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      Pre-Biology sucked, but the subject was mandatory in eighth grade. I walked in and slumped into my seat. We were going to be dissecting frogs, and I wasn’t excited about it.

      John sat down next to me with two pencils up his nose.

      “Hey, Caleb.”

      “Hey. Did ya make sure the erasers were in there first?” I asked him.

      “Yeah, duh.” The pencils bounced as he spoke. For a smart guy, he had some weird ideas about self-entertainment.

      “You still buzzing?” he asked.

      “Yeah, it's on and off.” I felt kind of defensive about that and didn't really want to talk about it.

      “I've been thinking about that,” he said.

      I wondered briefly how he could think with pencils up his nose. A mystery. “Yeah?”

      “I think you have the undead creeper, like that Parker dude,” John said.

      That would be bad. “He's the one that could corpse-raise, right?” I asked.

      I had just been thinking about how much that ability sucked. However, the rareness of corpse-raising might come in handy. But that being my ability wasn’t likely. Mr. Collins went to the whiteboard and started to explain how to pin down the frogs.

      “Government took him. Bye-bye... gone.” John made a fluttering motion with his hand like a bird flying away. The pencils kept bouncing in a distracting way.

      I'd heard about that. Corpse manipulation was rare. Jeffrey Parker was the only recorded case.

      “Are you shitting me? Why do you think? Dead people? Come on.” I got an image of zombies with M-60s. I was interested for a change. Sometimes John would lose me in a tech rant, and it was all over.

      “No, think about it. They could get people raised and force them to do stuff. From a distance, they'd look like they were alive, important people.” He raised his eyebrows.

      “Presidents?”

      “Rulers or whoever,” John said. “He was a five-point. He could do the whole tamale. I think the government exploits whatever they can; using whoever they can.”

      I laughed.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I can't take you seriously. You look like a dumb-ass.” The pencils dangled indignantly inside each nostril, humiliated.

      John pulled them out, checking the ends for gold.

      I'd been wondering why my head was buzzing. I tried to remember when the it'd started. I had no idea what triggered it. I wondered if John could be right?

      “Okay, people,” Collins said. “Zip up here and pick up your trays. Your sterilized utensils should already be at your desks.”

      John went for our trays, minus the attractive pencils. I stared out the window, the rain rivulets that looked like gray streamers marring the glass.

      I shook my head, clearing fuzziness. I couldn't get rid of the buzzing, a dull noise that ebbed and flowed. As soon as I had entered the classroom, it had increased. It was starting to sound like people whispering.

      “Here. One frog for the both of us.” John plunked down a frog that had once been green but was now a bone-gray. The pins staking it to the board gleamed under the LEDs.

      Suddenly, I felt as though the earth was swiveling on its axis with me at the top. The whispering grew in volume then images of a marsh flooded my head. A frog, in the bloom of its life, shiny with amphibian iridescence, leapt to a log, hoping to fool a water moccasin.

      Right behind you! I shouted.

      But the frog didn’t seem to hear me.

      A motor boat was closing in on the frog. A man leaned out, getting ready to take capture the frog with a loose net on the end of a long metal pole. I heard the frog's thoughts: Strange predator. Must seek cover... noise... hurts...

      No! No!

      More visions came. With every cut my classmates made, I saw stuff from other frogs’ lives. I realized through some dim sense that I was lying on the floor. I think I might have passed out for a few minutes.

      “He bit it over a frog? Seriously?” Carson yelled.

      Brett, not to be outdone, caterwauled, “He's a total girl!”

      Collins was moving his hand in front of my face, holding up fingers, but I was caught in the grip of the death memories absorbing my consciousness. My vision grayed at the edges. A pin point of black expanded in the center, and I knew no more.
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      Trees surrounding the cemetery danced in the languid breeze of the mild spring night. Headstones glimmered like loose teeth, and the whispering was like a steady thrumming of white noise in my head. My hands grew clammy.

      I looked behind me at my two friends who'd come to support me. They had discovered my secret: that I could hear the dead. Proving to Carson and Brett that I had Affinity for the Dead―or AFTD―wouldn't keep them off my back completely, but it'd notch down their stupid to something me and my posse could manage.

      “Caleb, show them you're not a frickin' poser,” Jonesy said.

      “I don't pose.”

      I took a step through the Victorian-style gate, my foot touching its reluctant toe on hallowed ground.

      The feeling of being forced pressed uncomfortably against my mind.

      As I crossed the threshold, the whispering turning into voices. One whispered stronger than the others. As if an invisible string pulled me along, I was drawn toward one of the gravestones. The marker stood sentinel near the middle of the cemetery, glowing softly in the moonlight. I stopped in front of it.

      “Clyde Thomas, born 1900, died 1929.”

      “Wake me...” someone whispered.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Wake me...”

      “Caleb, who are you talking to?” John asked.

      I swung my head in slow-motion, as if moving it through quicksand. Blood rushed in my ears, and my heart beat thick and heavy in my chest. Everything became crystallized in that moment. John's frizzy hair and freckles stood out like measles. A microscopic chip lay like an imperfect shadow on the headstone, a shining stark contrast to the white marble.

      Something... something... was building, rising up as if underwater and rushing to the surface. I was supposed to finalize something, but what? John's mouth was moving but no sound was coming out. He was arguing with Jonesy and flailing his arms as he spoke. The whispering of the corpse in the earth was so loud it drowned out his words.

      Jonesy's hand suddenly connected with my face. My teeth slammed into my tongue, and the taste of copper pennies filled my mouth. I leaned over, and a drop of blood hung tremulously on my bottom lip, before falling to the grave like a black gem.

      Everything clicked into place, vertigo spinning the graveyard on its side as if it had been waiting for that moment. The ground rushed toward my face, and I threw out my hands to brace my fall. My fingers bit into the damp earth. A hand broke through the ground like a spear through flesh and grasped my wrist. The vise-like grip and intense coldness of the grave lingering on its dead flesh made my breath catch in my throat.

      The head of the corpse broke free of the ground, then the hand released me. I scooted backward and got to my feet, swaying, overcome with some unidentifiable emotion. I had done it, but I didn't know how to undo it.

      The corpse moved toward me with purpose, using the undisturbed ground for leverage. When it reached my feet, another drop of my blood landed with a dull plop on the corpse's forehead. Jonesy ran out of the cemetery and stood at a “safe” range from what the ground had disgorged.

      The zombie's gaze fixed on me. It put a hand on its knee and began to push itself upright. Dull, lank strands of hair hung loosely from a scalp of rotten sinew. “Why have you awoken me?” The words sounded garbled.

      I stared at it. “You asked me to.”

      John was standing at my right, trying to mask a fine, all-over tremble. His freckles stood out from his pale face like beacons of fright.

      “What the hell is this?”

      I turned and gave him a duh look.

      The zombie’s eyes rolled wetly in their sockets.

      “Why have you awoken me?” it repeated, shambling a little closer.

      The smell... wow. It rose like a torrent of rotting garbage. John clapped his hand over his nose and backed up a bit.

      The corpse took another step closer to me.

      “Got any brilliant suggestions?” I asked John, keeping my eyes on the zombie.

