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Dedicated to all who read,
for reading is the key
to unlocking your dreams .



doors. Clutched in my hand is a ring of keys of

various sizes and shapes and colors. Each key
will open a door, some leading to new worlds,
others hiding secrets better left forgotten, and still
more holding drams to be shared.

At the end of the hall stands a wooden chest
with a golden latch. | fumble through my keys and
insert one after another until the lock clicks softly.
The lid feels heavy in my hand as | push it open.

Something wrapped in a clotfe$ inthe bottom
of the chest. Carefully opening the cloth, | find a
book. Is it a book of stories or a guide to my key
ring? Why is the book locked away? Is it precious or
might it be dangerous?

In golden letters, one word is engraved across
the leathercover:Unlocked

I walk down a long, dark corridor filled with
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Sable hated it when a kiling went too
smoothly. It was like thumbing o nose at
the devil, taunting him to do his worst. Sbe
experienced the de\@ worst and had since made
it her goal to never live through that again.

Staring down into the now sightless eyes of her
latest mark, Sable felt a faint satisfaction that the
deed was done. Death seemed a normal part of
life these days, for everyone. It made little
difference if she helped a few along their way to
meet their m&ert or to a far more deserving hell.

She nudged the body on the floor with her
foot. The man, once so handsome and charming,
smiled now in eternal sleep. His reign of terror
was over; h@ raped his last helpless woman.

I t was almost too easy.
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Being a rapist was a suitable reastm die.
Sable had killed for less. The bloodlust firing her
very existence simmered deep inside.

Instinct flared, warning of danger. Another
presence lingered, just beyond the study door.
Nervous fear swept her spine. She bedlaway
from the dead man, ezh methodical step falling
with utter silence on the carpeted floor.

Tilting her head, she filtered out the usual
London night sounds. Carriage wheels on
cobblestones, clinking harnesses, and barking
dogg all faded into the back of her mind. She
listenedfor anything out of the ordinary.

There: a nearly inaudible step.
Pushing back into the shadows, Sable waited.

The minutes crept by. Each passing second
brought her closer to discoveryShe hated
unnecessary killingsAn unfortunate servant or
two had me their ends after stumbling upon a
death scene before Sable completed her mission.
She couldf ignore the very real threat they
represented

The creak of the door snared her full attention.
Somebody entered, looked down at the body
' YRX2dza i dher edwingwitionkidsydas
much stealth as herself, the man approached the
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open window and stared out into the starless
night.

Sable poised on the balls of her feet, ready to
strike. Just as she moved to lunge, something in
the mar@ stance warned her shmight not come
out of this confrontation the winner.

She checked her movement, easing along the
shadows to the open door. She had to escape.
Something about the man made her skin crawl, as
if she were not the only evil in the room.

As she slipped through the portal, she heard a
low, faintly accented voice sagyery good, Sable.
But did you have to shed quite so much bloéd?

She cursed. Without a thought for the
consequences, she picked up a heavy figurine
from the table by the doomland hurled it at the
man whdd been ordered to spy on her.

He turned and caught the object. Sable ignored
her moment of shock and escaped before he
could overcome his.

I E—r
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vile curse floated on the mistyearly-
A morning air. The man at the window

shoved a hand through his dark blond
hair as yet another vulgarity passed his lips.

Part of him wanted to go after her, but he
didn® have time. He was supposed to make her
crime seem like robbery, suicide, or an acciden
Staring at the bloody body on the floor, he chose
robbery.After a halthearted inquest and no killer
to find, the authorities would abandon the case

Sabl& real identity remained a mystery to his
superiors. They took her in after she committed
the mast gruesome murder he could ever recall.
Her lack of remorse coupled with her intriguing
methods led them to offer her the most despised
and dangerous occupation ever devisegaid
assassin

And she was good. Damn good. It was nothing
short of a miracle ththe@d managed to stumble
across her before sl left.

He set about his business. She excelled at her
job and he excelled at his. He understood her
need to use a knife on this particular mark but he
wished sh@ used a pistol instead. Had she shot
the man he could have made it look like suicide.
Suicide was an easier answer when setting up a
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crime scee as the authorities enjoyed eertain
notoriety for their lax investigation of such crimes.

As he turned to leave, something glinted in the
moonlight filtering through the window. He
stooped, sweeping up a small key. The broken
chain dangledover his wrist. Sabfe trinket, no
doubt. He&d caught a glimpse of it earlier, the
chain around her necknd the key disappearing
beneath her bodice as she dressed for a ball.
Suspicions aroused at her decision to even attend
such a gathering, %@ been sent to discover what
drew her to the glittering mass of Society at play.

That night took her to Carletonddse where
shed flirted with the Prince Regent and made a
general spectacle of herself. Her beauty and
wealth afforded her entrée to the most elite of
homes. Masquerading as any lady, her killer
instinct led her to the gatheringsanboring a
worthy kill. The dead man on the floor had
attended the same ball.

Sable culled her marks from under Soci@y
very nose.

His fingers clenched around the bauble, the
key@ sharp teeth pressing into his palm. He alone
knew how deep Sab&® vengeance ran. She would
do anything to kill a mark, whether that person

12
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was assigned or one of her own choosing. His
superiorftolerance would only last until they
realized how uncontrollable she was. Then her
elimination would behisnext assignment.

A smile threatened. He had managed to annoy
her. His superiors questioned hdrumanty, but
he knew beyonddoubt that somewhere under
that lethal exterior beat the heart of passionate
woman Her loss of composure at his unexpected
appearance proved it.

And a human being could be exploiteltl.was
only a matter of time before she became their
weakness rather than their strength.

As the assass® keeper, it was his job to clean
up the mess.

&—

s she vaulted across slippery London
A rooftops, contempt and fury roiled in her
center at the thought of her midnight

guest. Bloody French rat. The slightest trace of

Paris crept along his softly uttered words like a
snake ready to strike. The dulcet tongied her

13
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with such rage sh@ acted without thought,
something she haddone since...

With a violent shake of her head, Sable flew
across the last rooftop before reaching her
destination. Concentrating on her actions, she
slithered along the edge of & roof, dropping
with infinite grace onto a very slim ledge.
Swinging through the open window, she landed
on her feet.

The room lay wreathed in shadows. She @dn
bother with a lamp. She lived her life in darkness
and preferred it that way. Shedding hgtoves
and short cape, she moved across the floor
toward the door on the other side.

She lived alone, had no friends or
acquaintances. Between marks, she had plenty of
time to think, and too often, her thoughts turned
inward.

Thinking was not a pastime elenjoyed.
But then, her lifeoffered little enjoyment.

With a small shake of her head, she tossed her
black shirt away and shed her tight trousers. They
landed on the floor by her bed in a heap.
Dejected. Alone.

In the beginning, si@ been so bent on
vengeance that sh@ given little or no thought to
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how shd&d feel when her revenge was
accomplished. After her first blundering attempt
to assassinate the man responsible for her
parent€xeaths, sh@ honed her skills and made
it her life@ work to rid theworld of the scum who
masqueraded as honorable nobility. But unlike the
revolutionary leaders of France, sbledone her
research, seeking only those whose crimes went
unpunished, whose guilt was so apparent that
even a jury would be unable to claim othessi
How ironic that a simple servant had managed to
take her down, if only temporarily. Then <be
been condemned for heicrimes and rescued by
the man who now liked to think he owned her.

Unfortunately, he did.

She shrugged into a dressing gown, her
movements unusually jerky. Lowering herself into
a chair, she forced calm over herself and carefully
undid the pins in her hajra vanity she could Hl
afford. She really should cut off the bloody dark
tresses.

Sable shook her head. Waves of black floated
around her. At the thought of her unexpected
visitor, an ache she ha@felt since watching her
parents die settled in her chest.

15
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Lord Castlereagh had sent her keeper to
determine if she was still an asset to the Red@nt
government. Not that the Regent kmeanything
of the matter. What the ruler did@ know he
could deny with absolute honesty.

Her keeper. As if she needed a man to tell her
what to do! Yet, that was exactly what her life had
become. Cursing, she grabbed the first thing at
hand. A heavy silvemirror sailed across the
room. The crash of glass shattered the night,
pieces of the wreckage winking back at her in the
moonbeams from her open window.

She ignored them, her fingers reaching for the
key she always wore. It was her one comfort, a
reminde of who and what she was, where she
came from and where she was going. It was the
only thing she loved.

It was gone!

Panic flared, an alonsuming tightening in her
chest that threatened to burst. In overlooking the
key@ absence, sl@ lost the most irportant
piece of herself.

It could be anywhere. Rising, her eyes darted
around the dim chamber, seeking a miracle in the
black corners, but life had taught her that miracles
didn@exist for one such as she.

16
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Searching her room with a frenzy her keeper
would not have recognized, Sable came to the
horrible conclusion shd lost it somewhere out in
the night. Leaning so far out the window that an
ordinary person might have fallen, her eyes
probed the darkness, seeking out any slight
glimmer of moonlight on mal.

Nothing. Defeated, Sable moved to her bed,
her gaze settling on the slight depression in the
other pillow. Her anger dulled with weariness and
despair. She composed her mind for sleep, a
difficult task that saw success hours later.

S

ot quite the obedient little subordinate he
Npretended to be, Etienne du Clerc knew

how to play the game. When Lord
Castlereagh demanded his presence, he nodded

and agreed just as if he cared one jot what the
man said.

dFurthermore, | want you to nullify he
problem. Sable has gone too far. She takes for

17
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granted the patronage of this government and
that must be rectifiect

Etienne noddeddAs you wish, my lord. Shall
you be requiring her head on a pike?

GTake care lest you find your own head on a
pike, siré

Etiennel less than respectful response was in
French, further angering his lordship. Perhaps not
the wisest course, but one he could not resist.
Etienne could not easily accept Castlere@gh
demand.

OWe are at war with the frogs! Hold your
bloody tongwe, boyE

d am no mere boy, and you are not my
father.£

His lordship harrumphed and moved some
papers around on his deséiNo, n not. But your
father was a great maéa.A shadow passed over
the older ma® features.dHe didr2 deserve such
an endé

dNo ore didg Etienne responded softly, his
amusement dying a quick death. His fat@er
demise at the hands of French revolutionaries
remained an unpleasant and bitter memory.

18
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His lordship leaned forward, the urgency and
dissatisfaction in his expression tefjinEtienne
how important the other man considered Sa@le
death.

0Sable must be stopped. Her latest kill had
powerful relatives in the governmeigt.

Etienne shrugged one immaculately clad
shoulder. He moved to the window, turning his
back on the man who hathken him in so many
years ago.oShe has her own set of rulés.
Glancing down, he was surprised to see his fingers
clenched. dHer rules for survival. What s@e
suffered..¢ He couldf® finish, his mind actually
shying away from the barbarity of thdives.

OWe can no longer support her activities. She
must die€

Etienne turned to stare at his superiarAnd
that is all the reason | am to be givén?

Lord Castlereagh placed a small ornate jewel
box in his handdGive this to her if you feel the
need to soften the blow. It is time to end her
suffering, du Cleré.

Fingers closing over the object, Etienne
thought of the key secreted in his waistcoat
pocket and sighediYes, my lord.
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able stepped away from the pillar and
S(i/isappeared, quickly becoming lost in
arrens and alleys until she entered her
own square. Her modest townhouse stood in one
of the less fashionable parts of towishe was
discreet so no one wouldote her comings and
goings.

Sabl&® skirts rustled as she moved, French
artistry in every line of her white muslin dress and
outer wear. She clutched a penknife, one @he
removed from her fanciful, cherrgncrusted
straw hat. It was an odd place to secret such an
object, true, and quite perilous to her health
should she slip. It could be extracted with ease,
however, while pretending to adjust her
headpiece.

As she entered her front parlor, her skin
tingled. She wadh alone. Turning, she forced a
smile to stiff lips.6My dear Etienne. What brings
you to my humble abode?

He approached, bowing over her hand as he
pressed his lips to her fingerdA gentleman does
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not need a reason to call on so lovely a lade
said smoothly, that hint of Paris in his tone.

Snatching backer appendage, she smothered
her joyful response to his flattery in an unladylike
grunt of disgust.éSuch flattery is suspect, sir.
Explain your presence or face the consequerices.

She revealed her weapon, well aware that he
knew she would use it.

