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            1

          

          
            THE BEFORE: WELCOME TO THE REAL WORLD

          

          5 YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Academy for the gifted…Unknown, isolated location.
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      Hello? I stood in a long hallway. It looked like the walls of a high school with the tall lockers covering both sides of the aisle.
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      Who are you? I heard her voice before I saw her in the distance.

      I’m... her deep brown eyes stared hard into me. I wanted to go to her, but I was afraid. I couldn’t understand that, I feared nothing.

      Hello?

      A man in a white suit appeared behind her, I recognized the apparel. I felt his intentions, but didn’t know how I sensed his secrets. I ran toward the end of the hall and came from around him just as she fell to the floor in front of him. I rushed to block him.
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      “Move away from the girl,” he ordered.

      My eyes narrowed back, still blocking his path. I couldn’t move. I knew what I should do, what I had to do. However, when I looked at him, it was obvious he knew I was going to defy him. But why was I going to do that? I always obeyed. All I knew for sure was that I had to keep her safe.
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      My head shook. “You can’t hurt her. She’s… done nothing.” But when had that ever mattered? And why should it now? I looked down at her as she sat on the floor, unable to move, because of the ugly metal necklace wrapped around her throat. She was beautiful, and I knew that I would do anything to keep her safe.

      “You love her,” His statement confused me. His eyes were smiling at me as he realized the truth.

      Did I love her? Was that my reason for stopping this hideous act? Had I found my weakness?

      “Oh, John,” Dr. Nicholson said around a disappointed scowl, “she’s nothing more than a girl. A mere girl. And you are far more…” His grip tightened on the gun in his holster.
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      I watched as he pulled the weapon free and darted his blue eyes back to me. Then, pointed the gun at her. She trembled, her eyes staring up at him. I didn’t have to see to know her brown eyes were pleading for her life.

      “Don’t. Please, don’t,” I begged for the girl who couldn’t find her own voice.

      He glared over at me. “You did this to her. Your job was simple. Now, you’ve brought her into it. I have no choice. You know how this works.”
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      “You don’t have to kill her, please!” I couldn’t believe my own words, or the pitch in which they were delivered. The sound of my voice was strange to my own ears. John Slater begging, it was no wonder Dr. Nicholson seemed disappointed.

      “I have no use for a mere girl. So, she has to die.”

      He fired. My cries were muffled by the blast of gunfire….

      “John… John?”

      The voice was clear as it rang through my mind. But that was impossible. I couldn’t hear voices. Could I?

      Who was that girl and why did I feel compelled to help and protect her? What was Dr. Nicholson doing in my dreams? Why was I defying his orders for her? Was this the cause of an overworked mind? The nerves of the next phase of my training, perhaps? I couldn’t make sense of all the questions the dream had brought on.

      The alarm blared, and I jolted out of bed with the other recruits. From metal bunks they climbed out and pulled on socks and boots. Within seconds, I was standing at the foot of my bed for roll call. Up and down the rows of military bunks, young men were arranged in a perfect line on the white tile. The fluorescent lights that had flashed on the moment the alarm went off blinded me. There was never a time I lived outside of The Academy.

      Like the other boys in this room, my hair was cropped short, barely showing its sandy brown color; there was not a long strand in sight. I focused my green eyes straight ahead. Curiosity was not encouraged.

      Army boots rang down the hallway — three sets — followed by the click of dress shoes. I looked out of the corner of my eye. Sergeant Wilkinson was followed by two commanders I didn’t know in the solid black of full-fledged Company members. The other recruits and I wore gray, waiting to earn the full color. The children furthest down the hall wore blue. Color faded the longer one was with The Company1. I wondered if one day I would only see the world in shades of black.

      There was a fourth man walking down the hall today, his shining dress shoes were responsible for the clicking sounds on the hard floor. It was him — the one they called the Man in White. A man many knew to fear. A man I admired. The one man that had the ability to cast you into the world. He was the guardian of the door, he sent all the others on their assignments. I wanted to one day stand alongside him. He went by many names, but I knew him only by one: Dr. Nicholson.

      The military men walked past me, but Dr. Nicholson lingered. I kept my eyes straight ahead as I’d been taught, boring into the wall just above Billy’s head. Word was out Dr. Nicholson was looking for recruits for a new program. He would hand-pick those qualified for an elite hunter’s division called the Venators.