      “Sorry. I don’t have the Zombie Handbook handy,” John said.

      Not helpful.

      The corpse tilted its head. “You're just a boy. For what purpose have you disturbed my slumber?”

      “I, um… I didn't... uh, mean to… um, wake you up.” I wasn't usually so tongue-tied, but meeting a corpse in the flesh―ha, ha―seemed to have stolen my ability to speak coherently.

      “You do not know what you would have of me? You use your life-force to awaken me and without purpose? Put me back.” His clothes hung in tatters, and the smell was definitely old, dark coffin, not that I knew what that smelled like.

      John's look clearly said, Do something! What I hadn't told my friends was that I had never thought that I could actually raise the dead. But there the dead guy was, standing before me in all his rotting glory.

      “To whom much is given, much is expected. Put me back,” he said.

      Adults were all the same, even dead ones; lecture, lecture.

      “How?” I asked.

      “You are the necromancer, boy, not I.”

      “I’m a what?” I felt surprisingly calm. For the first time, there were no whispers. Perfect, blessed silence filled my head. Talking to the dead seemed like the most natural thing in the world. I could still taste the blood from my busted lip. Its eyeballs were inky marbles staring back with uncanny devotion.

      “A necromancer. A diviner of the black arts,” he replied.

      I thought about that for a minute. Things had only gotten über-weird when Jonesy had smacked me. I looked back at the corpse, no longer feeling that sense of swimming power just beneath the surface. I needed to regain that essence―fast.

      “Ah... hang on a minute,” I told the corpse. I turned to John.

      “John, give me your blade.”

      “What the heck, Caleb? What are you planning to do with that”―John pointed at the patient corpse, “...thing?” Who was as immobile out of his grave as in.

      “I figure my blood made it jump out of its grave, so now I need some to put him back. And you're going to help me.”

      John's face got even paler. “Ah, we're good friends and all, but no, not a good plan! We don't know that for sure anyway.”

      John needed to ante up the blood, or it was going to be a long night. I tapped my foot on the disturbed mess of the grave. “Here's the deal. Let's do a little 'friendship blood bank' just for the sake of putting the dead guy back in his grave, eh? Just give me your arm.”

      John took a deep breath. “Okay, but you're going to owe me big time.” He held out his arm.

      I placed the blade on his forearm then made a thin slit in the skin. John let out a little gasp. When crimson oozed out, I repeated the process with my own arm then pressed my arm against John’s.

      A vibrating tuning fork of trembling power welled up inside my body. A strange mixture of fear, dread and excitement paralyzed me. My teeth throbbed with the intensity of it. The zombie's hand snaked out and curled around my arm. Its skin felt cold against my warm flesh, like iced tentacles. I swabbed a blot of blood with the fingers of my other hand and dabbed it on the zombie’s forehead like war paint.

      The dead guy rolled those empty eyes up at me, its dead bones clinging to my fingertips.

      We shared a suspended moment in time, a terrible beauty of precariously balanced control.

      “Go back and rest,” I said, feeling that I was choosing for both of us.

      The zombie reluctantly let go of my arm, sand through a sieve, then lay down on the disturbed ground. His grave encased him in a shroud of earth.

      John and I stared at each other over the grave for a swollen minute, his face showing a mixture of sympathy and dread. I was a corpse-raiser―one of only two in existence―and that was not a safe thing to be. John knew what that would mean for me in the world we lived in.

      I was shaking from the intensity of the experience and thoughts of the future. This was not the same as Biology experiments and roadkill, this was real, huge. Looking outside the cemetery perimeter at two enemies and one friend, I knew it was time to swear the group to secrecy. A trickle of sweat slithered down my back and pooled at the waistband of my jeans, instantly chilling my fevered skin. I didn't want the same future as Parker. That loss of freedom was so not a part of my plan.

      John and I headed out of the cemetery in a wave of uncertain promise.
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      I smacked my alarm. Just five more minutes, I thought, dozing off.

      “Caleb!” Mom yelled from downstairs.

      I sat up. “Yeah?”

      “School!”

      I stumbled out of my bed and looked at the clothes on the floor. Hmm, what to wear that wasn't too wrinkled.

      I picked up a pair of jeans and a shirt and took an experimental whiff. Good enough. I jerked on the jeans with a hop and a zip. I opened my sock drawer―a couple of socks, not matched but clean. Happy day.

      I trudged downstairs to the kitchen. I sat at the table. “You cookin' today?” I asked, hopeful.

      “No, but you're eating.”

      Eating in the morning blows. I was that lazy. I'd open the fridge, nothing. Then the freezer, repeat. I usually ended up cramming a yogurt down.

      She opened the fridge. “What flavor?”

      “Do we have blueberry?” That was the only non-barf fruit I could think about eating that early.

      She handed me the yogurt container. “Last one.”

      “Where's Dad?”

      “He is working on that new project.”

      Great. Hopefully not anything new for kids to rant about. Mom and Dad were on the opposite end of the spectrum. She was free-spirited and thought the mystery of life and choice were taken away when the puzzle of the genome mapping was solved. Since my dad was an integral part of the team who achieved that accomplishment, we had an interesting family life.

      “Does that mean he'll be home for supper tonight? I've got something to talk to him about.” I wisely didn't mention the whole corpse-raising episode. Dad was logic and fairness mixed. He'd know what to do. This... I might need some help on.

      “Yes, he will, you know how important meal time is,” Mom said.

      Maybe, maybe not. Science was important to Dad.

      After I wolfed down the yogurt, I made a two-point shot at the trash can. Swish! No mess, but that didn't stop the frown from forming on Mom's face.

      I moved quickly to grab my backpack, but she blocked my way, and I was forced to look up at her. Every girl in the world was taller than I was, even my own mother.

      She brushed the hair out of my eyes, but it immediately flopped back down. “You need a haircut.”

      “No, Mom.” A time sucker was all a haircut was, and I had more important things to do.

      I slung my pack over my shoulder and left. I wanted to reconnoiter with the dudes, get things straight in my head from last night. Once outside, I slowed to a walk. I'd still be there early, and I was feeling lazy.

      The canopy of trees allowed the morning light to filter through, speckling the ground with sunspots. My head began the familiar thrumming, a buzz seeping into the crevices of my mind as I walked toward the school.

      I stopped. The buzzing became whispering. My heart rate sped up, my breath quickened, and my palms dampened.

      The voices of the dead had arrived.

      The whispering grew louder. The dull roar of the insidious voices was like a magnet, pulling me toward the forest. I followed it and was rewarded with even higher volume.

      At the edge of the tree line,  a crumpled body, lay beside a ditch. The head was canted at an awkward angle. My hands trembled as the whispering gave way to images flooding my head like a pulse-screen.

      

      Headlights burst like twin spots before the cat’s eyes as she tried to escape them. Rushing forward, she sprinted across the street. She didn’t time the advance properly, and the twin orbs bore down on her.

      Pain. Intense pain and blinding light.

      The cat thought of her litter, her people... then, she was no more.

      

      My breath returned in a paralyzing rush. I stood next to her small body. She had shared the last moments of her life with me.

