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    To all the kids who asked me to tell them a story,




Thanks for listening 
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Prelude: From the Records of K
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This document displays intelligence on an individual of great interest to the master. Handle with care.


As the master’s current record keeper, it is my duty to record the memories of whoever my master wishes. I know not why this individual is worthy of his interest, but it is not my place to. I will begin the transcription with Master K’s thoughts on the subject matter as I always do.


“The angels—beings that were created with the sole purpose to serve God. They were to be His messengers. However, not all of them followed this path. Most demons were once angels that turned against their Creator. Labeled as traitors, they fell from Heaven and grace. There is no doubt of the destructive power demons hold, but they are not the only beings to be feared. 


Thousands of years ago, God sealed Himself inside of Heaven’s gates with no explanation why, leaving all of His creations, even the angels, to fend for themselves. The turmoil created from this action led to another faction leaving the forces of Heaven. This group consisted of former angels who were created to control the aspects of reality.


They quickly forgot the reason behind their creation and traveled the world in search of answers. Showing themselves to humans, they soon became revered as something more. The humans called them gods and worshipped them as such. Losing all connections to their past, these lost angels began to believe the tales created for them by the humans.


A three-way war broke out across our tiny world. Angels, demons, and the lost angels, now calling themselves Greek gods, ravaged the landscape. The world was almost lost to their constant fighting.


The first string of wars ended with some of the memories of the Greek gods returning. They chose to keep their new names but to fight alongside the forces of Heaven for their God’s return. Hence the treaty was created. Now the combined forces fight against Hell, but they are fighting a battle that they will never win without their Leader.


Humans have been blissfully unaware of these wars. The power of these beings is so great that it appears to be natural disasters destroying the landscape. Demigods know better. For this is their war as much as the parents they fight for. 


My name is K. This is not my story anymore, but I will be glad to share with you what I know. I will give you the details just as they were told to me. You can decide what to believe. The truth is never easy, but it should be told. It must be protected. This is but the beginning for a boy surrounded by a shattered reality. 


A boy named Luke T. Castello.”


Master K’s thoughts have been recorded to the document. When touched, this document will display the memories in a fashion that you will see exactly how the target’s experiences happened. I will begin transcribing the memories I have gathered now.







	
[image: ]




	 

	
[image: ]














[image: ]





Chapter 1: Ripples on the Surface
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Something began to draw closer from over the horizon. I didn’t know what it was then, but I do now. It was change.


It’s not like I’m always late on purpose. I set alarms. I just...sleep through all of them. That’s where I am now. With two minutes before the bus is usually outside, I feel like I’m making record time.


I mean sure, I am hopping out of my room awkwardly on one leg while pulling socks over my feet. Also, my shirt may be on backwards. None of that matters because all the other backpacks are off their hooks, which means no one else is in the building to see me right now. That’s the benefit of being the last one out, I guess. 


The bus doors slam shut as I race out the door. It wouldn’t be the first time the bus sped down the concrete road while I watched helplessly. Just as I’m preparing myself for the long hike to school, the doors creep back open. He must have seen me today.


I walk up the steps to a pair of gleaming glasses greeting me. Coach Gabriel, my favorite bus driver. His hands gripping the steering wheel are black with grime. It shouldn’t be easy to tell behind his overgrown beard and huge glasses, but I know he’s scowling at me. He always is. 


His gruff voice says, “Mr. Castello, late again? I bet you’re glad I felt generous today.” A raspy huff comes from him. It sounds more like a cough, but that’s his laugh.


I open my mouth, but the coach interrupts, “Don’t bother. I don’t want to hear your excuses today. Go take a seat.”


Generous...yeah right. He’s seen me and driven off more times than he’s waited. Whatever.


My orphanage fades out of sight as the bus engine roars. I sit about halfway down the aisle. The first few stops are abnormally quiet. It sucks having to get on the bus without my friends now, but all of them have moved out of the orphanage. 


I am lucky compared to most orphans, though. Where I live is privately funded by a large corporation. I have my own room and don’t have to share much with the other kids. Our caretaker, Mrs. Haney, is also a kind-hearted person. She’s been in charge of the place long before I was there.


I’m on the verge of nodding off when a voice calls out, “Heey, Luke! Man, are you ready for that test today?”


Peter Williams plops into the seat next to me. His hair is light brown, and a goofy grin is almost always set on his face. The words on his purple T-shirt read, “Go get them.”


Peter is pretty much my best friend. Both of us are seniors graduating this semester. As long as nothing else disastrous happens, that is. I won’t lie. Wherever we go, trouble is never far behind.


A window or two being broken, the occasional fight, and there was that time we flooded the entire chemistry lab. Frogs may have been involved. That’s what happens when the biology and chemistry labs are side by side.


Most of the time, it’s by accident. The frog thing might have been bordering a prank gone wrong. Our saving grace has been Mr. E, our principal. He’s always been lax on us. The other teachers have begun to complain about it, though. Mr. E told us if anything else happens this year, we may get expelled by popular demand. 


