“Now it’s too cold.”

I sent a little more energy into him. “Perfect,” he said.

Joe moved a little away from me, almost as if he feared me, then he stretched fully onto the sand, and within seconds, heavy snores vibrated through his body.

Being next to Joe infused me with too much excited energy, and I couldn’t sleep. I wish he’d pull me into a snuggle. I stretched out on the ground, feeling the tiny grains of sand embed into every part of me that touched it. I removed some of my energy so I could fall asleep.

I dreamed about a mighty lodge on Prince Wales Island, Alaska. The grounds had so much detail in my dream that it felt like I walked in the frozen terrain. Behind the lodge were multiple labs, and I went into one. As I explored, I could hear birds squawking from an unknown room. I searched until I found fifty screeching ravens clogged into one cage. I opened it, and they poured out as their wings beat against my face and arms; in a mighty black cloud, they lifted me and shoved me behind their bars, locking me in their place. I panicked as I shook the metal slats, screaming for someone to save me. I hadn’t noticed the single raven trapped in with me as it turned and pecked out my eyes. 

I awoke with a start and found two seagulls at my side and a brave one on my chest. I screamed, and the seagulls flew away. Joe laughed as he watched, then popped onto his right arm. I looked at him, and the fervor of his stare pierced my eyes and created a fierce connection.

“Good morning, kid,” he said. I hated that term, ‘kid’. How about, “Good morning, babe.”? 

A thick fog lingered above our heads, blocking the morning sun, and I could only see as far as Joe. At least I could see him. He seemed extra handsome as I woke up next to him. His cologne had almost faded, and I used my Zen to increase its potency. I could smell him all day.

“I am kind of hungry,” he said. “I have a little money left, but we have to be very careful how we spend it.” The humidity had frizzed his curls, almost making his hair look like a lion’s mane.

A seagull picked a dead fish close to our feet. I pushed up and chased after the seagull. “Kakaw! Kakaw!” I yelled as it flew away. I picked up the dead fish.

“Ewe, don’t touch that rotten thing,” Joe said. I turned to him and smiled. I used my Zen and rearranged the fish’s molecules and made the rotten fish into fresh salmon. I could create anything with my Zen. I learned about the arranging of molecules and atoms during my studies at Harvard. I put the salmon on a nearby rock and heated it until it created a savory smoke.

“Bruh, what’s going on?” Joe said as he licked his lips, coming to my side.

“Breakfast,” I said.

“Are you sure it is safe to eat? Just a moment ago, it was, like, rotten, with a seagull picking at it.”

I took a bite as juice ran down my chin. The salmon pulled apart in my mouth in perfect flakes. “One hundred percent safe.” The salmon tasted way better than the trout I usually caught back at my foster home.

Joe stood next to me and looked down at the fish. “I don’t know about that.”

“Listen, even if you were to get sick, I can heal you.” I gave Joe a little energy, and he smiled. “Oh, whatever you just did, that feels good. Like a hit of drugs.”

I gave Joe a disapproving look.

“Not that I know what drugs taste like.” He looked away. “I mean, feel like.” His face went red, and he hid his face in the salmon.

“Oh man,” he said through a mouthful of food. He scooped in another handful. “This is divine.”

I blushed. “I know.”

His ponytail had loosened, and poofy ringlets escaped and blew around his face. I hadn’t noticed any other dudes with ringlets, but his curly brown hair made him look extra fire.

We spent the day on the beach. A few people would come and go, but we had it mostly to ourselves. We swam three times, and each time I made us warm in the frigid Pacific waters. 

Later, I stuck my finger in the chilly tidal pool as a sea anemone wrapped its sticky tentacles around it. Although I had never seen or touched one before, my wealth of knowledge knew that they could have a neurotoxin venom, which luckily didn’t do anything to my finger. I put my finger in and out, as the tentacles stuck and clung to it —such a joyous sensation. 

“Look, kid,” Joe said, picking up a purple starfish. 

“That is an Ochre Star,” I said and rubbed my finger along its prickly ray.

Joe picked up a handful of limpets. “Can you eat these?” He asked.

“Yes.”

“Ewe, well, I wouldn’t eat a snail,” he said, tossing them back into the water.

We spent the next couple of hours chasing after purple shore crabs and letting our fingers explore all the exotic aquatic creatures in the tidal pools.

A little tired, Joe leaned against a rock, and I sat next to him. We had the pleasure of watching sea lions on the far side of the beach as the salty wind dried our skin.

