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Press Epic

––––––––

Where indicated, Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE®, Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters, events, and locations portrayed in the book are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
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To Sarah.

For teaching me to dream a bigger dream.
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Last Year

Dr. Streffield waited behind his large mahogany desk, elbows on the glass-top and head in his hands. The grandfather clock ticked by the plate-glass window behind him, reminding him the time drew near. Nothing more was to be done. He had made his choice. Dr. Streffield firmed his jaw and raised his head. With a deep breath, he stood and approached the window to gaze out upon the Meadow.

Immediately he saw a black-clad girl walking toward the Ancient along the sidewalk from the religion building and the Chapel of Radiance. A surge of panic, tinged with a hint of hope, coursed through him. If anyone could stop these plans...if anyone could save him, save everyone...it would be her. He folded his arms and watched. What was she doing? Why was Winter here?

She slowed as she neared the Ancient, easing forward, and stood watching the tree. She turned slightly to face upfield, and then slowly circled around, always staring at one empty spot beside the tree, until she faced the administration building and the tree stood behind her. Dr. Streffield took a step back, afraid he would be seen. But Winter just stared straight ahead, never looking up. She reached out to the air. Her mouth moved as if talking. With another careful step forward, Winter knelt to touch the ground.

Another girl approached from behind Winter...a girl with red hair. Dr. Streffield hadn’t noticed her until she reached the right side of the Ancient and stepped onto the path leading her around to Winter. He narrowed his eyes and crept closer to the window. Was she the one they were looking for?

The intercom beeped. 

“Yes?” he asked.

“Dr. Streffield, your nine o’clock just called to cancel.”

He nodded. The signal. Right on time. “Thank you, Ms. Warner.” 

The intercom clicked silent.

Dr. Streffield reached for the tablet on his desk and turned back to the window. Winter and the red-haired girl were running across the Meadow toward the administration building. Panic swelled within him, but that taint of hope came just a little bit stronger. He began tapping quickly on his tablet, hating himself for it. Maybe Winter really could save everyone.

<<<<>>>>

Davis shoved through the surging crowd as the people screamed and rushed in the opposite direction. He bounced a little to see over their heads, perspiration dripping onto his glasses. The Union was close. Maybe he could still make it. 

He pushed forward again, tripping over a man crawling on the ground, blood gushing from his arm. Davis paused to survey the horror around him. Bodies lay strewn over the ground, blood everywhere. He couldn’t tell if they were dead or alive, but most lay still. The surging crowd thinned as the people fled in the opposite direction. Whoever, whatever, had caused this, Davis knew he ran straight to it. For a moment, he thought about going back, he thought about joining the fleeing crowd. But his friends were up there, and they needed him. He leaned forward and ran, the path now clear and straight, and more bodies revealed in the emptiness.

As he neared the Union, one of the glass front doors exploded with a deep boom resonating from within. He skidded to a halt as Winter, Peter, and Ayden limped through the wreckage. Peter pulled Ayden tighter against his side. As Winter jumped down the steps and turned toward the Arts Plaza, Ayden found her feet and stumbled down with Peter, the back of her pants leg saturated with blood.

“Winter!” Davis shouted as the others crossed the service road. He pushed himself to run faster and catch up.

Winter spun to face him from the far side of the road, her black hair swinging into her face. Blood glazed the bicep of her left arm and she held it gingerly against her body. “Davis! Get out of here!” she screamed.

“Come on!” Peter shouted back after passing her, hoisting Ayden higher against his side and hobbling away at what was probably their fastest speed.

Winter stood there, turning from Peter to Davis and back again, hesitant. 

“Wait for me!” Davis shouted, before she had a chance to turn away again.

The shattered door frame and the remaining intact door to the Union both flew open. A man in a silver and black mask strolled out, confident and almost leisurely, but with all the deadliness of a coiled snake. He glared at Davis, then Winter, finally fixating on the other two still hobbling away. Winter just stood there staring at the man as he cocked his shotgun and lifted it to take aim in her direction.

Davis roared and launched himself up the steps. He slammed his shoulder into the man’s side, bringing both of them crashing to the concrete landing. The shotgun clattered away. Davis wrapped his arms around the man and squeezed his torso. An elbow landed on Davis’s shoulder, but Davis ground his teeth against the pain and leveraged his legs to flip the man onto his face. Before Davis could push, the man twisted, grabbed Davis’s wrist, and bent it almost flat against his forearm. Davis wanted to cry out, but he kept his mouth clenched, trying to remember the counter move he had been taught. The man shoved Davis forward, and then jerked back on the arm to pull him directly into the fist launched at his eye. Davis fell back onto the ground, black speckling his vision and pain like fire consuming his face. Rather than pounce on him, the man simply looked toward the arts plaza again. Davis wanted to stand, to roll, to do anything to get away, but as he tried to find his feet, nausea and dizziness sent him back to the ground. The man peered down at him again, black demonic eyes glinting beyond the mask, and then stepped forward to pick up his gun.

<<<<>>>>

Peter forced two fingers through the tiny pellet hole in Ayden’s pants. He yanked it bigger until the wound was completely exposed; the sound of the fabric ripping made a small echo through the auditorium.

“That’s not going to last long...” Winter said.

Peter glanced over to her as she came back from the stage doors, a broom now wedged through the push bars. Another gunshot sounded beyond the door and someone screamed. He grunted and went back to Ayden. The skin was purple at the wound entrance, but the immediate area around it was beginning to pale. The entrance wound itself was nothing more than a black hole, but surprisingly small. Ayden trembled like a child just out of a cold bath, and she peered down at him with eyes big enough to be that child, her face pale and her normally spiky red hair matted down with sweat. Peter slapped a piece of gauze over the bleeding hole and placed one end of the medical tape on her thigh. Then he quickly wrapped the gauze down.

When he finished, he found another gauze pad from the first aid kit and shoved the gauze and tape into Winter’s chest. “Do it as we go.”

Another gunshot in the hall. Closer than the last.

Peter took Ayden by the arm, and yanked her to her feet. Then he turned to Summer. Summer’s pleading stare told him more than he wanted to know, and everything he already knew. He stole a glance at the door to the sound and lighting booth.

“Take her,” he said, grabbing Summer by the hand. “Hide. Stay quiet. We’ll lead him away. Then get out, got it? Get as far away from the school as possible.”

Summer nodded and took Ayden’s hand.

Peter cast over his shoulder at Winter. She was kicking the contents of the first aid kit toward the sound booth entrance. “We’ll get him up...” she was saying, but Peter tuned her out and leaned close to Summer.

“Do what you have to do,” Peter whispered.

“Don’t make me do this,” Summer whimpered.

Peter sighed and shook his head. “You have to. It’s the only way.”

Winter stopped talking. Peter turned to her and nodded, as if he agreed with whatever she had said. If she found out what was really happening...

Summer stared with wide eyes at the double doors. Peter pointed over her shoulder. “Go!”

Summer shook her head almost imperceptibly.

