2nd Part (between the Asterisks) I already did this top part, but I shall do the rest properly, :P!

                                           ****************************

     Andrew was one-hundred percent sure he was dreaming. If it weren't so he'd be screaming. He was a tall sixteen year old boy with blond hair and blue eyes.
 He was considered the perfect son in his father’s eyes and by other adults a role model for other teens. Andrew knew he was neither of those things. He was a deceiver. Sure, he was Mr. Perfect around his father and in class, but subtract them from the equation and he was an ass-hole. 

     He was a cruel, nearly heartless man. Signing a pact was not his style. When presented with one he chose denial. He wasn't completely sure why he bullied other kids at school, other than because he felt it was cool. 

   All he knew was that it got his mind off a dark and painful memory from his sophomore year of high school.
 Sometimes he wished he had been blind at the time that it happened. Inflicting misery and striking fear in others for so long turned out to be kind of . . . fun. Talk about one sick pun. Once upon a time I learned to rhyme, sort of.
    He was disappointed that there were no other kids in this twisted dream he was having. I have got to quit eating sugary foods so late into the night. Although it will be hard since they’re so good. But I sure could cut down on the lard.
 Staring at the water where the baby deer 
had been Andrew felt like he was looking at the surface of the ocean from a plane. Andrew had considered picking up the fawn and throwing it in the fire just to have a bit of mean-spirited enjoyment in the dream. However, he couldn't get himself to do it no more than he would willingly throw himself into a fire in the real world. 
So, he had suppressed the desire.

    He winced
 when tiny droplets of blood began to drip from the rosebush and onto the surface of the water. Where they plopped onto the puddle the water and dispensed it became an ugly greenish-yellow colored muddle. More and more blood drops fell in the water leaving its surface in disorder. Was it going to flood over? The water turned and swelled. It could have been just him, but it sure looked like the two types of water were fighting each other. If they were, the disgusting looking water was definitely winning. Andre had no doubt it would be bitter if he had tasted it. This must be what crazy people dream; my world is spinning out of control.

   Andrew tugged at the tight orange coat he was wearing. He half expected it to be white. He had a dry sense of humor when he tried to be funny. He once told a lame joke about the Easter Bunny with the same dryness. 
It was a miracle that he hadn't been admitted into an asylum after 
the event that turned him into a bullying terror.  

    "Wow!" he gasped, as a loud flapping noise fluttered overhead. 
"Wow," he said again - this time so overwhelmed by what was happening that he couldn't have screamed if he wanted to. Coming from all four corners of the trees every kind of animal imaginable was lumbering, slithering, swinging, and flying toward the center of the field that no longer existed. For in its place was a vast expanse of water. 

    He practically jumped out of his skin when he realized the ground beneath his feet consisted of liquid without a floor. Could there be a squid with an eye the size of a pie under there? Only the ground beneath the trees was still land. How could he stand in midair? All kinds of fish were visible through the water that was as clear as glass. They swam around gracefully, darting underneath his feet.

      He jumped when a colossal whale swam beneath the soles of his shoes. Landing back on the face of the water, he didn’t even make so much as a ripple on its surface. He was so mesmerized by an orca, as it launched itself clear out of the water, that he didn't care at the moment about any of the other animals. However, he paced over the surface uncomfortably when he saw a crocodile zip through the water beneath his feet like a torpedo leaving a blip in its wake. For goodness sake, I want to be awake!
     It passed him by, seemingly uninterested or unaware of his presence. He squatted down to see how deeply his feet penetrated the waters surface. The bottoms of his shoes didn't even graze the surface. Praise! He was hovering about an inch over the water. Should I pinch myself to see if I'm awake? An orangutan was curiously eyeing him from a low tree limb. A komodo dragon, tiger and a rhinoceros with a fierce looking eagle on its back stood directly beneath the orangutan.

    They stood side by side, as if they were meant for coexistence, as if even a tide could not break their bond. They were like one. And these were animals that would have a bone to pick if they ever met in the wild. Everything here was so undefiled.

     Stunningly magnificent birds were walking amongst the stalking lions, leopards, and many other predators without fear. Occasionally, however, some of the animals would put on aggressive displays of defense when in the presence of certain animals. He had had many strange dreams and nightmares before, but none prior to this one had ever been this unusual and realistic. And he was a materialistic person who barley believed in his father’s spiritual beliefs.

    Seriously, if it weren't for the unnatural plant life, and the fact that he was floating over water, he would have sworn he was fully conscious. He could feel his head bloating with confusion. The strange fusion of the dream was enough for him to scream in fear. Andrew could have sworn the tiger was leering at him only because it wanted to screw with his head. 

   He could see himself in bed sleeping like an old man with the fan on high during a hot summer night. An old superstitious rural man who had a sack of garlic on his bed-stand within easy reach of his hand in case a vampire ever entered his land. 

   Little did he know he was allergic to his garlic amulet. He would cry out in fright if he woke up in the middle of the night to black. So he always slept under lamplight, what a bright light. An old man who was about to die after taking his last breath on his death bed. With no one around to even notice, until they found him in the morning. 


     All of the familiar and unfamiliar animals had gathered around the rosebush. He saw both gentle and predatory birds soaring through the air away from him. It wasn’t fair! This was a dream, so why couldn’t he fly too? Who was there to make the rules for his dream? No one, that’s who! So, why can’t I fly while old men can die while they sleep? 
    Among the list of other animals were a long necked emu and ostrich, various deer, a lumbering elephant, big cats, small mammals walking in between the larger animals feet, various dog breeds, a fox, and wolves, there was even a unicorn and a winged horse! He knew if he turned around his mind would create more animals to populate his dream, but he kept facing forward. 

    One of the wolves stood out from the rest. It wasn't the same grayish color of the other wolves, and it stood alone separating itself from the other animals. Doesn't he realize he doesn't have to be territorial in my dream? Stupid dog, he probably drank water from a smog polluted stream as a pup. Yup, that was typical of Andrew, being sarcastic - even in a dream. He heard flapping noises and then a bald eagle, heavy as a boulder, landed on his shoulder.

                                      ******************************                                      

    The sixteen year old girl named Stacey watched as the fire on the stag’s antlers burnt itself out. From their sockets and to the very tips of each individual branch in its antlers, the fire vanished. Even, with its antlers free of flame the stags presence was still intimidating. She could sense something dangerous about the animal, and almost feel a cold electrical current in the air being emitted by the stag. 

    Stacey was wearing a light green thick and puffy coat. She grabbed at her hair which was three times as long as the hair she knew she had after one of her friends cut it. 
It's normally healthy chocolate brown texture was dull and brittle. It was as if it hadn't been washed in weeks and had been exposed to all kinds of terrible weather. The hands she held it in both had mittens
. She was dressed for the arctic, but was in a temperate forest; one where a fire had been raging.        

    Stacey yelped as a large bird suddenly landed on her shoulder, using it as a perch. She looked at the bird in admiration instantly recognizing what it was. It was a bald eagle. She stared at the bird and he cocked his head to the side and stared right back at her. Stacey averted her attention from its white feathered head and examined the rest of it. The only place other than books where she had seen a bald eagle was in the third grade when she and her classmates went on a field trip to a zoo. She only ever had the chance to see them at a distance of about least thirty feet. 

     It was the only time Stacey had ever been to a zoo. She lived in poverty and her father would never have taken her to a zoo anyways, even if he had the money. Stacey wished she could see her mother some time soon. She and her father weren't divorced, but they had been separated for years so they might as well be. Her father was an alcoholic. He wasn’t the sort of alcoholic that would throw fits and beat her half to death; otherwise her mother never would have decided to leave her alone with him if that were the case. 

     Before Stacey’s mother left she had tasked her with a most important task
. One that if she succeeded would reunite her family. Seven years have passed and Stacey had still not achieved it. But, no matter how many seasons went by she never lost hope. A couple of times her mother called and said if she wanted to move in with her, but Stacey had had to tell her no. Her mother never put up a fight, she trusted her daughter’s judgment. 

     What her mother didn't know was that her dad did in fact sometimes beat her. Sometimes brutally, the bruises and scars on her body were the signs.
 Stacey never told her mother, because then she wouldn't have allowed her to carry on with her task.

 Stacey promised she would see it through that her mother and father be reunited. No matter how long it took.

     When that happened the first thing she would want to do with her family was go to the zoo. 
Stacey looked at all the beautiful animals around her. She felt like crying. It was the most spectacular thing she had ever beheld. Maybe she and her family would go somewhere far away and see the animals in their natural habitats. A caged animal was a prisoner in her eyes.

     How she could create such vivid images of these magnificent creatures in a dream, she did not know. Stacey closely examined the eagle’s feathers. Stacey, having terribly bad eyesight, had to hold her face close to the bird to see the details clearly.
 It's odd how even in my dreams I have trouble seeing.
 Most of the eagles feathers were in perfect silky smooth condition. Others however were rumpled. A few were so damaged they could have been nothing else but "battle scars" and from the looks of it many violent conflicts.

     The eagle recoiled as a large dark furred bear lumbered through the mass of scaled, feathered, and fur-covered animals. Most animals made space for the huge beast without hesitation, like they were afraid of it. A few moved aside as if they were repulsed by the bear’s proximity. 

      Stacey held her breath as the distance between her and the bear was lessened. She couldn't believe herself. Here she was holding her breath in a dream! She resumed her breathing in case the Stacey in bed was holding her breath too. She shuffled her feet to the left bringing her right arm closer to her slender body. The only place she had seen that kind of bear was on a video she watched her sophomore year in the Government formed World Progression class, about how Russia was a nuclear superpower like the US. She learned during the program that a bear was the national animal symbol of Russia.

        The bear raised its head and stared at Stacey as if seeing into her thoughts. The bald eagle on her shoulder unfolded its wings to its fullest screeching at the bear. It growled a throaty rumble before moving on. She shivered when the bear’s furry body brushed against her side. 
"Easy," she said cooing the bird of prey like a puppy. 

        It seemed to have an effect because it was folding its wings back into place. A thunderous roar from behind made her scream. Stacey’s hair and the eagles’ feathers were blown wildly by steamy wind from the throat of the roaring beast. The eagle dug it's talons into her shoulder as frightened as she was by the roar. Whatever was behind her was breathing against the back of her head. The hot smoky breath formed moisture on her neck. Stacey’s shirt was dampened by the wetness dripping down her neck. She put her hood on.  

        Smoky smell, feeling of moisture, and a too real sense of dread, none of those things belonged in a dream. A dream that was becoming nightmarish. The thing behind Stacey continued to breathe on her. She wanted to look back, but was afraid of what monstrosity her unconscious mind would produce.

        Quit being ridiculous, Stacey. Are you afraid the boogeyman might be behind you? Telling her mind that there was nothing to be afraid of didn't help. The paranoia was still there. Here goes nothing, she thought as she turned on wobbly legs. In comparison the boogeyman was a baby panda compared 
to the thing behind her. 
(All in all this one appeared to be like the first one. She doesn’t have much personality yet. She seems very strong however and I like that. :P HAHA! I did your third character now. (. I didn’t find much wrong with this, just fixed a few things up. I’m getting curious as to what this dream means.)
                                        *********************************

        The fifteen year old golden haired girl Chloe did not know that many other people were looking at the same horrific sight. Fangs as sharp and long as daggers jutted out of the gums of a red-scaled serpentine reptile. The lizards head alone was almost as long as her entire body, and twice as big around. The lizard made no subtle movements except for opening its mouth a crack with each labored breath. Curious she looked around its head to see the rest of its body.  

       Thick muscular legs jutted out from its snake like body that spanned for more than sixty feet. The sickle like claws looked so sharp it was a wonder they couldn't cut a hole through the water floor. Like the orangutan, the dragon, there was no other term to describe the thing, was accompanied by other animals that should be cowering in fear instead of casually snuggling against the abominable mythological reptile. A panda, crane, and some kind of chicken sized bird were next to the dragons’ middle section. 

        The dragons’ serpentine body was slightly coiled around the animals. It's taking a defensive posture, she realized. Chloe’s parents were field biologists so she knew a lot about animals from all the questions she asked them. They weren't cryptozoologists so she couldn't ask them a question about dragons and expect to get an answer. They're also anti-Global Warming extremists. I wish they'd just shut up. They have no idea how the kids in school treat me.  
        The dragons finned tail was whipping back and forth threatening to strike at anything that dared to approach. Satisfied with what she saw, Chloe backed away slowly. The dragons yellow feline-like eyes watched her every move. It swung its head displaying the front view of its face. 

        From the front the dragon looked far more vicious. It gaped revealing rows of jagged needle like teeth. A long forked tongue flicked out of its mouth as the dragon growled at her. The bald eagle on her shoulder fluttered its wings in an aggressive display of dominance. Unbelievably the dragon immediately looked away reflexively tightening its coil around the animals it guarded.

         Of course! It all made sense to her now. The dragon, panda, crane, and the  Golden pheasant were China's national animals. That's why the bald eagle was so warmed up to him. It was the national symbol of United States, her birthplace! No wonder the other animals seemed reluctant and gave her a wide girth. Obviously some would have loved to make a meal out of the bald eagle. Like the Russian, Bear for example.

         Thanks to the newly formed World Progression class she learned about the various animal emblems that countries used. Then again maybe she owed the Government no thanks, since World Progression class may be the reason she was having this bad dream in the first place.    

         Chloe turned back to the creepy rosebush to look at the stag again. It wasn't there. Chloe searched through the crowd of animals and caught a glimpse of a stag. This one was a lot smaller than the one that had the burning antlers. Its coat was a lighter brown almost tan color.                                                                                                                       
          She gave up surveying the perimeter for the stag and looked back at the rosebush. The largest lion she had ever seen was next to the bush. She stared at the creature mesmerized by the golden shine of its mane and fur. Chloe grabbed a lock of her own hair and compared it to the lions. Her parents often called Chloe their precious gold because of her dazzling golden hair. But up against the texture of the lions her hair was dull and... human. 

          If she were standing next to the lion they would have stood shoulder to shoulder, and she was five foot eight. None of the other lions possessed the imposing yet comforting stature of this lion. What made it even more unique was that it was the only animal whose feet connected with the surface of the water! I almost forgot how lions looked like. A continent destroying Civil War in Africa had virtually wiped out every animal that lived in the savannahs, jungles, and deserts of the continent. Even Gustav the legendary man-eating crocodile who had survived previous conflicts was slaughtered by the bombardment of incendiary bombs rival dictators fired at each other.

         The lion took four quick confident strides away from the rosebush. The water rippled in rings where its paws touched the surface. It was the most breath takingly spectacular sight she had ever seen, even more so than the towering mountains in the distance. None of the trips she had taken with her parents to exotic locations could compare. And she had seen many once in a life time sights on her travels from the driest of deserts to the coldest forest in the arctic. I'm going to have to write this down in my field notes.  
         The animals closest to the lion backed away not all by fear, but as if they respected and admired the lion as a king. Many of the animals however were in fact trembling with fear. It was mostly the ones that had been terrorizing weaker animals before the lion had appeared. The lion unhinged its jaws and roared. The lions roar was like that of a thousand thunder claps and waterfalls sounding at once. 

         Chloe was not afraid; in fact she wanted to do something she had never done before. Sing. To her singing was only a thing happy people did. She lived a life of sadness.

                                   ***************************************

         Eitan Eyal a fourteen year old Israeli boy watched as the long beaked bird with the orange and black tipped fin like feathers on its head, and gazelle that had been standing next to him headed toward the lion. Animals both small and great paved way for the two. He thought it looked kind of like how celebrities walked on the red carpet amidst crazed fans. Silly Americans, he thought. The parting of the animals also brought to mind an Old Testament tale. The one where Moses parted the Red Sea for a group of Jews fleeing persecution.

        Eitan smirked when he saw that he was wearing a thick sheep’s wool coat. It was quite hilarious he didn't own such a coat and had never worn one like it. Only in my dreams, he thought. 

         Once the two animals were in the clearing the animals scooted back into place closing the pathway. The gazelle with the bird perched on its right antler stopped not two feet from the lion. The gazelle and bird were in the company of their mutual predator and didn't even hint at any stress. Eitan gaped as the lion put a paw on the gazelles head as if giving it a blessing. 

          As it pulled its paw away the bird chirped. To Eitan's bewilderment the lion was taking long strides toward him. If this wasn't dream Eitan would have been running for his life. Or not, something about the lion seemed familiar. The gazelle and bird looked at him nodding their heads at him. Do they want me to go over there?
         The bird flew bird flew off of the gazelles head and toward Eitan. It tugged on the sleeves of his wool coat. The wind from its flapping wings smelled like honey. "Easy little bird, I'm coming," Eitan said in his Hebrew tongue. The bird awkwardly hauled Eitan to the gazelle in between the rows of animals. 

         The blue and black long beaked bird that had been extremely aggressive toward Eitan, the gazelle, and bird snapped at him. The lion shook his mane and the Sunbird cowered behind a camel’s bony leg. That's a Palestine Sunbird. 
         He hated what that bird stood for. Just the sight of it made him want to grab it break it's wings throw it on the ground and stomp on it. I'm not a good kid like my parents tell me. I am a bad person.
                                                2. War In The Field
          Stacey happily welcomed the lions approach. Only wishing it would get to her quicker. Before she could even blink the lion charged forward and was at her side. It stood next to her it's golden fur brushing against her coat. Its presence was as gentle and unthreatening as a sheep. No, a sheep could knock a person over on accident. More like a friendly little lamb. Stacey felt so unworthy standing next to the lion. The lion turned its head to the side and looked at her. The corners of its mouth rose up to its whiskers. There was no question about it the lion was smiling at her!

          There was so much warmth and kindness behind that smile that Stacey could literally feel hope radiating within her. A feeling she hadn't felt in years. What kind of dream is this? Stacey was starting to doubt it was a dream. It seemed all too real. A light so bright all Stacey could see was pure white flashed from where the lion stood, but her retinas felt no pain. 

          When the light faded she was disappointed to see that the lion had left. Stacey looked around hoping to spot him. No such luck, still she sensed that he was somewhere near by. It was as if he never left. The gazelle and bird were still in the clearing. Silvery white things that were in neat piles around them. They were blurry to her because they were beyond her 220/20 far sight vision range. But she could still see that they were the same color as the equally hazy flowers.

                                    ****************************** 

          The lion had lead Eitan to the rosebush at the center of the field. The gazelle and bird looked at him with their beady black eyes. Looking at them he saw more than his own reflection he could see the old city faintly behind them.

          A voice from above suddenly boomed like thunder, "This must come to pass first!" The voice was so powerful that the water itself seemed to hear it. It shook with the voice. The trees were also shaking from their roots. Animal yelps, roars, chirps, and the gurgles of fishes combined to form something like frightened crowd jeers.

          The animals on the east and western side of the ring were galloping, crawling, and hopping out of the way of other animals that were charging toward the clearing. A humungous dragon spread its wings and flew to the other side of the clearing. It wasn't the Chinese dragon which was wingless. The first animal out of the masses was a ferocious bear snarling like a rabid dog. It was accompanied from all sides by other equally frenzied looking animals.

           The gazelle and bird were just standing there. "Run! Fly away!" Eitan shouted waving my hands in the air. They didn't move a muscle. The bear and a snarling wolf were rushing toward the defenseless herbivores. Eitan shut his eyes as they neared. He bent into a ball and coward on the ground. He didn't notice that it had become as dark as night.

                                             *************************** 

           Daniel covered his eyes with his hands. He did not want to witness the killing of the gazelle and bird. Thunder rumbled. The temperature had turned to a mixture of teeth-chattering cold and scorching Death Valley heat. Daniel didn't know rather to feel cold or hot. He heard something like rocks plopping hard on the waters surface, and what was that orange glow? 

         Daniels nose wrinkled when the smell of fireworks entered his nostrils. He opened the fingers covering his eyes. Through the tiny slit Daniel saw a torrent of fire and ice fall from the darkened heavens. Green and black clouds swirled in the sky. Surges of purple lights exploded in the clouds, lighting them up like Christmas lights. Daniels arms slumped uselessly at his sides. Hail and ice was hammering the animals with such ferocity that they were pined down on the waters surface. A clap of thunder echoed throughout the field and beyond the trees. 

        The ground around the expanse of water rumbled. The trees shook from their core. The water below him trembled and waves turned its delicate surface. "Oh my," Daniel exclaimed. Every animal was stumbling around as if about to fall. Daniels legs wobbled and he almost pitched backward. The mountains beyond the trees were launched into the air by the tremendous earthquake and thrown into the air. Their cliffs crumbled and massive rock avalanches flowed down the sides. If an earthquake like that was measured in the real world it would be over the scale many times over.  

        A wolf howled. Its pained howl was as excruciating to listen to as a lost child's cry for his mother. The bear was roaring in rage. It snapped and swiped its mighty paws at the falling hail and fire. Ice had collected in clumps around its head and hide. The fire singed and burnt out when it made contact with the bear’s fur. It shook like a wet dog, spraying ice everywhere. Cold pieces of ice splattered Daniels face. It was so cold his face was still numb with cold after he brushed off the sleet. 