      I remained there, taking it in and realizing that life as I knew it was never going to be the same. I wasn't going to breeze through being a teenager.

      Snapping back to reality I realized I was the Pied Piper of road kill.

      Great. Definitely my life-goal.

      I thought of the frogs in biology. There had been so many that I hadn't been able to camouflage what happened to me.

      I wished I could develop something righteous like pyrokinesis. That would be tight. At least only Brett and Carson knew the corpse-raising part. Getting them to cooperate with silence was another deal. People were going to get suspicious.

      I trudged toward school, my limbs heavy and my head swimming with the heaviness of an undead moment. I lifted my hands. The fine shaking was almost gone. I wiped the sweat off my face with the back of my hand. I needed to get a hold of myself. I was on it.

      The familiar doors to my daily prison came into view. I walked the rest of the way with my head down and went inside the school. I spotted the “cemetery group” right away.

      John and Jonesy stood apart from the others. Almost five-ten with a shock of frizzy, carrot-colored hair and pale blue eyes, John looked a little freakish, but he was my main dude, my go-to guy when things went sideways. In stark contrast, Jonesy had short, nappy hair and teeth that stood out like white Chiclets in his dark face. He was taller than I was, but built stocky. They'd been my friends since kindergarten.

      Standing a few feet away from my friends was the rest of the group. They were a mixed bag, didn't feel solid. It would take some clever conniving to get promises of secrecy from the rest. Brett Mason and Carson Hamilton. They had identical white-blond hair and were about the same height, making them hard to tell apart. They'd been in my class since kindergarten too, but not in a good way.

      Edging through the throng of kids, I made my way to John and Jonesy. Jonesy leaned against the locker, arms crossed. John seemed ready to explode, not a typical look for him.

      Jonesy nodded at me. “Sorry about the bludgeoning.”

      “Yeah... what the hell?” I asked.

      “Your face sorta got in the way.”

      “Oh... really?” Gee, hadn't noticed that.

      “It was an accident, John and I were discussing―”

      John broke in. “Arguing.”

      Jonesy glared at him. “I changed my mind is all.”

      I raised my eyebrows, Jonesy never switched gears.

      “About the merit of them knowing,” John finished.

      I glanced at Bret and Carson. Too late. The milk was spilled and dripping on the floor. They walked over to us.

      “I wasn't pulling a hypo in Biology,” I told them, “and now Aptitude Testing is coming up.”

      Brett smirked. “Yeah. You have your dad to thank for that.”

      I caught sight of a grape-sized bruise the color of pale chartreuse at the base of Brett's neck. His smirk faded as he shifted his shoulder to make his shirt cover the mark.

      Jonesy straightened. “Shut up. It's Caleb's ass on the line.” He jabbed his thumb at my chest. “You know what happens when you hit the radar as a corpse raiser. He'd be a government squirrel, like that Parker dude.”

      “Nobody wants to have their life planned by somebody else,” John said.

      “My dad didn't have anything to do with that,” I pointed out.

      “But thanks to him, everyone's tested now because of the mapping. All the do-gooders want to 'realize our full potential.'” Brett made air quotes as he said the last phrase. “What an ass-load of crap that was.”

      Carson nodded. “So even if we don't want to be mathematicians or scientists, we're on that freight train until it reaches the depot.”

      His murky-green eyes burrowed into mine.

      It was an old argument. Kinda like being the preacher's kid, I got blamed for everything my dad did… or didn't do.

      “You dickface...” Jonesy pointed at Carson. “Yeah you. It isn't Caleb's fault that his dad started that ball rolling with the mapping. If it hadn't been him, it would've been someone else.”

      Carson clenched his hands into fists and looked as though he might take a swing at Jonesy. He didn't like being told the obvious. Probably shouldn't have opened his mouth and crammed a foot in there until he choked. Kinda brain dead―kinda consistent.

      “Listen, guys,” I said. “This isn't helping. It's the now we need to figure out. I don't want to pop a five-point AFTD on the APs. They're only a week away? My dad”―I saw Carson roll his eyes, but I ignored him―“says that puberty is when they test because scientists have proven that abilities come on then, sometimes for the first time.” Not for me, I added silently.

      The first bell gave its shrill beckon. I looked at Brett and Carson. “I need you guys to cover for me. At least until after the testing.”

      “You can't force us, Hart,” Brett said.

      Carson nodded. “Yeah, just because Daddy's famous doesn't give you clout.”

      So much for that.

      “How about doing it because it's the right thing to do?” Jonesy asked.

      “Because it’s the human thing to do,” John interjected.

      “He's not human.” Carson said, stabbing a finger toward my chest.

      “You got that right,” Brett agreed.

      They turned and moved into the multicolor sea of kids.

      “Did ya see that bruise necklace Brett was wearing?” I asked.

      “It's the dad,” John answered.

      Jonesy turned his liquid eyes to me. “Feel sorry for him, Caleb? Don't go soft on me, bro. You're always giving jackasses the benefit of the doubt.”

      My conscious teetered on the balance of right and wrong. Brett had it bad, but he chose to act the way he did.

      Jonesy clapped me on the back “Yeah, my cup of care is empty too.”
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      The Js and I went to shop class. I was making my mom a heart-shaped box, though my heart was definitely not in it.

      After talking to the ass-monkeys, I couldn't get the genome out of my head.

      The mapping of 2010 happened under pressure from President O'Llama. Desperate for health care reform, the government wanted to activate “markers” for the population. Mapping the human genome was the key to identifying potential for cancer, heart disease, stroke, and even alcoholism and drug addictions. If the people wanted government health care, they would have to be mapped, and have a microchip implanted that contained their genetic codes. Refusal of the microchip meant no health care. The program had been expanded, and disease markers weren’t the only things on those chips.

      The teacher, Mr. Morginstern, approached our table with a cheery “Good morning, fellas!”

      It was criminal that he was so happy. Didn’t he know the Monday-is-hateful-rule?

      “Hey,” I mumbled, as Jonesy and John gave Morginstern the nod.

      Morginstern was excited about teaching and we were excited about...  school ending for the day.

      “So how was your weekend? Do anything interesting?”

      Yeah.

      I imagined a conversation like: Ah no problem, Mr. Morginstern, just creeping around illegally in a graveyard, raising a corpse, enemies seeing the blow-by-blow... real interesting.

      Instead, I shrugged and said, “It was okay.”

      Jonesy looked to be choking back a laugh. I gave him a don’t-blow-it look.

      John was unflappably silent as usual, controlling a sly grin with effort, the anchor to our madness.

      Morginstern seemed to accept our weird responses, and he went over the whole process of our boxes again. Adults were painfully redundant.

      We got to decide what kind of box to make. Heart shaped was the hardest, but I was a masochist. I got out my sandpaper―one-twenty grit, extra fine.

      A fine dust fell from the interior arc of the heart onto the work table. The sanding from the three of us served as an excellent conversation concealer.

      John whispered, “So what's the plan?”

      “I don't know yet,” I replied. “I gotta think about it more. I'm not ending up like Parker.”

      “Ask your dad,” Jonesy said. “He's the genius.”

      “Quiet, smack attack.”

