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	To Joshua, allow your imagination to take you to places you’ve never been.
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	welve-year old Micas ran down the blistering sidewalk, waving a piece of paper in the hot, humid air. The towering castle-like administration building from the local university dropped a shadow over him, bringing some relief to the heat, as he passed by. Just above the bill of his lightly blue ball cap was the mascot of the school, the fighting Desert Foxes, his favorite sports team. 


	His pace slowed down, dropping the paper to his side, while he approached a wooded area. The sunlight filtered into the sparsely placed trees, working across his fair-skinned complexion. He scanned the short grass underneath the canopy, seeing a variety of playground equipment. His eyes zoomed pass the monkey bars and the seesaw, focusing on his middle school friends. They sat in two identical swings, shifting their feet back and forth in a rut of sand for a boost higher into the air.


	One of the two boys had coal black hair that glossed with styling gel worked up into several points. The sides of his thick dark rimmed glasses blended into the sides of his head. He twisted in the chain linked red seat, turning to see Micas leaning over huffing. “Micas?” He gave a slight jump out of the swing. His rounded stomach jiggled, jogging over to him. “Where have you been? We’ve been waiting.”


	“Alejandro.” Micas’ head turned upward, looking at the kid wearing a green shirt with white lettering cursively written into SGPJ on it. He straightened his back, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. His hand dropped to his side, tapping at the piece of paper. “I’ve got it.” The corners of his mouth turned upward. 


	Alejandro leaned in, adjusting his glasses. “The computer camp application?” His eyes widened. “I can’t believe your parents are letting you go.”


	Micas gained his breath. “It took a little convincing to get them to switch from soccer camp, but I’m in.” 


	Alejandro’s tanned arm wrapped around him. “All right man! I tell you it’s a blast.” He cupped his hand into a c-shape over his mouth. “Hey, Chris!” he shouted, getting the other boy’s attention. “Looks like Micas is going to camp with us this year.”


	The third boy rose from his swing, swiveling around it. “That’s great!” He rushed over, meeting with the two, extending a hand in front of Micas. “Glad to have you aboard.” He cocked a grin, shaking his hand. 


	Micas wrapped an arm around Chris pulling him into a half-hug, dragging him back to the swings. “The Three Musketeers together again.” His cheeks rose, folding up the piece of paper and popping it into the back pocket of his jeans.


	“All for one!” Alejandro lowered into a swing. 


	“And one for all!” Chris smiled, pushing into the sand under his feet for a swift kick back into the air. 


	Micas plopped down into an empty swing. He grabbed the chain links, twisting them around. Then, he picked up his shoes, allowing the swing to unravel. “You know that might be one thing I’ll miss about school this summer.” He shook a finger in the air. “That was a good book.”


	“Eh, it’s good.” Alejandro nodded slightly. “But not as good as the Galactic Planets of Justice.” His hand scrolled under the letters on his tee shirt like Tiffany Cohen showing off a television set on the game show Let’s Make a Deal. 


	“Yeah.” Chris stopped his swing. His eyes lowered to the ground, making deeper ruts in the sand with the tips of his shoes. “Too bad the creator decided to quit the series and travel to South America for exploration.”


	Alejandro held up his wrist, displaying a plastic wristband with the same initials as his shirt. “I spent the birthday money my grandma gave me to support the cause.” He tapped the bracelet. “There’s a ‘Save the Galactic Planets of Justice’ Go Fundme page too. I believe it will come back with enough support.” His smile widened at the possibility. 


	“Or,” Micas paused, bringing his swing to a halt with a grin appearing upon his face. “You could always watch Star Trek.” 


	Chris shook his head. “That’s for old people. My grandma watches that before she goes to bed every night,” he laughed. 


	“Yeah, nothing compares to the Galactic Planets,” Alejandro boasted, puffing out his chest. He pushed the soles of his shoes against the ground, lifting to the air. “Commander Typo taking off.” He placed a hand over his mouth making shushing sounds to replicate the noises coming from an after thrust engine. 


	“Checking system dials, Commander,” Micas called out, twisting his hands, pretending to turn imaginary knobs. 


