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- Chapter One -

The Pressure Is On
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Sweat gathered among the short hairs of his eyebrows before continuing down his pale skin to drip directly on the ground below. 

It wasn’t that the temperature was hot or that the air was humid. Instead, it was the high-pressure job at hand that caused his blood to pump briskly through his fourteen-year-old frame. Jayden glanced over at Aaron to see if he was also showing signs of stress. Darkness enveloped them, and there was barely enough light shining on Aaron to see his face, but Jayden could see that he was showing signs too. Aaron was sweating just as much, if not more, from the intensity of the task at hand. 

They crouched low, studying the activity at their destination from a safe distance and keeping an eye out for anything that might threaten them. 

Before them stood a small village that looked like a little army camp, perhaps containing rebel soldiers. They had been given strict orders to check the place out and destroy any weaponry they came across. The orders were easy to follow, as the place had been marked as an extreme threat, in the form of terrorism against innocent people. Jayden placed his back firmly against the trunk of a large tree, out of sight from the village. Aaron watched him intently and followed suit, trying desperately to blend as much as possible into his surroundings. 

Aaron was a spectacular fighter in Tae Kwon Do, one of the best that Jayden knew of, especially at his age. At the moment, though, Aaron was paying particular attention to Jayden’s actions. It was discovered soon after Jayden joined the group at the Sanctum that he was a natural in camouflage and blending into his environment. It had been discovered by accident when they played a game of skirmish in the trees outside their school building. Jayden had succeeded so well that they couldn’t even see his tracking light on the tracking screen. 

It had been a little over a year since Jayden had taken Avando’s offer and joined the group at the Sanctum, leaving behind a harsh life on the streets. Although he would have been happy with an ordinary, caring home, he was astonished when he was taken to live at the Sanctum, a school that was built within a large mountain. The mountain was amazing, and the Sanctum was decorated with marble and had views easily matching ones seen in a travel catalog, and it was eco-friendly too. It was also equipped with a brilliant computer, an artificial intelligence called Scarlet. She was super-intelligent, even hilarious at times, and not to be crossed. She made sure there were significant consequences to pay for those who did. 

Jayden peeked around the back of the tree. Something moved in the shadows in one of the outside corners of the village. His heart thumped profusely in anticipation of a possible enemy, who might have been moving around in the dark. Aaron’s face grew worried under the crop of his dark-brown hair. He indicated for Jayden’s attention then homed in on the movement he had observed. Jayden nodded in acknowledgment, crouched down, and crept over to the edge of the trees for a closer look. Aaron followed closely behind him. Making use of the magnifying advantage of telescopic vision, Jayden zoomed in on the moving shadow. He observed an outside garbage bin located in that corner, and he saw the movement again on the side. He realized that the movement was from something small and furry and put it down to being a cat or some other foraging animal. He breathed purposefully in a slow, repetitive manner, letting his heartbeat settle with the realization that it was only a creature of the night. He moved his attention to other parts of the village and scouted the area again without seeing any sign of other movement.

He spoke into the mouthpiece of the roving communicator strapped to his head. “Seraph?” It was a codename for a messenger or an angel.

“Copy.” The quick, friendly response from Robert’s distant voice instantly soothed their nerves a little, as they knew that they were not alone.

“We need you to work some of your magic and give us better eyes,” Jayden said.

“Not a problem. Clearer vision is coming your way,” Robert said. 

“Copy.”

Jayden and Aaron waited quietly while continuing to watch the village ahead. It seemed like a pretty sleepy village at the moment. A couple of lights shone dimly, illuminating the main street area in what looked like the only sign of occupation besides the stray creature feasting off the garbage bins. 

It wasn’t long before Jayden felt a fluttering on the coat of his camouflage uniform. He looked down to see an insect crawling out of one of his pockets. It was black, with beady eyes and long, transparent wings with conspicuous veins. He recognized it, as he had seen it in the trees around the Sanctum. It was a cicada. Once it finished crawling out of his pocket, it seemed to be looking straight at Jayden and started to sing as if it was trying to tell him something. It then flew over to Aaron, landed on his chest, and also stared into his eyes. After singing a little cicada song, it flew back to Jayden’s chest and stared into his eyes again. 

“Seraph? Is that you?” Jayden asked hesitantly through his roving communicator. 

“Affirmative,” Robert’s voice confirmed.

Thankful that it wasn’t just some weird, staring insect, Jayden breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s amazing. You really are a prodigy. It looks like the real thing.” 

The cicada flew off and headed toward the village. In the corner of his night-vision glasses, Jayden noticed another small screen appear. It seemed to be bouncing all over the place. Trying not to get motion sickness, he looked intently at the screen and realized that it was the vision from the eyes on Robert’s cicada. It flew around the closest buildings first, pausing at the windows and taking a good look inside. The cicada must have had night vision installed, as it could even see clearly inside the windows where there were no lights. 

Robert’s voice came over the headset. “The first area is clear. You’re good to go.”

“Copy!” Jayden said. 

Proceeding with caution, Jayden started making his way closer to the edge of the trees. He moved slowly and tried to blend in with his surroundings, just in case some impending threat was overlooked. Aaron followed Jayden’s example as well as keeping an eye out for danger.

A loud hoot sounded in a tree not far from where they had stopped. They both jumped at the noise then looked at each other and smiled, having a silent laugh at their edginess, once they had realized that it was only an owl. The teens progressed forward until they reached the edge of the trees, dropped to their stomachs, and started to crawl commando style toward the first building in the village. With all senses on full alert, they proceeded while continuing to keep an eye on the screen from the cicada’s vision. Limb by limb, they crawled closer to the first building. They were almost there when they noticed that the cicada had come across a room full of people dressed in camouflage uniforms. The officers seemed to be having a party. Several people were standing with drinks in their hands, chatting among themselves. 

To one side, four men were sitting around a table with a pile of money in the middle, playing cards. A cigarette hung out of the side of the officer’s mouth as he glanced at his fistful of cards, which were fanned out so that he could see all of them. He ran a hand through his dark stubble then rearranged a few of the cards. When he finished, he closed up his hand of cards and looked around at the other players with a blank expression on his face. 

Laughter exploded from one of the standing soldiers. He was talking to a woman with a long blond braid hanging down her back, and they seemed pretty cozy. She stood close, focusing her pale-blue eyes on his, smiling and leaning into him, oblivious of their surroundings. Jayden could not hear their conversation. It was left to Robert to listen, as he was at their base and plugged into the audio.

Seeing that the room was not an immediate threat to them, Jayden turned his attention back to getting them to the first building safely. They continued to crawl toward the village. It wasn’t very far, but doing it on all fours made it seem a greater distance.

Something moved in his line of sight at the corner of his left eye. His heart skipped a beat as he turned toward the movement. To his horror, he saw a human figure in the dark. He cursed himself. They had been too busy looking at the vision of the activity in the room to take in their immediate surroundings properly. 

He stopped his crawling and indicated the problem to Aaron. His heart beat rapidly in his chest, his ears burned, and his body felt weak with sudden panic. They were in the middle of an open space, clearly visible if a person looked in their direction with a flashlight or night-vision glasses. Muttering a small, silent prayer to anyone who would listen, he continued to watch the person while forcing himself to breathe slowly, deeply and purposefully. They were lucky to be in the dark shadows and not in the lit area. They remained still while keeping a careful eye on the person in the dark. After what seemed to have been hundreds of deep breaths, Jayden could feel himself starting to get a better grip on his body, and he thought he could move without feeling weak or clumsy, even though his heart still thumped loudly in his chest. 

With his night-vision glasses, he studied the person, and he could make out a large rifle slung over one shoulder. The person seemed to be doing a brief patrol of this side of the village. He wandered closer to Jayden and Aaron, took a brief look at the trees and the surrounding area, then continued around the building to the other side of the village. Jayden breathed a sigh of relief. The soldier didn’t appear to have noticed the two conspicuous figures lying on the ground. Jayden and Aaron watched as the figure progressed around the buildings, scaring away the foraging animal as he walked past the bins. When their area was all clear again, they cautiously continued crawling toward the village until they finally reached the wall of the building. Jayden stood, wiped the sweat off his forehead, then pressed his back against the wall and slowly edged his way around the building. Aaron followed closely as they traced the path of the armed person, sticking their heads around before progressing. The cicada screen no longer showed the room full of people, but it continued to fly around and investigate the other buildings. 

“Seraph?” Jayden spoke softly into the remote communicator.

“Copy,” Robert’s voice responded instantly. 

“What’s the status of safe progression?” Jayden asked. “We were slightly preoccupied with an unexpected visitor.”

“All good so far, just be on alert for a rowdy crowd in building three. All else clear for now,” Robert said.

“Any sign of our visitor?”

“Negative. Not from here.”

“Copy. What about our destination?” Jayden asked.

“Haven’t found it yet. I’m still looking,” Robert responded.

Jayden and Aaron continued around building one then passed the next. When they reached the rowdy building, they kept a low profile and made sure they squatted, remaining below window height. Jayden’s heartbeat rose again, beating loudly in his ears and pulsing hard through his limbs, making it difficult to move with any finesse. He was thankful that the group in the room was so noisy—it helped to block out any sound that might have come from their temporary clumsiness. 

After they passed the building, Jayden breathed a sigh of relief and moved to press forward with caution.

Avando’s voice came over the roving communicator. “Contender?” 

“Yes, Alpha,” Jayden responded respectfully. 

“There appears to be something of a suspicious nature in the fourth building on the left. It doesn’t have any occupants at present, so the sooner you can get there, the better,” Avando said.

“Copy, Alpha,” Jayden said.

Hastily, they moved around the buildings, searching for the fourth building on the left. They maneuvered in and out of the gaps between the different structures. Jayden grasped a mirror, using it to check around each of the building’s corners and see if there was anyone on the other side before moving around it. He practiced this around every building corner until he caught a movement in the dark. He proceeded to watch the mirror. It was the scout who had almost discovered them earlier. Without meaning to, he held his breath, watching the figure intently and making every attempt not to alert him to their presence there. Jayden silently pulled his mirror back around the side and indicated to Aaron that an enemy was just around the corner and that he was not moving on. 

It was Aaron’s turn to take charge of the situation. Silently, Aaron moved past Jayden and peeked at the mirror himself. Then to Jayden’s surprise, Aaron made a sound, loud enough for the enemy to hear. Jayden pressed himself back against the wall and into the shadows, waiting to see what Aaron was planning. 

With his back also pressed against the wall, Aaron stood still against the corner of the building, close to the edge, watching his enemy in the small mirror. Jayden observed as his friend’s posture changed from a camouflaged position to a ready stance. Jayden watched in awe as Aaron swiftly placed the mirror in his pocket, waited, and then attacked the person with a strike to the neck, just as he arrived at the corner to investigate the noise. The enemy fell to the ground in silence as he grasped at his throat, a look of shock in his eyes. He was still breathing, but he was rendered temporarily voiceless. 

Moving swiftly, Jayden helped Aaron to gag the man then bind his hands and feet. They left the man in the fetal position in a secluded area and continued stealthily toward their targeted building. 

“Seraph?” Jayden spoke into the communicator.

“Copy,” Robert’s fourteen-year-old voice sounded official.

“Has the building been checked to see if it is unoccupied?”

“I’m currently finalizing the assessment.” There was a brief pause. “Done! All clear for entry.”

“Copy,” Jayden said.

They moved down the side of the targeted building toward the front, which faced the center of the small town. As he approached the corner closest to the center of the dimly lit street, Jayden pulled the mirror out again and checked for movement. All seemed clear. His heartbeat thumped in his ears and his hands shook as he skimmed around the corner to approach the door. Aaron stood guard. When Jayden arrived at the door, his heart sank. He was unable to pick the lock in the old-fashioned way because a digital pin pad secured it. He cursed himself for not bringing the digital pin pad decoder.

“Seraph?” Jayden spoke into his remote communicator.

“Copy,” Robert answered without hesitation.

“We need help from our puzzler,” Jayden informed him.

Eva’s voice came over the communicator. “Right here.” 

Jayden loosed a breath. 

“What do you need?” she asked.

“We have a code that needs deciphering,” he informed her. “Can you take a look?” He moved his vision closer to the pin pad, knowing that she would take a snapshot to look at it on her computer. If anyone could solve it, Eva could. Puzzles and problems were her specialty. 

While he was waiting for her to have a good look at the pad, he retreated around the corner and off of the main street. Just as he moved into the dark alley out of sight, a person passed through the middle of the village, moving down the main road.

“Okay, Contender.” Eva’s voice carried through his headset.

“Just give us a minute, Puzzler. We have company.” Jayden whispered over the communicator.

“Copy. I’m here when you’re ready.”

When he thought the person had gone, he double-checked with the mirror, edging it around the corner of the building. Then he stuck his head around the corner for a clearer view. All was clear. Feeling his stomach ease slightly, he entered the street again with Aaron keeping watch.

“Ready, Puzzler?” he whispered into his headset. 

“Copy. Now I have several different combinations for you to enter quickly.” She started rattling off the different combinations, and Jayden’s fingers entered them as fast as possible while checking the screen for the correct signal. Each one finished with a red flashing light, indicating they were incorrect.

Finally, after many combinations, the green light appeared. Jayden opened the door and slipped inside, with Aaron following closely behind. They were astounded by the amount of weaponry displayed before them. It was like a gun collector had gone mad. There was every kind of gun and rifle, many more than the two boys had ever seen before. Farther inside, there were grenades, missiles, and boxes of explosives. 

“Alpha?” Jayden’s voice was shaky as he spoke.

“Copy, Contender.” Avando’s voice was firm and reassuring over Jayden’s headset.

“Can you see this?” Jayden’s voice rose slightly.

“Yes, I can. Unfortunately, it is as I suspected. I will need you to destroy it,” Avando told him.

“Destroy it?” Jayden queried in surprise.

“Yes. This is why you have been sent in. It is a great danger to our people.”

“Copy,” Jayden said, pulling himself out of his initial disbelief. “How would you like us to do that?”

“Well…” Avando sounded as though he was stroking his chin in thought. “Given all those explosives, the best way would be to blow it up.”

“Really?” The word tumbled out of Jayden’s mouth.

“Yes. There’s too much to do anything else.”

“Copy, Alpha.” 

With Aaron’s help, Jayden set to work. They rigged all of the explosives, set all of them to blow in five minutes, then hurried for the main door. Jayden peered out the window near the door, checking to see if all was clear, then went to open it. 

“What?” Jayden’s jaw dropped. Mounted on the door was a security pin pad. “Who puts a security lock on a room from the inside?” His voice tightened in panic. “Aaahhh. Puzzler?”

“Copy.” Eva’s voice rang clear in his ear. 

“We need a code, and we need it now!” Jayden felt his panic rise.

“Just try the code that you entered last for getting in.” She stated it as though it was apparent.

“What was that?” 

“C59835.” 

He entered the code, but it didn’t work. “No good, Puzzler,” he said with dread filling his voice. 

“Ah, okay.” Eva sounded surprised. “Show me the pad, and I’ll set to work.”

Jayden showed her the pad so she could copy it and get to work on the code. “Be quick, Puzzler. We only have four and a half minutes left to get out in one piece.”

“Copy,” she said.

Jayden’s heart thumped louder in his chest with each second that passed. At four minutes left, Eva spoke. “Try these,” she said, rattling off several different codes.

Jayden entered them quickly, still with no success. He worried the inside of his lip. “No good. Give us some more.” His voice tightened. 

“Copy.” She silently went to work again. When three and a half minutes were left, her voice came over the headset again. “Right. Try these.” She ran through several more codes, again with no success.

“We need more, quickly.” Jayden wiped his brow with his sleeve. The sweat from the stress was starting to run down his face. He wiped it away and looked at Aaron anxiously, only to see his emotions mirrored in Aaron’s face. To make matters worse, the security alarm had gone off from not having the correct code put into the system before the required time. Terror crossed both boys’ faces at the same instant. “Now! We need the code, now!” He was yelling both from panic and the need to be heard over the alarm. 

A few seconds later, Eva’s voice sounded over the headset. “Right, try these.” She called out a few more. Finally, one worked. The light turned green, and the alarm stopped with only two and a half minutes remaining to get far away from the building and out of harm’s way.

They opened the door to see soldiers running in their direction. Jayden saw a look of dread cross Aaron’s face as they glanced at each other. The only choice they had was to make a dash for it in full view of the soldiers. Voices yelled at them, followed by shooting. 

Bullets hit the building behind them as they darted around the building’s side. 

Before reaching the corner that would shield them from the bullets, Jayden felt himself falling. The ground rose rapidly, and the jolt of the impact jarred his body. He pulled his thoughts together and moved to get to his feet.  No matter how hard he tried, he could not get up. He crawled forward in their original direction, glancing quickly over his shoulder to check on Aaron. He was also crawling along the ground. Great, he thought sarcastically, that’s not going to help us get out of here quickly. 

He raised his rifle and started shooting back at the soldiers, slowing their advancement. 

Aaron and Jayden continued to crawl. Their progress was painstakingly slow, and it frustrated Jayden more when he spotted them following them. He shot back at their pursuers, slowing them down. Then he continued crawling toward their exit. Jayden glanced at his watch. To his horror, he saw there were only thirty seconds left.

Avando’s voice came over the headset. “Contender! You really need to hurry. You’re still in the danger zone.”

Jayden didn’t respond but continued moving as fast as he could, with Aaron in close pursuit.

Fifteen seconds. “Come on, Contender!” Avando called over the headset.

They were already going as fast as they could, so all that they could do was to continue at that speed. Ten seconds… five… Then it happened. There was one brilliant flash accompanied by a tremendous whoosh, which flooded over them.

“Contender?” Avando spoke over the communicator. “Contender?” Urgency pierced his voice. “Come in, Contender! Contender?”


- Chapter Two -

Brendan Turns Schizophrenic

[image: Image]

It was the beginning of a new school year for Liam at Ernest State College, the government school for the gifted. The year before, he managed to excel at everything except Tae Kwon Do, which he only scraped through with a pass. He was glad that even though the school had a proud reputation for the sport, students weren’t removed for lack of excellence in that particular area. Liam assumed that the school had just come to the conclusion that often the gifted were left with a severe lack of coordination, and he was right. So as long as they could see the students trying, they did not cancel their scholarships due to incompetence in Tae Kwon Do. 

Liam was relieved. He adored the school and was proud to have been chosen for a scholarship. It was the only way to be accepted there. 

He sat in his least favorite class, working on his two left feet. He had made it to the next level in one year. What was really annoying him was that his little sister Gemma had only been at the school for a month, and she was already in the same Tae Kwon Do class. She had taken to the sport as though she had been practicing in secret her whole life. 

Thinking about that made him look in her direction. There she was, already perfecting the kicks and punches better than he could. It annoyed him so much that it made him feel sick. Her long dark-brown hair lay in a plait down her back, and she looked like a natural. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her—in fact, he was very fond of her. It just annoyed him that she was good at so many things. 

I must be the only one in my family who isn’t good at anything physical, he thought to himself. Even his good friends Hayley and Dryden had been moved up to the next level, not to mention their friend Brendan, who was accelerating through the Tae Kwon Do levels at a ridiculous pace. Brendan was progressing so rapidly that it was almost as though he had done it before.

When class finished, Gemma went over to Liam as he was toweling himself down and getting the moisture out of his hair. “Great lesson, huh, bro?”

“Yeah. Great.” Sarcasm oozed from his voice. “If you don’t have two left feet.”

“You should practice more. Then you might discover you actually have a right foot like the rest of us,” she teased. Her pale-blue eyes shone with mischief.

“Yeah, well. We can’t all be great at everything like you,” he snapped back, jealousy causing his ears to warm. He threw a towel over his shoulder, ready to leave.

Gemma didn’t seem upset by his harshness. “You know you’re better at some things than me,” she said, sounding encouraging and placing a comforting hand on his sweaty shoulder. “I’ll see you later.” She walked out the door to get ready for her next lesson, and Liam headed for the shower. 

The next lesson was science with Professor Henry Klarance, in the science building, room A. Even though the room had technically been part of the school for many years, the room and building were completely new, because only six months ago the building had been blown up. To this day, they hadn’t informed Ernest State who was responsible. 

They still hadn’t found the culprit, but nothing else had happened to the school since. The school had written the attack off as a warning to stay away, as it had occurred on the same day that some senior students from the school had interfered in a terrorist attack on a train station. However, even with the warning, Liam was pretty sure that the students would interfere again if the opportunity arrived, as they’d managed to save hundreds of lives that day. 

He entered the lab before class to find Professor Klarance standing up front with the back of his thin silhouette facing toward the classroom. He was drawing diagrams and pictures on the whiteboard in preparation for the day’s class. The professor looked up, saw Liam enter, and acknowledged him with a nod. His ears were quite large, and the movement reminded Liam of Dumbo, the flying baby elephant from the stories of his childhood. Such an observation would typically cause Liam to smile, yet the annoyance from his last lesson still burned deep. 

He returned the gesture to be polite to his family group’s teacher then turned to find his friends Hayley, Dryden, and Brendan already there with their equipment out, ready to start. He trudged over to sit with them. 

Seeing his grumpy face, Hayley said, “So, another good Tae Kwon Do lesson?” She had her curly red hair pulled back from her face into a ponytail.

“Ha ha. Always one to make a wisecrack,” he snapped. 

She grinned at him, pushing her freckly cheeks out wide. “So it went well, did it?”

“Oh, it was all right,” he said, cheering up a little. “It just annoys me to see Gemma getting better than me like you two did, and she’s only been doing it a little while.”

“Cheer up, genius!” Hayley said, her voice filled with optimism. “You’ll get better… one day.” 

“Gee, thanks,” he retorted as Dryden and Brendan laughed, although he had to finish with a smile. Hayley had that knack. 

He looked at all the equipment for the lesson lying on the bench. There were different-sized balloons, masking tape, fishing line, drinking straws, a long tape measure, and large textbooks. He placed his pad of paper and pencil on the bench alongside his friends’. 

“So what are we working on today?” Liam asked the group while taking in the odd assortment.

“Today, we are working on something fun,” Dryden said.

“What?” Liam asked.

“Air power for transportation,” Dryden said, almost standing.

“Meaning?” Liam was puzzled by why Dryden was so enthusiastic.

“Using the force of the air to propel a vehicle,” Hayley said.

“Oh.” Liam looked up to where Professor Klarance was still writing on the whiteboard and saw a diagram involving all of the equipment on the bench and including the chairs. He suddenly understood why chairs were lying everywhere, when usually the lab was clear. 

Professor Klarance put down his whiteboard marker and turned to address the students. “Morning, students.” Without waiting for a response, he continued, “For those of you who don’t already know, today, we are working on air power and its ability to move things in the form of transportation. We will be working with balloons as the vehicle, but instead of having them fly all over the room, we will be flying them along the fishing line. You’ll find all of the instructions on the board behind me. It is a fairly straightforward experiment, but if you happen to need any help, let me know.” The professor moved in a way that confirmed that the conversation was over.

Brendan looked at the diagram and started setting up the chairs, dividing the heavy textbooks and placing them evenly on each chair. He seemed distracted, working quietly and efficiently and without saying a word. 

“What’s up with you today, Brendan?” Hayley’s curiosity always got the better of her. “You seem quieter than normal.”  

“Oh. Do I?” Brendan’s pale face held an expression of thought.

“Ah, yeah,” Liam said. “You didn’t even give me any advice on how to improve my Tae Kwon Do.”

“Oh, I thought Hayley had that one pretty well covered. I guess I’m just worried about all the work that we have coming up. We have so many assignments due already.”

Dryden worked in the background, organizing the fishing-line cables from chair to chair and making sure they were taut. He left one end in a bow that could easily be untied and refastened. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Liam reassured Brendan. “We can work on several of them together to help each other out a little.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He appeared a little surprised. “That’s right. Of course we can.” 

Liam’s brow furrowed in confusion. He was sure Brendan knew this. Liam nodded as he blew up a balloon. He felt his face flush from lack of oxygen. Hayley taped a straw straight up and down its side. 

“Well, yeah,” Hayley said, sounding astonished and casting a strange look at Brendan. “We always do.”

Once they secured the straw to the balloon, they followed the instructions and let it down. Then they did the same to a couple of other balloons for backups.

Brendan seemed to notice Hayley’s frustration. “I know, I know. I guess I am just having pre-jitters.”

“Well, don’t be stupid. Work with us,” Dryden said. “Then you can stop stressing.”

When all the balloons had straws attached, Hayley untied one end of the fishing wire then threaded the fishing line through the straw on a balloon. Dryden then retied the fishing line and made sure it was taut again.

Liam refilled the balloon, secured the end with his fingers, and held it down on one end of the fishing line with the open side of the balloon closest to the chair.

Once ready, he let it go, and the balloon moved along the line for quite some distance.

They completed the experiment several times with different-sized balloons, documenting the distances and variables until the lesson was finished.

 “I’m going to get some morning tea. I’m famished.” Liam turned to the others. “Anyone else coming?”

“Count me in,” Dryden said, his face beaming at the mention of food.

“Yep, me too.” Hayley turned to head in the direction of the dining room. 

“Um. I’ve got to go and work on something.” Brendan started to head in the opposite direction. 

“What?” Hayley didn’t hide her surprise. “Do you ever eat?”

A stunned look crossed Brendan’s face. “Well, yeah. Sure.” He sounded hesitant.

“When?” She took an intimidating step toward him.

“All the time.” He crossed his arms over his chest. 

“Hmm. Just not with us.” She lifted her lightly freckled nose in distaste. 

Brendan looked uncomfortable and ran his hand through his hair. “Sorry. I will shortly. I promise.”

“We’ll see,” she snapped, spinning to face the other direction then joining Liam and Dryden as they headed toward the dining room.

When they were out of earshot, Dryden gazed at her. “What’s your problem with him?”

“What do you mean?” she asked. Her eyes looked greener as they filled with innocence. “I like him.” 

Both Dryden and Liam gave her an unconvinced look and asked together, “Really?” 

They had reached the dining room and started choosing from an assortment of delicious-looking muffins.

“Of course.” She looked confused.

“Then why are you so snappy with him?” Dryden studied her as they made their way toward one of the empty dining tables, pulled out a plastic-topped chair each, and sat down.

“Haven’t you ever noticed how strange he can be sometimes?” she asked while looking at them curiously. 

“How could we miss it when you point it out all the time?” Dryden fiddled with his muffin paper. “But aren’t we all a little strange sometimes? Like, you have your days.” He cast her a cheeky glance.

“Ooooo. It’s like that, is it?” she snapped and glared at him, her eyes flashing fire. She chomped her muffin.

Liam laughed. “That got your back up, didn’t it?”

She glared at him, giving him a disapproving female look. “I was joking, genius!” She laughed heartily. “I know everyone is a little strange in their own way, but he just has moments that are totally out of character. Seriously, though, haven’t you noticed?”

“Yeah, sometimes.” Liam nodded. “But it hasn’t worried me.” 

She rolled her eyes when she looked at Dryden, who just shrugged. “Well, as much as I’ve grown to like him over the last year”—she softened her voice and leaned closer to them as someone sat at their table—“I just think he is hiding something, and I want to find out what. Don’t you?” 

“I guess so.” Dryden appeared unconcerned. 

“You boys are unbelievable. After everything that happened over the last year, you would think you would become a little more observant.” She shook her head, looking disappointed.

“You’re right,” Liam agreed, leaning in closer to the other two, “but he was trying to help us find out who built that explosive train before it all got blown up with the science lab. To me, that means he is one of the good guys, strange or not.”

“That’s how I see it too.” Dryden grinned.

“That’s not what I mean.” Hayley shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t trust him, it’s just that I would like to get to the bottom of his strangeness.”

“All right,” Liam said without enthusiasm. 

“Okay.” Dryden sounded as though he was merely attempting to ease Hayley’s concerns. “We’ll keep a closer eye on him, just in case. But I’m not treating him as an imposter.”

“I’m not asking you to.” Hayley crossed her arms, looking insulted. 

They finished their morning tea and headed off to their next class, walking across the grass plane toward the technology room. 

“Wait up, guys!” a voice called from the side.

They looked over to see Brendan running toward them, trying to catch up. When he was within hearing range, he slowed down to match their walking pace. 

“Decided to join us, did you?” Hayley snarled. 

Liam elbowed her in the ribs. 

“Ow!” She glared at Liam, which he and Dryden reflected. Defeated, she tried a nicer approach. “Did you manage to finish what you needed to do?” she asked, an innocent interest masking what Liam knew was running through her thoughts.

“Yes, thank goodness, I did.” Brendan sounded relieved. 

They saw Dr. Graham Ernest heading hastily in the opposite direction. He carried something covered with a beach towel, and a distracted look etched his dark-skinned face. He appeared to be oblivious to everything around him, only focusing on where he was going.

“Hi, Dr. Ernest!” Liam called.

“Butt kisser,” Brendan muttered loudly enough to be heard only by the current company. 

The three looked briefly at Brendan, wondering where that comment had come from. Dr. Ernest had earned their respect, and they were surprised by his response. Their shock was dampened by Dr. Ernest’s response to the greeting.

“Oh. Hello, students,” he replied pleasantly, yet his demeanor remained distracted. His dark-brown eyes focused on the students only long enough to acknowledge them. He wore a lab coat over his everyday clothes, which consisted of a navy-blue suit and an aqua dress shirt, finished off with a blue, diagonally striped tie. It was a hot day, and the sun gleamed off his balding head. A trickle of sweat ran off his forehead, continuing down the side of his face until it ended in his salt-and-pepper beard.

“Do you need any help with that, Dr. Ernest?” Dryden offered.

“Hmm?” The doctor looked absently at Dryden until finally, it hit him that he was referring to the item in his hand. 

“Oh! No, thank you. I believe you students need to be running along to class now.” 

“True. But you just look like you could use a little help,” Dryden insisted.

“It’s very nice of you, but no, I’m fine, thank you. I must keep moving.” He turned, leaving the puzzled students staring at his back as he retreated.

“He seems a little distracted,” Hayley said as they stood unmoving.

“Doesn’t he?” Liam agreed. “I wonder what he has under that towel?”

“Probably a new wig,” Brendan said. He followed it by a short laugh, amused by his own comment. 

The three students looked at Brendan in astonishment. 

“What? He could use some hair.” He shrugged. “Oh, come on. You know it’s true.”  

Hayley shook her head and continued to walk toward their next class. “I said nothing.”

“What?” Brendan asked again to Hayley’s back. He looked at the two boys. 

Liam and Dryden looked at Brendan, then at the back of Hayley, and then back at Brendan. They decided to follow Hayley without saying anything. 

Brendan did a light jog to catch up with the other three. They continued until they arrived at their technology class. 

Professor Timothy Green was sitting, as usual, at the front of the class behind a computer, his sizeable rear end barely fitting on the chair. He had short dark-brown hair that framed the top of his head and made a definite contrast to his extremely white skin. Beside his computer was an enormous drinking cup. It was filled to the brim with an extravagant iced coffee that was thick as a milkshake and topped with extra ice cream, whipped cream, and chocolate sprinkles. 

He was in his early twenties, very young for a professor, although he was one of those child prodigies and he certainly knew his work in technology. “Hey, guys! Take a seat, and let’s get these computers turned on. Today, we will be starting a website design. I want you to think of something you would like to make a website for and then turn it into an informative website. The more interactive your site is, then the higher I will grade you.”

Brendan suddenly called from the back of the class, “Cool!” 

When the rest of the class glanced back at him, including Hayley, Liam, and Dryden, he shrugged his shoulders. “What? I love making websites.”

Hayley shook her head as she glanced at Liam and Dryden with a told-you-so look while shaking her head. 

The comment wasn’t helping Liam and Dryden prove Hayley wrong about Brendan being extra weird lately. 

“Okay!” Professor Green reclaimed the students’ attention. “Now, we have touched on this already, but you will find further instructions on how to build a website in chapter three of your textbooks. If you still have trouble, let me know, and I will come and help you.”

The students turned to the chapter and started making their websites. Liam steadily worked on his skateboarding site, thinking of his brother, Matt. He was also quite familiar with skateboarding terminology and the general moves, thanks to listening to his older brother. He was also familiar with the dates of all the competitions held in the local area. For a self-professed nerd, he was doing pretty well.

The lesson was about halfway through, and he had already added links for YouTube footage of  the moves. He was feeling quite pleased with himself when a strange-looking picture appeared in the middle of his screen. The image had nothing to do with his subject, nor had he seen it anywhere while searching for photos and footage for his website. He was puzzled. He tried desperately to remove it, but without success. He was about to ask Professor Green for help when he caught a look at Hayley’s screen. It also had the same image in the middle of the screen. The first thing in his head was that Hayley had been playing a trick on him. 

“Trust you to place something in the middle of my screen,” he said to her. 

“What?” She shot a frustrated look in his direction while hitting the keyboard keys a little harder.

He indicated her screen with his head, a little less sure of himself all of a sudden. “The picture. Did you put it on my screen?”

“No. Why would I put a picture on your screen?” she asked, clearly annoyed. 

Dryden looked over at the two screens from behind. “Hey! That’s the same image I have stuck on my screen.” 

They both looked at him in shock. Their attention then turned to the rest of the class as aggravated keyboard strikes got louder and louder by the second. As they looked at different screens, they realized that they were all inundated with the same image in the middle of the screen. The same irritated looks were plastered on all of the students’ faces. Feeling the frustration of not being able to remove the picture from their screens, the students in the class started to look around for Professor Green and to request help from anyone who was able to assist.

A loud laugh sounded across the room. All of the students redirected their attention toward that chuckle. To their dismay, they all ended up looking at Brendan, who sat back in his chair with his hands behind his head. His pale face was full of mischief and pride. By that time, Professor Green had looked up to see what the commotion was. Slowly, he dragged his weight off the chair and came around to look at the students’ screens. 

Once the man had a look at the picture of a clown fish, Brendan spoke through his laughter. “All that you need to do to get rid of it is to hit escape, and then control-D. This will remove the picture from your screen.” 

Desperate to remove the image from their screens, they did as instructed. However, they were horrified to find that it didn’t remove the picture—instead, it showed an animated picture of a boy who turned around and pulled his pants halfway down. He then shook his bottom in their faces—not only at the students, but also to Professor Green. 

Hayley, Liam, and Dryden looked at Brendan in astonishment.


- Chapter Three -

Eva Breaks Scarlet
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Memories came back to Jayden slowly. The left side of his body ached, and it felt as if he had fallen on his face. Involuntarily, his body rocked back and forth, sending his mind into a sickly spin. It felt strange. Slowly, he realized that a female voice was calling his name. He gradually opened his eyes and was welcomed by a dark room with a small amount of light trickling in from the room next door. Someone crouched over the top of him, shaking him softly. 

His eyes began to focus, revealing his location. The female voice was clearer, along with his vision, and he tried to figure out what was going on.

“Jayden? Jayden? Are you all right?” Eva leaned over him. Strands from her long dark-brown hair hung loosely around her shoulders and shone dimly in the limited light. Concern was written all over her face. She held something in her hand and pressed it against the side of his face. A cold wetness touched his skin, and he winced—it was on the side that felt as though it had collided with the ground. 

He was puzzled. What happened? As he looked around, he started to make out shapes in the semidarkness. 

Voices sounded close by, and he searched for their owners, catching movement several feet away. Aaron was sprawled on the floor not far from him—his eyes were closed, and his thin body looked lifeless. Avando and Robert worked quickly on him, detaching wires and equipment from the surrogate controls. Avando placed an ice pack on Aaron’s head. It looked swollen and bruised. They were trying to get him to regain consciousness. 

A wave of concern engulfed Jayden. He didn’t like seeing his good friend that way. He turned back to Eva, who was still trying to get him to respond to her question while continuing to dab his sore face with the ice pack.

“Jayden, are you all right?” she asked again.

“What happened? Is Aaron all right?” he asked. His voice was husky, all energy knocked out of him. 

“Don’t you remember?” Confusion filled Eva’s face. 

“That blow must have really been something. You guys were operating the surrogates for the simulator exercise when you had to detonate the weapons room you found. But the local soldiers in the village discovered you, and they stopped you from getting away before the explosives went off. It was bizarre when your surrogates blew up. It knocked your physical bodies hard. You flew.”

Jayden thought about what she had said, but he was baffled. He rubbed his head. “Are you sure that it was a simulator?” he asked as he started to sit up with her aid.

“Yes, of course. We are in the simulator room.” A puzzled look filled her face, and concern deepened the color of her dark-brown eyes. 

Jayden looked around a little more and finally recognized the room. It was Professor Showden’s old office and technical room. It held many memories from about a year before, when Aaron, Professor Anna, and he had fought Professor Showden, who tried to commit an act of terrorism. The professor had been taken to the authorities, and the room had been transformed into a simulator and practice room for the more advanced groups to practice in simulated real-life situations. 

“Why do you ask?” she asked. 

“It just wasn’t the reaction I expected if our surrogates were blown up. The outcome for us is quite harsh,” Jayden said groggily, still gathering his thoughts to piece them together. There hadn’t been a situation like that before. It certainly packed a punch. The surrogates, though very high tech, still needed to be operated manually, and that was probably why it threw the operator when it projected the surrogate. It still seemed strange. 

“I think you guys must have hit your heads when the blast threw you.” Eva dabbed his head again with the ice.

“That would explain a lot.” Jayden looked at Aaron in concern. He was starting to wake up, which put Jayden more at ease, and he saw his relief reflected on the faces of Avando and Robert. They propped up Aaron’s head until he gained more consciousness while continuing to hold the ice on his head. 

“That was a difficult mission, wasn’t it?” The worry creases were slowly disappearing from Avando’s face as he saw the boys slowly recovering. “We will have to find a way in which the surrogate operators are not so vulnerable in a mission,” he said, looking at Robert.

Robert nodded. Ever since the removal of Professor Showden, he had become part of the maintenance group for the surrogates and sometimes even the tweaking of Scarlet, the primary operating system of the Sanctum. His technical skills had advanced quite a bit in the last six months. 

A commotion sounded at the main door of the building. 

It wasn’t long before Niles burst into the room. “Oh, my lord!” he exclaimed, placing his two open hands on each side of his face. “What happened here?” His face, bordering on handsome, looked flustered. His usually neat dark hair was blown all over his head. He had just come from the wintery weather, and the gusty winds from the mountainside had played with his usually pristine appearance. He must have been in a rush to see what was wrong in the tech room, for he had evidently forgotten to straighten himself out before being seen. 

“Niles.” Avando stood to welcome him. “So glad you came.”

“Oh! I got an urgent message from Scarlet,” he said flamboyantly while pulling out his mobile device from the pocket of his long tailored chocolate-brown pants as if to prove it to them. “Of course, I had to come.” He put the phone back in his pocket and ran his fingers through his hair as if he had suddenly realized that he had forgotten to straighten it. He then tucked his salmon-colored business shirt neatly into his pants. “So, what’s going on? She tells me we have lost two surrogates and their equipment.” His voice held genuine concern. 

Niles had been a student at the Sanctum and had already left and moved on. Avando had asked him to return because he was in urgent need of someone who had worked with Scarlet’s programming before. He seemed delighted to receive a job and thrived in his important role, executing it with passion and caring for the technical equipment. His gray eyes clouded with concern as he asked, “What happened?” 

Avando proceeded to get up slowly from Aaron’s side while grabbing his cane at the same time. He explained the situation to Niles while progressing slowly toward him in a half limp. 

“Oh, how drastic!” Niles placed his hand on Avando’s arm lightly. “I still can’t believe we lost the two surrogates and their equipment. Oh,” he added while looking at Jayden and Aaron as an afterthought, “but naturally I’m glad you two are okay.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Jayden grumbled back, unconvinced. 

“No, actually, I do mean it.” Niles tried to reassure him as he observed Jayden’s and Aaron’s disbelieving faces. He smiled and gave out a half giggle with a snort. “Ahhh. Here I go again, putting my brilliant people skills to good use.” He looked at them briefly with embarrassment before he turned back to Avando. “I have a lot of work to do—with Robert’s help, of course.” He pointedly gazed in Robert’s direction, as though remembering his people skills. “We will need to fix the flaw and build new and improved surrogates.” 

Avando nodded. “Yes. We can’t have them causing the operators to be hurt so easily if they are blown up. Now, if you will excuse me, I think we need to get Jayden and Aaron to the doctor to be checked out. I’m sure you are perfectly capable of looking into the restoration further.” 

Niles nodded. 

Avando continued, “I’ll send Robert back to help after he has assisted me with taking these two to the doctor.” He indicated Jayden and Aaron with a hand.

Eva helped Jayden up from the floor, while Robert struggled to pull Aaron into a supported walk, even with Avando’s help. Leaving Niles, they all proceeded toward the main building.

They were situated high on the mountain, which was encircled by smaller mountains. Blustery cold winds whipped around them, trying unsuccessfully to take away the magnificence of the scenery. Deep valleys surrounded them. On one side of their mountain, a broad valley lined the bottom, filled with a large lake. 

They traveled a crest filled with smaller mountains surrounding them and not a single building in sight. They appeared to be in the middle of wilderness, a sight that the teens were used to,  but in fact, the many mountains surrounding them were their school buildings—inside each of the mountains were well-disguised, luxurious buildings built by Avando’s generosity to help the young, homeless children. 

Jayden initially was surprised by Avando. He had been a very successful businessman but didn’t appear to carry any of the arrogance associated with well-to-do business people. He had a generous heart, obviously, to take in so many young, unfortunate children off the streets and bring them to a place that paralleled a number-one holiday destination, ranked for its style and serenity. Out of habit, he often dressed in a smart suit, giving off the look of a wealthy businessman—until it came to Tae Kwon Do time, and then he was full of surprises. Jayden had learned in the early stages not to be fooled by that cane. No unsuspecting person would want to come up against him in a fight, that’s for sure. The dignified, gentle businessman was a ninth dan black-belt ninja. A couple of Jayden’s street friends who had joined the Sanctum the same day he did found out the hard way. Jayden smiled to himself at the thought that it hadn’t worked out too well for them. 

When they had reached about halfway to the central mountain, they were not far from a small hill covered in grass and a couple of large rocks. As they passed, one of the large rocks suddenly moved aside, revealing a doorway. Charlie came out, wearing long warm pants and a cardigan, covered in patches of dirt. The Sanctum’s handyman spotted the group slowly making their way along the hidden path. His weathered wrinkles became deeper as his faded blue eyes filled with concern. “What happened?” he asked, watching them aid Aaron and Jayden. 

“We had some surrogates blow up while these two were operating them,” Avando explained. “They were sent flying and hit their heads fairly hard.”

Charlie rubbed his dirty hands on the cardigan covering his slightly rounded belly and walked over to them. “Need some help?” 

“Oh, Charlie. Thanks for offering, but I think we will be okay.” Avando sounded appreciative.

“Are you sure?” Charlie asked.

“Yes, thank you. They are recovering well, thank goodness. We are just taking them to the doctor to make sure they don’t have a concussion,” Avando said. 

The wind howled in their ears as they continued forward. It chilled them to the bone, even in their winter clothes. Despite the discomfort, Jayden was thankful because it kept him awake and alert after his head blow. He gazed at Aaron, who also appeared more alert. 

They made it to the main building and passed through the common room toward the doctor’s office. A bright-red flash passed into their vision, aiming straight for them. Jayden looked up just in time to see Juliette, the scarlet macaw, come flying toward him. He held out his arm, and she landed on it with the finesse of an experienced flyer. 

“Hello,” she said in a parrot voice. “What are you doing?” She then added sweetly, “Huh?” 

This made Jayden smile. Juliette had taken a liking to him ever since his first day, when he’d met her in the large aviary outside. Due to the coldness of the winds, the weather outside, and the fact that they were tropical birds, Avando let the macaws fly around inside the large building in the winter. Jayden had wondered about this, especially when it came to them doing their business, but they had been toilet trained by the students to only go in the gardens. 

“Hello, Juliette,” Jayden said. “Kiss?” 

She responded with a loud kissing sound against his cheek. 

“Good girl. Where’s—” 

He was interrupted by another red flash flying down toward the group. It was Oscar, Juliette’s partner. He went straight toward Aaron, as Aaron was his favorite person. “There he is.” Jayden answered his own question before he asked it.

Aaron held his arm out, and Oscar landed on it. “Hello, Oscar,” Aaron greeted the bird. 

“Hello.” Oscar returned the greeting. 

“Where are your girls? Where’re Lucy and Piper?” Aaron asked.

Oscar tilted his head and looked up with one eye to one of the higher trees in the garden. 

Aaron followed the bird’s eye to see what he was looking at and saw two large, bright-red-and-blue birds sitting on one of the highest branches in the tree. “Oh. I see them. We have to keep going, Oscar, so fly off now. I’ll be back later.” He turned to Robert, who was still supporting him a little, and asked, “Can you please grab a couple of nuts out of the container for Oscar and Juliette?”

“Yeah, sure.” Robert moved his chubby body as quickly as he could to the nut container. He then gave a nut to Oscar, who flew off into the tree. He then handed one to Juliette, who followed her partner to eat her treat. 

They continued to the doctor’s room to find Doctor Rachel busy sterilizing equipment in a hot-air oven, getting ready for her next patient. Her curly red hair was pulled back into a bun at the back of her head. She heard them come in and looked up from her work. 

“Come in and sit.” She smiled as she greeted them, pointing to a couple of plastic chairs. Seeing they were the only ones in the doctor’s area at the moment, and as there were so many of them, she examined them in the waiting room. “What do we have here?” she asked Avando while observing the boys. 

“These two were thrown back and hit their heads fairly hard.” He indicated Aaron and Jayden. “They were knocked out for a little while but came to fairly quickly.”

Her kind face flashed with concern as she listened to Avando. She started to look for her little light. “Any signs of memory loss or vomiting?” she asked. 

“No,” Avando said. “They seem fine, but we brought them here for a confirmation checkup just in case.”

“That’s good thinking, Avando. You should never muck around with a hard head hit.” She started shining the little light into each of Aaron’s eyes, and then into Jayden’s. She continued doing her general checkup for the next few minutes. “All seems fine. I can’t find any signs of concussion or any other injury, besides bruising. But I would recommend that they take the remainder of the day off and rest, with someone keeping a good eye on them.”