“I guess I am. I mean if not, I’m just going to fail, right?” I tell him, a little more uncaringly than I meant to.


Peter rolls his eyes. “You, fail? You should be a comedian. We both know you’re some sort of child prodigy or something. I’ve never seen you look at any of the work, but you always make those one hundreds somehow. I tried that once. You know what happened?”


I thought he was being rhetorical, but he’s looking at me expectantly. I realize he’s waiting for me to answer, so I say, “You thought to yourself, What would Luke do? then passed with flying colors.”


He laughs. “Nope, I drew a smiley on my paper and wrote A-plus material on the top. She gave me ten points for beautiful penmanship. Too bad that’s the only thing I put on the test. The remediation test was a pain.”


For a second, he almost sounds irritated, but he quickly goes back to his cheery self. “So, what are you going to do about h-h-HEY!” Peter’s attention turns to the front of the bus. He says angrily, “I’ve told you guys to quit messing with Kaleb unless you want to deal with me!”


I face the direction Peter turned to. Two guys are snickering to each other in their seat. Kaleb, one of our friends, is picking himself up off the floor.


The guys laughing are Christian and Brandon. I wouldn’t go so far as to call them the class bullies. Out of the eight hundred people in our school, they aren’t that important. They’ll just pick on anyone who won’t fight back like Kaleb.


“Shut up, Peter! Mind your own business,” Brandon snaps.


“Yeah, you’re as big of a loser as he is!” Christian laughs.


Peter stands up like he’s ready to fight. He doesn’t normally get mad this easy, but he really doesn’t like Brandon or Christian. Not that I blame him. I don’t either.


As soon as I stand up, Coach Gabriel’s voice echoes loudly throughout the bus. “Williams and Castello! Sit down and stop yelling on my bus before you both walk to school!”


A few of the other kids in the bus giggle. Peter is about to yell back at the coach. I sit in the seat and pull him down with me.


“Stop, Luke! What are you doing? This isn’t fair!” he says.


“I know, but it’s not worth it right now. We can’t afford to get in trouble again. Think about it, Peter. We’re almost out of this school. That pathetic bus driver will be here forever, or until his mustache grows so thick that he can’t breathe anymore.” Peter laughs a little, so I go help Kaleb pick up his things.


“Thanks, Luke,” Kaleb says quietly.


I hand him his pencils and notebook. “No problem. Come on.” 


Kaleb is the youngest of our group. He skipped a grade and is a sophomore with two of our other friends. He is also the top of their grade out of three hundred people.


He barely used to say a word. His shaggy hair, dark circles under his eyes, and intelligence made him a target for a long time. The kids at his church even picked on him because his last name is Iscariot. At first, we only became friends with him to keep everyone off his back.


Over time, we learned he’s a pretty good guy, and before we knew it, he became one of us. He’s also come a long way and has grown out of a lot of his shyness. Brandon and Christian are the only ones we still have to watch out for. He’s too nice to stand up for himself.


I slide next to Peter, and Kaleb sits in front of us. He says sadly, “Hey, guys. I’m sorry for getting you yelled at.”


Peter shrugs. “Nah, don’t worry about it. You shouldn’t have to apologize for anything. He should have done something about those two.”


Peter turns to face the window. Coach Gabriel has always been like that. He only gets upset when it involves us. According to him, we’re the only ones who cause trouble. The rest of the kids are a bunch of angels.


The bus drives up a long, winding slope. That means we’re almost at our school, Highland Academy. It’s a three-story building in the shape of a H. There is a large courtyard on either side of the middle of campus. Large, fancy fountains are the centerpieces of both courtyards. Besides kids getting pushed in them for pranks, that’s about the only use for them. They are always spotless, though. I’ll give them that.


The school’s pasture is on our left. The three class horses are grazing in it. The school made the pasture for one of our community projects, and the horses came from animal-rehabilitation centers. 


Our school does a lot for the community, and it’s the only reason I’m here. Peter, our other friend Audrey, and I came from the same orphanage. The school started a program a few years back to give us a ride, supplies, and other things to help us come to school.


Peter was adopted by a rich family and is living the high life now. Everything was going great for him until his adoptive parents had a kid of their own. He hasn’t felt like he belongs there ever since.


Audrey isn’t with us, for a completely different reason. She had to be moved to a new orphanage because she constantly gets into fights. It’s not that she wants to. She just doesn’t let other people walk all over her. Also, she might have a short temper. I don’t think she’s doing any better at the new place, from what she tells me.


The bus comes to a halt, so I grab my things. I try to avoid looking at the bus mirror as we walk toward the front. I still accidentally glance anyway. Just as I thought, the gleam from Coach Gabriel’s glasses may be hiding his eyes, but I can tell he’s watching us.


We almost make it out when he grunts, “Hold it, you two.”


Just what we need, another lecture. I see Kaleb has already slipped away. It’s probably better that way.