	“Where are we headed, Commander?” Chris pointed to the air, circling his index finger, as though he was looking at a holographic map.


	“Ensign, we’re going to the planet Irt.” Alejandro smiled, swinging higher. 


	Micas dropped his feet into the sand, dragging them, forcing his swing to come to a complete stop. He reached over, nudging Chris, extending his whole arm forward. “The princess of planet Irt.” 


	“Isabella?” Chris’ eyes widened so large that they looked like the size of a softball. A half-cocked grin increased up the side of his face, while he leaned so far ahead that he nearly fell out of his seat. A goofy gaze centered on the backside of a classmate with long dark brown hair that filled out over a pink shirt and jean shorts. When they were in kindergarten, she asked to borrow a crayon from him. Ever since that day, he had a huge crush on her. “That’s no princess.” His head shook back and forth as if he was watching a high pace tennis match. “That’s a queen.”


	“She’s all alone.” The soles of Alejandro’s black high top sneakers anchored into the ground, twisting for a second before halting his movements. “Now’s your chance to talk to her.”


	The three of them stared from the distance, watching her feed ducks at a fairly large pond. The water’s surface reflected the sunlight, bouncing onto her shiny hair. 


	“Me? Talk to her?” Chris’ lower lip dropped, hanging in place. “But…I…I don’t even know what to say.” 


	Micas placed a hand on his shoulder with a firm grip. “Just say ‘hi’, and then say something about the ducks.”


	“Yeah, that’s all there is to it,” Alejandro added.


	“You got this, buddy.” Micas gave Chris a friendly shove forward. 


	Chris took a few steps in her direction, reaching a small basketball court before he turned to look back at his friends for an added boost of reassurance. They sat there in the swings with their right arms fully extended, giving a ‘thumbs up’. He straightened out his spine, focusing his attention on Isabella. “Here goes nothing.” His nostrils expanded into a large inhale, holding his breath for a moment before inching his way down the small paved path leading up to the pond. 


	Micas spun around in his swing, crossing the two chain links into an ‘x’ above his head. “I don’t think I can watch.” 


	Alejandro’s eyelids widened into a stare. “It reminds me of episode 225 of the GPJ.” His lower lip fell open with his lower jaw locking into place.


	Micas’ brows contorted, unlatching the chain links and swiveling back around to face the action. “I remember that episode.” He took off his hat, fidgeting with it in his hands. “Commander Typo was going to ask the princess from Irt out on a date, but her father didn’t like the commander so much.”


	Alejandro turned to Micas, his eyes expanding. “Do you remember what happened?”


	Micas’ brows stretched up his forehead. “Laser beams! The king fired laser beams at the space jumper ship they fled in.” His head jerked back to Chris and Isabella with the comparison reflecting in his mind. 


	She couldn’t possibly fire laser beams at Chris, but a rejection from any girl would certainly feel like one—a hole that would bury right into the center of his chest.


	Alejandro gripped the chains of the swing, rising to his feet. “Micas, I don’t think we should let him do this.” 


	Micas held an arm across Alejandro’s chest. “Relax, I know my man will come through.” He placed his cap back on his head with his hands firmly pressing down on both sides. 


	Alejandro lowered softly back into the seat. “You’re right,” he paused, giving a slight push with his feet into a small lift. “Besides if it doesn’t work out, at least he can move on.”


	“Yeah, he’s been crazy for her for like seven years now.” Micas swiveled in his seat. “That’s a long time to think about what could or couldn’t happen.”


	Chris in his perpetual slow walk down the path was close enough to Isabella now that he could smell the honeysuckle from the small bush she stood by. First, a ‘hi’, then talk about the ducks, the priorities rang off in his head. 


	Isabella, bent at the knees near the shoreline of the pond, saw his reflection in the water. The hazel color of her eyes scrolled down the mirrored image to his hands that tossed around each other in a thorough hand washing motion. She pretended not to take notice, but a smile erupted across her slightly tanned face. The truth was, she had a bit of interest in him also. The fact that he was always with his friends prevented any attempt of bravery on her part to walk in his direction. She made a quick jerk upward, straightening her knees. 


