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    Chapter One 
 
    The sun beat down over me, making sweat drop onto my sticky pink tank top. I bent over in the back seat of my beat-up orange Gremlin, placing the last of my boxes inside. Swiping my blonde hair out of my face, I stood upright again and turned toward my parents. Mom, as usual, looked beautiful even with tears in her eyes; it made the blue in them pop out. My dad stood next to her like a strong pillar. His stone gray eyes that I had inherited softened at the sight of me. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll be back here for holidays before you know it,” I said before wrapping my arms around the both of them. Mom hugged me back tight, almost too tight. 
 
    “I know. It’s just my baby is headed off to college! I’m so proud of how you turned yourself around last year. Now, look where you are. You’ve been accepted to Arizona State University! You can call day or night, okay?” my mom said as she held my face. Chuckling at her antics, I nodded, or at least moved my head the best I could while she held my head captive. 
 
    “I know, Mom. I love you both, but if I’m going to get there by nightfall, I need to leave now.” We lived in Tuba City, Arizona. It was a nearly four-hour drive to Phoenix, and I had a late start. I was going to leave this morning with my one and only friend, Gavin, but I wanted to wait to say goodbye to my dad too since work kept him late. Gavin had gotten accepted to the same college. We were both pretty excited. 
 
    It’s funny because before my junior year, we weren’t really friends. In fact, I think he used to hate me. But one day, I said something that made him laugh. That was that, and now we’re all but attached to the hip. 
 
    “Goodbye, Kiddo. Drive safe, and watch the needle so you won’t overheat.” My dad always talked about getting a better car, but I was living off a student income, which meant I had next to nothing in my bank. Pretty standard as far as college life goes. I was lucky to get a scholarship even though it did surprise me since there were other students that were more qualified. I was told the reason was I volunteered quite a bit these last two years. 
 
    Saying goodbye one more time, I hopped into my car and sped off to my future. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stood outside of the campus with my mouth agape at its size. Students walked up and down the designated sidewalks, not too bothered by the blistering heat. I had to stop twice on the way here so my car didn’t overheat, and I was pretty sure a few of my CDs melted in the back seat since it smelled like burnt plastic. I had texted Gavin a while ago that I was thirty minutes out, so when I saw him walking up, I wasn’t surprised. He grinned when he saw me, showing off his green braces. His wire-rimmed glasses glinted in the setting sun, making me squint my eyes. Without warning, he picked me up and spun me around in three quick circles. When he set me down, I had to look up since he was significantly taller than me. 
 
    “Hey, Miss Always Late!” He teased and picked up a box that I had set outside of the car. I was right about some of my CDs. They might as well be used for some sort of abstract art for all the good they were now. I playfully scowled at him before picking up my duffel bag and swinging it over my shoulder and picking up another box. I had one more on the ground, so after a second, I placed the box in my hands down and placed the smaller one on top of it and picked them both up. I was determined to make it just one trip. 
 
    “Thanks for the help. I guess I’m in dorm 118. Do you know where that is?” I asked, huffing a bit at the big load I was carrying. I laughed tiredly as Gavin scooped the top box out of my arms and onto his box. “Thanks,” I said distractedly. 
 
    “No problem, and yeah, I know where it is. Just across the courtyard where I’m staying at. Do you have a roommate?” He huffed alongside me. I nodded, still taking in all the sites around me. 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s not going to be here until the end of the month. At least that’s what my paper says. Who’s your roommate?” I swear I could feel myself baking as the sweat on my forehead sizzled. 
 
    “His name is Hayden. You might meet him later, but I’d give him a wide berth if I were you.” The warning in his voice rung clear. I gave him a puzzled look. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, perplexed. Gavin, although he looked a little nerdy, wasn’t known to stand down. 
 
    “He’s bad news. In the minutes that I’ve met him, I got that vibe from him. He smelled like pot and has a bad attitude.” I felt bad Gavin had to be stuck with a roommate like that. I hoped mine wasn’t like that. 
 
    “Hopefully, it will get better. And if not, I think you can switch if someone is willing.” I tried to be helpful, but at hearing him snort in disagreement, I knew I wasn’t. 
 
    “That’s the problem! Anyone I talked to today told me to stay away from him. No one likes him! And when you’re near him, you get this weird feeling like you need to stay away.” I felt a little offended that he would say that since I went through a similar thing growing up. 
 
    “Maybe he’s like me? Everyone tried to stay away from me growing up.” Before I could say anything else, he snorted out a loud laugh. 
 
    “No way! You were little miss popular growing up!” We always argued on how my childhood was. I distinctly remembered being alone a lot in school, but who knows since it was so long ago. 
 
    “Whatever, can we please just head inside where hopefully it’s air-conditioned before I become buzzard food?” I complained as sweat started to sting my eyes. I was sure I looked really attractive. 
 
    “You got it. We just need to go through this building here.” Gavin directed us into a building that thankfully had an AC on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you can get me some numbers while you’re living here?” Gavin spoke as another cute girl walked past. I shook my head and chuckled. 
 
    “Oh no! We are not going down that road again! Last time I tried to set you up, Amanda didn’t speak to me for a month!” I laughed as we reached my dorm room door. I had to set the box and bag down to fish the key out of my pocket in my jean shorts before I could open the door. My classmate Amanda was a cute shy girl. Gavin still didn’t realize why taking her to see a museum that had a spider collection was such a bad idea. 
 
    When we walked in, a smile lit up my face. It was small, but it was mine. Two beds on opposite sides of the room were no bigger than a twin but still looked comfy. A desk laid under the two tall beds like a little cove, and I could see the engravements on the wood from where I stood that came from past students. There was only one fairly large closet near the door with a large bay window on the far wall looking out into the campus. Overall, it looked like freedom, and I could feel my heart racing at all the new possibilities. “I felt the same way seeing my dorm for the first time this morning,” Gavin said after seeing I was speechless. 
 
    “It feels great…C’mon, let’s set these down, then I want to explore.” Gavin nodded, and I quickly chose my bed by the far wall. I wasn’t sure how loud my roommate would be, but I knew I had quiet footsteps so I wouldn’t wake her when I came in late, which was why I chose the farthest bed. Gavin placed my boxes on my bed before we walked out. Locking the door behind me, I placed the key back into my jeans pocket and smiled up at Gavin. “Show me around!” I ordered playfully. He laughed through his nose, shaking his head before gesturing me to follow him. 
 
    The common area was amazing! A lot of the walls were glass so you could see outside, while the solid walls were white and had a chic designer feel. Colorful couches splashed personality to the open area while lighting fixtures gave the room a warm feel. Paintings that littered the walls also gave off that quirky vibe, but it meshed well with everything. 
 
    “This place is amazing! I can tell I’m going to like it here,” I spoke with a smile. Students were either messing around or studying dutifully in a quiet corner. Gavin nudged my shoulder for me to continue to follow him. 
 
    “I believe the cafeteria is this way. Follow me because I’m starving,” he said while rubbing his stomach. I rolled my eyes at him since he was almost always hungry. It really wasn’t fair since he could eat an entire pizza by himself and not gain an ounce. 
 
    “I doubt it, but I’m hungry too. Have you had the food here yet? Is it any good?” I asked, watching my steps so I didn’t bump into anyone. Suddenly, a horde of students brushed past us, and all I got from the murmuring is the word fight. Gavin and I paused before he stopped a guy who was running. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” he asked quickly. 
 
    “That guy Hayden again.” The unnamed guy took off after that. Gavin paled slightly and shook his head before taking my arm and towing the both of us in the opposite direction. I had to nearly run to keep up since his legs were so much longer than mine. Puffing slightly as we got outside, I pulled out from his grip. 
 
    “Can you slow down?” I asked with slightly labored breath. The heat was like a smack in my face, like a living breathing thing that was suffocating me. Gavin wouldn’t listen though, so I had to run slightly ahead and stand in front of him. “Can you stop?” I asked exasperatedly. 
 
    “What?” He huffed. “Can’t I be a little peeved that my roommate whom I’ve only met once is in another fight? Why did I have to get stuck with the campus bad guy?” I had to bite my lip to stop the threatening smile coming over my face. 
 
    “Peeved?” I clarified with a slight snicker. I saw a faint blush take over his cheeks, but he shook it away. 
 
    “Well, I am! What if this guy decides to kill me in my sleep? Then what?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and shook my head. “I’d miss you terribly,” I spoke with a mock pout. He pushed my shoulder some before he started walking again, this time at a more reasonable pace. 
 
    “I’m serious though! You know me. I’m not one to just back down, but it doesn’t mean I go looking for trouble.” 
 
    I got where he was coming from, but I think he’ll be fine. “You shouldn’t worry too much. You’ll be okay if you just stay out of each other’s way. I know it will be hard since you’re basically living with one another, but it will work out. You’ll see.” 
 
    He sighed and reluctantly nodded. I heard a rumbling, sound making me look down at Gavin’s stomach. I laughed and poked him before stepping away. “I think we should feed the beast before it consumes everyone in its path.” I joked. 
 
    “Hardy har har.” The sarcasm in his voice was thick and made me laugh. After a few more minutes, we were able to find the cafeteria and grab something to eat. I got a fruit salad and a bottle of tea while Gavin opted out for a huge burger. 
 
    “So what’s your schedule?” I asked with my mouth full of grapes. Gavin shot me a disgusted look playfully before throwing a napkin my way. 
 
    “First off…close your mouth, and secondly, I have Math and Science on Wednesdays and Thursdays in the morning while English and Photography are on Mondays and Fridays in the evening. What about you?” he asked, still inhaling his burger. 
 
    “And you think I’m disgusting?” I asked, eying the large amount of mustard on his chin before throwing the napkin his way. “I have English and Art Mondays and Tuesdays in the afternoon, while I have Literature 101 and Math 102 Thursdays and Saturdays in the morning. Man, we’ll have, like, no classes together! How am I supposed to survive?” I asked, sulking into my fruit. I felt Gavin pat my back awkwardly before clearing his throat. 
 
    “You could always make new friends? Besides, we’ll see each other on the weekends.” I rolled my eyes at the idea. He knew I wasn’t great at making friends but stayed silent anyways. I didn’t feel like arguing over something as small as that. Sitting back against my seat, my eyes drifted around the large and loud room. Mindless chatter provided a void to fill the silence in my mind, but as I sat there letting my gaze drift from one student to the other, I began to feel the small tug on my heart missing my parents. I tried to shake it off, but it persisted. After all, this was the first time I would be away from them. My eyes shot to Gavin as he placed his hand over mine in comfort. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I lied, wanting to be stronger than I felt. What kind of an eighteen-year-old can’t make it a day without missing her parents? I felt like a little girl again, and I didn’t like it. Pulling my hand back from under his, I looked elsewhere knowing if he really pushed, I would spill everything. I heard him sigh, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, we both sat quietly observing our fellow peers thinking to ourselves. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for helping me out today,” I said with a grin, looking up at Gavin. He shrugged carelessly and pushed up his glasses since they were perched on the tip of his nose. We were standing outside my door room as fatigue and tiredness washed over me. I could hear the call my bed was singing to me, making my hand twitch to fling open the door and answer. 
 
    “No problem. Oh, I almost forgot! I got you something.” Gavin dug into the pocket of his jeans before pulling out a whistle on a rope. I quirked an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “A whistle?” I asked, a little perplexed. It was a little strange. It’s not everyday someone gives you a whistle. Gavin shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “It’s for your safety. I kind of figured we wouldn’t get to see a whole lot of each other like normal, so I got you this. If you get into trouble, blow it so it will scare off anyone who’s trying to hurt you,” he explained, making that imaginary light bulb go off above my head. 
 
    “Ah, okay. Thanks, Gavin!” I took the whistle and wrapped the rope around my wrist a few times to keep it there. I saw his ears turn red from my gratitude, making me chuckle. I patted his arm and said, “Good night. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    He nodded, giving me the ‘go ahead and head off to bed’ signal. I turned and opened my door before shutting it behind me. It was eerily quiet in my room, causing the slight loneliness to seep back in. I had this feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was off, but doing a quick survey of my room, nothing seemed different. Shrugging it off, I got out my cell phone to check the time. I saw a text from my mom. 
 
    Love you, sweetie. Be safe and call us tomorrow after you’re settled in. 
 
    Part of me wanted to call now just to talk, but I bit back the pressure building behind my eyes and got undressed instead. I had to start acting like an adult, and calling my parents within hours of seeing them because I was homesick didn’t exactly scream ‘adult.’ Pulling on an oversized sweatshirt, I untucked my blonde hair and settled in bed before drifting quickly to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Run…faster!” A voice echoed like the wind that whipped around me. I knew I was scared, but not why. In fact, I was downright terrified as I gasped for air. My eyes squinted, trying to find where the voice was coming from, but all I saw was an empty street. 
 
    “Run!” it yelled again, making me whimper. I felt helpless tears threaten to spill as I choke. 
 
    “Where?” I screamed, knowing this voice was trying to help me, but I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight. They were coming for me. Who? I didn’t know, but I knew they were bad…very bad. Suddenly, I saw a movement on the far street corner. A man with black hair stood under a desolate street lamp. The shadow marred his face so I couldn’t see who it was, but I knew he was the source of the voice. My feet felt like lead, but I pushed harder to run toward him. I was struggling while he stood there waiting. Why wouldn’t he help me? 
 
    I screamed when cold, claw-like hands wrapped around my torso as I was halfway there. It was pulling me away from the stranger. They were too strong! I couldn’t break away! “Help!” I screamed so loud my throat felt raw. I was getting farther and farther away from the man on the corner. I could feel through the hands that grabbed me that with them came certain death. 
 
    “Not fast enough…” I heard him just over the howling wind while I was being dragged back into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No!” I sprung up in a cold sweat. I could feel my head throbbing fiercely in time with my heartbeat. Stunned, my eyes saw it was just getting light outside. With my hands shaking, I wiped away the remaining sweat from my forehead and got up, knowing I couldn’t fall back asleep after that. I was in shock. That was the first dream I had in years. I always thought it was odd I really never had dreams, and I’m not talking about the ones you can’t remember, but I literally wouldn’t dream of anything. It was always black, and tonight, I had one, and not just a dream but a nightmare. Something didn’t settle right in my gut, but all I wanted right now was to shower off the grime I felt on my skin, and possibly wash away the images assaulting my mind. 
 
    Grabbing a random white t-shirt and a pair of blue yoga pants, I also got the necessary bathroom needs such as towel and shampoo. When I quietly padded down the hallway barefoot, I noted it seemed ghostly. Not a soul in sight and the only sound that could be heard was the slight hum of the lights and the AC combined. My heart was still beating slightly above normal from the nightmare that I experienced while my palms were still clammy. Trying to shake it off, I sped up my walk at a brisk pace. My eyes jumped from wall to wall, thinking the creatures in my dream might possibly pop out suddenly. I felt relief wash over me when I made it to the public shower but had to laugh at myself for acting so paranoid. If anyone were awake now and saw my state, they’d think I was mad. 
 
    I sighed deeply when the warm water cascaded onto my skin. My eyes closed as I could almost feel my tension melt away. I grabbed my coconut-scented shampoo and began the process of cleaning not only my body but my mind as well. 
 
    “She’s becoming immune…” A crackly almost nonexistent voice rung through the air. I gasped and turned around to face the curtain that blocked me from view. My heart was back up to full speed. With a shaky hand, I peeked from behind my barrier and let go of the breath I was holding. 
 
    Another girl around the same age was on her phone as she brushed her hair, still in her pajamas. She felt my eyes on her, making her look up in the mirror to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry. Did I scare you? I thought you heard me come in…No, Jackie, not you; this girl who’s in the shower.” I realized she now was tuned back into her previous conversation on the phone. 
 
    “It’s okay. It just freaked me out for a second,” I replied quickly and turned off the water in my shower before grabbing my towel that was hanging on a hook just outside the stall. Once I had wrapped myself securely, I stepped out and gave her a small smile. She grinned back through the mirror, showing off a perfect set of white teeth. She then stopped brushing her red curls and promptly told Jackie that she had to go and finish getting ready. 
 
    “Hi, again sorry for the scare, but my name is Jojo, but most people call me Joe.” Her name fitted her as she seemed very chipper even this early in the morning. I took out my toothbrush with a friendly smile and looked at her through the mirror. 
 
    “Cali, and it’s fine. I was just being a scaredy cat.” Before I could stop myself and just brush my teeth, a question blurted past my lips. “What did you mean, ‘She’s becoming immune?’” I felt slightly mortified that I would ask a question that was clearly none of my business, but it was like my mouth filter went on the fritz. I quickly began to brush my teeth, hoping that would keep my mouth busy enough to not get me into any more trouble. I saw Joe cock her head in question. 
 
    “I never said anything like that,” she answered before grabbing her stuff and leaving. While she could move perfectly, I was, however, more or less frozen. If she never said that then…No, she could be lying. But why would someone lie about that? I spat the excess toothpaste into the sink and rinsed my mouth out, inwardly cursing myself. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself,” I grumbled out and proceeded to get dressed. After I was done, I decided to go back to my dorm to really unpack my things. My fingers combed lazily through my hair since I left my hairbrush in my room. Unthinkingly, I paused outside my dorm room thinking something was lurking behind the door. 
 
    I nearly wanted to hit myself for being childish. 
 
    Groaning under my breath, I flung the door open after I unlocked it, but quickly flicked the light on. My eyes swept over everything. I was satisfied when nothing seemed out of place. Unconsciously, my hands were balled into fists, prepared to fight if the need showed itself. The glint that came off one of my bracelets caught my attention, making my eyes look for the source of light since I knew my ceiling light wouldn’t be bright enough to do that. 
 
    It was then I noticed that the sun had really started to rise above the large city. Bright colors were blended into a mixture of brilliant oranges, reds, and yellows. The sight stole my breath and reminded me of home. On the rare occasions I was up before the sun back home, I loved to sit outside and watch it come up from the valley hills. The painting nature was working before my eyes gave me the comfort I needed at the moment. 
 
    It must have been another five or so minutes before the colors dulled into a sky blue. I sighed before going back to unpacking. I was sure Gavin wouldn’t be up for another four to five hours since it was still extremely early. I bent over to retrieve my iPod dock and pushed play on a random song before getting to work. 
 
    This was going to be a long day.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    “Wow, did you did you decide to audition for a zombie movie this morning?” was the first thing out of Gavin’s mouth when we met up in the courtyard. I tried to glare at him, but my yawn ruined it. I felt sluggish and slow as I fought hard to stay awake. I thanked my lucky stars that I didn’t start class until tomorrow. 
 
    “Oh, you’re hilarious. Please tell me that extra coffee is mine?” I asked, eying the to-go cup in his left hand while he sipped at one in his right. The smirk on his face told me he was going to toy with me. He raised the extra cup with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh, this one? I’m a college student now, so I need all the coffee I can get.” 
 
    I gave him a dubious look that showed I was not amused. The lack of sleep wreaked havoc on my normally calm mood. Gavin chuckled and handed me my cup. 
 
    I took it greedily and quickly chugged it down, ignoring the scalding heat that burned my throat. All that mattered was this cup was going to wake me up. 
 
    “Wow, slow down there so you can actually taste it.” 
 
    I turned slightly red at my lack of manners, but all my mind could focus on was the coffee in my hands. 
 
    “Sorry, Gavin. Thank you for the coffee. I really appreciate it.” He shrugged it off while his ears turned slightly red, but for his sake, I didn’t comment. 
 
    “What’s the plan today?” I asked, hiding another yawn behind my hand. It was still cool out, but it was beginning to heat up quickly, as usual. However, I had chosen to sit under a shaded area on the little grass this campus had. The ground was starting to turn brown since we were heading into the heat of the summer and everyone tried to conserve water, meaning the sprinklers wouldn’t be on as much. 
 
    Gavin sat down beside me and rested his back beside mine on the brick wall. With a big sigh, he turned his head to look at me. “Well, we could be productive and hunt down where our classes are so we don’t get lost tomorrow, or…we can be lazy and do nothing but watch movies in either dorm room?” 
 
    We looked at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Dorm room,” we said together and laughed. I placed my coffee on the ground before taking my hair band and tying it up in a messy bun, feeling the morning sun heat up the air. You’d think I was used to this weather since I lived not too far from this area, but I don’t think I ever could. Heat and I just didn’t mix very well. I’d rather be cold than blazing hot. I’d like to move more north eventually, but I know that wouldn’t be for a while. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no! We are not watching that movie again!” I groaned from Gavin’s bed in his dorm room. He wanted to watch his favorite action film that involved men with high testosterone gallivanting around, shooting everything that moved with big guns and even bigger explosions. Gavin pursed his lips, looking at the screen of his TV then back at the DVD in his hands. Sighing, he placed it down before searching for another pick. This time, choosing a comedy we both like but had seen over a dozen times. 
 
    “Better, Miss Priss?” he asked sarcastically and hit my face with a pillow I didn’t see him pick up. I looked at him with my mouth open in surprise while he laughed hard enough to clutch his stomach. 
 
    “You’re so mean,” I grumbled and snuggled further into my pillow. I could’ve thrown a pillow at him, but I was too lazy at the moment. Maybe later when he least expects it. 
 
    He rolled his eyes and climbed up to lay on his stomach next to me so we could both see the screen. 
 
    “You know…after today, we’ll no longer be carefree teenagers. Tomorrow means responsibility, work, adult life, and acting a lot older than we are,” Gavin spoke quietly while my eyes stared unseeingly at the movie. Knowing that we were entering a heavier topic, I turned my head on my pillow to look at him. He was picking at his thumbnail, not looking back at me. 
 
    I nudged him with my shoulder with a small smile. “Who says we have to do what we’re expected to? I say it’s more fun to do the unexpected.” Although I take my schoolwork seriously, I wasn’t going to forget how to have fun. Whether that permitted others to look down at me was up to them because I wasn’t going to spend my life trying to please others and be what I was ‘supposed’ to be. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Hey! Maybe we’ll get invited to a big college party?” he asked excitedly, but I gave him a dubious look before laughing. He joined after a second of him pouting to himself. We both knew parties weren’t our thing. The idea of a room filled to the brim of loud people trying to see if they can outdrink one another never appealed to Gavin or me, and I was sure my parents were thankful for that. 
 
    “The day we go to a big college party would be the day to check me in at the nearest mental hospital because I lost my mind,” I quipped, turning back to the movie. I felt his eyes on me but studiously ignored him, trying to watch my favorite scene, but soon, his stare proved to be too much as I turned with slight annoyance. “Yes?” I asked curtly, but he smirked. 
 
    “I made you miss your favorite part,” he stated proudly. I quickly looked at the screen and realized he was right. I turned slowly back to him with narrowed eyes before quickly trying to snatch the remote out of his hands. He was quick though and rolled away. However, he hadn’t realized how close to the edge he was and promptly rolled off the bed. 
 
    It was quiet for a moment before I couldn’t help but laugh at his expense. Hearing him groan from below, I peeked over the frame and saw him lying face up, grimacing as he tried to pull breath back into his lungs. “Are you okay?” I asked shakily, trying to fight off another fit of laughter. 
 
    “Just peachy.” He wheezed out and slowly got back up. I spotted his glasses near the TV, and knowing he wouldn’t be able to find them, I hopped off the bed and went to retrieve them. Shaking my head, trying not to laugh when he was squinting at me, I watched him clean them off quickly before placing them back on. 
 
    “You’re a bad friend for laughing.” He accused with an over-exaggerated sniff. Rolling my eyes, I made a show of picking up the remote before skipping back to my favorite part. 
 
    “You’d think you would’ve realized by now that girls are always better than boys,” I spoke with a smirk. Chuckling to himself, he climbed back up on the bed while I remained underneath on his little office chair next to his desk. 
 
    It was quiet for a while before I yawned tiredly. “Have a tough night?” Gavin commented from up above. I knew he’d remark on my tiredness from earlier, but it still caught me off guard. Glad he couldn’t see my startled expression. I gave off a convincing laugh. 
 
    “A little. I think it will take a while to get used to sleeping in a different bed and a different room.” I lied. There was no way I could talk to him about what I experienced this morning. It was just some stupid, albeit, scary dream. Probably due to the stress of uprooting my life. “What about you?” I asked, wanting to divert the attention from me. I knew he shrugged without having to see since he did it often. 
 
    “I slept fine. I mean after I tossed and turned for a couple of hours. Oh, but then after sleeping for a little while, my roommate comes waltzing in, not caring I was sleeping and basically turned on every light we had in here.” Gavin finished off his rant with an angry huff. 
 
    “Hayden?” I questioned to make sure that was his name. I was never good with names, always forgot them easily. 
 
    “The very one. I mean I could smell the alcohol from where I was lying. Plus he was stumbling a bit. I don’t even think he realized I was there!” Anyone that could hear could tell Gavin was already reaching his limits with his roommate, and it hadn’t even been a week. 
 
    “Maybe you should explain to him your reasons for hating drugs and alcohol so much?” I suggested. Gavin had an older brother who would’ve turned twenty-two this year if he didn’t kill himself after driving while drunk. He had smashed his car right into a thick oak tree on the way home, doing fifty in a thirty zone. Even before that, his parents would fight with him because he’d come home drugged or boozed up. Gavin’s parents, to this day, can’t say his name without breaking down. I knew they carried so much guilt since the last thing they said to him was “If this is what you want to do with your life, then get out and don’t come back.” Gavin explained to me that they told his brother that in hopes it would scare him straight to be homeless after a day or two. 
 
    “Yeah…maybe. He doesn’t strike me as the type who would give any sort of understanding though,” Gavin spoke with a frustrated huff. I didn’t know how else to comfort him at the moment since I was too drained to think properly. 
 
    I was going to speak, but a yawn made its way out instead. Gavin chuckled to himself before tossing me a pillow from up above. “Go take a nap, loser, before you kill me.” I rolled my eyes but got up, hearing my bones creak. Wincing as my knees popped, I felt much older than I was. 
 
    “Sorry. Maybe after my nap, we can hang out and get pizza or something?” I suggested with my eyes slipping shut for a moment. I didn’t wait for his reply before stumbling over to his door. Before I could reach the handle, however, it already opened and nearly hit me in the face. I felt much more awake thanks to my heart beating faster from the near miss. I was already sporting a glare when I looked up and saw a guy just standing there looking annoyed. 
 
    He had pitch black hair, the kind of black that seemed darker than midnight. But I noted a sort of blue tint when the fluorescent light hit right. He had a strong jawline with a slight stubble that made him look older than he probably was. His eyes though were a cerulean blue. They stood out in his paler face and black hair. I bet they would look a lot better though if they weren’t bloodshot. His lips sneered at me, bringing me back to the present. This had to be Hayden. 
 
    “Watch it.” His voice growled lowly in agitation. My irritation spiked, partly due to my dwindling patience, but mostly from his attitude. Didn’t help the fact that he smelled like smoke. My eyes narrowed at him as I tried to take the higher road and be civil. 
 
    “I apologize. I was half asleep.” I knew it wasn’t really my fault since he opened the door like a crazy man, but I knew to kill him with kindness was the best way to go. With a roll of his eyes, he barged past me, clipping my shoulder in the process. 
 
    Or I could just kill him the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “Not my problem,” he muttered as he searched his unkempt bed for something. I saw Gavin glaring at his back while pretending to choke Hayden’s neck. I stifled a laugh but wasn’t subtle enough as Hayden whipped around to face me with a glare. 
 
    “You have a problem, Blondie?” Although his voice was smooth, his words were jagged and had a biting edge to them. From the corner of my eye, I saw Gavin getting ready to speak, but I shook my head at him. This was already turning into an argument. It didn’t need to turn into a full-blown fight. 
 
    “Yes, I do. There’s no need for you to be so hostile towards me or my friend here. I’ve only been here a day, but I see your reputation precedes you, so how about you ignore us and we’ll ignore you?” 
 
    He looked at me for a long moment before walking slowly up to me. Almost close enough to be considered uncomfortable, his eyes pierced mine, making me rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Get away from her,” Gavin spoke from just behind Hayden. Clearly, he had jumped down from his bed to help me. Hayden and I ignored him as this invisible string seemed to pull between us. Without wanting to, I felt this sort of belonging with him. It was strange and a little scary. All my life it seemed as though I was the odd one out, but with him standing in front of me, I felt like that final missing piece was found. I saw his eyebrows furrow as if he was thinking hard about something before stepping back quickly. 
 
    “Right…I ignore you, and you do the same to me,” he spoke almost too low for me to hear and then he quickly walked out. My feet seemed to have a mind of their own as I ran out after him. I heard Gavin shout out for me, but I ignored him. Hayden was surprisingly already down the hall. I ran to catch up, but he was quick since he had long legs. 
 
    “Hey! Wait!” I called out, my previous fatigue forgotten. With a growl, he spun around fast and pushed me against the wall, making me suck in a quick breath. He looked angry, but I could also see he was confused. Unlucky for me, the hall was deserted. 
 
    “Listen, I’m not sure how you got into a college if you don’t know what the word ignore means, but here’s a little lesson: Don’t follow me, don’t talk to me, and don’t acknowledge me. Got it? Good.” He backed away and started to walk away. 
 
    “You can’t say you didn’t feel that too!” I called out after him. He froze for a moment before shaking his head. 
 
    “Just stay away from me,” he muttered and continued, leaving me to stare at his retreating back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you crazy? Why in the world would you go after him?” Gavin asked with a perplexed look as we stood in the line at the student store to buy our necessary books for class. I rolled my eyes and shook my head at myself. I knew he was going to ask me at some point today when he couldn’t wait any longer. Obviously, his breaking point was waiting in line with me for textbooks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    He chuckled humorlessly. “You don’t know? Yeah, like I believe that!” he spoke in a sarcastic tone that had me internally cringe, knowing I couldn’t hide anything from him. Sighing, I looked down at the pile of books I was carrying and wondered if I could just let them fall and make a run for it. How could I tell him that I felt some sort of belonging with I guy I didn’t know from Adam and that also screamed bad news? It all seemed so unreal and completely ridiculous. 
 
    “I swear I don’t really know why I followed him out. I…I saw something in him that I sometimes see in me.” The look that Gavin gave me when I said that was almost comical. He was sputtering with wide eyes, at a complete loss for words. 
 
    The desk clerk called us up next, and I took that as my means of escape. I handed the clerk my six books for the semester, and I tried not to look at the total as it came up, and instead just swiped my bank card that had my college money on it. It took quite a hit today, but I was saving for this so I wouldn’t have to resort to student loans. I watched as Gavin paid for his books in jerky movements, signaling he was agitated. Part of me wanted to walk off without him, but I knew he’d catch up with me quickly since he’s so much taller than me. 
 
    “How could you even think for a second that you have anything in common with him? I mean, come on! The guy is a freak and no good. You are the complete opposite of that!” 
 
    I blew out a breath, frustrated. I knew he wouldn’t get it. I didn’t even get it! By all accounts we were opposite! He had black hair; I had bright blonde, and he’s into smoking, drugs, drinking, and just plain bad behavior while I was not. There was something there though. It was small, but I knew it was important. I almost could feel like he would answer questions I had long since put to rest with no answers. 
 
    “Can we talk about something else? I really don’t want to fight right now. Especially about him,” I said tiredly. He sighed beside me and stood in front of me to make sure I was listening. 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll stay away from him. At the risk of sounding like a mother hen, he’s no good for you and will only hurt you in the end.” His eyes pleaded with me. I knew I was about to lie to him, and deep down I think he did too. Didn’t stop him from asking though, and it wouldn’t stop me from lying to him, even if it was in vain. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been a long day, and I knew it would feel even longer tomorrow since classes started. It was a little tense between Gavin and me, but we both ignored it and pretended like the tension wasn’t there. I was sure once we slept, it would go back to normal. 
 
    “Hey, Mom.” I yawned through my phone. I was sitting with my legs crossed on my bed with my back against the wall, trying to stay awake long enough to have a decent conversation. 
 
    “Honey, as much as I love that you called, you should get some sleep.” The motherly concern in her voice was evident, making me smile. How I wished I was there to cuddle up on the couch with her like old times. 
 
    “Okay, Mom…I’ll call you and Dad tomorrow after classes. Love you,” I said groggily with my head already leaning towards my pillow. I heard her laugh softly as she said goodnight and that she loved me too. Sinking down onto my side, my eyes were already closed as I drifted off. 
 
    It is almost done. Soon, we will have what we need. 
 
    My eyes snapped open as my heartbeat accelerated. My room was pitch dark as my blurry eyes saw my alarm clock, which told me I had only been asleep for a few hours. Groaning, I turned over thinking about what I heard. I didn’t remember what I dreamed. All I could grasp was that whatever it was, it was white. A lot of white. 
 
    None of this made any sense. I was never able to dream before, and now all of a sudden, I had them? And not even good dreams. I couldn’t recall what I had just dreamt, but I knew it was terrible if the crawling sensation I had on my skin was any indication. Blowing out a breath, I tried to close my eyes and go back to sleep. 
 
    All I could do, however, was keep peeking at my alarm clock and watching the minutes tick by. Soon, an hour went by before I knew I wouldn’t go back to sleep. I wanted to scream out my frustration. I was so tired, but it was like my mind couldn’t shut off. Perhaps, I’m developing insomnia? If that’s the case, maybe I can pick up some over-the-counter sleep aid. 
 
    The sun wasn’t going to be up for a few more hours, so I got up and dressed in some track pants and a simple blue tee. I grabbed my whistle and decided to walk around campus. I was sure it would be fine since the grounds were always lit with lamps and such. There were also night class students who would be awake right now. I was sure there weren’t that many, but it was still comforting to know I wasn’t the only one awake right now. 
 
    It was quiet as I took the elevator down. No music, or chatter, just the sounds of my even breaths and the gentle hum of the elevator as I descended to the first floor. I knew my hair was a mess from tossing and turning half the night, so I took the hair tie around from my wrist and quickly threw it up into a messy ponytail. My foot tapped lightly against the carpeted floor as it seemed to take an eternity for me to reach the first floor, even though I was only coming from the third floor. 
 
    After the doors opened, I walked out into the cooling night. Looking around, I took note that there were some students milling around. Some seemed to be heading to class while a few looked like me, telling me they couldn’t sleep either. Well, at least I knew I wasn’t alone in my issue. It felt so nice to be outside when it wasn’t so hot out. The only thing that was missing were the stars. There was too much pollution and light, so only a few made it through the smog. 
 
    My eyes scanned the courtyard to see if anything would pique my interest. It was fairly quiet out, at least a lot more than usual during the day. I felt a slight jolt as I saw the back of a guy walking away from me quite a few feet away. I don’t know how I knew it was him, but I did. I didn’t like how I seemed to be attuned to him without really knowing him or wanting to. He was on all accounts in my book, a jerk. 
 
    My feet, however, had other plans. Just like before, those traitors started to lead me to him in a fast enough pace so I could reach him before he disappeared from my line of sight. “Hayden!” I called out, briefly wondering if I had lost my mind from my lack of sleep. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I heard him say before I stood in front of him. His words stung slightly, but I brushed it off. Opening my mouth, I was ready to say something, but nothing came out. I then realized I had no clue as to why I called him out or even followed him. I had nothing to say! 
 
    I was officially insane. 
 
    “What? You’re wasting my time and my breathing space. So if you have nothing to say, then get away from me.” His lips curled up in disgust as he looked down at me. My anger flared up, making me glare at him. I noticed the half-done cigarette in his hand by his side. The smoke was climbing lazily in the air, causing me to step back so I wouldn’t breathe in the poison. I also saw he had a bottle of some sort of alcohol in the other. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess you do need a lot of breathing space with that arsenic smoke you’re inhaling,” I said sarcastically. His eyes, which were still bloodshot, glowered down at me. His hand came up as he pointed at my face. The cigarette was only centimeters from me, and the smoke was biting at my lungs, making me want to cough. 
 
    “Look here, girl. I didn’t ask you to follow me like some obsessed crazy stalker! So back off and leave me alone.” His voice and words were vicious that they left me aching, but I wasn’t going to let him know that. My fists balled up as I contemplated how hard I could hit him to leave the maximum damage. 
 
    “I would have to be crazy to follow you around! I just wanted to talk about what happened earlier today,” I blurted out. He groaned and took a long drag before surprisingly blowing the smoke away from me. I was half expecting him to blow it in my face for annoying him. 
 
    “Nothing happened, and if you bring it up again, I’m going to make sure your little boy toy has the worst first year here.” I could tell he wasn’t lying. He would make Gavin pay for my pushiness if I continued. His smirk told me he knew he won…for now. “Glad we could come to an agreement. Have a nice night, Blondie.” He then walked off into the shadows, leaving me feeling angry and frustrated. 
 
    I would pursue this, but maybe I needed to go about it in a more subtle approach. I knew I wasn’t crazy about it. Some might think so, but for the first time, I felt like I belonged somewhere even though it was fleeting. Hayden was hiding something, and I was determined to find out.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    “You will need to read pages forty-three through fifty-seven, then I want a two-page, single-spaced essay about your opinion on the matter,” our professor said while pacing slowly in front of the room. I grimaced slightly at the homework but knew it could be worse, even if it was my first day. The subject was on an elderly woman from the early nineteenth century. Normally, I was pretty diligent with school work, but this was extremely boring. History was never my strong suit, even though this was English. At least, I had Art after, and that always soothed me. 
 
    “You’re starting to drool on my textbook.” I hadn’t realized my eyes had been closed until the voice startled me. I snorted slightly as I became more awake. My hand flew to my mouth as I horrifyingly felt drool gathering at the corner of my mouth. Feeling my face heat up, I casted a sideways glance at the person who caught me falling asleep. 
 
    “Oh! Um…Jojo, right?” I recognized her from the bathroom yesterday morning. She looked at me amusedly as she clicked and re-clicked her pen. 
 
    “Joe, please, and I said hello when you walked in, but you zoned out. No worries though. I did the same thing last class in Chemistry.” I gave her an apologetic look before making sure I cleaned up all the drool and fixed my hair. 
 
    “Sorry, I have been having a rough time sleeping these last couple of days.” I explained quietly so the professor wouldn’t hear. She nodded and gave me a compact mirror out of her purse on the floor. 
 
    “It’s always hard at first. You’ll get used to it. For my first week here, I think I slept more in the classroom than my actual dorm room.” She reassured me. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, a little skeptical. It didn’t seem like there were too many others in the same state. She nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Yeah! I mean, it seemed like every night for a month I didn’t sleep or had weird freaky dreams.” I perked up at that. Maybe I wasn’t so crazy. I opened the mirror and grimaced. I had dark bags under my eyes that looked horrific against my lighter skin. It was a wonder why no one had mentioned it or given me looks. 
 
    My professor gave me the stink eye. I quickly straightened up and flashed her a guilty smile. Not the greatest first impressions, but I couldn’t take it back. She looked at me for a moment longer before continuing with what she was saying. Geez, you get caught talking once and then you get the look of death. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. Her bark is worse than her bite. As long as you do your work on time, she doesn’t care too much,” Joe told me under her breath. I sent her a quizzical look and made sure the professor wasn’t looking. 
 
    “Have you taken this class before?” I asked, wondering why she would be taking it again if she had before. She shook her head with an easy smile. 
 
    “No, but my older brother has. He told me all about which teachers to look out for and which teachers act like they are all big and bad but aren’t. She is one of those few.” I felt better knowing that but still wanted to be on my best behavior. Nothing was worse in school if a teacher didn’t like you. 
 
    “I expect this to be all done by our next meeting one week from today. There is also an extra credit opportunity. If you can do all of your homework to my satisfaction, and then add another five-page essay on the subject of Emily Dickenson, I will give you ten extra points. Believe me, you’ll need all the extra points you can get this semester since this is only the beginning.” She advised and assigned. I blew out a breath and told myself to do the extra credit, so maybe I could get some brownie points. 
 
    “You want to hang out today?” Joe asked as everyone began to pack up their belongings since class was over. I thought it over for a moment. It would be nice to have friends besides Gavin. I nodded with a grin. 
 
    “Sure! My Art class is over around four. You want to find some place to eat, and we can hang out then? Oh! And my friend Gavin will probably tag along,” I said as an almost afterthought. She nodded in response. 
 
    “Sounds good. Let me get your number so I can text you later with where to meet.” I scribbled down my number quickly, and then we both left for our respected classes. I was excited for Art since it was a favorite hobby of mine. I wasn’t the best at it, but I wasn’t terrible either. I had room to grow. 
 
    The art annex of the school had beautiful art decorating its walls. Everything from realism to folk art. I particularly liked the cartoon sketch of our president on a rundown porch playing a broken banjo. Laughing to myself, I continued until I found my class. There were some early students already there, waiting for the teacher to arrive, while others were checking their phone. 
 
    I placed my bag on the floor beside me and looked around. The best way to describe the room was organized chaos. There was a place for everything in the room, but it seemed that my teacher didn’t believe in nice, neat piles. Speaking of, we were startled as an older gentleman came flying in the room with his peppered hair in disarray and his glasses barely hanging on. He had to be in his early fifties and stood, I would guess over six, three. 
 
    “Sorry about that class…It would seem Ms. Hansberry was getting handsy again,” he grumbled, making others laugh while I was a little confused. A guy leaned over from my right and explained. 
 
    “Ms. Hansberry has been after our teacher Mr. Luxxon since he started teaching here. She’s a crazy old bat who runs the library and is easily in her seventies.” He extended his hand to shake. “My name is Olan.” I shook his hand with a shy smile. He was average-looking with copper-colored hair and brown eyes. Cute, so it meant that my brain has flown the coop so to speak. 
 
    “Uh…my name is Cali, Cali Spencer,” I mumbled like a moron. He chuckled, making blood rush to my cheeks. I was awkward around any person I didn’t really know but put me in front of even a semi-cute guy…I might as well have worn a sign that stated ‘Warning! May be prone to the following in front of all cute/hot guys: Falling, rambling, tomato face, occasionally speaking gibberish, and the ever attractive…nervous belching.’ 
 
    The last one was the reason I kept mints handy at all times. One time I was talking to the most popular guy in the eleventh grade because he needed help with his History homework. I did mention I hated History right? Well, for that hottie, I was willing to make an exception, only he made me so incredibly nervous! And I had forgotten that I ate two slices of pizza with extra garlic earlier. 
 
    Needless to say, my fellow peers then proceeded to call me ‘burp girl.’ Not original but effective nonetheless. 
 
    “You always introduce yourself in a Bond-like manner?” Olan asked with amusement dancing in his eyes. I swear someone cranked up the heat in the room since I was now beginning to sweat. 
 
    “Uh…well, only to special people.” I joked and mentally patted myself on the back for being semi-smooth. He laughed and was going to respond when Mr. Luxxon started the class. 
 
    “Alright. Well, I’m not going to bore you all with mumbo-jumbo about what I expect from you this semester. Instead, I want all of you to show me your strengths and weaknesses. There are two canvases at each of your disposals. I want one to display the kind of drawing you are best at, and then the other one will display the kind of drawing you aren’t so good at. Begin!” He ended with waving his hands around with flare. He seemed to be very quirky, but I liked it. 
 
    “So…do you want to hang out later?” Olan stopped me by the paints. I was choosing watercolor for my strength and charcoal for my weakness. I loved watercolor and how vivid the colors can be or how muted depending on your mood. Charcoal was just as expressive in detail if not more so, but it wasn’t something I was good at. 
 
    I looked at Olan and wondered if he was serious. Was he actually asking me out? Part of me wanted to laugh and say he was crazy, but the other part of me was thinking ‘Why not?’ This was college after all. It’s a time meant to experiment and find yourself. I then remembered my promise to Joe, and I pursed my lips slightly. 
 
    I already have plans to hang out with some friends…but you can come with if you want?” I offered. He seemed to mull it over for a moment before nodding. 
 
    “Sounds great! Here’s my number. You can text me later where we can meet.” My heart beat in excitement at the prospects of developing a crush on this guy. He seemed like boyfriend material, but I knew to get to know him better before I start to daydream about our future kids. Besides, I didn’t want to jump in the arms with the first guy who’s remotely interested. Even I knew that wouldn’t work very well. 
 
    I all but skipped back to my desk with the materials I needed and got to work on my first Art assignment. This was turning out to be a great day! Even though I was still exhausted. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t mind that I invited another guy?” I asked Joe as we sat down in a large booth in an authentic pizza place. It was a hole in the wall, but Joe swore it was the pizza place to go to. Gavin told me earlier he’d be here but only a little late, and Olan said he’d be here as well. 
 
    “Of course! The more, the merrier, right?” she said, waving her hands with a smile. I liked Joe. She seemed like a generally nice person who was easy to talk to. My eyes went to the door as the bell chimed. I smiled as I saw Gavin hold open the door for a girl around our age. They both made their way, seeming confused as they walked with each other. 
 
    “Oh! You must be Gavin! What great timing! I’m Jackie, Joe’s friend,” the young girl with spiky blonde hair said with a bubbly voice. Gavin blushed slightly and nodded in acknowledgment. They both sat down; Gavin next to me while Jackie sat next to Joe. The bell chimed again, and I saw Olan come in searching for me. I waved him over the busy restaurant. Gavin looked over at me with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Who’s that?” he asked with furrowed eyes. I patted his arm reassuringly. He was like me at meeting new people. 
 
    “That’s Olan. He takes Art with me. I invited him with us today because he’s really nice,” I explained quickly before Olan could reach our table. 
 
    “Don’t forget cute,” Joe said with a wink at me. I blushed slightly but aptly ignored her. Jackie shook her head. 
 
    “No, I prefer the cute nerdy look…preferably if the guy has adorable glasses,” Jackie said, giving Gavin a slight smirk. I could feel the heat coming off his face, making me laugh. 
 
    Olan then reached our table, but I realized the seating was a little off since Jackie and Gavin were now on the outside of the booth. Gavin seemed to understand what was wrong, but instead of getting up and switching spots like I had hoped, he pointed to the spot open next to Jackie. “There you go! We saved a spot for you.” 
 
    I looked at Gavin with a perplexed look, then gave Olan an apologetic one. He shook his head with a smile and slid in next to Jackie and Joe. 
 
    “Do you have to be rude?” I asked under my breath as we all looked at the menu to see what we all could decide upon. I heard Gavin snort before coughing to cover it up. 
 
    “You could have warned me you were bringing a date!” he said with obvious hurt laced in words. 
 
    I shook my head slightly. “I didn’t! I only invited him to be nice. Plus, he’s a nice guy. Why am I even defending my actions to you? I’ve done nothing wrong. So get your head out of your butt and behave please,” I stated firmly. 
 
    “You guys know we can hear you two,” Joe said with pursed lips, obviously trying not to laugh. I risked a peek at Olan and was relieved to see he was trying not to laugh too. At least he wasn’t offended. 
 
    “Sorry,” Gavin and I muttered at the same time. Just like that, the atmosphere was light again. We all quickly decided to order the standard pepperoni pizza but heavy on the cheese. When I first bit into my slice, I nearly groaned. It was by far the best pizza I had ever had! Gavin’s groan echoed my thoughts. 
 
    “Holy cow, this is amazing! I’m going to eat here every night!” Gavin said with a full mouth. I laughed and threw him a few napkins. Jackie and Joe laughed as Olan flicked some water my way. I gave him a humorous shocked look before flicking my own water his way. Gavin grabbed my hand and smashed it against my pizza, making the gooey cheese and sauce spread through my hand and some up my arm. 
 
    “Gavin…what the heck?” I asked slowly and grimaced as my pizza slice was ruined. He looked shocked slightly too and a little confused. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened…did I fall asleep?” he asked, confused. Suddenly, I heard a deep baritone chuckle that made me sit upright in attention. Amidst the chaotic atmosphere of the busy place, I spotted Hayden sitting in the very back looking directly at me. I unconsciously sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “I swear we all lose our minds within the first week of college,” Jackie said with a wry grin. We all silently agreed as I took another slice to make up for my ruined one—of course, after I took some napkins to clean off my dirty hand. I got a sense of déjà vu, like this has happened before, only under different circumstances. 
 
    I shook my head to dispel the feeling but to no avail. “I-I need to go use the restroom. Excuse me,” I said, already scooting toward the end of the booth, inadvertently nearly pushing Gavin out. He quickly scrambled up and helped me get to my feet. 
 
    “You okay, Cali?” he asked concerned, if not, slightly dizzy from whatever happened to him. 
 
    “Uh…yeah. I just need to pee,” I said a little too loudly. Olan snorted into his drink, surprised, and thus, started to choke. Groaning in embarrassment, I fled to the bathroom as hasty as I could in the overly packed place. “Excuse me,” I said as I bumped into a mother with two kids. She gave me the stink eye but moved on. 
 
    I managed to snag the bathroom alone, which was a feat. Leaning against the porcelain sink, I hung my head and took slow, even breaths. Willing myself to calm my racing thoughts. 
 
    —Another one… 
 
    —But… 
 
    —No!...Another one… 
 
    “Ugh! Shut up!” I whispered at myself. This couldn’t be considered sane. I was hearing voices, sleeping very little, and having wicked cases of déjà vu. 
 
    “I pegged you as crazy and looks like I was right.” I spun around with my heart in my throat. Hayden stood there, leaning against the wall like he wasn’t in the women’s restroom. 
 
    “What are you doing in here? Get out!” I said shrilly. 
 
    He grimaced and rubbed his ears in exaggeration. I rolled my eyes and marched up to him. Poking his chest, I spoke through gritted teeth, “You can’t be in here! And look who doesn’t know the meaning of ignore now!” I was fully ready to continue poking him, but his hand caught mine. 
 
    “I don’t like being poked.” He all but growled in agitation. 
 
    “Well, I don’t like creepy guys following me into the bathroom! Looks like we’re both at a loss!” I said as I snatched my hand back. Being so close to him again gave me that stupid sense of belonging. And by the furrowing of his eyebrows, I could tell he felt it too. 
 
    “Do you dye your hair?” he asked randomly. I gave him a look that clearly said, ‘What the heck are you talking about?’ He then pushed me back slightly, so we weren’t so close. I scoffed at him and straightened out my clothes. “Just answer the question!” He raised his voice. 
 
    “No! Why would you ask such a weird question, you weirdo?” 
 
    He towered over me, closing that space once more. “Don’t lie to me! Do you dye your hair?” 
 
    I had enough of his ridiculous questions, so I backed up and made my way to the door. Before I could open the door, he flattened his palm over it to prevent me from opening it. I whirled around and almost yelped with how close we were now. Nearly nose to nose. 
 
    “Oh my gosh! No! I don’t dye my hair!” I then did something I never thought I’d do. 
 
    I kicked Hayden in the shin and ran out of the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    It had been two days since I had the gall to kick in the shin the guy everyone warned me from. It had been two days of very little sleep and looking over my shoulder for the said guy. It had also been two days since I had spoken to anybody. 
 
    I felt worn down and tired from the dreams I’d been having, only I couldn’t remember them like the first night. It was like I could get clips here and there, but it was blurry and undefined, just in front of me, but I couldn’t reach it. All I knew was that there was always a lot of white. 
 
    Looking down at my phone, I grimaced. Gavin had texted me quite a bit these last couple of days. I made the excuse of being sick, and since he had this weird phobia over getting sick, I knew it would work in my favor. Still, he was being the ever concerned best friend, and it made me feel bad for lying. It was a good thing we didn’t have any classes together. Chewing on my lower lip, I sent a brief text telling him I felt better. 
 
    Gathering up my messenger bag, I threw my hair in a curly half pony before leaving my dorm. I had been relying heavily on my peripherals to keep me out of Hayden’s way. You could call me an expert by now. On my way to my Math class, I had managed to bump into other students, causing more than one pile-ups and papers that spilled. “Sorry!” I muttered, shying away from the dirty looks I was receiving. 
 
    “Who are you running from?” I jumped and spun around with my heart in my throat. 
 
    I guess I wasn’t an expert. 
 
    “Uh…I got to go!” I spun back around and literally ran away. I didn’t look behind me to see what Hayden’s face looked like because that’s what every dumb girl does in a horror film. 
 
    “You can’t run forever!” I heard him shout, making others turn and look at us as I made my mad dash to Math. 
 
    “No, but I can try,” I murmured as I made a sharp right, only to run into someone again. “Ow!” I exclaimed and clutched my forearm, which I was sure to bruise. I looked up and gave a sheepish smile. “Sorry, Gavin.” I chuckled guiltily. He laughed a little wheezily and readjusted his glasses that were now crooked. 
 
    “You should know better than to run around a corner by now,” he said with an easy smile. He had explained over texts that Hayden had pretty much left him alone. It was like he had the dorm to himself for all the time Hayden actually was there. It surprised me that Hayden would back off, especially since I hurt him the other night, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “You know me! Harebrained Cali!” I said in a nervous voice, wanting to keep moving as far away from Hayden as possible. I checked over my shoulder but didn’t see him. Blowing out a relieved breath, I turned back to Gavin who now looked puzzled. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re feeling better?” he asked, subtly inching away from me. Just to mess with him, I started to sneeze. He was horrified and practically jumped to the other side of the hallway. I sputtered, laughing, which let him know that I was joking. He narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
    “Not cool.” His lips were pursed in displeasure but couldn’t help it. He was too easy! Rolling his eyes, he told me he’d see me later and walked off. I knew he wasn’t really mad though, so I didn’t feel too bad. Sighing to myself, I continued on my way to class. 
 
    I gave a shout of surprise when I was tugged into an empty lecture hall. Snatching my hand back, I gulped loudly. This was where I was going to die. Hayden stood there, looking every bit of the mean guy that had everyone talking. Although, I noticed that his eyes weren’t red. He was actually sober, which was shocking, but what was even more shocking was his eyes. 
 
    They were a shocking blue even when dulled by the redness that seemed to always surround them, but now they were clear. 
 
    They took my breath away. 
 
    Although they were now glaring my way, they were set ablaze and almost glowed. I would tell him to look this way always if it didn’t terrify me. “If you thought for a second that you had successfully avoided me, think again.” 
 
    Anger sparked inside me as I puffed out my chest to try to gain some confidence. “You don’t get to be angry! You cornered me in a women’s bathroom and then proceeded to ask ridiculous questions! How was I supposed to act?” 
 
    Some of the blaze simmered behind his eyes, but he still looked mad. He angrily pulled up the black denim covering his legs, and I had to bite back a laugh, but a snicker still fell through. A big ugly bruise covered his shin. 
 
    “You think this is funny? Your pointed shoes hurt! No one hurts me and gets away with it!” Now he was worked up, and I quickly realized that not many people have crossed him the way I had, but I wasn’t about to let him treat me like he was. 
 
    “You deserve every inch of that bruise if that’s the way you treat others!” I argued back while subtly trying to look for an easy exit. My heart beat with all the aggression, and I felt a little lightheaded. 
 
    Oh, how I wished I was anywhere but there. 
 
    I gasped loudly as I was suddenly outside, and it felt like I was breathing for the first time in a long time. I looked around and noted I was in the courtyard. I felt extremely dizzy and also completely different. Before I could look around more and freak out over how I got there, I was back in the lecture hall in the blink of an eye. I was on the floor with Hayden hovering above me, holding my head, and looking concerned. I felt a monster of a headache rumbling through my mind, and the fact that I was now even dizzier didn’t help. 
 
    “What happened, Blondie?” His voice was laced with worry that surprised me, but I had to piece together what happened before I could answer that. Did I pass out? Hallucinate? Have a moment of insanity? I groaned as another wave of dizziness took over me. Everything was spinning, and I felt sick. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Without warning, I turned and hurled all over Hayden. Mortified wouldn’t begin to describe what I felt at that moment. I wished for this all to be a horrible dream, but I knew this was happening. The disgusted face Hayden pulled made my guilt and embarrassment climb to an all-time high. 
 
    “This is what I get for showing a shred of decency: vomit,” he said while trying not to breathe and not so delicately dumping me to the floor. 
 
    I shot him a weak glare as I tried to calm my rolling stomach, but it continued to sway, which made me have an encore performance of showing what I ate that day. Luckily, I missed Hayden this time, but it was now everywhere. 
 
    Well, that was attractive. 
 
    I didn’t care that I didn’t like Hayden; he was still a guy. Which meant that there was a primal part of me that wanted to appeal to him—no matter how small that part was. Just the thought of me actually liking him made me want to throw up all over again. 
 
    “Are you done or should I get out of the splash zone?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    I groaned and lightly banged my head against the floor. The nausea was finally starting to wane. “Sorry,” I muttered, my voice cracking. What I wouldn’t give for some mouthwash or gum. Taking caution, I sat up and felt relief when the room didn’t spin. I couldn’t look at the mess I made because I feared I would do it again if I saw. 
 