Peter softened and let his arm drop. “It’ll be okay. Do it.”

Summer covered her mouth and ran across the stage with Ayden.

<<<<>>>>

Winter slid to her knees in front of Agent Gains. Blood saturated his stomach and oozed onto the floor below. He lifted his pale face and met her eyes.

“You have to keep her safe. She’s the key...she’s special. Promise me you’ll keep her safe. He doesn’t know who she is, you have to ke...ke...ke...” His body shuddered.

“Keep her safe. Got it,” Winter said.

“He’s not alone. Others.”

Dr. Streffield called up the school security protocols on his tablet. He punched in his override code and navigated to the fire safety systems. A single button glowed red near the bottom. EMERGENCY SOUND ALL. 

“God forgive me,” he whispered as he tapped the button. 

The fire alarm blared through the building, and he knew every building on campus heard the same. Dr. Streffield slipped into his blazer, straightened the lapels, and left the room.

“Others?” Winter asked.

The man in the silver and black mask stooped to pick up his gun. Davis watched helplessly, his body still not responding. The man cradled the gun in the crook of his arm, stretching his back and popping his neck. Then he looked back down at Davis. His head cocked to one side, eyes glinting in what could have been a smile. 

“Well done.”

“S...Skotos. Dark magic. They could be anywhere.”

Summer urged Ayden through the trapdoor to hide beneath the stage. She descended partially, but paused to look back to the sound booth door. The door was cracked and Peter watched her from within. Summer shook her head again, wishing for another way. But as Peter nodded, urging her to go forward with the plan, Summer knew she had no way out. She gazed into the dark hole and descended...purposefully and self-consciously leaving the trap door wide open, and praying God would forgive her.

“Don’t trust anyone.”

​<<<<>>>>
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You have not heard, you have not known. 
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Even from long ago your ear has not been open, because I knew that you would deal

very treacherously; and you have been called a

rebel from birth. 

For the sake of My name I delay My wrath,

and for My praise I restrain it for you,

in order not to cut you off. 

Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction. 

For My own sake, for My own sake, I will act;

for how can My name be profaned? 

And My glory I will not give to another.

Isaiah 48:8-11 (NAS)

<<<<>>>>
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Present Day

The bandage itched like poison ivy. Winter rubbed it with the heel of her hand, with no result. She stared at the white sterile wrap tightly covering where a pellet had struck her, and wondered if it would really hurt anything if she just ripped it off right then.

Winter made herself look away, dragging up a more important matter to try to divert her mind elsewhere. Why had she been summoned back to the FBI field office in Cherithville immediately after the hospital let her leave?

The pellet had passed right through her arm, and the hospital had only kept her a few hours, to clean the wound, pump her full of fluids, and kick-start an antibiotic regimen. She was anxious to go home, but the summons put an end to that hope. At the very least, she wanted to call her dad and tell him everything, but the hospital had taken all her things, and the FBI had confiscated them from the hospital...so she was without her phone. A uniformed Cherithville police officer as an escort kept her from running off to find some random phone to use elsewhere. 

Maybe the FBI weren’t going to let her leave this time. Maybe they were going to make her disappear. She quirked a half grin at the idea, at the irony of how many times she had wanted to run away and disappear, but now that it might happen she didn’t want it at all.

The police escort had dropped her off in front of the apartment buildings and drove away, and now Winter stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring up, wondering if there might still be a way out. As she examined the minuscule security camera, tucked away in the corner and almost invisible to anyone who didn’t know what this apartment really was, Winter knew if she turned and bolted it wouldn’t take long before she found herself back at this place minus a great deal of dignity. She sighed, climbed the stairs, heavy boots thumping each step, and knocked on the door with a meek two knocks. It was immediately answered by a blond man with a firm jaw and a goatee. 

“Hello, Winter,” the man said. “Come in.”

Winter stepped in and scanned the room. Agent Erickson sat in a dining chair pulled away from the table into the living room. On the couch waited Kaci, wavy brown hair pulled to one side of her petite face. Her parents, Chris and Beverly, sat with her. Beverly looked like an older version of Kaci, though Winter knew she was really Kaci’s aunt. They smiled at Winter, but Winter only managed to tighten her mouth in return.

Across the room in another dining chair was Ayden, arms crossed, and face redder than her spiked hair. Her bandaged leg stuck out straight and she gazed at her exposed toes.

Agent Erickson stood. “Winter, this is my newly assigned partner, Agent William Golbeck.”

The blond man grabbed her hand and shook it, then placed his other hand on her back to direct her to an empty chair beside Ayden.

She spun on him, eyes flashing. “Are you an agent or a kindergarten teacher? I’m not going to get lost finding the chair.”

Agent Golbeck smirked and crossed back to his post by the door, eyes on her until she sat.

Erickson shook his head and returned to his seat. “Winter, Ayden...you probably don’t know what we’re doing here, so let me start by explaining that this is a briefing. The Williamses have frequent briefings with us, sometimes here, sometimes at their home, or sometimes at the field office we have in Grady. This is our time to discuss things that have happened, things that are about to happen, and how you fit into the plan.”

Winter bit her lip. “Okay, sure. But why is Ayden here?”

Ayden jerked her head up. “Yeah. Why am I here? You’re holding me against my will. I want a lawyer.”

Erickson held his hand up and then rubbed it through his dark brown hair. “It seems we need to get serious real quick. Just take it easy, Ayden, I’ll explain everything. After I explain, I’ll make sure your options are clear, and you can make your own decision.” 

He looked at Kaci then back to Ayden. “The man who tried to kill you two days ago is called Xaphan. His real name is Robert Olsen. He’s a serial killer that identifies himself as a Satanic priest, and we’ve been after him for almost fifteen years now. For reasons we don’t fully understand, a little over eleven years ago, he attempted to kill Kaci while she was only in first grade. She is the only survivor of the Mordensfield Massacre, where her entire class was shot in cold blood, and hiding beneath the body of her teacher was the only thing that saved her life. He has been maneuvering to find and kill her ever since. Kaci has been with us in protective custody since that time, until we can capture him and those with him.” He leaned forward and stared directly at Ayden. “This man tried to kill you yesterday, because he thinks you are her.”

Ayden shrugged. “So it’s over with, right? That man is dead. I was there.” She glanced at Winter, a look that held a tinge of fear.

Winter shook her head. “That wasn’t Xaphan. Xaphan is still out there, and he doesn’t know anything different. As far as he’s concerned, you’re the Sandy he’s been looking for.”

“So?”

Erickson took a deep breath. “You are his target. There’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t reason with him, because he won’t take the chance of you lying. Anything we do to put him off of you would only seem like clever misdirection. Even if we do manage to convince him of the truth—which we won’t because our priority is to protect everyone—he still won’t allow you to live simply because you’ve seen and heard too much about him. Like it or not, you’re in this for good. And just like Kaci, we now have to protect you until he can be captured or killed.”

“You...you mean I can’t go home? That’s kidnapping!”