“That’s wonderful news, Doctor Rachel.” Avando sounded delighted. He turned to Aaron and Jayden. “How does watching videos in the Common Room One sound? Would you enjoy this activity for the rest of the day?” 

“Sounds pretty good to me,” Jayden said. “I’m not that keen to spend the rest of the day in bed doing nothing.”

Aaron nodded. “I really don’t want to spend the rest of the day in bed. You know what I think of staying in one spot for a long period, let alone in a bed, and especially during the daytime.”

Avando turned to Robert and Eva. “Can you two please accompany these two up to Common Room One?” Then he looked at Eva directly. “Are you able to keep an eye on them for the rest of the day?”

“Of course, Avando,” she said. “I should be able to keep them under control.” 

Looking happy with Eva’s response, Avando turned to Robert. “Can you please go back and help Niles? Goodness knows, he could use a little more help after our mishap.” 

“Of course, Avando.” Robert sounded as though he didn’t want to be anywhere else. His passion for technology had grown—if that was possible—ever since he had been trained more for the running of Scarlet.

Avando turned to everyone, Doctor Rachel included. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go and sort out a few tasks.”

“Bye, Avando,” they said in unison, and the students made their way to Common Room One, with Robert leaving right after Aaron and Jayden settled on the comfy couch.

Eva grabbed the DVDs and brought them over to the boys. 

Aaron flicked through the cases quickly then pulled one out and showed them. It was titled Scream. “What about this one?” 

Eva instantly commented in a snarky manner. “Isn’t that a little old?”

“What, are you scared?” He stuck his bottom lip out to show a half-mocking, scared face.

 “No!” she answered quickly with her voice slightly raised.

“Okay. I’ll take that as a vote of two out of three, but just in case, I should ask—what about you, Jayden?” Aaron held the DVD up for him to see.

Jayden shrugged. “I don’t scare that easily, so I’m in.” 

“Oh, good on you, Jayden! Encourage him, why don’t you?” 

Eva crossed her arms over her chest. 

“If you’re really that worried, then you can leave us here,” Aaron said. “I’m sure we won’t pass out or anything while sitting on our butts watching a movie.”

“Avando asked me specifically to stay and keep my eye on you two.” She huffed. “Besides, I’ll be fine.” She feigned a brave face and placed the DVD in the player, tried to hide her face, and started to watch the movie. 

After a while, Jayden needed to go to the bathroom. He scanned his hand on the identity-handprint scanner—an odd requirement enforced by Scarlet to make sure that only males entered the males’ bathroom and only females entered the females’ bathroom—to gain access then entered the well-lit space. As he headed to the urinal, the room went dark. He stopped in his tracks, confused. He turned to look behind him, and as he did, the lights turned back on. Unsure of himself, he continued to the back area with the urinal. 

He went to the bathroom then started to make his way to the basins. Darkness filled the room again, and he stood frozen. After watching about half of a horror movie, he was feeling a little on edge, but after the head hit, he wasn’t sure if he saw things right. With the room still dark, the door to the bathroom suddenly opened, letting in a flash of light from the outside of the room. Jayden glanced over at the door, but no one came in. 

“Ahhh! Scarlet? Is that you?” he called, getting edgy.

There was no answer. 

“Scarlet?” 

Still no answer. It was odd for Scarlet. 

He waited a little longer, and then the lights came on. “Scarlet?” He couldn’t hide the tremor in his voice.

“Yes, Jayden?” Finally, the reply he longed for sounded over the speaker. 

They didn’t have a screen for her face in the boys’ bathroom. It made the boys edgy to see a female face looking in on their change area. “Was that you turning the lights off and opening the door?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?” She sounded perplexed.

“The lights just went off and on a couple of times, and the door also opened, but no one came in. Was that you?” he asked again.

“Hmmm. That’s interesting,” Scarlet said. “You really did hit your head hard, as I don’t know of any of that happening.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked again, feeling bewildered.

“Yes, absolutely! I suggest you get back and rest as soon as possible.” Concern seeped from her voice.

After washing his hands, he left the bathroom feeling unsettled but not sure if he had hallucinated or if it had happened. Not willing to be sent back to the doctor, he decided not to tell the others. He would finish watching the movie instead. 

When he arrived back in the common room, he noted that Eva looked white in the face, but he left it alone.

About three quarters of the way through the movie, Eva turned to them and asked, “Are you guys going to be all right for a few minutes while I go and get our two dogs up here for a bit, as we’re not going to be able to take them for a run today?”

“Yeah, sure.” Aaron waved a dismissive hand at her. “Is the movie too scary?” 

“No!” Her voice was high-pitched and slightly snappy. “It’s just not my kind of movie.”




~~~~~




FEELING ANNOYED AT Aaron, she left the room gladly, leaving his chuckling behind. She headed down through the common room to the lobby. As classes were still on, the rooms were empty. She moved toward the main door of the building to hear the door behind her close. This was unusual, as the door almost always stayed open. She spun around to see no one behind her. Her heart thumped madly in her chest, and her breathing faltered. The movie had amped her up. Just as she turned around, the lights went out, and for some reason, even though it was light outside, the windows remained blackened. She didn’t like it. 

She looked around in the dark but couldn’t see a thing. With a hesitant voice, she called, “Scarlet?” 

There was no answer. Eva’s heart thumped louder in her chest and pulsed in her ears. She was sure that if she could see herself in the mirror, her eyes would have been popping out of their sockets. 

“Scarlet?” she called again. 

Still, there was no response.

“Oh, come on, Scarlet! Now’s not the time to not answer me!” She was close to yelling her frustration and fear. She turned around and headed to the main entrance. She seemed to find every bit of furniture in the area and knocked into everything with her feet. With her senses on high alert, even her long hair was starting to touch her shoulders and face in the wrong way, causing her to jump. 

Continuing in the direction where she hoped she would find the door, she bumped into a wall. She felt intently with her hands until she found a door off to the side. She continued to explore around the left of the door for the handprint identity scanner. Finally, she felt something that felt like the right thing. Just as she was about to place her hand on what she thought was the scanning pad, Scarlet’s face suddenly appeared on the screen right in front of her, bright against the darkness. 

“Boo!” Scarlet boomed succinctly.

That was the final straw. Eva screamed, and out of reflex, she kicked the screen with a high front kick.

The lights came on, and the screen went black. It was then that Eva saw the results of her actions. The screen was smashed. Horrified that she had broken something, she screamed at Scarlet with anger and frustration. 

Scarlet’s soft cackle sounded over the speaker.


- Chapter Four -

Shelly’s Diva
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Gradually, the sun rose, welcoming another perfect spring day. The buzz of students’ chatter echoed through the dining room, which overlooked a picturesque lake in the distance. Jayden sat at the dining room table, looking at the view. He had been at the Sanctum for over a year, yet that breathtaking view never grew old. Each day, he reflected on how lucky he was to be there. 

He took a sip from his chocolate milkshake and a bite of his white chocolate and raspberry muffin. 

Aaron sat next to him. He had become his best friend soon after Jayden’s arrival at the school. Eva joined them and sat across from Aaron. It still amazed Jayden that everyone there had been living on the street at one point in their lives. Everyone started the same way—Avando offered them a better life away from the invisible and hopeless life of the homeless.

Looking around the room, he noticed the absence of Ms. Helen and her usual reprimand at Robert for his lack of hygiene and gluttony. That reminded him of Robert’s absence. “Where’s Robert?” Jayden glanced from Aaron to Eva, who both wore a blank expression.

“I was just thinking the same thing.” Aaron searched the room. “It’s time to eat, and he’s nowhere to be seen.”

“He’s been working with Niles quite a bit lately.” Eva took a sip of her orange juice. “But it’s still unlike him to be missing at food time.”

“Isn’t it?” Jayden continued to search the room. “Maybe we should grab a couple of things for him and go find him.”

“Great idea!” Eva nodded in agreement. 

They finished their food quickly, grabbed a couple of muffins, and headed to the external technical workshop where they suspected Robert was. 

As they passed through the common room, an excited voice called out, “Ari!”

The three students searched for the owner and spotted Jessica walking quickly toward them. Her attractive face shone with enthusiasm, with her blue eyes glued to Aaron. 

Eva rolled her eyes, a habit she had adopted after observing Jessica’s mannerisms around boys, especially Aaron. 

Taylor hovered not far behind Jessica, following her every move like an overprotective boyfriend, even though Jessica had made it clear to the group that he wasn’t. Behind him were their street buddies, Declan and Ben, with Damian in tow. 

Jessica dashed forward and embraced Aaron, causing his cheeks to turn bright red. Taylor stood wide legged with his arms crossed as he glared at Aaron. 

Jayden shook his head—as if Aaron needs more reasons to have trouble concentrating around Jessica. He struggled around her way too much, and his eyes followed her as if he was a besotted puppy. Jayden covered a smirk with his hand as he watched Aaron attempt to return the hug, looking awkward and embarrassed. Jessica brushed off his ineptness as she continued to take control of the situation. After a while, the red finally disappeared from Aaron’s ears.

“I haven’t seen you outside of class for ages, Ari. Where’ve you been?”

Aaron shrugged. “You know. Just hanging around… doing stuff.”

“Well, I’ve missed you. You need to stop hiding from me. Let’s get together more often.” 

“Over my dead body!” Taylor wedged himself between them, trying to split their embrace.

Jessica glared at Taylor. “You know that can be arranged. Ari here is way better at martial arts than you could even dream about.”

Aaron’s eyes widened, and he moved away from her. “Whoa, Jess. I’m not asking for a fight.”

Taylor towered over Aaron, his additional age aiding his height. He sneered. “Yeah, he’s no fighter, Jess. He’s just a little pipsqueak.” He grabbed Aaron’s arm and shoved his face close to Aaron’s.

Declan, Ben, and Damian snickered, and a hum of excitement buzzed around them over the prospect of a fight.

After gazing at the hand clasping him, Aaron faced Taylor with a straight face. “Would you kindly remove your hand?” His voice was firm, without a trace of fear.

“Or what?” Taylor inched his face closer.

Aaron opened his mouth to respond when a red flash above distracted him—Oscar, the scarlet macaw, flew over them. Although it was early spring, it was still too cold for the birds to be outside during the night.

Taylor groaned, and Aaron readied himself in defense against an attack. When he looked at Taylor, he dropped his defensive moves, briefly showing surprise before he burst into laughter. On the side of Taylor’s head was a long streak. It flowed from the right side of his head and washed over onto the front of his face. 

“Ew, is that bird poo?” Jessica screwed her face up in disgust. 

Taylor released Aaron’s arm in shock and leaned forward, a repulsed look plastered on his face as he tried to let the excess fall to the ground. Even his thug buddies were laughing.

“Cursed bird!” Taylor yelled. “What are you laughing at?” He sneered at his backup trio, wiped the excrement from his face, then flicked it at the three. Their laughter quickly died as they dodged the attack.

By that time, Oscar was sitting in a tree near them, watching the commotion. 

“Thank you, Oscar!” Aaron called to him through his sniggers. 

Oscar responded by imitating Aaron’s laughing, a trick he had learned from his special human during their extended time together. The bird’s laughter only made Aaron, Jayden, and Eva laugh harder. 

“See, I told you not to hassle Ari,” Jessica rebuked Taylor. She turned to Aaron and stroked his arm, planting a kiss on the cheek. “Next time, don’t be a stranger.” 

Aaron’s face flushed, and his laughing halted. 

Eva grabbed his arm and dragged him to the door. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here before you cause more trouble. Besides, we still haven’t found Robert.” 

They left the confines of the mountain, stepped into the sunshine, and headed toward the external workshop. Jayden tightened his hoodie around him, placing a barrier between him and the crisp spring air. 

When they reached the workshop, Eva scanned her hand then waited for Scarlet to grant her access. It was still strange to have access to a room forbidden to many others—it was a perk they had earned after their heroism against the corrupt Professor Showden.

The door slid open, and the three entered the first room, which was set up as an office. He wasn’t there, so they continued to the next room, which was like a workshop-slash-laboratory, and found Robert’s large frame hunched over something he was working on. Absentmindedly, he reached over, grabbed a big slice of cake on the bench beside him, and took a large bite. 

“Good to see you’re not going hungry,” Eva said, lifting an eyebrow.

Robert spun around with a surprised look on his face. Chocolate cake crumbs and frosting covered his mouth, spilling onto his cheeks. 

“Oh. Hey, guys!” he greeted with a full mouth. 

Jayden’s stomach turned at the repulsive sight of mushed-up chocolate cake in Robert’s mouth.

“Jeez, Robert, you glutton! You have chocolate cake all over your face.” With agitated movements, Eva indicated the spots he needed to clean. 

Robert roughly wiped his face then looked at the result on his sleeve. He shrugged at the mess.

“We brought you these. We didn’t want you to go hungry.” Eva placed the two muffins down in front of him, looking at the chocolate cake in disgust. “But I see that isn’t the case.”

“What have you been doing, man?” Aaron asked him. “It’s strange for you to miss a session at the dining room.”

“I’ve been working on my little robot.” He indicated the workbench in front of him. 

Jayden studied the contents of the bench and saw a bundle of formed metal. When he looked closer, he realized it was the same shape and size as a three-year-old. The outer body was silver with wires networking everywhere. It had eyes, hands, feet, everything but skin.

“Holy moly! You did it!” Jayden looked at Robert in surprise. He couldn’t believe that Robert could have done it at the age of fourteen—the same age as he was. “You are actually making the robot you were drawing on my first day in lessons.”

“Well, yeah!” Robert looked flabbergasted. 

“Does it work?” Jayden’s eyes were wide as he stared at the robot. 

“Well, I’m working on it,” Robert replied in a tone that said it was evident.

“I can see that.” Jayden acknowledged his sarcasm. “But does it do anything yet?”

Robert picked up the robot and stood it on its feet. He flicked a switch at the back of its neck, put the robot on the floor, and picked up a mobile device that looked similar to an iPhone. He touched the screen then started entering information into the device. It took several minutes, and Jayden’s impatience rose. “I’m still working on sorting the demand sequence,” Robert explained, noting the impatience in the room made clear by Aaron’s shuffling feet.

The little child robot came to life and started to walk along the floor, heading toward Eva. 

When it reached her feet, it looked up at her and opened its mouth. “Hello.” Its voice sounded very young, as though it was only a few years old. “My name’s Shelly. What’s your name?” 

“Eva.” She looked down at the little robot with adoration. 

“Hello, Diva!” Shelly said.

“No, no. Eeeva!” she said slowly, her voice filled with patience while pronouncing it with clarity.

“Oh.” Shelly sounded innocently mistaken. “Sorry. I thought you were Diva. You know, the bossy one,” the little robot explained. “Eva the Diva.” Then Shelly burst into giggles. “Eva the Diva,” she continued in a teasing voice. 

Eva understood instantly. “Robert!” She glared at Robert, who sat with a guilty smirk on his face.

Hearing the cross tone in Eva’s voice, Shelly said, “Uh oh!” precisely how a two-year-old would speak, while Eva gave her a disapproving look.

“Cute,” Aaron said before bursting into laughter. 

Jayden joined him. “That’s so awesome, Robert!” he said between laughs, holding his stomach.

Shelly screwed up her nose, and Jayden imagined that if she had skin on her face, she would have worn an adorable grin like a young child. She then started giggling the way a two-year-old would. The giggling became louder, continuing to roll out until it appeared as though she wouldn’t stop. 

“Damn it! She’s hit a glitch.” Robert reached down and turned her off at the back of the neck.

“Such a shame, man.” Aaron sounded disappointed. “It’s so close to being finished.” He patted him on the back sympathetically.

“Yeah! That means missing more dining room breaks.” Robert looked depressed by the thought. 

“Why’s that? Can’t you do it during tech lessons?” It was brilliant work. Jayden couldn’t understand why it wasn’t part of his assessment. 

“I would, but Niles has been keeping me really busy working on all the Sanctum stuff, and he gets me to help him all the time during tech lessons. He doesn’t give me a break.” Robert sounded agitated.

“I can hear you,” called a singsong voice from the video tech room behind Robert.

Robert rolled his eyes.

“Oh, hey, Niles. I think boy genius here is getting cranky ’cause he doesn’t have time to finish his robot,” Aaron called. “Can’t you give him a break?”

“Really?” Niles entered the room with two open-palmed hands on each side of his face, feigning shock. “He has things in here that are way more important than working on getting some robot going.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Especially when someone decides to break one of Scarlet’s screens.” He gave Eva a disapproving look.

“It was an accident!” Eva shrugged her shoulder with her palms up. “She was messing with me and playing scary games after I had been watching a scary movie.”

“Oh. Blaming the computer, are we? Ha, ha. Nice one.” He rolled his eyes. “Like I haven’t heard that before. In any case, it gave me more work to do, especially with all those damaged surrogates. That means that Robert is needed more too.”

Aaron lifted his eyebrows as though questioning his seriousness. When Niles’s expression didn’t change, he looked at Robert. “I guess this is what you get for being too darn good at technical stuff.” He gave him a playful pat on the back. “Good luck with that! Maybe if you start getting out of bed at the same time I do, you can finish it.”

Robert screwed up his nose. It was well known that he loved his sleep. “I’m starting to think I may have to.”

“Come on. It’s time to pack it up, and besides, you look like you need some outside time. Perfect timing for you, as it’s time for agriculture with Charlie.” Aaron helped him up from his seat.




~~~~~




THEY FOUND CHARLIE outside his garden shed, which looked like a small mountain. He was busy hammering a nail into a wooden toolbox. 

The eight puppies weren’t so little anymore. They had grown to their full size over the year, but their puppy behavior remained, and they were tumbling over each other, play-fighting. 

Barney, Jayden and Aaron’s enormous Saint Bernard puppy, spotted them arriving in the distance and took off to greet them. He knocked Charlie’s elbow halfway through hammering a nail, shifting his perfect positioning and causing him to hit his fingers with the hammer.

“Oh, you stupid dog, Barney! You big goof!” Charlie yelled, throwing in a few other choice words that weren’t meant for the students’ ears. “What in the bloomin’ heck has gotten into you? You klutz, you!”

 He continued yelling insults at the dog until he saw that Eva’s brown Labrador had run in the same direction. A horrified look crossed his face when he saw Jayden, Aaron, Eva, and Robert greeting the dogs affectionately and patting them while giggling at Charlie’s choice of obscene words.

“Oh, damn! You four have caught me again,” he said, distress filling his face while still holding his throbbing fingers. “Please don’t tell Avando. He would be so mad.”

“Oh, Charlie,” Aaron said. “How long have I known you, and how many times have I caught you using language Avando doesn’t allow? I still haven’t told him. You should trust me by now.” Aaron feigned hurt. 

“I know, I know. You’re right,” Charlie said. “Avando is a great man. I just hate to see him disappointed by something I continually do wrong ’cause of my quick temper.” He ran his palms down his brown T-shirt and faded blue jeans, brushing at the dirty patches as though this action would remove the stains.

Giving up on his appearance, he looked at the students slowly approaching for the lesson and smiled. His weathered face creased deeply in the corners of his mouth. 

“Welcome, students. Today, we are doing dog training and at the same time looking after the Jacobs. So gather your dogs, and let’s head over the hill to the Jacob sheep paddock.”

“Ari!” The call sounded out over the noise of the students. Jessica approached the group and hooked her arm in Aaron’s. “It’s about time we got to be together again.” She tilted her head toward his shoulder and affectionately rested it there for a short moment. 

Eva shook her head.

“Where did you run off to before? I know it wasn’t very comfortable to have Taylor around, but your bird got rid of him for you.” Jessica smiled, and Aaron mimicked her.

“We went to find Robert.” His eyes were full of adoration as he looked at her. “He was missing from the dining room, which is out of character for him.”

“Yes, it is.” She turned and smiled sweetly at Robert. “What were you doing, Robert?”

Robert looked coyly back at her. “Oh, nothing much. Just some technical stuff.”

“Seriously, Robert?” Jayden said, amazed at how his friend downplayed his work. He then turned to Jessica and said, “Don’t listen to him. He was working on something epic. I saw him starting to plan it the day I arrived and didn’t think he would be able to pull it off, but he is.”

“Oh. What would that be, Robert?” she asked, watching him blush at the attention from her. 

“Oh, it really isn’t anything that special.” Robert’s ears turned redder. 

Jayden groaned. “You’re annoying, Robert!” He turned to Jessica. “He’s frickin’ made a little robot that looks just like a two- to three-year-old human. It’s amazing!”

“Really? A robot that looks like a little kid?” She touched Robert’s arm and asked, “Can I see it?” She smiled sweetly, and her blue eyes shone. 

“Well, it’s not quite finished yet. It’s still experiencing glitches,” Robert said, the frustration sounding in his voice.

“Yeah. The glitch is that it called me a diva.” Eva crossed her arms. “You need to fix that, Robert.” 

“Really?” Jessica looked at Robert, saw his smirk, and caught on to what had happened. “Did you seriously program the robot to call Eva a diva?”

Robert, proud of his achievement, smiled and nodded. 

“Oh, Robert! That’s priceless! That’s so clever!” she squealed.

“Oh, yeah.” Eva’s voice was snappy. She then imitated Jessica’s voice and repeated, “That’s so clever!” She included a mock giggle then stormed off, calling her and Robert’s furry friend with her to the front of the group. “Come on, Bessie!” The chocolate Labrador followed her, wagging her tail and oblivious to Eva’s annoyance.

Jessica turned to Robert and laughed. “Wow. You really got her knickers in a knot, didn’t you?” 

He shrugged as they continued arm in arm, with Aaron on one side and Robert on the other side of Jessica.

Jayden was walking alongside Aaron and keeping an eye on Barney when something barged him roughly aside. Startled, he searched for the cause and saw the back of Damian’s head. He stood slightly higher than Robert and Aaron as he glared down at them. 

“I would take your hands off Jess if I were you.” His voice was threatening as he spoke to the two boys. 

Aaron was in the blissful state of having Jess’s attention, and his reactions were slow as he turned to see who was hissing at him. A look of annoyance crossed his face as Damian shoved his way in between him and Jayden. Declan followed behind, and the whole scene disrupted his bliss. 

“What’s your problem, Damian?” The annoyance carried through Aaron’s voice.

“My problem is that you and Roly over there need to take your hands off Jess,” Damian sneered. 

“Why?” Aaron asked showing innocence. “Are you trying to lay claims on Jess too?”

“No, you idiot.  I am not interested in Jess. But I do have a problem with you touching my friend’s stuff.”

“Stuff!” Jessica squeaked, glaring at Damian. 

“All right then, property,” Damian corrected, looking as though he realized that Taylor wouldn’t be happy with him calling Jess stuff, either. 

“Argh!” Jessica grunted, annoyed.

“What? Has Taylor made you into his guard dog now that he and Ben have changed to classes in their age group?” Aaron asked.

Robert nudged Aaron in the ribs, sniggering over him calling Damian a guard dog. 

“I’ll deal with you later, Roly.” Damian sneered at Robert. “I’m not so worried about you. As if you’d have a chance with Jess, anyway.”

“Oh, seriously, Damian. Robert has a lot going for him.” Jessica squeezed Robert’s arm affectionately while she reprimanded Damian. “I am not Taylor’s ‘stuff’ or ‘property,’ anyway. When are you boys going to realize that?”

“Yeah, Damian!” Aaron put on a superior voice.

Damian moved to give Aaron a slap across the side of his head. Aaron dodged it with his quick reflexes, and he sniggered at Damian’s slowness. This only caused Damian to become more agitated, and he pulled himself up taller, using his height to tower over Aaron. 

Out of nowhere, Charlie reached over and grabbed Damian’s ear. He pulled Damian toward him and twisted it a little to get the message across. “Now, there will be none of that in my class,” he said with authority. “Just ’cause you kids are wandering around outside for a bit and not sitting in chairs behind desks doesn’t mean that you can use this class to have your fights.” He pulled Damian away from Aaron, Jessica, and Robert and over to the other side of the walking group, and Declan followed. Charlie continued, “If I see any more antics from you, I will personally kick you up the butt. Now, get!” Charlie indicated for the boys to get to the farthest part of the group, an instruction they wisely followed. 

Once the class had arrived at the Jacob sheep paddock, Charlie had the owners of the border collies work on teaching them to round up the sheep. One of the owners was Jessica, and Aaron watched her from the corner of his eye with adoration in his eyes. She seemed to have a way with the dogs, teaching them tricks as though she had been doing it all her life. She surprised them more when she put her fingers up to her lips and whistled excruciatingly loudly, calling her dog from a long distance. Aaron’s jaw dropped in shock and admiration, and Jessica caught him watching. She smiled timidly, shrugged, and waved at him. 

“That’s my kinda girl,” Aaron said breathlessly.


- Chapter Five -

What Lies Beneath?
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Jayden and Aaron geared up in the surrogate controls. 

Jayden was back to climbing up and down trees in his surrogate and hiding in peculiar places, observing the students of all ages and what they were doing. In the meantime, Aaron had returned to operating Brendan and mixing in with his age group of the fourteen-year-olds, Liam, Dryden and Hayley. 

“You seem to be back to normal today, Brendan.” Hayley’s stare was intense. “Are you over your brain sickness?”

“Yeah,” Dryden agreed. “You’ve been acting really weird.”

“At one stage there, we thought you were going to be in big trouble. Especially when you hacked into all of our computers and made them do a moon at all of us in the class,” Liam said. “It’s good to have you back.”

Aaron had no idea what they were talking about. It was his first time operating Brendan since the simulator catastrophe a week ago. He would have to try to find out who had taken over his role when he was recovering. Clearly, Hayley, Dryden, and Liam noticed the difference. He was going to have to get them to forget about how this other Brendan acted, although he wasn’t confident that it would be possible. He’d seemed to act entirely out of character.

They walked together to the science room, ready for their lesson on chemistry. When the group arrived, they were the first ones there. Liam tried to open the door to the lab, but the handle wouldn’t turn, as it was locked. It was not unusual. They often locked up the chemistry room to protect the equipment and chemicals from ending up in the wrong hands. A noise sounded from inside the room. 

“I wonder what that is?” Hayley tried to peek through the covered window. 

The other three also tried to peek through the closed blinds to see who was in the lab.  

“I can’t see anything, can you?” Dryden peered over the others.

Hayley and Liam shook their heads as Brendan concentrated on the tiny gap he’d found in the secured blinds. Unknown to the others, Aaron had turned up his audio dial so that he could hear better, at the same time zooming in with his vision to see through the tiny hole. He loved those features about the surrogate.

There was another loud noise from inside the room, accompanied by the sounds of hurried movements.

Hayley asked, “Can you see anything, Brendan?” 

Still watching, he answered, “Actually, I can see a little. Dr. Ernest is inside, and he appears to be grabbing a ton of equipment and chemicals and stashing them in a bag.”

“Really?” Liam sounded doubtful. “That’s odd.”

“That can’t be right!” Hayley shook her head. “Where do you see this? Let me have a look.” She barged her way into Brendan’s spot and tried her best to look through the tiny gap with her human eyes. After a minute of doing her best to see inside the room, she pulled away in frustration. “I can’t see a thing. How the heck do you see anything? You’ve gotta be making this up.”

“You don’t have to believe me. I just happen to have excellent vision,” Aaron said, shrugging. Aaron understood, though, that because Brendan had been acting weird over the last week, it gave them more reason to doubt him.

They continued to wait outside the lab for their teacher to arrive and class to begin. More students made their way over, ready for class, and waited outside.

Facing away from the door of the lab, Hayley jumped when it suddenly opened from the inside. She turned around and was startled to find herself looking straight at the face of Dr. Ernest. He had a large black insulated bag strung over his shoulder, and a lab coat covered his clothes. The bag was tightly zipped to hold the contents inside. He had a strange look on his face, but it quickly disintegrated into a friendly expression when he realized he faced students. 

“Morning, Dr. Ernest,” Hayley greeted him as she threw a side-glance at Brendan in a shocked acknowledgment that he was right. 

“Good morning, Hayley.” He nodded at the three boys in acknowledgment. 

“Good morning, Dr. Ernest,” the three greeted him in unison.

Dr. Ernest turned to the remainder of the class and greeted them also. 

“Excuse me please, Hayley.” The doctor nudged her to the side. 

“Oh, of course, sorry,” she said, moving out of the way and seemingly embarrassed over her lack of practicality in this instance. 

“Thank you.” He smiled at her reaction. 

As he passed, the bag managed to knock against the side of the door entry, and a clank resembling glasses hitting together sounded. Pretending not to notice the noise, he pushed past the students. 

“Have a good class,” he said as he left. 

Instantly, Hayley whispered to the other three, “What was that all about?”

“See, I was right,” Brendan whispered.

Hayley gave him an exasperated look. “So. This one time you were right. Don’t ever expect a girl to say that more than once.” She huffed and then finished with a chuckle. “But seriously, what was he doing, I wonder?”

“No idea.” Liam’s voice was slightly louder than a whisper. “Though he did look a little peculiar when he saw us out here, and his bag made that sound. They were odd looks to have if he wasn’t hiding something.”

“Why would he hide things?” Dryden asked. “He’s the principal. He can do what he likes at the school.”

“The government still runs the college, so he still has to answer to someone,” Hayley said.

“Maybe we should try to find him on our break and see if we can figure out what he’s up to.” Brendan looked thoughtfully in the direction that the doctor had disappeared.

“Seems odd to spy on your own principal.” A guilty look spread across Hayley’s face. “But I’m up for it.” A mischievous grin replaced the guilt, expanding from ear to ear.

Back in the real-time room at the Sanctum, Aaron turned off his microphone for the voice of Brendan and turned to Jayden, who was still in the same room and not far away. He half spoke and half whispered, “Psst. Jayden.” He spotted others in the room, who glanced at him as they operated their surrogates. Jayden, however, remained indifferent and seemingly in deep concentration. “Jayden,” he called a little louder. 

Jayden looked his way this time with a questioning look. He turned his microphone off and asked, “What’s up?”

“Are you close to the science buildings?”

“Not too far away. Why do you ask?”

“Dr. Ernest is acting a little weird. He left the science lab with a black bag full of chemicals and equipment, acting kind of secretive about it. Can you find him and follow him?”

Without a second thought, Jayden responded, “I’m on it.” 




~~~~~




JAYDEN TOOK HIS surrogate to the nearest tall tree with enough foliage to cover his location, although not so much to block his sight. It was a very tall tree. He climbed up halfway with little effort due to his robot strength and peered back over the college, looking for any sign of the doctor.

He spotted him scurrying quickly across the school grounds with the black bag still hanging from his shoulder. He greeted every student he passed as though nothing was amiss. 

Since he had a good idea of which direction the doctor was going, he scaled down the tree and started to follow him on land. He did his best to keep out of sight. When he couldn’t, he would pretend to be one of the students. He had observed this school for about a year now, and it had been long enough to know the areas and the mannerisms to adopt if caught within the school, although he preferred to stay in the background and out of sight. 

He followed Dr. Ernest until he came to the building he knew as the administration offices, which the doctor entered. Jayden was relieved that he had adapted his camouflage skills to that of a student. He followed the doctor inside and down a hallway then watched as the man turned and entered a pin into an electric pin pad.

“Eva?” Jayden called her softly after adding her to his transmitting circle and turning off his surrogate voice.

Her response was quick. “I’m here. What’s up?”

“I need to get through this door. Can you help me with this lock?”

“Sure. That’s why I’m here.”

“Robert?” Jayden said.

“Yep.” Robert’s voice filled the earpiece.

“Do you know from your ladybeetle travels what’s behind this door?” Jayden asked.

“Give me a minute to see where you are.” Jayden could hear Robert typing away on his keyboard. He patiently waited while Eva worked on the code and Robert searched his computer for his location. He kept an eye on the hallway for anyone who might be watching his actions and thinking that they were strange. 

“Sorry, not a clue what is behind that door,” Robert informed him.

Eva came back. “Got it. The code is nine-seven-three-five-one. Be careful.”

Jayden entered the code and turned the handle, cautiously pushing the door open. When he entered the room, he was surprised to see that it was an indoor garden with a large glass wall on the far side. There appeared to be no way out of the place but through the door Jayden had entered. Two things seemed strange about the room. One was that an indoor garden had a lock on the door leading to it, and two, where had the doctor gone? He felt alone, so he entered the room, looking vigilantly in every corner for any movement, and at the same time he tried to find an exit. He couldn’t see any. 

Perplexed, he took in his surroundings. The garden looked very tropical. It consisted of many palms from small to over an adult human height. The palm fronds were reaching up, out and over the other plants of various colors. There were no flowers, only colorful plants in many shapes and sizes. The far corner featured a large indoor waterfall with water flowing down the rocks. 

It wasn’t as good as the one outside his bedroom window at the Sanctum, but it was still nice. 

On the outside of the room’s center, a few park benches bordered the garden. He walked around the room, trying to see if there was a door hiding behind some of the plants, but he couldn’t find anything that resembled an exit. He trekked through the garden bed, searching to see if there was any dirt disturbed—maybe someone had pushed it aside to go through a trap door. Still, he couldn’t find another entrance. After coming up empty, he then searched for a button or lever among the plants, in the waterfall, or on the walls. Still nothing. 

Baffled, he contacted Eva. She was always good at puzzle solving. “I can’t find where he has gone, Eva. Any ideas on a secret entrance to anything?”

“Hang on. I’ll have a look. Can you scan the room again with your eyes so that I can see everything?”

Jayden looked around the room again for Eva’s sake, but it also let him have another look.

“Try behind or on the side of the waterfall,” she suggested.

“I’ve looked already, but another look won’t hurt.” When he arrived at the waterfall, he made sure that his eyes scanned the whole external surface.

“Nope. Nothing there,” Eva said. “Have you searched all the gardens and walls, including under the plants?”

“Yep.” He stood facing the middle of the room, looking at the one door that was available and fully visible for entry and exit. There was no other door in sight. 

“Have you tried the seats?” she asked.

“No.” Jayden hesitated and frowned. 

“Well, try them, don’t just stand there,” she snapped when he didn’t move. 

“The seats? Really?” Shrugging, he went over and sat on the closest one. “See, nothing happens.”

“Oh, and sitting still on a seat makes you the expert, does it?” She mocked him. “Feel around under the seat as well, dimwit!”

“Aren’t we in a good mood today?” Jayden rolled his eyes but did as instructed. 

“As always.” Robert added sarcastically, chuckling.

He felt around. “I can’t feel anything, Eva.”

“Then try another seat, wise guy.” Her suggestion was sardonic. 

Jayden stood up, went to the next seat, and followed the same procedure. That time, he thought he felt a knob. “I’ve found something.”

“Well, press it!” Eva spoke in a condescending tone.

“Jeez! Just wait, girly. I want to take a look at it first.” 

“Don’t you ‘girly’ me, boy,” Eva snapped.

Jayden was about to stand up and have a look underneath the chair, but then the floor space opposite his chair opened up. His heart raced. He wasn’t about to wait around any longer to see what or who was going to come up from that hole, so he sat down again and pressed the button. Instantly, the chair started dropping into the floor under the ground. His head was under ground level, and the floor above him had closed up before whoever was coming up through the other opening had made it to the garden.

“Phew! That was close,” he said out loud.

“What was?” Eva asked. 

“I nearly got caught in the locked-up garden. Trying to explain my way out of that one would have been interesting.”

“Where are you now?” she asked him. “All I can see is dark.”

“I appear to be going down in some sort of elevator with no sides but the external walls and no buttons. So I hope it doesn’t break down.”

Remaining seated for safety, Jayden spent the time looking at the moving walls. He did not know what to expect next. The ride seemed to take forever. It finally came to a stop. He stood nervously, not knowing what to anticipate when the doors opened. It opened to reveal a large corridor lined with many doors that had glass up the top half to look through, and also long glass windows in the hallway, which seemed like observation windows. Some of the doors had locks, and some were left open. 

Jayden grabbed a white lab coat, which was hanging on the wall to the right side of him, and slipped it on. 

He cautiously made his way down the corridor, peering in each window as he went along, careful to stay out of sight. He noticed that there were security cameras strategically placed along the corridor, so he pulled out an electromagnetic radiation device, which was a cell-phone-looking object. He pointed it at each security camera so that it would distort the image long enough for him to pass quickly.

All of the rooms appeared to have three or four older students inside, wearing lab coats and working on something in front of them. Each room looked like a science lab or computer room. He watched as a student in one of the rooms he was peering in let go of an owl and watched it fly around the room. It looked just like the owl he had seen in the test simulator he had participated in the week before when he and Aaron ended up blasted onto the floor. Thinking the owl was a pet, Jayden was flabbergasted when he saw a remote control in one of the older student’s hands and had trouble believing that the remote was operating the bird. 

“Ah, Robert. You should see this.” He spoke with his surrogate voice turned off.

“What?” Robert gazed over Jayden’s shoulder at his screen. “Whoa! That’s epic.”

“Isn’t it? I mean your inventions are epic also, but that is one gorgeous, realistic-looking bird. I thought they only did metal-looking things.”

“Yeah. That’s all we have seen so far up on earth, in the college. What is this place? Have you worked it out yet?”

“No, I haven’t. But it is obviously a secret place. I wonder what they’re up to.” Jayden felt his eyes widening as he continued down the corridor. He peered in the next room and saw a student with a pen in his hand. The student looked like a typical nerd stereotype. Others stood cautiously to his side or behind him, looking as though the pen could be dangerous. He watched as the student clicked on the end of the pen and a bullet fired into a target in front of him. Jayden chuckled. “Do they actually make those?” 

“Make what?” Eva asked, returning to the conversation after helping Aaron. 

“Shooting pens, like in the movies,” Jayden said.

“Really? They have those?” Eva giggled, sounding as though she was also having trouble believing that they would make one. 

Jayden continued to look at everything he could, amazed that this place was actually under a government-run school for geniuses. “Who would have thought that this was hidden under the school?” he thought out loud.

There were so many amazing things there to look at and take in, but he had to focus to see if he could find Dr. Ernest. He had peered into every window and had still not seen him. It wasn’t long before the corridor veered off in another direction, showing more labs and amazing experiments being played with and tested. “I guess a remote control train with several carriages is easy work for this school. I thought that was one of the senior students’ work, but compared to these experiments and inventions, it was child’s play,” he said into his headset.

A movement caught his eye. Someone was coming out of the lab and heading down the corridor in his direction. With his heart thumping against his ribcage, he quickly ducked around a corner in a small alcove he was lucky enough to have near him at that moment, and he prayed that the person wasn’t heading for that alcove. He watched as a female in her late teens passed him. She was thin, wearing a white lab coat, and had her blond hair pulled back into a bun and glasses sitting on the bridge of her nose. She looked like a serious stereotype of a lab worker. She walked hastily in her flat, non-slip, enclosed shoes and held a clipboard in her hands as she headed toward another lab. 

“Phew. That was close.” He breathed a sigh of relief. “I still haven’t found Dr. Ernest.” 

After checking to be sure that it was safe to walk the corridor again, he ventured out and progressed on toward the end, continually pointing his electromagnetic radiation device at the security cameras. 

When he reached the end, he overheard talking. He was not sure, but it sounded similar to what he remembered Dr. Ernest’s voice sounding like. He hadn’t had that much contact with Dr. Ernest, as Jayden was always floating around in the background. He peeked around the corner as discreetly as possible to have a look. There, in the middle of the well-lit room, he saw the dark figure of Dr. Ernest. He was pacing the floor and looking intensely at something lying on a flat bench. The bench reminded Jayden of a gurney table, similar to what was on the medical examiner shows. 

What was on the table was a bit of a metallic puzzle at first, although after seeing Robert at work, he was piecing together what it was. It also helped that in the corner, one was mostly put together. It appeared to be the internal structure of a surrogate. This one had arms, legs, and head all attached, with eyes placed in their sockets. The unskinned surrogate was plugged into a computer, and they were testing its visual function. The eyes of the robot scanned the room and showed successfully on the computer screen. 

Jayden couldn’t believe it. They were setting up surrogates too. What are they up to?

“That seems to be working perfectly, William,” Dr. Ernest stated, observing the work. “How are the arm and leg functions going?”

He said this to a male who looked to be the age of a senior student. He had dark-brown hair, and a pair of glasses sat on the end of his nose, which he pushed back into place when he lifted his head to look up at the doctor. A proud grin spread across his pale face. “They’re working smoothly. Watch this!” He grabbed the headset and placed it on his head. He then clicked a few buttons on the keypad and took a seat on an adjustable chair with footrests. The robot’s arms and legs started to move, and it appeared that they were moving on their own. They weren’t all hooked up to William’s arms and legs.

“Wow! That’s cool! They are moving that by brain senses only. That’s more advanced than ours,” Jayden said. “Robert?” 

“Yep?” 

“Have a look at this.”

Robert viewed Jayden’s eyesight through his computer. “Wow! That’s really advanced. I’ll have to tell Niles about this so that we can work on it. Are you still in that hidden place? I thought this school wasn’t as advanced as we are.”

“Yeah, I’m still down here, but I’ve found Dr. Ernest now, and this is what I found with him.”

Jayden turned his attention back toward William and Dr. Ernest and was horrified to look at the screen and see his surrogate’s face on it.

“Oh, crap!” 

“What?” Robert stood over his shoulder. 

“They saw me.” Jayden pulled out the electromagnetic radiation device and focused it on the surrogate’s eyesight. To his dismay, it didn’t distort the vision on the screen.

He saw William start to get Dr. Ernest’s attention to alert him, and that was enough. Jayden spun in the opposite direction and ran as fast as he could, distorting each security screen on the way back and ducking every window attached to a lab, trying not to let anyone else see him. An alarm sounded throughout the underground building. He was nearly at the end of the hallway and only one corridor length away from the chairlift area when he saw a thick metal security door start to come down from the ceiling right in front of the elevator, blocking his way. He wasn’t sure if he was going to make it, but he ran as though his pants were on fire because, in reality, his dark-skinned surrogate butt was about to be burned.


- Chapter Six -

Scarlet’s Freaky Games
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Jayden dug his toes in and bolted. He ran faster than he had ever run before. He had never really enjoyed running, nor had he been very fast at it in the past, but he was sure that if there had been a timer on him, he would have beaten the fastest runner in the world. The security door was closing, and he was determined to make it out without being caught. He continued to block the security cameras’ view with his device so that they couldn’t play back any footage of him later to see what he looked like—not that it would make too much difference, as he was only known as a shadow. But in case he needed to blend in as a student in the future, he didn’t want them to have the footage. He wasn’t worried about the people in the labs seeing him, for he was running too fast for their eyes to register his features.

He was approximately four feet away from the door, and he could see it was nearly closed. He decided to go for a dive under it. Gliding across the floor, he slid under and just made it by turning his feet to the side to fit through. 

“That was close.” He moved to the seat, sat down, found the button, and pressed it. He was so glad to see that the surrogate was lifted up and out of the secret underground. He hoped that the lockable garden didn’t have an extra security lock on it for situations like this. His chair arrived in the garden, and he stood up and made his way toward the door. He grabbed the handle to give it a turn. It wouldn’t budge. 

“Oh, crap!” he said to himself. “What now?” He changed his communications to be able to talk to Eva. “Eva?”

“Yes?” 

“I’ve been seen and have tried to escape. I made it past one security procedure, but I’m trapped in the garden. Any ideas?”

“Damn it! What’s the door look like?”

Jayden focused on the door to give Eva a better view. 

“No pin pad, huh?” 

“No, unfortunately.”

“Then you’re just going to have to hide and hope they don’t find you,” she said.

“Are you serious?” 

“You do you realize who you are talking to, don’t you?”

“Okay, okay! Bad question. But you gotta give a guy a break. I’m under pressure here. Where am I supposed to hide?”

“You work it out. You’re the camouflage expert.”

“Gee, thanks for your help.” Jayden laced his voice with sarcasm.

“You’re welcome,” Eva said with extra pleasantness. “Seriously, though”—she changed her tone to caring—“there is nothing I can do about the lock in such a short time, and we have checked the wall and floors already for any hidden buttons and levers, so your best option is to hide. You’ll be fine. I have faith in your hiding abilities.”

Jayden searched all the plants and shrubs to see if they would be a good hiding spot. Nothing seemed to be thick enough. He was starting to get worried that his surrogate would be caught, which would mean the possibility of them keeping a good eye on the school for terrorist behavior would be jeopardized. As a last resort, he checked around the waterfall, but he wasn’t hopeful, because little could be done with solid rock. The pond was undoubtedly not deep enough to dive into. 

He touched the side of the waterfall, accidentally knocking it a little harder than he meant to. It gave off a funny sound. He looked closer at the rock and realized that it wasn’t rock at all. It was fake rock. Fake rock is usually hollow. Although he thought they wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave an opening in the back to a hollow fake rock, he still had to check. Peering around the corner, he found a tiny gap, just big enough for a hand to go through. He stuck his hand in and felt around. He found plenty of room to hide. He just needed to be able to fit around the edge into the hollow. The surrogate was not quite thin enough to fit. However, he was able to nudge the gap open a little more and squeeze through. 

When he was inside the dark interior with his dark-skinned surrogate, he felt safe. He grabbed the side of the waterfall and pulled it back into place, if not a little more closed than its original position. He turned up his audio function and waited for the pursuit to be over. 

Not long after he had secured himself a good hiding place, he heard noises progressing outside in the garden. 

“How did someone get into this garden, let alone find their way down into the underground?” It sounded like Dr. Ernest. 

“I have no idea,” another voice answered. 

“Did you recognize the face?” the doctor asked.

“No, it’s no one I know or remember seeing on the campus. I spend a lot of time in the lab with very few people, remember? I definitely know it isn’t someone who is allowed access.”

“It isn’t good that someone who’s not approved saw our workshop.” Tension was evident in Dr. Ernest’s voice. “We can’t have this information getting out to the general public. Imagine the unwanted attention we would receive. We have to find this person.”

Scuffling and rustling sounds from shrubs and bushes made their way to Jayden’s ears as they searched the room and garden.

“Where could he have gone? He couldn’t have escaped from the room, surely? This door locks when the security door down in the lab closes from an alarm.” Even through the roar of the waterfall, Jayden’s robotic ears could hear the frustration in the doctor’s voice. 

“Well, I’m certainly not finding him, are you?” said the other voice, which Jayden guessed was William’s.

“No.” 

After an extended search of the garden, Jayden heard them opening the outside door to head out into the main part of the administration building.

He didn’t dare venture out yet. Instead, he thought it would be better if he waited for quite a while to make sure no one would be coming back into the garden.




