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  Prologue


It was cold on Earth—much colder than he expected. A biting wind whipped around, forcing him to turn his head away as his throbbing eyes slowly adjusted to the vanishing bright light. It was night, and thick clouds rolled threateningly above, blotting out any stars. Strangely, the sky loomed bright, reflecting a terrestrial glow. 
Breathing deeply, he noted that the air tasted like salty poison and expelled a stream of white fog from his mouth in disgust. The figure stood from his crouched position, releasing the sand clenched in his right hand. He cut a slender figure, standing alone amidst the twisting shrubs and bent trees of what appeared to be a small sandy island. As his sight adjusted to the darkness, he saw a flock of birds clinging to the branches like black leaves. The snow peppered them as they huddled against the bitter winter wind.
He had only just arrived, but already he could feel himself hating this place. Flexing his gloved fist, he forced his emotions back down. He needed a clear head—focused. No mistakes. Not after having come so far. Walking slowly, he made his way through the tangled brush to the edge of the small island. The sea was nearby, but he appeared to be in the center of a lake. Behind him, not more than two miles away, a large tower stood looming over the islands. A bright light flashed above it, causing him to flinch away, momentarily blinded.  
Looking across the broad waters, he saw the far shore teeming with lights. A city, bright as day, was packed against the water’s edge. Again, the urge to hatred rose within his chest. By the alien glow, he could already see that the emanating lights bore nothing of nature about them. It was a world of wonders and terrors that he had only briefly experienced.
But beyond the city’s lights, he could feel it. The faint pulse of a soul he had touched before. Here, he had his most pressing choice and his greatest temptation. He must resist his desire to rush in and instead be deliberate, proceeding with caution.
Taking another deep breath, he let his gloved hand rest on the hilts of his twin swords. A gust of wind blew back his tattered hood, revealing a mass of blue hair framing his pale face. His glowing cat-like eyes peered unblinkingly toward the unseen soul in the land beyond the water as a massive pair of night-black wings unfolded behind him. Leaping suddenly, the demonic figure caught the wind blowing in from the sea—vanishing into the darkness.
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  Chapter one
Blue Boy

Thursday, February 25th


Avision seized Alice, allowing her to pull a dream from her thoughts and transport it to paper. Her hand reflexively moved as if possessed by a power. It forced the tip of her pencil to create the image dangling in her mind’s eye. She eagerly spoke out loud what she had seen to further embed the dream into her memory. 
“‘Don’t you remember me? Don’t you remember my name?’ he asked that—to me!” Alice said. “You can’t imagine how much it broke my heart to tell him, ‘No.’” 
She scratched furiously at the surface of the paper with her drawing pencil. Although she was short on time, she refused to start the day without finishing the portrait. 
“He was devastated,” Alice continued. “Like he had been waiting all these years to find someone and instead discovered me. I’m serious, Shepherd. It was very tragic!”
The picture was taking shape. The head tilted down, eyes raised, and brow furrowed. She had imagined he was defiantly staring down a foe or some obstacle. The vertical pupils and scribble of blue hair revealed that the young man was not human. 
Setting the pencil aside, Alice turned the pad toward the floor. “Well, Shepherd? What do you think?”
The large black dog raised his head stiffly after making a proud effort to remain still. When he looked at the drawing, he humphed with disappointment. Groaning, Shepherd rested his head between his paws and turned his nose away.
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“Oh! You’re such a jealous pup. Did you really think I was drawing you?” Alice laughed. Turning the picture back to her gaze, she smiled sweetly. “I think he’s beautiful. It’s been so long since I’ve dreamt about him that I hardly recognized him. Somehow, I always thought he would be a boy forever—a type of ‘Peter Pan’ or something fairy-like. I wish I could meet him outside of my dreams. The first thing I’d do is apologize for not realizing he was my blue boy.”
Alice heard the front door open. Checking her watch, she noted it was too early for the driver to arrive and looked at Shepherd when he sniffed the air with interest. The dog rose to all fours and began wagging his tail. 
“Go see,” Alice said.
Shepherd took off at a rapid trot and disappeared into the hall. Alice heard two distinct barks come from the foyer. Understanding their meaning, she quickly tore the picture from the drawing pad and stuffed it in her book. When Alice stepped into the hall, she found Shepherd prancing like a ridiculous, overgrown puppy around a man. Without speaking, the man used a hand gesture to make the dog sit down and stay. His height was enough to tell Alice who he was, as her head did not even reach his broad shoulders, but her surprise at seeing him still caused her to question his arrival.
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“Titus?”
Titus looked at her, allowing the large chandelier to sprinkle his features with light. He had a long, clean-shaven face with high cheekbones and green eyes.
“Good morning, Alice,” Titus said, his face breaking into a smile.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“I’m picking you up.” He pulled off his glove and knelt to scratch Shepherd’s neck.
“But why? You never take me to Tallax in the morning.”
“We’ve got special plans today,” he said, pulling her coat from the closet. “Dress warm. It’s freezing out there.”
Alice remembered. Dr. Reinhardt had made arrangements to visit the botanical garden that day. She had been so focused on completing her drawing of the blue boy that she had nearly forgotten. 
Titus helped her into the coat before returning to the closet while Alice fastened the buttons. After slipping her gloves on, she put out her hand to take the scarf and hat he had found.
“I’ve got it,” Titus said.
Alice lowered her hands to her sides. She could not help smiling with amusement at how seriously he treated the whole business. Folding the scarf in half with a delicate motion, Titus tucked it around her neck, leaving no gaps for the cold air to chill her throat. He brushed the blond and brown strands back from her face.
“Did you even brush your hair this morning?” he asked.
“I was in a hurry,” she admitted.
“I can tell.” He gave a little huff of annoyance as he plucked at a knotted tangle. 
Titus always liked to look his best, and Alice knew he tried to manage it for her when the opportunity allowed. She expected him to produce a comb and start grooming her, but she was pleased when he checked his watch and gave a resigned shake of his head.
“Take care of it when we get there,” he muttered more to himself than her.
Alice watched as he carefully pulled the hat over her head with a fixed look of concentration. He rested his hands on his hips, looking her over as if considering whether his masterpiece was complete.
“Ready?” Titus asked.
“You tell me,” she said, allowing herself a small laugh.
Alice was pleased when he smirked. 
“All right, little Miss Smarty-Feathers!” he said. “You’re lucky your wings are nested, or I’d tie you up in a blanket.” 
Nested was the term used when Alice’s feathered wings were absorbed into her back. There were very few places where it was safe to display them, and, as a general rule, they were required to remain hidden. Although this was of no discomfort to Alice, there was always an aching wish to unfold them freely.
“My wings actually work well to keep me warm,” she said. “Maybe you could let me start wearing open-backed clothes, so I don’t have to hide them.”
“Ha! Not a chance, my dear!” Titus said with an attractively deep laugh. Stepping toward the adjoining room, he called back, “Are your things in here?” 
“They’re on the couch,” she said, patting the dog. “Bye, Shepherd.”
When Titus returned, Alice’s bag was slung over his shoulder, and her book tucked under his arm. He paused. “Did you want to say goodbye to Dr. Denek before we go?”
“He’s still sleeping. He usually doesn’t get up before I leave.”
A slight frown appeared on Titus’s face. Alice could tell he thought the doctor should always be present to provide her with companionship.
“It’s okay. I don’t mind,” she insisted. “He stays up so late working. He needs the rest. Besides, Shepherd is always happy to keep me company.”
Shepherd gave a firm bark of agreement. Satisfied, Titus opened the front door.
A fresh layer of snow covered the ground, twinkling against the dark morning. Alice imagined a winter imp had made off with a bag of diamonds and accidentally scattered them on her lawn in its hurry to run away. 
Titus began descending the stairs but paused when he noticed Alice hesitate by the door. 
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“Everything okay?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, catching herself. She looked toward the metallic gray Porsche parked at the foot of the stairs. A look of delight broke over her face. “You brought your car!”
It was indeed a special day if Titus was driving her in his personal luxury vehicle. He opened the passenger door for her as she stepped quickly to catch up to him. 
“This can drive in the snow?” Alice asked.
“The roads are dry. I don’t think we should have any trouble.”
Once she took her seat, Titus closed the door. Alice opened her mouth in awe of the interior. It was nothing like the boxy and bland company sedan. The dashboard looked like the console of a fighter jet. Seeing the little gem-like shield logo on the steering wheel, Alice smiled. No, she thought, it was a prince’s fighter jet. 
Sighing, she breathed in a delightful, spiced scent and sank back into the leather seat with a contented smile. Titus had left the engine running to keep the heat on, making it wonderfully cozy inside. Opening the driver’s side door, Titus passed her bag to the compact back seat while looking over the book’s cover. 
Alice’s smile evaporated. 
It was not his looking at the book that concerned her. It was what sat nestled between the pages that Alice feared him finding. As if reading her thoughts, Titus opened the book and paused before pulling the drawing out. He looked briefly stunned before his face smoothed into casual indifference. 
Titus forced a short breath of amusement and asked, “Getting a little old for imaginary friends, don’t you think?”
“I wouldn’t call him that, exactly,” Alice said, clutching her hands in her lap.
“You think he’s real?” 
Titus pinched the drawing between his fingers. She was startled as he thrust it toward her as if presenting some incriminating evidence.
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For a brief moment, Alice entertained the thought. Why could the boy not be real? She was not human, so the possibility of other beings like herself existing was not unreasonable to consider. Seeing Titus’s stern eyes, she looked away. Alice thought the sooner she squashed her silly imagination, the sooner she could get past the disappointment of her loneliness. She was and would always be the only supernatural thing in the world.
“No,” Alice said. “I guess not.”
“Well, it’s pretty good. I don’t see any eraser marks,” Titus said, flipping the picture back toward his gaze. “Guess those drawing classes are paying off, huh?”
“I guess they are,” she said.
Alice kept her eyes fixed on the snow-covered lawn. She wished he would stop talking about it. It was painful enough for him to comment on the picture, but it was like salt in the wound for him to pretend to know anything about art technique. 
“Do you mind if I keep this?” Titus asked.
“No, I don’t mind.”
The answer fell from Alice’s lips before she considered what she was consenting to give. A sudden jab of regret stabbed at her chest, causing her to realize how much she already cherished the drawing. Several replies bloomed in her mind that could have been equal in politeness, all of which would have resulted in the return of her blue boy. However, to deny Titus anything seemed ungrateful and wrong. 
Alice remained quiet and looked down at her lap, feeling an unreasonable sense of loss. It was just a piece of paper, she silently told herself. Yet she was already having difficulty remembering his face from the dream and knew it would be impossible to render again. 
Alice could not help but painfully watch as he folded the paper and tucked it in the inner pocket of his coat. 
“Thanks,” Titus said before looking at the open book in his lap. “I seem to have taken your bookmark.”
“That’s okay,” Alice said anxiously, wanting to finish the ordeal and forget about it entirely. “You can close it. I’ll find the page again.”
“No, let me find something.” 
Reaching into his back pocket, Titus withdrew his wallet and slipped out a business card. Neatly placing it in the fold, he handed the book back to her with a smile as if they had conducted an equal exchange of personal tokens. He shifted the car into first gear and accelerated down the long road. Alice opened the book to look at the card and read the name in tall, bold letters: Titus Conley. Beneath the name were multiple titles, but the one that caught her eye was Watcher Training Specialist.
Titus glanced at the book clasped between Alice’s hands. “Do you usually read on your morning ride?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said, closing the book. “Mr. Hawkins doesn’t talk to me, so I always bring something to read.”
“If you’re eager to get back to it, don’t let me disturb you.”
“That’s okay. I’ve read it before.”
“What is it?”
“It’s called Endymion. It’s an epic poem about a Greek shepherd who falls in love with the moon goddess.”
“Are you enjoying it?”
“Not as much this time as I have before.”
“Why?”
“It’s unrelatable.”
“Relate to you? If you’re looking for something with heavenly beings, I wouldn’t bother with pagan mythology.” Titus glanced at the frayed cover of the book. “It looks like an antique anyway. When was it written?”
“The early nineteenth century.”
Titus laughed, but pleasantly, without being mocking.  “That’s still a bit old. Doesn’t Dr. Denek have anything published in his library within the last hundred years for you to read?”
“I don’t think so. I think he only has this one because it’s about an ancient myth.”
“I don’t understand how he thinks he can keep a young lady like you entertained with such dry, old books,” Titus said, grinning. “That guy is so old-fashioned. I expect to find him driving to work with a horse and buggy.”
Alice clapped her hand over her mouth as she broke into laughter. It took her a moment to contain it, which embarrassed her.
“I shouldn’t laugh, but the more I think about it, I can easily see it.”
“Do you ever wish you lived with someone else?” Titus asked.
“I love Dr. Denek,” Alice said. She lowered her hand, revealing a warm smile. “I wouldn’t trade him for anyone!”
Before long, the houses became less frequent until they had been driving through an isolated forest for several minutes. Turning down a side road, they arrived at a gate. Titus pulled up to a keypad and deftly typed in the required code. When the gate rose, the Porsche engine roared as he drove through. A barbed-wire fence now surrounded them on each side. 
They came to a pair of large spotlights focused in the center of the road. Another gate barred the way, forcing the car to a stop. Titus merely flashed his badge at the guards, and they allowed the car to pass. 
Immediately after the checkpoint was a large welcome sign posted overhead. In tall, elegant letters was the company name Tallax. Beneath was a statement that read, Center for Research and Technology; Divine Solutions to Human Problems. 
Alice often felt the sign was congratulating them for making it past the security. She silently laughed, imagining they had been deemed worthy to enter the hallowed grounds and that trumpets were announcing their arrival. 
Titus put the vehicle in park and turned off the engine. He grabbed her bag and stepped out of the car. Alice was a little slower, sorry to leave the comfort of the vehicle. She looked at the cars in the lot, noticing there seemed to be a few more than usual. 
It was not uncommon to see visitors, usually private investors, scientists, or other government representatives, come to observe what new and exciting innovations Tallax had in development. But it was early in the day for an official tour. Perhaps, Alice supposed, it was a certificate auditor or some people from the health department. She knew about the tight requirements Tallax must follow when designing and manufacturing medical devices and lab-made pharmaceuticals. These projects funded most of their operations. But for the more revolutionary research, government involvement and funding were necessary. That was where the Watcher department stood, as Tallax’s most significant and secretive investment. At least, that was how Titus had explained it. 
Alice remembered she was supposed to be following Titus and took a few hopping steps to catch up to him. They avoided the main entrance and walked toward an unassuming side door. Titus pressed his badge to a scanner, unlocking the entry. A delicate chime greeted them as they entered a quiet hall. 
Titus pulled off his cap and brushed his hand through his red hair, fluffing it back into short spikes. “Go drop off your stuff and meet me back at my office,” he said as he unzipped his heavy coat while shouldering through a door. 
Alice only took a few steps away when he yelled after her, “And brush your hair, or I’ll do it for you!” 
She was reminded that her hurry had been all for nothing since he had taken the blue boy drawing. Snatching the hat off her head, Alice entered a small apartment. She threw her coat on the bed and strode up to a vanity table, where she found a brush. Tearing away at her hair, Alice fought with a few knots before she began to stroke more thoughtfully. As she looked into the mirror, she noticed in the reflection a package sitting on the small desk.
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Setting the brush aside, Alice called out toward the open door, “What is this?”
She heard Titus’s voice call back from his office, “What’s what?” 
“This package in my room.”
“Is it a little white box?”
“Yes.”
“Not a clue.”
Alice half smiled as her eyes narrowed. He was teasing her.
“Am I allowed to open it?” she called back.
“Yes,” Titus said. “I would even encourage it.”
Opening the box, Alice found a potted plant.  It had long green strands with waxy, almond-shaped leaves. At the end of several strands were clusters of tiny, star-shaped buds. She read the label.
“It’s a hoya!” she said. “I was just telling you about these the other day!”
She cradled the pot in her arm, hugging it to her chest, and watched the buds dance beneath her face. Extending her fingers, Alice held her hand over the pot and sensed the fragile life within the small plant.
“Hello,” she said softly. “I’d love to see you bloom. Would you do that for me?”
The flowers slowly began to open as if waking from a deep slumber. Each bud revealed a red, waxy flower with a yellow star in the center. She invited more to awake, forming an entire sphere of flowers that offered a sweet scent.
“Do you like it?” Titus asked.
Alice looked toward the open door to find him standing in the hall. He was leaning back against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He watched her with a smile that accentuated his appealingly masculine features. Surprised by his sudden appearance, Alice immediately dropped her face to hide the blush rising to her cheeks. Pretending to study the plant more closely, she hoped the warmth in her face would disappear before he noticed.

[image: image-placeholder]

“Yes, thank you,” she said quietly, setting the plant on the table. 
She moved to walk out of the apartment, lowering her head when she paused to look over his uniform. It was a charcoal tactical jacket with the Tallax logo. While nothing exceptional to look at as far as fashion was concerned, there were only certain occasions she had seen him wear the jacket. 
It suddenly put meaning to everything Titus had done that morning. Picking her up in his car, fussing over her appearance, and the gift all had a purpose. He was pretreating her before inflicting a wound. 
Alice looked up at him, no longer afraid of exposing a blush. The extra warmth of color had fled from her face.
“We’re not going to the botanical garden this morning, are we?” she asked.
Half of Titus’s smile fell into an odd slant. She knew the answer before he said it. 
“No. I’m afraid we have other plans.”
“It’s a military demonstration,” Alice stated. Titus nodded. “What is it?”
“A Target trial.”
Alice suddenly became aware of the growing anxiety clenching at her chest. Taking a breath, she asked, “Is it a Co-op?”
The other half of Titus’s smile fell. He looked troubled. “No, Alice. They want to see you perform alone.”
Alice’s brow pinched. For a moment, she thought of stepping back into the apartment and slamming the door in his face. As if anticipating this, Titus stepped forward, gathering her hands between his own. He smiled at her with an apologetic look in his eyes.
“You’re not going to be alone,” he said. “I’ll be coaching you.”
“Yeah, from the viewing deck,” Alice said miserably. “I don’t understand why they need to see me fight alone with a Target. Haven’t I done enough demonstrations to prove I’m capable?”
“You have, but Colonel Lasseter is here this time, and he’s a real hard case.” Titus’s thumb stroked over the top of her hand as if trying to physically smooth her ruffled nerves. “Remember, I trust your talents. You trust my guidance, okay?”
Since removing her gloves, Alice’s fingers had gone cold. Gradually, the warmth returned as Titus pressed them. His light-colored palms completely enveloped her slight brown hands. She was not often reminded of the contrast of their skin color. The fact that he was comfortable with not only touching but holding her hands made Alice feel secure and accepted. 
Looking at his eyes, she could tell he was still worried about her. 
“I’ll be okay,” Alice said. She tried to raise the corner of her lips, but now it was her turn with the funny smile.
“I’m sorry about this,” Titus said. “I know you were expecting something good today, and I threw the opposite in your lap. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”
Alice hesitated. For a moment, she thought she might ask him to return the stolen drawing but found she did not possess the heart to speak up. It had come to her attention that the blue boy made Titus uncomfortable, and she could see he was anxious enough as it was.  
“No, there’s nothing you need to do,” she said softly, commanding herself to smile. “I recognize this is out of your control, and I appreciate what you’re trying to do to make it easier for me. Thank you, Titus.”
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  Chapter two
Target Practice

Thursday, February 25th Continued


“Peace through strength. Peace through power.” 
Alice sat on the dressing room bench. She pulled on her boots and spoke quietly to herself.
“I am divine. I am holy,” she said, raising her voice. “I am a Watcher.” 
Waving her feet, Alice checked that her boots were secure. Standing, she bounced on her heels several times while swinging her arms before removing a vest from her locker. She pulled it over her head and arms, secured the straps, and took several breaths, finding it comfortable. Taking her gloves, she slipped them over her hands and flexed her fingers before clenching them into fists. Alice picked up her helmet and paused to look at her faint reflection in the visor.
“I’ve got this,” she said, repeating the words quietly.
Tucking her hair up, Alice pulled the helmet over her head, completing her training suit. She was clothed entirely in white. Only her face was visible through the transparent visor. The stretchy material allowed her to move and fly with ease while providing padding for adequate protection. The suit fit her perfectly. She felt invincible.
Alice exited the dressing room with a more confident step than she usually showed. As she entered the training arena, Titus greeted her with an eager smile. Seeing him caused a burst of assurance to rise inside her. She beamed back at him.  
A dark movement caught the corner of her vision, diverting Alice’s attention. A figure wearing an entirely black suit stood at the opposite end of the room. Her smile disappeared.
This was the Target. 
He was a small man with a lean, muscular frame. The Target moved through warm-up stretches, preparing for the match. Unlike Alice’s helmet, his tinted visor kept his face ominously hidden. Despite never having seen his face, she recognized the man. He was fast and would be difficult to catch. 
She felt Titus’s hands fall on her shoulders, forcing her attention back to him.
“Alice, we’re going to try another retrieval task,” he said. “You need to get the object from his belt.”
Alice glanced at the Target, noticing the small gray sphere hanging on the man’s right side. She tried to pay attention to Titus as he spoke, but it was impossible to ignore the Target bouncing on his heels in anticipation.
“You are not to use elements for this challenge,” Titus said. “The only talent you may use is your portaling.”
“Can I use my hands?”
“Yes, but I would encourage you not to if you can help it. Remember, it makes you predictable, and the more you practice without your hands, the faster you’ll get.” Noticing her distraction, Titus pulled her closer, speaking quietly. “Don’t let him intimidate you.”
Alice nodded and looked up at the observation window above. “Are they here? The military reps?”
“They are,” Titus said, glancing at the window. “They’ll be watching, but don’t let that scare you. Show them what you can do.”
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Turning Alice toward the center of the room, Titus forced her to face the Target. Watching the shadow-like man walk back and forth like a caged beast caused a rising fear to choke her confidence. She heard Titus’s voice speaking close to her as he rubbed her shoulders.
“This guy doesn’t stand a chance. He is nothing compared to you. You’re going to beat him. You’ve done it before. This time, you’ll do it faster, with fewer tries.”
Alice unconsciously began nodding, trusting Titus’s words.
“I have full confidence in you. You’ve got this!”
His hands slipped away, leaving her alone in the room with the Target. Shortly afterward, she heard Titus’s voice from the speaker inside her helmet.
“Get ready.”
She watched as the Target stopped pacing and changed to a rigid fighting stance. Alice’s wings slipped through the holes in the back of her suit and unfolded to their full extent. The whisper of feathers brushing against one another sounded in the silence. The light beaming on the white wings made her glow, and the swaths of gold and brown at the edges of her feathers made Alice look like a divine bird of prey. Dropping down, she extended her feet behind her in a sprinter’s stance and laid her palms on the padded floor, keeping her head up. The indicator light turned from red to green.

[image: image-placeholder]

Launching forward with a burst of speed, Alice thrust her wings back, rushing at the Target. She saw that he had not moved and was prepared to meet her. About to make contact, Alice threw her hands out, summoning a portal. She passed through the light, exiting another portal directly behind the Target. Her hands outstretched, a thrill of triumph flooded her as she anticipated grabbing the sphere from the man’s side and completing the task in record time.
Alice felt strong hands grab her arms, causing her to seize up in shock. Pulling her out of the portal, the Target used Alice’s momentum to hurl her over his shoulder. She hit the floor, tumbling several feet before she stopped. Stunned, Alice sprawled out in an unflattering position. She sat up and looked back to find that the Target had moved but a single step. He returned to his fighting stance before gesturing to her with a two-fingered salute, acknowledging her failed attempt. A rise of anger flooded her cheeks as she stood back up. She heard Titus’s voice again in her helmet.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Alice said.
“Don’t be so predictable. The clock is still running.”
Alice stretched her wings out and tapped her feet against the floor to get the feeling back in her limbs. Rushing the Target again, she summoned a portal near his right side. Anticipating another grab, the Target began to turn toward it. 
He guessed wrong. 
Using the portal as a distraction, Alice attacked his left side. She jabbed rapidly at the inside of his arm and again at his ribs before hopping back. The Target, unfazed by her attack, pivoted to defend himself. Alice took two steps back, evading his thrown fist.
A second, smaller portal appeared in front of her. She plunged her hand through. It reappeared through the first portal that floated near the Target’s side. She meant to snatch the sphere from his hip, but it was like working against a mirror.  Rather than reaching to the left, her hand went to the right, completely missing the sphere.
Not waiting for her to figure it out, the Target advanced with a high-lunging kick to her face. Both portals vanished as Alice staggered back. The Target remained frozen in place with his boot held at head height, perfectly balanced. He waited until she looked at him before finally lowering it with controlled deliberation. The Target curtly nodded his black helmet, forcing Alice to recognize how little he had needed to exert himself since they had begun.
An exasperated breath escaped Alice. Propelling herself forward with one strong wingbeat, she flew up mere inches before him. Her hands shot up, reaching for his helmet. She meant to bring his head to her knee. Her fingertips had only touched the surface when the Target threaded his hands between her arms and broke them apart. The opening now his for the taking, the Target bashed his helmet against her own. Dazed, Alice stepped back and swung her leg around in an attempt to kick his side. She had made an amateur mistake. His strong arm locked around her leg. With a sharp twist, he threw her to the ground.
Alice brought her hands down to catch herself, but she could not stop from making an audible “Oof!” sound. She felt her face grow hot with embarrassment.
Sweeping her wings around, she attempted to ward him off. The Target jumped, trying to avoid them, but became tangled in their broad reach. Seeing him off balance, Alice sprang to her feet and attacked him with a combination of punches. None made contact. He blocked each with his arms until his palm caught her fist. Pulling her over him, the Target rolled on his back and forced his knee into her stomach. He threw Alice, sending her flying over him. 
She was about to collide with the wall when a portal flashed. Alice passed through, reappearing at the center of the room. She tumbled across the floor before stopping on her feet in a crouched position. She dropped her hands and knees on the ground, breathing in quick gasps as she tried to collect her bearings.
The Target rolled his legs under him in a sweeping motion and resumed standing. He brushed his shoulders off, showing that her attack had not harmed him. He even walked to the center of the room with a jaunty step. Cracking his neck, he raised his open hands, taunting that he was ready for anything.
“How are you doing?” Titus asked.
“I can’t get him,” she said through short breaths. She could feel sweat forming across her brow. “He’s too fast.”
“You’ve been portaling yourself this whole time. Try portaling the Target.”
Alice took a few seconds to consider this. Beating her wings, she jumped forward into a portal. She reappeared through a second portal several feet above to the Target’s blind side. He had only just turned to look at her, moving his arms to defend himself, when the ground beneath him gave way. Alice had created a portal just under the Target’s feet.
He fell, disappearing through the floor, and plummeted from another portal at the top of the ceiling. Tumbling, he rolled, heading straight down a twenty-foot drop to the floor. Alice had meant to stun him, but she realized she had been too aggressive at such a height. 
The man was going to break his neck.
Instinctively, her hand shot out, summoning a gust of wind. It rushed out under the Target, cushioning his fall and dropping him to the padded floor like a leaf. Alice’s heart pounded as she watched him return to his feet. He was shaky but unharmed.
“What are you doing?” Titus’s voice snapped in her helmet. “You’re not to use elements in this challenge, and you missed your opportunity.”
“I did it too high!” Alice said. “He was going to get hurt!”
“Don’t worry about that. The Targets are aware of the risk. We need to wrap this up.”
Frustrated, Alice watched the Target walk about the floor with a light-footed step as if he were expecting it to fall out from under him at any moment. She prepared to summon a portal directly behind him. To her surprise, he began to charge straight at her. A burst of fear ignited in her chest. She created a portal between them for her to escape through. Before Alice could reach her exit, the Target dropped to the ground and slid under the portal. He grabbed hold of her leg.
Like a man holding the string of a kite, the Target anchored Alice, smashing her into the padded floor. The impact knocked the wind out of her, and the portal evaporated. Alice tried to stand as she gasped for breath, but the Target kicked at her legs, keeping her down. She clutched at her chest as her lungs finally filled with air, and she rolled back to distance herself from the Target. He advanced, forcing her across the room with an assault of kicks. Finding herself cornered against the wall, Alice swept her wings and beat him back. Swinging his arms to keep balance, the Target dug his heel into the padded floor and jumped forward, running at her again.
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Alice made a portal, lower this time, to catch him. The Target jumped, planting a foot against the wall, and swung bodily around the portal. Still swinging, his foot struck Alice on the back of her head, knocking her forward. She tumbled into the portal and reappeared several feet away. Alice fell face down against the floor. 
Stunned again, she slowly realized the pounding sound in her ears was that of someone clapping. Slowly and painfully, she lifted her shoulders and looked back to find the Target walking up to her. He struck his palms together in a loud snap while his shoulders shook with laughter.
In a cool voice, he said, “I can do this all day, sweetheart.”
Alice’s face flushed. Furious now, she regretted saving the Target. She looked up at the viewing deck, wondering if Titus had realized what the Target had done. Not only had the man attacked her, but he had even been so bold as to speak to her. Alice knew Titus had seen her expression as she heard his voice again in her helmet.
“Don’t let him treat you like that,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “Finish it.”
Rising to her feet, Alice stared at the Target, her eyes seething with hate. A portal formed directly in front of the Target, masking her from his view. The Target stepped back in surprise and looked up to find her flying through a portal above him. She grabbed his vest, her wings beating as she forced her weight onto him. Again, the ground fell out from under him through another portal. They both went through, reappearing several feet above at the center of the room. Yelling, Alice drove him into the ground, landing on top of him. The Target crumpled beneath her, cushioning her fall.
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Alice clutched the Target’s vest, staring at the ground as she breathed heavily. She had amazed herself by having succeeded with the maneuver. Sitting up, Alice unhooked the sphere from his hip and stepped away. She held the object above her head, confirming her victory. 
The light turned red. The task complete.
Alice removed her helmet and dropped the sphere inside before meeting Titus at the entrance.
“That was amazing!” he said, exchanging her helmet for a towel.
Alice dabbed the sweat from her face and asked, “Did I break my time?”
“You went over. You would have made it if you hadn’t saved him the first time.” Seeing the disappointment on her face, Titus smiled and patted her shoulder. “You did great! The reps were impressed.”
Titus turned her to leave the room when the medical staff came running in. Seeing this, Alice turned back and looked at the Target. He writhed on the floor, grabbing at his shoulder. Alice’s hand pressed against her mouth in alarm. A moment ago, she had not cared what harm came to the man, but the task was now complete. Winning did not seem to matter anymore. Shame snapped at her heart. 
She turned to Titus. “Can I heal him?” she asked.
Titus took his time responding while watching the Target. “You used a lot of energy. Are you sure you feel up to it?”
“Yes, I’ll be fine!”
Titus gave a slight shrug of indifference and said, “Go ahead.”
She ran up to the medic who was helping the Target to a sitting position.
“Wait!” Alice said and knelt down. “Let me heal him.”
The medics gave her room as she moved her hands over the Target’s arm and shoulder. It was dislocated. She could tell the man was in a considerable amount of pain. 
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Concentrating, Alice offered her strength. She guided the limb back into place and healed the injury. Once finished, Alice looked at the Target’s black mask. While she was not allowed to speak to him, she only hoped the man understood that she held no ill feelings toward him over the match. 
The Target merely rose to his feet and shrugged indifferently. Without looking at her, he walked away with the medical staff and left the room. Alice’s face formed a disappointed frown as she watched them go. Titus approached her, offered his hand, and pulled her to her feet. Alice kept her head down.
“Are you okay?” Titus asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“What’s wrong?”
“He didn’t even seem to care that I healed him.”
“What did you expect?” he asked with a teasing smile. “Did you really think he was going to thank you?”
“No!” Alice said, but then quietly added, “Well, maybe.”
“That guy’s a jerk. Next time, leave him.”







  
  Chapter three
Oil and Water

Thursday, February 25th Continued


Alice always took her mid-morning break alone. Lifting a blueberry with her spoon, she let it plop back into the bowl of yogurt. She looked miserably at the snack and began rearranging the blueberries into a semicircle, forming a frown and a pair of eyes. Picking from a cup, she took a few almonds and placed them so they became angry brows and fangs. She rested her cheek on her hand and stared at the monstrous face glaring back at her. After the Target trial, Alice found she had no appetite, and her snack looked even less appealing. 
Dropping her spoon on the tray, Alice sighed and let her eyes wander around the room. Despite being provided with a fully furnished personal space at Tallax, she never missed the apartment. She had spent the first nine months in the room before moving to Dr. Denek’s house. It had felt like a windowless prison cell. Now, it served as a windowless holding cell. Alice supposed it was unfair of her to think of it that way. It did lack a locked door.
Glancing at her wristwatch, she saw that it was not yet time for her next appointment. However, she found being alone with the bad-tempered yogurt unbearable. Alice only hoped that Dr. Reinhardt would not mind if they started early.
Walking up to the office door a few moments later, she was pleased to find it open. Alice moved to step inside but halted when she heard Titus’s voice.
“The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck? Please tell me Alice didn’t pick out this book herself. I know she’s emotionally immature for her age, but I can’t imagine you’re encouraging this sort of reading.” 
Alice took two steps back as if physically pushed away. Hearing Titus describe her in this way surprised her, leaving Alice to wonder what she had done to make him think she was immature. A woman’s voice spoke in response. It was Dr. Verondie Reinhardt.
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“I’m surprised you would even ask such a question,” she said chidingly. “Especially from someone who prides himself on his keen observations.”
“What are you saying I missed?” Titus asked.
“Have you seen what Alice chooses from Denek’s shelves? Are you telling me those are immature as well? The titles I have recognized I had never heard of until college.” 
“But Beatrix Potter? I mean, I loved Peter Rabbit as much as any kid when I was three, but just look at this duck. It’s wearing a bonnet. Don’t you think it would be better to read her something more instructive?”
“Titus, do I tell you how to train Alice?”
“No, of course not, but—”
“And you trust my professional opinion?”
“I mean, of course, but I just don’t see the purpose of encouraging this childish sentimentality.” When Verondie did not reply, Titus sighed in exasperation and asked, “Couldn’t you just give her something more engaging and helpful to focus on?”
“Titus, sometimes basic tasks are helpful to arrive at more complex conclusions in psychology. You know Alice loves art and animals. Beatrix Potter was an artist who observed the world around her and used her mind and talents to create a world through art and story. She was a pioneer for women, and her illustrated books revolutionized literature for children. Can you give me one good reason why Alice shouldn’t learn from her example?”
“Talking animals are basic?” Titus offered.
“That’s what I thought you would say,” Verondie sighed. “Regardless, Alice enjoys them, and I don’t think you came in here to talk to me about Jemima Puddle-Duck.”
“I get it. It’s just not something I ever really understood. On the subject of art, however, would you mind doing some-thing about this?” 
There was a pause. Alice did not need to look in to know what he was showing the doctor. 
“I like her line work,” Verondie said, “but I don’t see anything in particular to critique. What would you like me to do?”
“Vera, you know what I mean. Look at this. I think you should discourage this sort of thing.”
“You know I won’t do that,” Verondie said, a tone of warning in her voice. “She needs some outlet. How else do you want her to escape from all of this? It’s not like she can just take a walk in the woods when she needs to or visit the botanical garden, even with written approval and a month’s prior notice to schedule all your security arrangements.”
“Don’t blame me for the botanical garden. Besides, I got her some rare flowers to make up for it. You wouldn’t be so upset if you had seen her face.”
“I’m not upset, just disappointed. And I hope someday you will realize that flowers won’t make up for breaking your promises.”
“I never promise Alice anything,” Titus stated. “She understands her situation requires flexibility.”
“Well, you better watch how far you try flexing her before she snaps back at you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? You’re not suggesting I had anything to do with the Target trial today, are you? I couldn’t help the colonel’s schedule. Something came up, so there was an opening. Denek took the opportunity to promote Alice.”
“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Verondie said irritably. “Are you telling me that you hadn’t had any prior discussions with Denek about this? Couldn’t you have even given Alice prior notice? I found out through an email last night! When did Alice find out? When you picked her up this morning?”
“Listen,” Titus said. “Don’t try to make me out to be the bad guy in this. I am on your side, and it’s not as if the botanical garden is going away. We’ll reschedule it. But you’re avoiding the issue here. Don’t you see what this is?”
“I know what it is. It’s her blue boy.”
“I thought she was done drawing him.”
“I thought so too,” Verondie said indifferently. “But I guess I was wrong. I don’t see what the problem is.”
“You don’t think it’s strange that he’s aged?”
“So has Alice. Do you think it’s unreasonable for her fantasies to grow with her?”
“I’m not trying to argue with a psychologist.”
“Oh, please don’t stop on my account.”
“Look,” Titus said, pausing in an apparent attempt to regain control of the conversation. “Are you saying she’s turned him into some sort of imaginary boyfriend?”
“That is a possibility. Perhaps more exposure to real human companions her age would help alleviate the need for that outlet if it bothers you so much.”
“I’m not going to condone her getting a boyfriend if that is what you’re suggesting. Can you even imagine what would happen if some dumb kid found out what she really is? We’d have more to worry about than getting government funding.”


[image: image-placeholder]




“Then you’ll just have to put up with her drawings for now,” Verondie said matter-of-factly. 
“But, Vera, doesn’t it bother you at all? Think about what it could mean.”
“I think you suffer from mild paranoia, and that’s my professional opinion.”
 Titus cleared his throat, causing Verondie to fall silent. 
“Alice,” Titus called. “Would you mind coming in here?”
If someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over Alice, the sensation that fell on her at that moment would not have been any different. She squeezed her eyes shut, having forgotten Titus could keep tabs on her whereabouts with his phone by tracking her wristwatch. Slowly, her feet carried her obediently through the office door, her head lowered. Her eyes rose just high enough to see Titus’s hand holding his phone. Yes, the tracker had given her away. Alice could not bear to meet Titus’s eyes. Instead, she looked warily at Verondie. 
A woman in her mid-thirties, Verondie had a soft V-shaped face with a small nose that turned slightly upward in the prettiest way without looking snobby. Despite being prematurely gray, her hair was what Alice thought of as her most attractive feature. It was pulled back in a scattered ponytail with silvery tendrils falling around her forehead and cheeks. It was so cool yet beautifully elegant that Alice imagined the woman secretly being a rock star or a fairy godmother. 
Verondie looked back at Alice warmly with a welcoming gaze, instantly putting her at ease. Her smiling hazel eyes bore no hint of judgment, reminding Alice that she did not expect to find the same from Titus. She kept her face averted from him, bending her head lower.
“I’m sorry,” Alice said in a pained voice. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”
“Titus was just leaving,” Verondie said firmly. “It’s time for your meeting.”
Alice’s eyes fell upon the drawing of the blue boy just before Titus removed the paper and neatly folded it up. He slid it across the desk to Verondie and tapped it with dislike.
“Please, Vera,” he said. Turning to Alice, he patted her shoulder. “Enjoy your time, Alice. I’ll see you after lunch.”
As soon as Titus had left the office, Verondie rose from her desk and closed the door. “I’m sorry if you heard any of that,” she said. 
Alice eyed the folded paper on Verondie’s desk. “I’m sorry about the picture. I won’t draw him anymore.”
“You don’t need to apologize. As far as censorship is concerned, I’ve never been a proponent of the matter. You should draw what you like.”
“But Titus thinks—”
“Titus thinks a lot of things, Alice, but fortunately for us, the delights of the imagination are not his area of expertise.” Taking the folded drawing, Verondie opened it and looked it over. “He’s cute. Maybe a little aggressive with that glare of his. He looks older than the other drawings you’ve done before. Any reason?”
“I had a dream about him,” Alice said. “He looked like that.”
“It’s been a while since you’ve dreamt about him, hasn’t it? Why don’t we get started with our craft, and you can tell me about it.”
The office was a spacious room, well furnished, with a couch and a table for activities. A line of bird feeders hung along the windows, one of Alice’s favorite features. She recognized a few familiar guests picking through the seeds.
“I saw the goldfinch this morning,” Verondie said.
“Did you?” Alice asked eagerly. “Was it the male or female?”
“The male. He might come back.”
Verondie collected the books she had stacked on her desk and carried them to the table, which she had already prepared with drawing and painting materials.
“Here,” she said, returning the drawing to Alice. Alice looked at it, disappointed to find it creased and wrinkled due to Titus’s mishandling. “I’m sorry about your drawing. I have some carbon paper. You could transfer it to a new sheet if you like.”
Alice nodded, taking a sheet of watercolor paper from the materials on the table. Layering the carbon paper with the drawing over it, she began tracing an outline with a pencil while Verondie set out brushes and watercolor paints.
“So what was your blue boy up to this time?” Verondie asked. “Flying across the sea or having sword fights in his magical land?”
“It was different,” Alice said. “He was on Earth. I was dreaming about the academy. It was another one of those nightmares where I’m lost on the campus, all of the doors are locked, and I’m going to be late for class. When I was crossing the lawn, he ran up to me and stopped me when we met. He was so excited, like he couldn’t wait to see me. Then he called me by a strange name.”
“What did he call you?” Verondie asked.
Alice looked at the line drawing, now perfectly traced on the watercolor paper. Her eyes narrowed in thought. “Ara. He called me Ara,” she said. “I told him he was mistaken. That my name was Alice. He looked crushed. Like I had just told him the worst news imaginable.” 
“Did he say anything else?”
“He asked, ‘Don’t you remember me? Don’t you remember my name?’”
Verondie paused, watching Alice. “How did that make you feel?” she asked.
“Scared.”
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“Why? Did he threaten you?”
“No, I was scared I had hurt him. Like it was my fault somehow. He looked at me like I’d told him someone he knew had died. Then he turned away as if he understood something all of a sudden, and his expression changed. He looked angry.”
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“With you?”
“No, like he was thinking about something or someone else. It was this,” Alice said, pointing to the drawing. Her fingers thoughtfully traced over the furrowed brow. “In the dream, I thought he was a stranger. He looked so different that I didn’t recognize him. It wasn’t until I woke up that I realized he was the blue boy. I drew the picture this morning because I was afraid I would forget what he looked like.”
Verondie watched as Alice picked through the box of paints, selecting the yellows and laying them out in a neat row.
“What is the yellow for?” Verondie asked.
“His eyes,” Alice said, opening each paint tube to see its true pigment. “I’ve never seen the color so clearly as I did in this dream. It reminded me of sunflowers and goldfinches.”
“Try this one,” Verondie said, selecting a tube.
Upon seeing the vibrant color, Alice was satisfied and began to water down the paint on a tray. Carefully applying the tip of her brush to the eye, Alice watched it come to life with its color. She painted, finding that she enjoyed herself, but her brush slowed until it came to rest in the cup of water. 
“I hurt the Target today,” Alice said without looking up from her painting. 
“Would you like to tell me how that happened?” Verondie asked.
“Yes,” Alice said and recounted the Target trial. “After I saved him, he was so arrogant about it, like he wanted me to regret it. I was afraid I had embarrassed Titus. I tried to finish it as fast as I could. Then he got hurt when I dropped him through the portal.”
“Did you mean to hurt him?” Verondie asked.
Finding it difficult to concentrate on the painting, Alice laid the brush down. “I might as well have. I was so frustrated that I didn’t care anymore. But once he was hurt, I regretted it.”
“Did you tell Titus your concern about hurting the Target?”
“Yes, but he reminded me not to worry about that. I’m not supposed to concern myself if a Target is injured.”
Verondie leaned toward her, causing Alice to meet her eyes. “I know you’re supposed to follow his instructions, but hurting people matters to you. Titus needs to understand that.”
“What difference would it make? Sometimes, the Targets won’t stop until they get hurt.”
“Titus likes to make you think there are only total win-or-lose options. It’s a false dilemma. There are always other ways to resolve a problem, and rarely will you find yourself in such a situation. He should be willing to work with you on seeking options other than the only one he wants.”
Alice looked out the window, unable to hide her discomfort. “I don’t think he’d like that.”
“Alice, don’t be afraid to tell him what you think. He respects your opinion.”
Alice looked directly at Verondie. “He said I’m emotionally immature. How can I expect him to respect my opinion?”
Verondie smiled gently, making it clear that she now knew how long Alice had been waiting outside the office. “It hurt hearing that, didn’t it?” she asked. Alice did not respond, but Verondie understood the answer. “You know he would be right if he were talking about another adult. But it was completely unfair of him to say that in the matter of a teenage girl. Do you know why he made that mistake?”
Alice’s brow puckered, and her jaw wobbled. She was afraid that she was proving Titus’s statement entirely true if she could not keep herself from crying. “No,” she said in a strained voice.
“He’s forgotten what it’s like to be a teenager,” Verondie said, smiling. “Now, if you would look at your peers at the academy, tell me then, are you emotionally immature?”
“I-I don’t know,” Alice said.
“No, Alice. The answer is no,” Verondie insisted. “All those kids have never been through the pressure and strain you have, and you hold up amazingly under it all. You would be right in hearing Titus’s comment and feeling insulted. Sometimes, adults can say stupid things. I would ask that, in this instance, you forgive Titus and understand he would never say something like that to you.”
“Maybe,” Alice said reluctantly. “But that doesn’t mean he’ll be happy about me questioning his instructions.”
“Are you afraid Titus won’t like you anymore if you don’t do everything he says?”
“No, it’s just—” Alice’s eyes trailed to the carpet. “I know he works so hard to help me develop my talents. To not do what he asks seems like it would be ungrateful of me. I don’t want to disappoint him.”
“Disappointing Titus should not be your leading concern in your training. You need to do what you feel is right.”
“But what is right?” Alice asked, growing frustrated. “According to what rules? How do I know that I’m not wrong?”
Verondie’s lips pursed before she carefully said, “While I have my own beliefs that I would like to offer, I’m afraid this question is better suited for Dr. Denek. Would you talk with him about it?”
Alice considered the request but looked up when she saw something flit to a bird feeder. 
“It’s the goldfinch!” Alice said. They watched the bird for as long as it remained at the feeder. Its plumage was a dull yellow for the winter, but it was unmistakably the male goldfinch. Once the bird had flown away, Alice remembered what Verondie had asked. “Yes, I’ll try to talk to him.”
“Good. Your picture looks great, by the way,” Verondie said as she looked at the finished painting. Once it had dried, she slipped it into an envelope and handed it to Alice. 
Alice pinched the corner of the envelope guardedly. Glancing at Verondie, she asked, “Why does Titus hate the blue boy so much?”
“Sometimes, he doesn’t like you to get distracted by things that are not a part of his agenda.”
“But there are plenty of things that occupy my mind,” Alice said. “And he doesn’t try to discourage any of those.”
Verondie smiled and asked, “Why do you think he hates the blue boy?” 
Alice looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t know,” she muttered. “Sometimes I think… well, I think he’s jealous.” 
“Maybe he is jealous, but that doesn’t mean you have to heal that wound at your own expense.” Verondie touched Alice’s hand thoughtfully where she held the envelope. “Take care of your blue boy. I’d hate to see you lose him again.”
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* * *


Music played on the drive to the academy. Titus sang along while Alice kept her eyes focused out the window. He was happy, she could tell. Titus had just come from lunch with the military reps. She could only assume things were going well. That was good, for him, at least.
During the drive, Alice considered following through with Verondie’s advice. However, the more Alice thought of speaking, the more her mouth dried up. By the time they had arrived at the academy, Alice had exhausted herself merely at the thought of talking. 
Titus opened the door for her, only just noticing her anxious glance before she quickly lowered her head.
“Sorry,” he said. “Was my singing that bad?”
“What?” Alice asked, surprised. “No, it was fine.”
“Are you doing okay?”
“Yes,” she said hastily with a forced smile. “I’m fine.”
She quickly unbuckled her seatbelt and stepped out, shouldering her bag. They walked up the stairs toward the entrance. Chancing a glance at the faces of the other students, Alice remembered the first time she had seen other people her age. She had spent the first few years of her life exclusively among adults. 
There had been so many preconceived notions of what attending school would be like, filled with all the contrived scenarios where she made friends. None ever materialized. Seeing her own shadow swallowed up in the breadth of Titus, Alice could only assume it was because of her evident importance in needing a personal bodyguard on the campus that kept her alienated. 
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When they reached the hall where they parted, Titus caught her shoulder. 
“Hang on, Alice,” he said, motioning with his thumb for her to follow.
 They entered a small room with two chairs and desks with several monitors. The screens showed a live video of the academy’s outer perimeter.
“Hey, Greg,” Titus said to a man sitting in one of the chairs. “Do you mind stepping out for a moment? I’d like to talk to Alice before she goes to class.”
The man, Greg, rose slowly from his chair as if his body ached. “No problem,” he said, holding his side. “I need to get some coffee anyway.”
When he had left, Titus sat in the vacant chair and motioned for Alice to take the other across from him. 
“How was your time with Dr. Reinhardt?” he asked, smiling pleasantly at her.
“It was fine,” she said, lowering her gaze to the book in her lap.
“Did you tell her how well you did with the Target today?”
Alice began tracing her finger over the embossed title of the book. “Yes.” 
“Did she say anything about it?”
A quiver of nausea threatened her stomach. She silently followed the name Endymion twice more before she quietly replied, “She said I did fine.”
“Alice.”
She recognized the tone with which he said her name. He was calling for her attention. Alice’s eyes automatically flicked up to meet his gaze, but it was difficult to maintain. Nervously glancing away, she gradually lowered her head. 
“It never escapes my attention when you use the word ‘fine’ to describe things,” Titus said. “Do you know why?”
“No,” she said, now only looking at him from the corner of her eye.
“Because it’s the only time you ever lie to me.” 
Alice grimaced, her gaze fleeing to the far corner of the room.
“It’s all right,” Titus said with a short laugh. “I realize you have honest intentions in saying it to avoid conflict, but sometimes I wish you wouldn’t be so afraid to talk when something bothers you. Now, would you care to tell me what is bothering you?”
Alice took a breath. “I didn’t like how the trial went,” she began slowly. “I didn’t feel good about it. Dr. Reinhardt suggested that instead of defeating the Target, I should find other ways of resolving conflicts.” 
When she stopped, Alice saw Titus make a slight outward motion with his hand, a cue for her to continue.
“I realize the purpose of my training is for me to reach the full potential of my talents. But these trials with the Targets are also teaching me how to fight people. It’s not just defense. It’s aggression. It’s something that’s been bothering me a lot recently, especially today.”
“What did you feel was different about today than what you’ve done before?” Titus asked.
“I didn’t just want to defeat him. I wanted to hurt him. I knew I could have done it easily. I’ve never felt like that before. It scared me. I never want to feel like that again.”
“If you’re worried about ever misusing your talents to hurt others, you should know that you have the trust of myself, Dr. Reinhardt, and Dr. Denek.”
“It’s not that. The military reps were there. They saw it too. What if they want to use me to do something like that again?” Alice asked, her voice rising with fear. 
“Alice, no one is going to force you to do anything you don’t want to,” Titus said gently. “Listen. Dr. Reinhardt is right about looking for other options, but this is a field she doesn’t understand. I do. I’ve fought people. They wouldn’t listen to me even if I tried to talk to them. Neither would I listen to them if they tried negotiating with me. Typically, once we’ve taken action, the decision has been made. You must also consider that there isn’t time to talk or think through options. While you’re trying to stop someone without hurting them, someone else you know might be hurt or worse. It’s just as much about stopping the enemy as it is about protecting people.
“I know today was hard. It was meant to be, but you did amazing. I’m proud of you. You’ll be turning eighteen soon, which means changes will be coming. Don’t worry about any of that, though. I’ll be there to help you.”
Alice only nodded in response. The bell rang. She had five minutes left before her class began. 
“I don’t want to make you late. You should get going,” Titus said. “But you’ll let me know when something becomes a problem, won’t you?”
“Yes, thank you,” Alice said, rising from the chair.
She exited the room and quickly walked down the hall, suddenly feeling hot and flustered. What was wrong with her? Why was it so hard to talk all of a sudden? It was happening again, just like that morning when he had given her the hoya plant. Even that had not been the first time she had felt tongue-tied and half-suffocated.
Hugging her books in her left arm, she reached up to her face and felt her cheeks. They were warm. Inwardly scolding herself, she knew she must have been blushing the whole time. What a child she was, Alice thought. How mortifying would it have been if she could have seen herself acting like a fool in front of Titus? 
Alice pushed through the door into her class and chose a seat near the front. She sat down, trying to busy herself by flipping through her notebook to the next clean page. Glancing over, Alice noticed a girl sitting backward in her seat, talking to a boy. The girl’s name was Sarah. She had a broad, genuine smile and was talking eagerly about her plans for the upcoming weekend. There was no hint of embarrassment or awkwardness as the girl spoke. 
What was it like to speak without worrying about saying the wrong thing? Alice could only wonder. Maybe it was a human talent. She could not help feeling envious of Sarah’s lack of self-awareness. Then, she felt guilty for being envious.
Titus was right. She was immature.
A pressure formed in Alice’s throat as her feelings grew more knotted and angry. A voice in her mind screamed that this needed to stop now, that she needed to grow up and quit being a clammed-up coward. 
Alice pressed a hand to her forehead, keeping her head down as if focusing on her notebook. She began writing random words to look occupied. Was this the fault of being a Watcher, constantly feeling conflicted and confused while existing in a world of humans? Why did she have to be the odd one out? Despite all the lives to exist in this world, she felt entirely alone in it.
It occurred to Alice that between Tallax and the academy, she probably crossed paths with dozens of people. But the problem was she could count the number of personal relations she had on a single hand. It did not even add up to five, and one of them was a dog. 