      I wanted to prove myself in order to venture out into the world and discover it. There was nothing out there I couldn’t get within The Academy. I could only be the best once I was out there, actively hunting. That would be the final test; the only one that mattered to become a Venator2.

      “Look at me, John,” said Dr. Nicholson.

      Without thinking, my eyes moved to the man’s face at the sound of my name. It was automatic, following orders drilled into me from birth.

      The Man in White always looked younger than I expected. Everyone always spoke of him in reverent tones, making him seem like the wizened god that sat on the mountain top. Instead, a man in his forties looked back, the lines of his face rough and fearsome. He had recruited me when I could barely distinguish faces.

      I supposed he would be classified as good-looking. There was no real way of measuring what that meant, only by the few magazines smuggled in by older members of The Academy3 after they returned from missions.

      Magazines were where I had discovered females, innocently enough while lying on my bed one evening. A member of another unit had dangled the image in front of my face as I studied. I was reading one of the various language books I had acquired during my time at The Academy. I wanted to be the best and couldn’t do that by sitting around, twiddling my thumbs. I soaked up every piece of knowledge whenever I could.

      “Check out page four, Slater!” It was an older cadet, from another barracks. During leisure time, we were allowed to mingle outside our own barracks. “She’s hot, isn’t she?”

      Speechless, I stared at the image of the female. She wasn’t wearing anything but the smile on her face. I felt strange; something was happening to my body that I didn’t understand. In that moment, I shoved the magazine back to the nearest cadet, who gladly took it. I lied there confused, staring at all the other cadets looking at the magazine, laughing and pointing to the images.
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      “Sergeant Wilkinson,” a voice broke through my thoughts. Dr. Nicholson examined me, brow furrowed slightly in thought.

      Wilkinson turned; his red hair and freckled face made him look more in his teens than his mid-twenties. An even younger face among a group of teenage cadets. He took a few quick steps to stand beside the Director.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Send Recruit Slater to Laboratory Five for a physical after his training this afternoon.”

      A ripple of surprise flashed over Wilkinson’s face before the emotion was wiped away. Dr. Nicholson’s eyes narrowed when he saw it. It didn’t do for recruits to show emotion.

      I tamped down on my own surprise at the order. The sentiment echoed off everyone within hearing distance. He’s recruited Slater, their eyes said. Had he? I wondered the same.

      “Of course, I will send him up at 15:00.”

      “Make it 14:00.”

      “Yes, sir!” Wilkinson saluted.

      The Director moved on to join to the two commanders I didn’t know. They started their progression back down the hallway between the line of military beds, Dr. Nicholson’s lab coat floating out behind him like wings — a white ghost followed by two black ravens. The black uniforms of The Company always reminded me of the large black birds seen over the fence in the recreation yard, or perhaps even the turkey vultures that sometimes floated on the warm breezes high up. None of the birds ever flew over the yard, though. I wondered why when I was little; now, I just accepted it. Wilkinson was looking at me, his eyes hard.

      “Sergeant Wilkinson?” Wilkinson was usually friendly with me, well as I understood friendliness. He wasn’t fond of making his recruits bleed, as some of the others were.

      “Your time has come, Slater; make me proud. Don’t be late.” Without another word he turned on his heel and hurried after the other men.

      When they reached the end of the hall, another alarm blared, sending us all out of the room.

      It was a Tuesday. Today was training. That meant I would be in the simulation room. Inwardly, I cringed. I hated that room now. It was different without Jack. Had I gotten accustomed to having him around to torture me?

      I glanced around as I lined up with the other recruits. I wondered if any of them even noticed one of their numbers was gone. The spot to my right was empty.

      I hoped Jack was alright.
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            SIMULATION

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew why Dr. Nicholson had chosen me. Most of the soldiers that knew me knew as well. It was evident in the way they looked at me. I was different. I was an anomaly.

      I was a strange thing to most cadets, but it was never fear I saw in their eyes; it was often curiosity and occasionally envy. I accepted it as such, but I never let it get in my way or make me stand out.
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      Why had Dr. Nicholson chosen now to put a spotlight on me? The news of him looking for potential recruits for his program meant I had been chosen. And why wouldn’t you be? My arrogant inner-voice mocked, sounding a lot like Dr Nicholson. I knew what he would say: You hold back for them. You try to be normal for them. You shouldn’t be afraid to be who you are.

      He wants to enhance your abilities, wants to teach you how to use your potential, I told myself. That could be the only logical explanation for his interest.