    “The janitor is going to hate his job today. Can you now tell me what that was? Preferably with less vomit this time,” he spoke while he walked over to the opposite side of the room to open a few windows. 
 
    I scooted back from the mess and rested my back against a desk. Feeling around my pockets and coming up with nothing, I quickly looked through my bag and found some strong mints. I popped in a couple and ignored the burn. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” I spoke, a little shaken up. 
 
    He scoffed and stayed near the window looking at me through narrowed eyes. “Explain then.” He clarified with an eye roll. 
 
    While cleaning myself up, I took off my shirt, thankful that I had a cami underneath. “Well, one moment I was in here and the next I was in the courtyard. I must have passed out from exhaustion and had some freaky dream.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, so I looked up to study his expression to see what he thought. His eyes were deep in thought, but you could tell he was perplexed. 
 
    “What were you feeling before it happened?” he questioned suddenly, seeming almost anxious. Now I was the one confused. I shook my head slowly. 
 
    “What does that have—” 
 
    He waved his hand. “Just answer the question!” 
 
    I flinched slightly but did as he ordered, having no energy to fight with him. All my energy had been depleted from whatever had happened. 
 
    “You were freaking me out, and I remember thinking that all I wanted to do was find the exit…trying to get out of here.” 
 
    He looked apologetic for a second before his features hardened. 
 
    “You jumped.” Only two words but they made me more confused than sitting in Chemistry. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked after a moment of silence. 
 
    He gave a huff before sitting on top of a desk and crossing his arms. “I mean, you jumped from your body into another’s. Probably into someone you know because it was your first, if your reaction to it was any indication.” 
 
    I sat there and stared before finally bursting out laughing. He looked angry again as he ground his teeth together, but I couldn’t help it! 
 
    “Oh my gosh! That was funny! Thank you. I needed that.” When I saw he wasn’t laughing, I began to get nervous. I knew he was a psycho! I began to slowly get up so I could make a run for it. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth!” 
 
    I ran to the door with my stuff. “You’re crazy! Stay away from me. I mean it this time! You come anywhere near me, I’ll call the cops,” I said with a slight tremor in my voice and ran out before he could catch me. I realized that I basically missed my Math class, which made me angrier. I should’ve stayed as far away as humanly possible as advised. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Gavin, what’s up?” I asked, sitting at a picnic table. I went to my dorm after the whole incident and quickly brushed my teeth and changed into some denim shorts and a black cami. The shorts were a little on the short side, but it was too hot to wear anything else. 
 
    Gavin looked a little flushed as he picked at his lunch. “Had a weird day,” he muttered, sounding a little worse for wear. 
 
    I chuckled humorlessly. “Tell me about it! What happened to you?” I asked, wanting to make sure the attention stayed off me so he wouldn’t suspect I had another run-in with his dorm mate. 
 
    “I don’t know! One minute I was walking in the courtyard, the next I wake up with a couple of people surrounding me as I laid on the floor. Apparently, I passed out!” 
 
    I felt my blood freeze as my heart started to thump overtime. 
 
    No…no, it had to have been a coincidence. I refuse to believe even for a second that…just no. I shook my head and refocused on Gavin. “Oh wow! Are you okay?” I asked with real concern. Something had happened to my best friend. Whether it scared me or not was not the issue at the moment. 
 
    “Yeah…really tired and fatigued but otherwise fine.” 
 
    For the rest of our lunch, I made sure he drank plenty of water along with myself. I had to keep up with an upbeat appearance so he wouldn’t suspect just how tired I was. I felt like I ran a marathon! 
 
    “Feel better, Gavin. Talk to you later,” I told him as he got up to spend the rest of the day lying down. In the back of my mind, I couldn’t stop thinking about what happened earlier, but I rationalized that it just couldn’t be possible. He walked away with his bag slung over one shoulder. 
 
    Sighing, I got up after dumping the little lunch I managed to eat. I wanted to take a walk to clear my ever racing thoughts. The heat beat down on me, but at least it was dry. I took to walking a path that lead around the school to a small area that was secluded, which was what I needed right now. 
 
    I enjoyed the peace and quiet that was a rarity in Phoenix. Closing my eyes, I leaned against the wall and let my bag fall to the ground. Taking my water bottle, I poured it over my head enough to cool me off. After a few moments of peace, I began to hear raucous laughter. I looked across the small secluded area and saw four big guys coming my way. 
 
    Feeling warning bells churning my guy, I began to gather up my things as discreetly as I could, but it wasn’t discreet enough. Their eyes zeroed in on me, and I began to regret coming here on my own. 
 
    Don’t show them your fear. 
 
    Raising my chin, I went to walk past them since it was the only way back. A large hand clamped down on my shoulder, causing me to spill my schoolwork. My fight or flight instincts kicked in, making me turn abruptly, breaking free from the guy’s hand. These college guys were huge, and I knew I had no hope to fight them. My whistle lay at the bottom of my bag, useless. 
 
    “Where you think you’re going? You’re a pretty little thing, aren’t you?” The biggest of the four sneered down at me. I could smell the pot they had been smoking, and it made me gag. One of the guys that managed to get behind me tugged at my cami. My heart was in my throat, and even though I knew I couldn’t get away, I wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
    I thrashed about and screamed loudly. One of the guys clamped a hand over my mouth. I bit his hand as hard as I could, making me taste the metallic telltale of blood. He shouted before I felt a blow to the side of my face. I saw stars for a moment and was stunned before I thrashed about again. 
 
    “Help!” I screamed so loud my throat felt raw. Another blow but this time to my gut, knocking the wind out of me. While I was bent over, I saw someone I was not expecting to see. “H-Hayden,” I whispered, out of breath and in pain. The guys didn’t hear me since they were all either laughing too loud or saying vile things they wanted to do to me. 
 
    At first, I was relieved that Hayden was here, but my hope was quickly dashed away when I realized that there was no way he could take all four guys at once. He either would leave me here, try to get help, or we were both doomed. I could just make him out about twenty feet away. He looked torn but determined. His eyes closed for a moment before fainting to the ground. 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 
    I gasped and screamed as one of the guys tore at my cami, exposing my modest cotton bra. Tears spilled over as I tried to fight in vain. The biggest guy was about to take a swing at me but paused short. The other three looked at him confused. I looked up at his eyes and saw a kindness there that shocked me to my core. 
 
    “I think she’s had enough. Let’s go.” 
 
    They looked like they wanted to argue with him, but a look from the lead guy silenced them. They all began to walk away, leaving me shaking and feeling cold even in the heat. 
 
    “What about that dude?” The smaller one of the giants gestured to Hayden on the floor. 
 
    The leader shook his head. “Leave him.” The lead guy turned back for a moment as the other ones walked off. “I hope you believe me after this, Cali.” 
 
    When they finally left completely, I ran over to Hayden. 
 
    “Hayden! Hayden, wake up!” I shook him hard, but he wouldn’t wake up. I leaned my head over to hear his breathing, but it was faint. “C’mon, wake up!” Tears began to spill over relentlessly as the weight over what had just happened came crashing over me. 
 
    Suddenly, he sat up gasping, causing me to fall back on my bottom. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked breathlessly, looking at me. Fury flashed in his eyes as he took in the sight of me. I could see why though. My cami was half off. I had red welts from grabby hands all over me, and I was sure I’d be covered in bruises tomorrow. I could also feel swelling on the side of my face from the heavy hit I took not just a few minutes ago. 
 
    “I’ll live,” I said weakly. My head was racing. How did that guy know my name? Unless… 
 
    “I didn’t ask if you’ll live. I asked if you were okay,” Hayden stated with a slight wince, rubbing his head. He must have hit it on the way down. 
 
    “No, I’m not okay…Hayden?” I trailed off, not sure if I wanted to ask this. 
 
    He looked like he knew what I was about to ask and gestured me to do so while taking off his shirt. I looked the other way while my face flushed. I felt him place the shirt on my lap, and I knew what he wanted. I slipped it on gratefully and ignored the slight smell of smoke. 
 
    “Did you…did you ‘jump’ bodies?” As much as I wanted to laugh it off again, I knew I couldn’t. The look in the biggest guy’s eyes was Hayden’s. I couldn’t doubt it, and the fact he fainted and then the guys all left—that wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
    “I told you I hoped you believe after it was all over.” 
 
    I gasped as he said what came out from the leader’s mouth. Oh God, this isn’t real! It’s all too much! I started gasping for breath, feeling like I wasn’t getting enough oxygen. 
 
    “Whoa! Calm down. Breathe.” 
 
    His words weren’t enough as things started to get fuzzy. I knew I was hyperventilating, but I couldn’t stop. From earlier today, to being attacked, to now…my mind was shutting down. Right before I blacked out, I heard him curse and catch my head before I fell all the way forward. 
 
    And this time, I stayed in my body.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Groaning, I turned over. My head was pounding to its own rhythm. It was a borderline migraine that had my stomach protesting. I knew wherever I was, it was dark. The only sounds I could make out were the slight dripping of water and someone else’s breathing. 
 
    “Rise and shine, Blondie. We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Ugh…that voice will always grate on my nerves, I thought with a mental eye roll. I kept my eyes closed as I rolled over to face the direction that his voice came from. 
 
    “Is being this annoying a practiced talent or are you naturally this skilled at it?” I asked, my voice still groggy. I heard him scoff, which made me crack open my eyes to take in my surroundings. We were in some kind of abandoned classroom, or at least one that hadn’t been used for a while if the cobwebs were any indication. A part of me knew I should feel threatened to be in this dark, dank place with the one guy who flipped everything in my world upside down. But there wasn’t a single trace of fear. A little apprehension? Yes. 
 
    “A talent. Here,” he said and threw me a bottle of medicine. Looking closely, I saw it was a pain reliever and quickly opened it. My body was starting to throb all over with bruises I was sure were already forming. I popped in two and swallowed them dry since I had no water. 
 
    “Can I go now?” I would’ve just got up and walked out, but my ribs said I would need help to do that. I closed my line of thinking, not wanting to think about what almost happened earlier. I felt a sliminess that seemed to crawl all along my body. Shaking my head to dispel that feeling, I focused on the guy sitting on the ground a few feet away. 
 
    “Not until we talk,” he answered. His voice was rough as though he hadn’t used it often enough. 
 
    I snorted at his words though. “Oh boy, a guy wants to talk. Please, someone, call the press,” I said with a slow drawl. 
 
    He didn’t look impressed. “Stop being so ignorant by skipping over what we need to talk about. The fact that you can—” 
 
    “No! I don’t want to talk about any of it!” I spoke with finality, but the tremble in my voice gave me away. 
 
    He got up and crouched low in front of me. The fire in his eyes was staggering and held me in my spot. 
 
    “You can’t push this under the rug and pretend like it didn’t happen. Stop being like a normal girl and realize you’re not normal! Suck it up and deal with it, Blondie. You’re a freak like me.” Against the protesting of my body, I got up as he mirrored me. I poked him in the chest and ignored the fact I had purple bruises up and down that one arm. 
 
    “I am nothing like you!” My voice broke at the end, and he used that to fuel his argument. He got so close that it was mildly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Yes, you are. You know you are! That feeling you get when we’re around each other? That means you’re just like me. It’s almost a homing beacon for our kind, so we know. Although…you could’ve fooled me,” he said lastly with almost a frustrated look. Feeling momentarily sidetracked, I quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” My breathing hitched when he picked up a piece of my hair. The brightness of my blonde hair was a stark contrast to the dim room. 
 
    “You’re a blonde who supposedly never dyed her hair. Every single one of us has pitch-black hair. I just don’t get it!” His frustration was reaching a high point as he backed away and ran a hand through his own hair. 
 
    “Just how many people out there can do what you can do?” I asked, perplexed and glad he gave me more breathing room. 
 
    He shot me a look. “We can do. But to answer your question, not many. I think there are around three hundred to four hundred worldwide.” 
 
    Huh, I was expecting a lot more than that. I rolled my eyes at his little correction. He needed to give me more time to wrap my head around this new finding. It all just seemed so impossible. 
 
    “So that’s why you were acting like a psycho about my hair,” I said as an afterthought. 
 
    His eyes narrowed when I spoke. Clearly, he didn’t like being called that, but he was acting crazy. The pain in my body dulled ever so slightly with the pain medication taking effect. I was still hurting, but now I could move and not feel like I was dying. 
 
    “I was not acting like a psycho. You just wouldn’t answer a simple question.” 
 
    I scoffed but regretted it when my ribs throbbed. Concern flashed through his eyes before he shook his head. “We should get you to your dorm. We need to contact the headmaster though and tell him what happened.” 
 
    I shook my head slightly. “I really just want to go to my dorm and sleep. I need a fresh start if I’m going to tackle what just happened.” I also then realized I must have missed my classes today, which meant I was already behind. Just perfect. 
 
    “No, you need to tell what happened. I was in that guy’s body. I saw that you weren’t their first and certainly wouldn’t be the last. How he’s still here, I don’t know. But you owe it to yourself and to all the other girls he’s hurt to get him and his buddies out of here. If not for you, then do it for the future victims.” 
 
    Sighing, I looked down at my hands, wringing them together, trying to ignore the angry red marks lining up and down my arms. He was right. I just didn’t want to relive it. 
 
    “Okay, but if we’re going to do this, we need to do it now. If we wait too long, those guys have a better chance of getting too far,” I said reluctantly, but I wasn’t about to let them do this again to someone else. 
 
    “What do you mean you ‘saw’ what that guy had done?” 
 
    I saw him huff slightly before walking over to me, and he gently helped me up. I hissed through my teeth as sharp pains plagued my body. 
 
    “We’ll have to continue this later. Right now, we need to get you help. I should’ve taken you earlier, but I, myself, was feeling too drained to carry you clear across campus. Jumping, even for a few moments, can weaken you.” 
 
    Trying to ignore the pain, I turned my head to face him. My arm was on his shoulders while his hand was supporting my other side. “Be careful. You almost sound like you care,” I said with a tired voice and a weak laugh. He was not impressed but still helped me out of the dank classroom. 
 
    The sun was harsh on my eyes as we made it outside. People stared as we hobbled to the office. Thankfully, I hadn’t seen Gavin. I didn’t think I could deal with his questions right now if he cornered me. Besides, he’d probably jump to conclusions and wind up trying to beat up Hayden. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ms. Spencer, I am so sorry that this happened to you. We’ll get you fixed up, and I’ll call the police so they can take your statement. I’m assuming you want to press charges?” our headmaster, Mr. Gates, asked with concern marring his features. I nodded mutely while staring down at the floor, trying not wince as the secretary fretted over me. Hayden sat quietly in the corner, looking at me unseeingly. It had taken a few minutes to convince Gates that Hayden had only helped and not hindered me. In that split second, I actually felt bad for him. 
 
    Everyone wrote him off like they already knew who he was without actually knowing him. 
 
    “Sir?” Another secretary popped in, interrupting. 
 
    “Yes?” Gates answered, looking up. I was relieved the attention was temporarily diverted somewhere else besides myself. I knew he meant well—they all did—but I was so tired, and my whole body ached. My tongue traced over the cut on my lip. The bitter metallic taste flooded my taste buds, causing a grimace to contort my face. 
 
    “The men were apprehended near the south wing of the school by four campus securities. Where should we keep them until the police arrive?” she asked, looking a little nervous. 
 
    Gate’s eyebrows furrowed as he thought. “Put them in the smaller wrestling room. The matted walls and floors will ensure they won’t be able to hurt anyone else or themselves. Lock the door with them in the room, but put the security men on either door. From what Mr. Crawford tells me, Ms. Spencer wasn’t their first victim. I don’t want any chance that they’ll run.” 
 
    I would’ve thought having that kind of measure would be a little extreme, but I’d seen them close up and they’re all big guys. I almost wanted to suggest putting other campus security at the door along with the other four already. My skin crawled at the thought of them. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” the secretary said as she shut the door behind her. I felt Hayden’s eyes on me, making me look over to him. He was looking at me, and he seemed to grow angrier by the second. 
 
    “Hayden…are you okay?” I asked softly so not to bring attention to us. Gates and the other secretary were conversing heatedly with one another over everything that has happened. 
 
    “I should’ve done more. I don’t know, make them hurt themselves,” Hayden muttered almost as if he were talking to himself. 
 
    “Hayden, don’t say that—” 
 
    He cut me off with his fist banging the table, making the rest of us jump. Gates and his secretary stopped talking in surprise. 
 
    “Have you seen yourself? You’ve quickly become black and blue! Those monsters deserve to be beaten within an inch of their miserable lives!” His voice got louder and louder with every word until he was practically breathing fire. 
 
    “Mr. Crawford! As much as those students’ actions deserve striking back, we cannot act on it! Are we clear?” Hayden didn’t speak as Gates looked down at him. “I said are we clear?” 
 
    Hayden looked at Gates sharply before exhaling slowly. “Yes.” I could tell Hayden wanted nothing more than to get up and find those guys. 
 
    “Mr. Gates? I really just want to go and rest,” I said to dissipate the tension. Gates looked at me apologetically. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we need to take your statement while it’s still fresh in your mind, and you need to be checked by an EMT that should be here any moment. I want to make sure nothing too serious happened like a head injury.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing he was right, but I still wanted to go lie down for about a week. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, officers. I trust your other men got the boys that were detained in your custody without too much trouble.” Gates shook hands with the two policewomen that were in the room with us. I guessed they sent two women in light of what happened to me. It was comforting to have more females in the room, but it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    I was feeling slightly shaken because I had to recount everything those guys did to me. Of course, I left out the part where Hayden took over the leader’s body. I was sure the EMT would chalk it up to head trauma if I started to spout off that nonsense. 
 
    “Can I go now?” I asked, nearing desperation. Gates nodded but instructed Hayden to escort me back to my dorm. I wasn’t going to argue. All I wanted was a hot shower and my comforter. The EMT said I didn’t need to go to the hospital. I was just going to be very sore for the next week or two with all the deep bruising. 
 
    I also had so many questions. And I knew only Hayden could answer them. 
 
    “When are you going to tell your family?” Hayden asked, helping me to my room. Thankfully, most students were in their classes, so there wasn’t too much staring. 
 
    “About a half past never. I know if I tell them, they’ll want to pull me out of here and fret over me for the better part of the year. No, thanks,” I said with a snort. Truth was, at this moment, I really wanted to be held by them, to be comforted by their embrace so they could chase away the feeling of disgust that I was feeling toward myself. 
 
    But I couldn’t. They needed to stay blissfully unaware until absolutely necessary. I needed to get this whirlwind under control before I brought anybody else in it. Did my parents know what I could do? Could they do the same thing? I didn’t think they could. I think I would’ve known if they could. Right? 
 
    “I have so many questions,” I spoke with a tired sigh, but I wouldn’t go to sleep until the bigger part of my curiosity was put to rest. Hayden opened my door and hobbled with me to my bed. I looked up at my tall bed and almost cried with frustration. How was I going to get up there after my shower? How was I going to walk myself to the shower? 
 
    “How about you get ready for an early night in, and I’ll come back once I get changed. I still don’t have a shirt on.” 
 
    I almost asked if he could help me get to the showers, but I was too embarrassed. I also, again, tried not to notice his shirtless body. 
 
    “Sounds good.” I squeaked out. He chuckled, knowing why I was uncomfortable. At least he reminded me why I found him irritating. Once he left, I moved as quickly as I could and gathered some loose-fitting clothing that wouldn’t hurt my bruises. 
 
    Even though I was going as fast as I could, I was still moving at a snail’s pace. After longer than necessary, I made it to the bathroom, but not without receiving a few wary looks. I would be wary too if I saw a girl who was covered in bruises limping down the hallway. 
 
    But I would still try and help her instead of stare. 
 
    All of that didn’t matter the minute the hot water cascaded over my battered body. It felt heavenly, and it acted like a soothing balm over all the angry marks. I stood there until the water ran cold before gingerly getting dressed, feeling marginally better. 
 
    I found I could walk a little better after that much-needed bit of relaxation. I grimaced in apology when I saw an irate-looking Hayden waiting impatiently in my room. “Sorry…I just had to shower. I needed to wash off their…touch.” I shivered in disgust. He looked more understanding but still slightly irritated. 
 
    “Whatever. Let me help you up, Blondie, so I don’t have to do it later,” he said just as impatiently. I had to bite back a retort. I didn’t want to fight with him right now. He had been so helpful and saved me. Plus, he had the answers I was dying to know. 
 
    I hissed through my teeth as I slowly climbed up to the top of my bed. It was a good thing I went to the bathroom beforehand. I really didn’t want to get up later just to go. Once I was settled, I sighed. It was like I was melting into my bed and my fluffy comforter. 
 
    “You good?” he asked after a moment. I mumbled a yes but turned my head to look at him. He was tall enough that I could look directly into his eyes with me lying on my bed. 
 
    “Thank you…You saved me today and I, for that…I owe you one,” I said so softly I was afraid he didn’t hear me. He looked uncomfortable, which was new. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I assume you wanted to ask some questions?” he asked as he stepped away and pulled out my roller chair. He straddled it backward and folded his arms. 
 
    “Ask away.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    “What did you mean earlier, when you said, ‘I saw what was in that guy’s head?’” 
 
    Hayden grabbed a spare pen off my desk and toyed with it, seemingly looking for the right answer. “When you jump, you essentially take over the entire being of that person. That includes memories, which means I saw those guys doing awful things to other girls on campus. The only reason they weren’t reported before was because they usually cover their faces, but they saw an opportunity with you.” 
 
    My stomach rolled as I briefly relived that moment of terror I felt along with the helplessness. To think others weren’t so lucky gave me a sick feeling. 
 
    “It wasn’t my favorite jump. That’s for sure. You’re lucky I was there when I was,” he said, still toying with the pen. I narrowed my eyes, thinking over that statement. Pulling at a piece of thread from my comforter, I looked him over. 
 
    “Yeah…lucky. How were you there in time? Another part of this power or whatever you want to call it?” 
 
    He huffed out a sardonic laugh, shaking his head briefly. Tossing the pen onto my desk, he stood up to gaze out the window. I took this brief opportunity to appreciate the sight of him. If you looked up ‘bad boy’ in the dictionary there would be a cautionary blip of him with a picture of his brooding face. Geez, did he ever smile? I was almost positive it would devastate the female population if he unleashed that kind of weapon. 
 
    “I was following you. Don’t give me that look,” he said without looking at me. I stuck my tongue out at him childishly. “I knew I needed to keep an eye on you. You’re obviously inexperienced with jumping, and with that, it can cause you to jump sporadically. It will be hell for you in the next few weeks until you can control it.” 
 
    I thought back to how sick I felt the first time and groaned quietly to myself. I didn’t want to go through that again. 
 
    “Will I feel like that every time?” I asked with a grimace. He shook his head quietly, making me relieved. But he pinned me with a sharp look. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it doesn’t go balls up in other ways.” At my worried look, he explained. “It doesn’t make you sick after a while…physically. But every time you jump, you’re spending a little of your spirit with it. Your spirit is what makes you, you. It makes you feel whole or some other crap like that. You don’t feel it draining away from you until you’re back in your own body, but it cripples you emotionally for days after or longer, the longer you stay in someone else’s body. We may have this gift as others will tell you, but it’s not much of a gift.” The self-hatred he aimed towards himself was staggering. It made my eyes prick with tears that I quickly blinked away. 
 
    “I don’t get it; how could this power or gift be used for good? Isn’t it just wrong to take over someone else’s life?” I asked, perplexed, while I carefully rolled to my side, trying not to wince. Hayden crossed the room to pick up a photo of Gavin and me. It was from last year at the carnival. We were covered in whipped cream and pie from the pie eating contest we entered. 
 
    “Just like I did today. For generations, as far back as there have been documents of humans, we have been there behind the scenes. We strategically jump into certain people to disrupt their evil or monstrous plans. How did you think the Nazis were finally taken down? There are whole history books with our ancestors in them.” 
 
    I got a little angry then. “Hitler? Seriously? If it’s that easy, then why couldn’t one of you just jump in when things first went to crap to stop thousands from being murdered?” I spoke a little louder than I wanted to, but I was angry. It didn’t make any sense! His eyes blazed back at me, rendering me momentarily speechless. 
 
    “It’s not that simple. The number one rule of our kind is secrecy. They had to pick and choose carefully who to jump. It’s all about strategy. Don’t forget though, Hitler was named Man of the Year by Time magazine before he was outed as evil incarnated. Our kind can only do so much with the information given. Plus, it is extremely hard to jump into someone who has such a strong will. Almost impossible for large figures like Hitler. Nazis were notorious for their strong wills and beehive-like mind.” 
 
    I thought it over as it made sense, but I felt like more could be done. “Okay…but what about the smaller things? Like in a hostage situation or gang wars? Why can’t your kind help with those?” I asked with furrowed eyes. He sighed like he was trying to be patient with me but struggling to. It made me want to chuck my pillow at him. 
 
    “First off, it’s our kind, not your. Secondly, there aren’t that many of us anymore. I guess our numbers were a lot higher way back then, but they’ve dwindled now. We can’t be everywhere at once, but if we come across a situation like that, we try and help. That’s why sometimes you see them surrendering suddenly. It isn’t perfect though, you must be well practiced. If you’re not, it’s very hard to jump into someone you don’t know.” He looked at me for a moment. “What I don’t understand is how you’ve gone this long without knowing what you can do. Didn’t your parents teach you? Plus, your hair really bugs the crap out of me. It should be black, not blonde. Our kind always has black hair.” He looked at me like I was a complicated puzzle. I shifted my gaze, never comfortable with prolonged eye contact. 
 
    “There’s no way my parents can do that. I love them, but they’re as bland and normal as you can get.” I almost wanted to laugh at the mental picture. My parents having the ability to jump into another’s body? 
 
    Yeah right. I mentally snorted. 
 
    “Is there any way to know if I’m going to randomly jump? So, I can quickly get somewhere alone? I don’t want to drop in the middle of the hallway.” I shuddered to think of how that would look. My parents would demand I go see a doctor. 
 
    “If you attune yourself to your body, there are some warning signs. You begin to feel your mind being stretched like a rubber band. You’ll get slightly dizzy, and that’s when you know to get to a safe area.” He smirked at me. “Don’t worry your pretty blonde head. I plan to stick to your side like glue for the next few weeks.” I sat up slowly, so I didn’t hurt so much and glared at him. 
 
    “No, you’re not! How am I going to explain that? Gavin hates you,” I said with exasperation. He chuckled at that like what I said was funny. 
 
    “You need me, Blondie.” He started to walk closer to the bed, which came up to his shoulders. I immediately put my guard up. I didn’t care if he saved me. If he came into my bubble any further, I would kick him in the face. He seemed to sense the danger because he stopped a few inches from the bed. 
 
    “You have no idea how to handle your ability. What did I say earlier? Secrecy is the number one rule. With you running about, we’ll be outed within a week.” I scoffed at that, feeling slightly offended. Although, part of me was glad he’d be there in case something happened. I felt annoyingly safer with him. Maybe it’s because we had things in common. Speaking of… 
 
    “Is there some reason that people are put off by us?” I asked, recalling fuzzy memories of feeling alone and little kids giving me a wide berth. Hayden looked away, seeming slightly bitter. Maybe this was the stem of his attitude. 
 
    “It’s one of the downsides to what we can do. It’s the instinct of any living creature when there’s danger near. And we are a danger. I mean, normal people sense it. Doesn’t matter how our kind has helped over the years, the fact of the matter is, we can pretty much wipe out a person’s existence.” He looked so haunted that it made me shiver. 
 
    “What do you mean erase?” I asked, almost afraid of the answer. 
 
    He chewed on his bottom lip nearly hard enough to draw blood. I wanted to get off the bed and comfort him; that’s how miserable he looked. I looked down to see his hands in tight fists, making his knuckles appear white. 
 
    “Once you’re experienced with jumping, you will gain another sense while you’ve taken over. It’s hard to describe, but it’s like finding a switch in their mind and flipping it off. Once you jump back into your own body, the other person is completely brain dead. They have no life anymore. They are vegetables.” Without thinking, I reached out to his shoulder for comfort. He flinched away as if I hit him instead. 
 
    “Who was it?” I asked softly. I knew I had no right to know, but I was desperate to, to have another puzzle in place for this complicated boy. I didn’t think he was going to answer me, but when he did, my heart broke a little for him. 
 
    “My mother. I was always told it’s impossible to jump another of our kind. I guess it takes a special brand of evil for that ability. To this day, I still don’t know how they did it. I was only ten when it happened.” He seemed lost in a memory before snapping himself back into his normal brood. It didn’t matter though. I got a glimpse of the broken boy, and he was a beautiful disaster. At the mention of his obvious love for his mother, I got a sharp pain in my heart. It was so swift that I gasped, making Hayden look at me. 
 
    “Blondie?” he asked with concern in his eyes. Rubbing at my chest slightly, I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m fine, just had this weird pain. It’s gone now though. Hayden…I’m sorry you had to go through that.” He waved me off, obviously uncomfortable but shaking it off like he thought he’s supposed to. 
 
    “Whatever. Are you feeling any better?” he asked as he took some steps back to create space between us. I nodded slightly. I still hurt, and that was going to stay with me for a while, but emotionally, I was better than I thought I would be. Mostly due to the fact I was saved before my assault was any worse. I didn’t think I would stop feeling violated for a while, but I wasn’t going to need to see a shrink for this. I just had too much to process to dwell on what almost happened. Maybe later when I’m alone, it will hit me harder. But for now, I will quietly draw strength from my unlikely savior. 
 
    “I’m not okay, but I’m better than I thought I would be.” I looked at him meaningfully. “Thanks to you. Really, thank you for saving me. I don’t even want to know…” I trailed off as dark thoughts threatened to swarm my mind. His emotions mirrored mine, surprising me a little. Who knew this stonewall had this much empathy? 
 
    “Don’t mention it. Now, when you jump sporadically, it’s going to be hell. You’re going to feel sick often, but it will get better after a while. I would say to practice now, but you need to get better first. You want to try and avoid jumping when you’re sick or hurt. It takes a lot more to do and can strain you, make you feel the after effects for a lot longer.” I winced as I remembered how nauseous I felt after the first time. 
 
    “Is there an upside to this ability? I mean, besides your sunny disposition on it, and how it strips away your soul,” I spoke semi-sarcastically. He rolled his eyes and shook his head in aggravation. 
 
    “It doesn’t really strip your soul. Our souls can heal, but I will tell you there’s no other feeling like it. If you’re not careful, you can lose yourself to the void it temporarily leaves behind.” Again with the haunted look. Something had damaged him in a serious way. The kind of damage that takes years to heal from. My heart ached for the lost boy in front of me. I didn’t see the degenerate, pot-smoking jerk that everyone else saw. 
 
    “Can I ask?” I asked hesitantly. He looked like he was going to say more than no, but he took a large breath instead before looking away. 
 
    “Not right now. I’m exhausted and really want to crash. Here.” He took out his phone before handing it to me. “Give me your number. I’ll call you, so you have mine in case you need to reach me for some stupid reason.” His wall was back up, making me frown. I guess it couldn’t last, but it was nice seeing him unguarded. I quickly typed in my information and after a second, erased my name and put something else. 
 
    “Thank you again. I think I’m just going to pass out until tomorrow,” I murmured into the quiet air. Hayden nodded while pocketing his phone. 
 
    “You know you’re excused from classes tomorrow, right? So just rest up. You’re going to need it.” His warning was well-heard as I felt a tremor of trepidation slither along my back. He left my room then, only leaving the cloying scent of cigarette cloves behind. 
 
    Sighing deeply, I let myself get settled more into the bed. I closed my eyes and tried to get some rest. I was right at the moment before you fell into a deep sleep when a demon from hell decided to knock on my door. “Nooo,” I murmured pathetically. There was no way I was getting up to answer it. Thinking whoever it was was going to go away, I snuggled back into my bed and shut my eyes. 
 
    Huffing in annoyance when another round of knocks sounded, I growled out, “Come in!” There was no way I could get up at this point. Gavin stuck his head in worriedly and gasped when he saw me. Running inside to the side of the bed, he looked me over with concern. 
 
    “You look like crap!” I snorted but winced when it made my ribs throb. “Seriously! I heard what happened! News of it has been all over campus.” I wanted to throw up at that. Great, when I finally emerge from my bed and go back to my classes, I was going to be that girl. The girl that was always known for being attacked. It made me so angry to think of how the standards are for girls and women. Why is it so necessary for girls to be educated about the potential for rape or sexual assault? Why do we have all these classes to prepare for that kind of thing? 
 
    And basically, no classes or educations for young boys on, I don’t know, how not to rape or assault girls. Why not focus on the boys becoming men to respect girls because we aren’t some object to grab at or use at will. Angry tears blurred my eyes as my thoughts raced at what happened today. I was now another statistic. A cautionary story to tell other girls. 
 
    “Can you just leave? I need to be alone for a while,” I murmured, trying not to let sobs wrack my body. Well, I was just wondering how I was handling it so well. Turns out I wasn’t. Maybe it was just Hayden’s presence that helped. I didn’t turn to see Gavin’s reaction, and frankly, I didn’t care. Not to be callous, but I didn’t have the energy to try to do anything right now. Let alone talk about this already. I would talk about it, just not today. I heard him take a deep breath before expelling it. 
 
    “Of course. I’m only a call away if you need anything. I’m…I’m so sorry, Cali.” I heard the emotion in his voice, but I just couldn’t deal with it now. I had my own to conquer. He left me after that, clicking the door shut behind him. Knowing I was alone now, I let the loud, soul-wrenching sobs, break free. I wanted a hot shower, but I couldn’t move. I hurt too much, inside and out. 
 
    I forced myself to slow my breathing. I was on the verge of having an anxiety attack, and part of me was afraid to accidentally jump. Breathing deeply in and out, I kept my eyes closed even when the tears relentlessly fell. I just wanted to sleep today away, wanted to forget even for a few hours the mess that had become my life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, Mom. I don’t need to come home. Yes…yes. I promise to look into a psychiatrist. No! No, please don’t come here. I’ll be okay, I promise. Fine…Yes, you can come up here. Please stop crying. Mom, please? Look, I got to go. I need to talk to my professor. Let me know when you get here tomorrow,” I said, trying not to break down in either tears or misplaced rage. 
 
    I couldn’t go through the next few months or even years feeling like this. I needed to shut it off and just deal with it when I didn’t have so much going on. Taking a deep breath that I seemed to pull from my toes, I tried to place all my shattered feelings into a box in my mind. Except it was overflowing with it being so fresh. I growled under my breath and stalked over to my closet, angrily pulling down some clothes. I still hurt, and I was sure I was covered in bruises, but I needed a shower. It was the next day, and I had the next week off from class thanks to the principal excusing me. 
 
    Although, I would almost welcome a good distraction. I hurried and grabbed my shower caddy, wanting to wash away the imprints of those evil hands. Luckily for me, the showers were pretty empty. A stall was being used, but at least no one would have to point and look. I hadn’t seen myself in a mirror yet. I was saving that for after the shower. 
 
    The hot water felt incredible. I scrubbed as hard as my battered body would allow and refused to let any more tears fall at this point, knowing if I did, anyone in here would know it. I closed my eyes and let the water clean my soul. If I could, I would stay here, but I knew the hot water would run out soon. 
 
    By the time I got out, the place was completely empty. Wrapping a towel around myself, I took in a deep breath and held it before finally turning toward the mirror. The air left me in a rush as I struggled not to cry out. I looked awful, with deep purple—almost black—marks marring my skin in various places. I only had one bruise on my face, but several were all along my arms. And if I unwrapped the towel a bit, along my torso were angry handprints or undiscernible badges of shame. Biting my bottom lip, I struggled not to cry. I wanted to get dressed and go back to my room. 
 
    My ribs still hurt a lot, so it was difficult to get dressed, but I managed. Before I could leave though, a group of girls came in and stopped when they saw me. I saw Jojo among them, but I didn’t want to stay and talk about it. Walking past them, I felt a hand on my shoulder, making me stop. A tall blonde girl looked at me with kind eyes. 
 
    “We got your back. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.“ Emotions threatened to overwhelm me as I blinked back more tears than I cared to admit. Here were these girls, whom most I didn’t know, and they were showing me a kindness you could only find in solidarity. “We walk in groups when or if you need to walk somewhere on your own. We also attend a free self-defense class if or when you’re interested, and it’s judgment free.” I nodded in thanks and continued my way. That made me feel a bit better, knowing I had a group I could turn to. 
 
    Opening my door, I jumped back and bit back a scream. Placing a hand on my chest, I glared at Hayden, who was lounging lazily on my desk chair. He was seated next to the window that was now opened, smoking a clove cigarette. Gritting my teeth, I marched over before he could say anything and grabbed the stinking stick from his mouth before throwing it into a cup of water I had left on my desk. Crossing my arms, I glared up at him as he instantly stood up in outrage. 
 
    “What the hell, Blondie?” He growled and raked a hand through his hair. I poked his chest because I have completely lost my mind at this point. 
 
    “You can’t smoke that in here! In fact, you shouldn’t be smoking, period! I know you know how bad it is for you.” He sneered down at me before rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Spare me the fake concern, Blondie. Do I look like someone who cares? This life sucks. Why not make it more enjoyable and get it over with quicker?” I gaped at him and had a sudden pang in my heart. 
 
    “Hayden…that’s a horrible thing to think. You have people that care about you…” I trailed off when he offered me a mocking smile. Spreading his arms wide, providing me with a tempting view of his sculpted arms, he gestured around. 
 
    “Name one! Oh, that’s right! I am a social pariah thanks to our gifts and basically have no family to speak of. Don’t feel sorry for me, Blondie. I prefer it that way. People are either greedy, selfish, or just plain stupid, so why bother?” 
 
    I pursed my lips at him. “I-I care about you.” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment before shaking his head. “Yeah, maybe I can believe that when you can’t stutter while saying it. Doesn’t matter to me, people don’t care about me, and I don’t care about them…including you.” He turned away from me, but I was going to be stubborn. Grabbing his shoulder, I turned him back around. 
 
    “No, you don’t get to lie to me like that. I know you care! I know it! If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t be here right now.” He suddenly bent down, so we were nose to nose, causing me to lose my breath. His eyes were alight with fire, and my heart raced when they flickered down to my lips so quickly. I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been this close to see it. 
 
    “Let’s get something straight, Cali. The only reason I am here right now is, so you don’t screw up and expose our kind. Trust me, I would rather be anywhere but here.” His words were pointed, meant to scare me, but I saw through them. 
 
    “Liar,” I whispered back with conviction. His eyes flickered down to my lips again, this time noticeably longer. He was so close I could smell the clove on his breath, and even though I hated smoking, it smelled pleasant and completely Hayden. 
 
    He seemed to collect himself before taking a step back. The cool air left behind from his body heat was sobering. What was I doing? Or what was I about to do? He was messing with my head, and I needed to get a hold of myself. “Whatever, it was obviously a mistake to come here if one simple visit is putting stupid ideas in your head. See you later, Blondie.” He stormed out, his words drifting behind him like a cloud of smoke. 
 
    My door opened again, making me look swiftly up, part of me hoping that it was Hayden. It was Gavin who looked confused, and even a bit hurt. “Really, Cali? Why was Hayden coming from your room?” I didn’t like what he was implying, so I glared at him. 
 
    “Did you come here to make accusations? I really don’t need this right now, Gavin. I have too much to deal with as it is. And is it so surprising that Hayden would come to check on me? He was the one who saved me.” Gavin looked down, ashamed, but I was fired up at this point. “How dare you come in here, thinking you have any right to be upset with me? You really think I would jump into bed with a guy with what I just went through? What the hell is the matter with you?” I was getting more worked up as my breathing became more shallow. Gavin looked at me with an apology in his eyes, but before he could say anything, I felt a sucking sensation go through me like something was pulling at me. 
 
    “Oh no,” I muttered before everything went dark. The last thing I saw was Gavin swaying on his feet looking dizzy. Please not now, I thought in a pathetic attempt to stop myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Blinking my eyes open, I looked around my room in confusion. Why was I on the floor? Shaking my head, I tried to figure I why I felt so funny. Sitting up, I looked ahead of me and tried not to scream. My body! My body was laying on the floor! H-how? 
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    “No, no, no, no!” I muttered in panic as I looked down at myself. I was in Gavin’s body! “Ew, ew, ew, ew!” This is not happening! Why am I not snapping back like last time? Am I now stuck? I thought with a fresh wave of complete panic. 
 
    I need help! “Where’s my phone?” I muttered and tried not to cringe when I heard Gavin’s voice instead of my own. I suddenly remembered my phone was in my back pocket. Grimacing, I slowly got up. I experienced slight vertigo when I stood taller than normal, but I quickly dismissed it. 
 
    I crouched down next to my body. This is so weird, I thought. Rolling myself over, I pulled my phone out and went into my contacts. I quickly pressed Hayden’s name and waited for him to pick up. “Please pick up, please!” I murmured and quickly realized with horror that I needed to go to the bathroom, or rather, Gavin did. 
 
    “What, Blondie?” I heard his voice growl over the phone. Gulping, I bit back the smart retort I had, knowing I needed his help. 
 
    “Hayden?” I squeaked and sat down, hoping that would hold off the urge to pee. There was a silence that came over the phone. 
 
    “Who the hell is this?” he asked with anger laced into his words. Did the guy ever sound not angry? Was that his default? 
 
    “It’s me! Cali! I need your help! I can’t get back into my body!” My words were getting higher and higher as my anxiety shot through the roof. I heard a snort and before I knew he was laughing at me! I stomped my foot in frustration. “This is not funny, you jerk! I…” Suddenly, it was like I was flooded with emotions that weren’t mine and memories that were definitely not mine. I found myself in these memories. 
 
    These were Gavin’s memories and emotions! I wanted to look away since it felt like I was invading his privacy, but it was impossible to block out. This memory I was currently looking at through Gavin’s eyes was of him and me at the fair last year. I had gotten cotton candy in my hair, and I was laughing. The emotions that were flooding me were not friendly. They were…romantic. 
 
    Gavin has a crush on me? No, no, no, no! How can I look him in the face again after this? I didn’t feel that way about him. He was my best friend, and he was cute, but not romantically cute to me. 
 
    “Blondie? Blondie!” 
 
    I snapped back to my room, feeling so confused I could cry. 
 
    “Oh God, Hayden…I’m seeing his memories and feeling what he does! Get me out of him! Please!” 
 
    He finally was serious and told me he would be here in a few minutes, then hung up. More and more memories were coming up: some of him and I, while others were of his childhood. I clutched my head and tried to block it all out, but it was like standing in the middle of a rushing river, trying to stop the water from flowing with a teaspoon. 
 
    “Oh, Gavin…I am so sorry,” I whispered as the extent of his feelings rushed to me. He didn’t have a crush on me; he was in love with me. And here I was, completely oblivious. The hurt that came with unrequited love slammed into my mind, making me gasp out loud and clutch my chest. The door opened behind me as Hayden came in. 
 
    “Okay, I know it’s crazy at first, but you won’t be able to jump back until you calm down. I need you to take a deep breath and stop fighting it.” 
 
    I took in a shaky breath and tried to calm myself. It wasn’t easy, but after several minutes of Hayden being surprisingly patient, I was finally beginning to feel it. I started to feel tired, and that suctioning feeling began to pull at me. I didn’t fight it this time. I let it wash over me. I lay down on the floor, so I didn’t give Gavin a concussion. 
 
    “Good. Now just let it happen naturally.” 
 
    It almost felt like going to sleep until I opened my eyes again. I knew I was back in my own body when I felt the bruising and nausea start to come on. I heard footsteps retreat quickly as my vision began to clear. 
 
    “Here, before you make a mess everywhere.” 
 
    I didn’t even look before I turned over and hurled. Hayden had quickly grabbed the wastebasket before I did, and I managed to make it. The room spun, and I had a hard time focusing on Hayden. There seemed to be three of him. 
 
    “Ow…” I groaned and grabbed my stomach. I felt his hand on my back as I headed into the garbage. Wait, what about Gavin? I struggled to focus in front of me and saw Gavin was still out cold on his back. “I-is he okay?” I croaked before emptying my stomach again. 
 
    “He should be okay. He’ll wake up here in a few minutes with no memory but a slight headache.” I heard him sigh. “This is going to be a bad trip for you. You’re already hurt physically, and now you have to deal with your first real jump. You did it too quickly before for it to really affect you.” He stood up and went to check on Gavin, looking a bit puzzled. 
 
    “You got a story to tell him? Because I got nothing,” he muttered before gently shoving Gavin’s side with his shoe. I groaned as it felt like my stomach was twirling around inside. At this point, I didn’t care. I just wanted to feel better. 
 
    “I need to bleed,” I uttered weakly and looked for my X-Acto knife I used for art. Hayden looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had. 
 
    “Why do you need to bleed? Did you hit your head when you jumped or something?” he asked, coming back over to me. I rolled my eyes and pointed to my desk. 
 
    “No, Gavin f-faints at this sight of blood. He did so last year, and I figured if I nicked myself, it would explain why he fainted.” I felt strange like my ability to care about anything was draining out of me. I shook my head and fought against it. Sighing, he went and picked up the knife before he seemed reluctant to hand it to me. I was quickly losing my patience. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” I murmured as I started to wonder why I even gave a crap whether things were explained. I grabbed the knife and made a little cut on my finger. It stung, but whatever. 
 
    “Ugh…What, what happened?” I heard Gavin groan. 
 
    Hayden helped me up, and I tried not to dry-heave. I had nothing left to throw up, but it seemed my body was determined to prove me wrong. I sat down on my desk chair while taking in deep breaths. 
 
    “What is Hayden doing here?” He continued as he slowly stood up. 
 
    “I cut my finger, and you fainted. Hayden just forgot his phone and came back for it,” I spoke with little emotion. I kind of like this. I was no longer angry or upset about what happened like I couldn’t care less. What was Hayden talking about? This is great! Hayden looked me over with furrowed eyebrows before a concerned mask fell over his face. 
 
    “Get out,” Hayden said sharply toward Gavin. Gavin got his bearings before making a step towards him. 
 
    “You can’t kick me out like this! This is Cali’s room, not yours! You get out!” 
 
    Before I could say anything, Hayden grabbed the back of Gavin’s shirt before nearly throwing him outside my room. 
 
    “Have a great day!” Hayden chirped before slamming the door in my best friend’s face. I tried to see if I could muster some outrage on Gavin’s behalf, but I really couldn’t. Huh…oh well, I thought with a slight shrug. Glancing around, I was finally feeling the nausea fading. Hayden bent down on a knee in front of me before grabbing my face. 
 
    “Blondie, look at me. Don’t surrender to it, okay? I know after what you went through it probably feels good, but nothing good can come from it. I need you to fight against it. Can you do that for me? C’mon, pretty girl. Don’t give in.” 
 
    I struggled against the fog that surrounded my heart. Why was this so important to him? 
 
    Did he call me pretty girl? Why did that make my heart thump almost painfully? When actual pain and anxiety started to creep up, I shook my head. I didn’t want to feel that. Why would Hayden want me to? I stood up to break his hold. 
 
    “Don’t ask me to do that. I feel great, minus the bruises!” I said with a slight cock to my head. He shook his head at me, clearly frustrated. His look of frustration morphed into determination as he stalked closer to me. 
 
    “Go brush your teeth real quick,” he stated, gesturing to my bathroom caddy. I rolled my eyes thinking about ditching him. 
 
    “What are you? My father? You’re lucky I want to anyway.” I made quick time about going to the bathroom to brush my teeth. They felt super gross after my puke fest. I didn’t even care that some people were staring at me. I had just finished with my teeth and getting ready to go kick Hayden out of my room when Gavin stopped me. 
 
    “Cali, are you okay? Did he hurt you?” he asked, concerned before glaring toward my dorm room. 
 
    I grabbed his head so he looked at me. He looked startled. “Stop worrying so much, you’ll get wrinkles. I was just about to go kick him out. “How about you get out of here, and we’ll meet up whenever.” 
 
    He backed away with furrowed eyebrows. “Are you on something? Seriously, what the hell is wrong with you?” he asked with urgency. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and walked backward away from him. “Everything couldn’t be better, friend. In fact, I feel so good that I could do a backflip. Might have to try that later. See you later, Gav. Don’t wait up for me.” 
 
    He looked mad at me then, but I really didn’t care. So what if he was mad? I wasn’t tearing myself up over what happened to me. I didn’t even think I would flinch at this point if those same guys came up to me again. Maybe I could jump into one of them and make him hurt himself or something? 
 
    I opened my door and left Gavin outside. After I put my toothbrush away, I faced Hayden with a hand on my hip and lazily gestured for the door. “You can get out now. I have things to do.” 
 
    He smirked at me before walking so close to me, I had to tilt my head up to meet his eyes. “Seriously, you need to go—” 
 
    I stopped talking when he bent so low to my face, I could feel his warm breath. It smelled like peppermint and cloves. My heart began to beat faster as I tried to regain that blissful feeling of nothing. 
 
    “Don’t lose yourself, pretty girl,” he murmured before closing the gap. I wanted to back away, but I was cemented to the floor. His lips were firm yet soft enough to get lost in. A crack began to form within me, letting out emotions I wanted to keep at bay. I grabbed onto the front of his shirt, fisting it within my grasp. His lips were slowly coaxing me to feel, and I was helpless to stop it. I leaned into him as his arms circled around me in the most delicious way. 
 
    “Are you with me, pretty girl?” he asked softly. 
 
    I opened my eyes and nodded. He seemed to collect himself as he took a step away. “Good. Fight against it every time, and you should be golden. It’s going to be hard over the next couple of days, but I need you to not give in, okay? Anytime you feel yourself shutting off, fight against it.” 
 
    I was still unable to speak after a kiss like that, so I just nodded. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas, Blondie. I just did that to snap you out of it.” 
 
    I blinked to clear the slight fog his lips induced. “R-Right, yeah, of course.” I agreed on a little too quickly. I felt like more myself. The emotional pain was there, but it was dulled with Hayden here and the fact that he just kissed me. What was I thinking? How could I wish to shut it all off like that? 
 
    “I can still kind of feel that heaviness in me. How long does that last?” I asked, trying to steer around the subject of what just happened. My mind was so scrambled, I didn’t know if I was mad or not that he just kissed me like that. He was a great kisser, but he wasn’t my boyfriend or anything. From what he said, he didn’t even like me that much. 
 
    “Maybe a couple of days. It’ll be like you’re PMSing, but the pull shouldn’t be as bad as just now. I tried to warn you, Blondie. I know that it can be addicting, that feeling of nothing. Sometimes you might think it’s better than the pain you’re in, but you’re wrong. If you can’t feel the pain, then you can’t feel the good stuff either. Keep that in mind because I don’t want to have shocked you again.” 
 
    I nodded dumbly, stupidly wanting to touch my lips to lessen the tingling I still felt there. “I-I should probably go find Gavin and apologize. Thanks…for you know, snapping me out of it.” I was not about to say thanks for kissing me. That would have been awful. 
 
    He smirked like he knew what I was thinking, and it suddenly made sense why he demanded I go brush my teeth. How embarrassing! He left after that but made sure I knew to call him if I jumped again. 
 
    My body hurt, and so did my stomach, so I sure hoped I didn’t anytime soon. Gathering myself, I walked out and searched for Gavin. I tried to ignore some of the stares I was getting, but it was a little easier said than done. The heat from outside blasted my face like a hot fan, but I spotted Gavin sitting on a bench reading over a book. Taking a deep breath, I approached him. 
 
    “Hey, you got a sec?” I asked softly. 
 
    He looked up at me with a slight frown before sighing deeply. He scooted over and gestured for me to sit. 
 
    “Gavin, I…I’m so sorry for the way I acted earlier. That wasn’t really me. I’ve just been so upset over everything, and I was taking it out on you. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    He looked me in the eyes before rolling his and giving me a side hug. “I wasn’t mad at you. I can totally get why you’ve been off. I was just angry at Hayden for butting in, even though he is the one who saved you. I just don’t like him.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands and tried to forget that my best friend was in love with me and he had no idea that I knew, or even how I knew. “Hayden…Hayden is complicated. But I owe him my life, and he’s actually a fairly decent guy once you get to know him. He’s a jerk most of the time, but it’s not so bad. Can we not let this come in between us? I just want to heal and continue with college. Preferably with my best friend by my side.” I knew it was selfish to not say anything, or continue with our friendship when I knew he had feelings for me, but I couldn’t imagine going through college without him or never hanging out with him again. 
 
    “I’ll try to like him, but I can’t guarantee anything. Every time I see his stupid face, I want to throat-punch him.” I let out a shocked laugh as I pictured the visual. “I’m serious. There’s just something about him I can’t stand.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “But you don’t feel that way with me?” I asked curiously. If Hayden and I could do the same thing, why didn’t Gavin feel the same way with me? 
 
    Gavin looked at me in confusion. “No, why would I? You’re Cali, complete opposite of Hayden.” He rubbed at his temples before standing up. “Listen, I think I should go take some Tylenol or something. I have a massive headache that’s just not going away. If you need to talk or just hang out, I’m here though, okay? You don’t need to call Hayden. You can call me.” He made sure I understood before walking away. 
 
    I sighed, knowing I wouldn’t be able to call him if I needed help. I felt depressed, and I felt that pull to give in again, but I knew I couldn’t. I had to keep telling myself it’s not forever, that I will feel better soon. I pulled out my phone, but it was difficult to see with all the sun, so I got up to go sit in the lounge area. 
 
    Once I found an open spot, I tried to look up Hayden on any social media site, but I couldn’t find him. Who didn’t have a Facebook now? The more questions that popped up about him, the more I wanted to know. I bit at my thumbnail as I contemplated doing something foolish. I wanted to text him because when I was near him or connected to him in any way, it made the emotional stress disappear. I didn’t know how he does it, but it was like a soothing balm to my broken life right now. 
 
    Hey. That was all I sent, and even then it seemed like a loaded word. 
 
    This was stupid, I thought with a shake of my head. Why was I acting like this? Was this another part of our powers? Having feelings toward another of your kind without reason? I was about to text that it was sent to the wrong person when my phone pinged, sending my heart into a stupid flurry. 
 
    …Hey 
 
    Groaning, I laid my head against the table. I was hopeless. Utterly hopeless when it came to that stuff. It’s times like these when I wished Gavin was a girl so I could show him the text and know what he thought. My phone pinged again, making me sit up quickly to look. 
 
    Hi sweetheart. I’ll be arriving tomorrow morning. I love you. 
 
    Oh yeah, I told my mom she could come up. I groaned too loudly then as other students looked over at me weirdly. Resisting the urge to show them my middle finger, I told myself it won’t be so bad. I do miss my mom, and although I was sure she would hover, it might be nice to have her here for a little bit. 
 
    Love you, see you later. I hit send and rubbed my face in exhaustion. I felt like I could sleep for weeks. I also felt kind of depressed, like in a way where I want to go lie down and not have anyone bug me for a while. So far, I hadn’t experienced a real upside to this power. 
 
    Uh…I can barely stand you. Let alone love you. Did you hit your head, Blondie? 
 
    It took me a second to figure out what the heck Hayden meant when I literally shot out my chair and clutched my head. “No!” I all but screamed. At this point, I didn’t care about the stares. Who cared who looked at me like I was nuts when I was this mortified. I went to text back, but my battery was going to die in mere moments. Growling, I swiped away my hair from my face and went out to search for him. I had to set this right. I didn’t freaking love him! I may find him attractive in a brooding sort of way, but I, in no way, loved him! 
 
    I marched outside into the heat, determined to seek him out. I ignored some of the other students opening gawking at my bruises like they were neon lights. The only good thing about this horrific screw-up was that I couldn’t focus on what has happened to me lately. 
 
    It took a lot of sweating, and eventually, I had to kind of hobble along with my still hurting ribcage, but I made it to Gavin and Hayden’s dorm room. I knew I looked like a mess, but I was on a mission. Wiping away my matted, sweaty head, I banged on the door. 
 
    “Hayden! Get your butt out here!” I all but hollered. The door swung open with him looking thoroughly amused. Fixing him with a glare, I pointed at him. “I don’t love you!’ I said triumphantly, but my smirk slowly faded as I noticed Gavin look at me from behind Hayden. “I-I mean, that text was for my mom…not you. So…yeah,” I said slowly. 
 
    I think I may need to move to Canada.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Gavin stared at me like I had lost my mind. His gaze went back and forth between Hayden and me. I tried to frantically think of ways to explain that sentence more, but to be honest, I was just tired. “I don’t even like you…I tolerate you. My mom is coming tomorrow.” I tried to sound serious and not like I was about to go permanently red. Hayden’s smirk grew annoyingly. 
 
    I wanted to smack it off. 
 