“It’s called protective custody,” said Erickson. “You’ve seen him. You’ve spoken with him. And he failed to kill you. So he’ll be after you now more than ever.”

Ayden pointed to Kaci. “Why don’t you just give her to him?”

“Ayden!” Winter said.

Ayden folded her arms and sat back with a snort.

Silence fell on the room like wool. Agent Golbeck stepped closer to the window and peeked out.

“So what do we do now?” asked Kaci, cheeks red and obviously avoiding eye contact with Ayden.

“We have a couple options,” said Erickson. “One...we could pull everyone in this room and relocate you.”

“You can’t do that!” said Ayden.

“Yes we can,” said Erickson. “Everyone here is over eighteen. We don’t have to involve anyone’s guardians at all. You simply disappear, and start over somewhere else. New name. New identity. New life. And a dedicated case handler nearby at all times. The Williamses are no strangers to the process.”

Ayden put her head in her hands and started crying.

Winter put a hand on her shoulder and scowled at Erickson. “You said options.”

He nodded. “The second option is everyone stays here. No one relocates. We put certain safeguards in place, and we use Xaphan’s false assumptions against him to try and draw him out. Maybe we can actually end this.”

“Be specific,” said Chris.

“Priority one right now is Kaci,” said Erickson. “We will place her and Winter in an apartment complex a short distance from here, that we can monitor constantly and respond to quickly. We can’t risk bringing them to this complex because we suspect Xaphan knows our location. We wouldn’t want to do anything to tip him off.”

“What about school?” asked Kaci. “It’s my senior year. I want to finish.”

Erickson nodded. “We’ll have an agent shadowing you at all times, just like we have the past three years. Our network isn’t changing. But Xaphan’s people were able to penetrate too far into Tishbe dorms last year and we want you off campus.”

“What did you mean use Xaphan’s false assumptions against him?” Winter asked.

“Xaphan thinks Ayden is Sandy,” Erickson said. “We do nothing to tell him otherwise. Ayden goes back to school, checks into the dorm, except this time she’ll have an undercover agent as a roommate. Ayden is shadowed everywhere she goes. We lay out the grid wider than we have in the past and hope that Xaphan comes looking for her. When he does, we’ll be ready.”

Winter frowned. “You mean use her as bait?”

“What?” said Ayden. “Are you crazy?”

“Like it or not,” said Erickson, “you are the target. Be the target that stops this monster, or leave everything behind to start a new life in protection. But we can’t unmake you the target. You’re it. The Bureau is all in to stop him. We’ve got more resources allocated now than we’ve ever had before. You’ll be safe. I promise.”

Ayden pursed her lips and peered at the floor.

Erickson turned to Winter. “Your job is the most complicated, and we need you ready to protect Kaci, especially at night. That’s why you’ll be in the apartment with her instead of in the dorm with Ayden. For some reason, you are able to be there for Kaci when our agents can’t get there in time. I’m not ready to admit anything supernatural yet, but there’s something going on and we have to use it.

“On the other hand, we also need you to sell the red herring. The only people who know Kaci is the real Sandy are in this room...even the other agents involved in protecting Kaci have never been told why, and may not even realize they’re doing it. Most of the agents just think they’re watching Winter and her closest friends, and it needs to stay this way. Winter, you were reckless last year. You broadcasted everywhere what you were doing, and you had no clue that Xaphan was watching you like a hawk. Thank God you never found out the truth.

“Everyone that was helping you knows you found Ayden and believes she’s Sandy, just like Xaphan, and you need to let them believe this. That means spending time visibly with Ayden so everyone thinks you’re trying to protect her, not Kaci.”

“I can’t do that,” said Winter. “Peter, Davis, and Summer are our friends. They can help us.”

“Are you sure? Are you willing to risk their lives giving information that might jeopardize Kaci and Ayden? If we’re going to draw out Xaphan, everything needs to point to Ayden; which means we’ll be pulling some resources from Kaci and putting them to protect Ayden. Kaci will be more vulnerable than ever, and we can’t risk even a whisper of her true identity. No one outside this room can know the truth. Understood? Because if they do, both Kaci and Ayden could die.”

Winter shook her head. “We can trust them.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Erickson. “It’s not a matter of trust. It’s a matter of safely manipulating the situation so Xaphan can finally be trapped. We’ve never had an opportunity like this before.”

Beverly stiffened. “If you’re pulling resources from Kaci, how is she protected?”

“Like I said, Winter will be with her at night and an undercover agent with Ayden at night. During the day the assignments will be reversed. Winter will shadow Ayden while the undercover agent shadows Kaci. Everyone will be under the eyes of our network, but more emphasis will be given to Ayden since she is in the most danger.

“I know there are risks.” Erickson surveyed everyone in the room. “That’s why you have two options. You can willingly choose to participate in this plan or you can choose to be relocated and placed into protection...even you, Winter.”

Erickson watched Kaci, as if waiting for her to speak for everyone.

“I’m tired of running,” said Kaci. “Winter can stop this. I’m with her. If she stays I stay.”

“I’m staying,” said Winter, smiling at Kaci.

Chris looked at Beverly and she nodded. “Okay,” said Chris. “We’ll support Kaci in whatever she chooses. She’s tired of running and so are we.”

Erickson nodded and turned to Ayden.

“No,” she said.

“Do you not understand...”

“I understand perfectly,” said Ayden. “You want me to be bait, and you’re threatening to kidnap me if I don’t agree. Well, the answer is no. I won’t do either.” She stood.

“Ayden, it’s no use,” said Winter.

“Leave me alone!” She rushed toward the door, but Agent Golbeck blocked her way. “Let me out.”

Golbeck frowned at her.

“We can’t do that, Ayden,” said Agent Erickson.

Winter stood. “Ayden, wait.”

Ayden spun with her arms crossed, looming at least two inches taller than Winter.

Winter stepped toward her, trying not to flinch beneath what she recognized as a good representation of the same glare she used herself. 

“Remember how it felt?” Winter said. “Remember how scared you were and how hopeless you felt? Kaci has been feeling that her entire life. This monster murdered her entire first-grade class in front of her. Her teacher died to protect her that day. Xaphan almost killed Kaci last year because of me, and if he’d known then who she was he would have won already. This is the reality of her life. And yesterday, without the help of the FBI, I was there for you. I helped you after you were shot. I found you in the forest. I kept you safe. Now, we’re not alone because there’s help. And I will still be there for both you and Kaci.” Her voice firmed and filled with anger. “Don’t let this monster win. Because if you walk out that door, he might be waiting at the bottom of the stairs. He might be waiting in your car. He might be waiting at your home. You will never get away from him. Even if you run, it’s you he’ll be looking for...not me or Kaci. You are his target, and he will do everything possible to kill you. However scared and hopeless you felt yesterday, it will never go away for the rest of your life unless you choose to take a stand now. You’re not the type to run away from a fight, so don’t start now. And nobody wants to leave, not me, not Kaci, not you. If you don’t help, we’ll all be taken away. That choice is yours.” Winter folded her arms and glared back at Ayden.