The coach’s glasses are reflecting at us like two mirrors. It’s creepy being able to see my reflection as he talks. I wouldn’t doubt it if he bought them because of that.


“I don’t know what makes you think that you have the right to threaten kids on my bus, Peter. As for you, Mr. Castello, I heard that comment you made about my mustache earlier,” he says.


That doesn’t seem possible. We were halfway back in the bus. Not to mention all the kids making noise. For a guy who only sees what he wants, he sure can hear.


“I—” I start.


The coach interrupts, “You two need to grow up. I know neither of you had parents when you were kids, but that doesn’t give you a free pass to act like fools on my bus. You’re both almost in college. Act like it.”


He’s always quick to remind us that we don’t have parents. I know he’s just trying to provoke me, but it’s about to work. Peter looks like he feels the same. Peter sees me looking at him and gets that grin on his face that makes me think he’s about to do something stupid.


I must have been grinning too, because Coach Gabriel asks, “Is something funny? Maybe I should make you both sit here in the front with me for the rest of the semester. Then we can laugh like this all the time.” 


Well, now we blew it.


Peter is about to argue back when a voice behind us says, “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Gabriel. I’ll be glad to take them to my office and remind them not to stand up for other people.” I turn to see Mr. E with Kaleb in his shadow. 


Coach Gabriel mutters something under his breath, but all he says is, “Fine, I’ll leave them to you.” We step off the bus, and the coach drives off. 


Mr. E sighs. “Well, he’s in good spirits, as always. Now I guess we should discuss your punishment. Hmm...I suppose being a few minutes late for breakfast will have to do. Don’t you think?” He winks at us.


“Thanks, Mr. E. I’m sorry for the trou—” I begin to say, but he’s already turned around and heading to his office.


I barely hear him say, “Trouble? I don’t see any trouble.” The three of us laugh it off as we walk to the lunchroom. 


We grab our trays and walk to our regular table. Kassidy Ann and her best friend, Carla Beckett, are already there. Kassidy just left to put away their trays, while Carla is messing with her phone as usual. 


I still feel a twinge of guilt every time I see Kassidy. We dated for over a year, but seven months ago, it ended badly. We didn’t talk for months, until Peter convinced me to apologize. We’re on speaking terms again, and that’s more than I should hope for.


Carla and Kassidy have been best friends much longer than I’ve known them. Kassidy and I would go on double dates with Carla and whatever boyfriend she had that week. She finds the personality of most guys boring and usually ends up dumping them in less than a week.


Carla always wears bright, flashy clothing. Today, she has on dark jeans and a light-green shirt that matches her green eyes perfectly. The thing is, her eyes aren’t always green. They somehow change colors with the shirt she wears. I never understood how it happens. I used to think she wears special contact lenses, but Kassidy swears to me that isn’t it.


We sit down. Carla looks up from her phone and says in her sing-song voice, “Heey, guys. Whyy are you all so late?”


“Peter almost got us in trouble again. Didn’t you, buddy?” I reply jokingly.


Peter smiles. “Ha-ha. Shut up, Luke. You’re the one who had to insult the guy. The face you made while trying not to laugh was priceless by the way.”


“Was it that bus driver again? That’s the third time this semester he’s almost got you two in trouble,” Kassidy says as she sits back down.


“Yeah, but it’s all right. We had Kaleb to bail us out,” I say. 


“He did? How’d you do it, Kaleb?” Carla asks intrigued. 


“W-what? N-no, I didn’t. It was all my f—” Kaleb starts.


Peter cuts him off. “Don’t be so modest. If you wouldn’t have brought Mr. E to the bus, we’d have to sit in the front every day while the coach lectures us on acting like adults.”


I’m glad Peter caught on. There isn’t any reason for them to know why we were in trouble. It wasn’t Kaleb’s fault.


Peter begins talking about something completely different. I can’t really focus on what he’s saying because my head is pounding. A blaring yawn fills my mind, and a sarcastic voice thinks, “Man, I’m exhausted. You have to stop letting Lucian watch those stupid late-night television shows. We’ll never wake up when we need to. I mean just look at your hair. It’s a mess.”


The headache goes away. A softer, calmer voice takes its place. “Stop harassing Luke so early in the morning. His hair isn’t that bad. Besides, I know you were the one hitting the snooze button, Lucas.”


The other voice thinks back, “Don’t make wild accusations, Lucian! You don’t know a da-”


These arguments will last forever if I let them, so I interrupt, “That’s enough. I don’t care whose fault it is. We made it to school, and that’s all that matters. Let’s just focus on the tests we have today.”


Unfortunately, this is how my mind works because of my dissociative identity disorder. Lucas, the sarcastic voice, always has something to say. He’s irritating and loves to argue, but can be a realist. 


Lucian is more reserved. He’ll usually think about things before giving his opinion. He’s easier to talk to and is more like my voice of reason.


At least they can only hear the thoughts that I allow them to, or I would have zero privacy. They do like to think for themselves and comment on just about everything. I ignore them most of the time. One of the upsides is that this is why I do so well on tests. We each pay attention on different days. It eases the workload.