    “Good to know, Blondie. If you’re done, I have places to be. Although, this has been very entertaining,” Hayden stated while coming out to the hallway. I backed up to put space in between us. Gavin was still scrutinizing us, silently judging the situation. Swiping at some stray sweat droplets, I tried to look a little less than a hot mess. 
 
    “Great…Glad I could clear that up,” I said after a too long pause. Hayden paused when he was by my side. I felt the ridiculous urge to hold my breath. He wouldn’t do anything stupid like kiss me again, right? 
 
    “I’d love to meet your mom, Blondie. Get to know where you came from first hand.” I understood what he was saying. He wanted to see my mom to see if maybe she was like us. I knew she wasn’t, but he needed to see her to understand. Tilting my head back to look him in the eye, I slightly nodded, so he knew I understood. 
 
    “See you later,” I said softly. He looked at me for a moment longer before walking down the hallway, pulling out a pack of clove cigarettes. “Those will kill you!” I shouted after him, half wanting to be smart, half caring. 
 
    “Not soon enough!” he exclaimed back, shooting me a wink. Shaking my head at him, I turned back around to face Gavin. He looked less than impressed and ready to say something I was sure would make me angry. 
 
    “Not a word. Just a simple misunderstanding, and…I got to go.” I turned around and walked away. What else was there to say? How could I explain any of that? The more I thought about it, the more I felt like I shouldn’t even have to explain anything. It’s not like anything was going on between Hayden and me. I still felt this guilt that hurt my heart, along with that feeling of depression that hopefully would go away soon. Now that I knew how Gavin felt about me, I felt like I couldn’t have any kind of relationship with any guy besides him, in fear it would hurt him. 
 
    “Cali! Wait!” 
 
    I stopped down the hall as he caught up to me. I was so exhausted, mentally and physically. My whole body ached like I got a fever or something. Gavin walked in front of me and turned around. When he saw my face, he stopped whatever he was going to say. 
 
    “Um…How about we just hang out and order pizza? We can go back to your dorm, pick a funny movie, and eat the rest of the day away?” He suggested. I was grateful he wasn’t going to push the subject. I gave him a tired smile and nodded. 
 
    “Sounds perfect. I’ll meet you back at my dorm. I just need to go change. Can you order for me?” He nodded. “Thanks, Gavin. You’re the best,“ I spoke tiredly. I hope I could stay awake long enough to eat some pizza and watch the movie. 
 
    “I’ll be over in a bit. Let me head over to the library first, and then I’ll come after, so in like an hour or so,” Gavin spoke while looking down at his phone. I knew he had questions, but he was respecting my space and need to drop it. 
 
    “Thanks, Gav. Just walk in. I won’t lock it,” I muttered, not sure if I should just take a quick nap while he was away. He gave me a quick hug before walking away. Gavin was so sweet and most of the time knew just what I needed. 
 
    The guilt just kept on coming. 
 
    I barely made it back to my dorm with my eyes open. I felt tired down to my bones. Kicking off my shoes, I climbed up into my bed with barely enough strength to make it up the wooden ladder. I didn’t bother to change. I just got under my covers and almost immediately fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All around me was white. Snow covered everything in the field I was standing in. I felt confused as my breath puffed out in front of me like small clouds. Looking down at myself, I was only wearing fuzzy socks, which were completely soaked and cold, and I was wearing a short weird looking gown. 
 
    “What the…” I mouthed wordlessly as little snowflakes were falling gently. It was beautiful in the huge empty field but so cold. I wrapped my arms around me as I shivered nearly violently. Looking to my left, I saw a woman far out, almost at the edge of the field. She had dark hair and her arms open to me. I took a step toward her without thought before hearing footsteps approach me. 
 
    “Pretty girl, there’s nothing for you over there. Come with me. I can keep you safe. She’s gone,” Hayden said. His words sounded distorted as I frantically turned my head back to see the woman, but he was right, she was gone. Somehow, that made my heart feel like it was breaking. Gasping, I touched my heart. When my frozen fingers felt sticky, I looked down to see that they were covered in blood. There was a hole in my chest where my heart should be. 
 
    I looked over at Hayden, knowing I was going to die. He bent down before picking up my heart that was now frozen from the snow. “This is useless now,” he muttered before throwing it behind him. I soundlessly cried out, falling to my knees, not knowing how I was still alive. 
 
    “Don’t worry, pretty girl. I’ll give you mine.” I watched on in horror, wanting to scream out for him to stop, but he seemed to just be able to reach inside his chest like there was no barrier before pulling out—a red apple? He came over to me, falling to his knees as well. 
 
    “No, no. Hayden, you’ll die!” I had finally found my voice. I was surprised to find it sounded off, a little raspier. Hayden looked at me before giving me the apple. I wanted to push it back in his hands, but I couldn’t. 
 
    “You have to wait until it’s safe to eat. It’s poisoned right now. You need to wait three days.” I was so confused and scared. Hayden then lay down as the life slowly drained out of him. 
 
    “Hayden! Don’t leave me! Please!” I begged as my tears froze on my cheeks like little crystals. It was too late though. He was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I gasped so quickly it caused me to cough. My eyes snapped open as I tried to calm my racing heart. I carefully sat up, trying not to mind the bruising. Another dream I remember? Why were the only ones I remembered nightmares? Not being able to shake the feeling that I needed to check on Hayden, I grabbed my phone. 
 
    Are you okay? 
 
    He’s probably wishing I never had his number by this point. Groaning, I laid back and waited for him to respond. I knew it was stupid, but the whole dream thing was kind of new to me, and the fear I had on behalf of Hayden felt very real. 
 
    Are you sure you don’t love me, Blondie? The way you keep bugging me says otherwise 
 
    Growling, I was going to reply when there was a soft knock before Gavin peeked in. He shot me a smile before bringing in a steaming box of pizza. I gave him a thankful smile as my stomach demanded food. 
 
    Once again, I DO NOT LOVE YOU! I shot the text off to Hayden before shutting off my phone. I tried to rub the sleep from my eyes, feeling better knowing Hayden was okay. “Hey, Gavin. Sorry. I kind of fell asleep for a bit. What time is it?” I asked groggily. He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Just after six. I got held up at the library when one of the girls from my class was asking me questions about our homework.” I’d only been sleeping for a few hours then. My thoughts snagged on a bit of that last sentence. I could work with this. 
 
    “A girl, huh? She cute? I bet she’s cute. You wouldn’t have been gone so long if she wasn’t cute.” I teased, hoping maybe he could find someone new to have feelings for. His cheeks heated, and he looked away. Opening the box of pizza, he picked up a slice and nearly swallowed it whole. 
 
    “She was…nice. It doesn’t matter though. I’m sure she’s not interested.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes before asking for a slice. He handed it to me without anything to put it on, but that was okay. I didn’t need a plate with how quickly I was going to eat it. 
 
    “And how would you know she’s not interested? You’re a great guy!” I needed to walk this fine line. I couldn’t hurt him. I would try everything I had in me not to. He looked at me a little too long with a very soft a gaze. How had I not noticed this before then? Was I really that blind? 
 
    “Nah…She would rather go out with you than me.” A lightbulb went off, and I nodded. 
 
    “Gotcha. Well, we’ll find you someone, Gav. Let’s watch that movie. What did you bring?” I wanted to switch the subject quickly. He looked down for a moment before switching with a smile. It made my heart hurt for him. Could I be upfront about this with him? Or walk away to keep his heart whole? 
 
    “How about something Marvel?” He held up the latest Marvel movie, making me grin. He knew how much I loved my superheroes. Funny how I was a little bit like them now—in having a special ability. How I wish I could tell him about it, share in this experience with him. I mean, I did share his body for that brief time. 
 
    Oh, that sounded gross. 
 
    “Hey, uh Gavin…” I trailed off as I thought about what Hayden would say. He warned me that our secret was our number one rule. Gavin looked over at me as he put the movie into the DVD player. He shot me a questioning look. I shook my head to clear it. “Never mind.” I couldn’t betray our kind like that. I wasn’t sure how Gavin would react. We were best friends, but realistically, we’d only been friends for the last two years, and I wasn’t about to be the only person in our history to screw it up. 
 
    “So, your mom is coming tomorrow?” he asked when he made himself comfortable on my computer desk. The previews of movies we’d already seen started to play, so I looked down at him. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    He looked at me a little confused. “You don’t want her here? I thought you were missing your parents?” 
 
    I shook my head before asking for another slice. Gavin waited until I was ready to talk. At this point, I didn’t even care if we talked through the movie. “Of course, I miss them. I love my mom and dad, but my mom is going to want to talk, and not stop talking until she leaves, about what happened. I know talking is better. I know that, but…I just can’t.” 
 
    He seemed to understand as he ate two more slices. “So, no talking about it, huh?” He made sure that was what I wanted. Resisting the urge to sigh, I nodded. 
 
    “I just need some time. I have way too much to deal with,” I muttered before stuffing my face. I saw the irony there. I was stuffing my mouth with food as well as stuffing my feelings for everything else. 
 
    “Classes?” Gavin guessed, causing me to look at him with confusion. “The other stuff to deal with. Classes, right?” He had incorrectly assumed, but it wasn’t his fault. He had no clue what was going on what I was now faced with. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Anyways, I was thinking we should come up with a signal in case I can’t take anymore with Mom. Maybe she’ll surprise me and be cool with everything, but with how she was on the phone, I doubt it.” 
 
    Gavin agreed as he stood up. “What kind of signal? Like this? Caw, caw!” He began to flap his arms and caw like a crow loudly. 
 
    Cracking up, I held my sides together as the laughter hurt but felt so good at the same time. 
 
    “No? Okay, what about this? Buck, buck, buck-aw!” His chicken impression was hilarious! He got down on his hands and knees before mooing. Tears began to stream down my face as I continued to lose it. 
 
    Prrrrrrt 
 
    We both stop, and I looked at him in surprise. His face then got beet red in embarrassment, but I couldn’t help but cackle with my head flung back. “Oh my God! I can’t believe you just farted! Oh! Gavin, sorry for laughing but…” I broke off laughing. 
 
    He got over his brief embarrassment before he flung a throw pillow my way. Still giggling, I blocked it from hitting my face. 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t rip one every now and again,” he said accusingly. 
 
    I shrugged and shot him a smirk. “Girls don’t rip one. We whisper out our bottoms.” He laughed as he cleaned his glasses. “Thanks, Gavin. I needed that.” 
 
    He shrugged it off like him making himself a fool was no big deal. “Anything for you, Cali. I mean it, anything you need, and I’m there.” Just like that, the atmosphere was heavy again. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I gave him a small smile. “I know, same here.” I wanted to tell him that I loved him, but I couldn’t. I was afraid that either he would take it the wrong way or he would know I only meant as a friend and it would hurt him. I wish I could just turn off his feelings for me. 
 
    Maybe I could? 
 
    No, I couldn’t. There’s no way I could chance messing him up, just to make my guilt lessen. I was brand new to this. But Hayden isn’t…No I shouldn’t…couldn’t. This was a bad train of thought. Shaking my head, I resolved myself not to ask Hayden this. I wouldn’t mess with other’s lives like that. It wouldn’t be fair to Gavin to have no say in what he felt for me, even though it would save him pain. 
 
    “You okay over there? You got all quiet,” Gavin asked, eating another two slices. Geez, he could put it away. I laid back to look up at my ceiling. I missed my old ceiling back home. It had those glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to it. 
 
    “Yeah, just tired. Was thinking about classes.” I lied, feeling bad about doing so. I felt that depressive weight pressing down on me again. It was creeping up in my mind like sticky spider webs that were relentlessly fogging up my clear senses. 
 
    “Do you want me to go so you can sleep?” he asked. I turned my head to look at him and screamed. Gavin wasn’t there. It was a pure white figure with long black talons. Its teeth were sharp and angular and dripping thick red blood. It had no eyes, only two black holes that seemed to steal the air from the room. I quickly backed up against the wall and looked around me to find anything to defend myself. 
 
    “Help!” I screamed so loud my throat felt raw. There was nothing and no one to help me. Sweat beaded along my spine as fear snaked its way around my heart. The monster raised its talons toward me. I trembled when my ability to move ceased to work. 
 
    “Run, Cali!” I turned my head to the door and saw both Gavin and Hayden motioning me to run over to them, both looking terrified. Every movement of my head was sluggish like I was drugged. Willing myself to run to safety, I crawled to the end of the bed and didn’t care about the ladder. I pushed myself over the edge to fall to the floor. I managed to get myself upright to run to both guys. 
 
    The cold steel bit into my flesh. A raging fire burned down my back when the monster’s talons slashed downward. I fell short of Gavin and Hayden, my knees hitting the floor hard. I looked up at them for help, my voice gone. 
 
    “Not fast enough,” Hayden spoke softly before shutting the door on me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cali! Wake up!” 
 
    I jumped up, looking wildly around the room and saw Gavin looking at me with worry. I threw my blanket off trying to cool my body off and in the process, checking to make sure I wasn’t hurt. My back felt okay, still bruised but nowhere near the fire I felt. 
 
    “Are you okay? I knocked, but I heard you scream. Sorry, I wasn’t here earlier, but my professor asked me to stop by his class to pick up a book I left.” Gavin looked me over with worry. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Just a nightmare, I guess.” I was so confused. It all felt so real—hanging out with Gavin, my thoughts, the pain from being cut open from that thing. He gestured to some bags with what smelled like Chinese food. “There was a super long line over at the pizza place, so I got Chinese instead. Hope that’s okay. I also got a Marvel movie.” 
 
    I looked at him sharply before climbing down. I was going to do things differently to make sure nothing happened like it did in my dream. 
 
    “No Marvel. Let’s watch something else,” I said, going to pick out an oldie from my collection. He looked confused but agreed. He knew how much I usually love Marvel, but not today. This was not normal for me. I never dreamed before coming here. What was it about this place that suddenly had me having nightmares every night, although this was only the second or third one that I remembered. 
 
    I needed to speak to Hayden about this.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    I took in a deep breath as I heard the knock at my door. Quickly, I checked my reflection in my compact mirror to make sure I put enough foundation on to cover up the bruises. My mom stood on the other side with a worried look as she looked me over. I think she was imagining much worse, so it was a good thing I dressed to make sure my bruises were hidden. 
 
    “Oh, Honey.” My mom started, making me inwardly cringe. I didn’t want a crying fest right now. I was just happy to see her. After hugging her, I tried to take a step back to talk with her, but she was determined to hug me tightly. I had to work hard not to groan from the pain I was getting in my ribs. I didn’t want her to know how sore I was. 
 
    “I’m okay, Mom, really.” I paused when she didn’t let up. “Can you let go now?” I asked with a slight chuckle. 
 
    She pulled back and wiped away some tears. Ah crap, there goes my heart. I could never stand the sight of my mom crying. It was a knee-jerk reaction to tear up with her. 
 
    “I should’ve never let you go off to college, sweetheart. You should have stayed home where I could bake you cookies until you were too fat to leave the house.” She wasn’t joking. 
 
    Sighing, I pulled her with me and sat her down at my desk. I grabbed the empty desk chair from my soon-to-be roommate’s side and sat in front of her. 
 
    “Mom…I’m not going to lie. I really wish I never had to go through that. It was awful, scary, and degrading, but I was saved from the worst of it. I will be okay.” I tried to soothe her as my tolerance slowly went lower. I knew I was still experiencing that depressive mood. It was like a lingering fog, but I refused to succumb to it. 
 
    “I want to meet this young man who saved you,” she said, dabbing her eyes and grabbing my hand. It seemed she needed to reassure herself I was more or less okay. I thought about how Hayden wanted to see her too. 
 
    “I will call him in a bit. Why don’t we catch up on things that aren’t such a downer, huh?” I said with a convincing grin. It was harder than I thought to fake being happy. Mom saw that I was trying and managed a small smile before nodding. 
 
    “I would love that. Want to show me around?” I agreed, and soon we were outside walking around campus. I could tell she was dying to take me away and lock me up for safety, but she knew she literally couldn’t. 
 
    “How’s Gavin?” she asked while I was showing her the courtyard. 
 
    It was boiling outside, but she was hardly sweating. She always told me she was used to it, but if that was the case, why wasn’t I? I feel like I will never be used to this heat, but it’s still a beautiful state, so I toughed it out. 
 
    “The same goofball who like to make spit balls,” I muttered when I spot a familiar head of black hair across the courtyard. I take my mom’s elbow and steer her towards him. “You said you wanted to meet the guy who saved me right? He’s over there. His name is Hayden,” I spoke but had to laugh as my mom picked up the pace. 
 
    “Hayden!” I called out, waving my free hand since my mom was gripping my other one tightly. His eyes snapped to look at me before sliding to my mom. He had this inquisitive look, and I was pleased to see that once again, he looked sober. It would’ve been embarrassing if he was high or drunk. Come to think of it, he’d only been high a few times since I’d met him. Maybe I was becoming a positive influence? One could only hope he would quit smoking those nasty cigarettes. 
 
    Even if the kind he smoked actually smelled pleasant… 
 
    “Hey, Blondie.” He looked over at my mom, “You must be her mother? Nice to meet you, Mrs. Spencer,” he said politely. I had to pick my jaw up off the ground as the normally troublesome boy in front of me who would rather be glaring at anything remotely happy became polite, had a smile on his face that literally made my stomach bottom out, and seemed pleasant. 
 
    But seriously, that smile? Stunning to the point I felt like I needed a picture because I wasn’t sure he would ever do it again. If this was how he was around my mom, I would move her in with me so I would get to see him like this all the time! 
 
    “Oh please, call me Monica. Thank you so much for saving my baby!” My mom couldn’t hold back the tears as she wrapped Hayden in a huge hug. Hayden looked over at me stunned, not quite sure what to do. Holding back a chuckle, I motioned for him to hug her back. He did so a little reluctantly but kept up his good guy image for her. 
 
    “It was no problem, really. I just wish I could’ve been there a little sooner.” The regret in his voice rang true, making my heart beat a little faster. I was on to him. He wasn’t some grumpy bear he liked others to think. He was softer underneath all that attitude and biting personality. Mom came back over to me to smother me in another hug. 
 
    “Mom! You’re invading my personal space!” I said semi-jokingly. She looked at me with a quirked eyebrow and pursed lips. 
 
    “Honey, you came out of my personal space.” Hayden started to laugh as my face got beet red. 
 
    “Mom!” I hissed under my breath. I knew everyone talked about dad jokes, but they haven’t met my mom. I loved her though, corny jokes and all. Hayden was still chuckling when he went to check his phone as it dinged. I never thought of Hayden as having any kind of social life, but maybe he had friends that were like him and me? Was that possible? He told me there weren’t many of us, but maybe there was some club? I tried not to snort at the mental picture. 
 
    “Something funny, Blondie?” Hayden asked, putting away his phone. He seemed angry again, fidgety. I looked at him for a moment in question. 
 
    “Blondie? Oh, what a cute little nickname!” My mom gushed embarrassingly. 
 
    Oh yeah, really cute, although I prefer the nickname Pretty Girl, I thought, looking down at my shoes for a second. 
 
    “Nothing, Hayden. Just couldn’t believe someone would want to text you,” I said with a smirk. Mom gasped and very lightly slapped my arm. I knew she would’ve slapped me harder if I wasn’t hurt. 
 
    “Cali Anne Spencer! You be nice to this sweet boy!” My mom chastised but then looked a little guilty. I didn’t care though. I would rather have this normal banter than her looking at me like I was emotionally damaged. 
 
    “Your middle name is Anne?” He looked at my mom. “Cute.” I knew he was being sarcastic, but my mom couldn’t tell as she beamed up at him. As far as my mom was concerned, Hayden earned a spot in the family. I was sure she was going to buy him a Christmas present this year along with asking to him to be in the family Christmas card. 
 
    “What’s your middle name? Homer?” I asked with my arms crossed. I couldn’t help it. I just really liked to poke fun at him. His eyes narrowed, but I could also see humor dance in them. Huh, he was enjoying this as much as I was. 
 
    “Actually, it’s James.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow. “Wait, what’s your last name?” I asked, suddenly realizing I didn’t know it. I was sure he would have given me crap about all these questions if it weren’t for my mom being here, but I was taking advantage of that. 
 
    “Crawford.” 
 
    Mom looked like she had stars in her eyes as she grabbed my hand. “Cali Crawford! Oh, what a cute name you would have if you guys were to get married!” 
 
    My eyes bugged out of my head as I tried not to turn red like a fire hydrant. Hayden was trying not to laugh again. 
 
    “Mom! Can you quit it? That’s not funny!” Seriously! Who does that? Oh, wait. My mom does; that’s who. I had an itch on my face and quickly rubbed at it. Mom was going to retort, probably to say something embarrassing again, when she gasped and turned my face towards her. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart! Why didn’t you show me this?” My mom looked ready to burst into tears. It dawned on me that my cheap foundation must have rubbed enough off to show the discoloring. I normally don’t wear makeup, so I usually buy the cheaper brand. I guess I got what I paid for. 
 
    “Because I didn’t want you to freak out like you are right now. I’m okay, really. It’s already fading.” I tried to reassure her. Tears started to fall as she cradled my face in her hands looking me over. I tried to keep the depressive feelings at bay, but it was harder than I thought. Maybe this was something I needed? To be held by my mom for a short while. 
 
    “Um, I’ll leave you two alone for a while,” Hayden muttered before leaving us. Knowing this was no place to have a crying fest, I walked back with my mom in silence to my dorm. Hopefully, we’ll feel better once it’s out of our systems. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mom, for coming to visit me,” I said, still sniffling after laying my head down on her lap as she let me fall apart a little. I was saying goodbye to her now though. I did feel better having her here with me, but it was time for her to go back home. I needed to decompress and to speak with Hayden about my dreams. 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t stay here in the other bed? Your roommate won’t even know I was here since she’s not here until next week.” My mom tried again. I shook my head with a sad smile and hugged her. 
 
    “I’m sure, Mom. I loved having you here, and I needed that moment with you, but I think I just need time to myself now.” She nodded and kissed my cheek, hiking her purse strap on her shoulder. 
 
    “I love you so much, sweetheart. If you need me here again, all you have to do is call,” she said again, trying not to cry for the billionth time. She’d been there in my dorm with me for hours, letting us both cry it out, listening to me as I spoke in anger towards those guys, or just sitting in silence as I didn’t know what to say next. 
 
    “Love you too, Mom. Drive safe,” I said, getting ready to shut the door as she was out in the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, and please extend an invitation for that Hayden boy! He’s welcome anytime at our house!” I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut. A few other girls walked by and giggled when they heard her. I suddenly had a question though. 
 
    “Mom? Don’t you feel off about being around Hayden? Like he’s bad news?” I asked carefully. Mom cocked her head to the side and thought for a moment. 
 
    “A little, yes, but he’s okay in my book from saving you. So I know he can’t be that bad. Besides”—she wiggled her eyebrows—“bad boys can be a lot of fun.” I facepalmed and shook my head, making her laugh with her head tossed back. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mom,” I said with a tired chuckle. She waved and walked down the hallway to leave. So Mom did feel it with Hayden but not with me? How was that even possible? More questions seemed to come to mind the further I dug into this new side of me I didn’t know I had. I looked over at my alarm clock and noticed the time. It was later in the evening, and I wanted to speak with Hayden. 
 
    Can we talk? It’s kind of important. I texted as I was pulling on my Toms. 
 
    There was a knock at the door before it opened, revealing Hayden. “Yeah, we can talk.” I rolled my eyes even though a part of me was thrilled he was here. I tried to squish that part down. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked, a little perplexed. He looked at me like I was stupid. 
 
    “Because you texted me to talk?” he spoke each word slowly, making me grind my teeth. Yep, that part of me was good and squished. 
 
    “I know that, jackass. But there was no way you got here that quick. So you must have already been on your way to come here. Why?” I asked, standing from my desk chair. He smirked at me, letting me know he knew what I was asking about in the first place. 
 
    “I wanted to get to know your mom a bit more, see if she had the ability. She still here?” he asked and sat at the other desk that was empty. I shook my head as I grabbed a hair band. Pulling my hair up into a messy ponytail, I looked back over at him. 
 
    “No, she left a few minutes ago. But I did ask her if she felt weird around you. She said she did, but since you saved me, that made you okay in her book.” He looked down in thought for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think she has our ability, which is just strange. Not one of us in our history has ever been born without two parents who carry the gene. Your dad must have the ability. If not, then I don’t know what to think. It’s still impossible with just your dad being like us.” I didn’t like that I was a puzzle to solve. 
 
    “Could you be adopted?” he asked suddenly, looking like he just solved the answer. I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms. 
 
    “No. There’s even a birthing video to prove it.” 
 
    He looked thoughtful, if not a little frustrated. Standing up, he looked out my window into the courtyard. 
 
    “Is there any possibility that you were switched at birth? Like by accident?” 
 
    Sighing, I shook my head. “No, we did a DNA test project in Science back in High School. You had to take blood samples from both parents and compare it to your own. I was a match.” 
 
    He looked disappointed that our answers weren’t solved. Although I was happy that I didn’t have to question my own genealogy to my parents. 
 
    “I’ll look more into it. So what is it you wanted to talk about? Us getting married, because I’m thinking springtime.” 
 
    I choked on my own spit as he smirked at me. Narrowing my eyes, I resisted the urge to flip him off. 
 
    “Very funny. I wanted to talk to you about some dreams I’ve been having.” I trailed off when he took a step closer to me, looking intrigued. 
 
    “Oh? Were they the R-rated kind with me?” 
 
    My eyes got huge as I took a little step back when my face heated. “No!” I denied in outrage. 
 
    He got even closer as he lifted up his hand to play with a piece of my hair. My heart palpitated as I tried to regulate my breathing. It would do me no good to have him know how this was affecting me. 
 
    “That’s too bad, Pretty Girl. Sometimes I have dreams about you. Very, very good dreams,” he whispered as I gulped loudly as he leaned in slowly, looking at my lips. They suddenly felt too dry as I quickly licked them. 
 
    “You died!” I blurted out, about to have a panic attack. He pulled back a little stunned. 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. Why did I ruin the moment? I wanted to hit myself in the head. Wait, this was good because I didn’t want him to kiss me again. 
 
    Nope, not a bit. 
 
    “I have never dreamed before. At least until I came here. I don’t usually remember them now, except it’s cold and white. One I do remember is you dying. You…you gave me your heart so to speak because my heart was gone. I was bleeding, and it was so weird, you know? You just reached into your chest and gave me your heart, but it was actually an apple. You said to wait a few days because it was poisoned though…” I trailed off when he was looking at me like I was crazy. 
 
    “Okay? That is a weird dream, but why would we need to discuss it? I mean it’s cool that you dreamed I died, but it’s not a big deal.” 
 
    I pursed my lips in frustration. “So you’re saying you have dreams? What about the one that I have with the monster? It has these long sharp talons, and in my last dream, you were there with Gavin. I tried to run to you guys, but I wasn’t fast enough.” 
 
    He looked a little more interested then. “Long sharp talons?” He verified. When I nodded, he looked more disturbed. “How long have you been dreaming about that?” he asked almost urgently. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think the first night I came here. That one was different though. I couldn’t see the monster, only feel its large claws dig into me. It wasn’t until I had that dream last night with you and Gavin that I knew it was the same one. I think I’ve had other dreams with it in it, but I can’t remember them. I keep waking up, only being able to remember that I was cold, terrified, and there was a lot of white.” 
 
    Hayden cursed and took a big step back. This time, looking more determined out the window, he seemed to search for something. 
 
    “What?” I asked, wanting to be clued in what had him freaked. 
 
    “I think the Demolition is after you.” 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about. “Like demolition derby?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, agitated and growled out a curse. “No! It’s an organization that’s sole purpose is to hunt and kill our kind.” 
 
    My heart stopped as fear took possession over me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    I stared at him, waiting for him to explain. When he continued to look out the window in distress, I waved my arms about. “Care to elaborate?” I all but shrieked. Someone wanted to kill me? “How did you gather that from some stupid dreams?” I knew I was yelling, but I couldn’t help it. I shouldn’t have said anything. Hayden looked at me in shock before seeing how stressed his declaration made me. He walked over to me and placed his hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “Deep breaths, Pretty Girl.” I followed his breathing exercises until I was marginally calmer. “Sorry to spring that on you, but you caught me off guard.” He sat us down as he pulled over the other chair. “The Demolition…They aren’t to be taken lightly. We don’t know much about them because if you get close enough to them, you count yourself as already dead. Almost no one has survived being hunted by them once they’re on your trail. It’s not impossible, but you’ll spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. Unless…you jump into someone permanently.” 
 
    I gasped and stood up at what he was subtly suggesting. “No! How do you even know for sure they are after me? It’s just some stupid dreams!” 
 
    He looked at me in frustration. “That’s how it always starts! All we know about them is they have big military backing, and with that comes mental weapons that are beyond our understanding. I think the dreams are a way of our subconscious warning us that they are locking on.” 
 
    I shook my head, not understanding. “What do you mean? Locking on? To what, my brain?” I felt violated all over again. 
 
    “Yes. I don’t know how the technology works, only that it’s a lengthy and drawn out process. It can take months to find out who and where you are, but once they do…” He trailed off, not needing to explain. 
 
    “H-how can I block this? How did they even know to find me? I-I don’t understand. I don’t even have the normal characteristics to be considered a jumper!” I was becoming hysterical again. 
 
    He pulled me into his arms and hugged me tightly. If I wasn’t thinking of a group of people coming to kill me, I would’ve probably been having a good freak out. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he uttered repeatedly. 
 
    “I know you’re lying,” I mumbled into his shirt. He gave out a tired chuckle that I felt through his chest. I pulled back with a pathetic sniffle and looked down. “Thanks.” I felt off my axis. I thought I already had enough on my plate, but now this? 
 
    “I can’t just take over someone else’s life, Hayden. It’s not right,” I said firmly. 
 
    He nodded in agreement, but there was still worry there. “I know that. But…dammit, Cali! You can’t fight them! Many of us have tried and failed!” 
 
    I shook my head as I thought it over. There had to be a way because I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder or be killed. 
 
    “Why do they want to kill us?” I asked. 
 
    He looked away, disgusted and clenched his fists. “They don’t believe our kind should exist. They say it’s too much power for one person to have.” I felt helpless and paranoid. How can you escape something you can’t see or feel until it’s too late? “I don’t know how they locked on to you, especially since you’re new to this and don’t even look like a jumper.” I felt his frustration as my own. 
 
    I wanted to run to the ends of the earth to avoid whatever or whoever was coming for me. “Why dreams? I know you said it was our way to warn ourselves, but how does it work?” I asked, needing to understand better. 
 
    He sighed and sat back, looking far more exhausted than a few minutes ago. “It’s kind of like a defense mechanism. Like how normal people feel uneasy around us? It doesn’t matter how subtle they are searching through your head. You’re going to know whether you’re conscious of it or not. It takes them so long to find one of us because human brains are one of the most complex things known to man. Add into the fact we’re a little more complex. It’s kind of like hacking into the Pentagon.” 
 
    Rubbing my face as tiredness consumed me, I sat back across from him. 
 
    “I feel violated all over again. Knowing there are people out there are searching through my head, trying to find out exactly who I am and where.” It didn’t make any sense. How could they have just stumbled upon me? 
 
    “I don’t know how they found you, Cali. I’m so sorry. It’s why our kind have laid low. There’s got to be a reason though, and we’ll find it, I promise.” I believed him but thought of what needed to be done. “We’ll need to leave soon. We can’t risk you being in the same spot for long…” He trailed off when he saw my face. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “We?” I clarified. What the heck was he going on about? Leaving? 
 
    He nodded slowly like I wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “Cali, you can’t stay here. And yes, I said we. You may not be my favorite person, but I do feel responsible—” I cut him off with a huff and rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Oh yeah, because that’s great! I would love for you to run off with me because I’m a responsibility.” I nearly spat the word as if its presence in my mouth poisoned me. He clenched his jaw tightly, looking at me. “Forget it. I don’t want to go anywhere! I just started this new life at college. I can’t just up and leave! What about my parents? Gavin? My classes?” My voice was getting higher the more my anxiety got a hold of me. So many unanswered questions. 
 
    “You’re not just a responsibility to me! Is that what you want to hear? I care about you okay! I—” He stood up and took me by the arms before crashing his lips down to mine. 
 
    I squeaked in surprise before wrapping my arms around his shoulders and crushed myself to him, throwing myself into the kiss as much as I could. 
 
    I should’ve known this was inevitable. Hayden and me. The connection between us was too strong to ignore. His hands felt hot against my back as it seemed we couldn’t get close enough to each other. I felt like my blood was on fire in the best possible way. I poured all my feelings into our kiss. I showed him my hurt, hunger, and attraction I had with my mouth. I had to pull away when I was running out of air. 
 
    “You’re not a responsibility,” Hayden murmured out of breath, before kissing me again, this time softly, only for a moment. I felt dizzy, out of breath, and out of my body. It felt like the kiss you read about but never actually experienced. 
 
    “You kissed me,” I said softly in shock. I knew he had kissed me before, but that felt like it was more out of obligation rather than want. This kiss was pure wanting. 
 
    He pulled me back into his arms and just held me. “Yeah, I did. What are you going to do about it, Pretty Girl?” He teased me then kissed the top of my hair. This was so new to me, being like this with him. I was used to him being grumpy and glowering at everything. 
 
    “No, I’m serious. I thought you tolerated me at best. I mean I knew you cared somewhat since you are helping me but that? That kiss was more than caring. It was…” I trailed off when I lacked the words. 
 
    He heaved a sigh before breaking away from me, leaving me to feel slightly cold. Stupid mouth! I should’ve just kept it shut! 
 
    “Cali…I’ve liked you the moment you stood up to me back in my dorm.” His omission shocked me to my core. 
 
    I fell into my chair dumbfounded. Forgotten was my impending doom. Forgotten was my new ability because all there was in my mind was Hayden and me. 
 
    “I…Can you explain a little better because it’s like you’re speaking French to me,” I finally said naively. 
 
    He chuckled and raked a hand through his black as night hair. It was quiet for a moment while he thought of what he wanted to say. 
 
    “I know I’m not always easy to get along with. I make it a habit to just distance myself from everyone because that’s what they do to me. There’s just something about you, something so familiar. That day you yelled after me when we first met, I did feel and still do what you were talking about. It’s more than what our kind normally feels when being near each other. I can’t fully explain it, but I tried to keep my distance. I can’t though, not with you.” I swallowed thickly at his confessions. 
 
    “You feel familiar to me too. You make me mad and crazy, but I really like you too.” My mind was still spinning slightly, but I managed to get the words out without stumbling. 
 
    “Whoa! I said I cared about you. I never said anything about really liking you.” 
 
    I was about to cuss him out when I saw the teasing glint in his eyes. Rolling my eyes, my mind began to clear, and I could think about what we were arguing about earlier. 
 
    “Hayden…I can’t just leave. What about my family, Gavin, and the whole reason I’m here? To go to school?” 
 
    Hayden got serious again after I broached the subject again. “You have to. Your family and education won’t mean anything if you’re dead.” His blunt statement tore through my resolve to stay. I didn’t want to die, but how could I just leave? “And I am coming with you. I don’t want to hear any arguments. You’re still too new to jumping and could get yourself really hurt if you’re not careful. Plus, I can’t just let you walk away now that I know you.” 
 
    I did feel safer knowing he would be with me, but was that selfish? 
 
    “They could easily find you if you’re with me. You could get killed!” I tried to argue, but I could see his mind was made up. Anxiety and worry crept into my mind like thick, slow-moving sludge that I had no hope to stop. I was thinking of everything and everyone I would leave behind. I didn’t miss how he didn’t say anything about Gavin. 
 
    “I don’t have any kind of money to just up and leave.” I was making pathetic excuses, and we both knew it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I have plenty of money to take care of us, but we need to move.” He stood up and moved to the door. “I’m going to go pack a bag. I expect you to do the same. Forget your phone. Someone could trace it. We’ll pick up some new ones on the way out of town.” 
 
    When he saw my expression, he stopped and came back to my side. Framing my face with his hands, he bent low to kiss me reassuringly. “It will be okay. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    I had to believe him if I was going to keep my sanity. Nodding hollowly, I watched him leave, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    If I knew today might be the last day I saw my mom, I would’ve held her tighter and longer. Tears pricked my eyes as I thought of my dad. We didn’t even get to check and see if he had my ability. I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing as I grabbed a large duffle bag from my closet and started to stuff it full of clothes. I knew Hayden said I couldn’t bring my phone, so I quickly sent my most precious pictures to my email so I could access them later whenever I could. 
 
    “Hey, Cali. Is your Mom still…What’s wrong? Why are you packing?” 
 
    My head snapped up to see Gavin walking in, looking worried and alarmed. I quickly turned away and wiped my face. Gavin put his arm on my shoulder to turn me around. 
 
    “I, uh, I have to leave, Gavin,” I said, sniffling. He looked at me, confused as he took a step back. “I can’t stay here. There’s something…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “You’re joking, right? You can’t just leave! What the hell is going on, Cali?” He took my duffle away from me in an attempt to stop me from packing. He wasn’t making this easy for me, but I wouldn’t expect him to. 
 
    “I have to, Gavin!” God, how do I explain this? I thought hurriedly, trying not to think about what I needed to leave behind. I grabbed my bag back from him before turning my back to keep packing. 
 
    “Are you going to explain? I come in here looking to say hi to your mom, but I see you crying and packing your bags. Is your mom making you come home or something?” He was trying to make sense of this, but he was failing. I could barely make sense of this! 
 
    “No, she’s not making me go home. I just can’t explain, okay?” I knew this wasn’t fair for Gavin, he was only looking out for me, but I knew I couldn’t say anything about my abilities. “It’s safer this way,” I murmured. 
 
    Gavin grabbed my hands in his and bent to look me in the eye. He looked so lost; it hurt my heart that I was doing this to him. 
 
    “Safer? Please, Cali, tell me what‘s going on! I can help! If you’re in danger, we can go to the police!” He was begging me to stay, but his response was the reason I needed to go. Gavin would get hurt trying to do what was right. 
 
    I broke away from his grasp, shaking my head as I tried to dry the never-ending tears that were flowing. I was scared out of depth with everything around me. 
 
    “No! I can’t go to the police! I—” I knew Hayden would be angry with me and rightfully so, but there was a large part of me who didn’t want to disappear without a trace and not have somebody know some of what was going on. “I’m different, Gavin.” I started, hoping against hope he would believe some of what I was going to say. 
 
    “I discovered while coming here I have…I have this ability. Kind of like a power to jump into someone else’s body. I don’t know how or why I can do it, but I can.” 
 
    Gavin looked even more confused and a little angry. He didn’t believe me. 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy, that I’m making this up, but I’m not, I swear! It’s this big complicated mess, and now there are these military people out there trying to find and kill me.” 
 
    Gavin blinked slowly at me, not saying a word for the longest time. “Cali, you need help. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I think that attack did more psychological damage than you thought.” 
 
    Taking in a shaky breath, I tried not to let the disappointment show with him not believing me. I knew it had to be a hard pill to swallow. I still doubt whether this was all real or fake. 
 
    “I’m not having a mental breakdown, Gavin! Just listen to me! I know it’s insane, but I can jump into other people’s bodies and become them if I needed to. I can prove it to you.” I had this need inside me for my best friend to know I was speaking the truth. Hayden was going to flip, but Gavin is my best friend. I know we’ve only been close for two years, but I loved him like a brother, and I knew he loved me, even though it was more romantic than that. 
 
    I’d never tried to jump on command before, and I knew it was stupid to do with my body still recovering, but I just couldn’t leave here without knowing Gavin knew I trusted him with everything. I owed him that. Closing my eyes, I focused on wanting to take over his body. I wasn’t even sure if I was doing it right, but I started to feel that pulling sensation again. 
 
    “Quickly, sit down,” I said in a rush, almost forgetting we’d fall. I pulled Gavin to sit on the floor with me. 
 
    “Cali? This is insane—” He cut himself off with a groan. 
 
    I gave into the feeling like I was falling backward. I opened my eyes again and saw me lying on the ground unconscious. It was still so incredibly weird, but I had to act quickly. I didn’t want to be in Gavin’s body for long. I knew the longer I stayed, the worse the effects would feel. 
 
    I stood up and went across the room to grab my phone and quickly hit record. “Gavin, I know this sounds like something that came out of some sci-fi show, but it’s true. It’s me, Cali, in your body.” I pointed the camera at where my body was lying. “I’ve done this before with you a couple of times. Both were accidents because I’m still so new to this and can’t always stop myself from jumping. I need to go now. I can’t stay long.” I stopped the recording and lay down where I stood. 
 
    Focusing again, I willed myself back into my body. It went a little quicker this time as I opened my eyes again in my own body. I groaned when my head began to pound and nausea rolled through me. This wasn‘t going to help with the emotional state I had been fighting, but I was thinking on my feet about how to prove it to Gavin without getting too complex. I sat up slowly and tried not to hurl. 
 
    Gavin slowly came back as he blinked and sat up, placing a hand on his head. I stood up and went to grab my phone. I didn’t say anything as I handed it to him. He squinted up at me as he took it, his eyes full of questions and slight fear. The recording began to play as I waited for him to watch all of it. 
 
    “No, no. This isn’t real! Things like this don’t happen in real life! You must have hypnotized me or something.” 
 
    Hurt coursed through me. Part of me knew he wouldn’t believe it, but I tried. Shaking my head sadly, I grabbed my phone back before deleting the video, not wanting to get out for any reason. 
 
    “Doesn’t change the fact I still need to go.” My words were quiet but firm. 
 
    He stood up to tower over me, getting angry. “You’re not making any sense, Cali! You can’t just go off all alone!” He tried to argue, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t stop me. I was more resolved after this to go. I loved Gavin, and even though it hurt my heart to have him think I was crazy, I couldn’t stand it if somebody hurt him to get to me. 
 
    “I won’t be alone.” As soon as I finished that sentence, my dorm room opened. Hayden stood there with his duffle bag ready and packed. It clicked together what I was saying for Gavin. Rage flashed in his eyes as he turned to face Hayden. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” He roared and charged at Hayden full force. 
 
    “Gavin, stop!” I screamed in horror as my best friend was about to punch Hayden in the face. Gavin froze mid-swing. It was like he was put on pause for a moment before relaxing and putting his arm back to his side. 
 
    “What the hell?” Hayden muttered, looking Gavin over before looking at me. I felt odd like I was being stretched to my limits but only in my mind. “Blondie, are you doing this?” Hayden looked shocked. Hell, I was too! How was I controlling Gavin with myself still in tacked with my own body? I knew I was in control though with being able to feel Gavin’s mind in my own. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m doing this,” I said strained, but what freaked me out was how Gavin spoke the same words as me at the same time.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    “Oh my God! Hayden, what do I do?” I said frantically and whimpered slightly when, again, Gavin spoke at the same time as I did. His voice was monotone, though, like a brainless robot. 
 
    Hayden took a big breath but looked a little lost. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen this before. Okay…try to stay calm.” Hayden looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t know what to say. 
 
    I tried to calm my racing heart by placing my hand on my chest but had to shout when Gavin did the same thing. “Hayden, I need help!” I knew I was the opposite of calm, but I didn’t know if I was doing irreversible damage to Gavin! 
 
    Hayden determinedly stalked over to me and hugged me. I took in deep breaths and shut my eyes so I didn’t have to see the human puppet I made out of my best friend. 
 
    The splitting sensation I felt began to dissipate. Before all at once, I felt free. I heard gasping, making me break away from Hayden’s embrace to see Gavin coughing, bent over, trying to catch his breath. He looked at me then to Hayden with an emotion I couldn’t name—which made my heart hurt—before storming out of my dorm. 
 
    “Gavin!” I called out after him, ready to run, but Hayden stopped me. “Hayden, I need to make this right! He knows about me, about my ability. I’m so sorry I told him, but I had to!” When I took a step, I collapsed, feeling an overwhelming sense of exhaustion. 
 
    “Cali!” Hayden said in alarm, catching me. We went down to the floor with Hayden using himself to shield me from the hard floor. I felt something wet leak from my nose. My hand shakily rose to wipe it away and saw blood smeared on my fingertips. 
 
    “H-hayden?” I croaked before letting go and passing out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My head was pounding to a beat I couldn’t name. I groaned and tried to roll over, but I felt strapped to a chair. I groggily blinked my eyes open but had to gasp before shutting them closed. The sun made my migraine climb to new heights. Carefully, I cracked open my eyes to see I was in a car. 
 
    “Oh, thank God, you’re awake.” I heard a muttered voice to my left. I slowly turned my head and saw Hayden driving. I was sitting in the passenger seat with the seat belt securing me in. I cleared my throat when it felt dry. He silently handed me a small bottle of water. The radio was turned down low, almost too low to hear. 
 
    “Hayden? What happened?” I asked, wincing when my whole body seemed to feel like I was run over by the very car Hayden was driving. Turning the radio completely off, Hayden searched blindly in the middle console before producing a bottle of extra strength pain reliever. I gratefully took two, dry-swallowing them before chasing it with water. 
 
    “I really don’t know. You scared me though. I thought you died for a second there.” I tried to sit up better and ignore the throbbing I felt in my neck where I had it at an odd angle. 
 
    Are you sure you want to continue? The voice in my head sounded far away yet so close at the same time. I turned my head, certain that someone was sitting in the back seat. I suddenly remembered what happened prior to my passing out. 
 
    “Where’s Gavin? I need to see if he’s okay.” I began to feel stronger, less fatigued. The pills Hayden gave me must’ve worked quicker than I thought. 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Now that I know you’re going to be okay, what the hell were you thinking? Telling an outsider our secret? You broke the number one rule!” Hayden was angry, and I sensed a little hurt. 
 
    “I’m sorry! But Gavin isn’t an outsider. He’s my best friend, and I didn’t tell him about you, only about me.” I tried to reason, but he still looked upset. I felt awful because I was really hoping for the best, that Gavin would accept it and I would have someone else I could talk to. I felt my eyes get hot as I thought about the look Gavin gave me before bolting out the door. I saw from my peripheral Hayden look over at me quickly. His hand grabbed mine and held tight as he sighed. 
 
    “I can’t be too mad. I told this girl when I was really little, hoping she’d look at me like I was Superman. Instead, she ran off crying, calling me a freak. But you have me, okay?” he reassured with a squeeze. 
 
    I looked over at him as my heart sped up. “Do I? Have you—I mean I don’t even know what this is between us.” 
 
    He gave me a look that sent my heart flying before returning his attention to the road. “We’re together, plain and simple. I’m your boyfriend, and you’re my girlfriend,” he said it so simply it made me feel like oh, of course, we‘re together, duh. 
 
    I tried to hide the grin that was threatening to break free. Rolling my shoulders, I was surprised. I felt completely fine. 
 
    “Wow, those pills worked great! I feel completely fine!” I chirped. 
 
    Hayden looked at me in shock before pulling over on the deserted road. I hadn’t even asked where we were headed. 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. Shouldn’t he be happy I wasn’t feeling like death? 
 
    “You feel completely fine?” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at him. “What? Isn’t that a good thing?” I asked. Shouldn’t it be great that I was getting over the after-effects sooner? 
 
    “Cali…this whole situation is one huge question mark for me. I have never met anyone like you, let alone heard of. Then you tell me you’re feeling just fine? It should take you months before you’re able to jump without physical ramifications. Let’s not even add to the fact you could control someone without jumping completely. Cali, you’re this huge mystery, and I don’t know whether that’s good or bad.” 
 
    My mood was deflating quickly. I knew he wasn’t insulting me. I knew that. But it still felt like he was inadvertently calling me a freak. 
 
    “Okay…Sorry to freak you out,” I said quietly. I didn’t know what else to say. This was new territory for both of us, or anyone really. 
 
    Hayden looked at me for a second before unbuckling his seatbelt and grabbing my face to kiss me. His lips seemed to erase all the insecurities I had in an instant. It was crazy, had no rhyme or reason to how he could do this, but nevertheless, here he was again, calming me by kissing me so sweetly. I didn’t even mind that he didn’t ask me to be his girlfriend, how he just declared it. I was sure feminists everywhere were groaning at me, but I couldn’t care less. Hayden broke away, shooting me a smirk that made my brain fuzzy for a moment. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that, Pretty Girl. I meant I wasn’t sure if it’s a good or bad thing because at this point, I’m not sure if or how I can help you.” 
 
    Now that I was more awake and alert, I could think about other things like where we were going, where Gavin was, my parents, how I was somehow able to stay conscious while still taking control of someone else. 
 
    “How did I do that?” I asked out loud, knowing neither of us had the answer. It was terrifying to remember. I didn’t like it at all, felt like I was some sort of monster—a new breed of freak that no one knew how to approach. I looked over at him. “Do you know someone who might be able to help?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s where we’re headed.” He didn’t say anything more, so I raised my eyebrows waiting. He looked over at me before getting back on the road. “We’re headed north, going to Washington to see my Uncle John. He’s sort of the head archiver for our kind. If anyone knows what’s going on, it’s him.” 
 
    I felt a little lost. So much happening all at once like the world around me was on fast forward and I was stuck in reverse. 
 
    “Tell me about you, Hayden. I feel like I know so little, and yet here we are, running away across the states.” I felt suddenly desperate to know him better. I felt like I was getting to know his core—his soul—if that made any sense, but I didn’t know a lot of the little things. He looked reluctant to tell me, which made me wonder why. “Can you tell me about your dad?” I asked, wanting to understand him. 
 
    “You know about my mother. My dad is a whole different brand of crazy. He gave in to the void after jumping when we lost Mom. Completely and utterly lost to it, he doesn’t care about anyone…including me. When they killed her that day, my dad took me and ran so they couldn’t get to us too. These group of outsiders of our kind who think we should rule over normal humans. They represent the very reason why normal humans have instincts to stay away from us.” He was looking so intently at the road ahead of us as my heart slowly bled for him. 
 
    “My dad took us to an abandoned shack in the middle of nowhere. He told me he was going to jump to help us both. I didn’t know what he was doing at the time. I was only ten, but what I didn’t realize he was doing was jumping into several different wealthy men to transfer funds into a secret account, one at a time for us. All I remember was waiting for my mom to walk in the door while my dad lay unconscious on the floor. I wasn’t very experienced with jumping at the time, so even when I wanted to be someone else for a while, I couldn’t. I wanted to go back, go back for my mom. We had to leave her there on the floor. The worst part was knowing she was alive but brain dead. She would be in this coma-like state before eventually dying.” I saw his knuckles grip his steering wheel tightly, making it creak under pressure. 
 
    “She had to die alone while my dad and I ran. We had to leave her and everyone and everything I knew behind. The group that took her from me is called Evolution. They gave themselves that stupid name. And they are the only thing I hate more than the Demolition. They give you a choice: join or die.” My heart hurt more the more he revealed. So much pain layered under his words from his past like levels of glass-like shards constantly poking and prodding him years later. I grabbed his hand as he continued. 
 
    “My dad came too, looking at me with so much pain in his eyes that I was too young to understand. He made a quick call to my Uncle John and told him where we were and what happened. I could tell he was struggling with something, but I didn’t know what at that time. That internal struggle was so obvious, but I didn’t know what to do. We sat in silence for over an hour as my uncle came to get us. I was just trying to keep it together, trying to be stronger than I felt.” 
 
    I gave him an encouraging squeeze. “You don’t have to continue,” I murmured quietly. 
 
    He gave me a small, sad smile and shook his head. “I need to. I’ll never forget the moment my uncle pulled up. He loved my mom like his own sister, and I could see the pain on his face too as he approached us. My dad wrote something down, that I now know as a bank account number, and gave it to my uncle.” He barked out a short deprecating laugh. 
 
    “He just looked at my uncle and said, ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t. Take care of him.’ I didn‘t know what he was about to do, but Uncle John did. He shouted at him to stop, but I remember my dad losing his rigid posture and his eyes going dim. It was like there was a different man in front of me. So, that’s how I lost both my parents in the same day. My dad looked at me with no emotion and walked away from me.” Hayden was silent after that, not wanting to continue in his past. 
 
    “Can you share a happy memory? That’s what I like to do when I have to talk about something that’s a downer.” I tried to help. Although it was nice to know more about him, I didn’t want him to suffer because of my curiosity. 
 
    Hayden shot me a small smile, bringing the back of my hand to his lips; he kissed it softly. I was really liking this softer side of him. If he wasn’t careful, I was going to get used to it, I thought. 
 
    “Yeah, I had these friends that were like us in our neighborhood. They were siblings, twins. That’s the whole reason my parents bought a house in that neighborhood; they found a family like us. Figured it would be nice for me to ‘socialize.’ We became best friends, Brody, myself, and Melina.” He broke off with a chuckle. “Those two…we got in so much trouble. They were gifted among our kind, able to jump much earlier than normal, so they would jump into people like the ice cream man to give us free ice cream. They weren’t bad kids, just kids like me, and figured they would show off every once and a while for me. They were both great, and I miss them sometimes.” I was glad he had some sort of childhood before everything went to hell for him. 
 
    “They sound like fun.” I thought of my own childhood, but that was always so fuzzy for me. I never had a good memory with that sort of thing. I didn’t want to think about everyone I was leaving behind right now, so I distracted myself. 
 
    “I was once in a baby pageant, won second place in overall and fourth for picture,” I stated randomly, wanting to switch gears. Hayden looked at me amused but kept his attention on the road. “It’s true! My mom showed me the certificate, but she only took me to that one event. She didn’t want me to grow up in that artificial world.” My heart lurched when I thought about how upset she would be once she discovers I was gone. I hoped one day, I would get the chance to tell her how sorry I was. I wanted to growl in frustration because no matter what we talk about, my mind would still go to the loved ones I was leaving. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure something out, and you’ll see them again. Even that Gavin.” I smacked his arm jokingly when he said Gavin’s name like it made him physically sick. “What? I didn’t like him before I knew he was in love with you.” 
 
    I looked at him shocked. “You knew he was in love with me?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at me like he was thinking duh. “I think anyone with any sort of intuition would know that guy has been in love with you for a while. I’m surprised you’re admitting to knowing.” 
 
    I cast down my eyes in shame, thinking back to how it felt to have all those emotions thrown at me at once. 
 
    “I didn’t know before the other day when I accidentally jumped into him. I tried to stop it because it wasn’t fair to him, but I felt all of it.” I bit my lip, trying not to wince at the ghost-like hurt that sliced through me when I remembered the pain of that unrequited love. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pretty Girl. To find out like that and then pretend like you don’t know exactly what they were thinking and feeling can be pretty hard not to let it consume your thoughts when you’re with them.” 
 
    It was nice to talk with someone who knew exactly what I was talking about. 
 
    “Let’s change the subject. I already have so much to think about, but I want to learn more about our kind. Is there some sort of directory or list to show how many there are and who?” I asked, curious and desperate to not feel so desolate. 
 
    “Yeah, my uncle is actually who’s in charge. It’s supposed to be updated every year, but sometimes it’s hard to keep track of everyone. Our numbers have dwindled, but there’s still enough of us to fill a big book.” 
 
    I thought maybe when we get to his uncle’s place, I would ask to have a look if I could. It would be nice to look at something showing me just how many of us are there so I would feel like I belonged to something bigger. 
 
    “Kind of like the census they do every ten years?” I clarified. Hayden nodded and blindly fiddled with the radio control before settling on a soft rock station. “How long have you been driving—wait. How long was I out?” I asked. 
 
    “You were out for a day and a half. I wanted to take you to the hospital, but I couldn‘t risk the Demolition tracking you somehow there. I figured if you didn’t wake up when we got to Uncle John’s, I would have him help. I’m glad you’re okay now, even though by all reason you shouldn’t be.” 
 
    It was when I really looked at him, I noticed how tired he looked. 
 
    “Pull over. I’m going to drive. No, don’t give me that look. You’re exhausted, and you need to rest. It’s not good for anyone to go without sleep for as long as you have. Just tell me how to get there, and I’ll drive while you sleep. Honestly, I feel fine and rested. So, pull over.” I gave him my no-nonsense voice. He yawned, sealing his fate before pulling over again. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll plug the address into the phone I got for you, and just follow it. Any issues, you wake me up. Got it?” He made sure I understood before getting out and switching sides with me. When I pulled out onto the road, it wasn’t even a minute before Hayden was softly snoring. I put my new phone, which was a generic smartphone onto the hold clipped to the vent and let it guide me to his uncle’s house. It stated it would be another four hours before we’d get there, so I settled into my seat and drove. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was so much beautiful scenery. The more north we traveled, the greener it got. The evergreen trees were gorgeous, thick, and full. Arizona was beautiful in its own right, but Washington was like a garden with so many different plant life. I already stopped for gas an hour ago, so I knew we were okay for the next while before we made it to Hayden’s uncle’s house. 
 