His hamls rose defensivelydThere is no need
for violence. Castlereagh did not send ge.

dYou come to release me from your loathsome
pPOSSession?

oNoE

dThen get out. Or | will beat you and throw you
out.£

Etienne moved, his action so swift that she
didn®@ see hm until it was too late. He encircled
her wrist with one strong hand, rendering her
weapon useless. His other arm wrapped around
her, trapping her free arm against her side.

Sable stared into his stormy blue eyes, her own
narrowing in anger. He broughtshface close, his
lips a hairsbreadth away from hei@low, darling,
do you want the neighbors gossiping about the
Frenchies down the way? Our marriage is already
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too dramatic without the added titillation of
supposition and falsehooél.

&

husband to kill her.

Etienne slipped a fresh cravat around his
neck and made short work of tying it. He glanced
back at the young woman in the bed, her ebony
tresses a startling contrast to the stark bed linens.
Although hetdips were swollen with his passionate
kisses, her peaceful face resembled that of any
other sleeping girl. One would never suspect her
capable of such atrocities at her tender age.

A twinge of regret pierced him as she shifted,
revealing a purpldlue markon her wrist, bruised
in their tussle beforehand. If only she would yield
to his authority...

She stirredoEtienne?
d am heres he murmured, his gaze traveling
over her stunning features to the window beyond.

d leave presently. Night falls and you are
expected to dine with Lady Jerseytia he

Castlereagh din®@know he@ ordered Sabl@
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glanced at the mantle clockjt one houré He
paused in the act of buttoning his waistcoa€an
you be ready in time?

d will beg she said, her calm tone a warning
that she lied.

He returned to the bed, kneelingpn the
feather ticking. He leaned over her, one hand on
each side of her body, eyes hard and penetrating.
OWhat are you planning, Sabke?

Her lips creased in a smug griflothing. | will
be the most proper lady in attendance, | assure
Yyou £

dYou lieg

OQuite often, husband, as do you. It is our
trade £

He stared down at her, eyes narrowing with
every long second that passed. Finally, he gave up,
leaning down to kiss her h@, drawing a moan
from her throat before releasing her abruptly.

She glared at hinbut remained cloaked in
silence. Etienne knew K& be called in to clean up
another mess later.

With a sigh and a final tweak to his impeccable
raiment, he said@d must away. | will call for you
tomorrow.€
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S

he was weak.
Her dark eyes followed hisheavily

muscled form as he opened the door and
disappeared. His confidence in her ready
capitulation galled her. Dark blond hair, blue eyes,
features chiseled from stone and the body of a
Roman god every young gif@ dream prince,
summoned to life from alaldhood fantasy tale.

But the fairy tale ended with his appearance.
Etienne was a scoundrel, a French nobleman who
could lay claim to nothing more than a title and
the clothes on his back. Like a wieHlined hound,
he followed every order his superiogave him.
His loyalties belonged not to Sable, but to France,
Britain, and his twisted sense of morality. His
fascination for her could no doubt be attributed to
her oppositionto France, Britain, and morality.

His legal ownership of her, sometimes referred

to as marriage, meant nothing. His assignment to
keep her under control made all the difference in
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their relationship. He cleaned up her messes and
reported her activities to Castlereagh.

After her first meetng with Lord Castlereagh,
shed never seen his lordship again. Castlereagh
had not seen the necessity, and she had seen no
reason to argue.

A soft rage suffused her body. She rose,
heedless of her nakedness, moving to ready
herself for the coming night. Any slip of paper
rested on her bedside table, the name of her next
assignment scrawled inside. What a silly, yet
unobtrusive way to inform her of her next mark.

Ignoring it, she moved to her dressing room,
splashing her body with cold water. A maid would
come in the morning, do the cleaning and cook
the meals ahead of timeyefore returning home
where she had a family of her own to care for.
Meanwhile, Sable made do with what she could
while alone.

And that was where Etienne had his uses. He
helped when e was there, but he usually
succeeded in seducing her as wedomething
that she both loved and hated in the same breath.
Her independent nature rebelled against the
confinement he represented, even if that meant
security and love in the night.

25
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She snatcbd the first gown from her
clothespress and pulled it over her head, fastening
the tapes. Often, ladies possessed a maid to help
them dress, but Sable accomplished the difficult
task on her own. St done for herself for many
years.

She swiftly twisted he hair up and shoved
several pins into place. Winding a string of
flawless pearls into her black curls, she noticed
the small box reflected in her mirror.

Turning her upper body, Sable stared at it. The
small object peeked from behind a book, most of
its form caught in shadow.

She knew that jewel case and the valuable
item it protected. The case disappeared shortly
after her parent€capture. Sable had avenged
them, but the jewel case remained lost.

Her body rose as though a separate being,
moving toward the small treasure in single
minded absorption. Fingers reached for and
grasped the thing, a caress of adoration bestowed
upon its shining black facade.

Who left it? Etienne? He was the logical choice.
But when he had carried her into the room, she
was ateady unaware of the tiny details, her mind
caught up in the sensations her husband aroused.
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She took up the spill of paper @eleft. A small
item fell out, clattering on the table with a
metallic click her key without its chain.

The key that fit the cse!

Unable to resist, she fit the key to the lock and
turned it. Inside lay a beautiful pendant,
stunningly wrought in aged silver and gold, a
delicate silver chain pooled in the jewel c@&se
bottom. Taking up the tiny pendant, her fingers
brushed over itsform, a small prayer box, its
hinged lid sealed with wax.

A wave of nostalgia washed over Sable, tears
filming her eyes. The box held every prayer her
mother had whispered, every dream <be
dreamed and every longing in her heart. She had
worn the pendan often, telling Sable that it held
every good moment shi@ ever known. And the
little girl Sable had been such a short time ago
believed the fantasy.

Working her fingernail beneath the b@xlid,
Sable broke the seal. A sickly sweet smell wafted
over her a familiar smell but one she did not
experience often. The danger far outweighed the
usefulness of the substance. Her vision blurring,
she shook her head.
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Panic set in and her fingers opened, releasing
the pendant. Forcing her other hand to move, she
took up the slip of paper and opened it.

Her husban@ elegant script danced before
her eyes. Just before they closed, her body
crashed to the floor, the short message burning
into her memory.

In sorry.

tienne stared at her white fagea stark
contrast to her upswept midnight tresses.
Her clenched fingers still held his note, a

silver pendant and a key close by.

A single tear escaped his eye, but he moved
forward anyway. It was his job, after all, to clean
up her messes.

S
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oly crapé¢ | stepped out of the waist high
grain and onto the flattened area
dYou see it Charty?¢ Uncle Joe

trudged up from behind. The brittle wheat
crunched beneath his boots he came abreast

dYeah. I8 just like you saida genuine crop
circle. Re seen them on TV, but this sure is
something else seeing it in persos.

dvoull catch flies with yar mouth hanging
open like that or is that the way you high school
kids snaggirls these days?Joe guffawed at his
own joke

aThink itQ real2

oNaw. Ten bucks says it was them fool kids
down thelaneg
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| tried to picture the neighbor kids making the
crisp curved line forming the rindgsure they were
capable of smashing the wheat dowmaybe on
a dare or somethigrt but this was done with
machine preision &Where are the footprints
then

dThe Scifi channelhad a show once where
people used boarsl to make the ringsAny fool
could do it. Betit took them all night Look how
big that other spot is over there. Dang Kkids.

dCan you save the wheat | knelt and
threaded my fingers through the straw carpet to
the moist soil beneath. Not only had the stalks
been knocked down, but th&¥ been pressed into
the dirt, the feathered heads crushed and the
grains scattered. Could a couple of kids on some
boards a that?

oNo. IQ ruinedg said Uncle Joe.

A brown blur darted into the clearing a few
yards from where | knett a field mouse. With a
shrill squeak, it jerked like @ been stung and
zipped back under the cover of standing whdat.
watched itedge closer tdhe circleand stand on
its hind legs, sniffing the air. After moment it
ran off, skirting therim around the sidanstead of
crossing it.
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Brushing my hands on my jeans, | accepted
Uncle Joe’ offered hand and stoodiShould we
call thesheriff®

dNaw, | got an ided& He leaned closer, a dirt
encrusted finger tappinghis temple. d been
thinking we might make out on this crop yét.

| glanced at the half dozen holes that dotted
the field, like the ground opened up and
swallowed the wheat Wwole. John Deere or
otherwise, m combine on earth could fix thisi
don®see how. The whe& ruinedé

OWe air2 going to harvest the wheat. See, the
key is how you spin it. We call the news, let a
reporter or two come with their camerasHow
many people you think would come to sadona
fide alien circle® He hooked his thumbs in the
pocket of his bikoveralls and puckered his lips.
dYessir, @ say three dollars a head oughtaver
it, don@ya think?e

&

32



Wendy Swore

The first wave of reportercame early the
next morning, and the waves just kept on
coming.By the next week, guiding tourists
to the circles was my futlme summerjob. Uncle
Joe set up a ticket booth by the entrance to the
farm, and the fool kids from down the lane helped
park the carg though they would® admit to
making the circles.

Harvesting tourists is a lot easier than
harvesting wheat, take the money, walk them to
the first circle and keep watch so they dbigo
tramping through the rest of them. Easy money,
until the tide changed and the waves ran out.

Uncle Joe was tickled pirals a prize hog at the
fair. He bought a new hat and a pair of overalls,
identical to his old pair, but with less dirt. In a fit
of generosity, he bought me a pair gfovesand
candy for the fool kids down the road. But his
jovial mood dich@ last. H&d taken to rocking on
the porch wih his mouth set in a grim lindyis
strong hands idle on his lay rubbing his chin.

OAre you redy to harvest the wheat yet? Mk
have to get it in soon or the frost will be hege.

Do you know we made more money in those
three weeks than | make here in a year?

oNo, but had®we bettert €
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dThree weeks of sitting on my butt at the end
of the lane, ad | made enough to pay off the
loan£

| waited to see where he was going with the
thought, but he lapsed into silence and | left him
to it. | couldr® fathom what sort of a mixedp
idea could keep a man sitting on his porch when a
cropsatin the fieldready to harvest.

S

n early morning phone call had me
A stumbling out of the house and back over

to Uncle Jo@& place. His jubilant
declaration nearly split my earsiHot dang it
happened agair!

But this time, when we stood at the edge of
the clearing,| had a sneaking suspicion that the
new circlewasrma suprise A red flush crept up
his neck and the vein in his head pounded out a
rhythm something fierce. He dabbed his face with
a kerchief.

AWell, | best call the reporters.
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An odd crinkled pattermarred the floor of the
clearing, which fell just shy of round. | narrowed
my eyes at the boeshaped depression several
feet into the circle. The only alien that made this
circle was a s#oot red-neck in biboveralls.

| ran to the house to stop himput my
warnings fell on deaf ears.

d told you! | woke up and saw it like that this
morning. The news people liked it before, tidky
like it againg

oBut it isr2the same as before. You knov®it
not.€

oBoy, yo®e worrying too much. There dn
nothing those fool kids can do that | c@ndo
better.£ Joe deemed the pretense anecessary
evil, a tiny nudgeo get thetide of tourists rolling
back again, but my gut twisted with worry over
the deception.

Turns out, | was right to worry.

&
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The cameras scanned the clearing for less
than five minutes before the reporters
turned their attention to Uncle Joe, and not
long after that, thesheriff found him interesting
too. | stood to the side, watching them lead him
back to the cop car with the o@eras flashing in
his face and people firing off fast questiossveat

rolled off his forehead.

dHow do you feel about lying to the public
about finding crop circles in your fields?

dDo you belong to an alien c@ét

owill you give refunds to the people wh
bought tickets®

oHow long did it take you to make the two new
circles?

Uncle Joe sputteredi didn® make two! | tell
you | was set up. @& them fool kids down the lane.
Someone should arrest them! Officer, | want to
press charges!

| ducked into thebarn while the reporters
zipped about snapping pictures, drawn to the
scandal like bees to honey. After the last news van
left, 1 walked back out to the field shaking my
head. Momma had toldne about some of Uncle
Joel hae-brained ideas when they werads, but
she woulddrop a calf over thisne.
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| walked through the crop circle that wa@n
and paused by the far side. D@nthey say
something about two new circlesSure enough,
not twenty paces ahegdanother perfect hole had
been cut out of the field

oNow how in the world did he manage to do
that?¢ My fingers brushed the wheat heads as |
approached the new spot. The uniform lay of the
wheat, the perfect slice at the edge, made it hard
to believe that the same man had done them
both. If it really was the fool kids, then they did a
fine job.

dHow onearth did he do it? Why would this
circle be perfect and the other such a mess?