      Even the sergeant and the instructor had that queer look on their faces when in training. Did they think I wasn’t putting all my might into the training? Or was it something else that bothered them?

      Sometimes I felt like an outsider even though I had been here all my life.

      My thoughts knocked me out of the seat I was meant to be in for simulation training. The floor was hard on my knees. I tried to focus on the shape of my hand on the floor, while sweat dripped from my forehead onto the back of my hand. I felt like I would be sick.

      “Pull it together, Slater! Put your helmet back on.” Without waiting for a response, the instructor grabbed the back of my uniform. I was yanked to my seat, and the simulation helmet was shoved onto my head, the wires kept me tethered to the wall. For a moment, I could see the others still in their seats, the metal contraptions covering their faces, the lights flashing behind their visors. Who knew what simulation they twitched through? Cold metal curled around my wrists.

      “I c-can’t,” I said into the darkness of the helmet. The simulation had not yet begun again. There was no light for my eyes. I grasped for anything, my mind extending. It was almost like I could feel the other recruits under my skin. I wanted to let go but afraid to lose control and fail. I was holding back, but why?
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      “Yes, you can. Don’t hold back, boy. You want to go out into the world, serve your purpose?”

      “I do.” My palms and forehead were sweating, there was a twisted churning knot in the inner pit of my stomach. I knew I could do this.

      “Then suck it up and get it over with, boy! Show me what you got! I know you’re stronger than this… Dr. Nicholson knows you’re stronger than this.” The instructor whacked the side of the helmet. The lights came on, and the simulation came online. My senses were pulled from the cold metal and male sweat of the simulation room to the hallway of a school. Students milled around me, and I felt like I stood out like a sore thumb. The simulation had started from the beginning. The Minder hunt was on.
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      Looking at the faces of the simulated students, none seemed to stand out to me. Not here in the hallway. The school hallway continued to stretch, and I reached into my pocket knowing that the simulation would have provided me with some weapon or tool. My fingers closed on the cold metal of a robotic spider and I casually dropped it from my palm onto the floor. None of the simulations noticed this time. That was what had gotten me killed in the last one. One enemy had spotted me, the next thing I knew my body flew back several feet. I hit the wall hard, anyone else would have been dead, but my mistake was stopping instead of taking the advantage I had over anyone else. I froze and looked at her; that cost me my life. I should have used the metal collar, or spiders, even the watch1 could have prevented her from having the upper hand. The simulations never cut out until one was dead.

      I waited for the signal that the spider would give as I went into a classroom. I settled into my assigned seat and watched the heads of the students around me. The simulation would have put me in the classroom with the Mind Sifter. They were always female.

      Slight movement on the corner of the ceiling showed the robotic spider had followed. I moved the dial up on the watch, which was also part of the tool set I would use on missions. The watch was nothing fancy in appearance. It was different, ancient in style, and only stood out in that way. If I moved the dial in one direction the frequency increased, and I could conceal my presence from the Mindbender; if I pressed a few switches the sensor and patterns of brain waves would allow me to detect her if she was close; the hands of the watch would then move rapidly in one way and the other until they settled toward my target.

      The spiders were there to assist by helping secure the environment, so others didn’t get involved. A sleeping agent would be released, the class would fall asleep, and I could proceed with whatever was necessary. The spiders could attack the Minder, or approach them stealthily and secure them without me even putting up a fight. If the Minder became aware before the spider could make its move, it was up to me.

      Sliding my cell phone onto the table I pulled up the feed. The watch hands moved upward, settling toward the girl three seats away from me and two rows up. She had short brown curls and was doodling something on the cover of her notebook. They always seemed so normal, but were beings of darkness lurking underneath the skin of mortal persons. Monsters that The Company intended to collect. I was the next line of defense.

      The simulation flickered, sending me back into the hallway. The girl was making her way through the halls. I could feel the sweat grow on my palms. The challenging part was coming. Getting her alone. Securing and retrieving the product, that was the assignment.

      I tracked her through the halls, keeping an eye out for any enemies I wasn’t aware of lurking in the hall. So far, so good. The metal spiders2 crawled across the walls and on the ceiling; I could see them out of the corner of my eyes as they crept along the hall.

      I reached into my other pocket. Good, the simulation had given me a syringe and the metal collar, which was an immobilizer collar3, but most just called it the dog collar. The choice would be easy, which one would work best with the subject? All I needed to do was get her alone.