          A leopard and deer were on lying on their sides on the water. Their chests heaved rapidly in and out. Then all the animals dropped down, except the bear which was fighting the supernatural storm with all its will treading toward the gazelle and bird which were impervious to the downpour. When it was only a few inches from the two the storm pounded the predator with such might it was painful to watch. The bear went limp and slammed down on its stomach. The animals were immobile. Their bodies continued to be pelted by the brutal downpour of fire and ice. 

                                               **********************

         Everything ended as quickly as it had begun, leaving the motionless animal's coats drenched with ice and Singed by fire around Eitan and the two animals. Eitan gaped in awe as brilliant light illuminated the field. The ambiance switched from dark and stormy to peaceful and sunny. The temperature was no longer chaotic; it was now like that of the dawn of spring. Every animal that was not involved in the spectacle was stone still. 

          From above his head came the flutter of wings and bird calls. Thousands of small gliding shadows gleamed on the once again smooth glassy surface of the water. Eitan looked up and saw flocks of birds so numerous they blotted out the brighter than bright light. The birds hovered over the field for a minute. Then they swooped down like fighter planes. 

          Eitan ducked down afraid one would land on his head. Faster than he could take a breath hundreds of birds landed on and around the lifeless animals. They began to feed on their flesh! Soon thousands of birds were feasting on the dead animals. While the birds were eating away at the carcasses lying at the gazelle and birds feet, the other animals were moving around uneasily. The gazelle and bird were nipping at the animal’s claws, beaks, and teeth, ripping them away from the animals. 

                                       ***********************

          Andrew stared at the motionless eagle on his shoulder. When he poked the side of its head it didn't take a snap at him. Was it dead? Andrew concentrated on the bird not wanting to watch the disturbing scene of the dead animals being eaten. He was cruel but not sick and demented. The air was foul with the stench of the dead animals that smelled as if they had baked in the sun for days. Every time he inhaled he wanted to run away from this hell.

         The smell of the dead was gone and he now smelled something burning. Andrew had worked around automobiles for a long time learning their schematics and the smell reminded him of gasoline. Andrew couldn't compute what he saw next, he would have to text a friend once awake. The gazelle and bird had somehow started small fires using the claws, beaks, and teeth of the animals that had attacked them. 

         He had heard of strange animal behaviors but this was insane! Small mammals were burying pieces of the dead animals before it was too late and the birds ate them all. 

         There was a horse’s neigh and the winged horse launched itself into flight. It dropped down like a bomb on the back of a tiger before it could get out of the way. With the sickening crackle of bone the tiger collapsed. It wasn't just the flying horse alone that went into a feral frenzy. The entire field had become a battlefield!

         The trees were blazing. Andrew cried out when one begin to shake violently, until finally snapping. It fell sideways onto another tree. The other tree, also blazing like a torch was straining to support the fallen one. The eagle on Andrews shoulder spread its wings and chirped its eagle cry and flew into battle. This wasn't a dream anymore. It was a nightmare four times over! Andrew dove as a falcon flew like a bullet in his direction. His brain sent the instruction to his joints to fling himself down on his stomach.

                                        ************************

          As quickly as Chloe had to do duck she had to roll out of the way of a charging bison. Her face was inches from a body of water, where the monstrous grin of a crocodile greeted her from below the surface. It opened its jaws revealing its teeth. The tip of its snout broke the surface of the water. If pinching herself in a dream hurt, how would a crocodile chomping a piece of her face off feel?

          If the crocodile launched itself out of the water there would be nothing she could do. Chloe could only hope she woke up from this nightmare before that happened. The crocodile unhinged its jaws and breathed on her face. Then its jaws were snapped shut by a feathered torpedo. It thrashed about trying in vain to knock the bird off its head. 

         "Stop hurting each other!" she cried. The bald eagle had its talons sunk into the crocodile’s eyes and had its head pinned underwater. Chloe hated violence and everything that led to it. "Look out eagle!" The devilish winged horse was a blur as it galloped toward the two struggling animals. 

         Chloe bounced to her feet and dodged sideways. The eagle had no time to react. It shrieked loudly as it was thrown off the crocodile with a savage hoofed kick. By the laws of physics the eagle should have been killed on impact. Instead the eagle flew out of the way and was lost in the crowd of animals. The winged horse neighed at her. It's a chollima, she realized.

         One of the chollima’s wings was thrust to its side like they had been forced their by a ghost. The eagle had its beak and talons deeply imbed in its left wing. Black fluid oozed from the chollima’s wounds. An army of big cats and wolfs along with water creatures skimming the water surface were stampeding toward the fray. Chloe didn't stick around to watch the outcome. 

         She ran in between the animals toward the tree line. She jumped out of the path of an elephant as it fell with a thud where she had been a fraction of a second earlier. "Somebody wake me up!" Chloe imagined herself screaming in her sleep. Somebody please wake me up. I don't care by what means. Pour cold water on my face, take away my bed sheets, take the mattress out from underneath, maybe if I'm lucky the boogeyman is real and he'll wake me up.
         Chloe's dreams were always scary, but for reasons other people wouldn't understand.

                                               ***********************

         This is an infinity amount of times more intense than any action movie. The essence of the dream was total anarchy! A leopard bared its teeth and growled at him. It was a large ferocious cat that prowled the forests of the eastern world. "What are you going to do now kitty cat?" Andrew mocked flashing it an obscene gesture. The leopard crouched down into a pristine position preparing to spring. Before it claws could dig into the ground an enormous red tail side whopped it sending it hurling into the air. The cat landed on its muscle and fat feet.

         "Those cats always land on their feet don't they?" Andrew said. The Chinese dragon looked at him its nostrils flaring as if daring him to taunt it further. "So Mr. Red is the country you represent still communist?" The dragon flicked its tongue at him. It was long enough for it to have licked Andrews face. "I'm sorry, I guess you don't understand English."

         A black bear rushed by and hit the dragon on the neck with a vicious clawed paw swipe. The hair on the bear shook with the motion. The dragon roared in pain belching flame. A stray jet of fire ignited part of Andrews’s coat. Andrew could feel the intense heat and in panic rushed toward the nearest body of water. The flame continued to lick at his coat. 

       Andrew bent down next to a bottomless expanse of water and poured a palm full of water on the fire. It sizzled and burned out as the water drizzled over it. The coat was as good as new. A goat like animal was dragged into the water by a crocodile. The boat sized reptile belonged in the Nile not in his dream!

         The surface of the water foamed and bubbled as unseen animals fought underwater. "OOF!" he cried when something bumped him from behind. Then his face hit the water and he slowly sunk downward. Andrew exhaled in fright, bubbles coming from his mouth. 

         As he righted himself and kicked madly for the surface a dolphin swam by. His head finally broke the surface and he took in a gulp full of air. Another second and he feared he would have been dead in a dream. I almost drowned! This shouldn't be happening in a dream! It just couldn't! The back of a grayish black spiky ridged reptile broke the surface. Andrew yelped and with the stroke of a limb was at the edge of the abyss. He reached it and slithered onto the dry ground.

         Andrew had no time to lay there like a mound because a deer was limping on one badly mauled leg and threatened to fall on him. He crab walked out of the way. The deer collapsed on the water’s edge, its stick like feet kicking madly. It was a sick sight. Three of its feet grew still. "Mother fu-," Andrew said. A large tree was leaning in toward the field, its bark crackling. 

         The animals in the immediate area moved out of the way. The smoking tree snapped and it crashed to the ground. I have to get out of here. Andrew took one look at the trees and sprinted around the fighting animals. He was going to run away from this place and keep on running, the fires lighting the way.   
                                            3. Hunters In the Snow
         The safety of the tress was only a few running steps away. The burning trees posed no real threat to him since this was a dream, at least that was what Daniel hoped. He hunched his shoulders and sprinted to the trees like a football player going for the touchdown. When Daniel was at last running under the trees he did not slow his pace. Daniel chopped through the wilderness until the battle in the field faded into nothing, and kept on going. The tree canopy above him was not burning like the ones he had past in a blur, although quite a few had leaves that were slightly blackened. 

        Far up ahead he could see the ground turn white. The trees at that point were snow capped like in winter. Snow flakes fell like rain, and were scattered around by howling wind. Something cooed in the wilderness and he stopped. The cooing continued. Daniel followed the sound of it feeling compelled to find the little bird making that noise. Daniel knew the cooing sound was meant for him, like destiny. 

        The bird call was leading him toward the snowy part of the wilderness. The lively harmonious bird call continued to call him fourth. Another bird somewhere far off to his right was making the same sound. "That one is not for me," he said.                   

        Twigs snapped and crackled in the same direction from where the other bird was chirping from. He turned his head slightly in that direction while still running to the first bird. A vague human profile wearing a coat was running through the woods in the same direction as him. Daniel squinted at the person and saw a long mane of dark brown hair flow majestically from around the hood of its coat. It was a girl. 

        She turned to face him. Daniels first impression was that she was stunningly beautiful even though she looked like she had had better days, and he couldn't shake the feeling that he knew her even though he had never seen anyone like her ever in his life. She had the same bewildered expression on her face. She turned away from him continuing to move forward.            

        I'll go see her after I get to the bird. The cooing became less and less urging the closer he got to the snow. Finely Daniel spotted the little bird that had been making the noise on the forest floor beside a tree trunk. He bent down next to it and scooped up the grayish tan feathered dove. Daniel noticed that the girl in the distance was also picking a dove up off the ground. 

        A flurry of activity came from his left. He turned and saw a number of kids and adults running toward the snowy part of the forest. Daniel walked to the snow with the dove cupped in his palms. The closer he got to the snow the colder it got. At one point it got so cold he could see his breath. The dove in his hands shook its delicate wings from the cold.

        Reaching the break in the trees where the snow began uncontrollable tremors of cold shook his body. Further up in front of him he saw a break in the trees and into another open field, this one covered in snow.   

                                           **********************************************
       Stacey held the little bird in her hands. She was an animal lover who loved all of God's creations. Birds were among her favorite kind of animal. Their very nature seemed to be one of freedom, able to fly through the skies whenever they desired. They were truly free, for them the sky was the limit. Unlike humans like her they were not bound by the rules of the world. A world whose society that was reaching the pinnacle of its vile and evil existence.  

       Stacey took another look at the boy who had looked at her. He was also carrying a dove. She thought the boy seemed familiar. In her Physical Education class she had seen a boy that looked like he could be this one’s twin. A lot of things about this dream had her thinking. If it wasn't for the fantastical nature of her dream she could swear that this was all real.

       She could still feel where the eagle’s claws had dug into her shoulders. And how could she forget all the animals. That bear. She could still see the power drunk look on its face as it was rushing in to kill the gazelle and bird with its followers as fire and hail descended on them. A storm of hail and ice she could feel.

       But, most of all she remembered the lion. Stacey felt so warm and carefree when the lion was around. Even when it was so far away she could see it as clearly as if she had perfect vision, which she hadn't had in forever. Could this dream be something more? Stacey didn't know much about the animal symbols that countries used apart from the bald eagle. But she had a hunch that the gazelle and bird were standing in for Israel. She wished she had paid more attention in World Progression during her previous sophomore year of high school.

      She had learned from a bible that she would read when her father wasn't around to take it, that a country from the north would attack Israel with the help of several others from todays Middle Eastern region because of its greed over Israel’s riches, or over a similar motive. If all the platinum wasn't riches, then she didn't know what was. The big thing though, was that the attackers were to be destroyed by fire and hail. There would be an earthquake and the topography would be manipulated in incredible ways. And then there was the birds and animals that were to feed on the dead, and the burying. That was exactly what she saw happen.

      Stacey stared at the boy one last time. She was amazed to see more people further out. At least they looked like people, it wouldn't be the first time her vision distorted distant images. Foliage ruffled to her right. She reeled her head toward the sounds. Another couple of shadowy shapes were running to the snow covered field. They were definitely people. She uncomfortably strained her eyes and saw that they were all wearing coats. 

      Stacey exhaled, steamy vapor formed in the air. The temperature was extremely cold. And it was getting colder. The clearing was seconds away. The trees were grotesquely contorted. The leafless branches were glazed over with snow. Icicles weighed down the branches. The dove cooed ruffling its feathers matching her shivers. "It's going to be OK little one," Stacey said shielding the animal from the worst of the stabbing cold by clutching it close to her chest and covering it with the long sleeves of the coat. Even then the bird still trembled in synch with her.

                                                                                  ******************************** 

       The field of snow was so close Chloe could dive into the bed of soft looking snow. Then she saw the dark gray sinister clouds. The savagely brutalized dove on her shoulder that she had identified as the species Streptopelia turtur chirped weakly in her ear. It's tan feathers were torn in some places and it's naked bleeding pink flesh showed. A black scab of blood was caked around it's beak. Why is it so hurt? It's almost like it's in as much pain as I am... inside. 
       The clouds above her head were not the clouds she saw snow fall from during a normal winter. Those were clouds of destruction. As Chloe burst out of the trees and into the vast field the falling of snow became a blizzard.  Her feet sunk a couple of inches into the snow. All the other people that had been around in the wilderness stepped onto the field at the same time as her.

       She alternated from looking left to right. On both sides the other kids mouths opened into O's, fuming vapor. She couldn't see where the line ended because the snow was falling with such ferocity and being whipped around by the wind that it was almost a fog. 

      Chloe was felt scared and nervous with all the kids around her. Just as she would be in real life. She didn’t know how to talk to other kids her age. And even if I did they wouldn’t want to talk back to me anyways. They never do. The frigid cold got her thinking of her pet arctic hare, which she named Snowey. Chloe stumbled in surprise when something was thumping at her double layers of pants. She turned slightly back and looked down at the ground beside her feet. 

       A large rabbit standing up on its hind legs looked up at her. "Snowey!" she said excitedly and gathered the animal in her arms. She coughed. The female Tundra Hare bent its black tipped ears back and snuggled against her chest. "I was just thinking of you and viola here you are my little furry companion." Every word hurt her lungs. Chloe wondered if she could get her pet chinchilla in her dream as well. It's much too cold for him in my dream.
      Chloe named her chinchilla Chile, the Spanish word for pepper, and also the name of the country where chinchillas could be found. Chloe was so enthralled by the appearance of her Tundra hare that she didn't see the lion watching from the shadows of the trees on the other end of the field. When it roared it's terrifying backwards thundering roar she instinctively broke into a run. The dove flew off her shoulder at the exact moment she picked up speed. The blizzard ended as suddenly as someone flipping off a light switch. 

      Chloe felt tears pour from her eyes. They froze instantly in the cold. Why did it roar like that? That's not how lions roar! And want to wake up! I've never been this scared before! I feel like there is no hope, more than I have ever felt it before. Snowey barked as Chloe ran with him toward the trees where the multitude of people were running to.

                                        **********************************

      The dove in Daniels hands fluttered its wings repeatedly. He knew it wanted to be released. Funny, Daniel wanted to be released to, from the dream. Daniel raised his hands above his head and opened his palms. The bird flew straight up into the sky. He could see another dove doing the same. The mysterious girl was looking at the sky after the birds like him. Daniel watched as the two doves flew beside each other. Daniel rubbed his hands together trying to create heat. He squinted against the snow that stung his eyes.  

      Daniels heart skipped a beat when a savage roar that shook the snow echoed from the distant trees. For a moment it seemed that time itself had been reversed, and then the snowed stopped. Daniel wished that it hadn't, because it would have hid from sight the animal behind the roar. Everyone screamed and scattered as a monstrous lion stalked out of the trees. It was not the beautiful golden furred lion. This lions eyes were red with hunger. It lifted its head toward the sky watching the doves flying closely beside each other.

   There were now three doves. Where did the third come from? At least I think it's a dove. It looks like it's almost dead, and yet it's still flying. The lion bared it's teeth and launched itself into the air toward the birds. The doves that had been flying to meet each other in the air were forced to scatter. The lion’s mouth clamped down on empty air. How could it jump so high? Daniel turned to run back into the wilderness he had come. 

     He ground to a stop in the snow when he saw an army of rabid looking dogs the likes of which he had never seen trot through the trees. The snow melted where they stepped. Daniel gave the creatures no second look and fled in the same direction that the brown haired girl was running in. Many others did the same.

     Daniel heard a whistling disturbance to his left. The lion was heading right toward him! Daniel charged forward increasing the distance each of his strides. His feet sinking into the snow with every step. The lion ran like the wind, and than it was gone. A streak of brown past over him. The gust of wind blew his hood off and he trembled down to the bone. He whipped the hood back on. He heard snow stir and saw a fine mist of sleet scatter. 

     The lion had landed back on the field. From every inch of the forest on his right wild animals ran out onto the field. None of them paid any attention to Daniel or the other people who were running over the snow like track stars. Daniel saw the girl trip and fall. She quickly got up on her feet and continued to run. 

     Her falling gave him enough time to shorten the distance between them. "Hey!" he shouted after her. The girls head whirled quickly around, but she didn't slow down or call back to him. Daniel coughed, opening his mouth sent in cold air that stung his throat and lungs. The girl and at least forty other people where almost to the darkened sanctuary of the trees.

     Daniel felt a rush of exhilaration as the snow behind him swooshed. The wild animals were chasing him! When the source of the sounds passed him by it was only a person. He was a tall individual wearing an orange coat. Daniel couldn't tell how old he was, because like everyone else his hood was up.

     Everything behind him was quite. Daniel was among the last to reach the tree line. A few of the people had stayed along the trees catching their breath. Daniel was feeling light-headed and exhausted himself. He had never been so physically exhausted as this ever when he was awake. 

     He walked up to the girl and said, "Exc-cuse me d-do you-" 

     she put a finger to her lips and pointed behind him with a shaking red mittined finger. 

     He turned and felt the color from his face melt away. Thousands if not millions of wild animals where gathered around the lion. For once Daniel took a good look at them. They were no longer wandering dogs. 

     They were about three and a half feet to the shoulder walked on four legs, and had the characteristics of different animals. They were black with a hint of blue tint and their claws were the same silver white color of the metals that were at the feet of the gazelle and bird. Their heads were shaped like an crocodiles, but was that of a wolf. Their chests were solidly built and looked strong enough to stop an entire clip of .44 magnum rounds. Their limbs were as thick as a bulls with three toes from each jutted a deadly claw. Some where larger than others and had bony ridges on their shoulders of various metals.

    Daniel and the other people covered their ears when the lion roared. Hundreds of lightning bolts struck at random, illuminating the landscape with dizzying blue flashes. The accompanying thunderclaps shook the snow. The three and a half foot tall canine like creatures barked in return. Some of them howled up at the raging storm clouds. It was like hearing all of the worlds wolf packs howl in reverse. They had the teeth of big cats and a pair of fangs like vipers.

    "Run, they're coming this way!" a young man said. The wild animals separated into massive pairs and stalked off in different directions. The big ones leading the way. The lion roared, the leafs on the trees shriveled up and fell to the ground, raining like orange stars. 

    Daniel now knew beyond doubt that the chimera like animals stalking toward him and the people were the lion's army. And their chief had given the order to hint down the humans. Someone tugged on Daniels shoulders. 

    "Run!" said a girl’s voice quavering from both fear and cold. The wild animals charged and Daniel ran. The more he ran the darker the environment became. Soon it had become so dark he could no longer see. 

    "What happened to the light!" shrilled a woman. 

    "Shut up, you'll lure them to us," hissed a man. 

    "What does it matter? This is only a dream," said a boy close to Daniel. The boy’s accent was Scottish. Pounding footsteps were coming in fast. A multitude of barks pierced the darkness. Men, women, and young adults screamed. Daniel heard them bump into one another or run into trees. 

      Daniel did not dare to move a muscle for how could he know where he was going in this darkness? The barks of the wild beasts echoed from every direction. Daniel felt his way in the darkness until he found a tree. He went around the back and pressed his shivering spine against it. He stayed there listening to the arrival of the hunters.

                                               ****************************

      Eitan did not know how far up in the tree he had climbed. It could have been many stories or only a couple of feet. He could not see the animal pursuers but he could hear their barking and the tearing of the forest floor under their feet. Eitan held on with all he was worth to the narrow tree trunk praying the branch he was perched on did not snap under his weight. 

      Why haven't I woken up from this horror! Whenever he woke up Eitan planned to never again run off with his friends to have fun on a Sabbath day. He would be a devote Jew like his parents. Unless his eyes had deceived him he could have sworn he saw his parent’s faces when he had been running from the fighting animals from the first field. 

      More than once he had heard a distant cry that sounded like someone calling his name. Eitan pushed the thought away. It didn't matter if his parents were in the dream, he would see them in the morning regardless. He couldn't deny that he doubted if he would wake up at all. What was that lion? It wasn't like the first one I saw. The moment it roared I was sure I was going to meet my end. 
     The branch under Eitan's foot bent down under his weight and he found himself plunging down the branches toward the ground. The barks below increased in tempo.