“What is the difference between a sea lion and a seal?” Joe asked.

“They are both pinnipeds.”

“Huh?” Joe spread his hand over his eyes to shield the blaring sun as he watched the mammals splash and grunt in the water.

“Pinnipeds means fin-footed,” I said.

“That is stupid. Why don’t they just say fin-footed?”

“It’s Latin.”

“You know Latin?”

“I know a lot of stuff,” I said, trying to underplay my genius. I wasn’t really brilliant, per se. I just had everything I had read in the last six months memorized. “Let’s see. Seals are furry with stubby feat, claws on their toes, usually smaller than sea lions. Seals are quieter than sea lions.”

Several grunts came from three sea lions who were having a spat. “Ha! As if on que,” I said. I watched the fight fizzle out, then continued, “Seals live better on land than sea lions. Seals have a hind flipper that doesn’t rotate like sea lions.”

“Hmm, interesting.” He didn’t seem to pay attention to my facts, and I stopped spouting them off.

Toward mid-afternoon, Joe pulled me up from snoozing on the sand. “You really need to see the rest of the campground,” he said, and I followed him up the rugged path. This time, since I could see, he didn’t hold my hand, and I regretted that. My feet carefully moved up the log-stairs and avoided all roots.

“You are so right!” I exclaimed when I had a clear visual of the campground. It opened into a phenomenal view of trees, with blankets of moss dangling from most of the branches or crawling up the trunks. We walked through western hemlock, shore pine, red alder, and Sitka spruce. The energy of the trees reverberated inside me with a pure, clean feeling, unlike the confusing dissonance of city energy.

The Pacific Breeze moved through the campground and rustled the leaves like a faint violin concerto. A symphony of birds sang overhead, in surround sound, which lifted my already cheery mood. The smell of a campfire made me long for a bag of marshmallows. I can create marshmallows after we get a fire going. I remembered the one camp trip I had taken with the Sanibels, and I missed them.

Who needs the Sanibels? Who needs city life? I can live here forever with Joe. This is way better than being alone in that cave.

We came to our camping spot and found a strange device on the back tire of Joe’s car. Joe dropped to his knees and tried to maneuver it off. “What is this!” He exclaimed as his aura turned orange.

“Oh, there you are,” we heard a female voice behind us, and we turned.

“What did you do to my car?” Joe yelled as he hopped up to greet the lady. Little sticks and dirt clung to his knees, and he rubbed them off.

“Hi, I’m Martha, the campground host. Is this your car?” She got out of her golf cart and approached us. Her aura burned a bright yellow. 

“Yeah. You have no right to put that thing on my tire.” Joe pointed at it.

“It’s a tire boot. We do that to all abandoned vehicles.”

“It’s not abandoned. Take it off!” Joe tried to look commanding, but his youth made him look silly as he barked orders at an adult.

“We didn’t know that. We saw it here last night as we did our final drive around. You hadn’t paid or registered here. We saw no one. This morning, still no one. Here it is, almost twenty-four hours later. I am glad it isn’t abandoned. Pay for two days, and we will remove the boot. If you want to stay for more nights, then you can pay for it now.”

“How much to get the boot off?”

“Seventy dollars.”

“SEVENTY DOLLARS!” Joe screamed. “What for?” His eyebrows tightened as his lips curled into a snarl. He reminded me of Athena, the Sanibel’s German Shepherd, whenever she saw a cat.

“It’s thirty-five dollars a night.”

“Thirty-five dollars a night for what? A place to park a car. No way. You can get a cheap, dumpy hotel for that.”

“You show me where you can get a hotel for that price.” Martha placed her hands on her gelatin-like hips and jetted her chin forward.

“Downtown Ogden.”

“Where?”

Joe rubbed his face. “Never mind.” He dove his hand into his pocket and handed the lady two fifties. “This is robbery. God made this campground. You have no right to charge for it.”:

“Actually, the state of California made this campground, and your fees go to maintain it.” She seemed to have her answer memorized as if she had to say it often. “I’ll go get change and be back with my husband to remove the boot. You can stay until the check-out tomorrow at 11:00 a.m. If you want to stay longer, than it is another thirty-five dollars.” 

Martha drove away.

Joe murmured, “That is a rip-off. How dare they? This is God’s, not theirs.” 