None of my friends know about my disorder, but it hasn’t been easy keeping it from them. There have been times where Lucas or Lucian have taken over my body for themselves. Lucas used to cause a lot of trouble for me in the past. We usually get along now, so it doesn’t happen that much anymore.


“All right, Peter, whatever. Weeell, guess what, Kaleb?” Carla says with a strange gleam in her eyes. Before he can answer, she almost sings, “I’ve been talking to Katie Bishop lately, and she kind of has a crush on youu.”


Kaleb stutters, “Wha-what? Where’d that come from, Carla?”


“Ooh, youu knoow. I see how you look at her in Spanish class. It’s kind of cute,” she says, and Kaleb turns the brightest shade of red.


Lucas is laughing in my head then thinks, “Ha. He just got caught. Who does that remind you of, Lucian? It makes me think of how Luke used to be around Kassidy. Terrible with words, but he sure could stare and blush.”


I sigh and try to tune them out. Kaleb’s voice is filled with surprise. “A-are you serious, Carla? You’re not just making fun of me, are you?” 


As much as I hate to admit it, Lucas might be right. He does remind me of myself back before...


Carla has gone into full matchmaker mode. “Noo. I am serious. She comes back from her trip tomorrow. I’ll give her your phone number. Then you won’t even have to worry about talking to her first, okayy? Okay. No arguing.” 


I knew it. She’s already enjoying this too much. She loves trying to get people together.


Peter joins in, “There you go, Kaleb, and when that happens, you can triple date with me, Luke, Carla, and Kassidy.” 


I’m stunned. He’s never been that bold before. Not even in jokes.


Carla doesn’t miss a beat. “Awwww... you and Luke are dating now, Peter? Luke could do sooo much better.” She winks at me.


I take the cue. “Yeah, buddy. Come here.”


I grab for his hand, and he pushes me away. Everybody laughs, but for once, Peter is speechless. I don’t think he expected Carla to turn that around on him.


“You two would make a cute couple. It’d be like Einstein dating one of the Three Stooges,” Audrey mocks as she sits down with her tray. She must have just gotten off her bus.


I’ve actually known Audrey longer than I have Peter. In our orphanage, people used to make fun of my red hair, and the other girls didn’t like her because of how outspoken she is. We’ve stuck up for each other enough that we just ended up hanging out all the time.


“At least I’d have a boyfriend. How long has it been for you?” Peter grins.


“You’re asking for it, Peter,” Audrey threatens.


Carla butts in. “Heyy, I could find you someone, Audrey. There’s this good-loo—” 


“Not this again. Eddie isn’t cute. Not even close. I’m single because I want to be. End of story,” she says plainly.


I don’t remember the last time Audrey dated someone. She did have like twelve guys ask her out to prom last year. She turned them all down and went with us as a group. 


“So, did you guys hear the news this morning?” Audrey asks.


Happy to not hear them talk about which guys are “cute,” I ask, “No, why?”


Audrey’s tone saddens. “Things are getting worse. Great Britain had a massive hurricane hit earlier today. That’s the fifth major natural disaster this year. They still haven’t figured out the death count on the tornados that ran through China last week, but this is supposed to be much worse.”


“Yeah, I read about that on my phone before the guys showed up, but it’ll be fine. At least nothing major has happened in the US yet,” Carla says.


Audrey’s voice raises. “So if it happens in the US, then it’s a problem? Is that what you think, Carla? Do you not think about all the people that have died? How many families that have been torn apart? Or is that lost on you?”


I don’t think Carla meant it the way she said it, but it wasn’t something to say with Audrey around. Audrey’s home was destroyed by a tornado. That’s why she was put in an orphanage. She was blown against a wall and knocked unconscious.


When she woke up, her parents were lying on top of her, dead. In their last few minutes, they did what they could to protect her. She still came out of it with three broken ribs and a crushed leg. It’s amazing her leg healed from it.


Audrey has had a deep obsession and fear of natural disasters ever since. What Carla said was out of line, but to Audrey, it’s much more personal than that. Carla couldn’t have known it would set her off like that, though. As far as I know, I’m the only one Audrey has told.


Carla says, “Yeaah, I know it is bad, Audrey, but I’m just sa—”


I’m about to stop her there, but Kassidy is watching me. She knows what I’m about to do and beats me to it. “It’s okay, Carla. We know you didn’t mean anything by it. Will you show me what you were talking about earlier?” 


Carla pouts but gives in. She takes out her phone and types on it.


The bell for class rings, which is probably the best thing that could happen. Audrey, Peter, and I separate from everyone else and head to our class. In the distance, I hear Carla talking to Kaleb about Katie Bishop again.


We walk into our English classroom. The other students are already sitting in their assigned testing seats. The class is thin today. It seems odd that half of the class would miss today’s test. Now that I think about it, the lunchroom seemed emptier than normal too.