      She stepped into the stairwell and I ducked in behind her. We were alone, but before I could get my arm around her, she turned. Her powers reached into my mind You must find her, John… and a wave of pain crashed over me. I steeled myself against it and went for her, the way we’d always been told.

      You must find her! the voice in my head said again.

      Find who? I silently uttered back. Why was I asking this strange simulation voice anything? Wasn’t it just a computer program, used to train me to do what I was supposed to be?

      You know!

      It wasn’t working! I couldn’t fail again! I pushed back, as if I could shove her out of my mind. Electricity raced across my skin, the charred scent of burned flesh suffocated and engulfed my nostrils heavy with burned hair and smoke. The scene melted all around me fizzing out in the static of a broken screen.

      The simulation helmet was ripped off my head, and I realized the smell of burning metal and plastic wasn’t part of the simulation. Hands dragged me out of the chair and patted my uniform where it had caught fire. The machine sparked, the other recruits looked at it, then, at me. Their eyes regarded me with annoyance. John Slater, the weird one; Dr. Nicholson’s pet project; the anomaly. I couldn’t read their minds, but their eyes could detail those same words without having to.

      “Slater! I’ve never seen a simulation malfunction like that, it’s a wonder it didn’t explode!” The instructor yelled. “What happened?”

      “All of a sudden it caught fire.” I said.

      “What is going on in here?!” All eyes swiveled to the door where Wilkinson stood, glaring at them all. The other recruits went back to their stations and stood stock-still. I was still beside the instructor, trying to get my bearings. I could feel the prickle of a burn on the side of my face where the simulator had burned.

      “The machinery malfunctioned, Sergeant,” the instructor said.

      “Well, it’s a good thing Slater is going to the medical quarters anyway. You have fifteen minutes to be in Dr. Nicholson’s presence. I suggest you change your uniform. You smell like torched machinery.” Wilkinson narrowed his eye back over at me. He had a slim smile on his face. This hadn’t been the first time I had done this. My status had impressed him. And I wouldn’t be surprised it had been Sergeant Wilkerson that had reported my progress to Dr. Nicholson.

      I nodded and hurried out of the room, feeling the eyes of everyone on me as I went. I could feel their cold stares all the way down the hall, even as I got to my trunk and changed into a clean uniform. My body was still sore and tingly from the short-circuit. I felt confident being able to push against the digital Minder. Something was provoking this adrenaline rush. The girl in my dreams seemed to have awakened something in me. Who was she I needed to find? And why didn’t I believe this was just a computer malfunction?

      

      The hallway that led to the labs was a long, white, military corridor lit by a chain of dome lights like those from an underground bunker. Odd, but that was where the Academy was located, a dislocated facility. At least, that’s where the labs and the mass hall were located in opposite ends. Security personnel and other trained cadets roamed the walkway in each direction trying to get to their destinations, while others were marching down the corridor.

      I hurried down, thinking of the upcoming physical. I hated physicals. But again, I wondered why Dr. Nicholson showed such interest in me. His eyes always found me on the training fields or wherever we happened to be. I was the anomaly, the curiosity to others, but what exactly was I to the Man in White?

      I respected Dr. Nicholson where others feared him. He was the core, the very source of this company’s development. A high-ranking scientist and the director of two special divisions. He was looking for soldiers, and he would only accept the best.

      Another group of young cadets marched passed me. I caught sight of Jack marching along with them. He was about my age with coarse brown hair and blue eyes. He waved so I would see him but the staff sergeant would not. He was as tall and physically fit as I was, and just as faster and stronger. Where I was competitive, he was not. He had drive and heart. We were two of a kind, both anomalies. One had to wonder, if he was in every way like me, why was he still quite the opposite? He defied orders and constantly did things his way. Dr. Nicholson had given up on him a long time ago.

      I was surprised that he didn’t look troubled, marching in a line of punished cadets. He was a rebel at heart, and partially to blame for my distractions. Dr. Nicholson found him hard to tolerate; I could note that well from the bore creases of his brow whenever Jack and I were together on simulation or live training activities. We clashed. Mainly because I was always trying to correct Jack when he interjected his own methods. Dr. Nicholson must have been worried about what effects such an alliance would do to my performance. I wasn’t worried; I was in control. What happened to the troublesome cadets once the usual punishments failed? No one was sure. One just never saw them again. I sensed this would eventually happen to Jack. Or did Jack know something I didn’t about the inner workings of The Company?