    “Mmmm…where are we?” Hayden groaned as he woke up slowly. I smiled a bit, glad to have someone to keep me company other than my own thoughts. 
 
    “We just passed a town called Kelso. We have another thirty minutes before we reach your uncle’s house in Winlock.” 
 
    Hayden nodded absently as he stretched, and I tried to keep my attention on the road, other than the skin his stretching showed off when his shirt rose a little. 
 
    “Were you just checking me out?” he asked, amused. A blush stained my cheeks as I shook my head. 
 
    “No! I am being a dutiful driver and keeping my eyes firmly on the road.” I lied pathetically. He laughed, calling me out. 
 
    “I check you out all the time, Pretty Girl.” His confession made me warm. I tried to hide my smile but was unsuccessful. We made idle chat, filling the quiet, but both of us stopped talking when my phone pinged, letting us know we’ve arrived. I looked out the window when I pulled up to a driveway. It was a modest-sized house but boasted a well-kept lawn. 
 
    “This should be a surprise.” 
 
    I looked at him with my eyes widening. “You didn’t tell him we were coming?” I asked, shocked. 
 
    He gave me a rueful smile, confirming it. “I haven’t seen him in the last few years, thought we could surprise him.” He paused before pursing his lips. “He’s a little odd. You’ll see what I mean.” My jaw dropped a little as he got out of the car and waited for me to follow. 
 
    “You know, I don’t know how many girlfriends you’ve had, but this is no way to introduce them to family,” I muttered, quickly grabbing the coat he bought me when a cold wind chilled my bones. This was definitely different from Arizona. Hayden pulled me to his side and tilted my head up to look at him. 
 
    “There’s only been one girlfriend, Pretty Girl, and that’s you. Under normal circumstances, this would go a lot different.” Before he could kiss me, the front door to the brown house opened. A man stepped out to greet us. 
 
    “Hurry! Get off the grass!” he exclaimed in a worried tone. 
 
    Hayden sighed, shaking his head before bringing me along with him. When he saw Hayden, he broke out into a grin. “Hayden! About time you came home! I was just finishing up some paperwork! Come inside, come inside!” He then saw me, and his eyebrows raised at our intertwined hands. “Well, hello there! Please don’t mind the mess when you come in. I have so much paperwork that never seems to end.” 
 
    I nodded like I understood, but I just didn’t know what to say. When we stepped inside, I then understood.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    There were piles and piles of books and paperwork all over. Making a large room feel small, and at any moment, the mountains of papers were going to bury us alive. Hayden sighed as he ushered me inside more. It was hard to know where to step. I didn’t want to ruin anything. 
 
    “Sorry, I would have a cleaned up a bit if someone would’ve told me they were coming.” I held back a snort. He could’ve had a week, and it probably wouldn’t have been enough. Hayden eyed me like he knew exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    “No problem. Um, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Cali.” I held out my hand awkwardly. Hayden’s uncle grasped my hand and shook it jerkily, almost like he’s had too much caffeine. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet a friend of Hayden! They’re so few, you know? Oh, and call me John.” 
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes before stepping up behind me and wrapping an arm around my shoulder in an affectionate way. John seemed a little surprised. 
 
    “It’s cool, Uncle John. She’s like us. That’s why we’re here, and the Demolition is after her.” 
 
    John looked at me shocked before getting really close to me and peering at my head. “Did you dye your hair?” 
 
    This time, I did let out a snort, thinking about how Hayden confronted me on that very thing. I toyed with a strand as I fought the urge to be sassy. I didn’t know John quite yet, and I wanted to make a good impression since he was related to Hayden. Plus he seemed like an okay guy, if not a little quirky. 
 
    “This blonde doesn’t come from a bottle.” I internally sighed when the sass won out anyway, but John laughed at what I said, making me feel better. He looked at me though like I was a shiny new toy to examine. 
 
    “Have you always known?” he asked almost eagerly before shaking his head, “Oh! How rude of me! Come sit down! I’ll make a pot of coffee since you two look like you need it.” 
 
    Hayden made a noise of disagreement. “Can we raincheck for a few hours? I think Cali and I need a power nap if we’re going to get through telling you everything.” 
 
    I felt relief at his protest. I really felt like a nap would do me a world of good, even though I was sleeping so much before. Driving for so long really takes it out of any person. 
 
    “Of course! It will give me time to tidy up a bit.” 
 
    Hayden leveled his uncle with a look, making John look at us with chagrin. I liked John so far. He seemed sweet in a very out of the box way. I fought back a yawn and turned to Hayden. 
 
    “Where will I be sleeping?” I only asked because the couch was covered in papers. 
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes before grabbing my hand. “With me.” 
 
    I quickly stopped and took my hand back, turning red. Hayden read my expression with an amused smile. “You really think I’d want to have sex with my uncle in the other room?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open as I heard John chuckle under his breath. Huffing out an annoyed breath, I stalked ahead of him and guessed where his bedroom was. I guessed right when I saw a full-sized bed with old blue plaid bedding on it. I only knew it was Hayden’s because there were posters of fast cars on the walls. I heard him come up behind me. Spinning on my heel, I faced him with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a little bit of attitude. I know Hayden didn’t have experience with the girlfriend department, but it seems pretty basic to not bring up sex when you first start going out and especially not in front of family. If I didn’t stand my ground now, I would regret it. 
 
    “You going to let me in?” he asked, looking perplexed. 
 
    Cracking a smirk, I shook my head. “Nope!” I said brightly before shutting the door in his face and locking it. I could hear John laughing from where I stood. Hayden tried to open the knob, but he couldn‘t get in. I stifled a giggle as I turned and sat down on his bed. You could tell no one had been in there for a while due to the slightly dusty smell. Shrugging, I told myself to just lie on top of the covers. 
 
    “Cali! Come on! Open the door! I’m tired!” He whined through the door. 
 
    “Sorry! Can’t hear you! I’m sleeping!” I hollered back and tried not to laugh when I heard his low groan through the door. Closing my eyes in victory, I rested my head on his pillow and started to drift off. 
 
    “Scoot over.” 
 
    I shrieked when my eyes opened and I saw Hayden standing there. I looked over and saw the window was open. 
 
    “Did you climb through the window?” I asked surprised. 
 
    He huffed slightly before literally picking me up to scoot me over. I just let him because I was still shocked how quickly and quietly he got in. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have had to if someone opened the door to my own room.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and gave him a joking stink eye. “Well, I wouldn’t have done that if you hadn’t been a jerk out there with your Uncle. So, that was all your fault.” I reasoned. 
 
    He nodded like he was thinking about it before flipping over on top of me with a smirk. He held himself up by his arms, but his face was so close we were almost nose to nose. 
 
    “Hayden!” I said breathlessly, not wanting to be too loud in case his uncle could hear. 
 
    “What? I always sleep on my stomach, Blondie, so…” He trailed off before laying all his weight on top of me. 
 
    Barking out a surprised laugh, I slapped his shoulder. I liked this playful side of him. It took my mind off depressing thoughts. It was hard to breathe, which made laughing that much harder. 
 
    “Hayden, get off!” I squeaked underneath him. He let out a fake snore, snuggling even closer. I was trying to push him off playfully when I spotted something on his shoulder. Shrieking, I pushed him for real, making him fall off to the side. “There’s a spider on you!” I screamed. I have never seen Hayden move so fast I lurched up and spun around to kill it. 
 
    “Get it off!” he yelled, slapping himself. I saw the large brown spider fall off him onto the floor. I pointed at it. 
 
    “There! Kill it, kill it!” I ordered frantically. Part of me wanted to laugh at how Mister Bad Boy himself was spinning around like a little girl, but I was too scared of the eight-legged beast currently crawling its way across the floor. 
 
    Hayden’s foot came down hard on the spider, effectively killing it. There was a beat of silence before I couldn’t help but laugh. “You looked…” I couldn’t even talk at this point. All I could do was curl up on one side and laugh so hard my stomach hurt. 
 
    Hayden looked at me unamused before grumbling. “That’s the last time I walk through those bushes.” He went back to bed with me, this time, staying on his side. I assumed he meant the bushes outside the window. I was finally able to settle down after a minute, wiping away the stray tears. 
 
    “Sorry for laughing at you.” I tried to sound sincere but couldn‘t quite grasp it. His eyes narrowed in my direction, but he stayed silent. Rolling my eyes, I turned on my side before laying my head on his chest. “You are very manly. You have slain a dangerous beast.” I bit my lip to prevent the giggle that threatened to escape. 
 
    “If you don’t stop, I won’t allow you to cuddle me.” I felt the vibration from his voice as his arm came around to hold me closer. This was nice, feeling for a few moments like everything was normal and okay. I closed my eyes when I felt that wave of fatigue wash over me. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stop, but don’t move. You’re surprisingly comfy,” I murmured, already drifting off to sleep. I felt his lips kiss the back of my head, making me grin sleepily. “Promise me something,” I said suddenly. 
 
    “Hmm?” Hayden was almost asleep like me, but I needed to get him to promise even if it meant he lied to me. 
 
    “Promise me if things get too dangerous…you’ll leave.” He stiffened slightly, and I knew from just his body language that he was about to say no, or lie and say yes. I haven’t known Hayden for years, but I did know his character for the most part. Asking him to leave me when things got dangerous was like asking him to jump across the Grand Canyon. It just wasn’t possible. 
 
    But I could hope. Hope that he would have some sense in him to leave while he still could. If he got hurt because of me, I would never forgive myself. I couldn’t explain the bond we formed so shortly. There were times when I looked at him and recognition striked but left so suddenly—like my soul remembered his. 
 
    “You know I can’t do that…but I can promise you it won’t have to come to that. Now go to sleep. We both need it for what’s coming.” I wanted to argue, but sleep was pulling me under like a sinking ship, so I surrendered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I felt trepidation slither its way along my spine. I knew I was dreaming again. I could tell by all the white. I was back in the snow, my feet feeling like they were frozen since I wasn’t wearing shoes. I wanted to wake up, but I didn’t know how, and I knew what was coming. 
 
    I could feel the clawed beast’s presence around like it was standing right next to me. I turned sharply to make sure it wasn’t there. It wasn’t, but I saw that woman off in the distance again. I couldn’t make out her features, but I could see her hair was black. Her arms were open again, making me take a step forward. Somehow, I knew it was safe in her arms. 
 
    “You’ll never reach her in time.” I saw Gavin standing there with his hands in his pockets. I then spotted my parents standing behind him, looking at me in sorrow as they held each other’s hands. In the distance behind them, I saw the beast, walking slowly. I could see the soulless black eyes looking intently at my family. 
 
    “Run! Please get out of here!” I yelled in desperation. Part of me already knew what was about to happen, but I was helpless to stop it. The creature came swiftly and silently, bringing up its long claws before arcing downward to kill my father first. 
 
    “No!” I screamed and looked away to the mystery woman, knowing somehow, if I could reach her, she could help me. I turned back around in time to see my mom fall lifelessly to the snow floor. 
 
    I dropped to my knees in horror, unable to keep myself upright. “Gavin, please run!” I said through thick tears. 
 
    Gavin only gave me a sad smile, shaking his head slightly. “You need to remember, Cali, even if it hurts,” he spoke softly. I was so confused as I scrambled back up to standing. I couldn’t force Gavin to run with me, but I needed to get away. 
 
    “Remember what? Gavin, please just come with me! Quickly! It’s right behind you!” I warned, but it went unheeded. Before the creature raised its sharp claws, he looked at me imploringly. 
 
    “Remember her…” He trailed off, pointing to the woman on the other side of the field with her arms still open waiting for me. “Remember, and they can’t touch you” was the last thing he said before the beast killed him too. 
 
    “Gavin!” I screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I snapped up, gasping and sweating. I looked over and saw Hayden was still sleeping. I was thankful that I wasn’t normally a sleep talker. I looked over at Hayden’s alarm clock and saw we’ve been sleeping for the past two hours. I knew I wasn’t going to go back to sleep, so I carefully got out of bed and padded out into the hallway. 
 
    I spotted John sitting at what I thought was the dining table, but it was hard to tell with all the papers. He was pouring over old looking books and didn’t notice I was standing there until I cleared my throat. He peered up at me with a friendly smile and gestured me to take a seat. “You dreamed of the monster again?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing John must know what happens when the Demolition is after you and knew since Hayden said something earlier. 
 
    “How can I block them? Is there a way to?” I asked almost desperately, sitting gingerly on the rickety chair. He sighed through his nose, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    “The Demolition is still considered new. They’ve been around since the late eighties, since whatever technology they use has only been around that long. Our kind has been trying to get close enough to jump and get intel on them to make some sort of defense, but anytime someone gets close enough, they get killed.” 
 
    I felt fear in the back of my mind, trying to barge to the front, but I beat back. 
 
    “I don’t want to run the rest of my life…I can’t,” I spoke quietly. 
 
    John took off his glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “If you don’t, you won’t have a rest of your life. Trust me, I don’t like the fact my nephew is anywhere near this, but I also know he would never bring this to me if he didn’t seriously care about you.” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip in distress. There had to be a way. “I’m not just going to run away knowing they will always be behind me.” My thoughts drifted to my dream. The monster was always behind me, waiting to find me before ultimately killing me. I scrubbed my eyes, wanting to get rid of the tiredness. 
 
    “There may be something,” John spoke almost hesitantly, but I locked onto his words like they were a life raft. I knew whatever came out of his mouth now was going to be crazy, but if it meant there was a chance, I’d take it. 
 
    “There is this couple down in Texas. They’re like us, but they’ve been developing a temporary block. Some sort of device you put in your ear that blocks their signal to you. It’s only temporary, and from what they’ve said, it only works once. They’re trying to prolong it, but they’ve been experiencing bugs,” he spoke softly as if the Demolition could somehow hear us. 
 
    “I could work with that. How have they’ve been testing it? I thought we don’t know anything about their tech?” I asked but wished I hadn’t when his face went grim. 
 
    “We don’t. Which means they can only test it when one of our kind is being chased by the Demolition.” I got what he was saying. Everyone before me had failed even with the device. I steeled my nerves as I clenched my jaw. 
 
    I won’t fail. 
 
    “Can you put me in contact with them?” I asked with an idea already forming. It was a dangerous and stupid idea, but one all the same. 
 
    John nodded with pursed lips before grabbing his phone. 
 
    “I’ll make some calls, but it still will be a few days before I hear anything. They stay hidden for a reason, not wanting any chance at having themselves being hunted. Only I know their location because I keep track of all our kind. It’s why I’ve been pouring over these books for the last two hours. I can’t seem to find anything about you.” 
 
    “Then where did I come from, John? I don’t understand any of this! I know for sure I’m not adopted, and there’s no way I was switched. I have the same DNA as my parents.” 
 
    He looked just as frustrated as I felt. “I don’t know, Cali. You’re an anomaly, which is both frustrating and fascinating. Let’s focus on one issue at a time though.” 
 
    I snorted at him, playing with my fingernails. “Yeah, let’s focus on not getting killed.” 
 
    My attempt at humor made his eyebrows raise as he laughed to himself. “I can see what my nephew sees in you. What’s your plan after I get you to Texas?” he asked before sipping his coffee. 
 
    I took a deep breath when I looked down at my hands. 
 
    “I’m going to take them down from the inside,” I uttered those nine words into the quiet room. 
 
    “What?” Hayden growled from behind me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    I whirled around so quick, the room spun slightly. Hayden looked at me in shock and anger. I couldn’t blame him though. What I was proposing was beyond dangerous, but it seemed like the most logical plan. I would go in undetectable, and the fact that I didn’t look like a normal jumper helped. I could discover who was the head of the whole operation and jump into them. 
 
    I knew it would be tricky, and I would need to somehow train so I could jump into someone who I didn’t know that well or at all really. It was better than running forever looking behind my back. “Just hear me out, Hayden…” 
 
    He cut me off by shaking his head and slicing his hand through the air. 
 
    “No! You’re not going on some suicide mission! God! To even think…” He broke off, shaking his head in disgust. I wasn’t about to back down though. I know Hayden cared about me, and because of that, he was angry I was willing to put myself in that position. 
 
    “Sit down, and listen to her talk,” John said from his chair. His voice was quiet but authoritative. Hayden looked like he wanted to argue, but he silently sat next to me. I could feel his aggravation come off him in waves that lapped at my resolve to do this. “Go ahead.” John gestured for me to continue. 
 
    “We can work out any kinks later, but here’s the gist: we get that device that can block me temporarily, and then I jump my way through the ranks until I get enough intel to take them down. Of course, we need to find out who and where they operate, but it’s a plan.” 
 
    They both looked at me, but their eyes showed different stories. John looked at me with hope and surprise, while Hayden was looking at me like I’d physically struck him. I placed my hand on his and implored him to see things through my eyes. 
 
    “Hayden…what kind of life can I really lead if I’m constantly running? I know it’s dangerous, but think about it! This can be a way our kind can finally know how they’re tracking us and find out how to stop it!” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Why does it have to be you?” he asked so quietly I almost didn’t hear him. It broke me a little, hearing that pain in his voice. From what I knew, he lost so much. 
 
    “Because they’re hunting me. It sucks, but that’s what’s happening, and I have to fight back, Hayden.” Our connection was thrumming strong between us like an almost physical tether, tying us together. Part of me wanted to reach out and see if I could feel it, but I didn’t want to look crazy, especially after pitching that plan. I could only hope Hayden couldn’t see the fear that still plagued me. 
 
    John looked at the two of us in silence, waiting for Hayden to speak. I knew how patient John was. If Hayden was still dead set against the idea, John wouldn’t help me. Even though I was hoping Hayden would give in, it showed me how dedicated John was to Hayden as his uncle and more of a father figure. 
 
    “We take this slow. If things start to go sideways, we stop. Got it? The moment it becomes too dangerous, I don’t care how close you are, we run.” I knew that was the best I was going to get, so I nodded. John clapped his hands together loudly, making me jump from the sudden sound. 
 
    “This will work! I just can’t believe we hadn’t thought of it before! Let me go get in contact with Texas, then we can talk about all that’s been going on, okay?” John said excitedly. 
 
    I shot him a small smile. Even though it was my plan, I still wished I didn’t have to do any of it, that I wasn’t being stalked through my subconscious so a group of people could eliminate me. 
 
    For a few minutes, it was just Hayden and me in the room. I looked at him, searching for the right words to comfort both him and myself. There weren’t any that came to mind, so instead, I leaned over and hugged him. I felt the breath rush out of him as he held me back. 
 
    John returned a minute later with a cell in his hand. He looked excited. 
 
    “I got a hold of one of the contacts, and they’re going to put a message back to the couple. We should hear from them in the next couple of days. I think you’ll like them. Their names are Brenda and Michael.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath as I fiddled with my fingers. 
 
    “Thanks. I take it they like the plan?” I asked. 
 
    John shook his head with furrowed eyebrows. “I didn’t tell them. No one can know about your plan until we meet Brenda and Michael in person. The less people that know, the greater chance of success. Now, tell me more about you and what’s been going on. I have a feeling you two are leaving a lot out,” John said while making a fresh cup of coffee. 
 
    Hayden and I then spent the next hour explaining about everything: my not knowing what I was until I went to college, my ability to take control of someone while still remaining in my body, and all of my dreams. By the time we were done, John sat back, shocked. 
 
    “I’m guessing by your expression that you have no clue what to do with me?” I asked with dry humor. John just stared at me, perplexed. Clearing my throat, I got up to get a glass of water. I was never good with uncomfortable silences. 
 
    “I…I don’t even know what to say! In all of my researches, in all my years, there has been no one like you. Cali…you’re a new kind of jumper, an Evolutionary Jumper.” 
 
    I felt the weight of his words settle around me like I was being buried alive. I stood away from them, suddenly not feeling so brave. 
 
    “I don’t want to be unknown! Unknown means there aren’t any answers, unknown means incomplete.” 
 
    John looked at me worriedly, showing me the palm of his hands in a gesture that meant no harm. “Relax, Cali. I meant nothing by it. I think you’re extraordinary in the best possible way. You may be the only shot at succeeding your plan. Think about it…You’re obviously very powerful, possibly due to being a late bloomer to your powers. We’ll figure this out, I promise. In fact, I want to focus on you growing your powers over the next few days.” John looked excited like a little boy who got that shiny new bicycle on Christmas morning. I didn’t take offense. Something told me he was easily excited by anything puzzling or new. 
 
    “She needs to recover, Uncle John. She’s had a hell of a week and hasn’t been able to take a deep breath since,” Hayden protested. It was sweet, but I felt just fine, if not a little tired. 
 
    “I’m okay, Hayden, really. That was one of the freaky parts of this, right? Let’s push it, see what my limits are? If not to only get myself ready for the Demolition, then only to help with my curiosity.” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment then nodded. 
 
    “We do this smart. Uncle, I need you to think of where she can practice that won’t cause attention. If she’s going to be jumping, it needs to be in a place people won’t notice.” 
 
    My mind came up blank at thinking where I could go. Before John could reply, there was a knock at the door. We all stiffened and remained silent. 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    “Go take Cali into the other room.” John never looked more serious and a little scary. He stood up without sound before going into the drawer next to him and producing a gun. My eyes went wide as Hayden pulled my arm to go with him. John brought his finger to his mouth telling us to remain quiet. We just made it to the hallway, out of view when John answered the door. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    I pulled my arm away so I could look around the corner. I couldn’t see who was outside with John standing in the way. The gun was in his hand, hiding behind the door, pointing at whoever was on the porch. 
 
    “I know Cali is here. Cali!” I knew that voice. Against Hayden’s insistence, I came out completely baffled. 
 
    “Gavin?” I said, surprised. Seeing that I knew him, John stepped only slightly out of the way so I could see. “It’s okay, John. He’s a friend,” I said, nearly tearing up at seeing my best friend. I was thinking I wasn’t ever going to get to see him again. “How?” I asked, getting closer. I felt Hayden’s protective presence behind me. 
 
    “Can we talk…alone?” Gavin asked hesitantly. 
 
    I heard a scoff behind me. “Fat chance, beanpole. Explain how you found us here.” Hayden demanded. It was his hostility that made John keep the gun at his side but still out of view from Gavin. My heart beat faster at the thought of Gavin getting hurt. I placed a comforting hand on Hayden’s chest. 
 
    “Please…I will be right outside. I need this.” I could almost hear Hayden’s teeth grinding in frustration, his nostrils flaring. I felt guilty for bringing so much drama into his life, but I could only hope it wouldn’t be like this forever. When I took a step away from him, I felt a pull, again like we were tied. I walked outside with Gavin and remained on the porch. I knew John and Hayden both were going to listen, but I didn’t care. It felt so good to see Gavin after thinking that wasn’t a possibility. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked with my arms wrapped around my middle. Although I was glad, I still needed to be cautious. 
 
    Gavin looked at me like he’d never seen me before. He sighed and rubbed the back of his head. 
 
    “After what happened…I’m not going to lie. I freaked. But it only took me minutes after running out to realize I was an idiot. No matter what you can do, at the end of the day, you’re still my best friend. I was going to go back to talk with you when I saw across the yard, Hayden holding you up. He took you to his car and strapped you in. I saw him go back inside for your bags, so I took the opportunity. I ran over to the car, turned on the Find My Phone app and hid it under the seat in the back before leaving.” 
 
    I was shocked at it all as I stood silent. Finally, I walked up to him on the worn-looking porch and hugged him. “I’m glad you don’t hate me, but you can’t be here.” My words were soft, but they still felt a little sharp. I was beyond happy to see him here, but I knew the dangers coming. I stepped away from him while tucking my hands into my back pockets. 
 
    “What do you mean I can’t be here? Just because I’m not like you? I don’t care! I’m not leaving you just because you’re different.“ 
 
    I rubbed my face trying to find the right words. I gathered up my blonde hair and quickly threw it up in a messy ponytail with the band around my wrist. 
 
    “Gavin…do you not remember what we talked about before. There are people after me. It’s dangerous, and I can’t be worried about you too.” Just the thought of him getting caught in the crosshairs was enough to make me feel ill. 
 
    “I’m not going to just turn around and pretend none of this is happening. You’re my best friend, so I’m not going.” Gavin was firm in his words. 
 
    I knew what I had to do, and I also knew it would break my heart for hurting him this way. 
 
    “I know, Gavin. I know how you really feel about me.” Once the words were out, I wanted to shove them all back in, but there was no going back now. 
 
    His face was blank for a second before adopting a cool façade. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked skeptically, but I heard the nervous tremor. I needed to hold my ground though. I looked up at him wishing it didn’t have to be like this. 
 
    “That’s part of my ability. When I jump into someone, I not only take over their bodies, but I can feel what they feel and see all their memories through their eyes. I know how you feel about me. You can’t let that cloud your judgment because…I don’t love you like that.” If we were able to see words in physical form, mine would have been barbed arrows aimed directly at Gavin’s heart. 
 
    Gavin took a step back like distance between us would make my statement hurt less. 
 
    “I don’t feel like that about you.” He tried to deny, but I shook my head telling myself not to cry. How was it so easy to hurt those you care about most? 
 
    “You need to leave, please.” My heart felt heavy yet so fragile at the same time. I wasn’t going to last much longer before I broke down. I never imagined I could hurt him like this, but it was necessary. 
 
    Suddenly, he stepped up to me with determination. Before I could ask what he was doing, he pulled me to him and kissed me. 
 
    I squeaked in surprise while he threw everything he had into the kiss. There was a spark there, but it was so small compared to Hayden. I wrenched myself away, bringing my hand up to my mouth in shock. 
 
    Gavin’s breathing was slightly heavy, but he looked down at me. 
 
    “You can say all you want about not loving me the way I do to you, but you can’t deny there was something there. Regardless of what I feel about you, I’m not leaving you to deal with this on your own.” 
 
    I heard the front door whip open behind me. 
 
    “She won’t be.” Hayden hissed behind me. I turned to look at him, feeling guilty for the kiss. I knew I didn’t bring it on, but I felt bad that he was probably watching from the porch window. Gavin was going to retort when Hayden charged around me to throw himself at Gavin. 
 
    “Hayden!” I screamed in shock as they both tumbled down the steps onto the ground. 
 
    Hayden was on top of Gavin and threw the first punch. It landed on Gavin’s face with a sickening thud. 
 
    I spun to look at John. “Please! Do something!” I begged, running down the steps. 
 
    Gavin shoved Hayden off him before landing a solid fist to Hayden’s eye. 
 
    “Don’t you ever kiss her again!” Hayden took another swing, but Gavin moved his head at the last second, so he was hit in the shoulder. When Gavin tried to make a move, Hayden got behind him to put Gavin in a headlock. 
 
    “That’s up to Cali to decide!” Gavin wheezed out, his words choked off since Hayden was slowly cutting off his air supply with the hold. John ran to them and started to pull them apart. Gavin got in one good elbow jab before they were both apart. 
 
    I was fuming, feeling like I could kick the crap out of both of them. My jaw hurt from clenching it so hard, and my hands were shaking. They were both out of breath, Gavin sporting a split lip and possibly busted nose, while I was sure Hayden would have a nasty black eye tomorrow. 
 
    “Listen to me closely.” I started, my voice as calm as could be. They both looked at me with a little fear. “I don’t ever want to see you two fighting each other again. Gavin, I didn’t give you permission to kiss me. That wasn‘t okay. Hayden, that was so far from okay to attack Gavin like that.” Clenching my fists by my side, I debated how counterproductive it would be to hit them both. “Gavin is my best friend. Hayden is my boyfriend. Deal with it!” I turned around and walked up the steps. 
 
    Before going inside, I looked over at them. They were both looking down, not saying anything. John looked amused, but I didn’t care. “Oh, and screw you both!” I yelled before slamming the door behind me. 
 
    I had too much to deal with without having to deal with them too. I felt like I wanted to scream and throw something, but I guess I had a lot more restraint than the two boys standing outside. 
 
    John walked in, chuckling and shaking his head. I don’t know what he thought was so funny. Two people I really cared about hated each other. How was that hilarious? 
 
    “I told them not to come in until they sort it out. So, we’ll probably see them next week.” 
 
    I heaved out a large breath before plopping myself down on the couch, crumpling whatever papers were on it. I stared down at my hands for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t know how much more I can handle right now. I just discovered what I could do not long ago. I had just started college only to have to leave because there’s a demented group out there who wants me dead. I had to leave my family and best friend behind. Now, my best friend and new boyfriend hate each other and were fighting like immature jackasses.” I finished with a humorless chuckle. I honestly felt close to cracking, but I really didn’t have a choice but to hold it together. 
 
    “I’m sorry you’re having to go through this. If there is anything I can do, all you have to do is ask. In the meantime, I am going to whip up something to eat for everyone.” John patted my shoulder in support before going into the kitchen. 
 
    “Don’t make anything for Gavin. He’s not staying,” I called back to him. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Gavin said from the front door, coming inside. Hayden came in behind him not looking happy but also not looking like he was going to hit anything. 
 
    “You’re leaving. Now. It’s already bad enough I’m dragging Hayden and John into it. I can’t put you at risk too.” I wasn’t going to bring up what I said outside to him before he kissed me. I needed time to decompress before I attempted that hurdle. 
 
    “No, I’m staying. Hayden and I talked, and we both came to the agreement that I needed to stay to help.” Hayden rolled his eyes, but when I looked at him, he reluctantly nodded. I was speechless, utterly speechless. 
 
    “Are you both insane? How is Gavin going to help? Besides being target practice!” My voice was pitched high with anxiety. Hundreds of scenarios were running through my mind, all ending with Gavin dead. 
 
    Gavin came around, trying to step around all the books and loose papers before crouching in front of me, grabbing my hands in his. I saw Hayden glare bitingly at Gavin’s head but didn’t make a move. 
 
    “Cali, I can help. Think about it. The guys who are tracking…” He trailed off searching for a name. 
 
    “The Demolition,” I said almost with no voice. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Well, they can’t track me. I’m a normal human, which means I can help you when you get inside. Think about it. You know I’m crazy good with computers. I can help even if you don’t like it. I’m not going to let these guys kill you. You would do the same thing if the situation was reversed.” 
 
    I saw the stubborn set to his jaw, letting me know he wasn’t going to back down. I don’t know how, but some way, I was going to make sure Gavin stayed far away when the time came. He was stubborn, but so was I. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I murmured with a shake of my head. 
 
    Hayden came over before shoving Gavin out of the way to grab my hands. He sat next to me, ignoring Gavin as he shot him a death glare. 
 
    “Now you know how I feel.” 
 
    I gave him a look that I wasn’t amused, but he kissed the top of my head. I wasn’t too sure if it was to comfort me or to show off to Gavin. I couldn’t lie though. It felt nice that Hayden was close again. When I had time to really breathe, I would ask about our connection. I was sure it wasn’t normal, but there were other pressing matters. 
 
    “Who wants spaghetti?” John asked, coming into the room with an amused smile. I was glad someone thought this was all funny.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    It was awkward. So, so awkward that it made my teeth hurt. All that was heard was the scraping of forks against ceramic plates as we tried to eat dinner. And by we, I mean myself, Gavin, Hayden, and John. Hayden and Gavin weren’t helping either. When Hayden sat next to me, Gavin grunted and determinedly sat on the other side of me. I could feel the weight of the glares as they wished death upon the other, just through stares alone. 
 
    “Dinner tastes great, John. Thank you,” I said with a smile I wasn’t feeling. He shot me a grateful grin at breaking the silence. 
 
    “Thanks. Nothing like canned spaghetti sauce and boiling noodles,” he said with a slight chuckle. I was hoping that would open the door to have everyone take a deep breath and relax, but the two stubborn idiots on either side of me were determined to make this as uncomfortable as possible. 
 
    “It‘s so green here—“ I started before Hayden sighed, reaching over to cover my mouth with his hand. My eyebrow shot up in surprise. Narrowing my eyes at him, I tried to shove his hand away. But when that didn’t work, I tried to bite him. 
 
    “Mmmfffrr!” I mumbled against his hand. He did not want them to know what I called him. 
 
    “You talk too much.” There was a small teasing glint in his eyes. 
 
    Suddenly, a fork came into my vision as Gavin stabbed Hayden in the back of his hand. 
 
    “What the hell?” Hayden yelled out, snatching his hand away. Gavin looked like he was trying not to snicker. 
 
    “Sorry. Thought your hand was a noodle.” Gavin didn‘t sound sorry at all, and that was the lamest excuse I’d ever heard. 
 
    Hayden went to stand, but I grabbed his shirt to tug him back in his chair. I grabbed his hand and saw there were only four small indents, but nothing broke the skin. 
 
    “You little sh—” Hayden clenched his fists, but I flicked them both in the ear, making them wince. 
 
    “Language!” I admonished even though I wasn’t exactly a saint with that aspect when I was mad, namely what I was trying to call Hayden just a moment ago behind his hand. 
 
    Gavin rolled his eyes and rubbed his ear. “Okay, Captain America,” Gavin mumbled sarcastically, keeping his eyes on his plate. 
 
    John couldn’t hold back anymore as he started to laugh loudly. All three of us glared at him, making him hold his hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry, but you guys remind me of the Three Stooges.” 
 
    Thinking of how we must have looked like, I couldn’t help but let out a little chuckle. Yeah, I was sure we looked ridiculous. I thought about the days to come with pursed lips. 
 
    “So, how can I practice with my ability? Do you have a place in mind?” I asked John, forking another bite of spaghetti. He cleared his throat like he was uncomfortable. I stopped chewing for a moment and squinted my eyes at him. 
 
    “Actually…I would really like to see firsthand how you are able to control someone while still remaining fully conscious.” He looked over at Gavin with a quirked eyebrow. “What do you say? Up for the challenge?” 
 
    Gavin was about to say something, but I hit the table with the palm of my hand and shook my head. I quickly swallowed my food. 
 
    “No! Absolutely not! Gavin, don’t worry about it. I will never do that to you again,” I spoke while glaring at John. Suddenly, I didn’t like him all too much. Hayden was surprisingly with me on it. 
 
    “No, she passed out last time. I thought she died for a moment. She’s not doing it again.” Hayden put an arm around my chair protectively. 
 
    John looked at the two of us before turning his attention to Gavin, who shrugged. “It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but if it helps, I’ll do it.” 
 
    I was going to argue when John held up his hand. “I need to see it, Cali, so I can understand better, and you also need the practice if you’re serious about your plan. Gavin is willing, so I suggest we take advantage of the situation. We can’t very well practice on someone who doesn’t know about us. From what I gather, Gavin could stay alert during it, and we don’t have the ability to wipe memories. This is the safest way for all of us.” 
 
    I hated that he was right. I didn’t want to relive that moment. It was terrifying, and it reminded me how Gavin looked at me—like I was a monster. 
 
    Hayden cursed, rubbing his head with his hand. “Try doing it for short intervals to see how it affects you physically and mentally. I don’t want you straining yourself.” 
 
    I agreed, although begrudgingly. I felt dread seep into my pores, making my mouth feel dry. Taking a much-needed drink, I gathered my dishes before taking them to the sink. I had to collect myself, bracing myself on the counter, with my head down. 
 
    “Hey, it’s going to be okay. I wouldn’t volunteer for this if I didn’t want to do it,” Gavin said quietly, standing next to me. 
 
    I looked over at him dubiously. He chuckled, wiping off his glasses with a sigh. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t exactly want this to happen, but I know it’s needed.” I bit my bottom lip as I looked at him, hot tears gathering in my eyes. 
 
    “How do you not hate me after what I did and what I said?” I asked with a humorless chuckle, looking down my scuffed shoes. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey…It’s okay,” Gavin said, rubbing my arms up and down. He pulled me into a hug. I was grateful for the comfort. I knew things would be easier if I felt the same way as he did for me. But all I felt for him was a family kind of love. If I was honest with myself, I knew even if Gavin and I were dating before I met Hayden, I still would’ve wound up with Hayden. Our connection was too strong to ignore. 
 
    I pulled away with an embarrassing sniffle. I never liked to cry. I usually found it pointless and time-consuming. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie…What you said out there hurt. But I still love you, even if you don’t love me. I always knew you didn’t feel the same way. Having it put into words, though, is a little embarrassing and was a blow to my ego, but I would never abandon you. I’ve had a crush on you since we were little, and I helped push you on the swing in school. I know we didn’t become friends until a couple of years ago, but I never thought you would ever want to talk to me. Even if I can’t be with you the way I want…I still want to be with you.” 
 
    I didn‘t know what to say to all that, so I hugged him. 
 
    “Let’s go practice,” he said after clearing his throat. I wasn’t thrilled with what I needed to do, but John was right. I needed to practice so I could go through with my plan. 
 
    Squaring my shoulders, I walked with Gavin outside. There were no neighbors around, so it would be safe. 
 
    “When we’re done, Gavin, I need you to write down what you experience during it. It’s important to try and understand everything, even if it’s small,” John said from the yard. 
 
    Hayden stayed silent as he walked over to me, placing the palm of his hand on my cheek. “Stop if you feel yourself draining. I don’t want a repeat of before.” 
 
    I agreed silently before turning towards Gavin. I swallowed nervously but closed my eyes to focus better. I thought back to how I felt just before I was able to semi-jump into Gavin. I remember wanting to stop Gavin from hitting Hayden, how emotional I was. I wanted to try and access that without having to be so emotionally distraught. 
 
    “You can do it. I know you can,” Hayden said encouragingly. 
 
    I felt that initial sucking sensation like I was going to jump, but instead of giving into it, I tried to fight it. It was like fighting against a strong current. I was barely able to keep my wits about me. It felt like my mind was stretching like a rubber band, causing a sharp pain to slice through it. I ignored it the best I could, not wanting the others to know on how painful it was getting. 
 
    Pushing forward, I felt like I was being sucked into a black hole. Gritting my teeth, I bared down and tried again. Feeling the rubber band snap, I opened my eyes and looked at Gavin. He was looking at me blankly and blinking at the same time I was. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    I could feel the control I had over him; it was thin, but it was there. “I did it.” I tried not to flinch when Gavin spoke at the same time as me. 
 
    John looked from me to Gavin, stupefied like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “Okay, I want to try something. Cali, I want you to take a step back and keep stepping back until your control over Gavin dissolves.” 
 
    I began to step back, but Gavin just followed my moves. He was basically mirroring me. I tried to speed up to get away from him, but Gavin only followed blindly. 
 
    “I don’t know how to keep him from mirroring me.” I began to feel a little dizzy, and my nose felt wet. 
 
    “Cali, let go of him! Your nose is beginning to bleed.” Hayden sounded worried. 
 
    I tried to snap back and let Gavin go, but it wasn’t as easy as before. 
 
    “Cali, let go!” Hayden sounded alarmed as I stumbled to my knees, Gavin doing the same. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I finally was able to fall completely back into myself. Hayden held my upper half and took his sleeve to wipe away the blood falling from my nose. My head hurt so bad, I just wanted to pass out. 
 
    “I-is Gavin okay?” I asked, wanting to make sure he wasn’t hurt too. 
 
    Gavin came into my line of vision, worried. “Yeah. I’m okay, Cali, but you’re obviously not.” 
 
    Knowing he was okay, I gave into my wanting to sleep. 
 
    “Cali?” Gavin yelled out when my eyes shut. I couldn’t answer though. I was too exhausted, and my head screamed in agony. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s almost time. 
 
    Prepare the room for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Groaning, I turned over on whatever bed I was lying on. The echoes of those voices bounced off the walls of my mind. I didn’t know what they meant, and I felt too hung over to care. I cracked open my eyes and was amazed when my headache was fading. 
 
    Slowly sitting up, I looked around the room. I was back in Hayden’s room, and it looked to be still light outside but only a little. 
 
    “We need to take her to a hospital!” I heard Gavin’s angry voice from the thin walls. 
 
    Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I quietly padded to the door to walk back out in the living room. John was sitting next to the coffee table, pouring over several books, not paying Gavin any mind. Hayden was looking out the window worriedly. 
 
    “We can’t take her to the hospital and risk her being found by the Demolition. She woke up about two days after last time. She’ll wake up again…She has to,” Hayden said the last part quietly to himself. I cleared my throat loudly, making everyone snap their attention to me. 
 
    “Hey…How long was I out?” I asked but didn’t get an answer as Hayden crossed the room and gathered me up in his arms before kissing me softly. I sighed against him, grateful I didn’t feel like I had morning breath. I must have not been out too long then. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Gavin asked loudly, interrupting the moment. 
 
    I pulled away as my cheeks heated from kissing like that in front of everyone. I took a step away so I could think clearly, having Hayden that close didn’t help. 
 
    “Okay, a little tired, but my headache is gone. I just feel like I stayed up too late. How long have I been out?” I asked again. 
 
    “A little over twenty-four hours, so an improvement of last time,” John answered, standing up. He rubbed his face tiredly before cleaning his glasses. 
 
    I looked over at Gavin. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Gavin shrugged, looking down for a moment before looking back up at me. “I’m fine surprisingly. I worried myself sick since you passed out though. Glad to see you’re awake. You sure you’re okay though? You had a wicked nosebleed.” 
 
    My fingers brushed underneath my nose and felt it was clean. 
 
    “I cleaned you up. You look beautiful as always,” Hayden said so softly only I could hear. I heated under his words as I tried not to grin like a loon. 
 
    “So, I guess practice does help. I was down for less time this round. I figure if we kept at it, it wouldn’t affect me so much.” I felt more inclined to practicing now, knowing Gavin wasn’t really affected. 
 
    Hayden shook his head. “You need the rest. Going right back at it could seriously hurt you more permanently.” 
 
    I looked up at him imploringly. “I feel okay. Really, I want to push my limits to see what I can really do. I know if I practice, it will shorten my downtime. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Hayden sighed and still shook his head. “Can we at least have a quiet night? I’m sure you want to change your clothes or something.” 
 
    He was right. I did feel a little gross, and I was out longer than I felt. I looked over at John. “Can I take a quick shower?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded as he looked back down at his books. Whatever he was reading captured his attention fully. 
 
    “Where’s my bag? I need to get out some clothes.” 
 
    Hayden pointed to the corner of the room where my duffle bag lay. 
 
    “The shower is down the hall, second door on the right. I’ll make you something to eat while you get cleaned up.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled, telling me that I was definitely hungry. I felt gritty from not taking a shower. I quickly grabbed a change of clothes when Hayden handed me a towel. 
 
    I passed Gavin on my way out of the living room. Pausing, I squeezed his arm. “Thank you for being so willing to help in all of this,” I spoke softly. 
 
    “Don’t even have to ask, Cali…I’d do anything for you.” That was what I was afraid of. 
 
    Keeping my thoughts to myself, I left to go to the bathroom. When I got inside the small bathroom, I found it looked generic with its white tile and dark blue shower curtain. When I looked into the mirror, I winced. 
 
    My hair looked matted, and even though Hayden cleaned up the blood on my face, I still found crusted blood dried on my grey t-shirt. Lovely. Blowing out a raspberry, I got undressed before turning on the shower, making sure to make it extra hot. I never could stand a cold shower or even a lukewarm one. The hotter, the better for me. 
 
    Speed up the timeline. 
 
    We have never been closer. 
 
    I spun around at the voices, but I was completely alone. I really hope I wasn’t going crazy with all of the mind games. Shaking my head to clear it, I pulled the curtain back before stepping in. Those voices were getting more and more concerning, but I didn’t want to worry anyone. 
 
    Washing quickly with some simple soap, I stepped out and dressed in yoga pants and a loose fitting white shirt. My stomach started to growl more loudly when I could smell the food Hayden was cooking from the kitchen. 
 
    “Something smells great,” I commented, running a spare comb through my hair and walking into the kitchen. 
 
    Hayden was standing by the stove, stirring something in a large pot. He looked back at me with a tired smile. 
 
    “I’m making some soup. Have a seat. Jerkoff is with John in the study going over what he went through.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “His name is Gavin, not jerkoff, and not beanpole. Please try to be civil.” I peeked over his shoulder before grabbing a cup for some water. 
 
    “I’ll be civil when he stops giving you goo-goo eyes.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I needed to pick my battles. 
 
    Hayden grabbed a couple of bowls, filling them both up with what looked like potato soup. I tried not to blush when my stomach chose that moment to impersonate a dying whale. 
 
    “Oh shut it,” I mumbled when he shot me a smirk. We sat back at the dining table. “Thank you for making this…and for being there for me.” I was struck with a wave of gratitude. He wasn’t required to be here and help me, but here he was, making me soup. 
 
    “No thanks needed. You helped me in a way too. I was just drifting along, looking for a quick high, or just drinking everything away. I still don’t know how I was still in college and not kicked out.” He looked a little embarrassed from his past antics. 
 
    “Yeah, you had bloodshot eyes more often than not. Glad I could be a good influence on you,” I said with a wink. 
 
    He chuckled, swallowing another spoon full. He was going to retort when Gavin and John walked back in. 
 
    “Brenda from Texas got back to me. We’re moving out tomorrow morning,” John announced.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “When do we leave?’ I asked, anxious and completely nervous. It was one thing coming up with the plan. It was a whole other thing to go through with it. 
 
    John clapped his hands together with readiness that I wasn’t feeling. “They are sending us plane tickets in the morning, and we will be leaving for Texas by tomorrow afternoon. They’re anxious to meet you. I haven’t told them about your extra abilities. I would rather save that for face to face. Just to be safe.” 
 
    I nodded in silent agreement. “Good thing I don’t have to pack. Everything I have is already in a duffle,” I said with a weak chuckle. I looked over at Gavin. “What about you? Where’s your stuff? You could always go back home.” I suggested in vain, trying to get him to go back home. 
 
    Gavin shot me an unimpressed look. “I have a bag packed in my car. I’m going.” 
 
    Hayden grabbed my hand in support. I shot him a grateful smile. Gavin sat next to me and grabbed my other hand. “I’m here for you always.” I knew what he was doing, but I still appreciated his support, even if I want him far away from this. 
 
    “Thanks, but I got this,” Hayden said with a fake grin, taking Gavin’s hand off mine and throwing it down. 
 
    Gavin sneered at Hayden, looking like he was going to retort when I flung my arms up in exasperation. “Enough! Please, I can’t take any more of you guys peeing on me. Can we just focus on what’s going to happen?” I asked with a tired voice. 
 
    John agreed before sitting down across from us. The soup in my bowl smelled great, but my appetite turned sour after knowing we would be heading out tomorrow. I knew though that I needed to keep my strength up if I was going to train. 
 
    “John, how am I going to train? I thought we would do it while we were here?” I asked, thinking about it. 
 
    John shrugged with pursed lips. “That was the plan, but our timeline has moved up. You’ll be able to train while we’re down there. I’m sure they’re going to want to witness what you can do with Gavin.” 
 
    Gavin shot me a suggestive wink, making my cheeks turn hot at his innuendo. Real smooth. 
 
    “Please tell me it hurts him,” Hayden muttered to John. 
 
    John chuckled and shook his head. “No, Gavin said it doesn’t hurt, only feels uncomfortable like being restrained in a straitjacket.” 
 
    I slapped Hayden’s arm for wishing that my controlling Gavin hurt him. Hayden looked at me with wide eyes like he was innocent. 
 
    “Are you sure it doesn’t hurt?” I asked Gavin, wanting to make sure he wasn’t lying to save face. 
 
    Gavin smirked at me and shrugged. “I could hold you nice and tight, so you know what it feels like?” 
 
    Hayden was not amused by his suggestion, which made me groan and place my head on the table. They were never going to stop. 
 
    John leaned over and patted my head reassuringly, trying not to laugh. “How about I drag these two with me for a while? I need to go get supplies for our trip, and they could help me. I think you need some time to yourself.” 
 
    I shot him a grateful look and nodded. Both Hayden and Gavin looked mildly offended but wisely didn’t say anything. 
 
    Hayden kissed the top of my head before getting up to go outside. “Call if you need us. We won’t be gone long.” Hayden ended off with a growl when Gavin bent over to quickly kiss my cheek. I blew out a frustrated breath through my nose. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s safe here?” Gavin asked, completely ignoring Hayden who was staring daggers. 
 
    John rubbed his face tiredly and nodded. “She’s only had the dreams for a short time. It will be a while before the Demolition has a lock on her. Trust me, boys, she needs time to herself, so let’s go.” And with that, they all left me at the table with my soup. 
 
    The quiet they left behind was nice for once. I took my time eating, forcing myself to think of nothing but relaxing. I knew the days coming would rob me of any semblance of peace, so I soaked it up. I didn’t think about the dreams, the Demolition, my strange abilities, or the voices. 
 
    Instead, I got up from the old wooden table to have a proper look around. I knew Hayden spent a huge chunk of his childhood here, and I wanted to find out more. And knowing John was a record keeper, I knew there must be something I could learn around here. I wouldn’t call it snooping. I would call it ‘getting to know my boyfriend better.’ 
 
    I wouldn’t hide the fact I was looking, so there was nothing to feel guilty about, right? I knew if I had to argue how it wasn’t wrong and how there was no reason to feel guilty, then I probably should feel guilty about it. Sighing, I grabbed my burner phone and dialed Hayden’s number. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Hold on. We’ll turn around right now,” Hayden said quickly. 
 
    “No! Nothing is wrong, I swear. Just wanted you to know I want to look through stuff to know more about you,” I said with a straight face. 
 
    He blew out a breath. “I don’t care as long as you’re sure you’re safe,” he responded with a quiet chuckle. “If you wanted to know stuff, all you had to do was ask.” He followed up. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Where’s the fun in that? I’m going to let you go now. See you in a bit. I promise, I’m fine in the ten whole minutes since you’ve left.” 
 
    He said goodbye and then hung up. I felt better for sort of asking and now didn’t feel like too much of a snoop. 
 
    “Let’s start with Hayden’s room,” I muttered to myself and walked down the dimly-lit hall. The walls were made of that fake wood paneling. I doubt John was ever much of a decorator, so it didn’t surprise me that his house was so outdated. It was charming in its own right but definitely needed a fresh coat of paint. 
 
    Opening the door to his room, I finally had time for myself to explore. Hayden’s room was a typical boy’s room with its posters of fast cars and even some indie rock bands. The walls were a very pale yellow, almost white color. It had some cobwebs in the high ceiling corners, letting me know it had been quite a while since he was home. I knew Hayden told me he hadn’t been here in years, but I didn’t understand why. 
 
    Clearly, John loved him like a son, so why not go here on school breaks? It didn’t make sense to me, and I made a mental note to ask when they got back. Getting back to the task at hand, I began looking at his large bookshelf. The only thing considered book on it were old comic books that had a film of dust on them. 
 
    The rest of the items were little odd and ends to his personality. Some CDs of the very same band posters that hung on the wall took up a full shelf on their own. I also saw a stack of pictures that I immediately picked up. The first picture had to have been Hayden as a very young boy sitting outside. In the background stood a woman with the same jet black hair and a warm grin. It must have been his mother. Hayden didn’t look older than five. It looked like he was getting ready to go fishing if the life vest and fishing pole were any indications. 
 
    I flipped to the next one and had to smile. It was Hayden again, but he was grinning up at the camera in the middle of two other little kids. All of them had black hair, and it looked like they were covered in mud, so it was hard to make out features. Giving up on trying, I flipped the next picture. 
 
    Hayden’s mom was beaming up at the camera, holding a baby in the hospital bed. I felt my eyes mist as my heart lurched for how much it hurt losing her for Hayden. I didn’t know what I would do if I ever lost my mom. I quickly flipped to the last picture. 
 
    I was pretty sure the man in the picture was Hayden’s dad. They had similar features. He was laughing, holding Hayden in the air like they were playing airplane. Hayden looked so small in this picture, maybe around two or three. I carefully placed them back on the shelf and looked around. 
 
    The rest of the room was fairly bare, so I made my way around the house, looking at some odd papers here and there, trying to find out more about my kind. I got stuck on a book for a while. It was filled with names of other jumpers. Part of me was hoping in vain that John missed something about me. 
 
    While sitting on the couch, my eyes caught on a spiral notebook. It was thick and looked old, but the title was the thing that held my attention. 
 
    The missing 
 
    How could I not pick it up with a title like that? I grabbed it and flipped open the first page. There were names divided into two columns. On the top of the page, the columns were named. One was labeled “Evolution” while the other was labeled “Dead.” I noticed a bookmark halfway through. Flipping it to the page, I saw another two columns. 
 
    “Dead by Demolition,” I read out loud, feeling my heart rate pick up at the sheer number of names listed below it. There was a genuine possibility that my name would soon be added to it. I shook my head angrily and tossed the notebook back on the messy coffee table. “Not me,” I muttered. I wouldn’t allow myself to become another name added to a list. I refused to concede my fate. My plan had to work because the only other alternative was death. 
 
    Sighing, I picked the notebook back up to look at the first list. I wanted to know more about Hayden’s past, and I knew the Evolution was a large part of it. I spotted Hayden’s last name: Kathryn Crawford–Deceased. My eyes skimmed on their own accord, and I stopped on a name on the next page: Linda Davenport–Deceased. My breathing hitched as I looked at so many names of so many of my kind that were now dead. Why was that name so familiar to me though? 
 
    I stood up on shaky legs, but the room spun around me in lazy circles. My hand flew to my stomach as it lurched with a nauseating wave. I began to breathe heavily like I was just through running, and my legs buckled under an unknown pressure. 
 
    I went to reach for my phone to call for help, but things were beginning to spin too fast, and I couldn’t see it. Groaning, I lay down on the ground feeling like I might throw up. Something was seriously wrong. I saw flashes of white and began to feel so cold. Was I slipping into another dream? I fought against it, wanting to stay awake. After a few moments, it began to work. The room slowed to a crawl, and the white flashes stopped. 
 
    Taking a deep, steadying breath, I stood, my legs feeling like cooked noodles. I had to lay back on the couch, papers crinkling underneath me. “Let’s not do that again,” I told myself. 
 
    There was a banging on the door, making me jump. 
 
    “Hello? Hayden, are you home?” 
 
    The banging continued loudly. I so did not need this. I quickly picked up my phone and dialed. 
 
    “Come on, man! Open up!” the deep voice yelled out. 
 
    “Hey, we’re just getting ready to leave,” Hayden answered. 
 
    “Someone’s here,” I whispered, praying whoever was outside wouldn’t hear me. I would get up and hide, but I was sure the guy outside would hear my movements with all the stupid papers everywhere. 
 
    “Stay low, stay quiet, and don’t open the door. We’ll be there soon.” Hayden growled through the phone. I nodded, even though he couldn’t see. 
 
    “Hayden! Open up!” The banging resumed again. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut as if I couldn’t see anything, then there was no chance for the guy to see me. It was only a matter of time before he looked through the window, and with the sheer white curtains, he was bound to see me. Holding my breath, I tried to carefully get up so I could properly hide. 
 
    Every crinkle and crunch underneath me was like little bombs going off. The sound was magnified, and I just knew he heard me moving. 
 
    “Hayden? Open the door now!” The banging was getting louder like whoever it was outside was losing his patience. Knowing he was hearing me anyways, I took off to the other side of the house and promptly locked myself inside what I presumed to be John’s room. 
 
    Slam, slam, slam. 
 
    The sound of three car doors shutting. I could hear something going on like shouting, but the words were too muffled to hear. I didn’t want to sit and hide when there was a chance for them to get hurt, so I got back up from my crouching position and grabbed a metal golf club. 
 
    Running back out into the living room, I could hear them outside. Without announcing myself, I flung the door wide open and was ready to swing when John stopped me. 
 
    “Whoa! Everything is okay, Cali. Just a misunderstanding. Brody, say you’re sorry for scaring this poor girl with all of your banging.” 
 
    I looked over on the porch to see Hayden give this guy, Brody, one of those bro hugs. Brody had pitch-black hair and was tall and broad. The guy was built like a bus. I was surprised he didn’t knock the house down earlier. Brody turned his icy blue eyes on me. 
 
    “I am sorry for scaring you. I have been trying to find Hayden for a while now, and I finally found where he ended up after…” 
 
    I instinctively knew he was referring to Hayden’s mom being killed. 
 
    “What brings you here? I haven’t seen you in years.” He paused and looked around. “Where’s Melina?” 
 
    Brody closed his eyes and shook his head. “I wish I could say I was here because I wanted to catch up, but I need your help. I have been trying to get help for a long time, but no one wants to. Melina is missing and has been for a while. Every time I get close or I manage to track her down, she slips through my fingers. I don’t know what they did to her, but Evolution has her, and I am trying to get her back.” Brody’s voice broke at the end. 
 