Ayden tightened her eyes and stuck out her jaw. The seconds dragged by as Ayden tapped her foot. Finally she tore her eyes away from Winter and stomped back to her chair.

Erickson crossed to the dining room table and opened a lockbox. He pulled out two cellphones and plugged them into a laptop. After a few taps he looked across the room to them.

“Sorry we had to take your phones, but if Xaphan managed to tap into their GPS signatures, he’d have been able to find you in the hospital. We’ve reprogrammed them with new GPS IDs and encoded them to our network...as well as a few other goodies. Don’t worry, I’m not erasing any of your contacts or photos. But everything that goes through your phone will be tracked from here on out and backed up to our secure server, so keep that in mind.”

“What about them?” asked Ayden, nodding her head to Kaci.

Chris laughed and adjusted his glasses. “The FBI souped-up our phones a long time ago. We get new ones every year.”

“Sorry about the battery life, though.” Erickson came back with the phones and two small silver bracelets. “Without the ability to disable your location services and with the constant data uploading, it tends to put an extra drain on the battery.” He handed a bracelet each to Winter and Ayden, a silver circlet, about a quarter inch wide and solid. It would have been more at home on Summer’s wrist than Winter’s. “You’ll also need these. After the Olamel incident, we decided we needed Kaci to have a tracking device on her at all times. Hers is the tulip pendant. Yours can be whatever you like. But until you decide or provide us with something to modify, you’ll wear these.”

Erickson returned to his seat. “It’s important that we keep up appearances for everyone. They don’t know about Kaci, so we don’t want to provide them with any unnecessary clues. So Kaci will go home as usual and will spend the summer under the watch-care of the field office in Grady. Ayden will also go home as if the FBI do not suspect Xaphan will be after her. There will be agents there to watch her, even though we’re not even confident he knows where she’s from. The same goes for Winter. Xaphan’s entrenched here in Cherithville, so the most likely scenario is that he will recognize the normalcy of our actions and make his own preparations for everyone’s return next fall. Agent Golbeck and I will remain here to monitor the progress of our own preparations and to listen for any movement from Xaphan in case we’re wrong. We’ll also be constantly monitoring everyone from here and be in daily contact with the agents assigned to you. Are there any questions?”

“Can I go now?” asked Ayden as she stood.

Erickson crossed over to her and grabbed the hand holding her bracelet. “You’ll need to put this on.” He wrapped it around her wrist. “Don’t worry. Everything’s under control.”

Ayden huffed and stomped back to the door. This time Agent Golbeck let her pass.

Chris, Beverly, and Kaci stood. Chris walked over to Agent Erickson and extended his hand. “Thank you, as always,” he said as they shook. “I’m sorry about Agent Gains. He was a good man.”

Erickson nodded. “Yes he was. And he loved your family. I’ll do all that I can to make sure you stay safe like he wanted.”

As Kaci and her parents left, Winter moved to follow. Agent Golbeck held a hand out to her and shook his head.

“Winter, if you could stay a moment longer,” Erickson said from behind her.

She turned back. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Agent Golbeck closed the door, sealing her alone with the two agents.

“There’s nothing wrong. But if we’re going to accomplish our plan, your role is very important. It’s also outside of civilian scope.”

“So?”

“Last year you were limited. This year we want to free you to know and do what is necessary to protect Kaci and Ayden. I’ve been authorized to deputize you as a special officer, code name Butterfly, for this task force, with a Top Secret security clearance level so you will have access to the records and information you need. We’ve already done the background checks on both you and your father.”

Winter blinked at him. “Are you serious? I don’t know anything about that.”

“You know enough. But we need to require more of you.”

“Like what?” Winter’s stomach lurched into her lungs.

Agent Erickson led her to the table, opened a file folder and pulled out some official-looking documents. “You’ll be required this summer to become firearms and baton qualified. You’ll also go through weapons retention, compliance and take-down techniques, defensive tactics, basic hand-to-hand combat, CPR and first aid, and scene security, with victim recovery and evidence preservation.”

Winter’s jaw dropped.

“These training courses are a conditional requirement of your deputation and you will be required to complete them before the fall term begins. An agent has already been assigned to you in Trenton Hills to mentor you through the process. Of course all of this, your deputation, your training, and your involvement is classified at the Top Secret level and you’re not to mention a word of it to anyone without clearance from me. I’ll be acting as your direct supervisor.”

“Wait,” Winter said. “Not even my dad? Or Kaci?”

“No. Kaci doesn’t need to know about your training. You’ll use the cover of a summer job with your dad. You’ll have some salary to go with it, so it’s not far from the truth.”

Winter shook her head. “I’m not sure I want to do this.”

“You don’t have a choice. You agreed to the task and this is your role. If you think we’re going to let you face a monster like Xaphan without being properly prepared next time, then think again. Are you in or not? I thought you wanted to catch him.”

“I do, it’s just...”

“Just what? You thought this would be easy?” Erickson shook his head. “There’s a reason we haven’t been able to stop him. You’ve come closer than anybody, which is why we want your help. With the proper tools and training, maybe the next time you face him you can accomplish what we can’t seem to do.”

Winter crossed her arms and stared at the document on the table.

Erickson held a pen out to her. “All you have to do is sign.”

Winter tapped her foot and twisted her mouth. Then she reached out, snatched the pen, and scratched her name onto the form.

“Welcome to the war,” said Erickson.
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Winter turned her gleaming black BMW into the Hazelnut Woods apartment complex. She checked her rear-view mirror to make sure her dad didn’t miss the turn. After only a moment, his Dodge Dakota turned in, trailer in tow. Winter looked back to the apartments, searching for building B and apartment 202. It was easy to find. A small rental trailer sat backed up to the curb, attached to Chris’s small truck. Kaci and her parents were pulling boxes and furniture out. Kaci, wearing a red short-sleeve turtleneck, noticed her and waved, then hefted the box again in her arms and turned toward the apartment. Peter Strong jogged down the apartment stairs, empty-handed. He glanced once at her car, grinned, and then took the box from Kaci.

Winter found an empty parking spot an apartment away and jumped out to direct her dad to the empty space beside Kaci’s rental trailer. As Steve began backing the trailer into position, Kaci ran up to her and wrapped her arms around her.

“How was your summer?” Kaci asked.

“Short. Wasn’t expecting to have to move in the middle of July.”

Kaci grinned. “I know. I think they were getting anxious. At least we’ll have plenty of time to settle in.”

Peter waved at them and grabbed another box to take upstairs.

“What’s he doing here?” Winter asked. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

“Of course not. But we’ve been talking the past couple of months. When I told him we were moving into an apartment, he insisted on coming to help.”

“Talking?”

Kaci brushed a strand of wavy brown hair behind her ear and gazed at the ground.

“So, does this mean...?” asked Winter.