Our teacher, Mrs. Ross, begins to pass out the exams as we take our seats. The test looks harder than I thought it would be. I glance at Peter. He’s scratching his head while chewing his eraser. He’s nervous. He definitely didn’t read his Shakespeare. 


Audrey doesn’t seem fazed. She’s flipping through all the pages. She likes to start at the end first.


“Julius Caesar was assassinated by Brutus,” Lucas thinks.


“Huh?” I ask.


“That’s the answer to the first question. What’s wrong with you? You’re the one who said to focus,” he thinks back.


I don’t respond. I’ve found myself getting caught up in the moment a lot lately. It’s hard to believe this is the last semester I have at this school. 


“Actually, it’s all of the above. Brutus isn’t the only one who was given credit for his assassination. Maybe you need to take his advice after all, Lucas,” Lucian thinks.


I put my hand on my head as the arguments erupt. I don’t know why they can’t ever get along. I probably have more headaches in a day than most people get in a year.


Among the three of us, there are maybe two questions out of eighty that we don’t know. If I’m right, that’s an A. I change about five of my correct answers to what I know are wrong answers. This should help Peter and Audrey, since Mrs. Ross usually scales her tests, and I’m usually the scale.


I take my exam to Mrs. Ross’s desk. It looks like I’m the first one to turn it in, which is weird because I always check over my answers at least twice. 


As I lay my test on her desk, Mrs. Ross asks, “How was it?”


“It was a little harder than usual,” I admit.


“I can tell. I didn’t mean for it to be this bad,” she says sadly, and I’m pretty sure she means it. I’ve had Mrs. Ross as an English teacher for three years. She tries her best to help students, even if her classes are a little hard. 


Mrs. Ross continues, “I wouldn’t worry too much. I’ll probably scale this test more than the others this semester. Since you’re done, you can go wait in the courtyard if you want. We aren’t doing anything else today.”


I almost head for the door, but I decide to ask first, “Where is everyone? The school seems really empty today.”


Her eyes appear to lose focus for a second. “There is some big meeting about changes in school funding today. All of the sports teams in the school are supposed to attend it.” That answer sounded rehearsed.


“Oh... all right.” I say. That was odd.


The hallway is completely empty when I walk into it. I vaguely hear music playing in the distance. It sounds like it’s coming from outside. I reach the closest set of stairs and begin to feel dizzy.


“Her answer sounded weak,” Lucas thinks.


“You think she was lying?” I ask.


“Who knows? I just don’t think that we’ve heard of a meeting like that here before.” He thinks.


“There are also people missing that aren’t a part of any sports team,” Lucian thinks.


“Unless you count pottery as a sport,” Lucas retorts.


At the last step, the nausea hits me hard. I try to prop myself up on the wall, but it’s no good. I fall to my knees.


Voices are resounding through my mind. They don’t belong to Lucas or Lucian. I can’t understand what the voices are saying, but they’re getting louder.


Footsteps are coming from upstairs. I panic because I don’t want this to turn into a scene. I force myself to stand just in time. Peter and Audrey come around the corner to the stairs above me.


As soon as Peter sees me, he asks, “How’d it go for you?” 


The voices and nausea pass, but I still feel like I could drop back to the ground at any second. “I’m not sure. It wasn’t the easiest test this semester.” 


“Tell me about it. She didn’t tell us to memorize Shakespeare’s stupid birthday. Like I need any of this to go to college,” Audrey says, annoyed.


Peter laughs. “At least you two know what you’re doing when you get out of here. I still have no idea.” He walks over to the door. “Come on. I’m ready for some fresh air. Today’s been too serious already.” 


We sit and talk outside before our next class. We have different classes after this, so I won’t see them for a while. I spent the rest of the day worrying about what was wrong with me. 


I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt that bad. The weirdest part is that Lucas and Lucian didn’t see everything. It’s like they both blacked out for a brief moment when I fell to my knees.
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Chapter 2: Twists of Fate
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Reality isn’t always what we know to be true.


I’m mostly on time this morning. Right now, I’m in front of the mirror brushing my teeth. I still have about ten minutes before the bus is supposed to be here. 


Mrs. Haney, the caretaker, is in the living room today. She’s watching some music station on TV. I say goodbye to her, but I’m not sure she hears me. While passing through, I notice out one of the windows that it’s dark outside. I didn’t think it was supposed to rain today.


I pull my backpack off the hook and grab my umbrella too. It’s even gloomier outside when I open the door. The sky is darkened, but there isn’t a single cloud in it. It’s almost like there is an eclipse. The sun is black with a streak of white around it. 


When I take a step outside, my foot slips. I close my eyes, reflexively expecting to hit the ground, but it never happens. There isn’t any rush of wind. My hair isn’t even moving. I can just feel that I’m still falling.


I open my eyes. For a moment, it is impossible to see anything. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I see a black sea below me. There’s nothing I can do but fall in it. I hold my breath before the waters engulf me headfirst.


I try to swim to the surface. My arms and legs struggle against the currents. The more I try to force it, the more constrained I feel. The darkness compresses around me, consuming me. I can’t hear or see anything, and my sense of time is beginning to slip. 