Light rippled out from the center of the
clearing and radiated outward like rays on a dial. |
stumbled back and fell on my rear. My heart
thudded with adrenéine so hard that | half
expected it togo galloping across the field on its
own.

A brilliant light split the air before meand a
doorway appeared hoveringn midairseveral feet
off the ground My mind screamed for me to run,
but it got lost inthe translation and my bodgat
where @ fallen and shook like a leaf. | coufIn

37



Crop Circles

take my eyes off the door, and the figure who
occupied it.

Grotesquely largethe head wobbled on the
neckas if one strong gust of wind might sertd i
rolling off across the field. Grey skin coated it
body, and the feet seemed to hover just off the
floor. It raised its thredingered hand.

My mouth opened and shut lika fish. An
alien! A real honesto-goodness alien. | meant to
say somthing like dwhat do you want® But my
tongue got all kerfluffedand all that popped out
wasohow.£

oHow do we make the circle€syé The alien
pointed to theship around himgdThe key ishow
you spin it¢

I S
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tanding on the highestoof in the city, |
Sleaned over the side and peered down. Far

below me, clouds swallowed up the lights
and noises of the city. My hands clenched, nails
digging into my palms, tears streaming down my

face. Lost. Alone. Empty. | felt as if the world had
devaured me and left me to die.

The sky above stretched liken @pen canvas.
Stars glistened and twinkled as though they spoke
to each other in some secret language. If only |
could decipher the stafxode, maybe they would
transport me to their magical wortda place of
freedom

But my heart was too black and broken to
understand them.

dYou do this every day, RW1211. Why do you
not fly there? The metallic voice tinkled in my
head. | hated that voice, and yet | cherished it. My
secret. My only friend.
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Maybe Iwasm®the latest model of cybernetic
organisms, just a malformed cripple with a
computer box mounted to my back, an awkward
girlt not yet a womamn a hopeless reject. But my
engineers hadf®designed me to hear voices from
thin air. Perhaps | had gone mad ar virus
corrupted the chip in my brain. Or maybe years of
human contact gave my symbiotic parts a human
qguality, a pretended sentience. No matter the
cause, if my departme@ managers learned of
this, they would retire me.

@ too young to be retired.

df you keep doing this, you will get caught.
oHush. Yofe ruining the moment
dMoments cannot be ruinegl.

AWell, youe ruining mineg

oPeople do not own momengs.

| ignored the voice and sighed. Out here, above
the city, the air was fresh. A crispnali blew over
me; the tiny hairs on my arm stirred in the breeze.
Bumps formed in tantalizing rows across my skin. |
closed my eyes and spread my arms wide,
throwing my head back. | spun in a circidive.
I alive.

I alive and you cddtake that fromme.
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| squeezed my eyes shut. My heart burned in
my chest. | spun faster.

a{id2L ,2dz YIF1S YS RATT.
dYou cafget dizzy. Ya@e a machine
dNo, | am aliveJust like you.

dYoue a bucket of bolts, and talking like that
will get us both killed.

A have dreams.

oRunning through your stored images during
stasis is@@dreaming. Yo@e such a child.

oChildren are alive, so | must be alive £o0.

oFine, yo@e alive. Just shut up about it
alreadye

How a computer could simulate sulking, | had
no idea.

A click sounded at the ro& door, and my
heart stopped. | darted behind the amooling
machines, ducking as the door swung open. My
breath came out in short, ragged bursts.

Footsteps clicked across the roof. | counted
each sound of the heglagainst theconcrete,
picturing the figure passing by the chicken coop,
the gardens, the first cooling unit. | bit my lip to
stifle my gasp. Any moment, the stranger would
step around the corner and see me.
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Another step.

Panicked, | stumbled backward, landing with a
thud against the solar panels behind me.

d heard you. Might as well come out now.
Making me search for you will onl\é

A sorry. | was only looking at the stars.
stepped out, my head bowed. Writhing worms of
fear squirmed in my stomach.

dThat is fobidden. You know thiawsé€

d won®@do it again. | promisé.

My hands shook. | swallowed the lump in my
throatt quilt that burned its way down my chest
and then churned in the acid of my stomach. The
company clothed me, fed me, and gave me a
warm place tosleep. When my parents couln
keep me, the company became my mother and
my father. My family. They changed me into
something useful a machine smart enough to
program intricate algorithms, strong enough to
endure fourteen hours of labor in one stretchmd
yet | still had the intuition only a human can
fathom.

And now | betrayed them by wishing for
something else, for a nameless feeling |1 d&dn
understand.
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| glanced up. The guard folded his arms and
looked down his nose. Blue eyes hammered into
me, reminding me of every rule | ever broke. |
tried to look away, but his cold stare held mine.
With trembling fingers, | pushed back my frizzy
red hair. Cropped inthe required fashion, it
stayed behind my ear barely a moment before it
slipped back out and tickled my face.

dName and departmerd.
dSorrye Wincing, | pushed my arm forward and
looked away.

dNever been caught before. This will go on your
permanent recal.€

Don®@be so amused.

dName and departmend.

He had the scanner in hand; he could read the
barcode on my arm and know everything about
me since | first came here at the ripe old age of
five. Everything except my real name and
whatever it was that droveme up here in the
darkest hour of the night.

He could turn me in, andd be screwed. But
he didm®@move.

0RW1211 from Robotic Inventions for
Transformation Automatio,l whispered.
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d have to report this, you know.

oPlease. Ary anything you want | glanced
away, embarrassed.

He snorted.6Anything? What do you take me
for?¢

| glared up at him.

oFeistyé His eyes twinkled, reminding me of
the stars. His black curls danced with his silent
laughter, mocking me.

dMaybe | came up herenceto stare at the
stars, but that doesf@ mean Ne betrayed the
Company. | still do my jab.

oOnce?

No, not once. Many times. And every time, |
promised myself never again. | felt sick for my
weakness. But days later, sweating, shaking with
this strange need, | found myself sneaking
through the corridors, hiding from cameras and
guards, and carefully unbolting the locked door
without triggering the alarm as if my desire for
the stars was some kind of drug.

dTha® not what | meant. You know the rules:
No breeding outside your departmerit.

My ears burnedd didn@sayt €
dres, you did.
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Hands clenched, | opened my mouth and then
snapped it back shut. He laughed at me like the
devil had told him a dirty joke. | wanted to slap
him or shake him, but to do smeant spending a
day in the sensorgeprivation tanks.

dLook, yo@e almost pretty. Not my type, but
that red hair of yours is rather fetching, even with
a stubby nose and freckle4l let you go this time,
but if | catch you againg..

| stared at him wallessly, pressing my lips
together, wishing my eyes could set him on fire.
Try as | might, | could think of nothing to say to
wipe the smug look off his face. Still laughing, he
took my shoulders, turned me about, and pushed
me back through the door.

Chin up, back straight, | marched down the
stairs toward my quarters. | felt his eyes watching
me, crawling on my skin like burning fingers.

aYou will be back in a week.

oNo, not this time. | swear &.

0Addictions are hard to break.

The noise of static remded me of laughter.

e
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he morning alarm chimed, pulling me from
I an ocean of dreams where a happy oblivion
relieved me from the drudgery that is my
life. | groaned, stretched, and yawned, peeking
out at the world through the slit of my eyes. The
lights sliced into me. Pushing my blankets away
before they could entice me to roll over and go
back to sleep, | sat up.

My eyes snapped open, and | shivered, bare
skin bristling from the cold. A fresh jumpsuit hung
where | had left the last one. With no clothe$
my own, | wore the same green oseefits-all
outfit, issued to the entire department. Pushing
my feet inside, | pulled it on and adjusted the
straps giving me some customizatioioose
fitting clothes were®safe around the machinery.

Printed on theshoulder, the company name
Emerson Dixon Industries Technologypeared
next to akeyshaped logo, matching the tattoo
above my barcode. One of the best companies in
the industry owned me. The other units in my
department wore their marks with pride. But
figured it didr®2 matter who ownedme; | was®
free.
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BL1105, a tiny girl with big blue eyes, sat down
beside me and gave me a conspiratorial wink. She
loved to discover everybo® secrets, and her
curiosity scared my frizzy hair straight. | learned
long ago to avoid her.

dSo where did you go last night? Did you finally
accepthis invitation? FP0912 is rather cute. You
should give him a chance.

GThe security guard was cutér.

Hard to admit, but the computer was right.
Maybe FP was the boy assigned to, inet his lack
of chin made him look like a snake, and his breath
smelled of spoiled milk. The idea of his hands on
me made my stomach churn.

| glanced around. Workers, male and female,
half naked, spilled out of bunks, zipped into their
jumpsuits, and shifled toward the public
restroom. A metal box protruded from their
backs, a bulky lump under their green jumpsuits.
Nobody gave me a second glance, their eyes
bright and focused, ready to face the day. Ready
to serve.Sheeple.

Was | the only one who wishddr something
more?

GThinking of their duties, no doubt. Unlike you.
dSure, rub it irg | mumbled.
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dWhat was that2 BLasked.

dUm, nothing. | just got up to go to the
bathroom, is alkE

oBull£

dDid to£

She put her arm around my shoulders. |
resisted tle urge to shrink awayiYou know | have
your best interests at heart, sweetie. You have to
get your act together. Ydde up for review soon,
YR AF #KSeé& {ySoX

She patted my head in that bajsterknows
everything fashion. | sighed, tuning her out. Word
for word, the rest of the lecture would go as it
always did. Our duty was to serve and obey; the
company fed us, clothed us, and housed us; |
would miss my advarement; | might get retired
early in disgrace; my future depended on
following the rules; | needed to be a team player;
staring at the stars was a foolish waste of time...

oDomM@make waves €
oBe a three. Mediocre.
A know. | knowWou have to think ahdg the

company@
dYou got it. Come on; |6 get breakfast. BL
clapped me on the back and grinned.
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Was this really all there was to life?

S it was against the rules to talk during
A mealtime, silence rang through the

cafeteria. | lined up with theothers to
trudge through the breakfast line. You ate what
they served a bowl of lumpy oatmeal, a piece of
dried out sausage, a bruised banana, and a carton
of skim milk. Your only choitesugar or plain. But
they recorded every spoonful, and later, they
would make you pay. Selecting something special
for yourself was frowned upon.

Not much of a choice.

Colorcoded tables filled the room. All around
me, people ate methodicaltylittle robots, doing
what they were told. | hated the neat little rows of
automators, in their stiff uniforms, cold faces with
empty eyes. Thinking of twinkling stars and
sparkling blue eyes, | moved to the green zone
and sat down next tdBL1105 Moving spoon to
mouth mechanically, | ate my porridge like the
empty shell | pretended to be
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BL nudged my elbow. | looked up to see my
manager MX0409 standing across the table,
shooting daggers from her eyes. In place of a
jumpsuit, she wore a green pantsuit, clean, crisp,
and annoyingly perfect; her brown hair had been
plastered to her head, rf@ne strand out of place.
She had arrived here the same time | had, and for
a while, we were friends. But then they
brainwashed her, and duty has no place for
friendship.

Beside her stood my project lead, KG0923, a
triumphant sneer stuck to his face likieied egg. |
avoided his eyes so he wouldlisee the rebellion
and hatred | could®hide.

Incompetent KG couldRplan the procedures
if 19 printed all the answers in bold and hafet
it into his data drive, and everyone knew it. But he
could kiss their collective golden butts to
satisfaction. Somehow, he could make doing
nothing all day sound as if the entire department
depended on him. Where competency failed,
ardor reigned.

He hated me for making him look bad with my
careful precision and attention tdetail. For the
rest of my life, he would make me pay for it.
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dYou reprogrammed the service options
against test protocof. MX@ voice rang out over
the din of spoons hitting bowls, chairs sliding, and
trays slapping tables. Every eye in the room
burned against my cold skin.

GThe current options did2 apply to the
matrix; | had ta €

She cocked an eyebrow at me, and | snapped
my mouth shut. | felt sick. | had disobeyed the
rules. Again.

0KG0923 has seniority on this project. You will
remove your changes &®on as breakfast is over,
and after your standard twelve hours, you will
report to my officeé

Joy. Kitchen duty.

df we@e luckye
eeting is in sessiof.The Man stared at
each person at the table in turn. Standing
on a pedestal, his fivoot frame

towered over the collection of gray suits. His
knuckles pressed against the rich mahogany
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surface; his beady eyes leered at the members of
the board through s thick glasses.