      I looked away, not realizing Jack pulled out of the line of marching cadets. He suddenly patted me on the back. I spun around, grabbing his arm and twisting it back. I shoved his back against the wall. Any movement could send my hunter senses into full alert. He was laughing.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “You should have seen your face! Shit, can you move!” He gestured toward my face with his free fist. I blocked him. He did it again, this time with top speed. I matched his speed, stopping his fist from hitting the side of my cheek. He laughed and threw an arm around my shoulder. I eased as he did, feeling odd that I had missed seeing him and realizing we hadn’t had a simulation together in a while.

      “I could have hurt you,” I said. “What happened? Why are you here? You know you’re not supposed to be out of line. You’re gonna get in trouble, again.” I was acting young with him; and Jack always seemed much older in a way.

      He wrinkled a slim lip.

      “Does it really matter, Johnny?” he asked. He had always called me Johnny. We had both been recruited by the same man — the very man Jack said hated him.

      “I think the Director has it out for me.” I glared at him.

      “You provoke him. What do you expect?” I made excuses.

      He laughed it off. “Where are you headed, hot shot?”

      “Physical, you know the schedule. Like clockwork, 2 pm on Tuesdays.”

      “Physical again? Right.” He had forgotten. No surprise there.

      “Where have you been? I thought you were gone.” I asked, trying not to invite other looks. It concerned Dr. Nicholson when Jack and I were together. He gave me a look of disbelief; our last live training hadn’t gone well.

      “I thought I’d keep you company.”

      I nearly laughed. He had been considering escape as long as I’d known him. One more look and I knew he was skimming something. He had the look of someone up to something bad.

      “Get back in line before the staff sergeant sees you and you get reprimanded.”

      “Oh, who cares? I hate this place.” His attitude didn’t surprise me. He’d gotten bolder as we grew in this place thinking he didn’t need to follow orders. He had an easy, laid-back attitude, the complete opposite of me. It was a little different from what he used to display when I first met him, afraid of the Man in White, afraid to disappoint him. Always trying to please him until nothing he did could. He must have given up. Now, he just seemed to push the director’s buttons.

      “You should care.” I looked around nervously. The tone of my voice surprised even me. I sounded childish. “This is your home.”

      “Home? Is that what you call it?” He smiled. “It’s more like a prison… Why do you take all this so serious?”

      “Why don’t you? You should,” I scolded Jack, narrowing my eyes over at him.

      “Don’t you want to be more than their errand boy?” Jack asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Seriously? You don’t know. I’ve seen how he looks at you. Like some kind of prize trophy. You’re his pet project. Good John Slater, the freak of above all freaks.”

      My brows wrinkled.

      “Freak? I’m nothing like that… I’m—"

      He cut me off. “You don’t even know what you are, but that’s what we are, freaks among a bunch of others… I know what I am. Why can’t you see what you are?”

      “I know what I am, too, and it’s not what you think. I’m a fighter, a soldier, and one day a Venator…”

      “That’s what you think,” he repeated, wrinkling his nose.

      “No, I know… I’m a soldier just like you, just like all of the cadets in the Academy. And I will be a Venator once I’m allowed to go on my first assignment,” I lectured.

      He pressed his lips together. “You’re such a good soldier.”

      He had a wandering eye, I knew that. He was rebellious, but the rebellious attitude was going to get him in trouble in an unforgivable way.

      “That attitude and line of thinking are one day going to get you in trouble,” I advised.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I’ve been ready,” I darted back.

      “How can they prepare you for what’s out there when you have no idea what you will face? I’ve been out there…”

      I glared at him, I wasn’t at all surprised. But I was curious.

      “I’ve been sent out. After that little chaos in the training exercise, he had me transferred to the other sector of the facility.” That would explain why I rarely saw him.

      The soldiers at the other sector were from the outside — older, ex-marines, outsiders. At least that’s what I knew of them.

      “Believe me, I’ve seen what’s out there.” I huffed back. He liked to brag.

      “Some of the soldiers took me out with them on military leave. Quite an experience.”

      I neared, pushing him back with a steady hand. “Are you crazy? We’re not supposed to leave the facility without a—"

      He grinned. “You aren’t. Me? I’m on another level now. I think they’re sending me out soon with a team.”