  
  Chapter four
Another Soldier

Thursday, February 25th Continued


The video was paused on the image of the black-clad Target suspended in mid-air beneath a glowing portal. Alice stood poised below him, commanding the force of wind that had prevented his violent collision with the floor. 
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“Is there any other footage that needs further discussion?”
After fumbling with the remote for a few awkward moments, Dr. Jonas Denek finally located the button he was searching for and switched the screen off. Looking up sheepishly, he flashed a disarming smile as he leaned back in his chair.
Denek adjusted his large glasses to peer over the rims at his guests. “I think this review has more than adequately reinforced our initial assessment from the trial,” he declared.
Across the broad, polished table of the conference room sat two military officers. One was a stern-looking man with a thick neck and broad shoulders. His wide face had squinting, deep-set eyes. Colonel Lasseter was a seldom impressed man, and his sour expression contrasted with the relaxed confidence of his host. To his left sat a petite major, her dark brown hair pulled back tightly against the sides of her head. She nodded agreeably while typing notes on her laptop.
“The subject has demonstrated remarkable progress since the last trial,” she commented without looking up from her notes. “Her control over her abilities, her perception, problem-solving, and execution were a tour de force, especially considering her age and background.”
Dr. Denek smiled appreciatively. He nodded toward Titus and Verondie, who sat across from each other on either side of the table. 
“Of course,” he said, “the credit for her performance must go to the excellent training and guidance she receives from Mr. Conley and Dr. Reinhardt.”
“It was a nice little performance she put on back there,” the colonel stated. “She has a lot to offer, with her powers and all. But I still have some reservations before we commit to extending your contract.”
“I don’t understand what else she could do to prove herself to you,” Titus interjected. “She was nearly flawless back there. Besides, she has already given so much genetically to your scientists.”
The colonel merely smirked as Major Perez replied.
“We appreciate everything you have delivered for your country so far, Mr. Conley.” She looked up at Titus with a smile as she brushed a loose strand of hair away from her face. “But this contract renewal is not about the past. If we are going to commit the kind of capital Tallax is asking for, then we need some assurance that this investment will be to the advantage of the government.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Titus could see the amused expression on Verondie’s face at the major’s apparent familiarity with him. He tried to change the subject.
“What could we do to dispel your reservations, Colonel?”
Colonel Lasseter cleared his throat, pleased to be the center of attention again.
“I was concerned about your pupil’s hesitation a couple of times back there, especially when she defied a direct order.”
“As a Watcher,” Dr. Denek began to explain, “Alice possesses a moral plane existing on a level exceeding that which we might call traditional or customary for most humans.”
“I don’t need a lecture in theology, Doctor,” the colonel interrupted. “I realize that ancient metaphysical stuff gets you going, but I’m not interested in her personal philosophy. What I want to know is: will she follow orders when given, and how do you control her if she doesn’t?”
“I think you will find that Alice is more concerned with pleasing her superiors than the vast majority of your common-place soldiers, or ‘grunts,’ if you will,” Denek replied, adjusting his glasses in annoyance. “If you will humor me to enlighten you on this matter, you will find that being a Watcher, while not necessarily directly compatible with some of the military’s more obviously barbaric tendencies, also has its manifest advantages. Alice will never try to betray her superiors; she is morally incapable of being bribed and will always attempt to use her powers to achieve the greater good. 
“All that is necessary for, as you would so diplomatically term it, ‘controlling her’ is that you instill in her the moral values you wish her to embrace as her purpose and goal.”
The colonel merely blinked. “You lost me, Doctor.”
“Another way of looking at it,” Verondie interjected, “is to understand that if you teach Alice what is right and what goals she needs to achieve to do that right, you will have no better partner on Earth. She is good, and she wants to use her powers for the benefit of humankind as much as she is able, whether that is in serving the government or some other career in the sciences or medicine.” 
Titus nodded approvingly at Verondie’s explanation. He knew she was shrewd, raising the stakes by letting these military agents know they were not the only game in town. If they did not renew their contract with Tallax, Alice had other viable options. 
“But what if your orders don’t measure up to her idea of good?” the colonel continued to press. “I can’t be concerned with every little detail to see if it aligns with her ‘moral plane.’ I think we can all agree we saw an example of that already during the trial. Training and indoctrination are all standard fare where I come from, but what do you do with a creature that powerful if she decides to go rogue?”
Titus could see Verondie biting her lower lip. He was familiar with the expression. She was attempting to hold back her retaliating feelings so she could respond with as much professionalism as her position required. 
“Alice is not simply some creature with power,” Verondie stated. “She may not be human, but she is certainly a person.”
“Everyone has a breaking point,” the colonel continued, unfazed. “I just want to know, when this ‘person’ reaches hers, how do you keep her from blowing things up? Do you have a fail-safe, some procedure to take her down if she gets out of control?”
Titus glanced at Denek, trying to gauge his reaction. But the doctor’s focus was on Verondie, a placid smile obscuring whatever thoughts might be passing through his mind. Following Denek’s gaze, Titus could see that Verondie was beside herself, but to her credit, she maintained her composure.
“Colonel,” Verondie said, taking the tone Titus imagined she might use when talking to some unruly child. “Alice is not some machine or explosive weapon. She is a seventeen-year-old girl with exceptional abilities. I cannot imagine any scenario where she would purposely bring harm to anything, let alone blow things up unless it was to preserve lives. Are you certain your reservations do not lie more with your own fears than the reality of any inherent risk?”
“More to the point,” Titus added, “we have procedures in place to help guide Alice and ensure that she maintains her mission focus in stressful situations. But those would be very mission-specific, and I’m not sure this is the place to go into detail. For what it’s worth, I have complete confidence and trust in Alice. I would go as far as to stake my life on it.”
“That may be, Conley,” the colonel replied, “and I can respect that coming from a soldier like you, but I would still like to see more progress in her discipline before I commit to another contract.”
“There are still three months left before the current contract expires,” Major Perez added. “Perhaps we could schedule another examination before then. Maybe something with a little more complexity than a simple sparring match, something to showcase more of the skills she would utilize in one of our retrieval missions? If she performed satisfactorily, would you be willing to sign then, Colonel?”
Colonel Lasseter nodded with an affirming grunt. “Yes, of course, if I saw improvement.”
“How does that work for you, Dr. Denek?” the major asked, turning her attention across the table. “Would Alice be ready for another examination in the next two months?”
Denek looked at Titus first and then Verondie, waiting for their nods of approval.
“Alice will be ready,” he answered.
“And if for some reason she does not meet expectations,” the major continued, turning to look at Verondie, “I am sure she will have plenty of opportunities to use her gifts in the civilian world.”
“We’ll discuss that as well,” the colonel added gruffly as he stood up from his seat.
Moving over to shake hands with the two military representatives, Titus was dismayed to notice Verondie leaving the conference room with a simple goodbye and a curt nod. 
“Colonel Lasseter, it was good to see you again,” he said, shaking the man’s thick hand in his.
“Always a pleasure, Conley. If you should ever get the itch to serve again, you know I’ll always have a place for you.”
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Titus laughed politely. “Unfortunately, I don’t think you can afford me anymore, sir. Major Perez, congratulations on your promotion. It is a credit to the military to see officers of your caliber moving up the ranks.”
“Thank you, Mr. Conley,” she said with a pleasant smile.
“Dr. Denek,” Titus said, guiding his employer over so he could be seen as the doctor shuffled up awkwardly behind him. “I don’t believe Major Perez has ever heard your story about how you invalidated Dr. Miller’s hypothesis about the Harappan chronology.”
Denek’s eyes lit up behind his wide spectacles as he drew in to clasp the unwitting major firmly by the hand. He expelled a triumphant laugh.
“Well, let me expound to you the fall of my arrogant colleague and his unfounded proposition of Hakra continuity! You see, it all started when we were debating the relative merits of a recent translation of the Shūtur eli sharrī over a cup of coffee in the faculty lounge while we were still lecturing at the university.”
With their two guests occupied, Titus made his own exit, rushing down the hall. He hoped to find Verondie before she fled the property. She was already in the parking lot when he caught up to her. Her coat was open in the front, and her gloves were clasped in a fist. This only confirmed that she was upset if she had rushed out in the cold without dressing properly.
“Vera!” Titus called, causing her to pause long enough at her car for him to catch up. “I know none of that was anything you wanted to hear, but you don’t need to worry about Alice.”
“Did you hear him, Titus?” Verondie turned toward him, anger freely visible on her face. “‘Defied a direct order,’ that’s what he said! How can he fault her for having a conscience?”
Titus raised his hands in a conceding gesture. “I get it,” he said. “But I wouldn’t worry too much about him. The colonel won’t be working with her. Any mission Alice goes on will be with people I select, and I’ll be right there with her.”
“Oh, right! And you’ll have her leashed tight, so no one has to worry about her stepping out of line!” Verondie said cynically. When she saw the look of perplexed hurt on his face, she paused. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to lash out at you. It just didn’t feel right to me. The way he talks about her—it’s like she’s a product.”
“Guys like that see everyone as a tool,” Titus said with a shrug as he rested his arm on the top of her car. “When you work in their world, you have to disassociate. I’m not saying I like it. Obviously, I’m not in the military anymore, but I understand where they’re coming from.”
“But you would be going right back into it if we follow through with this contract. Not simply that, but you’d be taking her with you. Is that what you want?”
“I don’t think we have much choice. This is something we’ve talked about from the start.”
“But do you really think she can handle this?”
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“I think that all depends on those supporting her,” Titus said as his eyebrows rose questioningly. “Can you support her?”
Verondie’s eyes looked askance at the visitor parking. The colonel and major were walking to their car. 
“I will always support Alice, but that should imply that the support is for her decisions. This isn’t something she would ever choose. Alice is kind, sweet, and sensitive. Even they saw how difficult the Target battle was for her. Putting her through something stressful could trigger a rebound from past trauma.”
Titus shook his head. “She doesn’t remember any past trauma. Why would this cause a rebound?”
“The same reason she was afraid of you when she first woke up. Those kinds of memories leave footprints. She could have an adverse reaction to something without even understanding why it’s alarming.  We can’t account for every possible past or future scenario, which is why it would be best to avoid situations like this that are sure to subject her to extreme physical and emotional stress. Do you really want to put her through that?”
Titus paused, frowning. “Vera, this isn’t news to you. You always knew this was the goal. Why are you backing away from it now?”
“Because there are things we know about Alice now that we didn’t know back then. It was before we knew who she was.
Having Alice go into the military—it isn’t her. I’m afraid of forcing her into a mold she’s not able to conform to.”
“So what are you suggesting?” Titus asked. “We go to Denek and ask him to reconsider everything? You know he’s not going to like that.”
“No, but he can’t deny that doing this will go against her nature as a Watcher.”
Titus’s brow pinched in annoyance. “Think about it. Do you know what you’re suggesting? If we pull Alice out of this, what will she do instead? What will I do, for that matter? If she doesn’t need a trainer, she won’t need me anymore.”
“Are you so selfish that you would make her do this to maintain your career?” Verondie asked.
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“Of course not,” Titus said sternly, dropping his arm away from the car. “But I don’t believe you’re thinking through what Alice’s life would be like serving in a civilian role. She’ll have less freedom than what the military could provide. Aside from that, you’re completely disregarding what’s been sacrificed and invested with this goal in mind. Alice has a real opportunity to serve our country in a unique and impactful way. To rob her of that is to disregard the maturity of her talents and the potential of what she can become.”
Verondie looked warily at Titus. She smiled disappointedly as she turned away with a shake of her head. 
“Is anything I’ve said untrue?” Titus asked.
“No.”
“Then what is it?”
“I’m just mad.”
“With me?”
“No, Titus, with myself,” Verondie said, turning back to look at him from beneath her lowered brows. “I’m just mad at myself for thinking you could be a genuine friend. For thinking that you could be anything more than just another soldier.”
Titus’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he said.
Opening the door to her car, Verondie slid into the driver’s seat. “Goodnight, Titus,” she said and slammed the door shut.







  
  Chapter five
Divine Laws

Thursday, February 25th Continued


The chandelier was dimmed, allowing the fireplace to illuminate the books with its lively light. Alice watched the flames dance in the reflection of her tea. Lifting the porcelain cup to her lips, she took a sip and looked over the chessboard on the small table before her. She glanced at the man seated across from her in a large cushioned chair, casually reading Plato’s  Politeia in the original Greek. Dr. Denek’s brown hair was streaked with gray, and the stubble on his face looked translucent, giving him a hazed ghost-like appearance.
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Her eyes strayed to the books lining the library’s shelves; old books with names like Enūma Eliš, Shūtur eli sharrī, Ludlul bēl nēmeqi, The Rigveda, and other various titles equally as difficult to pronounce. Seeing them caused her to wonder if he had read them all at one time in his life. 
Denek’s eyes looked up, over the rim of his glasses, before falling to the board. “I apologize. Did you move?” he asked. 
“No, I was still thinking,” she said, returning her attention to the board.
Turning a page of his book, Denek glanced at the first few words. “It seems like you had an eventful morning with your trial. How do you feel about the outcome?”
“It was fine.”
“Interesting,” Denek said after scanning a few lines of the next page. “Mr. Conley seemed pleased with the results. He noted that your reaction time has improved but that you needed to maintain your focus without reservations.”
“Yeah, I’m sure I’ll do better next time,” Alice said, taking her rook and moving it.
Denek looked down at the board and moved a bishop before leaning back in his chair with the book raised again. As Alice scanned the board for her next move, she found it difficult to concentrate. 
“I’m worried about Dr. Reinhardt and Titus,” Alice said.
“Whatever for?” 
“I overheard them arguing. I’m worried they’re not getting along anymore, and I feel like it’s my fault.”
Slowly turning a page, Denek said, “Part of my responsibility in this company is managing your two mentors. I can assure you that, while they may not always agree, both Dr. Reinhardt and Mr. Conley care about you sincerely. Sometimes, due to their confidence in both your superior qualities and their own excellent opinions, they lack the ability to rein in their passions discreetly. Ultimately, I have good feelings that they both have your best interest in mind.”
Alice looked painfully at the board between her knight and bishop. 
“But how am I to know whose advice to follow when they conflict? I can’t do both, but then I’m afraid of disappointing the other.” 
Denek lowered his book, looking at Alice curiously. “A genuine conundrum, is it not? Would you elaborate as to the conflicting advice?”
“I’m afraid of being ordered to do things that might lead to someone getting hurt. Titus said I need to press on in my training regardless of my personal feelings, but Dr. Reinhardt suggests finding other methods, so I don’t feel compromised. Both mean for me to reach my full potential, but the choices have different consequences. I guess what I’m getting at is, is it right for me to forego my personal feelings for something that I feel is wrong?”
“I believe your problem here is a question of focus, not precedence.”
Alice blinked, trying to sort out his words until she asked, “What do you mean?”
“Your focus has lingered too much on a false notion that your greatest goal lies with achieving your fullest personal potential with regard to your talents. Whereas your focus ought to lie on the good achieved as a result, by the way in which we use those talents once that potential has been realized. 
“Let me put it this way: much good can come from your ability to completely control your god-given talents. But to reach that point, you may sometimes need to overcome your misgivings about any particular situation. You need to trust that Mr. Conley knows what the result must be, and will guide you there in the best way possible. So when you do seem to stumble against something that you feel goes against your moral instinct, try first to ask yourself, ‘What greater purpose might this exercise lead to in the future?’”
Alice pulled her hair over her shoulder and began stroking it anxiously. “But how do I know if I’m right in judging what is good and bad and whether the bad is worth the good in the end?”
“Alice, try not to think in terms of good and bad for a moment,” Denek said, removing his glasses. “Can you explain to me your understanding of a Watcher?”
Confused by the request, Alice searched his gray eyes for a moment. “They’re a group of people that revealed the truths of the world to mankind?”
“Certainly, yes! But that is only the surface!” Denek said, leaning forward while spreading his fingers. “The Watchers are not merely a group of people, but a group of holy people dedicated to the service of the Divine. Which follows that they, above all else, exist in and through the Divine Laws. Differentiating them from all of sentient creation, they alone exist naturally within the Way of the Divine. A Watcher working against their natural divinity would find it incongruous with their very being. It would be virtually intolerable for them to work against this nature.” 
“Intolerable?” Alice questioned, taking her teacup to sip. 
“Yes, to break the Divine Laws requires a veritable unmaking for a Watcher. Humans, by way of contrast, were long ago corrupted from such an exalted place. Now, humanity exists in opposite polarity from the Watchers’ natural divinity.”
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Alice suppressed a shiver at the thought, imagining what would happen if she broke such laws. “What exactly are the Divine Laws?” she asked. 
“In simple terms, they are the Way of God. Think of it more as what makes God, God. The very essence of His actuality! Anything in harmony with it is in harmony with God. Anything at dissonance strives against God and all that He is. Everything within the Divine Laws is perfection, and everything outside is corruption.”
“So then the Watchers are naturally prone to do good and the humans to do bad?” Alice asked.
“As I said before, try not to think in terms of good and bad, but the substance of your question is accurate. My purpose in explaining all this to you, Alice, is to inform that feeling you have that something is out of place. It is because you are being illumined by the Divine Laws within you. Watchers are not only in harmony with perfection, but they can pronounce judgment on what is corruption. You are right in listening to your instincts because your instincts are pure and in unity with the Divine! Unfortunately, you exist in a world that has suffered irremediable corruption since the dawn of human civilization. To effect change toward perfection in this world, you must do so in stages, which means adapting to a less-than-perfect standard.”
Alice gave a resigned shake of her head. “But I’m not a real Watcher. I’m just some genetically modified human. So, is that still true for me?”
Denek rubbed his weary eyes and allowed his hand to pull down on his sagging face. Leaning forward, he looked into her anxious eyes as she waited for his answer.
“To me, you are a Watcher in every meaning of the word,” Denek said softly. “I have never bothered to make a distinction between this girl sitting before me and those ancient protectors of humanity’s past.”
Alice attempted to smile, knowing he meant to assure her, but it wavered and fell away.
“Clearly, you disagree,” Denek said.
“It isn’t that,” Alice said quickly, fearful that disagreeing with Dr. Denek could be a sin in itself. “It’s just, I feel like being a Watcher is holding me back. I wish I could just be a normal human, but then I wouldn’t possess the talents you need.”
“Alice,” Denek said firmly, causing her to meet his eyes. “Never wish to be anything less than what you are. You are the most precious gift ever given to me, and I could never be more blessed than to have you as part of my life. Without you, Tallax would be nothing. Imagine playing chess without the queen. Certainly, it could be done, but without my best piece? Imagine undertaking such a task.”
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Alice inwardly laughed at the thought of being compared to a queen. A smile managed to form on her lips, but her eyes remained sad as they hovered over the chessboard. 
“I wish I could master all of my talents now,” she said.
“That too will come in time. My greatest reservation is the amount of responsibility that has been thrust upon you in so short a time. In an ideal situation, you would have decades to develop your abilities, but unfortunately, these times do not allow us such leisure. That is why I have made every effort in my power to see that you have any privileges Tallax can afford to grant you. But your safety and happiness are always my greatest concern.”
“I am very happy, sir,” Alice said pleasantly. 
“I am pleased to hear that,” Denek said, returning his glasses to his eyes. “Continue taking instruction from Mr. Conley concerning your military exercises. I will speak with Dr. Reinhardt to ensure there are no hurt feelings. I think it will be essential to keep your focus with the resolution of your contract with the military swiftly approaching.”
Alice was about to move her knight when she looked up at Denek in response.
“I understand there was a meeting about it,” she said. “May I ask what was decided?”
“You will be undergoing an examination that will determine if the contract will be renewed. Your ‘moral dilemma’ during the Target trial was duly noted, and the colonel would like supplementary evidence that this will not be an issue for you in future events.”
“Oh,” Alice said. Her mercy for the Target had caused the contract to be delayed. She felt worse now. “I failed. I’m sorry.”
Denek chuckled. “Alice, this is no failing on your part. Upon review, Mr. Conley and I agree that the fault lies in entertaining the colonel’s request to see you perform the trial alone.  Mr. Conley has suggested doing a cooperative trial for the exam. It will better reflect the nature of the missions you would be engaged in. I have confidence this will be more than satisfactory to the military.”
Alice felt a weight of relief lifted. It was good to know Titus did not blame her for the mishap. 
A weary smile passed over Denek’s gray face, and he looked up at the tall standing clock ticking beside them. “It is getting late. We will continue the game next time.”







  
  Chapter six
Stray Cat

Thursday, February 25th Continued


Verondie was not inclined to swearing. Usually, she kept expletives to her inner thoughts, and occasionally they came out in a whisper, but tonight was an exception. 
A loud curse blasted from her mouth as the grocery bag tore open, the contents scattering on the steps leading to the back door. She had just managed to turn the handle, allowing her husband to hear the announcement of her arrival from his basement workshop. A thunder of footsteps came, followed by a man stepping onto the landing and a gray cat weaving between his legs. 
“Are you okay?” he asked, expecting to find Verondie splayed out on the ground.
Verondie picked up a can that had rolled away and looked up at him. She smirked. 
“You’re the one who’s been holed up in the basement for weeks like a bunker hermit, and you’re asking me if I’m okay?” she said with a cynical laugh. “I can only answer by saying that I’m doing great.”
Amon looked like he did not venture much from the basement. His clothes were wrinkled, and his shadowed light-blue eyes were framed by a pair of glasses that sat crooked on the bridge of his nose. 
“Why didn’t you let me know you were heading home? I could’ve had dinner ready for you.”
“I’m not hungry. I just want to shower and go to bed.”
“Oh,” Amon said. “You mean you want to cleanse yourself of that meeting and thoroughly forget about it. Come on, sit down while I put this stuff away.”
Quickly removing the loose groceries, Amon shuffled Verondie into the kitchen and hooked the door closed with his foot. Verondie slid into a seat at the kitchen counter and dropped her chin into her hands. The cat silently leaped onto the chair beside her and rubbed itself against her side. 
“Not that I want you to relive work, of course, but did it at least go better than you had thought?” Amon asked.
“No, it was worse,” Verondie groaned as she unconsciously stroked the cat. 
Amon nodded, stuffing a few cans in the cupboard and throwing the milk in the refrigerator. He pulled out a pan of leftover lasagna and cut a piece onto a plate. 
“So the contract didn’t get renewed?” he asked. 
“Not yet, but I’m confident it will.”
“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”
“I’m beginning to think it’s not. I don’t know, Amon.” Verondie’s long fingers folded over her eyes as more vulgarities came bubbling to the forefront of her thoughts. “I feel like I’m losing my mind!”
Amon was silent, patiently watching as the microwave timer counted down to zero. Removing the steaming plate, he slid it toward her, nodding for Verondie to take it. Dutifully, she took a few bites as her husband spread his hands across the counter, watching her with concentrated concern. 
“So what’s the problem?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Denek. Titus. Tallax. That Colonel Paranoia. Heck, while I’m at it, perhaps the whole military establishment,” she said through a mouthful of food. 
Amon handed her a napkin. “I should have waited until after you finished chewing,” he said.
Verondie grimaced at him. “Careful, or I’ll put you on my list too.”
Amon beamed. “Does this mean I’m currently off the list?”
“Well, you’ve been spending a lot of time in the basement lately.”
“Such is the burden of being salary, am I right?” he said with a shrug. Seeing no smile from Verondie, Amon hastily added, “Two more weeks, tops, and I’ll emerge into the daylight, I promise. So, how are they planning to weaponize her this time?” 
“It’s more than that,” Verondie confessed. “Now that they believe she’s capable, they’re worried about how to control her.”
“What were they suggesting, a shock collar?”
“This isn’t funny.”
“I wasn’t joking.”
Verondie pulled a face of disgust and pushed the remaining lasagna away. “We didn’t discuss any details, fortunately. I’m not sure I could have contained myself if we had. Thankfully, Titus and Denek weren’t interested in talking about it any more than I was. But I got the feeling the colonel was looking for us to tell him at what point we would…” Verondie’s voice trailed off.
“They want to know at what point we would terminate her if she got out of line?” Amon guessed.
Verondie nodded.
“Do you really think they would risk something like that on an investment this enormous?” he pressed. “I mean, the military has already shelled out huge amounts of money on this project, and Denek has practically spent his whole life working on this. I think even our beloved Mr. Conley would value her more alive than dead at this point.” Amon smirked. “At least as much as she serves to further his illustrious list of achievements.”
Verondie looked up warningly at her husband.
“All I’m trying to say,” he continued, pushing away from the counter, “is that I can’t imagine anyone stupid enough to risk jeopardizing Alice in any way. It’s a miracle she’s with Tallax at all.”
“I should introduce you to Colonel Lasseter,” Verondie said. “The problem is, Amon, deep down, I know he’s right.”
Amon’s eyes grew wide behind his glasses. “Do you care to elaborate?”
“We can’t control Alice like she’s some tool or a machine that we created. She’s a real person with a soul and a will of her own. It’s one thing to have her in a controlled environment with Titus constantly whispering in her ear, but I’m afraid that once she gets out there, once she sees the reality of what they have made her into, she’ll either break or her soul will be destroyed. She was never meant to be used like this. The colonel could see it too, and it made him second-guess the whole project.”
“Could it be that you want him to doubt her?”
Verondie nodded, looking her husband in the eyes.
“I do. I want them to just leave her alone. Let her live the life she was meant to, helping others, healing, bringing light to the world. But I know they could never let her do that, and it makes me feel guilty to be a part of it all.”
Amon moved over and put his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t say that. Right now, you are the best thing she has in her life. You’re the only one who really loves her, Verondie.”
Verondie turned her face away. “That’s not true. Titus loves her too. It’s just for the first time we’re starting to split on what that looks like for Alice.”
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Sensing her discomfort, Amon moved away, picking up the dish. 
“How about that shower and early bedtime?” he suggested awkwardly. “Hey, total subject change, but while I’m thinking about it, have you seen my good coat?”
Wiping her eyes, Verondie looked up at him. “Do you mean your trench coat?”
“Yeah, the one I wore to Bill and Laura’s wedding. I’ve been looking for it, and I can’t seem to find it anywhere.”
“Probably the same place you put your lost jeans and plaid shirt. Seriously, why are you even asking?” Verondie asked as she looked at his sweatpants and hoodie. “You never wear this stuff.”
“That’s not the point,” Amon stressed. “It’s the idea of wearing these things that’s important to me. I want to be prepared for the occasion I might leave the house. I’d like to look like a half-decent human being.”
“Did you try asking Randall?”
Amon looked at the gray cat still seated next to Verondie. It looked back at him and meowed loudly. 
“I did,” Amon said. “But all he says is ‘I’ll never tell.’”
“Maybe he has a good reason,” Verondie said as she stood from her seat. “Are you going to be up late?”
“I’ll shut things down and be up in a little bit.”
Verondie nodded but knew that was not a promise. “Thanks for dinner,” she said, giving him a quick kiss. “I love you.”
“Love you too,” Amon said with a broad smile.
Verondie went up the stairs, stopping at her office to deposit her work items. She emptied the contents of her pockets and shrugged off the coat before laying it over the back of her chair. Pausing, she noticed the folded paper. It had felt so long ago, yet it had only been that morning that Titus delivered the drawing to her. Verondie took the paper and unfolded it. The pencil drawing was slightly smudged from being overhandled, but the image of the blue boy was still distinct. While Verondie had tried to disregard Titus’s concerns over the drawing, she was astonished by the sudden change in the boy’s appearance. Alice’s explanation had heightened Verondie’s concerns.
“He asked, ‘Don’t you remember me?’”
Those words had pierced Verondie in such a way that it continued to haunt her, teasing her nerves as if she were missing an urgent fact. 
She pressed her fingers to her eyes and whispered, “I need to go to bed.” 
Verondie showered, changed into a nightgown, and dove into the comfort of her sheets. Sleep found her quickly. It was a wonderful mixture of darkness, forgotten worries, and quietness. That was until she heard Randall running down the hall. 
Reaching blindly into the sheets, she felt Amon’s still form in the bed, meaning he was not up to stop the cat from his nighttime antics. At first, she tried to ignore it, but it did not take long for her to remember what had happened that day. Her anger had grown, not only at Tallax but the whole world, including Randall the cat and his thundering paws. 
“Fine,” Verondie hissed. 
She shoved her feet into her slippers and clutched her shawl around her shoulders. Stepping into the hall, she saw Randall pause to look at her and race off out of sight as if having been caught in some heinous act. Verondie nearly kept her eyes closed as she descended the stairs to put food out for him. She did not want to reinforce his night activities, but her desire for peace had won. Not waiting for him to come down to eat, Verondie trudged back up the stairs, but instead of returning to bed, she stepped into her office. 
When she entered, the room was dark. Verondie saw a flash of yellow cat eyes from the armchair in the corner. They hovered in the shadows, wide and unblinking.
“I put food in your bowl,” she said. 
No movement came from the corner. Verondie only shook her head in annoyance and turned on a dim desk lamp before collapsing in her chair. The reflection of the lamplight on a picture frame caught her attention. Taking the frame, Verondie slipped her glasses on, allowing the photo of Alice to come into complete focus. Alice was grinning, teeth showing, and eyes squinting. Her complete elation caught in a moment as her head was turning back from the view of the ocean. It was Verondie’s favorite picture of Alice.
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It was a day when Titus and Verondie had been granted permission to take her to the beach for the first time. Alice laughed, skipped, and even ran barefoot along the shore. Her joy was so irresistibly contagious that even Verondie and Titus were laughing with her. It had been a wonderful moment, which was why it had come as a startling surprise when Alice had begun to cry. 
“What’s wrong?” Titus had asked. He was at her side instantly, checking her over for any visible concern. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” Alice said, her hands cupped over her face.  
“Is it too much?” Verondie asked, stroking her hair back. “We can leave if you want to.”
“No, please,” Alice said as she tried to catch her breath. She pulled her hands an inch away so she could be heard. “I’m okay. It’s strange. I’ve never felt this way. I feel so happy. Like I’ve been here before. Like I know this is my favorite place to be, and yet—”
Alice bent her head as she struggled to suppress her tears.
“We should go,” Titus said, looking around to see if anyone was close enough to notice.
“Just give her a moment,” Verondie said.
Alice caught her breath and spoke in a soft voice. Her mouth twitched between a frown and a smile. “At home and at Tallax, I feel so numb. I’ve gone so long without feeling anything. But here, not only do I feel joy, but also an aching sadness. Like something that was so dear to me was lost.”
Alice looked up at Verondie as tears rolled down her cheeks. Her eyes begged for an answer or some sign of reassurance that this was perfectly normal. Verondie recognized that what Alice felt was grief.
“That’s good,” Verondie said and pulled her into a hug. “That’s good, Alice.”
The photo blurred in Verondie’s hand, and she reached to put her glasses on. Finding them absent from her hair, she realized they were already seated on her nose.  Blinking, Verondie discovered tears spilling from her eyes.
Randall walked into the doorway from the hall, causing Verondie to look up. He sat down, licking his mouth before meowing as if to say, “Here I am, and thanks for the snack.”
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Verondie stared at the cat, remembering that she had thought he was in the armchair. Her breath caught in her throat as she turned her head and looked to the corner.  The same pair of yellow eyes stared back. 
They did not belong to a cat. 
Seated in the armchair was a young man wearing a plaid shirt, jeans, and a trench coat. Although it was too dark in the corner to tell, Verondie did not need the light to know that his hair was blue. His face was the perfect image of Alice’s drawing. There was no amount of logic or reason to refute that the person sitting in her office was none other than the blue boy. 
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He sat perfectly still, watching her. In his hand was a folder of Alice’s drawings he had been paging through. Seeing she was still in shock, he slowly closed the folder and set it aside. 
“Dr. Reinhardt,” he said. 
Verondie’s mouth opened and closed to swallow enough saliva to speak, but she could only respond with a soft whimper. His bright eyes expressed amusement, but a gentle, almost pitying smile appeared on his white face.
“You do not need to fear me,” he stated in a quiet but measured voice. “You love her. I have seen this. But what I do not know is if your love is more than what you would feel for any lost and caged creature. Would you sacrifice to save her, Dr. Reinhardt, and if so, what?”







  
  Chapter seven
Fairy-Tale Friends

Thursday, February 25th Continued


Pushing the pin through the paper, Alice secured the painting of the blue boy to her bulletin board. She sat on the floor and leaned her back against the bed, staring at it. Shepherd lifted his head and rested it in her lap. She stroked his head thoughtfully, wondering about her blue boy. 
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What would he be doing if he were on Earth at that moment? Smiling, she imagined how exciting it would be if he knocked on her window and invited her for a flight in the night. A soft laugh escaped Alice, knowing she would never have the courage to accept the invitation. She dismissed the idea and wished Shepherd good night before crawling into bed. 
Alice had only just closed her eyes when the dream began. 
She was standing in a field of rich, tall grass as green as emeralds. Feeling strangely lucid, Alice could sense the movement of a breeze and knelt to touch the grass. There was no mistaking the lush scent of fresh earth and greens. The blades even felt cool and moist to the touch. Her eyes scanned the environment, finding the field lined by a thick forest. The sky above was cerulean blue. Beams of sunlight were visible from an unseen horizon. Judging by the warm air, Alice guessed the day was approaching evening twilight. Turning, she was astonished by the sight of an enormous moon coupled with a smaller moon. Alice felt a tightening sensation in her chest at the sight of it. 
She was not on Earth. 

[image: image-placeholder]

Two bird-like shapes flew high above, drawing her attention. One was chasing the other as they moved rapidly. She expected to hear chirps of alarm but instead heard something unnatural to a bird. It was laughter. Distant but clear, it was the giddy bursts coming from a girl. Squinting harder, Alice watched as the shadow turned into a ray of sunlight, catching the girl’s form. She wore only a plain sleeveless dress, exposing her dusky brown arms and bare feet. The girl’s face was beaming with a wide smile. What caught Alice’s breath was her white wings, the tips of which were colored burgundy and gold. 
There was no mistaking the girl as herself. She was the same age as Alice when she first awoke at Tallax, but she had never dreamed of herself like this. 
The girl dove toward the field, and the pursuing shadow caught Alice’s eye. It avoided the sunlight and stayed low, remaining cloaked by the darkness of the trees. Zig-zagging, it swerved around and came directly at the girl, streaking just past her. The girl screamed in surprise and then clamped her hands over her mouth as another fit of laughter erupted. She collapsed on the ground, out of breath, her body shaking from residual giggles. 
The shadow’s feet slid across the grass in a controlled landing. It stopped and turned, revealing a boy with wild blue hair. His face was as pale as the twin moons above them, and his smile was as sharp as an arrow. He spread his leathery black wings wide while triumphantly propping a fist on his hip.
“Hey, Ara! Look what I caught!” he said. In his extended hand, he held a long white feather with a colored tip.
It was held in the boy’s left hand, gloved in black leather, giving a sinister quality to capturing the little trophy. His yellow eyes narrowed mischievously, and he twitched the feather between his fingers, taunting her.
“Kayohs!” the girl yelled. “Give that back!”
Ara gave a mighty thrust with her wings and flew at him. Jumping back, Kayohs produced a mere wing beat and shot up into the air before Ara could catch him. The boy laughed as he waved the feather at her, rising higher. The girl raced after him like a mother bird, intent on rescuing her chick from a hawk. She was fast, but he was faster.
“Thief!” Ara yelled, realizing her attempts were useless.
“I didn’t steal it. It fell off,” he said with a wide grin. “And with your feather, I could get rich! Maybe someone could use it to keep evil spirits away or cure a sick beast!”
“It doesn’t work like that!” she said as she lunged toward him with her hand outstretched.
Kayohs easily slipped by, tickling her nose with the feather as she flew past him. “So what?” he chuckled. “As long as the buyer believes.”
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Although the girl could not restrain from smiling, her cheeks flushed with warmth. The blush felt so familiar to Alice that she could practically feel her own face growing hot. Ara swirled her fingers in a graceful arc, causing a powerful blast of wind to rush up beneath Kayohs like a geyser. It tossed him upward several feet, shooting his hair straight up and slapping the sheathed swords against his hips. The feather slipped out of his grip and was swept directly into Ara’s open hand. Skidding to the ground, Kayohs brushed his hair out of his face, revealing a sour frown.
“That was a cheap shot,” he pouted dramatically.
Ara’s bare feet touched down lightly upon the grass as she landed. Carefully, she placed the recovered feather behind her ear.
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“The price you’d get for one of my feathers would probably be worth more crystals than you earn in a year,” Ara said. Her eyes fell to the ground, reflecting sadly on the thought. “With that much, why would you stay here?”
Kayohs stared at her, alarmed by the mere suggestion. “Please don’t say that, Ara. It was just a joke.”
“Don’t tempt the spirits by giving them such ideas,” she said as she began to walk away. “We should go home.”
Tiptoeing after her, Kayohs glanced around apprehensively. It was growing dark now. The sun no longer lit the clearing, causing them to walk along in the shadows that had fallen over the meadow. As they approached the edge of the clearing, Kayohs ran up behind Ara and pressed his hands against her back.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, pausing as she looked over her shoulder.
“Something moved over there,” Kayohs whispered, pointing toward a boulder shrouded by the ferns. “Be still.”
Kayohs peered unblinkingly into the darkness, his cat-like eyes allowing him to see where Ara was blind. Seeing the fronds rustle, he drew a short sword and poised himself to kill.  A small, mouse-like creature emerged, mounting a rock. It sniffed the air, gave an alarmed squeak, and scurried back into the cover of the grass.
A blasting laugh escaped Kayohs as he sheathed his sword. “It’s nothing,” he sighed. 
Weaving down a narrow trail through the woods, they quickly passed the last trees and emerged at a grassy embankment. The edge spilled down into rocks and sand, spreading out to form the shores of an open sea. The vast waters were bathed in gold as the setting sun began to dip its edge into the distant horizon.
Ara began stepping down to the rocks when Kayohs called out for her to wait. She paused and looked up to find him sitting down with his feet dangling over the edge. He smiled at her, his head motioning from side to side as he hummed a little tune in his throat. Climbing back up, Ara seated herself beside the boy.
Ara stared intently at the waves as they gently rolled over the shore. Alice could see she was trying to be patient with the boy but was growing restless. The impending darkness troubled her. When she finally turned to the boy to speak up, Ara’s words failed her. The orange glow of the sun illuminated his face. Kayohs was a picture of perfect tranquility, wholly absorbed in watching the beautiful disappearance of their world’s life-giving star. His chin was cupped in his seemingly delicate hands. 
“Ar–ra,” he said in a sing-song tune. “Ar–ra.”
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Alice understood that the boy adored the name. The song, woven with the sound of his voice, had a strange, enchanting effect. Alice observed this as the girl’s gaze became fixated on his face. 
His glowing eyes smiled at her with a mischievous twinkle as her dusky cheeks flushed with warmth. He stopped singing, and Ara turned away, appearing embarrassed.
When Kayohs spoke, his voice was light and playful. “What do you plan to do when you’re older?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Ara said distractedly as if continuing to clear her head of the song. “Why do you ask?”
“There’s just lots of places I’ve been, and you haven’t. I think there are many things that you’d like to see! What do you think?”
“I would like to travel, but not for sightseeing,” Ara began, collecting her thoughts. “I would want to go to share my gifts with those in need.”
Kayohs pulled a face. “But those would take you to some of the nastiest places. Why do that?”
“People are always trying to find me, and I don’t expect that to end. It would be easier if I went to them and took care of the problems they had. No one would need to steal me, and you wouldn’t need to protect me anymore.”
“You’d go out there all alone?”
“I wouldn’t ask anyone to bear the burden of my labors. So, yes, I guess I’d be alone, but what’s wrong with that? Didn’t you travel by yourself when you were younger than me?”
“I wasn’t by myself. I was with people who made it their life traveling,” Kayohs said. “Do you really think no one will try to hurt you or keep you to themselves?”
“Why would they if I’m willing to help?”
“Because people are selfish and cruel,” Kayohs said, beginning to appear upset.
“They couldn’t be much worse than you,” Ara said.
“I wish it were so, but you don’t even know half of it, Ara. There are unspeakable things that could happen to you.”
“You sound serious. It’s not like you, Kayohs,” Ara said thoughtfully. “I suppose you must be telling the truth. What are you suggesting I do then?” 
“You’d need someone to protect you if you were going to do that, someone who knew a little about the people you wanted to help.”
“Well, would you want to come with me?” Ara asked, lifting her eyes up hopefully before dropping them again.
“Naturally, of course!” Kayohs said.
Ara pulled the feather out from behind her ear and began stroking the fringe distractedly. “But I didn’t think you’d want to.”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because of your family. I know you dream about them.”
“Don’t think I wouldn’t want to see them again, but getting back isn’t so simple. I was banished, remember?” Kayohs paused and looked out over the sea. “Besides, the things I once loved I’ve come to hate, and the things I once hated I’ve come to love. I’m dead to them.”
“So you would come with me?” she asked.
“Of course I would!” he said, suddenly grinning. “I never wish to leave you, Ara! Haven’t I told you that?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then I’ve thought about it many times now, which is almost like saying it. But I’ll say it again in case I only just imagined I did—I never wish to leave you!”
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Ara brushed the feather over her mouth, trying to mask her hope, but her smile faded into a pensive frown as another dilemma clouded her thoughts. “But I don’t know if I could pay you. I’ll probably be poor.”
“I could never take payment from you.”
“Why not?”
“Ara, it’s true. I’ve been all over the world, and I’m no longer proud to admit all the things I’ve done,” Kayohs said, his eyes riveted to her face. “But one day, I hope to be something else to you than just a guardian. Something that does not require payment but a promise.”
The feather was not big enough to hide Ara’s smile.
“I’m sorry!” Kayohs said, suddenly looking up at the dark sky. “I’ve kept you for too long. The stars are coming out.”
Ara looked at the horizon, realizing the sun was only a sliver of light. She sprung to her feet and slipped the feather back in her hair.
Descending the ledge, Kayohs turned back and offered his gloved hand to Ara, helping her to find her footing among the loose stones. As dusk settled in, the two moons illuminated their path. Once they had safely reached the sand, Ara released his hand.
“Don’t let go,” Kayohs pleaded sweetly.
Hesitantly, Ara took his hand. A shy smile formed on her lips as she watched her feet, careful not to trip over herself.
“Thank you for watching the sunset with me,” Kayohs said delightedly. “I know you hate it, but it’s so nice to have someone to sit with.” 
“I don’t mind it so much anymore,” Ara said softly. 
“You don’t? Maybe someday I won’t mind seeing it rise, and I can watch it with you then!”
Ara gave a quick laugh. “I don’t think you’ll ever wake fast enough. You don’t sleep for long, but when you do, you are heavy at it. I think you are dead sometimes.”
Kayohs laughed in response but smiled almost secretively. “Someday, I’ll teach you how to dream walk. Then you’ll never want to wake up again!”
Upon Kayohs’s last words, Alice suddenly became aware of herself, realizing she had been absorbed in watching the children. A selfish desire coupled with a distinct sense of unease twisted within her, wishing to see more, but fearing that she would never escape if she allowed the dream to continue.
With effort, Alice forced her foot back in the opposite direction. Her other foot refused to follow, causing her to lose her balance. She pitched sideways in space and tumbled toward the ground.
With a gasp, Alice lunged in her bed. Shepherd woke and whimpered at her. Her heart was beating rapidly, and her brow was moist. Alice was visibly shaken. It was not until Shepherd came and nudged his nose into her hand that she began to realize she was in her bedroom.
“I’m okay,” Alice said. “Go to bed.”
Alice lay flat on her back, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling. 
Kayohs. 
For years, Alice had wondered about the name of the blue boy. It had been an irritation for her not knowing. And suddenly, there it was, like a returning friend she had called upon for countless nights. 
“Kayohs,” Alice whispered. It felt so perfect in her mouth. She felt embarrassed for never knowing it before. “And I’m…” 
The girl’s name hovered on the tip of her tongue, but she could not bring herself to speak it out loud. She feared that if she called herself Ara it would mean to deny herself as Alice. 







  
  Chapter eight
Steady Bridge

Friday, February 26th


She knew his name. Alice could hardly stand to keep the news to herself, but there was only one person she could share such a secret. Breezing through her morning exercises, Alice could think of nothing else but telling Verondie that the blue boy’s name was Kayohs. 
She was counting down each minute during the last hour of her training. Titus was explaining what they would be doing, but Alice did not hear a word of it. It was not until he directed her attention toward him that she paid him any mind.
“Alice,” Titus called. “Did you hear anything I just said?” 
Alice stopped midway, pulling on her running shoes. She stared wide-eyed at Titus. “You said we were going to run the track?” she offered.
Titus gave her an amused smile. “Where are you? You’re thinking about something.”
“No! I just—I’m sorry,” Alice said. “Please repeat what you said.”
“We’re doing a Co-op this morning.”
“Co-op?” Alice paused as she realized what this meant. It was a mock cooperative mission with Titus. “Do we have time? I have my meeting with Dr. Reinhardt in only forty-three minutes.”
Titus’s eyebrows raised. “You’re pretty eager to see her, huh?” he said, with a trace of disappointment in his voice. “Well, I’m sorry, but you won’t be meeting with her today. She called off.”
“Called? Off?” Alice asked, unable to recall a time when Verondie had an unplanned day of missed work. “Dr. Reinhardt called off?”
“Yes,” Titus said.
“But I was going to tell her something.”
“Well, you can tell me if it’s that important,” Titus said with a frown. 
“No, I couldn’t!” Alice blurted before checking herself. “I mean—it’s okay. Is she all right?”
“Yeah, she said she would be returning Monday morning.”
Now Alice would have to endure the entire weekend before telling anyone. “Is she sick?” Alice asked feebly. “I could have healed her if she wasn’t feeling well.”
“She didn’t say,” Titus said. He watched as Alice sat quietly with her hands folded in her lap. Despite making no outward complaint, her whole body expressed disappointment. Titus patted her shoulder. “Come on.”
As they finished preparing, Titus talked about the fun they would have in their Co-op training. Alice heard Titus’s voice through the communication link between their helmets. They were both dressed in their training uniforms. Unlike the bright white she wore during her Target session, Alice’s suit was light gray. Titus wore a similar suit, colored dark gray. Together, they looked like ash and charcoal.
“This looks like a good place to start,” Titus said. He looked over the map on his phone. 
Alice was tired. After the dream of Ara and Kayohs, she had difficulty falling back asleep. Only the anticipation of sharing the news with Verondie had kept her going. That was gone now, leaving Alice to want nothing else but to crawl back into her bed. But Alice could not afford to be distracted now. Titus would be expecting her to be alert and ready. If only Watchers could have sick days too. 
“Are you synced?” Titus asked.
“Yeah,” Alice said as she unfurled her wings. She watched as a circle spun on the screen of her watch until it confirmed a link to Titus’s phone. “I’m synced.”
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“Great.” Titus hooked the phone to his belt. “Let’s just have fun today.”
Fun was an understatement. Co-ops with Titus were always a blast. They listened to a tracklist they had chosen together through the link to his phone. Titus had promised Denek that there would be no vulgar rock music polluting Alice’s ears. He only played eclectic, modern-youth expressionism. In other words, mostly rock. As the first few notes broke out over their ears, Alice could not keep a smile from spreading across her face.
“That’s better,” Titus said, pleased to see her finally lightening up. “Are you ready?”
“Yes!”
“All right!” He pulled her to his side. “Up twenty. Forward thirty.”
A portal broke open beneath their feet. They fell through.
On Tallax, there was a building strictly used for Co-ops. The entire structure was a series of rooms, each consisting of various obstacles and dummy targets they had to work through together. Gunshots were only simulated with lasers, and any physical traps or springs were cushioned for protection. The best part about the sessions was that they did not require Alice to make any decisions. Titus directed her with verbal or visual cues. All Alice had to do was follow through.
They portaled inside the building. Alice felt Titus’s hand press on her shoulder, forcing her down. Something swung overhead, missing them by inches. It was on now.
Alice had learned to move with such fluidity alongside her partner that she no longer felt like an individual but an extension of Titus. Before she knew it, the challenge was over. Titus shot the gun turrets dead, and Alice retrieved the object. 
“Great job! You ready for the next room?” Titus asked.
“Yeah!” Alice said, handing him the sphere she had collected.
Titus took his phone for a moment to check the map. “We’ll be going ten down and twenty-five left.”
Alice nodded, understanding the coordinates for the next portal. A song began to play that she had never heard before. She pointed to the side of her helmet, indicating her ear.
“Is this new?” Alice asked.
“I just added it to the list,” Titus said. “Let me know what you think.”
Again, they hugged together and passed through the portal. Listening to the beat, Alice followed Titus’s command upon entering the next room with an added bounce to her step. The song’s vocalists were a paired duo of a male and female singer. Alice enjoyed imagining Titus and her singing to each other and grinned with delight when it ended.
“Did you like the song?” Titus asked.
“I did.”
“Triple test?”
“Triple test!”
As they advanced through the next room, the song played twice more. By the time the challenge was over, Alice had agreed the new track should stay on their playlist. They paused to catch their breath.
 “This next one is a contract room,” Titus said.
Alice nodded. Most of the rooms were of Titus’s conception, but he often hired a contractor to create a room for Co-ops. This was to simulate unexpected scenarios so that even Titus would have to be on his toes to succeed.  They portaled and found themselves in a narrow shaft. Alice was forced to tuck her wings close to her body. She looked up at the light from the room above.
“Here,” Titus said as he cupped his hands. “Step up, and I’ll toss you. Once you find shelter, cover me, and I’ll follow.”
She placed her small foot in his hands and pushed off his shoulders as he lifted her. Alice landed on the floor and dashed to a panel, using it as cover. She took a sweeping glance around. It was a large room, one of the biggest she had been in, roughly the size of a school gymnasium. A wide pool covered the width of the room. Beyond it was a sandpit with a narrow walking path, leading to a door on the opposite end.
“Clear,” Alice whispered.
Turning back, she saw Titus climb out from the shaft. A box sprung open from above, dropping mock bombs overhead. The red spheres did not cause any physical harm if Alice or Titus came in contact with them. They did, however, count as an instant death, and that person was out of the challenge. Keeping her eyes trained on Titus, Alice caused a wave of water to shoot out of the pool and cast itself over him like a floating river. The mock bombs were caught in the current and thrown down the shaft. Titus joined her at the panel.
“We’re going to split up,” Titus said. “Wait here until I’ve crossed the pool. By then, any hazards should be on me, and you should be free to hit that switch on the ceiling. That should open the door. Meet me at the exit.”
“Shouldn’t I protect you?”
“I’ll let you know if it gets too dicey,” he said, smiling with a wink. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” Alice said.
“Be careful when you hit the switch. Something is bound to go off.”
Titus clapped his hand on her shoulder before breaking off in a sprint. Alice remained knelt behind the wall as she watched him run at the pool. She had thought he would swim across it, but at the last moment, he jumped off the edge. 
Swinging both feet forward, Titus leaped across the length of the pool and landed in the pit, throwing sand up around him. He had cleared the twenty-foot space like an Olympic champion. Without pausing, Titus swept his legs under himself and continued running toward the door as if his miraculous feat were something he did every day. 
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A series of gun turrets sprung from beneath the sand. Titus managed to take cover behind a panel as the turrets began to blink wildly, simulating gunfire. 
Remembering herself, Alice moved. She swept her wings around her and flew toward the ceiling. There, she found a perch to hook her feet. She hit the switch, but rather than flying to the exit, Alice paused to watch Titus. He shot each gun turret in quick and accurate succession. Once they were disabled, the hazards were cleared. He was approaching a bridge now where the sand fell into a pit. When she hit the button, the bridge split upright, stopping him from crossing.
For not having wings, Titus did not let gravity keep him down. Jumping away from the path, he kicked off one of the turrets around the obstacle and landed on the other side. Now that the exit was open, Titus ran to it and stopped. He looked up at Alice.
Having forgotten herself, Alice realized she should have been waiting for him at the exit. As she unhooked her feet, Alice felt the bar jostle slightly. Still keeping her eyes on Titus, she noticed a fixed stare of surprise cross his face. 
“To your right!” Titus yelled.
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Alice shoved her hand to the right, summoning wind as a buffer. Only a puff of air escaped just as something smashed into her side. Feathers showered the air. All Alice could see were bright spots as she tumbled down. Remembering the sand, she anticipated the unpleasant sensation of grit and gravity. 
It never came. 
Something caught her around the middle, stopping her fall. Her vision cleared, and she found herself hooked in Titus’s arm. He had abandoned the clear point and leaped into the sandpit to catch her. His free hand anchored them to one of the disabled gun turrets.
She could see him straining to lift them both up. The walkway was too far for him to reach. Alice swept her arm upward, summoning a portal to envelope their bodies and transport them to the exit. They collapsed on the ground. To Alice’s relief, she saw her watch light up green, completing the task.
“Are you okay?” Titus asked, kneeling beside her.
“Yes,” she said, finding she was out of breath.
“What happened? You stopped moving. Were you afraid?”
“No, I don’t know.”
“Let’s take a break for now.”
“No, it’s fine. I’m fine.”
“You’re shaking, Alice. You’re in a little shock. Take a break.”
Alice knew being shaken up had nothing to do with being hit or falling. If anything, she wished he had just let her fall in the sand and left her behind. Alice rested her head between her knees.
“Titus,” she said. “What if I’m not good enough for this? What if I mess up at the exam and the colonel doesn’t renew the contract?”
“There are other things you can do with your talents,” Titus said. “It won’t be the end of the world.”
She could hear the scripted tone in his voice as if it were something he had told himself repeatedly. Alice could not help inheriting the sullen feeling. If there was no military contract then Titus would no longer be her trainer.
“Yes, it would,” Alice muttered, raising her head.
Forgetting that Titus could hear even a whisper through her helmet, she watched as he grinned at her.
“Yeah? And why do you say that?” he asked.
Alice flushed. “Well—because I could be helping people, and if I’m not,” she said indignantly, “then that would be a waste of my talents!” 
Titus laughed. “Then let’s show that jerk you want this.”
Alice stood up. “I’m ready,” she said.
Titus looked over his phone to locate their next room. They portaled. Alice tried to focus on the music playing in her helmet. This time, she made a point to watch Titus as little as possible, keeping him only in the corner of her eye to catch his non-verbal commands. As she followed through with the tasks, Alice mouthed the words to the songs to keep her thoughts from wandering. It worked as she seamlessly completed the challenge, and they moved on to their final room. This time, she lost herself in the music and sang with the voices.
Despite her attempts to focus, Alice could not keep a thought from whispering at the back of her mind. Often, when she humiliated herself in front of Titus, she dwelled on a painful memory. It was when she first learned he was to be her trainer. 
She remembered sitting in Dr. Denek’s office as he described Titus’s military credentials. By the time he had finished, Alice could only imagine that the man probably knew how to kill someone fifty different ways and without the use of a firearm.
Titus was intimidating. His exceptional height and broad shoulders were enough, but he carried himself with a confident stride and watchful, proud eyes. Once Titus had been formally introduced, he smiled, extended a hand of greeting, and said he was eager to work with her.
In return, Alice stared back at him, stunned, until she finally cried out, “You’re a bad man!”     
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Upon seeing everyone’s alarmed stares, she burst into tears and hid under Denek’s desk. This was a childish reaction, Alice knew, even for a twelve-year-old.
The worst part was hearing the confused exchange of hushed words between Titus and Dr. Denek. The only saving grace was Verondie, who shooed Titus out of the room, blaming him for being too curt in his manners with such a delicate girl.
When they met again, they were in Verondie’s office. This time, she was the one entering the room and found Titus sitting in a chair with his back to her. It had allowed Alice to be in his presence without being the object of his attention. He simply remained in the chair, reading a book, and ignored their activity at the table.
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“Alice, would you give this to Mr. Conley, please?”
Verondie handed her one of the craft flowers they had been making together from pipe cleaners and tissue paper. At first, she thought she had misheard the instruction and simply looked at Verondie. Why would he ever want one of her silly craft flowers? 
Reading the question in Alice’s eyes, Verondie smiled in response and said, “I think he would appreciate it.”
Alice took the flower and stared at the back of Titus’s chair. She wanted to do as Verondie had asked, but a paralyzing fear kept her from taking a step toward him. She remembered hating his hair. It was dark red, like congealed blood that had settled into little spikes. 
“I can’t,” she whispered, hoping he would not hear.
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“It’s okay. He’s not going to hurt you. You can leave it on the chair if you want.”
It seemed to take a lifetime before she crossed the few feet of space. Seeing his attention focused on reading, Alice timidly laid the flower on the armrest behind his elbow. Alice’s hand withdrew, and she sprung away in fright. Her heart pounded as she retreated to the table. Verondie patted her arm enthusiastically. Glancing back from time to time, Alice saw that he had not touched the gift. Eventually, she began to feel disappointed by her wasted effort. 
Finally, when he closed his book, his elbow bumped the craft flower, causing it to fall to the floor. Alice looked away, pretending not to notice, but watched from the corner of her eye as he reached his long arm down to pick it up. He twirled the flower between his fingers with a bemused smile on his face.
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There were several more meetings similar to this. Verondie would have an activity for Alice while Titus quietly sat reading or working on something of his own. His presence was tolerable so long as he never spoke or looked at her. It was not until one day he sat in his chair with nothing to occupy himself. His only entertainment was watching the birds eating at the feeders. Alice could not help feeling guilty, as if it were somehow her fault that he was sitting alone with nothing to do. At that time, Verondie had brought a puzzle. It was a thousand-piece set and would take hours to complete. It seemed daunting, with only the two of them working on it. Alice eventually found herself glancing between Titus and the empty chair at their table.
“Do you think,” Alice asked hesitantly, “he would want to do the puzzle with us?”
Verondie’s eyes lit up with surprise before changing to relief. “Yes, I think he would,” she said. “Would you like me to ask him?”
Alice nodded, only consenting to the asking rather than being eager herself for the man to join them. Upon Verondie’s request, Titus did not say anything in response but rose from his chair and joined them at the table. Having already arranged the puzzle border, Alice searched for the green pieces in the lower corner. 
As soon as Titus had taken his seat, Alice found she could no longer see any green. All the pieces seemed to have turned gray, and she stared at the scattered spots with a dazed expression. Slowly, a finger slid a green piece toward her, and her color vision returned as several more were pushed in her direction. Glancing at Titus, she saw him searching through the rainbow of colors for her pieces and quietly passed them off as a sort of peace offering. 
It took them days to complete the puzzle, but by the end, Titus was sitting next to her, helping to point out which pieces matched correctly. They had even exchanged a few words, such as “That one,” “Here it is,” and “Thank you.”
They also did other activities together, including field trips, during which Verondie acted as a positive mediator. Her questions and invitations to interact with Titus allowed Alice to see that he was not some bogeyman but just another employee at Tallax who was there to facilitate her needs. The final piece in building their bridge was when Titus gave her the German Shepherd puppy.
“What’s his name?” Alice asked.
“Shepherd,” Titus said and shrugged. “I’m not real good at coming up with names. But I like to think he’ll look after you when I can’t.”
“But I don’t know anything about dogs. What do I do with him?”
“I’ll help you train him. Besides that, just love him,” Titus said, “and feed him. Dogs like to be fed too.”
Alice laughed until she became absorbed in stroking Shepherd’s fuzzy head. Alice decided that Titus was a kind and considerate gentleman, and her gut reaction upon meeting him had been wrong.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “for calling you a bad man. I don’t know why I did that.”
“That’s okay.” Titus smiled in such a way that made her feel he understood more than she did. 
By the time her training began, Alice was no longer afraid. Titus was firm with his instructions but never demanding. He encouraged, affirmed, congratulated, and rewarded her for overcoming challenges, and if she did mess up, it was okay. There was always next time.
Alice did not want next time. She wanted now.
It was difficult for Alice to understand what had come over her in the contract room. Titus had caught her. That was all. It was not like he had never saved Alice from her clumsy mistakes before. 
The music stopped.
Despite her attempt to not focus on Titus, Alice had dived into her memories where he was still present. She wildly looked around, trying to find what she had failed to do this time. The gun turrets were dead, and she was holding another claimed sphere.
“That was record time, Alice!” Titus’s hand fell on her shoulder while giving her a pleased smile. “That was great! You even used your talents without your hands. You’ve gotten good at that.”
“I did?” she asked and suddenly remembered what she had seen herself do with a glazed eye. “I did!”
Jumping, she clasped his hands, and they laughed together. Once the high of achievement was over, Alice withdrew her hands and tucked them behind her back. Titus slipped his helmet off and combed his hair with his fingers.
“You’ve got a pretty good voice on you,” he said. “I don’t think I’ve heard you sing before.”
“I… I don’t sing in front of others often.”
“In that case, I feel privileged to be an exception. You should sing more often!”
“I, um… I don’t think I could. At least, I shouldn’t.”
“You shouldn’t?”
Alice removed her helmet, hoping it would relieve the claustrophobic feeling. “What I mean to say is I’m not very good at singing. It’s…”
“Embarrassing?” Titus asked and laughed as she tried to hide behind her helmet. “Alice, take a compliment every once in a while. Now, come on. I don’t know about you, but I hate wearing these suits. Let’s wash up and get changed.”
Alice’s heart was full as they walked back to the main building. Bridging their relationship had been fragile at first, but it was solid now. She would never let anything burn it. 