I almost feel relief when I finally hear a noise. It drones on. The sound grows loud enough for me to make out the words. 


“Reborn in a world you do not understand. Darkness and light must fight hand in hand. Forced to choose between chaos and safety. You may fight for your beliefs but will fall by the one thing you cannot go without. Flee to the pits of Hell to be saved by the messenger of light. The three may be the key, but the fourth will break the lock.”


I cry out to whoever spoke these words, but it’s as if the darkness consumes my voice. Silence returns, and panic flows through me. Am I going to just float here until the dark completely consumes me?


Desperately, I use all my strength in one last attempt to break free of the dark. There is a flash of light, and a very different voice speaks. “We have searched all over, but there isn’t a human with that particular scent.”


The light fades away. I’m in some sort of throne room. The walls around me are pulsing red. No...that’s not it. They are literally on fire. Flames are dancing along all four walls. The flames appear intense, but I don’t feel any heat at all. 


A black throne sits at the end of the room. It has strange symbols etched into it. A golden sword is mounted to the right of it. 


The most unnerving thing is the screams. They’re coming from what seems like all directions. The pain in their voices tears through me. I feel like I’m the one being tortured.


While the throne itself is empty, there are two figures standing in front of it. The first one appears to be a dog but is half the size of a car. It’s hairless and has skin the color of blood. 


The second figure could almost be mistaken for a human if it weren’t for the giant pair of raven wings coming from his back. The winged figure has his back turned to the dog. He has a scowl on his face, and his fists are clenched. 


The winged man’s voice is deep and echoes through the room. “You worthless mutt. How dare you come back here without any results!”


He pauses. Sparks flicker around his body. The dog whimpers and backs away.


The winged man raises his voice. “Our master is beginning to lose his patience, as am I. We have less than two months before all the pieces need to be in place. I would rather you spend your time capturing demigods instead of wasting mine with useless reports. We may have taken losses, but that does not make you any less expendable.” The throne is beginning to glow faintly, but he doesn’t seem to notice.


I search the room. I’m not sure who he is talking to. He must be crazy, talking to himself in such a large room. When the dog talks back, I decide I’m the crazy one.


“You don’t understand. That witch of a goddess is disrupting our senses. They don’t want us to capture their children any more than the hybrid.” The dog backs away even more as it speaks. 


A blast of fire explodes around the winged man. He yells back at the dog, “I DO NOT CARE ABOUT YOUR INCOMPETENCE!”


As if responding to his anger, the flames surrounding us grow in intensity, and the throne glows even brighter. The winged man turns to face the dog. The left side of his body is completely scorched. It’s almost like he was thrown into a fire—or the sun.


He shouts even louder, “DO YOU NOT THINK I KNOW THE POWER OF THE GODS? JUST GET BACK OUT THERE BEFO—"


“Hm... before what exactly, Shax?” Molten fire seeps into the throne. A figure appears seated when the fire dissipates. The area around the third figure grows dark, making it impossible to see his face.


Both the winged man and the dog turn to the one seated on the throne. They kneel and reply, “Your majesty.” The winged man, Shax, is trembling, and the dog keeps turning his head toward the door. 


The figure on the throne raises his hand slightly. “There is no need to run, tiny hellhound. Shax was in the middle of saying something. Weren’t you, Shax?”


Tiny... hellhound? Shax seems reluctant to speak. His wings are lowering beside his body.


The figure on the throne continues, “The power of the remaining Olympians is not to be trifled with. You of all people should know this, Shax, since Apollo almost turned you to ash.”


His voice sounds kind, but I feel the power in his words. He makes my whole body feel uncomfortable, but at the same time, it almost feels right. I decide it’s time to find my way out of here, but I’m not able to move. 


“Speaking of our smooth-talking god of prophecies, the resurrection Sunday is almost upon us. What else have we learned of the hybrid?” the man on the throne asks.


Shax clears his throat. “Well, your majesty, Lilith has been working on counteracting Hecate’s magical barriers, so we can learn the locations of their more protected basecamps. We believe he is at one of these strongholds. The initial tests are promising. Our men are not quite prepared for a full-scale invasion, but it is only a matter of time. As for our guest, Legion has been torturing the god relentlessly while Asclepius is keeping him stitched together enough to be able to speak. The most we have from him is a lot of sarcasm and a general loca—” 


The doors to the throne room burst open. A hellhound much larger and more confident than the first walks in. It kneels toward the throne, paying no attention to the other two.


The larger hellhound growls, “My lord, permission to speak? I have news regarding our hunt.”


The man on the throne remains silent, but he must have made some sort of gesture, as the hellhound continues, “We began a sweep of the area given to us by our new ally. There, we found a small concentration of demigods. Their scents converge in a small region in Alabama. It is at a learning facility that the humans call Highland Academy. There are at least five if not more, and the area is protected by a barrier fifteen miles in all directions. The most interesting part is there are faint scents of angel... and demon.”