                                           **************************

     Chloe had crawled into a large hole in the ground. She hugged Snowey to her chest. The terrifying dog like sounds of the animals on the hunt making her shiver uncontrollably. Chloe was huddled on the very back end of the burrow. At the entrance of the tunnel she could see the dead leaves on the ground bounce under the thundering stampede of the seemingly endless swarm of wild animals. Her frozen tears were still glazed around her eyes.

     A diamond shaped wolfs head shoved itself into the opening. Chloe couldn't look away from its bright blue unblinking snake eyes. Chloe had nowhere to go as the beast pushed itself deeper in the hole Chloe had gotten herself into. Her body trembled with uncontrollable spasms of adrenaline shock. The muscle tissue beneath her skin was twitching so fiercely it seemed to be trying to break out of her skin. She was experiencing terror beyond anything ever before. Yet, her observant and curious nature took over. 

    She saw the traits of a wolf, reptile, and there was something human about the way it looked at her. Chloe’s eyes grew wide when it opened its mouth revealing jaguar like teeth and a pair of long fangs dripping venom. It was easily the most awful thing she had ever seen. But at the same time she thought it was actually cool looking.

    The dream had sparked an interest in cryptozoology for Chloe. Chloe pressed her back hard against the back wall. It felt hollow. She gave the wall and hard jab with both of her elbows and found her self plunging back into the hole. She tightly gripped Snowey and the both of them came out the back finding themselves back in the forest. 

    She scrambled to her feet and plunged deeper into the forest until it became darker than the blackest of nights. She ran in a straight line not her hands held out in front of her feeling for trees. The animals barked excitedly. They love hunting us down, Chloe thought as she stumbled around unable to see her hands in front of her face. 

    She thought again of the animals venom dripping fangs. Maybe I want one to inject it's poison into me. I've been welcoming death for a long time. Dying would be like the dream of a dream.

                                            *****************************    

   "Come and get me you mutts!" Andrew shouted gripping a large stick like a baseball bat. He didn't know why but he hated everything about the wild animals like he would a rat. The wild animals were still far away but coming in fast. Andrew couldn't see where the vast army ended. "What are you doing kid!" said a man pulling hard on Andrew's hood. 

   "What are you doing telling me what to do insignificant figment of my imagination?" Andrew said shaking free of the man. 

   "Kid I'm a real person, me and you are having the same dream," he said before running off. Andrew threw the stick with all his might at the animals and ran. The stick didn't even hit the ground before the swarm reached the spot where Andrew had been poised to attack. As Andrew ran into a blot of darkness he heard a ringing sound mingle with the barks of the beasts. They're  excited about the feast of mingling humans... us.
                                     ****************************** 

   Stacey's legs shook so intensely she was on the verge of collapsing in a traumatic twitching mass on the forest floor with every step. The wild animals behind her snarled as if anticipating just that. The shadows became thicker the deeper she ran into the never ending forest. Then it became black with the absence of light. Stacey didn't panic in the dark she had the advantage over creatures that required sight. 

   Stacey forced her mind to believe that the dog beasts did not have an acute sense of smell like real dogs in the conscience world. Stacey's heightened sense of hearing picked up the scraping of their talon like claws on the forest floor brushing away dirt and snapping uprooted tree roots. It was a disturbing sound. It was like hearing the crunch of her bones in the beast’s powerful jaws. When one of the wild animals howled a blood curdling human like cry her entire body rocked.

   The howl continued with increased intensity. And then it stopped only to be followed by the sound of hundreds of quadrupedal running footsteps. Stacey tried her best to run but her traumatized mind refused to release adrenaline into her blood stream. She half limped and sprinted on her shivering legs. Her foot tangled on a tree root and she fell onto the hard forest floor kicking up a plume of icy dirt. 

   Stacey struggled to get to her feet but her left foot was stuck in the tangle of unseen tree roots. Thrashing about would only waste time so she felt around her foot and pulled it out of the coils of wood. As she got up on her feet the beasts barked and howled there human cries. Then she found her own screams coming out louder than theirs.

                                         4.  Awakening To a Mad World
   On the Eastern side of the world Eitan's eyelids fluttered open when the kids of the western world were still sound asleep. Eitan's room was so dark he was afraid it was the same darkness from his dream. His eyes quickly adjusted and he could see moonlight stream in through the small window of his room. Eitan felt goose bumps on his arms. The nightmare had seemed so real. 

     He was no stranger to having bad dreams. The worst of his dreams had been when he had to relive the tragedy that made him the bad person that he was now. At the age of ten Eitan and his friend Habil had been playing soccer outside when it struck. His friend Habil, was killed in a suicide bombing by a Palestinian terrorist.

     Eitan had seen it happen, from the moment the man pressed the button. That explosion. The smoke and dirt that rushed toward him in a cloud. His eyes were blackened with it, and it had entered his mouth and lungs. That day he had come to know death with all five of his senses. His parents had found him sitting against a wall rocking back and forth to traumatized by what he had witnessed to even cry. For days Eitan feared just leaving his house. And day by day he felt a rage building inside of him. A rage toward the Palestinian people. 

     He had become what the Americans would call a racist. He did not like the feelings that stormed in his head. His parents did not know. If they did they would see him for what he was. A boy consumed by a monster that he created in himself. The nightmares associated with both the death of Habil and his prejudices haunted him almost every night. But this dream, it was terrifying on a whole new level.

     What was it that had him so scared? He remembered every detail of the first half of his dream down to the last flower of the rosebush. The thing that had him shivering however was shrouded in mystery. It was nothing but darkness in his mind. He thought of American sci-fi films. The ones were people had certain memories erased by secret government agents. That’s what he felt like at the moment. 

     Eitan loved Western culture. So much that he taught himself English so he wouldn't have to bother with subtitles when he watched American films. Sometimes he went as far as to pester his parents on finding a home in the Americas. His parents said they were content with were they lived and weren't planning on moving overseas anytime soon.

    His parents! For some reason that got him thinking about his dream again. Had they been in it? He cast his bed cover aside and walked out of his room into the darkened house. The room light of his little sister Jonina was on. What was she doing awake at this hour? He had just begun to her door when the knob turned. His sister rushed past him and ran to her parent’s room.

   The look on her face was one of a little girl frightened beyond fright. That must have been how his face looked in the dream. Eitan stood next to her room and waited to see what his parents would do to calm Jonina. His little sister was pounding on their door with a force that didn't belong to tiny four year old girl. 

   His mom burst out and immediately asked what was wrong. She had long black hair, dark brown eyes, dark tanned skin, and was three inches shorter than him. She was dressed in her night clothes and her feet were bare. She must have been freezing, the floors were cold to Eitan even while wearing socks. 

   "I had a bad dream," Jonina said. Whatever dream she had it couldn't have compared to his. Eitan would have expected his mom to tell Jonina that there was nothing to worry about and should just go back to sleep, but she didn't. In fact she looked worried. 

   "What did you dream about Jonina?" his mom said.

   "Animals fighting and lots of fire," said his sister in timidly. Eitan was shocked. Had he and his sister had the same dream? 

   "Was there a gazelle in your dream," Eitan said. He couldn't contain himself he had to know if it was the exact same dream. The animals and fire could have just been a random coincidence. His mother looked at him surprised.

    "I hadn't seen you there Eitan. What are you doing awake?" his mom said.

    "What's a gazelle?" his sister said. 

    "It looks kind of like a deer, except-" Eitan had begun to say before his sister cut him off.

    "Mother, I saw a deer in my dream. His branches were on fire!" Jonina said. That was all the confirmation Eitan needed. 

    "Namir," his mom said. Namir was his father. The big muscular man appeared in the doorway. His dark brown hair was black with him standing half in the light of the hallway and half in his darkened room. 

    "Yes Ochria, what is it?" Namir said.

    "Namir, our daughter had the same dream me and you had," Ochria said. Namir's face flushed. This was all too much for Eitan to take in. First his sister, and both his mother and father had had the same dream he had. Did his brother Zeev also dream it? A light in the hall turned on and his long haired brother approached. Seeing the look on his face was all Eitan could do to keep from shouting an English swear word. 

                                           ***************************

   The second Chloe awoke from the dreadful dream at 5:24 ante meridiem; she rushed over to her pets ignoring the cold sweat on her forehead and under her yellow pajamas. She was the first of the Westerners to awaken. She fell asleep late into the night and always woke up early in the beginning of the black dawn. She rarely got more than four hours of sleep. Sleepiness slowly creeped into her troubled mind. Chloe flipped on the light switch. The sudden brightness irritated her eyes. 

     Chile her chinchilla reared up on his hind legs and pressed his tiny forepaws in-between the cage bars. His bushy squirrel like tail curled up behind him. "Hey Chile," Chloe said tickling the animals chubby stomach. She loved her chinchilla animal friend equally as much as Snowey her tundra hare.

    Chloe’s room was almost entirely white. From the walls, desk, bed and pillows, television, movie player, and many other miscellaneous objects. The carpet of the floor however was green, her favorite color and also of her eyes. Her dad often teased her calling her foliage because of their leaf like luster. Chloe did not resemble either of her parents. Her mothers eyes were brown and she had blonde hair. Her father were blue and he was brown haired. 

     She and her family didn't talk much. Mostly her mother just told her how much she loved her. Choe would merely nod and wish her mother could think of something else to say other than just tell her in so many words that she was loved. It was annoying really how her mother said she loved her, but never listened to anything she had to say. Her father on the other hand was always busy doing something so they didn't talk much either. And when they did it was  usually greetings and departings. Chloe didn't even know how to start a conversation with her own parents.

     The whole reason for Chloe’s room being almost exclusively white was because she hoped that in doing so it would ensure that Snoweys coat would stay white year round. So far it hasn't been put to the test since summer hadn't arrived. But Chloe doubted that she was a match for the laws of nature. While Chloe was a bright girl, her goofy side still showed. And my bad side.
    Chloe had found the Lepus othus leveret in the wild when she had gone with her parents to Alaska. The mother had just been killed by an arctic fox along with the rest of the offspring in the nest. As much as her parents argued about her interfering with nature Chloe could not leave the tiny snowball of a animal to die. 

   She scared the predator away. That was the easy part. It was a nightmare getting the young hare through customs. 

   The reason for the trip was that her parents had been there on assignment. They were check if the rumors of the locals that the permafrost of tundra regions were thawing at the wrong time of the year were true. A documentary crew accompanied them throughout the entire time that Chloe and her parents wandered the Alaskan tundra using high tech equipment to test the permafrost, and take ground temperatures, even using special devices to test the moisture in the air. All boring.

    At least her father Benjamin Campbell had a sense of humor. And he wasn't afraid to crack a joke or two when the cameras were rolling. Her mother, Gloria, was the opposite. She was all doom and gloom, temperatures are rising and there’s nothing we can do about, all that stuff. She was right about green house gases being the culprit behind the thawing, which were proven to be all too real. Chloe felt kind of embarrassed about the things that her mother said, and to make it worse the nature shows that her mom and dad appeared on have a large fan base. 

    Even a number of the kids from her school watched The End of Nature, Extinct habitats, Expedition Blunders, and Curiosity Sent The Cat Around The Globe. All of them were among the highest rated nature shows to ever exist. Why the ridiculous mouth full of name a Curiosity Sent The Cat Around The Globe was a hit, was beyond her. Of those shows her personal favorite was Expedition Blunders, her father was pretty funny in the episode he appeared in. Laughter was a rare luxury Chloe ever had the joy of experiencing.

    The most memorable experience of her life occurred during a rather eerie trip to Chernobyl. Chloe, her family, and the entire documentary crew had to wear Hazmat suits. Her father had whispered to her, "Those aliens following us are giving me the creeps." He had been referring to the documentary crew who shuffled after them like robots carrying all kinds of equipment. There erratic breathing making creepy sucking sounds the entire time. He didn't know until later that their highly sensitive sound equipment had been recording the entire time.

    Sucking sounds. Chloe spit in a trashcan. How would I have known thinking of that trip would bring back the memories? Everything does. The memories are always coiled up like snakes ready to strike and inject their sadness inducing venom. I've always wanted a poisonous snake to bite me on my family's trips to South America so I can die without causing my parents too much grieve. I'm disappointed it hasn't happened. 
     The Chernobyl trip was interesting, but what it really was was an eye opener. A nuclear disaster had snuffed out all forms of life, hundreds of miles around the disaster site. And prior to the trip all animal life just died around the site where the nuclear meltdown took place. Nobody knew why yet, and they still didn't. Some speculated that secret tests for nuclear weapons had taken place there. Perhaps dirty bombs that spread something like fallout that could actually kill people rather than just be a weapon of mass disruption. Like the ones that were recently used in Ashdod and Tel Aviv. 

    But, why had been allowed to film in the place? Maybe they didn't care about their safety, they probably counted on them dropping dead from radiation sickness sometime soon. I wouldn't mind. 

    Who "They" were if there any, was unknown. However, the horror of nuclear destruction remained. Chloe could only begin to imagine what a nuclear war could do to the natural world she had grown to love. Just thinking about it broke her heart. Just as seeing all the animals fighting in her dream had. 

    It's already happened in Africa. Will it happen anywhere else? I don't think my barely beating heart could handle it. Why are we humans so destructive? We live a parasitic lifestyle slaughtering each other for our own benefit. We may primarily live a commensalistic relationship, but that is still a form of living only for ourselves. Rarely do we live in mutualism in which we can help each other grow and come closer together. 
   Chloe opened Snoweys cage and took him out. It was time for his exercise in the backyard of her Omaha, Nebraska home. She slipped on a pair of slippers and snatched her field notes journal and a pen on her way out. It was also a diary full of dark memories of her not too distant past. The sprawling frantic sloppy writing was evidence of it. And the tear stains.

                                          *************************

   Stacey was the second of the Westerners to wake up from the dream. She brushed her short dark brown hair away from her eyes and got out of bed. The old clock hanging from a rusty nail against the wall read 6:48. Stacey was used to waking up earlier than other kids. She had to since she walked to school everyday. She did so because her dad didn't own a car, and wouldn't have taken her if he had one anyways. Riding the bus was a dreadful experience she did not want to repeat. 

   Stacey walked barefoot over the cold wooden floor to the window. She pushed the baby blue shades aside and looked at the sky. It was a dark bluish gray. The crescent moon was still visible. She saw the paper boy toss the morning newspaper in people’s front lawns. He skipped her house. 

   No newspaper was dropped on her lawn. It was always barren. A few years back the grass on the side of the street had been left to grow wild. Only when the city people sent in letters did her father get around to cutting it. Stacey now took the ordeal of cutting it herself with a heavy rusty old lawn mower that only worked fifty percent of the time. And never for long periods of time. 

   She closed the shade and got dressed choosing generic clothes on purpose. In one of her clothes drawers she kept a Bible that she had to hide from her anti-religion father. She pushed it further back and covered it lightly so as to not leave an obvious bulge where it was. She knew that her father often raided her room for beer money. 

    She dug out her work uniform and stuffed it in her backpack. She went straight to work as a waitress as soon as school ended. The customers ussually gave her hefty tips. It was like they knew that she needed it. The faded red and khaki uniform in her backpack was the only one she owned. She washed it every night during the summer when she worked. During the cool weather of this time of year she only did so every two days. Her work shoes were also her school, and casual shoes.

   The sky blue paint with a grayish tint on the walls of Stacey's room was oppressing and threatening in the twilight. It was like she was surrounded by fathomless stormy ocean water in her rectangular room. The rest of the house was the same color. Stacey had not only bought the paint for the house but also did all the painting herself. The paint had cost a fortune considering she was on a budget. Her father hadn't worked ever since he had been fired from his job as a garbage truck driver.

   Stacey's room was originally the living room but years ago when her mother still lived there and before her father had become a drunk he had built a wall and door to isolate a large portion of the living room from the rest of the house. Thus, making the one bedroom home into a two bedroom house. In a way it became her parents master bedroom when they were together. Her dad now had his sleeping quarters in what used to be Stacey's room as a child. Her father never told her why he insisted on trading rooms with her when her mother left. She assumed it gave him bad memories being in the room where he and her mother spent their time together when they were a happy family. They were always poor but they were rich in love and compassion.  

   When she was done dressing she looked at her reflection in a large wood framed mirror. Stacey saw a teenage girl wearing fading blue jeans and a gray sweatshirt. Stacey was beautiful and knew it. No matter what she wore she always got a lot of interested looks from guys. It was like they found her the most interesting thing to look at in all of Mandan High School.

   Any other girl would have taken in all the attention if they were in her body. But Stacey didn't see things that way. She didn't live by the same rules as the youth of today. She sighed. What has the world come to? Well not my friend Veronica. Stacey grabbed her backpack and crept toward her door. She cautiously opened the creaking door. 

   The house was quiet, which was a good thing Stacey did not want to have her morning begin with verbal abuse from her father. She tiptoed through her small house toward the bath room. She brushed her teeth and stepped out of the puny room. She headed for the front door taking baby steps. She wished a back door existed.

  Her tiny home was lovely and vibrant because of her hard work around the house. Her dusting and cleaning of windows until they sparkled like crystal in the sunlight more than made up for the short comings of the rotting floorboards and the deteriorating of the walls and roof. She even cleaned the dust off of all the ceiling fans which no longer worked. Stacey smiled at her work. Her father on the other hand had never done anything around the house but make a mess which she would promptly clean up.

   Stacey jumped when she heard someone say, "Goodbye sweetie." The floor boards strained under her sudden movement. The voice was that of her father, not of a burglar.

   She turned to the kitchen and saw her father sitting on an old wooden chair smiling at her. He looked ten years younger his senior. She couldn't recall any time she had seen him so happy. Even Stacey’s mother said the happiest she had ever seen him was when he held her in his arms when she was first born. The sight of him without a beer can in his grip didn't compute. 

   Stacey thought her dad was just trying to be funny. She waved at him and said, "Bye dad," as she headed out the door. Before the door closed Stacey heard her dad say, "I love you." I do to, I just wish you really did. You haven't called me Sweetie since when? Nine, ten years ago? She wondered if he was just acting nice because he wasn't about to ask her to cook him some breakfast. A meal he never ate, he would skip right to drinking a beer. Dad, that's just not healthy.
                                 **********************************

  Andrew awoke with a start not immediately registering why he could still hear the ringing sound from the dream. "Oh yeah, the puzzle clock," Andrew grumbled, his hand over his mouth like a muzzle. He felt a little nauseous like he had spent the night in an ogres lair. For once the clock was good for something as a nightmare reliever. It was almost enough for him to become a believer in such things. 

  He pushed down roughly on the clock. In a too toughly manner, because it slipped off the counter and fell with a muffled thud onto the carpeted floor. A piece of it clipped off and bounced on one of his toes. His father's niece had given him that clock. 

  Andrew never understood why his odd cousin Vivi gave him a puzzle clock that when assembled looked like a ship dock. At least it doesn't ring with the sound effect of a horn. I would've made her wish she had never been born. Nah, we have a sworn friendship. 

  He felt bad keeping secrets from her as well. But he was afraid she would tell her friends, or worse her dad Rodger. And if he got word of the tragedy he would no doubt get word to his wife Terry who was his dad's sister turning a bad situation worse. Andrew had been living in isolation with his inner demons that shredded his soul day and night never giving him rest. 

  A confrontation with his father where he would know that he was a sinner was what he dreaded. Would there be a fight? How much would his already dwindling sanity spill from his being? It took more and more force of will to live with his demons every day that went by. What would I ever do if I didn't have the talent of being sly? Andrew opened his eyes a pinch, they closed involuntarily when sunlight seeping in through the half opened blinds struck them. Dust particles were seemingly leaping through the rays of light. He flung himself to his left and sat on the bedside his eyes still closed. 

   Andrew slowly lifted his eyelids and made his way to a dresser. His vision hadn't quite adjusted to the new light so he stumbled through the haze of his room like a kid who had just gone three rounds with a professional boxer. Andrew bent down and pulled open the drawer were he had a storage of shirts. He randomly pulled out a plain Navy blue T-shirt, then opened two other drawers one containing socks and boxers, the other pairs of pants. Like with his shirts he pulled out the first things his hands got a hold of and kicked the drawers closed. 

   By now his vision had adjusted to the ambiance of the room. He kicked a bible on the floor across the room like it were something vile. Andrew stalked to his door and threw it open and it hit the outer wall with a boom. Andrew was six foot five, any taller and he would have to duck to get through the doorway of his room. He was blond haired and blue eyed. He was not handsome by any stretch of imagination. But his impressive physique, intellect and ability to be charming whenever he felt like it was enough to attract girls. 