  
  Chapter nine
Hallucinations

Monday, February 29th


Verondie tried to keep her hands from shaking as she tore open the sugar packets. Granules scattered across the counter, only spilling half of the contents into the cup of chamomile tea. Hissing with annoyance, she quickly swept the loose sugar into her palm and rinsed her hands in the sink. She wrung them over and over, trying to get each sand-like bit off her skin. Cursing under her breath, she could feel it beneath her nails and flicked the faucet handle hotter to melt them away. 
Verondie was back at work, finishing her last routine activities in the breakroom. It was time to be composed and professional again. The sugar was gone, but Verondie continued scrubbing her hands. There was not enough water in the world to wash away her problems now. Her mind was elsewhere, replaying the event from a few nights ago. 
Once Verondie had overcome the initial shock of seeing the blue boy sitting in her home, a crash of thoughts and questions collided violently within her. Shame, relief, outrage, hope, swirled into a confusing mess of feeling projected toward him. It was when Randall strode into the room and began rubbing up against the blue boy’s legs that set the environment into reality for Verondie. 
“What do you want from me?” she asked.
He grinned, showing a set of pearl-white teeth. It was not in a cruel or mocking way but revealed that he was genuinely pleased that she had finally found her voice and could speak rationally. It was apparent to Verondie that he had not intended for her to see him, but he did not seem bothered to be discovered either.
“I do not want anything from you. You are free to go back to sleep and pretend I was a bad dream,” he said pleasantly as he bent over to stroke the cat’s back. “I only offer you a way to help her.”
“You mean help you,” Verondie said cautiously. “How do I know that helping you would be helping her?”
He looked back at the folder of drawings next to him and pulled out a sheet. Holding it up, Verondie saw it was a drawing of the blue boy. 
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“You think you know everything about me. It was by your influence that another has replaced me, and you try to destroy me by turning her memory of me into a figment of her imagination. She cannot even remember my name. You and I have never met before, and yet I think you must hate me. Greater than that must be your hate for her, for she cannot even remember herself.
“But no! You love her. And you think that because you love her, you are fit to judge what is best for her. You feel right by this, and yet you are nothing but just another one of her captors. Who am I, Dr. Reinhardt? Do you know my name? Do you know what I am? I refuse to remain a breath of a memory. So know who I am. My name is Kayohs. I was, am, and will always be her guardian.” 
Although he could have stood and advanced on her to use intimidation, Kayohs remained in the cushioned chair. Yet, Verondie could not help feeling herself grow smaller with every word. The shadows in the office appeared to shiver up the walls like looming specters. By the time he had finished, she had lowered her eyes, struggling to think as fear pressed upon her thoughts. 
“I do not need your help, and she has no need for it either,” Kayohs said, his tone lightening. “I am only offering you a chance to redeem yourself—a hope that one day you could sleep peacefully without waking to the guilt of your actions.”
Verondie swallowed the growing lump in her throat. “Can you promise no one will get hurt?” she asked.
Kayohs took a bundle leaning against the chair and turned it thoughtfully in his hands. “My only purpose in coming is to free her and guide her home. You cannot deny me of that any more than you can deny me of my life and liberty. Therefore the fate of those who interfere cannot be promised by me. Theirs will depend more on your choice. By aiding me, you can help prevent undesirable consequences. Force my hand, and I will be compelled to follow a path no one would wish me to take.”
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As he continued turning the bundle in his hands, Verondie realized that it was a pair of sheathed short swords.
“Are you really that willing to take her and leave without—punishing anyone?” Verondie asked.
Again, a smile appeared on his face, this time revealing that he was being patient with her. “Do not mistake my mercy as forgiveness. I am not divine or holy like her. But know that I did not get here by falling sway to any personal desire for revenge.”
Those words played over in Verondie’s mind, troubling her. She knew what lives would be at the greatest risk if she attempted to warn anyone of what was coming.
“Welcome back, Vera.”
Startled, she looked up and saw Titus enter the breakroom. He stopped at the cooler to refill his water bottle. Glancing over, he noticed the water steaming in the sink and raised a questioning brow. 
Verondie quickly turned the faucet off and tore away several sheets of paper towels. Smashing them in her hands, she hastily dried off before throwing the towels into the wastebasket. 
“Sorry I missed Friday,” she said, plucking a stirring stick from a cup. “How did Alice do?”
“She missed you.  She said she wanted to tell you something.”
“What was it?”
“Wouldn’t say. It was privileged information not meant for me,” Titus said. He closed the water bottle and looked over her face. “Glasses? Haven’t seen those in a while. You feeling okay?”
Verondie’s eyes were too puffy from lack of sleep to stand the contact lenses. She tried to smile politely but could only keep herself from frowning miserably.
“I’m terrified out of my mind. I’ve been questioning each choice I make. I need help.”
Or, at least, that was what Verondie had wanted to say. Instead, she looked down at her mug.
“I’m just tired,” she said, stirring the tea. 
Keeping secrets was not unusual for Verondie. She had to make it part of her profession to work with Alice. But keeping secrets from Titus? Her second closest confidant after her own husband? That was entirely new and far more difficult than she had anticipated. She needed to keep the conversation casual and work-related.
“Hey,” Verondie said, avoiding his eyes. “Did Denek talk to Alice about the examination?”
“Yeah,” Titus said. “He also said he wants to make it a big to-do with a formal lunch and invite a bunch of VIPs. I think he wants to pressure the colonel into the contract.”
“Think it would do any good?”
“Colonel Lasseter is shrewd, but if Denek can get the right people to come, people who can pull the right strings, it might help.”
“Have you started planning what you’ll do for the exam?”
“I’ve got a meeting scheduled with Major Perez later this week. We’ll work out the conditions and see how to prove Alice is ready.”
Verondie nodded distractedly. Titus paused, watching for any reaction either at the mention of the major or even a disapproving frown about Alice’s exam. Verondie simply tossed the stirring stick in the trash and turned to leave.
“How’s Amon doing?” he asked. 
Verondie stopped in the doorway and took a step back into the breakroom. “He’s fine,” she said.
“Is he going to make a reappearance around here anytime soon?”
“He should be back in about two weeks.”
“What’s he got himself into this time? He’s always working on the craziest things.”
“Innovative,” Verondie corrected. “Something to do with magnets. I try to stay out of his workspace. It’s a hazard zone and highly confidential.”
“I would think that would put a lot of strain on you—keeping things from each other,” he said. “But I’m sure that’s where unconditional trust comes in.”
Verondie’s jaw clenched. She could tell she had chipped his pride. Titus did not possess the same level of trust from her as he would have liked, and just the fact that someone like Amon did burned him all the more. 
He would notice her withholding something from him. That was a fact Verondie had to make peace with. Her only concern was keeping him from ever guessing what it was.
“You sure you’re doing okay?” he asked. Tilting his head to the side, Titus lowered himself slightly, trying to make eye contact with Verondie. “I’m not just your coworker, Vera. You know I’m your friend too. If something is bothering you, you can talk to me.”
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What made it worse for Verondie was that she could tell he was sincere. Without looking up, she tapped her watch. “I gotta go. I won’t be able to meet for lunch today. I have a meeting with Denek.”
Ducking out from the break room, Verondie tried to walk briskly without completely sloshing the tea out of her mug. 
She wished Amon was back at Tallax. Even if they did not work in the same department, she could use a friendly face that knew what was on her mind.  Of course, he was well aware of the situation. Verondie had woken him following her encounter with Kayohs and told him everything. At first, Amon only blinked in response. She expected him to say she had only dreamt it.
Instead, Amon asked, “You said he was wearing my good coat?” 
“Yes,” Verondie said slowly. 
“Well, I’m going to want it back. He can keep the shirt and pants.”
“You believe me?” 
“Yeah. I had thought someone might be coming around, mainly because of Randall. He always gets excited when we have visitors in the house.”
“Why didn’t you say anything to me?”
“I didn’t want to freak you out.”
“You seem to be taking this well,” Verondie said. “Better than I am.”
“After the Extraction, I had so many nightmares of him coming I got used to the idea of it. I just thought it would be to kill me, not steal my clothes.” Amon reached for her hand and squeezed it. “He said he’d let you think about it? What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t figured out what this means yet.”
“You can’t tell Titus. He already has enough of an inferiority complex as it is. We’ll all be dodging bullets.”
“I know.”
“Or Denek. He’ll just make him his Watcher 2.0.”
Verondie dropped her face into her hands. “I know.” 
“Or Alice, for that matter. She’ll just tell both of them,” Amon said, pausing as he thought for a moment. “Do you think we’ll lose our jobs if someone finds out we helped him?”
“Amon, we’ll be lucky if we don’t spend the rest of our lives in prison.”
“Sounds easier if we do nothing,” he said.
“It would be.”
“But you would hate yourself for the rest of your life.”
“Completely.”
“Then it sounds like you’ve made up your mind,” Amon said and yawned. “In that case, I’m going back to sleep now.”
He fell back, pulling the bed sheets up to his chin. Verondie looked at him in surprise.
“Is that it? You’re okay with this?” she asked.
Opening one eye, Amon looked at her. “You forget I had fated myself to be violently murdered. Anything better than that is a reprieve. Heck, I might even save my soul. I was almost sure I was going to suffer divine punishment after everything I’ve done for Tallax.”
“But I don’t know if I can even trust him!”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” Amon said sleepily. 
Verondie could only stare wide-eyed at the ceiling while analyzing every possible scenario and its potential outcome. 
She rubbed her eyes, remembering how tired she felt then and how much worse she felt now as she entered her work office. Kayohs had said he would return that evening for her answer. It made Verondie nauseous to think of what she would say.
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Glancing at the clock, she knew there were only a few minutes left before her meeting would begin with Alice. She closed her eyes. Holding the tea between her hands, Verondie took careful sips as she mentally prepared herself. 
“Dr. Reinhardt!”
Verondie’s eyes opened to find Alice at the doorway. 
“Sorry,” she said, smiling nervously. “You look like you were resting. I can leave if I’m too early.”
“No, it’s fine,” Verondie said, pushing her glasses back on her nose.
It was astonishing what a relief it felt to see Alice again. She had feared that Kayohs had already tried to abduct her.
“I spoke to Titus just a moment ago,” Verondie said. “He said there was something you wanted to tell me.”
Alice walked up to her desk, clasping her hands together. “I had a dream about the blue boy again,” she said in an excited whisper. 
“You did?” Verondie asked, trying to appear pleased and interested, although her stomach was beginning to clench.  
“Yes! He was with a girl who looked just like me. And you know what else?” Alice asked, growing more excited. “I know his name now. It’s Kayohs!”
Alice smiled, pleased by Verondie’s look of astonishment.
“Get your coat,” Verondie said. “I think today we’ll take our meeting outside.”







  
  Chapter ten
Illusion of Choice

Monday, February 29th Continued


“I’ve never felt so excited and scared in my life,” Alice said. “I really thought I was on the dream world.” 
She was sitting with Verondie on a bench next to the outdoor track. They were both bundled up in their coats. The sun had melted most of the snow to a few leftover piles. Despite the warm rays,  the air was still cold enough to fog their breath when they spoke. 
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“You know how I used to think it was so strange we only had one moon? It always looked so lonely up there by itself. Well, in the dream, there were two. They looked natural there, like sisters in the sky. The whole environment felt alive to me. I could smell and feel the grass. I can’t describe it as anything but lucid.”
“That’s incredible,” Verondie said. She gave a slight shrug while nodding her head toward the frozen grounds around them. “I’m jealous. I wish I could have been there with you.”
Alice’s smile grew at the thought. “The beach was like that too. It was warmer than the one we visited. I think it was a tropical place.”
“Oh my gosh! Even more jealous,” Verondie said in mock enthusiasm. “Where’s our plane tickets?”
Alice laughed. Plane tickets would not be enough to get them there. Her eyes fell on the small pond in front of them. It was frozen over. Alice imagined her trip into the dream was not dissimilar to standing on the underside of the ice, where she had been able to peek into another realm unreachable by human means. Instead of dormancy from the winter, Alice had found life in that secret place. 
“I like that his name is Kayohs. I think it sounds so cool,” Alice said, looking at Verondie. “It’s bothered me for so long, never knowing it. Do you remember I tried making it up?”
Verondie nodded. “Yeah, you even looked through that book of baby names I had. I remember liking Sebastian.”
“Definitely not Sebastian!” Alice laughed. “It was lovely seeing him with the girl, Ara. They cared for each other so much. I can only imagine what it would be like to have a friend to fly with. I can’t even fly out in the open without a chaperone.”
“I know that must be hard,” Verondie commented. “I’ve often requested that you have a designated area where you could fly as much as you want.”
“It’s okay,” Alice said. “The Tunnel isn’t so bad. Titus is really good about keeping my wings fit. I’m allowed to stretch them at home as long as I stay below the tree line.”
“That’s still not much.” Verondie frowned. “You said Ara looked like you. Do you think she’s maybe the life you wished you had?”
The corner of Alice’s mouth betrayed delight at the thought. “What do you mean?” she asked.
“If Kayohs came and said you were Ara and had a way to take you to your dream world, would you go?”
“Oh! I don’t know,” Alice said, pushing her scarf over her smile. “I probably shouldn’t think about it.”
“Alice, there’s nothing wrong with having a fantasy.”
Alice paused, the scarf falling slightly as her smile widened. “Could I ever come back?”
“How about, yes. Let’s say they were weekend visits.”
Alice nodded eagerly. “Absolutely!”
Verondie laughed, pleased. She paused, however, looking at Alice with concern. “Wouldn’t you be afraid at all? I mean, of him?”
“Kayohs? No! Not at all. He’s a good friend. I know he has some sort of supernatural abilities and training as a fighter, but so do I!”
Verondie curiously watched Alice. Her lips held a gentle smile, but her eyes were sad. “And what if you couldn’t come back?” she asked. “What if it was a one-way trip, and you had to say goodbye to Earth for good?”
Alice shook her head. “Then, no. I wouldn’t. It would be completely selfish of me. I’d have to ignore everything that you, Titus, and Dr. Denek did for me to do that. You’re all counting on me—especially with the exam coming. No, I could never.”
Verondie’s smile fell away. “Dr. Denek explained what completing this exam would mean, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he said it would mean my contract with the military would be extended and that I would be qualified to participate in actual missions.”
“Has he described what these missions might be or what you would be doing in them?”
“Only a little, but he assured me I wouldn’t be exposed to any real danger.”
Doubt was prominent in Verondie, but she was not prepared to contradict Denek just yet. “How do you feel about all of this?” she asked.
“Oh, fine. I guess,” Alice said indifferently. 
“Alice, have you thought about what you would like to do?”
“With my future? Not really. I always looked forward to graduating this year, but not what would come after. Mostly because I was waiting to find out from Dr. Denek.”
“But what if you could choose what you did with your future?” Verondie asked. “What would you do?”
Alice smiled softly. “Dr. Reinhardt, I don’t think about what I’ll do with my future like other people my age. I’m not a normal human. My future is decided by others. I don’t have the freedom to do whatever I want because I could compromise people by those decisions.”
Verondie frowned. “Isn’t there anything you want for yourself, Alice?”
Alice’s eyes lowered for a moment. “Everyone is always saying how blessed and wonderful I am. How remarkable my talents are and how much good I can do for others. They’re so interested in what they can use me for and amazed by the novelty of what I am. But I have this fear that I’ll go my whole life being surrounded by people and never actually meet anyone who loves me for me.”
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“Do you really feel like no one looks past you as the Watcher and sees who you are as a person?” Verondie asked.
Alice looked at Verondie. Her eyes were wide with worry. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to say you don’t, I just want—”
“I didn’t mean to imply you were neglecting my feelings for you, Alice,” Verondie said, smiling to reassure her.  “You want someone to have a relationship with. I understand. I am married, after all.” 
“I just feel ridiculous and selfish even wanting something like that,” Alice said regretfully. “It doesn’t fit in Dr. Denek’s plans, and I think I’m better off not thinking about it.”
“But you can’t just ignore that this is something you feel. Doing that is only suppressing it, not resolving it.”
“I know, but it’s impractical for me. When I went to the academy, I had hoped to meet someone, a friend even, because they wouldn’t know what I was. Despite that, I’m still too different.”
Although it went unnoticed by Alice, Verondie’s lips compressed in annoyance. She knew plenty of reasons why the other students would not bother with Alice. Any student attending the academy had someone with money sending them there. Titus had told her about how they saw Alice as a charity project and beneath their social status. Despite Verondie and Titus trying to coach Alice on engaging in social situations, they could not make up for the fact that she would not be up to teen trends. Denek’s restrictions on secular content were strict. If not for those reasons, then students were intimidated by the fact that she was also one of the most advanced among her peers, making Alice the subject of envy. 
She never had a chance.
“Has there ever been anyone you were at least attracted to—even if you didn’t talk to them?” Verondie asked. 
“Yes,” Alice admitted.
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“Would you mind if I asked who?”
Alice rested her hands on the bench and looked down. She tapped the heel of her boots against the cement. “No, I guess I’m just too embarrassed to say it out loud.”
“Is it the blue boy?”
Alice looked up and nearly laughed. “No! I’ve never thought of him—not seriously. I mean, how could I anyway? He’s not even real.”
As Alice returned to looking down at her boots again, Verondie recognized the self-conscious smile on her face. She had only seen it when the girl was with Titus. 
Their time was nearly spent, and Verondie knew that if Titus were the recipient of Alice’s affection, the subject would need to be treated sensitively. Alice would need to be let down gently to keep her feelings intact and without compromising her relationship with the man. 
What concerned Verondie more, however, was the unlikeliness that Alice would willingly go with Kayohs. Not simply due to her perceived obligations but even for Alice’s emotional bond with her trainer. How could Alice be expected to leave everything behind for someone she barely knew or believed in?
“Alice,” Verondie said as she pressed her hand to her shoulder. “If you ever want to talk to me about it, you know you always can, but I want to make sure you’re comfortable telling me yourself. Okay?” 
Alice nodded. 
Upon reentering the building, Alice separated from Verondie for her lunch break. Verondie could not help feeling even more uncertain about how to respond to Kayohs. The girl he had come to free was not Alice but Ara, a girl who no longer existed. 
Verondie checked her watch. She hurried through the break and arrived at her next meeting with only two minutes to spare. The door was open, inviting anyone to enter, but Verondie knocked on it anyway.
“Is this still a good time?” she asked. 
Denek stood at his workbench, holding up rubbings of ancient stone glyphs as he compared them. He bent down to check his notes in a small leather-bound book. Verondie stood in the doorway until he looked up.  
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“Ah, Verondie,” Denek said with a smile, glancing over at the clock on the wall. “Yes, we have an appointment. Come in and close the door.”
The only purpose Verondie knew of the meeting was to check in, whatever that meant. It was never a good sign to Verondie when Denek was ambiguous because the meeting could be about anything. The only way to prepare for a meeting with Denek about anything was to prepare nothing. It was like walking in blind. Being asked to close the door did not bode well.
As Denek pocketed his little notebook, Verondie pushed on the door, wishing the hinge would break. To her disappointment, the door gently shut with a soft click. 
“Please, sit down,” Denek offered, motioning toward a chair as he sat across from her behind his desk.  Verondie lowered herself into the seat, keeping her back straight, hands in her lap. 
She waited as he procured a notebook from his desk and wrote the date in the corner. It was almost painful to watch as he finished preparing himself. She suspected it was all for show because she seldom saw him take notes during their meetings. The few times he did note follow-up actions, she rarely saw actual follow-through actions. It was like he was humoring her by trying to play the role of a manager. However, his skills in managing people were not what got him into this position at Tallax. 
Denek looked up suddenly, an insincere smile of a politician on his face, pausing as he tilted his head. “Did you do something different with your hair?” he asked.
“No,” Verondie said, managing a polite smile as she pushed her glasses back on her nose.
Denek shrugged, still maintaining the uncomfortable grin. “You are more cerebral than most of my employees at Tallax. I am sure you are already aware that I have spoken with Alice about her coming examination. I thought it was important to make her aware of how critical our relationship is with the government. In particular, our good friends in the military are interested in seeing her reach her fullest potential. But to continue to progress at an ideal level, we need to demonstrate a fundamental confidence in more than just her physical capabilities as a Watcher.”
Denek paused a moment to let his words sink in before he continued. 
“I informed Alice that it was imperative she believed in the righteousness of her mission alongside Tallax. We must ensure the morality of her actions beyond what she could comprehend on her own as an individual entity.” 
Verondie waited several seconds before responding to make sure he had finished his thought. “I understand that is the purpose of all the training scenarios Titus has put her through,” Verondie said. “That it’s to gauge her reactions in hostile situations, to test her obedience despite her own innate judgment.” 
“Yes, of course,” Denek answered quickly. “But we both realize that does not compare with actual engagement with lethal forces. We know Alice is comfortable enough in a competitive athletic situation where injuries are an expected risk, but I am concerned with how she will react in a mortal engagement. Will she stand by the principles we have instilled in her?”
Verondie held his gaze before stating, “You want to know if she will break down if she is exposed to a situation where someone is hurt, possibly even killed.”
“I was speaking rhetorically, of course,” Denek said, smiling as if talking to a schoolgirl. “That was phrased a bit more crudely than I would prefer, but to answer your query in a word, yes. You are a trained psychologist, Verondie. Indeed, you understand how delicate our guidance of Alice in this matter must be. 
“Of course, I always appreciate your opinion. I believe you will agree that this will be part of Alice’s continual growth and development as a purposefully guided Watcher. She needs to understand that what is for the greater good might not always seem obvious in a strictly plebeian moral sense. This is where she must learn to let go of what she feels she needs morally. There may be some initial shock or emotional trauma she must overcome as she expands her contributions. Still, with the proper preparations, I see no reason why this should be any hindrance.”
Denek raised his hand, pointing at nothing as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on the desk. Verondie recognized this as a cue that he was about to take a rabbit trail. 
“You will appreciate this as a psychologist,” he said, meaning to assure her. “But I have always felt that Sophocles has been rather abused, thanks to your old colleagues, Freud and Lacan. Since the rise of twentieth-century psychoanalysis, our noble Oedipus has suffered from a poor characterization of being a mere tool for describing the complexity surrounding the intimacy of familial relationships. However, Oedipus, the man, and more than the man, Oedipus Rex, as you were, is an image of nobility and virtue that transcends all self-love, even love for those dearest to him.
“Oedipus is concerned with what is truth, what is justice, beyond the normal bounds of human pragmatism and reason. 
This is where his greatness and authentic nobility, almost divinity, lies. Instead, he would invite death and shame before revoking his investigation to do the right, even though he has no motivation for doing so and no force of influence moving him toward this end. Truth and justice! That is his ultimate aim!
“Humor me, Verondie, this digression, but this is the ideal we need to instill in Alice, and we must do it collectively, in seamless unison, as a team for her to succeed!”
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As Denek talked, Verondie’s polite smile had fallen into a perturbed line across her face. It went unnoticed by her manager as he ended with a pleased grin as if expecting Verondie to resonate outwardly by his words. 
Verondie only nodded. “But doesn’t her will matter at all? What if she doesn’t want to be exposed to all of this? What if she doesn’t want to become just another weapon for the military, some sort of holy super soldier or a mere tool?” she asked.
Denek looked at her with a sensitive pitying expression. “Trust me, I understand your concern, but it is our task to help her want what is best. If we are successful, she will desire these things for herself. But you must ask yourself, can you lead her in the direction she must go?”
Inwardly, Verondie coached her patience to be strong. “I’m sorry, but I feel like we’re talking past each other,” she said. “What do you expect me to do when something causes an emotional trigger? Just downplay it for justice and goodness? Abstract concepts are poor comfort when real harm is being done.”
Sitting back in his chair, Denek paused.
“Do you recall our meeting when you were first brought on board for our team?” he asked. “I had my reservations, of course. A few paltry years spent at a part-time clinic as experience was hardly qualifications to be entrusted with the opportunity and responsibility I was offering. If it hadn’t been Amon’s recommendation, I doubt I would have ever considered you for the position. Remarkably, however, when Alice was extracted, you were quick to assess and help acclimate her to her new home. If I ever regret anything about your career with Tallax, it is having doubted you. You have been instrumental to Alice’s success here, yet I fear you may find Tallax too constricting for your talents. 
“It is not unnatural to want to expand to greater challenges, perhaps touch the lives of more people than you can as the private counselor to a prodigy. Please know that I am always willing to provide recommendations of your outstanding contributions here at Tallax if you desire to seek other employment. I will fully support any career move you wish to take.”
Verondie stared back at Denek. Although having the appearance of being well-intended, Verondie understood Denek’s suggestion was selfishly motivated. He was using flattery to mask the need to shuffle her off if she could not conform to his agenda. Speaking more directly would require being aggressive. Denek was not one to address conflict directly. She would have even bet he prided himself on being so clever about it too. 
“I understand,” Verondie said quietly. “I’ll make sure Alice is emotionally supported. Is there anything else you need from me?”
“No,” Denek said with a widening smile. “I think we are finished.”









  
  Chapter eleven
Heartache

Monday, February 29th Continued


The odd one out. That was what it was like for Titus. First, it was Alice, then it was Verondie. They had both shut him out of their worries and interests where he was not meant to be concerned. They had both crossed his path before meeting each other, and their attitudes were vastly different. One eager, the other over-stressed. 
That morning, when Alice met with Verondie, Titus had gone to his office for his desk work. When glancing out the window, it had surprised him to find the two of them sitting on the bench outdoors. Titus knew Verondie hated the cold weather and admitted to being a freeze-baby. He found it difficult to imagine her suggesting the idea of taking the meeting outdoors unless she had a very good reason. Verondie had removed Alice from her office to avoid surveillance so their conversation could not be recorded. Remembering their exchange following the meeting with the colonel, he suspected Verondie was trying to have an open dialogue with Alice to learn her feelings about offering her talents to the military. Although he could not fault Verondie’s concerns over Alice’s preparedness, he still felt injured by her lack of confidence in him and Alice.
The frown that formed on his mouth then returned now as he pinched the steering wheel in his hand. He was driving Alice home from the academy. She said little to him and only stared wistfully out the window. He punched the radio on and listened to modern rock so something would occupy his ear instead of the mocking quiet. Turning the wheel, Titus pulled the company sedan into the driveway and slowed to a stop at the house.
“Thank you,” Alice said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
She was gathering her things and about to open the door when she realized he had turned off the car. Pausing, Alice looked at him, silently questioning why the change in procedure. 
“You know, it’s been one of those days,” Titus said. “I wouldn’t mind spending a little time with my favorite pup before heading home.” Seeing she did not object, he motioned for them both to get out of the car. “Why don’t you get Shepherd and meet me in the back, okay?”
Titus took his time strolling around to the backyard. As a force of habit, he visually scanned the perimeter, searching for threat points or anything out of place. He looked over the greenhouse and gave the handle a wiggle to check it was secure before moving to the end of the house. Seeing a dead tree at the edge of the yard caught his attention. Although he was no plant expert, it appeared that it had spontaneously perished. Yet there was no evidence of lightning damage, and he could hardly think that a parasite had been the cause. The only logical explanation was it had been poisoned. He could just imagine Denek walking around with a pump sprayer of weed killer, dosing what he thought was poison ivy.  But the grass surrounding the tree seemed untouched. 
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Raising his eyes, he scanned the surface of the trunk. At about chest high at the center of the tree, it had completely dried out. He reached out a hand, the bark flaking away like ash as he touched it. Turning his head, a strange feeling of concern nagged him as he observed his close proximity to Alice’s room. 
A loud bark interrupted his thoughts. Turning, he saw the backdoor open, and the dog, Shepherd, bolted toward him. Titus could not help smiling as he caught the dog’s head in his hands and ruffled the fur between his ears. A ball was clasped in his jaws. Titus took the toy and lobbed it across the yard, where it fell into the tree line. Shepherd bolted, causing a short burst of laughter from Titus at the dog’s eagerness. Watching Shepherd search frantically through the brush, Titus became aware of Alice standing by the house’s back door.
Her large eyes were watching him. The moment he met her gaze, she appeared alarmed, as if she had been discovered. For a moment, her gaze fell. However, as if telling herself to have courage, Alice lifted her head higher and met his eyes again. 
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Titus resisted the urge to smirk so as not to discourage her. He knew what she was doing. She was trying to overcome her innate shyness and appear more controlled of her nerves. It had not escaped his notice that she had likely overheard more than he would have wished of his conversation with Verondie about her maturity. Alice wanted to prove that she was not a child anymore. But he wondered if she was trying to prove this more for him than for herself. It was a little sad.
Her eyes held steady. He could not deny that it was impressive. They reminded him of the large, unblinking eyes of a hawk or eagle. He knew they could have been piercing or fierce if she wished it. At this thought, however, Titus could not restrain a smile, humored by the idea of Alice projecting this emotion toward him now. 
He forced a laugh, pretending to be awkward. “Don’t worry, Alice. Just because I’m being a little spontaneous doesn’t make it a bad thing,” he said. “How are you doing? You’ve been real quiet since the Target trial.”
“Oh,” Alice said, her tense gaze relaxed into genuine surprise. “I’m doing well. Thank you.”
Titus bit the inside of his lower lip, wondering if she had expected him to say something else. His teeth pinched harder, feeling he had missed an opportunity. He suspected she was afraid he would ask about her time with Verondie. She had a guilty look on her face. It was probably about the stupid blue boy again. 
Pursing his lips, he could not mask the annoyance he felt. It did not help either that she seemed glued to the house as if waiting for him to go. Nodding, he relaxed and paused only to bend down as Shepherd ran up to him with the ball. He pitched it hard and straight into the woods to keep the dog busy longer.
“I’m always surprised by how much energy Shepherd has,” he commented, watching the dog turn in pursuit of the ball. “You should have seen him when I picked him out of the litter, though, Alice. I tell you, it was love at first sight.” 
Alice forced a smile. 
“He is such a bundle of personality,” Titus continued, “When I used to work with him, I’d sometimes forget he wasn’t human. I still talk to him.”
“Do you miss having him around?” Alice asked.
Titus nodded. “Every day. But I know he’s happy here, and knowing you love him too doesn’t hurt either.”
“Thank you,” Alice said, this time her smile was genuine.
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Titus crouched and held his hands out to receive Shepherd as the dog pranced up to him, seemingly proud to have gotten the ball faster than expected. Shepherd reared, expecting Titus to throw it again. Instead, Titus held up a hand for the dog to stay.
“Here,” he said, holding the ball out toward Alice. 
Noting that she hesitated at first, Titus watched her slowly approach him. Alice took the ball but did nothing. She was waiting for his instruction. 
“Give it some go,” Titus said. “Let’s see how far you can throw it.”
Alice looked at him in surprise, understanding that he was suggesting that she use her talents for play. When he did not correct her, Alice looked down at the ball, clasping it in her hands for a moment. She rolled it between her palms, forming a wisp of wind, before arching her arm back and casting the ball high over the treetops. The ball disappeared, shrinking in the distance before falling into the woods. Shepherd, undaunted, tore off, bounding over the bushes. 
Titus whistled. “That was impressive. I think Shepherd’s got his work cut out for him.”
“Do you think it was too far?” Alice asked, worried.
“Nah, he’ll be fine.”
Now empty-handed, Alice shifted awkwardly, finding herself at his side with no real purpose. Seeing her begin to shy away, Titus drew her attention with the motion of his hand.
“I saw something when I was walking. I wanted to ask you about it.”
Leading her over a few paces, he showed Alice the dead tree. He pinched off more of the bark between his fingers and rubbed it together.
“How long do you suppose this tree has been dead?”
Taking her hand in his, Titus placed the resulting ash into her palm. She looked at it with a mixture of repulsion and interest.
“There was a windstorm a few nights ago,” Alice said. “I found it like this the next morning.”
“I’ve never seen anything like it. Have you ever had any other trees die like this before?”
“No. Never.”
“Just for curiosity’s sake,” he said, looking the tree up and down, “can you heal something this dead?”
“I’m not sure. I can give it a checkup,” Alice said. Removing her glove, she pressed her hand to the tree. She visibly shivered. “It’s like it died from the inside out. Whatever it was that caused this was sudden and violent. I could try the roots. It might have been able to preserve some energy there.”
Alice closed her eyes in concentration, speaking in a soft whisper. “I can hear it—a distant scream.”
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“No, stop,” Titus said abruptly. He grabbed her hand, pulling it away from the tree. His brow was tight with anxiety. Titus could see Alice was startled by the relief she felt. He could feel no warmth through his glove. Her hand felt frozen stiff. 
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“I was just being hypothetical. If this thing is dead, think of what it could do if you tried to restore it. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you. This day has already been strange enough as it is.”
Alice blinked, conscious that her hand was still enclosed in his. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling, really. I shouldn’t be talking to you about this, but Dr. Reinhardt wasn’t acting like her usual self this morning.”
“Dr. Reinhardt?”
“I’m a little worried about her,” Titus paused, looking to observe any reaction before continuing. “I also thought seeing her taking you outside today was weird. I mean, I know how much she always complains about the cold. She didn’t seem strange to you at all, did she?”
Alice paused to think. Frowning, she shook her head. “She seemed okay to me, but we weren’t talking about her. She was asking me some questions about, well, things,” Alice said, beginning to draw away. “I guess I just wasn’t paying attention. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Titus said, releasing her hand. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Sometimes, I’m just afraid she’s not as committed as the rest of us about seeing this contract to the end.”
Titus looked down, meeting his eyes with hers.
“I just sense Dr. Reinhardt has been slowly growing apart from our original goals. She seems to be second-guessing everything we’re trying to do. I’m afraid if things don’t turn out exactly how she wants them to, she might not feel compelled to continue with us.”
“Do you think she would leave?” Alice asked, worry growing on her face.
Titus turned away toward the trees.
“Dr. Reinhardt is a very talented woman with a lot of options. Tallax was fortunate to bring her onto our team. But I don’t think she’s under any contractual agreement to stay.”
“I don’t understand,” Alice said, shaking her head. “She’s never said anything about this to me.”
“Honestly, Alice, I think she probably feels uncomfortable talking to you about it. Dr. Reinhardt has spoken to me about the pressure you’re under from our training exercises. She believes they’re putting too much stress on you and that you’re not ready for the kind of responsibility that would come with the military. I think that might be one of the reasons she’s trying to guide you into a less demanding place in the civilian world, something smaller scale that you could handle.”
He glanced back over his shoulder, trying to gauge her reaction. Alice was staring at the ground. Her hair draped over her face like a curtain.
“Does she think I’m immature?” Alice asked quietly.
Taking a step toward her, Titus placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.
“Oh no, she would never use words like that to describe you, Alice. You know better than that. Sure, there are some experiences that you’re unpracticed in, even for your age, but that’s only because we’ve all done our best to shelter you from the outside world until you’re ready.”
“Do you think I’m not ready?”
“Alice,” Titus said, brushing her hair back behind her ear so he could see her face. Her eyes remained down, staring at the ground. “I know you’re ready, and when you ace this exam in front of the reps, no one will be able to deny it.”
Titus held his breath. Alice’s cheeks had turned a dusky rose color. Despite appearing still and calm, Alice was betrayed by the slight throb of a nearly indistinguishable vessel in her throat. Her heart was racing. She was like a delicate bird caught in his hands, frozen in a panicked state. 
“It’s okay to be nervous,” he said gently. “I get nervous too sometimes. Remember, we’ll be doing this together. You won’t be alone this time.”
Alice nodded without looking at him. Titus pulled her close, gently hugging her shoulders.
“Just help Dr. Reinhardt. Let her know you’re ready for this and want to help make the world a better place by working with the military. She’ll feel better if she hears that from you.”
Alice’s brow pinched. He could see he was asking a lot of her but had no doubt she would try to follow his instructions. 
“I know,” Alice said, pausing for a moment. “I know you care about her—a lot.”
Titus could not help himself as his eyebrows rose questioningly for a moment. He quickly understood her meaning. She had not meant to say “care” but used it as a substitute for another word. The “a lot” made it clear to him. Alice believed he was in love with Verondie, or at least that was how her adolescent mind interpreted his relationship with her. 
Certainly, Verondie was professional, attractive, quick-witted, and highly educated, all attributes he admired in her. There was also no denying that he would have preferred it if she had been single. They would have made a perfect match. But he held no real envy toward Amon. The awkward lab rat was a lucky man who happened to marry way out of his league, fortunately for him, to a faithful woman with deep personal convictions. Titus’s eyes narrowed as he wondered where he had indicated romantic feelings but soon dismissed the question as irrelevant. 
Looking over Alice, Titus suddenly felt pity for her. He could understand how she must feel. She must constantly be comparing herself to Verondie, measuring her value in some way by his relative attraction to the woman compared to her. It was almost pathetic.
“Look, Alice,” Titus said gently. “You need to understand that Dr. Reinhardt and I are just friends. We’re close to each other because we’ve worked together for several years. I admire her a lot, but please, don’t mistake my affection towards Dr. Reinhardt for anything beyond friendship. She’s a great colleague, and I trust her. I wouldn’t want to change that relationship—in any way.”
Alice’s eyes flitted to his face and flew away again, but he had not missed the look of hope they expressed. It reminded him of a bird alighting on a feeder, taking an offered seed, and immediately fleeing on her wings. 
Stepping away from her, Titus looked out again towards the woods. Holding his hand to the side of his face, he called for Shepherd to return. It took several minutes, but the dog came out of the woods. When he trotted up to them, it was without the added bounce he had displayed earlier.
“No ball,” Titus commented, seeing the dog’s jaws empty. “Sorry, Shepherd. You’re outclassed.”
“I threw it too far,” Alice said.
“No, you threw it perfectly,” Titus corrected before patting her shoulder. “It’s getting late. I need to get going, and you must be freezing. Have a good night, Alice.” 

* * *
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Upon entering the house, Alice nearly fell against the door as she closed it behind her. She tried to command her rapidly beating heart as she slid down to the floor. Shepherd pressed his nose into her hands with concern, sensing she was distressed.
“I’m okay,” she said. “Just give me a minute.”
Closing her eyes, she went through her calming exercise that Dr. Reinhardt had taught her. Breathe through the nose, out through the mouth. Alice kept doing this until her heart calmed enough so she could walk without feeling dizzy to collapse. Placing her hand over her stomach, the strange quiver of fear still clung fast. Rising, Alice walked past the kitchen, knowing she was too nauseated to eat a snack, and instead went to her bedroom. 
Stopping in the doorway, Alice paused. She wished to be alone and commanded Shepherd to remain outside the door. He obeyed but gave a disgruntled moan, making a show of trying to settle on the hallway floor comfortably. 
“Just for a little,” Alice said. “Thank you.”
Closing the door, Alice sat down at her desk as her mind replayed what had just happened. The physical closeness of Titus had been overwhelming. She thought of the warmth of his hand clasped over her own, bringing feeling back into it after having gone numb from touching the tree. It had felt so urgent and protective. She had been so close to him when he spoke that his breath, fogged by the chilled air, had caressed her cheeks. Alice could not help stiffening again as the feeling it had elicited returned, causing a strange mixture of delight and shame. 
Desperate to make it stop before she became sick, Alice grabbed her headphones and clamped them over her ears. Reaching for a book of CDs, she noticed the hoya plant sitting like a quiet observer. Pushing the plant behind a large book, Alice rapidly searched through her music for something she knew the words to. She pressed play and closed her eyes in an attempt to focus all of her thoughts on the music. Singing without reservation, she brought each word and note to completion. 
Alice wanted to make it go away, whatever was suffocating her senses. But in the back of her mind, thoughts crept of all the hidden meaning of the day’s conversations. Dr. Reinhardt had asked that morning if there was someone she found attractive. While Alice wanted to tell the truth, the name remained in her throat like a lump. Fear had kept her from saying it for a number of reasons. She feared Verondie’s reaction, feared Titus finding out, and most of all, Alice feared admitting to herself something she had tried to deny. She was in love with Titus. 
Balling her hands into fists, Alice raised her voice louder to the song's words.  When this was not enough, insults burst into her mind, calling herself foolish and naive. Despite the assurance that Titus would not pursue Dr. Reinhardt, that did not mean Alice was of any more interest to him either. She tried to stamp out any hope of becoming anything more to him than the subject of his work. All it did was cause an agitation to come over her.
Opening her eyes, Alice looked up at the painting of Kayohs pinned to the board. She tried to think of all the stories she had made up as a form of escape but was instantly reminded of Titus’s description of him as her imaginary boyfriend. It was nothing like that, Alice thought, but she failed to give a convincing reason why her blue boy suddenly looked more like a blue man. 
Alice’s throat tightened, feeling she could not halt her feelings for her mentor while also denying her only means of distraction. To make matters worse, just the thought of Dr. Reinhardt possibly leaving was enough to put Alice in check. She only wished she possessed the power to grow physically and to be seen as a woman. Perhaps then she could finally gain the confidence she wished for from her mentors.
Something brushed her hand, causing Alice to jump. She looked down, expecting to find a spider, but instead saw a green tendril circling around her finger. 
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Looking where it came from, Alice was alarmed to discover it was the hoya plant. Her singing had made it grow. Drawn to her voice, it had touched her as a hand of comfort. Feeling mortified, Alice pushed back her chair and found a small pair of scissors in the desk drawer. She snipped back the vine and dropped it in the wastebasket before she could give it another thought. Then, looking back at the board, she snatched the painting of the blue boy and stuffed it in a hardbound copy of the Iliad. 
Alice unlatched the door to allow Shepherd in before moving to her bed. She hid under the sheets. Her eyes clamped shut, and her body curled as if trying to disappear from the world. Alice begged her mind to sleep. Now, she knew it would only be in her dreams that she would ever see Kayohs again. Alice desperately wished for it more than ever—to escape the longing that caused her entire body to ache.







  
  Chapter twelve
New Kid

Monday, March 14th


“It’s been two weeks, and you haven’t said another word about Kayohs.” 
Alice glanced at Verondie. Upon meeting the look of skepticism in the woman’s eye, she dropped her face. Watching the paved track pass under her feet, Alice managed the nervous smile trying to expose itself. 
Verondie’s statement was true. Since the conversation with Titus, Alice had made a pointed effort to speak little of the blue boy. Instead, she channeled her eagerness toward the opportunity to showcase her abilities in the upcoming exam. That, and she had not had any more dreams about Kayohs, which was disappointing enough.
“I haven’t thought about him much,” Alice said. “I’ve been so busy with training and homework.”
“Is the academy giving you more assignments than usual?” Verondie asked.
“No, the homework is from Titus. He’s having me read some books that he thought would help me get into a better mindset for the exam.”
“What is he having you read?”
“I’m just about finished with the Iliad,” Alice said, making a point to appear delighted by the title. “Have you ever read it?”
“Only a fragment,” Verondie said. “I can’t say it was my kind of read. What do you think of it?”
“It seems to be a very sad story, but so many ancient epics are. Achilles is searching for a way to immortalize his name and is willing to sacrifice his life to achieve it. He ends up sacrificing much more than that.
“There’s so much death from both the Greeks and the Trojans. Good people suffer and die on both sides. It’s like they’re being dragged to their doom by the whims of the gods and the fates. But I think it was Patroclus’s death that hurt him most. Achilles loved him, and I wonder if he would have chosen his glory if he knew the price wasn’t just his death but the death of the person he cared about most.”
“Why do you think Titus assigned you this book to read?” Verondie asked.
“I think maybe it will help me understand the doom of humans, as well as their courage and love. As a Watcher, I should focus on the virtues of humanity, with the intention to help them.”
“Do you think that means avoiding death?”
“I don’t think so. But maybe I could help show where all this violence will bring them.”
“Which character do you think you are most like?”
“I don’t know if I am really like any of them. But if I had to choose one, I would pick Athena.”
“The goddess of wisdom and war. That is an interesting choice. What makes you choose her?”
“Athena was the goddess protector, Achilles was the champion. In the end, it’s Athena who guides Achilles’s spear to help him defeat Hector. They both needed each other.”
“Do you feel like you and Titus have a similar relationship?”
“I do.”
Verondie’s eyes betrayed a glimmer of pity. She paused, causing Alice to stop walking. 
“Alice, your life isn’t the Iliad,” Verondie said. “There is no choice between glory or a long, happy life. Just because Dr. Denek and Titus have chosen a path for you doesn’t mean your fate has been decided. There are other options available to you.”
Alice managed to produce a convincing smile. “Please don’t worry, Dr. Reinhardt. I’m eager to offer my talents to the military. Really!”
“Okay.” Verondie strung her arm across her shoulders as they began to walk slowly again. “If this is what you want, I can live with that. But sometimes, I fear you sacrifice what’s in your heart to please those you care about.”
Alice could feel Verondie’s cheek leaning against the top of her head as the woman gave her an affectionate squeeze. 

[image: image-placeholder]

A burst of warmth flooded Alice. It was surprising how different it felt compared to when she was close to Titus; she was not suffocatingly nervous and confused but joyful and sure. Whenever she felt like this with Verondie, she wondered if this was what it was like to have a mother. 
They parted when they returned to the building, breaking for lunch. Alice often regretted that their time was limited with the weekday morning meetings. It had been her secret wish that she could have gotten to live with Verondie instead of Dr. Denek.
The mere thought tinged Alice’s conscience with guilt. It was not that there was anything bad about living with Dr. Denek. He was kind and attentive in his own way and had provided her with anything she had wanted. He always made a point to eat dinner with her at the table, and afterward, they would spend a quiet evening together in the library, either reading or talking over a game of chess. When she thought about it, living with Dr. Denek was very good. She felt blessed. It was just that, compared with Verondie and Titus, he was undeniably old and boring.
What made this clear for Alice were the times Dr. Denek had to leave for a week or two on business. Although she missed him, the excitement of having Titus and Verondie come over to give her company more than made up for his absence. These times formed most of Alice’s happiest memories. They both provided her undivided attention and had their unique way of making the time special. If it were a game, Verondie would pick a board, and Titus would choose cards. If it were a meal, Verondie would order takeout, and Titus would cook dinner. If it were entertainment, Verondie would choose stargazing, and Titus would pick a movie. It was always sad when the week ended, and Alice would feel the pain of missing a true family.
When Alice arrived at her apartment for lunch, her false enthusiasm for her upcoming exam had deflated. She felt depressed again. Forcing herself to eat, she tried not to think about it anymore but instead remembered the last comment Verondie had made. 
“I fear you sacrifice what’s in your heart to please those you care about.” 
Although it was unsaid, she knew Verondie had meant Titus. Alice mulled over this as she nibbled on a wheat cracker. Was she only choosing the military career for Titus? Alice wondered. Of course not! A voice inside answered for her. This was the most viable option she had, where she could use her talents for the good of humanity. Not simply that, but the fact that she would get to work with someone like Titus was an opportunity that anyone else in her position would jump upon in an instant. Alice was eager to finally use her god-given talents for some real good in the world instead of the exercises she had been running through from the moment she had woken up in the Tallax lab.
Looking up at the clock, Alice realized she had a few minutes left before it was time to leave for the academy. She had only eaten a fraction of her lunch. Shoveling a few mouthfuls of salad, Alice hastily wiped her face and grabbed her book bag before leaving the room. When she arrived at the department’s back entrance, she found a man waiting for her. 
It was not Titus. 
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In his place was her morning driver, Mr. Hawkins. Alice’s heart fell. There was nothing particularly wrong with Mr. Hawkins. Alice was sure he was a decent family man, but he was extremely stubborn in personality and conversation. She could count on one hand the number of times he had strung more than three words together in a sentence on any of their drives. 
“I thought Titus was taking me today,” Alice said.
Mr. Hawkins did not even blink. Alice had made the mistake of not phrasing her comment in the form of a question. There was no reason to reply.
“Can you tell me what is keeping him?” she asked.
This time, he managed a grunt, which she interpreted as a no. 
“Will he be picking me up later?”
“Not likely,” Mr. Hawkins replied, answering as if something were stuck to the roof of his mouth. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “Ready?”
“Yes, I’m ready,” Alice sighed. She could think of a few plants she had had better talks with than him. 
As expected, they drove in silence. When they arrived at the academy, she walked with Mr. Hawkins until they parted at the surveillance room. Feeling miserably lonely now and missing Titus even more, she had only reached the end of the hallway when she noticed someone standing at the intersection. The halls were usually empty when Alice arrived. It was just before class change, so it surprised her to find a student standing around as if they had spontaneously wandered out of their room. 
It was a boy. He was staring at a crumpled paper, either struggling to understand what it said or anxious about the fact he was not where he belonged. He was probably pretending to read it only to appear busy. He glanced back over his shoulder when he noticed her approaching. The alarmed look in his eyes caused Alice to stop.
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“Sorry,” she said, giving a friendly little wave. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”
Alice immediately knew she had never seen him before at the academy and could not help finding his appearance strange. His skin was nearly absent of color, giving him a pale pallor that contrasted starkly with his black hair. The hair was funny looking as if it had been combed nicely earlier in the day but had since been smattered by constantly ruffling it. What struck Alice most about his appearance was how lean his face was and the distinct shadows around his brown eyes. It made him look half wild and starved. The other boys at the academy mostly seemed a little doughy and unformed. Despite his youthful appearance, there was a distant feeling about him, like he had seen and done many more things than most students would do in their lifetime. If he had told her he was homeless or a refugee, she would have believed him. 
Surprisingly, a smile suddenly appeared on his face in a sharp slant, accentuating his slim features. 
“Hello!” he said in what sounded like an unnaturally high voice. “I think I’m lost!”
Hearing his tone fluctuate up and down made Alice realize that his voice was likely not at its normal pitch. He sounded as if he was either nervous or extremely excited about something. Alice decided it was nerves.
“Is this your first day here?” she asked.
“Yes! I am new! My name is Caleb.”
When he said his name, he pointed at himself as if he was afraid of mistaking his own identity with someone else. 
“My name is Alice,” she said, looking at the crumpled paper. “If that’s your schedule, I can help you find your class.”
“Yes, please,” he said, holding the paper out to her.
“It looks like you’re in my class. You can just walk with me if you like.”
“Thank you… Alice,” Caleb said.
She could not help glancing at him again when he said her name. He had made it sound as if he were tasting something foreign and had not decided if he liked it or not. 
As they began to walk, she noticed the distinct sound of his shoes clapping against the linoleum floor. He moved at a measured pace, almost marching. She could not decide if it was the floor or the shoes he wore that caused him to walk so awkwardly. It reminded Alice of a video Titus had shown her once of a cat wearing boots on its paws. It was like the boy was out of his element and had been made very foolish by some cruel costume. Although laughable, Alice felt pity for the cat just as she did now for the boy. 
“Did you just move here or transfer from another school?” she asked.
“I’m an exchange student,” Caleb said.
“Oh!” she said suddenly, causing him to glance at her curiously. “Sorry, I’m just surprised you don’t have an accent. Your English is really good.”
“I’ve watched a lot of American television,” he said eagerly. 
“Oh, okay,” Alice said, smiling politely. 
Usually, this would have been the time to ask what sort of shows someone was interested in, except Alice had learned early on this was a subject to avoid with her classmates. The only channels Alice was allowed to watch at home were meant for children. Although she did not mind the limited options, she rather liked many of the shows, it had come to her attention that most kids her age did not delight in cartoons or puppets. It was an instant tell just how sheltered she was. Remembering one of Titus’s recommendations for avoiding awkward conversations, Alice knew just what to do: change the subject.
“So, Caleb,” Alice said, nervously hoping not to be too obvious. “Where are you from?”
“I’m from Hamilton!” he said excitedly. 
It was not the answer Alice was looking for. Hamilton was a town a few miles away, probably where Caleb was staying with his host family. She considered rephrasing the question but did not want to embarrass him. Instead, Alice nodded knowingly, causing Caleb to smile again, apparently pleased that this all seemed to make sense to her. 
“You’ve been coming here for a long time?” he asked. 
“I started as a Sophomore. This is my third year.”
“Do you like it?”
“The teachers are great. I’ve learned a lot.”
“Has it been easy to make friends?”
Alice hesitated at this question. It struck her how strange it was to talk to someone who had not seen her with Titus yet. For a moment, Alice felt relief at the thought of seeming normal to someone. If he had known that she was the only student to come to school with a personal bodyguard, she was sure he would not have asked this. 
“Everyone is pretty nice here,” Alice said, forcing a smile. “I don’t think you’ll have any problems making friends.”
It was not the answer to his question, Alice knew, which was why it was a relief when the bell rang. Students came flooding into the halls, forcing them to shift to the right side and hug shoulders due to the crowd.
Alice pointed out the room to him. When they entered, the instructor was sitting at his desk looking at a computer, and a student sat in the corner looking at a phone, neither paying them any attention. Alice went to her desk and pulled out her notebook and pencil before placing her bag in the basket under the chair. Seating herself, she looked up and noticed Caleb had not sat down. He stood in front of her row with one hand in his pocket, and the other clenched in a fist as he eyed the desks uncertainly.
“The seats are not assigned, so you can sit wherever you like,” Alice said. 
“Right,” Caleb said, giving a twitch of a nod. 
He took the seat to her left and sat rigidly with his clenched fist on the desktop. As Alice was writing the date in the corner of her notebook, she could not help noticing that Caleb seemed to have taken an intense interest in the window. He then began repeatedly glancing between the window and her hand holding the pencil. 
When she looked at him, his eyes were focused on the window, then turned back to her hand, then to her eyes. Realizing she had noticed his looking, Caleb’s eyes fled to the window in evident embarrassment. Alice looked at her hand, wondering why this would interest him. It occurred to her that he had come to class without any paper or pencil to write with. Tearing out several sheets of paper and rummaging through her bag for a spare pencil, Alice handed the items to Caleb.
“Here,” she said, smiling. “Don’t be afraid to ask if you need something.”
He looked abruptly at the paper and pencil. For a moment, Alice was afraid she had insulted him in some way by how intensely he looked at the materials. But what surprised her more was when he erupted into laughter. His laugh was so loud that it was as if someone had taken a trumpet and started blasting on it repeatedly. That was when she noticed one of the teeth on the top right side of his mouth was chipped into a point. She wondered if someone had punched him in the mouth to stop his laughter.
Alice’s brow pinched painfully. Even the teacher and the student in the corner stared at him. She could not help feeling embarrassed, partly because she had somehow caused the disturbance and had failed to find humor in offering the items. 
“Do you not want them?” she asked quietly.
“Oh!” Caleb said, the laughter dying away in his throat. “It’s just. I wasn’t thinking—”
Noticing Alice’s reaction, Caleb’s jaw snapped closed. 
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“Sorry,” he said in a tight-lipped frown, “and thank you.”
Taking the paper and pencil, he slowly slid down several inches into his seat as if wishing to disappear. 
The teacher squinted at Caleb. “Who’s your friend, Alice?” he asked.
“This is Caleb,” Alice said. “He’s an exchange student. It’s his first day.”
“Oh, yeah,” the teacher said, sorting through his papers. He pulled one out and read the top portion. “Caleb Evig... Evig–heeeden? Evigheden? Am I pronouncing that right?”
Caleb only shrugged in response. 
“So, where are you from, Caleb?”
Caleb made no effort to reply. Sensing he was afraid to open his mouth again after the laughing incident, Alice tried to answer for him.
“He’s from Hamilton,” she said.
“Oh, Hamilton.” The teacher nodded. Alice could see the same reaction on the teacher’s face as she had. “Well, we’re happy you could join us.”
The class was horticulture studies, and over the next hour, Alice tried to focus her attention on the lesson. She managed to answer a question during the class but could not help finding her attention distracted by Caleb. It was not for any disruptive behavior on his part but because she was concerned for his comfort. Fifteen minutes into the class, he began to relax in his posture, but he never took any notes and only scribbled a few circles and lines on the paper. She wondered if he even understood the lesson.
Once the class ended, Alice turned to Caleb and asked, “Did you need help finding your next class?”
He nodded, close-mouthed, and handed her the paper. Alice looked at it. 
“Drawing AP!” she said in surprise. “You like art?”
Caleb gave a half shrug. “Yes?” he answered with the tone of a question as if afraid to commit.
“That’s great!” Alice said, smiling. “That’s where I’m going next.”
They walked outside and began to cross the campus lawn to the art building. Here it was quiet enough for conversation, unlike the loud clamor of the crowded halls. Caleb shifted repeatedly as if wrestling between saying something and remaining silent. 
Seeing this, Alice asked, “Did you enjoy the class?”
“Yes! It was… interesting,” Caleb said. His face held a blank expression, appearing not to remember any of it. “You seem to know a lot about plants. Have you tried growing any?”
“Yeah, actually, I have a greenhouse at home. I’ve collected a lot of different kinds. I mostly study them to see if they can be used for medicines and herbal treatments, but I also have quite a few that are just pretty to look at.”
“Why do you like them so much?”
“It’s exciting to nurture something and watch it grow. I’m so amazed by their variety. Did you know that if you talk to plants, you can stimulate them to grow because of the carbon dioxide we exhale?”
Caleb shook his head. “Do you talk to your plants?”
“I do, but they do even better when I sing to them.” Alice could feel her face growing warm upon admitting this. The words came out easier than she had expected. Afraid she had made him a captive audience to her eccentricities, Alice asked, “So, do you have a garden or anything?”
“No,” Caleb said, looking ahead at the building they were approaching. “I’m really good at killing things.”
Alice nervously laughed, uncertain if he meant this as a joke. She could not help feeling he meant all living things, not just plants.
“I could teach you,” Alice said eagerly. “I have an aloe plant you can have. That would be easy for you to start with, and you can use it for skincare.”
Caleb half-smiled. “That would be nice.”
Pleased, Alice nearly hopped on the steps up to the art building entrance and opened the door for him. When they arrived at the drawing studio, Alice found a large paper pad and a set of charcoal sticks for Caleb to use.
“At this class level, we’re not assigned what to draw. Everyone has already chosen their thesis for the semester,” Alice explained. She pulled her drawing pad and pencil set from a wide shelf. “You could try working on some sketches until you figure out what you want to focus on. There’s even a closet of objects if you want to do a still life, and the teacher has a library of references in her office you could look at.”
“Thank you,” Caleb said, taking the easel to her left.
He looked into the tray of charcoal sticks. Picking one delicately between his fingers, he touched the tip of it to the paper. Seeing what sort of mark it made, he slowly began stroking it across the pad in different directions. Happy that he seemed occupied with his drawing, Alice flipped open her paper pad to a half-finished drawing. Twenty minutes into the hour, Alice glanced over at Caleb’s easel.
“How are you doing?” she asked.
He turned the easel for her to see. “How is it?” 
Alice’s lips pursed into an uncertain line. The drawing featured a large black V shape with an explosion of lines shooting upwards from the center point.
“That’s a nice… um,” Alice began but was afraid of misinterpreting the image. “Maybe you could tell me about it.”
Caleb turned to look at her, allowing Alice to see a giant smudge on his left cheek. She almost said something about wiping his face but paused when he frowned. 
“It’s an eagle,” Caleb said, motioning at it. “Those are the wings, and that’s the crown on its head.”
“A crown?” Alice asked, looking at it closer and expecting to see a tiny circlet with spiked ridges.
Caleb placed his hand at the top of his head, leaving another smudge between his eyes. He splayed his fingers out to illustrate his meaning. “A crown of feathers. Don’t your eagles have those here?”
“Oh, like a harpy eagle,” Alice said. “No, our eagles don’t have crests like that.”
Despite knowing what the picture was, the black scribble still looked no more like an eagle than it did a fighter jet. Alice tried politely smiling and nodded encouragingly, but it was apparent Caleb was not fooled. He did not seem insulted but instead was annoyed at his inability to translate what he had imagined onto paper. Alice pretended not to notice as he attacked the drawing more fervently, as if gouging the pad with the charcoal stick would improve it somehow.
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“Woah. Cool drawing.”
Alice glanced over and saw another student standing next to Caleb. It was a boy named Sean. He waved at a classmate.
“Hey, Beth. Check this out.”
A tall girl stepped over, looking at Caleb’s drawing. “Awesome,” she said. “I like your line work.”
“It’s so raw,” Sean commented.
“Yeah, raw. The crown looks cool too,” Beth said. Smiling, she looked at Caleb. “What’s your name?”
“Caleb,” Caleb said with a short click of his tongue. 
“Hey, you got some charcoal on your face,” Beth said, motioning to the smudges. 
“I do that all the time,” Sean said.
Beth tore a paper towel from the dispenser and dampened it before handing it to Caleb. 
Alice worked quietly, pretending not to pay attention as Sean and Beth chatted with Caleb. Part of her was glad they were quick to talk to him and make him feel like a member of the class, but the other part was disappointed with how easy it was for her to be shifted aside and forgotten. 
At the end of class, both students were still talking to Caleb. Alice quickly put her things away and collected her bag. She was about to walk toward the exit when she heard Caleb’s voice.
“May I see your drawing?”
Alice stopped, turning to find Caleb at her side. “You—you want to see what I drew?” Alice asked. 
“Yes, if that’s okay,” he said, smiling awkwardly.
Alice slid the drawing pad out from the shelf. Flipping through the large sheets, she folded back the paper, revealing a pencil drawing of hands. They began in the top left and gradually became more prominent as they traveled into the lower-right corner of the page. The fingers turned and contorted as if they were captured snapshots of a single fluid motion.
Alice stood rigidly, waiting for Caleb’s response. He quietly looked over each hand. When he did not comment, Alice looked at his face for a reaction and found he appeared distant in his thoughts. 
“They’re your hands,” Caleb finally said.
“Yes,” Alice said. “It’s easier to model for myself than ask someone.”
“I like your hands. I don’t think it would look as nice with someone else’s.” He pointed at the different motions in the drawing. “They look like they’re dancing.”
“Thank you,” Alice said, not knowing how else to reply to the comment. Sliding the cover back over the drawing, she placed the pad back on the shelf. “I need to go. I have a ride waiting for me.”
Caleb walked with her as they left the building and remained by her side while crossing the lawn.
“You’re smart and creative. You must be excited to graduate,” Caleb said. “What do you plan to do with your talents?”
Alice hesitated. She was only ever used to her mentors referring to her powers as talents. “Nothing really,” Alice said. “I’m actually trying to get accepted into the military.”
Caleb looked at her with surprise. “Your hands don’t look like they were made for that type of work.”
“Yes, well, it’s for some special kind of work,” Alice said, her face growing warm again. “It’s hard to explain.”
Caleb nodded understandingly. “I want to thank you again for helping me today. I enjoyed my time with you.”
Despite herself, Alice beamed. “Me too. I don’t usually get to talk to people much.”
Caleb smiled. “Then I hope you’re prepared because I expect we’ll be talking much more while I’m here.”
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  Chapter thirteen
Sucker Punch