“Not officially,” said Kaci. “But maybe. We’ll see.”

Winter chuckled. “Well, it’s about time.”

A loud metallic squeak made them both turn.

Steve was lifting the latch on the trailer doors and opening them wide. “It’s not going to unload itself,” he said.

“How much more of your stuff is left?” Winter asked Kaci.

“About half the trailer. Mostly just boxes now. If you two come help us finish, then we can all work on yours together.”

“Dad?” asked Winter.

Steve shrugged. “I was about to suggest the same thing.”

Before Winter could grab a box from Kaci’s trailer, Beverly gave Winter a big hug. When Beverly released her, Winter found herself wrapped up by Peter. She couldn’t help noticing from the smell that his hair had been freshly shampooed. His short goatee tickled the side of her face as he leaned over slightly...he was about as tall as Ryan.

Winter peered at Kaci, who seemed to be purposefully looking the other direction. Winter almost pushed Peter away to go talk to her, but Kaci was already hauling another box back to the building. Winter took a deep breath and let it go...she didn’t really know what to say anyway. It was nothing.

Chris stood hunched over in the trailer, bringing stuff to the opening for everyone to grab. Winter took the nearest box and followed Kaci up the iron stairs to the open door of apartment 202. They entered into the living room, piled with random boxes, some balanced on a couch. The room extended to the right, where sunlight glistened through the sliding glass door of a small balcony overlooking the parking lot. A little in and to the left the dining room and kitchen waited, with a small square folding table leaning against the wall and counters covered in more boxes.

“That box goes in my bedroom,” said Kaci.

Straight ahead, a short hall led to three doors. At the head of the hall was a bathroom. To the left and right were identical bedrooms. Kaci led her to the bedroom on the left, already full of boxes and the ingredients for a bed leaning against the wall.

Winter set the box down and then walked across the hall to check out her new room. Compared to Kaci’s room, this room appeared naked, with nothing more than soft tan carpet underneath and an accordion-door closet to the right. A bare window on the back wall looked out over a parking lot like the sliding doors.

“Do you like it?” asked Kaci.

“It’s nice,” Winter said. “Much better than a dorm room.”

“I know.”

“This was such a great idea.” Winter grinned.

“It was your idea, Winter?” asked Steve as he dropped a box into Kaci’s room.

Winter shrugged. “Um, I suppose.”

“Well, I’m proud of both of you,” he said. “Getting jobs and a place of your own is a big step.” He patted Winter and Kaci on the shoulders and went back outside.

“Come on,” said Kaci as she turned to follow.

“Just one second,” Winter said. “I need to use the restroom.”

Kaci nodded and left Winter momentarily alone in the apartment. Winter hurried through the bathroom door and locked it behind her. She stood in front of the mirror and took a deep breath, staring at a face leaner than it had been in years, but still decorated with a nose stud, eyebrow ring, and five studs in her ears. Dark patches underlining her sky-blue eyes had nothing to do with make-up. If she looked different to anyone else, no one had said anything. Maybe they were too busy counting her piercings. 

She put a hand on her left shoulder and rotated her arm, wincing from the stiffness. Then she tugged at the collar of her shirt to inspect a dark purple and green bruise, fading already but still too noticeable to leave uncovered. It had only been a few days since her qualifying exam with the FBI made her an officially deputized special officer, and her body still wore the evidence of it. As bad as Agent Erickson had made the training sound, the reality was that he didn’t tell her the half of it.

Winter reached down to the inside of her left ankle and pulled up the hem of her baggy pants. She checked the ankle holster holding her newly issued Ruger LCP, making sure it didn’t need to be tightened. At only about five inches long and weighing less than half a pound, Winter often forgot she had it...until she kicked it with her other foot or the holster started itching again. Like it was doing now. And they found her a gun that was purple and black, as if it made a difference. Winter rolled her eyes every time she thought about it.

She shoved her fingers as far as she could beneath the holster and tried to relieve the itch, the real reason she had ducked into the bathroom, but it didn’t do much good. So she checked the tightness of the holster again, tugged her pants back over the gun, and flushed the toilet in case someone was just outside.

The sun sat no more than a finger’s width over the horizon by the time they finished unloading Winter’s trailer. It was difficult to move around the apartment with all the boxes everywhere, but Steve and Chris managed to reorganize the kitchen area and set up the small table for pizzas. Steve, Chris, and Beverly sat on the couch and ate while Winter, Kaci, and Peter went onto the balcony, despite the heat.

“Where are you staying this year?” Winter asked Peter.

“Same as last year...in Edwards. Davis is going to room with me this year.”

“Really? I didn’t know that,” said Winter.

Peter shrugged. “Yeah. We figured since we hung out helping you so much last year, it would save time if we were in the same place.” Peter flicked his eyes to Kaci. “Um, sorry.”

“No, it’s okay,” said Kaci. She smiled. “You don’t have to tip-toe around me so much. I’m doing much better. You should know that.”

Peter’s face reddened and he peered out at the parking lot.

Kaci turned to Winter. “How’s Summer doing?”

“Fine, I guess. When I call her, she’s usually pretty short. Last spring really freaked her out. But she’s coming back to school, though I think she’s giving up the RA thing.”

“Is she going to be in Divine this year?”

Winter shook her head. “Boon, I think. And I’m pretty sure her parents sprung for a private room, too.”

“Must be nice,” said Peter.

“Hey, lay off her,” said Winter. “It’s true she’s not hurting for anything, but that’s not her fault. Besides, we don’t have to worry about another person overhearing anything we talk about. It can all be private. The way things are going, I’d be suspicious of any new roommate that came onto the scene.”

Kaci frowned. “We should probably be suspicious of everyone.”

“Everyone keeps telling me that...”

“To change the subject to something a little more cheerful,” Peter said with a grimace, “when everyone gets back into town, we need to have some kind of party.”

Kaci laughed. “A real party, Peter?”

Peter shrugged. “It can be whatever kind of party you like. You two plan it.”

The glass door slid open behind them and Steve stuck out his head. “Winter? I need to be going. It’ll already be well after midnight before I get home.”

Winter hopped up. “Sure. I’ll be right there.”

As Steve went back inside, Kaci stood beside her. “My parents will probably want to leave soon too.” She sighed.

“I’ll tell you what,” Peter said as he rose to stand with them. “While you two are saying your goodbyes, I’ll get your beds set up.” He smiled at them and led the way inside.

The goodbyes didn’t take long, as it turned out. Steve had always been awkward with those kinds of emotional moments, and he was in too much of a hurry to pretend otherwise. After a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek, he once again told her to be careful and then left without looking back. 

Chris and Beverly hugged them both, Beverly wiping her eyes dry, but neither of them made any real effort to linger. Despite their concerned frowns and obvious hesitation to leave, they weren’t long behind Steve.

Back inside, Peter emerged from Winter’s room, clapping his hands. “That was easy enough.”

“Are you done already?” asked Kaci.

He shrugged. “Not much to it really. I hope I put them in the right places. If not, I’ll help you move them before I go.”