Nobody dared to meet his gaze. Nobody dared
to look away either. Instead they looked past his
shoulder or stared at his pale forehead or studied
the fat mustache gracing his lip.

The Man sat down in a golden chair with velvet
cushions andeaned back. A servant put a glass in
his hand, ice rattled in the brown elixir. The room
shifted uncomfortably as ten pairs of eyes
watched the Man sip his drink.

dDirector of Finance, give me the report |
requested on current employee costs.

The finaner@ suit matched his gray face,
blank gray eyes, and the gray hair peppering the
black fur bristling on the top of his head. He
focused his eyes on the wall ahead of him and
spoke in a gray monoton&Maintenance on the
early cybernetic models has douldlen the past
year. An extraordinary amount of money is spent
on keeping their networks from shutting down.
With the newer models, we will strategically
maneuver toward the cuttinggdge innovations,
putting us ahead of our competitors and placing
us at theforefront of our industry.
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dNow these charts show the cost of current
repairs, the purchase of new replacement models,
and the cost of housing and caring for retired
employees €

Collective gasps and cries of horror rose
around the table.

OAN outrageé

OTen years of labor does not entitle them to
millions of our hareearned profitse

GThe company cannot afford to be strapped
down by that kind of burdes.

The Man leaned back in his chair and smiled as
his board of advisors responded, their faces
animated wih pretend emotion. They were the
choir and he, the gifted director; they were the
crew and he, the captain of this ship, driving it
ever onward to greater glory. He was Caesar. He
was Napoleon.

He was their god.
dDirectorg

The room quieted. All eyes tued to the Man
on the throne.

GThey would no longer be employees if they
retired. We are not a charity. Get your priorities
straight€
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Face as gray and emotionless as when he
started, the financial director nodded slowly and
sat back down.

The Man ran hisdnd down the paper before
him. dDirector of Human Resourcés.

A woman shuffled her papers; the sound jarred
the silence in the room. She cringed, stood, and
cleared her throat, her ebony skin glistening, gray
suit clinging to her sweaty skin. Shaking hands
pushed her hair away from her eyat.egally, we
are required to provide retired employees a cozy
settlement, but if we can document a
performance decline, we cancan recycle thend.

0Good. Continué.

GThis paper details the requirements. This will
be a fhased effort, starting with reprimands and
finally ending with poor performance reviews.
After a year, we can file the petition with the
Congressional Committee for Stressed
Corporations £

OA year, madanmg?
OW-we can forge them, Sir.
GTha® betterg

Shelooked down and folded her hands on her
lap. The stacks of paper before her angled
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crookedly, and she straightened the corners so
not one lay out of place, as if perfection and
precision could blot out her mistakes.

dDirector of Operations, what have youw t
sayZ

Another man stood. He fidgeted with the gray
cuffs of his suit, plucking at imaginary lint, and
pulled at his tight collar; his mouth opened and
closed like a fish trying to suck water out of the
dry air. He looked about at the empty eyes staring
at him,

GThe Generation F models continue to
produce at a higher pace than any other model on
ourt €

oNot what | want to heak.

0Our production rates will falter, and the new
COGS8 ¢

® KAOK adl0EYyRa FT2NXK

0Cybernetic Organisms Generation S will never
be ableto replace the Generation F model in
competency and performance. Although their
programming and technology is more advanced,
testing has shown certain defects in their
cognitive and adaptive skilissHe rushed through
his words, ignoring the interruptionsTwo red
marks formed on his pale face, and when he
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finished speaking, he panted as though he had
raced through all one hundred fifty flights of stairs
to reach the conference room at the top of the
building.

GThere will be nothing wrong with their
performance. They will work as | expect, or | will
find someone else to direct theg.

Red spots faded, and the Operations Director
swallowed.

owellz

oNo, SiE

NOZ%E

dres. Sit.

0Good. Work with Human Resources to meet
the legal documentatios.

obody knewan entity listened over the
phone system, shaking its virtual head

sadly.
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&—

TJOlZO leaned against the wall in the
abandoned, darkened hallway. A door
stood open to an old conference room, and

inside was his mentor, one of the directors, but

which, Thhad no clue. All he knew was that this
man wanted to help people escape and had the
means to make it happen. Until now no one had

successfully made it out. TJ vowed he would be
the first.

dvour key code? The hoarse voice came
through the open door.

AQV-X14387 £ His heart raced as silence met his
words. Whoever stood on the other side of this
wall would be validating his credentials, verifying
who he was in the organization, what he did, and
if he really was part of the resistance. If found
unworthy, he woutl be dead before the manor
womart had given him any indication he had
failed to pass inspection.

oProceecs

TJ took a deep breatldl found a candidate for
the programée
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AWhoZ% The scraggly voice came through the
open door.

0A woman, not much more than airly But
shel got that look in her eyes.

dDepartment?

O0Robotic  Inventions for  Transformation
Automationg

dves, the R.L.T.A. program. They are on the list
for termination£

ORetirement? TJ crossed his fingers.

oRecycling

Followed by incineration, raoubt.

Not good news. That would leave little time.
His mind whirled through the possibilities,
discarding them as quickly as he found them.

dYou have the money cards ready and the
location of a safe houseé?

ayest

0Good. Permission granted.

TX shoulders slumped, relief flooding through
him. He looked about, to make sure no one
watched him from the shadows, and skulked
down the hall. Fear, excitement, and turmoil
tumbled through him. He would take the step
hed@ waited for. But would he survive?
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S

glaring lights, and neat rows of white, plastic

chairs. The noises of shuffling feet and
scraping chair legs on the white tile floor
reverberated about the room.

Our manager, her crisp green suit rustliag
she moved, handed out green folders to each of
us. We filled up the seats, starting with row one,
seat one, until every availablehair was taken.
Forty employees, forty seats, forty folders.
Leaning forward to make room for the cold
protrusion on ourbacks, we craned our necks to
see the front of the room.

A man with a gray suit stood at a podium. His
sunken cheeksobked like rubber, and his eyes
stared straight ahead as if dull, gray rocks had
been stuck in his sockets. The light didaven
reflectin them.

dt is with great honor that | announce your
departmen@® promotion to operational advisors.
New cyborgs will replace your position, ten for

I filed into the conference room, white walls,
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each one of you. And your job will be to see that
they function in their new roles. Open your
packets to pge one. | will go over each detail.
Hold all questions until the engl.

His sodden monotone made my eyelids droop
dangerously low; | pinched my leg to stay awake
and opened my folder. | was a good little slave
girl, after all. Printed across the top, my ma
RW1211stood out in bold letters, and below it, a
note, handwritten in block letters, stuck to the
page with a bit of tape.

0Oh, a note. How nice. Perhaps if we set it on
end, it will dance for us.

OShut upg | whispered hoarsely. People turned
to glare at me, lips pressed together, brows
furrowed. Oops.l gave an apologetic smile. They
huffed. My face burned, and | ducked my head
back into my green folder.

The note read:

If you want to escape, meet me on the roof
at the beginning of the new cycle.

Blood roared in my ears; my vision blurred.
This could@be real. A trap. A trap. It had to be a
trap. Had the security guard turnedne in
anyway? hadn®@brokenmy promise!
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dn your new role, you will each be given your
own sleeping quarters in thapper floors of the
tower. You will have access to a recreation room,
a swimming pool, an exercise facititpnything
you could possibly want. If you turn to page two,
you will see pictures of the available retirement
facilitiesé

dSure, the give you agthing but the stars.

The sound of paper swishing filled the room.
The next page displayed smiling faces, shining
with happiness; some enjoyed drinks at a small
table, others toweled off at the poolside.

dNow if you turn to the next page, you will find
the countdown to your retirement day. There will
be a six month knowledge transfer period as the
new models learn to take over your positions. This
will be a smooth process in which the new COGS
models work alongside you. Six months from now,
you will havea life of ease.

Gftheydod { Affé&2dz FTANROGX
oDom® be sillye | murmured, as quiet as a
whisper of air. No one looked at me. No one even

stirred, so entranced in the speech. A few ded
their heads. Others had mouths hanging open;
drool should have &en running down their chins.

d am a computer. | am never sifly.
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| snorted. Nobody except the man at the front
noticed. His eyes narrowed.

d am a computer. | can go anywhere there is
an electrical line and an electronic device. You
really should learndt listen to me moré.

S

dYou know why. Oh look, a bird. | think it is
a nightingaleg¢
There was no bird. Just a breeze and the
humming of the air conditioning units.

| stared up at the stars too far away to touch. |
shook myfist at them, a tear slipped down my
face. Damn the stars. Damn freedom and dreams.
Damn the promises those dreams whispered to
me night after night, drawing me back here to
stare at twinkling stars.

| kicked the chicken coop; the hens squawked. |
picked up stones and threw them at the air
conditioning units. They hit with a ping and then
rolled away with a thud against the roof wall.
Looking around for something else to punch, |

I don®know why | camé.
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found nothing else but a garden and some solar
panels. Instead, | swung atdlempty air.

dTheyl) kill me if whoever left the note turns
me ing
dThey will do that anyway.

They promised me a life of ease, but here |
stood. Throwing away my future.

What was wrong with me?

df you did2 come, you will always wonder.
Could I havebeen telling the truth? That is, until
they recycle you. Then for a brief moment, you will
regret not listening to me.

The door swung open, creaking. My hands
shook; | pressed them to my sides to stop the
trembling. But | lifted my chin and faced the man
as he stepped out. The same guard from before,
the same cocky grin, the same silky, black curls.

AYouk | stomped my foot and pointed at him,
ready to give him a piece of my mind.

He put his finger to his mouth; his eyes darted
about the rooftop. | folloved his gaze, searching
the shadows, but nothing was there. Then he
studied my face my eyes, my mouth and then
ran his hands over my head, behind my ears,
along my body, tracing the box at my back.
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How dare he?®®. Not. Wiredé

d hoped you would comeHurry; we do®
have much time

He grabbed my hand, and before | could
protest, we flew down the metal stairs that
spiraled into the belly of a onkundredtwenty-
story beast. Our feet clanged and echoed
throughout the concrete chamber, leading down
into a dark pit, tracing back down the same stairs |
had climbed to find escape.

AWait. Where are we going?
dNo time. i} explain laterg

Should | stop him, make him explain himself?
But my feet kept moving as if they had a will of
their own. As if some foraedestiny maybe had
swept me up. Halfway down, we entered a
deserted hall painting rags, buckets, brushes
were strewn around the floor. The lighting was
dim, and | had to pick my way carefully.

A heavy metal door with a key pad and a hand
scanner blockedne end of the hall. Standing four
feet high and four feet wide, it looked more like a
cupboard set into the wall. He typed a code
X14387 slipped a latex glove over his hand, and
pressed it to the scanner. | held my hand over my
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heart to keep it from beting out of my chest and
looked back.

AWhere are we€| whispered.

oShushe

He didr2even look at me, glancing back up the
empty hall. The door slid open with a mechanical
hum, and we crawled into utter blackness, the
door swinging shut behind me. Belomdato the
sides of me, the smooth surface rounded into a
small passageway. | felt my way blindly, inch by
inch.

The nasty stench of rancid meat filled the air. |
gagged and choked, trying to cover my face with
the collar of my jumpsuit.

oDo you smell that?That® the smell of
freedomé

Then suddenly | plunged forward. Sliding.
Falling.

Falling. Screaming.

His laughter rose up from below me.
I going to die.

OStop screaming. You sound ridiculéus.

| shut my mouth. | closed my eyes, imagining
the stars hadihally snatched me away. Floating
ever downward, spiralingThe direction of the
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chute changed, and our freefall slowed until we
stopped. | opened my eyes. Trash piled all around
us, and above lay the open sky.

oNow was that so b He smiled at me. His
teeth dazzled and sparkled.

GAm It am | free?

oNot yet, but if we run fast enough, we can get
out of here before they find u§ With a grunt, he
rolled over and pushed himself up. He grabbed my
hand and pulled me up with him.

Once again, he dragged me forward, slipping
and sliding across piles of debris. When we got to
the dirty metal wall, he pushed me up and then
climbed beside me. He jumped down onto the
open road.6Come on.dl catch youe

A fall.