   Andrew went into the restroom to brush his teeth then he grabbed his high quality backpack on the floor next to his snoring father on the coach. "Rest well dad," Andrew said storming out of the house. I'm sorry for what I've done to to this family. For your continued content it is necessary you never know what I did. His friend Sam was waiting for him on the curb in his red pickup truck. Loud rock music blared from inside. One of these days that racket is going to turn his brain into grain, Andrew thought climbing into the truck where music boomed like an exploding mine field. 

   Sam gave him a mock military salute and zoomed off toward school before Andrew put on his seat belt. It was reason enough for a dispute. "I thought I told you to lower the volume of this trash when you are in proximity of the Major," Andrew said trying to be heard over the music. Major was a nickname Andrew had for his dad. His dad was done with the Army but he was now a part of the National Guard, but weren't they the same? He never called his dad that since he wouldn't be able to talk ever again if he did. Mr. McCarthy liked to be called by the title of, "Dad" not his military rank. Andrew respected his father, not because he wanted to be frank. But because it was the least he could do for him. 

    "What was that Majors son?" Sam said.

    "I said you have no right owning a drivers license!" 

    "Gotcha!" Sam said passing a stop sign.

    "One of these days you're going to become a traffic fatality statistic," Andrew said tisk tisking. It was a mean thing for him to say. Sam stuck a finger in his ear and pretended to clean it out. "How did me and you become friends again?" Andrew joked. Andrew sighed.

   You were the first friend I ever had. Never before you came along did anyone want to have anything to do with me. I wanted to be popular, but it turned out that being popular came with a price. Just like in Africa were to get a sack of rice it often cost the murder of other starving villagers to get, the price I paid for popularity was... my sanity. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like if I was still a friendless bony nerd and not the phony that I am today. At least I would have been as free as a bird. Now I'm only a prisoner to my pain. The thing is I have the keys, but I can't seem to find the lock. 
   Andrew reached out to the trucks stereo controls and turned it off. Sam didn't complain, nobody did to Andrew, and he didn't have to explain why. Andrew smiled to himself resting his head against the headrest and closed his eyes. He found the silence both relaxing and scary. Can I carry on like this? Scaring others just like kids used to scare me? How dare I be such a... such a monster.
    And then he thought of the dream that he couldn't seem to get out of his mind. What did I find out about myself during that scary nightmare? That I am losing my sense of reality because I seemed to have blended all forms of insanity to create one crazy night terror. And how had it ended? He couldn't remember. The last thing he recalled was that he was running toward an open field full of snow. The fighting animals he would never forget, along with the storm of fire and ice. It was all going to affect his focus in Mandan High School. 

    A bird flew in front of the trucks path and was almost hit. Traffic fatality statistic, Andrew was glad Sam hadn't heard him say that.  Last year in their sophomore year of school they had both almost become that. But maybe they were meant to, perhaps then things would have turned out differently that fateful night if he hadn't been given the second chance to survive and grow up to have a baby someday.  

    There are many ways for a man to ease his pain. He can drink his worries. He can smoke them away and tell pipe stories. He can go inside a bunch of women. He can eat them away in an all day lunch and gain weight. He can inflect pain on himself to try and match what he feels inside. He can choose to die not unlike other pained men through out history. He can try and figure out why he hasn't died from his misery. He can take joy in knowing that he doesn't have to be alone in his pain. He can take a walk in the rain. He can ask for a hand like a boy there's so much compassion he can gain. He can go stand at a lake marveling at the sight. He can listen to the wolves of the land howl to the moon in yearning unable to ever reach it on any night. He can watch the sun rise and see a world burning in darkness become bright. He can make everything right. He can be happy knowing everything will be alright. He just has to believe that relieve will come.

    Andrew did all the bad choices, and none of the good ones. Through it all he was sad, and he couldn't help but be mad at himself for veering away from making the right choices. His conscience was like a drunk driver steering around a tight turn on a canyon road. Always one turn from plunging over the edge and burn in the flames of the wreckage until the light from the fire dies out. 

                             ******************************************* 

   Daniel awoke gasping and shivering with fear. What had scared him in the dream? He could remember the first half of the dream, but the rest was a blank empty dark space in his head. He had no memory of it. He slid out of bed still shivering. The suns rays penetrated the blue curtains of the single large window in his room.

   His erratic shivering slowly subsided. A sunny day was a nice change from what had been the stormiest last few weeks that North Dakota has had in decades. In some parts the Missouri river flooded severely. The whole North American continent had been affected by strange changes in weather. On May 13, in Dallas, the city where he had previously lived a tornado so powerful that the Fujita Scale could not measure it had roared through the metropolis. The damage was catastrophic. Cars, trains, and city buses had been turned into missiles that slammed into buildings with such impact that a few of the smaller buildings crumbled after the constant poundings and explosions.

   The revolutionary new system that allowed Meteorologists to warn the public twenty-five minutes before the deadliest twister in history struck sent people underground while many thought little of it. When it struck no one could have predicted the sheer power it generated. The death toll was confirmed to be nine hundred-eleven. A scary coincidence of a number. 

   The glowing green digits of his high tech digital clock read 6:25. Daniel didn't need to set an alarm to make sure he didn't over sleep. He always seemed to wake up at the same time regardless of how much or how little sleep he got each night. Although during daily light savings time it was a problem. If he didn't set an alarm for then, he would wake up an hour late.

   He walked barefoot to the polished double doors of his closet. Sunlight reflected off the smooth surface. He twisted the shimmering metal knob and walk into the walk through closet. He didn't buy any of the countless assortments of clothes himself. Daniel hated shopping, so his mother did the best she could to buy him clothes that she thought he wouldn't mind wearing. 

   Good thing Daniel could care less about the clothes on his back. He wasn't too self conscience about his body-image. His friends however were constantly telling themselves and him that they had to stick with the latest trends in clothing and getting bigger. Daniel was no stranger to exercise, but he didn't over do it. Though Daniel could wear pretty much everything, there was no way he would ever need all the clothing in lining the walls of the closet. Most of the clothes ended up being donated to less fortunate people by his mother.

   Daniel didn't mind. In fact it made him feel good that the apparel was going to the needy. Maria, Daniel's mother, was a very caring person. She was one of the most well known of the many new residents of Mandan. And so was Issac his father. Which made Daniel a bit of an oddity to kids his age. He had brilliant successful parents, and yet he was as stereotypically awkward, because he fit no stereotype. 

   He was never in any school sport, didn't party, or cut classes. He wasn't a loner, but at the same time wasn't an outgoing type of person. He wasn't girl crazy, he was a good student, while at the same time a cunningly bad one. He was smart in one subject and clueless in the next. He was five nine and one hundred and forty pounds, and could bench almost twice that much. He could be charming with girls without even knowing it. He wasn't too emotional, but at the same time wasn't heartless. If there was a stereotype to describe him, he didn't want to know it.

   Daniel picked out a dark blue almost black T-shirt, blue jeans, and brown leather boots. He threw in a belt with a real silver buckle for good measure. Nobody would see it since he wasn't going to tuck in his shirt. He often failed to do so in many formal situations when he attended business like parties or dinners with his parents and their colleagues. 

   He tucked the clothes under his arms walking out of the large room. Closet wasn't an appropriate term for the place. He could keep a lion in there and his parents would never know. Daniel had permanently imbedded the gorgeous lion from his dream in his memory. A dream had never been more memorable to him even though a lot of it was completely lost to him. When he was out of the clothes room he kicked the door closed behind him.   

   Daniel walked past the room that used to belong to his brother Steven shaking his head. He had never been fond of his brother for various reasons, and practically bounced off the wall when he moved. But, after a while his absence left this part of the house awfully silent, dead silent. No more would he hear him and his friends watching some stupid sports game with the surround system on high all the way to his room. The bad half of him found that the pros of his absence far out weighed the cons.

   Like every other day before the sound of the television greeted him every morning from down stairs. A male voice coming from the living rooms sixty-inch plasma screen speakers was clearly audible. Daniel's mother always watched the morning news or a talk show. Turning his feet to the right he opened the bathroom door to take a shower.

                                    5. Breakfast and Theories 
   A few minutes later Daniel reemerged from the bathroom fully dressed and followed the scent of freshly cooked bacon and eggs down stairs to the kitchen. By the time Daniel got to the kitchen the aroma of eggs and bacon was so mouthwatering that he could have taken a bite out of the air. "Good morning mom, I see you've cooked me my usual favorite," he said cheerfully. His mother was dressed in her usual brown uniform. Daniel noticed her purse on the dining room table.

      "Yes, I thought I'd make your breakfast today extra special. Because, unfortunately I won't have time to cook breakfast for you as of tomorrow morning", she said setting a plateful of eggs and bacon on the dining room table. 

      "I'll be sure and cherish every bite," Daniel said getting a fork out of the silverware rack. He then walked over to the dining room which was right next to the kitchen. He sat down at the head of the table which was usually occupied by his dad. It was the same basic design as the other chairs, except for one specification. It was the largest of them all. Every chair was of a finely polished mahogany wood. The table which was hidden by a white cover was made from the bark of a red wood tree. Today’s newspaper was in the middle of the table. The cover story caught his eye. The headline read: The worst famine to affect Africa in decades has left more people dead than all of South Americas famines of the previous year combined. "Mom, have you finished reading today’s paper?" he asked jabbing a fork at the newspaper lying in the middle of the table.

       "Yes I have. Makes me feel guilty for having more food than we can eat," she said giving the refrigerator a look full of regret. Daniels stomach suddenly tied up in a knot. He felt bad himself thinking of the people in Africa just struggling for the next days meal, which may only be a dying fish stranded on a river-bank. He didn't even want to think of the days that they ate nothing what so ever.

        He picked up a generous amount of eggs and bacon and brought it to his mouth. The taste wasn't as satisfying with images of starving in his head. Daniel's mind was so preoccupied about the famines of Africa that he forgot to chew and swallowed the eggs and bacon as soon as his jaws clamped shut over the food. "It's not just Africa that food shortages are a concern, this country has been having problems with food demand also. Can you believe it? The only country in the world that can feed its own population is having food problems," my mom said.

        He put another helping of food in my mouth and stared at her chewing carefully. He swallowed and cleared my throat. "Mom, there’s always been food shortages. Things are a bit dicey now because of the Depression. You'll see things are going to get better once the economy picks back up," he said. Did what was happening in America even affect foreign problems? His mother's silence was enough to convince him to keep his mouth shut. 

         "Not that I'm mad over Joseph Cohen’s' decision to keep his revolutionary alchemy breakthrough a secret, I just think he should at least give Israel permission to share some of the platinum that they're producing. I've been overseeing all the news coverage that Channel Seven News studio airs, and I'm thinking how can Israel selfishly swim in all the money they are hauling in while the rest of the world is on the verge of economic collapse?" she said completing changing the subject.

           Joseph Cohen was an Israeli alchemist who had discovered through his research and experimentation how to turn base metals into platinum. Long story short he was the creator of the Philosopher's Stone! To the shock of many however he had been keeping his discovery his own personal secret for a little over a year. He said he was worried about how his discovery would be received by the rest of the world. The moment he made the announcement he became the most famous person on Earth over night. 

           Daniel remembered how every news station hungered to have his face on their prime time broadcasts. He made the front cover on every political or science related magazine imaginable. His recognition wasn't just limited to those two media formats. He also appeared in magazines that had little to nothing to do with scientific breakthroughs. Home, gardening, mechanical, video game, outdoors magazines, and according to my pervert friends the only magazines he wasn’t in were immoral and obscene magazines. Artists mentioned his name in their songs. Authors and film directors begged him for the rights to include him in cameo roles in their works. 

           It was all glamor and fame for Joseph until he made an announcement that shocked the world. "I am sorry to have to say this, but I feel that I am making the right choice. I will not be giving out my platinum converter method to any country other than my homeland of Israel. Again I am sorry to have to tell you this so abruptly. I understand that not every nation is prospering today. Some of you are going through some hard times. Know this I am making you a promise to insure that Israel and our allies will see to help in any way we can. Another very important reason that I am denying any country access to my alchemy secret is because in the wrong hands I fear it could be used for evil purposes. Also it would spare you the ordeal of having to deal with those who would demand to know what you do. By not releasing any information It is my burden alone to bear," he had said in his perfect English, though with a thick Middle-Eastern accent.

          The rest of the speech was a jumbled mess, but Daniel remembered enough to know that the man planned to stick with his decision to the end. Then came the offers to pay billions for even a copy of Cohen's research notes. He had calmly told everybody that he had all his original research destroyed and the only copies were in a secure confidential location and imbedded in his mind. Eventually most countries gave up bribing Joseph Cohen and the Israeli government. Except for Russia, which was showing no sign of being discouraged by the repeated denials. The relationship between Russia and Israel had already been tension filled. Now however Russia was becoming increasingly aggressive toward Israel. 

          In one final attempt of compromise Russia offered Israel four and a half billion rubles for Josephs' top secret alchemy method. The Russians would even convert it to shekels for the Israelis. Israel had almost complied before Joseph Cohen intervened, saying that whatever Russia planned on doing with his closely guarded secret it wasn't going to be good. Eventually the Israeli government with permission from Joseph agreed to give Russia a substantial amount of platinum for only a fraction of what their initial offer to buy off the Philosopher's Stone. Russia was furious. They withdrew their offer and insulted the people and leaders of Israel calling them, "Selfish swines." It made headlines for quite a while.

          As far as everyone was concerned that was the end of Russia’s' campaign to acquire the Philosopher's Stone. No other country dared to even mention the subject with Israel let alone even attempt to make an offer. "Eventually they're going to have to tell the world what the secret to the Philosopher's Stone is. I mean come on if everyone keeps burning fossil fuels at the rate that they are now Global Warming will be inevitable. If this Joseph fellow is as smart as he is made out to be surely he sees how his breakthrough can put an end to the use of fossil fuels altogether," Daniel said in between bites.

          "That is exactly what environmentalists and politicians have been arguing with him about. Unfortunately today’s paper says that on page seven that he has unsurprisingly refused."

          "Huh? They pushed him all the way back to page seven? That guy used to have his face plastered on the front page of everything."

          "Yup, he hasn't been making friends lately."

          "You don't say." Hold on a minute! Israel, platinum, fortune, enemies, Platinum! That was the precious metal in his dream! Was my dream a preview of something to come? Wow, maybe I am taking this too seriously. It's all because of all the Philosopher’s Stone talk. Like any other kid I've been drooling over it, and it's managed to manifest itself in my REM sleep.
          Daniel pondered about the gazelle and bird? The lion he could understand. In the dream he was able to link a lot of the animals with countries. The question was did any country have a gazelle and bird for their national animals. An African country perhaps, the continent is known for an abundance of gazelles. He would have to look it up on the internet sometime during the day. 

         That might not be necessary, if his dream turned out to be more than just a dream the country behind the animals would be revealed as Israel. Meaning his dream was a prediction of the future. Daniel debated on where he had heard of a predicted attack on Israel before, church was possibility. He hadn't been to one on a weekly basis in over two years. And When he did go he never actually paid close attention to what the preacher talked about.

       His parents on the other hand were old fashioned God fearing folks. They often pestered him over the fact that he pretty much censored religion out of his life. But, now he wondered. It is impossible to say that there was definitely not anything supernatural about the dream he had. The facts were: first a dream had never been so vivid before, second he could feel pain when he pinched myself, third the connection of national animals to countries was very accurate from his knowledge, and finally the uncanny prominent role platinum played in the dream.                        

      Daniel's mother glanced at the watch hanging on the wall next to the refrigerator and gasped. "Oh my, look at the time! I need to be on my way to work," she exclaimed gathering her purse from the table briskly heading off to the living and to the front door. The time on the antique cuckoo-clock was 6:44. No reason for him to be alarmed. "Daniel, tell your father I left dinner for you two in the fridge," she called down to him.       

     "Ok, I will. Bye mom!" 

      "See you later."  Daniels mother worked in Bismarck the capital of North Dakota. She was an assistant manager at a newly constructed TV station in the "evolved" downtown area. Why out of all places she decided to move to a medium sized town like Mandan, he did not know. 

      He was glad that they didn't move in when it was still a tiny town in 2009, before the four international multi billionaires Desh Thomnus, George Keller, Santiago Salazar, and Carvell Marseille funded mass construction projects in and around Bismarck.

     Among the things built were sky scrapers, hospitals, a new militia base, and a ton of other things in and around Bismarck. Daniel would have jumped at the chance to move into the city, but no. He wasn't the only one who had frowned upon moving to Mandan. His father put up a good fight against relocating from their former home in Dallas, Texas.

      In the end his father gave in. Nobody ever won in a dispute against his mother. Daniel thought his mom mentioning that the city of Bismarck’s recent construction projects was an irresistible lure to his father's inner architect. In the end his mother was right, as usual. Life in Mandan turned out great for all of them. The house itself was quite impressive, the most impressive for blocks around. As a bonus to living in Mandan the Missouri river was within a reasonable driving distance. Sometimes Daniel just drive there to see the sunset. It was unreal how the setting sun reflected on the waters surface. Like watching two suns at once merging together. He wouldn't be surprised if those trips gave him permanent eye damage.

     Daniel thought it was strange how most city kids grew up never understanding the beauty of the natural world. They became so absorbed with the media. They focused only on material unnecessary things like video games, vulgar music, parties, and just about everything else the other kids enjoyed these days. He'd be lying if he said he didn't enjoy playing his video games and watching movies on his spare time. But he didn't let them rule his life. He preferred to make his own decisions, not go with the current trends that said misconduct was cool.

    The Missouri river was an interesting perk to his move. It was the kind of river one would expect a Native American to row a canoe in even today, with a wolf pack howling in the distance. Daniel once took a girl named Natalie out on a date to the river bank for a picnic in a new park that been constructed. The date bombed, because apparently he hadn't been paying her any attention. She said he was to occupied looking on the opposite river bank, to even look at her while she was explaining how much high school had changed as the population in town grew. He hated to admit it, but she had every reason to ditch him after that date. 

    The only thing he recalled clearly was, "Less than seven years ago you couldn't even see Bismarck across the river. Now that much of the land has been stripped and cemented over we can see towering buildings that people would have laughed at if you told them about if they hadn't heard about the project or seen them with their own eyes."

    To which he replied with something along the lines of, "Uh huh." After that she was silent as they ate from the basket he brought along. Natalie loved the food and asked if he had prepared it himself. He could have lied and said he did to impress her, but he was honest and gave the credit to his mom. Nobody who tasted the food she made ever complained. They complimented. 

    That was the only thing she and Daniel really communicated about, for however brief a time. It was not enough to make up for the time he had spent admiring the gleaming Bismarck skyline. They had no further dates and never talked during school. The chance of Natalie and him ever becoming anything more than peers was astronomical. It was a shame really; she was such a cute and smart girl.   

    The state capital across the river had changed dramatically in a period of just twenty-one months, thanks to the staggering crew of five-hundred and thirty-six construction workers hired to make Bismarck an industrial major city, where Canadians could trade America for much needed food resources. Skyscrapers many stories taller than the previous tallest building in the state of North Dakota were erected in no time. Whenever Daniel went to kick-back on the river bank during sunset the construction workers were usually packing up for home. But, with every visit it never ceased to amaze him how much the city expanded. 

                               6. The Bismarck Propaganda News 

    Daniel often had to remind himself that he wasn't looking at Dallas across the Missouri river. The expansion of Bismarck took the state out of running for least populated of the fifty United States. People from both neighboring and distant states began flocking into Bismarck and neighboring suburbs. There were also a considerable amount of foreign new comers, primarily from Canada. They wanted to escape the poverty and lack of food resources in their homeland.

    When the majority of the construction projects were completed high-ranking business people fought to purchase spots in the many floors of the sleek new sky scrapers. In no time at all the population of Bismarck was already near twice what the entire state of North Dakota used to be. With the growing number of people, demand for more housing was required to accommodate the newcomers. New homes and businesses were constructed in Bismarck and neighboring towns such as Mandan, which now had a population of fifty-three thousand residents. Daniels house was among those built. The only reason no one else had claimed ownership to the house, was because the staggering sale price scared everyone except his parents away. 

     As much as Daniel had said otherwise the move was a nice change from the hustle and bustle of a big noisy city. The people were friendly, at least the ones he had met so far. He could walk around the neighborhood without worrying about drive by shootings, muggers, or drug-dealers, at least not in the part of town he lived in. Daniel had lived in Mandan long enough to hear about rumors of an alleged rise in crime in the poor part of town. 

     Nothing as big as murders, mostly drugs, domestic violence, burglaries, and gang activity. Supposedly a few of the gangs consisted of satanic cultists. Daniel Hoped the latter was just that, a rumor. Either way none of that belonged in North Dakota which unless he heard wrong was among the most religious of the fifty states. Teen drinking however was starting to become a major concern.

     Just last year two deadly accidents occurred in one night. There had been a hit and run, and another accident where three girls were run over on ironically one of the best lit roads in town. The hit and run never left his memory because it had occurred on his street and he was awake to hear the crash. The deaths of all three girls was tragic but so very avoidable. They had no reason to be in the streets at night to begin with. The driver that ran them over faced charges for driving while intoxicated and three charges of manslaughter. The accident had motivated kids to stay off the streets beyond curfew. At least most of them.