Wednesday, March 16th


The desk phone rang. Titus answered by pressing the speaker button. 
“Hey, Mary,” Titus said. “What’s up?”
A young woman’s voice replied. “Mr. Evans called again, complaining about the check I cut. He still thinks we’re shorting him.”
“That jerk? I sent him his scoring.”
“He thinks you’re not counting all his points.”
“Is he still on the line? Put him through.”
When the tone beeped, Titus picked up the phone and pinched it between his head and shoulder. 
“Hello, Mr. Evans,” Titus said politely. “I understand you have some concerns about the scoring and payment from the last time we used your services.”
Taking a pen from his desk, Titus began clicking it rapidly while casually listening to Mr. Evans make his complaint. 
“Yes, but you have to make contact for it to be considered a hit,” Titus interrupted. “What you did was grab her. She hit the ground with the force of her weight. I review the footage myself. I can assure you I am quite thorough. It was not a hit.
“The penalty was for talking. It clearly states in the terms you are not to speak to the Subject. You can consider your healed injury as ample compensation.”
Titus paused to check a text message, shifting the phone an inch away from his ear as Mr. Evans’s voice grew louder. The message was from Verondie. It read, Amon is dropping off my lunch. Can you get it?
Glancing at the clock, Titus saw she still had fifteen minutes left in her meeting with Alice. He texted back, No problem.
Now ramming the head of the pen in his palm, Titus smirked in annoyance. Mr. Evans seemed to have no intent on pausing his complaint, which had now become a rant. 
“I sincerely apologize, Mr. Evans. You make a good point. Tell you what. How about I count the grab as a hit, and we charge you for the healing? Yes, I understand you did not request it, but you did not decline it either and would have required medical attention regardless.”
Titus allowed Mr. Evans to complain further, smiling patiently as he reviewed a document on his computer.
“Do you understand how lucky you are, Mr. Evans?” Titus interrupted. “We only allow uncharged healings for patients that the Subject has chosen. The cost of a requested healing, on average, is two hundred grand. Now, I know that is something you couldn’t afford, which is why I am going to charge you the cost of seeking medical attention for your injury if you hadn’t been healed. Looking at your medical plan and, assuming you go to an in-network facility plus your insurance coverage at twenty percent, I’d estimate an out-of-pocket cost would put you at about forty-five hundred dollars.”
Titus paused for a moment, allowing the cost to sink in while he punched a few numbers into a calculator using the head of the pen. “But why would you want to pay that amount over being shorted a hit point, a fraction of that cost, which would be about… two and a half percent before taxes?”
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Throwing the pen on the desk, Titus folded his arms behind his head as he leaned back in the chair. “I can disregard the complaint, but I want to be absolutely certain you feel I am fair in your scoring. Yes. Thank you, Mr. Evans. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
He dialed Mary’s extension. “Mr. Evans is satisfied with his scoring,” Titus chuckled. “You know, the problem with these MMA fighters is that they collect a couple of black belts and think they’re something exceptional. Let me know if he calls you again, okay?” 
A chime sounded in the hallway. Titus hung up the phone and walked out of the office. When he arrived at the department entrance, he scanned his badge, unlocking the door. Amon stood on the other side, holding a brown bag.
“Hi, Amon,” Titus said pleasantly. “How are you doing?”
“Just wonderful,” Amon said dryly. He held up a brown bag. “Verondie’s lunch.”
Titus took it. “Did you want to stick around? Her meeting is almost over. I can let you in if you want to hang out in the break room.”
“No, thanks. I’m not supposed to enter the inner sanctum.” 
It was true. Only Tallax employees authorized to enter the Watcher department were Alice’s mentors and a few security or medical professionals. Amon would have needed prior approval as a visitor, but Titus was making an exception for the husband of one of the top three. That, and he saw Amon as an extremely low-level threat.
Noticing the distinct smell of fast food coming from the bag, Titus wrinkled his nose. “Why do you feed her this junk? I know you can do better.”
Amon shrugged. “I offered to pack her lunch last night, but she said she’d do it herself. Then she forgot.”
“Maybe you should just start doing it anyway. She looks like she’s lost weight. Is she eating at home?” 
“I’ve been experimenting with some new recipes that she doesn’t care for much.”
“Like what?”
“I tried yellow curry chicken. You make a white sauce and add a pre-mixed pasta packet. Throw in some chicken, one of those oriental veggie mixed bags, and curry powder.”
Titus stared at Amon, waiting for him to go on. 
“That’s it,” Amon said.
“So, did you actually eat this garbage, or did you feed it to the cat?” Titus asked.
“I ate it. Randall gagged just smelling it.”
Titus slowly shook his head in disbelief. “Don’t use powder. Get a curry paste. You’ll want fresh ingredients, especially for the ginger and garlic. The onions should be caramelized. Whatever you do, don’t get anything pre-mixed. I have a recipe I’ll send you. It’s a red curry, but you can manage the heat by adding extra coconut milk.”
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Titus pulled out his phone and began scrolling through his favorites. “By the way. I wanted to tell you that I liked what you did with the upgrade for Alice. Your demonstration the other day was impressive. I think it’ll be a huge improvement to that watch she wears now.”
“Thanks,” Amon said, but his tone did not express it. “It’s really nothing.”
Tapping a little paper airplane icon on the phone, Titus pocketed it before clapping Amon on the back. “Don’t be so modest!” he said. Amon staggered forward a step before catching himself. “You are coming to the exam, right? Don’t worry! I’ll make sure you’re on the approved list.”
Amon smiled curiously at him. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’m on Verondie’s approved list, thanks. I’ll see you around.”
Titus closed the door, hearing it audibly lock behind him. He could tell by Amon’s smile that he thought he was stupid. Titus shrugged to himself. What else could he expect from an engineer? They thought everyone was stupid.
Titus walked back to the small break room and set the bag on the table. After looking inside for a moment, he folded it closed again before collecting a plate, fork, and handful of napkins. He set the items, along with a cup of cold water, where Verondie always sat. 
Titus pulled his lunch from the refrigerator. Dumping a container of rice with grilled chicken into a bowl, he stirred the contents before stuffing it in the microwave. He held the spoon in his mouth as he pulled out his phone and began scrolling through his emails. 
Glancing up as Verondie walked in, Titus paused only long enough to see her hand brush beside her temple. She looked weary. At least she was not wearing the glasses. It was some sign of improvement that she was getting more sleep. 
“Is there any aspirin in here?” Verondie asked. “I thought I had some in my desk, but I couldn’t find any.”
Turning around, Titus opened a cabinet and tossed her the bottle.
“Thanks,” she said and looked down at the table. “And thanks for getting my lunch. Did I interrupt anything?”
Titus shook his head, taking the spoon out of his mouth. “Nothing important.”
Slipping the phone in his pocket, he pulled the bowl from the microwave and sat at the table. He quietly read a newspaper while Verondie removed a gyro and wedge fries from the bag. Half the contents of the gyro spilled onto the plate on the first bite. Verondie used the fork to scoop them back into the pita. She gave up when the gyro was half eaten and folded the foil around it. 
Titus glanced up as Verondie mopped cucumber sauce from her fingers with the napkins. “So, how was your meeting with Alice?” he asked.
“It was good,” she said, dropping the wad of napkins on her plate before dipping a wedge fry in a cup of ketchup. “Sounds like she did well this morning.”
“Yeah, you should have seen her,” Titus said, scooping up the last of the rice from the bowl. “You know, I’ve been thinking. Maybe you should come in early and watch Alice during one of her trials. I’ve got another Co-op planned next Wednesday.”
Verondie chewed thoughtfully. “What would you want me there for?”
“I think it would be good for Alice. I’m worried she feels like you don’t support her career path.”
“I’ve already talked to her about this. She knows I support her. Besides, I’ll have to watch from the control room. She won’t even know I’m there.”
Titus rose from the table and rinsed the bowl out in the sink. This was not his first time inviting Verondie to watch Alice train. He knew all the arguments by this point, and it mostly involved Verondie’s discomfort with seeing Alice in uniform and using her Watcher talents for things that she felt were unnatural to their purpose. 
Titus glanced back at Verondie. “You could come out afterward so she could see you.” 
Sitting back down, he opened a container of fresh mixed vegetables. Crunching loudly on a celery stick, Titus smiled. “I mean, could you imagine how she’d feel if you talked to her about what she did rather than her telling you about it? It would mean the world to her!”
Verondie put the fries and gyro back in the brown bag and stuffed it in the refrigerator. As she washed her hands in the sink, she nodded.
“You’re right,” Verondie said. “I’ll come watch.”
Titus stopped midchew in surprise. “Really?” he asked.
“Yeah, I can tell when she talks to me that she feels like I’m not interested in her training. I want to clear any doubts.”
Titus stared at her, then pulled out his phone and began typing on it rapidly. Noticing the serious look on his face, Verondie cocked her head.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Marking the calendar.”
“You don’t think you’ll remember I’m coming?”
“No, I’m marking today that you said I’m right about something.”
Verondie smirked. “Oh, shut up. I agree with you plenty of times.”
“Not that often,” Titus said. He popped a carrot stick in the side of his mouth and stood up. “I’ve got to run. Mary sent me a few candidates to review, and I need to schedule some interviews.”
“More Targets?”
“Yeah, I need at least one more for the exam.”
Verondie dried her hands as a worried look appeared on her face. “You’re not going to make this too hard on Alice, are you?”
Titus paused in the doorway. “The problem isn’t making it too hard on her. The problem is finding something that will be challenging enough. Alice has come a long way since her days of purifying water and changing the pH content of dirt. At the rate she’s developing, I wouldn’t be surprised if someday she could make the world stand still. Any challenge I give her is done with the intent of making her the best Watcher she can be, not just with her talents but also the girl she is and the adult she’s becoming. Maybe after you see her in the Co-op, you’ll feel better about it.”
“Yeah,” Verondie said. “You’re probably right.” 
Titus smirked and asked, “Would you count that as one and a half times you’ve agreed with me today?”
A soft laugh escaped Verondie. “Sure,” she said. “You better get going. Alice will be waiting for you soon.”
Titus stopped by his office. His sidearm secured, coat on, and laptop bag in hand, Titus stepped out of his office as he tried to refocus on his next agenda. Alice was waiting for him at the department entrance. She greeted him with a pleased smile. The sight of it raised his spirits. 
What a gift Alice was! He never had to worry about her questioning his intentions, and she constantly affirmed that his decisions were good ones. Sure, it had been a challenge early on, but with Verondie’s help, that little block of doubt was pummeled in no time at all. The only thing that remained of any hindrance was her being shy sometimes, but that had more to do with a worry of displeasing him rather than a lack of trust. 
When they got in the car, Titus started the engine and began their commute. He glanced at Alice, finding she was still smiling. “Having a good day?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “My meeting with Dr. Reinhardt went well.”
He noticed her hands as they folded over the top of a small white box. 
“Is that the hoya plant I got you?” he asked. 
Alice’s smile wavered briefly. “Oh, um, no. It’s just an aloe plant. I was recycling the box.” 
“Are you guys having show and tell or something in your hort class?”
“Not exactly. I was going to give it to a student.”
“Oh, yeah?” Titus smiled. “What’s her name?”
“Caleb.”
Titus stared at the road, pausing to remember if he had ever heard of a girl named Caleb. No, definitely not. 
“A boy, huh? I don’t remember you mentioning him before. Is he new?”
“Yes, he just started Monday.”
Of course, Titus thought. He was at Amon’s demonstration. Funny, Hawkins had not mentioned any new contacts in his report. “Kinda late in the semester to be starting, isn’t he?” Titus commented. “Did he just move here or something?”
“He’s an exchange student. He’s only going to be here until the end of the semester.”
They rode quietly in the car. Alice looked out the window, clearly not meaning to elaborate. He glanced at her hands and saw that she was nervously stroking the box. 
“So, why are you giving him the plant?” Titus asked. 
“He has trouble taking care of them, so I thought he could try something easy.”
“If he’s only staying for a few months, what’s he going to do with it when he goes back to—where’s he from?”
“He didn’t say.”
“You didn’t ask?”
“No, I did ask. He just didn’t say exactly.”
“And why is he starting now? Doesn’t it seem stupid to start the week before spring break?”
“I don’t know,” she said irritably. Alice rested her elbow on the door and pushed her chin in her hand. “Can we talk about something else?”
Titus’s brows raised in surprise, then slowly settled over his narrowing eyes. He would not artificially change the subject, but he would not force Alice into telling him more if she did not want to. He turned on the radio instead but kept it low should she change her mind and want to talk. 
She did not. 
This only caused more questions to pop up in his mind. What countries was the academy accepting exchange programs with? Was the horticulture class the only time she saw him? How did Alice even get started in a conversation with this kid? What else had they talked about? How old was he? Did she think he was good-looking? 
By the time they arrived at the academy, Titus’s jaw was aching from keeping it clenched to stop himself from asking. Stepping out of the car, he took a deep breath. He needed to cool it. This was just some kid who would only be around for a short period. What did he have to get worked up over?
Resuming a smile, Titus opened the door for Alice, acting as if he had not given a second thought to their brief conversation. He watched as she glanced at him, trying to read if he seemed annoyed, and a look of relief appeared on her face. 
Pleased with himself, Titus whistled as they walked inside. When they turned the corner where the surveillance room was, the whistling stopped. A scrawny kid with hair that looked like it had never met a comb was standing at the end of the hall. For a moment, Titus hoped this was not Caleb. That was when the boy began waving enthusiastically at Alice with a stupid grin on his face. Before Titus could say anything, Alice muttered a quick goodbye and hurried down the hall.
Titus watched as Alice met the boy. They paused, exchanging greetings when Caleb looked past Alice. There was a distinct tilt in the boy’s head as if questioning why Titus was there when he heard Caleb ask, “Is that your dad?”
Alice grabbed Caleb’s sleeve. “We should go!” she said before pulling him out of sight down the adjoining hall.
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At first stunned, a bristling feeling overcame Titus, and he gave the knob to the surveillance room a hard twist. He did not even greet Greg before throwing his laptop bag down. Titus pulled his phone out.
“I thought you had candidates to review,” Verondie’s voice answered on the phone.
“Yeah, I’m getting to them,” Titus said in a light-hearted voice. “How’s your headache?”
“Much better. Thank you.”
“Good. Good,” Titus said distractedly.
“So?”
“So, what?”
Verondie laughed. “Is the condition of my head all you’re calling me about?”
“No! I mean—that was part of it, but,” Titus said before uttering a shallow growl to command himself. “Has Alice mentioned anything to you about some new kid at school?”
“New kid? Any time Alice mentions a student by name, it’s a new kid to her. She barely talks to anyone. Can you be more specific?”
“Caleb? Does that ring a bell, perhaps?”
“Yes. Did Alice tell you about him today?”
“More like found out,” Titus said with a sour tone. “She didn’t want to talk to me about him.”
A soft laugh escaped Verondie. “Don’t be offended. She was probably too embarrassed.”
“What does she have to be embarrassed about? Does she like this kid or something?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. She only just met him! She’s probably afraid you’ll tell her not to talk to him or, worse, scare him away if he meets you.”
“Why should I scare him away? Is there something wrong with him?”
Verondie sighed in exasperation. “You’re already doing it.”
“Doing what?”
“Looking for reasons why she shouldn’t be allowed to talk to him. See? This is one of the reasons why she doesn’t have any friends. You always critique these kids before they even get a chance, and you miss the very fact that they’re kids.”
“That’s not true!” Titus pouted. 
“No? What about Sarah? Or Sean? Or how about—”
“Okay! I get it. But what do you expect me to do? I have to check to make sure he’s safe. It’s part of my job.”
“They’re in a classroom. You need to have faith in the teachers working there. They’ll report if there’s any problem. Just watch the cameras, and as long as she doesn’t leave the school, you have nothing to worry about.”
“Okay,” Titus sighed.
Verondie paused, waiting for any further argument. “And, Titus.”
“Yeah?” 
“Don’t ask Greg to pull up his profile.”
“I didn’t say I was going to.”
“But you were thinking about it. I know you. Give Caleb a chance, will you?”
“Caleb!” Titus muttered. “What? Is he going to be a household name now?”
“Well, start trying it. Maybe it’ll help you see him as a person and not another Target.”
“Hey, that’s a good point,” Titus said with a smirk. “Maybe I just found my next candidate.”
“He’s not a threat, Titus, just a kid trying to get a better education. He’s probably nervous enough as it is, being far from home in a different place.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I’m just starting to get a little high-strung about this exam. A lot is riding on it, you know? I just don’t want anything getting in the way right now.”
“I understand. I know you’re putting a lot of work into it. I’m sorry if I’ve said anything to discourage you.”
“Thanks,” Titus said. “You don’t know how much of a relief it is to hear you say that.”
“You’re welcome.” He could tell Verondie was smiling by her tone. “Well, I better go. We both have jobs to do. Are you going to be okay?”
“Yeah,” Titus said, pausing for a moment. “Hey, Vera?”
“Yes?”
“Do I look old enough to be Alice’s dad?”
Verondie paused. “Titus, you’re thirty-six. You are old enough to be Alice’s dad.”
“But do I look old enough?”
“For goodness sake. You are the most vain man I have ever known. Goodbye!”
The call ended. Titus sat down, finding that his initial anger had blown off, but he still felt burned by it. Greg leaned back in his chair with a big grin and said, “You definitely look old enough to be one of these kids’ dads.”







  
  Chapter fourteen
Composed Reply

Wednesday, March 23rd


“It was still alive when I woke up this morning. If it makes it to the end of the week, I might be able to break my bad luck with plants.” 
Alice smiled as she read out loud the words on her laptop screen. She had given Caleb her student email address on Friday to keep in touch during the week of spring break. There had been a message from him every evening. Included in these were updates on the aloe plant. 
She began writing a response but had only managed to type, Hi Caleb, when her name was called. Closing the laptop, Alice grabbed her jacket and hurried down the stairs to the entrance hall. There, she found Dr. Denek waiting for her.
“Mr. Hawkins is here,” he said before pausing to smile at her. “Are you nervous at all?”
It was Wednesday. She was scheduled for a Co-op trial with Titus that morning. It was supposed to simulate elements planned for the exam. Alice had run through so many routine exercises that she did not expect anything she had not done a dozen times already. 
“It’ll be good,” Alice said. “Will you be watching?”
“I intend to,” Denek said. “Good luck.”
Shepherd licked her hand in agreement with the well wishes. 
“Thanks, Shepherd,” Alice said, hugging her arms around the dog’s thick neck.
On the drive to Tallax, Alice thought more about Caleb’s message than the trial. 
I know this might seem late, Caleb had written, But I wanted to apologize for what I said about your plans to join the military. I wanted to write that I think you are capable and would do well. From what I’ve seen you do in your classes, I believe anyone with your level of passion and effort can do almost anything. I only thought it a shame to see your other talents forgotten in such pursuits. I hope I did not offend you. You don’t have to explain your choices to me. They’re your choices, right? But I would enjoy hearing why you are interested in joining the military if that is okay. Your friend, Caleb.
Alice’s hands fidgeted in her lap until she clasped them together. She was eager to type her reply. It would be hours before she would return home. She would have to compose her reply mentally.
By the time Alice was suiting up in her dressing room, she had run through several responses in her mind. She was afraid of sounding too casual or too formal. 
Dear Caleb, please don’t worry. You did not offend me. One thing I know I want to do with my future is help people, and the military is the best way for me to do this.
Joining the military is something I’ve been preparing for my whole life. I’ve never seriously thought about doing anything else. While my other talents are things I enjoy, I view them more as hobbies and not practical for a real career. I can’t explain exactly how I’ve been preparing for this, but I want to assure you there’s some real good I can do with my abilities. 
Alice grimaced as she finished mouthing her mantra without paying much attention to the words she was parroting. She disliked the reply as it sounded too wooden and vague. 
During the Co-op, Alice continued to rethink what she would write to Caleb. She thrashed a series of gun turrets with jet streams of water, disabling them just as Titus ran up. Alice flew down alongside him. He glanced back at her from the corner of his eye before returning his attention to what was ahead of them. A Target came out from a concealed position. Seeing a mock firearm in the Target’s hands, Alice focused a force of wind to push into the Target’s arms. The muzzle pointed harmlessly downward. Pistol in hand, Titus fired. The Target’s chest badge turned from green to red, indicating a direct kill. 
Hello Caleb, Alice thought. I know I told you Titus was my bodyguard, but he’s much more than that. He’s my mentor, trainer, and, most of all, my friend. If I told you everything he’s done for me, I think I would end up writing a very long email about it. To put it simply, I have to join the military. I owe this to him. 
Please don’t think Titus is forcing me to do this. It’s nothing like that. He’s an amazing person. I wish you could see him in action. What I love most about him is that he’s really caring and I think if we work together, we could do a lot of good for our country. We make a great team!
 “Alice!”
Titus’s voice blared in her helmet. She only managed to blink in response to see him stop running and look back at where she was standing.  Titus’s pistol was raised and pointed toward her. She thought for a moment he meant to shoot at her, but he hesitated. Alice gasped. A crushing sensation circled her, coming from behind and enveloping her shoulders. 
The word, “Gotcha!” blasted by her head. A deep-throated laugh of triumph filled her ears. She had been caught from behind by a Target, and he was a big one. 
Alice screamed. Her left wing was pinched awkwardly, causing a shooting pain that went all the way into her back. She felt blinded by it, her vision blurring to white. Suddenly, the grip fell away. Alice collapsed, falling flat on her face. Too stunned to move, she just managed to see Titus pull his knee from the Target’s gut and drop the man to the ground. When he turned back, Alice saw the residual anger on his face change to a mixture of disappointment and concern when he looked at her. Titus touched the side of his helmet so his voice could be heard over the intercom.
“Reset,” he said.
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Alice knew about bad words. She thought “Reset” was the worst. It meant a failed mission.
Alice flinched. “No, I can—” she began to say, but as she tried to push herself back up, the sharp pain drove itself down into her back like a knife.
Involuntarily collapsing again, she turned her helmet to face the floor. She wished she had just passed out so she would not have to feel the shame too. A hand tenderly pressed on her shoulder, traveling to her back and ending at the left wing. 
“Looks like a sprain,” Titus said.
“Yeah,” Alice groaned.
“I’m going to give you a hand.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Rolling Alice to her side, Titus shifted her elbow up so she could reach her left wing. Alice’s brow clenched as she tried to ignore the pain and focus on healing. After a few moments, she sat up and flexed both wings. The feathers were ruffled but mostly undamaged.
“Good?” Titus asked.
“Yes, thank you,” Alice said in a subdued tone as she took one of the loose feathers and flicked it away.
“Where were you?”
“I was by the—” Alice began, motioning behind her and noticing the Target had not risen yet.
“No,” Titus interrupted and tapped the top of her helmet. “Where were you?”
“Oh,” Alice said, her eyes dropping down. “I was thinking about something.”
“Or someone?”
Alice’s eyes flitted to his face. She regretted the reaction as it was an instant tell. Titus nodded. 
“I need you here. I need you to stay with me.”
Alice nodded. “Okay.”
“Alice,” Titus said.
She felt his hand squeeze hers. Her eyes rose and met his gaze. He did not look angry but troubled, which made her feel worse. 
“Stay with me. Understand?”
Alice hesitated. What good was her word if she could barely trust herself to keep her head out of the clouds? 
“I’m sorry,” Alice said.
“I’m not asking for an apology.”
“I know, but I messed up.”
“Yes, and you understand the real-life consequences of that. But that’s not what I want your focus to be right now. I need you with me.”
Alice’s brow pinched. She nodded again. 
“I understand. I’m here.”
“Good,” Titus said. 
He pulled Alice to her feet. It took a few minutes, but the Target finally managed to pick himself up off the floor. Everyone returned to their starting positions. 
They went again, and this time, everything was completed perfectly. No distractions. But as Alice protected Titus and the Targets were eliminated, she became more aware of how unfeeling it was for her. It felt cold to be a living shield and watch each Target drop, their badges turning red. By the time the Co-op was over, Alice felt sick to her stomach. Removing the helmet brought a small amount of relief, as even the air smelled stale.
That was when she saw Dr. Reinhardt standing by the viewing deck entrance. She was talking to Dr. Denek. Alice turned to leave. She did not want Verondie to see her. Not like this. Titus pushed her shoulder, walking her toward them. 
Everyone was talking, but Alice heard none of the words. It only sounded like flies buzzing around her. Verondie turned with a polite smile, but her eyes showed no joy when she looked at Alice. It was remorse. Although Alice could not possibly know what all informed that feeling for her mentor, she knew it was not the animated delight Titus and Dr. Denek were sharing at the same moment. 
It was lunchtime when Alice returned home. She walked past the kitchen and went to her room, barely giving Shepherd a pat on the head. Alice seated herself at the desk and lifted the laptop screen where Caleb’s email remained.
Alice stared at the screen. She could not bring herself to read past the question, “They’re your choices, right?” It was like her eyes were stuck on it, forcing her to read it over and over again. Alice replied, not by typing out the words with her fingers but by speaking them softly out loud.
“Caleb, the truth is I’m not human. I’m something called a Watcher. I was made in a lab, some combination of ancient Watcher DNA with human tissue and grown in a tank until I was about the size of a preteen. Or, at least, that’s what the doctors told me, which I have to assume is true because I have no memories before my ‘birthday’ to say differently. I may not have been told the exact cost of making and caring for me, but I can imagine it’s an enormous amount of money and time that cannot warrant me doing anything except my intended purpose. I’m not even sure I can be called a person. I’m a thing, an object, something meant to be used by humans for humans.
“I realize this is not the passionate argument for why I am following this path, but that’s the solid truth. The real deal. The end of the story. I have no choice because an object doesn’t have the luxury of choices. Do you know what else an object can’t have? Friends. Which is why I shouldn’t be talking to you. It would be better for both of us if we had never met.” 
Alice choked back the sob rising in her throat and blinked tears out, allowing them to roll off her cheeks. Raising one hand, she tapped her reply in a few short words. 
Hi Caleb, thank you.
Selecting send with the cursor, Alice closed the lid of the laptop and pushed it back. She leaned forward on the desk and buried her face in her arms. 
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  Chapter fifteen
Garden Talk

Friday, March 25th


Alice knew she looked like an idiot, but nothing could make her care, not even the stares of the other visitors to the garden. When she saw Caleb standing among the maple trees, Alice began waving her hands and eagerly calling his name. 
It was near the end of spring break, and Verondie had made a surprise arrangement for Alice to visit the sculpture garden in Hamilton. Since they were close to Caleb’s home, Verondie had suggested inviting him to attend as well. This was a remarkable precedent for Alice. She had never had the opportunity to share an activity with a friend before, and it was one in which she was not going to make the mistake of passing up. 
“Caleb!” Alice called as she ran, her shoes splashing sloppily on the rain-soaked ground. The weather had been violent that morning with a storm but had now settled into a gray overcast. Alice nearly skipped with eagerness as she stepped up to Caleb. “I’m so glad I found you!” she said.
Caleb looked up from a squat bronze statue, and a smile immediately appeared on his face. “You said to meet you by the mouse,” he began to explain while motioning to a statue that vaguely possessed the form of a rodent. “I thought this might be it, but I’m beginning to think not.”
“I’m sorry. That’s my fault,” Alice said. “I should have explained. Mouse is the name of the restaurant they have here. I thought it would be easier for you to see the sign.”
“Oh, my mistake!” Caleb said, frowning. He pulled off his ball cap and raked his hand through his hair. Alice had learned that he did this when he was self-conscious about making an error. Pulling the ball cap down so it shaded his eyes, Caleb asked, “You haven’t been waiting long, have you?” 
“No, not at all!” Alice said, smiling brightly. “Come on. There’s someone I want to meet you.”
He followed Alice to a collection of oak trees where Verondie was waiting.
“This is Dr. Reinhardt,” Alice said, motioning to the woman. “She’s one of my mentors.”
An amused smile formed on Verondie’s face as she looked at Caleb. Leaning forward, she offered her hand. “Hi Caleb, I’ve heard a lot about you from Alice. I’m glad to see you could make it here today.” 
Smiling awkwardly in return, Caleb shook Verondie’s hand briefly. “Thanks,” he said. 
“I hope you don’t mind, but we only have about two hours,” Verondie said, looking at Alice. “You should try to see as much of the gardens as possible.”
Alice tugged on Caleb’s sleeve, eagerly leading him over a bridge. The grounds were over forty acres of land featuring an outdoor art museum of contemporary sculptures, ranging from realistic, fantastic, obscure, and abstract content. It was a welcome change from many of the stale and lifeless exhibits Alice had seen in mansion-like buildings. Here, there was life from the gardens and the wildlife that took residence among the artwork. Even the dripping of excess water gave the environment an additional feeling of enrichment. 
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The garden was like a fun house of private spaces where one had to explore each enclosure to appreciate the care taken to create a unique experience. Alice was pleased with how eagerly Caleb pointed out each new thing they encountered. At nearly every turn, Caleb would exclaim, “Look, Alice!” “Did you see this, Alice?” or “Isn’t this interesting? Isn’t this great?” What a wonderful feeling it was to be sharing something with someone who seemed equally pleased to be there instead of being required to come along for her own amusement. 
Alice watched him circle a group of statues featuring a lady and a gentleman near a bush with red and white flowers. The view overlooked a lake, and Alice could see rain falling in the distance. It came upon them quickly, trickling gently in a light spray. Alice opened her umbrella and walked up to Caleb, holding it high enough to cover his head. 
Caleb grinned with amusement. “You’re always prepared, aren’t you?”
“I don’t think I’ve ever been given a chance not to be,” Alice admitted. “If I’m not, someone else is. Dr. Reinhardt gave it to me.”
Caleb glanced back over his shoulder at Verondie, who lingered behind them at a polite but watchful distance. “Well, I’m not complaining,” he said. “But do you always have someone with you when you go places?”
For the first time, Alice felt embarrassed to be accompanied by a mentor. At the academy, at least, she was free to herself as long as she remained on the grounds. Here, however, she had to be chaperoned. She knew it was probably awkward for Caleb as if he were not trusted to be alone with her. The disappointing part was this was as open as her restrictions got. At least Verondie was trying to give them some privacy. Alice did not dare mention that Mr. Hawkins was on call in the parking lot.
“Yes,” Alice said. “I’m sorry. I’m not allowed to be alone when I leave home.”
“Actually, I’m glad of it,” Caleb said. 
Alice looked up at him. There was a mixture of confusion and surprise on her face. “What? Why?”
“Well, I thought you must be pretty dangerous if you always have someone watching you like that. I feel so much safer because of it.”
“Dangerous? But I would never do anything to hurt anyone.”
She watched as a mischievous smile slowly appeared on Caleb’s face as he watched her alarmed reaction. Finally, his shoulders began to shake, and he turned his head away, laughing.
“Oh, ha!” Alice forced a laugh, suddenly understanding. “You’re joking.” 
“Sorry,” Caleb said. “I’m such a bad liar that I thought you’d know right away.”
“Okay,” Alice said, laughing nervously. 
“Here,” Caleb said, putting out his hand to take the umbrella. “Stand closer to me, and I’ll carry it.”
Alice gave Caleb the umbrella but did not move closer. The rain dribbled on her head as she stared at him with an unmasked look of conflict. She could hear Titus’s voice in the back of her mind, reminding her to always maintain an appropriate distance of proximity from strangers. Strangers being defined as anyone who was not one of her Tallax-assigned chaperones. Her eyes flitted to Verondie, who was slowly twirling her umbrella on her shoulder while inspecting the bush of red and white flowers. 
“It’s okay,” Caleb said, stepping closer to her as he tipped the umbrella over her head. “I already said I’m not afraid of you.”
Caleb chuckled while pointing at the statue of the lady. She was holding a dainty little umbrella to shield herself from the sun. “She brought the wrong kind of umbrella for today. Lucky for us, ours is big enough to share.”
Caleb stuck out his elbow. “I think they do it like this.”
“Like what?” Alice asked blankly.
“Gentlemen. I think I saw it in a movie or something. They put out their arm like this,” he said, swinging his elbow, “and the lady puts her arm through it, and then they walk together. You know, so they’re not bumping elbows the whole time they’re walking together.”
This sounded like good, practical advice to Alice. She nodded, slipping her arm around his so she was tucked snugly by his side. Alice could not help feeling a mixture of anxiety and pleasure as if she were getting away with something. If Titus had seen her now, he would have had a fit. 
Gentleman, Alice thought to herself, arguing with the Titus in her mind. He’s just being a gentleman.
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They passed under a narrow stone archway and continued down the path, meeting few other visitors now that the rain had come on again. 
“Where is Titus anyway?” Caleb asked.
“He went away for the weekend,” Alice said. “He always visits family for the Easter holiday.”
“Are you unhappy that he’s gone?” 
“I always miss him when he goes, but I’m happy he can spend this time with loved ones.”
“Do you miss your family?”
Looking up in surprise, Alice realized how little she had explained about herself. He probably thought she was an orphan. For a moment, Alice wrestled with how to begin without compromising sensitive information. 
“I’m adopted,” Alice began slowly. “I have sort of a unique situation. I live with an older man named Dr. Denek, who I would describe as a father to me. Dr. Reinhardt doesn’t live with us, but she’s like a mom.”
“And Titus?”
“Titus is… different, but we’re very close.”
“I understand,” Caleb said. “Family can be difficult to explain when you have to make your own, can’t it?”
“Yes,” Alice said with relief, pleased that this answer seemed acceptable. “What about you? What is your family like?”
Caleb looked down, almost mirroring her uncertainty about how to respond. “I had a mom, a dad, a sister, and a brother. Things were okay until my dad died.”
“What happened? Did he get sick?”
“No, a man killed him.” Seeing the shock on her face, Caleb smiled apologetically. “It was a long time ago,” he added as if this would somehow make his father’s death less tragic. 
It surprised Alice that he was trying to make her feel better about it. She wondered if people shied away from him once they learned of the tragedy in his childhood. 
“You can talk about it if you want,” Alice said.
Caleb’s shoulders pinched in an awkward shrug. “I don’t have any nice stories about where I came from. It’s nothing like your America. I don’t think it makes for good conversation, especially since this is my first chance to be out with you. I don’t want to spoil it.”
She could see that his left hand was balled into a fist in his pocket. Alice squeezed his sleeve comfortingly. “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind. I know it might not seem ideal to you, but I don’t know if I’ll get another chance to talk with you like this again.”
“Why?” he asked, suddenly looking alarmed. “Are you going somewhere?”
“No, I just don’t get out much. I think I’m only getting away with this because Titus is gone. He’s protective of me. He probably doesn’t even know I’m here since Dr. Reinhardt decided to do this after he left,” she said with a distant look of realization. Alice’s expression changed to a sad, resigned smile. “The academy isn’t ideal for personal conversations, but I also understand if you don’t want to tell me anything you’re uncomfortable with.”
Caleb’s expression softened, and she could feel his arm relax in her hand. “You don’t make me uncomfortable,” he said. They began walking again at a slow pace. “Losing my father was devastating not just because we loved him but even for our survival. I was angry seeing what it did to my family and even myself. I wanted justice for what had happened, but there was none.”
“Was the man who killed your dad not punished?” Alice asked. 
“In my homeland, the laws are different than here. The only law was power, and those who had it used it against the weak. This man was the prince among my people. There was no law above him. I tried to hurt him the way he had hurt me, but all I did was bring more pain to my family.” 
“Did something happen to them?”
“No, something happened to me.”
Alice looked down at his pocket again. “He did something to your hand, didn’t he?” she asked. When he did not deny it, Alice nodded. “You always keep it in your pocket. I’ve noticed. Are you ashamed of it?”
“No, I just know if people see it, they’ll ask what happened. I don’t always want to explain it or offend anyone because I don’t answer them.”
Alice looked up at him, smiling kindly. “I know what you mean,” she said before looking down again. “May I see it?”
When Caleb removed his hand from the pocket, Alice found he was wearing a black glove. 
“What did he do to it?” she asked.
“It was burned,” Caleb said and motioned with his other hand from the fingertips to his left shoulder. 
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“But weren’t you just a child?” Alice asked, astonished by the cruelty.
“He was a bad man,” Caleb said simply. “He wanted to teach me a lesson and make sure I was never a threat to him again.”
Alice looked at his arm. Although she could not see how bad the scarring was, she did not believe it had disabled him. 
“Was there something else he did to you?” she asked.
“Yes,” he answered. “I was taken away from my family and sold to foreigners. I never saw my home again.”
There was no masking the shock on Alice’s face at this statement. 
Caleb smiled sincerely. “Sorry,” he said. “I said they’re not nice stories. I’ll stop talking about it.”
“No, I just… I guess I just don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t need to say anything. Besides, I’m sure you’re not used to hearing about hardships like this. Most kids are sheltered from this stuff. You don’t have to feel bad for me about it.”
They continued quietly exploring the garden with only the soft sound of rain pattering against the umbrella overhead. Alice could not help reflecting on what Caleb had said. The problem was she did feel bad about his history, even if she was not directly responsible. How could she possess so much power yet be completely powerless to amend a wrong? They walked to an open meadow and passed by a small pond. Here, there were large obscure sculptures of stone or metal. By the time they had arrived on a wide stone path, the rain had ceased, leaving the sky mildly overcast. Caleb folded the umbrella. Alice slipped her arm out of his and took a few steps away to give him distance. 
“You’ve been very quiet,” Caleb said. “Has my story ruined your time?”
“No,” Alice said. “I just wish I could help. I wish I could change what happened to you.”
Caleb laughed. “You make it sound as if that was the end of my life.” 
He walked forward up to a granite platform surrounded by a moat filled with black water. On the platform were nine roughly cut pillars. It looked like the remains of an ancient temple. Stepping onto the narrow bridge, Caleb crossed the moat and walked into the center of the platform. Alice had a feeling of unease. She waited at the bridge and watched Caleb walk up to the pillar at the center. He gave a small laugh of amusement and pointed with the umbrella at the top of the pillar where the granite was cut away. 
“This is fake,” he said. “Why would they want to make it look old?”
Shrugging, he walked toward Alice again and smiled at her curiously upon seeing her frown. “You are still bothered,” he said. “What is wrong?”
“Could you come down from there?” she asked. “Please?”
“Why?” he asked. Gradually, his eyebrows rose. “Does this remind you of something?”
“What?” Alice asked, glancing at him before turning her eyes away. “No, I just don’t like it.”
“But what about it, don’t you like?” he asked. “Does it frighten you?”
“I don’t know,” Alice said, crossing her arms to ward off a sudden chill. “It’s fake to you, but it feels real enough to me. I just feel like something bad is going to happen to you. And I don’t want that. There’s already been so many bad things. I can’t help you at all.”
“Alice, look at me,” he said. “Do you see me?”
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He held his arms out from his sides. She looked from the top of his head, over his face, to the jacket he wore, his jeans, and shoes. Alice’s eyes traced his entire form, yet somehow, she felt she was not seeing all of him. Returning to meet his brown eyes, she looked at him quizzically, missing his meaning. 
He pointed to his mouth. It was smiling at her. “I’m happy!” he explained.
“About what?” Alice asked.
“Being alive, being here, being with you. Don’t you see? You are helping me. You’re bringing joy to me.”
Alice felt a blush rise on her face, and she turned away before he could see. It was difficult to understand. She had done nothing. She had only invited him to meet somewhere and go for a short walk. How was that any consolation after losing a home and family?
“But that doesn’t change what happened to you,” Alice said.
“No one has the power to change the past,” Caleb said as he stepped down from the bridge. “That’s why having hope for the future is important.”
“But how did you have hope after what happened?”
They stepped away from the granite platform and passed along a large hedge wall between two stone columns. “I didn’t at first,” Caleb said. “I was depressed. I wanted to die. But the woman I had been sold to wouldn’t let me.”
“Was she good to you?”
“Yes, or I had thought so,” Caleb said. Any traces of his smile faded, and he appeared distant with thought. “She had done so much for me. She healed me, clothed me, fed me, but what revived me the most was her praise. She made me feel special, as if I was the best thing that had ever happened to her. 
“I had some talents that only people from my homeland had. She wanted me to use them to help her. She gave me a teacher, someone to help me get better at using my natural gifts. I was told they would help her, help others.”
Alice stared at Caleb. For a moment, she thought she had somehow revealed the nature of her relationship with Titus and her training, but then she remembered he was talking about himself. 
“It’s interesting,” Caleb said, reflecting. “Even though she owned me, she never treated me like a slave. I think she knew if she treated me like one of her own, I would do anything for her. I served her better than her people. I thought I was doing something good for once. But then I realized the things I learned were not meant to help. What I learned was to be cruel. What I became wasn’t what I should be.”
It took Alice a moment to notice Caleb had stopped talking. In listening to him, she could only imagine herself in his place.
“How did you know?” she asked. 
“Know what?”
“You said she taught you things you thought helped others, but then you realized they were cruel. What changed to make you believe that?”
“Simple. I met someone who saw me for what I was and spoke truthfully. It was a girl. I knew she was telling the truth because she had nothing to gain from me. She helped me to see I was a slave after all.”
“What did you do?” Alice asked in a near whisper.
“I ran,” Caleb said. “I ran as far away as I could and never looked back.”
“Weren’t you afraid? Weren’t you alone?”
“I was afraid, but I wasn’t alone. The girl gave me hope. We became friends and helped each other.”
Alice’s hands balled into fists. She was glad to know that Caleb’s life had improved, but she could not help feeling empty inside. Alice was afraid, and she was alone. There was no one to help her break free, so there was no good in dwelling on such thoughts.
Forcing a pleasant smile on her face, she looked up at Caleb. “Thank you for sharing your story with me.” 
“You’re welcome,” he said but smiled curiously. “What are you thinking about?”
“Just that, I can understand why you don’t like the idea of me going into the military. But my circumstances are different from yours. I can’t just abandon my obligations.”
Caleb frowned. “Alice, you’re not alone. You know that, right?”
Alice looked at Caleb for a moment, about to ask him to explain, when she noticed Verondie waiting in the distance. She checked her watch.
“My time is over. I have to leave.”
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She could see he was disappointed, but Caleb walked toward the exit.
“I’ve been thinking,” Caleb said. “About the aloe plant you gave me. I find myself talking to it like a friend. And any friend should be called by a name. So, I wondered if you had any ideas of what to call it.”
“A name?” Alice asked, but nothing came to mind. She had never considered calling her plants anything besides what they were. 
As they continued walking, Alice saw a plaque that said poppies grew on the hill. There were no red flowers. It was too early in the season, but it did give her an idea.
“Have you ever seen The Wizard of Oz?” Alice asked.
“No,” Caleb said. “What is it?”
“It’s one of my favorite movies. It’s about a girl named Dorothy. She’s taken away to a magical land, and she’s trying to get home to her family in Kansas. I just thought you could name it Dorothy.”
“Why that?”
“The aloe I gave you is an African plant. I guess you could say it’s far from home?” Glancing up at Caleb, Alice blushed again. “It’s stupid, I know. You don’t have to name it Dorothy.”
“I like it,” Caleb said with a smile. “Does Dorothy ever make it home?”
“Yes, that’s one of the things I love about the story. When she first arrives in the land of Oz, she gets a pair of magic slippers. Then she goes on all these adventures, meeting friends and trying to find a way home when she already had the power to go back by clicking her heels.”
Caleb laughed, pleased with the idea. “Magic slippers, huh? So, if you had a pair, where would you go?”
Alice looked up at Caleb in surprise. Her mind drew a complete blank. “I don’t know,” she admitted.
“Really? You’re confined to your home with only a few places to go, and you can’t think of anywhere you’d rather be?”
“I know. I’m disappointed myself. I wish I did. Let me think about it! I’m sure I can come up with something,” Alice said. “What about you? Is America where you wanted to go, or are there other places you’d like to visit?”
Caleb shrugged, pinching his mouth to one side. “I’ve traveled a lot. It gets old after a while. I think I’d like to settle down somewhere.”
“Where would you like to settle if you could choose?”
“It’s not so much where, but with who. I want to be with the right people. That, to me, is home.”
“What about your friend? The one that helped you.”
To Alice’s surprise, she saw that Caleb looked noticeably nervous. He appeared to be wrestling with blurting something out and was deliberately restraining himself. “It’s sort of like your family. It’s a unique situation,” he said quietly. “Maybe I can tell you about it another time.”
“It’s okay,” Alice said, smiling to reassure him. “Thank you for coming today. I was glad to have you here.”
“Thanks for asking! I hope we can do something like this again,” he said, brightening. “By the way, Dorothy was still alive when I left her this morning. I think this means I’ve broken the curse.”







  
  Chapter sixteen
Forbidden Places

Friday, March 25th Continued


Alice hung her coat in the closet. 
“Shepherd?” she called.
It was unusual for Alice to walk into the house without finding his nose pressed to the door. She saw him come trotting up, wagging his tail without his usual enthusiasm. He uttered a soft whimper.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
It was three in the afternoon. After her visit to Hamilton, Alice had expected Dr. Denek to be home, but as she paused to listen, she heard no movement in the house.
“Where is he?”
Shepherd whimpered more urgently and briskly walked away for her to follow. They went to the library and found the door was closed. Alice knocked.
“Dr. Denek? I’m home. Are you in there?” she asked.
There was no friendly greeting. Alice looked up when she heard the phone begin to ring. Stepping aside, she moved to answer it, but Shepherd whined more urgently. Alice looked down at him. When the dog pawed at the door, Alice touched the handle and slowly opened it. 
“Dr. Denek?” she called. 
The only sound was the distant click of the answering machine and a garbled message recording. Ignoring it, Alice passed through the door. The room was dark. All the lamps were off, and the curtains were drawn. The only available light came from a narrow split in the curtain. She watched as Shepherd’s dark form ran up to a couch. Alice could just make out the shape of a reclined body. 
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“Oh, no,” Alice whispered. 
She moved to where Denek lay and placed her hands on the sides of his head. There was an aura of tension around his skull. It was a crushing sensation that startled her nerves. Alice already knew it was a migraine before checking. This was not the first time she had found him in this condition. She focused her energy on it, taking the pain and dissolving it from the prostrate man. 
“Thank you,” Denek said softly. 
Alice pulled her hands away when she felt him move and went to the window to open the curtain. Looking back, she found him sitting up. He was wearing striped pajamas and a robe. 
“How long have you been like this?” Alice asked.
Denek slipped his glasses on and looked at the wooden clock with a swinging pendulum. “Since about one o’clock,” he said. 
“This afternoon?”
“This morning.”
“You mean you were like this when I left? Why didn’t you call for me?”
“I was too weak,” he admitted. 
“What about Mrs. Morgan?” Alice asked. Denek had a housekeeper who came in daily to clean the house and prepare meals. “Didn’t she come in today?”
“She did, but I expect she thought I was resting. I think she gave me a good dusting while she was at it.”
“I’m so sorry,” Alice said. She could not help thinking of how she had been away having fun as Denek was alone and in need. “I thought you were still sleeping when I left. I should have checked on you.”
Denek smiled. “I knew you would eventually. I’m sorry you found me like this. I’ll clean up,” he said as he stood, smoothing out his robe. “Perhaps after dinner, you could do me the pleasure of singing. It always helps me to think better.”
Alice nodded, eager to do any form of service that might help. 
When Denek had showered, dressed, and eaten a full meal, he seemed fully revived. Alice sang to him in the living room while he sat and drank his coffee. 
When she finished singing, Alice was pleased to find Denek’s face appeared tranquil, as if every thought had been brushed out of his mind to make him ready for a clean start. 
“Where was it again that you went with Dr. Reinhardt today?” Denek asked. 
“The sculpture gardens,” Alice said.
“Ah, yes. And who was it you were to meet there? Cory?”
“Caleb.”
“Who is he again?”
“A student from the academy.”
“That’s right.”
Alice watched him, waiting to see if he had any further questions. He said nothing more and only sipped his coffee. She recognized the look on his face. The combination of her healing and singing had put him in a near-blissful state. Feeling slightly conflicted, Alice knew it was the opportune time to make her request.
“Dr. Denek?” she said. “My birthday is coming soon.”
“You’re right,” he said, as if suddenly realizing time still existed. “Do you have any thoughts on a gift you would like this year?”
“I do, except it’s not something for me. It’s for Caleb.”
“What did you have in mind?”
Alice’s hands clasped nervously. “He has an injury from his childhood. I was wondering if I could offer to heal it for him.”
Denek set his cup on the table and looked at her with sobering wakefulness in his eyes. “Are you certain this is what you wish to ask for?”
“It’s my eighteenth birthday,” Alice said anxiously, fearing that her opportunity may be slipping away. “That’s important, isn’t it? I’ll be an adult. And I’ve agreed to go into the government services without any complaints. Doesn’t that mean something? Please, Dr. Denek. There’s nothing else I want!”
Denek paused, his gray eyes roving over her face. “It would need to be done at Tallax,” he said. “He’ll have to go through a background check and sign the non-disclosure agreement.”
“Yes! Yes, I know,” Alice said while trying to restrain her excitement.
“He’ll know that you’re not like the other students. Are you not afraid of how that might change what he thinks of you?”
Caleb would know that she was not normal, was what he meant. 
Usually, the patients were so heavily sedated during the session that if they remembered anything at all, they would talk of a short, blue-eyed, brown-skinned girl and were honestly convinced they had hallucinated ever seeing Alice. Caleb, however, would know she was not a figment of his imagination. 
But it would only be the surface of it, Alice thought to herself, hardly anything at all. It was not like she was asking to show Caleb her wings or watch her jump through portals. 
“I am willing to accept any change in feeling he might have toward me,” Alice stated. “I trust he will be accepting of the terms.”
Denek paused, looking at her curiously. “Why do you want to do this for this boy?”
“He’s my friend,” she said simply. 
“It’s interesting,” he said, smiling. “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard you call someone a friend before. He must be important to you.”
Alice hesitated. “Yes, I guess he is,” she said as if only just recognizing it herself. 
“Well, I suppose if this is what you want, we could make an exception to the usual conditions.”
A gasp of delight escaped Alice. She jumped up to Denek, hugging him. “Thank you!” she said, pressing a delicate kiss to his cheek.
Denek laughed in surprise yet was pleased by her affectionate gratitude. He patted her shoulder, smiling. “You ask so little,” Denek murmured in amusement. “How can I deny you anything?”
Seeing his cup empty, she took it and walked to the kitchen. Taking the coffee pot, she refilled the cup when she noticed the message light blinking on the phone. Alice realized he would not have answered any calls if he had been confined to the couch all day.
“You have messages,” Alice called out.
“Please play them,” Denek said.
When she returned with the cup, Denek thanked her. Alice stood quietly next to his chair as the first message began to play.
“This is Titus. Give me a call back when you get this. Thanks.”
The second message played.
“Hey, Titus again. I saw this email about a clearance for a garden visit and just wanted to talk to you about it.”
The third message was an appointment reminder from Denek’s dentist.
Sighing, Denek pressed his fingers to his forehead as if hints of another migraine were rising. “I hate the dentist,” he muttered.
The fourth and last message was from Titus again, but his voice sounded flat without a friendly tone. “Dr. Denek,” he said. “We need to talk.”
“Alice, please get the cordless for me,” Denek said.
She went to the kitchen and got the cordless phone. Denek fumbled with the buttons until he became annoyed and handed it back to her. Alice took the phone, found Titus’s number in the contacts, and returned it.
“Thank you,” he said and managed to press the speaker button. When she stepped away to leave the room, he motioned for her to stay. “He’ll like to hear what you have to say about your visit today.”
Alice was doubtful, but she kept the thought to herself and remained quiet at his side. Denek had only just set the phone on the table when Titus answered.
“Dr. Denek, thank you for calling back.”
“Hello, Titus,” Denek said. “How are you doing? Are you enjoying your vacation in Buffalo?”
“I’m doing fine,” Titus said shortly. “I wanted to ask you about this clearance for—”
“You do realize you’re not required to check your emails when you’re on personal time,” Denek interrupted.
“I realize that, but I saw—”
“Yes, the approval for Alice’s visit to the garden. I heard your message. I gave Verondie permission to take her. She assured me that she followed your procedure for a brief, random visit and had Mr. Hawkins come for security.”
“Yeah, well, I got a report from Hawkins that Alice met someone at the location, so it couldn’t be that random if someone knew she was going to be there.”
Alice held her breath, trying to be silent so Titus would not hear her breathing. She anxiously waited, watching for Denek’s response.
“I believe it was Verondie’s suggestion that Alice invite a companion for her visit.”
A short intake of breath was heard on the phone, revealing Titus’s growing irritation. “I don’t appreciate Verondie treating my procedures as loose guidelines and requesting ‘random’ activities right after I leave for an extended weekend. You can’t tell me she wasn’t planning this already and just happened to think of it the moment I stepped off company property.”
“I’m sure she didn’t mean to offend you,” Denek insisted. “She likely wanted you to enjoy your weekend without worrying you about a friendly outing.”
“This isn’t about me being offended,” Titus said curtly. “It’s about disregarding the standard security measures put in place that I am accountable for. She’s putting Alice in potentially compromising situations without properly managing the risks involved.”
“Titus, I am taking responsibility for what happened today,” Denek said slowly. His tone was soft but stern. “Alice is not a prisoner. Given how much she does for us, I trust you will agree that we can allow her a little excursion even when you are away. Yes?”
There was a heavy pause before Titus said, “Yes.” 
“Now, if it’s any consolation, Alice is safe at home and has told me she had a wonderful time during her visit with Calvin.”
“Calvin?” Titus questioned. “Do you mean she met with that Caleb kid from the academy?”
Denek looked at Alice. “Well, she’s standing right here. Perhaps she could tell you.”
There was silence on the phone for several seconds. “Am I on speaker?” Titus asked.
“You are,” Denek said with a smile of indifference.
Alice remained silent and still. She tried to be calm, but her heart flitted like a bird seeking a window to escape through. Although she did not know what she had to fear, as the trip to the garden was not her idea, she knew that Titus would have expected her to have better judgment than to agree to it.
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“Hello, Alice,” Titus said. 
“Hello,” Alice said quietly. 
“Did you enjoy your visit?”
“I did.”
“Good. I’m glad.”
Alice knew he was trying to be polite, but there was no unhearing what he had said. 
Denek leaned toward the phone. “Alice has made a request for her birthday.”
“She has?” Titus said, sounding relieved for a change in subject. “What is it?”
Looking at Alice expectantly, Denek waited for her to answer. Alice bit her lip and shook her head, which Denek misunderstood as her wanting him to explain it.
“Alice would like to offer her healing talent to her friend.”
“Absolutely not,” was Titus’s response. Or, at least, that was what Alice had imagined he had said. In actuality, his reply was, “That is very kind of you, Alice. Maybe we could talk about this more when I come back next week. Does that sound okay to you?”
Alice stared at the phone at first before understanding he was asking for a reply. “Yes!” she said forcefully, knowing her reaction was noticeably delayed.
“Good,” he said, sounding relieved.
“Alice,” Denek said as he took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It’s late, and you’ve had a busy day. What with your visit and taking care of me like an attentive nurse. Why don’t you get some rest? Go on up to bed.”
Alice nodded and wished them goodnight before leaving the room, Shepherd following behind. Walking away to the staircase, Alice stopped when she touched the banister and lowered herself to sit on the bottom step. Shepherd leaned up against her to be petted. She unconsciously stroked his side. All she could think of was the sound of Titus’s relief at avoiding the topic of her birthday request. 
Gradually, she began feeling depressed at the thought of what Titus was likely telling Dr. Denek. How it was too great of a security risk. How Caleb would end up telling all the students at the academy and so she would not be allowed to attend anymore. How Caleb would go home to whatever foreign country he was from, reveal his miraculous healing, and she would suddenly become a national security risk. How entire wars would start because of a single act of kindness. 
It made her angry. Angry to get her hopes up. Angry at herself for trying. Angry for Dr. Denek to agree so quickly without consulting Titus first. But mostly angry at Titus, not simply because she knew he would not agree to her healing Caleb, but for even becoming upset about her going to a public place to walk with a friend.
“It’s so unfair,” Alice whispered to Shepherd. “He gets to be away for days to see family and friends all on his own, and I’m not allowed to even leave the house for a few hours with a chaperone to see one person!”
Shepherd whimpered and pressed his head into her shoulder. Hot tears formed in Alice’s eyes as her anger turned to guilt. She knew it was not an equal comparison, and she knew that Titus was only upset because he cared and wanted to protect her. 
Glancing back at the living room, she rose and began walking up the stairs. She did not want to make Titus go through the trouble of explaining why they would not be allowed to fulfill her birthday request. When he returned from the holiday, Alice would tell him that she changed her mind. 
Arriving at her bedroom, Alice closed the door once Shepherd had entered. She sat down at her desk and began to type.
Hello Caleb, you had asked if I could go anywhere; where would I go? I would like to see plenty of sights, but these are all substitutes for another place I would rather go. It isn’t on Earth because it doesn’t exist. 
For a long time, I’ve imagined a world different than this one. In this world, there’s a little village by a beautiful beach where the sand is white, and the water is turquoise. A little inland is a city where all kinds of people come to trade fascinating things, and there are huge marble temples. 
Then, there’s a meadow surrounded by trees where I get to watch the two moons rise in the sky. 
But do you know what makes this place so special? It’s not how beautiful it is. It’s because there’s someone there who is a friend to me. This is the place I would like to go. I just need to find a pair of magic slippers to get there.
Before Alice could change her mind, she hit the send button on the email and watched it disappear from the outbox. 