    Hayden looked upset and placed a hand on Brody’s massive shoulder. 
 
    “I‘m so sorry. I wish I could help, but we’re dealing with Demolition stuff. They’re after Cali here, and we’re trying to go through with this crazy plan to take them down.” Hayden turned to me, looking distraught. “Brody and his sister, Melina, are the twins I told you about before.” I remembered him telling me the happy memory on our drive up here. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry. You were my last try. It’s okay. I will find her again. Let me know how the plan goes. And if you’re all still alive, look me up.” Brody nodded understandingly. I felt bad. He needed help too, but Hayden felt like he had to choose. 
 
    “No, we’re going to help you too. I don’t know how, but I can’t, in good conscience, turn you away when you obviously need help finding your sister.” Hayden shook his head walking up to me. Gavin was staying silent through all of this, assessing the situation. 
 
    “Cali…we’re already dealing with one danger. We can’t take on another. As much as I want to help, it would spread us too thin.” 
 
    I took a step back for some reason, feeling a kinship to this Brody guy. The pain in his voice was raw and spoke of a lot of sleepless nights, worrying. 
 
    “If we can’t agree to help him, then I will do it on my own. I know we’re already dealing with a lot, but when someone asks for help, I help. That’s how I was raised, so I’m not going to start now.” 
 
    Brody cleared his throat and looked torn. “I appreciate the sentiment, but Hayden is right. If I had known what you are facing now, I wouldn’t have come. It’s a small miracle that I’m only facing the Evolution rather than the Demolition. They’re both evil, but at least with the Evolution, you have a chance to survive.” He saw my face and quickly backtracked. “Not that I’m saying you won’t be the first to survive…I just need to shut up and go.” He turned to Hayden and gave him another hug. 
 
    “Seriously, good to see you, man. When I find Melina, we’ll come back and find you.” 
 
    Hayden patted Brody’s arm. “When this is all over, and you still need help, don’t hesitate to call. Here’s my new number so I can check in and see how’s it going. You’ll find her. I know you will. When was the last time you saw her?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Brody sighed and wiped his face with his large hand. “A few months ago? I had gotten reports of some distant family seeing her walk about just outside of Houston. I went down there and saw her in some club in this seedy part of town. I was so angry when I confronted her, but when I looked at her, I just knew something was wrong. She looked at me like she didn’t know me like her memory was wiped or something. I was going to grab her, but she took off like a bat out of hell.” Brody looked so distressed and upset. My heart went out to him. I didn’t know what I would do if I lost family like he had. 
 
    “What about your parents?” Hayden asked hesitantly. 
 
    Brody’s face scrunched up in pain and shook his head. “Mom didn’t make it. When she wouldn’t give up Melina or me, they shot her. Dad is tackling this on the other end of the country. We figured we would cover more ground splitting up so we could find Melina.” 
 
    Hayden made a sympathetic noise. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your mom,” I murmured sadly. I felt heavy like at any moment, I would break down and cry, but I didn’t know why my emotions were so haywire. Maybe it had something to do with earlier. I was going to talk to John about it later after Brody left. 
 
    “I will avenge her one day, once I get Melina back.” Brody ended on a guttural growl. The look in his eyes told me he was going to make them pay. I had no doubt about it. Whoever got in his way would surely regret it. 
 
    “Call me soon. If I don’t hear from you, I will be seriously pissed,” Hayden said with a sympathetic pat on Brody’s back. 
 
    Brody nodded in thanks and made his way back to what I presumed was his motorcycle. He swung his leg around to straddle it. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Cali. Sorry again for the scare.” 
 
    I waved his apology away. “It’s okay, really. Drive safe, and I hope to see you and your sister soon.” 
 
    Without another word, he started his bike with a deafening roar before speeding off. 
 
    “Didn’t even introduce me,” Gavin muttered under his breath. Hayden shot him a look to say he wasn’t impressed.  
 
    “I only introduce people I like or care about.” 
 
    John pointed at both of them with a stern face. “I thought we talked about this in the store!” 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “Stop kneeing the back of my seat, Gavin!” John snapped from the driver’s side in the rental. I sent a sympathetic glance back to Gavin. He was so tall and really was all limbs, so any car, he had difficulties with the leg room. It didn’t help that this car was a small Prius. Hayden scowled on beside him in the back. After we got off the airplane, they began fighting about who would sit next to me in the back. So I did the only thing that made sense. 
 
    I sat next to John in the front seat. John simply laughed and told the guys that’s what they get. They have been grumbling the entire ride. It wasn’t a short ride either. Only John knows where this couple lived besides a small few in the entire world. They had to stay hidden so they weren’t tracked down and killed before they could finish their work on that blocking device. And they didn’t want the wrong people to get their hands on it. 
 
    “How much longer? I’m not even sure I’ll be able to get out of this car with my legs intact.” Gavin whined from his scrunched-up position. Hayden wasn’t fairing too much better. Only having a couple of extra inches. My back could still feel his knees, but I didn’t want to complain. Part of me felt bad since I was much shorter than either of them so one of them should’ve sat in front, but I was not about to deal with the scowling or gloating that would ensue if I did pick one of them to sit next with. I would’ve picked Hayden, just because being next to him calmed my soul in an unexplainable way, but I also felt like I would need to choose Gavin since he’d been my best friend for years. 
 
    Wasn’t there an option C? 
 
    Sighing, I turned the radio on and tried to find a station that wasn’t country, but it was hard since we were out in the sticks. Wherever we were going, it was definitely remote and hard to find. Suddenly, John grabbed some cloth before tossing one at Gavin. Gavin gave him a confused look, holding up the black bandana. 
 
    “Cover your eyes for the last half hour of this trip. You’re a normal human, and they don’t fully trust them since you guys can be jumped by anyone. Once we’re there, you can take it off.” Gavin looked like he was going to argue but finally rolled his eyes, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” I asked John, pursing my lips. Gavin tied the rag around his eyes with an annoyed huff. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. I had to fight hard just to get them to agree to let Gavin come along. It’s a high risk their taking a human to their home. Anyone can jump him if they’re skilled enough. Then they would know where Brenda and Michael are located. It may seem paranoid, but it’s necessary. They were wondering why I was fighting so hard to get Gavin to come, but that’s because they don’t know about your extra abilities.” 
 
    I looked back at my blindfolded best friend, partly feeling sorry, partly wanting to laugh. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Gavin muttered when I let out a small snort. Hayden looked thoroughly entertained with a slight smirk playing on his lips. 
 
    I turned back around and saw an endless expanse of dirt road. The flat plains were beautiful as there were various trees dotting the horizon. It wasn’t too hot, at least not Arizona hot, but pleasantly warm. I rolled down my window to breathe in the fresh air. I was feeling antsy from sitting in a car for over two hours with no break, but I knew we were almost there since John said we were a half hour out. 
 
    “You couldn’t have rented a bigger car?” Hayden uttered from the back when he once again, accidentally dug his knees into my back. 
 
    John shot him a grin from the rearview mirror. “There’s so much distance between towns here in Texas that you need a gas saver. Prius was a sensible answer. You okay there, Princess?” 
 
    I swallowed a laugh at John’s teasing. Hayden growled a curse word under his breath. 
 
    “Fine, just peachy.” 
 
    Hayden adjusted himself again, making me feel his knees once more. I breathed through my frustration. I knew long car rides could be taxing, but this was a whole other level of annoyance. I couldn’t wait until I was out of that car! 
 
    I instantly started to feel that sucking feeling in my body. I tried to fight it, but it all happened too quick. I slumped to the side before suddenly opening my eyes and seeing only black. I moved my arms and felt a cloth around my eyes. 
 
    Oh crap. Seriously? 
 
    “Uh, guys? I may or may not have accidentally jumped into Gavin.” I finished with a grimace. I heard Hayden sigh tiredly. I went to take off my blindfold when John’s voice stopped me. 
 
    “No, keep it on. We’re almost there. Focus and jump back into your body. You can do it,” John said encouragingly. 
 
    “I would hold your hand, but the only reason I would ever want to touch Slim Jim is to punch him in the face,” Hayden said beside me. 
 
    I focused so I wouldn’t panic. I wanted to jump as quickly as possible, so I didn’t get bombarded with Gavin’s emotions and memories. Taking a deep breath, I cleared my mind, so the only thing I thought of was going back into my body. 
 
    “Ow,” I muttered from my own lips as I jumped back. It was definitely getting quicker and easier, probably faster than it should be, but I wasn’t going to complain. Jumping fully, though, still wreaked havoc on my stomach. 
 
    “Impressive. That was extremely quick for still being a newbie. Oh…please don’t hurl in the car. Heat and vomit don’t mix well.” John pleaded with me in the end. 
 
    I clutched my stomach on a closed-eye grimace. I was fighting my basic instincts to give in and hurl up anything I ate in the last twenty-four hours. I felt Hayden rub my arms up and down in support. I began gulping down big breaths before I heard Gavin stir behind me. 
 
    “What? What happened?” he asked groggily, rubbing his temples. 
 
    Feeling the worse of the nausea pass, I turned around in my seat to face him. “Sorry, I accidentally jumped into you. I was feeling restless from being in a car for so long, and it must have triggered it. You okay?” I asked, concerned. Hayden intertwined his hands with mine as another wave bowled me over. 
 
    “Oh geez, I definitely could’ve been warned or something, but I’ll be okay. Are you? Because I can hear you breathing kind of funny.” 
 
    I felt that same wetness under my nose, so I quickly wiped it with my sleeve before anyone could see. Hayden would worry too much. My body was just tired from all I put it through. 
 
    “I’m okay. It just makes me feel sick when I jump fully.” I continued taking deep breaths. In the far distance, I could make out a farm. “Is that the place?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    John squinted slightly then nodded. 
 
    “That would be the place, yes.” Gavin mumbled a “Thank God” under his breath, reaching to take off his blindfold. 
 
    Hayden slapped his hand away. 
 
    “What the hell?” Gavin growled, looking like he was literally going to start throwing punches blindfolded. 
 
    “The bandana stays on Street Lamp. Not until we’ve stopped.” Hayden looked way too smug. I shot him a look to behave, but Hayden just widened his eyes to appear innocent. I wasn’t buying his act for a second. 
 
    “Don’t get on my bad side right now, you two. I still feel sick, and I swear I will throat punch both of you.” I warned. 
 
    “Alright. Easy there, tiger,” Hayden said with a chuckle. 
 
    I wanted to slap him and kiss him. So many mixed emotions in such a little car. After another couple of minutes, we pulled into the rock-lined driveway before stopping behind a large black pick-up truck. I immediately opened the door to get out of the car from hell. 
 
    “Thank the Lord above!” Gavin hollered out, ripping the blindfold off and flinging himself from the backseat. Hayden followed from behind me but came up and pulled me into his arms. I looked deep into his eyes and saw the compassion that he reserved for my gaze only. At least that’s what it seemed like since he was only ever less prickly around me. 
 
    “I will try harder not to start stuff with Seaweed. However, I can’t say the same if he does anything.” 
 
    I would take what I could get. I went on my tiptoes before wrapping my arms around his neck. He kissed my cheek before ending it with a soft touch to my lips. It made my heart beat fast, and he barely had to do anything. Our connection hummed strong between us. 
 
    “Hey, Cali! Come here, I need to ask you something important!” Gavin yelled from his side of the car. 
 
    Hayden tightened his hold on me and growled a few choice words under his breath. I broke from his hold and rolled my eyes at him before going over. I was afraid Gavin was hurting worse now from that jumping. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, walking around. 
 
    Gavin nodded before pulling me into a quick hug. He let me go just as quickly before Hayden could get too angry. “Just wanted to say hi!” 
 
    I gave him a deadpan look before putting more space between us. Not only for Hayden’s sanity but for mine as well. I loved Gavin, but I didn’t know how much longer I could deal with his advances or him coming between Hayden and me. 
 
    “Gavin…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say. 
 
    He looked at me sadly for a moment before looking more determined. “I know I wasn’t alone in what I felt when I kissed you. I’m going to hold onto that for as long as it takes for you to realize I’m the better choice.” 
 
    I wish Gavin could take a peek at my feelings so he would know I would never choose him over Hayden. I couldn’t lie and say I didn’t remember that brief spark. Something told me the spark would grow into something more if I explored it, but even if it grew, it wouldn’t feel like what I had with Hayden already. 
 
    “Come inside. I’m sure you’re all tired.” An older woman walked out. She had salt and pepper hair, but you could tell her hair used to be black just like any other jumper. 
 
    We walked up the steps on the weathered porch that was an off-white color. The house itself was a two-story soft yellow barn house. The woman looked like she was kind, but when she saw Gavin and me, she looked guarded. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Cali,” I said in a friendly tone to ease her. 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. Her gaze narrowed on John, making him pause at the bottom of the steps. “You could’ve told me that she was blonde! Instead of making me look like a fool and not knowing we have a different-looking jumper. Shame on you.” 
 
    She turned to me with a nicer smile. “Hi, sugar. I’m Brenda. Sorry about that, but I should’ve known John would keep stuff from me in order to surprise Michael and I.” Brenda finished with a click of her tongue. 
 
    “Then you’re going to hate what I will have Cali show you later,” John said with a smirk. In that look, I could see Hayden in him. I spotted an older man walk up behind her from the inside of the house. I assumed it was Michael. 
 
    “John Red Crawford, what did you keep from us? It is important for our research to know everything!” Brenda scolded him. 
 
    John shook his head with an easy smile, seeming like he was entertained. “I couldn’t say hardly anything to keep Cali safe. Now, can we go inside to go over everything? We’ve been in that car with these two princesses for over two hours,” John said before pulling Brenda into a hug. 
 
    Michael slapped him on the back as his greeting. Brenda gave out a laugh before patting his back as well. “Well, we’d love to hear what that big surprise is. Please come in.” Brenda still gave Gavin a weary glance but still was hospitable with all of us. 
 
    “Hayden, you’ve gotten so big! We’ve never met in person, but the few times John here has come over to see us, he’s showed off your picture to anyone who would look. Last picture I saw of you, you were about twelve years old with a smile that spelled trouble,” Brenda said with a grin and hugged Hayden. 
 
    Hayden looked a little surprised but politely hugged the woman back. We finally were able to walk into the large but quaint home. It had an old soul vibe to it, and you could tell a lot of love went into this home. In the corner, I saw a small camera that was recording us. Michael saw my gaze and shrugged. 
 
    “We have a tight security around here. We saw you guys driving up about two miles away. We have to be careful around here.” He sent a glance towards Gavin. I looked at him reassuringly. 
 
    “Gavin is a good guy. He would never do anything to put me in jeopardy.” I tried to implore. Gavin was looking quietly, not saying anything. He knew he would have to be careful while he was here or he would be kicked out. 
 
    “I’m sure he is. Sorry. I’m sure you are, Gavin. But no one can guarantee that you wouldn’t be jumped by another. Possibly from Evolution, if they were close enough. Then you would be a danger to us all, especially if they learn of anything we’re doing here. So please try to understand if we ask you to leave a room at different times during your stay here. It’s not to be rude but to protect us all. We can’t keep everything from you, but the big stuff, you’ll need to be out of hearing range. I hope you understand. If not…we’ll have to send you back the way you came.” Michael’s voice was so low it almost sounded fake. 
 
    “I understand, sir. I will do everything I can to keep Cali safe.” Gavin looked at me with an expression that spoke of loyalty. A kind that I didn’t deserve since I kept rejecting his advances and slowly breaking his heart. 
 
    “Oh, are you two together?” Brenda asked from the kitchen with a tray of ice teas. 
 
    “Yes, we are. We’re in love. Thanks for asking!” Gavin said with a coy smile. Hayden fisted his hands and looked ready to hit him, but I grabbed his arm and uncurled his hand with mine. I turned back to Brenda. 
 
    “No, Gavin is just kidding. Hayden and I are together.” I reassured Hayden with a pass of my thumb over his knuckles. 
 
    “For now,” Gavin mumbled under his breath. Luckily, I was the only one who heard him. I discreetly pinched his underarm as he stood on the other side of me just close enough for me to do it. 
 
    “Well, John…how about you tell us what other thing you’ve kept from us. Then we will discuss our science on how to cloak you for a little while from the Demolition. So sorry, sweetie. You must be terrified.” Brenda finished with a frown. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m more angry that there are people out there who want to kill me just because I’m different from them. I plan to take them down though.” I could tell they thought it was a lost cause, that they’d rather just do some research on how to make their device more permanent. 
 
    “Cali? How do you feel? You think you can split again?” I quirked an eye at John. 
 
    “Split?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s what I’m coining what you can do. Do you feel okay though? I don’t want to push you since you just jumped a half hour ago.” I mentally cataloged how I was feeling. I wasn’t nauseous anymore, but I was a little concerned how long this would put me down since I got a small nosebleed earlier. I didn’t want to tip off that I couldn’t do it, though, because I was afraid Hayden would pull the plug on everything. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay. You ready, Gavin?” I asked. 
 
    Gavin nodded before going across the room. Hayden put his hand on my shoulder before shaking his head. 
 
    “You can show them tomorrow. What she wants to show you is that she can take control of Gavin while still being in control of herself.” 
 
    John looked disappointed. “You ruined the surprise!” He all but whined. 
 
    “Hayden! I can do this!” I argued. He looked irritated before showing off the bottom of my sleeve. 
 
    “You can do it, huh? How can I trust your judgment when you can’t be honest about what all this crazy jumping is doing to you? You think I didn’t see you wipe away the blood in the car? I was waiting for you to tell me, do the right thing and rest. But no, you had to act like you’re invincible and keep your mouth shut. You know what? That’s going to get you? Dead.” He finished with an angry huff before storming back outside. “I’m getting some air.” 
 
    I looked down at my shoes in shame. He was right. I had to be smart about this, and I was being an idiot. 
 
    John placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You need to slow down for a couple of days. We’ll show them then. For now, let’s focus on getting you hidden from them.” 
 
    I nodded silently before looking up and seeing Gavin looking down at his feet angrily. 
 
    “I should’ve noticed it was taking its toll on you. I’m sorry, Cali,” he muttered, going to sit down well away from me. 
 
    I shook my head. “I should’ve spoken up about it. It’s my own fault, Gavin. Hayden was right.” I looked over at Brenda and Michael who looked stunned. 
 
    Brenda cleared her throat delicately. “How about we all take a breath and I can go fix up some lunch? I’m sure you’re all hungry. Cali? Want to help? Busy hands make for a clear mind.” 
 
    I agreed before following her into the kitchen. I let my gaze wander outside the window where Hayden was petting what looked like a large golden retriever. I would need to apologize later when he cooled off. I knew I would be just as angry if our situation was reversed. 
 
    I focused for the moment on making sandwiches with Brenda. This trip was off to a great start, I thought to myself with a quiet snort.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The house was silent. Everyone had gone to bed a couple of hours prior. I should be sleeping to rest my body for what I needed to do soon, but my mind wouldn’t shut off. And even though my first worry should be about the Demolition, all I could think about was how angry Hayden was at me. He hadn’t come back inside after his storming off. It’d been hours since I had last seen him, but it was like the tether that bound us together was fraying from the distance between us. 
 
    I only knew he was okay because John or Michael would go check on him periodically. I had tried to listen when Brenda and Michael were showing us their technology before, but it was like my soul wouldn’t settle until everything was okay between Hayden and I. Gavin already seemed bored since he couldn’t actually come into the room where their technology was located. 
 
    The piece itself looked like a tiny Bluetooth device that you stuck in your ear. It was so small; it was almost undetectable. The longest it had been able to shield a jumper was for about six hours. Their first prototype only shielded a few minutes. I was not supposed to turn it on until the Demolition were on top of me because it would do no good to use its power before it’s truly needed. 
 
    They had been trying to formulate ways to make it permanent, but the brain is such a complex thing that it’s still years away from reaching that potential. The Demolition had that sort of technology because they had more years to hone their craft, and they had the unlimited funds to make sure it worked perfectly. By the long list of names in that book I found, I would say their technology was pretty perfect. Unfortunately, for me. 
 
    I let out a long sigh, turning yet again on the old spring bed. My body felt tired, but my mind and soul were awake. My eyes flitted to the open window to let the night breeze in. There was a half-moon out but still bright enough to see outside once your eyes adjusted. I got up and stood by the window, pulling the gauzy curtain aside to look out into the yard. If I really concentrated, I could see a lamp on in an older looking barn ways out. I knew that’s where Hayden was, and I knew I had to go to him if I ever wanted to rest. 
 
    I slipped on some yoga pants since I only had on a tank top and girly boxers. It wasn’t hot outside, but it wasn’t cold either. I grabbed some flip-flops from my duffle bag and quietly made my way downstairs. My hair was a curly blonde mess from all the turning I did in bed, but I didn’t want to flip on lights to locate a hair tie, so loose and crazy was going to have to do. 
 
    I had to cringe when I stepped on some creaky steps going down into the living room, but I had to remind myself that it wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong. I just didn’t want to wake anyone, and I didn’t want to explain where I was going. Brenda’s dog, Sheela, greeted me by the door by lifting its cute Golden Retriever head, yawning, then promptly going back to sleep. 
 
    I carefully opened the front door before walking out onto the porch. It was so beautiful out with the crickets chirping. The stars were bright without pollution, and I could hear an owl in the distance. I enjoyed the crunch of gravel beneath my footsteps as I made my way to Hayden. Someday, I would want to live somewhere like this where it was peaceful, and I felt safe. 
 
    I paused when I heard Hayden talking softly to someone. I was almost at the large barn doors that were cracked open. He was talking too quietly to hear him, and I debated whether or not to wait, so I didn’t interrupt. I didn’t want it to seem like I was eavesdropping, so I silently opened the large door and peeked inside to let him know I was here. 
 
    I had to work hard not to say ‘aww’ out loud. Hayden was brushing a large brown horse, murmuring to it. “Your ears must have been on fire because we were just talking about you,” Hayden said just loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    I bit my lip and stepped further inside. “I hope it was good things, and not things I deserve at the moment.” I attempted to joke with a weak laugh. 
 
    Hayden motioned me to come over to him. He looked like he was thinking hard about things, and if we were in a better head space, I would make a joke about smoke coming out of his ears. 
 
    “You would never deserve bad words spoken about you, doesn’t mean they won’t sometimes happen. I’m not sorry about how angry I got earlier, so I won’t apologize for it. That doesn’t mean I don’t know where you’re coming from. I know why you didn’t say anything, but it doesn’t make it less dangerous.” Hayden still didn’t look at me, instead focusing solely on his task at brushing the beautiful horse in front of him. 
 
    I couldn’t find the words to speak, but I knew he had more to say, and I needed to respect that. 
 
    “You ever rode on a horse before?” he asked, stepping away to grab a saddle and blanket. I took a step closer and tentatively lifted my hand for the horse to sniff while shaking my head. Its dark brown nose snuffed at my hand before deeming me not dangerous as she bent her head and nudged my shoulder with her nose. I smiled at her and scratched between her eyes on her forehead. 
 
    “No, never,” I murmured, wondering what was going on in his head. “What’s her name?” I nearly whispered, not wanting to disrupt the calm inside the barn. 
 
    Hayden seemed to know exactly what he was doing as he saddled the horse with practiced ease. “Ramona. Michael introduced us earlier. My family used to have a couple of horses growing up before it all went to hell. I would race with Brody and Melina when we were little, me on my side of the fence and them on theirs. Come on, let’s go for a little ride.” He deftly swung his leg up and over the horse once he had his other foot in the stirrup. 
 
    Even though he made it look easy, I knew it took more finesse to climb a horse like he did. He held out his hand to me. “Come on, I’ll pull you up. Leave the flip flops though. You’ll lose them otherwise.” 
 
    I trusted him, so I toed them off and grabbed his hand. On the count of three, he pulled me up like I didn’t weigh much, and soon I was situated so my back was to his front and I was facing the front of Ramona. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m on a horse!” I exclaimed excitedly, almost forgetting why I was out here. Hayden took hold of the reigns in front of me and gently guided Ramona out the other large barn door in the back that was already opened. 
 
    After a few minutes of riding in silence over the open field, I finally found my words. “Hayden…I really am sorry for lying about how all this splitting and jumping has been affecting me. You asked for honesty since the beginning, but instead, I tried to do what I thought was right, and in the end, it hurt both you and me. I just feel like I have this ticking clock above my head, and every second, it’s winding down to my expiration date. It’s frustrating when I want to jump or split so I can train quicker, but my body won’t allow me. I know my downtime for splitting has reduced every time I do it, but it’s not enough. It’s like I want to keep pushing until I know for sure I can take down the Demolition before they take me down.” I finished, looking down at Ramona’s light brown hair. 
 
    I felt Hayden’s lips at my hair and felt the warm rush of his breath gliding gown my neck as he sighed. It sent an array of goosebumps down my spine in a pleasant way. “I know your heart was in a good place, but Cali…you can’t play the martyr. It will only get you or someone else killed. What if you push yourself too hard and then you’re out for days or weeks, or maybe next time, you won’t wake up? We may not have known each other long, Pretty Girl, but I care about you. More than I probably should at this point in our relationship, but I feel what you do too.” He turned my face to look into his eyes, our noses nearly touching. 
 
    “When I’m with you, you make me want to be a better man. You feel like the kind of home I’ve been unconsciously chasing for years, and I swear there are times that I feel like we’ve known each other our whole lives because as cheesy as it sounds…my soul recognizes yours.” He closed the small gap to kiss me. 
 
    This kiss was different. It was slow and sweet with a hint of vulnerability. Hayden just spoke his heart to reach out to mine, and just like that, our fraying connection felt stronger. I angled my body, so I was now side saddle and able to wrap my arms around him to hold him closer. 
 
    His lips were full, soft yet firm. I could get lost in him forever if I could. I nipped at his lower lip and had to grin when he growled low in his throat. That was the end of our soft kissing. His hands delved into my hair like he was desperate, like he couldn’t get close enough. The feeling was so exhilarating. I felt like I was flying! Never in my life had I been kissed like this, like I was so wanted, so needed. We broke away when we both needed air to breathe. 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered, making him chuckle throatily. My lips buzzed and felt pleasantly swollen, and my heart was still galloping in my chest. 
 
    Hayden rested his forehead on mine before just closing his eyes and breathing us in. “Let’s head back before we go too far. We both need to rest.” 
 
    I agreed since we were in a better place. I felt the fatigue pulling at me like an old friend. I can only pray that it would be a dreamless sleep tonight, but I knew it would be in vain. Anytime I fell asleep, the beast lurked in the corner, ready to strike me down. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Hayden reassured me, already knowing where my mind was headed. I leaned my head back against his shoulder and let Ramona’s gentle gait lull me to be nearly asleep.  
 
    “Thank you…for always seeming to know what I need to hear.” I could almost hear him smiling before he rested his chin on top of my head. 
 
    “Anytime, Pretty Girl.” I thought he was saying more things to me, but I was soon drifting off into la la land. I only woke briefly when I felt Hayden help me off Ramona and carry me back into the house. I tried to protest, so he didn’t exhaust himself. I knew he was strong, but anyone would be tired carrying a human being across the yard. “Just go back to sleep, Pretty Girl.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up! Cali, wake up!” I felt someone shaking me awake. I slowly felt myself come to, drenched in sweat and my throat hurt like it was raw. I saw the room filled with people. Hayden and Gavin were leaning over me, looking worried, with John, Brenda, and Michael standing close by. Everyone looked concerned. I saw the light filter through the window telling me it was mid-morning. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, wincing when it caused some pain to slice through my throat. Brenda handed me a glass of water which I took gratefully. In a few gulps, my throat felt better but still scratchy. 
 
    “Sweetheart, you were screaming down the house for the last half hour. We’ve been trying to wake you up for longer. Poor dear, let me go make you a good breakfast.” Brenda had a strong motherly aura around her. I was surprised she didn’t have a hoard of kids, but John told me it would be too dangerous. I felt bad that they had sacrificed having a family so they might be able to help others of our kind. 
 
    “What were you dreaming about?” John asked. “Was it the monster?” he persisted. 
 
    I tried to recall the dream, but I could only remember flashes of white and the smell of something sterile. The only other thing I could remember feeling was true and utter terror. 
 
    “I don’t really remember anything specific. I was just extremely scared. It almost felt like I was in a hospital, I think.” It was the only thing that made sense. “Is that normal?” I asked, wiping the sweat from my forehead. Gavin handed me a napkin, making me send him a thankful smile. 
 
    “Normally you would remember if it had something to do with the Demolition. Come on, everyone. Let’s let Cali get ready. If you’re up to it, we can show Michael and Brenda your splitting ability.” 
 
    I felt up to it since I slept solidly, even if it wasn’t a peaceful sleep. I nodded towards John. 
 
    “Yeah, let me just take a quick shower, and I’ll meet you guys downstairs. Sorry for worrying everyone,” I said, wincing when I thought about how freaked they must have been. 
 
    “You’re fine. C’mon, boys, let’s go.” Michael ushered everyone out. Hayden kissed my cheek and all but pushed Gavin out the door when Gavin tried to kiss my other cheek. I had to fight back a giggle when Gavin looked put out. 
 
    The room was quiet after everyone left, but I could hear Brenda bustling around in the kitchen downstairs. I went through my duffle bag, shaking off the remnants of whatever I was dreaming to cause cold terror to freeze my nervous system. 
 
    I picked out some dark wash jeans and a pale-yellow peasant top. I didn’t have to think of my underwear or bra since John bought them in bulk for me while at the store the other day before Brody showed up. I didn’t know whose face was more red: his or mine? 
 
    The bathroom across the hall was large but fairly empty. It had an old-fashioned claw foot tub with what looked like a shower added on later, since the shower head looked newer. I quickly got undressed and rinsed the sweaty grime off my body, instantly feeling more human. Humming a little tune, I rinsed the suds from my hair. 
 
    When I got out of the shower, I wiped away the condensation from the mirror above the sink. My eyes widened when I saw some bruising on the inside of both my wrists. It looked like they were tied! I rubbed at my eyes and looked again but they were gone. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Don’t go crazy now, not until after everything is done,” I murmured to myself, pinching my arm to be sure I was awake. By the pain in my arm, I was awake. I got dressed after brushing out my hair, but since it was wet, I pulled it up into a bun so it wouldn’t soak the back of my shirt. My hair usually took hours to dry since it was so thick, so I normally just pulled it up after a shower. 
 
    “Feeling better?” Brenda asked when I walked into the kitchen downstairs. 
 
    I could smell cinnamon, and my mouth watered when she pulled out fresh cinnamon rolls from the oven. She didn’t seem like a genius scientist, but her and her husband’s work was brilliant. They had more than just the Bluetooth blocker from the Demolition. They had invented a multitude of different apps for security. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. That smells amazing. You’re an awesome cook.” I complimented honestly. 
 
    She bowed her head gracefully, her salt and pepper hair pulled into a messy braid. “Thank you. Now, while these cool, let’s go into the living room and show me what that splitting is. I don’t know if I fully believe it. I’ve never heard anything like that.” 
 
    I felt a little smug knowing I was going to blow her mind, but I was glad that I could share this with her and Michael. Maybe they would know how to hone it once they understand what it looked like. I walked with her into the living room where the guys were all sitting, watching the news. Hayden was sitting as far away from Gavin as seats would allow. 
 
    “You’re ready for this, Gav?” I asked, popping my knuckles, trying to get myself pumped. 
 
    He shot me a grin and nodded. “Use me, sweetheart,” he said with his arms held out. He stood from me across the room and nodded for me to go. I could tell Hayden was annoyed by his flirting, but I needed to focus. Closing my eyes, I let my mind go blank, except for the want to control Gavin. 
 
    When the sucking sensation began to pull at my body, I buckled down because I knew this was the hard part. Being able to hold on while also letting go. I knew I wasn’t being physically stretched, but that’s what it felt like. It wasn’t too painful, just very uncomfortable. The moment I got control of Gavin felt like a snap within myself. 
 
    “I got him,” I uttered. 
 
    Brenda and Michael gasped as they heard Gavin speak at the same time as me. I opened my eyes and saw Gavin staring blankly at me. I wanted to have a little fun, something to alleviate the seriousness of our lives. 
 
    I began to dance around the room with Gavin mirroring me. I was sure Gavin was going to get back at me after this, but it was too funny watching him twirl like a girl. 
 
    “I can’t hold him too long. It takes too much mental effort to hold. While I’m here, I want to train so I can do this at a distance. I’m going to let him go now. I can feel it draining me.” I took a deep breath and pulled back into myself. 
 
    “I am so going to pay you back for that little stunt, Cali!” Gavin narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
    I couldn’t say anything though. I was too busy taking deep breaths so I wouldn’t pass out. I all but fell into the chair near me and bent over, so my head was in between my knees while pulling in a lungful of air. 
 
    I felt the room around me spin even though I could see the walls stay in place. It was the strangest thing like my eyes could see nothing was moving, but my brain was telling me I was on a tilt-a-whirl. My mouth got a metallic taste in my mouth, and my hearing began to fade. I felt Hayden’s hand on my back, rubbing circles. 
 
    “Trying to stay awake this time,” I slurred out. Sweat broke out onto my skin as I focused on staying conscious. 
 
    “You can do this. I know you can. Focus, Pretty Girl.” 
 
    I clung to his words, and I didn’t know how long it took me, but eventually, I was able to slowly raise my head. The spinning in my mind slowed to a crawl, but I still felt that telltale wetness running from my nose. Hayden sighed and handed me an old rag to wipe off with. 
 
    “I have never seen anything like that. Are you alright, Cali? That nose bleed didn’t look fun, and you’re whiter than a ghost,” Brenda said, sitting beside me on the chair to my right. Michael stood shell-shocked as he tried to find the words. 
 
    “Yeah, usually it causes me to black out for hours, but I’m pretty proud I was able to stay awake this time. It means I’m improving.” I looked over at John who snapped the camera off. I hadn’t even realized he’d been recording, but it made sense to analyze on video rather than having me go through it too many times. I knew I was going to be down for the count for the next few hours, but hopefully, I could throw in some jumping before the day was through. I needed as much practice time as I could. 
 
    “That is…incredible. I mean, wow!” Michael exclaimed and shook John’s shoulder in excitement. 
 
    I offered them a weak smile, feeling the need to go back to sleep, but I didn’t want to wallow the hours away sleeping. It felt like all I’d done lately was sleep. 
 
    “Let’s go take a look at that video. I want to see what we can discover researching it,” Brenda spoke in an equally excited tone. The scientist in them were coming out in full display. Gavin sat across from me and gave me a plate with a large sticky cinnamon bun on it. 
 
    “Eat up to get your strength back. Because once you do, I want to kick your butt for making me dance around this room like a ballerina.” He joked. 
 
    I tore off a piece weakly and chewed it. It was heavenly, but I didn’t have the luxury to savor it since the one bite I managed to swallow was threatening to come back up. Slapping my hand over my mouth, I shakily sprinted to the bathroom to throw up. 
 
    “Cali!” Hayden shouted in alarm. 
 
    I couldn’t answer though because I wasn’t just throwing up food. I was throwing up blood. Hayden pounded on the door, wanting to be let in. I knew if I let him in and see what this was all doing to me, he would try and pull the plug. 
 
    But could I lie to him within twenty-four hours of more or less, promising him not to do that again? My time for deciding was running out as he continued to pound on the door and I stared down into the red toilet water.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Cali! Open up!” Hayden yelled banging on the door again. 
 
    I closed my eyes and knew what I had to do. Sighing, I flushed the toilet and quickly rinsed out my mouth with the tap water at the sink. I opened the door and saw Hayden was ready to bang his fist again before he stopped when he saw me. 
 
    “Are you okay? What’s going on?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “No…I’m not okay,” I said in fear. Was all of this jumping and splitting killing me? I couldn’t stop though, not if I actually wanted to live. If I stopped, it would mean giving up. It would mean running for the rest of my life, which wouldn’t be very long if the Demolition had any say. Hayden grabbed me up in his arms and held me tightly as if he could only hold me tighter, then that would mean I would be safe. 
 
    “I threw up blood.” I confessed having made my decision to tell the truth. He wouldn’t forgive me if I lied to him again, and I had a feeling he would’ve found out eventually. It’s how things always worked. The one thing you didn’t want others finding out about, always seemed to manage to come to light. 
 
    “That’s it, the plan is off,” Hayden spoke with finality. I pulled away and shook my head stubbornly. 
 
    “I’m not quitting, Hayden. I can’t.” Hayden looked down at me with anger and pain in his eyes. I knew this was hurting him too, but what other choices did I have? At least if I do this my way, I can go down fighting. 
 
    “No! It’s killing you, Cali! You need to stop. I can’t support this anymore!” His voice rose with every word spoken. I stepped further away from him and ignored when I saw everyone step in the hallway, trying to see what was going on. 
 
    “You are not my keeper, Hayden! It’s either I die on the run, or I die trying to take them down with me. At least my way, I have a fighting chance!” Tears gathered in the corner of my vision and threatened to drop. I wouldn’t cry, not now, not when I was standing up for myself. I straightened my spine. “This time, I’m going to walk away. I don’t need your support. I want it, but I don’t need it.” It hurt to say that, but he needed to understand that this was the only way I could possibly be free. 
 
    I turned and walked to the living room, not wanting to show how mentally done I was. Brenda curved an arm over my shoulder anyways and directed me to the kitchen table. “Sit down, sweetheart. I will make you some broth to settle your stomach, okay?” 
 
    I nodded in thanks, but kept my head down. I still had that metallic taste of blood lingering on my tongue that made me inwardly cringe. Gavin sat across from me, looking worried but resigned. 
 
    “I don’t like to see you like this, but I agree with you. It’s better to fight than to hide and get killed anyhow.” 
 
    I appreciated his support, knowing he saw it from my side. “Thank you. I feel okay now. It’s like my down times are shorter, but when I’m down…it gets lower and lower.” It was true. I felt fine now. The nausea had passed, and the headache had faded. But it was like every time I split or jumped, the ramifications got worse, even if the length of time it affected me was shorter. 
 
    “Well, it seems like you have the splitting thing down. I think you just have to focus on jumping, which seems to be less harsh on your body,” Gavin commented, picking at a sticky bun. 
 
    I thought it over and agreed. I did seem to have less of a nosebleed when just jumping. The nausea lasted longer, but I could deal with that if I had to. 
 
    Brenda placed a mug of hot chicken broth in front of me. My stomach felt better, but I thought I should probably take it easy for now. I blew into the mug gently before taking a sip, enjoying the comfort of it as it washed out the taste of blood. “I put in a call to a doctor to come out here and take a look at you. Don’t worry. He’s like us and will keep you off the books. He should be here in an hour. Name’s Dr. Brookside, quite the handsome fellow if I say so myself,” Brenda said with a wink. 
 
    I huffed out a laugh, knowing the last thing I needed was another guy in my life. 
 
    “Awesome,” Gavin said sarcastically under his breath. I kicked him under the table, making him wince. He took off his glasses to quickly clean them with his shirt. “Do you have any Marvel movies here? Those are Cali’s favorite. I figure it would be good for her to relax,” Gavin asked Brenda who furrowed her eyebrows, thinking. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but we are able to purchase movies on the smart TV in the living room. Go ahead and buy a few. You’re right. It will be good to rest for the day.” Brenda sent a soft smile my way before leaving to work on their tech more. 
 
    “Sweet! What do you say to a little Marvel universe action? I’m feeling like Guardians of the Galaxy,” Gavin said, bouncing his eyebrows up and down. 
 
    I chuckled and nodded when he mentioned my favorite Marvel movie. I got up to bring my mug to the living room while Gavin beat me there and already had the screen pulled up to buy the movie. 
 
    “Thanks, Gav,” I murmured, getting good and comfortable on the couch. I grabbed a throw blanket and promptly snuggled into it. 
 
    Gavin gave me an understanding smile and nodded. “No need to thank me. What are friends for?” I knew it hurt him to say that, but he knew I needed to hear it. It’s why he’s my best friend and I was his. We were there for each other, even if we didn’t agree on things. 
 
    Soon, I was busting up laughing when Rocket explained how he didn’t need the guy’s leg in the prison. It was one of my favorite parts that I could recite word per word. “No, I thought it would be funny. Was it funny? No, hey, what did he look like hopping around?” I quoted before giggling again. 
 
    Brenda and Michael came out then, looking amused. “Dr. Brookside is driving up now. Let’s pause the movie so he can look you over, okay?” Brenda spoke kindly. 
 
    I agreed and sat up, ready to be examined like a lab rat. Maybe he could make me feel better so I wasn’t throwing up blood or having several nosebleeds. I heard a vehicle pull up at the same time Hayden walked into the room. We looked at each other in silence before he sighed and came over to me. Sitting down next to me, he had to wedge himself between Gavin and I, making Gavin grunt but eventually scoot over. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pretty Girl. You were right. It’s better to try and beat the Demolition rather than running for a while and still getting yourself killed. I just hate seeing you like this.” 
 
    I grabbed his hand to give it a squeeze before resting my head on his shoulder. “I understand. I would be upset too if the roles were reversed. I know I can do this. I just have to find a balance between practicing and letting my body rest. This is still so new to me, and I’m still learning,” I spoke softly. 
 
    Michael let in the doctor once he knocked. 
 
    Well, hello, Clark Kent, I mused to myself. Brenda wasn’t kidding about Dr. Brookside’s looks. He looked to be in his mid-twenties and had black rimmed glasses on to complete that dapper look. 
 
    He flashed a charming smile to all of us, and I felt myself swoon just a little. Oh, he is dangerous, I thought. I would even bet he had a line of patients who purposefully got themselves sick so they could see him on a regular basis. 
 
    Hayden cleared his throat loudly, making me look at him. He didn’t look very amused. I rolled my eyes playfully at him. “Relax, I think you’re hotter.” I finished with a wink. He chuckled under his breath but quickly leaned over to kiss my forehead. 
 
    “Hi, Cali. I’m Dr. Brookside. Brenda told me what’s going on, and I have to say while it is remarkable, it is also concerning with your side effects.” He walked up to me and shook my hand in a firm, professional grip. He turned to Brenda and Michael. “If we could have a room for privacy?” he asked respectfully. 
 
    “Sure, you could use the spare room. Hayden, John, Michael, and I need to discuss the cloaking device with you. Gavin, you can head outside and feed the horses some carrots if you’d like.” Brenda was excellent at clearing out a house. 
 
    I grabbed Hayden’s hand before he got up. “Can you stay?” I felt foolish for asking, but I always had anxiety with going to the doctors, even if the doctor was here at the house. 
 
    “Of course, I wanted to stay anyways but didn’t want to be one of those boyfriends,” he said to make me feel better. 
 
    I bumped my shoulder with his in thanks. Dr. Brookside cleared his throat before gesturing to the hallway. 
 
    “Sounds good. Now, I’m going to give you a gown to change into. I want to do a physical so I can see where you’re most affected. We’ll wait out here for a few minutes before knocking to see if you’re ready,” he explained, handing me a thinned cloth paper gown. “You can keep your underwear on, but I need everything else off, okay?” 
 
    I could tell he was trying to reassure me, but I never liked the whole dressing down thing. Sighing, I agreed and walked to the spare bedroom down the hall. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to strip down and put on the itchy gown. I sat on the small twin sized bed for a moment before Dr. Brookside knocked. “Come in!” I answered. 
 
    Hayden stepped in first then the doctor. I patted the bed next to me and was glad the gown I was wearing was one of the ones with the snaps, not the ties. Hayden sat down next to me and took my hand in support. What was it about the doctors that brought out the fear in me? 
 
    Dr. Brookside looked out the window for a moment before smiling back at me. “I’ll try to make this as painless as possible. Why don’t you tell me from the beginning your symptoms and how you feel when you jump? Or what they call split?” he asked. 
 
    I began from the very beginning, not leaving out any details. It took longer than I thought when I noticed the sun was lower in the sky outside. 
 
    Dr. Brookside looked surprised but nodded. “Okay, that’s a lot to take in. Now, if it’s okay, Hayden, I need a few moments with Cali. I want to do a thorough check over, which means I need to do a breast exam. I want to make sure all this stress on your body isn’t doing permanent damage,” he explained. Hayden and I weren’t there in our relationship yet, so I readily agreed. 
 
    “I’ll be right outside, okay?” Hayden reassured me and soon left. It was a little awkward, but I could tell Dr. Brookside was trying to put me at ease. 
 
    “Alright, I want you to stand up, then put your hands far above your head like you’re reaching for the ceiling.” 
 
    Trying not to grimace, I stood up and reached my hands up. He came up behind me, and I got ready for the uncomfortable experience. 
 
    “This will be over quickly,” he said from behind. 
 
    I gasped when his hands came around to secure me to his front tightly. He bent over my neck, and I felt a sharp pain lance through it. “Ah!” I started to scream, but his hand clamped over my mouth. 
 
    Things began to spin around me, and I then knew he drugged me. “You will make a nice addition to Evolution,” he murmured into my ear. I sagged against him, not being able to hold up my weight. 
 
    “Almost done,” he spoke louder so Hayden could hear. I tried to make some noise so Hayden would know something was wrong. When I couldn’t move my lips, I tried to jump into Gavin so I could let someone know. But I was so weak, I couldn’t even whimper. Brookside quietly picked me up and walked over to the window. He propped me next to it and opened it as wide as it would go. 
 
    “You’ll see the reason, just like I did,” he told me softly. 
 
    I groggily shook my head and again tried to do something to alert someone. It was like I was paralyzed. Brookside crawled outside the window before picking me up from behind from underneath my armpits. He made quick work with jogging us to his parked car off to the side. 
 
    My head lulled to the side with each bouncing stride. Looking over, I saw Gavin just walking out of the barn on the far side of the yard. He saw me at the same time and dropped whatever he was carrying. “Cali?” he yelled in alarm before starting to sprint. 
 
    Brookside cursed as he ripped open the car door and dropped me inside. The side of my head hit the middle console painfully. He slammed the door closed, running to the other side. 
 
    “Cali!” I heard Hayden yell as Brookside started the car. Before Brookside could drive away, Hayden hit his fist against the glass. “Cali!” he screamed as Brookside took off. Hayden tried to open the door, but it was locked. The last thing I saw before I blacked out was him and Gavin trying to run after the car. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, I have her. It wasn’t too bad; the getaway could have gone smoother. Did you transfer the money? Thank you, sir.” I vaguely heard. 
 
    Groaning softly, I turned over on the uncomfortable bed I was lying on. It took me a minute to remember what happened, the pounding in my head not helping. 
 
    Brookside was standing on the other end of a small, narrow room. Gone was the white lab coat and slacks. He was dressed in more normal clothes like jeans and a t-shirt. He spotted me awake and sent a smirk my way. Even his glasses were gone. “You’re finally awake. Good.” 
 
    He turned and brought over a bottle of water. “Your thirst level will be high, so you’re going to want to stay hydrated to get rid of that headache I’m sure you have.” 
 
    I tried to scoot away, but my hands were tied behind my back. He took a hold my shoulder before pulling me upright. 
 
    “Let go of me!” I spat and shrugged out of his hold, struggling to support myself. He sighed like what I was doing was annoying. “Why did you take me? Where am I?” I questioned, not being able to settle on what I wanted to know first. I was scared and angry, but I tried to stay as calm as I could. 
 
    “I had to take you for Evolution. You’re too valuable not to be used. You’ll be a great tool! And we’re in some sort of abandoned house waiting for them to come to us,” he answered easily, which told me he had no fear in letting me know what was going on, which meant he thought there was no way I could escape. 
 
    I tried to think of what I could do. I thought of jumping. Could I do it this far from the farm? Brookside didn’t seem to think so if his easy-going demeanor was anything to go by. He would think he was right since I’d already jumped and split earlier, or maybe it’d been more than a few hours. I wasn’t sure at this point. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” I croaked. He uncapped the water bottle and made me drink some of it. I coughed when he poured too fast, but he only laughed under his breath. 
 
    “You’ve been out for a couple of days. I must have used too much of that solution. Drugs were never my strong suit in medical school. I had to move up the timetable when Brenda contacted me first. Evolution has been keeping their eye on you for quite some time, Ms. Spencer. You’ll meet the CEO very soon. He’s flying out now as we speak to come get you.” 
 
    Fear rocked my core at his words. “Please, just let me go.” I begged, hoping against hope he would suddenly have a change of heart. 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “No way. They’re paying me three million just to give you over. Sorry, but you’re my meal ticket. I plan to start a practice down in Mexico.” I seriously doubt anyone would get good care with him no matter where he was at. “I’ll be back, and don’t get any funny ideas. We’re three stories up and too far from anyone to hear you.” He left the room before locking the door behind him. 
 
    As soon as he left, I began to struggle out of my bonds and made little leeway. Fighting the urge to cry, I took in large breaths and tried to calm myself down. It worked after a couple of minutes, and I could think rationally. I had to try to jump. Only this time, it had to be someone other than Gavin. I just needed to jump into someone else, get a phone, and call Hayden. 
 
    I hobbled over to the small window that was almost too high to see out of. I spotted a large billboard, advertising local tacos at some place called Junior’s, but there was nothing but trees in between here and there. And the sign had to be a ways away since I could hardly read it. 
 
    I sat back on the small bed and closed my eyes, trying to focus. I had to push myself if I had any hope in escaping. This went on for I don’t know how long before I began to feel a familiar sucking sensation starting in the corners of my mind. “Come on,” I muttered desperately and latched on to that feeling. 
 
    It began to suck me in, so I went without a fight. Soon, I opened my eyes, and I was on a street somewhere. Looking down, I noticed I was wearing a floral skirt with some sort of white tank top. I looked around trying to find out where I was and was elated to see the Taco billboard. I was almost directly beneath it! I saw I was carrying some sort of clutch and quickly rifled through it, looking for a phone. “Yes!” I exclaimed when I felt the familiar shape of a smart phone. 
 
    “No!” I said when I found out this girl didn’t set up a finger print reader like most do. I had to access her memories. I felt bad for what I was about to do, but it was my only option. 
 
    Instead of fighting it like I normally would with Gavin, I opened my mind further to receive her memories. It was an odd sensation like someone was downloading software into my brain, because it was like suddenly, I knew everything about this girl. Her name was Emily. She was twenty-six and going through a tough time with her long-time boyfriend, Jacob. I dug in further and finally saw her put the passcode in a memory from a few weeks ago. Breathing out a breath of relief, I quickly typed it in. 
 
    Without another moment to lose, I dialed in Hayden’s burner phone. “C’mon, c’mon,” I muttered. After the fourth ring, he finally picked up. 
 
    “Who is this?” he barked. 
 
    “Hayden? It’s me, Cali!” I said, so relieved I could cry. 
 
    “Cali? What’s going on? Where are you? We’ll come and get you!” I heard a commotion in the background as it sounded like there were multiple people talking at once. Tears started to fall as I felt like I might actually make it out of this one. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just woke up a little bit ago. Brookside has me locked away in some abandoned house. The only thing I know is that I can see a Junior’s Tacos billboard from the window. When I jumped, it was into this girl who was standing almost underneath it. Hayden, I’m scared. Brookside said the CEO of Evolution was on his way to get me.” I tried to cry quietly, but a whimper escaped anyhow. 
 
    “Cali, I need you to stay calm, okay? Brenda and Michael are tracking the phone you’re calling on. We’re coming to get you as soon as possible, okay?” Hayden tried to reassure me. 
 
    I shook my head and bit my lower lip. I saw I was near the highway, and on the other side was a dense looking forest or park. I knew the house had to be in that direction. 
 
    “I’m going to start walking to where I think the house is and go as far as I can. But I have to jump back before Brookside returns. If he finds out you guys may know where I am, he’ll move us before you can get to me, and maybe this time, he’ll keep me drugged.” I checked the battery on the phone and saw it was full. Thank God for small miracles. 
 
    “Okay, but stay on the phone for as long as you can. Hide the phone before you jump back so when whoever you jumped into wakes up, doesn’t lose the connection. Okay?” Hayden planned calmly. If I hadn’t heard the slight hitch in his voice, I would think he was calm, but I knew he was as freaked as me. 
 
    “Okay, I need get across the highway first though. Hold on,” I spoke quickly before running across all six lanes. I had some cars blare their horns at me but luckily made it to the other side unscathed. “I’m back.” I was winded since I knew Emily wasn’t a runner. I was just glad her muscle memory kicked in so I could run in these heels. “I need you to make sure that this girl, Emily, gets back okay. I don’t want her wandering around lost in the trees here.” I requested, and I knew Hayden put me on speaker since I could hear everyone more quickly. 
 
    “Cali? Oh my goodness. I am so, so sorry! I had no idea about Dr. Brookside! He seemed like such a great young man! I am so glad we never told him about our cloaking device,” she muttered at the end. 
 
    “It’s okay, Brenda. He was a good actor. Now, when you locate the phone head north from it. I’m not a hundred percent certain this is where the house is, but I know it’s in the same vicinity. I’m going off the angle of the billboard I was able to see.” I only knew I was going north because I pulled up the compass app. 
 
    “We’re going to find you, I promise.” Hayden vowed. “Michael just got your coordinates. You’re about three hours away. We’re leaving now. Do anything you can to stay in that house. Don’t let them take you.” Hayden was breathing hard as I think he was running outside before I heard a car door slam. 
 
    Three hours. I can stay alive and well for that long, can’t I? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    My feet began to hurt in the heels I was in currently. I felt bad knowing once I jump back into my body, this girl will probably be scared of not knowing what happened to her and how she got over here. It was a small price to pay to stay alive though. Trudging through the uneven ground in the general direction of the house, I could only pray that I was going the right way. 
 
    I took off the small jacket Emily was wearing and sent a silent apology to her for what I was about to do. With my teeth, I began to rip the jacket into shredded pieces. It took longer than I wanted, but once I was done, I began to tie the strips to low hanging branches. “I’m tying strips of cloth to branches on my way to the house, so follow those,” I spoke quietly to Hayden. The woods I was in was quiet, like eerily quiet. 
 
    All I could hear was my own breathing and the steady traffic from the highway, but even that was faint. Pursuing further into the densely growing trees, I resolved myself to keep going. “You’re doing great, Cali. I’m so sorry for not being there in time. I should’ve known something was up with him. He should’ve never been able to take you in the first place.” Hayden growled into the phone. 
 
    I sighed as I carefully watched where I was going. I was trying to be as careful as possible with Emily’s body, not wanting her to wake up with cuts and scrapes all over. As it was, she was going to wake up with a massive headache and sore feet. 
 
    “Please don’t blame yourself, and that goes for everyone there with you. It was no one’s fault except for Brookside. He’s a talented liar, which is why I’m sure that’s the reason Evolution sent him.” I bit my tongue slightly and winced, knowing I should’ve saved that tidbit until I was rescued. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hayden asked, confused. 
 
    “Brookside said something about how Evolution has been watching me for a while now. He didn’t elaborate how long though.” I had to be truthful, even if the truth was scarier than facing a pit of snakes. Hayden let out a string of curse words so colorful they made my cheeks pink. I heard a slapping sound before hearing Brenda reprimand him. 
 
    “We’ve got to get you out of there now,” Hayden stressed. I knew this was hitting close to home for Hayden with his mom being killed by Evolution. I couldn’t begin to imagine how he was feeling right now. I felt guilty for dragging him into this whole mess. 
 
    “I won’t let them take me, okay?” I reassured him, but I heard him scoff. 
 
    “No! If they offer, go with them!” I was shocked still for a moment and even heard whoever was around him shriek, “What?” 
 
    “If she has to choose between going with them and living, or being killed from saying no, I would rather have her alive! Understood?” Hayden yelled away from the phone. 
 
    “Hayden…” I trailed off unsure. I didn’t know the right path to take here. I didn’t want to be a part of some evil group, but I also wanted to live. Could I live with myself if I said yes? I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “I know Cali…I know. You have to say yes, and I will find you okay? I will find you and get you out of there.” He sounded so desperate to make things right that it brought tears to my eyes. I shoved down the sob that was ready to break free, knowing they all needed me to be strong right now. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. “If it comes to that, I will say yes, but let’s just pray it doesn’t, and you guys get to me before they do.” My words were strong, but my spirit was weak. I felt that familiar wetness trickle down my nose to my upper lip. 
 
    Groaning, I was still thankful I managed to make it this long jumping into Emily. “I have to jump back now. It’s becoming too much. I think I walked for about twenty minutes north of the taco sign. Make sure Emily makes it back okay. I’m going to hide the phone and then get out of her,” I spoke quickly, already feeling that pull to get back into my own body. I was beginning to feel dizzy and knew I had to move swiftly. 
 
    I hid the phone under some brush before Hayden could say anything. It would be too painful to say goodbye, knowing there was a chance I might not see them again. They were coming to get me, but would they reach me in time? 
 