     The rise in crime in little old North Dakota however, was nothing compared to the recent unprecedented increase of violent crimes in Texas. One particularly horrible cold-blooded murder Daniel heard about on the news was the murder of an entire family in a remote rural home. As if the slaying of the family wasn't enough the killer or killers hung the father in his own cornfield like a scarecrow. 

     The news report showed footage of his ravaged farmland. Nearly every crop was torn apart. Fruits and vegetables had been crudely torn from their source. The whole incident was so shocking that many reporters were unable to comment at the scene. To this day the case is unsolved. There was no apparent motive for why the family was killed to give the crime scene investigators any leads on the matter.

     Only theories were the only evidence to work off. Some said they were killed by neighbors who were jealous of the family's fortune on having a prospering garden of food. Why they went as far as killing them made the theory sketchy. From there the theories go from unlikely to downright crazy. One of the latter theories was that it was done by aliens who were technologically advanced, but couldn't make their own food. The lunatics said that the aliens had gotten tired of making crop circles as a way of demanding that more food be grown, and instead just killed the people and took the food to their ship. If that were true why did the aliens flatten the crops in the first place if they wanted them to bear food? 

     That was only in Texas. Every time Daniel got on the internet and looked at the latest news on the homepage a new violent crime in the states and beyond never ceased to ruin his day. The really scary thing was that not much was being done to counteract the crimes. Police forces weren't being expanded, and security systems prices have not been lowered a cent. People said it was because cops would receive smaller salaries if more were employed. 

    The only thing that had been done was that a couple of states that had previously not had a death penalty now did. Like that would discourage criminals. It has only managed to make them be more precise in wiping all traces of their presence at the crime scenes. Not to mention the protests rallied by the pacifists. Often what began as a peaceful expression of the right to petition would often become bloody riots when people who were for the law the rebels were opposing. 

    The recent depression, that was appropriately dubbed the "Greater Depression" sure did change the world for the worst. Daniel wondered how the billionaire quadruple force could waste their money on funding the construction of new buildings for greedy business tycoons. He didn't mind making it into an import and exports trading place between Canada and America. It was a good way to keep the Canadians happy since they had trouble with feeding their people even before the famines and Depression. 

     Daniel heard his mother open the front door and then head out closing it behind her. Daniel wolfed down his breakfast, and then went over to the sink to rinse off the plate. He put the plate and fork on edge of the glistening metal of the sink noticing there was a plate in it. His mother would wash it later. Leaving the plate and fork next to the sink sent a feeling of guilt through him. His mom was busy enough as it was, she didn't deserve to come home to house full of dirty dishes everyday. 

     Ignoring his conscience to wash the dishes Daniel picked up the newspaper and studied the color picture under the main headline about the African famines. The picture was disturbing. A line of bone thin people were sitting in the middle of what was supposed to be a field of vegetable crops. It was nothing more than a dried up spit of cracked earth with dead sun scorched corn stalks, and countless other indistinguishable crops. The caption under the photo sent a chill down his spine. 

                                  ********************************

   Andrew read the caption from today's copy of The Bismarck News that Sam had handed to him, Is the world past its carrying capacity? Andrew put the paper down. Did he really want to read more about this stuff? He didn't know if it was just him, but over the last couple of months he noticed that there had been a lot of media attention on population issues. Everywhere Andrew looked, magazines, television, movies, even comic books had references of overpopulation. The thick of it however was in the news and newspapers nation wide. Andrew knew that the propaganda was spreading like a tide because he looked up various states newspapers on the internet.

    His AP Government and Environmental Science courses in school went in depth on the subject. According to what the teachers were teaching the worlds population was all over the place. In Environmental Science class in particular Andrew recalled a video shown about the potential disastrous consequences if the world’s population continued to increase at the rate it was going. To him it was a load of nonsense. He wasn't so sure anymore. With all the attention it was getting lately something had to be up. 

   A part of Andrew actually wanted something to happen on a big scale. Not like the African Civil War which had almost destroyed the entire continent. But something that would provide a sense of adventure. The other part of him wondered what he would do if something did go down. What if the Government released a virus that made people go crazy like in the latest zombie movies. He was a big fan of those.

   Andrew crumbled the newspaper into a giant ball and let it fall on the truck floor. "I thought you liked reading the paper," Sam said.

   "It's starting to feel like déjà vu, know what I mean? For the what thousandth time we're being told that there are too many of us and we're suffering because of it. Whoever writes this stuff doesn't do a very good job of hiding the fact that it's propaganda," Andrew said flattening the paper underfoot. 

   "Yup, but there’s more to it than that."

   "You're not saying-"

   "That's exactly what I'm saying Sam. Do you remember the Merion Foulster scandal?" Andrew nodded. The scandal happened during the time when countries all over the world had been facing agricultural and economic hardships the likes of which they had only experienced in their darkest hours. In Africa droughts dried up fields and water sources, rendering most of the land unusable for growing food. It resulted in the most devastating state of famine the people of Africa ever faced. The toll had been estimated to have been as high as seven-hundred and eighty-three thousand.  

    Organizations who pledged themselves on providing food for the people of Africa were overwhelmed. Merion Foulster, the head of one of the largest and well known of these organizations made a highly controversial statement regarding the matter. In an interview he said, "Sometimes I can't help but think, why don't we just get Africans who live in such isolated rural places into more urbanized areas? It would make our job of feeding them a whole lot easier. Plus it would allow us to incorporate the costs that it would take to travel to these isolated regions on more field equipment and hiring more workers. Not to mention the risk our relieve workers face from being ambushed by guerrilla soldiers whenever they deliver the food and personal. Because, quite frankly I think my workers shouldn't be putting their lives in jeopardy supplying food to villagers who will probably have it stolen by War lords. So the way I see it, the only way to really know if we are even helping keep these people alive would be by stationing American troops there, and since the military is currently has it's handful in North Korea and the Middle-East I don't see that happening. Besides, would we Americans really want to be drawn into a war in a country we have no business in?"

     His words sparked revolt among citizens, who accused him of being a racist. Many however defended his position. Mr. Foulster argued back to the former saying, "I am sorry about what I said, it was foolish and unethical. It's just that I have been under extreme stress for the last couple of days. Our relieve efforts in the African continent have drained the majority of our budget and assets, and you can imagine the shock I received when not much had changed in Kenya sense I made it my company’s top priority. I wondered what were we doing wrong. It finally hit me that it was out of my corporations league to be fighting against the clock to ship and deliver food goods and healthcare to the needy in the middle of a civil war. That is why I say it is not our fault we have failed to bring any relieve in Africa, but that of the United Nations for their apparent negligence of the matter." He disappeared two days later after making that statement.  

     "So do you really think that the people in Africa are really being left to fend for themselves?" Andrew said. Sam had slowed his driving speed below the speed limit. If Andrew had known before that serious conversation would get his friend to obey traffic laws he would had have done it every day. 

     "Unless you can give a reason why Mr. Foulster disappeared off the face off the Earth after he made his second public statement. You know, the one where he accused the UN of slacking," Sam said.

     "Uh huh, but, I still don't get what you're trying to say."

     "Well look at it this way. He makes the first statement a couple of people hate him for it, but nobody in politics gives a hoot about it. But, he speaks something totally different that came from his heart, and then poof he vanishes."

     "Are you sick with the flu or something?" Andrew frowned, his friend Sam was talking like a quack. Andrew could be stubborn, he didn't deny it, but also strong minded. He wasn't going to let the mumbo jumbo of the nut cases get to him. It didn't surprise him in no way that Sam had become obsessed with what didn't exist. 

     Andrew did particularly well in science and math courses. He also had the gift of being skilled in automobile mechanics. If he was asked to work on a vehicle he didn't know about, he simply went to a store with automobile manuals and soaked in the information like a sponge. Of course he charged fees to fix the cars of the kids at school. His dad was the only one who got his mechanical services for free. Andrew had quite a business going. The money was always flowing. 

     But what I'm feeling no amount of cash can sooth. I use my money not for drugs or alcohol to ease my pain but to buy car parts so I can gain

     "Andrew, listen to me and look at the situation logically. What are the odds that the man just up and left his position as one of the wealthiest men in the US? Did he move to some isolated island paradise? He wasn't kidnapped so what could have happened?"

     "He was too old to be kidnapped, adult napped maybe," Andrew said. Sam was not amused by his lame attempt at humor. "Foulster was an avid hunter you know. He probably just got lost in a forest somewhere after going hunting solo. People do get lost in the wild Sam." Sam seemed to be debating on what to say next. Andrew was convinced he had shut up his friend.

     "So he just packed up and went hunting without telling anyone? Not even his daughter?" 

     "You ask so many questions dude. Just drive would you?" Andrew said and turned up the trucks music full blast the beat thumped quicker than an athletes heart. When he noticed that Sam had pulled in to a street that wasn't on the way to school he lowered the volume.

     "School is the other way you know," Andrew said. 

     "Don't worry teacher’s pet I'm just going to pick up Carl," Sam said. 

     "Doesn't he have a car? A rather nice one if I do say so myself."

     "It broke down on him last night. He wants you to come fix it for him after school."  

     "I'll look into it." Andrew was thrilled. Carl was a rich kid, and Andrew would be sure to get a hefty amount of green stuff from him that was for sure. Andrew saw a cat picking at something in a ditch. A slight wind was blowing the dying leafs on trees. 

     The streets were almost completely devoid of activity. He saw a woman working in her garden, and a man washing his car, but that was about it. It's already fall and that lady is still attending to her precious garden like it'll matter in a couple of days.
     "Dude, how many people do you think are taking a day off work today?" Sam said. On a typical business day a lot of rich people would have been pulling out of their driveways in their perfect little cars. Not today. He only saw about four driving down the road. One was full of chattering kids; the mother had her head facing the kids in the back while the car drove forward. Another careless driver.
     "The ones that are sick with the flu I guess," Andrew said when the mother passed by. 

     "Bingo, a flu that for whatever reason is spreading like a plague, it could be a-"

     "Zip it you silly quacking goose!" Andrew said. He had no desire to listen to any more of Sam’s gibberish. He had already been lectured about military jet spraying chemtrails over towns consisting of genetically engineered chemical agents or viruses. He switched the trucks stereo to the A.M. frequency and switched to a random station playing classical music. The amplified voice of a hip-hop artist boomed from the speakers. The windows, and the backs of their seats vibrated as the truck zoomed down the road. Andrew laughed at the face his friend made.   

                                        **********************************

       Stacey walked in the grass on the side of the road. The clouds were graying becoming darker by the minute. The air grew colder much like it had in her dream. She power walked confident she would make it to school before the rain. A red pickup truck zoomed by loud music screamed from inside. It was the same one she saw every morning on her way to and from school. 

      Once a boy from the truck shouted out an innuendo to her. Compared to what the guys from the bus that picked up the kids in her neighborhood sometimes said when they passed her walking it was nothing. In front of her two stories off the ground stood a lonely billboard that had its advertisement changed almost periodically. 

      Recently though the image and message it conveyed was unnerving. It featured a tramp begging an extraterrestrial being for food and shelter. In the background a large globe of the Earth had the words: Sorry No More Room in large red lettering. Everyday Stacey passed that image she shuddered. The scary thing was that the message it stated was crystal clear to Stacey. The government was telling the public that the world is overcrowding.

       She knew so because it was an advertisement for Planetary Estates. She and some friends used to drive around the place freshman year, when it was in the building process. The construction sites became more and more less like dirt and supplies spits of land into actual homes. There had been so much activity going on at once. It was kind of like watching worker bees going in and out of bee-hives. Where there were worker bees there was a higher power. In this case the Government. 

      Of course the bike she used wasn't hers. Veronica had let her have it. And now that someone stole it I now have to walk to school every day. Veronica was the only one of her friends who knew how she lived. What did it matter that they were from different social classes? Nothing for her, but her other friends wouldn't understand, they were so swayed by the Medias way of thinking for the new modern age. If only they could understand that it’s the person inside that counts not their wallet size. 

      Stacey felt the tiny bulge of her wallet in her jeans. She didn't have any money in it at the moment, but what it did contain was priceless. In it she had various old miniature photos. One was an aged family picture. At the time when the photo was taken she was six years old, and her father had not taken up drinking yet. Another was a photo that Veronica took of her and Whisper, an injured stray Rottweiler that she had found when he was only a puppy. He died tragically. 

      The third and last photo was of Stacey and her mother both dressed for Church. Her father wasn't in it not because he was the one taking the picture, but because he would not do anything that even hinted of involving religion of any kind. And changing the word religion to meaning something different and deeper only made it worse. In a way he was like the Government of our house. However, the real Government was a lot more mysterious.   

       It was a Government that spent more money on seemingly thinking up new ideas to further chop down land, and cement the whole place over. While the concrete jungle expanded, land that during these times of need could have been cultivated for agricultural use disappeared. The average person didn't care that the land becoming increasingly more valuable by the minute was being buried in concrete. When a time comes when it becomes essential for their survival that the fertile earth they have condemned to an early grave be dug up all that will be found is dry broken dirt. If even a quarter of the cemented earth throughout the states was to be uncovered it would result in a catastrophe that would make the Dust Bowl look like a speck of dust.

        If not enough food can be produced in the farmlands currently in use today to feed the world’s people, what will the Governments of the world do? So far they were just waving a finger at the people telling them it's their fault for making too many descendants. From Stacey’s knowledge the United States was only at a miniscule risk of becoming overpopulated enough until they officially ushered in famine conditions. It may not really be her knowledge, if the conspiracy obsessed people were right the Government was going to actually create a state of famine themselves.

       It was almost like the Government regretted that miracle cures for once incurable diseases where discovered during the early days of the Greater Depression. There were also the vaccines that eradicated a few of the most deadly diseases that used to kill hundreds of thousands of people yearly. The world mortality rate decreased dramatically as a result. It resulted in a world full of more people, but a lot like her who were poor, were looked at as less than worthy of being alive. Those people considered themselves the dominant beings and the rest were killed off by natural selection.  

      Almost everywhere Stacey went there were illustrations and disguised text about overpopulation in plain sight. It reminded her of how the Government would spread propaganda about communism in Russia. They gave it the dramatic name of the Red Scare and posted up posters featuring creepy pictures of how communism was threatening to spread throughout the world like a plague. Fear over communism was understandable, but this? This was just preposterous. 

      Stacey didn't know who was to blame. What was certain was that some political figure or group was not happy with the number of people alive today. Stacey wondered why. If they were concerned about being unable to feed the poor it shouldn't be too much trouble to transport food. The depression wasn't a good excuse for not being able to spare a few food goods. Tons of foods are never consumed and just ends up in landfills. And acts of kindness shouldn't have price tags attached to them. Were people really so heartless they could allow less fortunate around the world to starve? 

    She already knew the answer. Of course they could, they were doing it now. They might even be making it worse. As Stacey walked along the nearly vacant road she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the wind.  

                                   7. Phone and Car troubles
   Eitan and his family had discussed for hours what they each thought was meant by all of them having dreamed the same dream. Jonina didn't know what to say other than it was scary. His father thought it could all be a one of a kind coincidence. "Maybe it's because we let father do the cooking," said Zeev.  Nobody was amused.

   "Zeev! How can you joke at a time like this!" Ochria said. 

   "Sorry," Zeev said. Zeev put a hand over the gauze rolled around his elbow. He had a serious cut hidden under all that cloth. Eitan couldn't believe a simple fall could do such a thing to a guy. Then again Zeev wasn't the most coordinated person he knew. He fell right on a jagged rock that just happened to be lying around for him to bash his elbow on it.

   "Mother I'm tired," said Jonina. 

   "Go ahead and sleep Jonina. I'll wake you in the morning," Ochria said. 

   "But what if I have the bad dream again?" 

   "You won't Jonina." Jonina went back to her room. She left the light on and the door open.

   "Mom, what do you think all this could mean?" Eitan said when he was sure his sister was in bed and out of ear shot.

   "Eitan, how much do you know about the book of Ezekiel?"

   "Huh? What do you mean?" 

   "First of all do you know that a gazelle, and Hoopoe are the State of Israel’s national animal symbols?"

   "Whats a Hoopoe?" 

   Ochria sighed. "It's the bird that was always with the gazelle in the dream. It had orange feathers on the top of its head," she said demonstrating what she meant by putting her spread out fingers behind her head. 

   Eitan understood what she meant.

   "You're saying the whole dream was about the prophesied attack on Israel?!"  

   She nodded. 

   "I never thought of it that way. I haven't read Ezekiel in ages," Namir said. He had been silent for a while.

   "So what does it all mean?" Eitan said. 

   "I'm not sure Eitan, we do not know of Gods ways." 

   "Do you think it's meant to be a warning?"

   "Again Eitan I know no more than you do at this point." Namir walked past them heading off. 

   "Where are you going Namir?" Ochria called after him. 

   "I'm going to call Guy," he said. He disappeared around the corner. His footsteps echoing behind him. Guy was one of his fathers military friends. He had been a part of the team that had captured the Palestinian terrorists that were the conspirators behind the bombings of ten synagogues in Ashdod and Tel Aviv. It fueled Eitan's hatred of the Palestinian people further. His parents had no idea of his prejudice toward them.

     If they knew they would tell him something like, "You shouldn't hold a grudge against your enemies." Just the thought made him feel hurt. Why do I hate them as a whole? What does a few bombers have to do with the entire people? Why is my hatred  consuming me? Why can't I make it go away? My friend Habil wouldn't have wanted me to live in hate. The events that lead to the bombings originated during the African Civil War. 

     The civil wars raging in Africa had shown no sign of ending. If nothing else the famines in those days caused more political unrest, resulting in more wars. Bloody conflicts were fought over basic necessities like food and water. By the first full year the combined deaths of civil war and starvation had reached over two million. The time and money that countries all over the world put into the relieve effort in Africa was not enough to keep the country from total economic and political collapse. 

     The African Government was effectively powerless. It wasn't long before war lords took advantage of the weakened Government. Within weeks absolute political power belonged to the corrupt. Various dictators arised along with their followers. But for these dictators controlling small spits of sun baked land was not enough. They each wanted to overthrow each other and establish complete rule of the continent. In their greed the dictators gathered their armies and discussed war strategies. 

     Then came the wars that burned the continent. News coverage of the apocalyptic in scale conflicts were shown to a stunned world population. Eitan remembered when he was only twelve that satellite pictures taken when the African continent was in the dark showed what appeared to be lit cities in and around villages and remote areas. In fact they were large chunks of land being burned to the ground. Bombs of enormous power had been launched by armies with the intent of total annihilation of the opposition. In those conflict there were no prisoners of war. 

     There was no way warheads of such power had been readily available the dictators. They had to have supplier contacts in the black market. The problem was those who were trying to put an end to the destruction of Africa didn't know who. It was only a matter of time that non-African countries began to feel threatened by the African Civil War. Fingers were pointed at various Middle-Eastern countries accusing them of supplying Africa with weapons of mass destruction. 

     The accusations angered Iraq and Iran to the breaking point. They warned that if they weren’t allowed to focus on their current conflicts that the accusers were pretty much asking for war. For a while it seemed that the heat was cooling off of them. But then the Israel Government told the world that they had gathered enough evidence to suspect Palestine of trading with African dictators. They accused Palestinians of trading dictators’ weapons of mass destruction in exchange for diamonds and precious metals. Platinum was said to be among the precious metals. With the discovery of a vast amount of the rare metal by a dictator known only as 

     It wasn't long before the Israelis had absolute proof. Palestinians were in fact involved in the war. That discovery shed a whole new light on just whole wide spread the African Civil War was. It wasn't just an isolated war limited within the African border. Eitan was no fool he understood what that could mean for the Israeli people, for him and his family. Him and his family had lived in Tel Aviv at that time. Eitan's father had finally decided to relocate them for a short time to the rural home that they now lived in. It was hours away from the city.

   The decision had been a wise one. Because the Palestinians retaliated with a vengeance after their sworn enemy had been spying on them. On a Sabbath day four Palestinian suicide bombers disguised as Israelis attended four Jewish congregations in both Ashdod and Tel Aviv. It was an act of terrorism that had traumatized Eitan for days afterward. 

     The explosions from the chemical bombs had been so massive that the synagogue structures were obliterated and toxic ash spread throughout the city. There were only forty-eight survivors from the targeted churches. Of that number, thirty-one died from the ash, leaving only seven of the initial church goers alive. The toxic ash from the blast had continued to spread throughout the city of Ashdod. In Tel Aviv the death tolls from the bombs were still unknown.

     An evacuation of the cities was unavoidable. Toxic ash polluted the air with deadly chemicals. The death toll escalated beyond the victims who died in the initial blasts. For days the streets were littered with the dead. It was too dangerous to start the cleanup process while the ash continued to hang over the city like a fog of death. Eitan had watched the world mourn with Israel on television. In time the ash was swept out over the Mediterranean Sea. But the results did not.