Highland Academy? Are they really talking about my school? The giant hellhound is pleased with himself. Its tail is wagging while he waits for his master to speak.


The walls are a blazing inferno now, and the tortured screams are beginning to drown out the conversation. I am still able to hear the man on the throne say, “Good... I do not care which one of them it is. Attack them when they are together, and bring them all to me. Awaken Lilith. She is to send her three guards to lead the assu—”


––––––––



[image: ]





I wake up on my bus full of loud kids. I’m confused, dazed, and trying to make sense of it all. Demons... gods... and my school? That was one of my more vivid dreams, that’s for sure. I don’t know what to make of it. It seemed so real, but things like that don’t exist. They can’t.


I was so deep in thought that I jump when Lucas thinks, “Did you have a nice nap? You’re lucky we controlled you enough to keep you from snoring.”


Lucian joins in. “Don’t be so patronizing. We did stay up until like what? Three in the morning? That’s not nearly enough sleep for one guy.” 


I look out the bus’s window. The sun is shining as normal. There are a few clouds out, but it doesn’t look like rain. I didn’t bring my umbrella with me, so what really happened this morning? I don’t remember anything.


“That’s your fault, Lucian! Luke, you have to stop letting him watch those TV shows. The last thing we need is people making fun of you for drooling all over yourself. Your red hair is laughable enough already,” Lucas argues back.


“Says the one who watches cat videos on the internet all day,” Lucian jeers. 


“Don’t go there with me! You think they’re funny too! Stu-”


“Both of you shut up. I’ve never cared what people think, and it’s your red hair too... idiot,” I think to them.


Lucas thinks so loudly that I can’t ignore him. “What’s wrong with you? I was just joking around.”


“N-nothing... I’m just trying to think. I had a strange dream.”


He won’t let it go. “Uh-huh, what kind of stra-”


“Hey, bro. You okay? You’re sort of staring off into space.” 


I didn’t even notice Peter walk up. He sits into the seat beside me. 


“Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. I was just deep in thought.”


“I can tell. I even bet I know what it’s about. Kassidy, right?” He grins. “Yup, I can see it all over your face. So, are you going to make your move or what? You’re running out of time, lover boy.” 


I doubt he really thinks that’s what was on my mind, but he is good at finding ways to bring it up. It isn’t something I want to talk about. “Look, Peter, if it happens, it happens... if not, then it isn’t meant to be.” 


Peter says something back, but it’s drowned out by Lucas thinking, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get her back for you. Give me five minutes, a dark room, flowers, and a little bit of candlelight.”


“That might work on a monkey. You do have a lot more in common with them, but Kassidy is much more sophisticated than that. Luke will try to win her back when he is ready,” Lucian retorts.


Lucas gets angry. They both begin to argue and insult each other again. I’m already sick of them this morning. Before I know it, I accidently blurt out loud, “Seriously, shut up!”


Peter, luckily and unluckily, thought I was talking to him. He took it coolly, though. “I’m sorry, man. I know she’s a touchy subject for you. I don’t know if it makes you feel better, but you are all she talks about when you’re not around.” 


I probably sound too hopeful. “Really? What does she say?”


Lucas starts back up in my head with, “Ka-ching. Before you know it, you’ll have a house, dog, and four kids. You know, that whole American dream thing? Well, maybe a cat... I don’t really like dogs.”


“Luke needs to focus on his education before he populates the planet. Get girl, become doctor, then have four kids,” Lucian thinks.


“F-four kids?” I think back. “Y-you both need to slow down. Look, we have that last midterm today. Why don’t the two of you think about what’s been said in our past lectures and let me focus on this conversation.”


Thankfully, they both agree. They were taking that way too far. I don’t even know if I have a chance to win her over again. 


Most of the time, when I think to Lucas and Lucian, time barely seems to move. Maybe because it’s all just thoughts. I’m not sure. 


Whatever the reason, I tune back in to hear Peter say, “Yeah! Just the other day she sa- Oh, hey Kaleb. How’s it going?” His eyes narrow at me slyly.


“You can’t do that, Peter! What did she say?” I ask. 


“I guess you’ll just have to ask her to find out, huh?” He grins again, and Kaleb laughs softly. 


“That’s awful. At least he didn’t strike out like you did with Carla yesterday,” Kaleb says.


Peter slightly pushes Kaleb down in his seat. “Shut up, you. I tried, unlike him.” He turns his back to us and says to the people in the other seat, “Hey, you guys need a new friend? The ones I have now are jerks.”


––––––––
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In the class before one of my midterms, the teacher shows us some news footage on the hurricane that hit Britain. One of the cities it shows is halfway leveled to the ground. It left thousands of people without homes. The worst of it is over, but the winds are still strong. I can’t believe a storm could cause so much damage.


My midterm today ends up being the hardest one yet—microbiology. I’m not sure how I did on it. Memorizing the names of bacteria isn’t something that interests me. I don’t even know why I’m taking that class in high school.