Soon, we heard the low hum of the golf cart as the host and her husband returned. Martha’s aura had turned to a murky green and matched her husband's. Her face no longer looked welcoming─More cautious and reserved. Martha stayed in the cart while her husband came over to us but kept a distance.

“So, I am afraid we aren’t going to be able to remove that boot.” He stared at us intently as if challenging us.

“Why not? I paid my money.” Joe stepped closer to the host.

“Well, we had phoned in your plate information, and we were given strict instructions to detain you.”

The hair on my neck stood up. Of course, they would give them that information. We are wanted.

“Are you okay, Alora? Has this guy hurt you?” The host asked. I hated how everyone knew who I was. I ignored the man and whispered in Joe’s ear. “We better run.”

“I ain’t leaving my car,” he snarled. “It is all I got.”

“You got me,” I said, then regretted the cheesy sentiment.

His body tightened. “I am not leaving my car.”

I looked at the hosts and then Joe. I didn’t know how much time we had before the police or FBI would show up. Joe’s aura burned red, and I felt bad for him. I had made him wanted by the law. He hadn’t done anything─Just had a cup of coffee with me, and it had turned into this.

Joe’s back stiffened when we heard the distant sirens. He looked at his car, then off into the campground, probably deciding if he should stay with his car or run.

I wanted to hold his hand but resisted. I can fix this. I can fix this.

After all, I am Alora Funk!

I used my Zen and melted the boot from the tire, the liquid metal spreading along the asphalt. The vaporizing heat also scorched the tire as thick black smoke came from it. I quickly used my Zen, fixed the tire and topped it with 35 PSI of air.

“Come on Joe, we gotta go,” I said, as I dived into the passenger seat. Joe stumbled in and threw the car into reverse. The host flailed his body behind the bumper, acting as a human barricade. Joe flipped the car into first, drove over the grass strip, and finished reversing into the empty camping spot next to us. He floored the gas as he sped dangerously through the campground, almost plowing over a small girl on a trike.

“Watch it!” The mother screamed after us, waving her arms and swearing.

Joe pulled onto the main road and drove in the opposite direction of the sirens. He flew dangerously fast on HWY 101. The sirens always seemed the same distance behind us. He turned off onto Big Lagoon Park Drive, and soon, we found ourselves in a mob of cars at the Big Lagoon Elementary. Joe had turned into a giant parking lot, the gravel crunching under his tires, and instantly got boxed in by a bunch of impatient parents picking up their kids.

“No! No!” He yelled at them as he slammed his fist into the steering wheel. “What do we do?”

I had an idea and dashed out of the car.

“Alora, get back here!”

“I just want to check something out,” I said as I ran toward the school, but before I got inside, my foot snagged on something, and I went down hard on the pavement, a millisecond of stars, then darkness.

My head felt heavy when I woke up in what felt like a cement room. Do the Russians have me? Then, my mind played tricks on me, and I wondered if I was in another hospital room. 

“Alora,” a silky female voice said. “We can take you to the emergency room if you want.”

So, I am not in the hospital. I shook my head.

It turned out that I sat in the back of an ambulance and had given myself a concussion. I scanned my head with my Zen and found nothing serious. I had checked out in good condition, so the EMTs and police had me wait on the gurney until they could place me with an emergency family to keep me safe until they contacted Utah CPS, Utah Police, and the FBI. Outside the ambulance, the noise from school pickup had stopped.

I wanted to trust the police, but I couldn’t. Every time they got involved, V&N seemed to find me. I could easily escape, but I first needed to find out where Joe was. I couldn’t see his car in the parking lot as I looked outside the ambulance. 

No one would tell me if Joe was safe or if he had been arrested.

***
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THE HOTEL ROOM DOOR creaked then closed, and I felt like one of those girls held against their will. The stuffy smell of a boxed-in room and faint marijuana smoke added to my anxiety. A man and lady sat on a bed and motioned to the other bed as mine. Even though I didn’t like the way the man looked, with his overly pious stare, I allowed myself to surrender to the couple, knowing two police officers sat on the other side of the door, so I knew I was probably safe from V&N. They had told me they would keep me safe until alternate accommodations were made for me.

“So, you are the famous Alora Funk that is all over the news,” the lady said through her fat cheeks. She looked like someone had decoupaged a chipmunk face onto a librarian’s body. I didn’t want to sit, but it felt awkward standing, so I eventually sat on the rock-hard bed. The scratchy blanket seemed more like a cardboard cover than a blanket.
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