      I released him. Why were they sending him before me? He was younger; if anyone was sent out first, it should have been me. Plus, he was unstable.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I don’t, but I know the director wants to get rid of me. He has been trying for a long time.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Shit, you know it’s true, Johnny. Can’t you see that? He’s afraid I’ll interfere with his perfect soldier.”

      “I’m not perfect…” but I could feel the blush of my cheeks when he said that. I thrived on being the best, and I had quite the following of cadets that seemed to look up to me, even if they thought I was the strange one. Dr. Nicholson had taken an interest in me. He acknowledged me with words. They might have seen me as an anomaly4, but they still envied me. That much was true.

      “To him you are.”

      I blinked in disbelief that he thought so. All I ever wanted was to make him proud, and I didn’t even know if he was even remotely happy with my performance.

      “But out there, they’ll eat you alive.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I can handle it…”

      “I’m not referring to the targets, that’s just one thing.”

      He was trying to get to me. He knew something I didn’t — the outside world — and he liked that fact. At last he’s found something I didn’t understand.

      “You better get going, before the staff sergeant finds you.” I moved away from him.

      Jack grabbed a hold of my arm, nearly pulling me back. I forced him against the back wall as another group of cadets and their staff sergeant marched by. The sergeant regarded me, noticing I had things under control and continued on. I was a level six cadet; the band on my right arm indicated my level in rank.

      There were several levels, and having been more devoted, I was one of the most dedicated and most experienced. Jack was level six, too; he could have been at a higher level, but his rebellious nature had demoted him.

      The cadets passing on by were level three. The levels climbed up to level ten. After that, your level was reprised to gold levels, and finally, hunters — prime soldiers. Venators being the highest were handpicked by the director.

      Jack pushed on my forearm. He coughed, clearing his throat slightly.

      “Man, you didn’t have to squeeze that tight.”

      “Sorry, force of habit.”

      “What do you want?” I asked straight out.

      “I just wanted to say goodbye, in case, you know, this was the last time I see you.” This was the first time he looked serious.

      “I’m sure we’ll run into each other.” I tried to reassure myself. Again, the tone in my voice sounded strange. Was something from Jack rubbing off on me? I sounded childish.

      I moved back looking over his shoulder. Scientists, Military and business professionals, and officials walked and worked the same corridors. It was making me nervous to stand around talking when I was due at the physical. I hated to keep Dr. Nicholson waiting, and the doctor hated to be kept waiting. That was of far more concern than anything else. It might affect my position at the promising table of hunters.

      “Come on,” I grabbed him and pulled him with me. “You can tell me on our way to our physical. You’re already in trouble, you might as well come along with me. You’re probably due for your physical, anyway. I’m sure Dr. Nicholson would think so.” He pulled away as we neared the labs.

      “Nah, I better go. I don’t need another of his lectures.” He stopped.

      My brow furrowed. Dr. Nicholson was serious about his work. He buried himself into his beakers and tests. He had no time for anything else. I respected that. Jack found it peculiar.

      “Have you ever been to his office? His workstation? His lab?”

      I grinned. Now what did that have to do with us getting our physical?

      “Yeah, every Tuesday. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah. Well, have you ever seen a picture on his desk?”

      So? I didn’t have pictures to display either. What was he getting at? “I don’t…”

      “That’s not the same. He’s been out in the world, you haven’t. What’s his excuse? I wonder at times whether he’s even human. He moves like a machine most of the time, wrinkling that lip of his sideways. He always has that smug smile on his face. To be honest, he gives me the creeps.”

      I almost laughed when he said that. Which surprised me, because I never thought much of it. Until Jack had painted that clear image of Dr. Nicholson’s face in my mind. His description was well-detailed.

      “No, thanks. I’ll wait here until he summons me.”

      “You know you can’t do that. I bet your staff sergeant and group leader are already looking for you.”

      He thought about it but said nothing. I made a move to leave.

      “They’re planning on sending you out.”

      I stared back at him. How did he know this? He must have realized that the question was plastered on my face. “I overheard them talking before I was transferred.”

      Overheard who? I wondered. My questioning eyes pushed him for more details.

      “Dr. Nicholson and Sergeant Wilkerson. You’re getting your wish.”

      There was a thrill in my stomach with nerves building up. “Geez, I’m not even supposed to know what you just revealed until they tell me.”

      He nodded. “Just wanted to say take care of yourself out there, Johnny.”

      I stared at him. “I got this, Jack.”

      He smiled. He made me sound like the younger of the two. We weren’t too far apart in age, but Jack sure acted like the older one.