    Walking several steps away, I laid down on the ground, ignoring the twigs and rocks digging into my back. I stayed far too long in Emily, and I could already feel exhaustion pulling at my mind. Surrendering to the pull, I closed my eyes for a moment before opening them again. 
 
    I was back in the small room. My eyes widened when violent rolls of nausea caused me to roll over and empty my stomach onto the floor. It was disgusting and difficult since my hands were still tied behind my back. My body felt sore, but not as badly as when I first started to jump. 
 
    Shaking, I rolled away on the bed. The door flew open as Brookside stormed in, looking confused. His lips curled up in disgust when he saw the mess on the floor. Good thing I couldn’t care less about him. “What the hell is going on?” he asked. 
 
    “Wow, and here I thought you were a doctor. My mistake.” I shrugged limply still breathing hard. 
 
    He glowered at me but stayed where he was, not wanting to get closer to the vomit on the floor. That had promised to be a good tactic. Just puke on or near him to get him to stay away, I thought with an internal laugh. 
 
    “Did you jump?” he asked with a deadly calm. 
 
    I refused to show any signs of expression on my face that would give me away. “No, Cupcake. This is what happens when I get dehydrated and probably from whatever the hell you drugged me with.” The sarcasm in my voice was so heavy that I thought it would have sunk him to the ground. 
 
    His glare was menacing, but I knew he wouldn’t seriously hurt me, not if I was valuable to Evolution. At least, that was my best-educated guess. 
 
    “You were fine earlier, and we’re out of the reaction time clock. If you were going to have a reaction to my cocktail, I would’ve seen it beforehand.” 
 
    I needed to stay cool. He shouldn’t know that I jumped. If he found out somehow, I knew it would mean bad news for me, and he would probably move us. 
 
    “Oh, I am so sorry my body didn’t fit into your standardized clock for reaction time! Silly me, I guess I missed the memo.” 
 
    He cursed me before storming out of the room and slamming the door behind him. I heard the click of the lock before being able to let out a breath of relief. 
 
    My moment of relief was short lived when he came back in a few minutes later carrying rags and a couple of water bottles. What my eyes zeroed in on was the knife in his right hand, however. My heartbeat accelerated as he drew closer. Grimacing, he laid the large rags over my mess before pulling me into the sitting position. I held my breath when he brought the knife closer. 
 
    “Please, I swear I didn’t do anything!” I tried to reason with him. 
 
    He rolled his eyes before cutting my hands free. The immediate rush of blood to my wrists stung, and my shoulders were definitely sore, but it felt good to relax my arms. 
 
    Before I could really think things through though, I brought my fist up and punched Brookside hard in the throat. His eyes bulged as he struggled to breathe. Not wasting a moment, I grabbed the knife that clattered to the floor. I was still woozy, but I managed to sprint to the opened door. I didn’t look back as I slammed the door shut behind me once I was in the hallway. I saw the lock underneath the doorknob and twisted it tightly. Right as I locked it, I jumped back as Brookside banged on the door. 
 
    “Open the door!” he roared out in a slightly hoarse voice.  
 
    “In what universe would I do that?” I scoffed but didn’t stick around to hear his reply. I was all the way to the landing of the stairs when I heard slamming from behind me than the splintering of wood. I jerked around to see Brookside’s hand shooting out of a hole he made in the door to try and unlock it. 
 
    I turned on my heel as my heart lodged in my throat. I took the steps two, sometimes three, at a time, but I quickly heard him stomping behind me. My feet tripped when I skipped too many steps, causing me to land hard on my hands and knees. “Oomph!” I cried out. 
 
    I heard him at the top of the stairs on the third floor, making me scramble up, ignoring the stinging in my joints. “Get back here!” he screamed from two floors above. 
 
    I frantically looked around for a way out and saw another room. This house was like a maze! Making a snap decision, I veered left, hoping that would take me to the front door. I looked all around the small room. It seemed like an old-fashioned sitting room, but luck was on my side as I spotted a large ornate door and windows telling me it lead into the front yard. 
 
    Flinging the door open, I leaped out onto the front porch and began to full out sprint. My stomach still threated to spill as I hadn’t recovered from earlier, but I couldn’t let that stop me. My goal was to make it to the trees and hope like hell I could lose Brookside in them. 
 
    I heard another slam behind me as I was halfway to the tree line. “Come on, come on!” I urged myself further. 
 
    I tried to will myself faster, but my foot got caught in a small gopher hole, and I heard a snap. “Ahh!” I screamed in pain as I went down. I tried to move my leg, but I couldn’t. I looked down and saw my knee had popped out of place. I tried in vain to half drag myself away as Brookside came up to my side. 
 
    “That’s what you get when you try to run away.” 
 
    I wanted to cuss him out, but the pain was too much. He rolled his eyes before bending over and snapping my knee back in. 
 
    “Gah!” I shrieked at the sharp pain that radiated from my right knee. It immediately felt better, but when I tried to bend it, the pain was back, and the kneecap threatened to pop back out. 
 
    “Don’t move, idiot. You’re not going anywhere, so I’ll go make a brace. Don’t try to move your knee or it will pop back out again, and you’ll do permanent damage!” he barked before jogging away. 
 
    Ignoring his advice, I dragged myself towards the tree without using my right knee. It was difficult, and I could feel my muscles straining, but I had to try. 
 
    I managed to get to a nearby tree and used it to help me stand. I made sure not to move my knee on my right leg, but rather used my left leg to support most of me while I leaned heavily on the tree. I needed to get away though, and now. I didn’t want to have to keep my promise to Hayden and say yes if the head honcho got there before they did. 
 
    I hopped on one foot to the next tree and kept at it until I was far enough in you could barely see the house. I knew I was running out of time though. Brookside would be coming back out any second. “Come on. Think!” I berated myself. I tilted my head up to think when the idea struck me. 
 
    I needed to climb. 
 
    But how was I going to climb with one bad leg? I thought. Taking a deep breath, I looked around for some low hanging branches. About twenty yards away, I spotted a full-looking tree that had multiple branches that were within arms reach. Holding my breath, I began to hop awkwardly towards it. I was almost to it when I heard an enraged yell a ways away. I cursed and hopped faster. 
 
    I gave myself a small moment to gather my bearings once I made it to the tree. Not letting myself get any doubts, I grabbed the lowest branch and began to heave myself up. I wasn’t known for my upper body strength, but this was survival. Knowing my options were so limited, I pushed myself up. I grunted as I tried to work myself up the tree. 
 
    Sweat began to bead on my forehead, and my muscles in my arms were screaming at me. I wanted to use my bad leg to help me climb, but it had to hang as dead weight. I tried not to cry out when my hand slipped slightly. I needed to move faster if I was going to be able to hide before Brookside found me. I struggled for a minute more before making good progress. 
 
    “You got this.” I encouraged myself. Soon, I was just high enough to be out of sight. The thick branches hid me from Brookside. I then heard him stomping through the forest, and through the crack of the branches and leaves, I saw he was carrying a gun. 
 
    “Get out here! Don’t make this harder than it has to be!” Brookside bellowed. Something moved in a bush nearby, making him whip around and shoot at the bush. 
 
    I jumped in surprise but was relieved when it wasn’t a bullet but a dart that shot out. At least he wasn’t aiming to kill me, I thought internally. 
 
    I held my breath as he passed under the tree, and I held as still as possible. A twig snapped in the distance, causing him to bound over in that direction. I quietly let out a breath of relief. I just needed to wait this out long enough to when he’s farther away, then I could start to drag myself towards the freeway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, sir, I haven’t found her. I understand…No, sir, I’m not out to make a fool of you. I—” 
 
    My eyes snapped open when I heard Brookside walking closer to the tree. I didn’t know how long we’d been out here, but I would wager at least an hour and a half if not more. 
 
    “She couldn’t have gotten far on a bad knee…I understand, sir…” The conversation ended as he hung up then began to scream and rage. “I will find you! You can’t hide forever!” Brookside roared. I flinched into the bark of the tree and prayed he wouldn’t look up. My knee was throbbing, and there was a couple of times where it threatened to pop out of place while I was up here, but I quickly placed a hand on it and pushed it there. 
 
    Brookside jogged off into the other direction, leaving me to my thoughts. 
 
    I gave it a few more minutes before I began the tortuous climb down. It took a little bit, but soon, I was back on the ground. My breaths were coming out in pants as sweat gathered around my eyes. It stung, but I didn’t let it stop me. Staggering back a bit, I settled myself by leaning on the tree. My hair was matted to my forehead, and I was sure I looked like a mess. I knew the house was north of me since I dragged myself straight back and I could faintly hear the freeway. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, I began to hobble and hop my way towards it. I could do this. I knew I could. It was hard to stay quiet when you had to hop through a wooded area, so every few steps, I would stop and listen to see if I could hear Brookside. He wasn’t making an effort on staying quiet, so I knew if I stayed vigilant, I could hide before he spotted me. 
 
    I made some good progress when I wasn’t watching where I was going and stumbled over something. My already scraped knees burned but was nothing compared to my right knee, which had popped back out of place. I bit back a scream of pain as my teeth drew blood on my bottom lip. 
 
    “Oh, God!” I whimpered slightly. I would need to pop it back in myself. I looked over to see what I tripped over and was both relieved and horrified to see Emily still unconscious. 
 
    I could barely think through the pain, so I did the only thing I could do. I jumped back into Emily. It took a little longer than normal since I was so worn out already, but I didn’t have a choice at this point. I needed a good body to help both of us in this situation. I didn’t want Brookside to discover her. It was a miracle he hadn’t already! 
 
    Gasping when I was back in Emily, I quickly got up and searched for the phone. I saw the battery was only at twenty percent, but it would have to do. I looked over at myself and grimaced at the mess I was. I was glad I wouldn’t feel this when I bent over and snapped my knee back into place. I needed to be more careful if I didn’t want permanent damage later on. Looking around, I spotted what was left of Emily’s jacket and quickly tied it tightly around my busted kneecap. 
 
    “Okay, Emily, let’s hope you have any semblance of upper body strength,” I muttered to myself and heaved my body by my armpits to half drag me away. It felt so nice not to be so worn-out and hurt, but I needed to treat Emily’s body carefully. Without volunteering to, she was saving my life. 
 
    It seemed like I was dragging my body forever, and I could feel the strain on my back. The freeway sounds were getting louder though, so I knew I was going the right way. 
 
    I heard the sound of stomping boots, making me panic and drop my body to the hard floor. I winced, knowing I was going to feel that later. 
 
    I looked around for anything that could hide with. The trunks in the trees weren’t that big, but a few yards away, I saw a large bush. Grunting, I picked myself up and walked us both behind it. I was pretty impressed with Emily’s muscles. She didn’t look like she could bench press a whole lot, but she definitely had some punch behind her. 
 
    Squatting down near my body, I peeked between the holes in the bush. I saw a pair of work boots, but it was followed by several others. I furrowed my eyebrows and listened. 
 
    “The signal is getting stronger this way.” Michael’s voice sounded quiet. 
 
    I gasped and sprung up, ready to cry with relief. “Hayden?” I said on a breath. 
 
    They all spun to face me, looking startled. I could see some of them carrying guns. Without thinking, I ran around the bush and hugged Hayden, feeling so relieved I was crying. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you!” I said into his shirt. 
 
    “Cali?” He made sure. When I nodded, he hugged me back fiercely but then pulled away. “Where are you? Your body, I mean? What happened to you jumping back?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    “I fought Brookside off when he cut me loose. I hurt my knee pretty badly though but managed to hide until he was far enough away looking for me. I stumbled upon Emily by accident and used her to get us both to safety. There was no way I could’ve made it the rest of the way on my own. My body is behind that bush over there.” I gestured behind me. 
 
    Gavin rushed over and hugged me as well. “I was so worried, Cali. I thought I had lost you for good,” he murmured into my hair, sounding so lost it hurt my heart. I held him back tightly before stepping away. 
 
    “We need to get out of here. Brookside is somewhere out here, and he has some sort of dart gun. I’ll need to stay in Emily for as long as I can since I won’t be of any use in my own body right now. But we need to get moving because I don’t know how long I can hold out in her body. The last jump already drained me enough as it is.” I was already feeling tired, but I pushed through it. 
 
    Hayden agreed quickly before going around and picking my body up gingerly, securing me in his arms. He looked at how banged up I was and grimaced. “I’m so sor—” 
 
    I cut him off with a wave of my hand. “No more apologizing for stuff you didn’t do. That goes for all of you. Now let’s go!” I ordered and tried to walk towards the freeway when I stumbled. 
 
    “Cali?” Brenda said, worried, and placed a hand on my back. 
 
    I shook my head, feeling like a failure. “Gavin? You’re going to need to carry Emily. I can’t make it any longer in her body. I thought I had more time, but it’s been too much,” I spoke out of breath. I couldn’t speak anymore as my brain shut down for a moment and I was sucked back into my own body without trying. 
 
    I tried not to cry out when I felt the aches and pains radiating through my whole body. I saw Gavin barely managed to catch Emily. “I’ve got you,” Hayden reassured me. I couldn’t keep my head from swimming as I let myself go into the blackness.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Very stiffly, I came to my senses. My whole body felt like I put it through a blender then flipped it on the highest speed. I would cry, but I was afraid it would hurt. I blinked my eyes open and saw I was in a strange room I didn’t recognize. I was lying on a very comfortable mattress. I very gingerly sat up and looked around the large room. Sunlight was filtering through the window, but I had no idea how long I was out. I looked down to see an IV hooked up to my arm, and my right leg was in a soft cast that was wrapped tight. 
 
    Oh God, did we not get away? Or was meeting up with them all a dream? I started to panic when the door opened. I immediately calmed down when I saw it was Hayden. He rushed over when he saw I was awake. “Thank God.” He breathed before bending over to kiss the top of my head. I pulled back confused. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked with my voice scratchy. Hayden handed me a bottle of water he was carrying, and I quickly chugged some water down, suddenly feeling parched. 
 
    “You’ve been out for the last day or so. I was worried about with all your body was put through, it would take weeks for you to wake up.” He looked down at my knee that was wrapped. “We ran back to the car and got out of there as quickly as possible.” 
 
    I looked around the large room, not recognizing any of it. “Where are we? Wait! What about Emily?” I asked, remembering her. I had to make sure she was okay. 
 
    Hayden grabbed my hand to reassure me. “She’s fine. We dropped her off at her house. Brenda made it look like she had a little too much to drink with some empty bottles. She’ll wake up with a headache and confusion but pass it off as a night of too much fun. We couldn’t go back to the farmhouse since Brookside knows where that is. Lucky for us, Brenda and Michael have several safe houses all over the state and some out of the country.” Hayden got up to grab something out of a bag on the floor by the bed. 
 
    “You need to eat,” he stated before handing me a protein bar. My stomach felt okay, so I tore it open and took a bite. 
 
    “What about their data and the blocking device?” I asked, worried that I had ruined their hideout. 
 
    “They always have backup systems in place. Everything is good, especially now that you’re awake. How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    I mentally checked myself over and found I felt sore and still tired but overall okay. I was more concerned with my knee. Just thinking about how much pain it was, I shuddered. 
 
    “Did someone take a look at my knee? Have I done permanent damages?” I asked, almost scared of the answer. How was I supposed to be this badass jumper when I had a bum knee? 
 
    “You’ll be okay. Brenda jumped into this woman doctor and accessed her knowledge before looking you over. We felt we couldn’t bring anyone else into this after what happened. She just said you’ll need to stay off it for a couple of days, then try and do some home exercises to strengthen it. She said you’ll have to wear this brace for a while until your ligaments heal properly.” 
 
    I felt relieved yet annoyed with myself. Of course, I was that girl—the one you yell at in horror films when she trips over herself and gets caught. I was lucky enough to be so stubborn and hide when I could though, and there was the fact Brookside was stupid enough to leave me alone. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked, feeling like I was really out of the loop. I guess being unconscious will do that to you. 
 
    “They’re out in the living room, going over the new game plan. We called in Brody since Evolution is now involved too. I knew he would be interested, since helping us would also mean helping him with finding Melina.” I could see a storm brewing behind his eyes. 
 
    I lifted the hand that didn’t have the IV in it and palmed his cheek. “How are you doing? I know being that close to them couldn’t have felt good.” I couldn’t begin to imagine how he was feeling. To be so close to the same enemy who killed your mother and pretty much destroyed your family and childhood would be devastating. 
 
    Hayden got up to pace before shoving a hand through his hair in irritation. “What’s there to say? Hmm? Should I talk about how a part of me wanted to stay behind so I could wait for those bastards to come and I could have a chance to kill them all? Or how incredibly scared I was at the thought of losing you the same way?” He paused to look at me, and the sheer anguish in his gaze split my heart in two. 
 
    “What’s there to say when everything I wanted to do to them, I couldn’t?” The anger in his eyes was simmering into a low rage. I didn’t want him to fly off the handle, so I decided to do a Hayden and pulled myself up carefully. He saw what I was doing and rushed over. 
 
    “What are you doing? You’re supposed to stay off your feet!” he admonished before helping me sit back down. 
 
    I grabbed his face and pulled him close. “I had to get you close somehow,” I spoke with a comforting smile before leaning up slightly to kiss him. I ran the fingers of my hand through his thick hair and scratched his scalp, making him shudder. When I pulled back, his gaze was calm if not heated in a different way now. 
 
    “Stealing my moves?” he asked just above a whisper. My hand played with the hair near his neck to further relax him. 
 
    “What if I am?” I asked teasingly. 
 
    He laughed through his nose before leaning in to kiss my lips softly at first before nipping at my bottom lip. It sent a jolt through me, making me gasp, and he quickly took advantage of that. Very gently, he pushed me down until I was lying all the way back and he was rested over me. He was careful not to lay on me, though, by supporting himself with his forearms. I was so lost in him and how this kiss sent molten hot lava though my veins that it took me a second to realize he pulled away. 
 
    I pouted slightly to myself before glaring at him. My breaths were coming in pants, but I didn’t care. I wanted him to kiss me like that again. 
 
    “Rest” was all he said before getting up. 
 
    “Seriously?” I said, only partly annoyed. 
 
    He chuckled before licking his lips and running his gaze over me. “I had to show you who the master distractor was, didn’t I?” He didn’t comment on my glare. “I’m going to go tell them you’re awake. I want Brenda to look you over to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    I huffed and pointed to my lips. “For that stunt, these are off limits to you for the next while,” I warned, pointing to my lips. But what did the jerk do? He laughed! Someone must have heard because before he could step out, everyone began to pile in. 
 
    “Thanks for letting us know!” Gavin glowered at Hayden. 
 
    Hayden rolled his eyes. “Relax, Ostrich Legs. I was just going to do that.” 
 
    Gavin looked like he wanted to hit Hayden but refrained just barely. 
 
    I shot Hayden a look to quit it with the names. “What?” he asked like he was entirely innocent. 
 
    “Ignore him. How are you feeling, Sweetheart?” Brenda asked, sitting next to me on the bed, looking over my IV and knee. It was weird to know she now had as much knowledge as a doctor since she jumped into one earlier. I guess that was another perk of being a jumper. If you jumped into someone with knowledge you need, you automatically got it. 
 
    “I feel okay, still exhausted, and I haven’t moved my knee.” I was afraid to bend it even a little. 
 
    She took my right leg and gingerly bent it up and down. I heard a faint grinding noise, but otherwise, it didn’t hurt. 
 
    “This should heal up nicely if you follow my directions. I’ll go ahead and take out the IV. You were pretty dehydrated.” I winced when she pulled out the IV before placing a Band-Aid on it. “We were so worried about you. I’m so glad you’re okay.” She squeezed my other hand and stood up. 
 
    Gavin took her place. “Don’t ever get kidnapped again. I mean it, or I will never forgive you.” He was only slightly joking. 
 
    I smirked at him and gave him a dubious look. “Not exactly my choice, Gav, but I’ll remember that.” He bent over to give me a hug that was so tight, I thought I wouldn’t be able to breathe, but he pulled away in time for me to gasp for air. 
 
    Hayden smacked the back of his head. “Any tighter you would’ve broken a rib, Crazy Straw.” Gavin stood and faced off with Hayden. 
 
    I groaned and covered my face with my hands. “John? Can you…” I gestured to Hayden and Gavin. 
 
    He nodded before grabbing them both by the back of the neck and steering them out the room. Brenda chuckled at them, leaving the room with Michael before telling me she would make me some soup. 
 
    I was then left alone to peace and quiet. I wanted to have a moment to think to myself all that had happened over the last few days. It was hard to believe what my life was now. I was a normal college girl, or at least mostly a college girl. Could I still be considered one if I didn’t go for very long? 
 
    I took a closer look around the room and saw a door that led to what I believed was a bathroom. I suddenly had the big urge to pee. There was no way I was calling anyone back in here to help me though. So I very carefully started to get up and very gingerly put little weight on my bad knee. I mainly supported myself on my other leg as I hopped to the bathroom. 
 
    When I finally made it to the toilet, I did my business, feeling much better. Then I had to face another problem. I felt utterly gross like I-needed-a-shower-days-ago kind of gross. Ugh, how could Hayden have kissed me like this? No wonder he stopped when he did. I knew I would need to unwrap my leg, but I didn’t want to mess it up. 
 
    “Cali?” Hayden called out from the room. 
 
    I let out a little squeak since all I had on was my underwear and bra after I took off my jogging pants and t-shirt. “In here, but don’t come in. I’m going to take a shower!” I called out so he wouldn’t just barge in. 
 
    I heard him curse before I heard him right outside the door. “Cali! You’re supposed to stay off your feet. If you want to take a shower, let me help you!” 
 
    I let out a scoff before taking off my bra. “Yeah, I’m sure you would love that. No way are you coming in!” I called out. I heard a thunk and somehow knew he banged his head against the door. 
 
    “Pretty Girl, let me in and help you.” I knew he was trying to be reasonable, but there had to be another way, I wasn’t ready for that step yet. 
 
    “Not by the hair of my chinny chin, chin!” I snarked back. 
 
    He chuckled before sighing. “Would you let me help you if I could get you a swimsuit?” he asked with a grin in his voice. 
 
    “Actually, yeah! If you found me a swimsuit, I would let you in to help.” I compromised while leaning against the sink. 
 
    “Okay, I will be right back. I think Brenda might have something for you. I mean it, Pretty Girl. Don’t try to do this on your own.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out even though he couldn’t see. “I promise,” I swore before I heard him retreat. I scooted myself to the towel rack and wrapped myself up in it so I wasn’t so exposed. It was a large, fluffy, turquoise towel that felt soft against my skin. I dared to look in the mirror and had to grimace at the mess I looked. 
 
    My hair seemed to want to impersonate some sort of bird’s nest. Dirt was smeared over my chest and arms, but my face seemed clear. It seemed like someone wiped it down with some sort of rag. My legs weren’t much better, and when I ran my tongue over my teeth, I winced with mortification when I relived Hayden’s kiss. At least I didn’t have morning breath. 
 
    “Pretty Girl, are you covered? Brenda found an old two-piece for you that she never wore. It’s been here for years though, so fair warning.” He ended with a laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m decent!” I called out quickly re-wrapping myself up. 
 
    He stepped in immediately running his eyes over me. I blushed under his gaze, knowing what a mess I was. I lifted my arm for the clothes silently. 
 
    “I’ll give you a moment unless you need help getting into these?” He let the swim bottoms hang from his fingertip. It was a hideous mustard yellow with large green Hawaiian flowers. I wouldn’t have cared if they had Barbies all over them as long as they covered me. 
 
    “I think I can manage. Thanks, perv,” I said with a shake of my head and a slight smile on my lips. He handed them to me before giving me time to change. It was tricky and took way longer than it normally would have, but I was still so sore, and you try getting bottoms on when you could barely move a leg. 
 
    “Okay! You can come in now!” I hollered out. 
 
    He came in quickly and as he scanned me again. His gaze darkened and not in a good way. I looked down and noticed I had bruises on my sides that the towel was covering up earlier. 
 
    “I’m okay. I just want to get cleaned up,” I spoke softly. 
 
    He moved to stand in front of me, his eyes now soft. I would never get enough of his light blue eyes. It was one of my favorite things about him. He cupped the side of my neck before kissing my forehead. 
 
    “Let me start the water,” he murmured as he stepped away. The bathroom was pretty large, and the shower was a standard walk-in. The room soon filled with steam, and I all but swallowed my tongue when Hayden took off his shirt. 
 
    Let me just take a moment to send up a thank you for whatever I did to deserve this. 
 
    “You’re staring,” Hayden said with a smirk. 
 
    “You’re hot,” I mumbled out, nearly tripping over my words. Hayden was lean yet had enough muscle to define a very nice six-pack. Dear Lord, he looked Photoshopped. Here I was, had dirt all over me in a bikini from the seventies, and my hair looked like it belonged in a Hitchcock film. 
 
    “And you’re stunning. Glad we got that out of the way. Here, lean on me, and I’ll help you in. The water is warm now.” His hand around my bare torso made it clench with nerves and excitement. I was careful not to slip once I was under the warm water. It felt heavenly, but I frowned when I saw Hayden’s jeans were getting wet. He wasn’t under the spray, but the cast-off water was getting his pants soaked. 
 
    “Hayden, I’m getting your pants all wet!” 
 
    He chuckled under his breath. “There’s a joke in there somewhere, but I can’t exactly take them off. Going commando under them.” He winked as my face burned. Great, now my mind was in the gutter. I swallowed thickly before I nodded my head jerkily. 
 
    “O-okay, let’s get this over with.” I squeaked out. Just call me butter since I was being so smooth, I thought with an internal groan. It was only a shower. A shower that I was taking with my boyfriend who was incredibly hot. Thank God we had clothes on. 
 
    Hayden stood half in the shower and half out but quickly leaned over outside of it to lay a couple of towels on the floor. 
 
    “Can you reach the shampoo over in the corner?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded silently, suddenly wondering what kind of conversation could you have in a situation like this. I twisted my torso around and reached for the generic bottle that claimed to make your hair smell like peaches. I poured some in my hand and got scrubbing. It felt so nice getting clean again that I almost forgot who was with me. Almost. 
 
    “Fine weather we’re having, huh?” Hayden said suddenly. 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed as I carefully rinsed off my hair under the water spray. “I wouldn’t know since I only just woke up, but why are we talking about the weather?” I asked, perplexed but grateful for the distraction. I bent over little ways to grab the body wash that was scented with vanilla. I peeked over at Hayden to see he was staring at the ceiling with a pained look on his face. 
 
    “I just want to talk about anything that is not going on right now. I definitely don’t want to talk about the fact my girl is nearly naked in the shower right now and about to be all sudsy. Nope, not going to talk about that.” I felt bad for him because after looking down, my face went bright red. At least I could hide my excitement. Him, not so much. 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered then quickly got to washing myself. The quicker this was done, the quicker we could get out, and the tension would stop suffocating us. 
 
    “Yeah, oh.” He bit back, squeezing his eyes shut. I truly appreciated his respect for my privacy, and my feelings for him only grew. 
 
    “Someday in the future, it will be different. You will be able to look all you want, and we won’t have to wear clothes like we are now,” I said cheekily. It was slightly mean, and I tried not to laugh when he groaned. I was sure other girls in my position would jump at the chance at well…jumping Hayden, but I wasn’t the type. I had never had sex, and I was okay with that. I wanted to wait until I was truly in love before I made that step. I never even thought about sex until I met Hayden. In fact, I thought something was wrong with me in high school like I missed out on the crazy hormonal teen experience. 
 
    Hayden had proved that my hormones were alive and kicking and definitely making up for lost time. With that thought, I rinsed off as fast as I could before telling Hayden I was done. I heard him mumble ‘thank God’ under his breath before helping me out of the shower. 
 
    “Can you get dressed on your own because I, uh…got to go check on something.” 
 
    I wrapped a towel around me and cocked my head to the side, studiously ignoring anything going on below his belt. “What are you checking on?” I asked, completely oblivious. 
 
    “Just, uh…something in my room…out of this room. I, uh…holler for Brenda if you need anything. I’ll be back soon.” He didn’t say anything else as he whirled out of there. It took me a moment to realize what he was going to go do. My eyes widened as my cheeks turned fire engine red. 
 
    Okay then.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The next month and a half were pleasantly uneventful. When I wasn’t carefully training my mind—with the watchful eye of Hayden to make sure I didn’t overdo it—I was strengthening my physical body. Having that experience with Brookside proved I was grossly underprepared to fight off an attacker unless I caught them by surprise. 
 
    Surprisingly, John was helping me with that aspect. He was really good at self-defense despite his demeanor. By the end of each day, I always felt exhausted and would need to take a couple of days to recover before jumping or splitting again. The nosebleeds and throwing up blood were getting better but still happening more frequently than any of us liked. 
 
    I think my body was getting used to what was happening, one jump or split at a time. I was currently sparring with John in the basement. Michael went out and bought sparring equipment, so we didn’t beat each other up too badly. Hayden wasn’t allowed down here while I was training because he’d get angry when John landed a good blow and then a yelling match would ensue, whether it was between him and me, or him and John. Hayden and I were always quick to make up, especially since his lips were so addictive. 
 
    I was lost in thought, so I didn’t see John’s gloved fist coming at me until it was too late to block. The air was temporarily knocked out of me when he landed a blow on my stomach. I danced backward to protect myself from further blows. I liked sparring with John because he never took it easy on me, knowing I needed to learn how to defend myself. I was still careful with my knee, but Brenda said I didn’t need to be. It healed very nicely, but I didn’t want to jinx it. 
 
    “Get your head in the game, Cali!” John reprimanded, sweat dripping off his face. 
 
    “Are we Wildcats now?” I snorted, my speech was garbled with the mouth guard, but we could understand each other. 
 
    He took another swing at me, but I saw it coming and ducked before dancing to the other side of the room. I was drained but tried not to let it show, although I was sure the whole house knew at this point. My nights were less than peaceful. 
 
    I woke up more times than I was asleep with sweat coating my body, my throat burning from screaming, and usually a room full of people trying to wake me up. At this point, I needed to move a bed down here in the basement so no one would hear me and everyone could get a better night’s sleep other than myself. 
 
    Shaking off the terrifying image of the white monster, I began to rain down a series of jabs as John tried to block them. I managed to hit him successfully a few times before calling a timeout, feeling fatigue pull at my mind. I desperately wanted to sleep, but I also never wanted to sleep, knowing it was there waiting for me. 
 
    I wouldn’t stop fighting though. I was getting really good at jumping and splitting, to the point it was becoming second nature to me. It still drained me, but I was only down for an hour or two now, rather than days. 
 
    I heard the basement door open up at the top of the steps and soon saw Gavin coming down in some work out shorts and a muscle shirt. He had joined in on the sparring if only to have something to do. 
 
    I was still trying to find a way to get him to go back home, but he wasn’t budging, even though he’d only been really able to help when I needed to jump or split. Lately, though, I have been jumping into other people, trying to stretch out my ability. It’d been okay so far. I had only been able to do it a handful of times. I couldn’t practice splitting with other people since they were able to stay awake and remember when it happened. John and I had been talking about the possibility to split yet being able to place the person in a trance so they wouldn’t know what’s going on during or after. 
 
    “Feel like another opponent?” Gavin said with a grin while putting on some boxing gloves. 
 
    Focusing, I did a kick, kick, jab that sent John falling to the floor with a proud smile. I turned to Gavin and quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Please, have at it. I think I need to ice my spleen.” John joked before comically limping upstairs. 
 
    I hit my gloves together and cracked my neck. At first, I didn’t like to train, but now that I had been doing this every day for the last month, I’d become addicted. 
 
    Brookside caught us all off guard, and that simply wouldn’t do. So, I decided to hone my body and mind into a weapon unlike they’d ever seen before. I still had some ways to go on both aspects, but I was getting there. 
 
    Hayden came down after Gavin with a smirk on his face. I rolled my eyes. He loved watching me best Gavin. Gavin was getting good too, but he was a couple of weeks behind me. He only started to train because he was bored, then realized it was good to learn how to defend if the need should rose up. I hoped it never did. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to fight dirty, Pretty Girl. Kick him where the sun doesn’t shine.” Hayden finished with a chuckle. 
 
    Gavin narrowed his eyes at Hayden like he was hoping Hayden would want to throw around some punches. Fat chance with that though. When Michael bought the equipment, he specifically told them they were not allowed to fight each other. I was sure it would’ve been a bloodbath. 
 
    Gavin thankfully ignored him before we began to circle each other. He stepped forward. I stepped back. We continued to dance like that before he took his first swing. It was soft like it always was in the beginning. Gavin liked to train with me, just for the sake of hanging out, but he never started off with his all, always afraid he would hurt me. 
 
    I don’t know why he did this every time, when every time, I poked and prodded him until he got so frustrated he finally gave in. I rolled my eyes at him and quickly gave him a one-two punch. He winced slightly when I got him in a soft spot by his kidneys. John was teaching me all the weak spots so I could take down attackers twice my size. I may not have brawn, but I could outsmart them. A calculated hit will bring down a person faster than brute strength. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my girl!” Hayden antagonized. 
 
    I shot him a look, but I made the mistake of looking away as Gavin took that opportunity to come up behind me. He held me to his body, chuckling to himself. Hayden let out a growl and took a step toward us. 
 
    “Go back upstairs! I’ll be done in a moment,” I said after I spat out my mouth guard. So sexy, I thought. Taking a breath, I stepped on Gavin’s foot as hard as I could, making him jump back with a curse. I spun around and landed a roundhouse kick to his inner thigh, watching him crumble to the ground. I winced as I took off my gloves. 
 
    “Sorry, Gav. You okay?” I asked, lending a hand to help him up. 
 
    He didn’t take it and tried to laugh it off, but it was clear I may have kicked too hard. “Yeah, just peachy, Rambo.” Gavin joked as he stood up. To show there were no hard feelings, he gave me a hug. He usually tried to hug me longer just to annoy Hayden, but he stepped away with his nose wrinkling. “Hate to say this, Cali, but you stink with all that sweat going on.” 
 
    My face would’ve gone red if I wasn’t already so hot. I tried to sniff myself discreetly but couldn’t help but cringe. I might need to get a stronger deodorant if I was going to continue to work out this hard. 
 
    “I think it’s sexy,” Hayden said before dipping me to kiss me. I knew part of it was for a show in front of Gavin, but I also knew Hayden really cared about me. My feelings for him were growing every day, and I knew he was feeling the same. It was weird knowing that through our bond, but the feeling wasn’t unwelcomed. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to pretend, Hayden. I know I stink. Wouldn’t want to burn your nose hairs.” I joked, stepping away. He chuckled before kissing my forehead. “You two go on and head up. I’ll be there in a second.” I wanted time to cool down, maybe do some yoga. My breathing was still very labored, and I needed a moment to myself. 
 
    “Ladies first.” Gavin gestured to Hayden. 
 
    “That’s what I told your mom last night,” Hayden muttered, jogging upstairs. I choked out a laugh that I tried to smother as Gavin ran up after him with his fists clenched. 
 
    “Don’t bring my mother into this, douchebag!” he hollered. 
 
    I shook my head before bringing out a floor mat and sat down in a butterfly pose. Taking in deep breaths to slow my breathing, I shut my eyes and focused on my mental health. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I was down here in the basement because I was in a Zen-like state before I finally opened my eyes. 
 
    “Ah!” I screamed crab-walking backward from the white beast. It growled menacingly at me, taking a step forward. Fear gripped my heart and soul like a cold barbed chain. My eyes rolled around the room, trying to find the best escape route. 
 
    “Hayden! John! Someone!” I yelled out. It took a menacing step towards me, taking out its long, sharp claws. I stood up, my chest heaving as all of my defenses flew out of my mind in the face of this beast. How do you fight a monster like this? 
 
    “You’re not real. This is a dream.” I started to chant. I must have fallen asleep, right? The monster couldn’t be real. My eyes saw an old oar from a canoe in the corner. I leaped for it and had to quickly spin out of the way when the beast slashed his claws downward to slice me open. It grazed my right shoulder, causing me to stumble back. 
 
    My hands hit the cement wall, stopping my head from bashing into it. Turning on my heel, I took the oar and slammed it against the beast’s head as hard as I could. It cracked in two and clattered to the floor, but the monster still stood there, too close for comfort. 
 
    “You can’t have me! I’m going to beat you. Do you hear me? I’m not going to let you kill me!” I roared out. It snarled at me, thick drool pooling over its sharp teeth and splattering onto the floor. 
 
    “You are wrong, an abomination that has no place on earth. You should not exist, and we will snuff you out like the flame from hell you are. Anyone found helping you will meet their end as well.” Its dark, gritty voice sent chills down my spine, and the hairs at the nape of my neck stood on end. 
 
    “Touch them, and I will kill you, I swear it,” I spoke through gritted teeth, angry tears pooling in my eyes. All I had in my hand was the other half of the broken oar, so I took the jagged piece of wood and rammed it into the monster’s gut. 
 
    It only looked down before gripping it with its claws and ripping it out like it was nothing but a small splinter. “We’ll be coming soon.” It growled before disappearing from my eyes. 
 
    I frantically looked around the room to make sure it was gone. I was alone again, and then relief was so sharp, my knees buckled beneath me making me, sit on the unforgiving floor. 
 
    My head bent between my knees to get better control of my breathing as sweat dripped off the end of my nose. It was like the monster wasn’t even here. The oar lay by my feet, unbroken. I felt so confused. I didn’t know what was going on. I knew I wasn’t asleep, so how was Demolition finding ways to haunt me even during daylight hours? 
 
    My hands were shaking, and my heart wasn’t going to stop pounding anytime soon. I heard the door open from the top of the stairs before Brenda came down. She had a smile on her face before she saw me and rushed over. “Cali!” she said in alarm. “Michael, we need help down here!” she yelled upstairs. The door was open, so I knew they heard her as I heard feet stomping down the steps. I remembered then why they couldn’t hear me scream since the basement was soundproof. 
 
    “Honey, what’s wrong? You’re paler than a ghost,” she asked with concern, feeling my forehead. I felt embarrassment run through me as the room quickly filled up. I knew this wasn’t my fault, but from the lack of sleep and now seemingly seeing things during the day, I felt like I was losing my grip on reality. 
 
    “I’m losing my m-mind,” I stuttered, trying to calm the shaking in my hands. I felt cold and hot at the same time. “The beast was here, in the room, except I wasn’t sleeping…” I then explained all that happened. They were quiet, but I could tell they were all concerned. Hayden was angry but trying to hide it. Gavin looked like he wanted to fight as well, but they couldn’t fight this battle when it was all in my mind. The beast technically didn’t even exist. It was just a figment of my imagination to warn of my impending death. The beast only represented Demolition. 
 
    “Let’s get you cleaned up, then we’ll talk,” Brenda said gently before helping up. I hissed through my teeth when my shoulder throbbed. I moved the strap to my tank top to the side and saw bruising starting to show. 
 
    “H-how is that possible?” I asked, my eyes wide. Brenda didn’t answer but instead, helped me up the stairs. “I-I don’t understand.” I was shivering as if I were cold. 
 
    “She’s starting to go into shock. We need to warm her up. Michael, can you go make her a nice cup of tea?” Once we made it upstairs, I broke away, pulling in deep breaths. I wanted answers, and I knew by the look on some of their faces, they knew what was going on. I forced myself to calm down, and slowly, the shaking stopped to a mild tremor. 
 
    “I need answers…now.” I stood there with my fists balled up as I stared at everyone. 
 
    Gavin looked at me for a moment before coming to stand next to me. “I don’t know what’s going on, but whatever it is, it concerns her, so she needs to know.” 
 
    I was glad someone agreed with me, but I wasn’t surprised. Gavin always supported me no matter what, and I was the same way with him. 
 
    “Cali…you seeing the beast while you were awake…” Brenda trailed off, looking at her husband. 
 
    “It means the Demolition is getting close.” Michael finished. Nothing was said for a moment as I took that in. 
 
    “How close?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer. 
 
    John stepped up and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Close like if we don’t move up our plans, they’ll be beating down the door.” John looked at me like I was already dead. I hated it because I meant what I said downstairs. If it was the last thing I did, I was going to destroy them. 
 
    Brody came out from the kitchen with a mountain-looking sandwich. “What did I miss?” he asked with his mouth full. 
 
    “How soon do you think will it take them to track me down?” I asked, putting on a false brave mask. 
 
    “In the past, when it gets to this point, it usually takes them a week or two.” I liked that John was straightforward, but it was hard to seem unaffected. A week. Two if I was lucky, which I wasn’t counting on. 
 
    “Well…” I turned to Brenda. “Have your friends find the location of their base. We’re going to need to stake them out to know who is going to be most helpful so I can jump or split. John?” I spoke quietly. 
 
    “We need to put our theories to the test. I need to try to place Gavin in a trance during a split. And I was playing with the idea of commanding Gavin with my thoughts so I can be free to fight and use whoever I split with to fight whomever I need. Like instead of mirroring, I hone my gift, so I’m able to use someone more like a puppet.” I tried to explain. 
 
    “That’s a great idea, but we’ll need to take the last few days off with only physical training. I don’t want you burning yourself out before you can fight.” John gestured to Michael. “We’ve already discussed calling in others who wish to join the fight. We’re not holding our breaths for anyone to actually say yes, but it’s better to ask.” 
 
    I understood. Who would want to go on a suicide mission? I certainly wouldn’t if I had a choice. 
 
    “I’m going to go take a shower,” I murmured, not in the mood to talk anymore. No one said anything as I walked away to go upstairs. I kept my mind carefully blank so I wouldn’t lose it too early. The shower was the best place to cry so no one would hear or see. 
 
    I shut the door behind me and robotically got undressed before stepping into the shower. I didn’t wait until the water heated up, but I barely felt the cold. I was staring blankly at the tile when the first tear fell, followed by the next in quick succession. 
 
    I slapped the tiled wall hard enough to sting, letting myself have a brief moment to my pity party before I needed to pull myself together. My plan had to work. I couldn’t accept otherwise. To have a group of people think you’re evil just because you’re different and therefore gave themselves the okay to kill—was where true evil stemmed from. 
 
    I didn’t want to die. 
 
    That thought bounced around my head like some sort of sick game of pong. If I had to die at the end of this to take them down, I would do it. If only to prevent them from doing this again to someone else. I thought of my parents, and a sharp pain laced through my chest and squeezed until it was hard to breathe. 
 
    I decided to write them a letter, sort of like a goodbye. I would make Brenda and Michael promise me to deliver it after everything was over. They were, of course, staying behind, because there was no one else who could do what they did, and it would mean the end of all hope if they were killed in the middle of this. My parents deserved a proper goodbye, even if they would never understand why. I barely understood. 
 
    Too soon, I was finished with my shower, and I carefully dried my tears and looked myself hard in the mirror. “You can do this. Despite the odds, you will succeed,” I spoke under my breath. I wrapped a towel around myself and walked into my room. I brushed my hair out while it was still wet, before putting on an extra-long t-shirt that fell to my knees. I needed comfort tonight, so grabbed a super fuzzy blanket and curled into myself on the bed, staring at the yellow paint on the wall. 
 
    My door opened not long after. I didn’t need to ask who it was. I felt it. The bed dipped as Hayden spooned me from behind. Not feeling like we were close enough, I twisted around and snuggled into his chest. “I’m going to train tomorrow for as long as I can. After we find out where the Demolition is, I want to leave Gavin behind. He can’t know where they are. He’ll get killed.” 
 
    I knew what I was saying would hurt Gavin beyond belief, but I couldn’t go into this knowing he would get hurt or killed. If I could spare everyone here, I would. But I wasn’t stupid. I knew they could help me in ways I couldn’t. If I didn’t have them, I would have no chance. 
 
    “Okay, but for now…just rest.” He encouraged. 
 
    I fisted his shirt and felt his heartbeat through his black shirt. “I’m scared,” I admitted. 
 
    “I know…Me too,” he whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    My mind was racing as I lay there in bed. It’d been hours since my little episode, and I was now alone, trying to sleep. Trying being the operative word, although I wasn’t trying very hard. Part of me didn’t want to sleep, knowing what was waiting for me. 
 
    “Shut off brain!” I uttered angrily to myself before flipping over for the thousandth time. I punched my pillow in frustration. I got up after a moment, finally giving into the fact I wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon. I didn’t want to go back down to the basement in case I would see the beast again. I knew it was irrational to think it was the room that brought on the beast, but I didn’t want to chance it. 
 
    I tried to make my footsteps light so I wouldn’t wake anyone up. The house was completely dark, and all I could hear was the occasional creaking of old walls or floorboards and the ticking grandfather clock. I made my way to the kitchen and decided to bake since I couldn’t sleep. I hadn’t baked in forever, but it never failed to quiet my head. I looked through the pantry and found the ingredients needed to make cinnamon rolls. 
 
    Taking a peek at the clock, I saw it was just past midnight, so I got to work. I began to hum to myself nonsense tunes, but it kept my mind wonderfully blank. I got some warm water and slowly introduced it to the yeast. I got lost in the process as I mixed everything together then placed the dough in a bowl to prove and rise. 
 
    Switching in the water, I washed my hands of the floury mess before turning around to face the living room. I had to grab my chest when I saw Brenda standing with her back to me. “Oh, Brenda, you scared me. What are you doing up? I hope I didn’t wake you, but I couldn’t sleep. Decided to make cinnamon rolls for everyone in the morning.” I finished with a soft laugh. She didn’t respond though. I took a step closer. “Brenda?” I called out. 
 
    “You need to remember me before it’s too late.” 
 
    I staggered back when the voice told me it wasn’t Brenda standing there. It hit me then that this was the woman that was always too far away to see. The one I’d been warned to remember countless times in my dreams. I tried to walk up to her so I could finally see her, but the moment I got close, it was like I hit a wall. 
 
    “Turn around and let me see you!” I begged, somehow knowing I needed to look at her face. “At least tell me who you are!” I tried to push against whatever force that was preventing me from discovering who she was. 
 
    “I come before you. You will leave after me. I am someone you must never forget.” She began to fade in front of me so I tried pushing towards her as hard as I could without success. 
 
    “Please! If it’s so important, tell me! Don’t talk in riddles!” I was getting angry but had to catch myself on the wall next to me when she left and the wall stopping me disappeared. I cursed, standing up straight and walking around the living room, willing her to come back. 
 
    With her back facing me, all I could see was she had long black hair indicating she was most likely a jumper. I was angry that I had to deal with this mystery when I already had enough on my plate. I didn’t need this too, I thought. Shaking my head, I turned back to the kitchen and checked on the dough. I saw it still needed to rise quite a bit, so I busied myself looking over different history books of our kind. 
 
    It was so interesting seeing how my kind had a hand in significant historical events. It only held my attention for a short time before my thoughts drifted to the woman. How was I supposed to remember something I had no memory of? It was like an itch in my mind that I couldn’t scratch. I sat back on the chair I was sitting on next to the dining table. 
 
    If she was a jumper, then there had to be a record of her somewhere. I groaned when I remembered I had nothing to go on as far as what to look for. I made a mental note to ask John if he kept photographic lists of every jumper. It was a long shot, but maybe if I saw her face, it would scream at me ‘This is me!’ I rubbed my face tiredly before going to roll out the dough. 
 
    I already mixed the cinnamon and nutmeg in a small bowl, so once the dough was rolled out, I spread the butter then sprinkled the mixture. I carefully rolled it in a cylinder then cut it into two-inch slices. Once that was done, I laid them out on a deep-set baking sheet and let them rise once more. I heard a creak, making me race, hoping it was the woman. 
 
    “Geez! You scared me!” Gavin jumped back when I raced around the corner. I sighed in slight disappointment but was glad for the brief company. “What are you doing up?” he asked groggily, shuffling to the fridge. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” I sassed while elbowing him out of the way so I could grab the milk to start making the icing. 
 
    “Oh God…are you making cinnamon rolls?” he asked with a large gulp when I got out the powdered sugar and vanilla. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder from where I was standing and winked. I swear I heard him whimper. “Have I mentioned you’re my favorite person in the world?” he said, playing a hand on his stomach and rubbing it like he was about to eat a feast. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, chuckling. “You can’t have all of them, Gavin. Remember last time? You couldn’t poop for a week.” 
 
    He winced slightly before shrugging. “Worth it,” he said with an easy grin. He came to stand next to me and bumped me with his hip. “You can talk to me, you know? I know you have issues sleeping when things are bothering you, and you only bake this late at night when you’re extremely stressed out.” 
 
    “Can I though? I feel selfish with you, Gavin. Ever since the truth came out…” I trailed off, biting my lip, looking down at the counter. 
 
    He sighed before gently grabbing my chin to look at him. “I know our relationship has mostly changed, but one thing that hasn’t is that you can always talk to me. That won’t ever stop, no matter what,” he reassured me. 
 
    I shook my head and stepped away just enough to give me breathing room. “Don’t you get it, Gav? I wish I could love you like you love me. It would make all of this easier, but instead, I look at you, and I feel pain. I hate that being with Hayden hurts you. I hate that I can’t just tell you to move on and leave because that would mean we can’t be friends, and I couldn’t deal with that. You are one of the most important people in my life. I hate myself every day when I see you flinch when I touch Hayden or see the pain in your eyes when he kisses me. I hate myself.” I finished, biting back tearing up. 
 
    He ignored my space as he pulled me into his arms and squeezed me tightly. I missed our hugs like this. I would do anything to keep him safe. He was like family to me, and I steeled my resolve in making sure he didn’t go away with us once we find the Demolition’s compound. 
 
    “Please don’t hate yourself, Cali. That was never what I wanted, and I know that’s easier said than done. Even if you don’t love me the same way, we’ll always be Marvel buddies for life, right?” he said with a lopsided smile. 
 
    I chuckled, sniffling as I nodded and stepped back. “Now!” he clapped his hands together. “How long do those babies have to bake before I can stuff them in my mouth?” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed before wincing and quieted down. “Geez, Gav, loud much?” I joked. He gave me a deadpan look, and at that moment, I knew for right now we were okay. I also knew he was going to be hurt when we left him behind, but it was too dangerous. My heart ached at the thought of betraying him like that, but I didn’t see any other choice. If he got too close, he would become a liability, and it would distract me from what I needed to do. 
 
    “So, tell me why you’re awake since you guessed for me?” I asked. 
 
    “I was hungry. I usually always get up at this time to get something to eat,” he spoke with a shrug. 
 
    I rolled my eyes while continuing to get everything needed for the icing. I wished I could use the mixer, but I didn’t want to wake anyone up with its loud noises. My arm and a whisk would have to do. 
 
    “Aren’t you always hungry?” I asked sarcastically. “It’s like you have an empty stomach twenty-four seven.” I quipped. He mock-punched my arm, causing powdered sugar to spill onto the counter. I scoffed and threw some of it, so it hit his face. 
 
    “Mmm…sugary,” he said, licking it from his lips. I chuckled and poured the milk into the bowl then added the vanilla. I would’ve asked if he could help me whisk it together, but knowing him, he would lick the bowl clean before the cinnamon rolls were done. 
 
    “You are such a pig,” I muttered with a laugh. He hopped up on the counter, tugging at his muscle shirt and cleaning off his glasses. The house soon filled up with the scent of cinnamon, making my stomach growl. Sleep was finally pulling at the corners of my mind just as the rolls were finished baking. I pulled them out to let them cool some before I poured the icing over them. 
 
    “That’s all you baked? Are you trying to starve me?” Gavin whined, looking at how many I pulled out. My eyes bugged out some, and I gestured to the two baking pans that were out. 
 
    “I made two dozen! That’s more than enough!” It was crazy how much of a bottomless pit he really was. Maybe that was his superpower? I mused. I quickly poured the gooey icing over them and stood back, admiring my work until one was snatched from the pan. He shoved half of it into his mouth. 
 
    “Haw! Haw! Haw!” He garbled, fanning his mouth. 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow and smirked. “I don’t know if you were there, but I just pulled them out of the oven a couple of minutes ago.” My sass level was high this early in the morning. “Just spit it out!” I cried out with a laugh when he was hopping up and down and still fanning his mouth. Curls of steam were rising from his mouth. 
 
    “Neber!” He tried to declare as he started to chew his food comically. I made a gross face as he was chomping with his mouth open. Shaking my head, I bit back a yawn. I finally felt tired enough to fall asleep. I patted his shoulder sluggishly. 
 
    “I’m going back to bed. Please leave enough for everyone.” I ordered. 
 
    He nodded, sadly looking at both pans. “I promise…” His voice was glum, making me grin. 
 
    I made my way back to my room and snuggled down into my comforter. I let my mind go blissfully blank of everything—the woman, the Demolition, Evolution, and my relationships. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up later with a smile on my face. I had my first good dream, yet it was tinged with sadness. It was about my parents; we were in Mexico last summer by the beach. It was a gift from my parents before I started senior year in high school. It was the best summer I ever had or remembered having. I was surprised there was no beast this time or the woman. It was a nice break from constantly being scared. 
 
    I checked the clock and saw it was half past nine. Stretching, I got up and dressed in some jeans and a red shirt. My hair was a mess, so I threw it up in its usual messy bun. After I did my business in the bathroom, I walked downstairs where I heard talking. 
 
    “Oh! Cali, dear, these are simply delicious!” Brenda said, taking a bite of a cinnamon roll. I smiled in thanks before going to grab some coffee. I may feel more rested than I had in a long time, but it was still morning. 
 
    “How many were there this morning?” I asked, looking at Gavin who smiled guiltily. 
 
    “I only took a pan.” He defended. I looked at him shocked. 
 
    “You ate a dozen cinnamon rolls?” I said, astonished. Everyone else looked at him in surprise too, making him put his hands up in surrender. 
 
    “I could’ve eaten both pans, but I made a promise.” He sounded like he did me a favor, so I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “Good luck trying to poop later,” I smirked as he grimaced. 
 
    “Still worth it,” he spoke finally after a few moments as Michael and John laughed. 
 
    Hayden came up to me and caressed my cheek. “You okay? I didn’t hear any screaming last night.” 
 
    I leaned up and gave him a quick peck, ignoring the slight guilt I felt for doing that in front of Gavin. I was telling myself there was nothing to be done with that. I wasn’t forcing Gavin to be here. In fact, I usually encourage him to go. I remembered my plan, telling myself to pull Brenda and Michael aside so I could ask them not to reveal the location in front of Gavin. 
 
    “I feel well rested. For once, I actually had a good dream.” Melancholy waved over me as homesickness flooded through. I knew they were upset, and I even looked online to see a missing person report for Gavin and me. I couldn’t watch the news clip, knowing seeing my mom cry would undo me. 
 
    “I would assume not. They’ve stopped trying to track you,” Michael spoke up from across the kitchen. 
 
    I thought for a moment before I pursed my lips. “Because they know who I am now.” I finished his train of thought. He nodded grimly. 
 
    “Wait. They won’t harm my parents, right? They’re normal.” That worry was never far from my mind. 
 
    “No, they won’t hurt them. They believe in preserving normal humans, and they will be able to tell they aren’t jumpers,” John spoke up. 
 
    “We never made sure that your dad wasn’t one,” Hayden murmured, but I was quick to shoot that down. 
 
    “Trust me. He’s not. He’s as normal as normal could get.” I knew it in my gut he wasn’t a jumper. I knew that made no sense with how I was one, but that’s where I sat. 
 
    “Regardless, they’ll be okay,” John reassured, making me feel better. 
 
    “Brenda? I am going to write a letter later. Could you somehow get it to my parents? Just in case I can’t ever go home.” 
 
    Hayden whipped me around, his eyes icy. “You will get to go home again. I promise!” His declaration was met with silence because we all knew how little was the chance of that happening. 
 
    I chose not to say anything. Instead, I framed his face with my hands and willed the tears that were pooling not to fall. I pulled him down gently to kiss his cheek and left the kitchen without another word. 
 
    I had letters to write, one was for my parents and one was for Gavin. I didn’t know which one I was dreading more. I found some loose-leaf paper thanks to John and his meticulous listing, then decided to sit outside on the porch. 
 
    The sun shined brighter every second as I looked around outside. This house was different than Brenda and Michael’s last one. This one was clearly not as loved. There were no pictures, nothing showing that this was a home but only a small building containing necessary items. If I succeeded at my plan, then I could give Brenda and Michael their house back. I could give all the jumpers that would ever be on the run their homes back. 
 
    Mom and Dad, I started to write. I am so sorry for everything. If I could’ve spared your worrying, I would have. If things were different, I would be making plans to come home for the holidays soon. Please don’t blame yourselves. I just couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut as I wrote the fake suicide note. There was no way I could tell them what really happened. Even if they believed me, it would only be putting them in harm’s way if they investigated. It’s better to think I killed myself rather than someone else killing me. It would hurt for years, I was sure, but at least it would keep them from opening doors they shouldn’t. 
 