CEither risk thdall or stay here for them to find
us., 2dzNJ OK2 A OS d¢

| jumped.

With a grunt, he caught medWas that so
bad%

oNo £

dLet@ go¢ He took my hand and turned away

from the building complex that had been my
home all of my life.
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| didn@run. | flew. My limbsdit light. Clouds
carried me.

Street lights led us through the quiet city. |
threw my head back and laughed.

Freedom.

@
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Ever ffeel | i ke you do

Maybe you dondt.
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the blue station wagorthat pulled into the
schoolparking lot to pick her up.
G/ tFNITH 2FAGHE
Students poured fronthe high school, sunlight
splattering their facesClara scanned the milling
crowd, scurlying off to cais or loadng onto buses.
In the midst of it all her eyes foundher friend
Camber who ran toward her, waving, a grin
plastered on her freckled face.

Clarasmiledd ! y2 0 KSNJ y2 0 SK¢

Gaé flFad 2ySoé

G/ 1 YOSNH / @%&ng B \Ydlate f&
0KS Y2O0ASHé¢ YILUS o0Stt26S
handed Clara the note and scudi toward the
parking lot.

a{ S SMandag [/ Edledid

Standing at the curb, Cla@ gaze followed
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The blue banana wagon pulled tioe curband
rattled to a stop.Claraclimbed in and kissed the
a2FfFdx 6NAYyl1fSR OKSS|] 27
Nana, | had a great day. | got an A on my Biology
tSad ¢

G ¢l dre 3IANI ¢

They headed toward the crimaddled street
and the dinky little house they lived in. Clara, her
grandmother, her mother, and her little sister.

Gl 26 I NB &2dz G2RI&K¢

G@ good, dear. Wh& & SNJ FNASY R ¢
asked in her strong Okiama accent.

GhKTZ GKFG o1 a [/ FYOSNIT &
me this note. We also got to dissect a shark
G2RIF&>¢ [/ EF NI NBLXASRI
reaction from her grandmother.

GhK 3JFgRX OGKIG &az2dzyrRa y
0Sad GK2dAK®E

a¢ KI Yyl aopéned the Indte:
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Dear Clara,

Please dod take this the wrong way. We all
think youre alright.

Heré the deal though, youd ékenus. You live in a
bad area and we all live in Grenadine Knolls.

Tha& the first probemowe poor. You can never
afford to do anything with us.

The other thing is that you are weirdtGs
almost like you werdéh meant to be human, or at
least on this planet.

So, we wanted to let you know that you&an
hang out with us anymore. It doésmatch up.

We are truly sorry things are this way,
but you do understand. You  @e smart, so
we are sure you do.
Good luck finding friends you actually fit in with.
See you around.
LaraKate Camber Eliza

P.S. Please dahcall any of us with pathetic
pleading. It will only make it worse for yot/ave

a great weekend.

I @

72




Paige Ray

hat evening Clara readthe letter while
I sitting in her garagethe only place she
could be alone.She opened the paper,
damp with her tears, for théhousandth time.
G2 KéKé¢ akKS alAR (2 y2 2
The girls treated her nice enough all year,
except for the occasional sneer whshecouldn®
go where they wanted to go. Their parents gave
them everything they wanted and half the time
they claimeal to hate their parents. At least they
still had both parents Clarathought about her
father that had left her family only a few years
earlier with debts and broken promises.

Shewiped the last few tears from her face and
swallowed hard. Lifting her chiand pressing her
lips together in a firm white line, she swore there
would be no more tears.

Gaz2zY>X @2dz Aa0Aftf olsed G2
asked as her mother came out to start a load of
laundry. They sometimes visited a nearby trall
adorned with trees andbenches. There, she could
clear her mind, or think in tune with her body as
she so often did both methods would probably
help her right about now.
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G{ dNE Kz2ySeés | NB @&2dz 32
lines creased her moth& forehead. Searching
her eyes, her mther tucked a stray strand of
auburn hair behind her daughte®@ ear. Clara
swallowed the lump in her throat; she needed to
be tough.

G, SM&M, &Y FTAYSXL gAftft 0S8
kind of people | would want to be around anyway
gAOK y2(S 8hedadel e ndt i dhe ¢
air, then tore it up into little pieces and tossed it in
the trash can.

G ., S okey, péople like that ddd deserve
@2dzNJ O2YLIl ye lyegl e dé

Clara wiped one more tear away, aware of her
mother watching. Her mo® face looked thin,
framed by hair streaked with gray. Dark rings
shadowed her eyes. Clara wished she could wipe
away all of the worries and pain.

G h{ IQ& > LOdzi 2 ySheYarto gekharS & ® ¢
battered tennis shoes.

When they got to the cliffs, the warm orange
sunset kissed Cla® skin. A light breeze blew
through her hair, and the sound of the wild river
crashed against the rocks below. Excitement sent
an electric tingle through her body.
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She jumped out of the car as they parked and
stumbled over the sidewalk. Her mom had peatk
close to the clif® edge, and Clara rolled, about to
fall overthe cliff@ edge She reached for anything
to stop her slide, grabbing a large rock beside the
trail.

As she caught her breath, bracing herself so
she would® fall, Clara caught a glint of
something shiny hidden beneath the rock on the
wall of the cliff. She reachedyritting her teeth in
concentration andgrasped it with the tips of her
fingers. A silver key. Time and the elements had
created apartial barrier, encasing it in a crusty
black substance smelling like a mixture of cleaning
supplies.

Clara climbed back onto the cliff agr mom
got to her.

GhK RSINE NS5 edaltrekry | &K
into her pocket.

G52 ¢S YySSR G2 G4r1S ez2d
you hurt? Did you hit your head®re there any
oONR {1 Sy &é ynénd Kugged her tightly
before precise hands explored Cla& head and
arms, looking for injuries. A look of panic filled her
eyes, but she stil held a somewhat calm
demeanor.
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a@ fine, mom. | was a little excited and then
stumbled over the sidewalk®h fine;le@ I 2 d¢

G, 2dz adzZNBK§E
/ T N NRfftSR KSNJ SeSao
GKAA RIe 2FTFoé

S

The key, now cleaned and placdxEneath
her handme-down pillow, found its way
into her dreams, whispering secrets her.
It told Clarathat she wasmeant to find it
someone had put the key there, for hemhe
whispers suggestedhat the key belonged to a
long line of super humans, not supeeroes, just
humans who were a little extr&pecial

Key in hand, Clara walked thugh the halls of
her school, all the way to the Auditorium, the
oldest building on campus. Behind the stage stood
adoor.Sincethe wallwasi 2 G KAY X Al R
to open to anywhereClara inserted her silver key
into the lock and turned it. She reagth for the
knobrt

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!
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Clara groaned. Right in the middle of one of
the most mysterious, yet exciting dreams of her
life, and it was time to get ready for another
Monday morning.

G/ € NFE 3ISG dzLd lewadttd S §
0S tFr0SZ¢ blyl &aFAR FNRY
shared a room with her grandmother while her
little sister, Anna, shared a room wittheir
mother.

After showering and drying her hair, she
wondered if shewould be late with only thirty
minutes left to eat her breakfast and walk to
school.She almost always ran late, too caught up
in her own mind to pay much attention to time.

OWe get to play dodge ball today at schodn |
J2Ay3 G2 GAYIE ! Yyl of a LI2 c
cereal.

GL o6SG e2dz gAft gAYy (22
little sistei®@ still unfixed hair She gathered her
backpackand took off out the door. She would
have to keep a fast pace if she wanted to get to
school on time.

a 1, @lara. | thought you wdd need someone
G2 6t 6AGK (2RI&x a2 K¢
who lived in the trailer park around the corner,
beamed at her from the sidewalk. Maybe not the
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best looking, but he waa very sweet boy, and
someone Clara considered a friend. And hie,
he didm® fit in at school either. His strange
obsession withscience fictionbooks and bscure
poetry may have been the catalyst for that
reputation.

G{dzNB=Z {2NAYy®d 2SS KIS
I £t NBF Re I 0Sdé

aL 1y2e6T L OFy 1SSL) dzLio.

Silence hug heavy on the way to school,
punctuated by Sori@ highpitched laughter at her
occasional lame jokes. He had the nrite
routine down pat, though he washreally her
type. But sometimes, she felt a spark of interest
for him, how his smile would warm hehoughts
and her blood.Though she was sure that she
didn@want to ruin their friendship

G{SS &2dz tIF0SNE [/t NI O
winked as he went off to his first class. Clara felt
her breath catch.

a28f &aSS lFoz2dzi GKI ozé |/
her breath as she walked to class. She shoved her
hand in her pocket and realized she had forgotten
the key. Crappers! She coullrgo back home
now. She would have to wait until the next day to
explorethe mysterious doar
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She sat down at her desk fohd first class.
Unfortunately, she shared this class with Lara.
Lara looked at her with a snide expression and
smiled a devilish grin that spread like wildfire
across her rosy cheeks. It made Clara want to
puke.

If only people knew who Lara crushed ovada
how she had humiliated herself confessing her
love for him, promising she would do anything for
him, to him, whenever he wanted and then cried
for hours on Cla@ shoulder when hdaughed
and rejected herThat would teach her a thing or
two.

A nice &ntasy, but no, Clara refused to stoop
to their level.

A few classes later, she shared a class with
Kate, who tared with alook like an old witch.
Maybe spreading a rumor about all of the
028 FNASYRA g 2 dzt R a SNIS
boyfriends were just an s&mpt to fill the void of
her absentee parents who were always on
vacation. Poor girl, Claectuallyfelt sorry for her.

By lunchtime, Claf heart felt lighter, only sad
she had forgotten her key; this would have been
the time to try it out. She quietlyate her school
lunch, turkey and gravy with mashed potatoes
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formed with an ice cream scooper when Sorin sat
down across from her.

a1 Se& -Belf hoM3 it going? Are you going
G2 S| (Usidgkib stugid pet nanfer her, he
pointed at the vomitllike mass called peach
cobbler.

b2 e2dz Oy KIF@S Ado
YSod¢

G2 KIFd Ol ¢ algrovding ddy with a
K2tf2¢ fS3Iowé

Clara smiled. Sorin made her happitran
most things in her life A sense of warmth ran
through her veins, a feeling sthad never known
before.

They would have their next class together, so
Sorin ate his lunch while Clara contemplated the
new feeling that Sorin washed over her. She kept
staring at Sori® dark blue eyes.

G2 KFGK¢ég KS FaiSRX aYaAaft,
quicklysnapped out of it and looked down at her
plate. The bell rang.

G! KXYy 20KAY 3 Qeghagito us& A Y |
iKS NBaUNR2Y:Z YSSG &2dz A
toward the restroom. As she rushed off, she could
hear Sorin say something, but coul@make it out
with all of the chatter in tle cafeteria. She glanced
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behind her. The fool grinned, the biggest grin she
had ever seen. Turning back around, she smiled
too and ran right into the door. How
embarrassing. She could hear S@idaughter
behind her as she aaied through the offending
door, her cheeks a blazing hot red.

Clara stepped into the restroom. In front of the
mirror, fixing her lip gloss, stood Eliza. Clara could
feel theheat on her faceKeeping her eyes down,
she walked toward the stalls.

G/ tENPKAT I GdzZNYy SR | g1 @
came closer.

G, SFKK¢g [/ fFNF 1SLIWG KSNJ
disinterest.

Gt £t SFHaAS  Aadsayfttowditethab T L
note. | only wrote a few lines, you know my
handwriting. | don®@ feel that way at all. | think
you®e a great person, but | c@ygive them up as
friends. Please forgive me. | coufdistand being
f2ySed |, 2dz aSSY G2 R2 Al
she might cry. Clara sucked in a breatbw was
her chance to get back in her way.

a9t AT I JinelLThaakiybutfor @lg me. |
appreciate your honesty. Now, | have to pee; go
NHzy 2FF (02 @&2dz2NJ tAGGE S
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condescending grinthat her mother always
lectured her for using

Eliza did@ realize and smiled back. She
bounced out ofthe door. Sheltered in a bubble
world by her parents, Eliza was stuck in baby
mode. She talked like a baby and had no clue
what real life was like. How sad for her. If
everyone kew she still played with Barbigthe
teasing would never stap

Nah, still mt feeling like their level.

By the last class of the daband, Clara felt
great. Unfortunately, she shared that class with
Kate. How could she get away from these brats?
Claraturned to hearKate and a new unsuspecting
victim whispering and snickering irthe row
behind her. She snortadas if those silly trumpet
playerscould bother her!Playing first chair flute
music was one of her few joys in life.