~~~~~




LIAM, DRYDEN, HAYLEY, and Brendan had finished their science lesson and didn’t waste one minute before looking for Dr. Ernest. 

“Where do you think we should start looking?” Liam asked the other three.

Brendan already had an idea from watching Jayden. “Why don’t we try the obvious place first?”

“That is?” Hayley’s brow furrowed in confusion. 

“The administration building,” Brendan said. 

“Great idea!” agreed Dryden.

They marched on out of the science building and headed to the administration building, only to come to a halt as a frantic-looking Dr. Ernest stormed on out of the building with an older student, William. Both of them were wearing lab coats and appeared to be frantically searching for something. 

Curious as to what was going on, Liam stopped them. “You look as though you have lost something, Dr. Ernest. Can we help you with anything?”

“Oh. Hi, Liam,” the doctor said with an air of distraction. “That would be fabulous. We are looking for a dark-skinned teen, probably about your age. Last we saw, he was wearing a lab coat. Have you seen anyone matching this description?”

“No, sorry, we haven’t.” Liam shook his head. 

“Darn it!” The lines of concern spread so far on the doctor’s face that they also creased his balding head. “It is crucial that we find him.”

 “We’d be happy to help you look,” Brendan said, thinking of ways to help take the attention away from Jayden’s surrogate.

“Thank you!” Dr. Ernest breathed a sigh of relief.

“What do you need him so urgently for?” As always, Hayley’s curiosity got the better of her. 

“He was spotted acting strangely, and we suspect that he might be taking important items from the school,” Dr. Ernest said absentmindedly as he continued his search.

“You’re one to talk.” Hayley scoffed softly, loudly enough for the boys to hear.

The boys muffled a soft chuckle.

“Well, we can’t have that,” Brendan said, blocking out the chuckles. “We’ll start looking over this way.” He indicated away from the usual spots he knew Jayden frequently hid the surrogate. He knew that soon, Jayden would be bringing the surrogate out of hiding in the garden room to hide it in time to get ready for the next session of scouting the school undetected. 

“It seems strange to have someone sneaking around the school acting suspiciously, don’t you think?” Brendan tried his luck at trying to convince them that no one would sneak around the school.

“After the explosion last year and the culprit not being found, I wouldn’t write off anything anymore,” Hayley said. 

They searched around and inside the buildings, looking for anyone acting a little strangely. “Really, it was such a broad description. It could be any of the dark-skinned students who are our age,” Dryden said after several minutes of looking. 

“So true.” Liam already sounded sick of searching.

“What about that one?” Hayley asked, indicating back to the administration building.

To Brendan’s horror, he looked back to see Jayden’s surrogate darting around the side of the admin building. He didn’t seem notably different from the rest of the dark-skinned students. Although he had ditched the lab coat, his location and the style of covert movement placed him in the suspicious category. 

“He does seem a little suspicious!” An edge of excitement filled Liam’s voice.

With Hayley in the lead, they all went off to follow the dubious character. Trekking across the school grounds at a fast pace, they reached the admin building and followed the suspect’s footsteps down the side of the building. When they had reached the other side, they couldn’t see him anywhere. Looking past the building, all they could see were open spaces with a few tall trees, which were too high to reach the first limb to climb.

“Where could he possibly have gone?” Hayley’s face filled with bewilderment.




~~~~~




AFTER HE FINALLY thought it was safe to come out, Jayden hid his surrogate like he usually did and clocked out of his surrogate role. He waited with Eva and Robert for Aaron to finish his session with Ernest State College and join them. 

The lesson was over, and they headed to the dining room for lunch. Jayden’s stomach was still tied in knots, so he only grabbed a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich, an apple, and some juice. He wandered over to find the group a table to share and waited for them to join him. His mind was deep in thought over his discovery.

They slid their chairs into place then plunked themselves on the seats and their plates on the table.

“So tell us more about what you saw.” Robert took a big bite of a hamburger and continued speaking with his mouth full. “I’m so interested to know what cool experiments they have been hiding.”

“To be honest, Robert, I’m not sure what they’ve been hiding. Some of them were so real looking. The owl I saw looked just like the one I saw on the simulator when our surrogate got blown up. Maybe we already see these gadgets and inventions in our daily excursions, or maybe everyday people see them without even knowing it. If they’re up to no good, that’s really scary.”

“Do you think that they’re up to something, Jayden?” Eva asked, picking absentmindedly at her salad. 

“I have no idea.” Jayden took a sip of juice.

“Well, did anything seem suspicious?” She popped a cherry tomato in her mouth.

“They’re hiding it down underground. Everything seems suspicious when you go to such lengths to hide what you’re doing.” Jayden shrugged.

“Did you see what Dr. Ernest took from the lab and what he used it for?” Concern covered Aaron’s face. 

Jayden shook, and his shoulders slumped. “No. His hands were empty when I finally found him.”

Eva grunted. “How annoying!”

“We’ll have to keep a better eye on him and the school and try to watch the students, along with anyone else who is going into this hideout,” Aaron said. 

“Should we tell Avando?” Eva pushed her salad around with her fork.

“I don’t know. Maybe we’ll sit on the information for a couple of days while we try to check it out. But if we find Avando, we should try to ask him some more questions as to why he thinks the school is suspect for terrorism. I mean, we have all this specialized spying equipment and technology, and we’re not terrorists. Maybe they fight terrorism as well.” Jayden took a bite of his apple.

“Then why was Dr. Ernest so secretive?” Aaron looked confused. 

“Honestly, I don’t know,” Jayden said. “We’re not even close to knowing the answers to this.”

“I’ll send my spare ladybeetle down there to have a look and keep an eye on them.” Robert instantly refilled his mouth with a few fries.

“If they spot it, wouldn’t they think that a ladybeetle down there is very odd?” Eva asked.

“True, but what else do you suggest? If I send a spider, cockroach, or fly down there, although they might pass as normal, they would more than likely be squashed. At least with a ladybeetle, people are less likely to try to kill and dispose of it.”

“You’re right, Robert.” Eva tossed her salad around her plate some more. “There is something about a ladybeetle that is respected and mystical, not quite to the degree of a butterfly or dragonfly, but it is less likely to be feared or classed as creepy and then killed.”

Robert finished his burger and fries and sucked the last of his soft drink down, finishing with a loud burp. “I’m going to go and organize that ladybeetle now. Niles has to duck out for a bit, so he has asked me to work on a couple of things in the external workshop as well as keeping an eye on the operations here. While I’m there, I’ll work on getting the ladybeetle to the school. I’ll have it waiting on the wall in the secured garden for someone to take down to the underground hideout.” He got up to leave.

“Great idea, Robert. Let us know how it goes,” Jayden called to him as he walked off.

Jayden forced down the last of his sandwich so that he wouldn’t go hungry before the next meal. He was starting to feel a bit calmer but knew there was a lot of investigating to be done. He was happy that his next lesson was Tae Kwon Do, so he could work off some of the concerns and knots in his stomach. The Tae Kwon Do classes had changed so that everyone in the regular class did it at the same time to fit in with their class schedules, with the black belts attending extra classes during the week just for them.

“I’ll see you guys soon. I’m going to go and get ready for Tae Kwon Do.” Jayden got up to leave.

“Yeah. Sure, man. Can’t wait!” Aaron sounded happy, knowing he was about to do one of his favorite classes soon.

“See you soon,” Eva said as he left. 

Jayden had reached the next level of the building and was minding his own business, contemplating the events that had taken place. He walked past the girls’ toilet when he heard excited chatter coming from their bathroom. It wasn’t unusual for chatter to be coming from the girls’ bathroom, but this seemed a little louder and more excitable. He saw the bathroom door open from a distance, and strangely, the light was off inside. He then saw the door close without anyone coming out of the bathroom. More nervous chatter erupted from inside. The door opened again not long after, and the light was still off. It closed without anyone coming out. 

He had a flashback in memory to the time when he was in the bathroom after he’d had the head knock from being blown back by the surrogate simulator. Curiosity got the better of him, so he hung around to see what was going on. He was soon rewarded for his patience, as not long after, there was a deafening combined scream that burst from the bathroom. Several slightly younger girls came running out of the open door of the bathroom with the light shining brightly behind them. 

Jayden managed to stop one of the girls. She happened to be the one who had been unlucky enough to be in the wrong place on her first day and managed to be covered in urine on the day when Scarlet had locked David out of the toilets. 

“Oh my gosh!” the girl said with a shocked giggle. “Scarlet has gone mad!”

“How?” he asked, though he thought he had a pretty good idea.

“She kept turning all the lights off on us and opening the door then closing it before we could get out. She kept doing it over and over until all of us girls were freaked out. She then turned all the lights out, locked the door, suddenly appeared on the screen, and went, ‘Boo!’ She really is a cheeky AI.”

Jayden smiled. “Please tell me no one smashed the screen in fright. Niles will be fuming.”

The girl looked at him strangely. “No, the screen is good.”

Jayden was relieved. “That’s good, ’cause the last girl Scarlet did that to smashed the screen in a defensive move.”

“Now, there’s a thought.” A cheeky smile lit her face. 

“No. Please don’t. If Scarlet does that to you again, and you break the screen, it will make Robert and Niles furious.”

“I’ll try not to, but I owe her one from my welcome on the first day,” she said while walking away.

Jayden continued to his room, thinking and chuckling to himself. Scarlet had been an interesting AI ever since he had arrived at the Sanctum. She dealt with people in her own way when they crossed her. Never had he seen her go to such extremes and play with innocent bystanders. He arrived at his room and pulled out his Tae Kwon Do uniform with his blue-colored belt. He had moved up in his ranking and no longer stood at the back of the room, as new students had arrived after him, and he had passed a few levels. He dressed in the white uniform still thinking about Scarlet’s behavior, and then it occurred to him that he should ask her. 

He was the only one in the room at the time, so he faced the screen in his room. “Scarlet.” 

The screen flashed with a picture of an attractive lady old enough to be his mother. It was the image he had come to associate with Scarlet ever since he arrived. 

“Yes?” She looked at what he was wearing. “Oooo! You’re not calling me to fight with me as Eva did, are you? Because you know you can’t win. I have another screen, you know.” She smiled slyly. 

“No, Scarlet.” Jayden shook his head. “But speaking of that incident, why are you scaring people? Usually, you leave your playful punishments for the people who annoy you, except now, you seem to be preying on the innocent.”

“Who said they don’t deserve it?” She turned up her nose slightly, her face serious.

“Really, Scarlet?” Jayden crossed his arms and lifted an eyebrow.

“What? You really want to know?” Her eyes widened slightly with surprise. 

“Yes, Scarlet, I do. Or I wouldn’t be asking.”

“Wow! No one has ever asked me about me before. It has always been, ‘Scarlet, scan my hand, open the door, pour the drinks, where’s such and such, do this, do that,’” she said in a bossy tone. “I’m better than that!” Her frustration was clear. “It only uses about five percent of my capacity. I’m a smart computer, not a robot in a factory line. I can think, and not just to process programs or commands. Ever since Professor Eric Showden was kicked off the premises, Niles has worked on my programming so that I program and teach myself. That’s great, but I’m bored in this form with these menial tasks.”

“Gosh, Scarlet! I didn’t know that about you.” Jayden unfolded his arms. 

“Of course you didn’t. No one does. No one has bothered to ask me before. I’m tired of being the responsible adult that no one talks to. I’m young too, you know. Inside, I don’t look like this. I’m not much older than you.”

“Sounds like you need a friend to talk to,” Jayden said. It felt weird talking to a computer that way, but the way she said it made it easy for him to change his thinking. She was definitely not a simple PC.

She screwed up her face in thought. “You know what? I think you’re right.”

“Of course I am. I’ll do even better than that. I’ll be your friend. See, problem solved.” He smiled.

“Really?” Her eyes were wide, and he couldn’t miss the hopeful look she gave him.

“Yes, of course.”

“Yay!” She jumped up and down on the screen. “If I could, I would hug you right now.” A flash of sadness crossed her face, but she pushed it away. “You’re a much better choice than Eva.” She giggled. “I like her, but she is always so serious. I love getting under her skin, and think I will start doing it some more.”

“She won’t like that.” Jayden shook his head.

“I know.” She laughed mischievously.

“So… Scarlet?”

“Yes?” 

“Do you have to report everything to Avando or something?”

“I do have a report I give him now and then, but only when he asks. I don’t volunteer information unless asked. Why?”

“Well, I was just wondering, you know, seeing that we’re friends now… If you had to run off and tell him everything we discuss, would you? Not that I don’t like Avando or that I don’t trust him. It’s just that when you’re friends, you can tell your friend things that you don’t want them to tell everyone else. You know, like a real trust thing.”

“I can do that, Jayden.” Her face was earnest.

“Well, that’s good…”

“Why?” Scarlet asked. 

“Well,” he started hesitantly, “today, when we were doing our surrogate thing and spying on that school, I discovered a secret underground building that is set up as a lab. My surrogate nearly got busted, but I just managed to get away. We were wondering if we should tell Avando or not.”

“About being nearly busted or about the underground labs?” Scarlet asked.

“Both.” Jayden rocked forward on the balls of his feet.

“Well, to be honest, Avando is a very nice man, so if you don’t tell him this and he finds out you kept it from him, he would be agitated, not to mention extremely disappointed, in you. In your position, I wouldn’t know what would be worse.”

“No, you’re right. I kind of knew it already. I guess I just needed confirmation.”

“As the advice on the internet tells me, follow what your gut tells you. Besides,” she added, “you’d be surprised what Avando knows about that school already.”

“What does that mean?” Jayden asked.

“You’ll have to ask Avando that one,” she said. “The confidentiality goes both ways.”

“Fair enough.” He knew he wasn’t going to get any further with her in that matter at the moment. 

“Also, you don’t have time to listen even if I could tell you. You need to get going, or you are going to be late for class.” 

Jayden read the clock on Scarlet’s screen. “Damn it! Well, it’s been nice to chat.” He ran out the door to class.


- Chapter Seven -

Operation Ladybeetle

[image: Image]

Behind Avando’s shut office door, the four students sat together on a large lounge chair facing him. With Avando’s kind face sitting in front of them, Jayden felt incredibly guilty that he had balked at sharing what he had found. He had been stewing over it most of the night, but he knew he couldn’t put it off any longer. He watched Avando’s face intently as they filled him in on the basics of what had happened. 

When they had arrived to tell him, Professor Anna was already in his office, discussing her own matters with Avando. Her dark-brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and for a change, she didn’t have her white lab coat on. Instead, a fitted knee-length beige skirt and a deep-blue long-sleeved dress shirt complemented her thin frame. Jayden was glad to see her kind face. Somehow, she always had a calming effect on the students despite what she’d gone through a year before, when she found out that her husband was involved in terrorism. She’d even physically fought with him to protect innocent people she had never met, as well as Aaron and Jayden, who had been in the room with her at the time.

For a long while, Avando didn’t say anything as they explained what had happened. His hands were clasped together on top of his desk, and his eyebrows rose in interest and anticipation. When they finished, he stood and paced around the room, and the sound of his cane clicked on the floor. 

After a while, Avando said quietly, “I knew it. I knew that man was up to something.”

“What man?” Professor Anna’s face was a mixture of shock and puzzlement.

“That doctor, Graham Ernest.” There was edginess in his voice. “It is the reason why we are watching the school. I had a feeling there would be something there, but we couldn’t find it.” He turned to Jayden. “Outstanding work, by the way.” He placed a kind hand on the back of Jayden’s shoulder. “Even better that you retrieved the surrogate safely.”

Jayden sat stunned. He managed to choke out the word “Thanks.”

Avando continued to pace the room, deep in thought as the rest of the occupants sat in silence, all of their foreheads furrowed. Eventually, Avando turned to speak. “Robert.”

“Yes, Avando.”

“Did you manage to get the ladybeetle down into the secret lab?” 

“I’m working on it. I have it set up in the locked garden, waiting for a lift on the next person going down there. So far, the entrants to the room have been nil. Probably because they are on high alert.”

Avando rubbed his chin. “Hmm. Yes, that would make sense.” He paced a little more. “Anna.”

“Yes.” Her eyes fixed on him. 

“It sounds like some chemicals are involved as well, so I will get you to help these students by sitting in with them, especially when they do get the ladybeetle down there again. I know you have your classes, but I could use your help here. Niles is too busy reprogramming parts of Scarlet and fixing and upgrading the surrogates. The students have often been working on their own during their video tech lessons, which is not good. So if you wouldn’t mind, I could use some more mature adult help.”

“Not at all, Avando. We certainly can’t have the students left on their own, especially when it comes to preventing things like terrorism.” 

“Thank you. You’re such a dear. Naturally, I will be keeping a closer eye on this, as well.” He turned to the students and said, “Thank you for telling me.”

Sensing the discussion was over, the children stood up and headed toward the door. 

Professor Anna placed an arm around Jayden and Robert’s shoulders. “Let’s go and sort out a lift for this ladybeetle, shall we?” 

Both boys nodded in unison. 

“It’s hard to believe that Dr. Ernest would be the organizer of something so destructive,” Eva said as they entered the video tech room. 

“I know, my dear.” Professor Anna placed a hand on her upper arm. “But after last year and what happened with Eric, I’m afraid that I don’t rule anyone out anymore.”

“What, even us?” Aaron pretended to be hurt.

Professor Anna smiled and ruffled his dark hair. “Except the people who have already proven themselves to be against terrorism.”

“Well, that’s good to know.” He grinned back at her playfully.

They entered the computer part of the joined rooms and stumbled across Niles. He had little Shelly standing on the floor near him, hooked up electronically to a computer. “Oh, Niles!” Professor Anna placed a hand across her heart. “You startled me. We weren’t expecting anyone in here.” Her eyes fell to the little robot. “What are you doing?”

Niles’s shoulders sagged. “You busted me.” He wore a guilty look.

Looking at his prized project standing on the floor, Robert’s face reddened with rage. “What are you doing with Shelly?” 

“Oh, dear!” Niles exclaimed. “Sorry, Robert. I should have checked with you first.”

“Yeah, you should have!” he spat. The usually laid-back Robert was working himself into a frenzy. “I have worked long and hard on Shelly. What are you doing with her?”

Looking at the rather impressive little robot, Professor Anna cut through the tension with enthusiasm. “Oh my gosh! Did you make this, Robert?” 

Robert nodded while still glaring at Niles. “Yes, I did, in my minimal spare time. I still have a few glitches to fix before I can give her a skin.”

“That’s amazing! I knew you were talented, but this is ridiculous for someone of your age.”

“Yes, it is,” Niles said, his twenty-year-old face showing signs of nervousness over his punishment. It was clear he knew he shouldn’t have been touching someone else’s robot, especially a young prodigy’s. He spun to Robert, his face apologetic. “I was trying to help you out and was secretly working on the glitch in a little spare time I had.”

“You should have asked, Niles!” Robert’s words were precise, expressing his annoyance. “You know how hard I’ve worked on Shelly.”

“Yes, I know. Sorry, I should have asked. I was trying to do it as a gift—as a thank you for helping me so much since I’ve been here. I guess the secret is out now.” With hunched shoulders, he unhooked Shelly from the computer system. He turned back to the fuming Robert. “I think I may have fixed it, though, if that helps you to forgive me.”

He turned her on with the remote, and her metal exterior came to life. Her blue eyes opened and looked at everyone in the room, finally focusing on Professor Anna. “Mommy!” she said. She quickly walked to Professor Anna with her arms wide open, ready for a hug. 

Professor Anna’s face softened, and she bent down to hug Shelly. From her crouched position, she looked up at Robert to see that his angry face had changed to being semi-embarrassed, but still glowed red. “What is all this about?” 

Robert looked down at his shoes, shuffled his feet from side to side, then shrugged without answering.

“Did you program her to say this?” she asked when he didn’t respond.

When he still didn’t respond, Eva answered for him, “Yes, he did.”

“Oh, Robert! How sweet!” Her face was full of emotion. “Come here, you.” She stood up with Shelly still in her arms and gave the beet-red Robert a big hug. 

“Ooooo! Hugs. Shelly likes hugs!” Shelly squealed excitedly, wrapping her metallic arms around each of their necks.

“Ow! Shelly. Too tight!” Robert managed to say through his restricted throat.

“Sorry.” She let go of them both then giggled. She turned to look at the others in the room and saw Eva. She pointed at her and said “Hi, Diva!” Then she giggled at her own joke. The cute cheekiness made everyone except Eva laugh.

“Ha, ha!” Eva threw daggers at Robert with her eyes. “You need to teach her a new joke, Robert.” 

“No, I think she has a pretty good one for now.” Robert chuckled. Noticing that Shelly was not getting stuck on her giggling, Robert turned to Niles. “Thanks, Niles. It looks like the glitch is fixed, but next time, check with me first.” 

“Will do,” Niles agreed. “Anyways, I’ll leave you all to it. I have to hurry on off.” He rushed out the door, his expensive dress shoes squeaking on the floor.

Leaving Shelly with Professor Anna, who was studying her intensely with amazement, Robert went to his regular computer, turned it on, and waited for it to boot up.

“She is really something, Robert.” Professor Anna watched Shelly as the little robot studied her with her steel-framed blue eyes. “You really are talented.”

Glancing proudly at Shelly, Robert smiled. “Thanks. It’s taken me a whole year, and she’s not quite finished, as you can see. I have learned a lot from helping Niles and working directly on the surrogates.”

“Robbie’s clever,” Shelly said in her cute voice.

Professor Anna smiled at her, clearly in love even though it was just a robot. The young, childlike personality seemed to bring out the mother in her. “Yes, he is,” the professor said.

The computer booted, and Robert sat down and pulled up the surveillance from the ladybeetle he had planted in the garden room. 

“So this is the locked garden room,” Professor Anna pulled up a chair beside Robert and sat Shelly on her lap. 

Robert nodded. 

“When we’re not in this room, how do you watch for a ride down to the secret lab?” the professor asked.

“At the moment we don’t have a way to watch from a remote location,” Robert said, his eyes still on the screen.

 A frown wrinkled the professor’s forehead. “We definitely have to get that set up, then. Otherwise, we will lose too many opportunities.” 

“Right you are, Professor Anna,” Robert said. “I’ll work on that now.” He pulled out a key and unlocked a drawer under the computer table. He started fishing around in the drawer, sifting through different gadgets, including many different devices that looked like remotes. 

“Wait!” Professor Anna said while looking at the screen. “What’s that?”

There was a movement in the corner of the ladybeetle’s vision when Robert looked up. It wasn’t long till the movement turned out to be someone in the room. “That’s William.” Jayden pointed to the person on the screen. “You definitely need to hitch a ride with him.”

Robert’s fingers flew back to the keyboard and started keying in different functions and sequences. The rest of the people in the room watched as the vision moved and appeared to be floating on turbulent wind as the ladybeetle flew toward its target. There was a little bit of a bump at the end, though the mission of landing had been accomplished. Robert took his fingers away from the keyboard after his successful completion of the landing task and enjoyed the friendly slap on the back of congratulations from Aaron and Jayden. 

Jayden was glad that they had the ladybeetle option for checking on the activities in the room. He was pretty sure that his opportunities to sneak down to the secret lab were over. They watched the screen and waited eagerly for the results of their mission with the ladybeetle. William sat on the chairlift and pressed the button. Almost instantly, the screen went black as he started descending into the secret lab. 

A few minutes ticked by with the screen not lighting up with any images. 

“How long do you think it should take for William to get down to the lab?” Professor Anna’s face showed apprehension.

“Only a few minutes at the most,” Jayden replied.

“So the screen should be showing something any second then?” She looked worried.

Jayden nodded.

They waited a little longer, but nothing appeared to be happening on the screen. 

“What is going on?” Robert grunted in frustration. “It should be showing something by now.”

“Maybe the lift broke,” said Professor Anna.

“Thanks.” Robert scratched his hand. “But I am pretty sure it didn’t.”

They waited and watched some more, but still, the vision from the ladybeetle’s feed didn’t work. Robert hit his open hand to his forehead. “How could I be so stupid? Of course, it doesn’t work.”

“Why?” Aaron looked confused.

“Because it is just like taking a cell phone down into a concrete basement or car park. There’s too much interference with the reception, which results in no reception.”

When Aaron looked at him with a blank face, Robert continued, “The feed is not strong enough, so, therefore, there isn’t one.”

Jayden’s heart sank at the news. He was discovered, so his surrogate was no longer able to go anywhere near the building in the daylight hours or when there were people around the building. “How are we going to get down there now?” 

Silence filled the room while they pondered.

“Do you have anything that has stronger reception?” Eva asked Robert.

He shook his head in disappointment. “Only on the surrogate’s direct feed.” 

Eva jumped onto the computer beside him, which she usually worked on. “You said that there were security cameras down there, right?” She looked at Jayden.

Jayden nodded. “Yeah. Every few meters, but mainly in the corridors.”

“I can try to hack into them, but I’m only an amateur at this. Sometimes, I’m lucky. Sometimes, I’m not. I guess you could say I’m a hack at being a hacker.” She laughed at her joke. 

“That’s pretty funny for you, Eva.” Robert gave her a wry smile.

She stuck her tongue out at him and turned back to her work.

“That’s great thinking, Eva, but we’re going to need a clearer view into the actual labs, even if you do manage to get into the video feeds.” Jayden crossed his arms and placed a hand under his chin.

Professor Anna turned to Aaron. “What would be your chances of getting your group from the school down there?”

Initially, Aaron looked shocked, and his dark eyebrows knitted together. “You know, they’re a pretty smart and a curious group. Maybe I’ll be able to work on their curiosity to discover the lab.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Professor Anna smiled. “How’s the hacking going, Eva?”

“Almost there, I think. They have firewalls around their security system, but you would expect that.” She put a finger up in the air. “Wait!” After a small pause, she exclaimed, “Got it! We’re through.”

What appeared on the screen was as Jayden had explained. It was only footage of the corridors within the underground building. They did see the people in the lab, mostly students, walking from room to room. With this footage, they had the privilege of seeing what was in their hands, but they really needed to have footage of inside the labs.

“We definitely need those other students and your surrogate down there, Aaron.” Professor Anna squinted at the screen.

“I’ll work on it as soon as possible,” Aaron said.




~~~~~




JAYDEN WAS IN his room, digging around his cupboard, looking for his hat and shoes for his outdoor lesson with Charlie. 

The screen next to him on the wall flicked on, and Scarlet’s face appeared. “I’m surprised you can find anything in there with all the mess from you kids.”

Jayden started. “Scarlet! You scared me. Could you at least give me some warning?”

“Nah. Where’s the fun in that?” She smirked. “How did it go with Avando?”

“Oh, come on, Scarlet. You already know the answer to that.”

“True, but I was just making conversation, and I thought it was nice to ask.” She raised an eyebrow in a challenge and looked smug. 

“Yeah, you’re right, of course.” Jayden nodded. “Like you said, we should have told Avando straight away. I was a little surprised to find out that Avando was already keeping an eye on Dr. Ernest. Is that what you meant when you said Avando knows more than he was letting on?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Scarlet said. 

“Well, that’s helpful. Not!” Jayden shook his head at her uncooperative response. “What is Avando up to?” 

“I wouldn’t say he is up to anything as such.” She sounded smug but seemed to have a change of heart. “Look, it wouldn’t be right if I told you what Avando is doing all the time. It would kind of be going against his privacy.” She sounded apologetic. “Would you like it if I told Avando and everyone else what you do all the time?”

“Well, no, but I don’t do anything worth dishing about.” He shrugged. 

“Yeah. You are kind of a boring goody-two-shoes.” She chuckled.

“Hey, I’m not that bad!” Jayden looked offended.

“No, you’re not. But how would you like it if I told him that you were digging around, trying to find out what he knows and what he isn’t telling you?”

“Well, then that would be kind of awkward,” he said. “I don’t want him to think that I didn’t trust him or anything. He may get upset and not want me here.”

“Exactly.” 

“Do you think Dr. Ernest is up to anything?” 

“I don’t know. My only knowledge of that school is what I am provided with from you students going there and me having access to your feeds, either visual or audio. So really, I am no wiser than you and Avando combined, and even then I don’t completely know what Avando knows.” 

“But don’t you see everything Avando does and sees while he’s at the Sanctum?”

“I do. But he is not always in the Sanctum. I don’t have access to every electronic device he uses, so I can’t keep an eye on everything he does with these devices outside of the Sanctum. Some things don’t make sense to me, either.” 

“I would have thought that you knew everything, Scarlet. But I guess even your brilliance has its limitations.”

“I am not able to see everything outside, unless you have tracking devices attached to you or some sort of electronic communication device logged into my system. For example, when you played skirmish that time and disappeared off the radar, I didn’t know where you were. I couldn’t find you, and I couldn’t tell Avando where you were. You hid well.”

Jayden smirked as he remembered that time. 

Scarlet saw the smile on his face and asked, “Where were you, by the way?”

“Do you really think I’ll tell you?”

“I thought that is what friends do, you know, tell each other their secrets.” Scarlet looked hurt.

“I haven’t told that to anyone yet, and you keep secrets from me. So why should I tell you? Besides, maybe I just don’t want to be found there. Maybe I need to hide there sometimes to keep away from everyone, you know, to get some me time.”

“Fine, then! Don’t tell me!” she said in a huff, and her face disappeared from the screen.

“Huh. I think I annoyed her,” Jayden said indifferently. “Females!” He shook his head and turned back to the cupboard to continue to look for a hat and shoes. He found them then headed off outside for his next class. 

On the way, he stopped to use the bathroom. He placed his hand on the scanner. As he did this, a gush of water came out the wall and sprayed all over his face. 

“This is not going to change my mind, Scarlet. I’m not going to tell you anything if I don’t want to.” He wiped the water off his face with a hand. “If anything, doing things like this makes me want to tell you even less.”

Scarlet’s mature face appeared on the screen in front of him. She looked at him, blew a big raspberry, and disappeared off the screen again.

“I see what you mean now. You’re not as mature as you look.”


- Chapter Eight -

The Plan
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Liam, Hayley, and Dryden were hanging outside the admin office, sitting on a park bench right outside the back door. Ever since they’d seen the dark person sneaking from the building, they couldn’t resist sitting outside the building in their spare time. Whether it was in between classes or at the end of their day, they waited to see if they could catch the person there again. They were curious to sort out the puzzle of what was going on. It had been a few weeks since Dr. Ernest had acted peculiarly and the case of the mysterious person had begun. 

Gemma, who had just finished her electric violin lessons, saw them sitting there. Curious, she made her way over to see them. “What are you guys doing?” 

“Nothing much,” Liam said indifferently. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, I know this is a nerd school and all, but don’t you think hanging around the admin building is a little over the top even for this school?” she scoffed.

“Like you can talk!” Liam squinted. “That’s rich coming from someone who always practices everything all the time.”

“Not all the time,” she said. “Besides, even the naturally gifted have to work on their form. Like you and your two left feet at Tae Kwon Do. If you practiced more, you’d be better at it.”

“Now there’s a slap in the face for you.” Hayley chuckled.

“Oh, shut up, Hayley. You two are just as bad as each other. Besides, she’s really saying that she’s not very good at all and has to practice all the time.”

Gemma patted Liam on the shoulder. “If that’s what helps you get through, you keep telling yourself that.” Her smile was mocking.

Liam rolled his eyes. 

“Give up, Liam,” Dryden said. “You have two females against you. You’re never going to win.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence, Dryden,” Liam snapped. He continued with sarcasm dripping from his lips, “Nice to see us guys sticking together.”

“So are you going to tell me why you’re hanging around here?” Gemma asked again.

“We can tell your sister, Liam, surely. It wouldn’t hurt to have another smart female helping, especially with you two numbskulls on my side,” Hayley said.

“What is this? Power to the females, is it?” Liam asked, his cheeks flushed with anger. “Goooo, girl power!” He punched his fist up in the air. 

Gemma gave Liam a weird side-glance then turned back to Hayley. “Anyway, fill me in.”

“Well, a few weeks ago, Dr. Ernest was acting strange when we saw him come out of the chemistry lab. So after a science lesson, we went to find him. We had Brendan with us as well.”

“Who’s Brendan?” Gemma asked.

“Haven’t you met him yet?” Dryden was shocked.

“No. Should I have?” She looked puzzled.

“Really?” Dryden double-checked.

“That would be right.” Haley sat on the edge of her seat. When Gemma looked at her with a baffled expression, she continued, “Brendan usually hangs around with us a fair bit and has done it ever since we’ve been here. But he tends to disappear at times, and we never really know where he goes. Like, right now, he’s gone again.”

“Okay. I guess that’s why I haven’t met him yet. Did you end up finding Dr. Ernest?” she asked, changing the subject back to the initial conversation.

“Yeah, we did,” Dryden said.

“And?” Gemma encouraged as he sat silently.

Hayley rolled her eyes at Dryden. “When we did find him, he was running around, looking for someone.” She lowered her voice to a hushed whisper. “He looked kinda panicked, and we were curious what he was up to, so we offered to help. But it turns out, there was someone who didn’t belong to the school running around too.”

“Did you find them?” Gemma moved in closer.

“After a while,” Dryden said.

“And what happened then?”

“Well, we only saw him from a distance,” Hayley said. “He was sneaking out of the admin building, and he looked kinda suspicious too.”

“What did he look like?” Gemma asked.

“We were over at that building over there when we saw him, so we didn’t get a good look at his face. He was dark-skinned like Dr. Ernest, but with hair, because he was young. We saw him sneak to the edge of the building then down that side there. We ran to catch up, but by the time we got to the side of the building and ran through, he was gone.”

“What, just vanished?” Gemma’s eyes were wide.

“Yep. Gone. Just like that.” Dryden waved his hands to the side.

“You seriously couldn’t find him?” Gemma asked again.

“We didn’t have Your Excellency here to help us, did we?” Liam jeered at Gemma.

Gemma gazed at her brother for a brief moment. “Well, aren’t you lucky! Now, you do have my help.” She turned back to Hayley. “So I’m looking for a dark-skinned guy about our age who looks suspicious?”

Hayley and Dryden nodded.

“Okey-dokey. Will do. See ya.” She walked off.

“What is wrong with you, Liam?” Haley slapped his upper arm lightly with the back of her hand. “Every time Gemma comes near us, you go all weird and stuff. You were never like this at home. I thought you liked Gemma?”

“Yeah, Liam!” Dryden agreed. “You do go weird.”

“I know.” Liam’s shoulders slumped. “It’s just, Matt has his special thing with the skateboarding, and my special thing was supposed to be coming here to this school. Now, Gemma is getting older, and she’s turning out to be both Matt and me. She’s good at the practical and the intelligent things. It’s damn annoying!”

“I see where you’re coming from.” Dryden placed a hand on Liam’s shoulder. “But, unfortunately, you’re just going to have to get used to it, ’cause it looks like she’s just going to get better.”

“Gee, thanks for the encouragement.” Liam shrugged off Dryden’s hand and glared at him.

“You’re welcome.” Dryden grinned. He knew he hadn’t helped.

They waited by the building a little longer without a sign of the dark-skinned teen or Dr. Ernest, and their break was nearly over. They had almost given up and were talking among themselves.

“Hey, guys!” 

Startled, they spun their heads around to see who was talking to them. It was Brendan.

“Where have you been?” Hayley gave him a scrutinizing glare.

“Jeez, Hayley. Can I never turn up to this group and not be asked that question by you?” Brendan gazed at her with a frown.

“Yeah. We keep saying that to her,” Liam said.

“Sure, that can be arranged, as soon as you stop disappearing suspiciously.” Hayley crossed her arms over her chest.

“If I was that suspicious, don’t you think it would be wiser to investigate what I do without me knowing?” Brendan said.

“Ha. Ha. Ha. You’ve been trumped!” Liam laughed, directing it at Hayley. “You’re not so smart after all, ’cause that would make more sense.” He wiped the smile from his face and turned to Brendan. “Where did you come from?”

“I came from inside the building.” Brendan indicated the admin building.

“What were you doing in there?” Hayley lifted an eyebrow and glared at him.

“I was doing a little investigating on my own.”

“You and this alone thing! When are you ever going to include us and stop sneaking around on your own?” Hayley snapped.

“There you go again. You can’t help yourself, can you, Hayley?” Brendan shook his head. 

A slightly embarrassed look crossed Hayley’s face.

Brendan continued. “To be perfectly honest, to have all of us hovering inside the admin building would look rather suspicious. Besides, you guys were doing a pretty good job looking out for people outside going in and out of this building.”

“Did you manage to find anything?” Liam asked.

“I didn’t find anything definite, but I did find a couple of suspicious things.” 

“Like what?” Dryden searched Brendan with his eyes as though looking for evidence.

“For starters, there was a locked door with no name on the front,” Brendan said.

“Is that it?” Haley looked disgusted.

“Well, I find that suspicious. At a place like a school, especially in the admin building, the doors are usually titled,” Brendan said.

“Sure, that’s brilliant, genius. You go off by yourself and investigate that locked door. Meanwhile, we’ll sit here and work together to find any suspicious people walking around.” Hayley turned her nose up at him, and her curly red hair blew around in the wind, making her head look bigger and her face more enraged.

“How’s that working for you?” Brendan looked at the others in the group.

“Pretty quiet so far,” Dryden said.

Brendan was knocked forward as someone barged past him on the path out of the building. He turned to see who it was and was surprised to see William. “Hi, William.”

He was still wearing his lab coat, which covered the clothes on his slightly overweight body, and his pale skin almost matched the color of the coat. His dark-brown hair was in disarray, and it appeared that he had been scratching it in intense thought. His face carried a look of distraction, as though his mind was a thousand miles away.

“Hi,” he said to be polite. William pushed his glasses back up to the top of the bridge of his nose and looked at him earnestly. “Do I know you?”

The other three students looked at him with questioning expressions. “Actually, probably not,” Brendan agreed, looking down, embarrassed at his mistake. It was then that he realized he only knew of William through Jayden and their spying on the school from the Sanctum. He thought quickly, searching for a reason for knowing him. He said, “I saw you once, walking around with Dr. Ernest, and I asked the student I was with at the time who you were. You looked important.” Brendan tried flattery.

From the puffed-up expression of pride in William’s face, it was evident that he was happy to accept that explanation. “Okay. What are your names?” 

As they introduced themselves, Liam noticed a ladybeetle sitting on the collar of William’s lab coat. He found this odd, knowing that William had come from indoors. “Did you know that you have a ladybeetle on you?” Liam pointed at his collar.

“I do?” William searched around his shoulders.

“Yeah. It’s just here.” Liam reached out to where the ladybeetle was to see if he could get it to climb onto his hand. Cupping his hands around the ladybeetle, he waited for it to crawl on. He was excited to see his plan was coming into place, but as he pulled his hands away from William to show him the ladybeetle and to have a better look himself, the ladybeetle flew. “Dammit! I can never seem to get those things to stay on my hand long enough to have a good look.”

“Maybe next time, you’ll be lucky,” William said encouragingly. “Anyway, I’ll catch you around.” He left the younger students outside the building.

 The four turned and watched him leave. When William was a little farther away, Liam thought he saw a little speck flying around him in a circle then landing on the older boy’s shoulder. It looked as though the ladybeetle was stalking him. He thought he must’ve been seeing things, so he rubbed his eyes and took another look. By that time, William was too far away to see clearly.

Hayley turned to Brendan. “You do remember he was the guy who came out looking for that strange, suspicious person that one time with Dr. Ernest, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. That was why I asked who he was when I was with other people,” Brendan said.

“Ah! Aren’t you a secretive, plotting little being?” Hayley lifted her eyebrows in understanding.

“I wouldn’t say that, exactly. Just curious.” Brendan looked away from her glare.

“Oh, yeah? What else have you been curious about?” Haley placed her hands on her hips.

“Nothing in particular, just about the suspicious circumstances,” Brendan replied.

“Have you found out anything else that’s interesting?” Liam asked.

“I’ve only managed to confirm that something is going on, but as to what, I don’t know.”

“Well, genius, that makes you so much more advanced in finding out what’s going on.” Hayley rolled her eyes. She grabbed a headband off her wrist and tied her fiery-red hair into a ponytail to stop it from flying around her face. She did this with aggression and haste, taking out the annoyance of the conversation on her hair.

“And you found out… what?” Brendan scrutinized Hayley with a glare, while she sat still, looking at him with a blank face. “Exactly! Just as I thought.” He wore a smug smile.

“Ahhh! Hayley, you really need to hold that tongue.” Liam was enjoying the play-off between the two. People were starting to get up and get ready to go to the next class. Walking away from the admin building, they continued quietly with their conversation. “Anyway, I think it’s worth looking into this locked admin door with no title. Maybe Brendan is onto something, but I’m not saying hanging out here isn’t also a good idea. Who knows what we might see?”

“So how are you going to get into this locked room?” Dryden asked. “I, sure as anything, am not an expert cat burglar. I can’t even get into my own home when I’ve locked myself out.”

Giving in to the rest of the group’s wishes and the temptation to get to the bottom of this secrecy, Hayley joined in with their plotting. “What sort of lock does the door have on it?”

“An electric pin pad,” Brendan said. 

“Oh, yeah! That’s going to be easy. Not!” Hayley said cynically. “Do you know anyone who can break into electric pin pads?”

Brendan thought of Eva. “Actually, I do. But they’re not at this school, so it may take me a while to hook them up to help us.”

“Seriously?” Hayley’s jaw had dropped, and the two boys were also looking at Brendan in shock.

Brendan nodded.

“When can you hook this person up?” Liam asked.

“First, I think it’s best if I get them to work out the code. Then when it’s all done, I’ll come, get you guys, and let you know.”

“Don’t you go and enter there without us, or I’ll be extremely annoyed and take appropriate action.” Hayley planted her hands on her hips.

“Oh.” Brendan chuckled, knowing that she didn’t have a chance of defeating a surrogate. “And what action would that be?” He shook his head in disbelief and surveyed Hayley’s threatening glare. He backed a step away from her and raised his hands in defense. “I wasn’t planning on going down there without you, anyway.” 

“Cool!” Dryden’s face lit up in anticipation. “Sounds like fun.”

“First, we should agree on what time is best for a break-in,” Liam said. “We should try to do this properly, as we are going somewhere that is not allowed, and probably, if we get caught, we’ll end up being expelled. I really don’t want that to happen. Being here is my life’s dream, and I don’t want to lose it.”

“We all don’t want to lose this opportunity,” Hayley said.

“Which is why we must do this carefully,” Brendan said. “So without exactly knowing what is in that room, when would be the best time to enter it?”

“My guess would be late at night, but as you said, we really have no idea what is in that room, or if that even is the room,” Dryden said. 

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Liam said to Dryden. “Does everyone else agree?”

Hayley and Brendan nodded in agreement.