    I love you both so much, but after that attack, I couldn’t take it anymore. I thought I was strong enough to get over their assault, but the dreams became overwhelming. Don’t blame, Gavin. He went on this trip trying to help me out. He had no idea of my plans. 
 
    I then fabricated a story of wanting to go on a road trip to say goodbye, so to speak. Even if the type of death written about was fake, if they got this letter, it would still mean I was long gone. Silent tears streamed down my face as heartache squeezed my chest. It was so hard to say goodbye to them. 
 
    I wanted to come by and say goodbye to you. That was my end plan, but I quickly realized it would’ve been too hard and painful to attempt. Again, I love you both so much, and I hope one day you can forgive me. Love always, Cali. 
 
    I wanted to write more, but my heart wouldn’t let me. It hurt too much to keep going. My days were literally numbered. Sucking it up, I quickly folded up the letter and put it in my pocket. I then began to write Gavin’s. 
 
    Gavin, I can’t tell you how sorry I am to do this to you. I would rather have you be angry at me for the rest of your life than dead, trying to defend me. You were the best friend anyone could ask for. I hope you can forgive me for leaving you behind, but I wasn’t willing to risk losing you. You have so much life to live; you’re smart, funny, and an all-around great guy. I know you will persevere through this. If I don’t make it out of this, I want you to promise me that you will go back to your life at college and kick ass. Be the person you’ve always wanted to be. And please whatever you do, do not go looking for me. I don’t think I would ever be able to concentrate like I needed to if I thought you were in trouble. I then continued to tell him about what I told my parents so he would be prepared when he got back. 
 
    Sniffling pathetically, I folded up his letter as well before stuffing it in my side pocket. I would leave these with Brenda and Michael before we left, then John, Hayden, and I would head out before he woke up when the time came. It was what had to be done. 
 
    “You okay out here?” Gavin said, peeking his head out. 
 
    I quickly wiped away my tears and nodded with a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. It was just harder to write that than I expected. You ready to help me train?” I asked, changing the subject. I walked by him back into the house. 
 
    I really hoped one day he wouldn’t hate me for what I had to do.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    My eyes stayed stuck to the table. Currently, it was me, John, Hayden, Brody, Brenda, and Michael all sitting in a secure room. Gavin was down in the basement since I specifically asked Brenda to keep this meeting out of range for Gavin’s ears. On the table was a map, and on that map, was a circle indicating where the Demolition was located. 
 
    My heart was racing, knowing I was that much closer to the end of this. Whether that meant I was dead or not, I couldn’t say. “Are you sure about leaving Gavin? He’s going to be so angry and hurt,” Brenda said gently after a moment. I sighed but nodded. 
 
    “Better to hate me for years rather than be dead in days,” I said with finality. Hayden and John agreed with me, both knowing how dangerous this would be. If I could do this all on my own without endangering anyone, I would. 
 
    “Okay, you guys head out before first light tomorrow morning. Brody managed to snag a couple of jumpers willing to help. They’ll meet you at the first checkpoint near Las Vegas. You guys will follow the coordinates from there out in the desert,” Michael explained, handing me a GPS. I saw he plugged in the coordinates already. To save the battery, I shut it off and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m not going to practice today. I don’t want to take the chance in injuring myself for whatever reason and then have to postpone.” The plan was to stake out the compound for a few days and learn who comes and goes. Brenda and Michael thought they had tweaked the cloaking device enough to last that long. There were too many variables, but we didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    It was a Hail Mary moment. 
 
    “Good idea. What are we going to tell Gavin though?” John asked. 
 
    “Tell him nothing. He already knows he can’t know most things around here in case he were to get jumped. Just use that excuse. I already have my bag packed and in the Jeep outside. I suggest you guys do the same to avoid him waking up.” I felt slimy for pulling this over on Gavin, but I felt like there was no other way that had Gavin alive and well. 
 
    “Sounds good,” John said before looking at all of us then settling on me. “I know you can do this, Cali. We all believe in you. For the first time, I believe with you. There’s a credible shot at taking those bastards down.” 
 
    I felt the weight of his words. Strangely, they lifted me up and pulled me down. On one hand, it was nice to know they had faith in me and my abilities. On the other, it was almost crushing, knowing their lives rode on me. It was a relief knowing Brenda and Michael would stay behind. At least if I fail, their work will be safe. 
 
    “Do you feel like you can split without the person knowing what was going on?” Brody asked me, taking a large bite out of an apple. I feel like he was always eating, and I teased him mercilessly about it. 
 
    “Not quite. Gavin said the other day that he felt like it had a dream-like quality to it, but he could still remember everything.” At least I had gotten the ability to order Gavin to do as I wished. It was tough to hold, but it was all we had at this point. We just didn’t have the time to strengthen it. Pushing myself like that always made me vomit blood afterward, but I just had to keep telling myself that soon this would all be over. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Hayden spoke up quietly. I snorted but looked back at him. 
 
    “No one does. Even if our odds are better to win the lottery than to pull this off, we have a shot. More than anyone else in our history can say, right?” I was quickly becoming tired of being so optimistic, but if I wasn’t, then who would? 
 
    “Glenn and Aggie called to say they are already on their way. They’re coming from New York, so it will take them a couple of days to get to our meet-up spot. They plan to take a quick flight, then drive the rest of the way.” Brody talked around a mouthful. 
 
    “I’m sorry? I don’t speak Oaf,” I said with a grossed-out face. He smirked and winked. I rolled my eyes before leaning against Hayden. I liked Brody. He made me think of what if would’ve been like to have a sibling growing up. 
 
    “Thank you…for helping, I mean. I know it’s not easy when you’re trying to find your sister.” My voice was soft so to not stab his heart with the reminder that his sister was still missing. He blanked for a moment before nodding. 
 
    “The way I see it, Evolution is after you. And if they’re after you, then Melina can’t be too far away. In any sorts, I’m happy to be a part of taking down Demolition. It’s high time someone had the balls to do it. Just surprised it’s a chick.” I huffed and threw a piece of wadded up paper at him. He grinned while chomping on his snack. 
 
    “Let’s focus here, please?” Michael called back to the room. He circled the designated area that to any other person buying a map, showed there was only desert. But any satellite images would show a very large, fenced off compound. “Cali, you’re going to want to turn on the device when you guys get close. You can’t tip them off you’re coming. Now that they have a lock on you, it can be any time they show up.” He paused to hold Brenda’s hand. 
 
    “When you leave tomorrow morning, we’ll be leaving shortly after you. We can’t risk them checking out this location since I’m sure they’ve tracked you here. Don’t worry. We’ll bring Gavin with us. We’ll tell him we’re meeting you up at the location. He won’t know we’re going the opposite way until it’s too late.” Guilt once again gnawed at my stomach like it was a chew toy. 
 
    “We’re doing the right thing. As much as I dislike string-bean, I know you care about him, and if he were to go, his chances of surviving this war isn’t likely.” His words pierced me. That’s what this was: a war. I never dreamed I would ever go to war for any reason, but here I sat planning a battle. 
 
    “I know. I know that. Doesn’t make it any less hard.” I swallowed. He leaned over to kiss my forehead as my eyes drifted shut at the comforting feeling. I looked back at everyone. “Okay, so let’s go over the plan one more time before we call it a day.” I requested. 
 
    “You, Brody, Hayden, and the two other jumpers—Aggie and Glenn—will spend the next two days laying out who comes and goes from the compound. From there, you will discern who is important and who has the most clearance. Then you follow him or her home where you, Cali, will Jump before the person leaves the following day,” Brenda explained, looking over our written plan. 
 
    “Hayden and the others will take your body and follow you at a safe distance back to the compound. From there, you will go as far as you can. Try to find the computer panel I’m sure they have. Then you implant the bug which will download their servers to ours at a secure location. It will also give John access from his location a few cities away where he will then download the virus that will destroy their system and any backup systems.” Brenda took a deep breath looking like she was so tired. 
 
    “After that, I’m sure an alarm will sound, and it will be chaos. With the chaos, you can let the others in. Jump back into your own body, and take them down by force. You, Cali…will try to split in the highest-ranking officer, using him or her to help fend others away. Brody will then run around with Glenn and Aggie to help set up the bombs. Once that is done, you all only have five minutes to get out. Any longer and you’ll run the risk of them being able to disarm them.” She then went on to explain once we got the information and destroyed the compound, that would be it. We would be free and clear. 
 
    Michael and Brenda didn’t doubt for a second there were other compounds around the world, but they knew that the one in Nevada was the main source. And once they have all the information, they can easily destroy the others. 
 
    It was a plan with many holes and variables in it, but it was the best one we had. “They won’t hesitate to shoot you on sight once they figure out who you all are and why you’re there. So, Michael has a friend up at the gun range that gave us several bulletproof vests.” I swallowed thickly at that. Bulletproof, meaning it was all the more real we were going to a place where we will die if things didn’t go as smoothly as possible. 
 
    “We can still run, Pretty Girl…Just say the word, and we’re out of here,” Hayden murmured. 
 
    I looked over at his blue eyes and felt myself soften. Stroking his cheek, I shook my head. “No, as much as I want to, it’s better this way.” 
 
    He sighed but nodded his head. He knew there would be no talking me out of this. 
 
    “Let’s go get some fresh air and relax before tomorrow. I assume we’re telling Gavin we’re leaving tomorrow evening?” John asked from where he was sitting on the opposite side of the table. Brody was the first to get up, rubbing his stomach. 
 
    “Ugh, I need to go grab something to eat.” 
 
    I gave him an incredulous look. “You just ate two sandwiches and a huge apple!” 
 
    He gave me a look that said, ‘And?’ “I’m a growing boy, and that was just a light snack.” 
 
    I shook my head before turning to John. “Yes, that’s the plan. That way he doesn’t question if we’re packing up.” I stopped short when I heard a loud rumbling sound. My eyes widened when I looked back over at Brody. “Was that seriously your stomach?” 
 
    He smirked over at me and patted it lovingly as he walked over to the secure door. “Told you I was hungry.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes with a laugh. “You’re disgusting. I bet you eat an entire large pizza and think that’s only part of the meal.” 
 
    He nodded his head vigorously as he opened the door. “Duh…I mean, come on, larges these days might as well be called small. They don’t make them like they used to.” How did he eat like he did yet stay so fit? It really wasn’t fair. 
 
    “C’mon, before you two get into another argument,” Brenda said with a chuckle, ushering me out. It was just playful arguing, and I overheard Brody tell Hayden he liked it because it reminded him of how he fought with his little sister, Melina. 
 
    “How did it go? Are you going to explain my part in all of this?” Gavin asked, coming up the stairs. 
 
    I put on my best fake smile but nodded. Ugh, I hated lying, and it was even worse when it was to my best friend. “Really good. We’re going to need your computer skills to help plant the virus once we’re inside. We’ll let you know more later on the way to the location. The less you know between now and then, the better.” 
 
    Gavin agreed so easily it made my heart squeeze. “I understand. Want to go spar for a bit, get things warmed up?” he asked jokingly, punching my shoulder almost too light to feel. 
 
    “That sounds amazing, but I’m actually taking it easy. I want to be well-rested for what’s happening soon,” I explained. 
 
    He took off his glasses to clean them on his shirt for a moment before nodding. “Makes sense. How about we play one of those old board games I spotted in the hallway closet? I think I saw a Monopoly in there somewhere?” 
 
    I really just wanted to go to bed early so I wouldn’t have to lie over and over to Gavin between now and then, but I was sure that would tip him off that something was wrong. “That sounds great. Um…we plan to leave tomorrow evening to the location. I would start packing your stuff later.” 
 
    Gavin waved me off. “Nah, I’ll just pack tomorrow morning. Feeling lazy today, but I do plan to own you during our Monopoly war.” 
 
    I played my part well over the next couple of hours. I smiled when I needed to, laughed when something semi-funny was said. But inside, I was feeling my soul being weighed down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Yes! That’s straight to jail for you!” Gavin crowed, pumping his fists. I stuck my tongue out at him and reluctantly placed my little dog on the jail spot, but before I could put it down, Hayden handed me a card. Furrowing my eyebrows, I laughed when I saw it was a get out of jail free card. 
 
    “Ha!” I said victoriously before kissing Hayden on the cheek. 
 
    “That’s cheating! I call foul!” Gavin said, throwing down his fake money. 
 
    Brody rolled his eyes, munching on a huge bowl of popcorn. “You’re just mad because she kissed him,” Brody said with a mouth full of popcorn. I hit Brody on his big beefy shoulder, trying not to wince when it was like smacking a brick wall. 
 
    “Brody!” I hissed, not wanting to look at Gavin. 
 
    “Wa?” he mumbled before cramming more food in his muzzle. 
 
    “He’s just being a pain because he’s been wanting to kiss me.” Gavin retorted.Brody began to choke on his popcorn as he tried to deny it, but he couldn’t talk at the moment, so I ran with it. 
 
    “Do you see that, Hayden? He’s not denying it! Oh my gosh, I had no idea, Brody!” I said, trying not to laugh as Brody was furiously chewing his food as fast as he could. 
 
    Finally, after a moment while we were laughing, Brody glowered at us. “You would be the last guy I would go gay for, Gavin. If there were any guy I would have to kiss, it would be like…Channing Tatum or something.” 
 
    I threw a chip at him which he promptly caught with his mouth. I swear his stomach was a bottomless pit. 
 
    “Seriously? Channing Tatum is so two years ago.” I scoffed, more than happy to have such a light topic. It was nice to take my mind off everything. 
 
    “Okay, who do you have in mind?” Brody asked with an annoying smirk. Was that his default setting? 
 
    “Ryan Reynolds…duh,” I answered like I had them all beat. 
 
    Brody thought for a moment before reluctantly nodding. We then all went around and strangely, talked about the hottest male celebrities. It was insane, and by the end of it, I was laughing so hard, I had tears running down my cheeks and had to lean against Hayden for support. 
 
    “No, no, no, no! Zac Efron is dead to me! I had a dream once where we were just chilling like we were best friends, and in the dream, I found out he slept with my grandma. Nope, he’s a pervert.” Brody finished, pointing at all of us seriously. 
 
    “I honestly think there’s something wrong with you, Brode,” I said with a laugh. He got really quiet for a moment, staring at me. I felt around my face, thinking I had something on it. “What? Do I have chocolate on my face?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh…No, Brode was the nickname Melina called me.” I suddenly felt bad. I knew he was missing his sister, and I couldn’t imagine being in his shoes. Knowing Evolution killed your mom, and then finding out your sister was taken captive or brainwashed? I would lose my mind. 
 
    “You said you saw her some months back?” I asked gently. He nodded as he shockingly put down the chicken he was currently eating. 
 
    “Yeah, outside this club a few hours away, but I knew something was wrong because she looked like she didn’t even recognize me.” He sounded so hurt and so different than his normal sarcastic self. 
 
    I leaned over and placed a hand on his arm comfortingly. “We’ll help you find her and save her. I promise.” I swore, feeling a kinship with Brody that I couldn’t explain. He annoyed the crap out of me but like a big brother should. He gave me a smile in thanks before getting up stretching. 
 
    “I think I’m going to head to bed. It’s been a long day.” Gavin gave him a funny look, gesturing to the clock. 
 
    “It’s only seven! You getting up early or something?” he asked, making us all freeze for a moment. 
 
    “I have a lot to do tomorrow, and I just need some time to myself to get mentally prepared,” Brody explained away easily enough. I suddenly remembered we had to be up around three in the morning. We would all need to go to bed very soon. 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m tired and being able to sleep now without nightmares is a nice change. See you guys in the morning,” I said, getting up. I walked over to Gavin and impulsively bent over to hug him. 
 
    “Thanks for the distraction. I needed that,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. He hugged me back fiercely, but I felt him nod. 
 
    “I will always be here for you, for whatever you need,” he spoke softly back. I bit my lip and fought back the tears before I broke away. 
 
    “I know,” I replied before gesturing for Hayden to come up to the room with me. I wanted some alone time with him, and it was so hard these days to do so. 
 
    Once we were back up in my room, I fell into the bed and let the tears fall. “I’m a horrible friend,” I muttered brokenly. 
 
    Hayden quietly tucked me into his side, playing with my hair. “I would wager you’re the best kind of friend…willing to sacrifice anything to save him.” His voice was extra gravely and deep, telling me how tired he actually was. 
 
    I wiped away the tears and tilted my head to look up at him. “Even if I have to lie through my teeth and eventually hurt him?” I asked. He nodded, gazing at me, his eyes burning into mine. Our connection thrummed like it was breathing between us. I reached up and sifted my fingers through his hair softly, making him hum appreciatively. I couldn’t put it off anymore. I fell in love with Hayden. 
 
    I felt like it was getting deeper with each passing look, each soft caress, and each kiss. When I was with him, I felt like I was free falling with no end in sight. I knew that in a few days time, I may not ever get this opportunity, so I sat up before turning to face him and then straddling his thighs. 
 
    His breath hitched, and his eyes widened. I leaned over and kissed him at first so softly, I could barely feel his lips. Then, I threw myself into it as my body hummed to life in a way I had never before experienced. Hayden’s warm hands grabbed at my back as he sat up so he was eye-to-eye to me and I was sitting in his lap. Both of our breathing were labored. 
 
    “I love you, Hayden.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Hayden’s eyes widened a bit as every second that ticked by with silence, a little more of my heart was breaking. I went climbing off him when he tightened his hold to prevent me from leaving. “Cali…I love you too.” His words were soft as I dared to hope what he was saying was true. 
 
    “Really? You’re not just saying it to say it? It’s okay if you’re not there yet with me, but I didn’t want to be at the end of all that’s going to happen and not tell you how I feel.” It would sting if he wasn’t at that point with me, but I would understand. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Of course, I love you. I just wanted to wait for the right time to tell you, but you beat me to it. Cali, I…I think you’re one of the most amazing girls I know. How could I not love you? I was barely getting by at college, just wanting to coast or get high and drunk most of the time. Then you came along. You’re my favorite person to be around, Blondie.” He finished softly, holding my face in his palms. I leaned over to lightly kiss him. 
 
    “You’re my favorite too. I need to ask you to do something that you won’t like.” I started gently scooting back a bit, so I was no longer sitting on him. He looked at me warily before nodding to go ahead. 
 
    “When things finally go down…I need you to promise me that you’ll focus on you. Even if you see I’m being cornered or something, I need you to take care of yourself. I’m not sure I could go on with the fight if I see you d-die,” I stuttered on the last word. Physical pain lanced my chest at the thought of him running to help me for whatever reason and then get himself hurt or killed for whatever reason. 
 
    “You know I can’t promise that, so don’t have me lie to you because we both know I would still do it if the situation rose.” I bit my lip, wanting to argue but knowing it was pointless. I saw the stubborn clench in his jaw and how his eyes tightened ever so slightly. He wasn’t going to budge on this. Sighing, I twisted around and fell back next to his side with a huff. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready for this, but I also know I never will be,” I confessed. My thoughts drifted to the mysterious woman and what she played in all of this. I wanted to talk about her, but I was afraid to add on to our already overflowing plate. For now, I was going to focus on the battle that was coming. After, I would look further into that issue. 
 
    “No one can be truly ready unless you’ve done it before. I personally never thought I would be doing this either. I was just trying to get through life.” Hayden paused, angling his head to look down at me with a small smile that never ceased to make me shiver inside. He really was too good-looking. I almost wanted to give him a crappy buzz cut to even it out between us. “But then you blew into my life and showed me that there was more than just existing.” 
 
    His words caused a warmth to cover me from the inside out. I turned my head and kissed his chest through his t-shirt he was wearing before snuggling into him again. I didn’t care that I still had on my jeans and the light was still on. I didn’t want to move from this spot. 
 
    “I think I’m going to take some sort of fun class next semester. I mean if they even let me back in.” I mused. I saw his eyebrows furrow as he stared up at the ceiling. I carried on like he knew where I was coming from. “I wonder what my roommate will think once I return? I hadn’t even met her yet. I hope she’s not dirty and there are clothes everywhere.” I mused. 
 
    “Cali? What are you talking about?” he asked, perplexed. 
 
    I shrugged against him while tracing incoherent patterns on his shirt. “I decided I’m done talking about what’s going to happen like we’re going to fail. I want to make plans as if we’re going to succeed.” 
 
    He took a deep breath before exhaling through his nose and kissing me at the top of my head. “I’m sure I could buy your way back in, and if they still refuse, we can go to another college. Maybe somewhere in Washington since you’ve said you don’t like the heat?” 
 
    I loved that he was willing to play along with me. “Oh! We should get a dog sometime in the future! I’ve always wanted a Husky or a German Shepherd!” I spoke with enthusiasm. 
 
    He chuckled and nodded. “That’s fine with me as long as it’s not a yip dog.” 
 
    I scoffed and hit his arm playfully. “You don’t want a little fluff ball named Sir Jenkins?” I asked trying to hold in a snort. 
 
    He barked out a laugh at the name I chose on the spot. “Unless we use it as a chew toy for our big dog, then no.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but silently agreed with him. Not that there was anything wrong with smaller dogs, they just weren’t my favorite. I loved big dogs who thought they were lap dogs. I thought they were so cute, and they were great protectors. 
 
    “Oh, please, I can see you buying Sir Jenkins a tutu and a bedazzled pink collar,” I retorted. 
 
    “Wait, I thought Sir Jenkins was a boy?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    I shrugged against him and sighed. “We don’t conform, and I think it would be fun to correct anyone who would meet him.” 
 
    He laughed at my reasoning and then we were quiet again. My eyes began to drift shut as I let his heartbeat lull me to sleep. 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can to make sure our plans become a reality.” I heard him murmur before I fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cali…c’mon, we got to get going.” I felt a slight shake to my shoulder after Hayden’s voice roused me from a deep sleep. I felt stiff and awkward since I fell asleep with my clothes and shoes on. It took me a moment to process what he was saying, but soon I was sitting up and squinting around the room. The bedside lamp was on low, and Hayden was quietly shuffling around the room, grabbing last minute things to take with us. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked, slightly disoriented, patting my wild hair down. 
 
    “Nearly three. We need to get going though. I already brought any extra bags down to the Jeep. John and Brody are waiting for us downstairs. I figured I would let you sleep until I absolutely had to wake you up. It’s time to go.” His words caused my heart to pick up in pace as I thought about what was going to happen. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Okay, let me go use the bathroom really quick, and I’ll meet you downstairs.” He agreed and left me alone to do my business. 
 
    After my teeth were brushed and my hair was tamed, I quietly padded down the hallway in the opposite direction of the stairs to Gavin’s room. 
 
    His door opened without any noise, but I also knew he could sleep through almost anything. Tears gathered in my eyes as I saw him sleeping there, completely oblivious to how I was betraying him. I took out his letter and placed it on the nightstand next to him. “I love you,” I whispered in a breath. Leaving his room, I then made my way into the living room where everyone else was waiting. 
 
    No surprise, Brody was digging into a bowl of chips. 
 
    “Here, sweetheart. This is the device. It’s fairly simple. Just stick it in your ear then hit the small button on the side. You’ll hear a beep telling you it’s on, and you may feel a little dizzy at first, but that will pass in a few minutes. When you guys get close, turn it on. I’ve made it waterproof, so don’t worry about showering. Just keep it in at all times, okay?” Brenda said on a sniffle. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” I said into her ear as I hugged her fiercely. In some ways, she had been like a surrogate mother to me, since I couldn’t talk to mine. I then handed Brenda the letter. “Give this to my parents some way that can’t be traced back to you. Maybe Gavin, if he doesn’t hate me too much, can deliver it to them?” Brenda took the letter and nodded. 
 
    “You are one of the bravest people I know. I only wish we could go with you to help…” She trailed off, but I shook my head, fighting back the tears. 
 
    “No, that would be selfish of me. Other jumpers need you and Michael. If we don’t succeed today, although we will, but…if we don’t, other jumpers are going to need you to keep working on the cloaking device.” I reasoned. 
 
    “I know if anyone had a shot at doing this, it’s you. You are truly extraordinary, and I’m fortunate to have met you.” Brenda finished and stepped backward to Michael who put his arm around her in comfort. 
 
    “Let’s go. The more we stand around, the greater the chance Gavin wakes up and the smaller our window of opportunity is to get the leg up on the Demolition,” John spoke up near the front door. He opened the door, showing how dark it still was outside. 
 
    “Ready?” Hayden asked with his hand outstretched to me. I took it gratefully before walking out of the house. I wasn’t going to look back once, knowing if I did, it would break a little more of me. We walked down the long driveway where the Jeep was waiting. 
 
    It took a few minutes to get everything settled, but soon, John had the Jeep started, and we were off down the road. I laid my head down on Hayden’s shoulder since we were sitting in the back. Brody was sitting up front and was digging through a ridiculously large bag that was filled to the brim with various food. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Brody said after a few minutes. Alarmed, I looked around. “I forgot my bag of corn nuts.” He whined. 
 
    “How are you not fat?” I asked, seriously wondering just how fast his metabolism was. I knew Gavin could eat too, but Brody took it to a whole new level. 
 
    “All muscle, baby,” Brody said, flexing his very thick arms and kissing his bicep. 
 
    I rolled my eyes but hit the back of his head. “Next time, don’t sound so freaked out, especially since we’re all high strung anyway,” I admonished. 
 
    He winced and rubbed the back of his head. The car was quiet then, only the steady hum of the engine. I looked out the window even though I wasn’t able to see anything since it was so dark out. The moon was hidden behind thick clouds, and soon it was raining heavy raindrops. 
 
    “Why don’t you get some more rest?” Hayden suggested. I shook my head even if I was still a little tired. My mind was racing too much to even think about going back to sleep. 
 
    “I don’t think I could even if I tried,” I murmured into the quiet car. Since it was going to be hours before we stopped anywhere to rest, I continued to space and look out into the window. I felt like every mile we covered was just bringing me closer to dying. I knew what I said earlier with Hayden. It was one thing being optimistic with other people, but trying to convince them everything was okay, it was a whole different thing keeping your own spirits up. 
 
    Could I really do this? 
 
    “I want to make you a deal,” Hayden said suddenly. I turned to him and quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked, interested, knowing he was trying to distract me, but I was grateful for it. 
 
    “I know your feelings about smoking marijuana, but when we win…you smoke some with me to celebrate. Just let loose, and forget about the stresses.” 
 
    I knew what he was doing, but I played into it with him anyways. “Um, how about no,” I said with an incredulous laugh. Hayden looked back at me with a grin, knowing it worked. “I would never do that, and if I ever catch you smoking that or even cigarettes, I will kick your butt so hard you won’t be able to sit down for a week! And you’ve seen my skills in the basement. You know I could do it,” I warned, causing John to laugh. 
 
    “What are you laughing at, Uncle John? You know she kicked your butt like the little girl you are.” 
 
    I smacked Hayden’s shoulder. “I resent that! I’m a girl, and yet I have more skills in fighting than you do.” 
 
    But Hayden shook his head. “There’s a reason I don’t fight you, Pretty Girl. John has been training me since I was younger. He may have trained me, but I quickly surpassed him.” I rolled my eyes at his exaggeration, but John’s nod stopped me short. 
 
    “How come you didn’t train me then? Because you didn’t want to hurt me? That’s sexist.” I scoffed playfully. 
 
    “Is it so bad I didn’t want to hurt the girl I love? It goes against the grain to assess you like an opponent. You have learned very quickly though. I’m proud of you.” I felt better at his explanation before settling into his side. 
 
    “I still say I can take you,” I spoke after a moment as Brody snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you could take him anywhere.” Brody chortled around a mouth full of what I thought looked like jelly beans. John saved me the exertion as he slapped him upside the head. “Ow!” He griped. 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t pull over and let Hayden show you a thing or two,” John said with a smirk. 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Brody muttered. I shook my head and chuckled. Brody may be annoying, but he was a funny kind of annoying. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I can drive another minute. I got to pull over, guys. We’ve been going for about six hours now, and I need to stretch my legs, get something to eat and then get gas,” John spoke with a yawn as he pulled into a large gas station that had a diner on the same lot. I knew we were still in Texas, but we were close to New Mexico, about another four hours away. 
 
    “Thank God,” Hayden muttered, and I seconded that. 
 
    The problem with Brody’s nonstop eating was his gas. I don’t know how many times we had to roll down the windows even the morning air was still chilly. 
 
    “Oh, I love diner food!” Brody said as he stretched. At this point, his stomach no longer baffled me. A gas attendant came out and quickly got to servicing the Jeep. Hayden took up my hand, making me grin up at him. The sun was shining, but it was still just chilly enough for the heat not to set in quite yet. 
 
    “What do you say? Want some artery-clogging food?” Hayden gestured to the diner. My stomach grumbled in response. I wouldn’t have felt so hungry if Brody learned to share. 
 
    “Sounds delicious, but we better go now before Brody eats everything in sight like the black hole he is.” I swayed slightly as my vision turned fuzzy. Hayden grabbed my arm as I struggled to stay upright. 
 
    “Cali!” Hayden exclaimed alarmed. 
 
    When the time is right, you will remember. That same voice buzzed through my head. I shook it dizzily, but things still spun around me like I was on a Tilt-a-Whirl. I saw John and Brody jog back up to us looking worried, but I could only really focus on my own feet trying to straighten my vision. 
 
    “Cali, what’s wrong?” John’s voice was distorted like I was hearing him through the water. Brody reached to help steady me with my other arm, but as I looked up at him, another round of dizziness washed through me. At this point, I was just fighting to stay awake. 
 
    “I-I don’t know. Everything is spinning, I—” I broke off when flashes of white came through my line of sight. Hayden then had to basically hold up my entire body as I sagged against him. 
 
    “John, what the hell is happening? Is this part of the Demolition?” Hayden spoke angrily, but I also heard fear. I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath as if someone was sitting on my chest. My limbs suddenly felt ice cold. 
 
    But just as quickly as it came on, it was gone. My vision returned to normal, as did my breathing and hearing. I still felt slight remnants of coldness, but otherwise, it felt like it never happened. Feeling embarrassed, I straightened myself up. 
 
    “Cali? What happened? Are you okay?” Hayden asked, clearly freaked out. 
 
    “Yeah…Yeah, I think I’m okay. I don’t know what that was. One minute I was fine, the next, I felt like the world was spinning around me.” I then went on to explain all I was feeling. 
 
    John was at a loss for words. “I honestly can say that sounds like nothing the Demolition has ever done. Unless they have new technology, I don’t think it was them. It may be to do with your uptake in practices before yesterday. Both physical and mental. It may have caught up with you for a moment?” John tried to explain. It was so hard to really explain anything that had to do with me since I was sort of an anomaly. 
 
    “I feel fine now, so can we just head in and get something to eat? That may be it? I haven’t had anything to eat since yesterday, and we were just sitting in a car for six hours. It was a blood circulation thing. Yhat’s all.” Hayden looked apprehensive but didn’t press the issue. 
 
    “That sounds like a great plan!” Brody said, rubbing his stomach. We all walked over together all the while I thought of that voice again. I couldn’t help but think that it didn’t bode well for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    “I think I may actually be cooking myself,” I muttered as I dug lower into the ground, still looking through the binoculars. I was looking at who was coming and going from the Demolition’s compound. It was a huge military site, so huge in fact, we had to split up into pairs to cover all sides. Of course, Hayden was with me, and we were huddled under a tan tarp so as not to be seen. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I think I may be passed well done,” Hayden spoke quietly next to me. We’d been on this hard, unforgiving desert ground since before daylight. And we would be here until after the sunset to avoid detection. “They make stakeouts look more fun than it actually is,” he commented. 
 
    “Wait, look…” I said, gesturing to a woman who walked out of the largest building. She was in a decorated army uniform, and other soldiers were saluting as she walked past. We were about a mile away, but these binoculars were crazy clear. It seemed like we were only yards away since they were military grade and even had built-in night vision. 
 
    “You think she’s the leader?” Hayden asked, using his own pair to take a look. 
 
    “I think that’s a high possibility. She definitely has a lot of pull if the amount of respect she’s getting by simply walking by is any indication.” 
 
    I took out my walkie-talkie. “Take a look at the red-haired woman in the decorated uniform if you can from your angle, guys. She looks pretty official.” 
 
    All day we had been watching people come and go. Most seemed like regular soldiers, nothing too special, like they wouldn’t have the information needed. 
 
    “We see her over on the west side.” Brody radioed back. I had to lift my head more since we were hiding behind a large fallen dead tree trunk. It wasn’t thick, just long enough to help provide more cover. 
 
    “We can’t by our vantage point, but will let you know when we do,” Glenn spoke up after. He and Aggie were laying low on the south end of things. They were an odd couple. Both looked like they belonged at a poetry reading or some kind of sullen motorcycle club with all of their piercings and tattoos. They were standoffish at first, but once they warmed to you, they were friendly enough. 
 
    “Sounds good. Let me know if you see any other person of interest. I don’t want to bank everything on this woman.” I radioed back. 
 
    Although, she did seem like someone important. It looked like she had a little entourage of people following her, taking notes and doing as she asked. She looked to be in her late forties if the slight silver streaks in her severe bun were anything to go by. The door behind her opened, and a very tall and broad older man walked out. His hair was silver, but he looked to be in his fifties. His chest was decked out in army medals, and everyone in the surrounding area stood to attention and saluted, all but the woman who walked to his side and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Married?” Hayden guessed. I focused on their left hands and saw the wedding bands. 
 
    “Most likely. I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves, but I think they’re the ones in charge…” I trailed off, trying not to let hope get the better of me. We’d been laying low like this for the past six hours. 
 
    “I believe we have spotted the head honcho, aka the devil,” Brody spoke over the walkie-talkie. 
 
    “I think you mean devils. My guess is they run this operation together.” Hate burned in my gut just by looking at them. They looked so normal. But what did I expect? Seems like all the best monsters hide their beastly intentions inside. 
 
    “Is it bad that I wish I had a long-range rifle right now?” Hayden murmured next to me. I got where he was coming from because just looking at all of those people at the compound, I could only see all those names of all the jumpers they have killed. 
 
    “No…but killing them would not erase the problem. We have to destroy from the inside out,” I said logically, but really, I was right there with him. I never thought of myself as murderous, but looking at those people who all seemed so okay with killing others, killing people who were like me or Hayden, made me grit my teeth. I was sure everyone else was feeling the same. 
 
    “I need to take a bathroom break,” Hayden muttered beside me. I grimaced at our less than ideal bathroom situation. Not only was it awkward, but also dangerous. We could literally be caught with our pants down, but what could we do? 
 
    “Okay, we’ll stand on three. One…two…three!” We both stood up with the tan tarp shielding us from the compound’s view. It was a similar color as the surrounding desert, so it would be difficult to spot the difference. We walked sideways away from our fallen tree before stopping. 
 
    I quickly looked the other way as I heard him unzip then relieve himself. Talk about awkward. Once he was done, he held up the tarp for the both of us while I had to, unfortunately, squat down. The joys of being a girl right? Hayden and I invoked one rule when coming up with this system: we don’t speak about it after this is all done. It’s humiliating enough. 
 
    “Okay, done,” I said quickly fixing my shorts. We carefully side-walked back and got back into position. I looked through the binoculars but couldn’t find the head couple anymore. “Guys, did you see where they went? We lost sight of them,” I said into the walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Yeah, they came around back. You guys…I think they’re leaving.” Aggie’s voice came through. I cursed and looked to Hayden on what to do. We were hoping whoever we deemed as important wouldn’t leave until the sun was down, but it was at least another couple of hours until then. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Michael gave me this just in case.” Hayden lifted some sort of gun looking thing. I cocked an eyebrow his way. “If we can get over to their designated road on their way out of here, I can shoot this at their car, and it tracks them back to their home.” He finished. 
 
    I smiled before leaning over and giving him a kiss. “You’re so smart.” I complimented. 
 
    “I know,” he said with a smirk, making me roll my eyes. You gave him a compliment, and his head grew to the size of a house. “Come on, Pretty Girl. We need to get moving to the west where the road is.” His words held caution that I was already feeling. This plan is dangerous, but if we wanted to follow those two back to their home or where they are staying, it needed to be done. 
 
    “Guys, Hayden has a tracker he’s going to shoot to attach to their vehicle when they drive by,” I informed the others. They all radioed in their agreement. 
 
    “If you guys are going to do that, you better move your butts. They’re getting ready to leave now,” Aggie warned, her voice breaking up a bit with static. Hayden and I then wasted no more time as we carefully stood up with the tarp. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I started before we both took off running. It took a few tries, but eventually, we were in sync with our steps, not stumbling around for our footing. I was sure we looked like quite the pair—running through the desert with a tan tarp covering us. I wanted to laugh at what we must look like, but now was not the time. We had to move quickly, so we avoided being spotted somehow. 
 
    My lips felt chapped from the heat and the lack of water a person would normally need in the hot desert, but we could only pack so much with us without weighing us down. As it was, we all had camel backpacks with the water hidden in them, but we had to drink it sparingly so we wouldn’t run out later. 
 
    Our feet pounded on the dry, cracked floor of the desert. Adrenaline helped me keep up with Hayden’s long strides. 
 
    “You guys! You guys, drop and hide!” We heard Brody’s voice crackle through our walkie-talkies. We didn’t think. We only acted. We both dropped harshly onto the ground, scraping my knees in the process. 
 
    All we had to hide us was the tarp that was only just big enough to cover the both of us if we crouched. Breathing heavily and sweating like I never had before, I looked over at Hayden who was in the same state. He cursed as he tried to regain his breathing. “What happened?” Hayden breathed. 
 
    “You guys, what happened? Were we spotted?” I asked out of breath into the walkie-talkie. My heart was sprinting from exertion and the fact we might have been seen. 
 
    “I saw one of the soldiers in the tower point your way, looking confused. He may have seen something, but as long as you guys stay where you are, you guys should be golden. He signaled for others to look as well, but you guys stopped before he could recruit more eyes to look your way,” Brody explained. 
 
    “Stay low and still. We’ll let you know when the coast is clear,” Glenn spoke up from his position. 
 
    I looked over at Hayden with stress tightening my features. He grabbed my hand and held it tight. “We’ll be okay,” he reassured me. 
 
    “What about the tracker? I don’t think it will reach from here to the road,” I said, looking out where the road was, about fifty yards away. We were so close! 
 
    I heard a car in the distance and saw it motoring our way, making my heart jump to my throat. 
 
    “It has to reach,” Hayden said with determination. He went flat on his stomach and aimed the tracking gun towards the road but pointed it at a slight angle. 
 
    “Did Michael say what kind of range it has?” I asked with trepidation. 
 
    “Yeah, he said about forty yards.” I re-gauged the distance and knew it was just out of that range, but we couldn’t risk movement right now, not when there could be soldiers looking for any sort of movement that our run alerted them something was amiss. 
 
    “It’ll work,” Hayden said firmly as we both watched a black SUV drove down the road towards us. “Did they get into an SUV?” Hayden asked quickly to the others to make sure this was them. I got out my binoculars and saw the important-looking couple sitting in the front seat as the man drove. 
 
    “It’s them,” I confirmed before Glenn radioed in that they did get into an SUV. I wiped the sweat from my eyes and held my breath as they got closer. We all knew this had to happen. If we missed our opportunity to track them back to their home, we wouldn’t have the luxury of coming back out here tomorrow. We couldn’t depend on the cloaking device I had in my ear to work for an extra day. 
 
    Tomorrow had to be go time. So tonight, I had to jump in both of them while they slept so they would be none the wiser for losing track of time. If I tried to do it while they were awake, they would for sure know what happened. I was sure everyone on that base was trained in how to know whether they were jumped, and losing track of time and blacking out were huge neon signs. 
 
    “One…” Hayden counted as the SUV drove closer. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I struggled to stay calm. “Two…” He breathed out, letting himself relax as he took aim. I sent a prayer up, praying it would somehow make it. “Three!” He took his shot, but I closed my eyes, not wanting to see if it didn’t stick to the vehicle. I heard Hayden shuffle beside me, so I peeked my eyes open and saw him pull up a small handheld screen. His face turned to me with a grin. 
 
    “It made it.” His words sent a wave of relief so staggering, I had to take in a shaky breath. I saw on the screen a red dot blinking and moving at the same speed the SUV was traveling. Feeling overwhelmed, I grabbed his face and kissed him with all the love I had for him. 
 
    “You did it!” I whispered against his lips with a huge grin. I backed away a little as I radioed the others to let them know. “Hayden got the tracker on the SUV. Once the sun goes down, we’ll move.” We all had motorcycles hidden beneath tarps and dead shrubs. 
 
    “Thank God…I need to eat,” Brody said with a grumble, making me roll my eyes. Although this time, I knew he had an actual reason to be hungry. I was surprised it took him this long to complain about our lack of food. He originally wanted to bring a knapsack full of food, but we had vetoed that. We didn’t need to weigh ourselves down with unneeded amounts of food. We all just brought protein bars and some apples. 
 
    “Let’s just stay low and continue to observe while we’re here,” I instructed, getting the okays from everyone else. I took a dep breath and let my head rest against the hard ground. I felt gritty and sore, but so happy that so far, things were falling into place. 
 
    We have a real shot at this. Tomorrow, I may not actually die. I may be given a chance to ask forgiveness from Gavin and eventually see my parents again. 
 
    “We’ll get through this,” Hayden spoke up from beside me. I turned over to look at him. Even though I was so past feeling hot and I was sweating in places I never thought I could, I was glad I had Hayden here with me. 
 
    “Yeah…we will,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wind whipped through my hair as we all raced away in the cover of night. We hid our motorcycles far enough away that the motors shouldn’t be heard from the Demolition compound. It was such a cool relief to not feel the sun beat down on us like it had all day. My arms hugged Hayden tightly around his waist as I looked around and saw Aggie in the same position with Glenn while Brody rode by himself. 
 
    I let my mind wander to John who was laying low in a few cities over so he could properly download the virus from his location. It was a crucial part that needed to be executed flawlessly. Without the virus, all we would accomplish would be us destroying the building and then getting their information. The virus ensures that they wouldn’t be able to recover and it would spread to the other compounds all over the world since Brenda and Michael were sure they were all connected. 
 
    I looked up at the desert sky in awe of all of the stars. At least something out here was beautiful. It helped balance out the evil and hate radiating from the Demolition compound. More than once today, I saw soldiers training on how to take an opponent down. They were far more skilled than I was, but at least I’d be able to hold my own long enough to execute the plan. 
 
    “We’re going to go get cleaned up, then we’ll head out to where the couple is staying. From there, you’ll try to jump into both of them to get as much information as possible.” I heard Hayden’s voice through the microphone in the helmet. I thought about his plan, a new one beginning to develop. 
 
    “Why don’t we all jump? That way we’re all on the same page?” I suggested, but I felt him shake his head. 
 
    “I wish we could, but you basically have to get in and then get out. One jump in both of them is already pushing it. If they wake up with a headache, we could be blown. As it is, you’re going to have to be as fast as you’ve ever jumped while still getting the information we need,” he explained. It made sense, but I would feel better if we were all on the same page later. 
 
    “Okay, I think we could all use a shower after today. But we need to be quick. I’ll feel better after I got the jumping over and done with,” I retorted, feeling sleep pull at me like a drug, but I knew I wouldn’t be sleeping for a while. 
 
    I looked back behind us and saw nothing but darkness, the lights from the compound long since out of sight. Up ahead, I could see the lights from the nearby city where we had a motel room paid for. My thoughts strayed to Gavin. I had tried not to think of him today, knowing he was more than up to speed about my leaving him behind. I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Aggie, Glenn? You guys stay behind in the car in case we need to leave really fast. If you see us running towards you…start the car.” I informed the couple sitting in the front seat of our rented-out van. They both nodded in sync, making me rethink that they were a slightly odd—nice but odd. 
 
    “Go get ’em,” Glenn said with a fist in the air. Yep, a little odd. Brody, Hayden, and I all quietly made our way in the upscale neighborhood. I stopped Hayden with a hand on his chest, looking at the houses. Brody stopped when he saw we weren’t walking. 
 
    “Why are we stopping? We need to get out of sight!” Brody hissed under his breath. I discreetly pointed around. 
 
    “These houses are upscale, very upscale, which means they most likely have cameras on the outside,” I stressed. We didn’t need to worry about alarm systems since all I needed to do was figure out where their bedroom was from the outside and then jump in one of them. But cameras would make that difficult. I just knew there had to be some, and I wanted to hit myself for not thinking about it before. They both cursed as we stood there trying to think of something. 
 
    Suddenly, Hayden stood in front of me, looking me in the eyes. “You’re going to have to try to jump from here,” he said, making my eyes bug out. 
 
    “No way! It’s hard enough jumping into someone I don’t know, but you’re telling me to try and do it blind?” I whispered. He placed his hands on my shoulder as I felt my anxiety kick up a notch. 
 
    “You did it with that girl, Emily. You didn’t know who you were going to jump to, but you managed to not only jump blindly, you did over a distance. That means you do have the ability, and I believe in you,” he reassured me, but I wasn’t so sure. I don’t even know how I did it with Emily. Because even with me practicing all this time, it was still difficult to jump into someone I didn’t know. 
 
    “I-I…oh God, I don’t think I can!” This was it. We’d gone this far only to fail. Brody walked up to us and waited until I looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Yes, you can. Hayden’s right. You can do this. Do you know why? Because you remind me of Melina. She’s strong, powerful, and knows not to give up. You have that same spark in her. So take a deep breath and focus.” I took in a shaky breath and then another until I was calmer before nodding at them. 
 
    “Okay. If we have to do it this way, I think it’s better if we all go back in the van for cover.” They both agreed as we turned back around and got back in the van. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Aggie asked, blowing out a bubble from her gum. I sighed and sat back against my seat, getting comfortable. 
 
    “No, there’s been a change of plans. I’m going to have to jump from here,” I answered, looking out the tinted window to the house that was three doors down, currently where that couple lives. 
 
    I can do this, right?


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    I tried closing my eyes, taking deep breaths, but nothing was working. “I can’t do it!” I cried out, frustrated. Before Hayden could talk me down, Brody was there taking one of my hands in his. I saw Hayden glower at him slightly but stayed silent. 
 
    “You got this. You know you do. You’re in your head too much. Just forget everything else. Forget why we’re here, what might happen tomorrow, everything. All you need to focus on is the woman you need to jump into. You can do this.” He encouraged before sitting back in his seat and snacking on some chips. 
 
    I took in another breath and shut my eyes. No one said a word as I focused. All I let my mind picture was the woman. After a few minutes of trying and nearly giving up again, I began to feel the pull. I allowed myself surrender to it and prayed it was in the right body. 
 
    My eyes snapped open to a dark room. I carefully looked around and spotted a picture hanging on the wall. It was the right house if the woman’s wedding photo was anything to go by. Knowing I didn’t have a lot of time, I let myself open up to her memories and was quickly flooded with memories so horrific I nearly vomited. I couldn’t afford to get lost in them. The longer I stayed in her, the greater the chance she would have with waking up with a headache. 
 
    The violence they had caused was grossly astounding. I wanted to cry when remembering all of their victim’s cries, but more so the fact that this woman, whose name I learned is Joanne, loved it. She loved every minute of the hunt, and I saw me in her memories from not long ago once they got a lockdown on me. She loved this part, the part of the chase before inevitably killing the jumper trying to escape. 
 
    “Just try it,” I whispered before closing my eyes after getting the information I needed from her. I focused on the husband next to me named Frank. I immediately felt the pull now that I was warmed up. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, I knew I was in Frank’s body, and his memories were just as gruesome, if not more so, since his favorite part was the actual killing. He loved to make jumpers suffer as much as he possibly could. He literally daydreamed of a new way to kill us. Instead of making me scared, I was furious. We were people too! And he treated us like we were lower than animals. 
 
    I had more than enough information to take them down from the inside, and now that I’d already jumped into Joanne, it would be easier tomorrow when I go in and do my part of the plan. Knowing my time was running out, I quickly let myself jump back into my own body. 
 
    “Cali?” Hayden asked, taking my hand when I lurched forward. I couldn’t talk though as I leaned forward and grabbed the mini trashcan before throwing up. I wasn’t throwing up because of the jump. I was sick from the memories I had to experience through their eyes. He rubbed my back soothingly as I struggled not to cry. 
 
    It was difficult since seeing those memories through the eyes of those monsters, I enjoyed those people’s pain. It was sickening and wrong. I was now more in tune to my own feelings of anger and sadness. I was definitely feeling angry up there, but it was muted compared to how I felt now. 
 
    “Drive!” I gasped as I tried to control my breathing. Brody handed me a new toothbrush, a water bottle, and some travel-sized toothpaste. I began to vigorously brush my teeth, knowing they were waiting to hear what I saw. 
 
    “It was awful.” I started once I was finished with my teeth. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to clock out the screams—those awful, soul-wrenching screams that sent shivers down my spine making me want to throw up all over again. “They’ve killed so many jumpers…so many! Torturing them to get information on us. Sometimes, they would kill regular people, thinking they were jumpers. But they think it’s for the greater good.” I spat out. They all looked at me as we drove off back to our hotel. 
 
    “I didn’t think anyone was truly evil until them. They love the hunt and the killing. It’s like some sort of game to them!” I said through gritted teeth. I was clenching my fists so hard my nails were piercing into my palms. Hayden grabbed my hand. 
 
    “I know it’s not easy, but try to focus on the information of the compound. That way we can actually take them down,” Hayden said calmly, but I saw how his eyes were dark. He was getting just as angry as me, and I could tell everyone else around me were trying not to get as worked up. I took a deep breath and tried to focus with more of a detached feeling. 
 
    I saw numbers and codes to specific doors and passcodes to computers. It was a lot to take in, but these were my memories now, so I wouldn’t be forgetting anytime soon. “It’s built more like a maze inside to confuse any trespassers that actually make it past the heavily armed guards. There is a mainframe that is located near the basement that contains all of the information and a backup server to the backup server a few doors down. Each room has a specific code, and any wrong input will sound the alarm. It also requires a thumbprint scan within ten seconds on the scanner after the code is put in.” So many numbers to keep track of, but I knew I would remember every single one of them as if it were me going to the compound every day for my job. 
 
    “Very few have clearance for the rooms with the servers, Joanne being one of them. They have back up servers hidden all around the world to preserve their work, but once the virus is planted, it should destroy it all.” I didn’t want to talk anymore, so instead, I grabbed a notebook and began to write down the passcodes and for which door, just in case. 
 
    “Why are you writing them down?” Brody asked for once, not eating anything. He looked solemn as he was listening to me. 
 
    “These will get you into the mainframe if things go south. Hayden will jump into Frank’s body before they reach the compound tomorrow,” I spoke up about the change of plans. Hayden looked over with furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “Cali…I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. With just having you down, it’s risky, but having two of us down while the rest has to look after us is dangerous.” 
 
    I shook my head at his reasoning. “No, you have to jump with me. They’ve been together for years, meaning they know each other’s quirks. I might have the information needed to say the right things to people who don’t know Joanne as well, but I don’t know her speech pattern, and if anyone is going to pick up on that, it’s her husband. They’ve trained for this sort of thing. I saw it in their minds.” I stopped to take a deep breath. 
 
    “They wouldn’t hesitate to shoot one another if there was a suspected jumper in one of them. They’re psychotic in the worst way. If I had weeks to study her and the way she moves and talks, it would be different. It’s too dangerous to leave one of them unattended.” I finished, searching for the water bottle I put down. 
 
    “I’m going to switch off her mind before I jump back,” I spoke quietly in the van. No one said a word, knowing what I was saying. I turned to Hayden with regret in my eyes. “That means you should do the same with Frank. It’s too dangerous to have them survive this. Murder is in their blood. They’ve killed babies, whole families of jumpers, and did so with glee in their hearts.” I knew tomorrow would bring death to some of those people I saw walking or training on the compound, but I didn’t let myself analyze it until now. 
 
    I was going to become a murderer. 
 
    I didn’t see a way out of it though. After all of that evil I saw swimming around in their heads, there was no trying to spare their lives. They had trophies of the fallen jumpers up in their cafeteria hall—pictures upon pictures of men, women, and children with the words victory stamped over their faces. 
 
    “Okay…we follow your lead,” Hayden said after a quiet minute. Things got real for all of us. Up until this point, we could write off what we had to do tomorrow. But now there was nowhere else to stare at. People would be killed tomorrow, but this is a war now—one I didn’t plan on losing. 
 
    “Let’s head back and get a few hours of sleep. We’ll come back here before sunrise and try to jump them as they’re leaving,” Hayden said, taking hold of my hand. 
 
    I grasped it tightly, needing something to hold onto, wishing I could trust someone else as much as I did Hayden to be by my side. But I knew I needed him with me tomorrow, as selfish as that was for me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cali…wake up. We need to get going,” Hayden said, shaking my shoulder gently. I cracked my eyes open. It took too much effort to keep them open for more than a moment. I was surprised I even fell asleep, but I could feel my body was exhausted from the day before. I had to keep moving though. It’s all almost over, I thought to myself. I got up from the hard bed stiffly. My bones crackled along the way. I could feel nerves skitter along my skin, waking me up as they went. 
 
    Without saying a word, I got up and went to the bathroom to do my business as quickly as possible. Now that I knew what lay ahead of us today, I was more awake than I had ever been. I could hear Hayden call and talk to John. We filled John in last night of our revised plan. He didn’t like it but understood. John had the bug ready to upload the moment I place its mirrored partner into the server. 
 
    “Okay, here she is.” Hayden handed me the phone when I came out. I took it quietly and sat back on the bed. 
 
    “Hey, John,” I said on a breath. It was hard to act cheerful like I tried to do when I knew the possibility of me coming out of this alive was very slim. I briefly touched the cloaking device in my ear, making sure it was secured. 
 
    “Hey, yourself. Listen…I can’t even begin to imagine what you saw in their heads yesterday. It must have been awful. I know you can do this. You will do this. I know I’ve only known you for a short amount of time, but…I love you like a daughter, Cali.” John’s voice was full of emotion that made my eyes water. 
 
    “I love you too, John…I’ll see you soon?” I said with a smile I didn’t feel. 
 
    He chuckled tiredly, knowing what I was doing. “Yeah…I’ll see you soon.” He hung up after that, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the carpet. Hayden’s shoes came into view, causing me to look up at him. He kneeled in front of me and took my face in his hands. 
 
    “I love you, Pretty Girl.” He kissed me softly, making the tears I was holding back drop onto my cheeks. I clung to him as I deepened the kiss, desperate to commit this to memory. My finger laced themselves into his hair as his hands traced my back. We broke apart, breathing in each other before he stood up and held out his hand. 
 
    “I love you too, Hayden. Let’s go meet everyone out by the van. We need to get going now if we’re going to be back at their house before they drive off,” I explained, knowing their schedule. All of us went over the plan again last night since we had to tweak a few things with Hayden jumping with me. 
 
    It was going to be difficult, but everyone else was going to have to get us to our lookout site in the desert before the sun was up. Brody went out and bought some secured rope to tie myself to the back of him while he used the motorcycle to get us as close as possible. Glenn was going to do the same thing with Hayden, while Aggie was going to ride on her own but tying down a couple of foldable makeshift cots to drag Hayden and me to our location. We hid the motorcycles on the side of the building of the motel. 
 
    Once Hayden and I jumped, the others would drive back here to get everything in order, then they would make it back to our spot. It was going to be hard for the first while since Hayden and I will be blind to communication. We couldn’t risk calling anyone on Joanne’s or Frank’s cellphones. I saw just how paranoid Demolition was. They monitored everything. It was too risky to chance it. 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t eating.” I semi-joked as I saw Brody leaning against the van outside. 
 
    He shrugged but looked away. “Not that hungry…too much on my mind.” 
 
    I stopped short before walking over to place a hand on his shoulder. “Thinking about Melina?” I asked gently. 
 
    He pursed his lips but nodded. “And what’s going down today…but I received a text from another jumper Melina and I know a few cities over. He thought he saw her the other night riding with some of the Evolution crew. He knew it was them from the symbol on their jackets. An infinity sign stamped on the right shoulder. He got the hell out of there and hadn’t been able to inform me until last night since he dropped his phone.” I felt his pain when I saw his face grimace. 
 
    “We’ll help you find her when this is all over, I promise,” I vowed, even if it might not be true. I didn’t know what the outcome of today would be. 
 