Grinning like a silly monkey, she turned her
back on them, focusing on the sheet of music in
front of her. She held her head high, chin firm,
and refused to let them see any weakness.

As the class put away their instruments and
headed out the doors, Kate stoppdierd &, 2 dz
seem to be doing finé Her voice sounded
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bewildered, and wide as tractor tirever eyes
stood out on her face.

G{ dzNBE | Ydeg [ EFNF gl €1S
Thinking of the shock on K&eface, she chuckled.

»@"—I‘l’

That night, Clara dreamt of the key again,
but this time the door swung open on
creaky hinges. Sorin trembled beside her.
G 2 KS N®e gbidgRClarBelK ¢
GL R2YYy 26 D¢
at f SIaSsz K@t R VYaiKEGRAO
Ghil &3 ,&RepuShedtlye door open.
An old hallway headed toward the back of the
auditorium, strewn withdusty spider webs and

old velvet carpet. The musty, dammsll burned
her nose.

They went down theslim corridor to another
door at the far end. Her blood raced through her
veins, and her breath came in little gasps. When
Clara reached fothe door, the familiar beep of
her alarm dragged her back to reality.
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Befae anything else, she grabbdue key from
under her pillow and stuffed it into the pocket of
her jeans lying on the bathroom counter.

GL G2y2NBSG @2dz G2RI&x

Same routine as always, she headed to school
with Sorin, rushing because theyere late, only
slowing davn as the school came in sight.

A{ 2NA Y X YSSi YS 0ST2N.
a2YSOUKAY3 (G2 aK2g @&2dzpé

Ghll@efs S (GKSNB®E {2NAY
class, with a smile plastered on his face.

At lunchtime, she grabbed Sofirsleeve irone
hand and the key in the other arldd them to the
crumbling Auditorium. She then proceeded to
drag them behind the curtain at the back of the
stage.

{22 G6KIO NS @&2dz I2AYy-=
He fidgeted and cleared his throat.

G¢CKAADE [ it thdNkey. ElseénieS e 2
glow now that it was closer to the mysterious
door.

a! 1SeKé

Gb20G 2dzald I yethisREENIPEKS |
pointed at therotting door, the wooden boards

84



Paige Ray

gray with age. A rusted knocker took up the top
half.

& 2 & going in thereThere ca@be a room
beyond this door. Thew&8 (22 GKAYHE

aL alg GKA&a 1Seé& 2Ly (K
Gl 26 RAR &2dz 4SS (KF (K¢
GLXgStft XL 2dzadz az2Nn 27
this lfey goes to that door. Now, yf@a coming L
gAUK YSodeg [/ fI1QMAnd. AN 00 SR {
Apparently, he wasf2 scared in real life like in
her dream, but he did@ seem to mind holding

her hand. His hand was warm, and the touch of
his skin sent sparks up her arm.

Clara stuck the key in the hole.
aLG FAOEDE
She turned the knob and opened the doo

Suddenly, a rough wind barreled from behjnd
shoving the two of them toward the door waiting
at the end of the hallway. The door vanished
before they hit it.

They fell dowward, instead of sideways.

They screamed and plummeted; screamed and
plummeted; and again. They stopped screaming
when the doomed impact never came.

G2 KA GIA2Ay 3T 2yKE {2NRY | ;
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G L GFkaow:; itQ like wee supposed to feel
like we@e falling, but we really ared @ £

a® KIFIGS G2 asSS GKS SyR
said that, theyboth stopped with the ground a
foot below them. Suspended in the air for a few
seconds, Clara wriggled about and then dropped.

a2Stfts GKIG @gFa LINBGGe
Endless hills of green grass and beautiful trees, all
covered with glorious flowersusrounded them.

Quaint stone cottages lined the cobblestone
streets, and an immense ocean lay to the far right,
dozens of piratdike ships riding its gentle waves.
In the distance, a castle towered up to touch the
blue-gray sky, its tallest spears hidimgthe misty
cloud cover.

Paradise.
Sorin stood up beside Clara.
a2 KFd Aa GKAAa LI I OSK¢
GEG 6KSNBE L o0Sft2y3aodé
aD22 IQ, R | @&na@in2si. leade>follow

YST ! dz0 K2NJ . NA3I3If Saodz2NB ¢

The highpitched accented voice came from
behind her. Turning, Clara found a small
gentleman dressed in old English attitgent in a

86



Paige Ray

bow. When he straightened, he only came to her
shoulders.
G2 K2 A& ! dziK2NJ . NA3IIfSa
G¢KS NMzZE SNJ 2F (KI&y. | | yR
assumed you already knewsince you seem happy
enough. Thiss where people like you and naad
apparently your friend there and others who are
something more than human reside, if we choose
G20¢ 1 A& 3INIE&s gl g& KI AN,
he had violet eyes that complementedshhappy
grin. His ears reached for the sky in a fight to see
which one could be the mre pointed.

Up a hill, they climbed to the grand castle
crowning its summit, reminiscemtf the European
fortresses Clara had seen in her history books. As
they ascendedhe stairs, trumpets blared, a most
welcoming melody. Everything fit perfectly. She
smiled and gripped Soi@ hand; he squeezed
back.

G2 St 02YSs [/t Ny YR { 2N
you have graced us with your presence. Please
KIFadS | &Sl ( oéextrdvarphRsis & >
appeared in front of the gigantic jewehcrusted
throne where a handsome older King sat. A
warrior in his younger days, apparefrom the
battle scars marring his skin, but his edyttand
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wild presence was still calmings his eyes heal
theirs in a gentle recognition.

Gl AXdZYXgKSNBE | NB gSKé |/
coherent thought she could force out of her
mouth.

G2 K& Y& RSINBRZ &2dz I NB
thought most definitely that Nigel here would
KIS G2fR @2dz GKI(G o0& y2¢

GL KIRRzO2Yy AGZ { ANDE

GxSNE ¢6Stfd ¢KSYy &2dz I f
understand why yo®B K S NBK £

Awestruck, Clara stared at a huge lion, twice as
big as any she had seen at a zoo, who padded into
the room and sprawled by the Ki@gthrone,
licking its paws lalzi.

Gb23 aANT¢ g{S2 RRYW | yagSNE

G, 2dz FNB KSNB 0SOldzasS &
the humans inhabiting Earth. As the true
incarnations of book characters, you were meant
to be written on paper, not alive and breathing,
but ever sinceLord Mondego tore the fabric of
reality, spilling our livesnto Earti@ dimension, a
child is born when a writer creates a new
character.
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A9 OSNE OKF NI OGSNI KI & |
the human world, or they can come here and live,
but you only get one chanceolY have found a
portal in, which means @ time for you to choose.

But | am a kind King, and | want my kingdom to
love me. | always give characters time to decide.
Visit as many times as you would like, but in three
RI8asx &2dz Ydzald OK22aS®dé

Clara could@ speak, feeling hot all over. Her
mind raced through her memories of everyone
she loved, everyone that loved her, and the pain
of being an outcast.

G! K 21lez odzi K2g R2 ¢
YSIYyZ gKIFGO OKIFNFOGSNI I NB
blinked excessely and gulped several times in
succession.

2SSttt ¢S (y26 o6K2 @&2dz
know until you have chosen, and usually, the
character has to stay here to find out. Unless they
NE&SIFNOK 2y 9FNIKZ¢& (GKS

GhllFe&dé [/ I NI gdewha sh&k S NS
was before making her decision.

G¢KS [FTYR 2F .221 2F7F
Immortality, the chance to live your own story,
the opportunity to experience other storiesall at
€2dzNJ FAYIASNIALIAD / K224aS ¢
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lara thought she would miss her family
desperately if she chose to go back to
paradise. Unloading a few bags of groceries

in the kitchen, Clara and her mom eased around
each other in a silly smaiitchendance.

G , @edsuch a sweetie, helping out the way
you do. You dof know how much | appreciate
e 2dzde¢

Her mothe®@ smile wrenched her heart.
Feeling like she had betrayed her family, Clara
stamped out d thoughts of the Land of Bodkom
her mind.

G 2 KQ virongdeaK €

Gb20KAY 3 Gaid ¥ab bad(Kl & € I N.
pointed at a large brown paper bag that her
mother guarded.

G¢NBIGad L 3I28 GKS 220H

Clara momentarily jumped up and down with
her mom in a circle of celebration.

Gc¢ KAl (ANBIF b 2SS aKz2dzZ R OS
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The celebration was a grand one indeechdf
mom had® gotten the job, the landlord would
have evicted them soon. Clara got out the good
plates, old and chipped, but they still had colorful
butterfly patterns on them, and her sister lit
candles. Nana put on the music and hobbled
around setting thedble. Then they all sat down to
a dinner of sloppy joes andiench fries, a
sumptuous feast when they had faced starvation.

That night, Clar@ mother tucked the covers
around her shoulders and brushed the hair from
KSNJ Flyo$d oD KI LI (GKSNB

éVlom, you know, doi & 2 dzK ¢

G , $léab. | had to make that choice myself, as
well as your grandmother and so many before
her. We were different though, the choice came
too late for us, but you have the chance now,
before falling in love and molding a fagnilYou
decide whatever is right for you. No second
OKI yOSaoé

G.dzi K2 R2 L 1y26KEe

Gl 2ySes e2dz 1ySs GKS Y
there; just act on it. Do@worry about us; we will
be fine. And maybe one day, you will see your
AAA0SNI 0KSNE (22 d¢

Ghll &3 ZFaR22YRWYEA IKG S
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S

hen Clara woke up, she knew what she
Whad to do.
She got ready for school and packed a
few extra things in her backpack, some
mementos her favorite books She kissed and

hugged her family. Twice. And then left the house.
The air felt lighterShe was ready.

Sorin waited for her on the sidewalk. Seeing
him, she felt as though she breathed for the first
time. She glanced at him shyly, smiling, and then
looked down at her shoes.

G|, QlaraBell Y2 dz NB I Reé K¢

G, SLIZ | NB @&2dzKé

G5 STAYAUSCEedoctlined Herk dervesd 2 A
Glancing up to see his grin, she grinned back.

By Clar& second class, it appeared that her
old friends had lost their snickering humor; they
no longer looked at her with those sly smiles.
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Later, Kate pulled a note from her pocketad
it, and then ran crying from the room. Whatever
the problem, Clara thanked the stars she w@sn
involved in their mess anymore.

At lunch, Sorin and Clara snuck to the old
auditorium again.

G5AR @2dgunchtSé G KENRY | a7

Qb2 d¢

G[ dzOt & fold SdorRedné Lara had
confessed her love for him, and that person
spread a few rumors about it, so Lazanfronted

him but had to leave because she was crying so
Y dzZOK @ ¢
G2 KIFIdK ! N &2dz &SN 2dza K.
G ¢ K&l &urned on each other, and Kate told
people about Eta@ baby persona; kids cooed and
stuff at her. Classic! Then, Eliza told everyone Kate
af SLIi | NPdzyRZ &2 akKS TS
her boyfriend dumped her and told everyone it
was because shecouldl® hold a decent
conversation Not that it@ funny but it@ some
sort of paybact €
a! 0 f Sl@aaianything; RwoR e only
YERS YS a 0FR A G0KSY®¢
To Clara, it was a perfect case of karma.
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! N5 &2dz NBIF RéK¢

Sorin nodded, then yanked Clara against him
and kissed her as he held h&hecould kel her
blood heating at his touch, his lips tasted like fresh
mint. He smelled of soap and joysheraked her
fingers through his sotbusledblack hair.

a®wsS gFyiSR G2 R2 OGKIFG ¥F;

G 3Jf IR &2dz FAYlIff& RAR:

GL Kl @S Qezrushed gniy&i Sidce the
AAEGK 3INIRSdE {2NRAYy (G(GNI O
with soft fingers.

GD2 2R T pdNdigéred e thdt | have a
ONXzA K 2y &2 dzdé

GD22R T2NY eRP2ANHKBENY A€
and took the key from her hand. Togethehey
turned the knob and stepped into the place they
belonged.

I S
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A life for a life is the key to survival.
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\Nhen one life begins, another must end. It
is the key to the plan& survival.
The key.
The only way.
Survival.

She was the key to the plar@@tsurvival.