      Jonesy ducked his head. “I'm sorry, bro.”

      I grinned. “Gotcha. Just wanted to see what you'd say.”

      “Oh man! Don't do that, dude!” Jonesy threw his sandpaper at me.

      I deflected it with my arm, and the paper landed on John, getting embedded in his hair.

      Morginstern gave us a warning glare. “Caleb Hart! Jonesy, John, no throwing supplies.”

      “Stop screwing around,” John hissed. “This is serious.”

      As serious as a heart attack. I struggled not to laugh. “I'll talk with my dad tonight. He'll have ideas.”

      “He's got resources, right?” Jonesy asked.

      I smiled. “Using your big-boy words Jonesy?”

      We all laughed and agreed to meet up at my place.

      I had every class with John except PE. Jonesy was in my PE class, though. I was never without a J. Jonesy and I liked PE because we got to check out the girls. There was one in particular that I liked a lot.

      When we got to the gym, Jonesy said, “I want to play dodge ball today.”

      “Yeah, that'll happen. 'No head shots, no body shots above the waist, no leg shots.'” I said, imitating Miss Griswold's annoying voice.

      I sighed. Dodge ball rocked, but Griswold was a joy sucker.

      Then Jade LeClerc walked by. I tracked her with my eyes. Her jet-black hair gleamed like a curtain of silk waiting to be touched. She had the greatest eyes, green like a cat's. A memory shimmered just out of reach―a red shirt, concrete, and dirt.

      Jonesy gave me a strategic elbow to the side, and the image slipped away like a vapor.

      “Ow!” I turned to him. “What was that for?”

      “Stop staring,” Jonesy said. “Why do you like her anyway? She's kinda emo.”

      “No she's not, she just wants people to think she is. Keeps them away,” I said, trying to recapture that fleeting shard of the past.

      “Oh, and you're such a girl expert. Right!” Jonesy laughed.

      I scowled at him. “I've watched her. She doesn't make a move to be anyone's friend, but there's something cool about her.”

      “She's too weird. Pick someone else. Look at them all.” He spread his arms to include the bounty of girls.

      My eyes strayed back to Jade. She just looked unique. “I’m gonna talk to her.”

      “You've had English and pre-Biology with her, what, almost two semesters? We're in fourth quarter, and you still haven't said anything. Besides, what's she gonna think when she finds out about what you can do? She saw you pass out, right?”

      I couldn't deny his reasoning there. Who hadn't seen me bite it? Maybe once I had a plan on how to hide what I was, I could say hey.

      “Maybe she doesn't need to ever know.”

      Jonesy arched one eyebrow, the whites of his eyes wider in his brown face. “You can't cover forever, bro.” He shrugged.

      I figured, but I liked to fantasize.

      Miss Griswold blew her whistle, and we lined up for warm-ups. We were in alphabetical order, so Jonesy wasn’t close to me, and neither was Jade. But I was next to Carson Hamilton.

      “Hey, Hart. Thinking about any ghosts?”

      Carson-the-Clever. Yeah, right.

      I ignored him and started doing jumping jacks with the others. “Switch drill!” Griswold shrieked.

      We went down to our knees for push-ups.

      I finally responded, “Don't be a tard, Carson. You and Brett said that I was faking shit. I wasn't. I proved I'm AFTD.” I huffed out five more.

      “Switch drill!” Griswold's irritating voice rallied for the final insult.

      We stood up for jumping power lunges. I hated those. I put out one foot and lunged so my knee didn't pass my toe then, up, jump, other side. Talking was almost impossible.

      Carson managed. He had a lot of hot air.

      “AFTD is so rare only freaks have it. That's why they took Parker away. The military wanted to quarantine his ass to protect everyone else.”

      Carson dropping another pearl of wisdom. Like I care.

      Hop. Switch legs.

      “Stop!” Griswold yelled.

      Panting, I turned to Carson. “Nobody'll believe you. You didn't believe until the cemetery.” He'd look like an idiot if he told people I was a corpse raiser (like we were running around in droves). Carson was all about image.

      He looked thoughtful; Carson was a rock with lips.

      “Maybe I won't tell anybody, but me and Brett might want something.”

      He looked down at me and smirked.

      We glared at each other until Griswold waddled over to stand in front of us. I wondered how teachers always seemed to know just when something was going down.

      Griswold put her hands on her considerable hips. “Problem here, boys?”

      “No problem, Miss Griswold,” Carson said.

      I said the obligatory, “No, Miss Griswold.”

      Just as she moved out of hearing range, Carson said, “Hag.”

      Griswold turned around and yelled, “Time for dodge ball! Pick your teams.”

      The guys gave a collective groan, and the girls didn't look any happier. At least I got to look at Jade, the highlight of PE.

      Jonesy gave me a questioning look from across the gym, Carson and Brett were fast moving from irritating to becoming a problem―one that I planned to contain, creatively.

      Jonesy would scheme, John would deliberate and I would definitely do.
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      “How was school today?” Mom asked.

      I looked at Dad, who set his trade publication on the table. Reluctantly, I laid down my fork, even though the hamburger helper was waiting to be engulfed. “Ah... these two guys and I talked, and it didn't go so hot.”

      “Which kids, Caleb?” Dad asked in his reasonable way.

      “Carson and Brett.”

      “Oh, those two.” Mom waved a dismissive hand. “They're not in your league. Don't let them make you feel diminished sweet pea.”

      Sweet pea!

      “Alicia, let's not get elitist on him here,” Dad said.

      “You might have a small point.” Mom held her index finger and thumb together in illustration of just how “small.”

      His eyes narrowed. Uh-oh, here we go. Just when I thought we'd get something accomplished.

      Mom held up a finger to ward off Dad's impending argument. “Kyle, those two”―she seemed to struggle for the right word―“buffoons have been a nuisance for the last three years that I know of.”

      I raised my hand and fluttered my fingers.

      “Five and it's always the same thing.”

      Mom nodded. “Five. And they don't like Caleb because of what you do, honey. They feel threatened.”

      Dad turned to me. “What was the problem?”

      Dropping the Zombie Bomb didn't top my list of casual conversation but, I had to tell him.

      “Remember the biology thing?”

      “You passing out?” Mom asked.

      Dad leaned back in his chair. “Yes, we've never gotten to the bottom of that episode.”

      I flipped my fork back-and-forth. “I sorta got to the bottom of it. I have AFTD.”

      They stared at me as if I'd just sprouted a giant second head.

      I told them about the cemetery, the corpse, and the growing tide of problems with Carson and Brett. Those two had been itching to get something on me since grade school.

      Dad cleared his throat. “Caleb, let me recap this. You have caused a dead body to rise from its grave?”

      “Yes, Dad. That's what I just said.”

      Mom asked, “Is this what you were doing last night, running around with the Js?”

      “Well, yeah, but I didn't mean for it to go like it did.”

      “How did you mean for it to go?” Dad asked.

      The whole thing had started because Brett and Carson wouldn't get off my back about fainting. AFTD was the cherry on top of their cake. I'd been a moving target until the passing-out thing. John had defended me by telling them I had AFTD. I was unconscious, so he improvised. I should have just let them think whatever they wanted. Carson and Brett were morons.