	Chris jumped at the sudden movement. “H…H…Hi.” His lips quivered, while his hands tugged at the bottom of his red shorts. 


	She swiveled on the soles of her pink sneakers, directing her eyes into his. “Oh, hello, Chris,” she greeted with a slight Brazilian accent. 


	Oh gosh, she used the accent. His legs started to give way, while an immediate rosy color took to his light brown cheeks. Say something about the ducks. Say something about the ducks. “Those are ducks,” the words released from his mouth, while his cheeks deepened into more redness. 


	Isabella’s lips curled at the corners with a slight chuckle. “Yes…yes, they are.” 


	Of course, they are ducks. He slapped his forehead. Sheesh, get it together, Chris. “I mean those are mallards.” He pointed. “Aren’t they?” 


	“Yes.” She nodded. “Would you like to feed them with me?” She lowered to a squat, picking up a bread bag and reaching into it. 


	She pulled out a slice, breaking off a small corner piece. She stretched it out towards him. In the exchange, her index finger touched his palm, causing him to jerk back. The bread fell into the short green blades of grass. He made a sudden drop to his knees, picking it up, and springing back up to a straightened position like a jack-in-a-box. 


	Isabella pursed her lips with a slight curve at the ends. Her finger crooked to the air, beckoning him to follow. She ripped off another piece from the slice, throwing it to one of the waterfowl with emerald green feathers on its head. “I call this one,” she paused, extending a finger. “Buck,” she chuckled. 


	Chris’ brows pushed together, as he tilted his head. “Buck the duck?” His eyelids squeezed together, busting out into laughter. The pun expelled him from his nervousness into a more relaxed state. He was as comfortable talking to her now as he was either of his friends. 


	The two of them were observing from the distance in their swings, calling a play by play like they were sports announcer Jack Buck announcing a baseball game. 


	“Looks like he may have hit,” Micas called out, holding a fist in front of his mouth as if it were a microphone.


	“Ah, but is it a home run?” Alejandro leaned forward, gripping onto the chains of his swing. 


	“We will soon find out, my friend. We will soon find out.”


	Alejandro crossed his arms, stroking his chin. “I might have to start asking him for advice,” he paused, staring. “I do like Sheila from the sixth grade.”


	“Sheila?” Micas’ mouth twisted, his brows scrunching up. “There is no Sheila in the sixth grade.”


	“Oh, she’s not from our school.” Alejandro shook his head, cocking a grin. “She goes to Jefferson Elementary. I met her at computer camp last year.”


	Micas placed a hand on Alejandro’s shoulder. “I think I’m going to like this camp.” His cheeks rose. 


	“It’s all about the girls.” Alejandro straightened his back, adjusting his glasses, as the corners of his mouth stretched upward. “That’s what keeps me going back.”


	“Well, geez, Alejandro, I thought it might be about the educating opportunities,” Micas chuckled. 


	Alejandro’s stomach started jostling, as he slapped his knee, erupting into laughter. “Please, I know more than the counselors. I’d be bored if weren’t for the girls.”


	“Wow, I didn’t know you were such a player.”


	“Camp’s a whole new world, my friend.” Alejandro patted Micas on the back. “Soon, you’ll find that out on your own.” He winked. 


	Back at the pond, Chris and Isabella continued their conversation, exhibiting wide smiles on both of their faces. 


	Isabella flipped her wrist over, looking at her square-shaped watch. “Well, Chris, it’s time for me to go. I can’t be late for dinner.”


	“Yeah.” Chris crooked his neck towards Micas and Alejandro rocking back and forth in the swings. “Time for us to go, too.”


	“I’m glad you came over to talk to me.” She smiled. “I wasn’t quite sure you liked me.”


	Chris’ eyes widened, his face turning paler. His body wavered back and forth for a moment before stopping, shaking his head. He straightened his spine, focusing on the brown color of her eyes. “Not like you?” His brows pushed even further up forehead. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you since kindergarten,” the words expelled from his mouth. The redness came back to his cheeks with vengeance. He twisted around, rubbing his fingers at his temples. Oh great, now she’s going to think I’m a stalker. 