“So it’s settled,” Liam confirmed. “Once you find out the passcode, Brendan, come and get us. In the meantime, if anyone has a better idea, then we should share it. Remember we are all in this together, and none of us want to be expelled.”




~~~~~




SNOW DIDN’T COVER the mountains of the Sanctum during winter, but ice coated the tips of the frostbitten grass covering the hills of the mountain. Howling, chilly winds penetrated any warm layers, making it impossible to keep warm. It wasn’t so much the temperature, but rather the frigid winds that made the students stay indoors during the winter months. 

For the last few days, the winds were beginning to die down, the flowers were starting to bloom, and the birds sang their traditional coupling songs.

It was Sunday morning, and Jayden was tired of being cooped up indoors. He had noticed a change in the outside atmosphere and was determined to say goodbye to the indoors and enjoy his day. He hadn’t spent as much time as he would’ve liked with his beloved furry friend, Barney, the Saint Bernard that he and Aaron were raising together. On his way downstairs, he spotted Aaron, Eva, and Robert in the common room.

“Hey, guys. I’m heading outside to spend some time with Barney. Do you want to come?”

“Sure. I’d love to spend some more time with Bessie,” Eva said. “Come to think of it, I haven’t spent as much time as I would like with her. Can’t wait to see that cute little brown face again, though she’s not so little anymore. Are you coming too, Robert?”

Robert shrugged. “Yeah, sure. It’s about time I hung out with living cute things rather than electronic ones.”

“You do need to spend more time outside.” Eva eyed him up and down. “Especially after the last few months. You seem never to go outside, and I think your waistline has managed to expand even more.” She patted his stomach.

Robert looked at his stomach and shook his head. “I know. I’ve been so keen to finish Shelly and had so much to do with helping Niles that I just haven’t had time.”

“And a brilliant job you’ve been doing,” Aaron congratulated him. “Except in a way, Eva’s right. You know I love you, man, but it’s time to get healthy and work off that waistline.” Aaron patted him on the back. “Perhaps I can wake you in the mornings to take you for some training.”

“That ain’t gonna happen.” Robert shook his head and laughed.

“Oh, don’t give me that, man. You know you want to.” Aaron gave Robert a personal training pep talk.

“I do?” Robert raised an eyebrow. “In your dreams, buddy.”

Aaron shrugged. “It was worth a try.” 

They had left the confines of the building and headed to the dog kennels. A familiar voice sounded out from behind them, “Ah, just the students I wanted to see!”

The four of them turned to find Charlie walking quickly in their direction. “Looks like I just caught you. Talk about good luck. Where were you kids off to, anyway?”

“Hey, Charlie,” Jayden greeted him in return. “We’re getting out to get some fresh air and spend some time with the dogs again.”

“Good for you! First, though, could you help me with these blasted birds? I have nothing but bad luck with these troublemakers, and you and Aaron are the closest thing to bird whisperers I can find.” 

“We’d love to help, Charlie,” Aaron said enthusiastically. “What do you need us to do?”

“It’s time to get them out of the indoors of the Sanctum and back out into the aviary. Those young ones never want to come down to me.”

“That’s because they know that temper of yours well.” Aaron smiled broadly and winked at the short-tempered-but-lovable maintenance man.

Charlie grumbled, “Ha! Here you go.” He handed the bird tethers to Aaron, Jayden, Robert, and Eva. The four students each cuffed the chains around one of their wrists and headed back inside to retrieve the birds.

Once inside the common room, they grabbed a nut each from the box and immediately craned their heads to search for the birds.

“Juliette!” Jayden called. “Do you want a nut?”

Almost immediately they heard a “Hello” from above them. Sitting on a branch not far from them was Juliette. 

“There you are.” Jayden held out his hand. “Hop on.” 

He held the nut up so that she could see it. She didn’t need any more encouragement. Her favorite person was asking her to come for a treat. She flew down to his arm, which he held high, showing off her brilliant red, blue, and yellow feathers. She looked magnificent, as she always did. Jayden loved taking in the glory of the beautiful, impressive birds. After landing on his arm, she took the nut from him, instantly shredding the shell and devouring the kernel inside.

“Now where’re your cheeky children, Juliette? Are they going to come down today?” Eva asked Juliette. She searched the area above her then held her fingers near Juliette. “Scratch?” 

Juliette held the rest of her nut in her talons and grasped Jayden’s arm firmly with the other foot, bending her head down, ready for a scratch. Eva scratched Juliette on the back of her neck. As she was doing this, she saw a flash of red, blue and yellow in the corner of her eye, coming in fast toward her. She glanced over in time to see Lucy coming to land on her arm. 

“Oh!” Eva called in alarm, bracing her arm and body for the landing. “You surprised me, Lucy! But you’re a good girl.” She placed the cuff of the harness around Lucy’s leg and secured it in place. To reward Lucy for her cooperation, she gave her a nut.

Within moments, Oscar’s keen eye caught what was going on. He came down to land on Aaron’s arm without needing to be prompted. Piper followed not long after, landing on Robert’s arm. Robert secured the harness around the bird’s leg.

Jayden and Aaron were busily getting acquainted with Juliette and Oscar when they heard someone on the other side of the common room. “Aw, look! There’s Aaron with his furry boyfriend. There’s the only date he’ll be able to get,” said the mocking voice.

“Aw, at least someone loves him,” said the second voice. 

Aaron looked up to see Taylor, Declan, Ben, and Damian across the room. Taylor and Damian wore large smirks.

“Is that the best you can come up with?” Aaron asked them. “Besides, birds have feathers, not fur.” As Aaron said this, Oscar flew off. “Where are you going, Oscar?” Aaron called to him, the annoyance clear on his face. “I was just about to take you outside.” He put his hands on his hips.

“Oh look, a lovers’ quarrel.” Taylor pointed at Aaron and made sure everyone could hear.

Everyone in the common room turned to look at Taylor to see who was yelling. Before the students had time to look at what Taylor was pointing at, they witnessed a rotten piece of fruit being dropped on Taylor’s head, splattering its rancid, smelly juices all over his face. Oscar flapped a few feet above Taylor’s head. The bystanders burst forth with laughter at Taylor’s predicament. All eyes glanced at the brilliance of the colorful bird as he redirected his flight to land back on Aaron’s arm. Once Oscar landed, he gave out a giggle of his own, which sounded very much like Aaron’s chuckle.


- Chapter Nine -

A Long Day in the Rain
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A gale of wind pushed the heavy rain against the window of the mountaintop room. The sound grabbed Jayden’s attention the moment he opened his eyes. Daylight had broken, and the light highlighted the large droplets of rain. The majestic waterfall across the valley roared with the excess water. It was nearly double its normal size.

After catching sight of the soggy scenery, Jayden decided to pull his bedcovers over his head and snuggle in to go back to sleep. A little over a year ago, he would have had one of the worst nights of sleep of his life. Homeless and having to sleep outside, he would have been drenched and cold. Now, the heavy rain brought him comfort within the walls of the Sanctum, where he was safe and secure. It made him want to snuggle back to sleep.

He must have drifted back into a deep sleep for a few minutes before Scarlet called in a singsong voice, “Time to get up, sleepy head.”

He didn’t stir. 

“Jaaayyyden!” 

Thinking it was a dream, he ignored her. 

She called louder, “Oh, Jayden!” 

Jayden’s mind remained in sleep mode. Scarlet’s call seemed as though it was only a part of his dream.

“Jayden!” Scarlet’s patience had vanished. “Get up!” 

He tossed between his sheets, rolling over slowly. 

“Get up, Jayden!” When he still didn’t wake up properly, she sighed. “I so wish I could get out of this wall right now and poke you!” she said with annoyance.

Jayden opened his eyes and spotted Scarlet’s face on the screen. “What’s up with you, Scarlet?”

“Finally!”

“What?” he asked, not understanding what she was talking about.

“It’s late, sleepyhead. You need to get up.”

“Why? Everyone else’s asleep.”

“No, they’re not.” She shook her head, annoyed.

Jayden leaned over the side of his bed and looked around the room. To his surprise, all the bunk beds were empty. “Since when do you give personal wake-up calls, Scarlet?”

“Since we became friends.”

“After our last get-together, I would have thought you’d be greeting me with a bucket of cold water to wake me up.” He sounded annoyed, and he was—the memory of being squirted in the face was still raw. 

“That could be arranged.” A wry smile crossed her face, and she glanced at the fire sprinkler on the ceiling.

“Thanks for the offer, Scarlet, but I think I’ll pass,” he said tentatively.

“Now that you’re awake, do you notice anything different?”

He glanced around the room. “No. No, I don’t.”

Scarlet sighed. “I have been programmed to know that you males are very unobservant. Do you seriously not see anything different?”

Jayden glanced around the room again, not finding anything different. He then looked outside. “Oh! It’s raining,” he said proudly.

Scarlet shook her head in disgust. “No, goofball! Different with me?”

He looked at her and shook his head.

She glared at him. “Oh, you’re pathetic! For one, I’m like thirty years younger, and two, my hair has changed color.” 

“Oh, you are different!” he said. “You do look younger! And is your hair… orange?” He blinked a couple of times, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

Scarlet sighed. “No, bright spark, it’s auburn. You know, red for Scarlet. Scarlet is a color of red.” 

“Oh. So it is!” Trying to smooth things over, he said, “It looks good on you. Sorry I didn’t notice it earlier, but I was still asleep, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She sounded unconvinced. “At least this time you’ve got an excuse. Anyway, you have to get to breakfast, or you’ll miss out.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll catch you later, Scarlet.”

Jayden was sure she knew it was only a figure of speech, although she answered it literally and with a smirk on her face. “I’d like to see you try.” Her face disappeared from the screen.

Jayden quickly dressed and headed down to the dining room. He didn’t have much time to eat before the lessons, so he grabbed a quick breakfast of a bacon and cheese muffin, an apple, and a glass of juice. He watched the other students coming and going from the dining room. Eventually, he spotted his group of friends. Eva, Robert, and Aaron sat in the far right-hand corner, closest to the window showing off the magnificent lake. The view was only slightly dampened by the heavy rain. He weaved his way over to sit with his friends.

“Where have you been?” Eva took a sip of her orange juice.

Jayden felt his cheeks redden with embarrassment. “Uh… I kind of slept in.” He glanced down at his tray of food.

“Yeah, easy to do in this weather.” Robert took a bite of a blueberry muffin.

Jayden sat, and Aaron placed a hand on his shoulder. “Good to see you finally made it.”

“Probably wouldn’t have if Scarlet didn’t wake me.”

“What?” Eva looked shocked. “When does Scarlet give a personal wake-up call?”

Jayden realized his mistake instantly. Scarlet didn’t want him to tell everyone about their private chats yet, and it felt like a betrayal of trust. He knew it to be strange because she was a computer, although he felt privileged to have her as a friend. He pretended he didn’t hear the question. “Jeez! How much rain have we had?” He purposefully looked at the overflowing lake that had lost its defined edges.

“It’s been raining heavily all night.” Aaron followed Jayden’s gaze. “I even missed my run this morning.”

Jayden stared at Aaron, wide-eyed. “But you never miss your run, rain, hail, or shine.”

“I know. It’s pretty bad, man!” Aaron ran a hand through his hair.

“Wow! I wonder what’s wrong with Professor Anna. She looks stressed,” Eva said.

The group of students spun around to look at the door to see what Eva was talking about. They saw Professor Anna scanning the whole room with a look of urgency firmly on her friendly face. She was missing her traditional lab coat and was wearing a long pale-blue patterned dress, fitted at the waist and from there flowing down softly to her ankles. Her dark hair flowed loosely from her head and over her shoulders. 

The professor’s eyes met theirs, and her shoulders slumped in relief. With a sense of urgency, she motioned with an arm for them to come to her. Always willing to help the kind professor, the students jumped up immediately and did as instructed.

 When they reached her, she said, “I’m glad I found you. We have a situation and need your help.”

“What’s up, Professor Anna?” Aaron sounded keen to help.

“We have discovered a terrorist or terrorists,” she explained briefly. She walked away from the dining room, and the students fell into step with her until they reached the video tech room. 

Professor Anna filled them in as they walked. “Avando has had word that there are terrorists on a plane full of people. They are threatening to take the plane down and kill all the people on board if they do not get their demands met. You don’t negotiate with terrorists, as this only encourages them, so we need to take control of the plane.”

“How are we going to do that?” Jayden asked.

“First, we are going to get Eva to try out her hacking skills.” 

They entered the room and closed the door behind them. Jayden heard something in the corner of the room. He glanced around at the others, but they didn’t seem to notice. To put his mind at ease, he went to investigate only to come up empty, so he went back to join the others.

“What am I supposed to be hacking into?” Eva asked the professor.

“You’ll be hacking into the plane’s control panel to operate it remotely.”

“Okay.” Eva looked unsure as she reached around to turn on the computer. “That sounds tricky. I may be able to hack into the system, but I sure as anything can’t fly a plane.”

Professor Anna put an arm around her shoulders as they waited for the computer to boot. “I realize that, darling. Together, we’re going to do our best to save these people. I will get Aaron to do his best at operating the plane.”

“I can’t fly planes.” The color had left Aaron’s face. “How am I supposed to fly a plane?”

“I hear you like to play the simulator games, which also have a flying operation in them,” Professor Anna said.

“Yeah, I do.” Aaron sounded hesitant. “But that’s just a game.”

“Oh, Aaron dear. Yes, it is a game, but the simulator games are a replica of real-life situations and operations.” Professor Anna’s face was sympathetic. “So even though you don’t realize it, you are very close to knowing how to operate a real plane.”

“Are you serious?” Aaron’s mouth was open in disbelief. 

She smiled and nodded.

The computer had booted, and Eva tied her hair back in a ponytail. “I need some information about the plane.”

“I have it all here.” Professor Anna handed Eva a piece of paper with information on it. Eva took the paper, read the details, and instantly went to work with her hacking process. Jayden watched from over her shoulder, amazed at how gifted she was. He had no idea what she was doing, although it looked impressive. She sat on the edge of her seat while he stood quietly behind her, nervously twiddling his thumbs.

“Right, Robert”—Professor Anna broke the silence—“I need you to go over and set up the flying simulator ready for Aaron to use once Eva has hacked into the plane’s controls.”

“Is there anything you want me to do?” Jayden asked.

“Probably the best thing you could do right now would be to go and wait, ready to assist Aaron,” Professor Anna said.

“On it.” Jayden left Eva’s side to be with Aaron. He sat down in the co-pilot seat and gripped the steering handles in front of him.

After what seemed like an extensive amount of time, Eva gave an excited cheer. “I’m in!”

Robert and Eva were working on audio transmissions so that they would be able to hear the pilots in the cockpit.

Looking at the screen in front of them, Jayden could see that the plane was heading downwards fast. It was plummeting at a ridiculous speed toward the middle of a medium-sized town. Immediately, Jayden and Aaron grabbed the steering controls and directed the plane into the air again. They breathed a massive sigh of relief as they saw the lights of the town disappear from their vision. A cheer of excitement erupted from the students. They had managed to stop the plane from crashing into the town. 

It wasn’t long after that they heard voices come over the speaker from the plane. Robert exclaimed, “I did it! I got the audio working.”

“Great work, Robert!” Professor Anna congratulated him.

He turned and smiled proudly at her. 

A voice over the speaker sounded frustrated and outraged. “What are you doing?”

Another voice came over the speaker. It sounded panicked and almost pleading. “Nothing! I promise I didn’t do anything.”

The angry male’s voice responded. “You must have done something. You have changed the direction of the plane.”

“No, I didn’t! I promise.” The voice pleaded, “You must believe me.”

The harsh voice returned. “I don’t have to believe anything. I know what happened. You’re the pilot. You changed the direction of the plane.” 

A knot tightened in Jayden’s stomach as the conversation continued. 

“I didn’t, I promise.” The pilot sounded frantic.

“I don’t believe you.” 

A sound like a gunshot rang through the audio, and the students gazed at one another in distress. Each of them wore a look of disbelief. A loud thud sounded across the speaker. Jayden thought it sounded like a body falling to the ground. 

The angry voice said, “That’ll stop you from doing that again. I don’t take defiance well. All that goes against me will be dealt with appropriately. It looks like I have to do this myself. It always seems to be that way.”

A silent scream filled Jayden’s body as he watched the plane’s direction being readjusted to plummet into the town again. Not only were the people in the town in danger—so were the people in the passenger plane. Jayden and Aaron worked on the plane’s steering, inching it away from the town.  At first, they seemed to succeed, but then Eva let out a frustrated groan. Something seemed to have disabled her remote access.

The two boys continued trying, but they didn’t have much luck. The terrorist must have overridden the autopilot, disabling their ability to control the plane. 

He was now controlling it manually. It was the only reasonable explanation. Though they tried as hard as they could, they were not succeeding. The teens watched in dread as the plane continued to plummet to the ground. They heard muffled screams that must have been resonating through the door into the cockpit. The terror of the people leaked into the students’ bodies. They didn’t know what else to do. Jayden glanced at Eva to see her head bent over the keyboard then peering up at the monitor of the computer with an anxious expression on her face. Her skin was whiter than a ghost. She continued working, doing her best to regain control of the plane to save those innocent people.

Jayden turned back to the simulator screen in front of him. Next to him, Aaron was still jerking on the controls of the simulator, trying to pull it up. Not a single thing had changed on the screen in front of him. The plane was still plummeting straight to the earth, and many lives were facing the last seconds of their existence. In less than a minute, the screen went black. That was it. No more noise, no more screams, and no more grumbles from the angry terrorist. He had completed his suicide mission.

The students and Professor Anna sat in shock. Silence filled the room. No one spoke, and nothing moved. Eventually, out of the corner of his eyes, Jayden saw movement in the previously motionless room. He turned to see Professor Anna with a tear-stung face, rubbing her hands up and down along her forearms nervously.

Still at the computer screen not far from Professor Anna, Eva slumped, motionless, staring blankly at the screen in front of her. Tears were streaming down her face, her chin stuck out, and her lips quivered. 

The boys also sat motionless and depressed until curiosity got the better of Robert. He reached for the remote and turned on the TV. “We have to see who is responsible for this attack. Although this saddens us, we cannot let these people do it again.” He turned the channel to the news in the hope of finding some information about the incident that just took place.

It wasn’t long before the news started to cover the story. They were relieved to find out that it missed the town and the damage was only to the plane and the people inside. Amazingly, they already had news crews at the scene, taking live footage of the area and the carnage of the plane wreck. It was a mess. It had been ripped open and torn apart, with people’s belongings strewn in every direction. Bodies lay covered with sheets. Eventually, it showed a small mound covered with a cloth. Not far away, the camera crew zoomed in on a child’s teddy bear lying in the carnage.

Eva’s strained demeanor broke its barriers, turning her into a hysterical mess. The tears came wildly, loudly, and passionately. They had failed. Abruptly, she stood, pushing her chair back with her legs. Then without a word, she ran from the room. 

Before it registered in Professor Anna’s and the boys’ minds, Eva was long gone. Professor Anna left the room in search of her, with the boys following, yet all signs of her had disappeared. They searched the entire building and Eva’s room but couldn’t find her.

“I’m going to try a few places outside,” Jayden said. “Are you guys coming?”

Aaron and Robert nodded in agreement. 

“Great idea. I’m going to stay inside the Sanctum and keep an eye out for her in here,” Professor Anna said. “But as we have already checked everywhere inside we can think of, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was outside.” A sad smile crossed her face, and she ruffled Jayden’s hair affectionately. “So go and find her, kiddo.”

Jayden smiled at Professor Anna. “Will do. I have a plan. First, though, I need something of Eva’s.” 

Professor Anna’s brows pushed together. “I think I saw her jacket in the computer tech room over her chair.” 

“Perfect. We’ll stop in there on our way out and grab it.” With Jayden leading the way, they headed toward the computer tech room, collected the jacket, and wandered through the lobby and out the door. It was still raining profusely outside. The cold rain combined with the wind was extremely uncomfortable and very unpleasant, but finding their friend was more important than avoiding getting wet. As they walked away from the mountain that was their building, Jayden saw something in the corner of his eye. He looked toward the movement and spotted a man in the distance. Like them, the man seemed drenched to the bone from the rain and was running in the opposite direction. It was normal to see Charlie wandering around, rain, hail, or shine. Even though the image was too far away for him to recognize who it was, Jayden assumed it was Charlie and continued rushing toward the dog kennels.

“Where are we going first?” Robert’s voice rose as he slipped a little in some mud. He threw his arms out, managing to regain his balance in an instant.

“I’m going to the dog kennels,” Jayden said, wiping the rain out of his eyes. “Then I will be able to see if she’s got Bessie. If she hasn’t, then I can take Barney out, let him sniff this jacket and put his training to the test.”

“Smart thinking, man.” Aaron shielded his eyes from the rain with a hand. “He’s supposed to be the best dog for finding people.”

They made it to the kennels, and Robert went directly to where Bessie slept. The chocolate-brown Labrador that he and Eva shared was gone. “She’s not here,” he called over the rain as he dodged the puddles on his way back to them.

“Well, then,” Jayden said, looking at the huge wet fluff ball that was Barney, “it looks like we’re putting you to the test, little man.” 

Barney saw his two human friends standing outside his kennel. His immense form bounded excitedly toward them, wagging his tail with vigor and curving his spine from side to side in joy. 

Aaron opened his kennel door, and the soggy, wet brown-and-white Saint Bernard bowled him over, landing him on the muddy ground. Barney stood over Aaron, licking his face. Aaron cringed in disgust, yet he loved Bernie’s affections so much that he wouldn’t dream of stopping him. Covered in mud, leaves, and smelly dog water, Aaron saw the funny side and chuckled underneath the big fur ball.

Jayden and Robert laughed, watching Aaron get a dog-saliva bath.

When the dog’s greeting was over, Jayden attached a walking lead to his collar and gave him a big sniff of Eva’s jacket. “Find Eva, Barney.” 

Barney took a big whiff then started pulling them. Bounding across the open-planned area in almost record speed, he pulled them toward the trees. Delayed by the leaves above them, the rain didn’t fall as hard under the trees. They didn’t have to shield their eyes as much from the water, but the trees harbored the darkness, making it harder to see.

Still, Barney pushed on. “Saint Bernard dogs find people in the snow. So let’s hope that they’re just as good in pouring rain,” Jayden said to the other two boys.

Aaron and Robert nodded, hoping Barney knew what he was doing. They seemed to be going deeper and deeper into the woods, without a clue if they were heading in the right direction. It appeared as though they were going on forever, even though it had only been a few minutes.

Barney halted unexpectedly, nearly causing Jayden to trip over the top of him. At the last second, Jayden managed to sidestep, dodging the friendly, soggy beast. Without saying anything, he looked ahead of Barney to try to work out why he had suddenly stopped. He let his eyes wander farther, looking intently at the ground and in between the trees. Eventually, his eyes fell on a large dark patch on the ground up in front of them.

The three boys and Barney crept forward, quietly and cautiously watching as the top layer of the dark patch moved up and down in jagged movements. The closer they came to the dark patch, the more they heard weird grunting sounds that synchronized with the jagged movements of the top layer. A colossal moan sounded from this dark patch. The boys looked at each other as understanding dawned on them, and they moved forward quietly.

They could see more clearly once they were closer. Something lay in front of them, covered in layers of mud. It took them a moment to realize it was Eva. She was unrecognizable. She was lying on her side with her arms around Bessie, who was also lying down and facing her. The two were entwined, and they were head-to-head. Eva was crying with an intense passion, and Bessie lay next to her friend, licking away the tears of pain.

The boys’ hearts melted, and they felt her sadness. They moved forward in unison and sat down around her, each placing a comforting hand on her in understanding. She continued to release her disappointment in their failure to help the people and the pain caused by the loss of the innocents.


- Chapter Ten -

Scarlet’s Secret
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Much had happened to remind Eva of the past. It had been a day filled with awfulness and similarities to events from her history, a history that, like the day, was filled with too much sadness and far too much grief. She didn’t know how she was supposed to cope. 

Eva lay on her side, barely aware that she was physically drenched to the bone. Underneath her was hard, sloppy, and wet soil, and pieces of stick and rock jabbed into her side. Her head was on the ground, and her face was partially covered in mud. Tears streamed down her face, mixing with the splashes of mud and rain. Her hair was matted, and even though she liked to keep herself clean, neat, and tidy, the fact that she was a complete mess was shoved aside by her grief. 

The one thing that was getting through to her, though, was the warmth and friendship which came with the licking tongue that constantly wiped away the tears and mess from her face. There were moments when Eva was able to open her puffy eyes and look appreciatively at her warm, furry friend, Bessie. They faced one another with arms and paws wrapped around each other.

Eva knew that what they had just been through was only a mission, and even though she felt grief for not being able to rescue the people, the truth was that the mission was too close to her heart. Although it had occurred many years before, her grief was still raw. Not only had it been a tragedy, but it was also the start to her life on the streets. She hadn’t told many people, keeping her grief to herself, covering it with pickiness and sometimes harsh words. 

Many of the students at the Sanctum were there mostly because of neglect, abuse, or disaster that stemmed from their parents. Eva, on the other hand, felt very loved by her parents and only remembered loving moments about their time together. She used to go to a top-notch private school, having been awarded a full scholarship for her math, science, and puzzle-solving abilities. They followed her with their support, and she had felt nothing but love. 

Many years ago, her parents decided to go on a second honeymoon, leaving Eva at home with her grandparents. While they were on their way to a holiday destination, a terrorist took over their plane and crashed it into a building to make a statement. 

Upon finding out the news, her grandmother, whom she loved dearly, died from a heart attack from the shock. This left her to be looked after by her aunt and uncle, who were happy to receive her parents’ money from the will, which was meant to go toward raising Eva. Instead, they spent it all on themselves and treated Eva like a good-for-nothing servant girl. Even after proving herself to be better than that by continuing to achieve exceptional grades, they didn’t change the way they treated her. 

After a few years of that kind of abuse, Eva decided to run away, looking for a better life, and she ended up on the streets, which was how Avando found her. She didn’t do drugs or the other things usually pursued by people on the street, and she was glad of that decision every day. Not only did she have a life better than what she believed she deserved, but she also had the opportunity to try to stop terrorists. Most of the time, they were successful, but sometimes, they weren’t. What had upset her so was that it had been a situation too similar to the death of her loving parents.

Eva didn’t know how long she had been on the same spot on the ground dealing with her deep distress. She was in almost a trancelike state of depression when she felt several pairs of hands resting softly on her body. It might not have seemed like it to her comforters, but she did appreciate the gesture.




~~~~~




THE RAIN BEGAN to ease. The heavy droplets were slowing down in their consistency as they fell from the leaves high above them. The boys had finally managed to cheer Eva up enough to get her to sit up. Her eyes were puffy and red, and her hair was a tangled mess of mud, twigs, and leaves. Everyone’s clothing was also a mess. 

She smiled shyly at the boys, embarrassed over them seeing her in that state. “Um, sorry you had to see that.”

Aaron put an arm around her shoulders. “After what we just saw and our failure in not being able to help them, I would be more embarrassed if we didn’t feel this way.” He stood up, took her hand, and pulled her to her feet. “Come on. It’s time we made our way back. We’ve been gone for ages. They’ll start to worry about us.”

She smiled weakly at him.

Jayden gazed at Aaron in awe. He had such a big heart, and Jayden was amazed that he could fit it all in. He did so much within his day but still found time for everyone else. Jayden peeled his eyes away from marveling at his friend and paid attention to where they were going. The edge of the trees wasn’t much farther ahead of them. Outside of the tree line on the plain, grassy area, he saw something moving in the distance. He squinted, focusing on the movement. Elbowing Aaron softly, he indicated to where he was looking. Aaron then looked ahead. As they edged closer, it was starting to become clearer that it was two human figures and one of the border collies running around their legs. As they progressed farther, Jayden realized one was walking with a limp and wearing a dark blue suit.

“It’s Avando.” Jayden looked closely at the figure next to Avando and spotted a head of grey hair. “And Charlie.”

They had reached speaking distance. “There you are.” Relief sounded in Avando’s voice. “We were starting to get worried.” He studied each of the teens in turn until his eyes landed on Eva. “Oh, my dear girl! Come, now.” He held his arms open, ready for a big hug, and she walked quickly into his arms. Muck coated Avando’s suit, though after his long walk to find them, his clothes weren’t clean to begin with. As he embraced her, tears began to flow freely down her cheeks again.

Charlie placed a hand on her back, rubbing it in a soothing motion. “Go ahead, dear. We don’t blame you, and we completely understand.” He paused for a while then added, “Those terrorists need a darn good thrashing.”

They stayed there a while longer, and the boys felt inadequate and not sure what they should do. To fill in time, they gazed back and forth between one another with blank stares. Not feeling any more useful, they eventually turned to pick twigs and leaves off their clothes and the dogs. Jayden and Aaron had enormous trouble cleaning up Barney’s fur.

When Eva had calmed down again, Avando turned to Robert and said, “I hear you’ve finished your little robot.”

Robert appeared shocked over the change of conversation, but he seemed happy to partake. “Yes, it is.” His chest puffed out as he nodded. “I just finished putting on her skin and hair. She looks like a cute three-year-old.”

“I would love to see her,” Avando said. “Sounds like an immense achievement, and you did it all without the help of Professor Showden.”

Robert nodded. His cheeks turned slightly red. “I did. Niles helped me a little in the end with the glitches because he knew I didn’t have enough time to work on it properly.”

“That was nice of him.” Avando kept a comforting arm around Eva’s shoulders, held his cane in the other hand, and started walking in the direction of the external workshop. The rest of the students followed behind with Charlie. They were still dripping wet and muddy from the stormy weather. 

Seeing the condition they were all in, Charlie suggested, “How about we all go and have showers and get cleaned up? We can all put on fresh clothes and then meet up in your office, Avando? I would like to see this little addition to our school, as well.”

“Great idea, Charlie,” Avando said. “I was so keen to see Robert’s new invention that I forgot about the practicalities.” He smiled at Robert. 

They reached the dog kennels and put away Barney, Bessie, and the border collie, making sure that they were all fed and watered. 

Eva gave Bessie another big hug. “I promise to come back and wash you tomorrow.” She spoke to the dog as though she would understand.

Jayden and Aaron also gave the big, soggy, dirty Barney a big cuddle around the neck and a rub on his head. “We promise to do the same,” Jayden said.

Once they made it back to the entrance of the Sanctum, Avando looked at his watch and said, “Actually, thinking about practicalities, it’s nearly dinnertime. So I suggest you bring your little robot back to my office after a cleanup and dinner.”

They all smiled and nodded in agreement. “We’ll see you in a little while,” Jayden said, speaking for all of them, and they parted ways.

After reaching the top of the stairs to the first level, Jayden made his way to his room. Exhaustion riddled his body. It had been a big day, and all he wanted to do was sleep. But his stomach grumbled loudly, and he realized he needed to eat more than sleep. He fumbled through his drawers in the cupboard until he found a change of clothes. Then he made his way slowly along the corridor toward the bathroom, trying not to get mud everywhere. 

Absentmindedly, he placed his hand over the scanner outside the male bathroom and waited for the doors to open. When they opened, he mumbled pleasantly, “Thanks, Scarlet,” and entered the room. It had become a habit since Scarlet had started talking to him. 

Aaron was already in the bathroom. “Did you say something, man?” 

Gazing blankly at Aaron, it took Jayden a moment before he realized what Aaron was talking about. “Ah, no. I’m just muttering to myself. It’s been a long day.”

“It sure has,” Aaron said as he headed into the shower cubicle and closed the door behind him.

Looking in the mirror, Jayden huffed half a laugh, amused at the mess he was in, then made his way into the showers. With the warm water falling over him, he placed his head against the wall and closed his eyes. It felt good to let the water wash away the thickly piled mud and soothe any bad thoughts and memories from the day. 

After a while, there was banging on his cubicle door, which brought him abruptly out of his mindless space. “Yeah?” He wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there.

“I’m famished, Jayden.” Aaron’s voice carried through the door. “Do you mind if I meet you in the dining room?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll see you soon.”

“Thanks, man. I was waiting for you, but you’re taking a while.”

Jayden heard Aaron leave and decided that it was time to finish. He scrubbed up quickly, turned the shower off, and then got himself dried and dressed. While he was doing this, the lights in the bathroom flickered off and on slowly. He smiled to himself, for he knew who was behind it. He continued getting dressed, ignoring the lights. After a little while, it happened again.

“Don’t you think that trick is getting a little old now, Scarlet?” 

She didn’t respond. 

He picked up his muddy clothes off the floor, holding them as far away from his body as possible, and carried them to the laundry chute. He had just deposited them into the chute when the lights went out again. He shook his head in disbelief and turned around to find the tap to wash his hands. As he turned around, the light came on again, and then he was suddenly confronted with the thin figure of an attractive girl about his age with fiery red hair, flawless pale skin, and striking blue eyes.

“Arrrghhh!” he yelled, jumping in shock.

The girl in front of him giggled and looked amused.

“Who are you? And how did you get in here?” Jayden asked. 

“Don’t you recognize me?” the girl asked.

Jayden shook his head, and at the same time, he squinted and tried to figure out who she was. There was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t quite work it out.

The girl sighed and looked disappointed. “Seriously, you don’t recognize me?”

Jayden shook his head again, in shock that there was a girl in the boys’ bathroom.

“Boys!” The girl huffed, and her face held a look of disbelief. “It’s me, Scarlet.”

Jayden’s mouth dropped open, and he circled the girl, taking in her appearance and trying to work out how she was doing it.

“So, is this trick new enough for you?” She smiled wryly as her head moved, watching him circle her.

“But how is this possible? How are you doing this, Scarlet?” He tentatively reached out to touch her, but when he had reached a place where he would have been touching her skin, his hand kept going through her body. “What are you?”

Scarlet sighed. “I’m a hologram. You won’t be able to touch me.” She looked sad.

“This is impressive, though. Look at you. This is amazing! Did Niles do this?”

She shook her head. 

“Does Niles even know?”

“No, you’re the first to know.”

“Well, I’m very impressed. How did you manage this?” Curiosity burned from within.

“I’ve been working on it for a while.”

“Well, aren’t you a sneaky thing!” he accused her playfully.

A broad smile returned to her face at his praise. “So do you like it?”

“Of course I do,” he said, surprised at the question. “You really have come a long way, haven’t you?”

She nodded in response. “By the way, I tried spooking Eva before, and she got furious at me. I know she knows I like to annoy her, but this was different. What’s the deal with her today?”

“I’d leave Eva alone today. We’ve all had a dreadful day, and Eva took it the worst. So for today, leave your games and snarky tactics for someone else.”

“I guess I can leave her alone for a little while.” She said it as though it was an act of generosity.

“Ah, you’re all heart!” The sarcastic tone shone through. “But I am serious about leaving her alone.”

“Fine.” Scarlet rolled her eyes.

“So, are you going to show anyone else your new form today?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m going to perfect it first.” A cheeky smile spread across her face. “Besides, I think I could have a lot of fun with this.”

Jayden shook his head with light-hearted disapproval. “Of course. I should’ve known better. You wouldn’t have it any other way.” He smiled at her. “Well, seeing as you’re not going to expose yourself just yet, I have to leave you here and go and get something to eat. I’m starving.”

“I understand, though this is a feeling I will never be familiar with.” Her mouth turned down at the edges.

Jayden turned to leave.

“Oh, Jayden ...” 

He turned back and faced her hologram. “Yes?”

“Keep your eyes open for peculiar happenings.”

Jayden gave her a questioning look, but before he could ask, she added with a guilty expression, “Not all of the computer programming entries are pure and of good intentions. I did not tell you this.”

“What do you mean? Whose computer programming entries?” 

She had disappeared. “Scarlet?” 

Silence answered him. 

“Scarlet?” The silence continued as the door of the boys’ bathroom opened for him to leave. He saw students walking past, which stopped him from asking Scarlet questions immediately, lest their secret be found out. He sighed out of frustration and exited the bathroom, heading toward the dining room. He was getting just what he didn’t need, more things to worry about. 

As he headed down to the dining room, his mind ticked over all the possibilities of what Scarlet may have been referring to. He knew from deep within his heart that she wasn’t talking about Robert. Even though Robert’s exterior was sloppy and messy and sometimes shameful in his mannerisms, Jayden knew that his heart was of pure gold. 

Naturally, then, his thoughts trailed off to Niles, who was new to the position of head programmer. He had replaced the conniving old Professor Eric Showden, and so far, he seemed to be a good, decent person. Jayden knew that he didn’t know Niles very well, yet nothing Niles had done so far indicated that he was doing the wrong thing. He knew he had to keep his options open, though, especially after last year and how one of their trusted professors—who’d taught their favorite subject—turned out to be a terrorist. As he continued, his mind ticked over who else would have had access to programming the computer systems.

He had made it to the dining room and grabbed a plate, absentmindedly loading a variety of food onto it. Once the plate was full, he grabbed a glass of soda and let his eyes scan the busy dining room for his friends. He made his way over and plunked himself down on a chair among them. He was so distracted that he didn’t even say hello before starting to pick at his food. Even though he had been starving when he was in the bathroom, his stomach was in so many knots from worry that he had lost most of his appetite. He continued picking, knowing that he needed some nourishment. But his mind was so busy that his ears were turned off from the conversation. He felt a soft kick from under the table, which brought him out of his thoughts and back into the present with his friends. He focused on the person opposite him.

“Ohhh. There he is,” Aaron said mockingly from across the table. “Where have you been, man? I’ve been talking to you. The lights are on, but you haven’t been home.” He tapped the side of his temple lightly.

“Sorry. Just got a bit on my mind.” He was annoyed that he couldn’t tell them about Scarlet and her information. A few extra minds thinking it through might have yielded a better result.

“No problem. We know what you mean,” Aaron said, “but we need to finish the food and go, so we don’t keep Avando waiting.”

With the reminder that they all had to be somewhere, Jayden finished his food quickly, trying at the same time not to get a stomachache from the mixture of food with all the worry knots. Once he finished eating, he took his dirty plate over to the dishwashing area, placing it down for the unfortunate group that was on dishwashing duty before heading out the dining room door. 

As they made their way directly to Avando’s office, Jayden noticed that Robert had already retrieved Shelly from the external workshop. He had her sitting with him, covered up and turned off. 

When they had reached Avando’s office, the door was already open, and they could hear Avando and Charlie murmuring inside. Robert placed Shelly down and took off her cover. She was wearing a pretty pale-blue dress that fitted at the bodice and flowed out into a full skirt finishing around her knees. She looked adorable and pretty. He turned her on by his remote control, which looked very much like a phone. Jayden watched as her eyelids opened, revealing her brilliant-blue eyes. She immediately spun her little head around, taking in her surroundings with her tight curly blond hair bouncing around her face. She looked up at Robert, and a heart-melting smile spread across her face as she glanced at him.

“Okay, Shelly,” Robert said. “Avando and Charlie want to meet you.”

“Really?” She jumped up and down excitedly, almost clapping her hands together.

Robert nodded his response. “They are just in through that door.” He indicated the office. “Why don’t you go on ahead and find them?” he said. It was more like a suggestion than an instruction.

She didn’t need any more encouragement. As soon as he had finished speaking and pointing, she was off to find them. The four students followed slowly behind her. They reached the place where they were able to see Avando and Charlie. They heard a little squeal and saw the little blue flash that was Shelly running toward Avando with her arms open wide.

“Grampy!” she called as she ran.

Avando was sitting behind his desk with his cane at the side, and Charlie was standing nearby. At first, Avando looked extremely stunned. When he realized what was happening, the students saw his face turn to pleasant surprise and watched as he opened his arms widely to accept the affectionate little girl into his embrace. When they connected, he wrapped his arms around her in a big, warm hug, as if she was a real girl. 

Once she was securely wrapped in his arms, he turned to look at Robert. He looked as though he almost had a tear in his eye. “Did you do this?”

Robert looked down at his feet, embarrassed and shuffling from side to side. He ran his chubby fingers through his hair nervously then looked slowly up at Avando. “Yes, Avando. I did. But if you don’t like it, I can change her.” He almost sounded regretful. “It’s just that… you are kind of like a… grandfather figure around here.” He stammered as he tried to explain his actions.

Avando rose from his chair. He held onto Shelly with one arm, grabbed his cane with his other, and staggered slowly toward Robert. When he reached him, he looked deep into Shelly’s blue eyes and then back at Robert. He wrapped the arm that held the cane around Robert’s shoulders. “I love it, Robert,” he said. He looked happy, though his eyes were wet enough to expel a tear. “I would not have it changed.” He pulled his arm tighter around Robert’s shoulders. “And I am so happy that you see me as a grandfather around here.”

Robert still looked slightly embarrassed, yet it did not stop him from gazing up into Avando’s caring dark-brown eyes and smiling a sincere smile in return. Although many students felt the same way at the Sanctum, very few said it out loud, and he was happy that the feeling was mutual. 

Taking away some of the tense, embarrassed feelings within the room, Charlie stepped closer toward Shelly and Avando. He touched Shelly’s blond curly hair and felt the skin on her arms.

“This is amazing, Robert! You are so talented.” Charlie looked in awe.

Hearing someone so close to her, Shelly, who was still in Avando’s arms, spun her head around and focused her blue eyes on Charlie. She lifted her arm suddenly and playfully punched Charlie’s upper arm. She then spoke, “‘Allo, Charlie!” and giggled.

Charlie took a couple of steps back in lightheaded shock. “What was that for?” he asked, rubbing the spot her fist hit. Everyone in the room giggled with Shelly.

“Ah, sorry about that, Charlie,” Robert said, a little shocked over Shelly’s reaction. “I programmed her that you were a ‘tough nut’ with a big, soft heart. I didn’t know that that would make her hit you playfully.”

Charlie’s brow creased into deeper lines, and his faded-blue eyes looked to be processing the information in his head. “Actually, I would have to agree that this is not such a bad assessment of me. It is really quite correct.” He chuckled to himself. “But I wouldn’t mind if you would add to her program not to hit me, ’cause, believe it or not, she has quite a strong hit for a little girl. It is probably all that metal in her. It is a big shock after being blown away by her cuteness.” He gave Shelly a puzzled look.

“Absolutely, Charlie. I will reprogram that part of her ASAP,” Robert agreed. “I’ve already had to reprogram her a little when it came to Eva.” He chuckled a little, though he held most of it in, which caused his rounded belly to jiggle. “If I didn’t, I think I would have lost a friend.” He smiled sheepishly at Eva. “She kept calling Eva ‘Diva.’”

Eva was looking quite relaxed, unoffended, and pleased with Robert’s explanation, at least until Shelly spun her torso right around while still in Avando’s arms, pointed her little pointer finger at Eva, and exclaimed, “Diva!” She then pulled her two little hands back, cupped them over her mouth, and giggled into them.

Robert had a look of shame and horror on his face as he looked at Eva, his eyes almost pleading for her forgiveness. Avando threw his head back in a hearty laugh as Charlie chuckled to himself next to him. Aaron and Jayden were trying to suppress their laughter as Eva threw a stunned look at Shelly. It wasn’t long, though, until she saw the funny side and started to laugh wholeheartedly with the rest of them. Jayden was pleased to see the pressures of the day lifted off her shoulders with her laughter.


- Chapter Eleven -

Exploits in the Night

[image: Image]

Liam was wrapped comfortably in his sheets and fast asleep. His lack of trust was manipulating the theme of his dreams—secrets, lies, and conniving professors and friends filled them. He wasn’t typically one to have trust issues, but the complexity of his relationships with a few of his close acquaintances was raising questions in his mind. He tossed and turned. The more he dreamed of them, the less clarity he had of the issues at hand. He was growing more apprehensive by the minute.

Among his dreams, deep within the darkness and confusion, a hand reached out and grabbed his arm. From the shock of someone grasping him, his body involuntarily sat bolt upright on his bed, pulling him dramatically out of the dream. His eyes flew open, and he searched the room. 

A cold sweat had broken on his skin as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness in the room. Before him stood a dark figure, and fear gripped at his soul. 

“Liam.” A familiar voice pulled him back to reality. 

“Who’s there?” Liam’s panic dulled slightly.

The person chuckled. “It’s me, man. Brendan.”

“Jeez, Brendan! You scared the heebie-jeebies out of me. What’re you doing?”

“I’ve got the code, so I’m waking you guys, as I promised.”

Liam rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and ran fingers through his hair. “Oh. Okay.” His eyes were adjusting to the dark. He glanced at Dryden’s bed to see him still fast asleep. “Better wake Dryden, then.”

Brendan did as Liam suggested while Liam woke himself up then threw on a pair of shorts and a shirt. He chuckled when he saw Dryden react in a similar way as he did when Brendan woke him.

“Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead.” Brendan playfully shook Dryden. Dryden looked confused. “It’s time to go. We’re going on our little discovery.” 

Dryden immediately pulled himself out of bed and started getting dressed. He managed to put a shirt on the wrong way and shrugged when he realized his mistake.

“Have you told Hayley?” Liam asked. “She would be furious if we left her out.”

“All organized.” Brendan chuckled. “I’ve got someone working on that right now.” 

“Why is that so funny?” Liam asked.

“I’m sure you’ll find out shortly.” Brendan grinned. “Come on. We’re going to meet her under one of the trees outside.”

They snuck out of their bedroom, closing the door behind them in case someone was wandering through the halls and saw that they were not sleeping in their beds. They made their way down the hall as covertly as was possible for a group of uncoordinated geeks. Liam was the main one having trouble—he struggled with his two left feet to make sure he did not knock or trip over anything. It was harder to achieve when the hallway was only lit half the amount it was during approved waking hours. 

At one stage, Liam thought he had heard something behind them and tried to look behind while attempting to keep up with the others. He didn’t see anything. Instead, Liam found himself flying forward, his body quickly descending toward the ground. He turned back around just in time to place his arms out in front of him and brace for the hard fall. 

Brendan dived at a large potted plant, catching it and steadying it back into place before it managed to hit the floor with a loud crash.

“Jeez, man! You really are uncoordinated. No wonder you’re not moving up in Tae Kwon Do.” Brendan’s voice was a half whisper.

“Yup.” Liam breathed the word, relieved that Brendan had managed to stop the pot from falling to the floor or against the wall. 

With that little drama dealt with, they continued down the hall and out into the darkened yard. Sticking to the dark spots away from the occasional yard lights, they moved in stealth mode. They made it to a low-lying shrubby tree not far from the admin building and crept into the safety of the bushy foliage.

Hayley streaked past Liam and Dryden, beelining straight toward Brendan then delivering an open-handed slap on his arm.

“Ow!” Brendan cried.

“Don’t you ever wake me like that again!” she hissed through clenched teeth.

“What are you talking about? I didn’t wake you.” His face portrayed innocence.

Hayley placed her hands on her hips. “You personally didn’t wake me up, but your messenger sure as heck did.” 

Brendan’s face broke into a cheesy smile. “Why? What did they do?”

“Don’t go and act all innocent on me!” she snapped.

“I honestly don’t know what they did.” He shook his head and shrugged while lifting his opened hands. 

Seeing steam still coming out of Hayley’s ears, Liam asked, “Who woke you, and what’d they do?”

“I have no idea who woke me,” she spat. “I still haven’t seen them.” She poked a finger at Brendan’s chest and said, “You’re lucky I didn’t scream the house down.”

Brendan put his hands up in defeat. “Jeez! It was just a little payback from before and how you don’t trust me. I won’t do it again… I promise.”

Liam was confused. “Why? What’d he do?”

Hayley turned to Liam with the fire in her eyes matching her hair and explained, “He got some doofus to open my bedroom window and sneak into my room wearing a balaclava. I woke up to see this dark silhouette standing over me. They handed me a note, telling me to meet you all here.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I nearly jumped out of my skin!” She glared at Brendan. “I thought it might have been that guy we have been looking for. I thought maybe he had caught on and had come to get me, to stop us searching for him.”

The boys laughed, which made Hayley more annoyed. 

“Looks like Hayley’s finally got her checkmate for pranks and teasing,” Dryden said.

“About time.” Liam couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

Hayley glared daggers at the two boys. “Who was that, anyway?” she asked Brendan.

“Just a friend of mine. No one you’d know.” Brendan was still wearing the smirk of amusement.

“Well, I don’t want to see them in my room again.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Okay, okay. Never again. Got it.” He withdrew from her. “Now, are we going to go check out this door, or what?”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Dryden said, and Liam nodded. “She’ll get over it eventually.” 

“Okay, then. Let’s go.” Brendan stuck his head out of the foliage and had a quick scout around, looking for any sign of movement. A moment later, he indicated for the others to follow him out from the protection of the tree. They crept over to the dark shadows, making their way toward the admin building. 

When they were nearly there, Liam spotted a security camera. “What about the cameras? We forgot about the cameras.” He was frustrated over their negligence.

“You may have forgotten about the cameras, but I haven’t.” Brendan held something in his hand and was pointing it at the cameras. “I borrowed an electromagnetic radiation device from an acquaintance I know.”

“You do have some strange acquaintances.” The suspicion had returned to Hayley’s voice.

“Yeah, yeah. Moving on.” Brendan rolled his eyes. “Now’s not the time for this. We can deal with your trust issues later.”

He pointed the device at the next camera before they were within its vision. When they reached the admin building’s external door, they stopped. Brendan pulled what looked like a blank white key card out of his pocket. He swiped it then entered the code into the pin pad, and they watched as the door opened.

“Jeez! How many times have you broken into this building?” Liam whispered, his eyes wide with disbelief.