     Among the dead more than half were Karaite Jews. Of the seven-thousand and forty-three deaths, not all were ordinary civilians. At one of the targeted churches the wedding ceremony of the mayor's daughter was taking place. She was killed in the bombings along with her son to be husband. The mayor himself was not present, but his wife and many members of his family in attendance were killed in the suicide bombing. The mayor was so grieve stricken by his loses that he resigned from office. He was promptly replaced with Uri Eshkol. 

     No real motive for the bombings in Tel Aviv were uncovered. It appeared it was only to cause panic and more unrest in the Israeli Government. While all that had been happening in the city they had been living Eitan and his family could only wonder if they would ever return home. His sister Jonina had been too young to understand what had been going on. She had kept on asking, "When can we go back home." 

    Eitan's mom could only cry and say, "We might not be returning for a while Jonina." It was soon discovered that the bombs were of a new type of dirty bomb. Unlike the dirty bombs of the past these were not just meant to cause panic, they released extremely deadly chemicals that caused intense radiation sickness like conditions to the people who were exposed to it. It was those chemicals that did most of the killing. It wasn't uncommon for the survivors to develop cancer.

    Eventually the identity of the conspirators of the attacks were discovered by Israeli Special Forces. They discovered that the Palestinians had staged the suicide bombings to assassinate the mayor of Ashdod and cause chaos in the city. The attack was meant to cripple one of Israel’s most important industrial centers. For all intents and purposes they failed. Israel was strong, and would not be weakened by cowards who destroyed themselves killing innocent civilians rather than die with honor against Israel military forces. 

   The day came that the Palestinians came to regret the day they so mercilessly slaughtered innocent civilians and Jews as they worshiped peacefully. From a tip of a Palestinian person whose identity was not released for safety reasons Israeli forces had the possible location of the conspirators.

   Shawkeh Haitham the leader of the terrorists was hiding in an old abandoned water processing plant in the Palestinian territories. On one of the coldest nights ever recorded in the middle-east a team of twenty counter-terrorists Israel Special Forces surrounded the location. The event was not a secret one because somehow the media had gotten word of it.

   Eitan and his family had witnessed the entire thing on television. Of course his sister wasn't allowed to watch. Eitans mother attended to Jonina, mean while Eitan, Zeev, and his father watched the news coverage. The counter terrorist group was not happy with the Medias sudden appearance at the place where the operation was to take place. The Commander in charge had snatched a camera from a cameraman and smashed it on the ground. He said that not only where they in a dangerous place they were interfering with one of the most important operations ever assembled. All media groups were ordered away, but not before the Palestinians attacked. 

     A media vehicle was hit by a rocket propelled grenade killing most of the occupants. An all night standoff ensued between the Counter terrorists and Palestinians. At one point of the firefight the leader was making a get away on an armored sedan. An Arab sniper shot out its back tires stopping the vehicle. Shawkeh Haitham and his driver were captured. Eitan, Zeev, and his father were beyond words. 

     They could only scratch their heads trying to figure out which Arab nation was helping their people. Strangely it was never known who they were. But Eitan thanked who ever they were. Palestinians like many Muslims were known to fight to the death, so the team knew that capturing the leader did not mean they had won. 

     When daylight came the Palestinian side had dispersed all their ammo, and had no more explosives to unleash one more desperate attempt to destroy the Special Forces. All the terrorists were captured. There were no casualties on either side. The two Media people that died that night was tragic, but they had no business being there in that type of situation. A lone cameraman who had stayed in the area around the warehouse captured some of the most amazing battle footage ever recorded. 

    Secretly Eitan had wanted every Palestinian to die. It was a horrible thing to think, but he did. Perhaps it's best if we live out here. And when I'm older I'll just find an even more remote place. I'll need time to think and make myself ready to join society again. People like me who hate their fellow humans should not mingle and spread their plague.
    The Israeli and people of an Arab nation fighting side by side won the hearts of the world. Never before had such an alliance taken place against an uncommon enemy. And probably never again, no further friendship was established between the two. It became something of an unsolved mystery. Little do my parents know that I am also a mystery.
   Eitan's dad returned shortly. "What did you and Guy talk about?" his mom said.

   "Nothing, the phones aren't working," he said, "I was planning on the call to awaken him so I could ask him what he had been dreaming." The phones weren't working? That wasn't good. Without communications how would they call for help if someone in the family got seriously hurt and needed medical assistance? They couldn't just get in a car and be driven over the uneven terrain without paramedics to attend to them. 

    Zeev had already slipped while outside and hit his elbow on a stone. It had quite nearly broken. The nasty wound could be getting infected for all he knew. When his brother changed the gauze he hoped all their was was a scab.

   "So you don't think this was all nothing anymore?" his mom said.

   "Namir, I still do not know what to think." It hit Eitan that what his mom had said before about the prophesied attack on Israel made sense. But how could that be?

   "Mom what if we are supposed to warn the military about the attack?" he said. 

   "Oh Eitan, if that were the case I am sure God would have made it clear. And judging from the phones not working I think he wants us to remain silent."

   "Maybe we are supposed to tell them in person. How about we try driving to err... what city is closest to our location?" Eitan realized that they could not go to Ashdod as it was pretty much a deserted town now. Only a few people lived there and the place still had dangerous levels of radiation.

   "Ochria, Eitan you two stay here. Zeev you can come with me. Just so you know it's going to be a long drive. But I could use you to help me buy supplies while I'm out," his dad said.

   "Why can't I go?" Eitan said.

   "Please Eitan just do as you're told, I'm not asking much of you." Of course you're not, you never do. I watched one of my friends die and all you could say was you're sorry for my lose and stay strong.
   "But-"

   "Stop it Eitan, you are a young man now, act like one." Thanks for letting me know dad. But did you forget that I'm also a young man that watched his friend and other people die?
   "I'm not going father, my arm is still causing me pain, and a bumpy ride won't exactly be comfortable. Eitan can go in my place," Zeev said.

   "Can I?" Eitan said.

   "Fine, but I'd rather you not come." With that Eitan and his dad left Zeev and Ochria. The sun was out and bathed the ground in its radiant light. How much time had past since they had all awakened in the night utterly confused by their dream? An eagle cast a shadow on the dirt and little stray pieces of plant life. His dads all terrain vehicle was parked in the shade of a tree.

    His dad’s car keys jingled as he unlocked the driver’s side door. Eitan waited until the lock on passengers side clicked. When it did he sat down on the worn seat. Dust poofed out from it. Nobody had ridden in the passenger’s seat since they first left Ashdod. 

   "Put your seat belt on Eitan, I know how much you like western culture so this is for you, safety first," his dad said. Eitan did as he was told. The key was shoved into the ignition and the key turned. Nothing happened.

   "That’s odd the engine didn't even sputter," his dad said. Eitan wouldn't have been surprised if the car had at least made some kind of noise before dying. But instead it remained as dormant as one of the many rocks populating the barren land around them.

   "Try again," Eitan suggested. His father did. Same result. His father popped the hood from the inside and got out and went to the front of the car. Eitan's father knew enough about his car to know how to fix simple problems, but was this a simple problem? He knew it didn't need gas. His father had brought along enough drums of gasoline to have the car running for many more miles to come. 

   The hood of the car slammed shut and Eitan saw his father rub his hand over his chin. "I don't understand, everything seems fine, yet this piece of metal doesn't even know I'm trying to drive it," he said. 

   "So what now?" Eitan said getting out of the car. His father didn't respond. "We could try walking."

  "In this heat? The only thing you'll be walking to is your grave," his dad said. 

  "We really aren't that far from settlements are we?" 

  "If you remember how long it took for us to get to this place than you would know it is so." Eitan knew his father was right. He looked at the fairly large home built in the middle of nowhere. Only his uncle Dov was that strange. And me, I deserve to live in isolation from the world. Hating one group of people is hating mankind as a whole. For are we not all God’s children? 

  Dov had let them occupy his home for however long they needed to. Currently he was in Jerusalem visiting his friend Noam. To Eitan his father and Dov looked like mirror images of each other. Except his father had no sense of humor and always had a serious look on his face. Do I always have a serious look on my face as well? Or just a troubled one?
   Eitan and his dad went back into the house. They weren't going anywhere for the time being. What would happen in the later hours though? Was the dream really a prelude for an impending attack? He knew he had nothing to fear the attackers were to be utterly destroyed, yet he dreaded it none the less. Does the protection only extend to those who follow God's laws? If that's the case then I will soon be among the rotting carcasses that the birds and wild animals will feed on.
                                                  8.  Deception
    Satisfied with the amount of exercise her pet got Chloe carried it back to her room. Going up three sets of stairs carrying a heavy female Tundra Hare was not easy. Chloe put Snowey in her cage and feed both her and Chile. She changed out of her sleeping clothes and into school clothes and walked down to the first floor. It was always a drag because her room was in the third floor of the house. If that was what it was, it was a mansion if she ever saw one. Her parents earned many royalties from the books they had written, and there was also their insanely high work salaries. 

    The house was made from wood that was going to go to waste otherwise. Excess cement that wasn't going to be used by construction crews and city workers was what made the many sidewalks and the enormous parking area at the front of the house. The insulation behind every wall was organic and one-hundred percent friendly to the environment. Solar panels were on the roof to generate energy during the day. No lights were left on at night. Chloe wasn't afraid of the dark so that was no big deal.  

    A ton of the money her parents earned went to the cause of keeping the emission of greenhouse gases in check. Chloe searched through her drawers and pulled out a soft white shirt, khakis, socks, and a light green hoodie. She quickly changed out of her pajamas and shoved her tiny feet into a pair of shoes she had waiting for her beside the door on her way out. The stairs were right around the corner from her room. The stairs were in real need of being carpeted. 

   Every step was so smooth that someone could fall and really hurt themselves if they weren't careful. Chloe always grabbed onto the railing as a precaution when going down the stairs. The lights that illuminated the stairway glistened off the polished railing. Her mother didn't pay to have maids and did all the cleaning around the house herself, Chloe helped most of the time. A large portrait of a real gorilla flashing a peace sign hung on the wall where the floor was level and the stairway forked. One way was the second floor hallway the bending archway lead all the way down to the first floor. 

   The second floor was what her parents called "their floor." Both walls on that hall were adorned with portraits much like the one in the stairway. They featured her parents in many of the various locations they had been to around the globe. Some of the more recent portraits featured her as well. Her parents had offered to have some of the portraits put up on the third floor where Chloe's room was. 

   She had declined, she liked the walls plain the way they were. Chloe stepped onto the first slippery step of the angling stairway. She peered over the side. The blue carpet of the bottom floor looked like the surface of a lake on a wave-less day. It was a long way down enough for an extra floor to be drilled in-between the second and first floor. My parents sure are weird, she thought as she clung onto the equally slick wooden railing.

   But there was another thing to it, because of her mother; Chloe’s peers looked at her as a freak. She didn’t fit in with any cliques in school. Not even the science club kids. Or is it all just me that makes me not fit in? When she went down the last flight of stairs she heard her dad say, "Mrs. Gloom I know you're real conservative on gas usage, but why does the sausage have to suffer?" 

    Her mom had prepared sausage this morning? Why did it smell so odd? Breakfast time was the only time meat was served the rest of the day they were vegetarians. Her parents said that the meat industry was one of the biggest contributors to polluting the atmosphere. And they also noted how the supposed over population of the Earth making it difficult to feed the hungry could be solved if everybody adjusted to a vegetarian life style. It was Chloe's mother really who was serious about the whole saving the Earth thing. 

    "Stop it Benjamin you aren't going to get food poisoning from your sausage being a little more rare than usual," her mom said. 

    "Good morning Hundred dollar," Chloe said. Her dad who was sitting at the dining room table ignored her for a moment. People ignored Chloe all the time. The table and chairs in the dining room were made from wood that was rejected by companies who tore down tons of trees for their pointless gain.

    "I don't look that bad this morning do I? I mean, I knew I should have gotten that haircut yesterday and all," her dad joked running a hand down his hair and forehead.

    "Just kidding daddy you look more like the guy on the Chernobyl episode of Extinct Habitats who thought the film crew were aliens."

    "Hmm, who was that moron?"

    "Chloe, are you up for another trip during the upcoming Thanksgiving break?" her mom said setting a plate of breakfast for her.

    "Where to?" Chloe said. She shook with enthusiasm, she loved traveling with her parents. I can forget about my life here... for a while. I just hope mom doesn't express how much she loves me in front of too many strangers. Chloe sat down where her mom put the plate of food. The energy conserving refrigerator in the kitchen hummed quietly like a sleeping bumblebee. 

    "We are going to be taking another trip to Alaska, and if you go there will be a little surprise for you," she said. 

    "Mom you know I hate surprises. Keep me in suspense too long and you'll give me an ulcer." The surprise must be something big since they went to Alaska together only two months ago. And the whole ulcer thing wasn’t just sarcasm Chloe was a lonely girl and suffered alone through her stress. Especially in school where mean girls said mean and nasty things about her. And some of those things were true. It was a wonder she didn’t more acne breakouts.

    "That won't work on me this time Chloe. Trust me it will be well worth the wait." Chloe frowned and picked her fork around the funny smelling sausage. Her parents didn’t seem to think it smelled off today. Her dad did an almost perfect imitation of a snow dog’s bark. Chloe’s eyes lit up.

    "Benjamin! Nice of you to spoil the surprise for your daughter," her mom said. 

    "I just gave her a little clue," her dad said before taking a big bite of bacon and a biscuit.

    "Mom, Dad! We'll be able to see the new breed of huskies!" Chloe exclaimed out of breath. She was very excited over the news. She had only seen pictures of polar huskies on the internet, and videos on the news. They were bred during the earlier times of the Greater Depression as a means to cheaply transport cargo from one region of Alaska to the next. 

    "Huskies aren't exactly a medium sized breed of dog anymore are they?" What her dad said was an understatement. Polar Huskies were massive. They were taller than wolves, and much, much more powerful than their smaller Husky friends. They were an adorable breed of dog with blue and gray tint segments of color, on their mostly white fluffy coats. 

    Yes, the Greater Depression didn't exclusively make peoples lives more difficult. Many scientific breakthroughs were made during these times. There were the new so called humane abortions. To Chloe and her parents however fetus termination was the new holocaust. They said it was another life that wouldn't be able to see the beauty of nature. Her mother however went overboard as usual saying they could be the ones that could put a stop to pollution. It's funny how they weren't religious and never have been. Ironically it was the Methodists and other religious sects that didn't think abortions were unacceptable. 

   Cures for diseases that were once death sentences for the people who contracted them were also discovered during this time. Diabetes, AIDS, many more deadly diseases were virtually eradicated. The cure for AIDS was discovered by a young African American scientist named Dr. Felixis Sergeant from Louisiana who had found a way to synthesize something much like the enzymes in mosquitoes that actually kills viruses like HIV.     

   It was never a secret that mosquitoes couldn't transfer the HIV virus, but people were allergic to whatever was inside them that killed the virus. And really HIV is a very fragile virus and exposure to heat and open air kills it almost instantly. Mosquitoes were once considered bloody pests, now they were looked at as one of the most amazing animals in the world. They actually replaced the state of Louisiana’s previous state insect. Within weeks of the cures distribution HIV and full blown AIDS was virtually extinct in the North American continent. Countries like Africa where Civil War was still raging the disease continues to spread like wild fire. 

   Chloe didn't think of it very much. It only meant that people were going to go back to their sick ways, knowing that if they catch a disease like it again they can have it cured like a common cold. Just thinking about it disgusted her. But she could not say that without feeling regret in her heart. I need help, but I'm too scared to ask for it.
   "Where is it that we’ll see them at?" Chloe said.

   "Well we aren't going exclusively to see them, we're actually going to be attending a meeting in the Alaska State House," Her mom said. Chloe sighed; she hated the meetings that her parents attended. They just dragged on and on endlessly.

   "Don't worry you don't have to attend. I'm not even sure if you would even be allowed to attend this one if you wanted to," her dad said.

   "Good. Because I don't," Chloe said, "But where will I stay meanwhile?"

   "We've booked two rooms in a nearby hotel. You can stay there until we get back. But you have to promise to stay in your room and keep the door locked at all times. Don't even open up for the room service people. You never know which is a kidnapper in disguise. I'll tell you now the secret password I'll use is apricot aurum." Chloe smiled.

   "Benjamin, be serious. Of course Chloe won't open up for anybody while we're away," her mom said. Her parents had no idea. When they were both away for long periods of time she would sometimes invite a couple of friends over, and they would invite others and so on and so forth. All of them complete strangers. 

   Once everybody was settled they would throw a party. And it was never a harmless party, beer was present. Before the parties started Chloe made sure every bedroom door was locked on every floor of her house. Chloe knew what went on behind closed doors at parties. The sound resistant walls of her home did more than a good job of making the loud music inaudible to neighbors. The backyard to the house was not used and sealed off to the party goers.

    One time after a party her mom had found a vomit stain on the carpet. To cover for it Chloe had told her that she had been feeling sick and regurgitated. She felt terrible whenever she had to lie to her parents like that. Was it really even worth covering for her so called friends?

   As she took tiny nibbles of bacon the normally tasty food tasted off in her mouth. Oh no, am I pregnant? She knew it was a possibility. How she hated herself after those regretful decisions. But unlike other girls she didn’t do it for the fun of it. She did it because she felt lonely and unloved by anyone except her parents. But it was no more than an act.

   She was always depressed after doing such a thing. And her feelings of regret never vanished. They stayed with Chloe, as permanent emotional scars. Sometimes she would wake up the next morning after a party with an agonizing headache not even remembering what had happened during the night. Though she knew it couldn’t have been good. 

   The boy she had given her virginity to was named Nathan a boy she met at the first party at her house. She felt so connected to him afterwords. She asked him if he would always be there for her. He had said he would and would never leave her. Two days later and she got no word from him at school. She had seen him plenty of times in the hall, and had even called his name out to him.

   He always pretended not to hear and would walk in another direction. One day Chloe found him kissing a girl in the hall, very intensely. She was so devastated. She had given Nathan a part of herself that she could never get back, and he just went on and forgot all about her. She was so angry with him, and herself for letting him inside her.

  That's when Chloe started having parties at her house every time her parents were out to get over her lose. She didn't stop there. She had kids come over to pick her up and take her to guys houses whenever Chloe's parents were home. Sometimes she just went because she wanted to have someone to talk to. But that was always the last thing on their mind and they forced her against her will to have sex with them. They raped me! And time after time she never learned from the dreadful experiences.

   And Chloe knew those boys didn’t really love her in even the slightest kind of way. How could they when they forced me to do things with them when I just wanted to talk. They were only using me for their pleasure. And I let them do these things to me. She did more than let them, often times she experimented further. Sickeningly she enjoyed these things as much as they appalled her. It was like a drug to me. I was addicted.
  And the really scary part was that it became easier for her every time. But isn't sex just another word for love? I mean that's why it's sometimes called making love right? But why is the f word sometimes used to mean the same thing? Are all three things synonymous? I didn't even know what the f word meant until I was fourteen, by that time I was already doing it. Chloe hadn’t given thought to what the consequences to the things she did to feel special, and that she fit in somewhere. It wasn't even remotely a means suppress the overwhelming weight of loneliness that stabbed at her. 

   And then there was the question if her so called friends really were that. Oh, they said they were her friends. They hardly ever acknowledged her outside of a party. And why didn’t she find a boy with character and decency who would like her for who she really was, instead of sleep with dogs? Because those are rare to find in this age, it's always been that way, she thought.

   She could imagine what the boys told their friends. "Hey bros guess what? I got it on with Crazy Mother Nature’s daughter." That was more or less what they would say, and then the word would spread throughout the whole school. 

   "Yeah, and besides anyone who wanted to kidnap me would already know what to say to get me to open the door," Chloe finally said. Her dad looked at her as if wondering why it took so long for her to say something. 

   "Ahh, so you know what I meant by making the password apricot aurum?" her dad said after taking a big swallow of orange juice.

   "Even if I didn't know a word of Latin I'm sure I could guess that it meant, "precious gold."

   "You've been using valuable time learning a dead language?" 

   "A language you killed?" Chloe could be sarcastic sometimes.

   "It wasn't me. The changing times is what killed it off. The language split into various European dialects, unfortunately Latin, the language which was their ancestor couldn't evolve rapidly enough and so now it is effectively extinct. Only recorded history is left of it. Of course every now and then you find a wise guy who speaks it instead of just writing or reading it. Though I still much prefer that you stick with a dead language than those despicable swears and curses that you sometimes utter," her dad said in the formal tone of voice that he uses during his speeches.