      “Yeah, of course you do.”

      Behind us, the lab doors parted. I turned. Out came a tall, brawny black man in a black suit. He regarded me with a strange look. I spun my head back, but Jack had bolted.

      “Planning on stepping in, or are you just gonna stand there?” the suit said.

      I said nothing as I moved around him. This hadn’t been the first time we’d met at the entrance of the lab. Jack had had the right idea to flee.
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      I was shown in by one of the junior scientists, who had a pair of dark-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. I was told to change into a paper gown and sit on the examination table. I did. This was routine. However, it was not every day that Dr. Nicholson did the examination. I swallowed. Why now?

      This wing was different from any other area in the facility. It had a cleanliness to it that didn’t exist anywhere else. I supposed a medical lab would need to be. It looked like someone could actually eat off the floor and the examination tables in this place. It was brightly lit and white. So white, I felt like I was lost in a snow blizzard of a colorless world, with glass touch screen monitors that appeared more like mirrors than decorative glass.

      

      The door slid open and Dr. Nicholson stepped inside, a computer tablet in his hand. A long lab coat dressed him, but a red tie was not quite hidden beneath. He pulled up a screen and I could see my statistics.

      “I heard you had a run-in with the simulation machine today.” He laid his tablet on the examination table and sat on the stool, rolling towards me and began his examination, checking my vitals. The cold metal of his stethoscope pressed onto the exposed skin under my paper gown listening to my heart. He moved it around adjusting the instrument on his neck.

      “The instructor said it must have been a malfunction,” I said.

      “What happened right before that? Which mission were you running?” He removed the stethoscope from his ears and let it hang around his neck as he took my wrist and began to take my pulse.

      “Mission Fifteen, sir.”

      “The one in the high school with the aggressive Minder?” I nodded. “When did the simulation short circuit?”

      He rose, taking the otoscope and examining my eyes and ears. It was strange having him hover over me and conduct the examination, usually left for his assistants to handle.

      “When she attacked me. I wanted to push her away and I thought about it.” He took my temperature next, running a digital thermometer across my forehead.

      “You thought about it?” I nodded and could see a quirk in Dr. Nicholson’s mouth. He was pleased. He moved away, picking up the tablet from the examination table where he had laid it. He took notes. He always took notes — it was a thing I could always catch him doing, even outside of the lab. Not that I often saw him elsewhere; he was a very private man.

      “Do you know why you were selected as a recruit for The Company, John?”

      “I was selected for my attributes.” All the boys shared a qualification of being an orphan.

      “Have you ever been told what those are?”

      “Yes, sir, my abilities. I am a Venator.”

      “Not yet, but soon. You are stronger and faster than the other recruits, because of your advantage. You know what that is?”

      “I’m an anomaly.”

      “Correct. And as such, you are unique in so many ways.”

      “May I ask something, sir?”

      He looked displeased I had interrupted his evaluation, but I couldn’t get his name out of my mind. “You may…”

      “Where is Jack?” I wanted to know what kind of answer he would give me, after just seeing him outside.

      “Jack has been transferred to another facility.”

      I didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t been truthful. I figured there were reasons for that. Jack was a little rebellious, something that nicked at the director. He hated disorder. And Jack was all about disorders. Did I actually miss Jack?

      “Will I see him again?” I forced myself to ask. I needed to see his reaction.

      “I’m certain your paths will cross. Jack will be sent on his own mission soon. Just as you will be.” His answer didn’t surprise me. I wasn’t sure what to say.

      The director rose. He was reading through his computer tablet. The crease on his brow indicated he was consumed with the research in his files. His lip curved sideways slightly, and there seemed to be a gleam of victory in his features.

      He turned quickly toward the door. “I will return promptly.”

      He left the room and I found it difficult to stay still. Rubbing a hand over my head, I looked around the room. I honestly didn’t know what much of the tools were for. I’d never had an aptitude for medicine. I thought of Jack, thought about what the director had said regarding him being sent on a mission soon and I would follow. I was both excited and terrified at the thought of being out there. Excitement won out. All the simulations I endured wouldn’t compare to being out in the real world.

      I had known Jack for a long time. I couldn’t remember ever not having him around until the live simulation a few weeks ago where he shot the trainer in the leg. He had been reprimanded for it. Soon, I would get my chance like he was getting. He had seen the world a lot sooner than I had. And I hated to admit, I was curious about what was out there.