	Isabella gave a gentle tap to his shoulder, watching him turn around. “Chris, I’m not sure why we didn’t chat like this before.” Her pink gloss lips curled. “I had a lot of fun with you today. Let us mark this day as the first day our friendship begins.” She pointed towards the sky in declaration. Her body spun around, starting down the path in the opposite direction of the playground equipment. “Never again shall we walk the halls and not say ‘hi’ to each other.”


	Friends. Chris’ eyelids hung open without a single blink. The moment had gone through his mind so many times over the years. His right forefinger and thumb shot over to his left arm, lifting a ripple of skin in between and squeezing. He pressed his eyelids together, shaking his head at the soreness.


	Isabella’s brows contorted, her head tipping to the side. “Why did you pinch yourself?” 


	“I’m dreaming.” Chris’ eyes went into a slow blinking mode like some animatronic robot at an amusement park. “I swear I’m dreaming.”


	“No,” Isabella chuckled. “I’m serious.” Her hand reached out for his arm. “We are friends from here on out.” She gave him a slight shake, trying to knock him out of his trance. 


	His brows slid back down his forehead to their natural position. “Agreed.” The corners of his mouth curled upward, matching hers. His arm extended outward, engaging into a quick handshake. 


	She dropped her hand back to her side, resuming her walk down the path. “Besides,” she paused, stopping a few feet away, turning slightly. “I may need to borrow another crayon someday.” She winked before she flipped back around.


	Chris’ eyes bulged out, standing there frozen in place, as if he was locked in a vat of concrete. His crush had just mentioned the one moment he could never forget. His mouth fell open, hanging in place, while he watched her walk off into the distance. 


	“Whoa, what just happened?” His head shook, snapping him out of his daze. “Bye.” His hand rose slowly into the air, giving a half-wave, before realizing she was gone. 


	Back at the swing sets, Alejandro turned to Micas. “He’s just standing there. Do you think he is okay?”


	Micas rose from his swing, letting the chain fall from his hand, taking a couple of steps forward. “I have faith,” he paused with his sight setting upon Chris starting his walk back. “That a homerun has been scored today.” Micas turned around, cocking a grin at Alejandro. 


	“I don’t know.” Alejandro shook his head, leaping a foot out of his swing. He stood firmly next to Micas. “His face is awfully red.”


	“Redder than Ms. Lawson’s hair,” Micas chuckled. “Trust me, though, he came through. No chance he came out without a win.” He grabbed the bill of his hat, working a finger underneath, scratching the top of his scalp. “They talked for a really long time.”


	“Yeah, practically the whole afternoon.” Alejandro smiled. “We didn’t even make it to planet Irt,” he chuckled. 


	Micas laughed with him, reclining into a swing seat. “Well, maybe we didn’t, but it seems Chris did.” He gave a hard pressing wink.


	 Chris walked as if he had Jell-O legs, his eyes stuck in a widening gaze. The conversation with Isabella recycled in his mind. He made a slow and steady pace over to his seated friends. 


	“You okay, buddy?” Micas leaned towards him, holding onto the chain links. 


	Chris’ legs twisted, plopping down into an empty swing. “She remembered the crayon incident,” he mumbled. 


	Alejandro and Micas looked at each other with their brows pushing so far up their foreheads they nearly touched their hairline. 


	“This is major!” Micas’ mouth hung open, shaking his head as if he could hardly believe it himself.


	“No, this is epic.” Alejandro’s finger rose to the air. 


	“It’s majorly epic.” Micas held up his hands tapping his thumbs against his forefingers, pretending to play a video game. “Like defeating Ganon in The Legend of Zelda.”


	“So…” Alejandro pressed forward. “What did she say?” 


	Chris shook his head, snapping out of his daze. His eyes started into a slow blink, turning towards Alejandro. “She wants to be friends.” The corners of his mouth stretched from ear to ear.