   Chloe rose out of her seat. Her father had struck a nerve. She had started using all sorts of foul words her Junior High year of school mostly in front of her parents. They hated swearing, cursing, and profanity. Chloe used all of those. "Benjamin you haven't changed a bit since the day I first met you, I worried about how many coconuts fell on your head then to," her mom said with a hearty tone. Her dad chuckled. Her parents were cheerful people by nature. Chloe only appeared to be. It was a look of deception. And her parents were the ones she was deceiving. 

   She never talked with them about her problems. She just couldn’t muster the courage to do so. What would they think of me? Chloe had always been their perfect little angel. She didn’t want to take that feeling away from them. Their perfect little Bipolar angel. Hmm, angel, used in any other context and that's a bad word in this household. That's one of the few I haven't used.
   Her parents weren’t religious but they still expected her to be cautious about sex until she was married, or at least until she was mature enough to understand what she is getting herself into. For her mom said that it was a powerful thing, and nothing a high schooler should be messing with. Chloe would have listened to them if she didn’t think it would make her feel wanted and special. It only did for a short time, and then left her feeling even more miserable than she was to begin with. It caused her many pains, worst of all her knowing that she was breaking her parents’ wishes and her own. 

   Her mom and dad had said to her that at her young age sexuality had nothing to do with love and it was no more than just an act by two young people. And that their bodies were lying to each other. However in marriage the newlyweds had made a commitment to each to stick together till the end and than in love they were giving each a part of themselves forever. And out of that love a child is born.

  But outside of marriage her parents frowned upon the matter. They didn't say it was bad, but that she should wait until she's an adult and mature enough to be able to handle it emotionally. However for them religion had nothing to do with it. In fact, they said that some Christians said sex before becoming fully committed to a person was absolutely OK.

   “An irrelevant experiment done by someone with no knowledge of science the possibly destruction is almost certainly disaster, if you will. Think of what could happen if the people who were building the atomic bomb didn't know how to handle radioactive materials. And for your intelligences sake don't listen to the Media, they market the whole thing like it were a product that they're selling,” her dad had said. 

  And her mom said that there may come a time when a boyfriend tells her that he only wants to do it because he loves her and wants to express it on a whole new level. In those situations her mom said that the majority of girls would likely ask themselves, “What will he think of me if I say no?”

   Chloe’s mother had said to her that most girls would be afraid that their boyfriend would think that they didn’t like them if they said no. But her mom said that if the boy truly loved her he would honor her decision. Chloe had thought little of the talk as it had no significance to her at the time. 

   Well actually it may have been what got her to experiment with it in the first place hoping it would help her cope with her loneliness. Her dads comparing it to an unscientific experiment that was disastrous before it even began couldn’t have been more true. She wished she had listened.   

   "I'm going to go get my stuff mom, I'll meet you at the car," Chloe said. She wished she had thought of bringing her school bag with her in the first place. 

  “Chloe, you haven’t touched your breakfast,” her mom said. Chloe had completely forgotten about that.

  “I wasn’t hungry mom."

  “Oh Chloe, don’t do this. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” 

  “Mom, I’ll eat breakfast at school if I get hungry." She doubted it, she felt like anything she put in her mouth would taste rotten.

  “Well OK, but what am I supposed to do with your plateful of food?”

  “I’ll take it,” her dad said. 

  “Thanks daddy,” Chloe said. She was glad she didn’t have to say anything else to her mom. 

   As She was leaving her mom said, “Chloe are you feeling OK today? Are you sick?”

  “No mom! Da-,” she said heading to the stairs. She cut herself off before she said a "dummy slang word." Her saying that she wasn't hungry, before she almost used a bad word was a lie in every way imaginable. She always felt worn and empty inside and felt like the only person in the universe. This morning however she worried that she may have become a mother through her own foolishness.

   Hearing other kids laughter made her hurt inside. She was home alone every weekend that there wasn’t a party going on in it. Watching television and movies were friends were talking or just enjoying each others company only made her cry. Plus there were so many bad messages for teenagers on television lately. Not that it wasn’t already bad enough two years ago, but now the stuff on television made what came on in two-thousand nine look like kids shows. 

   Kid’s shows were something Chloe didn’t mind watching, but she could only stomach the cheerfulness she had never experienced for so long. When she read a book and came to a part were the protagonist was happy and carefree with their friends Chloe’s tears would fall on the pages and she couldn’t will herself to keep reading. She didn’t listen to music for the same reasons. She sure could hear certain sad songs playing every second of her life though.

   Chloe felt worthless and invisible. Every night she would cry herself to sleep. If I died nobody would miss me. Chloe stopped at the second floor restroom to brush her teeth. Chloe had a toothbrush of hers in every bathroom on each floor. Chloe brushed her teeth, then she looked at herself in the mirror. Chloe wasn't ugly, in fact she was kind of cute, but still she didn't consider herself to be much. 

    Or is that just another lie? A mirror is just another agent of deception. It doesn't always give an accurate reflection of the one gazing into it. And sometimes mirrors make people set goals of unrealistic perfection. All the time it seems like the mirror is mocking the person looking deeply into it for every flaw that their bodies has. My dad calls this type of thing a negative body image. He said people had pushed themselves into unhealthy behaviors even they became desperate in their attempts to become what the Media had advertised as being perfect. 
    Her shiny golden hair didn't need anything extra to make it stand it out more. The stressed induced stray gray hairs were scattered around, and for the most part unnoticeable to the common eye. But her scars were still much to obvious. Some of the scars were form her travels others were self inflicted as she clawed off any pimples that broke out on her face. Chloe's parents did not buy any household products that contributed to Global Warming so make up and most acne treatment solutions were forbidden products in her house. Maybe the scars will keep the boys who only want me for one thing at bay for a bit until they clear. But nobody should ever see the scars on my wrists.
    How could this have happened! I took every precaution! I stole condoms from my parents room so I wouldn't have to worry about some boy having poked a hole in one to make me pregnant on purpose. I calendared my menstruation cycle so I could know what was the safest time. I even took pills! But how do I know what I did while I was intoxicated?

    Chloe felt her stomach. No bulge, she was as slender as always. Her last period was two days before the last time she had sex, so she would have to wait a while and see if her menstruation cycle is skipped. And Chloe could never find any pregnancy strips in her parents room. Buying them from a store was also out of the question. How would she look? A mere fifteen year old girl who looked thirteen buying pregnancy strips? A thirteen year old who went through puberty early, but still young looking. Only time would tell if she was pregnant. Chloe went back into the hall and rushed up the remaining stairs to her room.

    When Chloe got to her room she picked her bag off the floor next to her desktop. A desktop she hadn't used in one and a half weeks. She noticed that the sky outside had darkened. The weather had been all over the place in the last two years. Her mother said that it only helped to prove that Global Warming was real and could not be ignored. Chloe took her cell phone off its charger and set it to vibrate before putting it in her pocket. The only numbers in her cell phone were those of her parents and Kelly one of her cousins. She didn't know much about her other relatives, not even their names.

    Snowey clawed at his cage. Chloe went to his cage and petted him through the bars. The day she had rescued Snowey as only a defenseless little ball of fur had been one of the most joyful times of her life. And now that he was he alive and well in her house and oddly tame. It wasn’t the closest feeling of being important and needed that originally only her parents had warranted. 

    “I wish I had known you before I made all the wrong choices Snowey, Chile,” Chloe said extending a hand to each of the animals. Chloe’s pets looked up to her to take care of them and guide them. And a tundra hare and chinchilla weren’t exactly the kind of animals that will warm up to just anybody.

     "Will you miss me... if I die?" Snowey lowered his ears behind his head. Chile's eyes twinkled with the reflection of her room light.

    Chloe walked over to her window and pressed her face against the glass. Empty white clothes lines swayed in the wind far below her like the unfinished web of a spider. Chloe's mother was very old fashioned. She dried the clothes that she washed on the many lines in the backyard. She also washed much of the clothes by hand on a cement washing plate thing that she got from a Central American country. 

    Her mother was serious about cutting down on the pollution caused by the excess burning of fossil fuels to produce electricity for the country. Surprisingly most American's had no idea how the energy that powers their homes is produced. The brick fences surrounding the house were tall enough to hide the outdoors drying of clothes from pesky city people who believed upper class residents shouldn't do that. 

No maids were ever hired to do the cleaning around the house. Chloe liked that. She wouldn't have enjoyed having strangers go around the house cleaning the halls and rooms.

    Chloe was a very neat and organized girl and whenever something was out of place in her room she fixed it right away. She also helped her mother do the cleaning around the enormous house. It gave her something to do and keep her troubled thoughts concentrated on the exhaustion of good old manual labor. It really did make for quite the work out. Running up and down the stairs for hours had her heart racing like a marathon runner and over time she became the fit yet emotionally depressed girl she was now. Helping out in her mother's many gardens also helped.

    It also may have been the only thing that had kept her from developing an ulcer. The toning that all that moving did gave her a body that was more defined than most cheerleaders. Though, she thought very little of that part of her. Which, in her case was a good thing. Goodness knows how much worse she would be off if she hadn't put a stop to the terrible things she used to do. 

   The last party that ever took place at her house was four weeks ago sometime before her trip to Alaska where she found her little friend. And also before her dad bought her Chile at a local pet store. When Chloe had timidly told her so called friends that she would not allow that any more of their parties take place at her house they had just shrugged and said, "OK fine, see if we care." 

   Chloe had felt a very unusual feeling after that, not quite regret neither relieve, but something more like content. She had proved to herself that she had the courage to stand up for herself. And that was reward enough. But it had a disastrous consequence, they became her tormenters who spread the plague throughout school. Every day of school since then I  wished it were my last day... alive.
   Boys still came over to pick her up however. Chloe had told them to wait outside the house gates where the cameras would not see their cars. She didn't want to have to explain to her parents why different cars came to pick her up every time she went out. They would throw such a fit if they knew that they were all boys. And if they assumed the worst they'd be right. But all that was over. She had made it clear that she wanted no more to live that kind of life.

   Chloe backed her face away  from the glass. She would often gaze out this very window and see how easy it would be for her to simply unlatch it and slide the window open and take a plunge into nothingness. But her parents loved her too much for her to even be thinking about such a selfish thing. Or could she? She could make it look like an accident. After all there was no balcony or roofing behind the glass. Nothing but open air and the cold red and white stone patio below. But why make a mess? There were much cleaner methods.

  She looked out the window at the breathtaking view beyond the clotheslines to all the trees and plants growing in the backyard. She often went outside and sat under the shade of a tree during a hot summer day and listened to the singing birds and watched as bees pollinated the vast expanse of flowers her mother had growing. Oh shit, I forgot my mother is waiting for me outside. Chloe rushed out of her room. Her chinchilla barked as if sensing the approaching storm.

                                9. Andrew’s and Sam’s Dark Secret
    Daniel was about to wash his dish and the one his father left in the sink before he saw that the time on the clock was about 7:02. School started at 7:30 he had a little less than twenty minutes to get there and to my first period science class. He ran to his room and swung his single strap backpack over his shoulder and snatched his car keys off a dresser. Daniel briskly walked through the house. He had no intention of being lectured by his science teacher Mrs. Gretchen for being tardied to class. Calling it a lecture was an understatement it was more like being put on trial in superior court, with his classmates as the jury and witnesses. The sturdy wooden door at the end of the small foyer looked like it could have been across a valley. He turned the knob and stepped outside onto the porch locking the door behind him. 

   The dimness of the neighborhood caught him by surprise. Half an hour before the sun had been shining with full brightness, and now dark gray clouds hovered over head threatening rain. Daniel looked down at his expensive leather boots. Precipitation was the number one enemy of leather, and he was likely going to have to tread through it from the student parking lot all the way toward campus. Unless he was lucky enough to make it inside before it started raining. He walked over to his jet black truck unlocked it, and tossed his backpack onto the passenger seat. 

    His truck was parked in the driveway, which he never under any circumstances would have done in Dallas. Unless he posted a for sale sign over it that might as well have said "For Steal." He sat down behind the wheel strapping on his seat belt shoving the key in the ignition. The dashboard lit up in all its thousands of dollars splendor. He shifted into reverse and pulled out the driveway and set course for school.

    Daniel drove at a steady thirty-five miles per hour focusing so hard on getting to school before the storm hit that he failed to notice that the streets were barren at first. Traffic in his neighborhood had never been an issue. And today was no exception there wasn't a single car on the road apart from his. Usually around this time the neighbors were heading off to work or taking their kids to school. Daniel figured a lot of people were sick with the flu. It had been affecting quite a bit of people lately. Daniel stopped at the stop sign at the end of the block looking both ways before crossing. Unlike most teenagers he drove responsibly. If there more kids were like him car accidents wouldn't have been the leading cause of death for teenagers. On the left side of the road a man a walking a golden retriever suddenly broke into a jog with the dog following suit. He was trying to make it home before the rain started. The man was wearing sandals. Daniel wished he was wearing sandals to. 

    The interior of his truck was uncomfortably warm and musty. The insulation of the truck was a little too good. Sandals were appropriate for the temperature of the truck. He lowered the windows halfway to let some breeze in. The air quality inside immediately became tolerable. Daniel relaxed his grip on the steering wheel and took in deep breaths of the air free of car exhaust as there were no cars on the streets. The wind brushing against his face was as refreshing as going through a cloud. He sped up a notch as there weren't any cars ahead of him that he had to worry about. The wind blowing against his face felt chilly now that he was driving at a faster pace. Too chilly, it wasn't this cold when he was last outside.

                                   ***********************************

      Andrew laughed almost bawling as the boy named Carl exited his home almost falling on the front steps after stepping on one of his little brother's toy cars. “Dude, he could have gotten hurt, and here you are laughing,” Sam said. Carl had brown hair and there wasn't a noun cruel enough to describe him.

     “Be quiet Samuel, you’re ruining the moment,” Andrew said.

     “I thought I made it clear that I go by Sam, not Salami.”

     “Right, whatever you say Sam.”  

     “That’s more like it.” Carl got into the back seat. 

      Carl put his head over the center seats head rest and said, "Toasty!" Andrew and Sam burst out laughing.

     "Dude, that was classic! You look and sound just like that guy!" Sam said slapping the steering wheel with a hand as he continued to laugh.

     Carl pulled back from the front with a gleeful look on his face. "So what's up Andrew, wanna race?" Carl said. 

     “Not much Carl just waiting to hear about your car trouble. And sorry to burst your bubble, but how are we going to race when your car isn't working?" Andrew said. 

     “About that how, much will you charge me for that?”

     “It depends on what’s wrong with it, and how long it takes me fix it up.”

     “Let me just get to the point, I have no clue what is wrong with it other than it just doesn’t work.”

     “Well that’s helpful. I might have to charge you extra to figure out what exactly your car needs.” Carl didn’t say anything after that. I’m going to get every penny I can out of him. The clouds were beginning to block out more of the suns rays. It sure has been darker now and days.
     “So Carl how’s the girlfriend?” Sam said. 

     “Sam, do you just ignore everything I say to you? Me and Veronica broke up four days ago,” Carl said. Sam looked surprised. Andrew hadn’t known either. Maybe now I can have a chance with her. Andrew had always had a crush on Veronica. He liked the way the wind made her hair brush her face. It made his heart beat at an uneven pace. His feet also seemed to forget how to walk. Oh brother, that's one cliche after another.
     He had no idea what she saw in Carl other than his looks. He thought she only liked boys who were into books. Will she like me? What kind of person do I have to be? Carl acted the complete opposite of being a moron and moral-less guy around Veronica. Who was a work of floral any gardener would envy. How many lies had he told her? Probably an infinity amount, the guy even lied to his brother, mother, and father.  

     “So what happened between you two?” Andrew said.

     “I thought you were just a mechanic, not a love doctor. Well you know, it’s not like it’s anything uncommon, but let’s just say one of us wasn’t faithful to the other,” Carl said.

     “You mean she-“

     “No, I cheated on her.” Of course it was him, Veronica would never do such a thing. To Carl it was just a fling.

     “And why in the world would you do a stupid thing like that? Veronica is one smoken hot babe,” Sam said.

     “True, but to tell you the truth bros, she was just boring. You would think otherwise since she's always moving around and stuff. She was still clinging to being the old fashioned good girl. That stuff died out a long time ago before we were even born. What really blows is that she told her parents about me trying to advance on her. I had to go to court and then pay a hefty fine. My parents hated me when they were informed about the... you know.” Carl said. He sounded like he could have cared less about dumping his girlfriend. 

     "So did you ever find out what's the deal with that candy cane she wears as a necklace?"

     "No, but you should have seen her face when I almost broke it. That look was one that I would never be able to define even if I read an entire dictionary twice. I'm surprised she didn't hit me. Man, she has such smooth boobs."

     Disgusting! What a low life my friend is! He had to pay a hefty fine. Well now she's mine. Now that she dumped my pal everything should be fine. 
     “So is that it? You couldn't control yourself with Veronica and then you just just made a reason for you two to make the split permanent so you can find an easy girl?” Andrew said.

     “Yeah, pretty much. Why do you ask?”

     “No reason in particular, I’m just wondering why my friend is such a dog.” Carl said something rude and crude with a snarl. At least now I know Veronica is a girl I can trust. He thought it was cool that she was strong enough to say no to a guy. He wouldn’t ask her to do anything she didn’t want to do if she became his girlfriend. The truth was he once did think of girls the same way his friend Carl does, but he never acted on the impulse. Not when he was sober. But drinking changed many things about a person, of that he was sure.

     “Will you two just cut it out?!” Sam said.

     “Well he started it,” Carl said.

     “Do yourself a favor Carl and shut up. Man, I feel like your dad telling you to be quiet during a long family trip.” Andrew heard Carl search around under the backseat. He heard something like a bottle being rolled around. Andrew's emotional turmoil returned at full throttle. 

     “Talk about lucky, I found me some beer. Do you mind Sam?” Carl said.

     “Not at all just don’t get in trouble in school by doing something stupid? Understand?” 

     "Now that deserves a grand thanks!" Carl said already taking off the lid. Just the sound made Andrew's heart beat faster and his nerves fry. He wanted to cry. 

    Sam must have realized that this was causing Andrew great suffering. Because he turned back in his seat and snatched the beer bottle out of Carl’s hands. Sam rasped as he rolled down his window and threw the bottle out. Carl gasped. "What's the matter?" Andrew watched the bottle shatter against a fire hydrant like a shattered past. There was a fine splatter of beer. A clump of tall flowers that were somehow still in bloom hid the bottle fragments from view. On the corner a police cruiser turned out of a side road and drove past them.

     “Oh,” Carl said, “You could have just warned me though.” Carl didn’t know a thing about why Sam had done it. There was once a time, not too long ago that Andrew used to drink and think just like Carl, Sam, and a bunch of his other friends. But no longer, for one night after having just two drinks his life was altered forever.

    Before going to the party of fate Andrew had told his mother that Sam was going to drive him to a late night Astronomy Club meeting at school. He had felt so bold lying to his own mother. He had also sold his soul unknowingly.

     I feel like I'm about to relive our night another time. The events were as sour as a rotten maggot infested lime.

                                         10. The Lie and The Party
    Andrew's mother Meredith looked at him with skepticism and said, “You never told me you were in your schools Astronomy Club. That's something I never knew. I’m impressed Andrew.”

    “Technically I’m not in it yet. But I am interested and you don’t have to be in it to be able to attend the meetings. In fact students who aren’t in it are encouraged to go,” Andrew said. 

    “So can I go?” 

    “Of course dear, do you need me or your father to give you a ride and pick you up afterwords?”

    “That won’t be necessary my friend Sam is going to the Astronomy Club meeting with me. He drives so that pretty much covers transportation for me.” A cars horn honked. “That must be Sam. Bye mom, see you later,” Andrew said heading to the front door.

    “Take care Andrew, and make sure you come straight home after the meetings over,” his mom said.

    “I will mom,” Andrew said opening the door. 

    “I’ll leave your supper on the table for when you get back,” she said.

    “Ok,” Andrew said shutting the door. Andrew's lips formed a mischievous grin. His mother had believed his story. And why would she doubt him even for a second? It was a cloudless night, perfect for star and planet observation. 

    He looked up at the sky and saw stars twinkling like glitter on a black ceiling. High up in the sky a helicopter flew over town. I can't believe how much my life has changed since my awful Junior High years. I used to be a tall and skinny nerd who was picked on for being so tall and yet such a weak and scared little boy. I didn't even have the excuse of being good at basketball. Every time I would play a game of it I would fall. Bullies called me Two-legged Giraffe and other mean names. And then Sam came along my freshman year of High School he was someone to lean on. I don't know what he saw in me but I didn't want to believe that he was only messing with me so I let him introduce me to all his friends.
    He had many friends, and I knew a lot of them were bad news. But I didn't care I did I didn't want to be alone and sad. I wouldn't dare throw away my chance to have friends no matter how bad they were. In no time they helped me grow bigger through brutal workouts and nasty supplements. The girls liked that, but I was still too shy to talk to them. That cute new girl from New York named Veronica however seemed to look at me in a different way than the other girls. 