Kaci bit her lower lip. “You’re not going already, are you?”

“Well, it’s getting dark. I should probably be leaving too. It’s an hour and a half to home.”

“You could crash here, tonight,” said Kaci. “You could take the couch. That way you can help us unpack some.”

Peter ran a hand through his brown hair and grinned. “Yeah, maybe.” He nodded. “Okay, sure. I’ll just call my folks and let them know.” He fished out his cellphone and started walking toward the balcony.

Kaci grinned after him, and when he slid the door closed, Winter asked, “Has he even asked you out yet?”

“No. We’re just sort of...clicking, you know? At least it feels that way. You know, he didn’t just call me. He came over twice. We stayed up late into the night watching movies. I’ve never felt this way before.”

“I’m happy for you. It’s about time you had something good going. Are you sure it’s a good idea for him to stay? I mean...”

“Winter! It’s not like that.” Kaci looked away, face bright red. 

Winter laughed. “Okay, sorry. Has he even kissed you yet?”

A smirk crossed Kaci’s face. “No comment.” She turned and hurried into her room.

Winter shook her head and grabbed another piece of pizza from the table.

<<<<>>>>

She awoke that night with a jerk. A muffled voice floated down the hall from the living room, the same voice that permeated her dreams from the mouth of a shadowy figure, mocking her, always at the corner of her eye, but yet familiar. The tones dredged up long-dead feelings from her past. 

A moment of breathing deeply and sitting up in her bed brought enough quiet to hear the muffled voice was real. She snatched up her cell phone with one hand and her gun with the other, using her phone as a flashlight to navigate the still-mostly-packed boxes in her room. When she leaned her ear against the door, she couldn’t hear the voice any more clearly, so she pressed gently against the door to ease the pressure from the latch and slowly twisted the knob.

The door made almost no sound as she cracked it open. She could just see Peter pacing from the kitchen to the living room, talking in hushed tones into his cellphone.

“No, I told you,” he said. “Not yet. Not here...Because she’s not ready. Give me more time...Yes, I can handle it. I told you I could...Another month, maybe...”

Winter frowned and set the gun down on the nearest box, then eased into the hall and padded closer. “What are you doing?”

Peter snapped his phone shut. “Nothing. Just talking to my cousin.”

“At two in the morning?”

“He works the night shift. I’m sorry I woke you.”

Winter shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I wasn’t sleeping well anyway. New place and all that.”

“I understand.” Peter walked back to the couch and sat, placing his head in his hands.

Winter narrowed her eyes at his shadowy form. “Listen. I don’t know what’s really going on, but there’s no need to keep it secret.”

“It’s nothing,” he said.

“Didn’t sound like nothing. You said ‘she.’ Who were you talking about? Me or Kaci?”

“It’s not what you think.”

Winter crossed her arms. “Then what is it?”

Peter didn’t respond.

“After all we’ve been through together, this is what I get from you? Secrets?”

“I’m sorry, okay? It’s nothing to do with you or Kaci. It’s personal. And I’m not ready to talk about it.”

Winter took a deep breath to force her frustration away. “Sure. I get it. I know all about the personal stuff. But if you hurt Kaci...”

“I won’t. It’s nothing like that.” Peter turned on the couch and lay down. “I promise. When it’s time, I’ll let you know everything.”

Winter backed toward her room, watching the dark shadow on the couch where she knew he was probably watching her. “Fine. I’m going back to bed. But I won’t forget this, Peter. Remember that.” 

His silence was answer enough. Winter retreated to her room and lay awake for a long time thinking about that brief snippet she heard of his phone conversation. Every time it replayed in her mind, perfectly repeated in that unpredictable photographic memory she sometimes had, it was immediately followed by the voice of Agent Gains, imploring her not to trust anyone. But Peter? Could he really be keeping something that serious from her? What was going on?

Exhaustion eventually dragged her back to sleep...and back to dreams of that shadowy figure, now taunting her as she chased Peter, Summer, Davis, and for some reason Dr. Streffield through a maze of mirrors.
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Four Years Ago

Winter slouched in the armchair by the wall and gazed at the floor of her dad’s living room. Her backpack waited next to her booted feet and her hands clung together in her lap. She let a curtain of her jet-black hair swing forward into her face and then brushed the strands aside again.

A squeal outside made her look to the window. The school bus had arrived. Winter took a deep breath and watched it, knowing she should probably get up, but just not rousing the will-power to do so. Ten seconds passed and the driver blew the horn. Winter bit her lip, hoping her dad didn’t hear it. Another ten seconds and the bus drove away.

Winter stood and crossed the room to the kitchen where her dad sat at the table drinking coffee and looking over the newspaper.

“Dad, I missed the bus. Will you take me to school?”

Steve peered up and firmed his lips. His eyes searched her face, but Winter was not too concerned. She had become good at letting everything readable drain from her face, not wanting anyone to know about the hell raging in her heart.

Steve checked his watch and nodded. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Winter slowly turned and shuffled back to her chair.

Ten minutes later found Winter staring out of the window of her dad’s truck as he shuttled her to Trenton Hills High School. He didn’t speak to her, and that was fine with Winter. The mutual silence between them had long ceased to be awkward. Winter shouldered her backpack when he dropped her off and trudged the short sidewalk to the main entrance. A few students stood around talking, but when they saw Winter they studied her in silence. Winter kept her eyes on the sidewalk and ignored their questioning stares, but she could still feel them...the weight of their accusations, their hatred, their blame...like hammers on her back.

The hall was not much better. Her presence carved a path to homeroom, like the prow of a boat, as people stood aside to watch her, to whisper, to shake their heads. Winter summoned more numbness to protect her heart...what was left of it.

In homeroom, Winter found a vacant seat near the back corner. She slouched into it, set her backpack on the floor, and laid her head down on top of her folded arms. Still, the growing silence in the room told her everyone watched, unspoken questions hurled in her direction.

Winter heard a shuffle in the desk in front of her. She peeked up as Claire leaned toward her.

“Hey,” Claire said. Claire scanned the room, and as she did everyone looked away and went back to their own conversations.

Winter lifted her head enough to set her chin on her arms. “Hey.”

Claire found Winter’s hand and squeezed. Then she turned around as the teacher called the class to attention.

After homeroom, Claire walked silently at her side to the lockers. Since they had been sitting next to each other in homeroom, they had been assigned adjoining lockers. Winter more than suspected Claire did that on purpose. But as they tested the lock combinations, even though they didn’t yet have books to put in the lockers, Claire still didn’t speak. She followed Winter to the door of Winter’s next class and then proceeded to her own.

When lunch came, Winter found Claire waiting for her at the lunchroom entrance. Claire fell into step with her and followed through the line and to a table, again in silence.

When they sat, Winter frowned at her. “What are you doing?”

Claire shrugged.

Winter stiffened. “Seriously, why are you following me?”

Claire met her gaze, her cheeks reddening and her eyes tearing over.