	Micas ripped his ball cap from his head, rallying it around in a circle. “Homerun!! Whoo! Ooo!! Ooo!!” His lips formed into an ‘o’ shape, continuing with the siren noises. 


	Alejandro placed his fists on top of each other swirling them around into the stirring pot dance, shifting his hips back and forth. “Way to go, man!” He came to a stop, raising a palm to the air and giving Chris a high five. “You did great!” 


	Chris’ lips lifted even more with his pearly white teeth shining, while he joined in on the victory dancing, doing his own rendition of the running man. 


	Micas noticed the sun starting to lower in the sky. “Well, it’s been a triumphant day for The Three Musketeers,” he paused, placing an arm around Chris, giving a slight shake to his shoulders. “But I need to get home before dark.” His other arm reached out for Alejandro, pulling him into the group hug.


	“Yeah.” Alejandro leaned over, looking to Chris on the other side of Micas. “Things can only get better from here.” He smiled. 


	Micas lowered his arms from the boys’ shoulder, and then drew a finger into the air. “Onward, my fellow Musketeers!”
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	he three boys strolled down the sidewalk, heading back towards the administration building of Bravard University. A soft breeze played with the leaves of manicured maple trees, flashing their silvery undersides. The trunks of the trees rose from the ground, smooth and straight, ten feet apart from each other, standing like fortifying guards. 


	Alejandro fanned his arms out to his side, moving them up and down. “Commander Typo returning home.”


	Micas leaped onto a bench, running across it, and jumping off to the sidewalk. He placed both of his hands on the rounded top of a metal trash can. “Asteroid!” He pushed downward, lifting into the air, spreading his legs to the side as he cleared the top.


	Chris kept quiet, smiling at their motions. The conversation with Isabella repeated over and over in his mind, recording each blissful word to memory. A flash of red flew pass his head, breaking up the daydream. His eyes drifted over to it, seeing a cardinal decline into a squarely trimmed boxwood bush. He stared at it for a moment, watching it peck at a tiny oval shaped leaf. 


	“Hey, guys,” he paused, looking to Micas and Alejandro who froze in place turning towards him. “Remember when Ms. Lawson was talking about Native Americans in class today?”


	Micas lowered his head, tossing it back and forth between his shoulders, walking over to him. “Chris.” His hand drifted in the air, dropping upon the friend’s shoulder, while he drew his eyes upward. “Today was our last day of school, and I don’t want to think about it until fall.” He smiled with his arm falling back to his side. 


	Alejandro rose a hand into the air flicking it in a dismissive motion towards Micas. “Let the intellectuals talk here,” he laughed. “What is it you were going to say, Chris?”


	“Oh nothing much, just a thought.” Chris shook his head. 


	“Yeah.” Micas leaned in. “Sorry, I was just excited about summer, and camp. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


	“Well,” Chris paused, trying to recall what the teacher had told them. “You know how the Native Americans named their children after the first thing they saw on the day they were born, something from nature.” Micas and Alejandro nodded in sync. “I was just wondering if you had a chance to be named after something natural, what would you be called?”


	Alejandro stroked his chin. “A lion.” His hands reached up to his thick hair, moving them upward to straighten the spiky points that had fallen with the day’s humidity. “A great African lion with a huge mane of fur.” He curled his fingers, stretching them outward and swiping the air. “Roar!” 


	“Okay, Simba, we don’t have lions in America, except maybe mountain lions. And as far as I know, none live in the suburbs.” Micas cocked a grin. 


	“Well, if they did, I’d be Stalking Lion.” Alejandro’s chest puffed out, strutting around with his shoulders moving back and forth out of sync. “King of the Jungle.” His eyes narrowed turning towards Micas. “And what would you be?” The mascot just above Micas’ head drew his attention. “Ugh, never mind.”


	Micas yanked the ball cap off before Alejandro could even finish his words, popping it into shape. “The tremendously superior,” he paused, tapping the embroidered fur of the cream colored animal on front. “Fighting Desert Fox of Bravard University.”


	“Of course.” Alejandro rolled his eyes, shaking his head.
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