*  *  *


It began with a distant melody. Alice knew she was dreaming even before opening her eyes. At first, she was floating when, gradually, a sense of gravity pulled her to the ground. Her feet rested on cobbled stone. 
She was in a city square with paper lanterns strung overhead and a large fountain in the center. People were dancing. They were of all shapes, sizes, and ages.  But what interested Alice was their costumes. They were beautifully colored with fluorescent pinks, greens, oranges, and blues covered from head to foot. They wore smooth-faced masks with large eyes and puffy lips. When they spun, frills flowing from their head and back swung behind them like satin robes. The spectacle reminded Alice of tropical fish she had seen at an aquarium. 
Through the small openings between the dancing crowd, Alice saw two children standing against the far wall. The girl was watching, entranced. That was when Alice realized that the girl was Ara and the boy with her was Kayohs. 
Crossing the square, Alice passed through the crowd toward them. As she did, it occurred to her that the people were not wearing costumes at all. If she had any doubt about this all being a dream, the strange humanoid-fish people was an undeniable sign.  
When Alice reached the children, she could hear them talking among the joyful mixture of music and laughter surrounding them.
“Did you want to dance?” Kayohs asked.
“Oh, no,” Ara said. “I don’t know how.”
“And they do?” 
Not everyone was a gifted dancer. Some hobbled while others flounced in ridiculous strides. 
“I want to dance,” Kayohs said. “Won’t you join me?”
“Well,” Ara said, beginning to smile. “Only so you’re not alone.”
Taking her hand, Kayohs pulled her into the crowd. They started by moving together to avoid colliding with the other dancers until they could find a rhythm to move to. Ara kept her eyes down at first, too embarrassed to look at him. Her crooked smile wavered, and she burst out laughing. They took several turns around the square. When they had finished, Ara collapsed against the wall for support. 
“That was fun, wasn’t it?” Kayohs asked.
“Yes! Thank you,” she said breathlessly, laughter still present in her voice.
Kayohs smiled, pleased to see she had enjoyed herself. Ara looked up at the sky, noticing stars were peeking through the fading twilight. It was time to go home.
Alice followed as they walked out of the city through the large open doors and down the dirt path toward the village. Arriving at the boardwalk, they had just started to walk past the first hut when the wind drew up. Ara’s head turned as if listening to the air whisper in her ear. She looked back across the plain toward a gorge deep in the forest. 
Kayohs followed her gaze and asked, “Did you want to see the gates?”
Ara hesitated. There was a look of uncertain wonder on her face. Softly, she said, “No,” as if knowing it was the right answer, but without confidence in tone. 
“We have some time left before dark,” Kayohs said, reading her look as an unspoken wish. “Come on, let’s go.”
Taking her hand in his black glove, Kayohs led Ara back along the path until it branched off, leading to the gorge. Dusk was swiftly approaching. By the time they had reached the winding trail, only the two moons provided light within the rock walls. The children stopped when they reached a round enclosure.
Alice moved to follow when she caught just the slightest glimpse of a towering structure waiting inside. An overwhelming fear caused her to stagger back and brace herself against a rock. Whatever waited in the enclosure, Alice had no desire to go further. 
“No,” she whispered. “No, this is a bad place. I want to leave.”
Alice was trembling. Clenching her hand to her chest, she was startled to find that she could not feel her heart beating. It was a dream, Alice reminded herself. She began to find everything blurring away. Alice was waking up. 
That was when she felt something fall upon her. It was almost like sinking into a warm bath. A soothing sensation flooded her senses. She felt assured that all was right in the world and there was no need to fear or to want anything. Her fist unfolded and fell away to her side while cool air brushed against her hair. It passed over her ear and traveled onward toward what waited ahead. She could almost hear it saying, “Come. I am with you. Come. There is nothing to fear.”
Alice walked ahead without resisting and had the strangest sensation of someone holding her close for support. She stepped into the moonlight and paused to allow her eyes to take in the sight. 
Six large stone arches stood on a leveled stone floor. Some arches were high, with vines climbing around them, while others had crumbled completely. In the center circle stood a gazebo-like structure with seven pillars mounted by a large ornate dome. These were the gates.
From behind the platform was a small waterfall that allowed a stream to flow into the intricate network of grooves running along the floor. The sound of the water filled the area with the soothing sound of trickling. 
Ara was standing just outside the platform’s edge while Kayohs had stepped onto the stone floor to the nearest gate. He rested his hand on the ancient stone, looking at it closely before taking a knife out from his belt and began picking at a spot. 
“It’s been a while since we’ve been here! Some moss grew over my name,” he explained, glancing back at Ara as he brushed the debris off so the marks were visible. 
Ara walked slowly around the outer edge, looking through each gate as if expecting to find something waiting in one of them. She paused when she came near one of the crumbled gates.
“This one probably went back to my home,” Kayohs said, laughing. 
Ara did not laugh but looked up at him as he stepped over the large boulders. He kept his arms out to balance before jumping over to one of the pillar bases. 
Continuing to walk, Ara paused in front of a different gate that was still intact. Her eyes traveled up the arch, where cracks were visible, caused by the strain of the vines growing over it. It did not look as if it was long for the world. At the top sat Kayohs with his wings out. He smiled at her and waved before flying down in front of the gate.  
“How do these things work anyway?” he asked. 
“No one remembers,” Ara said.
“Weren’t your people the ones who made them?”
“Yes, but I don’t know how it works.”
“But you should have the power to make it work, right?”
“Even if I did, it’s not like I have anyone to teach me.”
Kayohs stepped up to the arch, spreading his arms and wings out in the center. “Maybe if we just think of where we want to go and jump through, it’ll take us there. What do you think?”
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Preparing himself to jump through the gate, Kayohs paused to look at Ara. He had been smiling but was startled to find she was not smiling back.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I don’t think you should be playing with things you don’t understand,” Ara said.
“You don’t think something will happen, do you?” Kayohs asked, surprised by her concern. He stepped back through the gate, still present upon passing to the other side. “See? You probably have to say some magic words or do a funny dance.”
“Aren’t you afraid of anything?” Ara asked.
“Not really,” Kayohs said, walking around and through the gate again. “I mean, not of a bunch of piled rocks, at least. What’s the worst that could hap—”
Kayohs had moved to step through the gate again, but he had passed through the shadow and disappeared from sight. Ara stood still, listening for any sound of movement, but there was nothing but the soft trickle of water.
“Kayohs?” Ara said in a whisper until her voice rose in alarm. “Kayohs!”
Ara ran up to the gate, looking in the shadows and running around the base. Her little wings sprung from her back, and she flew to the top of the arch, searching the ground frantically. 
“Kayohs, come back!”
Laughter filled the entire gorge. Ara turned, searching in all directions, but could not place the voice’s location. Kayohs jumped to the top of the gazebo and waved to her. 
“I’m right here!” he said, chuckling.
Ara stared at him, making sure her eyes were not playing tricks before swooping to the ground to rest on her hands and knees. 
“You really thought I was gone, didn’t you?” he asked with a mischievous grin. 
But when Ara did not reply, Kayohs paused to look at her. He saw the tears streaming down her face. His smile evaporated.
“Ara! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you!” Kayohs said as he quickly knelt beside her, frantically trying to wipe away the tears from her cheeks. “Please don’t cry. It was cruel, wasn’t it? I promise I won’t play a trick like that ever again.”
“It-it’s okay,” Ara stammered.
“No, it isn’t! It was wrong of me to do that to you. Will you forgive me? Please, Ara?”
“I-I f-for-give you,” she said, gulping back a sob.
Alice stood watching the children. It was strange to her to see how quickly Kayohs could go from impish delight to miserable regret. She could only suppose that the boy genuinely loved Ara. 
“What is it?” Kayohs asked when Ara managed to stop crying. “You’ve been scared the whole time we’ve been here, haven’t you?”
Ara took several deep breaths before speaking in a trembling voice. “I’ve had dreams,” she said, “of the gates opening.”
Kayohs went still, and his eyes took another look around them. “Which one?” he asked. “All of them?”
“I’m not sure. I just see a bright light, and I can’t tell which one it’s coming from.”
“How long has this been happening?”
“I don’t know. I’ve always had dreams about the gates working, but all of a sudden, they’ve been happening more often.”
“Do you think the dreams are real?”
“I don’t think so,” Ara said but looked uncertain. 
“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Kayohs said, but he glanced cautiously at one of the stone arches. Pulling on her hands, he helped her to stand. “Come on. Let’s fly up to the tomb.”
He began to hum, mimicking the tune that had been playing when they had danced together. Pulling on Ara’s hands, he made her spin in circles with him. Kayohs smiled at her, causing Ara’s last tears to flee away and smile in return. Laughing, Kayohs spread his wings just as a strong force of wind blew up around them. It caught their wings, carrying them upward as they continued to dance. Ara’s sweet laughter rang off the walls while they rose out of the enclosure.
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Turning, Kayohs pulled Ara downward to a cliff, and they glided into a clearing. When they landed, Kayohs quickly pulled her to what looked like an elevated stone box. 
Alice had been transported with the children to the clifftop, her feet returning to the ground. Looking at the box, she thought it must be the tomb Kayohs had mentioned. She watched the children as they seated themselves on a shelf at the foot of the tomb. 
“I have something for you,” Kayohs said, reaching into a pouch on his belt. “I was going to wait until tomorrow, but I think I owe it to you now.”
Taking her hands, Kayohs pushed an object into Ara’s palms. When she pulled her hands away, a chain with two crescent moons glittered at her.
“It’s a necklace!” she gasped in surprise. “You bought this for me? Why?”
Kayohs shrugged, clenching his hands into fists. “I saw you looking at it earlier when we walked by the shops. I thought you liked it.”
Ara leaned toward Kayohs and placed a delicate kiss on his cheek. Even in the moonlight, a bluish tone appeared on his face. She smiled sweetly. “Thank you,” she said. “That was nice of you.”
Ara pulled the necklace around her throat and fastened the clip. She stroked her fingers over the moon charms.
“How does it look?” she asked. Kayohs nodded dumbly, causing Ara to laugh. “That’s not an answer.”
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“It’s good,” Kayohs mumbled and quickly corrected himself. “It looks good.”
Ara laughed again. At first, Kayohs looked embarrassed but also managed to smile. He was pleased to see the girl happy again. Ara turned to look at the view while Kayohs’s eyes lingered on her.
“Look,” Ara said, pointing in the distance. “I can see the lights in the city.”
Reluctantly, Kayohs’s head turned away and followed where Ara pointed. There was a twinkling light from a tall, dark mass in the land. His eyes traveled, falling to a black patch where the meadow lay and then to the village sitting on the water’s edge where the light reflected brilliantly from the moons.
Alice could feel the sense of peace and joy these places gave the boy. It was in this land that he had known his happiest memories. 
“They were mine too, weren’t they?” Alice found herself asking. 
As if in answer, the land before her pulled away, stolen from her very eyes and mind. Her hands reached out, trying to stop it, but she grasped only darkness dissipating between her fingers. A heavy feeling pulled her back, and she found herself in bed, her hands held above her, with nothing but the ceiling overhead. A sense of loss overwhelmed Alice, and the cold present condition of her life fell upon her like droplets. 
She was a Watcher. She was on Earth. She was owned by humans. She was a servant of Tallax. It all felt like cold drops of reality on her forehead, reminding Alice of how foolish it was to dream. 








  
  Chapter seventeen
Not Human

Monday, March 28th


“How do you think the Snow Queen felt?” 
It was Alice who had asked the question. Verondie lowered the book she held to look at her. They were in Verondie’s Tallax office for their morning meeting and had spent most of the hour reading stories from an old copy of Andersen’s fairy tales. Alice was reclined on the couch opposite Verondie, staring at the ceiling. Her eyes were half-closed, and her hands rested over her stomach. She looked unusually melancholy, Verondie thought, but despite asking about the remainder of her weekend, Alice said that nothing of importance had happened. 
“I mean when she returned to the palace and found Kay missing,” Alice clarified. “How she might have felt.”
“I’m not sure,” Verondie admitted. “I don’t think we are meant to care since nothing else is mentioned. How do you think she felt?”
“At first, I thought she would be angry,” Alice said. “But then, if she was angry, wouldn’t she have returned and tried to punish the children? But she never does. We never see her again.”
“Maybe she realized there was nothing she could do to hurt them since Gerda had defeated her power,” Verondie offered. 
 “I thought that too. But I was hoping that she saw what she had done wrong. What if she had actually loved Kay? What if she understood what love looked like through Gerda? Then maybe she would have realized how much she had hurt him. What if she repented?”
“That would be a lovely thing to have happened,” Verondie said.
“But you don’t think that’s what could’ve happened, is it? Please be honest.”
“I think the intent of the story is that the Snow Queen was incapable of love. She probably felt nothing since she was cold-hearted. I expect it made no difference for her to keep or to lose Kay.”
Alice’s expression turned even more somber. “I’d hate to think that.”
“Why do you want to redeem her?” Verondie asked.
“I don’t know. I just thought she had made Kay forget where he had come from so he wouldn’t be so sad about leaving. Like she was trying to be merciful in her flawed way.”
“It’s a common element for people to lose their memories when they are among fairies. I think it’s meant to reveal their evil intentions when they don’t even give the person a choice.”
“You’re right. I guess there is no redeeming her,” Alice said with disappointment. She placed her hand over her eyes.
Glancing at the clock, Verondie saw that they had ten minutes left. “Would you like me to read another?” she asked.
“No. That’s enough. Thank you.”
On the table sat Alice’s sketchbook. She thought Alice meant to draw while she read, but the girl never took up the pencil. 
“Did you have some new drawings you wanted to show me?” Verondie asked.
Alice’s hand pulled away, and she looked at the sketchbook in surprise, having forgotten about it. While Alice did not answer, there was a distinct look of apprehension and shame.
“I drew a lot this weekend,” she said quietly.
It was apparent Alice wanted her to see but was uncertain if she should share. 
Verondie smiled and took the sketchbook. “How about I look, and if you want me to stop, you let me know?”
This seemed acceptable to Alice. She sat up and watched while Verondie opened the book. They were drawings of Ara and Kayohs. The children were dancing, flying, smiling, and laughing together. 
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“Did you have another dream?” Verondie asked.
Alice nodded.
“And this is what you saw?”
Again, Alice nodded.
“Whenever you’ve had these dreams, you’ve always been so happy to share them with me. But today, that doesn’t seem to be the case. Did this make you sad?”
Alice’s brow pinched. She nodded slowly.
“Did something sad happen in the dream?”
“No,” Alice said quietly. “I wanted it to be true. I wanted it to be him and me.”
“Do you think there’s some truth in it?”
A flash of hope crossed her face as if expecting Verondie to affirm the idea, but gradually, Alice’s shoulders drew inward. She looked embarrassed. 
“I think I’m just projecting what I want in the dream,” Alice said, motioning her hand at a drawing of Kayohs. “He reminded me so much of Caleb. Just his expressions and the way he moved and talked. I probably only imagined it in the dream because I had just spent the day with him.”
“But you like Caleb. Is that such a bad thing to be thinking about him?”
Alice frowned, her eyes turning to the bird feeders outside the window. “It is when it upsets people,” she said. 
“Who’s upset?”
“I think Titus is.”
“How do you know?”
“He called. I heard him talking to Dr. Denek. He knows I went to the garden with Caleb. He didn’t like that. I feel like all I do anymore is disappoint him,” Alice said, her voice becoming strained, revealing emotion. “He barely talked to me this morning during my training.”
“Alice.” Verondie touched her arm. “Titus has his moments, but I’m sure he isn’t upset with you.”
Alice only glanced at her but said nothing. Verondie looked back at the sketchbook and turned a few more pages. When one page revealed a high arch with Kayohs standing in the middle, Verondie stopped.
“What is this?” she asked, her finger motioning over the arch shape.
“It’s… It’s nothing,” Alice said.
That was the cue, Verondie understood. Alice was done sharing. 
Verondie closed the sketchbook and returned it to her. “Thank you for sharing this with me.” 
When they parted for lunch, Verondie went to the break room. She was surprised to find that Titus was not already there. Checking the refrigerator, she found his lunch still sitting inside.
She went to his office, the door open.
Giving the door a courtesy knock, Verondie leaned in. “Good Morning. Are you coming to lunch?”
Titus was sitting at his desk, typing. “No,” he said without looking up. 
Taking a side step into the office, Verondie leaned back against a table opposite him. “I thought you weren’t supposed to be back until tomorrow,” she said. 
“Supposed to.”
“How was your Easter?”
“Pretty crummy.”
“So?” Verondie said. “Tell me about it.”
Sighing, Titus rubbed his eyes. “I only got to see my sister and her kids for a little on Friday. They ended up getting sick the next day. Then, on Sunday, my brother and I got into a fight at our parents’ house, so I left. I didn’t feel like staying at the hotel another night. I ended up driving straight home.”
“That’s over a six-hour drive, isn’t it? Did you get any sleep last night?”
“Only a little,” he grumbled, pressing his hands over his face. “I dreamt about the Extraction.”
“A certain moment or the whole thing?”
“Most of it was blurred fragments, but the end was the most vivid. I woke up in a cold sweat.” Titus dropped his hands away from his face. “I couldn’t go back to sleep after that.”
“I can tell. Your eyes look red.”
Titus pulled a mirror from the desk drawer and checked his eyes. He muttered a curse and stuffed the mirror away.
Verondie waited as he used a bottle of eye drops. She could easily piece together that he was in a bad temper between learning about the garden visit and his weekend not going as planned. She had also noticed that his face looked flushed.
“Are you sick?” Verondie asked. 
“I think so,” he reluctantly admitted, throwing the eye drops back into the desk. 
“You probably got it from the kids, and I’m sure the quick turnaround made it worse. You should’ve stayed home today.”
Titus numbly shook his head, looking back at the computer, meaning he had too much to do.
“Is this why you weren’t talking to Alice this morning? So she wouldn’t notice? She’ll want to heal you.”
“I’m fine,” Titus grumbled, snatching a paper that had popped out from the printer.
Verondie held back a laugh but could not help smiling. It was funny how stubborn he was, insisting on appearing strong and capable despite feeling otherwise.
“Well, she thinks you’re mad at her.”
“Why would she think that?” Titus asked, beginning to sound stuffy. 
“Because she met with Caleb at the garden.”
“I’m not mad at her for that.”
“No, of course you’re not. You’re mad at me.”
Titus looked up, opening his mouth to speak, but paused before abruptly turning his face away. He sneezed loudly into his sleeve.
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said.
“Maybe, but I certainly didn’t do it right, did I?” Verondie asked. “Denek talked to me about it. I know you’re upset I didn’t tell you in advance.”
“Look,” Titus said, pointing with his hand. “I wasn’t going to say anything about it, okay? It’s done, everything was fine. I have no reason to complain.”
“Titus, you have every reason to complain. I recognize it was unfair of me to do that without consulting you first.”
Sighing, Titus leaned back in his chair, looking at her with half-closed eyes. Verondie thought he looked depressed but appeared mildly relieved to hear her admit to being wrong. 
“Vera, I don’t know your reasons for not telling me. Maybe you were afraid I would tell you no—I actually prefer not to know the reason. But my point is that I just want you to make me a part of the conversation. That’s all. If you would only trust me, I could help make these things happen without the danger of them going wrong.”
“What were you afraid of happening?”
“I don’t know,” Titus said, shrugging emphatically. “But if something had, I know it would have left Alice and you in a vulnerable position. It’s not enough just having Hawkins sitting in his car, playing games on his phone! You should at least have someone within visual distance to react if something were to go wrong.
“And what digs me more is that someone knew you would be there. I don’t know how you went about contacting the kid, but it would not have been difficult for someone else to intercept that message and also be there.”
“I’m sorry,” Verondie said. “Next time something like this comes up, I’ll make sure to let you know.”
“Thank you,” Titus sighed. He leaned forward, taking a pen and began filling out a form. “I realize I’m not the easiest guy to work with, but I do try to be negotiable. Which, by the way, you’ll be happy to know on this background inspection for Caleb I’m checking under ‘reason for request’ the ‘pre-approval’ box instead of the ‘suspected threat’ box.”
Verondie’s eyebrows rose. “What is this?” she asked.
“The background check. For the kid?” Titus said. “Did Denek not tell you about Alice’s birthday request? She asked if she could heal Caleb.”
“Of what?”
“Not sure yet. I need to talk to her about it first. I’m just getting the paperwork ready.”
“Oh.”
Titus’s eyes narrowed at her. “I thought you’d be happy about this. Is something wrong?”
“No, I just didn’t know. That’s all.” Verondie leaned away from the table. “I’m going to finish eating lunch. Just remember, Alice thinks you hate her.”
Groaning, Titus held his head. “I need to talk to her.”
“You need to go home. You look and sound terrible.” Verondie tossed her hands up. “Or just expect Alice to heal you.”
Titus frowned, clearly not liking either of the options. 

*  *  *


There was a knock on Alice’s door. She looked up from her sketchbook, surprised by the sound. Visitors during lunch were uncommon.
“Alice? It’s me. Do you mind if I come in?”
By “me,” the male voice that had spoken meant Titus. 
“Yes!” Alice said abruptly, her voice in a slight shrill. She quickly flipped the sketchbook closed. “I mean, no, I don’t mind!”
When he entered, Alice knew that whatever he had come to talk about could not be good. There was no smile on his face. She sat upright at her desk, wishing to appear ready. He stopped at the table where her lunch was half-eaten and took the chair from it. Turning the chair to face her, Titus seated himself with a sigh. It was strange to see him in her room. The apartment was meant as a sanctuary, and he always made a point not to cross it unless invited. Alice thought he looked bigger than usual, especially in the small chair. It caused her to notice how compact the room actually was. She thought he might also feel the same as he leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees as he tried to level his eyes with her.
“I wanted to talk to you about this healing for Caleb,” Titus said. 
“Oh,” Alice muttered, suddenly feeling no desire to talk or to be talked to about it. She had not attempted to mention it that morning. His distant treatment of her had felt wounding, and she was beginning to reconsider sticking to the request.
“I understand you see him as a friend, and I do think this request of yours is very sweet of you,” Titus said, closing his eyes for a moment. “But I do have a few concerns.”
“What is there to be concerned about?” Alice asked tartly. “If you don’t want me to heal Caleb, just say it.”
The words came out quick and unexpected. Alice’s eyes grew wide in surprise. She looked at Titus regretfully and was alarmed to see him pinching the bridge of his nose, his brow furrowed, and his eyes clenched shut. His face was growing red, and Alice knew she had overstepped her bounds. He was furious with her.
“I’m sorry! You don’t have to say anything! I’ll find something else to ask—” Alice began but stopped when Titus turned away.
He sneezed violently into his sleeve. A short additional sneeze escaped him, as if the first had not been enough to expel the pressure that had been building in his nose.
“You’re sick?” Alice asked in surprise.
“I’m fine,” he muttered.
Touching his hand, Alice checked Titus. In a moment, she knew he was infected with a virus and had a fever.
“You’re sick,” Alice said softly. 
When he did not pull his hand away, Alice began focusing her energy. A warmth passed from her into Titus. Offering her own strength, she was able to destroy what was ailing him and replenish what had been lost. 
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Alice pulled her hand away, squeezing her fingers to regain the feeling in them. It would only take a moment for her to regenerate the energy she had spent. 
“You should have told me,” Alice said.
“Sorry,” he said, his voice sounding clearer as he spoke. “Thank you.”
“I thought you were mad at me.”
“When have I ever been mad at you?” 
“But when you talked to Dr. Denek—”
“Alice,” he said, holding up his hand for her to stop. “Please don’t think that I don’t want you to go out or have friends. I want you to have these things. I just want it done while keeping you safe and focused on priorities.” 
Titus pressed his hand over hers. “Now, about this request of yours. I think we can do it, but there’s something I need you to do first.”
She looked up to meet his eyes. “What is it?” she asked.
“I want you to find out for sure that you’re capable. Try to do a checkup, but discreetly. Do you think you can do that?”
It was uncommon for healing to wear Alice down. She knew Caleb’s burn would be nothing like that. 
“Yes,” Alice said.
“The other thing is you’re going to have to ask him if he even wants to be healed. Try to do it in a way that doesn’t make what you’re saying obvious, okay?”
Alice nodded.
“Good,” he said. “I’ll meet you by the door in about ten minutes.”
Alice nodded again. When he rose to leave, Alice looked after him. 
“Titus,” she said. He paused, waiting. “Thank you.”
Titus smiled. “No problem.”

* * *


During their afternoon drawing class, Alice retold the story of the Snow Queen to Caleb. When she had asked him the same question as she had earlier with Verondie, Caleb laughed in response.
“What is so funny about the question?” Alice asked, feeling a little foolish for asking at all. “Is it that silly to wonder how the Snow Queen might have felt?”
“Sorry, it’s not the question I was laughing about. I was just imagining the Queen’s face once she realized what had happened,” Caleb said. “I think she would have gotten a good fright once she knew the girl had the power to melt the shard and save her friend.”
 “Do you think you would have rather seen the Snow Queen destroyed?” Alice asked in surprise.
“I wouldn’t have asked for it to happen, but I don’t think there is anything wrong with wanting justice. I don’t have a lot of sympathy for bad people getting what is due to them.”
“Then where does mercy come to play?”
“Mercy?” Caleb asked as he paused to look at Alice. “I think the mercy is that the girl didn’t wait for the Queen to return to melt her too.”
Alice returned to her drawing, finding that she disagreed but uncertain for the reason why. 
“Am I wrong?” Caleb asked, noticing her quietness. “Sorry. I guess I was thinking about the struggle and suffering the girl went through. She traveled so far and overcame obstacles to find her friend. And then when she did finally get there, her friend didn’t even remember her.”
“So if you were Gerda, what would you have done?” Alice asked.
“Gerda had a pure heart. I think it was only because of this that she conquered everything. I don’t have that. But I would still try to do something. Even if all I could do was watch and wait for something to break until my friend could be convinced that the Queen’s promises weren’t true. As for the Queen, I wouldn’t destroy her as long as she didn’t try to stop me.”
Caleb silently stroked his pencil across the paper. He looked tired and sad as if he were receding into darker thoughts and memories. 
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“Caleb,” Alice said, but he did not seem to hear her as he continued drawing.
Moving, she meant to touch his arm to catch his attention. Alice hesitated. She remembered that she was supposed to perform a checkup if she wanted to do the healing. It would not be difficult and she could do it without attracting much notice—a brief moment, skin to skin, nothing intrusive. Caleb’s right hand lowered and rested on the easel shelf. He had paused to look at his drawing. This was it, Alice thought. She reached out to touch him. 
“Did you need a pencil?” Caleb asked, turning his hand to offer it to her.
Alice stopped. Apparently, he had not been so distant in thought to not notice her movement. Despite there being no way for him to know what she had tried to do, Alice suddenly felt dishonest and guilty for it. She pulled her hand away, realizing she could never do the checkup without asking first. 
“Caleb,” Alice said. “If you could, would you heal your arm?”
“My arm?” he asked, glancing downward at his pocketed hand. “It can’t be healed.”
“But if there was a way,” Alice pressed, “would you want it back the way it was before?”
“No, I wouldn’t,” he said, looking back up with a half smile. “Oh, someday perhaps, but not now.”
“Why not?”
“I have carried these scars with me for so long. When I look at my arm, I remember. It’s a reminder of what I lost, my home, my family, people that I loved. It’s these memories, more than anything, that have given purpose to my life through all the hard times.”
Looking down, Caleb smiled. His voice was so low, Alice wondered if he were talking to himself. “If scars remind us of who we are and how we came to be, should they be erased or treasured?” Raising his eyes, he looked directly at Alice. “I suspect my arm is something that no power could ever heal. But it is a nice thought, anyway.”
The class ended. As they crossed the lawn, Alice could not help but remain quiet, as she felt overcome with disappointment. There was nothing she could do for Caleb. 
“Can I ask you something?” Caleb asked.
Alice looked up at him. “What is it?”
“You had described your relationship with Titus as being very close. How do you think he would feel if you were suddenly taken away?”
“Oh, I couldn’t even imagine,” Alice said. “I guess he would be devastated.”
“And do you think he would travel a long way to find you?”
“Yes, I think he would.”
“And do you think, say if he found you and you didn’t remember him, he would cry for you?”
At this, Alice paused. While she believed he cared deeply about her, she could not imagine Titus crying. It would not have been a masculine trait that he would feel proud of.
Seeing her reluctance to answer, Caleb asked, “Has he ever made any promises to you?”
“No, Titus never makes promises. He doesn’t want to risk breaking them. He tries to do what he can, but sometimes they don’t always work out.”
“But he would give you the world if he could. Don’t you think?”
“I believe he would like to think so.”
“And a pair of ice skates too?”
Alice understood he meant to liken Titus to the Snow Queen, promising everything without any real intent to fulfill those expectations. She looked up, finding him with the same playful smile she had seen on Kayohs in her dream. He did not intend to be mean-spirited, but she did not appreciate the comparison of her mentor to the fairy tale antagonist. 
“You don’t know him,” Alice said quietly.
“Would you introduce me?” Caleb asked. “I’d like to meet him.”
Alice could not mask her surprise. “You would? Doesn’t he frighten you?”
“No.”
“I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea.”
“Why? Do you think he’ll be afraid of me?”
“What? No. Titus isn’t afraid of anything.”
“Well, neither am I. So we have that much in common,” Caleb said, smiling. “See? We’re practically friends already.”
Alice looked up, still uncertain. He did not meet her gaze. Caleb’s eyes were focused ahead. Turning, she saw Titus at the front of the main building where he usually waited for her. 
“Wait,” Alice said, stopping. Caleb also stopped and looked back at her. “The problem is, I’m afraid.”
“Of what?”
“I’m worried he won’t like you and, if he doesn’t like you, he won’t want you to talk to me anymore.”
“You think he can stop me from talking to you?”
“Yes, and I like you too much to let that happen,” Alice said as her voice became higher in tone. “So please stay away from him!”
Suddenly afraid that she was going to burst into tears, Alice moved to walk past him. 
Caleb caught her hand. 
Freezing, Alice looked down to find it was his right hand, the one without the glove. Keeping still, she restrained herself from sensing further, from knowing more about his physical being than she ought to. But there was no missing the unnatural coolness of his touch. It was unlike any contact she had experienced with another person. It was like he was breathing her in, welcoming her presence.
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“Alice,” Caleb said softly. “I like you too. You’re a good person. Please know if you ever need me, I will come. Nothing, no obstacle, and especially no person will ever stop me from coming.”
Letting go, Caleb gave Alice a slight nod and looked past her again at Titus. Raising his hand, he gave a wave. Titus’s arm rose for a moment and dropped again to his side. Pleased to see the wave returned, Caleb smiled before walking away. 
Alice’s hand felt cold and numb. She flexed her fingers, trying to regain their feeling while she walked toward Titus. They said nothing to each other until they were in the car.
“You look shocked,” Titus said. “I take it you did the checkup and found it was more than you bargained for.” 
“No, I didn’t do the checkup,” Alice said.
“You didn’t? Then what’s wrong?”
“He said he didn’t want to be healed.”
“No?” Titus asked. “Well, that’s that. Got any other birthday ideas?” 
Alice realized now what a mistake it would have been to bring Caleb to Tallax.  While she did not know what the boy was, Alice understood he was not human.







  
  Chapter eighteen
Birthday Blues

Thursday, April 7th


Joyful barks followed Alice’s laughter as Shepherd chased her down the beach. She stopped mid-run, bending down to flick water at the dog. Shepherd bit at the water and ran around her, circling twice in anticipation before Alice took the frisbee in her hand and threw it. Holding her sides, Alice laughed with delight, seeing Shepherd bolt after the frisbee while barking wildly. 
The sight of the girl and dog playing together pleased Titus. It meant all was well and provided a comforting feeling he had not known in recent days. He was standing at a distance with his arms crossed, smiling and allowing himself to drink it all in. The exam was less than a week away. This time next Thursday, the contract would be renewed, Titus mused, and he could finally breathe a sigh of relief.
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“I’ve been waiting a long time for this day,” he said, looking down to his right. “Haven’t you?”
Verondie knelt on a blanket, placing a lid over the remains of a cake. “I don’t know,” she said. “I think I could’ve waited a few more months.” 
Leaning back, Verondie crossed her legs at the ankles before pulling the blanket over to cover herself. “It’s cold. Makes me wish her birthday was in July instead of April.”
Titus laughed. “Eighteen, though,” he said. “It opens a new world for her.”
“When I turned eighteen, I was driving a car and getting ready to go to college in another state,” Verondie said. “I expect Alice’s new world is going to be more like yours with enlisting fresh out of high school.”
“Alice is way more prepared than I was,” Titus said, smiling. “She won’t have any trouble.”
Titus supposed none of that was what Verondie had meant by comparing their beginnings into adulthood. She was contrasting her liberty to his servitude. Despite this, he observed a pleased smile on her lips. 
“You seem like you’ve been doing better with the idea of her going through with this,” he said. “Has something helped?”
Verondie did not respond. Instead, she nodded at Alice as the girl walked up to them.
“Did you say you brought a kite?” Alice asked. “May I have it?”
“Yes,” Verondie said, leaning toward a bag. 
Pulling out a bundle of twine and collapsed plastic, Verondie opened the kite and handed it to her.
“Thank you,” Alice said and began walking away. “No, Shepherd. Don’t bite the tail. We want it to fly.”
They watched as Alice began running again on the stiff, wet sand. Shepherd visibly struggled to resist the urge to snap the tail off, flapping near his nose. The kite flew miserably and repeatedly dove into the sand. The air was too calm to give it any lift. It was pitiful to watch. Alice picked up the kite after the fifth attempt to check that it had not broken. 
Verondie groaned with disappointment. Titus glanced at her. The beach was mostly empty, save for a few people walking along the water’s edge in the distance. 
Cupping his hands around his mouth, he yelled, “Give it some go!” 
Alice looked up with a beaming smile. Running again, she let the kite dangle in the air until a burst of wind carried it soaring into the sky.
When Titus looked down again, he found Verondie smirking at him. 
He shrugged nonchalantly. “There’s no one around, and they wouldn’t be able to tell she was using her talents even if they were watching,” he said, smiling despite himself. “So, were you going to answer my question?”
“Yes, I was,” Verondie said. “I feel better about the contract renewing because I’ve seen her confidence grow significantly in the past month. It’s helped to watch you together in the Co-op and hear her talk about her future with the military. I think, too, knowing that you’ll be with her wherever she goes gives me some peace of mind.”
“Really?” Titus asked with surprise. “I give you peace of mind? That’s a real compliment coming from you. Thanks.”
Verondie looked up at him. Her expression was inquisitive and sorrowful. “I trust you. You know that, right?”
“I wasn’t sure. For a little there, you just seemed like you had no intention of talking about it. You had me worried. I thought I was losing you, especially after the meeting with the colonel.”
“I overreacted. I’m sorry about what I said to you, about you just being a soldier.”
“I don’t mind being called a soldier, you know. I am proud of my service to my country.” 
“I think we both know I didn’t mean it as a compliment. I was afraid you were mixing your priorities, but I realized it was me doing that. I’ve grown so attached to her, Titus. She’s so small that it’s hard for me to believe she’s an adult now. For whatever reason, it just hit me at that meeting, and I realized it was because I was afraid for her.”
“And you’re not now?” Titus asked, watching for her reaction.
“I will always be afraid for her,” Verondie said. “But that doesn’t mean I should forget everything you’ve done to protect her. I don’t only mean you providing protection, but teaching her how to protect herself.”
“Don’t just flatter me for Alice’s success,” Titus said. “You need to take credit for your work with her too. She’s had a lot to handle, and it’s only because of you that she’s able to do that.”
“Yes, but my work isn’t as flashy. It doesn’t make a good show for a bunch of military reps.” 
Titus crouched down, pointing at Alice with his hand to direct Verondie’s attention. 
“Look at her, Vera. When we got her, she was just a shattered little girl. I helped to rebuild the part everyone can see, but what you’ve done is more incredible. You took her mind and reconstructed it so she could function in a whole new world. Look at how she’s smiling—laughing even.” 
“I don’t think it’s me that’s done that,” Verondie said.
“Well, it’s certainly not Denek,” Titus said dryly.
“That’s not what I mean,” Verondie said, looking at him. “I think the reason she’s happy is that she doesn’t feel so alone.”
Titus frowned, reading the expectant look on her face. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to attribute this to that kid again.”
“I am. I would even go so far as to say that it’s because of her friendship with Caleb that she’s been performing so well in her training. Joy brings her talents more alive. I think it’s a part of her natural being.”
“Okay, so what if it does?”
“So, what are you going to do to see that it continues?”
“I’m not going to do anything,” Titus said firmly.
“I thought you were handling this well, with her having a friend. Was I wrong?”
Titus waved his hand dismissively as he sat down beside her. “I frankly don’t care. I’ve been trying to stay out of it for Alice’s sake and my own peace of mind. As for Caleb, he’s just a punk, and he’s temporary. Once the term ends, he’ll go back to wherever he’s from, and Alice will graduate from the academy. He’ll be out of the picture, and she won’t even remember his name by next Christmas.”
Verondie stared at him. “And what if it isn’t temporary? What if he stays in America, and she asks to see him even after graduation?”
“She isn’t going to have time for this kind of stuff. She’s going to be working full time.”
“You and I both work full time, and we still get weekends off. Doesn’t she get that too, or are you planning on her putting in eighty hours a week?”

[image: image-placeholder]

Opening the box Verondie had covered, Titus cut himself a sizable portion of cake and tipped it on a paper plate. “Look, you’re probably right about Alice performing better because of the boy, but there’s no sense in us arguing over hypothetical situations. He is leaving, and Alice is graduating.”
He stuffed a forkful of cake into his mouth. Verondie grew annoyed watching him. 
“Fine,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “But someday she’s going to meet someone that she really loves, and what will that mean for Alice? That she can never have a boyfriend? That she can never get married?”
 “Right,” Titus said, twirling his fork as he swallowed. “And you’re also forgetting to ask, ‘Does that mean she can never have a divorce?’ I think we both know the answer is no, Vera. It’s no. That’s a world I do not want to see her explore because it is full of hurt and disappointment that she should not have to go through.”
Verondie’s eyes narrowed. “I’m married, Titus. I’ve been married for ten years now, and guess what? It hasn’t ended in divorce, and it won’t ever. Just because you’re afraid to commit to someone doesn’t mean your fears have to ruin it for someone else.” 
Titus grimaced as he swallowed with difficulty. Sighing, he set the plate aside and looked out across the body of water as a subtle look of dejection passed over his features.
“I’m sorry,” Verondie said. “I don’t mean to be insensitive. But I can’t stand to see her so happy and then pull it away from her like we’re just teasing her with hope on a string.”
“I get that, but I have high standards, okay?” he said quietly. “I use those standards for Alice as well. If she’s going to be with someone, I want it to be a person that’s worthy of her.”
“Worthy? Titus, do you even hear yourself? For goodness sake, it’s a mercy Caleb is leaving. Otherwise, you’d put him through an exam too! That kind of conditional mentality is completely unhealthy in a relationship.”
“It isn’t when the person in question has a bleeding heart,” he said matter-of-factly. “Alice would fall over anyone that would give her two seconds of attention. I have to be there to catch her so she doesn’t fall into the wrong arms.”
“You think she’s naive and has poor judgment.”
“That’s not what I’m saying,” he said but looked uncertain. “I think it’s innocence. Isn’t that different?”
“Yes, but you’re confusing it with compassion. Alice has compassion for others. She knowingly risks allowing herself to be hurt to help people. Honestly, I don’t understand why you’re so fixated on protecting her with these sort of things when you’re planning to take her into missions where she’s really at risk of getting hurt.”
“That I can deal with,” Titus said with confidence. “Breaking a leg is just a matter of applying a splint, and far easier for her to heal it. I’ve already said I only take care of the physical part of Alice. But the mind? That’s not my expertise. If some jerk breaks her heart, I can’t put an icepack on that.”
“And you won’t have to. I’ll be the one to handle it,” Verondie said and shook her head. “Maybe I should be asking if you trust me.”
“Of course I trust you,” Titus said, facing her. “You’re the only other person who loves Alice as much as I do.”
“Okay, then, do you trust me when I say allowing Alice to make mistakes could be worth it in the end?”
“As far as what? Her having a boyfriend and being happier for it?”
“Yes.”
“Couldn’t you show me some data on this stuff?” he asked helplessly. “I do better with numbers and evidence.”
“It would also defeat the point of you just trusting me on this.”
Titus’s head lowered. He was cowed by the thought of what she was asking.
“Titus,” Verondie said softly. “We’ve talked about this. If you don’t give her a chance with someone, she’ll only keep projecting those feelings onto you.”
“But she seems fine,” Titus whispered. “She hasn’t acted funny or anything towards me lately.”
“That’s because she’s trying to suppress her feelings, and I think the boy is helping with that as a distraction. Once he’s gone, she’ll be worse off. I know you don’t want me to talk to her about it, but pretty soon, I won’t have much choice.”
Titus clenched his fist, visibly uncomfortable. He was watching Alice. She stood with her back to them, her gaze looking upward. The kite was a mere dot in the sky. How much was he stringing her hope along, Titus wondered.
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“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sure it would be worth the risk of letting Alice have a relationship with someone if it meant making her happy. But not right now. Please, Vera. Just not now.”
“I’m not asking you to do anything right now,” Verondie said. Her features softened. “I just want the thought there, so when the next Caleb comes along, he might have a chance before you snatch Alice up and bolt for it.”
Verondie checked the time. The beach picnic was over. Once cleaned up, they rode back to Tallax in Titus’s Jeep. He stopped at the side entrance of the facility, letting Alice and Verondie out. 
“When you’re ready, Hawkins will take you to the academy,” Titus said from the driver’s window. 
“I thought you were taking me,” Alice said.
“I’m going to drop Shepherd off at the house and put the leftover cake in the refrigerator. I’ll pick you up after class.”
“Thank you,” Alice said and looked at the rear window. “See you at home, Shepherd.”
Shepherd barked at the glass between them before climbing to the front. He forced himself over Titus’s lap, shoving his large head out the window to reach Alice with his nose. She laughed and smoothed the fur back on his head. 
“Be good, okay?” she said.
“Shepherd, sit,” Titus said. The dog immediately drew back, jumping into the passenger seat. Titus gave a lazy flick of his hand for a wave before pulling away. 
As the Jeep drove through the open gate, Alice turned back to Verondie. “Why is Titus unhappy?” she asked.
Verondie swiped her ID card over the scanner mounted by the door. “How can you tell?” 
“He wasn’t smiling just now. He always smiles when we’ve gone out together.” She followed Verondie inside the building. “It was because of something you talked about—something about me that he didn’t like.”
Verondie turned, about to give a reassuring reply, but paused, recognizing it was not a question. Alice looked back apologetically. 
“You don’t have to explain what it was,” Alice said, pinching her hands together. “But if there’s something I can do to help, please let me know.”
“There isn’t anything you need to do,” Verondie said gently. “Titus just needs to understand he can’t have his cake and eat it too.”







  
  Chapter nineteen
Lost Boy

Thursday, April 7th Continued


Somehow, Alice knew she was to blame for Titus’s unhappiness. She tried to rack her mind and understand what she had done wrong. Maybe it was not enough to say thank you for the birthday cake that Titus had made for her. Perhaps she should have commented on how Titus had achieved the perfect density for the cake or how the chocolate frosting was sweet but not too sweet. Or maybe he was upset that she had not asked him to play frisbee with her instead of Shepherd. 
No, it was definitely the cake. 
How many hours had he spent making it? She could only wonder, and it pained her to think that all she said after trying a bite was, “It tastes great. Thank you!” 
Alice gave a shallow groan.
“What’s wrong?”
The question broke into Alice’s thoughts, causing her to look up from the paved sidewalk. Caleb was walking beside her, watching her face. His eyebrows gradually rose higher on his forehead as he waited for a response. 
“What’s wrong?” Alice repeated the question back, her voice ending in a high pitch. Her eyes skimmed back from the main academy building to the art hall they were approaching. “Why do you ask?”
“You look like this,” Caleb said, pulling a distressed face for a moment and relaxing again. “And you made a funny little sound like your stomach was upset. Usually, those things mean something bad.”
“Oh!” Alice pressed her hand to her forehead. “I hate my face. I’m never any good at masking my feelings.”
“You only say that because it’s honest, and you’re worried about how it will make other people feel. I like that you’re honest. And if you’re having a bad day, think of it as an opportunity for me to help.”
“Thank you,” Alice said. “But there isn’t anything you can do to help.”
Caleb frowned. “Did you know if you shake up a can of soda and open it, it explodes all over you?”
“I’ve never drank it before,” Alice said, raising a curious brow. “But I understand that would happen because of the pressure.”
“Well, no one told me that, and I had to find out the hard way! You’re under a lot of pressure too, Alice. You don’t want to wait until you explode, do you? Sometimes, talking to a friend can help relieve that. I do it every day. Dorothy would know.” 
Alice smiled at the mention of Dorothy but said nothing.
“Do you know how else I know you’re having a bad day?” Caleb said. “I wrote more in my notebook today than you.”
He was right. The instructor spoke for nearly the entire hour. Alice had only managed to scrawl a few notes instead of several pages. Caleb had made an entire sheet full of scribbles. 
“I’m sorry,” Alice said, her head lowering. “It’s not that I don’t want to talk to you about what’s bothering me. It’s just I’d want to speak to you in private. I’m too worried about someone else hearing. I’ll email you tonight.”
“This doesn’t look like something that can wait for an email,” Caleb said. Looking at the art building, Caleb pointed out where the lawn sloped down and sat low beneath the classroom windows. “Why don’t we talk over there?” 
“There isn’t time,” Alice said. “We’ll be late for class.”
“We won’t be late. We just won’t go.”
“What? You mean just skip class?” Alice asked, alarmed. 
“What do you feel is more important?” Caleb asked with a polite smile. “Talking about something that is bothering you or drawing pictures?”
“But I’m expected to be there,” Alice said feebly. 
“Okay,” Caleb said, nodding toward the corner. “I’ll just wait over there in case you change your mind.”
Alice stopped at the hall entrance as Caleb walked down the slope with his hands in his pockets. Realizing he was serious, she felt compelled to follow and hastily walked after him. Flattening her back against the wall, Alice looked up at the windows above as she began to feel more confident that no one would see them. 
Caleb smiled. He was pleased she had been brave enough to take him up on the offer. Somehow, this made Alice feel more relaxed, as if this behavior was not only acceptable but even encouraged.
“It’s about Titus,” she began. “I know I haven’t explained to you what he is to me very well.”
“I get the idea that he’s important to you.” 
“Yes, he is,” Alice said, looking up. “I can’t describe him as one type of person because he takes on the role of different people for me.
“Here at the academy, he’s my bodyguard, but at work, he’s my instructor and mentor. He’s been training me to serve in the military. I promised him I would never tell anyone about what I am or what I can do, but I have some special abilities we call ‘talents’ that he helps me to develop.”
Caleb nodded and asked, “So what is he to you outside those places?” 
A pleasant laugh escaped Alice, and she could not help smiling. “He doesn’t treat me the same way as Dr. Reinhardt or Dr. Denek. He’s kind and compassionate to me. He sees me as a person, and I feel like he understands me.”
“And you think Dr. Reinhardt and Dr. Denek do not?”
“No, I don’t mean that,” Alice said, sighing. “It’s difficult to explain. There’s a disconnect between them and me. They’re doctors, for one, so they’re highly educated. They act more like parents to me, but Titus is a friend. Rather than speaking down to me, I feel like he brings me up to his level.”
A small, curious smile formed on Caleb’s face. “Up to his level? How do you mean?”
“Everyone looks at me and treats me with some sense of ‘Otherness’ that makes me feel apart from them, sometimes even beneath them.”
“But doesn’t he also have authority over you being your instructor? Doesn’t he order you around?”
“He does, but he’s always very deliberate, and I trust him to lead me wisely.”
“But you used the word ‘friend.’ How does any of that make him your friend?” 
“Because he doesn’t treat me like an ‘Other.’ He’s very comfortable with what I am and will even invite me to him like my presence is not only enjoyed but wanted.”
Caleb looked down into the grass. Quietly, he asked, “What was it like when you first met Titus?”
“Oh, it was awful,” Alice said, her eyes widening. “He’s so big and intimidating that I thought he could only be a horrible man. I was extremely mean to him. I couldn’t stand to see him and wanted nothing to do with him.”
Caleb looked at her in surprise. “But that’s the opposite of how you describe him now. What changed that?”
“I found that I had this grudge against him, and I realized how unfair it was of me since he had never done anything wrong—towards me, anyway. But I could never somehow shake this feeling about him. 
“Dr. Reinhardt helped me to see that there was no reason for me to feel that way. I didn’t realize it then, but she set up activities where we would be together, and I could see him in a different light. That was when I began to feel pity for him.”
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“It sounds like she set you up in artificial situations to make you feel that way,” Caleb said. “Doesn’t that bother you at all?”
“Not really,” Alice said. “I expect I didn’t make it easy for either of them, and I don’t believe it was done with malicious intent or anything. My… situation doesn’t allow for real-life experiences, so I think, to start, it was necessary.  But I wouldn’t say that was what helped me to overcome my dislike of him. There are two things.”
Alice’s face broke into a cheerful smile. “One is how much Titus tried to win me over. It was extremely stressful for me at the time. But looking back, it’s endearing to see what he did or tried to do for me. Anything I wished for, even if the request seemed impossible, he always found a way to make it happen or would be extremely apologetic if he couldn’t.” 
“Do you think those situations were fake too?”
“No, because I was dictating them. Also, Titus isn’t very good at masking his feelings. There are things I can see about him that I know he would not want me to see.”
“Like what?” Caleb asked skeptically. “Why would he do that?”
“Like being sick or being disappointed about not getting his way. Those are the only times he avoids me. I think he does it because he doesn’t want to look weak or silly. He struggles with pride.”
“But why should he care about you seeing that part of him?”
“Because he cares what I think of him. And I believe someone who wants to be your friend will care what you think of them.”
Caleb’s gloved hand scratched at his head. His face pinched momentarily, considering other questions to ask, but none were said. 
Caleb looked at her. “You said two things helped you overcome your dislike of him. What was the other?”
“Dr. Denek advised that I pray for Titus.”
“Pray?” Caleb asked, surprised.
“Yes. he said I shouldn’t just discard any feeling that Titus might have wronged me. Rather, he suggested that I assume and accept that he did wrong me, even if it wasn’t true. I had adopted the idea that Titus was my enemy and that to be spiritually sound, I should forgive my enemies. Therefore, I needed to forgive Titus.”
“But doesn’t that…” Caleb hesitated. “I mean, I expect Titus is teaching you to view enemies as bad people with your training, so isn’t Dr. Denek teaching you to love your enemies contradicting that?”
“Both are true, but they don’t necessarily contradict each other. The difference is repentance. Dr. Denek said that repentance was something that Titus was expressing toward me through his actions. In exchange for that, he said I should offer Titus compassion.”
Caleb crossed his arms, frowning. Alice tilted her head with concern. “Do you not agree with that?” she asked.
“Drawing a line on forgiveness for an enemy sounds a little convenient, doesn’t it?” he asked, looking at Alice. “Shouldn’t you offer the same even when they are not repentant?”
“Perhaps. I guess I never thought of it that way.”
Caleb shook his head dismissively. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to distract from what you were saying. I think I have a good idea of your relationship with Titus. So, something happened with him today that upset you, right? Would you explain?”
“Yes,” Alice said, frowning. “When we were at the beach, I was alone while Dr. Reinhardt and Titus talked. It looked like they were arguing. Afterward, he was quiet and looked unhappy. The last time I heard them argue, it was about me. They sometimes have very different views on how to deal with me, and I expect now that I’m an adult that’s changing again.”
“And you don’t know what that was?”
“Not exactly,” Alice said, looking down at her feet. “But whatever it was likely had to do with my preparedness for something. And whatever the outcome of that argument, I’m almost certain he did not win it.”
“Why do you say that? Did he seem angry?”
“No, like I said, he avoids me when he doesn’t feel good about himself. He was supposed to have Mr. Hawkins take Shepherd home after the beach, and Titus would take me to the academy. But he switched. He said he would take me home, but it’s a lot of extra driving around for little good reason.”
“So, let’s say it was an argument that he lost. I’m sure he’ll feel better when he comes to pick you up. Isn’t that a good thing?”
“But it’s temporary,” Alice said. “And I think the argument was about something that’s already happened before and will only happen again.”
“What do you think it was about?”
Alice sighed. “Titus believes I’m immature.”
“How could he think that? He means for you to go into the military. If he didn’t think you were mature, wouldn’t that be the worst thing he could make you do?”
“No, my training has made me fit for—handling people, but none of that has anything to do with making a personal connection. If anything, he doesn’t want me to make personal connections! I’m emotionally immature with relationships. And it’s true. 
“We’ve been friends for years now, and for a long time, I had it in my mind that our friendship might take on different roles just as our work relationship would, but I feel like it won’t now. I used to love thinking of him in attachment to that word, ‘friend,’ but now I hate it, and I can’t help feeling it’s my fault.”
Suddenly realizing how exhausted she was, Alice fell quiet and looked up expectantly at Caleb. He was staring at her, his face blank. 
“Well?” she asked, finding his silence unsettling.
“Clearly, you love him,” Caleb said. Alice only blushed in response and looked down again. “Have you ever thought of telling him?”
“No. I’m too afraid,” she said miserably. “He’s older and more experienced than I am. I’m sure he doesn’t feel the same, and even if he did, I don’t think anything could come of it. I don’t think others would approve, and it could make our working relationship difficult, and I’m not even…”
Caleb watched as her voice faltered, and she ended by letting her eyes fall to her hands. He sighed and said, “I think you’re right about all those fears, but it’s also clear that you’re torturing yourself by not saying anything. This feeling isn’t just going to go away, Alice.”
“I know. Sometimes, I would rather just tell him and take the chance of being rejected so I can stop hoping, but whenever I’m around him and even think of saying something, I suddenly lose my voice. My words just dry up in my mouth. I find myself feeling vulnerable and ashamed of what I am.”
“Does he say things to make you feel that way?” Caleb asked.
“No. No,” Alice said hastily. “He would never say anything to make me feel that way. I just feel like that because—well, because I’ve convinced myself that I’m not good enough for him.”
Caleb tucked his hands into his pockets. “I’ve never found measuring my worth to someone helpful. If I love someone, truly love them, I’ll find that I’m never going to be worthy of them because I wish the best for them. I’ll never be good enough because I know my flaws too well. However, the comforting thought is that if someone loves me, those flaws won’t matter to them.
“I think if Titus does love you, any flaws you imagine yourself having would not matter to him. He would love you just as you are. A telling sign of love is if your opinions and wishes are respected. Does Titus respect you?”
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“I think he does,” Alice said, then less sure added, “I mean, he’s said as much.”
“So if you tell him your thoughts or worries, he’s always open to hearing them without criticizing you?”
Alice’s lips closed. “It depends,” she said. “There are some things he’s more knowledgeable of, so it’s difficult for me to speak to them. Then there are other things he’s less concerned about and might not care one way or the other.”
“Maybe think about the things that matter the most to you. Has there ever been a time where he’s taken something away from you that you cherished?”
The memory of Titus in the car with the drawing of the blue boy flashed in her mind. She could even remember how his fingers had pinched the paper, causing it to wrinkle. The tone of Titus’s voice had been disarming when he asked, “You think he’s real?” 
Caleb nodded, making it clear the answer was visible on her face. 
“I can’t answer this for you, Alice,” Caleb said simply. “But I would caution you against offering yourself too easily to him. He needs to meet you on this bridge, not make you run across it to him.”
Withdrawing his hand from his pocket, Caleb produced a small bag closed with a string. “I know this isn’t good timing, but it is your birthday, and I want to make sure I give this to you before you leave.”
Alice cupped her hands together as he placed the small bag in her palms. “Thank you,” she said in a near whisper. “No one outside of my mentors has ever given me a present. Should I open it now?”
“Wait until you’re home,” he said, smiling awkwardly. “I’m worried you won’t like it, so if you don’t, you won’t have to pretend to be happy about it.”
“I know I’ll like it. It’s from you,” Alice said, smiling as she cupped it protectively to her chest. “Thank you, Caleb. And thank you for listening to me. You’re a good friend.”
Leaning toward him, Alice kissed his cheek. When she drew away, she found he looked surprised but not displeased. A nervous laugh escaped him, and he raked his hand through his hair, causing it to stick out on one side. 
“We should go,” Caleb said, his voice sounding high. 
Caleb stopped, his head turned abruptly to his right, causing Alice to follow his gaze. She felt the bottom of her stomach sink. 
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At the top of the slope stood Titus. He looked at Alice with an odd slant to his mouth as if he were trying to appear polite and calm. It was the side of his lips that refused to lift into a full smile that worried Alice. 
“Hey, Alice,” Titus said in a light and friendly tone as he walked down to them. “What’s going on? Did your class get canceled?”
Alice’s mouth opened and closed, visibly lost for an acceptable reply. The only word she could manage to utter was, “No.”
Titus nodded, crossing his arms as he turned to look at Caleb. “Hi, Caleb.”
“Hello, Mr. Conley,” Caleb said.
“Just call me Titus,” he said, smiling now. “I’m sorry if I’ve interrupted anything, but I need to get Alice home. No sense in her being here if she’s going to skip class.”
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Alice quickly picked up her things and whispered, “Goodbye, Caleb, and thank you.”
“Yeah. Goodbye, Caleb,” Titus said with a dismissive wave. 
Caleb did not wave back. Instead, he followed them to the parking lot. 
“Come on,” Titus ordered Alice as he opened the passenger door of the Jeep. “Inside.”
As soon as Alice entered, Titus slammed the door shut and paused to look at Caleb. He was standing in front of the Jeep and did not look as if he intended to let them leave. Sliding his right hand to his hip, Titus stepped forward with his left hand pointed toward him. Caleb stepped backward until Titus stopped advancing.
“Is there something else you need from Alice?” Titus asked, his smile dropping away.
Caleb was staring down at Titus’s hand pointing at his chest. Slowly, he looked up at him from beneath his brows. “It wasn’t her fault she didn’t go to class. It was mine. You don’t need to punish her.”
“Who said anything about punishing her?” Titus asked, his left hand swinging back to rest on the other side of his hip. He leaned toward Caleb, speaking in a quiet and accusatory tone. “Alice would never break a rule unless someone coaxed her. So what were you doing back there, Caleb? Just having a friendly chat?”
Caleb’s brow creased further. “It was about you. She only talked about how much she cares about you.”
“You know,” Titus began, glancing at the Jeep as an irritable smirk formed on his lips. “It’s one thing to lure her somewhere you think I won’t find you, but it’s another thing to lie to my face when I’ve blatantly caught you. You’re not simply a punk, but you’re a stupid one too.
“Do you really expect me to believe that cock and bull story? That you’re a decent guy who just wants to listen to Alice talk about me? Because it sure didn’t look like it! You just think that because she’s eighteen now, you can do whatever you want, and you started that by taking advantage of her.”
“I was not!” Caleb said, his face pinching in disgust.
“Oh, okay,” Titus said, his eyes tossing up before settling back down on him. “How old are you, Caleb? Have you turned eighteen yet?”
“I’m nineteen.”
“Really? Boy, you must be stupid if you got held back a year. That’s good, though, because it means you’re an adult and can take responsibility for your actions. Legal responsibility. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it, Caleb? A fight? So, are you man enough for it?”
Titus watched Caleb, staring down into his face and waiting to see what he would do. But Caleb did not move. He only glared back while keeping his feet rooted to the ground.
“I am no man,” Caleb growled.
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“Well, it’s good to hear you admit to something,” Titus said with satisfaction. “Let me give you some advice. Go home to whatever hole you crawled out of because if you think you have any chance of getting with Alice, you’re going to have to convince me first, and you’ve already screwed that up. You’re in America, Caleb, without a decent clue how to play by the rules here. It’s about time you realize you’re nothing but a lost boy.”
Upon speaking the word “boy,” a look of uncertainty passed over Titus’s face, and he looked Caleb up and down as if seeing him for the first time. He blinked and then forced himself to look away.
“I’m losing my mind,” he muttered.
At that moment, Caleb looked past Titus at the Jeep where Alice sat. She kept her head down, not daring to look at them. 
“I apologize,” Caleb said. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble for her. I promise I won’t ask her to skip class again.”
Titus’s eyes abruptly fell upon Caleb like daggers. “Oh, no,” he said. “I am done exposing her to jerks like you here. You are never going to see Alice again.” 
Without waiting for a response, Titus walked back to the Jeep and got inside. He could still see Caleb in the rearview mirror, standing immovable until they had driven out of the academy grounds.