      I said, “I thought if I proved I was AFTD, that it was an ability, they'd lay off.”

      “There were precursors to this episode?” Dad asked.

      “Yeah, there was other stuff before, small stuff.”

      Dad's eyebrows shot up. “What kind of trouble, son?”

      Once I thought about it, I realized I'd had trouble with the “Understanding Insects” section, too. I had been getting images of speared wings. Gross!

      “The kinda trouble that other kids notice and that makes them think you're sick or retarded.”

      “Caleb Sebastian Hart! That is not appropriate.” Mom's hands were  glued to her hips. I wasn't too concerned about being politically correct.

      “Just a second, Ali.” Dad seemed okay with it. “So you didn't mention these… fugues?”

      “I guess I should've told you, but everything was getting weird, and their voices were whispering all the time.”

      “Whose voices?”

      “The frogs.” But frogs weren't all I heard.

      “Ah, what were the frogs... saying, exactly?” Dad's eyes burned twin holes through me.

      “Well, they weren’t saying words really, but they feel things, miss things, they”―I swallowed hard― “they have memories of their life before they died.”  It made me sad. I opened my eyes really wide. That helped.

      Mom gave me her “I'm worried about you” stare.  I was worried, too.

      “These dead creatures are communicating with you?” Dad asked.

      “Yeah, that's what AFTD is about, Dad. Before we started the dissecting, I would have a blackout, but it were short.” I thought about the insect dissections and shuddered.

      “Like bursts of movies playing in your head or what?” Dad asked.

      “It's like I am them.”

      Mom's hand covered her mouth.

      “And I can see what they did. When they were taken from the rivers and marshes, they felt”―I thought about the murky memories and their simple minds―“lost. One frog remembered being eaten by a snake.” I lowered my voice. “They screamed when we cut them, Dad. That's when things got really bad with Carson and Brett. They thought I was trying to suck up attention or something gay like that.”

      “Caleb... homosexual reference.”

      “Mom, come on! We don't use it that way.”

      “Ali, let's stay on task here.” Dad patted her hand then asked me, “So how long have you been experiencing these... episodes?”

      I thought about it. Easter was over, and I knew then. It was around Valentine's because we had that lame winter break that wasn’t long enough to do jack. “A couple of months.”

      “That's a long time for symptoms you chose not to tell us about, Caleb.”

      I felt a stab of guilt. I was used to being open with the Parental Unit, but the whole AFTD thing had a huge confusion factor.

      Mom leaned over and gave me a hug. I let myself be comforted by the good mom smell then pulled away and gave her a weak smile.

      She smiled back. “It'll be okay.”

      Dad said, “This doesn't have to be a death sentence, Caleb.”

      No pun intended. “You know that if they find out that I can corpse-raise I'll be rammed right into one of those spook jobs.” Goosebumps rose on my arms like boiling water. “You remember that other kid, Parker?”

      Mom nodded.

      “He tested as a five-point on the APs. That was big news.”

      “Jeffrey Parker,” Dad said. “It wasn't just AFTD. There were other classifications that he showed an aptitude for.” Dad raked a hand through his hair, making it stand in errant spikes. His needed cutting, too.

      I looked at him in surprise. I had thought AFTD was it for Parker, that he couldn't have other abilities. “And where is he now?” I asked softly.

      Dad looked me in the eye. “He works for the government.”

      Of course. The government was thrilled to make us all into little robots as early as possible. Instinctively, I knew I wouldn’t want any job they'd give me.

      “So what does this mean for him, Kyle?” Mom asked.

      Dad shrugged. “It means we keep it quiet for now. But the APs are quite soon. We only have a short amount of time to manufacture a contingency.”

      Mom huffed. “I told you that playing God was going to come back and bite us. Just because the potential for paranormal ability was discovered didn't mean that it gave our government the right to experiment on our children.”

      “It's water under the bridge, Ali. We signed Caleb up for kindergarten, and he was inoculated along with everyone else.”

      When the government saw proof of gene markers for paranormal abilities all mixed up there with cancer markers, they went insane. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know if they had the potential to read minds or some whacked crap like that.

      Memories of the microchip implantation were still felt fresh, the needle piercing flesh the same day we learned our ABCs. The needle had glinted as it swung in an arc, bound for my vulnerable neck. I shook the memory loose like the teeth I'd lost in that not too distant childhood.

      I looked at Dad. “So what's the plan? Do I have to be, like, scared here?”

      “I need to find out a little more about how they administer the test. I'm familiar with the science portion, as I was a part of the revision.”

      “English, Dad.” I felt my frown. “So you can, what, manipulate the results?” I asked.

      “No, I can't do anything as profound as that. But I can find something that may cause some dormancy,” he said rubbing his chin. “There's a drug I can acquire that will counteract the inoculation you were given ten years ago and your most recent booster. It won't last, but it may help you test weaker. However, this won't go away. It's here forever. You were born with this potential. And because of scientific advancement, it's a permanent manifestation. And to answer your question: yes, we should respond with extreme caution. The government uses certain 'loopholes' for nefarious purposes. We are American, Caleb. That means something. Our freedom is precious.” He furrowed his brow. “No one should be forced into a life-long position or job or be exploited. There is no liberty in that.”

      My palms began sweating just at the thought of losing my freedom. I sure as hell wasn't going to be some government slave! I rubbed my hands on my jeans.

      Mom turned to Dad. “Do you know what’s in the inoculation?”

      “No, but it's a cerebral stimulant, so a mild depressant should counteract its effects.” Dad rested his chin on his fist in his I'm-formulating-a-plan posture.

      “So you're gonna give me a drug, and I'm not going to be a smart scientist's kid?”

      Dad grinned.

      Mom didn't. “It's not funny, Caleb. We never heard what became of the Parker boy, but there have been mutterings.” She gave Dad a cautionary look.

      Dad shook his head. “Again, it means that discretion is the greater part of valor here. Extreme discretion.”

      I wished I could have just been one of the people that talked to the dead, or better yet, saw ghosts. The government didn't care much about those guys.

      Dad wanted to see my abilities in a “controlled environment.”

      Didn't want a cemetery-repeat right now, thanks. I told mom she had narrowly escaped the Js for supper.

      She rolled her eyes. “Now this is why I had only one son... so I could have two more children later on.” She smiled, she'd always liked the Js.

      No League of Legends tonight, there was other stuff to discuss.

      The doorbell rang. Bright orange appeared like an obscure flame through the window, had to be John.

      “Come in!” I yelled.

      John lurched in with Jonesy blundering behind like usual.

      “Hi, Ali. Hi, Kyle!” Jonesy called.

      My parents smiled. John looked at the three of us, scoping reactions. I gave him the chillax expression and got up to lead the way upstairs. The stairs vibrated as if a herd of elephants jogged up them.

      John plopped into my desk chair, spinning around. “So what happened with your parents?”

      I shrugged. “It was cool.”

      As cool as it could be when you let someone in on your reanimation-skills.

      “My dad thinks that he can get some kind of cerebral downer or inhibitor for during the test, so I won't respond like a five-point.”