    “I don’t know why she’s with them though! Melina and I grew up knowing to never accept their offers. What did they do to her?” he asked himself, shaking his head. Nothing more was said as we all climbed into the van. Hayden sat next to me in the bucket seats and clasped my hand. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I murmured as Brody drove the van away from the motel. The ride back to Joanne and Frank’s house was silent. Everyone was in their own thoughts. I thought of my parents, how they were going to react to the letter if Brenda had to deliver it to them, meaning I didn’t survive the fight today. I could only pray they would never have to read it and somehow, I could explain my absence away. 
 
    And Gavin…I squeezed my eyes shut thinking about how angry he must be with me. He had been a constant in my life for a little over two years now. Hell, he even tracked me back to John’s so he could still show his support. He was crazy loyal, and I knew that loyalty to me would get him killed. I just wish I could talk to him one more time before we start this war. 
 
    It took a good twenty minutes before we were back near Joanne and Frank’s house. My stomach roiled at the thought of having to jump back into them. I squeezed Hayden’s hand. “You’re going to see some really messed up stuff in Frank’s head. I can’t even begin…” I trailed off, not knowing what else to say to prepare him. He nodded and quickly kissed the back of my hand but offered no words, knowing they wouldn’t help. 
 
    “Look…There they are.” Aggie pointed out from the back. We all looked as they walked out. It sickened me how normal they looked. From any passerby, they looked like a typical married couple off to work. But I knew how dark and twisted they were. And Hayden was about to find out too. 
 
    “Wait until they’re in the car. We have to do this before they start driving. I don’t want to jump when they are. It could cause an accident and ruin the whole thing before it starts,” Hayden said in a hushed tone. I nodded, but he and I relaxed back, getting ready. I still clung to his hand like a lifeline and waited for Brody to give us the go signal. I focused solely on Joanne and began to feel the pull but held back. 
 
    “Now!” Brody hissed under his breath. I let go of the tether tying me to my body and quickly jumped. This time, it was quicker and easier since I had already done it last night. I opened my eyes and saw I was inside the vehicle. 
 
    “Honey? Are you alright?” I felt my insides freeze. Where the hell was Hayden? I plastered on a fake smile and looked at Frank who looked back at me, suspicious. I rattled through Joanne’s brain quickly and knew what my response should be. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine, just thinking of going to visit my mother next week.” That sentence was code for them for the all clear. I knew I bought myself some time but not too much more. I sifted through her memories and caught one that might help me at the moment. Frank turned on the car. “Wait, sweetheart. I know you said you’re fine, but you still look a little sick from celebrating with the boys the other night on our latest victory. How about I drive, and we’ll stop and get you your favorite coffee from around the corner?” I suggested with as much ease as I could muster. I felt like he could see through me. 
 
    “Actually, that sounds great. Thanks, honey. I need to call back to base anyways to check the status of that Spencer girl we found.” I felt my pulse quicken at the mention of my last name but tried to play it cool. My eyes flitted down the street where the van was parked. Come on, Hayden! We got out of the car and switched places. It took all I had in me not to cringe when he bent over and kissed me quickly. I had to swallow back the bile stuck in my throat. 
 
    “Ah, yes, the Spencer girl. I don’t think we need to worry too much longer. That cloaking device never lasts long.” I ended with a slight chuckle. Inside though, I was shaking like a leaf, knowing any moment he could doubt this façade and shoot me point blank. 
 
    “You’re right. Those monsters could never perfect their little technology, not with our constant advancing,” Frank spoke with a slight know-it-all attitude. I wanted to punch the smug look on his face. I reluctantly began to back out of their driveway. This was bad, so very bad. Why hadn’t Hayden showed up yet? 
 
    I sifted through more of Joanne’s memories and had to bite my tongue to keep myself from crying out when I saw they checked out my parents. They dubbed them normal humans. Thank God. I knew they would’ve killed them without hesitation otherwise. 
 
    “It does make me curious about how her parents are her birth parents, yet their daughter is a jumper. I thought our computer had a glitch when it locked onto her. She looked nothing like a normal one.” Frank continued as he looked through his phone. I saw that their plan was not to kill me on the spot, but they wanted to dissect me, study me to see what made me so different. They were afraid I was an evolved part of my kind. Maybe I was, but I sure as hell would not give them the satisfaction of finding that out. He looked over at me again, thoughtfully. 
 
    “Do you think the stars will come out tonight, honey?” This was a test, I knew it, and I quickly sifted through Joanne’s brain, but it seemed that I wasn’t thinking fast enough as Frank un-holstered his gun and pointed it directly at my head. 
 
    “Joanne…I love you, honey. I am so sorry I couldn’t protect you from those monsters. I—” While he was saying goodbye to his wife, he slumped over before quickly waking back up again. I slammed on the breaks and grabbed his gun and pointed it at his face. 
 
    “Cali! It’s me, Hayden!” Frank said with his arms up. I blew out a huge breath before giving the gun back over to him. 
 
    “What the hell, Hayden? What happened?” I asked, trying to shake off the terror I felt a moment ago. He sighed and rubbed the back of his head. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I jumped into someone I didn’t know. It took longer than it should’ve. I’m so sorry, Cali.” He was going to say more when he grimaced. I knew then he was reacting to Frank’s memories. I didn’t say anything as I drove. When I drove past our van, I waved at Brody to go ahead and meet us up. 
 
    It was time to end all of this.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Hayden muttered, still seeing the horrors in Frank’s mind. I pointed to the small wastebasket by his foot. 
 
    “If you’re going to be sick, do it in there. If anyone asks why, just play it off from the night of ‘celebrating’ with the other guys from the latest victory.” I spat out the last word, knowing that meant they killed a jumper named Hailey two states over. She was only twelve. Her family managed to get away. I could see the broken expressions on her parents as they ran with the other two children when Hailey fell and hurt her leg too bad to keep running. Her parents were already carrying her two siblings that were still babies. 
 
    According to Joanne, the rest of the family was next after I was captured. If I had anything to say, they wouldn’t be hunting jumpers anymore. I gripped the steering wheel as anger threatened to undo me. It was hard to get a hold of myself when I wanted to give into Joanne’s feelings of hatred towards us. She was projecting it onto me. It didn’t make me hate my kind, but it did amp up my already simmering anger. 
 
    “They are truly sick and evil,” Hayden spoke softly as he cautiously sat up straight in his seat. I nodded but kept my eyes on the road. It would take about twenty minutes to reach the compound from here if there was no traffic. “Again, I’m so sorry it took me so long to jump. The longer it took, the more I freaked out, which, of course, prevented me from jumping anyways. It was a rookie move, but all I could think about was Frank finding out and shooting you.” Hayden grimaced. It was strange to talk to him this way. This was the first time we’d jumped together. 
 
    “He nearly did, but it’s okay. We both made it. Now, we just need to get through everyone else at the compound. As much as I don’t want to, we need to delve in further into each of their minds to try and memorize different faces and names. We wouldn’t last very long if anyone was tipped off.” Hayden agreed, so we both sat in silence for the next fifteen minutes going over the minds of who we jumped into. 
 
    There was so much to memorize, but it was crucial we got this next part right. I wanted to call and check in on Brody and everyone, but we couldn’t risk getting caught that way. Taking a deep calming breath, I managed to sift through Joanne’s mind and drove Hayden and me to the compound. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am…” A guard who I believe was named Jeb said from outside my window as I pulled into the checkpoint of the compound. I tried to keep the fact that I was scared out of my mind off my face. I knew what I had to do, so I showed him my badge with a small stiff smile. 
 
    “Jeb…the owls kept me up half the night again.” The phrase was the newest passcode to gain entry. They changed it every day, and if you didn’t know it, you were immediately brought in for torture and questioning. There were so many to remember that I knew they changed all the passwords and codes on purpose so it would make it that much more difficult for jumper to get past them. 
 
    “The ride here was quick, almost no traffic, except for that accident on I-5.” Hayden piped up from where he sat, remembered what he had to say following up on my passcode. Jeb gave up the all clear thankfully and allowed us in. 
 
    We drove past the electric fence that looked to be around at least fifteen feet tall that had the standard barbed wire around the top of it. I knew from Joanne’s mind that all of the large buildings that appeared separate were all interconnected underground through a series of confusing tunnels. Most of the compound was actually underneath to better defend themselves from an attack. 
 
    There were soldiers all around, training or working target practice. I grimaced when I saw all the human-shaped ones had black hair. “We got thi…We can do it,” I whispered to myself. Hayden took my hand in his to give me a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    It didn’t take long before we parked in our designated spot. I turned off the engine and sat for a minute, my heart thundering in my chest. I felt like the moment we stepped out, they were all going to know what was going on. 
 
    “Hey…look at me,” Hayden said softly. I slowly turned to look at him with a pained smile. “This is going to work. We’re going to pull this off, and when this is all over, we can breathe for a minute, okay?” Taking a deep breath, I nodded. Knowing we needed to get out now or create suspicion, Hayden and I both got out and walked as surely as we possibly could. 
 
    It was always disorienting jumping into someone else. It felt like your equilibrium was off since you were at a different height, but I was able to somewhat settle on the drive over here. 
 
    “Sir! Ma’am!” A soldier passed us, saluting us. 
 
    “At ease soldier,” I said with authority. It came out naturally from me. He nodded before walking away 
 
    “I don’t want to cause suspicion, so I think if anyone asks, we need to tell them we’re checking the data.” I started, my voice low enough for only Hayden to hear. “It isn’t normal for Joanne or Frank to check the mainframe if they already did this week. If they ask, we tell them there has been new developments on me, Cali.” It should be plausible enough not to raise suspicions.” I finished, nodding at passing soldiers, my voice too low for them to hear. 
 
    “Agreed. The sooner we get this over with, the better. I feel his psychopathy seeping into my own mind,” Hayden uttered from beside me. I echoed his statement, knowing what he was going through. 
 
    Once we got into the mainframe, I needed to log in and create an opening for John to slip in from his secure computer where he was at. He gave me the website needed to create the wormhole for the virus. All I needed was a laptop, which wasn’t hard to find if I went down to my office. 
 
    “We should split up. It isn’t normal to be with each other so much on the compound,” Hayden said, thinking along the same lines as me. Normally, Frank would leave Joanne to work on some new intel or torture another jumper. Oh my God. 
 
    “They have a couple jumpers a couple of floors down!” I hissed under my breath, feeling sick at what they have already done to the husband and wife. The wife was pregnant when she got here last week. How did I miss that when sifting through Joanne’s head? 
 
    Hayden looked like he just accessed that bit of information as well. 
 
    “We have to save them!” I had to lower my voice as another group of soldiers and what I could remember some scientists walked by us. They all showed their respects but otherwise didn’t stop us. Hayden cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Okay, we need to focus. Our first priority is getting into the mainframe. That’s on your end since John showed you what to do. I can head down to where they’re keeping them since Frank is head of the committee that tortures them. I’ll have to figure out something while I’m down there.” I didn’t want to split up, but how could we leave them down there? I now knew their names—David and Riley, both still in their twenties. Oh God, I could see in Joanne’s memories of how Riley cried when she miscarried after going through some torturous acts of electricity. 
 
    “Please stay safe. I love you,” I whispered, squeezing his hand quickly before leaving him to go down another corridor. The halls were an off-white concrete, and it got colder the further you headed down. I swiped my badge to the elevator off to the right, and it slid open with no problems. 
 
    “Good morning, Ma’am. I have some new information on our newest target, the Cali girl?” a young woman said from inside the elevator once I stepped in. She had a small stature,\ with a short, severe blonde bob, with some glasses perched on the tip of her nose. I rankled Joanne’s memories and came up with the name Sheila, Joanne’s number two person in the hunting of jumpers. 
 
    “Do tell. I plan to gather a team later today to dispatch and go get her. Any new information will help.” I was so glad my voice was coming out steady as if nothing was amiss. 
 
    Sheila tapped a screen on her tablet and turned it around to show me. I had to choke back any reaction that was threatening to come through. It was a picture of Gavin and me. It looked like my first day at college. I was standing out on the sidewalk outside my car with boxes at my feet. Gavin was grinning down at me, making me remember him teasing me. 
 
    “We believe there’s a chance this young man knows what she is and is helping her run. If we can confirm that, may I add him to the kill list?” she asked like she was asking to add milk to a grocery list. I wanted to punch her in her face until she was knocked out, but I held my anger in check. I had to respond like Joanne would. 
 
    “If you can prove it, then yes. What makes you think the boy is a part of her escape?” I asked blandly as the elevator doors opened to three floors down so I could access my office. 
 
    Sheila kept in step with me, looking down at her screen. “He disappeared the same day as Cali went on the run. Oh, and we also discovered another jumper is with her. We believe when we find her, we can find the young man she’s with, the other jumper named Hayden, and possibly even a third jumper named John. It will be quite the victory when we gather them up, Ma’am,” she said with a small smile. Gritting my teeth behind a pleased grin, I gave her a nod of appreciation. 
 
    “You’ve done very well. Three for the price one with the possibility of a human helper. That will be quite the victory.” One I was going to make sure didn’t happen. Demolition believed in preserving regular human lives, but not if they were helping jumpers. To them, they were equal parts evil and needed to be snuffed out. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am. I will go assemble our top hunters for you while you start your morning. With the possibility of a group that large, it will require our best trackers who can be discreet,” Sheila said with a nod to herself. “The cloaking device Cali is wearing should be wearing off anytime now, so as soon as it does, you will be notified.” 
 
    We walked down the long corridor. It was equal parts unfamiliar and familiar. I was seeing all these hallways through Joanne’s memories, but they were hers, so it was hard to keep up. I was in a constant mode of downloading them to my own memory. It was difficult to keep a conversation yet also decipher which memories would be most beneficial. 
 
    “That’s a great idea. I will be in my office for a short while, and I would prefer not to be bothered unless you have a lockdown on Cali again. Later, I need to access the mainframe to check on some data, but you can always access me via cell.” Sheila walked with me to my office after about a five-minute walk. There were doors lining the walls, most of them empty rooms designed to throw off intruders. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, but you do have that three-thirty meeting in the mess hall conference room.” I quickly sifted through Joanne’s brain and saw in her mind that the meeting was supposed to be tomorrow. 
 
    “My meeting isn’t until tomorrow. Was it moved up?” 
 
    By the look in her eyes, I knew that was her only little test. It would worry me that I was being tested like this like maybe I was slipping up somehow. But I knew it was part of the protocol to constantly test each other no matter what. 
 
    “You are correct, Ma’am. I will fix that little glitch. Thank you for correcting me.” Sheila then informed me of the rest of the day’s schedule as I opened the door to my office. It was quite large with plenty of paintings that made it deceptively homey. There was a large mahogany desk in the middle and small grey couch off to the side. My eyes zeroed in on Joanne’s laptop sitting on the desk. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “If that’s all, I need to go over some case files. Can you get to work on assembling the team? It will save time to debrief them now rather than later. I don’t want Cali to slip through our fingers. She is different than the others. We can learn a lot from her before she is executed.” It was hard to talk about myself like that, but I knew Joanne to be a cold-hearted person. 
 
    “Of course, don’t hesitate to call if you need anything,” Sheila spoke with a smile before leaving me alone. Thank God because my hands were itching to strangle her. As soon as the door clicked closed, I ran to the other side of the desk and quickly got to work accessing the laptop. 
 
    Putting in her password, I pulled up the web browser and put in the address John gave me. I waited until John hacked in. The webcam went on, and soon I found myself looking at John’s face. “Cali?” He made sure. 
 
    I nodded, unable to look at myself in the other smaller part of the screen, too weirded out to not see my face. “Yeah, it’s me John,” I confirmed. I saw him looking at the screen with furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “Where’s Hayden?” he asked. 
 
    I swallowed, thinking of him. I hoped to God he was safe. It sucked not knowing he was alright. “We had to separate. They’re keeping two jumpers here, torturing them. Hayden went to free them if he can.” John looked like he wanted to argue but knew he couldn’t. How could he? Arguing would mean to leave them down there to rot. We couldn’t do that to them even if they didn’t know we’re there yet. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to disconnect our connection. I need you to get this laptop to the mainframe, so I can properly plant the virus. There should be a connector wire in the room. It will either be a bright yellow or a bright blue. Those are the standard for them. Once you connect it to this computer, I can take over from there. Get out of there once I’m in so you can jump back to the others. You should be able to go right in once I disable their security.” He finished off. 
 
    I knew what that meant. Once the systems were down, an alarm will go off, meaning chaos. In that chaos, we can plant the bombs. Everyone had a change of clothes to mimic the soldiers and wigs to put on to blend in. No one should pay attention to us if we look the part, not when they’re trying to figure out what’s wrong. Hayden would know when to jump back once the alarm sounds. I only pray he would able to free David and Riley. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this,” I said and signed off the call. I shut the laptop and carried it under my arm. I didn’t let my nerves get the better of me as I quickly made my way to the elevator. It was hard not to sprint like I wanted to, but it would cause unneeded attention. 
 
    I was lucky no one stopped me on my way, but as soon as the elevator closed, I breathed a sigh of relief. I pushed the very bottom button and waited for it to descend. It took a few moments since it was five more floors down. Once it opened, I shivered. It was absolutely freezing down here. 
 
    The quiet threatened to disorient me, but I pushed on. I saw the thick black door at the end of the hall, about fifty yards ahead. That was where I needed to go. I knew there were cameras all over this floor, so I couldn’t run like I wanted to. I had to act as calmly as I possibly could. A lab tech turned a corner towards me. It startled me so much that I nearly faltered in my steps. 
 
    “Ma’am? Is everything okay?” the young man asked, still walking towards me. His eyes shifted to my laptop, making his eyebrows furrow. “Why are you bringing a laptop down here? You know having unauthorized technical equipment is prohibited.” I shifted to the side and could see with dread as understanding dawned in this man’s eyes. 
 
    He knew. 
 
    Which meant I was out of time. Knowing I had to act fast and without thinking, I pulled the concealed gun from under my jacket and shot him in the leg. He bellowed out a curse and went to the ground. 
 
    I only had seconds now to complete what I needed to. This wasn’t going according to plan, but I had to adapt. Bending over, I grabbed his radio so he couldn’t call in for help. I knew someone was going to see this on the security feed any minute, so I needed to move. 
 
    Running past him, I sprinted with all I had to the black door. With a slight shake to my hands, I punched in the code and placed my hand on the scanner. The door clicked open, and I rushed in. I closed the door behind me and locked it in place. My eyes frantically searched the endless rows of the mainframe, looking for the connector wire. 
 
    I ran past each row since there were at least a hundred, my breath coming out in puffs in front of me. Finally, I saw it on the end row. I kicked up my running to another notch before I skidded next to it. I was only on autopilot as I plugged it into the side of the laptop and propped it up next to the connector. “C’mon, John. It’s all on you now,” I whispered to myself. I couldn’t jump until the alarm sounded. 
 
    Finally, after a minute or so, a blaring screeching sound could be heard overhead. The room which was bathed in a soft blue from the towers turned a sharp red from lights mounted by the doors. I closed my eyes and focused on the back of Joanne’s mind. I found the switch I was looking for. It wasn’t as hard to find as I thought. Knowing that after I jumped back, she would be brain dead, but there was no other way around this. She would never stop, and I knew once she was dead, there would be another to take her place. But with the virus, it would take years to rebuild, and by then, we will be ahead of them, knowing their technology. 
 
    I flipped the switch. 
 
    It was a strange feeling. It was like she was present in my mind, just in the background, but now it was just me in here. She was gone. I could feel it. I didn’t want to feel what I just did so I took another deep breath and began to pull myself back to my own body. 
 
    “Cali?” I opened my eyes but had to shut them at the blinding sun shining down on me. I coughed as I sat up, feeling disoriented. I looked around and saw everyone crouched down near me. I saw Hayden was still unconscious, making me worry, but it was only a moment as he shot up breathing hard. Brody tossed us a bag of clothes. 
 
    “Get dressed! We’re running out of time.” I looked over, not caring that I had an audience as I quickly stripped and changed into the military clothes. The only reason I didn’t change beforehand was because they were very heavy, and Hayden and I didn’t want to weigh the guys down, dragging us over. 
 
    “Stop looking at her,” Hayden growled from my side. I saw Brody throw his hands up. Looking around, I saw we were next to Joanne and Frank’s car. How did we get this close? 
 
    “I managed to free David and Riley. They were both beaten badly, and I had to knock out some of the guards, but they should be on their way out. I told them about the bombs, so all we could do was hope they get out without getting shot or blown up. I wanted to run out with them to help them out, but they told me to go, how it was more important to destroy this place,” Hayden said with a grimace. I felt the same, wishing we could go down ourselves and help them up, but it was too dangerous. At least this way, they had a chance. 
 
    “Okay, let’s roll!” Brody said, attaching a brown wig. Everyone else besides me followed suit. I searched through the bags and found the handheld bombs. They had switches on the side that once switched on, there was no getting out of it. They were roughly the size of a small spiral notebook, but pretty heavy. Built to do some serious damage. 
 
    “Remember, blend in, and get these bombs situated as quickly as possible. Everyone, set your watches to ten minutes. When your watch beeps, I don’t care where you are. You turn on your bomb, drop it and get the hell out. Understand? Hayden and I are going back underground since their security is down, and we can blow them up from the inside. We know how the corridors work since we jumped. If you guys try to go down there, you will get lost and get yourselves killed.” I stopped and paused, not caring if the sirens were blaring around us. 
 
    “Set your timers after you drop the bombs to let you know how much time there is.” I stood up and adjusted my army jacket and put the bomb on the inside before zipping it up. I then donned my hat, looking at each of them. “I better see all of you after this,” I muttered. I was going to help Hayden up when a shadow fell over us. I spun around ready to fight when I gasped. 
 
    “Gavin?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    “G-Gavin, what are you doing here? How are you here?” I exclaimed. I knew we didn’t have a lot of time, but I needed to know. Oh God, he was going to get himself killed! Gavin didn’t waste any time as he took off his jacket and revealed his soldier uniform. He obviously had come prepared. 
 
    “I’m pissed as hell at you, but I’m not about to abandon you now. I’m with you, whether you like it or not.” I could tell he was angry and hurt, but I couldn’t help myself as I hugged him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but Gavin…you could get hurt or killed—” 
 
    He cut me off, stepping away. “So could you, or any one of you. Once I figured out what you did, I stole Michael’s car as we stopped at a motel. I found out where you guys were, overhearing them talk about the actual plan. They didn’t realize the air duct from their room was directly connected to mine. I could hear everything. Lucky for me, they had extra items you guys are using in the back of their SUV.” He paused, zipping up the camo jacket and placing a hat on his head. I was both glad and scared that he was here. 
 
    “When this is all over, I expect some serious groveling on your part,” he muttered, crouching down to carry the other bomb we had. He pulled out his phone to set the timer. One of us had planned on carrying two, but now, we each got one. 
 
    “As long as you stay alive, I will,” I promised. We all got ready and then ran off towards the back entrance. There was no guard there yet since they were all running around, trying to find the threat and secure everything. The virus would prevent them from trying to shut down the compound so no one could leave or come in. 
 
    Hayden ran off with me towards the doors that led down to the inside. Soldiers ran by none the wiser since we all blended in. I tried not to freak out when Gavin ran the opposite direction all alone. I had to believe he was going to be okay, just like all of us. The door opened without fuss since badges were disabled. My heart was pounding as we ran down the slight decline ramp. “You head down the hall to the right. I’m going to take a left.” I instructed ready to run off. 
 
    Hayden grabbed my hand though. “I better see you up there,” he said before kissing me quickly. 
 
    I nodded before taking off. A large group of soldiers were running towards me to head up top. I held my breath as they passed, but luckily, they didn’t stop me. I kept my head down and made it to the elevator. 
 
    “Come on…” I muttered, hitting the button. I wanted to hit my head when I realized that disabling their systems meant the elevators were also not working. Growling under my breath, I ran to the nearby stairwell and thundered down the steps at a speed that nearly made me fall. I was almost at the ground floor when I stammered in my steps. 
 
    “David? Riley?” I said in shock, recognizing them from Joanne’s memories. They were limping up the stairs when David started to charge at me, thinking I was the enemy. I put my hands up and backed up. “No, no, no! Stop! My name is Cali. You met Hayden earlier?” I spoke quickly. 
 
    David stopped just inches shy of trying to hit me. I would’ve defended myself, but they weren’t the enemy. 
 
    “Hayden? The one that freed us?” He made sure. 
 
    When I nodded he backed off, limping towards his wife. They both looked beat to hell. I wasn’t even sure how they were standing. I ran past them but called up. 
 
    “Everyone is preoccupied. If you’re going to run, now is the time!” 
 
    David waved his thanks before I began to run down again. I wanted to help them, but every minute counted right now. 
 
    The lower I got, the colder it felt. I checked the time on my watch. I only had six minutes left. Cursing under my breath, I knew I couldn’t go further if I wanted to make it back outside and a safe distance away. I unzipped my jacket, took out the bomb before heading back up. I had to. If I went any deeper, there was no way I could make it back outside. I was silently cursing my stupidity. 
 
    Suddenly, my leg was grabbed from behind me, making me drop the bomb on the landing a few steps up as I fell hard on my side. My heart raced as I kicked free. Looking behind me, I all but snarled when I saw it was Sheila. “I know who you are, Cali!” she said through gritted teeth, trying to pull me to her. 
 
    I kicked my foot out towards her and clocked her in the face. She stumbled back, giving me the chance to stand up. I didn’t give her time to recover as I stormed down the few steps and punched her in the face before delivering a high kick to the side of her head. She was out cold before she hit the ground. I spat out blood I had welling my mouth from where my head knocked into one of the steps. “If you really knew who I was, you would’ve run the other way,” I muttered. 
 
    I checked the time on my watch and cursed. Just over five minutes. Sprinting up the steps, I ignored my side that was throbbing. I grabbed the bomb and tried to run as fast as I could. Just when I made it to the landing, telling me I was still four floors down, my watch beeped. Trying to catch my breath, I put the bomb down and flicked on the switch. The little clock on the front began to count down from five minutes. 
 
    Taking off as adrenaline surged through my veins, I set my clock on the run. I didn’t see David or Riley, which gave me hope they made it out. I was a minute down by the time I made it back outside. I had never run so fast in my life, but I knew I had to keep going. 
 
    Dirt and grit kicked up behind me as I sprinted to the back gate. I was relieved when I saw everyone there. When Hayden spotted me, he pointed. I glanced down at the clock. Less than three minutes. We needed to get out of here. “Go, go, go!” I shouted as I ran up to them. 
 
    We all took off, and to the very far left, I saw what looked to be David and Riley trying to get away as fast as they could. If they hurried, they might make it far enough. Hayden grabbed my hand, pulling me along even faster. Gavin was keeping up with his long legs as everyone else was behind us. Luckily, they were just keeping up enough not to worry. 
 
    Gunshots began to ring out, causing us all to scramble for shelter. One bullet whizzed past my head, making me shriek. I hit the floor hard behind a fallen tree, taking Gavin and Hayden with me. Everyone else followed suit. Bullet after bullet tried to hit us but only hitting the desert floor. 
 
    “They have us pinned!” Hayden yelled out. I could see near the compound that there was a team making their way over to us. I checked my watch. Less than a minute. 
 
    But they would reach us before the bombs went off, and we were still too close to be completely safe. 
 
    My mind raced at what I needed to do. I needed to split, but there were too many armed guards, and we didn’t have any weapons to defend ourselves. My eyes scrunched close as I attempted to do something potentially very stupid. 
 
    Another bullet shot off, but it was Aggie’s anguished cry that solidified my plan. “Aggie!” Glenn cried out and checked her over as carefully as he could without lifting his head over the dead tree so he wasn’t a target. 
 
    I felt a damn break lose as I felt like I was being stretched in all different directions. I also felt my nose begin to bleed in a very bad way. With shaking arms, I stood up, knowing I didn’t have to fear being shot at. “Cali, what the hell are you doing? Get down!” Hayden tried to pull me down, but I focused my energy on the group of fifteen or so armed guards who all were frozen in their steps with their guns drawn. 
 
    “We need to get the motorcycles! Come on we need to—” 
 
    All of our watches beeped, and soon I was airborne, being blasted back from the impact of the bombs. We were too close to the blast zone. For a second, everything was too loud. I could feel the heat of the blast, almost too hot for my skin. 
 
    I landed hard about ten feet away as everything got quiet. The only sound was a ringing in my ears. I couldn’t see anything as the dust hadn’t settled. I looked up towards the sky since I was on my back and tried to suck in a breath, but the blast knocked it all out of me. It seemed like it took too long for me to be able to finally draw in a choked gasp. I began coughing so much I had to roll over on my side where I then proceeded to cough up alarming amounts of blood. 
 
    I had never split that many at once. I never even split into two people, let alone fifteen. I felt too close to death for comfort. I tried to stop coughing so I can properly breathe. I couldn’t get in enough oxygen, and my vision was fading. Noises began to filter back in slowly. “Cali! Cali, where are you?” The voice sounded close, and as the dust settled, I heard the pounding of feet come towards me. 
 
    “Cali!” I was still trying to breathe when I was able to stop coughing up blood long enough to gasp for air, giving me a few extra moments. Hayden got behind me and propped me up on his lap. 
 
    My head lulled to the side, and I saw everyone else making their way over to me. Aggie looked okay, but her arm was bleeding. Blood was still pouring out of my nose, and if the wetness coming from my ears was any indication, I was in trouble. 
 
    “H-Hayden?” I gasped out on a choking breath. “T-The guards?” I managed to ask. I could see his eyes welling up as his face looked at me with a grim expression. I looked and saw everyone surrounding me. Brody looked down at my torso, making me do the same. It looked like a piece of wood around a foot long was jutting out of my middle. I wonder why I can’t feel that, I thought distractedly. 
 
    “It looks like they’re either knocked out or dead. Stay with me, Pretty Girl. We’re going to get you to the hospital, okay?” 
 
    I noticed something odd just outside our little group. Gavin was standing, looking at the damage with a smug smile on his face. I knew that wasn’t right because I know Gavin would be right here with me. Something was wrong. I was going to comment when Hayden picked me up. 
 
    I could feel the pain now. 
 
    “Gah!” I cried out, feeling the pull of the wooden object in my stomach move. I could hear Brody tell Hayden to be as careful as possible. 
 
    “We need to get her to a hospital now!” He growled out. He looked back down at me, and I was shocked to see he was crying. “I’m not going to lose you, Pretty Girl,” he whispered. “This is going to hurt, but I need to run. We’re so close to the motorcycles, and once we’re on, we can get you straight to the hospital for help, okay?” he reassured me. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and managed to nod. Before he could start though, a slow clapping could be heard. We all turned to see Gavin grinning at us as he stopped his clapping. 
 
    “Well done!” He chuckled and lazily put his hands in his pockets. “You know, I gotta tell ya, I was skeptical that you lot would actually pull this off! I mean, I knew you were strong, Cali, but I had no idea the extent of it until just now!” He shook his head ruefully. “To split yourself into fifteen guards under the circumstances is just…astounding. Things didn’t work out quite the way I wanted, but I do love to adapt,” he said with a slight tilt of his head. 
 
    I was struggling to breathe properly, but I felt my head spinning as dread seeped over me. “Gavin?” I managed to gasp out. 
 
    He shook his head at me with a chuckle. “No, but don’t worry. I won’t harm him. I just needed to see this plan through. I mean, your little group managed to take down our most threatening enemy.” 
 
    Brody snarled at him, pulling out a knife. “Evolution!” he spat, but whoever was in Gavin laughed. “Where’s Melina?” he growled, looking ready to kill him. I weakly squeezed Hayden’s arm. 
 
    “Don’t let him hurt Gavin,” I whispered, feeling horrified at what was unfolding. 
 
    Gavin threw his head back and laughed like Brody just said the funniest thing. “Oh, this is just too good! I can’t believe none of you have figured it out!” he crowed. 
 
    “Figured what out?” Hayden asked, inching away. I could tell he just wanted to get me help, but we were all rooted in place, feeling a sense of foreboding. 
 
    Gavin looked directly at me with a smirk. “Come on, Cali…It was in front of you all along. There were times in the past two years, I thought you would figure it out and blow the whole plan. Think back, Cali…the voices, that woman that you can never quite see in your dreams? How things seem so familiar yet completely new?” He paused, looking down at his nails. 
 
    Things slowly began to spin around me as my equilibrium shifted. I was still heavily bleeding, but I pushed that back in my mind. “T-the woman?” I stuttered out. 
 
    “I can give you her name? All you needed was to remember her, but I was counting on your stubbornness to protect yourself from pain.” Gavin paused with a sickening smile. “Kathryn Davenport…your mother.” 
 
    All was quiet, except for the very faint sounds of sirens in the distance. 
 
    “You’re lying! Our mother didn’t have another kid!” Brody yelled out. 
 
    “Oh, you’re quite right. It’s just you and…Melina,” he said, looking back at me. The name of Brody’s mother kept ringing in my ears, making it hard to concentrate. “Why are your memories so fuzzy beyond the last two years?” he turned to Brody with a smile. “Your sister is right here Brody, has been for two years now.” 
 
    I felt Hayden stagger back, looking down at me, but my vision was beginning to tunnel. 
 
    “I-I’m not Melina. I’m Cali,” I whispered. I could feel myself getting weaker, but I fought against the tiredness I felt. 
 
    “We don’t have time for your games! Cali needs a hospital!” Hayden yelled. I could tell he didn’t want to believe him, but all at once, things started to click in place for me. Memories started to slowly drip into my consciousness that I never had access to before. Kathryn, my mom. My real mom. 
 
    Oh my God. 
 
    I’m not Cali. I am Melina! How could I forget? What have they done to me? Where is my body? All these thoughts were crashing around in my head as I was fighting to stay awake. 
 
    “B-Brody? Oh my God, Hayden?” I called out, wanting to cry. I had never felt more confused, but I had to gasp when a crushing grief stole my breath. I remembered her. I remember being there when they shot my mom right in front of me. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you very soon, Melina,” Gavin said before he collapsed into the dirt. Brody came over to Hayden and me, looking into my eyes. 
 
    “Melina?” he asked, looking scared. I started to cry as more memories surfaced. Oh God, how could I forget my own brother? 
 
    “I-I don’t know how they did it, but it’s me. How did they make me forget?” I said in anguish, feeling like something was stolen from me. I felt like Cali, but I also knew that wasn’t me. Hayden looked lost but determined. 
 
    “We can discuss at the hospital once you’re taken care of. We need to go! Cops are on their way!” Hayden said as he began to run. 
 
    At this point, I couldn’t feel anything. I actually felt a bit cold, which I knew was a bad sign. I looked over Hayden’s shoulder and saw Glenn helping Gavin get up to run. I could feel a pull in my head. 
 
    “Hayden…I think I’m slipping.” I croaked, feeling myself being pulled back into my body. “I love you. Please don’t think otherwise. No matter who I thought I was, that doesn’t change,” I said faintly. Hayden looked down at me in alarm as we reached the motorcycles. “I think I’m being pulled back…” I trailed off, closing my eyes. 
 
    “No! I will find you, Melina! I swear to God I will!” Brody yelled next to me. Hayden secured me to the back of the motorcycle, sweating in concentration to make sure I didn’t fall during the ride. My shirt was more red than gray at this point. I wasn’t sure Cali would make it. 
 
    “Try everything you can to save her, Hayden…It’s not her f-fault.” I felt sadness at not being able to see my parents—her parents—again. At least, she might be able to. 
 
    Hayden finally looked at me. “I promise to do everything I can to keep her alive, but as soon as she is stable, I’m coming for you, Melina. You’re still my Pretty Girl, different name and body or not.” He kissed my forehead, but I couldn’t force my eyes open to see him, no matter how hard I tried. I was scared of where I was going to be when I opened them again in my actual body. 
 
    “We’ll find you.” He promised again before I slipped away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open to a very white room. It was cold like a doctor’s office. I was hooked up to an IV while I lay on some sort of uncomfortable cot. My hands reached up to my hair, pulling it to my line of vision. Pitch black hair, my hair. Part of me was expecting blonde. I didn’t feel as weak as I thought I should’ve been. 
 
    Cautiously, I sat up, my heart thundering in my chest. I didn’t remember coming there at all. The last thing I remember as being Melina was seeing my mom shot before an overwhelming grief took over me. I looked around the room and saw a toilet in the corner with a sink and what looked like a steel door with no doorknob. On the large wall in front of me was a very big mirror. The room was very large. I would say around forty by forty feet. The walls looked to be made of white brick, and I struggled not to shiver under the cold. 
 
    Standing up, I walked to the mirror, studying the face that was supposed to be so familiar yet still seemed so unreal. Logically, I now knew this was the body I was born into, but I still felt like Cali. But now that I was back in my own body, my memories of her life felt even more fuzzy as mine came more and more into focus. 
 
    I had jet black hair that fell past the middle of my back and dark green eyes, almost dark enough to mistake for a brown or black. This was my face, but it’s not. I was so confused and trying not to focus on the never-ending replay of my mother getting shot. How could I forget her? 
 
    The mirror changed in front of me, so it became a window. The mirror was a two way. “Good afternoon, Melina. Told you we would see each other again.” 
 
    I glowered at the older man in front of me. He looked to be in his mid-forties with peppered black hair. There was a girl standing next to him with a half buzz cut with piercings all along the side of both ears. With her equally black hair, I was assuming she was also a jumper. 
 
    “Why?” I asked trying, not to show any weakness. My real personality—that wasn’t dulled by Cali—was beginning to bleed through as I slowly remembered that I usually kicked ass first, then asked questions, but I needed to know why. Plus, I couldn’t kill him on this side of the glass. 
 
    “First, let me introduce myself. My name is Edward or Dr. Fause to most around here.” He paused, peering at me like I was some sort of lab rat. I resisted the urge to flip him off. “This here is Desire. She has been jumping into your body periodically to keep your muscles from going into atrophy.” 
 
    I felt violated as I spat a curse word at her. She smirked at me and shrugged. “How? Jumpers can’t jump into our own kind!” I angrily fisted my hands to prevent myself from lashing out. As those words left my lips, I remembered that it was true but not for me. I was different. I could jump into other jumpers; it was another part of my special abilities. 
 
    “You asked why, and the answer is very simple. We at Evolution realize that we are the future. Power is for our taking if we want it badly enough. Then we heard about you—the special girl with powers, unlike our kind has ever seen. Your mother tried to keep you from being exposed, but we found out. Of course, we had to have you.” He began to pace like he was excited, it made me sick. 
 
    “I found that grief is a great tool to gain control of jumpers. Discovered it years back actually. Did you know that in humans, when people are grieving, their immune systems weaken exponentially? It’s quite fascinating to watch. Jumpers go through something very similar, but their guarded minds go down, making it possible to jump without having your special abilities.” He toyed with something at a nearby desk before looking back over at me with a smirk. 
 
    “We just fed you the right amount of drugs on a constant supply to keep you sedated when necessary. It took a few weeks, but we were able to push your mind into Cali Spencer’s.” I felt so many questions running through my mind. 
 
    “Why her? Why Cali? She never hurt anyone!” I managed to get out through pursed lips. 
 
    “She was a vapid, empty-minded teenager. We did her a favor when we pushed you to take over her life. She was going nowhere and was situated near enough to our facility. We knew once you took over, you would work hard as a student since you always were dedicated to school. With you being so close, we could monitor your progress easily. All we had to do was pull some strings to get you in the right college, the college we knew your dear Hayden would attend if he too got a scholarship.” I felt my heart drop at the whole set up. They were behind everything. 
 
    “You leave Hayden alone!” I warned, but he only laughed, shaking his head. “The original plan was to have you convince him to come to us. We were going to introduce ourselves to you soon after you two met, after you gained his trust. Then those filthy Demolition people interfered and screwed everything up.” He looked momentarily angry before smiling again. 
 
    “No matter. Evolution lives to adapt. I knew you would fight back. It’s in your blood, and I knew you would take them down like no one else could. I’m so proud of you, Melina. Now, we won’t need to lure your group of jumpers to us. They’ll come willingly for you. And when they do, we will be ready. It will be up to them if they come peacefully, but it is so much fun when they fight it,” Fause said with his head slightly tilted. 
 
    I ran up to the glass, ripping my IV in the process and hit the cool surface with a hard bang. Desire jumped back slightly, making me internally smirk. First chance I got, I was going to show her why she shouldn’t have messed with me. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hurt them!” I banged again. 
 
    Fause looked bored as he motioned for Desire to follow him out of the room. He clicked a button, making the window appear as a mirror again. 
 
    I screamed as I continued to bang on the glass. Angry tears spilling down my face. “Let me out! Let me out!” I screamed. 
 
    But all that met was silence. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wendy 
 
      
 
    "Move it!" a nasty voice rang out in the hall of the high school.  
 
    Wendy turned around, making her blonde hair swirl around her like a fan. She bit her lip to stop the retort burning on the tip of her tongue. Standing there was the school's popular girl, Denise. She walked past Wendy, purposefully bumping her shoulder enough to make it hurt. Casting her eyes downward to hide the tears threatening to spill from her blue eyes, she silently moved further toward the walls littered with various high school posters made by the cheer squad. 
 
    "Don't you just love her?" Wendy smiled when she saw her close friend, Jamie, was next to her. She saw her friend’s eyes were on the popular girl with anger and contempt in them. Jamie was protective of her smaller friend, always had been since they met each other in the sandbox. She towered over Wendy's small frame at only 5'5" while Wendy herself was only 5' even. 
 
    Wendy shook her head and pushed her black frame glasses up even more, since they were slipping from her pert nose. Everything about her screamed fragile and pixie-like. Jamie threw her flame-orange hair in a messy ponytail while they stood there.  
 
    "I think she's just misunderstood."  
 
    Jamie looked at her with disbelief on her freckled face. "You're too nice for your own good. C'mon, let's get to class." 
 
    Clutching her books even closer to her frame, Wendy agreed and they both took off for their first period – English, which happened to be her favorite. 
 
    When they reached the shabby classroom, they went to take their seats at the back. Even though they were both classified as nerds by their peers in school, they each found homework tedious and mundane. Although, Wendy will actually do her work, whereas Jamie will do her work at the last minute, while she was in class, making her barely pass subjects with a C- average. Soon, the class filled up with far more students than there were seats available. With budget cuts, all classes were overfilled. Unfortunately, the class included Denise and that always brought a sense of dread to Wendy. She uttered a silent prayer that in this class she would not notice her, even though that seemed in vain, thanks to this morning's incident. Without wanting to, she was now on the girl's radar. 
 
    "Good morning, class. Please settle down!" Mrs. Rush came in looking slightly disheveled, which, without a doubt, had to be due to being late by five minutes. Wendy and Jamie both liked this teacher since she left them alone in the back, never asking them questions.  
 
    Plus, Mrs. Rush was a quirky sort of person, always getting overly excited about what subject she was talking about. Her hair was always in a very messy bun atop her head and it always came loose the more animated she became during class. "Today we're going to read about… treasure!"  
 
    Some students did perk up about that and it made Wendy smile to herself. This teacher could make a ball of yarn seem enthralling. Said teacher perched herself on her tall stool and opened a small booklet. 
 
    "Many centuries ago, here in our town of Mossy-Rock came settlers for the first time. They came from England in hopes of finding prosperous land and good fortune. It was slow at first, until one day, a man came into the small community wearing expensive garb and walking with confidence. His presence demanded respect and the townsfolk here knew he was very rich. 
 
    “They wondered, what was a man like him doing in their humble little town. Many fathers already began to think of marrying off their daughters with respectable dowries, but he turned them all down. Eventually, people left him alone. The next day more men came in to do this rich man's bidding, making the townsfolk that much more intrigued. Then the men and 'the mystery man,' as the town dubbed him, went off into the woods and disappeared for the next twenty days."  
 
    She was interrupted by a delicate snort from Denise. "Miss, this is stupid! When is it going to get good?" Her voice took a keening sound from the whine in her voice. It made both Wendy and Jamie cringe. 
 
    "Patience. Now let me finish. Ah, where were we? Oh! Here we go… nearly a month later, the mysterious man came back into town and started to converse with the townspeople! They soon learned he was building his home in the far woods. It was a home grander than anything anyone in town had ever seen! They now knew why he brought all those men with him, they were to help him build such a place."  
 
    Wendy's mind drifted to the mansion that was in ruins, deep within the woods. She had stumbled across it as a small child and sometimes went there to think, sitting on the once grand steps to draw what her heart urged her to. The mansion looked like it had seen better days. Walls were missing and the steps she sat on have all but crumbled. She had never even shown Jamie her special place – the place where she feels carefree and light. 
 
    "Parties were held there through the months and the townsfolk now knew just how wealthy this man was. His name was Vincent Gilmore and he had women lined up by his door vying for his attention." The guys broke off in chuckles and fist bumped each other, "Swag!" A jock laughed, making everyone else chuckle. Even Mrs. Rush let a little laugh spill out. "Yes, he indeed had 'swag' as you called it. Back to the story… he paid them all no mind and life within the small community went back to normal. One cold night though, the town awoke because of a scream. Lighting their lanterns, all gasped when they saw that there on the street lay a young girl, dead with eyes wide open with fright. Her skin was paler than the moon and two puncture wounds graced her neck. 
 
    “The people grew scared and knew it had to be a monster that did it. A young girl came forward, out of the crowd gathered around the body, and said she saw who had done it. Immediately, they began to question her. She told everyone it was Lord Vincent she saw attacking the young girl just moments before. People grew angry and lit their torches to confront the man in question." 
 
    Wendy's heart began to beat just a little faster and noticed everyone's eyes were trained on their teacher in apprehension and devoted attention. 
 
    "They barged into his home without invitation and saw him standing there looking confused, but they saw the blood on his clothing and wasted no time in binding him. The father of the dead girl grew so angry he grabbed the first thing he saw, which was a silver candle holder, and struck Lord Vincent. The crowd gasped as they saw how it burned him. At that, people rushed into their own homes to find all the silver needed to detain Lord Vincent. He pleaded with everyone to let him explain, but they wouldn't listen. Soon he grew too angry and let them see his true form. 
 
    “Black eyes gazed back at them with hatred and fangs protruded from his mouth that made the lesser of the brave scream. They bound him with rope, and with it they attached various silver items to his body, which had him screaming in agony. A carpenter quickly made a coffin and some other people tossed in their best silverware and any jewelry that had silver in it into the coffin. Lord Vincent tried to fight them off, but he was too weak from all the silver that were bound to him and he screamed out once more when they placed him in the coffin. His skin sizzled and he couldn't move. All the townsfolk began to spit on him and cursed him to hell before closing the lid and digging him a grave. It is said that the grave is still here, in our town near his old home. A monster’s resting place filled with the purest of silver that are worth millions. The townsfolk marked it with a rock that had 'Evil shall perish in the depths of hell' engraved on it." Mrs. Rush then closed the book and looked at her class with a smile. 
 
    "Whoa! Do you think it's true?" a boy asked from the middle of the room with wide eyes.  
 
    Mrs. Rush smiled at him and shrugged. "I can't say. No one has ever found his home. Now the assignment today is to come up with a treasure story of your own. I want creativity and I don't want to hear any whining. Understood?"  
 
    The class nodded and she told them all to get to work. Wendy's heart was in overdrive. She knew where his old home was! She went there a few times every month! Her eyes glanced at her best friend and wondered if she should show her? Something in her told her not to and that confused her. That place was the only one left, she felt belonged solely to her. It felt almost wrong to tell someone else about it. 
 
    Everyone got to their own stories, but Wendy was still too caught up on whether or not this story Mrs. Rush read had some truth in it. Was there treasure near where she sat constantly? She felt bad for the man in the story, if that part alone was true. Back in those times, they killed a lot of innocent people due to suspicion, and it was unfortunate that he was another victim.  
 
    "Mrs. Rush? She's not doing her work!" Denise pointed to Wendy with a smirk on her upturned face. Jamie scowled at her, but remained quiet since all eyes were now on the two girls in the back row. 
 
    "I would focus more on your work if I were you, Denise, and stop trying to tattle like a five-year-old," Mrs. Rush reprimanded her, making her face flush with barely contained anger. The teacher then walked to Wendy with a slight frown, but then turned to see the class watching her every move. "Back to work!" she instructed, making everyone reluctantly turn back to their own writing. Squatting down to look at the girl who had nothing on her blank page, her frown deepened. "Is something wrong, Wendy? You've never not done your work before."  
 
    Wendy looked down at her hands and let a small sigh escape her. Her thoughts were swirling with possibilities. If she were to somehow find this grave, she could answer her parents’ prayers. With her sick older brother in the hospital, her parents had to take out a second mortgage to pay the bills that were stacking up.  
 
    With a start, she realized her teacher was still waiting for an answer. "Um, I don't feel too well." Her lie was pitiful at best, but with the thoughts that consumed her, it left a paleness on her that made the lie believable.  
 
    Mrs. Rush nodded at her and quickly wrote out a pass. "Go on to the nurse then. I hope you feel better."  
 
    Wendy felt bad for lying, but she needed to see if she could somehow find this grave, and staying in school wouldn't put her curiosity to rest. She never thought about skipping and knew the school calls if you do, but she also knew her parents were at the hospital, and would be all day, with her brother, Markus. 
 
    "Text me later, okay?" Jamie whispered and looked at her with worry. The thought probably never crossed her mind that her petite friend would lie to a teacher, let alone do so to skip class. It made Wendy that much more sickened with guilt, but she pressed on. She needed to do this for her own sanity and possibly save her brother and her parents from the never-ending pile of debt. To anyone else, this would seem like a fool’s hunt, but it was the last bit of hope she had. Wendy nodded at her worried friend, gathered up her stuff, and carefully placed them in her bag. After a few minutes, she was out of the stuffy classroom and into the cooler hallway. The difference in temperature made goose bumps rise on her arms. She cursed herself for not wearing a jacket, forgetting that this old school had a faulty air conditioner and heater. 
 
    With hurried footsteps, she pushed the excuse note into the pocket of her worn-down jeans, making it crinkle in the silent hallway. Not wanting to be caught, she all but ran outside and didn't stop until she was in the outline of trees, all the while thinking someone must have seen her. Her heart was pounding in her chest and a voice whispered for her to turn back, this wasn't right. It was the voice that had always labeled her a ‘goody-two-shoes’. Not today, she thought with a determined nod and continued to her sanctuary. 
 
    She knew exactly how to get there from the school, or from anywhere in this small town. Her scuffed shoes brushed against dense ferns, and water from leftover rain on the plants soaked the bottom of her jeans. Her nose began to turn pink from the biting cold since it was still morning. Her ears picked up birds chirping up above the canopy and the rustle of leaves from the gentle wind. 
 
    Almost an hour of walking was done before she arrived at her destination. Her jeans were wet along with her shoes and her blonde hair turned frizzy from the humidity, even though it wasn't that hot. She worked up a small sweat from walking uphill to this place. Even though her body was small, she was by no means fit. So every time she came here it gave her a good workout, but that was the only workout she ever got. Even in her P.E. class she barely participated, if at all.  
 
    Her eyes took in the crumbling building and it brought a smile to her face. The blocks that once held up grand walls were now in piles on the ground and there was a large, thick oak door that still stood proud and tall before her at the top of the unstable stone stairs. She shook her head and reprimanded herself. She was not here for another of her daydreaming days. No, she was here to find the treasure. A delicate snort sounded from her at the silly thought. The whole idea sounded juvenile even to her! However, she was already here, so might as well try. 
 
    For the next two hours, her eyes scanned tirelessly to find the grave, but came up with nothing. She remembered Mrs. Rush said it was near his home, but she couldn't seem to find it. Maybe it was just a story after all, she thought with a bitter frown. Wiping away the sweat that had accumulated on her forehead, she kicked a small stray rock and began to walk home… only to trip over a medium-sized boulder. A small yelp pierced the forest's dead calm as she landed in a heap on the dirt-covered floor. She hissed through her teeth as a stabbing pain began to radiate in her ankle. Tears sprang up in her eyes as the feeling of pain and the burden of failure resonated within her. She looked through squinted eyes, ready to yell at the rock that hurt her when her breathing stopped short. 
 
    "Evil shall perish in the depths of hell," she whispered to herself as she read the barely visible engraving on the stone. Her heart thudded irregularly when she realized she might have found it. With clammy palms, she brushed away some debris and stray leaves, and her eyes got bigger when she confirmed that she’d indeed found what she was looking for. Looking around wildly, she cursed herself again when she realized she hadn't thought to bring any tools with her. 
 
    "Idiot!" she hissed to herself. Then her eyes spotted a long piece of wood that seemed perfect, so she started digging with it. The ground in her town was always soft from the constant rain and she knew it wouldn't be too difficult. She just didn't know how deep it was. After thirty minutes of constant digging, Wendy found herself out of breath and her clothes and skin caked with mud. The hole was now about three feet deep. She gave a small laugh, thinking what her mother would say. Her arms burned from the strenuous activity and she was close to giving up and coming back tomorrow, with a shovel this time. But she knew she wouldn't sleep tonight if she did that. Looking up, she knew it had to be around twelve or so since her stomach had been rumbling non-stop. She lifted the piece of wood once more and struck the earth. 
 
    Thud.   
 
    Her pulse quickened at the sound. ‘This must be it!’ she thought with a huge smile. To anyone else she must have looked like a crazy person, with how she was now dressed and the fact that she was digging up a grave. She could imagine Jamie trying to talk her out of it now.  
 
    With the wood, she scraped around the large boxlike coffin so she could have enough room to open it and not stand on top of it. It took another thirty minutes, but she eventually succeeded when her feet were no longer on the wooden top. Her eyes widened when she saw a cross engraved on it and traced the carving with her dirt-caked fingernails. 
 
    Her guilt began to come back full force. This was someone's grave, not her way to help her family out of debt. At the thought of her family, her mind drifted to her sick brother. He has a heart defect that the doctors had only detected this past year. It was fatal unless treated with the right surgery – one that costs more than a four-year tuition to Harvard, which is exactly what her parents were trying to pay with only a community college graduate kind of salary. With that thought in mind, she pushed away her guilt and started to pry open the lid. 
 
    She pulled too hard at first and sliced her index finger on a loose splinter. She cried out and stuck the bleeding finger in her mouth, but not before drops of it landed on the coffin and seemed to seep into it. The taste of iron and earth flooded her taste buds as she tried to suck the pain away. She shuddered from the taste, but it did help with the sting. Heaving a big sigh, she thought of how beat up she'll look tomorrow at school. With her limping from a bad ankle and probably bruises from the fall, it won't be long before rumors start to fly about. She tried to open it again, with her heart sprinting at the thought of what lies beneath, but she had to shove her fears aside for the time being. Finally, she pried the lid open with a loud creaking sound, which she thought only happened in horror movies. 
 
    She gasped and screamed as she scrambled to not get so close to the rotting corpse before her. There was still flesh on the bones, remarkable, but it was spotty as most of it was gone. The smell made Wendy gag and she gasped again when she saw what looked like fingernail markings on the inside of the lid. It was then that she came to a startling realization, that it truly was Lord Vincent, and that he was really buried alive! His clothes were tattered and torn but still looked to be in semi-decent shape, almost as if it was a zombie costume for Halloween, with its few holes. With a shudder, she realized there was dried blood on them as well. Her conscience came to the fore and she cursed herself for thinking this could possibly be justified! 
 
    Her eyes caught something shiny, and it was then that she saw what was left of the body was lying on a small mound of silver, just like in the story. Wendy bit her lip at the temptation. This could help solve her family's problem. Help save her brother's life. 
 
    With shaky hands, she reached in and grabbed a hold of a very old looking necklace that had a red ruby ensnared in the center. Her heart did reach out to the poor man with the rope still wound around his body. Since she ignored her conscience from the time she started to walk here, she decided the least she could do was untie him as an 'I'm sorry' of sorts. 
 
    Black hair that could rival the color of a raven lay in a heap behind the head and had cobwebs and various bugs crawling through it. It disgusted her, but she was also disgusted with herself, grave robbing this poor soul. His eyes were long gone and that image will forever be burned in her memory. With eyes shut, she forced herself to untie him, if only to appease her guilty conscience a little. Without her knowledge, her bleeding finger dripped ever so lightly into the open jaw of the lying corpse. If Wendy had opened her eyes, she would've seen the two very pointy canine teeth that lay behind the rotting lips. 
 
    After that was done, she felt a little better despite taking the treasure back to her home. She wasn't sure how she was going to explain it. Maybe the truth, she wasn't sure. All she knew now was that this was the ticket to save her family. Gathering up all the silver that lay behind the body, she heaved it up and out of the hole before climbing out. Wendy knew she shouldn’t just leave the grave open so she shoved the rest of the dirt back in. She carried as much of the new treasure as she could in the gym bag she had the forethought to bring, stuffed the rest in her school bag, and walked back home. 
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