  
  Chapter twenty
Roosting

Friday, April 8th


Put to Roost. It was the silly code name Mr. Hawkins used when there was a recognized security threat, and Alice was moved to Tallax until cleared. The name had been simplified to Roosting. Titus hated the word, thinking it insulting to Alice as a Watcher, but it eventually stuck when even she found it amusing and used it herself. In total, there had been seven Roosting events since Alice had come to live with Dr. Denek. They were always false alarms, and she would return home the next day to pick up where she had left off. 
So when Mr. Hawkins showed up only an hour after Titus had dropped her off at home and said, “Roosting,” Alice did not even blink. She put down her dinner fork, put on her coat, and said goodbye to Dr. Denek and Shepherd before climbing into the car. What differed from this Roosting was that Alice strongly regretted not opening Caleb’s gift the moment she had gotten home. Had she known, she would not have waited until bedtime as she had intended. Now, the small bag lay on her desk, alone and abandoned. 
“Soon,” Alice reminded herself.
It was Friday morning, and the night had passed without any reports of why the Roosting had been called. This did not surprise Alice. Usually, Titus waited until the following morning before reporting the clearance and briefly explaining what had triggered the event. She decided to wait in Verondie’s office and had pulled from the bookshelf an old copy of Little Women, a personal favorite of Dr. Reinhardt’s. 
Alice had tried the book before but could never get past the first few chapters, which had seemed dull compared to the magic and adventure of her preferred reads. It did not help that none of the characters were likable, except saintly Beth, as Alice had difficulty relating to the vain and frivolous nature of the other girls. Alice had spent the past hour skimming through most of the chapters until she stumbled upon Mr. Brooke. She read hungrily from the moment the gentle-natured man started the tale of the knight and continued with delight to find that he was hopelessly in love with the eldest sister, Meg. It was wonderfully romantic, and Alice was nearly moved to tears when she learned what had become of Meg’s lost glove.
“He had it in his pocket the whole time!” Alice whispered, smiling. “That’s so sweet.”
Alice tried to think of what gifts of hers Titus possessed. There was the drawing of Shepherd she had given him that still hung in his office, but otherwise, she had not made it a practice to offer presents. She liked to imagine that somewhere, he had secretly kept one of her lost feathers that he managed to pick up during a Co-op. Feeling embarrassed at even the thought of hoping for such a tender attachment, Alice hurried on to read how Mr. Brooke sought Meg’s affection and offered to teach her to love him even if she felt nothing for the poor man. Alice was never happier to have Aunt March show up uninvited to give Meg the impetus the silly girl needed to accept dear Mr. Brooke.
Skipping several chapters, Alice hurried on until the wedding came and learned of the domestic life Meg was to have as if the story held the secret truths about her own future. To her disappointment, the marriage life seemed abhorrently lonely, and she was even alarmed to learn how petty arguments rattled the pair.
Alice’s eyes had fallen upon the line, “for even turtle-doves will peck when ruffled.” She found herself having trouble reading beyond those words. Resting the book in her lap, Alice looked at the clock to see it was five past eight. Titus would be at Tallax by now, and she expected he would come at any moment. 
A quiver of anxiety passed in her chest, remembering their last interaction from the previous day. It was not a complete exchange of malicious pecks, but she hoped he did not retain any grudge toward her for what had happened at the academy. 
Alice had remained silent, with her head down, when Titus had returned to the Jeep. She remembered the vehicle’s quick acceleration out of the parking lot, and it was not until they were several miles down the road that he eased off the gas pedal. Alice only looked from the corner of her eye at Titus when she heard a soft exhale of breath. She could see anger lingering in his eyes, and a distinct line of anxiety wrinkled the corner of his mouth. Alice pinched her hands together as she braced herself to speak.
“I shouldn’t have skipped class. I knew better. I’m sorry.” She spoke in short, clipped sentences, expecting he might interrupt at any moment. When Titus said nothing in response, Alice took it as a sign he was listening. 
“I chose to do it,” Alice continued. “I wanted to talk to Caleb. This wasn’t his fault.”
“Don’t defend him,” Titus broke in.
Alice’s voice caught in her throat, realizing she had found the pain point. Taking a deep breath, she forced the pressure back down and spoke again. 
“I am defending him. And I will defend him,” she said slowly, her voice audibly quivering. “I will not have someone accused of doing something wrong on my behalf. Especially someone I consider a friend.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, Alice. He is not your friend,” Titus said in a cool voice. “He was trying to take advantage of you. Friends don’t do that.”
Forgetting her fear from sudden confusion, Alice looked at him. “What do you mean by take advantage of me?” she asked.
Titus shook his head as he squeezed the steering wheel. 
“What do you mean?” Alice repeated. Seeing he would not answer, she tried to guess for herself. “Caleb has never asked me to help him with his assignments. He would never use me to cheat at the academy.”
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To her surprise, a short laugh escaped Titus. He rubbed his forehead as if lost for how to explain. 
“Just say it,” Alice said, her tone pleading. “You don’t have to word it nicely. I’m not a child anymore, remember?”
“Look,” Titus began. “I’m a man, and I’ve been around a lot of guys. They’re not all like me. I always try my best to be a gentleman and professional with you and Dr. Reinhardt. But a lot of guys, they’re pigs. They only care about one thing. This isn’t something I’m good at talking about, and I’m sure Dr. Reinhardt could do a better job explaining it. God knows she’s probably dealt enough with guys like this. But there are certain people I don’t trust, and Caleb has the feeling of a creep. He’s hiding something, and I can guarantee he has some ulterior motive. I don’t know what it is, but he rubs me as a complete fake, and I never trust a fake. And you, you’re just a girl, a human girl, to him. You shouldn’t trust him either.”
Although Alice struggled to understand his exact meaning, she got the general feeling of his words. She did not agree with any of it but knew there was no sense in arguing with him. Titus had made up his mind as far as what Caleb was. It would be nearly impossible to change it now. But Titus was not wholly wrong about Caleb hiding something. 
Since having touched his hand, Alice knew there was some inhuman nature about Caleb, although she could not understand what. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Alice whispered to herself. Caleb, whether human, experiment, or alien, was a true and honest friend—the only one she had—and that was what mattered to her. She would have to tell Caleb that the next time she saw him. 
Alice looked up at the sound of a tumultuous racket of chirping from the window. A family of house sparrows had overtaken the bird feeders and chased away any other species that dared to rest on a perch.
“Oh!” Alice muttered in annoyance. She threw the book down and stomped toward the bird feeders. Unlatching the window, she pushed the pane aside. “Would you all just get along!” she shouted.
The sparrows burst away from the feeders in fright and fled to the nearby trees. She could hear their nervous chirps coming from the shelter of leaves. Standing like a guard, Alice knew the moment she left, the little bullies would return to continue their tyranny over the feeders. She was just tempting the thought of blowing the sparrows away with a little encouragement of wind when a voice came from the office entrance.
“You’re wanted.”
Alice looked to the door, surprised by the sound of Mr. Hawkins’s voice. “Where’s Titus?” she asked.
“Waiting,” he said with a flick of his head toward the hall.
Alice knew that “waiting” could mean anywhere, but at least she knew it would be within Tallax. She followed Mr. Hawkins into the hall and grew curious when he took her to the department exit. Scanning his badge, he guided her through the building until they arrived at the research and development department. He delivered her to Dr. Denek’s office.
Once Alice stepped inside the office, Mr. Hawkins stepped back into the hall and closed the door behind her. Alice’s heart immediately began to pound. Dr. Denek was seated at his desk. There were three chairs lined in front of him. Titus and Verondie sat in two, but the one in the middle was vacant. 
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It was not the sight of her mentors that frightened her. It was the sight of all three in the same room at the same time that drew her concern. This was Alice’s first sign that this was no false alarm. It was a real Roosting. 
“Good morning, Alice,” Denek said before motioning to the seat in the middle.
Alice seated herself. Verondie touched her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. Titus only nodded to acknowledge Alice but seemed unable to meet her eyes. She could tell he was afraid of revealing anything too soon. He was uncomfortable, nervous even, and that did not bode well to Alice. Denek cleared his throat to demand her attention.
“I hope you slept well,” Denek said, smiling. “As you have likely gathered by now, this is a true lockdown. I just want to begin by assuring you that the reason it has been called and the evidence gathered is legitimate. With that being stated, I will allow Mr. Conley to explain the specifics of our situation.”
Titus shifted his chair at an angle toward Alice. “Alice,” Titus began in a slow and deliberate tone. “When you had asked about the healing for Caleb, I went ahead and filed the request for the background check. I got it back in a few days, but I didn’t open it because by then, we already knew it wouldn’t work out.”
Alice watched as Titus paused. His eyes skimmed over her face as if trying to read her expression. When he swallowed, Alice realized he was preparing himself to see her face change. 
“After I dropped you off last night, I came back here and opened the report. I found that false documents had been filed for his entry into the academy, meaning we don’t know who he really is or where he’s from. The address it reported goes to an abandoned house, and even the people who were documented to be hosting his residency passed away years ago.
“Do you understand what that means, Alice? He was lying about himself. We don’t even know if his real name was Caleb.”
Alice stared back at Titus. “I understand that,” she began slowly, “but how is that a security concern for me? He didn’t hurt me. He wasn’t even threatening me.”
“Alice, there doesn’t have to be an actual threat on you to make it a concern,” Titus stated, his voice revealing disappointment. “It’s because we don’t know his reason to lie about his identity and why he had taken a special interest in you.”
“What if he lied about who he was for a similar reason as my own?” Alice asked. “How do you know there aren’t other companies with their own Watcher programs?”
Titus looked at Denek. The doctor nodded and politely smiled. “We know that there are not, Alice. Please trust that Mr. Conley is being sincere in his concern for this matter.”
“I’m not doubting the sincerity,” Alice said quietly. “I’m just saying that Caleb might have had legitimate reasons for protecting himself like I do. And besides that, why shouldn’t he be interested in me? Does he have to have an ulterior motive for wanting to be my friend?”
“Alice,” Verondie said softly, squeezing her shoulder gently. “We don’t know yet. We’re trying to figure that out. No one is accusing Caleb of wanting to hurt you.”
Hearing Titus cough, Alice witnessed an exchange of glances between him and Verondie. They did not agree, she could tell, but what concerned Alice more was what Denek thought. She looked at him, waiting for him to speak. 
“Due to this concern,” Denek said. “It has been recommended that we keep you at Tallax until the exam is completed.”
Alice stared back at Denek, stunned. “But that’s not until Wednesday,” she said. “I’ll be here for five more nights. You don’t really think this is necessary, do you?”
“I do,” Denek said with a sympathetic frown. “And I am also ending your enrollment at the academy.”
A haze fell over Alice’s senses. They could have told her she was not allowed to speak to Caleb, but it was worse than that. She was never going to see him again. 
Turning, she looked up at Titus. “You recommended this, didn’t you?” she asked. “That I end my enrollment.”
Titus did not respond, looking to Denek. 
“I am taking responsibility for these changes,” Denek said.
“Only because he suggested them,” Alice said, continuing to watch Titus. “How could you do this?”
Titus looked back at her with a frown and said, “Alice, this wasn’t an easy decision, but it is necessary.”
Alice’s eyes roved over his face, from the top of his red hair to the bottom of his chin, reading him like a book.
“No, it isn’t,” she said, her voice shaking. “You had already decided to pull me from the academy, didn’t you? It’s just convenient that you found a reason to convince Dr. Denek.”
Alice gripped the arms of her chair as she glared at Titus. She could see the incident at the academy all over again in her mind’s eye. Titus had walked in on her and Caleb, perceiving something from their unchaperoned and isolated meeting. He would have thought Caleb beneath her worth.
“Aunt March!” Alice chirped the name like a profound curse. “You’re not like Mr. Brooke. You’re more like that bitter old crone! How could I have been so stupid? I’m just like Meg—attracted to vanity while blind to what I really love. And now he’s gone! Oh, he’s not even hiding behind the door to hear me if I admit it.”
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A confused grimace formed on Titus’s face. He had probably been called plenty of things, but bitter old crone was likely a first.  He looked at Verondie, wondering Alice’s meaning with her disjointed rambling. The only answer the woman gave was a quiet snort of suppressed laughter. 
Watching Titus’s frown, Alice was reminded of the funny slant of his mouth she had seen the day before. She understood now it was not only for the lack of worth that Titus wanted Caleb separated from her forever. There was something else.
“You saw something you didn’t like,” Alice continued, causing Titus to look at her again. “It’s because it was something that for the first time wasn’t for you! And seeing that and knowing that, you found you couldn’t stand it. Well, how does it feel, Titus? How does it feel to finally be jealous of someone else having my attention?”
She watched as his eyes flitted to Verondie for support before returning to her gaze. He had no intention of admitting fault or apologizing. Alice’s heart fell, her face changing from anger to sober resignation.
“I hope you’re satisfied,” she said in a shallow voice. “You’ve robbed me of a true friend. Caleb was more honest to me than you.”
Feeling a rush of pressure forming around her eyes, Alice abruptly moved around the chair. In a few quick steps, she reached the door and rushed out of the office. When the door had closed, all three remained silent, waiting to see if Alice might return. 
She did not.
Titus slumped against the side of his chair, folding his hand over his mouth. “That did not go as I expected,” he said in a muffled voice.
Verondie looked at him, her eyes mirroring Alice’s anger. “What is wrong with you?” she hissed. “Couldn’t you at least say I’m sorry to her?”
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Titus pulled his hand away from his mouth. “But I do feel this is necessary!”
“For what? For breaking her heart? You could at least have the decency to feel bad about it!”
“I do feel bad, but I’m not doing it deliberately to hurt her. The boy clearly had intentions of some kind. His class schedule followed hers exactly, and he was corresponding with her through the academy email.”
“You read her emails?” Verondie asked incredulously. 
“I didn’t read them. I just saw them. And you’re forgetting that he lured her to an isolated area where no one could see them.”
“Lured her? That is not what happened!”
“How would you know?” Titus asked, growing exasperated. “You weren’t there.”
Verondie held the arm of the chair between them in the absence of Alice.
“I talked to her last night,” she said. “I called her once she was on site to make sure she was okay, and she told me what happened. She was talking to Caleb about some of her personal struggles.”
“Clearly, she’s been compromised if he’s gotten her to talk about confidential information,” Titus stated. “Didn’t you see her? She didn’t even blink when I told her he had a fake ID. She’s completely infatuated with him!” 
“It wasn’t anything compromising! She was opening up to him about her relationship with you.”
“That’s ridiculous. Why would she want to talk to him about that?”
“I don’t know! Maybe because you’re a pain to work with, and she needs someone to vent to who can actually be an objective listener!” Verondie waved her hand to herself, indicating she could not maintain objectivity. 
Verondie watched as Titus bit the inside of his lip. “Fine! I’m a pain,” Titus retorted. “But that doesn’t take back that I saw her kiss him! How could any of that conversation have to do with me if she’s kissing him at the end of it?”
“It was a thank you!” Verondie said. “She was thanking him for being a friend. It was on the cheek. She was being sweet!”
Titus’s eyes turned askance. “Well, it didn’t look like that to me,” he grumbled.
“It doesn’t matter what it looked like to you. You don’t own her, Titus! She’s allowed to kiss someone if she wants!” Verondie looked at him with disappointment. “Alice was right about you. You are jealous!”
“Titus. Verondie.”
They both looked at Denek. His gaze lingered on each of their faces for a moment.
“Rein it in, please,” he said, grateful to have their attention. “Let’s give Alice time to digest what has happened. I agree this may be more than what is necessary, but with the exam so close, we should be taking extra precautions. As for the academy, it is time for Alice to refocus her attention on her career path.
“For now, let us focus our efforts on how to help Alice recover from this before the exam. We only have a few days, and it will need to be something that all three of us can agree upon.”
Once the discussion was settled, their meeting was dismissed. Verondie walked out of the office with a satisfied smile, followed by Titus, who looked perturbed. They left the research department without speaking until they reached an empty hall.
Titus’s brow furrowed when he asked, “What did she mean by ‘Aunt March’?”
Verondie sniffed with amusement. “She was referring to Little Women.”
“Okay. And?”
“And you should read it to understand the context.”
Titus’s nose wrinkled. “I’m not reading a book for little girls.”
“No? Not even for Alice?”
Titus sighed. “I probably still wouldn’t get it even if I did. You’re a lot better at interpreting these things.”
At this, Verondie openly laughed. “Oh, come on. And after you had her read that epic tragedy? You mean you didn’t intend for her to interpret some things from that?”
“You mean the Iliad? Did she say something to you about it?”
“Yeah, enough.”
Before Titus could ask any further questions, Verondie took several strides up to the Watcher entrance and tapped her badge against the scanner. When they stepped into the entrance hall, they found Hawkins sitting at a small desk. He merely looked up from his phone, gave a slight nod, and returned to the device.  Titus paused to look down the hall towards Alice’s apartment. When Verondie walked past him toward the stairs, he asked, “Aren’t you going to talk to her?”
“She needs time to digest, remember?” Verondie said dismissively. 
Frowning, Titus waited until she disappeared before leaning toward Hawkins. “How was she?” he asked, keeping his voice to a near whisper.
“Cried her eyes out,” Hawkins said quietly in return. “I had to hold her shoulder the whole way back so she wouldn’t run into a wall.”
“Did she say anything?”
“Not much, just that she’d never see him again and how she didn’t even get to say goodbye and all that.”
Huffing, Titus crossed his arms. He muttered incoherently to himself, until he ended with, “—and everyone thinks I’m the bad guy!” He looked back down at Hawkins. “You understand why I’m doing this, don’t you?”
Hawkins scoffed. “I don’t get paid to think, remember? Heck, I don’t even get paid to talk.”
Titus shook his head, allowing his arms to fall to his sides. “Just tell me if she comes out.”
Grimacing, Hawkins gave a thumbs up before returning to his phone.
Titus went to his office, fell into his chair, and glared out the window. After several minutes, Verondie walked in, dropping a brick-sized volume on his desk with a thud. Titus looked at the book, which he found to be the previously discussed novel.
“Aunt March Settles the Question,” Verondie said, flicking at a blue slip of paper inserted halfway through the book. 
“What?” Titus asked, raising a brow as he looked up at Verondie.
“That’s the name of the chapter you need to read. Don’t worry. There isn’t too much girlish gossip and bonnet mending to spoil your masculinity.”
Titus’s face contorted with annoyance for a moment, but it quickly dissolved, leaving only a resigned sober expression. “Vera,” he said. “I really am sorry about doing this to Alice. But you’ve got to trust me on this.”
“I do,” she said, a small smile forming on her lips. “But an explanation always helps, doesn’t it?” Seeing the conflicted look on his face, Verondie nodded, understanding that he was not meaning to be obstinate but was being reserved for a reason. “Tell you what. If you find something for me to read to interpret all of your reasons for this, I’ll gladly take it.”
“Thanks, but I feel like what I’ve got is something out of a horror story,” Titus said, his eyes narrowing darkly.
“I’ll go check on Alice,” Verondie said. “I’ll let you know when you should try apologizing to her.”
Titus watched as Verondie walked out of the room until she disappeared around the corner. His eyes falling to the book, Titus sighed and opened his desk to tuck it away. When the drawer banged open, a little craft flower rolled out from under a fold of paper. Pausing, Titus picked it out and unfolded the crimped edges of the tissue paper. 
He remembered only too well how Alice had stealthily given him the present when he was not looking. It reminded him how much patience had been required to gain her trust. What had he been willing to do for her then that he would not be willing to do for her now?
Titus tucked the flower away. He picked up the book, Little Women, and opened it.








  
  Chapter twenty-one
Ruffled Dove

Tuesday, April 12th


Only one day remained before the exam, and Alice had yet to forgive Titus. 
Alice stood outside on the patio balcony attached to the Watcher department. She wore a simple cream-colored dress with elbow-length sleeves and a skirt that flared out at the waist, falling around her knees with lace trimming. It was open-backed, allowing her wings to unfold freely around her with a gray shawl draped across her shoulders. She was beginning to rethink wearing the dress, but it was too late to change now. Alice’s eyes were steady, watching Titus as he ran the track encircling the pond. 
“Phone call.”
Alice looked back at Mr. Hawkins. He and Titus had remained on site at Tallax for most of the Roosting. While she was sympathetic to Mr. Hawkins for being trapped, she did not feel sorry for Titus. Alice had kept herself isolated in her room to avoid him and only ventured out when she knew he was off the premises. 
Alice took the cordless phone. “Thank you,” she said.
Hawkins sat down in one of the patio chairs and opened a magazine as Alice raised the phone to her ear. 
“Hello,” Alice said.
She knew it was Dr. Reinhardt. Although Verondie had not stayed for the lockdown, she had visited Alice daily and frequently called.
“How did it go last night?” Verondie asked.
“Awful,” Alice said.
“Sounds about right,” Verondie said sarcastically. “He said he got mad at you.”
“He did.”
“Tell me about it.”
Alice closed her eyes, remembering the sound of the heavy knock at her apartment from the previous evening. She remained sitting on the bed, not even bothering to approach the door. 
“What do you want, Titus?” Alice answered.
She could hear him sigh, a clear sign that he understood this interaction would be no different from the others. “You’ve been in there for three days, Alice. Don’t you think it’s time you came out and we talked about this?”
“Why should I talk to you?”
“I have your leftover birthday cake with me. Dr. Denek brought it with him,” Titus said. “We could share some.”
“What’s the point? I don’t feel like celebrating.”
“It’s going to spoil.”
“Then throw it away.”
There was a pause. “I spent a long time making it. I would hate to see it go to waste.”
“You eat it then,” Alice said.
“Would that make you happy?”
“Only if it made you sick.”
“Look,” Titus sighed. “I’m getting worried about you. The cafeteria is telling me that you’ve sent back every tray without touching your food. Are you eating anything?”
“Yes, I’m eating.”
“Well?” He paused expectantly. “What?”
Alice smiled as she looked at the kitchenette covered with prepackaged foods. She almost wished he could see it. Titus was always so particular about her diet that it gave her a distinct pleasure as she listed off the items.
“Well, I’ve really been enjoying these shrimp-flavored noodles,” Alice began. “I’ve also had some lemon cookies, cheese puffs, and my whole mini fridge is stocked with all sorts of these great microwave meals. Why, I’ve eaten half a box of chocolate cupcakes just this morning. They’re individually wrapped. I didn’t even know they came like that.”
There were fresh fruits and vegetables too, but she made a point not to mention those. Alice could imagine Titus staring at her door with disgust. 
“Where did you…” Titus began but paused before continuing more forcefully, “who gave this to you?”
“Mr. Reinhardt dropped it off Friday. He said he wanted to bring some comfort food. I think he felt sorry for me. Since he can’t bake me cookies, he probably thought it was the best he could do.”
“Alice, I—” Titus’s voice trailed off. She could hear him struggling to tamp down his annoyance. When he resumed speaking, he sounded more polite but strained. “Please, the cafeteria prepares nutritional meals for you. You shouldn’t be eating that—stuff.” 
Alice knew he had wanted to call the processed foods garbage, but it would not have been in keeping with the polite tone. It touched a nerve, just how obvious it was he was acting. She sat up straight. “Oh, since you’re the one that dictates my meal regimen, it’s okay if you give me cake, but Mr. Reinhardt is poisoning me! Isn’t that called having a double standard?”
“Alice,” Titus sighed. “Is this necessary? Us arguing like this? It’s getting petty.”
“Hey, Titus! I have orange soda here too! Have you ever seen what happens when you shake up a can and try opening it?”
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He was quiet, likely wondering what this had to do with anything. “Yes,” he said flatly. “It explodes.”
“Well, I’m your soda can! If I’m exploding on you, it’s because you’ve shaken me up. Petty or not, deal with it!” 
She could hear him pacing now, toward and away from the door.
“Please, come out,” Titus said, his voice becoming cool. “At the very least, open the door so we can talk face to face.”
“You’re not flushing me out that easily. I can hear you just fine from here.”
“I am not leaving until you come out!”
“Then I hope you brought a chair,” Alice huffed. “I don’t see how this is any better than when you ambushed me at the Tunnel.”
Sunday morning Mass was one of the few events Alice knew she could count on Titus attending. At nine o’clock, she had asked Mr. Hawkins to take her to the wind tunnel to exercise her wings with a quick flight. The moment she stepped out of the Tunnel, Titus was waiting for her. She could still remember Mr. Hawkins’s grimace while mouthing, “Sorry,” to her. The walk back to the apartment was humiliating for Alice as Titus talked at her the whole time, trying to explain rather than apologize. It only ended with Alice slamming the door in his face.
“I said I was sorry for that,” Titus said. “You have to understand. I was worried about you.”
“You were worried about yourself!” Alice corrected. “You probably left as soon as Mr. Hawkins called without even taking the Eucharist.”
There was a long pause before Titus spoke again. “It was a text, actually,” he said quietly.
“Well, let me know when you go back for Confession so I can finish my flight.”
“Look,” Titus said, resuming a firm tone. “I’ve already admitted my fault! I’ve said that I’m sorry multiple times now. How many times do I need to say it?”
“You should know that it’s not the quantity that counts,” Alice said, her brow furrowing. “I believe you’re sorry we’ve been stuck here for days, but you’ve never breathed a word about cutting off my friendship with Caleb! Maybe if you apologized to him and explained why I won’t be attending the academy anymore, that would convince me!” 
She could hear rustling outside the door. He was probably strangling the air with his hands now. It had come to Alice’s attention that Caleb was a trigger point for him.
“This has gone on long enough!” Titus said, his voice rising. “Get out here! Now!”
Alice’s heart jumped in her chest, but she refused to wilt. “I will not,” she said, keeping her voice steady. 
“You can’t just hide in there forever!”
“I’m not hiding, Titus. I’m roosting, remember? I’m safely tucked away where no one can hurt me.”
“Stupid,” he muttered. “I wish you’d stop using that stupid word.”
“Because you prefer lockdown, is that it? As in, you’re locking me up? Is that really any better?”
“Listen! This door is a privilege, Alice! A privilege! It is only meant for your privacy, not your protection.”
“Obviously, seeing that it’s thin enough for us to talk through. It hardly even works for privacy!”
“I can have it removed! Would you like that?” He paused, giving her a chance to respond before saying, “Just open the door!”
“Oh! If you want it opened that badly, Titus, do it yourself. It’s not like it’s locked!”
“Alice! I am telling you to open this door now!”
Alice felt more than willing to open a door for Titus, just not the one he wanted. 
Pressing herself to the door, Alice placed her hand flat against the wood. Concentrating, she tried to gauge his precise location. She cringed as if preparing for the ceiling to come crashing over her. Suddenly, there was a gasp of alarm, followed by a loud slam in a distant room. 

[image: image-placeholder]

For a moment, Alice heard nothing except the pounding in her ears from her racing heart. Taking the door handle, she slowly turned it and opened a crack so the hall was visible. He was gone. Nothing was left but the empty space he had occupied only a moment before. Then she heard it. Titus’s voice came distinctly from his office.
“Did you just—” he began but stopped short as if unbelieving his own words. Evidently, the truth sank in, and he shouted, “Did you just portal me?”
She closed the door, expecting Titus to come racing back toward her apartment in a fit of rage. Alice stood poised and ready for him to burst through the door. She was determined not to let her one last refuge be violated. As she waited, it occurred to Alice that it was taking him far too long to return, and she began to worry that he had gotten hurt during the fall. Then she heard movement. It was the sound of slow, measured footsteps coming down the hall. It stopped, and there came a soft rap at her door.
“Alice.” 
Titus’s voice had changed. All the angry frustration had evaporated, leaving behind a soft resignation. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I overstepped my bounds. I was disrespectful. If you don’t want to perform the exam with me, I understand. I’m going to leave you alone now. But I want you to know I really am sorry, and I hope you can find it in you to forgive me—eventually.”
With a fixed glare, Alice stepped forward and took the handle. She pulled the door back and looked up at him. Titus’s eyes fell, having been staring into the door. His face was a funny mixture of surprise and amusement, making it clear to Alice that he had not expected her to open it. 
Upon seeing her expression, Titus’s hands fumbled, automatically wanting to assume a dominant posture but realizing he was in no position to play that card. 
Alice waited for Titus to speak. Despite himself, he seemed lost for words and only stared at her. When his gaze trailed to the floor, it was apparent to Alice that he felt ashamed.
“You know,” Alice said. “For the longest time, I’ve been so afraid to see you angry with me. But for the first time, I’m glad to have seen you like this.”
Titus’s eyes darted up with surprise, meeting her gaze momentarily before glancing back to the floor. “Why?” he asked.
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“Because I expect this is how Caleb would have seen you when you told him to leave me alone.”
Titus’s eyes narrowed, clearly displeased by the reference. He said nothing in response, making it all the more obvious it was true.
“I was so afraid,” Alice continued, her voice beginning to tremble with emotion. “That he might think this was my fault or even his somehow. But now I know there’s no possible way he could have thought that. Caleb would have known it was entirely your fault and yours only. So, I thank you, Titus. Thank you for showing me this part of you. You’ve proven to me that you’re the fake!”
His expression grew tense, and Alice wondered whether he was about to lose his temper again. She could see his jaw clench as he looked up toward the ceiling. He took a deep breath and raised his hand as if he were about to explain. But when he tried to speak, his voice sounded like a broken chord. Alice witnessed a startled look on his face, revealing that the sound was unexpected for him. 
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Titus turned away, his hand folding over his mouth. Taking a forced step, followed by another, he disappeared around the adjoining hall. 
“You really did portal him,” Verondie said, her voice revealing a hint of amusement over the phone.
“Was he still upset when you talked to him?” Alice asked.
“No. He admitted he was wrong. Actually, he sounded like he was impressed by you.”
“Wonderful,” Alice said with annoyance. “That’s just what I need.”
“Alice… Don’t you think it’s time to end this? He has apologized to you.”
“No, he hasn’t, not really. He only said he was sorry because he had to and not for the reason I’m mad at him. There’s a difference! And now he’s afraid I won’t go through with the exam.”
“This is really starting to get to him.”
The sincerity in Verondie’s voice broke Alice. “Did he… did he cry?” she asked. “He looked like he was going to cry… or throw up. I wasn’t sure which.”
“Maybe both, but he wouldn’t want to admit something like that to me.”
“I felt terrible for what I said,” Alice whispered. “I almost went to him.”
“He’s a grown man. He can deal with a few hits. But I am worried he’s going to beg you to forgive him next, and trust me, you don’t want to see that.”
Alice’s nose wrinkled. She could imagine what that might look like, and it produced a pathetic image in her mind. Despite herself, she said, “I don’t know. I think he could stand to learn some humility, don’t you?”
“Alice,” Verondie said, suppressing a laugh. “Look, Dr. Denek said if you didn’t forgive Titus by noon today, he would start contacting the guests and tell them the exam is canceled.”
Alice placed her palm on her forehead. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to add any stress to you or Dr. Denek. I was planning the whole time to forgive him, but I had made up my mind to wait until this morning. I was afraid if I told you sooner, you would be obligated to let him know.”
“You’re right. I would’ve been, although I am allowed to retain some confidentiality for you if I can justify it. I appreciate your discretion all the same.” 
Alice sighed with relief. “I just wanted Titus to see what things could look like again. Just because he won me once doesn’t mean he couldn’t lose me.”
“Trust me, he knows,” Verondie said. “How did you want to talk to him? Do you need me to mediate?”
“No, I want to do it alone. He’s running right now. I’m waiting until he’s finished. That way, he’s out of breath. He’s always talking, and for once, I just want him to listen.”
“I hope it goes well for you,” Verondie said warmly. “I’m going to finish getting ready and head your way. I was thinking about bringing Randall in with me today. Would you like that?”
Alice smiled cheerfully. “Yes! I’ve missed him!”
“Okay!” Verondie said, laughing before her voice became quiet. “Hey, I just want to let you know I’m proud of you.”
“For what?”
“What you’re doing in response to Titus. I think it’s good.”
“You don’t think I’m too hard on him?” Alice asked, revealing her anxiety. 
“Not at all. He needs to know he can’t just make decisions like this and expect you to be okay with it. This will be important, especially when you start working together. You need to establish boundaries.”
“Thank you,” Alice said. She looked back at the running track. “He’s slowing down. I’m going.”
“Good luck.”
Alice ended the call and placed the phone on the table next to Mr. Hawkins. Looking down at the magazine he was reading, she realized it was a travel guide to Hawaii. It was nice to know she was not the only one who dreamed of visiting tropical places.
“I’m going to talk to Titus,” Alice announced.
Mr. Hawkins looked up, setting the magazine aside. She knew he meant to escort her, but Alice had a better idea. A whirl of wind surrounded her, catching her wings. With a powerful thrust, she flew up high off the balcony. A look of alarm appeared on Mr. Hawkins’s face. Alice could not resist smiling in return.







  
  Chapter twenty-two
Rash Promise

Tuesday, April 12th Continued


He was the fake. If Alice had said so, then it must be true. But Titus did not need her to tell him that. He already knew. He had just wanted to keep her from knowing it. 
Slowing in his run on the track, Titus began to carry himself in a measured walk. 
“We all mess up, Titus.”
He had been on the phone with Verondie for nearly an hour after the argument with Alice.
“How do I fix this, Vera?” he asked wearily.
“When you say ‘fix,’ do you mean put things back the way they were before?” Verondie had asked.
“Yes!”
“You don’t,” she said. “Alice is changing. You need to recognize that and focus on rebuilding what’s broken. You need to show her respect by doing that together.”
Titus walked the track twice more before stopping at a bench where a towel and water bottle sat. After mopping his face and taking a quick drink, he began stretching his legs. 
Respect Alice. Before last night, he would have argued that he did, but now he was beginning to rethink the meaning of the word. 
Bending low to the ground with his head down, he felt a breeze pass over him. He raised his head and looked at the main building. Hawkins had just burst out of the side entrance and ran toward him. He looked alarmed and out of breath. 
“What is it?” Titus asked, quickly standing up straight. 
Hawkins bent over, catching himself on the bench as he gasped. Pointing upward, he said, “Her!”
Titus looked behind him. Up atop one of the track spotlights was Alice, perched comfortably with her legs crossed. Her wings hugged around her shoulders, and she adjusted her shawl, clasping it at her chest. 
Glancing back at Hawkins, Titus waved for him to go. He kept his eyes on Alice, waiting to see what she intended to do next. She was gazing across the treetops, experiencing for the first time the view the perch offered so high up over the grounds. The track area was not one of the approved locations for flying as it left her exposed to the parking lot where visitors might see her. It made him nervous, but Titus knew he needed to pick his battles, and this was certainly not one of them. 
Thinking quickly, Titus decided he needed to gauge her mood before opening any discussion. He did not want to screw this up again.
“Hello, Alice,” Titus said.
She turned, looking down at him. Her face was expressionless, but her eyes were wide and piercing. She looked like a hawk, spying him and considering whether he was worth the effort to kill or not. 
“Hello, Titus,” she said, assuming a tone of indifference.
“What brings you out today?” he asked.
“I know you’ve been worried about the exam.”
Titus smiled politely. “A little, yes.”
“I’m still planning to go through with it.”
Titus nodded. “That’s good to know. Thank you.”
“I will pass,” Alice stated. “I will impress the colonel so well that he’ll be tripping over himself to renew the contract. You can relax now. I will be available this afternoon for any exercises you’d like to run through.”
Titus was startled by the flood of relief that came over him. It was as if her very words were a token of assurance passed through a fold of time in the future or that Alice possessed some power to make it true merely by commanding it. Up to that moment, he had been afraid that if he had broken his gaze with her, the entire truce would have come tumbling down on him. He allowed himself to look her over. 
Titus noticed the dress. 
He thought it strange that she was wearing it with no event to go to when suddenly, it occurred to Titus that this was the event. She was dressing up for him, which meant she had not simply come to deliver a brief message. There might be some chance that she was feeling gracious.
His eyes stopped at the silver band on her wrist. It was not jewelry but the updated tracker Amon had made. Titus tried to remind himself that it was not a shackle and that Alice had agreed to have it put on. But making her location known at all times was not the only right she had handed over.
Alice Cassandra Denek.
It was the name she had neatly stroked on the document with a pen. The contract would allow Titus and Verondie joint legal power over Alice. They had all signed the morning of her birthday. Denek had recommended it, recognizing that he was growing older and wished that if something happened to him, it would prevent the company from absorbing Alice under its power.
Being a Watcher, turning eighteen did not provide Alice with the rights of adulthood as were granted to American citizens. She would always need to be documented under the ownership of a human. Because that was what Alice was, according to the federal government—Property. 
Titus could only imagine what that felt like for her and how little any of that would change regardless of what age she was. 
His attention returned when he saw her wings shift, spreading out around her. Presuming their conversation complete, Alice was about to leave. Titus raised his hand for her to stay. She paused, staring at him with the same cold look. 
“You haven’t forgiven me,” Titus said.
“What should my forgiveness matter?” Alice asked.
“It matters to me.”
“You have power over me, remember? We both signed for it. Just tell me to forgive you, and I will.”
“I don’t have power over you,” Titus said quietly.
“Oh, but you do! See? I even have this pretty new bracelet,” Alice said pleasantly as she raised her left wrist to show the silver band. “Isn’t it lovely? You won’t ever need to fear losing me if I have this. You can track me anywhere in the world and what’s better is I can’t take it off, even if I wanted to.”
Titus sighed as his hands fell to his hips. “Alice, please come down.”
“No, thank you. I like the view just fine from here.”
Pursing his lips, Titus considered his options to determine the best way to get the desired result. His eyes roved over the distance between himself and the light post. There was a utility ladder on the side. When his eyes reached the top, Titus was met with Alice’s accusing gaze.
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“I’ll fly off before you can reach me,” she said. “With your luck, you’ll probably fall off and break your leg. Well, I’ll say it now—I won’t heal you.”
“I wasn’t actually—” Titus began, but Alice interrupted.
“No, but you were thinking about it.”
Lowering his head, Titus pretended to scratch his jaw to hide his exasperated smirk. He realized she was not going to make it easy. Straightening his face, he turned to the bench and seated himself. He motioned to the space beside him with an open hand. 
“Please,” he said. “I want to explain.”
“I’m sorry. But you’ve forgotten to bring Shepherd. I’m afraid you’ll have to come up with something more creative than a ball to bring me to you.”
Titus’s fingers folded into his palm. Shuffling his shoulders, he rested his elbows back on the bench.
“Besides,” Alice continued. “What you’re doing is excusing yourself, not explaining. You’ve done more than enough excusing without even asking me once why I haven’t forgiven you. So, if I may, I’d like a chance to explain myself.”
Nodding, Titus moved his hands outward to indicate he was listening. 
“I liked Caleb,” Alice said, her voice betraying sorrow. “I liked him because he was nice to me. I liked him because he talked to me about things that I was interested in. I liked him because he didn’t judge me for looking different or for giving vague answers to legitimate questions. But what I liked the most about him was that he was the first person that liked me more than he was afraid of you. In fact, he wasn’t even remotely afraid of you, Titus! Did you know that?”
Tight-lipped, Titus said, “I got that impression, yes.”
“The funny thing is,” Alice continued, “I had just finished talking to him about what a kind and good man you are, and here you come only to steal the very words out of my mouth and stomp them to the ground. What an idiot I was to say such things about you! Not only that but then I realized the things I thought I cherished in you were present in Caleb himself.”
Alice looked away for a moment. Titus could see her biting her lower lip, trying not to cry. Swallowing, Alice looked at him again.
“I understand that you feel justified in pulling me from the academy because of what you found or didn’t find, but you’re failing to realize that I already knew Caleb was hiding something. I knew! But just because he was hiding something doesn’t mean his feelings were untrue towards me. He liked me. Actually liked me! And it wasn’t because he was trying to take advantage of me.”
Catching his frown, Alice glared at him.
“I know you don’t believe that,” she said. “You probably think he’s some kind of spy or a recruiter from a competitor, but I think it’d be highly hypocritical of you to judge him. I know it would be for me. I kept secrets, and you do the same to me, Titus. There are things about you I don’t know either, but I am okay with that. I realize that sometimes they’re only damaging to share, and no good comes from knowing them. But that doesn’t mean the feelings expressed are not true.
“You want my forgiveness,” Alice said, sounding astonished. “You even say it matters to you, but I don’t see it making any difference. Well, there are things that I want too, but you won’t let me have them either.”
Leaning forward on his knees, Titus folded his hands together. “What do you want?” he asked. Seeing the reluctance on her face, Titus opened his hands to express he was at a loss. “I realize it might be an impossible request, but if you don’t give me something to work with, then there isn’t anything I can do to try and make things better.”
Alice hesitated. A flicker of hope passed over her face. 
“I’m so lonely. I just wish I could at least have a friend. Someone who doesn’t have anything to gain from me. I had thought for a moment Caleb could be that, but then you took him away from me.” Alice paused, watching Titus carefully as she said, “I want Caleb back.”
Titus waited, hoping she would go on to make some other request, but saw that her expression remained expectant. “You know,” he said slowly, “I can’t do that.”
“You mean you won’t do that,” Alice said despairingly as she turned her gaze away. “This is why it’s such a waste for me to even ask. You don’t understand how hurtful this is to me.”
“Actually,” Titus said. “I think I might.”
Alice’s eyes grew wide as she stared at him. Her expression at first was fierce, as if daring him to make such a statement, but as she studied his face, it relaxed into genuine surprise. Hopping off the spotlight, Alice swooped down and landed on the ground. She was closer now but still several feet away. 
“Are you actually going to explain yourself, or will this just be another excuse?” she asked.
“No, I really meant to,” he said. 
“Then start talking,” Alice said warningly, stepping back to show she would return to the perch if he did not.
“Look, you probably think I don’t remember what it was like to be your age. The problem is I do. I just don’t like to. You’re at such a pivotal point in your life where you’re not a child anymore, but you’re not entirely an adult, either. You don’t know who you are, but you’re being told to figure it out quickly or risk ruining the rest of your life.
“When you feel that insecure, Alice, it’s so easy to meet someone and fall in love because you’re lonely, but it isn’t just you. Everyone your age feels lonely. You find yourself looking for someone to accept you, and sometimes, that feeling can be so strong that you’re willing to take just about anyone who will look your way. Or you might find someone who desperately needs help, and you want to be that for them. The reason I’m so protective of you is because I can easily see that happening to you. When you give, you give all of yourself. There are no half measures when it comes to you.”
Looking at Alice, he saw that her posture had relaxed. She appeared to understand that he was sincere. The wind caught the blond strands of her hair, causing them to brush against her cheek. Tucking them back behind her ear, she clutched the shawl tighter.
“You believe Caleb thought that about me. That I was insecure like that,” Alice said. “And because you didn’t trust Caleb, you assumed that the only natural course was for him to take advantage of me.”
“You’re right. I did think that. I’m sorry for taking Caleb away. I really am. I just didn’t want to see you get hurt because of him.
“Don’t think I’m opposed to you being with someone. It’s just that you’ve been so sheltered. You’re so smart, and such a good person, but this world is messed up. I want you to experience it enough to judge better what you’re getting yourself into when you meet someone.”
Alice’s gaze suddenly felt heavy on Titus. The deep blue of her eyes made him feel lost, making it difficult to think.
“I’m sorry, Alice,” Titus said, lowering his eyes. “I’m not good at talking about this stuff. I usually leave this for Dr. Reinhardt to handle. I just wanted to help you understand why I’ve acted like this.” 
Alice’s head tilted as she watched him, her eyes turning askance. “I think your fears are misplaced,” she said. “You do know that Dr. Reinhardt has taught me to develop my sense of self-worth and respect. Why do you think I would give myself so easily to someone?”
“Because all of that can go flying out the window when you find someone you love,” Titus said irritably. “You’ll find yourself doing things and saying things that don’t make sense. You might even go against your personal beliefs because you’re willing to do anything for that person.”
“Do you really believe someone could have that sort of power over me?” Alice asked. “I would never allow myself to be used by someone like that.”
“You don’t know that,” Titus said quietly.
“And you do? Because you know me better than myself? Dr. Denek has taught me how to develop my own integrity and conviction. And knowing or not knowing the world would make no difference to that.”
Titus dropped his forehead into his palm. “You don’t understand! Once you love someone, you’ll share things, tell them things about yourself. You’ll think they’ll treat those parts of you with respect, but all you’re doing is making yourself vulnerable to them! And the moment they despise you, they’ll use those parts as weapons against you.”
Alice spread her arms out. “Titus, you’ve taught me about necessary risks when it comes to missions. If my goal is to show someone I truly love them, I have to be willing to risk myself to do that honestly. So, why should this be any different?”
“For God’s sake, Alice! I see you—what you are, what you’re becoming, and it’s like you just hatched. You haven’t even had a chance to leave the nest and learn to fly on your own. I can just imagine all it would take is one sick jerk to snatch you up and—” Leaning on his side against the bench, his hand folded over his mouth, and he stared uncomfortably at the pond.
Alice allowed her hands to drop back to her sides. Her wings shifted, opening as she spoke. “I’m not a bird, Titus. I’m a Watcher. I can think and speak for myself.”
His hand flicked away from his mouth. “Well, then, thank God you’re not a human!” 
Alice frowned. “All of these tools have been given to me by humans. Why should not being a human make any difference?”
“Because it happened to me!” The words burst from Titus involuntarily. He tapped his fist against his knee in agitation. He was angry with himself for saying it, but the words continued tumbling out with a will of their own. 
“I got married,” he continued in a strained voice, “right out of high school and then divorced two years later.”
Alice watched him as his head lowered and his hand slid back to his neck. 
“Who was she?” Alice asked.
“I don’t want to say her name,” Titus said quietly. 
Alice crouched down, wrapping her arms around her knees and folding her wings close to her back. Looking up toward his face, she said, “I’m asking who she was to you.”
Titus’s hands folded over his eyes. “She was my friend,” he said. “I was on deployment. I tried calling every time I could. On one of the calls, she told me she was pregnant. At first, I was happy, but then she said she had been seeing some other guy.”
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“She didn’t love you.”
“No.”
“Was the child yours?”
“She insisted it wasn’t,” Titus said bitterly. “I didn’t try to find out. I just thought it would be better for her, better for the kid, if I let them go.”
Without Titus having realized it, Alice had moved closer to him. He felt her fingers touch his hand, causing him to stiffen in surprise.
“You’re ashamed,” she said. “Why?”
“I don’t want to make this about me, and this isn’t something I like to talk about.”
“But it is about you. You’ve made it about you from the beginning,” Alice said. “You’ve always tried to protect me from people. You say it’s because you’re afraid of them hurting me, but is it possible that the reason you’re so protective is because you’re afraid of losing me like you lost her?”
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Titus’s hands pulled away from his eyes, seeing Alice again. “What did you say?” he asked. He stared at her, waiting as she looked down at him with a frown.
“You’re so protective because you’re afraid of losing me more than you’re afraid of something bad happening to me. You hate Caleb because you’re jealous. You got rid of him because you’re afraid I’ll leave you for him, that I’ll do what she did.”
Titus’s eyes lowered, revealing his acknowledgment and shame.
“How could you think I would do such a thing?” Alice asked. “I love you so much! You possess my exclusive admiration, but that admiration has become a fixation that is damaging to me. I know you love me, but not in the way that would return the feelings I have for you.”
“I know,” Titus said quickly. “I’ve known for a while, and I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to lead you on. I just thought you’d grow out of it.”
“How? How was I to do that when my only exposure is you? You don’t give me any choice!”
Titus uncomfortably looked away. Alice leaned toward him.
“If you knew I wasn’t going to run away—if you were guaranteed I would always be here, would you let me have a friend?”
His eyes narrowed, turning back to her again. “What do you mean?” he asked.
“If I promised, would you let me?”
Titus shook his head. “No, Alice. You know how I feel about promises.”
“You hate promises because you’re afraid of breaking them. I can make my own and make it mine to regret if I like,” she said. “So would you?”
“Yes, I would,” he said irritably, “but that doesn’t mean you should have to go making promises to me because I’m too...”
Titus stopped and frowned, watching as she bent toward his hand. 
“I promise,” Alice said, “to never abandon my friend, Titus Conley, unless his heart turns evil, and he becomes my enemy.”
She pressed her lips against the back of his hand. Titus stiffened. He had felt something, a sudden heat, as she had kissed him. When Alice released his hand, he looked at the back of it, expecting to find a sear mark. The skin looked perfectly intact. Whatever she had done, Titus thought, it was something profoundly powerful that was beyond his understanding. 
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“Okay,” Titus mumbled awkwardly, returning his hand to his lap. 
“You have my forgiveness,” Alice said. “Now, can we work together again as friends?”
“Yes,” Titus said, relief appearing on his face. “I would like that.”