      Jonesy asked, “What about the rest of the test? Are you going to be all high and test stupid in everything else?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, my dad didn't think it would affect the other subjects.”

      John whipped out a crumpled mess of papers from his backpack and tried to straighten them.

      “What's that?” I wasn't excited about reading anything informative.

      “It's something I found on the Internet. It might give us some clues about what you can do.”

      I glanced at the first page.

      Affinity for the Dead or, AFTD, is not just a genetic marker but a new reality.

      Jeffrey Parker, an eighth grader, is the first to hit the radar with full-blown AFTD. In 2010, geneticist Kyle Hart and his scientific team mapped the human genome, giving us every genetic marker that we hold as humans. This invaluable information eventually led to a pharmaceutical breakthrough that has now unlocked those codes.

      Flashes of psychic ability have been witnessed for centuries but now that the key to unlock this door has been discovered, teenagers have begun manifesting different abilities that awaken during puberty.

      Parker is able to raise the dead from their graves. He claims that he “hears voices” that ask him for “different things.”

      John said, “I read the whole thing. It talks about all the different abilities we all may have.”

      “Whoa! Hold on,” Jonesy said. “I want something cool.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him.

      His cheeks flamed. “Caleb, dude, no offense, but I don't want what you got.”

      John glared at Jonesy.

      “I'm tellin' the truth!” Jonesy slapped his knee. “What happened in the cemetery made me want to piss my pants. That dead guy... damn!”

      “What about after the test?” John asked.

      “I don't know,” I said. “I thought I'd wait and see.”

      “Not good, Caleb.” John said. “You know those butt-jabs Carson and Brett are thinking about ways to make your life miserable.”

      I had already thought of that. But I wanted to get through the testing before I tackled the terrible twins.

      “I heard Jade LeClerc saying something to Brett,” John said.

      I whipped my head in his direction. I did not want Jade near that ass-wipe.

      “Why was she talking to Brett Mason?” The girls usually walked on the far side of the hall to avoid that perv.

      “She told him to go to hell.”

      “What?” I yelled.

      “Chill out. I overheard them before sixth hour PE.”

      That would have been before PE. I’d noticed Jade didn't turn and say hi to me like usual.

      I clenched my hands into fists. “Was he doing something to her?” Just the thought of that butt-munch saying one thing to her made me want to hurt him.

      “Calm down,” John said. “I heard your name mentioned, then she told him where to go.”

      Jonesy gave a thumbs-up, “They saw me come around the corner, and she took off. Brett asked where all my queer-bait friends were.”

      He started pacing in tight circles around the room.

      Jonesy was kind of a violence lover. I could relate.

      “Did you let him have it?” Jonesy punched his other palm, making a satisfying thwack.

      John just looked at him. “Would you stop? You understand the bully laws, right?”

      Those finer details were lost on Jonesy. A huge grin overtook his face. I knew that look.

      “What?” John asked.

      “I'm thinkin' about a bit oʼ payback,” Jonesy said.

      Uh-oh. I knew what that meant. Jonesy had rigged payback schemes, some not so successful, for Brett and Carson in the past.

      You'd think they'd catch on.

      “Jonesy―” I started.

      He held up his hand.

      “Just listen. Brett and Carson are dumber than rocks, right? How about I have them try a cool experiment before the APs and get ʼem all distracted from their plan to sabotage your life?”

      For Jonesy, that plan was bordering on brilliant. I turned my finger in a circular keep-talking motion.

      “How about the tube and Aqua Net trick?” he asked.

      We groaned. That had gone really bad last time.

      John scowled. “No way, Jonesy. You remember what happened when we tried it.”

      “Exactly! It's the perfect thing! It'll take one of them out and distract them around AP time. Then after testing, if the cerebral-whatever-it-is works, they can flap all they want.” Jonesy spread his hands wide. “If you're not popping the big AFTD guns, there's no proof.” Bow to Jonesy's invincible logic.

      Sometimes his logic bit us in the ass.

      I ran my hand through my hair, thinking furiously. It was only Monday, so we had almost a week to strategize. “Okay. Are you gonna steal your mom's hairspray?”

      “It's Aqua Net. There is no substitute,” he said, sounding mildly insulted. “We've got spiders entombed in the corners of my parents' bathroom from my mom using it forever. Pretty damn effective.”

      “Effective but disgusting,” I told him.

      Jonesy puffed out his chest. “My mom swears by the stuff. She never has to redo her hair.”

      His mom's hair was stiff. I could throw a pencil, and it would stick in there. Jonesy called his mom's bathroom time The Ritual. Aqua Net sure worked when we tried fun-with-fire. John's nose hairs has gotten singed.

      John obviously didn't like the idea. Of the three of us, John was the most cautious. Of course, he'd gotten his eyebrows burnt off. They’d taken about three months to grow back, and his parents were super pissed.

      “Come on, John,” Jonesy said, “Just restating the obvious here. Wouldn't it be cool to get those turds back and off our backs at the same time?”

      “Yeah, but if they really get hurt...”

      “They won't,” Jonesy said.

      I turned to Jonesy. “What if they tell us to stick it?”

      “I'll tell 'em the same stuff I told you. We already did it, and it's fun.”

      He gave me a sly wink because it had certainly not been fun: singed eyebrows. I could almost still taste the foul perfume even after a whole year.

      “Then, if they smell a trap, I'll say they're sissy-sucking-titty-babies.” Jonesy could handle it with his boatload-of-charm.

      John gave a satisfied nod. “That'll work.”

      The cemetery was the best place because Carson and Brett wouldn't want us to think they were scared after the raising-the-dead-guy episode. Jonesy said he'd talk to them the next day. Meanwhile, Dad would get the cerebral-blocking drug, and I'd be set.

      I just needed to find out what was happening with Jade. Maybe I could start with a conversation. So original.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      John and I sat together in English. Miss Rodriguez was a first-year teacher so she wasn’t bored or raging at her students yet. Her back was to us, so I was sly-pulsing to John about Sunday. We had a satisfying view of Miss Rodriguez (pretty hot).

      She suddenly turned, burning holes into me.

      I jerked as if I'd been slapped. I had no idea what she'd said. I looked at John, and he was wide eyed.

      “Caleb Hart,” Miss Rodriguez said. My whole name. Not good. “What tense is this?” She pointed a dry eraser pen at the board.

      My cheeks grew hot, and I wanted to sink underneath my desk. I stared numbly at the sentence. My family has been making plans for a snowboarding trip.

      I glanced at Jade. She'd written PROGRESSIVE in block letters on the back of her notebook. I slid my eyes back to Miss Rodriguez, who was looking less hot every second.

      “Present perfect progressive, Miss Rodriguez.”

      She smiled brilliantly, her gaze wandering over the thirty of us.

      “It's nice someone is paying attention to the correct tense. Now remember class”―she turned back to the white board―“at this age, it is assumed that you speak correctly, now it's time to know the why. Grammar achieves this by teaching how our language supports speech.”

      My heartbeat slowed to a trot. That was close.