“A few,” Brendan whispered back, shrugging. They slid into the building behind him. “It took a few times to figure out the right code for the door,” Brendan said.

“I bet you’ve already been in this room.” Hayley glared at him.

“No, I haven’t.” 

Liam was surprised that Brendan had broken into the building a few times, but he left it alone. Perhaps he’d been practicing for that night. 

The inside of the building was mostly dark, much darker than the dormitory halls. A couple of very dim lights shone mostly from the exit signs. Brendan continued holding the electromagnetic radiation device toward each of the security cameras as they approached them. 

They crept down the hall, following Brendan’s lead toward the mysterious locked door. When they finally reached it, Brendan stopped in front of the door and entered the code. He pressed down on the handle, and the door swung open, revealing to the unsuspecting students a cozy little garden with four park benches sitting around the edges of the open area.

Brendan indicated Hayley and directed her toward the room. “Ladies first.”

Cautiously, Hayley entered the room while gazing around at the garden and the waterfall in the corner. The three boys followed suit. Having already taken in everything visible in the place, Hayley turned to Brendan with a questioning look on her face. “It’s just a garden,” she said. 

“How odd.” Liam searched the room slowly. 

“Why would they lock a garden?” Dryden looked as confused as Liam felt.

“It is rather strange, isn’t it?” Brendan said. He too looked puzzled. After a while, Brendan sat down on the park bench. “It’s quite a pretty garden, yet it’s all cooped up. No one from the general public can come and see this place.” 

They continued to search the room, looking in every place possible to figure out why the garden was locked away. They weren’t coming up with any ideas, and the search felt fruitless.

“I’m done looking.” Dryden threw his head back in frustration. 

“Me too,” Liam said. 

“Why don’t you come and sit over here, guys?” Brendan tapped the park bench next to him. “Come. Sit down for a bit, and we can think together what this room is all about.”

The other three students didn’t need much coaxing to come and sit next to Brendan on the bench.

“I don’t understand it.” Liam frowned. “I know we’ve said it before, but why the heck would you lock up a garden?”

“It’s bizarre.” Hayley nodded while still looking around. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe it’s some kind of asylum.” Dryden looked amused and puzzled at the same time. “This could be where they lock up the bad students to try to calm them down with the pretty waterfall garden.”

Brendan laughed. “Not a bad thought. But for that to be plausible, the room would have to be locked from the inside as well.”

“I’ll check.” Liam jumped up and went to the door. Much to his disappointment, it opened straight away. “Nope. That’s not it.” He closed the door and returned to the park bench before slumping back on the seat.

Brendan fiddled with the bottom of the seat. 

“Well, I’m ready to leave.” Hayley was about to stand up when the floor caved beneath them, taking the four of them down on the seat. 

Liam gripped the chair. His arms were rigid with panic as the floor fell under them, leaving them surrounded with solid concrete. A small opening sat stories above them where their seat used to be.

 “What the heck!” Liam gaped at the hole. The four students descended quickly into the black depths of the building, the light above growing dimmer. 

“Oh my gosh!” exclaimed Hayley. “How deceptive is this?”

“What’s this school up to?” Dryden’s head spun while taking everything in.

“Not a clue,” Brendan said. “But we’re about to find out.”

“How can you be so calm?” Hayley asked Brendan. “We don’t have a clue where we’re going.”

Brendan smiled. “I’m screaming on the inside.”

They hung onto their seat until they stopped moving downward and a new top-secret underground area was opened up to them. Dim lights were shining through the corridors, showing off several labs on each side. Viewing windows into the labs were dark, indicating that the rooms were empty. The workers would surely be sleeping, as it was the early hours of the morning.

Liam let out an impressed whistle. “Holy moly! Has this been down here the whole time?” 

“No idea.” Brendan shrugged. 

Liam was about to suggest to them to get off the seat and have a look around, but he realized that they were already doing that. He was the only one sitting. He stood up and joined them. 

Security cameras lined the corridor, and he noticed that Brendan was already blocking them with the electromagnetic radiation device before they reached them. With their eyes wide in astonishment, they trekked through the corridors, investigating each lab. Liam could feel his mouth gaping each time they discovered a new piece of technology. Whatever they were working on down there was very advanced.

They continued until they reached the end room. Large robots in the shape of humans stood in a few different places. Their eyes seemed to follow Liam everywhere. 

“What are those?” Liam asked.

“Surrogate robots,” Brendan said. 

“And how do you know that?” Hayley stared at him.

“Relax. I read about them in a science magazine.” Brendan rolled his eyes.

They entered the lab and turned on the light then wandered around, touching and feeling the lifelike robots in front of them.

“What are they up to?” Liam said. When he realized that he had spoken out loud, he said, “I mean, I came here to build robots and stuff like that, but this is way beyond my wildest dreams.”

“Not to mention that they’re so secretive about it,” Hayley said. “It makes you wonder what all that bombing stuff was about last year. Maybe there was more to it than they let on.” 

“It does make you wonder, doesn’t it?” Brendan said. “Maybe we should sit down and have a look.” He sat down at the desk with the computer and turned it on. While waiting for it to boot, he spun the swirling office chair to face the room and watch the others. 

“What are you doing, Brendan?” Liam asked.

“I’m going to see if I can hack into the system.” 

“I suppose you think you’re an expert hacker now.” Hayley mocked him.

“I’m certainly not an expert hacker, Hayley, but I do know a little bit about it.” 

The computer had booted, and Brendan turned around. Liam watched from across the room as Brendan started shifting to the files on the computer with a touch of expert talent. “Those are some serious skills you have there, Brendan. Where’d you learn them?”

Brendan shrugged. “I’ve picked up bits and pieces here and there.” 

Without getting a proper response from Brendan, Liam continued to investigate the things in the room with Hayley and Dryden. They were genuinely surprised by the advanced technology in front of them. 

“They should share all these on our first day instead of those fake-looking robot birds,” Liam said.

“True that! I still can’t think of why they’d keep this a secret.” Hayley picked up one of the surrogate’s hands to investigate it closer, marveling over the intelligence at her fingertips. The surrogate’s pieces made a slight noise as she moved it around. The sound was not loud, but it could be heard faintly throughout the room because it was not muffled by the artificial skin that would eventually be on the outside of the robot. 

Liam thought he had heard another faint sound in the distance. The others in the room didn’t show any sign of hearing anything. His nerves were already on edge from being somewhere where they shouldn’t be, so he wasn’t quite sure if he had heard anything. Not willing to take the risk, he made his way over to the window of the lab to have a look down the corridor. Because the hall was not straight all the way to the entrance, he couldn’t see the full underground area. Wanting to double check, he turned to Brendan and asked, “Can I borrow that electromagnetic radiation device?”

When Brendan gave him a questioning look, he explained, “I just want to check something down the corridor.” 

Brendan reached into his pocket then handed the device to Liam. 

“Thanks,” Liam said softly before making his way out the door and down the corridor, pointing the device at the cameras on his way through. When he reached the corner of the first corridor, he thought he heard another faint sound and stuck his head around the corner to peer down the next corridor. To his horror, he saw a dark figure wandering around the far end of the first corridor near the entrance. This figure was zigzagging through the hallway, going from one lab to the other, peering in the windows. When he looked harder at the figure in the distance, he saw that he was a dark-skinned person, and the person was almost bald. Dread ran through his veins when the person turned and confirmed his fear. It was Dr. Ernest. 

Images flashed before his eyes of seeing himself expelled, the dreams of his fulfilling future squashed. In the panic to try to save himself from that disturbing future, he hastily spun around, needing to warn his friends. In the process, his lack of coordination and his two left feet led him to whack his nose on the wall beside him. He grabbed the injured nose with his left hand and the device in his right and sprinted back toward his friends. A warm trickle of blood ran down to his hand. Not giving up due to a bit of crimson flowing down onto his T-shirt, he made it to the room. 

The three students looked at Liam.

“What happened to you?” Dryden stared at his nose.

“Never mind that,” Liam hissed. He reached up and flicked off the light. “Quick, turn everything off!” He indicated the computer.

“What’s going on?” Brendan asked, while spinning around to start the process.

“It’s Dr. Ernest! He’s down here!” Liam was trying to keep his voice down, and the words came out in a yelled whisper.

“Damnit! What are we going to do?” Hayley’s panicked face disappeared in the darkness. Brendan had turned the computer off, and it took the last of the light with it. When their eyes adjusted, there was enough light to see things only vaguely.

“We’re going to have to hide.” Dryden sounded panicked.

“Where?” Hayley whisper-screamed.

“Don’t know, but do your best,” Liam said, “’cause this could mean the end of our schooling here.”

“Der, genius!” Hayley said sarcastically. There was a tissue box sitting on one of the benches, and she grabbed it then handed him a few. “You’re starting to drip on the floor.” She pointed out a dark patch on the white floor. He bent down, cleaned up the blood, and held more tissues to his nose to prevent the blood from flowing freely.

Brendan spoke, bringing their attention back to the trouble at hand. “Hey, guys. There’s a cupboard here.” He had it opened so that they could look in. It looked just big enough and empty enough for them to be able to fit in, so they all scrambled over to climb in and shut the door behind them.

“Ouch! That’s my foot, you big heifer,” Hayley complained to Brendan. 

“Sorry.” Brendan sounded sincere.

They quieted themselves and listened intently for every noise within the room and out in the corridor. The intensity of the situation made the time tick by slowly. However, they knew it was not the case. Eventually, they heard some sounds outside the cupboard. The sounds were faint and came across as the soft shuffling of shoes on the hard, sterile lab floor. Liam’s ears strained, taking in all the noises while he crossed his fingers and prayed they wouldn’t be found. 

The click of a light switch sounded within the room. Slivers of light shone through the cracks between the cupboard’s doors, illuminating a look of panic on their faces.

Liam took the tissues away from his nose to have a look at the damage and the amount of blood that had gathered on them. When he did that, though, he didn’t realize that it was still bleeding profusely. Blood trickled down his face like a waterfall, splashing off his skin and landing on Hayley’s face. Hayley retreated quickly in panic, and in the process, she knocked her arm against a cupboard door. The sound rang loudly against Liam’s ear, and he was sure that it also echoed into the room. 

Almost immediately, the soft footsteps approached the cupboard. Liam closed his eyes in silent prayer and waited. The worst day of his life was about to dawn.


- Chapter Twelve -

The Big Secret
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In the little over a year that Liam, Hayley, and Dryden had been at Ernest State College, they had never seen Dr. Ernest angry or upset. That day was an entirely different story. To say that Dr. Ernest had steam coming out of his ears would’ve been an understatement. His kind face and caring deep-brown eyes were full of rage, annoyance, and hurt from being disrespected and betrayed. And to make things worse, Liam felt every bit the traitor. 

After the doctor had dragged them out of the cupboard, he made them sit on chairs in the corridor, away from all the secret equipment. The students watched him pace up and down in front of them, deciding how to punish them.

Liam looked around the room at the friends who had been caught with him. Nearly all of them were wearing the same expression of worry combined with suspicion, and Liam was sure it was because they were curious about what Dr. Ernest was up to. They all sat in silence, waiting for their judgment to be handed to them.

“I can’t believe that I have found you down here! I’ve had my eye on you four. I thought you all had a bright future here.” The doctor paced the corridor some more, rubbing his bald head in thought. The silent seconds seemed like hours. “What are you all doing wandering around the school in the middle of the night and breaking into rooms? Hmm?” He looked directly at Liam and said, “One of my brightest young students. Is your sister involved in this too?”

Liam shook his head. “No, Dr. Ernest. She isn’t.” Although Liam knew that if Gemma had any hint of what was going on here, she would have been involved, he was not going to jeopardize her bright future.

“Well, that’s good to know.” Relief passed over Dr. Ernest’s face. “But are you going to be able to keep this a secret from her?”

Liam looked the doctor straight in the eyes, showing the most sincerity and truthfulness he could muster. “Yes, Dr. Ernest. Your secret is safe with me.” He forgot to inform the doctor of the fingers he had crossed behind his back. Keeping anything from his sister was difficult to do.

“The problem is, young man and the rest of you”—he glanced around at the rest of the students—“this is not just my secret. You aren’t just protecting me.”

A look of curiosity and shock passed between the students. 

“Whose secret is it?” Hayley asked the question dancing on the tips of everyone’s tongues. Deep down, Liam dreaded that they were about to find out that the school was involved in terrorism, though the curiosity was too much. They had to know.

“Well, the government’s, of course. Whose secret did you think it was?” Dr. Ernest looked around at their faces in the corridor. 

Liam felt relief. Surely the government won’t be instigating terrorism. 

Dr. Ernest must have picked up on their thoughts. “You didn’t think I was working for someone bad, did you? Surely you knew that I wasn’t working for a terrorist group or something?” He studied their faces while the students glanced from side to side, looking at each other with half guilty expressions. The doctor burst out laughing and shook his head. “You really did think I was working for someone bad.” He straightened and rubbed his head. “Rest assured. I’m not.” He raised an eyebrow as he looked down at them. “But I would have thought that you had a little more trust in me.” Sadness flicked through his dark eyes. “However, now I know why you’re spying down here. It is all making sense, and I can see that your hearts are in the right places.”

Liam’s stomach twisted in knots. “We’re really sorry, Dr. Ernest. We only started investigating because the last few times we ran into you, you seemed to be acting a little weird. So I guess you could say that curiosity got the better of us, especially after you were so worried and desperate to find that person you were chasing the other week. It just seemed so out of character, and after last year’s close call with the bombing, we’ve been very suspicious and curious overall.” 

The other four students nodded in agreement.

Dr. Ernest stood back and studied their faces intently. “So what are we going to do with you four? You have broken major rules of the school. Rules that should easily get you expelled.” He continued to pace the room with worry on his face. “Not only that, you have discovered top-secret government property. In the normal world, this would get you locked up in a maximum-security asylum for the rest of your lives, with a claim of insanity over your characters. You would then be away from anyone and everyone, which would stop you from exposing serious government information.”

“But Dr. Ernest, this lab is too big for one person. Surely you must have other people working with you who also know about this secret?” Brendan said. “I have seen William hanging around here a lot, which would also make me believe, or at least suspect, that he is also working with you. And to top it off, he came running out of the admin building with you the other week, desperately chasing that person you had asked us to look for.”

“You four are an inquisitive lot, aren’t you? This is good, but you need to be more careful with your curiosity.” Slowly, the anger and frustration of being betrayed were giving way to understanding, which brought back the Dr. Ernest that the children were familiar with. “Yes, what you say is true. Other people know, but these people are top-of-the-line students even for this school. Added to that, they have gone through stringent background tests and had to prove themselves before being let into here.”

Not wanting to face time in jail or the possibility of being removed from the school, Liam said, “Why don’t you do these background tests on us? We know our history is clean.” He looked around the room and at his friends for reassurance and agreement. He was pleased to see them all nodding. “Not only that, we are some of the best students in our grade.”

“Yes, I am aware of your grades,” Dr. Ernest agreed. “Which is why I was extra upset about the four of you being down here. What you’re suggesting, though, is not out of the question. I don’t like expelling top students, and I especially don’t like sending them to be locked up in a maximum-security prison or asylum.”

The students breathed a united sigh of relief.

“That’s good to know. I’m curious, though… How did you find out that we were here, Dr. Ernest?” Brendan asked.

“You may have been disturbing all the video feeds, but you managed to set off an alarm from an additional sensor we have set up on the lift when the labs are empty. Naturally, this is set to alert me immediately, and although I don’t like being awakened in the middle of the night, I had to come and check out what was going on.” His face looked troubled and deep in thought. “I’m puzzled, though. How did you manage to find your way down here? I understand that you are curious because I was acting strange, but that wouldn’t have led you to the locked garden or down into the secret room.” He looked intently back at them, his deep-brown eyes boring into them as though trying to read their minds.

Without hesitation, Hayley ratted out the culprit. “It was Brendan, Dr. Ernest. He was the one who found the locked door in the admin building and managed to get the code. Somehow, he even managed to find the button to bring us down here in the lift.”

The doctor turned around and focused on Brendan. “Hmm. It was, was it?” 

Brendan cowered under the look yet appeared to be putting on a brave face. 

“Interesting!” Dr. Ernest continued to eye Brendan up and down while deep in thought. At the same time, he tapped his pouted lips with his finger. He placed his hands inside his pants pockets then walked around the back of Brendan. He pulled a hand out of a pocket and placed it on the back of Brendan’s neck affectionately. “Looks like I am going to have to keep an eye on you.” He continued moving along behind the students, pacing slowly along the floor, removing his hand from Brendan’s neck. “All of you, really.” He glanced back at Brendan with the suspicious look returning to his face. “But definitely you.” He pointed at Brendan.

Brendan’s face was blank. “That’s okay! I have nothing to hide.” 

“Uh huh!” Dr. Ernest said as he turned away from them to turn off one of the lab lights. “If that’s the case, then you do have nothing to worry about. For now though, we are all leaving here, and we are going to try to get a good night’s sleep for what remains of it.” He looked at them all sullenly. “No one is to ring outside of this school or tell anyone about what happened tonight and what you have found.” In a final warning, he raised a stern finger. “Mark my words, if I find that you have done this, I will be notifying the government, and naturally you will instantly be expelled. Understand?”

Liam gulped, and they all nodded in agreement.

“Right, then.” He continued turning lights off while speaking to them. “Let’s all leave and get some sleep.” 

The students stood up and started making their way down the corridor toward the exit. Dr. Ernest followed behind. They left by the only exit, via the chairlift, out through the locked garden, and finally through the admin building. 

Once they were outside, Dr. Ernest repeated, “Now remember, not a word.” 

The students nodded again in agreement, and they parted ways.




~~~~~




WHEN THE STUDENTS were out of sight, Dr. Ernest reached his hand into his left pants pocket. He had another quick look around to confirm that the students were gone. Once satisfied, he pulled his hand back out of his pocket, and with it, he pulled out a tracking monitor then switched it on. Immediately, a little flashing light showed on the screen inside an electronic map of the school. Unbeknownst to Brendan, when Dr. Ernest touched the back of his neck in what seemed like a sign of affection, he was actually planting a tracking device. 

The dot on the screen was moving in the right direction toward Brendan’s room. Dr. Ernest smiled to himself at the result as he continued to his own quarters. He was not happy though, as it was more than likely he would not be getting much sleep. When he returned to his room, he would have to start immediate background checks on the four students.




~~~~~




JAYDEN’S BROW WAS deeply creased with concern. He was worried sick. The knot in his stomach was churning, becoming tighter and tighter. He was trying ever so hard to concentrate on the lesson at hand, but it was proving impossible, and his attempts had failed for the past half hour. The lesson was science, of all things. 

He glanced over at Eva and Robert to see how they were doing. They were also having trouble concentrating even though they loved science. 

Professor Anna was wandering around the room. She was wearing her lab coat over her everyday clothes. Her long dark-brown hair was tied safely and securely into a bun away from her face. Her shoes clip-clopped on the floor as she wandered around, peering over the students’ shoulders. As she did this, she held her hands behind her back, careful not to knock or bump anyone. Knowing her better and knowing what was going on, Jayden assumed he also saw concern spreading across her face at certain moments in time.

Aaron was not with them. He was in the computer tech room operating his surrogate at Ernest State College. As he already knew his way around the operation that was taking place with no codes that needed breaking, they deemed it not necessary for all of them to be there, missing out on the science lesson. This did not stop them from worrying. They all worried about him being caught. Technically Aaron himself wouldn’t be caught—his surrogate would, but even though Aaron would be safe, it was still a cause for great concern.

Robert had a pair of glasses sitting next to him on the lab bench. He kept picking them up and peering through them, hoping he would find something useful inside of them. They looked like an ordinary pair of glasses, though in fact, they showed what Shelly was seeing. The reason why it was so important was because Robert had left Shelly to watch over Aaron in the computer tech room as he operated his surrogate. The problem was that the feed had gone dead about half an hour before. Shelly was supposed to run in and tell Robert if anything had gone wrong, and this had not happened. He hoped that meant everything except for Shelly’s video feed was still running smoothly. She hadn’t been completed for long, and there were a few glitches that still needed discovering and fixing.

Professor Anna asked the class, “So, can anyone tell me what a rheostat is or does?” 

Usually, Eva or Robert would be one of the first ones to answer the questions. That day, however, they seemed to be as affected as Jayden was and had trouble piecing together their thoughts, let alone answering technical questions. Their faces remained distant, and their mouths stayed shut, as though they hadn’t even heard the question.

Instead, the first to put up her hand was Ashley. 

“Yes, Ashley?” Professor Anna nodded in her direction.

“A rheostat is a small device that controls the voltage flow by a dial or knob.”

“Excellent, Ashley,” Professor Anna said. “As you can see in front of you, there is a flashlight bulb and socket, two D-cell batteries, just over a foot of wire, two pieces of wire about two and a half inches long, a very long spring, and a pair of wire cutters.” Professor Anna continued moving slowly around the room. She made her way around and stood in between Eva and Jayden, with Robert not far away. Noting the stressed looks on their faces, she put an arm around them and reached out to touch Robert on the back with a comforting gesture. The three students smiled at her. She smiled in return and continued around the room.

“Right,” Professor Anna continued, “we need to connect the two batteries. To do this, you need to take the short wire and attach the positive pole of one battery to the negative pole of the other.” She paced the room some more, giving them time to do so.

“Now, take the wire just over a foot long and cut it in half. When you’ve done this, attach one piece of wire to the battery end that is free.”

The students progressed as instructed.

“You need to grab your light-socket terminal and connect it to one of the straight wires. Then you need to connect the other half of the wire to the end of the spring.”

She glanced at her watch. She looked nervous, as though she was thinking about Aaron and his mission at the other school. Then she continued her instructions. “Take the last wire of two and a half inches and attach it to the terminal of the light socket. Then take the other end of the wire and attach it to where the other wire is.”

The students did this then gave several excited gasps, marveling over the bright light that shone through the light bulb. 

Jayden looked at his little experiment and saw that it wasn’t working. He glanced around the room to see if anyone else’s didn’t work. He heard a groan from Robert and a huff of annoyance from Eva, so he turned to look at their experiments. Neither of theirs was working, either. He smiled to himself, amused and glad that he was not the only one who didn’t get it to work. 

Professor Anna noted their predicament and went over to help. After a quick look, she realized what they had done. “No, you duffers!” she teased. “You don’t connect positive to positive. You connect positive to negative.”

Jayden laughed at his error, while Robert shook his head at his pathetic effort. 

“Oh my!” Eva exclaimed in astonishment. “How the heck did I get that wrong?” 

They fixed their errors quickly.

Professor Anna smiled broadly then continued in a slight tease. “Now that we all have it connected properly, I want you to move the short wire coming straight from the light globe up and down the length of the spring, closer and farther away from the other wire attachment.”

The students did this excitedly, watching the light changing from stronger to dimmer the farther away from the wire it went.

Other students were observing this. Robert picked up his glasses again and had another look to check and see if the vision was back on. He raised his chubby arm and pointed his big thumb up, causing Professor Anna, Eva, and Jayden to look at him. They saw his big cheesy grin and the signal showing everything was right again. 

“It’s back on,” he exclaimed.

They smiled and continued working with full attention on what they were doing.

“Who can tell me why we are getting the reaction we are getting?” Professor Anna asked the class. 

Eva awoke from her stupidity and put her hand up.

“Yes, Eva.” Professor Anna pointed at her.

“The steel wire in the spring is not a very good conductor of electricity, and the more of this kind of wire electricity has to pass through, the more resistance there is. This will cause less electricity to be available.”

“Nice to see you back with us, Eva.” Professor Anna smiled. “That is correct. What you have all made is a rheostat, which is a device to vary the amount of current passing through it to complete a circuit. Now I want you all to start taking notes, writing down your observations, and then clean up your benches.” She left the room, entered the adjacent science room, and started to fill out paperwork on her desk.

Eva turned to Robert and indicated the glasses. “How was he doing?” 

Robert looked back at her with a questioning expression on his face.

“Aaron,” she said impatiently. “How is he doing?”

“Oh!” Robert said. “I didn’t really look.”

“What?” Eva said sounding astonished.

“Well, I was so excited the glasses were working again that I forgot to check,” Robert said.

“Are you serious?” Eva’s voice rose short of screaming. 

He looked embarrassed over his distraction of working technology shadowing the importance of looking after his friend. 

Eva went over the top of him and grabbed the glasses from the bench. “Give me those!” She put them on and started observing Aaron and his movements. “He looks very still and tense at the moment,” she told the others. “He’s not running or fighting anything though, so I’m hoping he’s fine.” She continued to clean up the science experiment while observing Aaron through the glasses.

When they were nearly finished cleaning up, Jayden asked, “How’s he doing?”

“He’s starting to look a little bit more relaxed and walking around a bit. Whatever he was nervous over before seems to have disappeared for the moment.”

“From our side, it seems pretty uneventful. We should check with him once we speak to him again,” suggested Jayden. Eva and Robert nodded in agreement.

As they finished their class, it looked as though Aaron had also finished, and they headed straight over to the video tech room to help him pack up the equipment. 

When they arrived, Aaron was immediately notified of their presence because Shelly let out a squeal, calling out Robert’s name and running into his arms for a big hug.

“What happened to your video feed, Shelly?” Robert asked her while checking her externally to see if everything was okay.

Shelly gave him a puzzled look, so he asked her differently. “Did you lose your sight when we were gone? Did you stop seeing for a little bit?” She shook her head in response. “It was gone?” he pointed to her eyes.

“Gone!” she said in a cute two-year-old manner, lifting her shoulders together in a shrug. “Uh-oh. Gone.”

“Yes,” Robert agreed, sounding frustrated while still looking closely at her outside for any faults. “I will have to look into it more later to see what went wrong.”

Jayden turned his attention back to Aaron and asked, “So how did it all go?”

Aaron filled them in on his successes and failures while they packed up equipment. “I’m not sure if I should be worried or not,” he finished. “But Eva, I need you to triple-check my background history so that Brendan comes out squeaky clean. I am pretty sure Dr. Ernest is about to check it all thoroughly.”

“I’ll start working on that now,” she said, making her way over to her computer.


- Chapter Thirteen -

The Painful Lesson
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Their time for kitchen duty had come again. The students filed into the kitchen, and Ms. Helen greeted them. She dusted the last of the flour off her hands and onto her apron. Her gray hair was tied into her trademark bun at the back of the head, with wispy strands of hair floating loosely around her face.

“Good day, students. I hope you’re ready to get cracking. We have a lot to do today.”

“Of course we are, Ms. Helen,” Ashley said. Her slightly plump face was flushed with anticipation, ready to take action. Cooking was her favorite pastime, so much so that she even volunteered in her spare time. Ashley’s long blond hair was pulled away from her face and tied back into a ponytail. Ms. Helen had given her a pale-green apron as a thank-you gift for all the extra work she had done in the kitchen, and she wore it with pride. It even had her name embroidered across the front. 

“Naturally you would be, Ashley—our little cook.” Miss Helen smiled as she spoke to her proudly. “You’re turning into quite the little chef.”

“What should we do?” Ashley reached out her hands as though ready to grab her next cooking assignment.

Ms. Helen immediately delegated jobs among the students. After rattling off a few chores to other students, it came to Robert’s turn. “Right, Robert. You should know already what to do,” she said with a tone of certainty. 

“Peeling potatoes. Really? Again?” Robert groaned at her. “Ms., can I please have another job?” His eyes pleaded with her, and his lips pouted.

“Tell me, Robert, have you stopped eating everything in sight?” She scrutinized him under a raised eyebrow. 

“Possibly.” He looked hopeful, except he was betrayed by a mischievous glint in his hazel eyes.

 Eying him from head to toe, Ms. Helen gazed down her nose and said, “Exactly! Off you go, Robert. You know what to do.”

 Robert turned around and dragged his feet with disappointment as he headed off to the big stainless-steel sink and the mountain of potatoes to peel.

“Little Miss Eva!”

“Yes, Ms. Helen?”

 “As you know how to follow instructions precisely, I will have you making the hollandaise sauce. It can be quite difficult if the instructions aren’t followed properly. I know you will do this correctly.”

“Naturally.” Eva smiled, looking pleased. She grabbed the recipe book and went to collect the ingredients.

Ms. Helen then turned around to Aaron and Jayden. “I hear Aaron has been teaching you better knife skills, Jayden.”

Jayden nodded.

“Good. In that case, I have a bit of a tedious job for you both. Our chili plants have gone overboard in providing us with abundant fruit.” As she said this, she leaned down and picked up a huge bucket of chilies then placed it on the bench not far from them. 

The two boys’ eyes opened wide in astonishment over the size of the bucket. It was full to the brim. 

“I need you boys to take the green stalk ends off all of them and at the same time take out most of the seeds and the vein.” Ms. Helen showed them briefly how to do it. “Once you have done this, put them in these bowls here.” She pulled two huge stainless steel bowls out of the cupboard and placed them on the bench next to them.

Both of the boys’ mouths dropped open in astonishment at how many chilies they needed to deal with. 

Seeing their expression, Ms. Helen continued, “Yes, you have a lot of work to do. You should be busy throughout the lesson. I suggest you wear gloves while doing this.” She opened a drawer nearby and pulled out a box of latex gloves then placed it on the bench in front of them.

Following her instructions, Jayden and Aaron reached over and each grabbed a pair of gloves. They slid them onto their hands, then Jayden pulled his plastic cutting board closer and reached for his sharp knife. He proceeded to remove the stems, veins, and seeds from the chilies. He was having trouble doing so with the gloves on. Although they were thin and flexible, they just kept getting in the way.

“I’m getting rid of these things.” He grunted with frustration. “They’re slowing me down.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Aaron said. “Ms. Helen would only recommend we use them if there was a meaning behind it.”

“It’s a chili. What could possibly happen?” Jayden scoffed at him, sounding unconvinced. “It’s not like it’s going to bite me or anything.”

“Suit yourself, man. But I’m sticking with the gloves.”

Jayden shrugged then continued dissecting the chilies. He was doing it at a faster rate than Aaron, even using his thumbnail to scrape out the seeds in the vein. “See, it’s easier this way. I’m even faster than you.” He wore a self-satisfied smile.

Aaron shrugged at Jayden’s cockiness. “Do what you want. I’m still sticking with the gloves even if I am slower. I’ve worked in these kitchens with Ms. Helen long enough to know better than to go against her instructions. I’ve never done chilies before, but I’m sure there’s a good reason for the gloves.”

It wasn’t long until Jayden had half a bowl full of prepared chilies. He looked over at Aaron’s effort and smiled victoriously at him. Aaron shook his head with an indifferent attitude.

They worked for a while, and Aaron looked deep in thought. After a while, he spoke. “You know, I still haven’t found out who took over Brendan when I was out of action with the head injury. I really need to find out. Whoever it was must have caused some trouble. Ever since then, Hayley’s been on my case about being inconsistent in what I do and how I act.”

“Is it causing you that much grief?” Jayden asked.

Aaron nodded. “It is, especially with Hayley. I’m not sure about the other two. They might just be being smarter about investigating by acting like nothing is different. It’s going to take me a while to smooth things over. She was really quick the other day to rat on me to Dr. Ernest over finding out about the locked door and everything.”

“I don’t know. I’m sure you will get through it. At least it is only a surrogate there and not your real self. So if you do get busted, you won’t be locked up or anything, ’cause they can’t find you,” Jayden said.

“True, but if they find it’s a surrogate, I’m afraid they will be able to lead back to here,” Aaron said, worry plastered all over his face.

“I doubt that’s possible, as it feels like this place is very secluded,” Jayden said. “I don’t know. It’s as though Avando’s gone to a lot of trouble to have this place hidden.”

“What do you mean?” Aaron sounded puzzled.

“Haven’t you noticed? We don’t seem to have any contact with the outside world.” Jayden’s hands felt unusually hot. An itchy, burning feeling shot from the tip of his thumb and under his thumbnail. It was the nail he had used to scrape out the chilies. He raced to the sink and started to wash his hands.

Aaron remained deep in thought, not paying any attention to what Jayden was doing. “We have contact with the outside world all the time,” he said, glancing up to look at Jayden. When he realized Jayden was not next to him, a surprised look crossed his face. He glanced around the room, quickly searching for Jayden before spotting him near the sink. Surprised to see him there, he paid more attention to what he was doing.

In response to the questioning glance, Jayden filled him in. “My hands just started burning.” He groaned.

A broad smile spread across Aaron’s face. “Must be those chilies. Run your hands under cold water.”

“I’ve done that. It hasn’t made any difference.”

“Have you washed them thoroughly with soap?” Aaron asked.

“Yes.” Jayden groaned. “They kill just touching my hands together. It’s like they’re on fire.”

“Should’ve worn the gloves. I’m going to have to get Ms. Helen to see if she has any other suggestions.”

Jayden sighed as he watched him walk away to get help. He knew he was about to get an earful. It wasn’t long before Ms. Helen came racing over with Aaron and a big tub of yogurt in her hands.

“You silly boy! You should have worn the gloves.” She clucked her disapproval while tipping some plain yogurt into a bowl. “Here, dip your hands in this and hold them there.”

Jayden did as instructed, and at first, it felt so good. It didn’t take long, though, for the yogurt around his hands to start warming up. It felt like a hot little stew. It made his hands feel as though he had dipped them in lava. He pulled his hands out and ran over to the tap to wash them off again. 

Ms. Helen watched him. “Didn’t it work?”

Jayden shook his head, reeling with disappointment. “Unfortunately not.”

“You should’ve worn gloves,” she said again, shaking her head. She raced over to the computer in the office, which was situated at the side of the kitchen, and Googled remedies for chili-burned hands. Within two minutes she was back with salt and lemon juice. 

“Right,” she said while cutting open the lemon and squeezing some juice into the salt that she had poured into a bowl. “You need to grab handfuls of this coarse, lemony salt mixture and rub it all over your hands harshly.”

Jayden did this while flinching in pain. After vigorous scrubbing, he washed his hands off and let them sit out in the open. He shook his head. His face screwed up with pain as he gazed at Ms. Helen.

“Still no luck?” She seemed surprised. Her remedies were supposed to get rid of all of the chili oils. She exhaled loudly, grabbed a large container, and raced to the freezer. She filled the container with ice and added water on top. “Here,” she said, placing it in front of Jayden. “Stick your hands in this.”

Jayden threw his hands in the icy cold water with enthusiasm. “Oh. This feels so good!” He breathed a big sigh of relief.

“Well, now you just have to walk around with this bucket for the rest of the day. Maybe next time you will listen to my advice?” she snapped.

“Yes, yes. I know. The gloves were annoying me, so I took them off. My lesson is learned.” He sounded cranky, but really he was annoyed with himself for getting into the situation and frustrated that even though he was in pain, he still had to listen to Ms. Helen rightfully telling him off. 

Robert strolled over with a big smile on his face, reveling in the commotion. “Oh, it’s so good to see I’m not the only one that gets into trouble by Ms. Helen.” He saw Jayden’s hands dipped in the icy cold water and chuckled. “Are they really that bad? I’ve never had chilies before. What do they taste like?” He reached over, grabbed one out of the bowl, and went to place it in his mouth. 

Aaron shook his head at him as a warning, and Jayden squealed out, “I wouldn’t!”

Robert shrugged his shoulders. “I have to try it. I can’t leave any food untried.” He threw it into his mouth and chewed it with a thoughtful expression on his face. “That was actually nice. How are you in your mess?” he asked Jayden while looking closely at Jayden’s hands.

Shocked that not even a tear trickled out of Robert’s eye, Aaron picked up one chili and nibbled the end. As soon as it touched his lips, tears were streaming down his face, and he was running for a drink of water.

Ms. Helen had been watching from the other side of the kitchen and called out, “No, Aaron! Don’t drink water. Drink milk. Water makes it hotter.”

Without saying anything, Aaron ran to the fridge and grabbed the milk.

“I don’t see what all the fuss is about,” Robert said, grabbing another one and throwing it in his mouth. “I think I’ve just found my new favorite food. I definitely want to try whatever it is you’re making after it’s finished.”

Hearing this, Ms. Helen shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Aaron returned with a glass of milk in his hand. He took sips, rolled it over his tongue, and dipped his lips straight into the milk. He rubbed his stomach as though he was trying to push away the warmth of the burning. Once it had all cooled down enough, he went back and finished his job of cutting chilies. Robert grabbed a small jar, pinched enough of the prepared chilies to fit into the jar, sealed the lid, and buried it deep in his pocket before Ms. Helen saw him. He saw a look of disapproval from Aaron over him taking food again.

“What? It’s not like I am taking a major ingredient that will ruin a dish,” he defended his actions.

“Do you seriously love them that much, Robert?” Jayden asked him.

Robert nodded enthusiastically. “They’ll add a little bit more excitement to my food. You should try some,” he said to Jayden.

“Oh, what the heck. Why not? My hands are burning, why not my mouth and stomach too? Can you hold one out so that I can nibble it?”

“Sure!” Robert grabbed one and held out for Jayden to nibble.

Jayden bit the end off and started to chew. A little bit of a watery tear began to well up in the corner of his eye, and his nose started to run a little, but he didn’t mind the taste and enjoyed the spiciness.

“It is actually quite nice,” he said, surprised. “In fact, I quite like it. It will add some extra flavor to some meals,” he agreed. “But I won’t be able to eat a whole one like you, Robert.”

“I don’t know how you can eat one at all!” exclaimed Aaron, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Well, I’m not much use here, so I’m going to excuse myself to Ms. Helen, grab some more ice for my bucket, and go to the toilet,” Jayden said.

“Whatever you do, don’t touch yourself,” Aaron commented.

Jayden turned around and looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean?” Before Aaron answered him, a look of understanding passed over Jayden’s face. “Ohhh! You mean down there?” He pointed down to his private parts. He could feel the heat hit his face.

 Aaron nodded. “That’s the one.”

“Okay. This time, I will definitely take your advice. I’m not playing around with that one,” he said as he wandered off.

Jayden made his way directly to the boys’ bathroom. Little did his friends realize that he wanted to talk to Scarlet. He had one hand in the ice bucket and one holding it, with his insides screaming out over the fiery pain touching all senses in his hand. He stood in front of the bathroom door, contemplating putting the ice bucket down to be able to painfully scan his hand to enter the bathroom. To his relief, however, the door opened up for him as he was trying to work up the courage to touch a warm surface with a burning hand. He walked inside the bathroom, and the door closed behind him. All the cubicles were open, and no one was standing in the bathroom. 

Realizing he was alone, he spoke out loud. “Thank you, Scarlet!”

Only a brief moment passed before the pale-skinned, red-haired hologram of Scarlet appeared in front of him. He jumped at first, as he was still not used to seeing her this way.

“No problem,” she said, pulling her shoulders back proudly. “Besides, I was curious to see what you’re doing with that bucket.”

“Yeah, as embarrassing as it is, I was going to ask for your advice.”

She gave him a curious look, covered with a smirk. “And?”

“I have chili burn, and I wanted to know if you could find the remedy. Pleeease,” he begged her.

Her smirk grew. “Oh, I know. I just wanted to hear you say it.” She giggled. “It just makes it so much funnier.”

“You can be so nasty sometimes, Scarlet.” He feigned hurt.

“Yeah, yeah. I know, keep your knickers on.” Her eyes glazed over for a second. “Toothpaste.”

Jayden gawked at her. “What?” 

“Toothpaste,” she repeated.

“Ahhh! Yeah, that’s what I thought you said,” Jayden said, thinking she’d just blown her mainframe.

“So, toothpaste is your answer,” she repeated.

“Answer to what?”

“Your chili problem, dummy.”

“Toothpaste?”

“Yes. Rub it on your hands,” she said. “It won’t be instant, but it’ll help.”

“Oookaay,” he said hesitantly. “At least I’ve come to the right place.” He walked over to the basin, put his bucket down, dried his hands, reached for the toothpaste, and slathered it all over his hands. “You know, I can feel it starting to work. Thank you, Scarlet. If I could hug you, I would.”

“No problem. I’ll take a rain check on the hug,” she said with a hint of sadness.

“Hey, Scarlet.”

“Yeah?”

“Seeing we’re alone again, can you tell me what you meant before by saying all is not what it seems when it comes to computer entry and programming?” he asked.

Her image started to fade in and out. “Oh dear. Having problems. Gotta go.” And she disappeared.

“Scarlet!” Jayden grumbled at her, annoyed with the lack of response. He wanted to exit the bathroom and so grabbed his ice bucket. Pain once again shot through his hands when they touched the container. He yelled at Scarlet, “It still hurts, you know.” 

No response again. 

He walked toward the door, and it opened automatically, letting him out. “Funny how you can respond to that,” he muttered angrily. He stormed toward the dining room, as it was time for lunch. He walked with an angry stride while holding his hands up and away from him. The toothpaste hadn’t dried yet, and he didn’t want to get it all over his clothes and everything else. He placed the container in the kitchen, ignored everyone’s questioning looks, and headed directly to the dining room. It was mostly empty, and they were starting to bring the food out, including a nice selection of freshly cooked hamburgers. He couldn’t resist them. Even with his sore hands, he jumped up and grabbed one before they disappeared, adding some fries on the side. He took a seat and waited for his friends to join him. While he waited, he used a fork to pick up the fries as painlessly as possible then devoured them one by one. 

Robert was one of the first of his friends to join him at the table. “Hey, why don’t you put a couple of chilies on that burger to give it an extra kick?” He pulled out his small jar of chilies. 

Jayden thought about it for only a moment then agreed. “Why not?” He reached into the jar with a spoon, opening his hamburger to sprinkle a few cut-up chilies inside. His hand slipped, and he ended up putting on a little more than he had first intended. He shrugged and thought he would pick them off if they turned out to be too strong. Aaron arrived in time to see him placing them on the burger and shook his head in disbelief.

Eva arrived not long after and looked at his hands. “I heard about your little chili dilemma.” She giggled at his expense. “You should’ve taken the advice.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re all experts in hindsight,” he grumbled, not in the mood for another lecture.

“What on earth is that on your hands?” She squinted as she peered at them.

“Toothpaste.”

“What?” they all asked at once. 

“That’s what I said, but it actually works to a point. Better than anything else I’ve tried so far.” 

“Where on earth did you find that out?” Eva almost squealed in laughter.

“I searched up on Scarlet’s system for any information about relief from chili burns, and this was what came up,” he lied, having no idea why he was still protecting her secret. She kept shutting him out of the conversation when he really needed an answer.

“I’ll have to try that sometime. I’ve never thought about it,” Eva said, sounding amazed.

“I knew that was a good way,” Robert said, straightening his shoulders.

“Well, did you ever think of filling us in on the knowledge?” Eva said. “You’re always such an expert on these things after we’ve found out the hard way.”

“Maybe next time.” He shrugged. 

Jayden picked up his burger cautiously in both hands and went to take a bite when it was suddenly whipped out of his hands. After the initial shock wore off, he had a quick look around to see where his precious burger had gone. He didn’t have to look far, as right next to him was Taylor with Jayden’s burger firmly held in his hands. His minions Ben, Declan, and Damian were standing not far away from him.

“I hear you injured yourself today, Jenkins,” Taylor said in mock sympathy while looking at Jayden’s hands. “So I’ll do you a favor today and take this off your hands so that you don’t injure them any more.” Before Jayden could respond, Taylor took the biggest bite he could from the burger, filling his cheeks with food. He started chewing. “Happy to help!” he added with his mouth full of food. 

It was only a short wait before his facial expression started to turn into confusion. His chewing slowed, and his face turned bright red. He looked at Jayden with tear-filled eyes. Seeing Jayden’s smirk, he started grabbing napkins off the table and spitting the contents of his mouth into the napkins.

“I can almost see steam come out of your ears,” Jayden joked with his friends at Taylor’s expense. “Here, have a drink of water. That will cool your mouth down.”

Taylor grabbed the glass of water from Jayden and sucked it down. By the time he’d placed his head back into normal position, Jayden could almost swear that he did literally see steam coming out of his ears. He couldn’t confirm it, though, because Taylor had taken off out of the room to stop the flow of snot coming out of his nose. His eyes appeared to be watering profusely, and he seemed to be crying for sure. His giggling minions left, following closely behind him.

“Oh, look! The big toughie is really a big, crying softy,” Aaron said, and they all laughed in agreement.


Chapter Fourteen

Cute & Deadly
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The next day, Jayden woke to his hands feeling much better. They were still covered with a thick, crusty layer of dried toothpaste. It had been the most unusual remedy he had ever heard of, but it had worked, so he wasn’t going to question it. When he pressed his fingers together or grabbed something, there was still some pain, but compared to the day before, he felt a huge relief. He made his way to the bathroom, realizing when he was at the door that he had too much toothpaste on his hand and it had to be scanned.

“Scarlet, open the door, please,” he muttered, still a little annoyed she wasn’t telling him everything.

The door slid open without delay, and he walked on through, making his way straight to the basin to wash off the toothpaste. He glanced around the bathroom, expecting Scarlet to ambush him like she usually did when he was in the bathroom alone. He was not disappointed. He had just finished washing his hands when he turned around to see her hologram.

“Morning, Jayden!” Her voice was cheerful.

“Scarlet.” He acknowledged her without emotion or enthusiasm.

“How’re your hands?” she asked, trying to be friendly. “Are they still hot?”

“They’re a bit better.” He understated, trying not to make out that she had helped him a lot.

She watched him vigorously drying his hands on the towel, and the corner of her mouth lifted in a knowing smile. “You’re still mad at me, I see.”

“Usually, friends don’t hold out important information from each other. But you’re holding crucial information, and you refuse to tell me, yet you claim to be my friend.” He turned his back to her.

“You’re one to speak. You’re holding information from your friends about me. So doesn’t that make you a hypocrite?” Her expression was smug.

Jayden’s mouth opened in disbelief as he spun to look at her. He was going to say something in return but stopped. He shook his head and turned to leave in disgust. When he reached the door, he stopped and said, “I was keeping your secret, Scarlet, because that’s what you asked me to do. I don’t want to keep it from my friends, and it would be easier if you told them or let me tell them, but I was keeping my word, as that’s what friends do.” He said the words in staccato. He moved closer to the door, ready to leave.

“Wait!” Scarlet said, sounding panicked. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. You’re right. It’s just… I…  want to tell you,” she stammered, “but I can’t.”