Faolynechanted the words as she ran, chanted
them on her way to her next mark. The tails of her
black cloak flapped behind her like the wings of a
raven. Trees flew by, each a blur in the silent
forest. She focused on nothing but her goal.

A human life waited athe end of the path, the
one whose death would balance the shift and
appease the gods. Specifically, appease Fa@lyne
dark master.
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She did her mast& bidding in the knowledge
that should she fail, the world would be
destroyed. The reason for such a o@ut
remained a mystery, and Faolyne never
questioned her fate or that of the world.

Slowing, she edged her way into the village.
Small hovels, the homes of the townsfolk,
surrounded a dusty square. Narrow alleys
separated the small buildings. She slipped
between them and sauntered into the square.

Deathly silence permeated the air. The irony
was not lost on Faolyne, and a dark chuckle
slipped past her red lips. The sound shivered over
the land. She heard murmurings behind closed
doors, the telltale creak fomovement heralding
the swift arrival of the curious.

Villagers emerged, their downtrodden faces
wreathed with curiosity, a few with dread. They
understood who and what the strange blaclad
woman was, and some welcomed her in their
hearts, hoping she ould relieve them of their
suffering.

oMistress Denad

Faolyn® shout reverberated through the
village, bouncing off walls and shooting up into
the sky. A chill wind caught her white hair, swirling
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around sharp features and masking her cold black
eyes. Legs apart and back straight, she waited,
alert and ready.

At the name chosen, a collective gasp rose
from the crowd. A few villagers wandered off, too
old or sick to care for anything other than the fact
that their luck remained unchanged.

A girl appeard in the doorway of a small
abode, the neatness of which was a testament to
her pride in, and love for, her home. That pride
continued in her personal appearance; two
perfect blond braids coiled on her head and a
perfect, clean gown of the palest blue cogd her
perfect form. Her mother stood just behind, a
protective presence in the shadows beyond the
doorway.

Faolyne stared. Such a perfect specimen rarely
became the mast&® desire. He cleansed the
planet by sending her for the elderly, sick or
injured. He expected her to slay thhild? Surely,
he had made a mistake in selecting the young and
beautiful Denai...

Then Faolyne understood, hot rage suffusing
her muscular formShe tensed, ready to spring. If
the master wanted her to prove her worth, so be
it. She would obey.
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The mother stepped forward and pushed her
daughter back, the protective gesture hiding
everything but the gi@ face.d am the one you
seeké

dYou are nbDenai. You seek to protect hér.

dYou speak the truth. | am Der@iA young
voice, on the edge of womanhood, trembled
across the square. The young woman stepped out
of her mothe@ protection, her light eyes
sweeping over Faolyne. Her face held a certain
unnerving confidence. One would never know
death courted her.

At is your timeg Faolyne told her. Her voice
held an eerie tone rumbling from within, like an
echo from the deepest pit of the Underworld. A
shudder, like a dank chill emanating from warm
bodies, spread through the gathered towns
people. Indrawn breaths and mutters surrounded
them.

Faolyn® lips parted in a sneer, sharp white
teeth peeking through. Her audien@ereaction
satisfied her. As long as they feared her, they
would not challenge he She could only hope the
girl@ intelligence prevented something as stupid
as a defense.
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Denai stiffened, fingers clenching in her skirts.
oMy time%

d am the Reaper Faolyne. A child draws breath
in the lower country. You must die to balance the
shift and guarantee the plan@ survivak

dYou are the key to survival, Reaper Faolgne?
At Faolyn® nod of assent, Denai addedlhen
the planet will die because | will neét.

Her hand shot up and silver streaked the air.
Faolyn&® body jerked, shock spreadirigrough
her. She looked down at the points of a razor
sharp star protruding from her torso. Warmth
welled up around it, unseen in the darkness of her
clothing and cloak. The villag€ksyes stared wide,
their mouths hanging open.

Reaching up, Faolyne feltthe weapon
embedded in her chest and took a halting step
forward. Her breath came in pafilled gasps.
Defeated by a girl and her own overconfidence.

Faolyne laughed, finally understanding the real
reason behind her mast@& choice. Denai did®
exist O test the Reaper. She held a far greater
purpose.

Denai swept across the square and confronted
the dying Reaper, her pale form wairgy in
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Faolyn& vision like a phantom. In one hand, she
held another shiny silver star.

dYou are defeated.

dt is so.You have acted in the manner the
master expected, Faolyne whispered.

Denai frowned, her lip curling in contempt.
0One should expect a battle when death comes to
call. Your tyranny is at an end. You can no longer
make us suffer your whimes.

dyou will suffer. The reaper is key to the
world@ survivaE The copper tang of blood
swirled in her mouth and spilled past her lips.
Faolyne coughed, impatiently wiping it away. Her
blackclad arm glistened with moisture.

dDeath is no more. You can no londmirt usé
Denai straightened, uncertainty coating her
words. The townsfolk backed away, muttering.

O0There must always be a ReapeFaolyne
insisted. She fell to her knees and pulled the star
from her chest. Her body shuddered and
stiffened, falling bak to lie on the dusty ground,
her mouth open in a silent scream.
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S

hips, smiling. She had won, saving her
people.

Faolyne released another gargled laugh. The
sound strangled in blood before it reached
completian. Her leg shot out, knocking Denai off
balance. She sprawled on the ground in an
inelegant heap.

Denai clutched at the graceful fingers wrapping
around her throat, pulling her close to the
Reape® face. Faolyne choked, turning her head
to spit a scarleistream. Denai inwardly recoiled,
horrified. Had she really done this?

Faolyne turned back to Denai, the smell of
death and decay swirled in each word that exited
her bloodstained lips.

O0Take heed, killer of death. Your time for
suffering is nigh. Your nemaster waitsé

dYou are finished. Death is no mareDenai
insisted, her voice forced beyond the restraining
fingers at her throat. Her mind struggled for the

Denai stood over the woman, hands on her
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reason behind the Reap@r taunts, striving to
understand why her body chilled while her panic
grew.

dFoolish girl! | was not the firgt.

Denai barely heard the ragged whisper before
everything went black. Grabbing her head, she
screamed. Immense pressure exploded inside her
mind, roared in her ears, and burned her lungs
with every breath. Then thehadows receded.

Whimpering, she opened her eyes. The sun still
glinted through the trees high overhead, and
Faolyn® body lay beside her, empty eyes
accusing her. The harsh face smiled softly, as if
she had found peace. A pang of guilt rolled over
Denai; the reaper had been human. In destroying
the one who wreaked havoc on the planet, she
had destroyed death. Why did she feel sorry for
the creature who needed to die?

Denai pushed herself up, the hand at her neck
falling away. The crowd whispered apdinted at
her, but fell back a step whenever she met their
eyes. Her mother knelt just out of reach, her
crumpled face streaked with tearsiNo, no. Not
you, Denai. My child, my chiid.

dMother? Dena reached for her, but the
villagers grabbed her arnand pulled her away.
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dLeave it be; they said.

The sky darkened as storm clouds rolled in.
Rain pelted those assembled in the village square;
they darted away, dragging her mother with them
and leaving Denai alone. The moisture soaked her
to the bone, andhe sucked in a ragged breath.

The world shivered and cracked. A fissure
opened, spewing forth a black cloud. Materializing
within, a huge form emerged, shapeless in the
dark mist yet having the form of a beautiful
human male. As Demrai eyes fastened orthe
being, her mind flooded with pain. The pain
moved and centered in her heart, ripping her
apart. She clutched her chest.

oCome, Reaped.

The voice echoed, slithering around the human
audience. The being stepped forward, his perfect
beauty at odds with i$ evil calling. Denai waited
for Faolyne to rise, waited for the Reaper to leave
with her master. But nothing happened, and the
dark lord? eyes remained fastened on Denai.

Her heart stuttered in her chest, the air leaving
her lungs in a panicked whooshhrough a haze,
she saw her mother break free of the villagers and
try desperately to reach her, but an unseen force
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in the mist blocked her. In that moment, she
knew.

He was@there for Faolyne.
He was there for her.
Her feet stumbled forward toward hetestiny.

S

When one life begins, another must end. It
is the key to the plan& survival

The key.

The only way.

Survival.

She was the key to the plar@@tsurvival.

Denai chanted the words as she ran, chanted
them on her way to her next mark.

&—
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Unlocking William

Jeanne Voelker

The whole school is weary of William's antics,
but will he ever tire of them?
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name is Graham, but my best friend
illiam, er, | mean Billiam, insists on
calling me Grasshopper. In fact, everyone

calls me Grasshopper.

Band, the firstperiod of the day, forces my
sleepy brain cells to wake up whether they want
to or not. | dor® mind though, because | work
hard to be first clarinet, and somedayf 1@
luckyt 1@ be president of the high school band.
Not that h stuckup or anything; ljust love
music.

Friday morning, the fourth time through
Bugle® Holiday Billiam, on thirepart trumpet,
still played Bnatural on all of the Blat notes. No
one laughed out loud, but a few snickered. Mr.
Hector the Director signaleclt.
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AWilliam, le®@ hear it from the beginning of
sectionthree, slowwwly.€

&Just me?

&Just yoLE

Billiam played the passage, and this time he
overblew the high note. The class laughed and Mr.
Hector tapped his baton on the music stand to
signalquiet.

AWilliam, how manytimes this week have you
practicedZ

ouh, well, | havef taken my trumpet home
this week. | had too much to carégy.

oBugle® Holidayis a show piece for trumpet
trio. The expectation in this class is that everyone
will practice€

0Okaye

0Okay yodl practice

OEr, yeal€

0Good... Now, class, &t play the Colonel
Bogey MarclE

Band practice continued normally until Billiam
threw a crumpled piece of notebook paper into

the horn of the Sousaphone; th@t when Mr.
Hector lost his cool.d@ going to call your
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parents, William. And | think@h not the only
teacher who will be telephoning today.

oShe wor®be homeg said Billiam.
oWe have the office numbearsaid Mr. Hector.

Sometimes, | wanted to be as nonchalant as
Billiam. Other times, | wanted torsck him.

&

fter band, Biliam and | went to our
A shared locker and crammed his trumpet

case and my clarinet case in with our
mess of papers. As we overtook Traci and Jill in

the hallway, Billiam snapped Tr&cibra strap,
then cruised on by, leavinge to take the blame.

dKnock it off, Grasshoppér!

| stared back at her. Traci should know by now
who did it. As we passed another clutch of girls,
Billiam licked his thumb and pressed it to N&hnci
ear.

bl yOA &FARXY a{G2L) AGHE

Her friends made gaggirspunds
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"Ewww, wet willy!"
"Gross!"

This time it was obvious who did it, so | got to
laugh. Billiam still wore a smirk as we passed the
Josef Boyde Middle School display case, home of
the stuffed jay boid.

In history class, while MiSchroeder lectured,
Billiam passed notes to Kim. He tapped Mary on
the shoulder, but she ignored him.

| just smiled and shook my head.

S

t lunch, Billiam jumped in ahead of the
A other kids in line. No one challenged him
since h& bigger than everyone else.
| almost chokd on my milk when he
performed mashegpotato catapult shots the
length of the lunch table to Bobe®& mouth. Jill

and Effie watched so Billiam invented some fancy
lob shots and a missile shot.

oLook at this missilshot, Effer
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This was pretty funnyuntil Billilam mash
potatoed Bober® eye. The lunch teacher came
over to scold us, but no one listens to Mrs. Lump.
Her real name is Mrs. Lumstrom, but her style of
teaching is to sit at her desk while the students
work. Mrs. Lump doegd know we call her
Lumg just as our principal, Truman North,
doesr2know we call him True North.

Fourth period, | had gym class, which 1 like
except for the sweaty tennis shoe smell. | saw the
basketball hoop all bent downlt didn® look
fixable, so someone was in trouble.

During fifth period, the last class of the day,
Billlam accidentally livened up our padgebra
class. The room was quiet until Billiam dropped a
handful of ball bearings on the floor. He said he
didn@mean to, and | believe him, but Mr @Yien,
our math teacher, told him to shape up.

Another teacher came in, and | overheard
them whispering that someone during lunch hour
had bent the basketball hoop in the gym. | glanced
at Billiam. Did he go to the gym after lunchiie
corners of Billiar® mouth turred down, and his
eyes watched the teachers as he shrank low in his
seat.
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After class, as we walked to our locker, |
remembered what Mr. Hector had said about
telephoning Billiar@ mother.

dDo you think the@ callZ
dNaw, if they havef® called by threeo@lock,

they wor®¢ he said, but his voice di@sound so
sure.