      I looked at Jade again, and she gave me a shy smile. I smiled back. She'd saved my ass. It was the first outward sign she liked me more than just a “hey” in the hall when we jostled through the crowd. Brett noticed our exchange and smirked. Jade glanced at him, and I watched her smile wash away.

      English ended, and we swarmed into the hall like bees, weaving to our lockers. PE was next period, and looking at my watch―a retro thing from my dad―I realized I had maybe four minutes to talk to Jade. I surveyed the long hallway, looking for her sweep of black hair. I'd once overheard her say she was part Cherokee.

      Score! I scoped the hair like a black flag in the crowd. Shiny, it spilled around her shoulders as she talked to Sophie. I waved.

      Sophie saw me and leaned forward, saying something to Jade. Jade turned, and my heart paused in my chest―her effect on me was that powerful. No guy wanted a girl to know that he was that enthralled, so I blanked my expression.

      She smiled wider as I sauntered over to where she stood beside her locker, my backpack a swinging weight on my shoulder.

      “Hey,” I said with my best casual smile.

      “Hi, Caleb,” Sophie said then looked at Jade. “Gotta go!” She winked, and a brilliant bit of color spread over Jade's cheekbones.

      Once Sophie stepped away, I said, “Thanks for your help in Rodriguez's class.”

      She smiled. “It looked like you could use it.”

      “Hey! I knew it was present perfect. I just didn't know the other.”

      “Riiigghht...” Her eyes glittered with humor.

      I huffed for show. It wasn't that hard talking to her after all.

      She stared up at me with her smoky eyes rimmed with soft, Kohl-colored makeup. She was hot but not in a fake way, just looking at her made my chest tight.

      I glanced away for a moment to catch my breath then looked back at her. “Here's the thing. Brett and Carson have me in their cross hairs and maybe who I hang out with.”

      She gave me a steady look, a puzzled expression furrowing between her brows.

      “Do we hang out?”

      I shrugged. “I want to.”

      I'd rather die than tell her how I feel, but I needed the guts to own it.

      “Me too,” she said, peering up from under the black lace of her eyelashes.

      Wow! Relief flowed through me. Even with all the scary stuff I was dealing with, Jade made me feel invincible. I could do anything.

      The bell shrilled. Crap! We had like thirty seconds before class.

      Laughing, we sprinted down the hall, Jade's hair streaming behind her like black water.

      We slid through the door just as the final bell shrilled.

      Griswold raised an eyebrow. “Glad you two could join us. Suit up. You both have extra calisthenics today.”

      Carson and Brett appeared very interested in Jade and me.

      Jonesy was in line, giving me a look of restrained horror. He was so easy to read. I could practically hear him saying, “You decided to make a move on Jade... now?”

      I gave him my so sue me expression.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After PE, I told Jade I'd see her the next day. On my way to my next class, I whipped out the credit-card-sized pulse cell I'd gotten for my birthday and started a message group with John and Jonesy.

      The screen came alive:

      Activated and I thought, Jonesy, then belatedly, John.

      

      Jonesy: Hey, What the <profanity block> is with you and Jade being late for PE?

      Caleb: Chillax. I finally told her I want to hang out.

      John: What? You actually talked to Jade? This is the worst time in the world Caleb, and I hear she's a hater.

      Me: She doesn't hate. She's just quiet.

      John: Are you going to tell her? About...

      Jonesy: No <profanity block> way, Caleb. It's bad enough that Carson and Brett know. We can't have this Jade-complication!

      Caleb: I have a feeling about her. Just trust me and stop being ass-clowns about it.

      Jonesy: K, but she needs to see your skills, you feel me? Oh yeah, I almost forgot. I talked to the real ass-clowns. Wait. Do you have your thumb on the touch pad, Caleb? I'm getting feedback.

      I jerked my thumb off the screen.

      Jonesy: Okay, now I can see just myself. LMAO. They're idiots. I told them they're too chicken <profanity block> to try it. It worked. Shrugs. They'll meet us at the cemetery, same day and time.

      Caleb: You gonna get the hairspray from your mom?

      Jonesy: Yeah. I scoped a can in the reprocesser. I'll snag it.

      Caleb: Isn't she gonna notice? If she's like my mom, she's a total freak for the reprocessing credit on the garbage bill.

      Jonesy: Nah, I'll offer to take the separator out for once, and she'll be so happy I volunteered for a chore she won't care. LOL

      John: I think we're going to be sorry.

      Jonesy: Cork it, pal. Don't be a fun-sucker.

      John: <Sigh> We gotta get to band. Caleb, I'll bring your pick. You left it at my house.

      I swept my thumb over the touch pad, setting my pulse to hibernate.
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      Band was a righteous seventh-hour class, a subject I actually liked. John's parents believed in music. They were old zealots―my grandpa's age. John could play everything, but he really rocked at the piano. He could read music and play a piece he’d listened to only a few times. I struggled with just learning the notes. But I loved it even more because I’d found out it was the only time during the school day that I could drown out the whispering.

      John and I jammed together on a new piece Mr. Pierce had given us. We were working out the kinks, and the volume on the amplifier was turned to almost full volume, making my teeth rattle in my head. John flashed me a grin. He was a pretty serious dude most of the time.

      I hit a flat in my chord, and John winced. My concentration was sucking big time.

      We wrapped up the session then hung our guitars on the rack with about fifteen others. I made a basket with my pick in the box marked Caleb S. Hart. Swish.

      I followed John out of class. Fresh, late-afternoon spring air hit my lungs, and I sucked it up. I could taste summer on my tongue, and that meant Gramp's house at Lake Tapps―no school and screw off time with the Js.

      “Why start something with Jade, Caleb?” John asked.

      “You don't see that she's special?” I asked with a duh in my voice.

      “Well, she's good looking but complicated. And that’s something we don't need right now. And you heard about her family, right?”

      I stopped walking and looked at him. “Yeah, I know her dad's a psycho. So?”

      “Hey, don't get defensive on me. But you do like a project.”

      I strode away with a scowl.

      “Jade's not a project.”

      He sighed as he caught up to me. “It's more than that. She lives with her aunt, who’s not much better than the dad.”

      I stopped again on the side of the road, hands hanging loose at my sides. “So how's that her fault?” Cars drove past, breaking the sweet smell of spring with their exhaust. I felt that pressure building in my head. Getting pissed seemed to make it harder to block the voices. And the occasional road kill didn't help.

      John shook his head. “I shouldn't rant on Jade. I just don't feel great about including her in this mess.”

      “Like I pulsed ya, I trust how I feel about Jade. And besides, you guys are stressing about my AFTD but have you thought about what you'll test-out for?”

      “I have thought about it,” John said.

      “But there won't be anything for me. I'm already halfway through puberty and nothing. The tests will confirm that. Not everyone manifests.”

      I looked up at John―way up. He was a pretty tall dude for fourteen. He'd be fifteen soon, in September. His dad was even taller, like NBA height. John’s hair stood about four inches away from his head as if he had stuck his finger in a pulse socket―a fro-and-go, Jonesy called it.

      I put my thumb to my chest. “Hey, dude, you don't want this.”

      John grinned. “No way. But I wouldn’t mind having something cool like psychokinesis.”