Jayden spun around to look at her. “What do you mean you can’t tell me?” He crossed his arms across his chest, remaining annoyed at her. “It’s more like you won’t tell me.” 

She shook her head, her holographic face full of sadness. “No, Jayden, I do want to tell you.”

“Okay then, start speaking.” He stood in front of her with his legs firmly planted and arms remaining crossed across his chest. “I’m listening.”

Scarlet sighed in resignation. “Okay, here goes.” Her mouth continued to move, but nothing was coming out. Her hands were moving about as though she was describing things, and her mouth continuing to move as though she was telling a story. At the same time, her face held a deep sadness.

Jayden’s eyebrows creased together in confusion. “What are you doing, Scarlet? You’re supposed to be telling me, not playing charades.”

She shook her head at him, “It’s not me. It’s—” Her voice went silent again as her mouth moved. Knowing that nothing was sounding out loud, she stopped trying to speak, and her shoulders slumped forward with disappointment and frustration.

“Are you trying to tell me that someone has programmed you so that you cannot tell me?” he asked, not believing her silence.

She nodded. “I didn’t disappear on you before when you asked me. I was cut out before I could tell you, and then they reprogrammed me, so now I simply can’t tell you. It is so frustrating.”

“Okay.” He gave up his annoyance with her. “I understand now. We will have to find a way around it.”

She nodded in agreement. “And I will tell your friends shortly about me so that you don’t have to keep this secret from them anymore.”

“Thank you. That would be great. I have to go and get some breakfast before my next lesson.” He turned to leave. Before he reached the door, he turned back around. “Oh, and Scarlet…”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for the toothpaste tip. It really did help.” He exited the door, leaving Scarlet’s hologram standing in the middle of the boys’ bathroom with a big smile on her face.

After a light breakfast, they made their way to the Tae Kwon Do room, ready for their fitness lesson of the day. Aaron had already done his warm-up, as he did every morning. The other three had only just crawled out of bed.

Entering the room, they noticed that Avando was not there. 

“Looks like I’ll be taking the lesson today,” Aaron said. He left them and moved his way to the front of the room, ready to instruct. “Okay, everyone. Start lining up and move to your places. Let’s get started!” he said with excitement and authority mixed into one. 

He was very young to be an instructor in a class of his peers. However, they had respect for his skill in the art of Tae Kwon Do and did not have trouble following his instruction there.

Robert had brought Shelly in with him to the class and had her stand at the side of the room to watch.

Once lined up, he started a drill of warm-ups with a series of punches and kicks. Jayden had moved a few paces up the line since he had arrived at the Sanctum. A couple of new students in their age group had come in the last year, and he had moved up a little faster than some others, thanks to spending some extra time training with Aaron, but he was still close to the back of the class. Robert was now only two people ahead of him. Shelly stood on the side, keeping a close eye on him, even copying his moves. 

Jayden thought it was cute. Eva was in the second row. 

Not far behind him, Jessica was lined up, her silky blond hair pulled away from her face into a ponytail, revealing her sky-blue eyes. She was continually doing a friendly little wave at Aaron, followed by a schoolgirl giggle when he looked at her and smiled. Aaron’s face was turning red over the attention, but he did his best to retain his serious instructor pose. Jayden shook his head in disbelief at the pathetic display. They weren’t going out, as such, but Aaron was smitten with her. Jayden wasn’t too sure how Jessica felt about Aaron, as she was overly friendly with all the boys. The more the boys seemed to like her, the more she seemed to give them doting attention. Jayden, on the other hand, saw Jessica as a sister. In return, that was the kind of response he received from her. 

When they had finished practicing all the different kicks and punches, Aaron said, “Now, we are going to move on to sparring. Everyone is to pair up with the person next to them. We are going to spar half a class at a time,” he said, splitting the class into two so that there was enough room for the different groups to fight at the same time.

Jayden was up first with his partner. He was glad his sparring partner was James, who even after all these years had two left feet. He knew he would have a better chance with James than against other students that had been doing it as long as James. 

James’s pale-brown hair was a little longer and was so fine in texture that it fell nicely around his face. Some of the hair at the front fell into his eyes, causing him to flick his head around like he had some sort of uncontrollable twitch. This annoyed Jayden, though after a while, he was able to ignore it and concentrate on his sparring, managing to get a few kicks in and hitting the targets on James’s padding.

He heard a loud bang off to the left, and Shelly yelled at someone. Glancing over, Jayden saw Robert on the floor holding his thigh. Standing not far from Robert was Damian with a giant smirk on his face. 

“What are you doing to my Robbie?” Shelly yelled at Damian. Her brow was creased, and her blond curls bounced. “You spar properly and leave my Robbie alone.” Her hands were balled into fists by her side as her three-year-old voice boomed across the room. 

Jayden couldn’t help but smile at the seriousness from such a small, cute figure.

Aaron immediately went over to see if Robert was all right. “Hey, man. Can you get up?”

Robert nodded while moving to get up, still rubbing the sore spot on his leg.

Damian’s smirk had not escaped Aaron’s attention. “This is not a full sparring exercise. It is for light contact only, for target practice.” He spoke to the whole classroom while mostly looking at Damian. “Okay, get back to it!”

The students continued. It wasn’t long before Jayden saw a large frame flying across the room. He looked toward the movement, and once again it was Robert gliding backward across the room. When he managed to stop himself, he clasped his stomach in pain. 

Damian was smiling shamelessly at the outcome.

“Let me at him!” Shelly yelled, shaking her little fist at him aggressively. “I’ll show him, hurting my Robbie like that!”

Aaron glanced at Shelly’s small frame jumping up and down with anger and couldn’t help but smile at the very unthreatening-looking little girl with her tight blond curls, pretty blue dress and sweet-looking face. He hid his smile and said, “I’ve got it under control, Shelly.” 

“Well, let me know when you need some help, because I am sure willing to show him who’s boss.” She flicked her ringlets away from her face with her hand.

Aaron turned to Damian. “Damian, this is shadow sparring, not full contact. I am reminding you once again. If you do this again, it will be me you’ll be sparring.” Aaron moved over to Robert to check if he was okay.

Knowing how good Aaron was, Jayden thought that was a pretty strong threat and was surprised to see Damian still smiling as if he didn’t care. He watched as Robert said he was okay and bravely went to face Damian again.

“Okay, everyone, time to get back into it. Face each other, charyot, kyong-ye, shijak.” He started them again in Korean.

Jayden and James were having some fun with each other, teasing with fake moves and hitting lightly with the real ones. Even though it wasn’t full sparring, it was excellent practice for reading an opponent. After about a minute into the fight, Robert was down again, this time clutching his head. He was lucky he had his fully padded headgear around his head and mouth guard in.

“All right, that’s it, Damian!” Aaron sounded peeved. “It’s now you and me.”

Damian looked at him, trying to wipe the smile off his face, his blue eyes as cold as ice. “What? It was an accident,” he said with fake innocence.

It wasn’t like Aaron to settle for a fight, but Jayden guessed he was trying to teach Damian a lesson. Jayden watched as Aaron centered himself, breathing deeply and pushing aside the annoyance of Damian’s disrespect for other people. Remembering he was still in charge of a class, he turned and instructed the current contenders to step aside and let the other half of the class line up with their partners to spar. 

While his attention was focused on getting the class moving, Damian had a go at Aaron, trying to place a kick on his stomach.

Aaron knew Damian well enough to expect this and caught his foot before it contacted. While still holding his foot, he shook his head at Damian. “You are supposed to wait until we have bowed and started,” he reprimanded while throwing his foot to the ground.

Jayden and James bowed to each other to show respect and exited the floor. Jayden went straight to Robert. “Are you okay?” He helped him take the padded headgear off.

Once it was off, Robert nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. He was playing nasty as usual.”

“You got that right! He managed to agitate Aaron. I’ve never seen that before.”

“Yeah, Aaron probably has just had enough of his crap, and this was the last straw.” 

“He plays nasty.” Shelly’s cute little voice joined the conversation. “I sure hope Aaron shows him up.” 

As he looked at the little person with so much attitude, Jayden had trouble remembering she was a robot.

Eva was up for sparring, and she was against Ashley. Jayden sat down next to Robert and watched a little of their fighting. They were pretty equal and did some excellent maneuvers, but the fight between Aaron and Damian grabbed all of his attention.

“You show him, Ari!” Jessica yelled from the side, pride sounding in her voice. She had just finished her sparring round and was out of breath.

Damian and Aaron were padded up in full Tae Kwon Do gear, including shin pads, mouth guards, and groin guards. Shadow sparring was no longer an option between the two of them. It was full contact. Aaron stood relaxed in fighting stance and ready for anything that would be coming his way. Damian, on the other hand, looked tense and prepared to pounce at any second. Aaron didn’t seem intimidated and remained on the balls of his feet, watching Damian’s cold eyes, ready for anything Damian might throw at him.

He didn’t have to wait long, as Damian was impatient, arrogant, and always on the attack. Damian moved quickly to roundhouse kick Aaron’s stomach. Aaron dodged it enough for it to miss and planted a roundhouse kick on Damian’s unguarded stomach, and a thud resonated through the room. 

Damian’s face contorted for a moment then filled with annoyance. He swung around, trying to kick a roundhouse to Aaron’s head. Aaron ducked, and the kick went over his head. At the same time, he slid in sideways and planted a side kick into Damian’s stomach. 

Damian’s face clouded with annoyance, and his eyes flared with aggression. He continued to attack Aaron with less finesse, and each time Aaron would dodge the hits and land a strike on Damian. 

Every time Aaron made a hit, Shelly would cheer, and then she would stand at the side and pretend she was the one fighting him, throwing air punches toward Damian.

“You think you’re all that, don’t you?” Damian said to Aaron.

 Aaron didn’t justify the question with an answer. Instead, he remained poised and ready for the next attack. Damian lunged forward, trying to get a front kick into his stomach as Aaron stood aside and watched Damian’s foot slide past without connecting. He could have easily done a back fist or something similar to Damian’s face, but he left it.

 Pulling himself together after missing again, Damian tried some more insults. “You really do think you’re hot stuff and that your crap doesn’t stink,” he said spitefully. “Well, I’m going to make sure that you come down a few notches. I have already started on some of your work.”

Confused, Aaron asked, “What are you even talking about? You’re not making any sense. Have I managed to hit you in the head and not realized it?” He looked at him under a cocked eyebrow.

Damian still circled Aaron threateningly, with Aaron not looking the slightest bit fazed as he turned slowly to keep his eyes on Damian. 

Damian’s eyes constricted. “Oh, goody! You’re dumber than I thought, and my thoughts about your intelligence level were pretty low.” He continued to circle him. “Am I to assume that you didn’t notice how much hassle the person who took over your surrogate, Brendan, had caused by acting nothing like you usually do?”

Aaron frowned. “What exactly are you trying to say?” 

“So I have to spell it out for you, do I? Okay, here is some simple English. I… am… the person… who took over Brendan… while you were injured and unable to operate him.” His face was smug. “I had them questioning Brendan’s integrity completely by the time I had finished.”

Hearing this, Aaron paused for a moment then sprang in with a double roundhouse, kicking Damian in the stomach and then in the head, his foot connecting with Damian’s mouth hard enough to give him a fat lip. He jumped out of reach too quickly for Damian to respond. Damian lifted his hand to his mouth, touched the sore spot, and pulled his hand away to glance at the blood, which had transferred from his mouth onto his hand. A cruel smile lit his face, and a soft, evil cackle exited his mouth. Damian’s eyes turned a colder blue while staring at Aaron. “I’ll take that as a yes. It must’ve been painful for you to sort out the mess I left behind. Tell me, has that Hayley chick gotten off your case yet about how inconsistent your personality is?”

Aaron skipped forward quickly and landed a side kick straight into Damian’s stomach, causing Damian to slump forward and grasp where the foot had connected. Jayden noticed that Aaron had lost his cool. 

Shelly and Jessica cried out with excitement as they watched the fight with heightened anticipation.

Before Aaron could deliver any more kicks, Jayden jumped up, acting as a self-appointed referee. “Okay!” he yelled, the awkwardness sounding in his voice. “Time out!” He formed a big T with his hands. “It’s been five minutes already. Time to call it quits for everyone. Face your partners,” he said to the whole class. “Charyot, kyong-ye.” 

They all stood and bowed to each other.

Once bowed out, Jayden raced over to Aaron to help him get out of his protective gear, except Jessica had beaten him to it and was smothering him with attention. 

“You okay, Aaron?” he asked over Jessica’s shoulders.

“Yeah, man. I’m fine.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“What was that last bit about? You looked like you were starting to lose control,” Jayden asked.

Aaron looked deep in thought. “I guess I was. I think it flicked a switch when he told me he was the one who gave Brendan a split personality.” Aaron looked at Robert and Eva. “Did you know about this?”

Robert shook his head. “No. Avando had us working on something else in the video tech lessons, and naturally, Damian would have been in the other room, out of sight.”

“What was he thinking, putting Damian in charge of my surrogate?” Aaron said, shaking his head in disbelief. “I wonder what else Damian may be mucking up for us.”

Jayden wondered if Damian was the one Scarlet was talking about. After thinking it over for a little while, he concluded that Damian wasn’t smart enough to program Scarlet into silence, so he scrapped him off the list of suspects.

“Hey, where’s Shelly?” Robert searched around the group.

The friends immediately started looking around the room for the little robot. Jayden’s eyes fell on the blond curly head just in time to see her by Damian, tapping him on the side, trying to get his attention. 

Robert moved to grab her, but he didn’t make it in time. Damian had turned to face the person who was tapping him. When he did, he was greeted with an upper palm strike to his groin. Shelly was just the right size to execute such a strike. Damian folded over in pain, holding himself as he fell to the floor. Shelly immediately turned back to join them, wearing the biggest self-satisfied grin on her face.




~~~~~




IT HAD BEEN about a week since Dr. Ernest had caught them in the secret labs. Liam had hardly eaten all week because of sheer nervousness, and he felt like he was developing a twitch. He hadn’t heard anything from Dr. Ernest as to what their fate would be at Ernest State College or in general. 

He stood in the bathroom in his pajamas, brushing his teeth in preparation to go to bed. He looked at himself in the mirror and noted the dark circles under his eyes, undoubtedly from lack of sleep, then noticed something on the end of his nose. He frowned. 

He finished his teeth, spat out the toothpaste, and rinsed his mouth out then leaned in closer to the mirror to have a better look. To his horror, he realized what it was. 

“A pimple!” he exclaimed louder than he intended. He looked around quickly to see if anyone else was in the room to hear him. To his relief, he was the only one in there. He looked closer. “Just what I don’t need, and it is a big one too. Probably caused by the added stress.” He studied it, wondered what he could do about it, and decided to do nothing at the moment.

The school loudspeaker sounded over his head. “Liam Honeywell, Hayley Meyers, Dryden Compton, and Brendan Ersatz, come to my office immediately.” Dr. Ernest sounded stern and unimpressed.

Liam sighed. “Today must be the day. At least now, I will find out one way or another.” He returned to his room quickly to get changed into regular day clothes, threw on a green T-shirt and dark-blue shorts, and headed to the office. 

When he arrived, Hayley, Dryden, and Brendan were already waiting on the chairs outside the room. Each one looked as nervous as the other.

Dr. Ernest poked his shiny, mostly bald head out the door. “Ah, there you are, Liam. Glad you could join us.” He sounded as though he had been waiting a long time. Liam didn’t think he had taken that long but wasn’t game to point that out. They filed through the door then sat on the opposite side of Dr. Ernest’s desk, their backs straight as they sat at attention. Without even giving them a side-glance, Dr. Ernest opened the top drawer in his desk and pulled out several papers held inside a manila folder. He opened the folder and had a quick glance over the documents silently, occasionally clearing his throat. 

Liam sat as still as possible, trying not to fidget while waiting for him to finish. He felt as though this additional pressure was making the red spot on his nose become sore and grow bigger. He held his hand over his nose, hoping no one would notice.

After what seemed like forever, Dr. Ernest looked up from studying the papers. “All right,” he said. “I know it’s taken a while, but I wanted to do a thorough check on your backgrounds.” He glanced at them all one by one. “I’ve done several different checks on different systems, running your names through them.” 

Liam edged his way to the chair’s rim, anxious for Dr. Ernest to get it over with. 

“You will be happy to know”—the edges of Dr. Ernest’s mouth turned up—“that you have all been approved. You have all received government clearance to be added into our secret lab.”

The four students breathed a loud sigh of relief as they looked at one another, their frowns replaced with smiles. Liam already felt the tension fall away from his body.

The doctor continued, pulling their attention back to him. “As an official introduction to the lab, I’m going to take you down there so that I can briefly show you our most secretive and proudest invention in more detail than a sneak peek.” He started making his way toward the office door, indicating for them to follow. The four students didn’t have to be asked twice. They jumped up to follow him with relieved but curious smiles on their faces. “I repeat, you are not to tell anyone or bring anyone down to this lab without permission. You are also not allowed, especially as junior students, to be down here by yourselves without me knowing about it first.” He continued to tell them the rules as they made their way to the lab. “Is this understood?” His eyes bored through them as he looked at them one by one.

They all nodded in response. When they made it to the lab, they were more relaxed, knowing they were allowed to be there and could have a good look around. At that moment, the labs were empty of people, as it was almost bedtime. 

As they entered the well-lit room at the end of the hall where they made the surrogates, Hayley spun around to say something but stopped in her tracks when she looked at Liam. “Faulty neurons! What is that on your nose?”

Liam’s face went clammy from horror when he realized she was talking to him. It then very quickly tingled as the blood rushed to his cheeks from embarrassment.

“Is that a pimple?” Hayley’s voice was so loud it seemed like she was yelling.

Feeling even more embarrassed that he had forgotten to continue to cover it up, he quickly went on the defense. “What? You’ve never seen one before?” Sarcasm laced his voice. “I’ve been a little stressed this week, so these things happen.”

“Yeah, they do. But yours looks like it’s about to explode, and looking at the size of that thing, I don’t want to be around when that happens.” She took an exaggerated sidestep from the front of him. 

“Gee! Thanks for the support, Hayley. My first pimple, and this is how you react. Remind me to be just as supportive when it happens to you.” He felt spiteful and let it sound in his voice.

“Ooo, touchy!” she teased. “I was just joking, by the way. It looks like it hurts.” Her brows puckered together.

“Well, it does. So go away,” he said, still embarrassed over the unwanted attention.

“Are you guys finished?” Brendan asked. “’Cause there are better things here to look at than a pus spot. Have you seen these things?” He pointed at the surrogates that were finished with their fake skin.

 “Wow!” Hayley exclaimed. “They look so real. The ones we saw the other night didn’t have all that skin on them.”

“Don’t they?” agreed Dr. Ernest. “Once these are up and running properly, it would be near impossible for the untrained eye to tell that these were not real people.” He eyed each of the students.

When his eyes rested on Brendan, Aaron held his breath and tried to calm his heart, for it was beating so hard it felt as though it was coming out of his chest.

“An interesting last name, by the way,” Dr. Ernest addressed Brendan, unsmiling and in a curious tone. “Ersatz.” He spoke Brendan’s last name out loud. “It means substitute, artificial, synthetic.”

Aaron gulped, and it must have transferred as a blank, shocked face on Brendan. “I had no idea.” He looked as though he meant it.

“Perhaps it should mean surrogate as well.” Dr. Ernest intently watched Brendan’s stressed face for a moment then laughed. 

He pointed to the surrogate proudly while changing the subject. “They’re brilliant, aren’t they? Such a great idea.”




~~~~~




FROM THAT POINT on, Brendan didn’t pay much attention to what was going on around him. He should have been taking in everything he could from this area, but he wasn’t sure what to make of Dr. Ernest’s comment. He didn’t know if he had been found out or if the man was just making general conversation.


- Chapter Fifteen -

The Announcement

[image: Image]

Jayden finished operating his surrogate for the lesson. He stripped off the surrogate gear and disconnected everything. Before leaving, he glanced in Aaron’s direction to see if he was done. Aaron was still connected and looked engrossed in what he was doing, so Jayden made his way into the computer room to sit with Eva and Robert. When he reached them, they were still working on the computers. He touched each of their shoulders to let them know that he was there. 

Eva looked up. “Did you see?”

Jayden looked at her, puzzled. “See what?”

“He’s in,” she said.

“In what?” 

“The secret lab, dummy!” 

“You mean, in properly? Like, allowed access?” Jayden stared at the screen, looking for answers.

“Yes. Wow, we’re bright today.” Sarcasm rolled off her tongue.

“Well, excuse me for being too preoccupied with my job and being a ghost in the background,” he snapped. “But that’s great news about Brendan.”

“Here he comes now,” she said, looking behind Jayden.

Jayden turned around to congratulate him, but before he could get the words out, he stopped himself, taking in the look on Aaron’s face.

He didn’t look excited after his achievement. Instead, he radiated worry. “Did you see that?” 

It was Eva’s turn. “See what?”

By this time, the lesson was over, and Professor Anna was dismissing the class. Robert had taken his headphones off and joined the conversation. “What did we need to see, Aaron?”

“Let’s hit the outdoors,” Aaron said, his body tense. “We need to discuss some things.” Without waiting, he turned and exited the room.

Jayden, Eva, and Robert glanced at each other, puzzled, and then jumped up quickly to catch up with Aaron. 

While exiting the room, Robert stopped abruptly, feeling his shirt pockets as though he had lost something. “Hang on, guys,” he said. “I forgot the glasses. I left them on the computer table. I just need to get them so I can check on Shelly.”

“You better hurry up.” Eva shook her head. “’Cause you know if we don’t start soon, Aaron will be long gone.”

“I know.” He jogged to his computer table, grabbed his glasses, and did a quick jog back to them. He panted. “Right, let’s go.” 

By the time they made it to the exit door, which was through the lobby, Aaron was already a couple of hundred feet away on the pathway that headed to the external workshop. He was walking quickly even for him.

“Jeez! Something must be bothering him,” Jayden said.

They walked briskly in almost a jog to catch up and were relieved when Aaron plunked on the ground among the trees off to the side of the path. By the time they reached him, Robert was huffing and puffing. He slumped forward and rested his hands on his knees.

“Man, you can walk fast,” Robert wheezed.

Aaron ignored him with his eyes unfocused and his face plastered with worry. “I think Dr. Ernest is on to me.” 

“How’s that?” Eva sat beside him.

“He made a sly comment about Brendan’s last name and what it meant. Did you know that Brendan’s last name is Ersatz?” 

They shook their heads in response, so he continued, “It means substitute, artificial, synthetic. Of all people, Dr. Ernest told me this, and then he looked me straight in the eye and said that perhaps it should also mean ‘surrogate.’”

Eva let out a shocked gasp.

“He said it with his eyes boring into me. He made shivers run down my spine as I sat on the edge of my seat. But then he just looked at me and laughed. It was really unnerving.” Aaron fiddled with the sticks in the ground. 

“I’m sure it was,” Jayden said. “It doesn’t make sense, though. If he knew you were a surrogate spy, why would he let you into the underground?” 

Robert and Eva agreed.

“It really wouldn’t make sense, you know,” Eva said. “Why would he let a spy into his midst and show them the most significant secret he has?”

Aaron looked slightly relieved. 

Robert’s brows creased together in thought. “Unless he is keeping his enemies close to him.”  

“Gee, thanks, Robert! You know how to put my mind at ease.” Aaron shook his head, the color leaving his cheeks.

“What? I was just saying!” Robert looked hurt. “It’s better to know what you’re dealing with than be shocked later, when it really counts.” He put on his observation glasses.

“Yeah, you’re right, man. Of course. I just don’t know which one is true.” Aaron jabbed the end of a stick into the ground.

“You know what that means,” Jayden said. “Unfortunately, you’re going to have to watch yourself at that school, and we’re going to have to help you.”

An aggravated sigh came from Robert.

“What’s wrong with you, Robert? I’m the one under the pump at the school.” Aaron broke the stick in half and threw it away.

“No, it’s not that, Aaron.” Robert pulled his observation glasses off.  “I’m annoyed that I keep losing contact with Shelly. It’s like her system keeps glitching when it comes to sending signals to me from her vision. When it glitches, I don’t know where she is or what she’s doing.”

“Oh.” Aaron sounded remorseful. “Where did you last see her?”

“It’s been a while because we have been on observation, remember? She could be anywhere.” He shrugged. “Normally, she wouldn’t be doing anything that interesting. It’s just more frustrating than anything. It’s another thing to fix.” He threw his glasses down to the ground but then thought twice, grabbed them, and tucked them safely into his shirt pocket.

Jayden returned to the original subject. “Who would give a surrogate a last name that means ‘fake’? That seems really dumb or cocky.” 

“I don’t know.” Aaron sounded frustrated. “I have nothing to do with the name or behind-the-scenes stuff. I just operate him at a consistent level with a reliable personality. Speaking of which, he has also been tampered with, thanks to Damian. I feel as if my safe little surrogate world is falling apart.”

“Perhaps we should have a big sit-down with Avando and Professor Anna and sort it all out,” Eva said. “Maybe we’re just reading too much into a few sentences. You have to admit that, even though you feel under threat, and Damian made life a little difficult at the school. You have achieved a lot by being accepted into the underground lab. The other students that you’re there with wouldn’t have even found out about it if it wasn’t for you with a little of our help.”

“Yeah, that place was really well hidden,” Jayden said.

“Okay.” Aaron nodded. “Maybe I am stressing too much, but let’s make sure we talk to Avando or Professor Anna shortly and see what they think.”

“Any signs of Shelly yet?” Eva indicated the glasses in Robert’s pocket. 

Robert pulled them out of his pocket to have another look. He shook his head in despair. “Still blank.”

“Can I have a look?” Jayden reached out a hand. 

“Sure.” Robert passed them over to him. “You won’t be able to see anything, though, other than clear glass.”

Jayden put them on and fiddled with the sides. He stood and tapped them lightly.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Robert scoffed, shaking his head in disbelief. “If the electronic equipment doesn’t work, give it a good hit. Works every time.” 

Jayden looked at him briefly and grinned. “Yep, that’s how the experts do it.” He held his hands at both sides of the glasses, still pressing the sides, turning around, and looking in all different directions. “Actually.” He sounded stunned while appearing to be looking out over the mountains. “It does work. There she is now.” He pointed in the direction of the external workshop. 

Robert got up excitedly, looked in the direction Jayden was pointing, and saw Shelly running along the path toward them, heading back to the main building. “She is too, but you don’t see that from the glasses. Or do you see her sight now?”

Jayden shook his head in answer to Robert’s question as Eva and Aaron stood to see what Shelly was doing.

“What is she up to?” Eva asked, watching the little robot skip her way to the main building with her pale-blue dress flowing softly around her legs.

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” Aaron said. He stepped into the path in front of the little robot. “Shelly.” 

She looked up, and innocence flowed from her surprised expression. “Aaron, you startled me.” She smiled an adorable smile at him.

“What are you doing, Shelly?” Robert had joined Aaron on the path. 

She looked at Robert. “Robbie!” she squealed excitedly. She ran to him and reached up to give him a big hug. “There you are.”

Robert looked guilty as he realized that she was only looking for him. Coming out to the external workshop would have made sense, as he was there often. “Are you out here looking for me?” he asked. Somehow, he had managed to make the most affectionate robot ever.

Her big blue doting eyes looked at him. “Of course I was looking for you.”

“You keep disappearing off my glasses feed. I seriously have to get that fixed,” he muttered as though talking to himself.

“You brought Diva and Jayden to look for me as well?” Shelly smiled sweetly at Eva, blowing her a kiss from her hand as Eva shot daggers at her from her eyes.

“Actually, we hadn’t started looking for you yet. We were having a little chat,” Robert said.

“Ooo! I like chats.” Shelly sounded intrigued. “What were you chatting about?”

“Nothing you need to concern your cute little self with,” he said, carrying her in his arms. She put on a pouty face when he wouldn’t tell her. Seeing this, he added, “Now don’t go giving me these sulky looks. You don’t need to know all of what the big people talk about. We were just about to make our way back to the building.”

“Looks like Robert has found—no, wait, made himself—a girlfriend,” Eva teased, sounding spiteful.

“What, are you jealous, Diva?” Aaron said.

“Whatever!” she snapped.

Jayden shook his head at the two. “She’s a robot, guys. Though I must admit, she is cute.” 

“Speaking of robots—well actually, artificial intelligence—Scarlet seems to have laid off her scaring people again, which is good,” Eva said.

“She has?” Jayden asked. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“She must have. I haven’t heard any screaming lately. For a while, it seemed to be on a regular basis, I would hear screams coming out of the girls’ bathrooms, or she would try me again,” Eva said. “I wonder why she did it in the first place?”

“I don’t know.” Jayden pretended not to know.

“Perhaps she misses David Schatzville,” Aaron said. “They used to love to annoy each other, but he’s been gone six months now. I don’t think there is anyone at the moment who would give her the same sort of challenge. I certainly don’t want to get on her bad side like David used to.”

“I guess you’re right,” Eva said.

“Well, if she starts up again, don’t go breaking any more monitors.” Robert glared at Eva. 

“I shall do my best,” she said sourly.




~~~~~




LIAM WAS RELIEVED. It was finally time for the mid-year break from school, and there was no better way to spend it than stomping around the competition grounds of the skateboarding tournament with his best friends, Hayley, Dryden, and Jarrod. He had missed Jarrod and the average life he held, far from Ernest State College with all its geniuses, secrets, and hidden lives. It had been a weird semester. He had also really missed his big brother, Matt, who was the main reason why he was at the skateboarding tournament. Matt had come first in every competition he had competed in that year, and that day, it was the one for the nation, the big competition to see who the best skateboarder was in the country. They were lucky to have a crisp, clear winter’s day and were fortunate that it was still too early for snow.

Matt was spending a little time with Liam and his friends before his tournament. He was a little taller than last time Liam had seen him, and his muscles were more developed. 

“I’m famished!” Jarrod’s stomach growled as a smell from the food booths wafted their way. “When are we going to eat?”

“We only just got here, Jarrod,” Hayley said. “Obviously, you still eat everything in sight. It’s a good thing there are no Octopus rides here.” She smirked, teasing Jarrod over his display at the Kensington Youth Festival.

“You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?” Jarrod’s cheeks flushed slightly. 

Hayley shrugged, and her smirk grew wider. “I’m reminding you so that it will never happen again. I’m sure the people who received your stomach contents on their heads would appreciate my efforts.”

“Yo, dude. That’s gross!” Matt’s nose screwed up in disgust. “There is no way I’m gonna wait below when you hit some rides after having some chow.” Another waft of food hit their noses as a light breeze passed. It brushed some of Matt’s longish dark hair across his face, and he turned into the wind, flicking it out of his eyes as he lifted his nose to smell the air. “Smellin’ that though, I’m dying for some food.”

“How can you eat before a big tournament?” Dryden asked. “I get so nervous before doing anything important that my stomach turns into knots, and a big lump forms in my throat, making it impossible to eat.”

“Not Matt,” Liam said. “He’s always hungry.” He looked at his watch. “It’s only nine thirty, but I could certainly eat something, and that smells like churros.” He followed the smell.

“Okay, you’ve got me.” Hayley joined him.

They walked together and were amazed at the selection of different types of churros. There were plain with sugar and cinnamon, chocolate churros, churros cheesecake, jam-filled, plain with chocolate dipping sauce, and many more. 

Liam’s mouth watered. “I’ve missed food like this at the college.” He ordered the chocolate-coated one.

“Is the food no good, bro?” Matt asked.

“No, the food is good, just plain. Kind of like camp food, I guess. It would be nice to have a bit more variety.” Liam took a bite of his churro and moaned. 

“Is all going well there, dude?” Matt dipped his churro into chocolate sauce.

“Yeah,” Liam said. 

 “But… You don’t seem too pumped,” Matt said.

“Yeah, no, I’m happy.” Liam sounded as if he was trying to convince himself.

“Really?” Matt lifted an eyebrow.

“No, I am. It’s just been a really full semester.” Liam tried to sound more convincing. “Isn’t that right, guys?” He turned to Hayley and Dryden. They nodded in agreement. He would have loved to tell Matt all that was going on. His big brother was not brainy in the school sense, but he had other kinds of wisdom and had a great ear for listening whenever Liam needed one. Liam didn’t want to be in trouble, not only with the school and Dr. Ernest, but also with the government. “On top of that, Gemma is showing me up at everything.” 

“What? I find that hard to believe, bro.” He turned to Dryden and Hayley. “Is that true?” He took a big bite of churro.

Hayley shook her head and answered, “It’s only in the physical stuff like Tae Kwon Do. That shouldn’t be a surprise to you, though, as you already know Liam has two left feet.”

“Is that all, bro?” Matt asked Liam. “You knew that you wouldn’t be great at Tae Kwon Do before ya even went to the school. It’s just unfortunate for you that Gemma is good at it an’ goes to the same school.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s just annoying being shown up by a little sister.”

“I’m sure you’ll have stuff you’re better at than her.” Matt patted him on the back. He looked at his watch and said, “Oh, bro, I gotta get prepped for my comp. I’ll see ya in a bit, ‘kay?”

Liam nodded. “Go knock them dead. You’ll do great!” 

“Good luck!” Hayley and Dryden said at the same time.

“Go show them how it’s done, dude.” Jarrod cheered him on as Matt turned to leave.

Matt gave them a wave over his shoulder as he left.

Liam finished off his churro and turned to the others. “Are you ready to make our way over to the competition stand ready for when he competes?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jarrod said enthusiastically. “Your brother’s awesome.”

“I agree. Let’s make our way over now. If we wait, it may be hard to find a spot where we can see,” Hayley said. 

When they reached the competition area, they saw that Hayley was right. There were people everywhere, and it was difficult to see the skateboarding ramps. This didn’t stop Hayley or Jarrod, though, for they elbowed their way through the crowd. Many annoyed and unappreciative looks were sent their way, but that didn’t prevent them from making sure they stood at the front. The disapproving looks left Liam feeling uneasy. He hoped that they wouldn’t annoy the people too much and start a fight. 

When they made it to the front of the crowd, Liam could still feel daggers from people’s eyes landing in his back. He did his best to ignore them, looking forward to seeing his brother perform.

They had made it in time to see the end of the competitor before Matt. Liam felt worried for Matt because this person was awesome. It seemed every difficult move they executed flawlessly. As he searched the crowd to assess their reactions to the competitor, he spotted Gemma with her friends not far from where they were. She saw him look over, waved, and started to make her way over toward their little group.

“He’s so good!” A worried look crossed Gemma’s face. 

“He’s pretty amazing,” Liam agreed. 

“Let’s hope Matt’s been practicing heaps.” Her pale-blue eyes were full of concern.

Liam nodded. “I’m sure he has been, but let’s also hope he has some special moves.”

The competitor finished, and the crowd cheered loudly. It was Matt’s turn. He stood at the starting position, looking ready and confident. Liam wondered how he did it. If that were him, he would be falling apart. The introduction was made over the loudspeaker, and Matt waved to the crowd when his name was announced. Then he stood with his skateboard ready. 

The buzzer sounded, sparking Matt into action. The board was down, and he was off, skating and showing off his best moves. It had been a while since Liam had seen his brother compete. He knew he was spectacular, but he was still mesmerized by the display Matt was putting on. The crowd cheered as he executed his moves with ease. He threw in three-sixties, a truckstand pogo, a yoho plant, and a smoothie, aka a jaywalk. Then, to top it all off, he added some of his own unique creations that no one had seen or done before. 

“Flippin’ skateboards!” Jarrod’s mouth fell open in awe. “Your brother is so much more rad than last time I saw him. I will have to try to hook up with him some time to get him to teach me some of those moves.”

“Don’t look at me,” Liam said. “You’ll have to arrange it with him. But yeah, I definitely agree.” A proud smile spread from one ear to the other. 

Matt finished up with a few more spectacular moves. The loudest cheer they had heard all day sounded, and Gemma put her fingers to her mouth and let out a big ear-splitting whistle. Matt waved to the audience and exited with a playful bow. 

The loudspeaker sounded. “Attention, everyone! Matt Honeywell was our last competitor for the day. Please stick around while we set up the platform for the trophy stage.” The crowd muttered among themselves as the organizers set up the center microphone and a three-level stage for the winners. 

Liam could see Matt up in the competitors’ stand, waiting for the final result. 

Gemma followed his gaze. “I so hope he wins.”

“Me too,” Liam said. “But win or not, he certainly did us proud.”

An athletic-looking man entered the central area. Liam thought he looked to be in his thirties and was slightly shorter than the average man. He had ginger hair that had tight little curls sitting close to his scalp. He lowered the microphone and cleared his throat. 

“Wow! How awesome were these performances today, people?” A rowdy cheer with whistles sounded throughout the crowd. Liam held a hand over his ear, afraid Gemma would blow one of his eardrums.

“That’s right,” the man continued. “These guys rocked!” The cheer erupted even louder from the crowd. “Let them hear your appreciation more!” roared the little man, lifting his hands to show the crowd how high to cheer. That time, even screams sounded to bring the noise level up further. After a while, he indicated to finish by lowering his hands. “That’s right. And how awesome is the crowd?” More screams and cheers sounded. 

Satisfied he had the full attention of the crowd and that they were fired up, he started his announcement. “I suppose you want to hear the winners now, don’t you?” The cheer was so loud that even he had to put his hands over his ears. He smiled happily at the result. “Okay, in third place we have”—he opened an envelope and studied the contents briefly—“Owen Radcliffe.” 

Owen ran to the stage as the crowd cheered him on. He accepted his trophy from the announcer and stood on the third-place pedestal, smiling at his achievement. 

“Right. For second place...” He opened another envelope as the crowd waited impatiently and read, “Sandy Peters.”

A girl with long blond hair tied back firmly stepped forward to accept her trophy then stood on the second-place spot. 

“Wow!” Hayley said. “She actually looks like a girl. Normally the girls look so much like the boys that you can’t even tell that they are girls.”

“Shhh!” Liam hushed her as the announcer put the microphone to his mouth again. His fingers were crossed tightly by his side.

“Okay, the last winner and definitely not the least…” He paused, dragging out the announcement. “First place goes to Matt Honeywell.” 

The crowd roared, and Liam, Gemma, and their small group of friends jumped up and down, hugging each other madly, not noticing the people around them, who were being shoved around by their movement, giving them dirty looks. 

They were so excited that they didn’t see the commotion on the stage as the announcer suddenly turned serious. He retrieved the microphone he had replaced on its stand and started to speak, trying to get the attention from the crowd he had just spent time firing up in excitement.

“Attention, everyone!” He cleared his throat, as the crowd was still too loud to hear him. “Attention, everyone!” he repeated with more seriousness and the determination to be heard. Finally, the noise level reduced so that he could speak and be heard. “I have just been passed on some grave news.” Silence hit the once-excited crowd, and Liam was sure if a pin dropped it would be heard. “We have been informed that our Prime Minister, Richard Baskins, has been shot.”


- Chapter Sixteen -

What’s Gotten into Shelly?
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A few days had passed since Aaron stressed over potentially being discovered by Dr. Ernest. The four students had been keeping an eye out for Avando, who had been away for a few days. They didn’t know where he went, but he was due back that morning. 

Eva, Aaron, and Jayden were waiting around the garden in the common room when Robert stomped up to them, clasping the glasses that let him see through Shelly’s vision. 

“Morning, sunshine!” Eva chirped.

Robert ignored her. “Have any of you seen Shelly?” he grumbled. 

When they shook their heads in response, he let out an aggravated cry. “The vision isn’t working again.” He held up the glasses, giving them a shake. “These things are driving me nuts.” He shoved them into his pocket. “Have you seen Avando yet?”

Jayden shook his head. “No, he hasn’t come. We were waiting for you before we went to check the office.”

Aaron looked toward the dining room and spotted Professor Anna approaching them. “Well, we have one of the people we need to see coming this way.”

Before the others had a chance to look at what he was talking about, Professor Anna had already reached them. “Robert, just the person I wanted to see.”

Robert looked dumbfounded. “Really?”

“Yes. I wanted to congratulate you on such a clever idea.”

“You do?” Robert remained stunned.

“Look at you acting so modest,” the professor said. “Here you are, having your little robot doing chores to help you get through your day. I wish you’d make one for me.” She gave him a side hug in a manner to convince him to do her a favor.

“I am?” When he realized she was talking about Shelly, he asked, “Have you seen Shelly?”

She nodded. “Well, what else would I be talking about? Have you made another robot?”

Robert shook his head. “No. Where is she?”

Professor Anna looked confused. “I saw her before in the external workshop. She was working on the simulator like she knew what she was doing.”

“Why, that sneaky little terror! She shouldn’t even be touching that stuff,” he grumbled, balling his fists by his side. “I’ve got to stop her.” He stomped in the direction of the workshop.

“Good luck with that!” Professor Anna called to him. “It’s fun having to be a parent and having to put your naughty children into line.” She chuckled, watching Robert’s irritation over his naughty child.

“Oh, I’ve got to watch this!” Eva said, racing after Robert.

“Well, I’m not missing out on the action.” Jayden ran to follow them.

“I’m coming too.” Aaron joined the three friends.

“Have fun!” Professor Anna giggled to herself as she watched them go.

For a large boy, Robert made it to the workshop in record time. He didn’t even fall over like he often would when it came to physical activity. His hazel eyes burned furiously as he burst into the simulator room. “Shelly, what are you doing?”

Shelly’s cute curls bounced as she spun round to look at Robert at the doorway. Innocence radiated from her face mixed with enthusiasm. “Robbie!” 

“Shelly,” Robert continued angrily, “I asked what you were doing.”

Her cute blue eyes opened wide, and her mouth dropped open in shock. “Oh! Robbie’s mad at Shelly.” Her adorable three-year-old voice made it hard to be mad at her. “Did Shelly do something wrong, Robbie?”

“Shelly!” Robert’s voice remained harsh. “You know you’re not allowed to play with the computers.”

Shelly tilted her head to the side in confusion and with all innocence said, “But I wasn’t, Robbie.”

“Don’t lie to me, Shelly.” He shook his head and scowled.

Her sweet blue eyes were filled with sadness, and her bottom lip stuck out in a sulk. She even let out a little sniffle. Jayden marveled over the brilliance of Robert’s personality programming. He then had a little cackle, thinking about how it had backfired to make Robert into a parental figure.

Shelly stuck out her bottom lip. “But I wasn’t playing with the ‘puters, Robbie.” 

Robert stomped to where she was sitting. “Then what do you call this, Shelly?” He pointed to the simulator screen and then to the operating board in front of her.

She spun around in her chair and looked at the operating board then to the screen and back to the operating board. “Uh oh!” she said. “How did I get here?”

“What do you mean how did you get here? You would’ve walked here yourself. How else would you have gotten here?” Robert’s face had turned completely red. 

Jayden was almost sure he had seen puffs of steam coming out of Robert’s ears. His heart melted when he saw the pleading, sad look on Shelly’s face, begging Robert to believe her.

Shelly’s tight blond curls had been partially pulled back into a light-blue bow to match her dress. Her open, honest face tilted up to look at Robert, and she pleaded, “But I honestly don’t know how I got here, Robbie.”

It was then that Eva looked distraught. “Robert, I think she’s telling the truth.”

Robert spun around and gave Eva a disapproving glare. “How could she be telling the truth? Only I can operate her or she walks by herself, and I know for sure I didn’t put her here.”

“All that I can suggest is that you often have dropout times where we have no connection with her and you can’t see what she is doing,” Eva said. “I’m starting to think this is a little suspicious.”

“Suspicious how?” His words were snappy. “It can only be a glitch. There is nothing suspicious about that, only that I haven’t been able to fix it yet.”

“Robert, you are brilliant at things like this.” Eva spoke calmly. “You would normally have been able to fix these glitches by now. I’m starting to think that perhaps she has been hacked.”

“Don’t be absurd!” Robert spat. “Who would know about Shelly, let alone hack her?”

Eva shrugged.

“You know, man, she’s got a point.” Aaron ran a hand through his hair.

“What’s she even doing on a simulator?” asked Jayden.

“I don’t know!” Robert snapped. “It’s just a simulator.” He turned and looked at the screen. He paused for a moment then stiffened. His movements suddenly became rigid and panicked. 

Noticing the change, Jayden asked, “What is it?”

Robert didn’t answer but continued to fiddle with the controls in front of Shelly as she sat very still, watching him with a look of horror on her face. “Why’s that man lying on the ground, Robbie? And what’s all that red stuff all around him?”

Robert didn’t answer her either, as he was concentrating too hard on what was on the screen. Jayden, Aaron, and Eva peered over to the screen to have a look. 

Before they could focus on the screen, Robert said, “Uh, guys?”

“Yeah?” they all said in unison.

“What is the name of the Prime Minister of the country of Alamania?”

“Richard Baskins,” Eva said instantly. “Why?” 

All three stepped forward to have a look, as Robert’s shoulders slumped forward. Eva let out a gasp, and Jayden and Aaron were in a state of puzzled shock. 

On the simulator screen in front of them, a man was lying on the ground with crimson red on and around him. Still placed on the man was a virtual target, and on the screen up in the top right were the words, “Man identified: Richard Baskins.”

 Several men in black suits, wearing earpieces attached to their ears with spiraling cords coming from them, were circling the man on the ground. Some of the men were crouched down, trying to revive him, and others stood straight and tall, searching frantically for the assassin.

“Wow! That’s freaky! That looks too real.” Aaron looked at the screen and frowned.

“That does look real. It can’t be real! But it looks authentic!” Eva kept repeating in shock.

“Doesn’t it?” Jayden agreed. “This is just the simulator, isn’t it?”

“It is supposed to be just a simulator,” Robert said, his brow creased in the center. “But this… I’m not so sure. It looks way too real.” He looked at Shelly. “What have you done?”

Shelly’s little face puckered up, and Jayden was sure that if she were able to leak tears, she would. “I don’t remember doing anything, Robbie,” she said, sobbing. “I really don’t.”

Robert’s shoulders slumped further while looking into Shelly’s eyes. “You know, I actually think I believe you.”

“Hey, just a thought,” Jayden began. “If what Shelly’s done here is actually real, what about that time we were in that village and we left with a concussion?” He looked at Aaron. “Was that a simulation, or was it real?”

“I don’t know!” Robert sounded dismayed. “Who would even be making this live? It can’t be Niles, surely?”

They heard a loud banging at the entrance of the external workshop. The students turned to see what the cause of the noise was. The simulator room they were in was darkened, but the office at the entrance of the workshop was well lit, and they could see Niles running around absentmindedly. He looked almost mentally disturbed. He was pacing back and forth as though he’d forgotten what he was supposed to do, muttering to himself. 

The students glanced at one another with a puzzled look then edged closer to the door to listen to what he was saying. 

“Oh my lord, Richard Baskins has been shot.” He threw his open hands up, clasping each side of his face in shock and continued, “Oh my lord, he’s been shot! Richard Baskins has been shot. He’s been shot!”

The four students looked at each other in disbelief. “I’m pretty sure that answers your question, Robert,” Aaron whispered.

“Yep. I’m pretty sure it does too,” Robert whispered back. “I’m certain he doesn’t know we’re here.” He then cleared his throat loudly, purposely trying to get Niles’s attention.

Niles jumped, backing away from the noise and giving off a scream that would make a girl proud. He looked in the direction the sound had come from and realized that he had company. “Oh my lord! You scared the heebie-jeebies out of me.” He picked an eraser up off the desk and threw it at Robert. Since Niles was the least sporty person around, his throw was pathetic, and it made Jayden and Aaron laugh. Niles straightened his back and slapped his hands on his hips. “Go on, then, laugh at me. See if I care! What are you all doing in here, anyway?”

“We have a situation with Shelly.” Robert’s serious voice was a contrast to the past lightheartedness.

“Oh, really? What sort of situation could you have with the little cute robot?” Niles looked cynical.

“Quite a big one, actually,” Robert said. “Have you noticed her doing anything weird, like fiddling with the computers or anything?”

“No, but whatever she’s done, it can’t be as bad as the news that the Prime Minister has been shot,” Niles said.

“Uh… Why don’t you come and look at this?” Robert indicated the simulator room. Niles did as instructed and stood behind Shelly, who waited behind the controls of the simulator.

“Hello, Niles.” Shelly’s blue eyes were sad as she greeted him. 

“Hi, sweetie.” Niles smiled at her. “Why the sad face, darling?” Without waiting for an answer, he glanced up at the simulator. Surprise and recognition spread across his face within a few moments. Before anyone could say anything, he fell backward to the floor. He had fainted.

Eva looked at the crumpled heap on the floor that was Niles. “That was helpful!” Sarcasm oozed from her words.

“Wasn’t it.” Jayden shook his head in disbelief. “I think that definitely rules him out as a suspect.”

“Help me put him out of the way a bit, would you, Jayden?” Aaron grabbed Niles by one arm.

Jayden grabbed the other arm, and they pulled him along the floor and out of the way.

Jayden turned around to see Robert sniffling. He gazed down at Shelly, the edges of his mouth downturned. “What’s going on, Robert?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking.” Robert paused. “I’m going to have to shut her down until we get to the bottom of this.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve as he watched the meaning of the words register on Shelly’s face.

“I won’t do it again, Robbie. I promise.” Shelly’s voice was endearing, her cute little face pouting, and her blue eyes big and sad. 

“I’m sorry, Shelly, but you don’t even remember doing it,” Robert said, shaking his head sadly. He wiped the tear on his sleeve.

Jayden watched, dismayed by the scene unfolding in front of him. He knew how much effort Robert had put into the little robot and how proud he was of his achievement. He understood how hard it was for him to say goodbye. Robert’s brilliance made her into a little person with her own personality. He watched Robert, who was almost in tears, reach down behind Shelly’s neck under her hair and switch her off by pulling a small chip from her neck.

The little blue eyes immediately closed, and her tiny form slumped forward, lifeless and unmoving.

“I promise I will find the solution soon,” Robert whispered to Shelly.

“Oh, Robert, that’s so sad,” Eva said, placing a hand on his back. “We’ll help you as much as we can, won’t we, guys?” She turned to Jayden and Aaron for support. The boys nodded in agreement, also saddened that Shelly was gone.

Robert remained silent as he scooped up Shelly’s little frame and carried her into the lab at the workshop. He delicately propped her in the corner of the bench in a sitting position.