Now I’m sitting at lunch with all my friends. At my left, Peter is telling Kaleb a story he thinks is funny. I think Kaleb is just sympathetically laughing at it. 


Audrey is at my right, telling me about some new video game she’s been playing. Carla and Kassidy are across from me, talking about a new makeup line or something like that. I’m not sure. I’m too busy thinking she looks just as good without makeup. 


“Right, Luke? Luke? You’re not even listening to me, are you?” Audrey asks as she punches me in the arm. 


“Hey! Yeah, I’m listening. Something about guns, shooting, and making thirteen-year-old kids cry. Your hair looks pretty today. Did you do something to it?” 


I am being serious, though. Her black hair usually curls slightly at her shoulders. Today, it’s shorter and straightened out. It somehow makes her bluish-green eyes more noticeable.


“Actually, I did. Thanks. I’m surprised you noticed. You’ve been more spacey than usual lately. I mean yesterday’s test was scaled so much that Peter and I both made an A. What’s up with that?” she asks.


Peter stops telling his story to chime in. “Don’t complain. It’s the first time I’ve made an A in that class all semester. Besides, you can’t be perfect all the time, right, buddy?”


“Well, I might have missed a few on purpose. I figured she would use me as a scale again, so I thought I would let you two catch up.” I might have sounded more arrogant than I meant to.


Peter puts his hand over his head. He says, “You know, you’re too smart for your own go—”


A loud crash fills the room. Everything feels like it’s moving in slow motion. Shards of glass fly past my head. I watch a piece scratch the side of Audrey’s face, and I’m pretty sure that one hits my shoulder because a searing pain shoots up it. A piece of brick from the wall knocks Kaleb in the head, and he falls to the floor. Peter rushes to his side.


An explosion? It’s hard to say with all the confusion. What I do know is that a large chunk of the lunchroom wall is missing behind me. Three figures stand in the newly made entrance. 


The one on the right is the size of three grown men. He has large, green, scaly wings. His red eyes are filled with rage. 


The figure on the left is the most human looking of the three. What creeps me out about him is he looks similar to Kaleb. He has black shaggy hair and dark circles under his eyes. His thin body has black crowlike wings. 


The middle figure’s skin is gray. There aren’t any wings on his back like the other two. He wears a robe that looks like it is something out of ancient times. He must be in charge because I can hear him giving orders from here.


“Croatoan, capture the two on the left end of the room. Judas, we’ll take the six on the right. I don’t care how many die if they aren’t the potential prospects. We need to finish this while the guardians are distracted.” He makes a high-pitched whistle. The shadows around him begin to grow and take shape into hellhounds.


This is bad. Everyone seems to be dazed by the chaos, but we need to get out of here. They need to run. My hands are shaking. I yell throughout the room, “EVERYONE! GET OUT OF THE LUNCHROOM, NOW!”


That seems to have snapped some to their senses. There are people scrambling toward the exits on either side of the room. Before anyone can escape, the biggest figure, Croatoan, blows fire toward the right exit, trapping everyone on that side. The one called Judas places his hand on the left wall. The doors and windows on that wall disappear as if it had been one solid wall the entire time. 


Hellhounds are scattering around the room. They’re sniffing the floor like they’re looking for something. Maybe that means they don’t know exactly who they’re looking for. 


I move to the other side of the table. Peter and the rest have crouched behind it, surrounding Kaleb, who has a big gash on his head and isn’t moving.


Carla looks traumatized. Her eyes are fixated on Kaleb. Kassidy is trying to talk to her, but she doesn’t seem to hear any of it.


Kassidy looks around. She says with fear in her voice, “What are those things?”


“I-I don’t know, but we need to find another way out of here,” Peter says.


“How are we going to do that? The only exit left is behind those monsters!” Audrey says.


“We’re going to die here,” Carla says, not moving her gaze. Tears stream down her eyes.


I feel a little bit of guilt. Everyone here is in danger, and it has something to do with that dream. I should have said something, but to who? I need to try to help them all escape. 


I think to Lucas and Lucian, “Guys, I need your help. We have to do something.”


Lucas is the first to think back, “What? Why? If you haven’t noticed, these guys don’t look human. They would tear us apart. This isn’t our problem. We need to focus on getting ourselves out of here.”


“This is our problem! We’re here, aren’t we? There isn’t an easy way out, but there must be something we can do. I’ll explain later, but... I have to do this. So please...”


Then Lucian thinks to us, “Like you said, the exits are blocked, but... the guardians—


“Shut up, Lucian. He’s going to get us killed,” Lucas interrupts. 


Lucian ignores him. “The middle one said something about guardians. If we stall them enough, maybe someone will show up. It’s a small chance, but it’s the only one I see.”


“And how do you expect us to stall them? You’re crazier than he is, Lucian,” Lucas thinks.


Something comes to mind, but it isn’t a great plan. Still... I say to my friends, “Watch over Kaleb, and try to find a way out of here. I’m going to try and distract them.”
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