  
  Chapter twenty-three
Dog and Pony Show

Wednesday, April 13th


The exam was finished. 
Alice remained still as Verondie’s fingers wove the strands of blond hair framing her face into two braids. They were in Alice’s apartment, preparing for the luncheon. Wrapping the braids around the sides of Alice’s head, Verondie tied them together to create a halo of gold.
“How does it look?” Verondie asked.
Alice smiled into the mirror. “I love it. Whenever I’ve tried doing it myself, it always looks uneven. Thank you.”
Verondie smiled in return, looking at Alice in the mirror. She noticed the subtle anxiety present in Alice’s eyes. “Are you nervous?” she asked.
“Very! I’ve never performed in front of people like this.” Alice turned back to Verondie. “What if they don’t like my singing?”
Verondie smiled. “Trust me. They’ll love it.”
Twenty guests would be in attendance, not including a selection of Tallax employees. Denek had insisted that Alice make a little performance as a means of entertainment for the after-party. Verondie had suggested singing “Over the Rainbow” as an appropriate selection. 
“Short and sweet,” Verondie had said. “Plus, it’s a classic, so everyone will know it.”
Alice agreed, although she thought it ironic what a contrast the two performances would be.
It did not matter how many people had watched during the examination. Alice had been spared from witnessing their staring eyes as they had all been on the viewing deck, standing behind a blacked-out window. 
“Did you watch?” Alice asked.
“The exam?” Verondie asked, returning the hairbrush to the vanity. “I did.”
“What did you think?”
“I think you and Titus were excellent out there. Dr. Denek even told me that the colonel already agreed to renew the contract after the first trial.”
The exam had been broken into three Co-op trials, each exhibiting Alice’s talents to manipulate the elements, portal, and serve as an asset to protect and heal Titus. The military reps should have been pleased, Alice thought. Their timing and execution were perfect. Alice had made certain to show no signs of hesitation when following Titus’s instructions. 
There was a chime and Verondie looked at her phone. “Titus just sent me a text message. He said they’re finishing with negotiating the terms. We have about ten minutes.” A short laugh escaped her while looking at the phone.
“What’s funny?” Alice asked.
“Oh, he’s bragging about getting them to raise the budget by fifteen percent.” 
“Do we need the extra money?” 
“No, he just wants them to recognize how valuable you are.” Putting the phone in her purse, Verondie folded her hands in her lap as she looked at Alice. “He wants to make sure they’re not just taking advantage of what we’re offering. He’s very proud of you, you know.”
Alice stood up from the vanity stool. She stepped in front of the floor-length mirror, her wings framing her body. A nervous smile appeared on her face as she looked over the dress. Alice wanted to please Titus, but sometimes, it was difficult to know where to draw the line. Seeing the blush rise into her cheeks, Alice looked up at the crown-like band of gold hair around her head. 
When they left the Watcher department, Alice suddenly felt a weight growing in her stomach. 
“Do you think I should put my wings away?” she asked, anxiously picking at her feathers.
“I think Dr. Denek is expecting you to show them,” Verondie said gently. 
Drawing her wings in close, Alice watched as they approached a corner of the adjoining hall.
“But I’ll look so… so different.”
Raising a brow, Verondie understood she was using “different” to substitute another word. 
“You look lovely, Alice,” she said confidently. “Anyone who can’t see that doesn’t understand what beauty is.”
Rounding the corner, they found Titus standing against the wall. A smile broke across his face, and he quickly walked toward them. 
“Your dress! I feel privileged I got to see a preview,” Titus said, looking down at Alice. “It makes you look older, and I mean that in a good way. I like what you did with your hair too. Nice touch.”
“Thank you,” Alice said quietly, taking a moment to look over what he had chosen to wear.
Alice was accustomed to seeing Titus wear uniforms, but she rarely saw him dressed up for a special occasion. He wore a simple and fitting charcoal suit, which did not surprise Alice as it was a standard color for him. What struck her, however, was the burgundy necktie he wore with an intricate gold paisley design. It gave him a slight princely appearance.  The tie was seated against a crisp white collared shirt. The color combination and design distinctly mimicked her feathered wings. 
Alice blinked, realizing she had been staring at the necktie for too long, and forced herself to look down. He was wearing shiny, warm brown leather shoes with a woven design that reminded her of wood. 
Glancing at his face, she saw he was watching her expectantly. He was hoping for a compliment in return, but Alice did not know how to give one without revealing how pleased she was with how he looked. It was a relief when Verondie spoke up. 
“You look pretty too,” she said, pinching Titus’s sleeve with a teasing smile. “Are we going or not?”
“All right,” he said, smirking in return.
Alice managed a look of indifference to hide her conflicting feelings as she raised her head. When Titus offered his arm, she made a point not to hesitate and tucked her arm under his while placing her other hand over his wrist. That was when she noticed a subtle spiced fragrance coming from his person. Alice’s breath escaped her. 
She knew that scent. It was in Titus’s car the morning he had come to pick her up from the house. She had been delighted at first, but that had changed the moment he had taken the drawing of Kayohs away and replaced the mark in her book with his business card. Intaking a breath, Alice remembered the remarkable loss she had felt upon seeing the picture taken into his hand. The memory met her with a crash of regret and loss. But she had no time to dwell on the thought. The guests were waiting. It was time for her second performance.
“Are you ready?” Titus asked.
Alice tried to smile, but her lips only twitched.
“It’s okay to be nervous,” he said, smiling reassuringly. “I’m right here.”
A lump caught in her throat, and it took a concentrated effort for Alice to keep her eyes steady as they quickly approached the awaiting doors. The clamor of voices came as an oppressive wall, causing Alice to hold her breath instinctively. She had not long to wait for them to quiet. From the moment the first set of eyes saw her, a curtain of silence followed. Gradually, each guest turned to stare unreservedly at her. It took every effort for Alice not to draw her wings in to hide. 
“Breathe,” Verondie whispered from behind.
A soft stream of air escaped from Alice’s lips. She tried to remain composed, but she could already feel her palms growing moist and only hoped Titus would not notice. On the other side of the room, Dr. Denek stepped onto a small, raised platform with a piano and a microphone stand. He clutched a sheet of notepaper in his hand as if he expected it to blow away at any second. Moving awkwardly over to the mic, Denek struggled to remove it from its stand before relenting and stooping down to speak into it.
“Hello? Is this thing on?” 
His voice was barely audible over the general chatter that had returned in the room. Amon mounted the platform in a few easy strides, switching the microphone on for Dr. Denek. Smiling, Denek nodded as Amon retreated into the crowd.
“Thank you, Mr. Reinhardt. Hello? Can everyone hear me now? Good! I want to thank everyone for coming out today to celebrate this historic partnership between Tallax and our government.”
Polite clapping followed. Pleased with himself, Denek looked around the room for a moment, smiling as he caught sight of Alice. He dabbed away the sweat from his forehead with his notes before continuing.
“Six years ago, many of you here helped participate in the beginning of an unprecedented journey in modern human history. We intended to reach out to the heavens and seize the Promethean power of creation from the gods to benefit all humanity! It seemed like the stuff of fairy tales, but we unlocked the very secrets of time and space and brought forth life!”
It had only taken a few moments, and Denek’s hair was already askew. Alice had heard him relate this story before, wrapped together in the languages of myth and religion he loved so much. He always made it sound like she had descended to Earth out of the clouds. The way he had described it to her in privacy reminded her more of something out of Frankenstein. Alice quickly tuned him out, uninterested in hearing the litany of Tallax’s achievements and how they had harnessed her powers for the good of all.
Instead, she looked around at the many faces now that their attention was drawn away from her. Few were familiar, but most were those she had never seen before. There was one particular dark-haired and thick-jawed man squeezed into a suit obviously made for a younger version of himself. She wondered what role he had played here at Tallax. He did not look like a scientist or engineer she had known. Noticing her watching him, the man turned his head toward her and smiled. Titus nodded back to him.
“Who is that?” Alice whispered.
“Mugosa. I mean, Hank,” Titus whispered back. “I’ll introduce you when Dr. Denek is finished.”
About fifteen minutes passed before Verondie finally stepped up onto the platform to whisper into Denek’s ear. Blinking several times as if processing some difficult new information, Denek wrapped up his analogy about science as the new priesthood.
“Now, I am told our appetizers will be getting cold if I carry on much longer, and I am certain everyone is eager to meet our lovely resident Watcher. Be sure to try some of Mrs. Lasseter’s stuffed mushrooms! I sampled a few earlier, and they are exquisite! Thank you again, everyone, for all you have done to make today a reality!”
Once Denek’s speech was finished, Alice did not have long to wait to meet Hank Mugosa. The thick-jawed man sauntered up to Titus, both grasping each other manfully by the hand in greeting.
“Conley! You always did look pretty without a helmet on, didn’t you!” Mugosa bellowed, shaking Titus with his thick arm.
Titus grinned in return, clearly pleased to see the man.
“Mugosa! I couldn’t believe it when I heard you were still active! What are you now, a Sergeant Major?”
Mugosa snorted loudly with what Alice interpreted to be a laugh.
“Some of us ain’t so lucky to be chosen guardians to angels,” he said, looking at Alice. “Begging your pardon, miss. My, but you were a stick when I last saw you. Turning into a real fine lady, you are. You go and tell Titus he is damn lucky to be with you.”
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Alice nodded, wide-eyed. She was unused to being spoken to so crudely. Titus also seemed uncomfortable, but she could tell he respected the man and did not wish to offend him. Titus patted the man heavily on the back. 
“Mugosa, I heard the others are here too.”
“Yep, all of us light walkers, except Gardner!” he beamed. “Biggs and Jordan, of course, Hawkins. Hell, I even saw that skinny tech is here! What’s his name? Reiner? Rainer?”
“Reinhardt,” Titus corrected him. “Great to see you again, Mugosa. Stick around. I’m going to say hello to the others.”
“It was nice meeting you, Mr. Mugosa,” Alice said.
A wide grin spread over his face. “Pleasure to see you again!”
When they had stepped away, Alice frowned, feeling slightly embarrassed. “Again?” she whispered to Titus. “I don’t remember meeting him before. I hope I didn’t offend him.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Titus said. “The best thing to do in situations like that is act like you’re happy to see them too.”
Leading Alice by the arm, Titus walked her toward a short man with a boyish face and a tall, dark-haired woman. They were standing by the buffet table, sampling the delicacies. 
“Don’t they have any real food?” the woman asked quietly, picking at a bruschetta with diced avocado. “What is this stuff?”
“I’m sure it’s all edible,” the man said, adding to the mounting pile on his plate. “And it’s free. So, who cares?”
Both looked up as they saw Titus and Alice approaching. 
“Well, Titus Conley,” the woman spoke first, looking him up and down before glancing over to Alice. “Still making uniforms look good, I see. So are you gonna introduce us to your friend? Alice, right?”
Titus nodded. “Alice, meet Emily Jordan.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Alice said, offering the woman her hand.
Emily glanced up at Titus, waiting for his approval before taking Alice’s offered hand.
“Wow,” the man spoke over a mouthful of stuffed mushrooms. “How did you get her trained so well?”
The woman kicked him.
“I was talking about you, not the Watcher,” the man whined.
“That’s why I kicked you,” Emily retorted.
“And you must be Biggs,” Alice interrupted them.
The man looked at her with a surprised look on his face. “Does she read minds too?”
Titus began massaging his forehead with his fingers. “And this is Lou Biggs,” Titus introduced. “Or Louie, if you want.”
“Like the duck?” Alice asked, smiling. 
“Like the city,” Biggs corrected her. “It’s where I’m from.”
“Louie, the duck! She is so adorable, Titus!” Emily said, glancing between them. “Look how big she’s gotten! And that dress! Did you pick it out for her?”
Titus looked away. “She picks out her own clothes.”
“Well, you did a great job,” Emily said to Alice. “You look gorgeous!”
“Thank you,” Alice replied, glancing down at her feet.
“Oh my God! Can I get a picture with her, Titus?”
He shook his head. “You read the NDA, didn’t you?”
“I signed it,” she said with a shrug.
“Look, it’s good to see you both again, but I need to take her around the room.”
Both of them nodded.
“Will you be staying afterward?” Emily asked.
Titus looked askance at her. “For a few minutes, but not long.”
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They quickly circled the room. Alice was impressed with Titus’s social skills. He briefly introduced each guest, made a meaningful comment to make them feel at ease, and slipped away the moment the conversation waned without seeming rude or awkward. The best part was that this took the focus off of her, allowing Alice to enjoy watching the people as they talked or the freedom to look around the room when she grew bored. 
At one point, Alice was wondering what Caleb would have worn to the party if she had been allowed to invite him. Would he have liked her dress? Alice blushed when she caught herself daydreaming about the exchange, realizing she could not remember if the man Titus was speaking to was an investor or a senator. Hoping not to be asked any questions, Alice looked away and noticed Verondie talking to a thin man standing against the wall. 
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“Mr. Reinhardt!” Alice gasped, her face breaking into a full smile. She tore away from Titus and ran up to him. “I’m so glad you’re here! I was hoping you would come.”
“Oh! Hi, Alice,” Amon said. “Wouldn’t miss it, you know?”
“I wanted to thank you for all the treats you brought me. They were a real lifesaver!” 
Amon laughed. “You’re quite welcome! Did you enjoy any of it?” 
“Everything!” Alice said brightly. “How did you know my tastes so well?”
“Eh, well, Randall helped me pick out a few things,” he said, scratching his beard with a funny smile.
Alice burst into laughter, causing Amon to grin. Amon pointed to Alice’s wrist.
“How’s the upgrade?” he asked eagerly. “Is it comfortable?”
“Oh, yes!” Alice said, holding up the silver bracelet. “I haven’t had any problems with it. I was surprised at how secure it was. It seemed easy when Titus put it on using that hook,” Alice said, making a C shape with her hand to describe the tool’s shape. “I couldn’t even see a key insert for it.”
“It’s an electromagnetic lock. It’s really cool, actually! You don’t have to deal with moving parts. It’s maintained by a current.”
“Oh, really? Does it need to be charged or something?”
“No, we’ve got it on a ninety-day calibration cycle. We’ll swap it out for inspection before it can run out of power.”
Titus abruptly stepped up, inserting himself between them.
“Amon! Of course, we could talk about your gadgets all night, but then, all the best food would be taken before Alice could try any!”
An insincere smile formed across Amon’s face. “Titus, always a pleasure to see you too.”
Titus shrugged him off with a wave as if he were batting at some pesky fly, returning Alice’s hand to his arm. “Alice, I’d like you to get something to eat while you have the chance. We’ll see you around, Amon.”
Alice waved goodbye as she was pulled away toward the buffet. Titus placed a small plate with various foods in Alice’s hand.
“Thank you!” she said before stuffing a shrimp in her mouth. “I’ve been so nervous. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”
“You’ve used a lot of energy,” Titus said. “And it’s not over yet. Are you sure you’re up for singing in front of everyone?”
Alice nodded. At this point, she hardly cared. She felt tired and wanted to end the party. Once it was over, she would be taken home immediately. All she could think about now was the gift waiting on her desk.
Hearing Dr. Denek’s voice, Alice looked over to find him talking to the colonel and his wife. A younger man, brown-skinned with a thin beard, was standing among them. Alice recognized him as Dr. Denek’s research assistant. She realized he was not paying any attention to the conversation when she met his eyes and found him staring at her. He smiled shyly, pleasantly surprised to be noticed. Dropping her gaze, Alice pretended not to have seen him and instead listened to Dr. Denek as he spoke. 
“As a soldier, Colonel, you should appreciate the concept of romantic chivalry during the Western High Middle Age,” Denek said in an amused tone. “The true Knight believed he was bound by his honor to uphold truth, loyalty, and integrity, defender of the Church by which he found his salvation, and beholden by duty to serve his lady, and by course, all those of the more genteel half of our species.” 
Denek ended this sentence with a courteous nod to the colonel’s wife before continuing. Colonel Lasseter only grunted in response, not appreciating the nod toward his spouse.
“What is your point in all this, Doctor?” Lasseter grumbled.
Denek smiled in response, pleased by the question. “This created a unique warrior in the Knight, qualified by his divine principles. What I find more particularly unique to these paragons of nobility is the concept of courtly love, a love that is not, begging your lady’s pardon, expressed by crude physicality but rather by devotion, service, glory, and honor. I am confident I need not remind you of the examples famously expressed in the Arthurian Romances of Sir Tristan and Sir Lancelot.”
It had been a year since Alice had last read any Arthurian stories, but she understood the courtly love Dr. Denek spoke of. What he had described of the romanticized knights reminded her distinctly of Titus. While he displayed every one of the noble attributes toward her, what she missed was the romance. 
Was an imaginary boyfriend the closest Alice could ever come to loving someone? She understood that Titus had inserted himself to shadow the feeling Alice had come to discover for her blue boy, but it had only caused her to project her love of Kayohs onto Titus instead. She knew it was not his intention, but it still felt cruel all the same. 
Clenching the plate between her hands, Alice resisted the urge to smash the ceramic against the floor. The growing anger was the same when she learned her enrollment at the academy had ended. It was the feeling of having both her choice and friend stolen. She should have fought for Caleb, Alice thought. Instead, she did nothing. Alice always did nothing. 
“Well, Doctor,” the colonel’s voice interrupted Alice’s thoughts. “I never did find much use for fairy tales myself. Noble ideals are all good and well, but it’s bombs and bullets that win wars.” Pouring himself out another glass of punch, he looked up to see Titus and Alice standing nearby. “Now here is a man of action that knows what it means to see an objective and take it. Mr. Conley, come over and introduce us to your little guardian angel.” 
Alice’s anger dissolved into anxiety as she looked up at Titus. She had hoped to avoid the colonel. 
“It’s okay,” Titus said softly, taking her plate and setting it aside. “You’ve performed enough for him. You don’t need to say or do anything.”
Alice nodded, taking his arm and attempting to carry herself with the utmost control. Despite knowing the contract was renewed and having Titus’s confidence, Alice still felt she was closely watched. She kept her eyes straight and only glanced at the colonel and his wife, afraid of betraying something that would be displeasing to either of them. 
Cocking his head toward his wife, Colonel Lasseter pointed with two fingers at the pair while holding his glass. 
“This is Titus Conley, dear. He’d be the one to ask any questions you have if you want a straight answer. He’s responsible for training the Watcher, makes sure she follows instructions and obeys orders.”
Mrs. Lasseter’s eyes floated over Titus’s tall figure. Titus nodded his head respectfully as he greeted her. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Lasseter.”
“Please, call me Margaret,” she said with a smile. “Con-gratulations on your success. I thought your performance was remarkable. I was surprised when I heard you had no superpowers of your own.”
Titus grinned, slightly amused. “We both train very hard.”
“Clearly,” she added, glancing at his arm. “Would you ever have room for another partner? I might benefit from a little of your training.”
“Not unless you’re hiding a pair of wings inside that lovely dress of yours,” Titus replied with a friendly laugh. “I am committed entirely to Alice here.”
Alice attempted to keep her eyes lowered as Mrs. Lasseter directed her scrutinizing gaze toward her. It was almost as if she expected Alice to be perched on Titus’s shoulder instead of standing on her own, pretending to be a human. Her husband nudged her.
“I hope you’re not thinking of taking her home,” the colonel joked. “You already have enough pets as it is.”
“I’m not sure I would know where to put it,” Mrs. Lasseter replied, without taking her eyes off of Alice. “Although, it looks different than I expected. Its color doesn’t exactly match the wings, does it? Dr. Denek, did you mean for it to look like that?”
Denek blinked. A shallow smile developed on his face as he asked, “How do you mean?”
“Her wings are white, mostly anyway. But she looks,” the woman said, turning to glance at Denek’s assistant, “well, ethnic.”
Denek exchanged glances with his assistant. “Mr. Bakshi, would you care to answer?” Denek asked.
“I would be pleased to,” Bakshi said to Mrs. Lasseter before pivoting to Alice. He gave a slight bow. “Let me begin by saying what an honor and privilege it is to be standing in the presence of an Altair.”
Alice’s face blanched in response. She said nothing, averting her eyes painfully toward the ceiling.
“Altair?” Mrs. Lasseter questioned. “I thought you called it a Watcher.” 
“Altair is an archaic term we use for angels,” Bakshi said as his eyes lingered on Alice. “We often refer to Miss Alice as a Watcher because she is among humans and, therefore is humbled by our presence. We place her in a fallen condition.”
Alice inwardly groaned. It was uncomfortable being talked about in objectified terms, but it was unbearable to be spoken of as a goddess who had chosen to grace them all with her presence. She regretted eating and fought the urge to vomit.
“As for her appearance,” Bakshi continued. “We suspect all Altairs would have similar forms in the body, but their unique differences would be in the wings. Miss Alice likely exhibits the fairest coloration because she is young and has not fully acquired her rank and position among the holy ones. It is a hypothesis of Dr. Denek that when an Altair comes to acquire their position, they shed the white feathers and adopt the colors associated with their role.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Lassetter said, looking Alice up and down. “So, it’s like a virgin. Is that what you mean?”
Alice looked helplessly at Dr. Denek. 
“My lady,” Denek said pleasantly. “Athena herself would envy your quick deductions.”
Mrs. Lasseter gave an unpleasant chortle before gazing over Alice’s wings again. “Has it ever molted?” she asked. “Is that why some of the feathers have begun to color?”
“Alice occasionally loses a feather here and there during her activities,” Denek said, “but she does not molt, no.”
Tilting her head dreamily, the woman said, “Oh, I do rather like those gold-tipped ones. I have just the hat at home that they would look wonderful on. Would you ever consider offering her feathers? For purchase, I mean.”
Denek gave a short laugh, masking his disgust at the request. “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Lasseter, but if, perchance, any ever become available, we will consider you as our first choice of contact.”
Peering from the corner of her eye, Alice could see Titus’s jaw clenching just above her head. She could tell he despised the woman, which was some relief for any ill feelings she was finding herself toward Mrs. Lasseter. However, Alice could not help but notice the disappointed glance in the woman’s eye as though she would miss seeing the feathers go. 
Alice stepped forward. 
Before anyone could stop her, she reached up to the shoulder of her right wing and grasped one of the gold feathers. Pulling, Alice winced as she plucked the healthy feather while resisting the whimper that tickled her throat. 
Mrs. Lasseter’s lips parted in awe to be offered the treasure as the colonel gave a slight nod, condoning Alice’s willingness to maim herself. However, upon seeing the reactions of the others, Alice hesitated. Bakshi’s jaw fell open, Denek’s eyes bulged, and Titus paled. She could even see Verondie from across the room, staring horrified as the feather was plainly extracted as if Alice were holding up a lighted torch.
They all thought she was making a mistake. That much was clear. But it was her choice, Alice reminded herself. She would give her gifts to whom she wished. Deserving or not. 
Handing the feather forward, Alice said, “Please accept this as a token of my gratitude for attending today. I am honored that you would wear my feather on your hat, and I hope it brings luck when you do.”
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Mrs. Lasseter looked at Alice wide-eyed, apparently shocked to hear her speak. “Oh,” she said as she gingerly took the gift. “Thank you.” 
The woman cupped the feather in her hands and folded it toward her chest as if suddenly realizing she held something of unfathomable worth.
Denek gave a nervous laugh, commenting something on Alice’s obedience and eagerness to please others. The following exchange of words was lost to Alice as her senses dulled, and she suddenly felt as if her head had been plunged under water. Stepping back, she returned her hands to Titus’s arm. His palm clamped over her hand tightly to keep her from handing out more feathers should another guest dare to ask. Verondie stepped forward, pinching Denek’s sleeve and saying not too quietly, “We should have Alice sing now.”
“Yes! Yes!” Denek said and shooed them, so it was clear they had his blessing to go on.
Titus moved Alice away to a private corner, with Verondie following closely. 
“Are you okay?” Verondie asked anxiously, looking into Alice’s face.
Alice watched as Titus grimaced at the noticeable gap in her wing. “I’m okay,” Alice said, looking down as she could feel pressure forming from her eyes down to her throat. “I’m sorry. I embarrassed you all.”
What a mess she was, Alice thought. A range of emotions twisted within her from highs to lows. What was the right thing to do? What was the right thing to say? What was the right thing to think?
“Alice.”
She looked up, finding Titus staring down at her sternly. “Don’t ever apologize for being yourself,” he said, quiet but firm. “Now get up there and sing for these ridiculous people so we can get you home.”
A contorted smile of relief appeared on Alice’s face. “Thank you,” she said. 
Verondie walked onto the stage with Alice while Titus stood against the wall. Alice stood behind Verondie as the woman spoke into the microphone to call everyone’s attention and introduce the song. Alice kept her eyes on the ceiling when it was her turn to walk up to the microphone. 
Alice listened to the first few notes played on the piano until they stopped. She looked at Verondie, watching as the woman removed her hand from the keys and placed them in her lap before smiling at Alice. It was only an introduction, not an accompaniment. Verondie had insisted the piano would only detract from her singing. Alice nodded and turned back to the microphone. 
Her lips opened, and the melody that escaped through words transported her thoughts to that other world. Alice had secretly hoped and even begun to believe Caleb might be Kayohs, but the fear of disappointing him kept her from speaking up—the disappointment of finding her instead of Ara.
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In her mind’s eye, she could see Kayohs returning to that distant world, recognizing that his quest to find Ara had failed. Alice longed to go there but understood that if it was Ara he had wanted, she had no purpose in joining him. Anything that might have remained of the girl only existed in that world. A dull ache formed in Alice’s chest at the thought, causing her to wish she could apologize to Kayohs for his wasted effort.
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The last note hung in the air, dissipating like a soft shower among the guests. 
An eerie quiet had fallen on the room, and Alice finally allowed herself to look down at the people before her. They were staring, silent, and frozen. 
Looking at her right, she saw that Titus also appeared stunned. Verondie was the only one who offered any response by smiling.
Taking two steps back, Alice whispered to Verondie, “Don’t people usually clap after a performance?”
“Usually,” Verondie whispered back while brushing a small tear from her eye. 
Gradually, the guests began to shuffle, uncomfortable and lost. They were murmuring, not in disapproval but as if they were unhappy with themselves. There was even the distinct sound of someone sobbing, but Alice could not place a face to it. 
She looked at Verondie and asked, “What’s wrong with them? Was my singing that bad?”
Verondie shook her head. “No, Alice, you did well. They’ve just never heard you sing before.”
Alice’s face changed to alarm. “I did this? How did I do this by just singing?”
“When you sing, other people feel what you are feeling.”
“What?” Alice gasped. 
“It’s true,” Verondie said, revealing she was enjoying herself by the reaction of the guests. “And clearly, what you’re feeling at the moment is sorrow. Because they don’t know or relate to your particular reason for that feeling, the natural process is to apply it to their own lives. What you’re seeing is the result of that.”
“Why hasn’t anyone told me this before?” Alice asked anxiously. 
Verondie shrugged. “Let’s just say it’s a talent that Dr. Denek appreciates but has failed to understand the power of.”
Looking back at the guests, Alice watched as Emily Jordan desperately pushed through the crowd.
“Where’s Titus?” Emily asked, looking from side to side. “I need to tell him I still love him!”
Alice turned, looking to where she had last seen Titus. He was missing. Verondie only glanced at the vacant spot but turned to see Dr. Denek stepping onto the stage toward Alice. His face was streaked with tears.
“Excellent,” he said in a thick voice. “Excellent performances today, Alice.”
“Thank you,” Alice said, startled by his emotion.
Taking her hand, Denek patted it with affection. “I apologize for keeping you here so long, my dear. I know it is burdensome but necessary. I hope my home is enough comfort for you. Please go. You’ve done more than enough today.”
Seeing a fresh set of tears coming to Denek’s face, Verondie took his hand and turned him toward the steps. Looking back over her shoulder, she whispered to Alice, “Go on! I saw Titus go out that side door to make a phone call. He’ll take you to Mr. Hawkins.”
Alice nodded and quickly moved to the door. Opening it, she peered into the hall and found Titus with his back facing her at the very end. Seeing his hand at the side of his head, she gently closed the door to avoid disturbing his call. However, as she waited, it occurred to Alice that the soft sound she could hear was not his voice speaking.
“Titus?” 
He turned. His eyes were wet, and there was no phone in his hand. Cursing, he turned toward the wall, pressing his fist between his eyes. 
“Why are you crying?” Alice asked. She quickly approached him but paused when she came within a foot, suddenly remembering Verondie’s explanation. “I’m sorry,” she said, stepping back. “I’ll give you some privacy.”
Titus grabbed her wrist. “I need to—,” he said in a strained voice. 
He crouched down, pulling her closer while pressing his other hand over his eyes. Alice uncomfortably watched as he heaved several sighs, struggling to regain his voice.
“Titus…” Alice said quietly.
“I need to tell you something!” he said more forcefully.
“No, it isn’t fair,” she said, seeing the tears seeping between his fingers. “You’ve been compromised. I know you don’t like to be seen like this.”
“I don’t care,” he said gruffly, his grip becoming painfully tight. 
Alice’s eyes fell upon his hand. She could not remember a time when he had gripped her so forcefully. Despite managing to retain an appearance of calm, Alice could not help feeling afraid as she realized she could not break his grip even if she had wanted. 
Titus pulled on her wrist. Dropping his hand from his face, he folded his arms around her back and embraced her. Stiffening, Alice held her breath, finding his arms crushing. Her feathers grew wet as his face pressed into her wing.
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“I want to indulge you,” he said, his voice shallow, “but there are just some things I can’t allow. I love you too much to see you get hurt. I have to protect you. Please remember that, Alice.”
Alice opened her mouth to ask what he meant, but she could not even find the breath to speak. He held her for what felt an uncomfortably long time, but gradually his hold loosened, and she could feel him relaxing. 
“Hawkins is here,” Titus said quietly. “He’s waiting at the end of the hall. Go home.”
Despite his instructions, Alice could not move as his arms continued to hold her fast. It was clear he had not come to terms with the idea yet.
“Good night, Alice,” he said.
She felt his face move down over the top of her head, kissing her hair. Abruptly he turned her away, facing Alice toward the opposite end of the hall. She could see Mr. Hawkins looking at his phone, pretending not to have seen anything. Titus’s hands pulled away. She listened as his shoes clapped forcefully against the floor. Hesitating, Alice looked back over her shoulder to see him shoving his way through a side door. She understood he did not wish for her to return home but was making himself let her go.
“Ready, Princess?”
Alice turned back to find Mr. Hawkins standing beside her. Despite Titus having released her, she discovered her voice had not returned.
“Better book it now,” Hawkins said, allowing himself a smirk at her stunned appearance. “Before your prince changes his mind.” 







  
  Chapter twenty-four
Hide and Seek

Wednesday, April 13th Continued


Alice nearly tripped over Shepherd as she went running up the staircase. Bursting into her bedroom, she snatched the small bag from her desk. Dumping the contents into her hand, it fell into a little pile in the center of her palm. 
Alice found a collection of delicate metal links. Her trembling finger pushed the links about until they revealed two moon-shaped gems. Her breath quickened as she pulled the chain, allowing the gems to dangle freely. The necklace was identical to the one she had seen Ara wear in the dream. 
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Returning to the bag, Alice could feel a piece of paper folded inside. She pulled it out and opened it, her eyes reading it in one sweeping glance. 
“Kayohs,” Alice whispered. “Kayohs. Kayohs. Kayohs.”
It was the same paper she had seen him writing on the last day at the academy. Alice had only thought it was mindless scribbling, but seeing it now, she recognized the strange marks as the same the blue boy had scratched on the stone gate. 
“It’s his name!” Alice said, her voice threatening to scream. “He wanted me to know it was him!” 
She looked down at Shepherd, sitting helplessly on the floor beside her.
“He didn’t care if I wasn’t Ara. He still wanted me to know he was Kayohs!”
Stepping toward her laptop, Alice tried logging in to the academy email, but as she predicted, the account had been closed. She fumbled through the bookshelf, looking for the copy of the Iliad where she had stuffed the painting of Kayohs. Unable to find it anywhere, she suddenly remembered returning the book to Titus upon finishing it. 
Crying in exasperation, Alice fell upon the hoya plant tucked behind a book. She could see its ivy tendrils had grown long and anemic, living feral in the dark. Remembering her confused thoughts and feelings when presented with the gift, a flush of shame came over her. Whatever passion she had possessed for Titus then was gone now, and all she could feel was anger for ever allowing herself to be tempted by it. Her hands grasped the ceramic base, and she carried it into the adjoining bathroom. 
Raising it above her head, Alice cried, “Leave me!”
She threw the pot down, smashing it against the tile floor. The contents burst at her feet. Shards and soil scattered, exposing the frail roots to die once and for all.
Returning to the bedroom, she found a fresh weight of grief forming in her chest. A sob rose up in her. There was a soft patter at the window followed by the sound of heavy rain beginning to pour down in sheets outside. 
Alice slowly sank onto her bed. She strung the necklace around her neck, feeling the little gems with her fingers. Shepherd dropped his head into her lap, his eyes turning upward with sweet melancholy.
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“He probably thinks I don’t want him anymore after all I said,” Alice whispered, her voice broken with emotion. “I wish I could tell him it’s not true.”

* * *


Alice did not remember falling asleep. She knew it was late when her eyes opened again, finding her room dark. Looking at the ceiling, she saw the moon casting its light through the window. Shepherd was sleeping in his bed, and she could hear the distant snores of Dr. Denek. 
Suddenly alert, she looked to find the paper beside her on the bed and felt her throat to touch the necklace. The items gave her both a feeling of relief and renewed sadness. She slipped the paper under her pillow and looked out the window.
Alice froze. 
She had seen a glimpse of something large and black pass over the trees. Pressing to the window, she gripped the curtain. Her eyes searched every shadow to spy for movement, but the darkness was too thick. If something were there, Alice knew she would not find it just by looking from her window. 
“Shepherd,” Alice called.
The dog jumped to all fours and followed her out of the room. They silently stepped down the stairs, and Alice went to the interior entry of the greenhouse. The room was dimly lit with orange lights, allowing her to see enough to pass through the plants and tables without tripping. Coming to the exterior door, Alice raised her hand for Shepherd to stay as she slipped on her boots. Alice unlocked the door and opened it. 
“Can you smell anyone?” Alice asked.
Shepherd leaned toward the door, breathing the air. He whimpered. Nothing. 
The outside was heavy with the scent of wet earth. She stepped out, finding the ground fully saturated. Treading lightly so as not to sink in the mud, Alice allowed her eyes to skim over the lawn to the surrounding trees. All was still. 
“Kayohs?” she whispered. 
Her voice sounded loud in the silence, and she knew there was no chance of being misheard. There was no response from the night. Sighing at her foolishness for daring to hope, Alice moved to return inside. That was when she noticed a twinkling of light from a tree. It sat near the corner of the house. 
Alice’s skin prickled, suddenly recognizing it as the tree that had spontaneously died. It had been cut down a week ago. All that was left was a stump. Or, at least, that was what should have been left, except Alice found a thin form erect in its place.  It was the silhouette of a person standing atop the stump. The light twinkled again, coming from near the top. There sat a pair of yellow eyes smiling brightly at her.
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“I see you,” Alice said. “Please, don’t hide from me.”
The silhouette shivered nervously. Its shape expanded outward, revealing a set of black wings. They were enormous, even greater than Alice’s own. They could have swallowed her entire body, wings and all. The shadow lurched off the stump and stepped through the shadows, moving into the dim moonlight. His white face appeared, revealing a crooked grin.
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“You caught me,” Kayohs said, a low chuckle escaping him as he spread his hands apart as if they had been playing a game. When she did not smile in return, Kayohs hesitated. “It was cruel of me, wasn’t it?” he asked.
“Completely,” Alice said before breaking into a smile of relief.
She ran toward him, slipping in the mud. Kayohs caught her elbows, returning her to a standing position. Alice’s eyes roved over his face, from the top of his blue hair over his harsh yellow eyes to his nervous smile. She laughed, pleased, but her expression tensed, and she turned her face down toward his chest. Alice began to cry. Kayohs pulled her toward him, and Alice clung her arms around him.
“I’m sorry,” Kayohs said. “I didn’t mean to trick you. I was afraid you wouldn’t want me.” 
Alice shook her head. “I’ve always wanted you! I thought you’d be disappointed to find me instead of her.”
“Her? You mean Ara?” he asked, astonished. “Am I any less myself simply because you have known me by different names or a change in my appearance?” 
“But I hardly remember anything.”
“You remembered what you needed to remember, and anything that fails you, I have living in me,” he said, tapping his chest. “I am so pleased with you, Alice! Don’t you know why? It’s because, despite their best efforts, they still could not break you of the person you are!”
Alice looked up. A bright appearance of hope passed across her face. It fled almost instantly, and she shook her head, distressed. “Why did you wait to tell me?” she asked.
“I tried to when I first came, but you did not recognize me.”
“You mean in my dreams? I wasn’t prepared for you,” Alice said. “I never thought of you being able to grow up like me. For some reason, I only ever imagined you being a boy. It took me by surprise. That must have been hard for you.”
“Yes,” Kayohs said, appearing embarrassed. “I was upset. I killed your tree. I’m sorry about that.”
“How did you—” Alice began, looking toward the stump before looking again at Kayohs. “I have so many questions. Please come inside.”
He followed her to the greenhouse. Before they entered, Alice warned Shepherd they had a visitor. To her surprise, instead of sniffing Kayohs suspiciously, Shepherd barked with delight and began wriggling enthusiastically. 
“He knows you?” Alice asked.
“Oh, yes!” Kayohs said, smiling as he took Shepherd’s large head between his hands. “We’ve become good friends. I’ve been visiting him in the morning when no one was home. He gets lonely. The past few days have been hard on him with you gone.”
Walking past Alice, Kayohs guided Shepherd to the interior entrance. Bending low, he spoke softly to the dog before opening the door to let him into the house. 
Alice looked at Kayohs with confusion. “What did you say to him?” she asked.
“I asked if he would take Dr. Denek for a walk.”
“But he’s sleeping, and it’s the middle of the night.”
“Yes, and he’s having a wonderful dream that I think would be better served with some exercise and fresh air. Don’t worry. I asked Shepherd to get his leash and to make sure Dr. Denek wore his good walking shoes.”
Turning, Kayohs looked with interest at all the plants, allowing Alice to observe him. It was overwhelmingly strange to see him present in her home. There had been so many times she had wished for the blue boy to come, yet now that he was here, the collision of worlds was startling for Alice.
Remembering the first time she had seen him disguised as Caleb, standing in the academy hall, she recalled that distant feeling of witnessing something out of its natural environment. Sensing it again now, Alice realized she had witnessed a similar instance. It was at a wildlife rehab center she had visited for a field trip with Verondie and Titus. There had been a bobcat she adored that had a leg amputated after being caught in a trap. When it saw her, the creature stopped pacing in the cage and stared at her, understanding she was neither human nor animal. She had talked to it, fed it, gained its trust, and even touched it through the fence. Despite befriending the bobcat, Titus refused to let her enter its cage. It might seem tame, he had warned, but it was still a wild animal.
Alice’s eyes fell over Kayohs again as if seeing him for the first time. She would have thought him beautiful had he not looked so otherworldly. His blue hair now seemed untamed, his cat-like eyes commanded caution, and the gloved hand looked more like a claw with pointed fingertips. His clothes were made up of some mixture of robes and armor, not unlike the heavenly creatures she had seen in illustrations from Paradise Lost. Even the way he smelled reminded Alice of the cool morning dew just before the sunrise. The mask was broken, the veil torn aside, and anything that resembled a human was now cast away. 
It caused Alice to wonder if Kayohs was admiring her collection of plants or considering which he would prefer to consume with whatever dark power he possessed. Glancing up at the greenhouse beams, Alice realized she had unwittingly entered the cage with a beast. She flinched when he spoke, his voice sounding like a soft purr.
“Are you second-guessing your decision to let me in?” he asked, glancing at her with his bright, smiling eyes.
“No!” Alice said, blushing. 
“You don’t need to be afraid. I am your friend.”
“I’m—I’m not afraid!” Alice said forcefully, attempting to control her trembling voice. “And I know you’re my friend.” 
His head turned to look at her. “Then what troubles you?”
“I was only wondering if this was a dream.”
“I would say it isn’t, but I suppose I might say that even if it was. I think you’re best to trust your senses. What do they tell you?”
“That this is real.”
“That’s a relief to hear. I was beginning to question reality myself,” Kayohs said, pleased. His eyes fell to her throat, seeing the necklace. “Do you like your gift?”
“I like it better now that you’re here. I was afraid I would never see you again.”
“Really?” Kayohs asked, genuinely surprised. “I thought I had said if you had need of me, I would come. I must have imagined I had said it.”
“No, you said it.”
Kayohs nodded absently. “There were so many things I thought of telling you that I was always afraid of saying the wrong one.” Stepping closer, he appeared remorseful. “I'm sorry you thought I was gone forever. I was waiting for you to return to the house. You had unfinished business to attend to, and I didn’t want to interfere.”
The events at Tallax felt far removed to Alice, yet when she looked down at herself, she realized she was still wearing the dress from the luncheon. Pinching her hands together, Alice looked at him.
“Kayohs, why are you here now?” Alice asked. “Why didn’t you come with me to Earth?”
“Come with you?”
“Yes, I expect Ara—or I guess me—would have chosen to come to Earth. In one of the dreams, I saw myself talking about traveling to different places to help people. You said you would come with me if I did. So, why didn’t you?”
A look of uncertainty passed over his face. “I didn’t come here to ruin your life,” Kayohs said, a tone of warning in his voice. “I came to see what had become of you and if you needed my help.” 
Alice watched as his eyes hovered like two little lamplights, glowing brighter.
“Something separated us,” Alice gasped. “Please tell me so I can understand better.”
Kayohs’s expression turned regretful. “If you wish me to answer you, I will. But I warn you. It may destroy your perception of these people you’ve come to love.”
“Kayohs, if you have suffered even a fraction of what I have being away from you, it would be unfair of me to ask you to bear the burden of this secret.”
Folding his hand around his chin, Kayohs thoughtfully tapped his mouth. “How do I explain?” he asked quietly to himself.
“Don’t explain. Show me,” Alice said. “I know you’ve been sharing your memories with me in dreams.”
His eyes widened in surprise. “You don’t understand what you’re asking. I can’t show you this objectively. You don’t remember it, but there are imprints left behind—painful emotions.”
“I’m willing to bear it so long as you’re willing to stay with me until I’ve recovered.”
Kayohs paused. “I’ll try if it’s what you wish,” he said. “I won’t be able to separate myself from this memory like I have with the others. It’s too difficult. But I can try to be fair. I’m not the only one who remembers. I have seen through the eyes of another. I can show you as they saw it.”
“It? What do you mean by it?”
Kayohs looked at her with a frown. “The Extraction. That was what they called it. The mission to abduct you.”
Before Alice could ask any more questions, Kayohs touched her forehead with his white hand. A rush of cold came over her. Her vision blurred, and she tumbled into darkness.








  
  Chapter twenty-five
Clipped Wings

Six Years Ago


Ara pulled the necklace around her throat and fastened the clip. She stroked her fingers over the moon charms. 
“How does it look?” she asked. Kayohs nodded dumbly, causing Ara to laugh. “That’s not an answer.”
“It’s good,” Kayohs mumbled and quickly corrected himself. “It looks good.”
Ara laughed again. At first, Kayohs looked embarrassed but also managed to smile. He was pleased to see the girl happy again. Ara turned to look at the view while Kayohs’s eyes lingered on her.
“Look,” Ara said, pointing in the distance. “I can see the lights in the city.”
Reluctantly, Kayohs’s head turned away and followed where Ara pointed. There was a twinkling light from a tall, dark mass in the land. His eyes traveled, falling to a black patch where the meadow lay and then to the village sitting on the water’s edge where the light reflected brilliantly from the moons.
Kayohs was pleased that Ara had accepted his gift. His confidence boosted, he slid over so they were seated side by side. He took the girl’s small hand and began petting it affectionately.
“Ara, tell me a story,” Kayohs said. 
“What story shall I tell you?” Ara asked. 
“How about the one with the Familiar? I like that one.”
“But the villain is a Seytus.”
“I don’t mind. I’m not that kind of Seytus anymore. Please tell it.”
Leaning her head against his shoulder, Ara quietly told the story. Kayohs was an attentive listener, never interrupting to comment or ask questions.
Ara finished the tale. “... the Spirit Guide took the girl’s soul into its mouth and carried her home. It laid her down into her body, and the girl awoke to the joyful cries of her parents.”
Kayohs’s smile became wistful, his eyes rising to the stars. “If you had a Familiar, what kind of animal would you want it to be?” he asked.
“I wouldn’t have a Familiar,” Ara laughed. “Those are only for Seytus.”
“A bird?” he asked, glancing at her wings. 
“No, I can already fly, and I can’t ride on a bird.”
“Maybe you need a bigger bird. I’ve heard of giant eagles on the southern isles.”
Ara shook her head. “Have you ever seen the mountain wolves? I saw a traveler come to the city with one once. They’re enormous. I could ride on one of those. They would make wonderful Spirit Guides.” Seeing the smile in Kayohs’s eyes, Ara asked. “What would you want?”
“Something that had my eyes. Then people couldn’t tell when I possessed it,” he said. Seeing the glimpse of concern on Ara’s face, he said, “Oh, don’t worry. I wouldn’t use it to lure children away or anything bad. I would just cause mischief, like knock pots off shelves or hide dead fish in places where they can’t be found.”
A small giggle formed at the back of Kayohs’s throat then grew into a full laugh. Releasing her hand, he held his sides, trying to contain it. Although Ara was smiling, Kayohs could see the disappointment in her eyes. His laughter died away into an apologetic smile. 
“Forgive me, Ara,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “I just keep seeing their faces while they’re tearing everything apart to find the smell.”
“It would be funny to see,” Ara confessed. 
Kayohs smiled brightly in response to her approval. At that exact moment, a sudden flash of light spilled out from below the cliff face. Instinctively, Kayohs threw up his arm to shield himself, crying out in pain as the intensity of the light blinded him. Stumbling backward, he struck the stone tomb and fell over. Rolling his legs underneath his body, Kayohs groped in front of him while clutching one hand over his seared eyes. He felt a small hand grasp his own. 
“Are you okay?” Ara asked.
“I can’t see,” Kayohs said. “What was that?”
“Should I heal you?” Ara’s voice trembled.
“No. I’ll be fine. Just tell me what’s going on.”
“There’s a light down there,” Ara said, placing her hand on his shoulder. “I think one of the gates opened.”
“Do you think we did something?”
“No,” Ara said. “Something else did this.”
A jolt of fear passed through Kayohs. “Can you crawl over and see what’s going on?”
Phantom lights continued to flash in Kayohs’s vision, but the searing pain was gone. He tried to focus on the sound of Ara crawling away in the grass. Listening to her movements, he waited a moment after she stopped, allowing her to take in what she saw.
“Something is coming out of the gate,” Ara whispered.
Kayohs crawled toward her voice on his elbows. The lights in his eyes had diminished to colorful throbbing shapes. A few more minutes, and he would be able to see again. Instinctively, he felt for his sword. Feeling Ara’s foot, he felt his way to her side at the cliff’s edge.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know,” Ara’s voice was barely a breath. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Something’s floating, like some giant bug, but I don’t see any wings or head.”
“What’s it doing?”
“It’s circling the gates like it’s looking for something. Wait—there’s more.”
“More bugs?”
“No, something else,” Ara said. “They look like people, very strange people.”
Kayohs dared a peek but whimpered and immediately clamped his eyes shut. Rolling onto his back, he opened his eyes toward the starlit sky, allowing them to adjust naturally. 
“There are several of them now,” Ara continued. “They look like they’re preparing for something.”
“How many do you see?”
Kayohs could hear Ara counting quietly before she answered.
“Eight. And Kayohs, I don’t think they’re from our world.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“They have no wings.”
“They could be hidden.”
“Their clothes are all closed in the back. They’re all dressed the same, in black, and they don’t have faces, just one single eye sticking out from the middle of their head. And Kayohs, I think they’re carrying weapons.”
Suddenly, the gorge went dark, and Kayohs knew Ara could tell him no more. But now, his eyesight had returned. Flipping onto his belly, Kayohs peered down into the blackness of the gorge. Sure enough, he could see eight figures moving about, posting around the mouth of the gorge like sentries while a handful of their companions continued to arrange some kind of equipment. He envied Ara’s keen eyesight. Although he could see in the dark easily enough, he could not distinguish the level of detail, such as their clothing or faceless features, from this distance.
“Do you think they’re here for you?” Kayohs asked.
“Well, I don’t think they came for the night fishing,” Ara whispered.
“I need to get down closer.” Seeing her eyes grow wide with anxiety, Kayohs grinned. “I’ll be careful. Maybe I can scare them off.”
“Wait,” Ara said urgently. “My blessing!”
Plucking a feather from her wing, she pressed it against Kayohs’s shoulder. It ignited in a tiny flame and dispersed into ashes. 
Kayohs grinned even wider. “Thanks, Ara. Let’s see them stop me now. What fun this will be!”
Taking two steps, Kayohs leaped clear of the ledge. He spread his wings just enough to fall at a slight forward angle, following the slope of the cliff.  Silently, he descended into the shadows, alighting on the arch of the furthest gate from the strange visitors with hardly a sound. From his perch, he surveyed the scene before him. Ara had not been mistaken. They were indeed unlike anything he had ever encountered in all his travels. 
Again, a tinge of fear mixed with a thrill of excitement inside him. An encounter with otherworldly creatures was an adventure he had yet to take. Now that the portal was closed, he had no idea how to get them back through the gate. But if they had the power to open it once, they could do it again. What surprised him most about these strangers was that they had power over the gates but were not Altairs. It made the risk involved with confronting them all the greater. They had powers unknown to him, but he still had the element of surprise. One against eight were not the worst odds he had ever faced.
As luck would have it, the largest of the aliens began barking out something in its garbled language, and four of the armed creatures began following it away into the forest, down the path leading back to the village. That left only one armed creature behind. But if the advancing group reached the village, the people living there would be in for an interesting surprise. He knew he should stop them before they reached it. That would make Ara happy.
The three remaining creatures had not noticed his arrival. The guard was standing with its weapon clutched tightly against its chest, looking out after its companions as they vanished into the thick forest. One of the two unarmed creatures was peering down at the stone arch where Kayohs had carved his name. The other creature was seated on a chest, staring into a small square-shaped lamp that glowed with a faint blue light. To Kayohs’s surprise, the first one removed its single eye, exposing a young man’s face beneath it, not unlike Ara’s. So, Ara had been wrong on one point. These creatures did have faces. Their extra eyes must be aiding their sight in the darkness.
The man began speaking to his seated companion. Kayohs heard his name spoken. Unsheathing his swords, Kayohs tiptoed in a gleeful prance across the crumbled stones of the abandoned archways. Swinging his right arm back with the blade pointing upward, a whirl of wind swooped down to meet the point. The wind spiraled down his arm, traveling to his left side. Directing at the remaining guard with his left sword, Kayohs shot the wind out in a fixed point. It struck the guard in the back and sent him careening into the brush. 
Alighting on the ground where the sentry had stood, Kayohs sheathed one of his swords while stooping down to retrieve the fallen alien weapon. Looking up, he saw the remaining two men staring at him in petrified horror. Neither wore a mask, and now he was certain these men were merely wingless people. Casting the alien weapon aside, he sheathed his remaining sword and held up his palms as he stepped forward. He observed the first man’s eyes following the abandoned weapon, but he did not move.
“I am Kayohs,” he attempted to speak to them. “Why have you come?”
The eyes of the first man grew even wider with newfound terror. It uttered something incoherent, but amid its babbling, Kayohs recognized the word Seytus, spoken with a dread born out of knowledge. Kayohs smiled delightedly. At least these people knew he was something to be feared. Before he could step closer, the man turned and fled down the path leading into the forest, screaming after his companions. Kayohs watched him flee with dismay. Now, he would draw the others back, but that had been the plan all along. He had hoped for a little more time to play.
Turning his attention to the remaining man, he was surprised to see him rise and extend his bare hand in a gesture of peace. The man wore no mask or helmet, only some glass-filled wires over his eyes and a small wire extending from his ear to his mouth. Unlike his companion, his skin was pale, and the hair on his head was the color of sand.
“Friend,” the man spoke haltingly in a thick accent.
He was trembling with fear, but Kayohs admired the courage it took the man to offer himself willingly to a Seytus. Kayohs smiled, taking the offered hand in his. He would soon know the truth of what sort of being this was. Almost instantly, the trembling stopped. Kayohs could feel the man’s life washing into him, and he released the hand. These beings were weak and powerless. They possessed no elemental gifts. 
Watching as the man crumpled before him, Kayohs laid him gently to rest on the stone pavement. He would have a peaceful sleep for hours. Turning his attention back to his fleeing companion, Kayohs spread his great black wings to follow. The brown-skinned man seemed to understand his language. If he could calm his fears, he could communicate with him.
Flying low over the trees, Kayohs soon sighted the runaway, stumbling and crashing blindly through the undergrowth. He clearly could not see where he was going. Kayohs landed a few yards in front of his path, folding his wings against his body like a cloak as he entered the trees. Only his yellow eyes were now visible in the darkness, round and wide.
“Stop,” he said. “I know you understand me.”
The man froze in front of him. Kayohs heard an audible sob. He took a step closer.
“Tell me why you have come.”
“The Altair,” the man said. “Where is she?”
“She cannot go with you,” Kayohs said. “She belongs here.”
Before he could take another step, the man began screaming for help and dove into the bushes. A female’s voice sounded behind him. Kayohs turned, spreading out his wings as a series of cracks split the air. A sharp pain stung his wing, burning like fire. Kayohs saw the bright flashes expelling from the alien weapon wielded by a woman crouched in the brush. She shouted to the others, calling them to join her as she prepared to bring more of her stinging fire upon him.
It was then that Kayohs recognized the true nature of their power. They had harnessed the secrets of lightning and thunder in their weapons. Summoning a violent gust, he let it catch his opened wings, carrying him away on the wind like a kite while knocking his attacker flat on the ground. As he lifted away, Kayohs saw the tall leader run up behind the fallen female, helping her back up to her feet. Two of the others joined him as he began barking out orders. That left only one of the armed people alone in the forest. Circling over the cliff, Kayohs grinned at Ara, waving a wing to her as he passed by, before diving back down into the forest to locate his prey.
Unsheathing his swords again, Kayohs swept low over the canopy, quickly locating a lone warrior. With expertise, he slipped through the trees, approaching the man from behind as he ran. Unexpectedly, the man turned, sensing his approach. Sending rapid bursts of fire, the weapon ripped through the branches, shredding leaves in every direction. Kayohs only managed to avoid the fire, diving to the side and rolling out of sight into the brush. Searching with his single eye, the lone man called to his companions, sending several more bursts of fire into the foliage around where he had last seen Kayohs fall. 
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Running low, Kayohs used the thunderous roar of the alien fire to mask his footsteps. Sending a blast of concentrated air spiraling out from the edge of his left sword, he struck the searching warrior in the side, sending him spinning with a crash against the side of a large tree. In an instant, Kayohs was on top of the man. He sliced off the end of the weapon with his right sword while kicking the man back against the tree with his foot. The man grunted, dropping the damaged weapon and blocking the foot with his forearms. 
“Wow! You’re really strong,” Kayohs said, offering a playful laugh. He darted away and back again with another kick. “I leveled your guard back there with the same wind blast, and it barely did anything to you!”
The man said nothing in return and grabbed Kayohs’s foot with both hands. Before Kayohs could react, he was thrown to the ground. Scrabbling back to his feet, he brought his sword up to deflect a large knife hurtling towards him. 
Kayohs searched in earnest for exposed skin on which to lay his lethal touch, but the man was covered from head to toe. He knew Ara would not wish for him to kill this man, but he was beginning to realize he was left with few options. 
Leaping forward, he slashed at the unarmed warrior. The man rolled back to avoid his blade, but the sword opened up a long cut across his forearm. Eagerly, Kayohs extended his white hand to touch the flesh. Kayohs flinched, feeling the burning pain again rip through his wings in two places, followed by the telltale sound of cracking fire behind him. He threw himself skyward with all the power he could summon, freeing himself from the closing trap. He witnessed the tall man running up to help his wounded companion.
Kayohs had confidence he could defeat any one of them, but their weapons were like shots of lightning. He could not battle all of them and expect to win. The summoned gust was enough for him to clear the forest canopy but not enough to reach the cliff heights where Ara still crouched, waiting for him. His thoughts turned toward her as he felt his body growing weary, the voices of the wingless people shouting out in their pursuit. If only he could rest for a moment or replenish his failing strength with another’s life force.
Descending quickly, Kayohs landed hard behind a tumbled group of massive boulders, remnants of a cliff collapse long ago. Unfortunately, only lichens and moss were growing among them. They would not even provide enough energy to catch his breath. At least he was out of reach of their terrifying weapons. They would have to come close, climbing over the rocks one at a time, to reach him. 
In the distance, Kayohs heard the sound of the two men moving together up the slope. Suddenly, a small object came clattering down among the rocks from overhead. It landed with a soft thud in the dirt, several yards away from him, between the same two massive boulders where he stood. Kayohs looked at the small, rounded object, wondering its purpose. The concussive explosion that followed blasted Kayohs from his feet. His back slammed against the rock face behind him before rolling to the ground. His ears throbbed with ringing, and he was blinded again. Pain shot through his entire body. He could not move. He could not even groan. Whatever fun there had been for Kayohs in confronting these new beings was now gone. All he could do was lay there helpless, waiting for the end to come.
Suddenly, the pain fled, washing away from the tips of his fingers and toes, out a single point on his back. There, Kayohs felt the touch of a small, warm hand, washing life into his racked body. It was like being bathed in warm water. His senses returned. Kayohs looked up to see Ara, her great feathered wings spread over him protectively. 
“Ara,” he said.
“Be still,” she whispered. Her keen gaze was focused outward toward what was coming. “They’re near.”
Following her eyes, Kayohs saw them. The tall one was bounding athletically over the rocks, his helmet removed, revealing his pale skin and red hair. His companion struggled behind him, blood running down his arm where Kayohs had cut him.
“We’ve got to get away,” Kayohs gasped, crawling over to retrieve his scattered swords. “Their weapons can reach us.”
Ara stood up to face them both, spreading her wings out to their furthest extent as she lifted up her slender arms, palms outward.
“I’m sorry I let you fight for me, Kayohs,” she spoke evenly as the ground began to rumble around them.
The rumbling grew louder until even the great boulders began to shake. The two men were forced down onto all fours, facing her. Dirt and gravel began cascading down from the cliff, and a large piece of rock broke off to tumble, crashing into the trees. With a peel louder than any thunder he had ever heard, the ground between Ara and the men suddenly split open in a long line, running hundreds of yards in either direction. The ground seethed and stretched, widening the split and raising Ara and Kayohs up until they were nearly twenty feet higher than before. Kayohs could see the eyes of the red-haired man growing wide with awe, for the first time realizing the raw power of the Altair he sought.
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Then, as suddenly as it began, the echoing cliffs grew silent once more. No one moved for a moment. Kayohs stood up alongside Ara. She breathed heavily from the double exertion of healing him and summoning an earthquake. Wrapping his arms around her, he held her for a moment, keeping her from collapsing to the ground. Below them, the two men remained prostrate on their knees like humbled worshippers. In the distance, a bell rang out over the trees from the coast. The village had awakened.
Broken from his trance, the red-haired man stood up in defiance, taking a running leap across the dividing ravine to land, clinging to the steep rock face on the near side, below their feet. He desperately cried out as he struggled to scrabble upward while his companion turned and ran back toward the gates. Not waiting for him to reach the top, Kayohs took flight, pulling Ara by the hand as he rose. She flapped weakly along behind him. Kayohs could see Ara needed to rest. 
Reaching the clifftop, Ara tumbled down onto the grass, unable to rise on her own. Kayohs half dragged her back to the old stone tomb, leaning her up against it as he tried to think of what to do next. They could not fly away, and scaring these ground crawlers back through the gates seemed like a childish fantasy now. But could he stop them all? 
Kayohs paced to the edge of the cliff, eager to see what progress the red-haired man had made. To his horror, he was over halfway up the cliff stairs. Taking a step back, Kayohs drew his swords, glancing back at Ara as she leaned against the tomb, breathing heavily.
“Kayohs,” her voice came in a whisper. “They’re not here to kill me.”
Kayohs gritted his teeth. “They never are, but that doesn’t mean I want you to get captured!”
He prepared himself to fight. Turning around, Kayohs ran past Ara off the opposite side of the cliff. Tucking in his wings, he let the wind carry him swiftly around the rockface, toward the stairs.
Coming into view of the relentless man, Kayohs twirled his twin swords, summoning the wind to aid him in another attack. He would force a fall before the man could reach the top. With any luck, that would end him. As the wind began to spiral forward, the man heard it coming. Turning and bracing his back against the cliff, he aimed a small weapon at Kayohs and fired. Fortunately, the darkness and the blast of wind coupled to throw off his aim, but Kayohs felt the air snapping around him frighteningly close. Swooping out of sight over the cliff again, Kayohs realized he would need to find another way of stopping this man.
Flapping his wings with all his might, Kayohs bent his face toward the stars, rising upward until his wings ached. When he was high enough that Ara seemed like a white speck against the land, he stopped, hovering in mid-air, and waited.

* * *


Reaching the clifftop, Titus looked around for any sight of the demon, but all was calm and still. His heart raced, adrenaline still pumping from his close encounter on the stairs. For a moment, he had felt his feet sliding little by little, pushed by the violence of the ferociously summoned wind. The demon was fast. He barely had a chance to get off a few shots before the creature had passed. He was not even certain his bullets harmed it. Titus was sure he had hit it twice earlier, and Mugosa got it with his concussion grenade, but it seemed completely unharmed.
In the back of his mind, Titus knew there was a distinct chance he might not survive this encounter, but he could sense they were close, very close. They had already come so far to find her. That was when he saw the Watcher. 
What before had seemed like a goddess, commanding the very earth to obey her, she now lay sprawling against a stone slab like a withered and dying angel. Had the demon merely used her? It was apparent to Titus that somehow, the creature had stolen her strength and dumped her to waste away. Or, Titus thought, he could be baiting him, knowing all along that the Watcher was what they had come for. Titus moved forward cautiously. He had not located the demon, but he knew it would make another appearance so close to the target. 
A force struck him in the back like a sledgehammer, sending Titus careening forward onto his stomach. Rolling up into a crouching position, Titus fired multiple times into the shadow behind him before realizing it was only a standing stone. Looking around, he saw the stars suddenly wink out above him, plunging him into darkness. The feeling of a cold hand crept up his back, searching for his exposed throat. Reflexively, Titus turned, plunging his fist into the blackness. He was rewarded with the sound of his knuckles striking hard against the demon’s face. The demon was thrown back several feet, its wings falling away to reveal the hidden stars all around him. 
A tremendous gust of wind buffeted all around Titus, threatening to hurl him off the cliff, but he crouched low, placing one hand down into the soft grass for balance. The demon rose menacingly before him, drawing its gleaming swords as its glowing yellow eyes stared down at him. Titus dropped his magazine from his pistol and quickly reloaded another from the pouch on his belt. 
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The demon lurched forward to attack just as Titus raised his weapon. He fired point-blank at the fiend. Once. Twice. Three times. The yellow eyes winked out, and the hideous black wings folded in on themselves as the demon toppled headfirst to the ground.
Panting heavily, Titus rose to his feet. He holstered his pistol just as Mugosa and Hawkins ran up from the stairs behind him. Mugosa was carrying Biggs’s rifle. 
“Are you alright?” Mugosa called out, his voice frantic and winded. “We came as soon as we could!”
Titus bent down and picked up the twin swords, looking them over curiously, as Hawkins ran up to bend down next to the fallen demon. 
“He’s a kid!” Hawkins gasped. “He’s still alive.”
“He’ll be dead soon enough. Don’t touch him,” Titus warned, seeing Hawkins’s hand hovering over the creature. “He could still bite you.”
Hawkins nodded dumbly, backing off. The swords Titus held appeared to be made of some sort of crystal. He would have been interested in taking them back as a souvenir if he did not have an object of much greater value to retrieve. Tossing the swords over the cliff, he looked up to where the Watcher still lay, draped over the tomb. 
“Will you look at her!” Mugosa gasped, walking up alongside Titus. “So the doctor wasn’t exaggerating a bit. I wouldn’t have believed what she could do if I hadn’t seen it myself. That was some bit of soldiering you did back there, Conley.” 
Titus nodded. “We’re lucky to all be alive. How’s your arm?”
Mugosa chuckled. “I had worse back in Fallujah.”
“Anyone else hurt?”
“Biggs’s sore but on his feet. Reinhardt’s out cold—Jordan’s looking after him. I’d say this mission is a success.”
The Watcher’s eyes were half-closed, barely conscious. But as their voices drew near, Titus saw her eyes open in alarm. He pressed his hand on Mugosa’s shoulder, warning him to be quiet.
Seeing the men approaching, the Watcher lifted her shoulders and tried to push herself backward. Small whimpers of fright escaped as her eyes remained fixed on them. Her stare was wide and intense, like a frightened eagle’s. The Watcher struggled to rise but failed, toppling back into the tomb. She let out a short cry of pain as the back of her neck scraped against the stone. Something glittering fell away from her throat and disappeared into the grass. She hastily groped for the lost object but gasped and drew her hand back when she saw Titus’s large boots step up to her.
Kneeling next to the Watcher, Titus looked intently into her bright blue eyes. He spoke softly, “It’s going to be okay. No one is going to hurt you.” 
Taking a firm grip of her arm, he injected a sedative into her shoulder.
“Just go to sleep. When you wake up, you’ll be with good people who will take care of you.” 
The Watcher tensed up briefly, her eyes staring accusingly into his. Her head turned, locking her stare on the demon. Titus watched as her mouth fell open. She made short little gasps as if she had forgotten how to breathe. Finally, air filled her lungs. 
“Kayohs!” she cried. “Kayohs! Kay-Ohs!”
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The Watcher was in shock, but not for relief of being liberated from the monster. It was remorse that Titus saw, and it only confirmed how twisted the demon’s power was to have manipulated such a feeling from her. The Watcher’s eyes suddenly glazed over before rolling back into her head, her cry dissolving in her throat. 
Titus slipped his arm beneath her tiny body, lifting her with ease. She seemed almost divine out on the ravine, but she was merely a young girl, probably just old enough to be in middle school. Cradling her limp form against his chest, Titus turned to Hawkins and Mugosa. 
“Let’s go home.”
A hissing groan caused the men to look back at the demon. “Ar-ra,” he groaned, curling inward at the painful effort, then crying more defiantly, “Ara!”
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“What about him?” Hawkins asked. “He’s just a boy.”
Titus watched with revulsion as the demon’s black wings flopped uselessly, and his white fingers clawed at the grass. His yellow eyes turned upward, the vertical pupils contracting against the moonlight into thin slits. There was no denying the rage and hate possessed in those eyes, and it was impossible for Titus to imagine those two little lights expressing genuine love for the girl.
Titus hugged the Watcher closer. “Leave him for the natives to find.”
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* * *


Kayohs was in excruciating pain and bleeding his life away, but his eyes still worked perfectly. He had watched as the red-haired man picked up Ara, smiling with smug confidence as he cradled her sacred body next to his. He had watched as they turned to look down pathetically at him, listening as the men discussed his fate. Now that he was vanquished, he seemed beneath their concern. 
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Helplessly, Kayohs forced himself to watch as his murderer carried away the one person who had truly shown him love. He screamed for Ara. He cried for her to wake and save herself. But he knew she could not hear him. The powers of these hateful people had finally overcome her. 
Kayohs forced himself to remain conscious until the flash of the opening gate blinded him. When darkness returned, he knew she was gone.