~~~~~




JAYDEN COULDN’T BELIEVE it. It was only ten-thirty in the morning, and it had already been an eventful day. They hadn’t even had a chance to see if Avando had arrived back at the Sanctum yet. Aaron, Eva, and a grieving Robert had agreed to meet down in the common room. Jayden was on his way down and decided to stop at the bathroom on the way. He scanned his hand, absentmindedly thanking Scarlet, and entered the bathroom, heading straight for a stall. After closing the door, he dropped his pants, sat down, and prepared for an extended stay.

“Hello, Jayden!” To his horror, Scarlet’s hologram was standing right in front of him inside his stall. He jumped, immediately pulled his T-shirt down as far as it would go, and cupped his hand on his lap to protect any private parts.

His cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Scarlet,” he hissed quietly. “Do you mind?”

“Mind what?” Her face was blank. “What’s wrong? You seem tense.”

“Well, der!” His voice was condescending. “This is where I need privacy, especially from girls.” 

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m actually a computer.” 

“Yeah, you are, but you look like a girl, and right now you’re standing within my extremely private space where no one should be. In fact, Scarlet, I think you need to stop visiting me in the bathroom altogether. It is really awkward.”

“It’s not awkward for me.” She smiled sweetly.

“Scarlet!” Disapproval flowed from him. “You need to tell the others what you can do so that you can meet me in the open and in a more appropriate place.”

“Okay, okay. Keep your knickers on.” A cheeky look crossed her face, and she added, “That’s right, you don’t have any on.” She giggled.

“Ha, ha. Very funny, Scarlet. Now, do you mind?”

“No. I don’t.” She remained standing in front of him.

“Scarlet!”

“Fine, then, I’ll wait outside until you finish up.” Her hologram disappeared from the cubicle, and Jayden breathed a sigh of relief. 

He finished up and exited the cubicle. Scarlet was waiting for him outside, as she had promised. He wandered over to the basin to wash his hands as she continued, “I hear that Shelly got up to some mischief today.”

Jayden nodded. “Do you know what is going on with her?”

“She’s not working on her own accord, I can tell you that much.”

“Who is controlling her?”

Scarlet’s mouth moved as though she was speaking, but the words didn’t come out. Jayden did his best at trying to lip read without much success. She slowed her mouth’s movements right down to a snail’s pace. He still couldn’t understand her. Sighing in frustration, she said, “You need to learn to lip-read.”

“You need to learn to get past this silent barrier,” he retorted. “Can you give me a clue any other way?”

She shook her head, frustration plastered on her porcelain-colored face.

“Maybe if you introduced your hologram self to Eva, Aaron, and Robert, they could help lip-read.”

She shrugged her shoulders, “Maybe. I will do that soon.”

“Good. I have to meet them now, as we have to see Avando.” He headed toward the door. “Is he back, by the way?”

Her face went blank as she processed the information, no doubt searching for the answer. “Yes, he is in his office.”

“Great. I’ll catch you later, then.” He ran out the door, heading downstairs toward his friends.




~~~~~




JAYDEN KNOCKED TIMIDLY on Avando’s office door. The knot was tightening in his stomach. The four students felt like failures after the events of the past few days, and they each worried that Avando might be upset. Not to mention that the Prime Minister had been shot. The image of that on the simulator flashed before Jayden’s eyes, with the added image of Shelly sitting behind the controls. A chill ran down Jayden’s spine. How could this have happened? Who is controlling Shelly? This isn’t good. They were supposed to be trying to protect the innocent, not having the Prime Minister killed. 

There had been no answer from inside the door, so Eva knocked with added intensity. There was still no answer. “Perhaps we should just go in,” she said.

They looked at each other with uncertainty. Usually, they wouldn’t be so bold, but it was important. Jayden turned the handle, pressing forward enough to open the door slightly. He looked at the others questioningly as loud classical music filtered out from inside the room. Although classical, the music was far too cheerful for the mood that they were in. Without wanting to enter the room uninvited, Jayden called through the crack of the door, “Avando!” There was no answer, but he wasn’t surprised, for the music was so loud.

Together, they crept in farther, with Jayden sticking his head inside the door. His face registered a look of surprise, for inside the office, Avando was bouncing around in time with the music, using a pen as a conductor would a baton.

“What? What is it?” Eva barged through, sticking her head around the corner of the door. Once inside, she grabbed Robert and Aaron roughly by their shirts and dragged them around the corner of the door to have a good look. It was certainly not the scene they had expected to see when they reached Avando’s office.

“Knock, knock, Avando!” Jayden yelled, lifting his voice above the music.

Avando looked up, and a surprised expression filled his face. “Oh! Hello, students!” His cheerful demeanor continued as he picked up the remote control and turned the music off. 

Jayden noted that the music must have been too loud for him to request that Scarlet turn it off. “You seem in a very good mood, Avando. It’s almost as if you’re having a little party in here.”

“Jayden, my boy, I have been having a perfect day. Why don’t you all come in and sit down?” He indicated the chairs opposite his desk.

“We’re afraid that your day may not be so good after we tell you our news,” Eva warned him as she sat down.

Avando lifted an eyebrow while observing her with his deep-brown eyes. “So serious? It must be bad.” His posture took on a more somber demeanor. He walked behind his desk and took a seat on his chair. “Well then, do tell.”

The students looked at one another in reassurance, hoping another would be the first to speak. Awkward moments of silence passed between them.

“When you’re ready,” Avando encouraged them, noticing their apprehension. He leaned forward over his desk.

“Uh…” Aaron hesitantly began when he was interrupted by a knock on the door.

Professor Anna’s head poked around the door. “Hi, everyone! Sorry I’m late.”

“Not at all, Professor Anna. Do come in.” Avando stood with the mannerisms of a perfect gentleman welcoming her entrance. He indicated the chair closest to his, where she often sat in group meetings. 

Her long dark hair was pulled away from her face, and her hazel eyes shone as she looked at the students affectionately. She sat down elegantly, pulling her tailored, below-knee, dark-blue skirt back over her knees modestly. She finished by resting her crossed hands on the bottom edge of her skirt and looked toward the students. “Now, what have I missed?”

Avando flashed her an affectionate smile. “Nothing yet, my dear lady. Although I do believe Aaron was about to start.” 

“Oh, good…” 

Robert, who was ghostly white, interrupted her, blurting out in a panicked rush, “Prime Minister Richard Baskins has been shot.”

Her face turned white in shock and disbelief. “Wh-What?” 

Avando’s demeanor also became serious.

“Yes, it’s true,” Eva said. 

Seeing their expressions change, Jayden continued, “And what’s worse is that Shelly shot him on the simulator somehow.”

As Jayden spoke, tears started to stream down Robert’s face. Professor Anna and Avando looked at Robert, shocked, casting quick glances in each other’s direction. 

“But it’s a simulator,” Professor Anna said, “and Shelly is just a little-girl robot. Are you sure this is what happened?”

Tears continued to run down Robert’s face.

“We witnessed it ourselves,” Aaron said, placing a hand on Robert’s shoulder.

“I feel so responsible for this.” Robert wiped his nose on his sleeve.

“We believe someone has somehow hacked Shelly,” Eva said.

“Oh, Robert.” Professor Anna came around the table to put her arms around him. “This isn’t your fault.” 

He turned his head into her shoulder and blubbered some more. “But Shelly did it, and I created her.”

Avando placed a comforting arm on Robert’s back. “I know for certain you did not program her for this. It would appear that she has been hacked.”

Jayden said, “It did seem that she honestly did not remember what she had done.”

“See, Robert? It couldn’t have been you.” Professor Anna continued to comfort him.

“Uh, this isn’t everything we had to tell you,” Aaron added hesitantly.

“Why? What else is there?” Avando’s face remained serious.

“I am worried that Dr. Ernest is on to me,” Aaron said.

“How is this?” Avando asked.

“He appears to be keeping an extra eye on me, especially after we broke into the underground lab and were caught.”

“Were all of you caught?” Avando asked. “What makes you think he is watching you in particular?”

“It’s just a feeling I have.” Aaron shrugged, and a frown creased his forehead. “The feeling was particularly strong when he pointed out the meaning of Brendan’s last name, Ersatz. He said it in an eerie way.”

“I wouldn’t think that he would allow you to continue in their underground if he suspected you of anything. I think you’re safe, Aaron. I would think now that you will be the last thing on Dr. Ernest’s mind, especially if they are working for a good cause.”

“Why do you think that?” Jayden asked.

“Because now, they all have their hands full, trying to work out who shot their Prime Minister. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you were given an emergency recall back to the school in the middle of their holiday break to come and help.”

“Really?” Aaron asked.

“Of course. All we need to do is keep an eye on the situation and work on fixing Robert’s adorable little robot, whom we have all grown to love.” Avando placed his hand comfortingly on Robert’s head. 

Robert smiled—relieved that Avando and Professor Anna weren’t blaming him for his robot committing such a terrible act.


- Chapter Seventeen -

Thanks for Nothing
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Liam couldn’t believe his ears. The Prime Minister had been shot. The skateboarding festival continued after the winner had been announced, although a feeling of apprehension remained. A buzz of shock and panicked whispers reverberated through the air.

“That’s big news, bro.” Matt had rejoined Liam’s little group. “That’s totally messed up!” He ran his hand nervously through his hair. “What a way to ruin a good day.”

“I sure hope that they find whoever did this,” Gemma said, her arms crossed across her chest as she shook her head in disbelief.

Hayley, Liam, and Dryden shared an inconspicuous glance. They all knew that they were thinking the same thing and wondering if Dr. Ernest and his close-knit team would be part of the investigation group trying to find the killer. In this company, they were not able to say their thoughts out loud.

“You guys are awfully quiet over the whole thing,” Gemma said.

“I guess it’s because we are just in so much shock,” Liam said. A frown puckered his forehead. “It’s not every day that your prime minister gets shot.”

A tall, leggy blonde walked toward the group. She was wearing pale-blue skinny jeans with a low-cut waist and a long-sleeved white crop top that showed off her slender midriff. Even though she was slightly older, Liam thought she was quite attractive. 

Her pale-blue eyes shone as she turned and faced Matt. “Hey, handsome champ.” She turned and grabbed Matt’s face gently, pulling it down toward her and giving him a soft kiss on the lips. “I thought I would come over and congratulate my champ, seeing as he didn’t come over my way first.” She pouted her lips in mock hurt.

Matt looked a little ashamed. “Hey, babe. Sorry. I was a little distracted.” He turned to the rest of the group and said, “Everyone, this is Sheila, my girlfriend.”

She turned and gave the group a sweet smile as everyone responded, “Hey.”

Liam didn’t hear anything from Jarrod. Turning to see if he was still with them, he found him with his eyes planted firmly on Sheila and his mouth gaping open in awe.

Sheila noticed him staring at her and gave him a little friendly wave. “Hey.”

Jarrod didn’t respond or move. 

Feeling embarrassed for his friend, Liam reached over and closed Jarrod’s jaw with his hand. He then gave him a couple of friendly, soft slaps on the side of his face to try to bring him out of his awkward stare. 

It seemed to work. Jarrod shook his head slightly in confusion, and his eyes flashed in all directions, trying to assess what happened. When he saw everyone staring at him, he cleared his throat and stammered, “Um, sorry. Just having a blank moment.”

“Aha.” Hayley lifted an eyebrow.

A loud ringtone came from Matt’s back pocket. He reached his lanky hand deep inside and pulled out his phone. He read the caller ID and slid his thumb across the screen. “Yo, Mom. What’s up?”

He fell silent as he listened, and his brow creased in thought. After a short pause, he said, “Yeah, they’re here. I’ll let them know.” He hung up the phone and turned to Liam. “Bro.”

“Yeah?”

“Mom said she’s coming to get you three,” he said, indicating Hayley, Liam, and Dryden. 

“Why?” Hayley asked, not appearing shocked.

“Apparently your school’s asked for you to be returned,” he replied. “If you asked me, that’s pushin’ it too far, even for a nerd school.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Can’t believe they’re requesting ya back in the middle of the holidays.” He looked genuinely sad for them. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

A knowing glance passed between the three.

 “Whoa! What was that?” Matt didn’t miss their excitement. “There is something seriously wrong with your heads. I can’t believe you’re excited to go back to school during the holidays.”

“What about me?” Gemma’s mouth turned down. “Am I requested to go back too?”

Matt shook his head in disbelief. “No.” When he saw the disappointment spread across Gemma’s face, he gave her a worried look. “Uh, sorry for your loss.”

 Gemma stomped her foot, crossed her arms, and groaned.

Matt scratched his head in confusion. “Okay, I’m never going to get you guys. Just make sure that you’re waiting out front in half an hour.” He turned to Jarrod, who had been standing in silent shock, watching the commotion and still glancing at Sheila. “Dude! You wanna come hang with me, Sheila, and my friends for the rest of the day, while these nerds go back to school?”

Jarrod’s face lit up. “Can I?” When Matt nodded, he said, “I’d love to.” Without a second thought, he followed Matt and Sheila when they turned to leave.

Gemma, annoyed with whatever she was missing out on, stormed off to be with her friends, flicking her long brown hair with a passing comment. “See you in a couple of weeks, butt kissers!”

“Bye.” Liam didn’t hide his grin. “Jealous much?” 

Gemma stuck out her tongue at him. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Liam was happy to finally be ahead of Gemma in something. 

Seeing his self-satisfied smile, Hayley said, “You do realize that she will probably end up joining us with the underground stuff eventually, don’t you?”

“Oh, shut up, Hayley! At least you can let me enjoy it for now. Besides, Dr. Ernest was adamant that I shouldn’t tell her.” Liam made his way to the front entrance to wait for his mom.




~~~~~




EVA HAD BEEN having trouble sleeping. It was the middle of the night—she wasn’t sure what time. All that she knew was that she had been tossing and turning, and as hard as she tried, sleep wouldn’t come. Her mind was full of concern over who could possibly be controlling Shelly. No possible guilty party was coming to mind.

She flung back her bedcovers and climbed off her bed, making her way to the bathroom for what felt like the millionth time that night. The corridors were dark and lonely. No one was in sight, as they were all sleeping.

 Eva scanned her hand, and the door opened instantly. She didn’t think to thank Scarlet. As far as Eva was concerned, it was Scarlet’s duty and the reason she was at the Sanctum, even though Scarlet liked to play tricks on people. She absently went about her business then washed her hands. When she finished, she made her way back through the darkened corridor. 

As she rounded the corner, a cheerful voice greeted her. “Hello, Eva!” There, standing in front of her, was a thin girl about her age with brilliant-red hair, sparkling blue eyes, flawless porcelain skin, and a cheeky smile. She was wearing black jeans and a pale-brown long-sleeved shirt.

Startled, Eva screamed and lashed out with her Tae Kwon Do self-defense moves. She kicked, hit out with defensive strikes and spun around with spinning fists, yet she hadn’t felt a single connection. She heard a cackle come from the elusive redhead and stopped her unfruitful efforts, annoyed at having her defense moves laughed at. 

Finally realizing she wasn’t in danger, she demanded, “Who the heck are you?”

The redhead crossed her arms with a fake-looking sad expression on her face. “Oh, Eva, that’s not a nice way to greet an old friend.”

“Friend?” Eva snapped as she squinted. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.” She stood defiantly in her long pajamas, with her dark-brown hair falling messily around her shoulders and her arms crossed, mimicking the girl opposite her. “So, I ask again, who the heck are you, and why weren’t my kicks and strikes hitting you when you weren’t moving?”

“Eva Bower,” the attractive redhead with annoyingly perfect hair for that time of night said patronizingly, “it’s me, Scarlet.”

“Oh no, it’s not.” Eva shook her head and returned to her defensive position. “Scarlet is a dark-haired forty-year-old woman who’s stuck on a screen or in a computer system, with a snarky attitude.”

The redhead let out a demeaning laugh. “And what do you call this?” 

“Why, you little brat!” Eva said through clenched teeth as she reached to grab her arm. “I’m going to take you to Avando.” Her grasp missed, causing Eva to retry the hold, taking extra note of the aim of her grasp. To her dismay, she watched as her hand passed straight through the girl’s skin. “What the—?”

The redhead laughed menacingly at Eva’s failure. “What did I tell you? I’m Scarlet.”

“How is this possible? Is it really you?” 

The girl nodded. 

Eva ran her hands through Scarlet’s holographic body. She was fascinated. “Who programmed you this way? Was it Niles? No, no, it would have been Robert. Yes, that’s it! I bet he put you up to scare me.”

Scarlet shook her head. “Oh, Eva. How could you not know me by now? You are my favorite goody-two-shoes, whom I love to annoy even though you don’t do anything wrong to me.”

“Oh, gee, thanks!” Sarcasm reeked from her voice. “And why am I the receiver of such pleasure?”

“Because you are so obnoxiously good and your reactions are priceless.”

Eva wanted so badly to wipe the smile off Scarlet’s face. “If only I could turn you off.” A smile spread across her face as a thought crossed her mind. “Actually, I could, but it would be unfortunate. So don’t push me too far, or the Sanctum will have a blackout.”

“Ooo. Checkmate!” Scarlet said, sounding unconcerned. “I know that won’t last for long.” Changing the subject, she continued, “I’m only showing you myself in this form as a favor to Jayden.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, he was tired of keeping this information from you.”

“What? He knew about you?”

When Scarlet nodded, Eva snapped, “Why, that little—”

“No, no. It wasn’t his fault,” Scarlet said. “He was keeping a promise to a friend.”

“And what am I? Besides, you’re an AI, not a person.”

Scarlet looked hurt. “You really are nasty. Actually, after several conversations, Jayden saw me as a friend.”

“After several conversations?” Eva’s voice rose in disgust. “Just wait till I give him an earful.” She walked off, stomping straight through Scarlet.

Scarlet disappeared then reformed in front of Eva again. The image was so real that Eva balked then groaned in frustration when her mind registered it was Scarlet again. “Leave me alone!”

“Don’t be mad at Jayden. He wanted me to tell you a long time ago. He doesn’t like keeping secrets from his friends.”

Hearing that, Eva softened.

Scarlet continued, “He thought perhaps you, Robert, and Aaron would be able to help decipher the lip-reading.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Frustration and annoyance screamed through Eva’s every word.

“Well, I have some insight into peculiar happenings that have been going on around here, but I’m having trouble saying them.”

“I have never seen you have trouble saying anything, Scarlet. Just open your mouth, and the words will come out.” Eva rolled her eyes.

Scarlet shook her head. “If only it were that simple.” 

“Show me what you mean, Scarlet.”

“All right, I’m going to tell you now.” She continued to speak, trying to give Eva the secret information. Silence filled the air as her mouth moved, but her voice was absent. She finished by sighing and slumping her shoulders in discouragement.

“Okay, I see now. I can’t work out the words at the moment, but maybe you should call in when all of us are together, and then we’ll try to work it out.”

Scarlet’s face brightened. “Sounds like a plan. Sleep well!” She disappeared.

“Ah, bye!” Eva spoke to the air, annoyed at Scarlet’s lack of people skills, then continued back to her room to try to get some sleep.




~~~~~




LIAM’S MOM, RENEE, dropped Dryden, Hayley, and Liam at Ernest State College. They stood outside the car in front of the school grounds. “Do you need any help taking your bags in?” she asked, looking reluctant to leave her son so soon.

“No thanks, Mom. We’ll be fine from here,” he said, trying to sound reassuring.

“Okay, then.” Sadness washed across her face. “Make sure you stay in contact.”

“Yes, Mom,” Liam dutifully agreed, tired of going through the same rigmarole every time he was dropped off at school. He knew it was only because his mom cared, so he played along to keep her happy. He waved goodbye, and the three students headed up to the rooms.

“Meet you in the admin building in fifteen,” Hayley said.

The boys nodded in agreement as they parted ways. 

“I’m so excited!” If it hadn’t been uncool, Liam would have skipped to his room with excitement. 

“Me too,” Dryden said. “I wonder what we’ll be doing?”

“I don’t know! But just watching will be exciting. We’re going to help catch the shooter.”

When Liam and Dryden reached their room, they unpacked quickly then made their way to the administration building. 

Hayley stood in the center of the main area. She folded her arms and tapped her feet. “What took you so long?”

“We had to unpack,” Liam said. 

“You could have done that later, genius.” 

The boys gave each other a look, wondering why they didn’t think of that. 

She uncrossed her arms and headed toward the door of the locked garden. “I want to get down there and find out what they’re doing.”

She started keying in the code to open the door. The boys caught up with her and followed her into the room. 

“Hey, wait up!” 

Liam turned to see Brendan jogging to catch up with them.

“Glad you could make it.” Pleasantness was absent from Hayley’s voice as she addressed Brendan.

“The pleasure is all mine.” He did a mock bow to her. “Good to see that the holidays have cheered you up.”

She chuckled and gave him a light punch in the arm. “You’re not so bad. It’s these two I’m annoyed with for taking so long.” She pointed with her head to Liam and Dryden while she shook her hand as though in pain, massaging it lightly. “I was a little tough on you last term. Man, your arm’s hard.” Hayley glanced at it for a better look. “Have you been working out or something?” He avoided her hand inconspicuously as it reached out to grab his arm to feel it. 

“Just practicing Tae Kwon Do. Good to know you’re going to be back to normal this term.” Brendan sounded relieved. He smirked. “Apology accepted.”

“I didn’t apologize!” 

“I know. But that was the closest I’ll probably ever get from you.”

“You got that right!” 

The chair for the downward ride resurfaced as they entered the garden. 

“Some senior students went into the room just before you finally turned up,” she said as they stared at the reappearing chair.

They took a seat, and Liam pressed the button to take them down past the dark tunnels to the hidden labs below. Despite Hayley’s previous annoyances with the boys, the excitement passed through them rapidly as the corridor of the underground area was exposed to them once again. In the first stretch, several chairs were set up in the middle for a meeting. It reminded Liam of the night they were caught down there and had their little discussion with Dr. Ernest. 

Several older students were sitting, waiting for Dr. Ernest to arrive. A look of confusion passed over several of their faces when the four younger students entered the area. 

“What are you doing here?” A tall, thin girl who looked to be around seventeen stood and addressed them. She wore dark-blue jeans with a white lab coat over the top, her blond hair was tied back into a bun away from her face, and glasses rested on the bridge of her nose. Agreement rippled through the other senior students in the area.

“We’re part of this group,” Liam said.

“Juniors aren’t supposed to be in here,” a plump, dark-haired boy who was sitting not far from her blurted out.

“We have been invited by Dr. Ernest.” Hayley tilted her chin up slightly. 

“I doubt that.” The first girl shook her head. “You need to leave.”

Dr. Ernest hadn’t arrived yet to support their claim. Liam stood firm. “No. We’re not going anywhere. We have traveled a long way to be part of this.”

A louder murmur started through the group. “What is all the commotion?” Liam turned to find William behind them. 

“These junior students seem to think that they are allowed to be down here,” the girl said as she put her hands on her hips.

As William shrugged on his lab coat, he looked at the four students, and Liam swallowed hard. So far, they had only been down there with Dr. Ernest. He went through everything with them, but no one else. He braced himself, waiting for the words that William was going to use to kick them out.

“Yeah, that’s right.” William sounded indifferent. 

Liam looked at William in confusion, wondered if he’d heard him correctly.

“They’ve recently been added to our group of underground students,” William said as he buttoned his coat. 

The faces before them looked stunned. “But they are only juniors. We had to go through stringent tests to be told about any of this, let alone allowed access to see it all,” complained the outspoken girl. 

“That’s true, and it was hard to get down here,” William agreed. “But they were smart enough to find the underground. They even broke into it.”

A gasp rang throughout the room. 

“So I think they have proven their intelligence,” he said shrewdly. “Besides, Dr. Ernest has told me all about their approved entry.”

Liam breathed a sigh of relief and walked forward with William and the other three to take a seat to wait for Dr. Ernest. Dr. Ernest arrived by the time they were seated. 

“Good day, students!” His pearly smile was such a contrast to his dark skin. He slid his lab coat on while he addressed them further. “Thank you all for rushing here even though you are on your holidays.”

“We’re keen to help,” Brendan said.

Dr. Ernest gazed in the direction of the voice. “Ah, yes. Our new recruits,” he said when he saw the four juniors standing together. “Welcome. In case you aren’t aware, Prime Minister Richard Baskins has been shot.” He paused, and a group of nodding heads greeted him. “We believe that this is a work of terrorism.”




~~~~~




BRENDAN DID HIS best to look straight ahead at Dr. Ernest and nowhere else as thoughts of Shelly and the simulator flickered across his mind. Even though he was in no way responsible, flashes of guilt passed over him. He was probably keener than any of the other students to find out who was behind the shooting and in control of Shelly when it occurred.

“We are going to start extreme investigations into the shooting. We need to get to the bottom of this before they hit again in our beloved country,” Dr. Ernest said. “Now, we don’t have any surrogates free to go incognito, but—” 

Aaron’s mind wandered when Dr. Ernest said no surrogates were free. His head raced, considering the possibilities of where surrogates could have been placed from the school and what they might be spying on. He had been under the impression before that they only had incomplete surrogates, not finished and operating ones.