S

my clarinet while other kids warmed up in
their own way. Mr. Hector tapped his
plastic baton on his music stand.
éOkay, le® tune to firstOf I N y S {1 X
| gave them artAs. As Mr. Hector tuned our
section, the band¢oom door opened and in came
a woman who stood taller than any teacher and
upright as a post. She wore a black business suit
and highheel shoes. Gold earrings bobbed
beneath her laquered hair and a multitude of
keys jangled from her key ring as she stuffed it
into her purse. She must have keys to half the
town.

First period Monday morning, | noodled on
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The tuning faded as the woman strode to Mr.
Hector, the heels of her shoes clicking on the
uncarpeted floor.

d@n Willian@ mother...we spoke on the
phone, but i@ nice to meet you in persordlibe
sitting in the back of the room today.

All the kids looked at Billiam. Billiam looked at
the floor.

When we playeduglef Holiday Billiam hit
the right notes, but not smodtly. Mr. Hector said,
dThat was better, William, but it still needs more
home practice. The tone should be crisp and
bright.€

After band, we took our instruments to our
locker and went straight to history class. As soon
as the class settled, Billi#@ mother appeared,
introduced herself to Mr. Schroeder, and took a
seat at the back of the class. Billiam didpass
any notes.He just sat there with his eyes down.
his mother said the same thing in every class.

Billiam was unusually quiet, as were we all. At
shack time,his mother stood near the junk food
machines with her arms folded. At the noon
break, she sat next to Billiam and ate school lunch
with him. The rest of us sat at tables nearby, and
knew that we, too, were being watched.
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During last period, Biam started to relax and
tease the kid next to himHis mother rose from
her chair, clamped her big hdron his shoulder,
and gave himalook He sank into his chair.

Tha@ how it went Monday through Thursday.
She watched him like a mother hawk. Onveleen
she saw Dickard try to trip a kid carrying a lunch
tray, Billian® mother saidgRichard, | know your
parents, and | have their phone numbeér.

Monday to Thursday, | coul@relax until the
day was over and Billig@& mother took him
home.

S

practiced jokes, songs, and saftoe

dances for Fridag vaudeville show. We
would perform for the sixth and seventh grade
students. Billlam and | had rehearsed the
WCamptown Racé&¥song and had also prepared
our surpriseversiorr without the knowledge of
our pianist. He would be surprised too. | worried

For two weeks, the eightlgraders had
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we might have to change our plan, but | disee
Billiam@ mother at band practice on Friday.

AWhere® your mom?®

dShe went back to work. She said our summer
vacation inow four days shorterand she does@
want to miss five days. Anyway, now we can do
our surprise duet

dDo you think we should?

0Of course we should. & funnier than the
originalé

OWhat if we get in trouble®

dTrouble? No, the teachers dgn listen.
Anyway, vaudeville was like tilasong parodies
that make fun of peoplé.

Bucky is our pianistor a little kid with funny
teeth and big feet, he sure is good on the piano.

He can play Mozart pieces with his eyes closed,
and he® a good accompanisto.

&
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s students shuffled into the auditorium,
A teachers stationed themselves at vantage

points. Billiam and | would be last on the
program, after the jokes and skits and other
songs. After we sangCamptown Race&s Bucky
would transition us into AlJolsoid Seawanee,
which we have changed into a school song with

dance steps.

Before the program could start, Mr. Truman
North, our principal, gave his usual welcome
speech, but there was one difference.

OWe have a guest in our audience toddyr.
Young,the Superintendent of Schools, came by
earlier, and | invited him to join us for some
traditional vaudeville.The eighth grade students
will perform for us. They have studied this
historical form of theatre that trained many of the
great actors and comedis of the twentieth
centuryg

He paused for a response, so we applauded.

dLet@ show our superintendent a fine
performance and an appreciative audience.

My stomach felt like a rollecoaster ride and |
looked at Billiam, but if he was feeling any stress,
he didr2 show it. His eyes shoneand he seemed
ready to go on stage.
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The curtain rose to a pantomirrgance with
recorded music. Kim, Grace Chin, and Mary
George performed a galloping poexpress
dance. Billiam leaned toward me and said,
dThere® a timeproblem here.lt looks like the@e
riding horses to show an American history theme,
but the music is from The Grand Canyon Suite
which is twentieth centung.

dt@ not their fault. The teachers chose the
songss | answered.

dThey could have asked Mr. Hec He would
have chosen betteg.

dYou would blow them away if you ever let on
how much you know. You d@nhave to hide it
you knowg

0And waste my genius on a lousy classroom?
Neverg

One of the teachemonitors shushed us,
ending our commentary.

&—
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he performance moved on to school jokes
with Bobert and Tina.
Tina began.df | give you two rabbits

and two rabbits and another two rabbits, how
many rabbits have you gat?

oSevent Bobert answered.

dNo, listen carefully again. If | give you two
rabbits and two rabbits and another two rabbits,
how many rabbits have you gat?

oSevené

dLet@ try this another way. If | give you two
apples and two apples and another two apples,
how many apples have you gét?

OSixe
0Good. Now if | give you twmbbits and two

rabbits and another two rabbits, how many
rabbits have you got?

oSevent

oHow on earth do you work out that three lots
of two rabbitsare sevent asked Tina.

dQe already got one rabbit at hone!

The audience laughed and a few people
clapped.

dsr@the principal a dummyé said Bobert
AWell, do you know who | ardasked Tina.
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No £

A@n the principa® daughtere

0GAnd do you know who | ardasked Bobert.

No.£

dThank goodness!

This got a bigger laugh from the audience, and
someae whistled.

Four more acts everyone in eighth grade
played in one of the songs, skits, or joke
segments.

Finally, the time came for Billiam and me to
sing.The kids in the audience squirmed, and their
chairs squeaked. Bucky strode up to the piano.
Billiam swaggered right behirdand | followed,
wondering if we oughta play it safe and sing the
traditional words. But no, Billiam said vaudeville
was known for parody and ethnic jokeshe
works. He gave me a look that said | had better
not chicken out.He knew le could count on
Bucky, even though Bucky d@rknow what we
plannedto do. Bucky would follow Billia@lead.

Bucky played the intro to Camptown Races and
we sang:
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Camptown Races sing dis song.
Doo dahdoo dah

Teache® in de bafroom all day long
Oh dw dah day

A collective chuckle spread through the
audience, and the chair squeaking stopped

Why he on de bafroom floor?
Doo dahdoo dah

Drank too much de night before
Oh doo dah day

AX the principal to make him stop
Doo dahdoo dah

Bring de janitor andle mop

Oh dedoo dah day

Now the students were all ears and snickescs,
S LI 26SR 2y (2 GKS OK2N&X
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Gwine to party all night

Gwine to be sick all day

Bet my money on de teacl@&mwife
She gonna make him pay

By this time the kids were laughing, andidn®
dare look at the teachers. We wenght on to the
SUKYAO @SNBERSAaX

Yonny Yonson had a farm

Doo dahdoo dah

Laszlo Zuto made whiskey in de barn
All de livelong day (all day)

Yonny went to de barn one day
Doo dahdoo dah

Effer and Bucko wuz rol{im de hay
All de doo dah daall day)

In the front row, Effie ducked her head as the
kids around her pointed and laughed. But at this
point, Bucky played a wrong chord and nearly
stumbled our tempo. So | concentrated on the
song while hepickeditup) YR 2FF 6S 4 Sy
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Gwine ter roll all night
Gwine ter roll all day

Next part is spoken so we belted it in order to
60S KSINR 2@0SNJ GKS | OO02YLJ

First came Love
Then came Marriage,
Now they@e pushifa baby carriage!

The audience howled and stampd#tkir feet. |
saw Mr.Schroeder hushing students in the back of
the auditorium and Mr.O®rien making his way
toward the stage.

Luckily, we had completed the pesranged
number ofdoo-dah verses, so Bucky transitioned
us to our next songa song the teaakrs could
not object to. With chord changes and a short
intro, off we went with our own schoedpirit
version of Al Jolsda dSewanee, how | love ya,
how llove yaé

Josef Boyde Middle School,
How | love yaHow | love ya,
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My dear old Jay Boyde

|9 givethe world <clap> to <clap> be
<shuffle, clap>

Right back ilFO-SEFB-O-Y-D-E

And oh myMammy® waitirCior me,
PrayinCior medown by old JaBoyde

That | will tread these boards no more
When | gad-u-ate from Jay Boyde school

As planned, Buckglayed a short reprise, and
Billiam and | did our so&hoe dance in which we
incorporated some jay bird imitation8ut no one
paid attention to us, for all the students were on
their feet, clapping and dancing.

&

Cn Monday, the school buzzed with the
news that the school mascot was missing
from the locked display case in the front
hall. Where was our preserved feathered friend?
The truant bird mystery stimulated the

imaginations of students and staff.
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That afternoon, Billiam and | were called into
the principal@ office. Mr. North stared over his
glasses at us.

dYour vaudeville song changes were generally
well-received by the students, but you di@rlear
them with the facultye

AWe were trying to make them funnier for the
studentsg¢ said Billiam.

cHow did the named students feel about the
stereotype jokes and inappropriate diale€t?

Billam said, & researched the history of
vaudeville and ethnic jokes were traditioral.

dves¢ said Mr. North. dTraditionally, there
were jokes aimed at ethnic groupshély made
humorous observations about cultural
differences, and these served to make ethnic
groups cohesive, but they wer@ninsulting and
individual people were not singled oét.

dWe didr2 mean to hurt anyon@ feelings; |
said.

Mr. North cleared his ttoat and then smiled at
us. df you simply hope they didx mind, you
might never know whdter or not they were
offended. | think you need to be more proactive
here. What could you do to ease the feelings of
the students you named?
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AWe could say we didbmean itg Billiam said.

dSometimes ® not what a person says, but
how they say it

d don@understandg said Billiam.

0Okay, what if you saidf hope you were@®@
offended because we didh mean to hurt
anyoneé?@ feelingQHow might the person feel
about thatZ

GThey might think @ okay. Or, they might
think | was saying they shoul@nhave been
offended...so if they were offended, they were in
the wrongg

oRight, and how would they feel if you just
apologized®

d guess they would feel thatve were in the
wrong £ said Billiam.

OWereyou in the wrong®

AWe just meant to be funny.

dWilliam, i@ not my job to force you to
apologize.Youe old enough to make your own
decisions. But @ the right thing to do, and | thk
it would clear the air and help everyo®e
friendships. A simple apologyd@n sorry we
named you and some other students in our silly
song, and if | embarrassed you or made you feel
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bad, h very sornQIt need® be a public
announcement.A private @ology will do.What
do you think?2

d think it@ probably a good idefasaid Billiam,
and | said | would apologize too.

| thought Mr. North was finished with us so |
stood up to leave.

oWait, there® news | want to share with both
of youg said Mr. North. | sat back down.

dThere are five months of school until summer
breakr in September, yofl go to high school. |
think you are boys who like a challenge and will
often take the initiative to set a challenge for
yourselves

What could we anger? Weg£might sound like
a confession\MoQwould sound like a denial. But
Mr. North didr2 ask for an answeide continued
with his observations.

A see you ardB(kstudents not bad, but | think
you can do better. | think you boys have
leadership potatial. Some young people need a
larger arena than middle school, an@itight that
students outgrow their junichigh environment.
Your worldshouldgrow larger¢

Mr. North pulled a shiny gold key from his
pocket and unlocked his desk drawer. He pulled
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out some papers with colored photossome sort
of travel brochures.

d want to give you advance notice about a
program that is offered early in high school. A tour
of Europe, for selected students, will be scheduled
at the end of your freshman year. The apption
Is due in September, so acceptance to the
program is based on your eighth grade
performance. Student ambassadors will be chosen
on the basis of grades, teacher recommendations,
curiosity, and responsibiliystudents with a more
mature outlook, who are ready to learn
something from other cultureshave a good
chance at this, but the trip is limited ttwenty
students of thetwo hundredwho will be in your
freshman class. Students who travel will be
representing their schools and their country. Does
this sound like something that would interest
you'®

Billam said, dit sounds awesome, but my
mother caf® afford to send me on an
international tripg

dYou would need your moth@& permission to
go, but she would® have to pay for the trip. The
high school organizes athool fundraisers to
cover most of the expense. Students who help
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