      I rolled my eyes―whatever. “John, you know that's pretty rare.”

      “Yeah, but look at you. AFTD is the rarest.” We both knew it wasn't the ability to have. All it got Jeffrey Parker was a one-way ticket as a government puppet.

      “True.”

      We started walking toward my house again. Suddenly, the sound of screeching tires pierced my ears. John lassoed my arm and hauled me off the shoulder and into the shallow drainage ditch. My butt landed in an inch of water that instantly seeped into my pants.

      A car that had been behind us careened sideways in an attempt to avoid a black dog standing in the road.

      A surreal moment ensued as the car rammed into the dog, sending the animal sailing at least ten feet away. It landed about two car lengths from where John and I sat in the ditch.

      The driver, an older balding guy, got out of his car. Looking dazed, he sent a nervous glance our way.

      “You kids okay?” Baldy asked. But he moved on toward the dog before we could answer.

      Oh he gave a shit, right.

      “Yeah,” John mumbled anyway.

      I looked away, not saying anything because the dog was sending images to me. It knew it was dying and was sending out some kind of distress signal that only I heard. My body hummed in response.

      I got to my feet as if under compulsion.

      We walked across the pebbled pavement, oily from the previous night's rain.

      As I drew closer to the dog, that unique pressure built in my head, straining for release.

      He was just a mutt, and didn’t seem to be breathing.

      I knelt and stretched out my hand.

      Baldy said, “Don't touch it!”

      Without hesitation, I gently touched its fur. I felt a small spark of life ignite. Unbidden, that part of me that heard the dead released and poured over the dog.

      I grasped that spark and thought, Live! Warmth welled up beneath my hand like liquid heat, and the dog's ribs expanded with a shaky inhale. His eyes opened, and he looked up at me. In that moment, I knew he was mine.

      I looked up to see John and Baldy staring down at me. He shot us a look I never wanted to see on an adult's face: revulsion mixed with fear. I realized more people in a semi-circle of wary gaping faces had gathered nearby.

      John whispered, “We're screwed.”

      The dog sat up, but he still looked injured. His eyes stayed pinned on me. My creepy new reality.

      Wonderful.

      A cop moved through the small crowd and approached us.

      “You boys there, step away from the dog.” His nametag read Garcia.

      I stood and backed away from the dog, with John following suit. The dog struggled to its feet and attempted to limp over to me.

      With one hand outstretched, Garcia moved toward the dog. The dog growled low in the back of his throat and bared his teeth.

      Keeping his eyes on the dog, Garcia brought out his pulse and used the touchpad. “I've pulsed animal control. They'll be here soon,” he announced.

      My heart pounded. I didn't like the thought of the dog being taken away.

      “Okay,” Garcia said, “somebody start talking.”

      Baldy stepped up, wringing his plump hands. “I was driving along, doing the speed limit, when this dog just appeared out of nowhere.” He spread his arms wide. “And these two boys”―he gave us an accusing glare―“were on the other side of the road, so I had to avoid them.” He made it sound as if walking on the side of the road was a crime.

      Garcia held out his hand. “Identification, please.”

      Baldy handed over his driver's license. I felt the pressure building and tried to rein it in. When I was upset, it was way worse to manage.

      John looked over at me. “What's the matter?”

      I shook my head. “That guy's a turd. I wanna get out of here.”

      “Yeah he's a dick.” John chuckled. “But we have to see this thing through and act like the dog thing wasn't talent, just coincidence. You got me?”

      I nodded, I got it alright.

      Garcia and Baldy had their heads together, one a cue ball, the other an eight ball.

      Garcia turned to John and me. “Mr. Smith here”―he motioned with his notepad to Baldy―“said that you did something to the dog?” He raised his eyebrows.

      How to answer without getting my butt in a sling?

      John spoke before I had a chance, “Caleb's a major animal lover.”

      I worked to keep the surprise off my face.

      “That's not what Mr. Smith said. This man claims that he was sure the dog was dead. Then you”―he pointed at me―“touched it, and the dog was suddenly alive again.”

      I thought fast.

      “Can you explain that?” he asked.

      Actually no.

      “John's right. Um… I couldn't help it. That poor dog…” I looked down at my shoes, trying to think of what else to say. “Um… I don't think it was dead, though. I mean… it was just hurt.” I pointed at the dog, who was sitting a few feet away, still staring at me.

      Before the dog, I hadn’t known dying things could also call to me.

      Garcia stared at me for a moment then asked, “You boys live around here?”

      John answered, “Yeah, Caleb lives right there.” He pointed toward the top of the rise. “And I live about half a mile from here.”

      Garcia held his pen poised over the notepad. “Names?”

      “Caleb Hart.”

      Garcia's head jerked up. “The scientist's kid?”

      “Yeah,” I answered unenthusiastically.

      “Now that's a cool relative to have,” he commented with a smile.

      “I guess.” Whatever, he was just my dad to me.

      “John Terran,” John said, effectively getting me off the hook of dealing with the awkward your-parent-is-kinda-famous moment.

      “Okay, you kids get in the police car, and I'll give you a ride home.”

      The dog looked up at me and whined softly.

      “What about the dog?” I asked.

      As if on cue, Animal Control arrived. A ginormous gal poured into an unflattering tan uniform barreled through the crowd accompanied by a skinny partner. The dog immediately went on alert.

      I reached out to pet the dog’s head. Garcia and John both tried to pull me away, while the Animal Control lady cleared an evil-looking baton from her utility belt. The dog eluded the baton, which had an attached noose, and darted behind John and me.

      Garcia pointed at me. “I don't want any trouble, and I already told you boys not to touch that dog.”

      “I thought I could help,” I said. “He seems to like me.”

      “Let Animal Control do their job, son,” Garcia said.

      Ignoring him, I put my hand on the dog. I thought, Sleep.

      “That's it!” Garcia said. He strode over and took John and me by our arms and frog-marched us to his patrol car. I glanced back and saw that the dog was knocked out cold.

      Garcia unceremoniously dumped us into the back seat. “Stay put.”

      We watched him walk away. He talked with Baldy, who kept vigorously nodding his head and casting dirty looks at us. Animal Control got the dog in their van, a pretty easy process since he was asleep. Skinny was the “collector,” and Humongous was “supervising” this process while standing importantly with Garcia.

      The inside of the cop car was pretty gross. Remnants of goop was all over the backs of the seats and door handles. Dried patches of mystery fluids were on the floor. My lunch began to rise into my throat. John hunched over, keeping his arms tucked into his sides so that less of his body touched his surroundings.

      Good luck with that one.

      Garcia jogged back to the patrol car, slid into the front seat, and turned around to look at us. “I am required to take your statements with a parent or guardian present.”

      My parents were gonna have a turtle when a police car pulled up in front of the house!

      Thoughts swirled in my head: How did I stop that dog from dying? Why didn't I need blood to do it? Was that a coincidence at the cemetery? Or because it was a person and fully dead, had I needed something extra?

      As I put my head between my knees to quell the dizziness that threatened, I decided to read some more about paranormal abilities and Jeffrey Parker. It was time to get up close and personal with AFTD. I needed to rule it, not the other way around.
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