Winter diverted her eyes and shuffled her food.

The lunchroom filled and the noise swelled. The sweet cafeteria smell mirrored the taste of the soy burger. Winter tried to ignore the people filling up the nearest tables, but knew they wouldn’t stop staring. The people at the table just next to her had been staring since they arrived.

Near the end of the lunch period, two girls from the next table stood and plopped into chairs at Winter and Claire’s table.

Winter glanced up and then back to her almost empty tray, for once at a loss for what to say to drive them away.

“Everyone wants to know,” the first girl said.

“Know what?” Winter asked.

“What happened?”

The simple question shattered the numb casing around her heart. A lump grew in Winter’s throat. The question hung in the air as the two girls watched her. Their voices were loud enough to draw the attention of the other nearby tables, and now everyone leaned forward to hear what Winter might say. Seconds ticked by as Winter stared at her cafeteria tray. In her peripheral vision, she saw Claire stiffen.

“What’s wrong with you?” said Claire. “Can’t you see she doesn’t want to talk about it?”

The second girl spoke this time. “But she’s the only one that really knows. The whole school wants to know what happened in that car.”

Claire stood, her chair sliding back into the next table. “Do you want to know what happened? I’ll tell you. They had an accident! And people we loved are dead!”

A tear fell down Winter’s cheek.

“But what about prom?” the first girl asked.

“Just leave Winter alone!” Claire shouted. “It wasn’t her fault, so stop treating her like it was.”

“We...we weren’t...”

“And if you can’t respect that and you must know, then go read the stupid newspaper. Go ask the principal. Just stop hurting Winter!” Claire turned to the rest of the cafeteria. Everyone had stopped to watch and listen, even the teachers. “It’s not important what happened in that car,” she shouted to the whole silent room. “It’s over. Move on. At least you’re capable of doing that. Winter’s going to have a hard enough time learning to live with what happened without all of you dragging it in front of her everywhere she goes. It may be all you can think about, but all she wants to do is think about something else. So have a little respect and find something else shiny to look at. Winter is not talking. Got it?”

The two girls fled back to their own table. A hushed form of conversation kicked up again in the cafeteria as everyone leaned together in obvious discussion and speculation of what Claire said. A few teachers nodded as if in approval and Claire sat down again.

Winter rubbed her eyes dry and tried to face Claire. Claire’s red face glistened, and she quickly wiped at her cheeks. Winter offered her a forced smile, and Claire just nodded in return.
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Present Day

Winter trudged toward the kitchen with her hand against her forehead. The summer hadn’t been long enough...too much to do, too much to worry about. The FBI checked on them by phone or by meeting away from the apartment at least every other day, and as the preparations for the next school year were made, she had long meetings at the field office. Kaci got away from all of the meetings since they didn’t want to risk drawing attention to her. But Winter suspected agents kept closer watch on them in the apartment building than they had originally been told. 

Agent Erickson insisted on continuing Winter’s training, taking every opportunity to go through all related case files, pointing out the potential leads, and explaining in detail how Xaphan managed to get away every time. The education she could handle, but the photos of Xaphan’s murderous trail she could do without. 

Now suddenly it was time for classes to begin again. And as usual, the dreams had started.

As Winter staggered into the kitchen, Kaci looked up at her from the table, crunching on cereal, wearing a T-shirt that revealed the old scar across her neck. “Bad night again?”

Winter nodded and plopped down in a chair. “It’s the same dream. And I don’t know what it means.”

“Well, why don’t you finally tell me about it?” said Kaci.

“Are you sure? I mean, you spent all last year avoiding this. I kinda got used to keeping it to myself.” Winter stood and meandered into the kitchen for her own bowl of cereal.

“Yeah. I’m ready. I mean, it can’t be avoided any longer. Last year I had to keep things quiet, not only for my own sake emotionally but because Agent Gains had told me to. But this year...we’re in this together completely.”

Winter sat back in the chair and took a mouthful of cereal. “It’s about Claire.”

“The girl you were friends with in high school?”

Winter nodded. “Yeah. The dreams have been about her. They’ve mostly been the same, but each time something small changes. First I saw her walking through Trenton Hills. Then I saw her walking along the highway I drive to get to Cherithville. Two nights ago I saw her running down Hoole Boulevard. But last night...last night she was just over there.” Winter pointed to the glass door of the balcony overlooking the parking lot. “She was sitting on the curb across the street...looking over here.”

“How did she look? Did she look mean or angry, or what?”

Winter shrugged. “She looked normal, just like the last time I saw her.”

Kaci twisted her mouth in thought. “And how did you feel about it?”

“Happy.” Winter smiled. “I mean...if there were any way possible to bring her into my new life with my new friends, I think it would be perfect. She was a good friend, even if she had some wrong ideas about life. She was there for me when I first moved. And even though I was horrible to her right after my mother died, she was still there for me, no questions asked, after my accident. I needed that more than anything at that time. To have Claire here and on our side...I don’t know. It would be like my life was finally coming full circle and I could begin to reattach these disjointed chapters of my life. You know?”

Kaci grinned. “Well maybe that’s it. Maybe you understand this dream stuff better than you give yourself credit. Maybe God’s going to find a way for you to reconcile your past to your present.”

“I don’t know if I want that to happen, though. It would mean having to face a lot of ugly I left behind.”

​“We all have to face our ugly one day. You can’t grow beautiful until you do.”

“Yeah...maybe. Can’t I just forget it though?” 

“Ugly has a way of getting your attention, like a toddler with no concept of personal space.”

Winter laughed. “Or an uncle.”

Kaci snorted as she stood to take her bowl to the sink. “There is one other possibility. Maybe a simpler explanation for your dream.”

“What’s that?”

“Maybe Claire’s really coming. Maybe she’s quite literally going to become a part of your new life.”

Winter let go of her spoon and peered at the table. “Yeah, well...that would never happen.”

“Why?”

“It’s a long story.” Without waiting for Kaci to respond, Winter left her half-eaten bowl on the table and went back to her room to get ready for class.

<<<<>>>>

The queue of vehicles on Hoole Boulevard going into the school crawled forward, and Winter impatiently tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. Students on foot trekking along the sidewalk, slightly hunched beneath weighty backpacks, made quicker progress. 

Winter eyed her dash clock and huffed. “I thought being only a couple of miles away from campus wouldn’t be so bad.”

“We should probably leave earlier tomorrow,” said Kaci.

“Do you think it would be quicker to circle around to the back of campus?”

Kaci shrugged, fingering the scarf around her neck. “Maybe. We’ll try it one day and see. Does this look all right?”

“It looks fine. Much better than wearing a turtle-neck in the heat. Besides, you know how most of them are...they’ll be too busy staring at me to notice your scarf. You look great. Relax.”

Kaci bit her bottom lip and nodded.