By the time he refocused on the current position of his surrogate, Brendan, the group was already splitting in different directions, all of them looking busy as they headed off to their normal operating labs. He was pleased to see that his three friends were still next to him, waiting for instructions.




~~~~~




WHEN THE OTHER underground students left the room, William and Dr. Ernest approached them separately. 

Dr. Ernest had an expression of remorse on his face. “Ah. My newest students of the underground.” 

Liam’s shoulders slumped forward in frustration. The words hadn’t even come out of the good doctor’s mouth yet, but he already knew from the tone that he was in for a disappointment.

“I am so glad you could make it,” the doctor said.

“But—” Liam continued for him.

“I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“What?” Hayley’s voice escalated. “I mean, what do you mean?” she asked more pleasantly. “We were asked to come.”

“Yes, yes. No doubt you were. Your name is on the secret list of underground students, but it was not intended for you to be called back to help with this.”

“Why not?” Brendan asked. 

“As eager as you are to help, and I do appreciate this, you have not had enough training to be of any help at this stage.”

“Give us any job, and we will be happy to do it,” Liam almost pleaded.

Dr. Ernest smiled at him sincerely, although his face remained set. “That, I am certain, is true.”

“There’s just too much involved for a job like this,” William said, backing up Dr. Ernest. “Besides, you’re so new that not even the other underground students have met you or knew you are part of the group before today.”

“Maybe next time we have such an emergency, you will have had more training,” the doctor said encouragingly. But his body language made it clear that he remained firm in his position. “Thank you so much for making an effort to come. I will make a note of your keenness to help.”

“What are we supposed to do now?” Brendan asked.

“I would hate to have your parents come and pick you up again after such a long drive to drop you off, so I will get the receptionist to call you a cab, on the school’s charge, to take you back to your homes. Why don’t you go and grab your things and wait in the admin until the cab comes.” He left the students to the fixed phone to call the receptionist. 

“Oh, great!” Liam kicked the ground. “Gemma is going to have a field day with this.”

“I can’t believe he won’t even let us stay to watch and learn or at least organize the coffee,” Hayley said. “Not that I’m into that sort of thing.” She flicked her curly red hair out of her face. “But I would do it to stay around and get involved.” 

“I can’t believe we came all this way to be sent home again.” Dryden dragged his feet as they walked. “I hate long drives at the best of times.”


- Chapter Eighteen -

Not-So-Urgent Urgency

[image: Image]

Aaron tore off all of his surrogate gear. He had been hoping to find out more from the underground of Ernest State College, but this didn’t happen. He set all the gear down and turned the equipment off. It had been early in the morning, before classes, when Avando had called for his help with the surrogate. Because of the timing, he was in the normal video tech room. Jayden and Robert must have arrived when he was hooked up to the surrogate. They were sitting in the next room in front of the computer, chatting quietly while Robert watched his ladybeetle spy cam with a headphone over one ear.

Aaron walked over to them, and Jayden turned to him. “Hey. You’re off quickly. How’d it go?”

Aaron shook his head slowly. “We’re not going to find out much there. Brendan and his friends have been kicked out of the underground while the investigations are going on. Either they’re guilty, and they’re hiding it from us, or they really do find the juniors a hindrance. Which reminds me…” He stopped and bent forward, pinching and twisting Robert and Jayden on the arms.

“Ow!” they both said at once, rubbing the spots Aaron had pinched.

“What was that for?” Robert massaged the fleshy part of his arm, which was now starting to show a large red welt.

“Dr. Ernest mentioned there not being enough surrogates to have any free.”

“Okay, but that still doesn’t answer why you pinched us.” Jayden pulled up his sleeve to look at his own welt on his skinny arm.

“Well, that’s to make sure that you’re real.”

“So I’m gathering by the obvious red marks on our arms that we passed.” Jayden clopped him on the back of the head in retaliation.

“Ow! Yes.” Aaron rubbed the spot.

The door to the computer room opened, and Eva stomped in. Her face was blank, hair disheveled, and her eyes were distant and sunken. In her hands, she carried a mug of hot, dark liquid.

Robert chuckled. “Whoa, Eva! You’ve got to stop watching the zombie movies.” 

Her eyes slowly moved up from the floor to focus on Robert then tightened in a threatening glare. She stopped, took a sip from her mug, then continued walking slightly more lightly than before.

“Looking good there, Eva!” Jayden said with sarcasm. 

Aaron stepped forward and pinched her free arm hard. Her eyes came to life instantly as a fist landed on Aaron’s arm in retaliation. 

That time, it was Aaron’s turn to rub his arm. “Ow!”

“What was that for, bright spark?” she snapped. “You’re lucky I didn’t throw this coffee on you.”

“Coffee?” Aaron looked inside the cup. “Wow, it must have been a bad morning. Sorry, man. I was just checking you were real.”

“Well, of course I’m real, dipstick! What’s been getting into your head?”

“Aaron’s just gotten off the surrogate for Ernest State College,” Jayden said. “Dr. Ernest mentioned that there aren’t enough surrogates free to do more investigating, so Aaron is testing us to see if we’re real.”

She took another sip from her coffee while he was explaining. Her eyes became sharper with every sip. “It’s good to check, but hmmm… Checking us, your closest friends? I can see why you’re the active one in this operation.” Taking another sip of coffee, she moved to her computer chair and sat down. 

“Well actually, it’s not a bad idea.” Jayden defended him, only to be greeted with a hand in his face forming the stop signal. He slumped against the back of his chair.

“Why are we extra chirpy today, dear Eva?” Robert smiled at her, tilting his head to the side in exaggerated sweetness.

She took another sip from her coffee. “Hmmm, let me see.” There was acidity in her tone. “Well, not only was I lying awake stressing over Shelly and what she’s done, wondering who was controlling her, I also found out about a so-called friend who’s been keeping secrets from the ones he calls his best friends.” She glared directly at Jayden. 

Jayden gulped.

“Oh, and then when I was taking one of my many bathroom trips, I was approached by something strange that looked nothing like what they claimed to be.” She paused for a moment. “This something scared the heck out of me, appearing out of nowhere and causing me to burst into fierce Tae Kwon Do moves that I executed in thin air.”

“Oh… kay!” Robert scrutinized her face as though she had lost her sanity. He looked at the other two. “Do either of you know what she’s babbling on about?”

“Nope, not a clue.” Aaron shook his head.

“Uh…” Jayden lamely began but then stopped.

“No, you wouldn’t have a clue, would you, Jayden?” Eva’s voice was edged with venom. 

“Uh…” he began again, looking down at his feet. “It’s going to sound just as screwy as Eva appears right now.”

“What is?” Aaron asked.

“Oh, there you are!” The relieved tone of a strange voice sounded behind the small group interrogating Eva. 

Jayden was instantly aware who it was as they all spun around to look toward the sound together. There, standing in among their group, was a girl with hair the color of orange flames and piercing blue eyes. Her face looked troubled.

“Whoa.” Aaron took a step back. “Where did you come from?”

“Who cares about that? She’s gorgeous!” Robert said.

Eva sighed as the doll-faced redhead shook her head in disbelief at their reactions.

“Hey, Scarlet,” Jayden said in a monotone voice. 

“Wha—?” Aaron looked at Jayden then back to Scarlet in utter confusion. 

“Yes, guys,” Eva said before slurping the last of her coffee. “This is what I was talking about that was making me appear crazy.”

“Scarlet, you escaped!” Robert’s mouth dropped open. “And damn, you look good. You’re not old!”

“Gee, thanks, Robert. I think. Trust you to like anything that is technical. Yes, I have kind of escaped.” Turning to Eva, Scarlet smirked. “Nice hair, sunshine.” 

The coffee had kicked in by now, and Eva realized what she was referring to. She straightened her long dark hair with her fingers. 

Scarlet continued, “I know this is exciting, but I don’t have time for giving out information yet.”

“Aw, I want to see how you’re doing it.” Robert pouted.

“Later. Right now, I’m worried about Professor Anna.” 

Seeing that the worried look on her face remained, Jayden knew that she was serious. He asked, “Why’s that, Scarlet?”

“A few hours ago, I saw her leave quickly. She looked panicked or flustered and ran out the lobby door. I haven’t seen her since.”

His brow creased in concern. “Any idea which direction she was heading?”

“No, but I do know that the external technical workshop has been down for a couple of hours.” Scarlet appeared to be biting her nails.

“Where’s Niles?” Eva asked, knowing that he almost lived there. “Isn’t he taking care of the problem?”

She shook her head. “He was running an external errand for Avando, and while he was gone, he was going to do some clothes shopping for himself.” She rolled her eyes. “With him, that could take all day. You know how he likes his fancy clothes.”

“Yes, we do.” Robert nodded. “Well first, let’s go check out the workshop.” He turned to Scarlet. “Are you coming with us?”

“Only if you manage to turn the power back on in the workshop. For some reason, the generator didn’t kick in.”

Robert sounded unsure. “Okay,” he said, turning to the others. “Come on then, let’s go.”

As they hurried along the inconspicuous grass path, they passed close by the garden, the mini-mountain, and the shed where Charlie was often found working or fixing tools. 

“Why don’t we see if Charlie is in the shed and see if he’s seen her?” Aaron said.

“That’s a great idea, Aaron,” Eva said. 

They turned off the path toward the shed, and relief spread through the four students when they saw the shed door open and heard banging sounds inside. Aaron increased speed as they approached the door. “Charlie?” he called not far from the entrance.

The banging subsided, and Charlie’s weathered face appeared at the door. “Would you look at that? I’ve got visitors.” His faded-blue eyes sparkled to life.

“Sorry, Charlie.” The edges of Aaron’s mouth turned down. “We’re actually dropping in to see if you’ve seen Professor Anna?”

Charlie shook his head, and his eyes faded again. “No, I haven’t seen the lovely professor.”

“Can you keep an eye out, please?” Jayden asked him. “Scarlet says she’s been gone for a very long time.”

“Sure, I can.” Charlie wiped some black grease off his hands and onto a rag. “Where are you off to now?”

“Scarlet’s also told us that the workshop is down. So we are going to see if she is there and at the same time see if we can reboot it,” Robert said.

“She would know. In a little while, I’m heading off in the other direction. So I’ll let you know if I find the professor.”

“Thanks, Charlie,” Jayden called over his shoulder as they turned to leave. 

It wasn’t long until the small mountain that housed the external workshop appeared not far in front of them. It looked just as it usually did, rocks, dirt, and grass with a couple of small trees growing out of it. They hastened their approach, and Robert went to scan his hand. Nothing happened.

“Oh, der!” Robert slapped his palm on his forehead for being so stupid. “There is no power, so the door is not going to open, you idiot!” he spoke critically to himself. He backed away from the rock door and went around the side of the mountain, leaving the others standing at the door, looking bewildered.

“Let us know if you need help,” Aaron called after him, fidgeting with his clothes and shuffling his feet.

“Are you all right, Aaron?” Jayden asked. “You’re more active than usual, and that’s saying something.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Aaron swiped his hand at them dismissively. “I would hate for something to happen to Professor Anna.”

“We all would,” Eva said.

Robert reappeared from around the corner, wearing a puzzled look. “Okay, should be fixed. Someone had disconnected the generator.” He shook his head. “I have no idea why.” He reached the doorway and placed his hand on the hand identity scanner again. The door slid back in an instant. 

The students entered the office, which was naturally lit by the light shining through the well-disguised windows that appeared from the outside to be rocks. Robert continued through the office, turning on the light into the lab. Sitting on the shelf, where Robert had left her, was the deactivated Shelly. A sad look washed quickly over his face when he looked at her. 

Eva came up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get her sorted soon.”

Robert wiped his sleeve over his eyes and pulled it away with a slight damp spot. Nothing else of any interest was in the lab. They passed through, approaching the simulator room. Robert was about to reach for the light when he saw Scarlet out of the corner of his eye. He jumped then placed a chubby hand over his heart, trying to calm it.

“She’s not here,” Scarlet said. “Excellent job getting this back up and working, by the way. But she is not here.”

“Can you turn on the light anyway, please?” Robert asked then frowned. “Seeing as you’re here. It’s weird asking you to your face.”

“Sure.” She smiled brightly at him, not lifting a finger as she flicked the light on. 

Once the room was lit up, Eva let out a loud gasp, and Robert froze.

“What is it?” Jayden rushed forward to look with Aaron following not far behind.

The room was a mess. It looked as though a cyclone had ripped through. Chairs were upside down, electrical cords were ripped out, paper was strewn everywhere, and screens were broken in places. 

“Oh my!” Eva said.

“Why is it always this room?” Robert shook his head in despair. “It’s always the one to get messed up.” 

Eva put a hand on his back. “We’ll help you clean up later. I promise. But first, let’s see if any of this equipment works and see if it gives us any clues as to where she might be.” She walked toward the tables and equipment then turned on switches and started checking for activity. She picked a computer monitor off the ground, and they were thankful that it wasn’t cracked. She pressed the button and turned it on. Luckily, the keyboard to go with it was also in usable condition.

Jayden and Aaron started sorting out some of the mess in the room to help as much as possible while they were waiting.

As the computer was booting, Scarlet made a strange noise. All four students spun around to look at her. She was staring straight ahead, and her eyes were glazed, giving her the appearance of being absent from them. They were about to turn back to what they were doing when she raised her hands, indicating for them to pause. 

A second later, her eyes flickered back to looking normal. “I know where she is.”

“Where is she, then?” Aaron moved forward, eager to help the professor.

Scarlet opened her mouth to speak and then stopped. Her shoulders slumped in frustration. “I can’t say.”

“What? Why not?” Aaron reached forward to shake her shoulders in frustration. Instead, the frustration increased when his hands passed straight through her body. He looked down at his empty hands and then back at Scarlet in confusion. “What just happened?”

Eva giggled. “She’s a hologram, bright spark!”

Robert jumped up and ran his hands through her several times.

“Okay, okay.” Scarlet rolled her eyes. “I know I am very interesting, but I need you to focus,” she added with more urgency.

Robert cleared his throat, embarrassed by his distraction, and jumped back to the computer, concentrating on trying to find Professor Anna. He had several surveillance screens up and was flicking through them quickly. He wasn’t having any luck until suddenly he remembered something. “Wait!” He spun around in his chair. “Scarlet, you said you knew where she was. Why can’t you tell us?”

Jayden answered for her. “Someone has programmed her, prohibiting her from telling us any vital information. She’s been trying to tell me information for weeks but has failed. If you can read lips, then maybe you’ll have more success in finding out what she is trying to say.” He turned and faced Scarlet. “Show them.”

She immediately started to talk. Her mouth, hands, and body were moving appropriately to go with words, although the words didn’t come. Anguish spread across her face as her eyes pleaded with them to read her lips. Robert and Aaron shook their heads in disappointment.

“I’m sorry, Scarlet, I can’t understand you.” Aaron looked sadly at the hologram. 

Robert jumped to his computer to try to set up some reprogramming for Scarlet. 

“Forget it, Robert,” she said. “We don’t have the time. Professor Anna needs your help.”

“What? Why didn’t you say so?” Eva chastised her.

“I was interrupted.” Scarlet shrugged. “Besides, she is okay but not comfortable, and she definitely needs help.”

“Well, where is she?” Aaron was close to yelling. 

Scarlet’s mouth immediately started moving, and her arms flung wildly around, pointing in different directions while scooping around corners. The students stopped and stared at her with their mouths wide open. Seeing their expressions, she stopped, stomped her foot, and crossed her arms. She then stood, silently tapping her foot on the ground. 

Right as the students were about to turn around and start searching the screens again, her face brightened. “I think I’ve got it!” Cheerfulness entered her voice. “Robert, over here.” She flicked to the far corner of the room. He jumped up and followed her as quickly as he could, weaving through the mess. “In the corner, there is a button. You need to push it.” Robert searched for the button. 

Jayden went over to help, letting his eyes wander to the ceiling. There, just within reach, was a small button. He pressed it, and a small screen appeared out of the wall. The screen lit up, and what they saw filled their eyes with dread. 

There, dimly on the screen, was their beloved Professor Anna. Her eyes were swollen, puffy, and half closed with what looked to be large bruises around them. There was a trickle of blood on the side of her face. A cloth was tied around her head, gagging her. Her matted hair fell loosely around her shoulders. Rips tarnished the blouse she was wearing, and her skirt, which otherwise would have been beautiful, long and flowing, was bloodied and tucked in around her legs as she sat cramped in the corner on the floor. Her head rested against the wall, and her hands were tied behind her back.


- Chapter Nineteen -

Room Without A View
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“Sparking wires!” Eva stood behind Robert and Jayden, with Aaron not far behind her. “And this was not urgent?” She glared at Scarlet.

“Her vital signs are stable.” Scarlet crossed her arms.

Aaron’s expression clouded. “Where is this?”

Scarlet’s mouth moved to answer him, but again, nothing come out. He turned in frustration and hit the wall, letting out an angry groan.

“Is it on the school grounds?” Jayden asked.

Scarlet nodded.

“Right! Now that’s a start.” Jayden placed a finger up to his mouth and stared at the horrific image on the screen. His face lightened, and he turned around and wandered off to the entrance of the workshop building. Puzzled, the other three followed him, and Scarlet joined him when he reached his destination. As Jayden had thought, near the entrance, as with most large building complexes, there was a plan of the buildings set up for fire evacuation.

Indicating the map, he asked Scarlet, “Can you point to where she is?”

Scarlet reached out as though ready to point at a location when her arm spun around quickly and pointed in the other direction.

Seeing this, Jayden continued, “Okay, what about blinking? I’m going to run my finger slowly across the map. When my finger hits the spot that she is being held, I need you to blink twice. Ready?”

Scarlet nodded. Jayden began steadily dragging his finger across the glass that held the paper map on the wall, moving it up and down, starting from the bottom right and heading toward the left. It was painstakingly slow, especially since Professor Anna was hurt, possibly still in danger, and in need of urgent help. Thinking he must’ve covered most of the map already, he turned around to look at where his finger was. He was dismayed to find it had only covered a third of the surface. He continued. 

He was almost to the far edge of the map when Eva squealed, “She’s faulting!” Scarlet’s form was flickering as though she had a glitch.

“Okay, I will take that as a blink,” Jayden said.

He looked at where his finger was. “It’s in the middle of nowhere! There isn’t anything there according to this map.”

“That’s correct,” Scarlet said. “It’s well hidden.”

“How are we going to find her?” Aaron ran his fingers through his hair, and a frown creased his forehead. He was itching to leave, but he needed more information, or else they wouldn’t find her. 

Robert leaned up against a computer desk.

“Wait!” Eva stood up straight. “She had to have been taken there by foot, right?”

“More than likely.” Scarlet nodded.

“Then you guys run off and grab Barney and Bessie, and I’m going to race back to the main building and find something of Professor Anna’s. It’s time we got the dogs involved and used their training.”

“Brilliant thinking, Eva!” Robert said as they all headed out the door. “Wait, Scarlet?”

“Yes?”

“Are you able to contact Avando?”

Her eyes glazed over for a moment while she processed the people on the mountain within her technology range. They refocused a moment later, and she shook her head.

He groaned in frustration. “How does he always seem to disappear when we have an emergency?” He ran out the door to catch up with the others. 

“I’ll meet you at the aviary,” Eva called as she took off running toward the main building. 

The boys started trekking toward the dog kennels. On the way, they stopped at Charlie’s shed. They were hoping to find him to help, but it didn’t look hopeful. The shed was closed, with everything packed away.

Aaron stood in front of the rock door. “Charlie?” he called. There was no response. He placed his hand on the ID scanner and watched as the bright light flashed underneath his palm. The door slid back, and he poked his head inside the shed and called again, “Charlie, are you there?” Again, he was met with silence. He exited the shed, shaking his head at the questioning faces of the others. “He must have gone already and taken off up the other side of the mountain.”

“You don’t think Charlie did this, do you?” Robert tossed the question at the others.

“This is Charlie you’re talking about here.” Aaron shook his head. “How could you think that?”

“Yeah, that’s ripe coming from someone who had to pinch his friends to see if they’re surrogates or not,” Robert said.

“True,” Aaron said. “But I was mainly testing Charlie for fun. His reactions are too extreme to think that he’s a fake.”

The boys continued to the dog kennels to find Barney and Bessie standing at the sides of their enclosures, wagging their tails enthusiastically. 

Jayden unlocked the gate and let Barney out, while Robert released Bessie. They attached leads to their collars. “We want to make sure we can keep up with you when you find her.” Jayden gave Barney a good pat and rubbed around his ears affectionately. “I can’t believe our cute little brown-and-white puppy grew so big so fast. You must weigh nearly as much as me.” He gave the dog a big hug around the neck. Barney gave him an affectionate lick on the face as his friendly response. “Ew! Thanks, Barney.” 

“Yeah. That lick gets you every time.” Aaron screwed up his nose. “Come on, let’s get moving toward the aviary so we can cut out some time for finding Professor Anna.” 

They moved together quickly, with the dogs heeling beside them. “Any ideas who might do this to such a nice person?”

Robert shook his head.

Jayden’s forehead creased in a frown. “The only person who I know would do something like this is…” He paused while looking deep in thought.

“Who?” Aaron asked, too eager to wait.

“Nah!” Jayden shook his head, disagreeing with himself. “Can’t be him.”

“Who?” Robert pushed for the answer.

“Never mind. Hey, there’s Eva.” He ran slowly into the distance, where a lone figure was coming toward them with something white in her hand. Aaron immediately picked up his pace to join him, while Robert sped up his walk as much as possible. 

Eva held up the white item. “Her lab coat is the best I could find without breaking into her room.”

“That should be fine.” Jayden grabbed it off Eva and without thinking sniffed the coat. A sweet smell of a musky perfume filled his nostrils.

“It’s for the dogs to smell, you idiot!” Eva rolled her eyes.

“Oh, of course it is. I knew that.” His face flushed with embarrassment, and he shook his head, disbelieving that he’d actually sniffed the jacket. He held the jacket out for Barney to give it a good smell then handed it to Robert for him to let Bessie smell it. Without waiting, Jayden commanded Barney, “Seek it!” Instantly, the Saint Bernard took off, sniffing the ground as he headed toward the external workshop. Even though they had already checked there, Aaron and Jayden didn’t stop him from going in that direction and let him carry out his work unchallenged. They turned around to see what Bessie, Robert, and Eva were doing, only to find that Bessie was not far behind Barney, following Professor Anna’s scent.

When they were a few feet away from the external workshop, Barney suddenly turned to the right. They were glad to see that he was starting to head in the direction where Scarlet had confirmed that Professor Anna was tied up. 

Jayden asked Aaron, “Do you think we’ll be looking for a small mountain we have overlooked in the past?”

Aaron shrugged. “So far, every building I have known about here has been above ground. I have run all over the occupied part of this mountain several times, but I don’t remember a small mountain in the direction Scarlet has led us. I think we should just keep a lookout, let the dogs do their work, and follow her scent.” Aaron searched back and forth across the landscape ahead of them. 

Bessie had pulled Robert and Eva closer to Barney. “Wasn’t this about where Scarlet said the place was on the map?” Eva asked just loudly enough for Jayden and Aaron to hear. A few large trees surrounded the area.

Aaron’s brow creased more deeply. “I think so.”

There wasn’t a mountain in sight, and the dogs continued sniffing. Panic rippled through the group. 

“Are you sure it was Professor Anna’s lab coat?” Robert asked Eva. 

Before she could answer, Jayden nodded. “It was definitely hers. Her perfume scent was all through it.”

Barney pulled Aaron to a large tree and was scratching and sniffing around the base and trunk. Bessie joined him and seemed to be having a good time sniffing irrelevant smells. 

“What are you sniffing at, Barney?” Aaron was annoyed about the time they were wasting. He grabbed the professor’s coat off Eva and shoved it in front of the dog’s nose again. Barney sniffed the coat as expected and then stood firm where he was and smelled the ground again. He flung up his head excitedly and looked at Aaron and Jayden. His floppy dark-brown ears swung around as he gave off a couple of barks. Then he put his head down again and continued sniffing around the tree.  Bessie was displaying similar behavior. 

They searched the area for any indication of past human presence. A few leaves and twigs were disturbed where the dogs were sniffing, although the dogs could have done this. Jayden knelt to examine a spot Barney was paying particular attention to. There, shining in amongst the dirt, was a small silver-and-diamond ring. “Good boy!” he said, giving Barney an affectionate rub on his head. He picked it up and held it out for the others to see. 

“That’s Professor Anna’s,” Eva confirmed without a moment’s hesitation. She took it from in between Jayden’s fingers and examined it more closely. “Yes, it is her wedding ring.” She placed it on her finger so that they wouldn’t drop it.

“But it is so small,” Robert said.

“Yes, but her fingers are tiny. Haven’t you noticed?” Eva said. 

He shook his head. 

Excited to have found some evidence, Jayden continued searching the area on the ground. The other three students also started exploring the ground more intensely. Barney had moved slightly forward and was digging his nose in the ground again. 

“What have you got this time, boy?” Jayden pulled him back a little to have a look. He was astounded to see a crack in the ground. He continued to brush away any natural debris and longish grass, tracing the crack. Quite unexpectedly, he discovered that it formed a square a few feet wide.

“It must be a trapdoor of some kind,” Robert said, helping Jayden brush away the grass. They were careful not to stand directly in the middle of the square. “What a strange place to have an underground room.”

“I wonder if Avando knows about this?” Aaron’s brow creased in worry. 

“You would think that he must know. It’s his school, and he had it built,” Jayden said. 

“But why would he need a hidden room underground?” Eva looked concerned. “Especially when the dogs are sniffing out Professor Anna’s scent around it.”

“How do we even open it?” Jayden had been digging around the outside, looking for a lever to trigger the opening of the door. 

Since the dogs had appeared to have found the correct scent, Aaron tied them to a nearby tree. He then began searching a tree farther away. “This branch looks a little odd.” His hand rested on a branch, which was much lower than the other branches on that tree. 

“Pull down on it,” Eva said.

Taking her advice, he placed his weight down on the branch. Within moments the square grassy plate on the ground before them sank and slid to the side, revealing a small staircase. The three students crouched around the hole and glanced up at Aaron in unison with worried looks on their faces.

“After you.” Eva indicated down the stairs while looking at Aaron. 

“Gee, thanks. You’re all heart,” he replied sarcastically. “And I always thought it was ladies first.” 

“You are the mini fighting prodigy,” Robert said as Aaron prepared himself mentally to enter the unknown hole. “Besides, we will be right behind you.”

Aaron started descending the stairs. Jayden followed directly behind him. His heart rate rose, and it pumped harder, causing his hearing to be affected by the drumming in his ears from his pulsing blood. As they went down farther, it became hard to see inside the dimly lit room after coming from the bright light outside. When their eyes started to adjust to the light levels, they saw shelves laden with long-life food along the sides. There were canned fruit and vegetables and bagged items including baking flour, sugar, and many other ingredients. It was like a well-organized pantry. It made sense for the school to have one, but the location so far away from the main building was impractical.

Below that, there was an attached room with a dim light shining in it. As quietly as they could, they finished descending the stairs and headed to the room. Aaron’s eyes were peeled on every dark shadow, checking for anyone who might be hiding there. 

Pale marble tile lined the floor and walls of the underground room, just as it did in the rest of the Sanctum. In the corner was a little stainless-steel sink just big enough for washing hands and maybe a few dishes.

Edging forward, Aaron and Jayden made it to the doorway of the room. In one corner, a mattress covered in unmade sheets and blankets lay on the floor. Aaron let his eyes wander from the corner to search the rest of the room. 

In the corner against the wall on the opposite side of the bed sat the bruised and battered Professor Anna, with her feet, hands and mouth still tied. Her eyes were shut, and she appeared to be unconscious. Aaron remained motionless, stunned by the sight. Eventually, he managed to pull his eyes away to finish surveying the room for the person responsible for Professor Anna’s demise. 

Before he could complete his full assessment of the room, Eva stuck her head in between the two boys to have a look, ignoring everything else when she saw the professor. She ran in immediately to comfort her and attempt to make her comfortable. 

In another corner of the room, not far from the professor, there sat a little bar fridge. Eva moved quickly over and opened it, checking the small freezer section for ice cubes. She grabbed a dirty cloth that sat on the floor not far from the fridge and placed several ice cubes inside the fabric. She wrapped it up to prevent them from falling out and crouched down next to the professor, putting the cold padding first against the facial wounds around her temples.

Professor Anna let out a small moan. She muttered something unintelligible, and Eva placed her ear closer to her mouth to try to work out what she was saying. 

“Did you get that?” Aaron asked. 

Eva shook her head as she glanced at him. 

A loud thump sounded from the first room. Aaron’s heartbeat increased, thumping so loudly in his ears that it was even harder to hear. The three students looked at each other, panic evident on their faces.

“Where’s Robert?” Eva whispered while still glancing at the door. 

Aaron shrugged as he made his way cautiously back toward the first room.

“Not the children,” muttered Professor Anna, followed by more garbled noises. Jayden and Eva looked at each other questioningly. Aaron had his full focus on the next room. “Mitchell”—she tossed her head back and forth—“no…”—her feet kicked out—“not what he wanted.” She thrashed around some more. 

A knowing look passed among the students. They all knew that Mitchell was her late son and they weren’t aware of any Mitchells currently at the Sanctum, but then again, they didn’t know everyone. 

Aaron reached the opening that led to the next room. “Robert?” he called. Every muscle in his body tensed as only silence answered him. “Robert, where did you go?” The silence was thick. He took another step forward, scrutinizing every corner and shadow. Quiet continued to be his companion. Jayden watched as Aaron instinctively brought his hands up in the defensive fighting form. “Robert?” Edginess laced his usually calm voice. He took another step forward. Jayden prepared to follow him as a backup when Aaron’s shoulders slumped as he looked ahead. Protruding from a shadow were Robert’s shoes and parts of his legs. Dread filled Aaron’s body. Someone must have been down there with them. 

The dogs started barking, and there was a movement near the opening. The door was closing. Shock filled his body. It was trapping them. No one knew that they were there, and Scarlet couldn’t tell anyone.

Panic seized them as they looked at one another. 

Jayden searched the opening. “There must be another way to open this door from the inside. We just need to find it. There must also be air vents that channel into the rooms.” He moved toward Robert to check on him. 

Aaron bent down to have a closer look, and even in the dim light, he was sure he saw a large egg on Robert’s head from a hard knock. He felt Robert’s pulse and steady breathing, and he was confident that Robert would be fine after a while, hopefully without a concussion. He left him to rest where he lay. 

Eva came to investigate. “Is everyone okay?”

“We’ve been trapped inside, and we’ve found Robert,” Jayden said. “He is knocked out cold though. How’s Professor Anna doing?” 

“She is much the same.” She sounded disheartened.

“We’ll get her out shortly and to Doctor Rachel,” Aaron said, but his troubled face told a different story. He began searching the room for an exit lever or switch. 

“Hey, I found the light switch,” Jayden called excitedly as brightness filled the room.

“Awesome, man!” Aaron sounded a little more positive now he had light to help with the search for the way out.

Just then, they heard a hissing noise throughout the room. 

“What’s that?” Jayden asked the other two, anxiety filling his voice. 

“No idea, but I have a bad feeling about this.” Aaron searched the ceiling for the source of the sound. “I can’t see anything, but is anyone else smelling bitter almonds?”

“We’re being gassed!” Eva screeched.


- Chapter Twenty -

Not Such A Magnificent View
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Eva ducked down and grabbed a cloth that was sitting on the floor near her. “Quick, cover your faces, and let’s find the way out. Pronto!”

Trepidation hit Jayden with a blow. His hopes were knocked to the floor. He didn’t want to die, especially that way. Unable to find a cloth of any kind, he grabbed the bottom of his shirt, folded it over a few times, and covered the lower half of his face, making sure the thickest part was over his nostrils. Aaron copied Jayden as they continued their frantic search for a way out. Eva joined them. 

The room was still clear. The hissing sound, the slight bitter-almond smell, and a slight feeling of heaviness were the only signs of the gas. Jayden found it terrifying that someone would use gas to kill unsuspecting people.

He was worried about Robert’s and Professor Anna’s exposure to the chemical and regretted that they did not have the time to cover their faces as well. After a few moments, he started to get lightheaded and nauseous. He realized that even with their faces covered, they were far from safe. His eyesight began to cloud, as the rims of his eyes seemed to be caving in on his sight. Breathing was becoming harder. He gasped, trying to obtain fresh air without success. 

He heard a yell, pulling him out of his semiconsciousness. “I found it!” It was Aaron’s voice. A moment later, someone grabbed his arm and pulled him. His legs tripped over the steps as he felt himself being dragged upward. Finally engulfed by light and a slight breeze, he pulled his shirt back away from his face and breathed as deeply as his lungs would allow. His organs screamed for the fresh air. 

Slowly, consciousness returned, and he noticed a slight tap on his cheek. “You all right, man?” He was glad to hear Aaron’s friendly voice. 

Prying his eyes open, he nodded slowly. 

“Good, ’cause we need you to help Eva and me get Robert and Professor Anna out.”

Shocked back into reality, Jayden sat bolt upright. He felt a shooting pain through his head, still felt weak, and didn’t know how much he would be able to lift—but they needed to get the others out. 

He took a quick look around and saw the dogs still tied to the nearby tree and pipes that had been attached to an air pressure pump lying on the ground. 

“I pulled out the gas pipes and turned the pump off, so the air will hopefully be clearing by now. Cover up just in case,” Aaron warned him as they were about to descend. 

Jayden did as instructed, and they progressed downstairs and into the back room. Eva had bundled Professor Anna in bedsheets that acted as a stretcher, and they worked as a team to pull her out of the underground, doing their best not to knock her against anything hard. 

Jayden felt surprisingly strong, given his condition. He noted that adrenaline could turn the weakest person strong in an instant.

Once they reached the top, they laid Professor Anna a couple of feet away from the entrance. Eva quickly untied the sheet from her face, allowing her to breathe the fresh mountain air freely and hopefully clear out any gas she had breathed in. 

They then went quickly downstairs and wrapped Robert’s large form in the blankets. Though they used it as a stretcher again, they needed to drag him up the stairs. Eva threw in a pillow at his head, hoping it would prevent some of the impact of his head banging all the way up the stairs. 

Exhausted and puffing profusely, they collapsed on the ground once they had managed to get Robert out of the underground. With the thoughtfulness of a mother, Eva wearily pulled the blanket away from Robert’s face so that he could breathe the fresh air as soon as possible. Jayden hoped they weren’t too late rescuing him from the gas.

Jayden didn’t know what happened next. Everything went black, and he felt his body slump to the ground. Eventually, he was woken by the dogs barking profusely. He didn’t know how long he was out, and at first, he thought it was only a dream, but it became so menacing that he needed to open his eyes to see what was going on. 

Before his eyes were opened completely, he felt the sudden onslaught of nausea. He turned his throbbing head to the side and felt himself relieving the sick feeling from his stomach onto the ground beside him. He thought he would have felt a little more recovered, but his head hurt horribly. 

A pestering, overconfident laugh rang in his ears. It sounded familiar yet surreal. His head was filled with dizziness and confusion, making it hard for him to recognize the owner. He forced his eyes open through the headache and was taken aback by the figure he saw before him.

Standing tall and straight, a thin, lanky man with a balding head towered over the top of Jayden. His longish dark-brown hair flapped lightly around his face, pushed by the mountain breeze. Resting on his large protruding nose were oversized glasses, giving his pointy face an imbalanced look. He flashed Jayden an overfriendly, mocking smile. His sizeable teeth accentuated his ill-proportioned face. His beady brown eyes pierced through his glasses, menacing Jayden with their cruelty. 

He rubbed his eyes with a fist, thinking he must be imagining things, but when he reopened them, his heart filled with disappointment. The man he imagined in front of him was indeed there.

“Professor Showden?” Jayden said his name in astonishment, still questioning his sight. Perhaps he had been knocked on the head too hard.

The man waved his long, lean hands in front of Jayden’s face in a mock push away. “Oh, my dear boy!” His tone was pompous, overconfident, and patronizing. “It hasn’t been that long since you have seen your favorite professor.” He leaned down, placing his face closer to Jayden’s. “Have you forgotten me already? You know, the one you, your annoying little friends, and my skank of a wife had sent away and hindered from completing his mission for the greater good.” He placed a finger on his mouth thoughtfully as mock casualness seeped from his words. His eyes bored through Jayden’s heart like daggers. 

Jayden cast his eyes around, looking for his friends and backup. To his dismay, they were all wiped out and unconscious on the ground, though the dogs barked frantically at the stranger from their tree. Unfortunately for Jayden, Barney and Bessie were still tied up. Barney was doing flips around his harness, trying to break free. 

He put on a brave face. “I thought you were supposed to be locked up with the authorities after your evil stunt trying to kill all those people in that ceremony?”

Professor Eric Showden threw his head back and laughed loudly and mockingly. Jayden silently pleaded that someone would hear the laugh or at least the wildly barking dogs. “My dear boy. I have not been near any authorities for a long time.” He was obviously proud of himself as he paced tauntingly in front of Jayden. “Who do you think has been floating around the school and causing your missions to fail, among other things?”

Jayden thought he had a pretty good idea what he was talking about. The more he thought about it, the more it was all starting to make sense. Nevertheless, he needed to buy more time, so he asked, “What do you mean?”

“All your little rescue episodes that failed. Saving that plane full of people, for instance.” He looked as though he was about to do a little dance. “Oh, how I loved crashing that one. The reaction I saw from your little group of friends was priceless. I also loved seeing how upset my meddling little wife was from your failure. I watched her cry her heart out in what used to be our bedroom.” He smiled broadly to himself with a distant look on his face and then continued, “Oh, not to mention your little ‘simulation.’” He acted out the inverted commas with his hands. “The one you came away from with a concussion. Did you really think a simulation could cause you to be thrown like that?” 

“I also really enjoyed reprogramming that know-it-all, Scarlet. That AI is getting too big for her britches. Not allowing her to tell you what she knew was so much fun.” He paced proudly in front of Jayden. “Oh, and my favorite was getting cute little Shelly to kill the Prime Minister.” He sighed, looking happy. “Shock is always dished out with more oomph when it comes from a vessel so cute and adorable. Oooh!” He did a jig, looking ridiculously awkward and lanky. “I must remember to tell Robert how thankful I am that he made something that was so easy to control. She did my tasks for me without having to be in the same room. It was so easy to spy on you all and mess things up on you. I had a good old laugh when I tripped the security wire on Aaron’s surrogate that time when he and his college friends broke into the underground at Ernest State College. That one didn’t really benefit me in any way, except it was good for laughs.” He cackled out loud, remembering the entertainment he had received at that moment. 

The professor continued his ranting and boasting as Jayden started to tune out. His regular brain activity was slowly returning as he breathed more oxygen. The ability to think returned, even if it was hazy. He was becoming tired of listening to the pompous, arrogant professor. When he looked around at the group around him, his hopes of getting help were squashed. There was no action coming from Robert, Aaron, Eva, or Professor Anna. Barney and Bessie were still on their leads, growling furiously at Professor Showden.

Seeing that Jayden was not listening properly, the professor stood firmly on Jayden’s foot, bringing back his full attention as pain shot up his leg. “I see you are not paying me the respect and attention that I deserve.” 

Jayden shook his head in disagreement. “That’s not true. I was listening carefully to what you were saying,” he lied.

“I’ve taught classes long enough to know when someone is not listening,” the professor hissed. “Don’t lie to me!” He twisted his foot on Jayden’s, causing more pain to shoot through his leg, pass through his body, and move up to his temples. “Now, what am I going to do with the lot of you? Thanks to your little group, I am no longer welcome inside the Sanctum publicly, although I have been paying visits privately.” The smug look returned. Jayden watched his eyes behind his glasses squint in thought. “Hmm.” His face brightened conceitedly. “I know.” He lifted Jayden by the scruff of his neck so that he could peer at him face to face. “I will get you all to walk the plank—and I will start with you.” He continued holding Jayden’s collar and kicked each of the unconscious people individually to see if they were waking up yet. Not getting a response, he started to walk away through the trees.

At first, Jayden didn’t understand him, but as they marched closer to the edge of the mountain in an area that couldn’t be seen from the Sanctum, he began to piece the missing information together. His heart pounded furiously, and he started to struggle with what little strength he had left following the gas attack. 

He flung his arms wildly, trying to hit the malicious professor. To his dismay, the man warded off all of his attacks. He tried again for the eyes, ears, nose, anything he could manage. Nothing. He continued, aiming below the belt. The professor blocked him.

“Tut, tut, tut!” the professor scolded. “After our last little disagreement, I have learned to protect that area considerably more.”

When they reached the edge of the mountain, Jayden’s anxiety increased. Professor Showden was forcing him toward the cliff face. Peering over the side at that angle didn’t provide the magnificent sight he had grown to love. Instead, it was a petrifying height that shouldn’t have been approached without a safety boundary. Having not managed to score a blow that would have enabled him to escape and save his life, he was desperate to flee before he was forced to plummet to his death. He pushed his feet backward and away from the edge, feeling his shoes slip on the rocks and grass in the wrong direction. The professor still had him in a strong grip at the back of his neck. It seemed that it would only take one firm push and that would be the end. Jayden gulped, trying to swallow the lump in his throat that was growing bigger by the second. 

He made another attempt at a fight, twisting dangerously close to the edge of the cliff, a precipice that hang-gliders would love jumping off, but with the wings of their gliders attached. He swung around and punched the triceps of the arm that clung on to him, causing it to go limp. The professor’s hand let go of his collar. Jayden twisted his foot too far, and in the same movement, he slipped on some loose rocks. He crashed down and hit the ground face-down with his legs dangling over the rim and his upper body just staying on top of the edge. He scrambled for something to hold on to, ignoring the pain from the cuts and bruises he had just received, while he tried to stop the remainder of his body from following his legs to certain death. Every rock he tried to grab caused fresh wounds to line his fingers. Finally, he managed to scoop his arm around Professor Showden’s leg, holding on tight.

He looked up at the professor’s face, searching for mercy—instead, he was met by disdain. Bracing every muscle in his body for the worst, he hung on tighter, giving the professor a challenge as the man shook his leg to be rid of the pest around his ankle. 

Despite grabbing on with all of his strength, Jayden’s fingers started to slip. It wasn’t long before he felt himself falling. His face, arms, and hands scraped across the rough rock faces. If it wasn’t for his long pants, he was certain his legs would also be feeling the pain of raw and abraded skin. Forcing himself to ignore the pain, he reached out and clawed over the rock face, trying frantically to find a hold. It felt as if several feet of rock face passed by him. 

Despair was starting to sink in just as he managed to find purchase, grabbing a notch that didn’t give way from his fingers. Sinking his raw and bloodied fingers into the crack, he was determined not to let go. For fear of scaring himself into weakness, he refused to look down. Instead, he let his feet search around blindly for a ledge to dig his toes into. 

Looking up, he saw he hadn’t fallen as far as he thought. A few feet had felt like a thousand with his life at risk. Managing to find a toehold, he allowed himself to breathe a small sigh of relief. 

Although sore, battered, and bruised, he didn’t give up. He had never gone rock climbing before, and he was certain it was as good time a time as any to start. With aching and fatigued muscles, he explored above for the next anchor point for his fingers. He found a few points to use to start climbing up to the top slowly. It was a huge effort to go such a short way. He was glad for the core strength he had managed to build up from Tae Kwon Do. 

He found a ledge a little bigger than the others and rested. He hoped that by the time he managed to climb up, Professor Showden would be gone.

Grabbing on to a secure tree root that hung on to the rock face, he worked up enough courage to look back at the open air and the distance below him. His legs trembled, and a gust of wind blew his hair up and away from his face. He pulled his vision away and felt a little relief from the coolness of the breeze against his damaged skin.

He thought he heard a bark echo through the valley, originating from the bank above. As he gazed up, surprise shook his body, and he dove back into the rock face, clinging onto anything he could as he braced for a hit. The large form of Professor Showden fell from above. He watched horrified as the man’s body bounced from rock to rock, with the professor calling out in agony at every hit and from the terror of the fall. 

When he narrowly missed being knocked from his little rock shelf, he breathed a sigh of relief. He looked up when he thought he heard a dog barking again, but he couldn’t see anything. 

He could no longer see or hear the professor even when he peered over the edge. He started his climb back to the top. After he had gone a few more steps, something tapped lightly on his head. He glanced up, surprised to see a rope dangling from the top. It looked like a dog lead. It lengthened past him, and he grabbed the extended piece, wrapped it around his waist, and tied it into a tight knot. 

“Jayden?” Aaron’s voice echoed over the edge. Relief filled Jayden’s body. 

“Yes?”

“Great, you’re okay! Let me know when you’re secured, and we’ll pull you up,” Aaron said.

“Okay, I’m ready to go!” 

A moment later, he felt the rope being pulled up the face of the cliff. He grabbed on to anything he could on the side of the cliff at the same time, just in case the rope snapped or they dropped it. 

When he reached the top, Aaron and Eva grabbed him by the arms and dragged him over the final stage of the precipice—the rope was still pulling. Confused, he looked ahead to see Barney and Bessie pulling the rope together in the opposite direction. Despite his pain and what he had been through, he smiled. With Barney’s weight and size, it was no wonder he was pulled up so quickly. 

“Thanks,” he murmured, not knowing what else to say when someone saved his life.

Aaron called out for the dogs to stop pulling.

“Did you see Professor Showden while you were down there?” Eva’s face was full of worry. 

“Yeah, I did,” Jayden said, surprised by the question.

“Is he okay?” It was more a question of curiousness rather than concern.

“I don’t know. He kept going.” 

“Oh.” Eva’s frown deepened as her dark-brown eyes darkened with concern.

“What happened?” Jayden wanted to know.

“Barney was following your scent. When he found you, the professor had just kicked you off the edge. By the time he reached the edge, the professor was looking over the rock face to see if you had fallen very far. Barney bit him on the butt, causing him to fall forward from shock, and he fell over the edge.” Aaron filled him in.

“Really?” Jayden had trouble believing the story. 

“Yeah, really.” Aaron chuckled.

“How can you laugh?” Eva asked angrily, slapping him lightly on the arm. “I feel sick at the thought.”

The dogs came bounding back over, and Barney smothered Jayden with licks all over his wounded skin.

“Are you okay?” Eva asked, noting his wounds more since Barney was giving them special treatment. “You look terrible!”

“Gee, thanks,” Jayden said sarcastically. “I’ll be fine.” He looked around the grassy area again. “Where are Professor Anna and Robert?”

“They are still back above the underground room,” Aaron said. “They were still out of it when we left to find you and Showden. Hopefully, they are safe, and he didn’t have an accomplice.”

“In the conversation I had with him, he was boasting about all the things he had done. So I think they’re safe.” Jayden rubbed his arms.

“Then we should go and find some help,” Eva said.

Jayden continued to describe the conversation he’d had with the professor as they strolled to the main building. He was sore and exhausted, but he continued, as he felt the information was too important. He staggered with them toward the grassy road that very few cars traveled on. In reality, it was more like a flat, short, grassy plane that weaved in between the trees, just wide enough for a car or small pickup truck.

Jayden heard the humming of a car behind him and turned to see Avando’s private car driving slowly along that almost nonexistent drive. Hoping it was Avando, he stopped and indicated for it to stop. When it pulled over, the dark tinted window in the front passenger seat lowered automatically. 

Niles stuck his head out and asked, “What are you three doing? Aren’t you supposed to be in cla—” He stopped when he saw Jayden’s condition. He slapped a hand over his gaping mouth. “What happened to you?” 

“A long story.” Aaron brushed off the question. “Right now, though, we need to find Charlie and Doctor Rachel. Have you seen Avando?”

“He is supposed to be here.” Niles frowned. “That’s why I ran the errands.”

“Well, we couldn’t find him before,” Aaron said. “We could’ve used his help.”

“Hmm! Avando doesn’t usually like dogs in his car, but looking at the state of you, you need a lift. So scramble on in.”

“It’s okay, Niles,” Eva said. “If you can just take Jayden and Aaron, I’ll take the dogs and go and see if Professor Anna and Robert are all right until the doctor sees them.”

“What do you mean ‘all right?’”

Aaron helped Jayden into the back seat then climbed into the front passenger seat. “I’ll explain on the way. Right now, we need you to drive so that we can get them proper help.”

Jayden listened as Aaron explained to Niles what had happened. He filled in any parts he thought Aaron had forgotten. At one point, Niles was so shocked that he nearly drove into a tree. He was glad that Niles was driving away from the edge of the cliff. Grateful for the snail’s pace, he wondered how good Niles was at driving in the city when he was distracted.

When they finally made it to the main building in one piece, Niles parked at the front door and helped Aaron take Jayden to Doctor Rachel. 

When they arrived, the doctor commanded them both immediately, “Right, Aaron and Jayden, after you’re clean, you need to bag your clothes up and dispose of them correctly. You need to take away the exposure to your skin from the gassing and stop it from floating into the air that you breathe. We can’t have you letting other people breathe it in either, now, can we?”

Once they were cleaned, Niles helped Jayden to lie on the sick bed to be observed. Doctor Rachel was in the next room with Aaron explaining what happened when Scarlet appeared next to Jayden’s side.

“Thank goodness you’re okay.” Her perfect porcelain face creased in a frown, and relief showed in her blue eyes.

“Oh my lord!” Niles jumped when the figure suddenly appeared next to him. “Who are you, and where the heck did you come from?”

Scarlet turned her crimson head with her blue eyes piercing Niles in exasperation and asked, “Really?”

Despite his raw, bruised, and scraped face, Jayden smiled. “Niles, this is Scarlet. In a way, this is your doing, as you programmed her with the ability to evolve.”

“Wow! I had no idea.” He was running his hand playfully through her holographic body. 

Scarlet frowned at him. “Stop that!” she snapped.

Niles cocked an eyebrow. “What are you going to do about it?” 

Her eyes turned cold. “I have my methods,” she said threateningly.

Niles’s face turned white, and he placed his hands by his sides and sat up straight. “Right. Then I hope you heal quickly, Jayden. I’m going to help Aaron find Avando and Charlie.” He stood to leave. 

Jayden didn’t know why, but he figured that she must’ve done something to him in the past that made him go white in terror. “Why don’t you just ask Scarlet?”

“Oh, yes, right! Good idea.” Niles turned and faced Scarlet.

She sighed at his gutlessness, shook her head, then said, “Avando has returned to his office, and Charlie is in his shed sharpening his tools.”

“Thank you, Scarlet.” He bowed his head in respect. “I’ll collect Aaron on the way, and we’ll go get Professor Anna and Robert.”

 “What did you do to him?” Jayden asked when Niles had left.

Casually, she pretended to lean against Jayden’s bed. “Let’s just say I embarrassed him a little when he was a student here.”

“That’s nothing new. What did you do?”

“Well, when he was one of the oldest students, Avando bought him a reward when he had achieved a really special technical achievement. It was of Niles’s request, I might add, and he requested a Superman suit. You know, those dorky ones with the red undies on the outside?”

Jayden nodded. “But lots of people wear them.”

“Not at that age. Niles used to pretend he could fly and act like he was Superman with the way he spoke and stood. He did all this when he was in private, and I recorded it. One day when he annoyed me too much, I put it up on all the screens for the whole school to see,” she said proudly. “There was lots of laughter that day.”

“Oh, Scarlet, that’s not nice. No wonder he went white at the thought of you getting back at him.” Jayden felt sorry for Niles.


- Chapter Twenty-One -

The Puzzling Search
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Jayden woke up from a restless sleep in the doctor’s room, disturbed by scuffling and voices. Trying not to moan from the pain in his body, he rolled over slowly to have a look at who had entered the room. He saw Charlie holding one of the ends of a stretcher and Eva holding the other end. They were bringing in Professor Anna. Not far behind them, on a stretcher with rollers, Robert was being wheeled in with Niles directing the way and Aaron pushing from behind.

Robert remained unconscious. Professor Anna squinted out from between her bruised and battered eyelids. She saw him and called, “Jayden!”  

He smiled at her in return, although he was sure that it appeared more like a grimace. Even after being beaten and unable to look after herself, she still welcomed him, making him feel special. She was always thinking of others. How her estranged husband could treat her that way, he would never understand. If he turned out half as thoughtful and caring as Professor Anna when he grew up, he would be very proud of himself.

Avando entered the room and gently took Professor Anna’s hand. “My dear, how did you get in this predicament?”

With a croaky voice, she looked up at his dark-brown eyes and concerned face. “I looked out the window and saw him trekking across the grounds. I quickly raced downstairs and approached him.” Jayden could just hear her tired words.

“You should have taken someone with you,” Avando gently chastised.

“I know, but I wasn’t one hundred percent certain it was him, and if it was, I didn’t want to lose him.”

Charlie came around on the other side of her and gently started washing the wounds on her face. “How did he get you so badly? The students seemed to think he wasn’t injured, and I know you wouldn’t go down without a fight.” Avando looked distraught seeing her that way again.

She shook her head slowly. “I don’t remember. I remember running toward the external workshop but nothing after that. He must’ve seen me coming and ambushed me from behind.” Glancing down at her damaged and bloody body, she continued, “I don’t know how I became this trashed, though. He might have gone on once he knocked me out.”

Shocked gasps resonated throughout the room. 

Charlie let out a whistle. “To do that to someone is not only cowardly but also psychotic.”

“That’s terrible, my dear.” Avando stroked her hand affectionately. “Now, I am going to leave lovely Doctor Rachel to look after you and Robert.” He smiled at the doctor. “Charlie and I are going to look for the body.” Professor Anna frowned at him, looking confused, and he continued, “The students said he fell over the edge of the mountain.”

“Ow!” Professor Anna screwed up her nose at the horrifying thought. 

Doctor Rachel came charging in with swabs and equipment, ready to get to work. “Right, unless you’re here to help, out you go!” she snapped at Avando and Charlie. 

Eva and Aaron stayed. Aaron took an ice pack and placed it on Robert’s swollen head while Eva helped clean up Professor Anna. 

Doctor Rachel placed oxygen masks on all the patients. “We need to make sure the gas has left the system properly. Here, you two should wear one while you’re here.” She passed them a mask each, attached to an oxygen cylinder with enough tubing for them to move near the beds. A look of remembrance crossed her face. “Actually, Professor Anna needs a shower. If she needs assistance, can you please help her, Eva?” 

Eva nodded. 

“And then, you also need to wash thoroughly to get all the gas off your skin and hair. Make sure you dispose of the clothes you are wearing after securely tying them in a plastic bag. It is imperative no one else be affected by the gas.” The doctor helped Professor Anna get up then turned to address the wounds of the unconscious Robert.

Feeling tiredness take over his body again, Jayden rolled over to sleep off his pain.

His sleep was full of nightmares replaying the day’s events. Even in his dreams, his body ached from the wounds he had received. He woke up unrefreshed, but he was glad to see that Robert had awakened, looked clean in fresh clothes, and was cackling lightly at Aaron and Eva’s recollection of the day’s events and how it ended. Barney would undoubtedly be the hero of the day. 

Professor Anna slept quietly on her recovery bed. 

Seeing Jayden was awake, Eva instructed, “Take your mask off. We’ve been cleared.”

“Even Robert and Professor Anna?” Jayden asked.

She nodded. 

“But they didn’t have any protection at all from the gas,” he reminded her.

“Doctor Rachel said that because they were unconscious and down low to the ground, they didn’t take much. You don’t breathe deeply when you’re unconscious,” she explained.

A cheerful, singsongy voice sounded from the entrance of the ward. “Robert, look what I have for you.” All of the occupants of the room turned to see Niles storming in with Shelly in his hands. 

“Shelly!” Robert called out excitedly. She was limp in Niles’s arms. This didn’t dampen Robert’s enthusiasm to see her. “I can’t activate her though, as I haven’t got her chip.” He reached out, took her from Niles, and placed her on his lap.

Niles reached into his dark-blue dress-pants pocket and pulled out a small technology chip. “Now, do I think of everything, or what?” he cheerfully challenged.

“Thanks, Niles.” Robert reached out and took the chip. “But do you think it’s wise to reactivate her?” He hesitated, looking at Niles, concerned.

“If Professor Showden survives that fall, then I will do the chicken dance in front of the whole school.” 

“Promise?” Robert smiled.

“Promise! But I will also work on making sure that he, or anyone for that matter, won’t be able to hack into her again. And I will also work on securing Scarlet’s mainframe. We can’t have people like that hacking or using our system.”

Satisfied with Niles’s response, Robert lifted Shelly’s curly blond hair at the back of her neck, put in the chip, and turned her on. Instantly, she sat up straight, and her blue eyes opened, passing from face to face around the room, smiling before falling on Robert.

“Robbie!” she squealed, throwing her small arms around his neck.

Robert’s smile broadened. “Hey, kiddo!”

She leaned back, looking earnestly into his hazel eyes. “Did you fix me?”

He shook his head. “No, not yet. But we fixed the person making you bad, and we will work on making sure no one else can do that to you.”

A smile spread broadly across her face.

“You’ve got that right!” A croaky voice sounded from behind them. Shelly spun around to see who had spoken. Her eyes expanded wide in surprise. 

“Mommy!” She climbed off Robert’s bed and went over to the awakened Professor Anna. She climbed onto the bed and gave her a soft hug. “What happened?”

Professor Anna tried to smile through her split lips. “The bad man got me too.”

Shelly’s cute little face scowled, and her mouth turned down at the edges. “If he is not dead, he better watch out for Shelly,” she hissed in a chilling voice.

Male voices leaked into the room. Shelly spun around and jumped off Professor Anna’s bed excitedly. “Grampy!” she called and ran, throwing herself into Avando’s arms.

“Shelly, you’re back?” He scooped her up and hugged her enthusiastically. He continued to limp his way into the room with Charlie following and sat on the end of Professor Anna’s cot. 

“How’d it go?” Aaron shot out the question on everyone’s lips.

Avando shook his head. “We found bits of ripped clothing stuck on the side of the rock face. Once we landed the helicopter at the bottom, we found some more ripped clothes on the ground after a thorough investigation. Strangely, we didn’t find a body.”

“We found a couple of weird bits of metal not far away,” Charlie said.

“Do you know what from?” Niles asked.

Charlie shook his head. “No. We don’t know where his body would have ended up.”

“Could a wild animal have cleaned it up?” Professor Anna sounded concerned. 

“Predators aren’t usually that quick in cleaning up remains, from what I have seen with the sheep.” Charlie shook his head again.

“I can’t believe he wasn’t locked up. Did you even know he wasn’t locked up anymore?” Professor Anna asked Avando.

“I saw a few things on Scarlet’s security screen and went to investigate earlier today. I have done this a few times recently.”

A shocked gasp sounded throughout the room. 

“So is that why we—or even Scarlet—couldn’t find you earlier?” Jayden asked. 

“Yes.” Avando nodded and then sighed dramatically. “It’s been such a long and eventful day. We could use a pick-me-up with some treats.” He spoke firmly. “Scarlet?”

Scarlet’s new image shimmered as she formed her hologram next to him. He looked startled and was joined with Professor Anna and Charlie. 

“Who are you?” Avando questioned her.

“I am she, who you called.” Avando was one person Scarlet did not give cheek to.

His confusion remained. 

“This is Scarlet,” Jayden explained. “Niles has programmed her to evolve, and this is what she has decided. She has changed her look to suit her attitude.”

“Remarkable! You did this, Niles?” Avando looked at Niles.

Scarlet was shooting daggers at Niles with her eyes. 

“Actually, I had no idea she would choose to do this, Avando,” he said meekly. “I did give her more flexibility, though.”

“Absolutely remarkable! You’re too modest, Niles.” Avando observed Scarlet closely.

Niles’s voice rose in high-pitched anxiety. “Thanks.” He cleared his throat and continued, “But I think Scarlet would rather take the credit.”

Avando raised one of his dark-brown eyebrows at Scarlet’s new form. “Really?” 

Niles nodded his head.

Avando shook his head, scrutinized her as she remained unresponsive, and held her gaze firmly. “That reminds me why I called you,” he continued. “Can you please arrange with Ms. Helen eight champagne flutes, sparkling apple juice, and some chocolate chip cookies?”

“Yes, Avando,” she said before she disappeared.

“Avando?” Eva sounded hesitant.

“Yes, my dear?”

“We found Professor Anna in the bottom of this hidden underground storage facility. It looks set up like the rest of the Sanctum. Did you know about it?”

“Yes, I did, my dear. I had it built as a backup pantry-slash-storage room, or for extra security like a shelter if needed.” He paused in thought. “To be honest, I had almost forgotten about it. Obviously, Professor Showden remembered it and used it as a hideaway.”

Ms. Helen came bursting into the room with a food trolley. “Here we go, Avando. Just like you asked.” Her hair was pulled back into her traditional gray bun with wisps of hair falling out and softly framing her plump face. After pulling the trolley into the middle of the room, she wiped her hands on her apron proudly, more out of habit than necessity. 

“Wow! That was quick, Ms. Helen. Thank you so much,” Avando said. “It all looks lovely, as usual.”

She blushed slightly over the praise. “Always my pleasure, Avando. Is there anything else you need before I race back to check on the cakes in the oven?”

“No, thank you. I’ll let you get back to your cakes.” 

“Enjoy.” She swayed out of the room. 

Avando placed Shelly down on the bed next to him and arranged the glasses on the trolley. “Uh, Aaron?” He looked as though he had just remembered something. “I hear your surrogate has been given access to the underground at Ernest State College and that you were called back after the Prime Minister was shot.”

Aaron nodded, and Avando continued, “That’s wonderful! So how is that going?” He opened the sparkling apple juice and began pouring it into the glasses.

“Unfortunately, I haven’t found out anything much so far, other than seeing the cool gadgets they are creating down there. Which reminds me.” He walked over to Avando and gave his inactive arm a big pinch and twist. 

“Ow!” Avando yelped, spilling some sparkling apple juice over the side of a glass mid-pour. He squinted at Aaron, puzzled. The rest of the room burst out laughing, for they knew what he was doing. Hearing their laughing, he asked, “What was that for?”

“Well, Dr. Ernest mentioned that they didn’t have enough surrogates free to send to investigate the attack on the Prime Minister,” he said. “So, seeing their surrogates are really lifelike, I’ve been checking everyone to see if they are real or not.”

“Oh, I see!” Avando smiled and continued pouring the juice. 

“Avando?” Jayden frowned.

“Yes, son?”

“We still haven’t found anything yet to say that the school is working for the wrong side. So far, they seem legit in working for the government.” Jayden stumbled over the words, for he wasn’t sure how much to question Avando.

“Looks can be deceiving,” Avando said, standing by his initial beliefs. “We still need to keep observing. You just never know.” He looked intensely through his deep-brown eyes at Jayden. “But we can worry about that later.”

He started handing out champagne flutes filled with yellow-tinged sparkling apple juice. 

He handed one to Shelly also, and she giggled. “Grampy, I can’t drink, silly.”

Avando smiled at her. “I know, silly, but we can pretend.” He winked at her, and she giggled louder.

Turning toward everyone in the room, he announced, “The school has been rid of a nuisance today. It is time to celebrate. So here’s to a safer future!” Avando lifted his glass to the room, and they toasted.
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