  
  Chapter twenty-six
Witching Hour

Thursday, April 14th


“You could have warned me.” 
Titus’s hand turned the steering wheel as he approached a bend in the road. The only light visible came from the Jeep headlights, catching glimpses of the tall trees standing like sentries.
“I thought you had heard her sing before,” Verondie said. Her voice came from the phone mounted on the dashboard.
“Yeah, one time and that was completely different,” Titus said. “She was happy and having fun.”
“I bet you cried.”
Titus’s eyes narrowed at the phone, but he did not answer.
“There’s nothing wrong with crying, you know,” Verondie said. “That’s probably why Alice never cries in front of you. She’s afraid you’ll think she’s weak.”
“I wouldn’t think that,” Titus said defensively. 
“Have you ever told her that?” Verondie asked sharply. She audibly sighed. “Sorry, I’m tired. How did the rest of your evening go?”
“Terrible.” 
“Can’t sleep?” 
“Something like that,” Titus said quietly. 
“Welcome to insomnia. I’d pull up a chair for you if I could.”
“That’s okay. I’m already sitting.”
“Paranoid about letting Alice go home?”
“Yes,” Titus sighed. “Hey, I figured out what book you need to read. You know, for you to interpret as my reasons for being a paranoid jerk.”
“Okay,” Verondie said. “Shoot.”
“Dracula.”
Verondie paused. “Did you actually read it?”
“I read a plot summary. Doesn’t that count?”
“No.”
“Well, have you read it?”
“I tried once but couldn’t get past the vampire women. I can’t stand reading about the perversion of romance, and the blood-drinking in those sorts of novels weirds me out. 
"So, I take it you’re being plagued by the undead. No wonder you can’t sleep. You know it’s the witching hour.” 
“Witching hour?”
“It’s the time during the night when witches call on the demons.” 
“I think you’ve been reading Alice too many fairy tales.”
“I don’t just read them for Alice, you know,” Verondie laughed. “Maybe you should try sprinkling some holy water around your apartment.”
“I’m not at my apartment,” Titus muttered. “Besides, what’s your point about this witching hour? You’re starting to freak me out.”
“Just that something is haunting you, and I don’t think you only called to chit-chat.” 
“Why do you say that?”
“Titus, it’s three in the morning,” Verondie stated. “And you just said you’re not at your apartment. So, where are you, and what’s this about?”
“I’m driving. I’m about ten minutes away from Denek’s house. I’m going to pick Alice up to take her back to Tallax.”
“Seriously?” Verondie groaned. “Can’t she at least get one night to sleep in her own bed?”
“She has more than one bed.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Do you remember that drawing Alice made of the demon? The one I brought to you, but he looked older? Well, I found a copy of it in one of the books I loaned to her a while ago. I didn’t think anything of it, but then I realized it looks just like Caleb.”
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“She was probably using him as a model.”
“I would agree if he had been enrolled earlier this year, but he didn’t start until March. The drawing was from February,” Titus said. “Can you explain how she drew a picture of him before she even met him?” 
“Alice has talents we have yet to fully understand. Some of them can’t be explained.”
“Yeah, well, foresight was never one of them.”
“You seem like you have an answer in mind. How do you want to explain it?”
“I think she knew Caleb was the demon. I think she was helping him.”
“That’s interesting,” Verondie said. “There’s just one problem. You killed him.”
Titus’s hand squeezed the steering wheel. “Well, it doesn’t look like I did.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because after I met Caleb and found out he had a fake ID, I checked through Denek’s security cameras,” Titus said, pausing. “I saw him.”
“You saw the demon,” Verondie said in an unconvinced tone. 
“Yes.”
“Doing what?”
“Playing with Shepherd.”
“Well, that was nice of him. I’m sure that dog gets lonely.”
“Nice of him? He was making friends with the dog so he wouldn’t be a threat when he came for Alice!”
“And you think he’s coming for Alice now?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because we just got a visual of him entering the house.”
“We?” Verondie questioned. “Please don’t tell me this is a setup.”
“Not entirely,” Titus said, tight-lipped as he glanced in the rearview mirror. A van’s headlights were following him.
“You’re making a huge mistake. How do you expect Alice to react when you show up with a bunch of armed goons?”
“Professionals, if you don’t mind, and all good people,” Titus said touchily. “She’s not going to see anything either. I’m going to call Denek to bring Alice to the door for a lockdown. I’ll escort her out. I’ve got someone to evacuate Denek, and then the team will intercept the demon.”
“Does Denek know you’re doing this?”
“No, I couldn’t risk him revealing anything to her.”
“How are you allowed to do this? Don’t these security procedures require his approval?”
“They do, he has approved them, and he’s not required to be informed in advance of an engagement with a threat.”
“This is stupid. You’re stupid.”
“I expected you to say that,” Titus said pleasantly. 
“So, what are you calling me for if you already knew I would think this was a bad idea?”
“I need your help.”
“You should have asked that when you first thought of this.”
“Please, Vera, listen,” Titus said, his tone turning serious. “This thing’s gotten sophisticated. I’m not sure I expect what I have planned to actually work. But whatever happens, I don’t want anyone to get killed, including him.”
“What are you going to do? Secure him?”
“That’s the idea.”
There was a heavy pause until Verondie said, “Okay, I’m listening.”
“Look, I’m not ignorant of Alice’s attachment to the demon, and seeing as how I have a history of her hating me when I try to separate them—I’m not looking to land my third strike. So I have to consider, how can I keep Alice safe and happy without being complacent to this monster trying to seduce her away?”
“How do you know what he’s trying to do with her?”
“He’s a demon, Vera. You don’t need an imagination to guess. Regardless, I’m trying to do the right thing here. And I need you to believe me when I say I am trying so hard right now to go against my gut and blow this monster’s head off.”
There was silence on the phone.
“Are you still there, or did I lose you?” Titus asked.
“I’m here,” Verondie said. “I’m just surprised.”
“Why should that surprise you?”
“I think you’ve come a long way from the days of your point-and-shoot mentality.”
“You can thank Alice for that,” Titus muttered. “So, do you have any advice for me?”
“Tell me what you’re most afraid of happening.”
Titus sighed heavily. “That he’ll give her every reason why she doesn’t belong here and tempt her to leave.”
“And what are you hoping will happen?”
Titus hesitated and quietly said, “That we’ve taught her enough to have the strength to stay.”
“Okay, then I think you need to be prepared for Alice to call you ‘tempter’ and for this demon to be called ‘friend,’” Verondie said. “So what will you say to her when she throws that in your face?”

* * *


Gilded cages, that was all Alice had known. Anything with a roof overhead had been a cage. Tallax. The academy. The house that she had called home. Even the greenhouse with the translucent panes above had metal beams trapping her.
Trembling, Alice looked up into the yellow eyes hovering over her. Kayohs watched expectantly, waiting for her reaction.
Her mouth opened, but no words formed. Seeing her mounting distress, he knew he had triggered something deep within her. Flashes of the memory appeared in her mind, finding long-forgotten shadows to nestle in and reignite painful emotions. Kayohs hugged her in an attempt to keep Alice from erupting. 
The environment screamed for her. Glass shattered, the foundation beneath her cracked, and all the plants rushed toward the beams, ripping them apart and bending them outward. When all was quiet, Alice could see the open night sky gazing down on her. How many times had the stars watched her, knowing this secret without telling what they had witnessed on that terrible night?
When her legs gave out, Kayohs guided her down to the floor. 
“Alice,” Kayohs said softly in her ear. “Speak to me.”
“I’m f-fine,” she whimpered. 
“No, you’re not. Why would you say that?”
“I don’t know.”
Pulling away, Kayohs looked into her face. He watched as her features contorted in a mixture of emotions. 
“Titus killed you,” she whispered.
“No, he didn’t. See? I am here.”
“But how did you—” Looking at his chest, Alice unconsciously pressed her fingers against the places where she had seen the bullet wounds.
“I healed,” Kayohs insisted. “I like to think it was your blessing that saved me. It seemed no matter how much I bled, I couldn’t stop breathing.” 
“But I still feel angry at him,” she admitted. “He stole me and lied to me.”
“He did, but he wasn’t the only one, and he lied to protect you.”
“Then can I hate him?”
Kayohs’s eyes were wide with excitement as he asked, “Can you? Should you?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I can bring myself to,” she admitted. “I know him too well to understand why he did it, why they took me, but I feel… so angry inside.”
“You’re angry because they took away your freedom. Your ability to think and speak for yourself. And you’re worse off for it.”
Alice choked back a sob as she slowly nodded. Her words were slow to start again.
“I’m sorry,” Alice said. “I was supposed to protect you. I failed you.”
“What happened was not your fault.”
“But I shouldn’t have… or at least I—” 
“Alice,” Kayohs said softly. He looked at her pityingly but offered a hopeful smile. “I did not show you this to hurt you. I showed you this so I could provide you with good news.”
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“What good news could you have for me?” she asked in disbelief. “I was your guardian just as much as you were mine, and now… now I’ve promised myself to someone else. He stole me from you more than I could have known!”
Kayohs grinned. “You only promised not to abandon him. You didn’t promise to marry him.”
“No, but I can’t just leave either,” Alice said, raising her wrist with the bracelet.
“I wasn’t asking you to,” Kayohs said, near to laughter. “Listen, Alice. You are so accustomed to responding to the commands of humans. You hear my voice, but you are not letting yourself understand my words. The good news I bring you is that no promise you have made to these humans needs to keep you from experiencing the joys of your life.”
“So, that’s it?” Alice asked, growing anxious. 
“No, not at all!” Kayohs said eagerly. “This means you are welcome to be the guardian of the human you have chosen. Also the same, where you thought yourself bound to love him, you are free to love whatever human you choose.”
“But I don’t…” Alice began, now exasperated. “Kayohs, I don’t love any human!”
Smiling brightly, Kayohs said. “Really? But I thought you might love Caleb.”
Watching him, Alice recognized the mischievous curl of his mouth. “I only liked Caleb, and that was because he reminded me of you.”
“Then does that mean you only like me?” he asked, the mischief leaving his face.
“No,” Alice stated.
Kayohs frowned, now at a loss. He reluctantly asked, “Do you hate me?” 
“No, Kayohs,” Alice said. She allowed herself a small smile of relief to see his distress. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I was only afraid to because I thought you weren’t real. I thought you were nothing but a dream.”
“You love me?” he asked. “Truly?”
Alice brushed her hand past his eyes, where tears had begun to form. “How can I not when you so clearly love me? No amount of obligation could have driven someone to do what you have done.”
Kayohs’s chin wobbled before he grasped her tightly to his chest.
“I was afraid to hope that you still would,” Kayohs said, his voice shaking. “I thought it selfish of me to want you to.”
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Alice quietly waited until his grip relaxed. “Kayohs,” she whispered. “I am going to talk to Dr. Denek. I think I can convince him to let me see you.”
“Perhaps, but I don’t know that your human can be convinced.”
“My human? Titus? It won’t matter if he does or not. If Dr. Denek says I can see you, there is nothing Titus can do to stop that.”
“Yes, but I want him to like me.”
Alice looked at Kayohs in astonishment. “Why?” she asked.
“Because if he really wants to get rid of me, I expect he will find a way,” Kayohs said, smiling back. “And he is your friend, isn’t he? Any friend of yours shall also be mine, just as any enemy of yours shall be mine. So tell me, Alice. Which is he, friend or enemy?”
Alice hesitated.
“It’s a difficult question, isn’t it?” Kayohs asked. Glancing away, he smiled, but Alice could not help noticing an anxious twitch in the corner of his mouth. “May I ask something of you, Alice? Could you not only be my friend but also my voice?”
“Your voice? What do you mean?” Alice asked, confused by the sudden request. 
“I want you to speak on my behalf. Your human will trust your word sooner than he will trust mine, and that I mean you no harm.”
Hearing the urgency in his voice, Alice turned to look around her. She could sense movement beyond the greenhouse. Peering through the forest of overgrown plants, Alice saw someone come running toward them. It was her human, Titus. 







  
  Chapter twenty-seven
Passing Grade

Thursday, April 14th Continued


Alice pressed against Kayohs, forcing him into a portal. In a flash, they were out of the greenhouse and on the rooftop. Kayohs was bent down, his face buried in his arms, and his wings collapsed at his sides. Alice remained close beside him, slipping her wings out to flank them over his crouched form. She looked down to find Titus standing near the greenhouse. He was staring up at her in astonishment. 
“Alice!” Titus shouted. “Get down! Now!”
Ignoring him, she looked around to the front of the house. His Jeep was parked at the entrance, and around the side she found a van. Three people, armed and armored, exited the van and took up positions below. Looking again at Titus, she realized he was wearing his tactical jacket. Her brow slowly creased over her eyes.
“I hate that jacket,” she muttered.
Alice understood that he had known Caleb’s true identity during the entirety of the Roosting. He had meant to bait Kayohs by allowing her to return home and then discreetly escort her out while the team intercepted him. It pained her to see how preplanned the arrangement was. 
“I am not coming down,” Alice said.
“You don’t understand what he is!” Titus said anxiously. “Get away from him!”
“Why? So you can kill him again?” Alice asked. She watched as Titus’s mouth collapsed into a thin line. “When were you going to tell me he was real? Today? Tomorrow? Never?”
“Please,” Titus said. “We’re not going to kill him. I want to end this peacefully.”
“Is that a promise?” Alice asked, glancing at the team.
Titus shook his head. “It’s my word, Alice. That’s all I can give.”
“Isn’t that the same thing as a promise?”
Sighing, Titus rubbed his brow. “I’m not here to argue semantics with you, Alice. You know what I mean.”
Unlike a promise, he meant he would not take ownership of any consequences should something happen beyond his power. She understood that he expected the only one who would cause any of the agreement to break would be Kayohs. 
“Do I have their word?” Alice asked, looking at each of the others in turn. 
“Alice,” Titus said sternly. “I am calling this.”
She paused, watching him thoughtfully. At least he was willing to own that much.
There was movement at her side, causing her to look at Kayohs. “Are you okay?” she whispered.
“Yes, the light blinded me a little, but it’s better now,” Kayohs said, peeking at her from between his fingers. “You should do as he says. Would you be willing to take us both down?”
“What?” Alice gasped. “Are you crazy?”
“A little, yes. But I’ve gotten this far, so it serves me well.”
“He’ll want to separate me from you. I won’t be able to protect you.”
“It would be better if you didn’t. You were trained to protect a human. I’m not a human.”
Alice hesitated. “If you’re sure,” she said reluctantly. “Close your eyes.”
They portaled again, appearing in the center of the backyard. A look of stunned relief appeared on Titus’s face. 
“Thank you,” he said.
“Don’t thank me. Thank him,” Alice said, pressing her hand on Kayohs’s shoulder. “He’s the one that asked me to.”
Titus waited, not daring to step toward her. His eyes were anxiously watching Kayohs crouched at her side. 
“I have your word,” Alice said warningly. 	
Titus nodded. He extended his hand toward her. “Come on.”
Alice hesitated and looked at Kayohs.
“It’s okay,” Kayohs said as he pulled his hands away from his face, revealing a calm smile. “I’ll be fine.”
Despite having guns surrounding him, Alice could not help feeling Kayohs was more in control of the situation than the humans. Alice returned her gaze to Titus. “We need to talk first,” she said.
“I’ll take you to Tallax. We can talk there.”
“No, I want to talk under my own conditions.”
In a flash, Alice vanished. A light blinked deep within the forest, revealing her exit point. Sighing, Titus only shook his head. 
Hawkins, Mugosa, and Jordan moved closer to Kayohs with their firearms. Kayohs was careful not to make any sudden movements.
“Do I put my hands up?” Kayohs asked. “Or should I lay on my back like a dog?”
Titus glanced at Kayohs, and pointed his hand at him. “Secure and move him out,” he said.
Drawing his flashlight, Titus ran into the forest. He followed a thin trail leading back a distance, which opened into a meadow. Alice stood waiting for him. Her wings were folded close to her sides to brace against the cold. Four orbs hovered, creating a halo of light around her small form. The light reflected off of her large blue eyes as she steadily watched him approaching. He stopped several feet from her.
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“I’m here,” Titus said, tucking the flashlight away. 
“I want you to explain yourself.”
“There’s nothing to explain, Alice.”
“How can you say that? You abducted me and murdered my friend!”
“Is that what he told you?”
“It’s what I saw!”
Titus hesitated. “Explain.”
“He showed me what happened. What you did to him and me,” Alice said. Seeing his eyes narrow skeptically, she added, “Don’t ask me how. He just did.”
“Then how can you be sure what you saw is true?” 
“Because I’ve judged it to be true.”
Titus shook his head, unconvinced. “He’s manipulating you.”
“No, he’s not!”
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“How can I prove to you he is?” Titus asked, staring at her with a frown. “I can’t! I don’t deal with spiritual talents, Alice. Besides, you’ve clearly made up your mind about him. But if you’re expecting an apology, I don’t have one for you. I will not apologize for rescuing you from that demon!”
Alice looked at him in shock. “How could you believe that? There was no mistaking that he was my friend!”
“Of course, he was your friend,” Titus said, waving his hand dismissively. “You make friends with every miserable creature that crosses your path! The problem is you picked the worst kind!”
Alice’s fists clenched, causing the orbs to flash warningly. “How did you have any right to judge us?” she asked.
“I didn’t! Someone else did that—someone who is knowledgeable about these things. Dr. Denek recognized that you were a class of Watcher meant to be guardians. You were just a fledgling. He saw how young and wild you were, Alice. You were guarding a demon! It was obvious that monster had taken advantage of your innocence and was using you to protect himself. And for my part, I was glad to save you from that thing!”
Alice bitterly looked away. “And how do I prove to you he’s not that?” she asked, her eyes reluctantly returning to his face. “Have you made up your mind also?”
Titus gritted his teeth before taking a breath. “How can I say yes?” he asked quietly. “You know I’m always willing to negotiate when it concerns you, but he makes it pretty hard for me. Just look at what he was doing to get to you.” 
“Like what?” Alice asked. “What did he do that was so terrible?”
Titus stepped toward her, his voice rising as he tossed his hand up in exasperation. “He impersonated a human at the academy!”
“How else was he going to see me?” Alice’s wings mimicked her arm movement as she splayed them out. “Was he supposed to fill out a visitor application and schedule meeting hours?”
Taking another step, Titus snatched at the air between them. “He was coming to your house doing God knows what!”
“Playing with my dog,” Alice said, rolling her eyes. “The worst crime imaginable.”
“This isn’t funny, Alice!” he said, bending low to meet her eye level.
“Well, what is it then? Impossible?” Alice asked, glancing between his outstretched hand and his eyes. “As in, it’s impossible that I’ll be able to see him anymore? So, are you just going to throw him in a cage and stuff him away somewhere for the rest of his life?” 
“No,” Titus growled, his eyes turning askance.
“But you want to!” Alice snapped. Seeing the futility of their arguing, she paused. Her expression dissolved into pleading. “He’s alive and here, Titus, and I want you to give him a chance.”
“I can’t do that,” he said, avoiding her face.
“Why? Because you don’t trust my judgment?”
“No, him! I don’t trust him,” Titus said, drawing his hand back and motioning to the dark forest behind him. 
Allowing himself to look at her, Titus saw her stunned despair. Sighing, he stood up straight and brushed his hand through his hair. 
“I trust you, Alice,” he said, stepping closer. “I trust your judgment, but if there’s anyone, anything that could mess with that, I would expect it to be a demon! And I believe that’s what he’s done to you.”
Titus’s hands moved down to rest on her shoulders. Before he could touch her, Alice took several rapid steps backward. Hesitating, she watched his eyes.
“It doesn’t take a demon to manipulate my judgment,” Alice said. “You’ve done that yourself.”
Titus grimaced. Alice could see he was struggling to think of a convincing response, but this time,  he did not have Verondie or Denek to speak for him.
“I’m sorry you see it that way,” Titus said softly. “But I hope you can also see the good in the work we’re doing together.”
“Yes, I can,” Alice said. “In its own flawed and human way. So, is it too much to say that even though Kayohs has unfavorable qualities, it’s possible he might have redeemable ones as well? Is it possible that rather than him manipulating me, I may have had an influence on him? Couldn’t a Watcher do that to a demon?”
Titus shook his head as his hands rested on his hips. “It’s not likely,” he said irritably, but it was clear to Alice he did not know what else to say as he repeated himself. “Not likely.”
“You’re only saying that because you don’t want to believe it, not because it couldn’t be true. You think it’s too great of a risk that’s not worth taking!” Alice motioned toward herself, tapping at her heart. “I believed Kayohs was worth it before, and I still believe it now. If you won’t let him come to me, then I am going to him.”
Seeing the orbs begin to flare, Titus put up a hand. “Alice, wait. Please.”
She hesitated. Her eyes narrowed. Titus opened his mouth to speak, but it was interrupted by an emphatic yell in the distance, followed by the pop of several rounds. They both looked in the direction of the house.
“Kayohs?” Alice gasped.
Titus recovered first, his eyes darting to Alice. He lunged toward her, meaning to grab her arm. An orb moved, enveloping his outreached hand. Alice swung her wings, sweeping herself backward when something arrested her to a jolting halt. Looking to her side, she discovered his hand grasped around her wrist with the silver bracelet. He had used one of the other orbs as the exit point to catch her.
Alice gasped in anger, causing all of the orbs to flare up and converge. They were both enveloped in a blinding light, losing all sense of gravity as their bodies floated in the portal. The portal burst, parting into two flat disks. They were rapidly falling together in the white void. 
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Titus’s eyes watered as he realized they were repeatedly plummeting between the portals, top to bottom, over and over again. They were gaining momentum with each second. Alice’s eyes were clenched shut, straining against Titus’s weight pulling on her. He drew her toward him, hugging her against his chest. Timing their exit, he rolled between the two portals and managed to crash into the grass. He landed hard on his back, nearly knocking the wind from his lungs. 
Slowly leaning up, Titus coughed to get his breath back. “Don’t do that again,” he groaned.
In response, a blanket of wind laced itself around Alice and forced them apart. Flapping her wings, she tried to wrench herself free. She screamed in anger, finding his hand still clenched around her wrist. Summoning another portal, Alice leaped through and reappeared at an exit point several feet away. She forced it to shrink down the length of her arm to keep him from following until it ended at his wrist. Titus knelt, grounding himself as she tugged at her arm. 
“Let go!” Alice shrieked. “Let go!”
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“I’m not letting go, Alice,” Titus stated. “So, what are you going to do about it?”
“I’ll cut off your hand!”
Both portals simultaneously shrank, pinching tightly around his wrist.
“That’s an option,” Titus grunted. “Is that what you’ve decided?”
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Hearing the pain in his voice, Alice instinctively loosened the portal so it would not hurt him.
“What is this?” she asked. “Is this a test? Are you testing me?”
“I’m not testing you,” Titus said. “This is just life. Every day is a type of test. I’m just trying to get you through one of its more challenging moments.”
“So what am I supposed to do then? If you were my enemy, you’d say, ‘cut off his hand,’ but if you were my friend, you’d say, ‘return to him.’”
“I can’t make that call for you. So, what am I?”
“I-I don’t know,” Alice said, her voice shaking. “I think you are both!”
“How about this? I think I’ve proven that I don’t see you as my enemy, right?” he asked with a nervous smile. “I wouldn’t feed my enemy. I wouldn’t give my enemy gifts. I wouldn’t put puzzles together with them, and I would never celebrate their birthday.”
“Maybe you should,” Alice said miserably. 
Titus could feel her trembling in his hand. He knew none of the training he had put her through had prepared Alice for this emotional stress. 
Slowly, she sank to her knees, bracing herself from falling entirely to the ground. Her anxious gaze was fixed on the forest trail. 
“You’re cold and in shock,” Titus said. “We need to go. We need to get you help.”
Alice shook her head, causing her hair to sweep across her face. “Please let go,” she whispered. 
“Not unless you’re coming with me.”
“Let go! Please!”
“I will not.”
“Titus! I love him!”
“I know,” he said, watching as her face turned up to see his apologetic smile. “That’s why I’m not letting go.”
Alice shifted the portal down, freeing Titus’s wrist. The light shrank around her own arm. 
“Let me go,” she said. “If you don’t, I’ll cut off my own hand.”
“Alice! Don’t!” 
Titus tried pressing her hand back through the portal, but it caused her to shriek in pain. He stopped and helplessly watched as she began to weep. Despite the pity he pointedly felt in his chest, Titus still held firm.
“Please stay, Alice,” he said quietly. “And for the love of God, please don’t hurt yourself. We can negotiate, okay?”
“What are we negotiating?”
Titus froze. It was not Alice that had asked the question. 
Looking to his left, he found Kayohs standing only a yard away. 
“Kayohs!” Alice cried with relief. “You’re okay!”
“Crazy, isn’t it?” he asked, grinning.
A thrill rushed over Titus, igniting his anger. His left hand reached for his sidearm. He felt only air. His pistol was missing. His eyes scanned over the grass to see if he had somehow dropped it in the scuffle with Alice. There was no sign of it. Titus looked up at Kayohs. 
“Sorry, but I had to take it,” Kayohs said reasonably. “It just so happens I don’t like getting shot.”
Ignoring him, Titus pinched a radio clipped to his coat pocket, calling for a response from the team. 
“They won’t come,” Kayohs said and turned to look at Alice. “So, what are we negotiating?”
Seeing Alice’s mouth open to reply, Titus shouted, “None of your business!”
“Really? Because I can’t imagine any other reason why the two of you would be having a standoff like this,” Kayohs said, looking between her and Titus. “Is this necessary? This looks uncomfortable.”
“Yes!” Titus snapped. 
“It is uncomfortable? I thought so.”
“Shut up!” 
Titus pulled the flashlight from his pocket and hurled it hard at Kayohs. Kayohs maneuvered his head aside, allowing the flashlight to fall into the dark grass.
“Aren’t you going to need that?” Kayohs asked.
“Stop it, Titus!” Alice shouted. “Let go!”
“Listen!” Titus said, snapping his fingers for attention while staring at Kayohs. “I am not letting you take her.”
“I wasn’t going to take her,” Kayohs said, sounding hurt. “I just wanted to see my friend again. Is that a crime for your people?”
Without waiting for a response, Kayohs thrust himself forward with a single wing beat. He forced his knee into Titus’s stomach and grasped his left hand. Twisting his hand around, Kayohs pinched it down behind Titus’s back, using the man’s weight to keep it restrained. Titus was forced to the ground, causing Alice to be pulled further into the portal up to her shoulder. She gasped in alarm and watched as Kayohs mounted his white hand to Titus’s forehead.
“I think it’s time to let her go,” Kayohs said.
“Don’t count on it,” Titus said in a strained voice.
Alice watched anxiously and asked, “What are you doing to him?”
“Taking his life.” 
Seeing the alarm on her face, Kayohs said, “We’re negotiating, Alice. I know asking him to let me see you is too much. All I’m asking him to do is release you.”
“He won’t!” Alice said. “I already tried.”
Looking at Titus, Alice watched as his hand remained clasped with no sign of relaxing. She could sense his energy where they touched. There was a slow bleeding sensation, draining where Kayohs’s hand met the man’s skin. She understood Kayohs was not aggressive in the extraction, but she could not stand to remain complacent. 
Kayohs’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He could sense Alice’s energy passing through Titus. She was using her own life to shield the man.
Feeling the warmth flowing into him, Titus turned, looking at Alice with hope. A scoffing laugh escaped Kayohs as he drew closer to Titus.
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“Why is she doing this for you?” Kayohs asked with apparent intrigue. “Is it because she believes you are right about me?”
Titus continued to watch Alice. He could see she was growing weary as her head began to lower, and her wings fell to her sides. She was giving too much.
“Alice! That’s enough!” Titus said. 
“No,” Kayohs corrected. “Her grace knows no limits, isn’t that so? Or, could it be that she’s compelled to protect you because it’s what you’ve trained her to do?”
Titus turned, glaring at Kayohs. “That’s enough!”
“You say that as if it’s my fault she’s dying, yet it’s your hand that keeps her.” 
“I’m not the one killing her!”
Kayohs smirked in response. “If you say so, but remember she promised not to abandon you. She is your guardian angel, after all.”
Titus’s hand opened, releasing Alice. He clenched it into a fist and thrust it forward, punching Kayohs across the mouth. Kayohs was thrown flat on his back, stunned. Titus turned to his right and saw Alice topple over, her hand slipping back through the portal. Both orbs of light vanished, blanketing them in darkness.
Titus sprinted forward to the spot where he had last seen Alice. His hands searched through the grass until he found her limp body. Gathering her up in his arms, he ran on toward the trail where he could see lights from the house between the woods. Stumbling in the dark, Titus made it to the backyard. He found no sign of the team. Cursing under his breath, he continued around the house, scrambling down the steps toward the Jeep while fishing out his keys. 
Titus opened the rear passenger door and attempted to lay Alice down as gently as possible. The moment he closed the door, a rush of pressure passed Titus’s side. Wind smashed against the door, denting the metal and forcing Titus to jump back. Turning on his heel, he looked back but saw nothing. There was a slam from the top of the Jeep. 
Kayohs was standing on the vehicle. He smiled with a wide grin, his eyes glowing sinisterly as they met Titus’s gaze.
“Where are you going, Titus?” he asked happily.
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Titus’s hand dived for the door but discovered it held against his pull. Wondering if he had somehow locked it, Titus looked at his hand to find it empty. The keys were gone.
“I locked it,” Kayohs said. He held up the keys for Titus to see. “I stole those too, right out of your hand even. I guess your grip is only good if you’re paying attention.”
Titus lunged at Kayohs, his hand sweeping across the top of the Jeep. Kayohs flapped his wings, hovering so the man could only grasp the empty air beneath his dangling feet. Sliding back onto the ground, Titus could only glare upward while Kayohs gave a smile and a wave, making it clear he had no intention of making his escape easy. Frustrated, Titus looked at Alice reclined in the back seat. She was trapped inside now. 
A drip of red streaked across the window, causing Titus to look up again. Kayohs had returned to the Jeep roof. A large bead of blood dropped from his lower lip where it had been split open. 
“I think you broke my tooth,” Kayohs said, pressing his thumb against the top of his teeth. “Yeah, it’s real sharp now.”
Flashing his teeth with a grin, he asked. “Does it fit the look? Am I a vampire now? Don’t worry. I don’t like blood. It tastes terrible, and the color offends me.”
Sucking on his lip, Kayohs spat the excess blood on the ground. “I best be careful,” he said. “That’s the second time now you’ve chipped me. If you keep hitting me like that, I’ll lose all my teeth, and I won’t be pretty for Alice anymore. No worries, though. I’m not upset with you. It was worth it, after all. I got you to let her go.”
“You didn’t—” Titus spat. “You didn’t do anything! I let go so you wouldn’t kill her!”
“No. No,” Kayohs insisted. “You let go because of pride. Not for yourself, though there’s plenty of that, but for her. You’re so proud of her. You can’t stand it when someone insults her. Not because the things said are untrue but because you’re afraid she’ll realize she’s not half of what she ought to be and that it’s your fault. I can’t blame you, though. You worked hard to get her, and she’s your prize. How could anyone dare to tarnish or steal your little treasure?”
“Shut up!” Titus said, leaping again at the Jeep. His hand swung to grab Kayohs with each word. “Liar! Coward! Manipulator!”
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Kayohs merely hovered until Titus stepped back. Landing, Kayohs looked down, appearing to grow bored. He blinked after a moment.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you talking about me?” Kayohs asked with innocent confusion. “It sounded like you were describing yourself.”
Kayohs smiled, pleased to see Titus seething with rage. “We’re a lot more alike than I realized. Oh, don’t worry,” Kayohs said, seeing Titus grimace. “Not that much, just more than I expected. You’re good at talking—persuading, I mean. I can see why she has a hard time abandoning you. 
“You remind me of someone from a story Alice told me. It was about a gentleman with sandy whiskers seducing a friendly little duck who wore a bonnet. The gentleman was so kind and respectable that the duck never had a clue that it was a fox she was talking to. I don’t want to say what the fox was going to do, but it wasn’t anything gentlemanly. I can see the likeness with your red hair, but where are your whiskers?”
Glaring at him, Titus tried to make radio contact again with the team. There was no response.
“I already told you. They won’t come,” Kayohs said simply. Titus’s eyes flicked up at him, but he said nothing. It was clear he was assuming the worst. “I only said they won’t come. I didn’t say they were dead.”
“What did you do to them?” Titus asked, his voice barely above a whisper. 
Kayohs shrugged his wings. “I only sang them a song.”
“Sang?” Titus questioned, his eyes widening. 
“Sure. You’ve heard Alice sing, haven’t you? What do you think happens when someone like me sings to humans?” Kayohs asked, growing excited. “I didn’t know either! It was fascinating. They were all so different. Mugosa curled up on the ground. Hawkins started reciting poetry to drown out my voice. I didn’t realize how eloquent he was. I was disappointed when he succumbed to exhaustion. But do you know whose reaction I appreciated the most?”
Kayohs crouched low to bring his excited eyes level with Titus, allowing him to see his vertical cat-like pupils.
“She knelt down and started crying, sobbing, actually. It looked like she was trying to pray, but she couldn’t say any words.”
Titus stood still, looking back at Kayohs without blinking. 
Kayohs continued, “She gave me a real surprise. She turned her weapon on herself. I only just managed to move it away from her before it went off. I stopped singing then. I couldn’t understand why she did that, so I asked her. Do you know what she told me? It was shame. Now, why would Emily feel so shameful to try and do something like that to herself? Do you know, Titus?”
Seeing Titus’s right fist open and close in a quivering movement, Kayohs frowned. He could see the man was missing his firearm. It took a tremendous effort to resist the reflex that would have drawn it.
“Don’t worry. They’re all having a good sleep in the van. It’ll feel like a bad dream when they wake up,” Kayohs said, rising again to stand. “I apologize for being so insensitive. You see, it is in my nature to feel apathy towards these things, even humor. So, I don’t mean to act cruel. I just am cruel.”
“That’s a load of bull!” Titus snapped. “If you’re apathetic, how can you feel remorse to apologize?”
“Oh, I don’t feel remorse! I apologize because I’ve learned it’s the right thing to do. I’ve only ever known remorse when I’m with Alice. She was teaching me.”
“I don’t believe you,” Titus muttered.
Turning away, Titus broke his stance and began pacing from one end of the Jeep to the other, glancing at Alice’s still form. Kayohs watched, tilting his head with curiosity. 
“What’s the matter, Titus? You look upset. Is my butt too high for you to kick, or are you just not used to people looking down on you?” A sudden look of realization sprung upon his face. “Oh, I know! You’re missing Caleb, right? Sorry to disappoint, but I’ve shed that costume for good.”
Titus merely glanced at Kayohs, continuing to pace with a darkening glare. “You don’t care,” he muttered. “You can’t care. You’re a demon.”
“Care about what?” Kayohs asked.
Pivoting, Titus pointed his hand in a stabbing motion toward Alice. “Her! You don’t care about her!”
“But I do care! I care about her very much,” Kayohs said sincerely. “Have I not made that clear?”
“Look at her! She’s dying!”
Kayohs bent forward toward the window to peer down through it. “No, she isn’t,” he said before looking at Titus again. “Why do you have to be so dramatic? She’s sleeping.”
“How would you know?”
“I’ve seen her in much worse conditions than this. She’ll be fine,” Kayohs said, smiling as if he had given Titus the best of news. “Just give her a few days.”
“Days?” Titus gasped. “How is this caring for her?”
Kayohs allowed himself a laugh. “You misunderstand the purpose of a guardian! You only think of physical protection, but you are missing the importance of free will. If she chooses to allow herself to come to harm for someone, I will not impede on that decision.” 
Crouching again, Kayohs looked down at Alice. “It’s funny. You put her in there to keep her safe, and you only trapped her. That’s called irony, isn’t it?” he asked, looking at Titus again. “I see you are still upset. How about I offer you a hand?”
In a slight motion, Kayohs revealed Titus’s missing firearm. He held it out delicately like a dead rat in his gloved hand while offering the keys in his white hand. 
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Titus stopped moving, pausing to look at the items. He crossed his arms and shook his head. “You’re tempting me,” he said.
“If this is me tempting you, then I’m a lousy tempter. A real tempter would do it in such a way so the victim wouldn’t even know they were being tempted until it was too late. What I’m trying to do is something that you’ve never done for Alice.”
Titus’s eyes narrowed. “Done what for Alice?”
“Give her a choice, of course. You like to think that you do, but it’s all an illusion.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 	
“But you do know,” Kayohs said. “She told you how you don’t even give her a choice on who she can love.”
Titus’s eyes wavered before gradually looking down at Alice again. She was sprawled, wings having unfurled akimbo and hands open. Her hair was cast over her eyes, the gold strands curled around her parted lips. He could only remember one other time seeing her so vulnerable. Turning his face downward, Titus placed his hand against his eyes.
“Why did you have to come?” Titus asked quietly, his voice threatening to break with emotion. “Why now? Why at all?”
Kayohs’s eyebrows rose with interest, his smile spreading again. “I asked the very same question after you came to my world,” he said eagerly. “Might it be that you are not completely apathetic yourself?”
Titus looked up at Kayohs angrily, daring him to continue drawing the comparison.
Kayohs grinned. “You talk of tests for Alice, but what you fail to see, Titus, is that this is also an examination of yourself.”
Kayohs tossed the keys. Titus clapped them between his hands but did not move. His eyes remained on Kayohs, suspicious and watchful. 
“I’m not going to steal her away as you did,” Kayohs explained, turning his wrist so the gun evaporated into the shadow of his wing. 
“Why?” Titus demanded. 
“I’ve told you already. I am a guardian of her choice. If she chooses to remain with you humans, I will remain here with her. But if you wish to prove yourself further for all your devotion and willingness to serve her, you can start by allowing her to see who she freely chooses.”
“You mean like you!” Titus growled.
“Like us,” Kayohs corrected with pleasure, accompanied by a slight bow. “Miserable creatures like us, Titus.”
Thrusting a heavy burst of wind downward with his large wings, Kayohs suddenly flew upward. Titus wasted no time unlocking the driver’s door. Seeing Kayohs hesitate over the treetops, Titus braced himself over the open door. He was preparing for another trick, but Kayohs only waved and cupped his hands to his mouth. 
“I forgot to say, you passed!” he said. “Until the next exam!”
His laugh echoed off the trees as he darted away. Kayohs faded in the darkness of the sky.







  
  Chapter twenty-eight
Lock and Key

Friday, April 15th


“Nothing makes sense anymore,” Titus complained. “I think I’m losing my mind.” 
Titus pulled his Porsche to a stop in the Tallax parking lot. He dropped his head back against the headrest and turned off the engine. 
“Maybe you should talk to Dr. Reinhardt,” a woman’s voice said. It came from a phone sitting on the dashboard. “She recommended a good counselor to me.”
Titus picked up the phone. The caller’s name stated Emily Jordan. He disabled the speaker before pressing it to his ear.
“I’m not into therapy,” he said. 
“Do you think I’m weak for needing it?”
Titus opened the car door and stepped out, slinging his coat over his shoulder. “No, Emily. I’m not saying that. I just don’t like depending on people for my mental health. Get the help you need. I’m just tired.”
“What’s your hours?”
“I’m working nights right now. I’m taking shifts with Verondie to watch Alice.”
“Any response yet?”
“No,” Titus said quietly, nodding to an employee walking out of the main entrance.
Stopping at the side door, he slapped his badge against the scanner and shouldered his way inside the building. 
“She’s stable,” Titus explained. “Doctor said there were no physical problems. It’s her energy that needs recouping.” Titus paused, heaving a sigh. “I would’ve lost years of my life if she hadn’t protected me.”
“Has this happened before?”
Titus stepped into his office, flicking on the lights. He threw his coat on a chair. “Only when she’s healed terminal patients, but even those weren’t this bad. She only got sluggish, not comatose.”
“I hope she recovers soon. I’m praying for her.”
“Thanks. I appreciate that.”
“Any sign of the demon?”
Titus flicked through several papers that had been left on his desk. “Not that I’ve heard,” he said. “But there was a meeting this afternoon. I’m hoping to get some news.” 
“How’s Dr. Denek? Biggs said he was stuck babysitting him for two hours. Sounded like that dog was walking him more on that leash than the other way around. He said he’d never seen anyone sleepwalk like that before, just talking away like he was having the most fascinating conversation of his life.”
“He probably was,” Titus said. “Problem was he couldn’t remember a word of it by the time he woke up.”
“I bet that was disappointing for him.”
“Not entirely. He gets excited about experiencing that kind of stuff firsthand. He’s a weird guy. Don’t ask me to explain it.” Titus paused, looking at his watch. “I gotta go. I appreciate you checking in.”
Ending the call, Titus left his office, walked down the hall and up the stairs to the second floor. There was a medical room directly across from Verondie’s office. Distantly, he heard a voice speaking softly. He took long strides and was quick to arrive at the medical room. Walking through the door, Titus looked hopefully toward the bed. Alice was tucked under the sheets with her arms resting over the top of the comforter. Her wings were laid out around her sides. To his disappointment, he found her eyes remained closed.
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Realizing Verondie had stopped speaking, he looked down at her. She was holding a book open.
“You’re back early,” Verondie said, raising a curious brow. “Anxious much?”
“How can you tell?”
“You didn’t shave,” she said,  pointing to the stubble on his chin. “She’s going to be okay, you know. You just have to be patient.”
Titus only huffed and sank into a chair.
“Did you get any sleep?” Verondie asked.
“I got enough,” Titus said, looking at the book in her lap. “What are you reading?”
“Peter Pan.” She held up the cover to show a dated illustration of a boy suspended in the air, surrounded by fairies. “Hearing a friendly voice might help guide her back.”
“It’s worth a try.”
Verondie returned to the book and continued reading. Her soft tone was a soothing sound. Titus watched Alice’s face for any sign of response. Immovable, without even the slightest quiver of an eyelid, Alice appeared absent of life. Had it not been for the subtle rise and fall of her chest, he would have believed her too far gone to return. It was not until Verondie stopped reading that he broke his watch.
“You look depressed,” she commented.
“I’m not,” Titus said, only just noticing that his brow had unconsciously creased. “I don’t like this story.”
Verondie closed the book in her lap and folded her hands over it. “It’s one of my favorites. What don’t you like about it?”
“The boy’s obnoxious and cocky,” Titus grumbled. 
Verondie smiled. “You know what I love about stories? I appreciate the opportunity to project ourselves onto other characters. It’s such a perfect way of investigating our inner attributes.”
Titus scoffed. “Well, I’m finding I relate too much to the bad guy in this one. Can’t you read something else?”
“I’m going to leave soon. Don’t you want to talk about my meeting with Denek?”
“Only if it’s good news.”
“That might be a matter of opinion,” Verondie said with a smile. “He had a dream about Kayohs last night.”
“So? It wouldn’t be his first.”
“Yes, well, this one he remembers, and apparently there have been others. Kayohs visited him some weeks ago, wanting Denek to teach him our language.”
“I can’t imagine he said no. He wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to gab with a demon.”
“Well, it didn’t sound like he got much opportunity for an interview. He said once Kayohs was satisfied, he stopped coming.”
“So what did he want last night? A lesson in ancient Greek?”
“Would you stop being so cynical?” Verondie asked with a tisk. “This is a major breakthrough, and you’re just blowing it off like a nuisance. You’re forgetting about the other projects we’ve invested in apart from your military agenda. Besides, you asked to be part of the conversation. Well, this is me trying to make you a part of it.”
“Sorry,” Titus said, bending forward. He placed his elbow on his knee and dropped his chin onto his fist. “Please, continue.”
“Kayohs wants to start seeing Alice on a regular basis.” 
She paused, watching as his face contorted, but to Titus’s credit, he remained quiet. Smiling, Verondie continued. 
“Denek agreed but was interested in arranging a place for Kayohs to live so we can keep better tabs on him. He offered a room at Tallax, but Kayohs said he wouldn’t set foot here and to come back with a better option. Denek didn’t think it’d be kosher to let him stay at his house with Alice. He asked if I thought you would take him in.”
Titus scoffed. “Not unless it’s to mount his head on my wall,” he muttered, glancing at Verondie. “I’m not sorry for that one.”
“I told him you’d say that,” Verondie said. “Anyways, he asked if I would be willing to have him.”
Sitting up, he looked at her in alarm. “No! Absolutely not!” Titus said but paused reading Verondie’s expression. “Please tell me you said no.”
“I told him he already was.”
Titus stared at her. “You know I don’t like jokes, Vera.”
“It’s not a joke, Titus,” she said pleasantly.
“How long has this been going on for?”
“Since Leap Day.” 
Muttering obscenities, Titus lowered his face into his hands. “Why would you let him in your house?” he asked in a muffled voice. Titus pulled his hands down, looking at Verondie with shocked realization. “I knew there was something wrong. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Why do you think I didn’t tell you?” she asked, looking at him with a teasing smile. “I just finished renovating my house last year. Do you think I wanted it christened with bullet holes?”
“He could have killed you. He could have used you as a hostage.”
Seeing his growing anxiety, Verondie pressed her hand on his shoulder. “You are not responsible for my safety,” she stated. “It was my choice.”
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Watching as her hand returned to her lap, Titus’s expression changed from concern to confusion. “Why, though? I mean, why would you help him?”
“Plenty of reasons, but I narrowed it down to about five.”
Titus watched her expectantly, but when she said nothing more, he asked, “Well?”
“I want you to try guessing,” Verondie said.
“You know I don’t like playing games either.”
“But you’re good at them when you try. That’s why Alice always loved playing with you.”
Groaning, Titus drew his eyes upward toward the ceiling. “You said five? God, if I know! Well, obviously for the reason Denek wants him with you, so you can keep tabs on him. Two, if he were with you, I’d be less likely to kill him. Three, you’d have a better chance of dictating where and when he could meet Alice, so I guess the academy wasn’t such a bad choice—being a controlled environment.”
Titus held up three fingers while trying to determine the last two. “You were probably trying to avoid being assigned another patient, and I don’t know, maybe your cat adopted him.”
Verondie smirked. “You only got one right.”
“Which one?”
“Randall’s adoption. I couldn’t sleep with him yowling all night because he was missing his lost kitten.”
“Figures,” he said. “The others?”
“Number two,” Verondie said, pointing to her index finger. “I suspected you were at the top of his kill list if he had one, so I asked that no harm come to you.”
“Weren’t you worried about Amon?”
“Ha! No, Amon tried to make friends with him.”
“He would,” Titus said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “You really asked that for me?”
“Yes. Happy?”
“Touched, actually. What else?”
“Number three, I wanted Alice to understand that you didn’t have to be her only option for someone to love.”
“Couldn’t you have done better than him?” Titus asked, grimacing.
“No, I don’t think I could have.”
“I disagree, but what was four?”
“Alice has always seen the blue boy as a benevolent entity. If I trust her judgment, then I should trust her perception of him.”
Lowering his eyes, Titus appeared conflicted. “I don’t know if I want to know the last reason. You’re making sense, and this is something I don’t want to make sense of.”
Verondie smiled. “The fifth one was the tipping point for me. When Kayohs returned for my answer, I told him no. I told him I couldn’t risk losing my position with Alice. I respected her choice, which included her unwillingness to go home with him.”
“So, what happened? Did he threaten you or something?”
“No, he explained that taking her home didn’t necessarily mean going back to their world. What he meant was to take her home to herself. He said she didn’t need to leave Tallax or even avoid the military to do that. He wanted her to have the freedom of her own choice.”
“How did you know you could trust him?”
“I didn’t trust him, but as I already said, I trust Alice’s judgment. Call her his advocate if you want.”
Titus pressed his hand over his mouth, sitting quietly for several moments. His hand dropped away, falling to rest on his knee. “Why are you telling me this?” he asked. “You could’ve just pretended you hadn’t met him.”
“I wanted to tell you, but I knew it would have meant a very different outcome than we find ourselves in now,” Verondie said, watching him heavily. “Besides, I assumed you’d find out eventually, and I prefer it to come from me instead of getting misinterpreted through someone else.”
“Thanks, I guess,” he said. “So, do I get a say in any of this?”
“As far as what?”
“Allowing them to see each other.”
“Of course you do, but you’re already outvoted three to one.”
“Three to one? It’s only me, you, and Denek. Who’s the—” Titus watched as Verondie’s eyes narrowed before glancing at Alice. “Right.”
“You still get to call lockdowns.”
“Because those will go over well,” Titus said, flicking his eyes at the ceiling.
“I’ll have a conversation with her about it. We’ll also need to discuss the conditions of the meetings, such as times, locations, activities, and rules.”
Titus lowered his face into his hands. He was having difficulty grasping the reality of it all.
Titus swore. Raking his hands through his hair, he looked up at Verondie. “Couldn’t it have been someone else she fell in love with? He’s so obnoxious and—”
“Cocky?” Verondie asked, watching his reaction. She could see him making a conscious effort to look indifferent. “You have to remember this didn’t just happen. She loved him before she ever met you. Just don’t lose your hand getting jealous over it, or I’ll start calling you Captain Hook.”
Verondie pinched his wrist.
“Ow!” he said, tucking his arm in.
“Still sore?”
“Yes,” he said sullenly.
“Good,” Verondie said. “You know you’re lucky we’re on company property. If we had met outside of work, I’d slap you a dozen times.”
Titus looked at Alice with a painful expression. “It still wouldn’t be a fraction of what she was dealt.” Sighing, he looked at Verondie again. “If it makes you feel any better, he wounded my ego. That kid made a fool out of me.”
“Oh, stop! There’s nothing I can’t stand more than a grown man pouting. He was just testing you.”
“Is that all? It seemed like he was trying to kill us.” 
“Honestly, I think he wanted you to catch him. I’m surprised he didn’t wave at the security camera.”
“So why didn’t he?”
“He probably wanted you to feel clever for figuring it out,” Verondie said, turning to look at him thoughtfully. “You know he wants to be your friend.”
“Fat chance,” Titus grumbled.
“I told him as much.” 
“He’s a demon! I can’t trust him.”
“No one is arguing that, but you have to look at him as a reformed demon.”
“Is that even possible?”
“If angels can fall, I don’t see why demons can’t rise,” Verondie said quietly, looking him up and down. “Listen, whatever you choose to do or not do, just keep her in mind, okay?”
Titus looked at Alice. “I will.”
Verondie stood up, placing the book on the bedside table. “You’re lucky, you know? For as stupid as that stunt was you pulled, you got away with only a bruised wrist.” She pointed at Alice’s arm, just below the silver bracelet. There was a red ring visible on her skin. 
“She has to walk away with a scar—something she’ll have to live with for the rest of her life. I expect there will be more once the two of you start going on missions, but not all of those will be visible. Alice heals everyone else, but who’s going to heal her? I know you don’t think so, but Kayohs can help with that.”
“By doing what?”
“You were so eager for her to grow up that she lost nearly half of her childhood experience. That leaves a lifeless void in a person. Alice needs to learn the values of a childlike heart. She needs to have fun and enjoy life.”
“You mean be wild and free,” Titus said, brow furrowing darkly. “That doesn’t mesh well with the military.”
“Why do you always have to make things so basic with the most distorted logic? It’s either this or that with you,” Verondie said. “I’m talking about a balance, Titus.”
“Is that your professional opinion or your personal preference?”
“Call it my prescribed treatment if you need to. I don’t really care what you want to name it as long as you get on board with the rest of us.”
Titus’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You really are a doctor first and a friend second, aren’t you?”
Verondie smiled brightly. “I’m pleased you’ve finally caught on.”
“So, should I call Mary about adding him to the payroll?” Titus asked, turning his eyes askance with an irritable shake of his head.
Verondie laughed. “I thought you didn’t like jokes.”
“I’m not joking.”
“How thoughtful of you to ask,” she said happily. “You can consider his contributions as volunteer work.”
“I think I prefer to call it slave labor,” he muttered. Sighing, Titus ran a hand through his hair.  “This isn’t going to come easy for me.”
“I know, but you were always a good sport about trying to do the right thing. You can start by not being her jailer anymore. Let her have the responsibility of owning her lock and key.”
Satisfied with a simple nod from Titus, Verondie turned toward the bed. 
“Good night,” she said, bending down to kiss Alice on the forehead.
Titus sat quietly, listening as the door chime sounded Verondie’s exit from the department. Her words rolled over repeatedly through his mind until he could not stand to think about them any longer. 
Seeing the book on the table, Titus took it and opened it to where Verondie had last read. Quietly he began reading the words out loud, as if afraid of being overheard. After a page, he continued at a normal speaking level and on for several chapters. While he read from the book, Titus failed to notice as tears pooled in the crevices of Alice’s eyes. 

* * *



“And, then,” Alice said, “the lost boys see her flying in the sky, only they think she’s some kind of bird, and they hear her saying, ‘Poor Wendy,’ so they call her a Wendy bird.”
Looking to her left, Alice was pleased to find Kayohs looking at her wide-eyed in anticipation. A smile of amusement touched her lips. They had been flying over the meadow together as Alice was retelling the story of Peter Pan. Only now, Kayohs had forgotten to pretend to be flying. He was listening so intently that he looked like he was reclined on a cloud, defying gravity. It hardly mattered, Alice thought. In dreams, they could break all sorts of natural laws.
“What then?” Kayohs asked.
“Wendy is shot,” Alice said, clasping her hand to her chest. “And she falls to the ground.”
Alice spun in the air and plummeted, falling to rest on her back with her arms splayed out dramatically on the grass. Kayohs dropped down beside her, stooping over her still form.
“Who shot her?” he asked.
“Tink did.”
“What?” Kayohs’s face screwed up in confusion. “No, she didn’t! It’s that boy with the funny name. Tootles, I think it was. He shoots her.”
Alice sat up, laughing. “I thought you said you hadn’t heard this story before.”
A guilty smile appeared on his face. “I lied. Dr. Reinhardt read it to me. And I’ve watched two different movies—but I like the book best! Please, go on. I like hearing you tell it. And why did you say Tink did it?”
“Because her jealousy caused it. She only used the lost boys to try and get rid of Wendy. It just so happens that Tootles had a bow and arrow handy to do it first. Otherwise, it could’ve been any of them.”
“He’s an unlucky boy, isn’t he?”
“Oh, but not so unlucky to succeed. It’s because of the ‘kiss’ that Wendy manages not to die at all. I was so pleased to learn that she lived because I hate cruel irony in stories. It says nothing at all and only makes me think how mean the author is to destroy the reader’s hope.”
“But say,” Kayohs began, cocking his head, “if he had killed Wendy. What would have happened?”
“Well, see, that’s just the best part of it. You get to see what could’ve happened. Before they realize she’s alive, the boys try to hide Wendy to keep Peter from knowing. When he asks about her, it’s Tootles who not only shows him where she is but admits to the crime and offers himself to be killed for it.”
“Why would he do that, do you think?”
“Because he’s really a good boy. He’d been dreaming of a mother, and he finally got one. Then, he happens to be the one to destroy his own wish. I think he offers himself to be punished because he believes justice must be served. Even though it was by Tink’s manipulation, he takes ownership of the deed and is so noble about it too. Also, because, honestly, I think his heart was broken, and he probably couldn’t stand to live.”
“He’s your favorite, isn’t he?” Kayohs asked, a small smile forming on his lips.
“He is!” Alice said, smiling wide in return. “He’s so sweet, and I love that he’s only trying to do what he thinks is right. He’s such a fool but a lovable one.” Seeing the sad look in his eyes, Alice asked, “Are you disappointed?”
“Only a little. I was hoping it would be Pan.”
Alice laughed. “I like Peter, but I think he’s awfully tragic.”
“Tragic? But he’s so happy.”
“Yes, but that’s only because he’s so enchanted that he doesn’t even know what he’s missing from life. To be a child forever? He’s denying himself of so many other joys that he can’t come to understand without growing up.”
“I see your point,” Kayohs said, his brow furrowing thoughtfully. “Well, I have no plans to stay a boy. I want to grow up with you.”
“I’m glad to hear it!” she said with a laugh. 
Suddenly, Alice’s smile fell away. Surprise passed over her face, and she clasped her hand over her heart. “Oh!” she gasped as tears began to well up in her eyes.
Kayohs looked at her in alarm. “What is it?” he asked. “You look like you’ve really been shot this time.”
“He’s reading to me,” Alice whispered, looking distantly toward the sky. “He hasn’t read to me since I went to live with Dr. Denek.”
Kayohs’s brow pinched and a frown gradually formed on his mouth. “You’re going, aren’t you?” he asked.
“I’ve put it off long enough,” she said, returning to look at Kayohs’s eyes. “He’s low, very low. I can hear it in his voice. It’s how he gets when hit with a good blow. I’ve seen him like that before. It’s not so much the pain of the hit but that he managed to get hit at all. He needs encouragement.”
“He needs you,” Kayohs said bitterly, turning his face away. 
His eyes twitched back and forth as if searching the grass for an excuse to keep her from leaving. If he found one, he said nothing. Alice could see he knew it would be for selfish reasons. Another pain struck her heart, seeing him struggle with the parting, but Alice was careful not to exclaim this time. 
“Don’t be sad,” Alice said. “You’re always welcome to visit me in my dreams, and I’d much rather see you when I’m awake.”
“I know. I know,” Kayohs muttered. “It’s just been so long, and there are so many things to get in the way there. I’m not even allowed to come to you, not yet, anyway. And I’m beginning to feel afraid again.”
“Everything you’ve tried to do, you’ve succeeded at. What’s left for you to be afraid of?”
“Plenty, but mostly him.”
“I thought you weren’t afraid of Titus.”
Kayohs crossed his arms as a shadow formed over his face. “There are different kinds of fears.”
Alice rose to her feet. Spreading her wings out, she allowed the sunlight to catch her feathers and reflect the soft light toward him. Alice stepped forward and slipped her arms around Kayohs. He looked down at her. His expression changed from glowering to a mixture of surprise and embarrassment.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so serious,” he said, attempting to smile. “It’s just—I hate waiting, and I always want to blame him for everything.”
“I hate waiting too,” Alice said softly. “But I am going to have to wake up now.”
“Hang on,” Kayohs said, grasping her shoulders. “Let me do it for you.”
“How?”
“With a kiss, of course. That’s how all sleeping princesses are woken up.”
“What? Are you going to pretend to be a prince now?” 
Kayohs’s nose wrinkled. “No! I hate princes. They’re the worst. They don’t even give a ‘hello’ or ‘I hope you don’t mind’ before kissing the girls.”
“How else are they supposed to do it if the princess is sleeping?”
“Easy,” Kayohs said, shrugging his wings. “Like this.” He leaned toward her ear and whispered, “May I kiss you?”
“That isn’t fair!” Alice laughed, leaning away. “The only reason I can answer you is because you’re in my dream.”
Kayohs grinned. “That’s why I prefer to be an enchanted beast than a silly prince!” he said. “So? May I?”
“Oh! Yes,” she said nervously, her eyes falling away. “If you’d like to, that is.”
“More than like to,” Kayohs said, leaning toward her. “Awake, Alice.”

The End
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