      Leaning back on the examination table, I thought about the outside world. I felt anticipation curl in my stomach. I’d been trained in the customs and behaviors of people on the outside for future missions, but was too valuable to be risked amongst the possible aliens and Mindbenders. It was far too dangerous. Even now, I could feel the simulated death from an alien product protecting the Mindbender. If I failed in a legitimate mission, that death would be real, permanent. An electrical shock wouldn’t bring me back.

      I watched the old-fashioned clock in the room, the second-hand spinning in a hypnotic circle. Five minutes; then, ten. I closed my eyes, lying back. I would take a rest until Dr. Nicholson came back. I’d been riding high on the adrenaline from the simulation room. It was waning now.

      Hello?

      Why are you inside my head?

      I don’t know. Why are you inside mine?

      “Recruit Slater?” A hand on my arm jolted me back to the present. Had I been dreaming again? I rubbed at my cheeks, looking at Dr. Nicholson in surprise. The man was looking at me, head tilted to the side as if he was calculating something.

      “Sorry, sir. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “Do you know why?”

      I hear voices in my head, I thought, swallowing back the urge to tell him. It hadn’t been an order; I could make the choice to ignore it. I shook my head. Dr. Nicholson tapped a few things into the tablet.

      “You said something about an assignment, sir? About sending me out, too?”

      “Yes, you are being sent south. More details will follow once you’ve completed your training, of course.” He set a folder down on the examination table, took a seat on the nearby stool, and began typing into the laptop.

      More training, I thought.

      “You will be briefed en route. As this is your first assignment, you will be assigned a guardian. His name is Joseph and you will meet him as soon as you leave this room. Become acquainted with him. You are a unit now. You must depend on him, just as he will expect the same from you.”

      “Why do I require a guardian, sir?” Dr. Nicholson glared over at me from his seat and almost immediately I regretted my question. Hadn’t he already told me?

      “You are a valued asset to the Company. And it’s Company protocol as a valued member to have a guardian.”

      “Do you, sir?”

      Dr. Nicholson pressed his lips together slightly; I swallowed the rest of my questions. The director’s clear blue eyes seemed to indicate I was prying a little close to questions I shouldn’t be asking.

      “I do,” the director answered dryly.

      “May I ask what my target is?”

      “At the present time, there is only speculation of a source of energy in a local school in El Paso, Texas. I want you there to conduct a thorough walk-through. Get your things together, you’ll be there for a year.”

      A year, I thought.

      The thin line of his lips wrinkled as he noticed the look upon my face.

      I nodded.

      “It should be an easy target for your first assignment.”

      I wanted to argue. I was hoping for a serious challenge to prove myself on the field. I never expected to be placed in a school as my first mission. What kind of assignment was that?

      Dr. Nicholson stood up from his rolling doctor stool and moved to leave the room. He paused in the doorway. “I know what you are thinking, John, but this is an important mission. Don’t fret; you will prove yourself. I expect great things from you.”

      It was as if he had read my mind. I guess the look on my face was an obvious disappointment.

      With regards to the role I was expected to play, I looked the part, I was after all just fifteen myself. I would fit right in with the rest of the students. Just another new student.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” I said, saluting him. Dr. Nicholson smiled and walked out, leaving me to dress.

      I stepped out, nearly forgetting what Dr. Nicholson had briefed me on. I looked into the folder that had been left for me on the examination table as I stopped outside the lab rooms. The long, barracks hall was cold and dim. It was a wonder people could see each other.

      Inside the folder, I found details on the location. It was a high school just like Dr. Nicholson had said. I found a picture of my target. A man in his thirties that could be someone’s uncle, or father, or best friend. I didn’t even know there was a target to be examined, but it looked like The Company had been keeping tabs on him for some time. There was nothing concrete in the file, just the note he was a possible person of interest. There was no mention of him in Dr. Nicholson’s notes. Maybe he was of no interest to the doctor.

      I stared at his face taking in the image. He looked harmless. Further notes penned by Dr. Nicholson specified other important details he wanted me to focus on. He underlined the word source in one section: find the source of energy if any, set the markers within the building. If nothing found, report back.

      “Do you understand what you’re looking at?” I heard a voice say from behind.

      A tall tan-skinned man in a dark suit and tie was standing behind me. He looked professional all around. He was wearing a pair of clearing glasses, they were called Thermal Identification Goggles 1, because they detected odd interference. I knew that from my studies. He must have been testing them.
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