With a quick check of her parking decal at the gate, and an admonition from the guard to get it updated before the end of the week, they made it through. The pace of traffic quickened, though most everyone was careful not to speed, with vehicles scattering into parking lots and down roads leading deeper into campus. Winter found a vacant parking spot behind the Union, pulled in, and gave Kaci a smile.

“Are you ready?” Winter asked.

Kaci took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s go.”

The two girls walked next to each other along the service road between the Union and the Arts Plaza. As they rounded the Union and entered the Meadow, Ayden and a young woman with short blond hair descended the steps as if at random, though Winter suspected they had been watching for them from a nearby window.

“That must be Ayden’s handler, Nadeen,” Kaci whispered.

Nadeen flicked her brown eyes at them. She passed easily enough for a college student, though Winter knew she couldn’t be nearly as young as she appeared. Dark eyebrows to match her brown eyes were the only clues suggesting she wasn’t really blond. Nadeen let her blue backpack slide off her shoulder, and paused a moment to check something on the inside. 

“Okay,” said Winter. “Remember, just keep walking and don’t make direct contact.”

Kaci nodded and turned for her first class. Nadeen casually hunched up the backpack and followed on the sidewalk several feet behind, even allowing for a couple of other students to walk between them. No one would have suspected the whole thing had been planned.

Ayden never looked at Winter, either. Winter took large steps to get within a comfortable distance behind her. They took a sidewalk to cross diagonally through the Meadow, past the Ancient, and toward the opposite corner from the Union. Winter followed Ayden to the foot of the science building, slowing to watch her enter. Then she turned and jogged to her Ethics of Psychology class in the neighboring building.

At the end of the hour and a half of tedious syllabus discussion and introductory material, Winter rushed out of class expecting to find Ayden waiting for her at the top of the science building steps, but Ayden was already rushing down the sidewalk to the adjoining building for her health class. Winter sprinted to catch up, hoping anyone paying attention would just think she was late for her next class. Ayden reached the building long before Winter could catch her. Winter came to an abrupt halt, to the protests of the students standing just around her. She clenched her teeth and turned to cross the Meadow to the religion department for her next two classes.

Entering the religion department brought an unexpected wave of emotions through Winter. Dr. Cook’s last moments replayed in her mind, as he waved to her and placed his things into the trunk of his car. She remembered the man in the silver and black mask as the gun pivoted to Dr. Cook...

Winter looked to the floor and sped up as she passed by the office, not daring to peer inside and risk seeing the new dean of the department. As she turned the corner into the hall, she didn’t slow down until she arrived at the room for her Intermediate Greek class. She took a seat in the back of the mostly filled room, a room she had shared previously with Dr. Cook, and quietly took out her notebook. No one else in the room spoke either, most keeping their eyes on their desks or else busying themselves by thumbing through other syllabi they had already received from other classes. No one looked up. No one spoke. Everyone just sat there waiting, and Winter suspected everyone had similar emotions running through them as she.

An older man with long gray hair walked slowly in, scanning the students in the room and frowning as he sensed the mood. He set his briefcase onto the table at the front of the room, and tugged at his suit coat. After a quick introduction, he passed out his syllabus.

With Greek out of the way a little early, Winter waited at the foot of the religion department for Ayden. They were supposed to rendezvous in that nonchalant way here, and then meet with Kaci and Nadeen at the Union to swap back for lunch. Ayden’s building sat opposite the religion building, and Winter watched it carefully, but Ayden never came out. Winter gave her an extra ten minutes past the expected time for classes to let out, and then took off to find her, careful not to run or stomp her away across the Meadow. She climbed the stairs to the second floor where Ayden’s class was supposed to be, but found the entire floor already deserted. Just to be sure, she stuck her head into the room. The teacher still sat behind a desk, looking over some papers.

“Um, excuse me,” Winter said. The teacher looked up. “I’m looking for a student that was in your class just now.”

The lady smiled. “I’m sorry. I let the class out ten minutes early today.”

Winter bit her lip. “Okay. Thank you.” Ten minutes early. 

Winter must have just missed her, but now Ayden had been wandering on campus for nearly twenty minutes without escort. What was the protocol if they missed a planned connection? Winter couldn’t remember, but she was certain it wasn’t to just disappear. She ran back downstairs and rushed toward the Union, trying not to draw too much attention to her haste and hoping Ayden would have had enough sense to at least go there. And if Ayden wasn’t to be found, at least Nadeen would be. Winter could give the code and have this place swarming with agents within just a few minutes. That would teach Ayden to run away.

She entered the crowded building, full of the first chaotic day of students trying to get their lunch from workers who had forgotten what it was like to serve so many people at once. Winter scanned the recently remodeled interior—the faces waiting in line, sitting at tables, and sitting on couches—until she finally spotted Ayden’s red spiky hair at a corner arm-chair near the windows. Winter crossed her arms and stomped over.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Ayden pursed her lips and looked up.

Winter glanced around at the students nearest and lowered her voice. “Do you want to get yourself killed? Do you realize how dangerous it is for you to wander off like that? You’re supposed to stick to the plan. You’re supposed to wait for me. I don’t care if you don’t like this, I certainly don’t, but at the very least you should have enough concern for your own safety to follow directions.”

Ayden’s face flushed crimson and she turned to stare at the floor, slumping a little further into her chair.

“Well? Don’t you have anything to say? Is this all a game to you? Do you realize how many people died because of this monster looking for you? I’ve seen the pictures!”

“Ahem...”

Winter spun at the interruption, heart thumping, and realized she had nearly shouted those last words. Nadeen stood with her arms crossed and her eyes glaring. Kaci waited several feet away, face pale and eyes wide.

Nadeen’s lips parted and she whispered through clenched teeth. “If anyone has put us all in danger it’s you and your loud mouth. Go away. I’ll take it from here.”

Winter huffed and went to Kaci.

After lunch, the morning separation routine was repeated at the foot of the steps, with Kaci and Ayden breaking away for their own classes, and Nadeen and Winter casually following behind. Ayden walked slower this time, almost dragging her feet, all the way to the religion department, where she was taking a Biblical history elective. Nadeen had obviously finished giving her the thorough tongue thrashing Winter had begun. They separated in the hall and Winter went to her Hermeneutics class.

After class, Winter found Ayden waiting in the lobby properly this time. Ayden scowled at her once, with narrow eyes full of rage, and started walking back toward the Union without waiting. Kaci and Nadeen were already there, standing apart from each other, and looking like they had absolutely nothing to do with the other and every bit as if they were waiting for someone else in particular. As Ayden and Winter approached, the switch was made, and Kaci and Winter walked back to the parking lot.

When Winter sank into the leather seat of her black BMW, she let her shoulders sag and leaned her head against the wheel.

Kaci closed her door. “Was it that bad?”

“Worst first day of school ever,” Winter mumbled.
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As Winter and Kaci walked toward the front of the Union the next day to make the escort exchange, Ayden leaned against a tree opposite the Union steps, arms crossed and staring at the ground. Nadeen waited at the foot of the steps, casting a dangerous glare toward the middle of the Meadow.
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