   Her blue eyes were as striking as colored pearls. The way they studied me was like they were reading me. I could tell she was wondering rather I was a good guy or trouble. I was kind of afraid she was reading a thought bubble over my head. I would have been so dead. Her lovely black hair did not lack luster. One day when she saw me with a bunch of my new friends she got this look on her face that hurt me as much as she looked hurt. 
    With that ended any bravery I had to flirt. I didn't even know what that word meant until my freshman year was almost over. Close to the end of the year Sam and his friends insisted that I party with them. At first I declined. My parents did not want me to be involved in the misconduct that went on at those things. One time Sam said that he was kind of regretting being friends with someone as boring as me.
    I was so scared that I would go back to living my old life that I made the decision to go to a party with them after all. I never would have dared to lie to my parents before, but I did. And it made me feel real bad. I was about to go to the real deal. My God, was it crazy. The first time that beer went into my mouth I wanted to spit it out.
    It was like cold urine. But I wanted to look bold in front of my new friends not like a coward, so I drank my first bottle down. It stank so bad in my mouth but I finished it. Too my shock they insisted that I drink more. I had to think about what I was to do next. Go through with it or not. I was a fool and chose the former. Before I knew it I had downed six by the end of the night and clowned around like a circus performer. I even got into my first fight, and won. That same night I got laid.
    Andrew heard another honk and saw Sam waving to him from his blue truck. He was waiting for him parked in front of his house. A dog barked. “Ready to go to the Astronomy Club?” Sam joked as Andrew got seated and buckled up in the passenger’s seat. The belt poked into Andrews muscular chest.

    “Am I ever, but I won’t be able to get sky high tonight I’m afraid.”

    “Guess that means more beer for me then," Sam said racing off. When they got to the party they each found a random girl who didn’t seem to have a boyfriend or maybe or just hadn’t shown up to the party and danced with them. The music playing was painfully loud. That's why the party was at a house a little bit out of town. Once they were threw dancing they drank, and Sam downed one hit after another. When Andrew and Sam had talked enough with the girls and it was clear nothing between them was going to happen tonight they told the girls they had to leave.

    “So now what do we do Andrew?” Sam said. Sam was walking kind of wobbly. He bumped into a big guy who had his back to him. The big guy dropped his green cup and alcohol poured on his shoes. Another typical Sam moment. By the time the guy spun around Andrew had already tugged Sam into a tight group of dancing kids and were out of the way before the guy saw them.

    “My quick thinking saved your life there Sam,” Andrew said. 

    “Nah, I could have taken him,” Sam said brushing away from Andrews hold. Sam was drunk and he stunk of it, he clearly wasn’t at the peak of his mental performance, which hadn’t been much to begin with. Andrew knew a tad bit of martial arts so he could defend himself pretty well. He was a mere blue belt but he felt like a black belt. He was glad he did because he had needed all the motivation when he fought a boy named Dale during a party the summer that separated his freshman and sophomore years of school.

   Would I defend my drunken friend if it came to that? Fat chance, I'd probably just open a bottle and drink and be entertained while he hysterically defended himself. Would he have defended me when I was weak? And did he know that I'd be this strong at my peak? Many songs played and ended. How long had they delayed going back home? The air became noticeably chillier as the night went on. They had been at the party for quite a while and Andrew wondered what time it was. 

    He put a hand in each of his pockets looking for his cell phone. They were empty, he hadn’t brought it along. I'm such a bonehead!  “Sam do you have a cell phone?” 

    “Not on me. Or do I? Nah I don’t. Or maybe I do!” Sam blabbered. Andrew sighed his friend had had too much to drink tonight. He approached a group of three girls sitting atop a table beer bottles next to two of them. 

    “Excuse me ladies, but would any of you be so kind as to tell me what time it is?”  Andrew said flashing a smile at them. They smiled back.

    “Sure,” a girl said reaching into her pocket and pulling out a fancy pink cell phone. With a wink she flipped it open and said, “It’s 10:37.” It's already past ten!
    “Thank you,” he said turning and heading back to Sam who was facing in his direction but past him toward the girls.

    “Hey,” another girl said.

    “Yeah?” Andrew said turning halfway to face them. A curvy red head approached him. Andrew looked down at his feet, feeling a sailor with scurvy. Her pants were made of some kind of animal fur. 

    “Care to dance?” she said. Andrew would have loved to but he had promised his mother he wouldn’t be late home, which he already was. He noted that the girl hadn’t been drinking like the other girls. That meant she had already had enough to drink or hadn’t been drinking at all. The other girls were winking at him all at once. 

    “Sorry, but I really should be getting home.” 

    “Well, OK,” the girl said flicking a stray clump of hair away from her face before going back to her friends. She looked disappointed. One of her friends pointed at her and giggled. Maybe she was sober and was really interested in me, poor girl. Oh come on Smarty Pants you know a girl with morals has no reason to be at a party like this. There's more fish in the sea if it's not meant to be it's not meant to be.
     “Come on Sam it’s time for us to leave,” Andrew said patting his friend on the back. 

     “Dude I saw and heard the whole thing, you shot down that hot red head's offer for a dance. That is something I would not do,” Sam said. Andrew ignored him. His bored friend shrugged and walked beside him back to the truck. At the parking place they saw a girl slide off an open cab onto the ground. One of her friends frowned.

     Already hammered out of her mind the girl moved her hand over the ground like a blind woman trying to find something she dropped. Then she blabbered something while one of her friends took a picture of her. As they walked past the girl said "Hey cuties wanna make out?" When they ignored her she began to pout. 

    When they both got to the truck it was obvious that Sam was in no condition to be driving.

    Andrew wasn’t feeling too coordinated himself. But he had had only two drinks so he didn’t see what the harm was about driving feeling only a little drunk. Plus he was a pretty big guy, tall enough to dunk a basketball with little effort. “Don’t worry I’ll drive,” he said. Sam handed over his keys to him. 

   Sam's knees were shaking from the cold. He looked like he had to go pee. Andrew unlocked the doors. He had never been to driving school, but he didn't think there was any harm in driving only one night. I Know how to fix cars, so how hard can it be to drive one?
    Andrew drove Sam home passing every stop sign without stopping. He didn’t see the need to stop at any stop sign this late into the night when no one was driving except them. He thought little of the cops which were stationed at open twenty-four hours a day stores at this time of night. 

   Sam lived only four houses down from where he lived so he could just leave the car at his place and walk home from there later. When they reached an adjoining street to the one they both lived in Andrew floored the accelerator. The trucks engine roared. "Woo-hoo," Sam mumbled sounding bored as they sped down the road. 

   This is so awesome, Andrew thought watching his surroundings go by in a blur. He eased his foot on the gas half way to Sam’s place, but he was still going at faster pace than he was supposed to. Especially being drunker than he had been during the party. He didn't know how fast he was going when he accidentally swerved onto the wrong side of the road. 

   Oh God, please don’t let us crash! A pair of headlights met those of the truck. And then they struck.

                                                  11. Crash                                      

  The smashing and scrunching of metal boomed throughout the surrounding houses on the moment of impact. Andrews head smacked and scraped against the driver’s door window and his shoulder hit the lock. He sobered up from the sheer shock of what had just happened. He was dizzy and his vision was hazy, but he saw the crushed car from the cracked windshield. It was blood red under the full moon. 

 The headlights of both the truck and car had been destroyed in the crash. The cars backlights were off as well. It must have been one brutal impact to have done that. The truck itself seemed to be intact. In fact it was still running. 

   The street lights on this part of the street were off, but there was enough moonlight to see everything around him once his vision returned to normal. He couldn’t see how the person inside the car was because the windshield was so cracked and compressed it was almost white. The front of the car and hood had been sunken in so far that it looked like the front half of it had been sawed clean off. Was there more than one person in that car?  

   Andrew suffered no serious injuries, at least he thought so. It was a wonder why hitting his head against the window hadn't knocked him out, or killed him.   New vehicles were designed to take most of the shock from a crash, at least Sam's truck did. The car that he saw from the windshield was crushed by a beast, a blue beast. 

    I am the driver of the beast! Andrew's heart burned and felt like it was ready to explode. He turned to face Sam who was hyperventilating.

   "Oh shit we are so fucked!" Sam cried. 

   "Not yet!" Andrew ducked as lights in houses turned on around the neighborhood. While Sam thought he was scared he had no idea. He hadn't been the one driving!

    What are we supposed to do now? I know we should stay at the scene, but what will that mean for me and Sam? Andrew could see the pained looks of his parents as they watched him be hauled into the back of a police car handcuffed. Andrew huffed and he puffed. No, he wasn't going to let that happen. 

    "S-sam, we can't tell anybody about this u-understand?" Andrew whispered his voice quivery as he drove around the wrecked car drove. Sam nodded, his lips trembling. The tips of Andrew’s fingers were having trouble changing the trucks gear. We have to get out of here! Andrew wished he were in bed right now and had never gone to the party in the first place.

    They fled the scene, sirens blared so close that the sounds could have been coming from the trucks base system. "It's the cops man! If they stop us we're done for!" Sam squealed. Andrew didn't blame him a night of fun had turned out to be a fright. 

    Andrew felt like crawling into a drainage ditch and finding the smelliest and hidden place to curl up and sleep like a stray bitch. The further he drove to the outer limits of town the fainter the scream of the sirens became. He couldn't refrain from the pain in his heart.  

   As they drove out of town Andrew took a quick glance at his reflection in the hanging rear view mirror. He had the face of a condemned man. He knew he was doing something incredibly evil, but he couldn't fathom suffering through the other option. He'd become a phantom before that happened. 

   When they had driven so far into the country that enough time past that they sobered up they drove the car into a polluted pond in a secluded forested area. They stayed until they were sure the water was deep enough and that the truck didn’t float back up to the surface. Andrew felt like eyes were watching him from the trees."That's my truck down there, what am I supposed to tell my family?" Sam said as the waters thick black surface smoothed out. It looked like a bottomless pit. It was like the devil had formed a bond with them and he himself had spit the pond into existence for their use. Evil crime concealing juice.

   "Sam, I'm so sorry all of this is my fault. I should have gone to that Astronomy Club meeting instead of that- that-" Andrew couldn't get himself to finish before his voice choked up. What if he killed someone? He willed himself to think of a more optimistic possibility. But that was a pessimistic impossibility.

    "It's my fault to man, don't take the blame on my part," Sam said patting him on the back. Andrew pulled away, he wanted to be alone. 

   "Come on, let’s go," Sam said. Andrew nodded and walked beside his friend. "I'll tell my family my truck was stolen alright?" The smell of Sam's breath still hinted that he had been drinking. Andrew's probably did to.

   "Sam we wouldn't be in these woods right now if we hadn't gone to that party. I was so stupid. Why did I go speeding down the street like I had completely lost it?" He already knew the answer. Two drinks that he hadn't thought would affect him clouded his mind and made him do all the wrong choices. The air was cool. Neither of them wore clothes that were appropriate for this kind of weather. Andrew shrugged off the shivers that came from the cold. 

   "Andrew, how do you suppose that person in the other car is?" Sam said. A gust wind whistled around them. It pierced his very being with its mocking.

   "I don't know," Andrew said lowering his head and shoving his hands in his jean pockets he didn’t feel like talking. He hoped nobody was killed because of him. Andrew's soul felt darker than the forest around him. They both hiked through the forest to the highway without saying another word to each other. They jumped at every animal sound, fearing that it was bound to be the police coming for them. When they reached the road it was empty and forbidding. 

  They saw a dead toad in the middle of the road. They walked alongside the black asphalt toward town. They stuck their thumbs up at every passing car hoping to get a ride. Many past them by. We don't deserve a ride. Not after what we did. What I did. And I hid it. When the last car past them by all they saw was the gleam of the white lines on the darkened road. 

  A beam of light washed over him and Sam. An engine rattled behind him. Andrew turned and squinted against the light coming from an ancient white car idling on the side of the road. An old couple was inside. "Come on in boys you'll freeze out in that cold," said a man sticking his head out the driver’s window. Andrew and Sam shuffled to the car. 

  An old woman smiled at them as they passed by. Andrew smiled back. He hoped it looked genuine, nothing inside him warranted a smile. Andrew opened the back door which squealed with age. It sounded like overly used stage equipment. He scooted himself behind the driver as Sam slumped into the seat behind the woman. 

  The car smelled of old decomposed wood. Andrew wished Sam didn't make it so obvious that something was troubling him. Many thoughts were being swished in Andrew’s mind and bubbling into a mess.

 “What are you two young fellers doing out here in the middle of night? And where are you headed two?” said the old man pulling back onto the highway.

    Andrew said the first thing that came to mind, “We and a couple of other friends were planning to camp out, but the others had forgotten to pack the tents. So they went back to their places to get them. Me and my friend here had decided to stay and fish while we waited. Well I fished anyways; my friend here just ate all the granola bars. Man I’m telling you, those fishes sure were feisty. More than once they tore the line right off the pole. A big one even yanked the pole into the water when I set it down on the dock only for a second.” The old man chuckled. 

     Andrew didn't bother to hold his head down to blow his breath away from the couple the dusty smell of the room was enough to dilute the smell of his breath if it still held whiffs of alcohol. And the couple looked to be at least seventy years old so they probably couldn't smell things the same way they did in their prime. Or could they? Perhaps Andrew's logic was just too watered down to think realistically. 

     “You know what they say, you snooze you lose. But none of that explains what y'all were doing hitchhiking at this time of night." He seemed to have bought the camping story. It was believable since it was a Friday night, and there wasn’t school on the weekends.

     “Well apparently our friends must have had car trouble, because they never came back. Me and my friend Sa… ul, didn’t even have our cell phones with us to call. If there even was a signal in the woods anyways. And so now here we are in your car. We’re from Mandan by the way.” Andrew thought it would be smart to not give their real names.

     “Perfect, me and my wife were headed that way anyway. When we get there just tell us were your folks live.” 

     “Have you boys seen how Bismarck is shaping up yet? Who am I kidding, of course you have,” the man’s wife said. She was white haired and had many lines and wrinkles on her face.

     “What’s your name by the way?” the man asked him.

     “Adrian,” Andrew said. It was easiest to quickly think up a name that started with the same first letter of his real name.

     “Adrian it is. Goodness where are my manners,” he said. “Adrian, Saul, my name is Todd, and this is my wife Marian,” the old man said gesturing to the woman on the raggedy seat next to him. They were a couple as kind as gold and they had the misfortune on picking up two criminals during a drive late at night. Andrew wanted to dive off a cliff and take flight.

     “I cannot thank you enough for your gratitude on giving us a ride. I was afraid we’d have to walk all the way home.”

     “It was our pleasure,” Marian said looking into the rear view mirror. Her eyes bulged when she got a look at him. 

                                               12. Battle Of Wits
    At first Andrew was confused. But when he saw himself in the mirror he could see why someone would be frightened by his face. 

    A lace of dried up blood was caked on his forehead and down the left side of his face. He didn’t even remember ever having bled from his face. Andrew turned to face Sam next to him who was breathing at an erratic pace. He did not look normal, the way his eyes shifted around... Andrew's heart began to race. He looked like a boy who had just robbed a candy store, with the cops right at the door.

    “What happened to you Adrian? You look awfully hurt. Is that a burn?” Marian asked her voice full of concern. 

    “Uh… I tripped on an uprooted tree root. Hit my head pretty hard on the ground,” Andrew said.

    “Oh my, do you think you need to go to the hospital?”

    “No, I’m fine it was just a few little scrapes here and there.” 

    “You better keep an eye on those little scrapes. You don’t want them to get infected,” Todd said. Are you worried I might die? Please sir, don't worry about me, I'm not worth your sympathy. Just keep on driving North. Let my sorrow seep at my lonesome. I bet by tomorrow it'll be gone.
    “I’ll be sure and wash them out and get them bandaged." Todd nodded and hummed to himself. Andrew thought the tune sounded like that of an old black and white western movie he had seen. Sam stared out the window resting his chin on a hand. He stayed that way never peeling his eyes away from what lay beyond the grimy glass.

    “You’re awfully quiet Saul. You haven’t said a word sense we picked you and Adrian up,” Todd said.

    “I’m just tired,” Sam said still staring out the window. He really did sound tired. But Andrew knew he sounded that way because he was still in a mental state of shock. 

    “Understandable,” Todd said. A motorcycle past them by, it's taillight becoming a red dot and then fading from sight. The couple was driving much too slow for his taste. Or perhaps he hadn't completely sobered up like he had thought and was still a little bit drunk. Andrew knew it was hard if not impossible to judge speed while intoxicated. He approximated that they were traveling at fifty miles per hour. The dashboard was covered in so much grime it should be a crime. 

   “So why exactly did you just now think of going to the highway to get a ride home? And why didn’t your friends send anyone to pick you up?” Said Todd.

    “We uh… when we all went to the woods it was already night. So we really hadn’t been waiting very long,” Sam said. It was a poorly thought out thing for him to say. The look on Todd’s aged face in the rear view mirror told Andrew that he hadn’t completely believed what Sam said.

    “Is that so. Do you fish at night often Adrian?” 

    “Well, no sir I don’t. I actually planned on fishing the next day, but you know like I said before it was a way to pass the time,” Andrew said. Even he didn’t trust his own lie.

    “So you just stood on the dock and cast the fishing line into the water in the middle of this pitch blackness? Neither of you were carrying any flashlights when I first saw you on the side of the road with your thumbs up.”

    “We forgot to get them out of our friend’s car before they left. It was no problem though there was plenty of moonlight.”

    “The moon hasn’t been shining here. Look out the window and to the skies Adrian. If you can find the moon anywhere I’ll get myself a pair of glasses,” Todd said. He sounded like he had finally begun to realize that the things him and Sam had been telling him just didn’t add up.

    When Andrew had looked out he was shocked to see clouds packed up in the black sky. He could see neither the moon nor the stars. “Looks like the clouds must have rolled in recently,” Andrew had said.

    “Clouds don’t cover up the entire sky for miles that fast. You boys are quite far from Mandan. Is there some kind of lake that you were camping by? I mean I figure there is since one of you said you were fishing.” 

   "I wouldn't call it a lake, but it is a decently sized pond." Please don't ask me were it is. The old man nodded his head and said, "Mh, hmm, me and you would have a great bond if we were the same age. Your just as wild as me when I was on the same page of life as you." 

   "But you're not and now you have a wife," Sam added. Damn! Why can't you keep your mouth shut! I oghta kick your butt! 

   Todd's nose wrinkled like he smelled a wet mutt. They had been riding in the couples smelly car for a while and Andrew was dying to know what time it was. And who was Marian siding with in the odd back and forth between him "Adrian" and her husband Todd?

   "Excuse, but what time is it?" Andrew said. Marian picked her purse off the floor and rummaged through it. Her bony hand came out with a cell phone almost as ancient as the car. She put the phones screen close to her face the light illuminated a scar on her cheek. He saw Sam sneak a peek at the phone over her shoulder. The weather was growing colder.

   "It's 12:52," she said. Andrew did his best not to look worried. If his parents were still awake waiting for him what would it look like? Surely they wouldn't believe him if he said the Astronomy Club meeting ended so late. Even if they did they would probably call the school anyways. Or maybe not, his parents trusted him since they believed he was a responsible young adult. But how about if he was busted by the police? Would they release him from custody?

   He got all A's on his report card so they knew he was a very dedicated student, and dad's buddy. If I'm so smart why do I make such stupid decisions? I'm like Bart from that stupid sitcom! 
    Sam hadn't moved a muscle since he plastered his face against the window. Andrew felt responsible for the little bastard who was awfully still. Sam never mastered a skill in his entire life time. "You look like you swallowed a wire and a lime. Are you feeling alright Paul, uh... Saul? Should I pull over there bud? You feeling car sick?" Todd said. Sam didn't respond immediately, but not because he was being a dick. He looked like his mouth was full of mud. Or more appropriate for the situation... blood. And it could... over flood. 

    "I'm fine just tired that's all," he said. 

    "That's what you told me last time. Believe me I know what tired looks like, I raised five sons during my life time. And none of them ever looked like you when they were tired. In fact you remind me of my youngest son when he was bout your age. He got that look when he came home from school one day in rage. It was the day he... accidentally pushed a kid off a stage." Andrew felt his skin go cold. 

    Did Todd suspect them? Sure it wasn't normal for two teenagers to just be wandering the highway so late at night, but did he have a hunch that they had been up to foul play? Andrew felt his lunch heave. I can't believe it, I'm cracking up like a nerd after a failed hacking! Was his photo nailed to a police station? Man, I'm under serious frustration. Is this how a girl feels during menstruation? 
   "What kind of bad things? Maybe we can relate," Andrew said trying to make it come out as being lighthearted. Too late, his voice came out sounding paranoid. He could hear his heart pound in his chest. Todd and his wife were bond to hear it sooner or later. He wanted to rip it out and feed it to a gator. See you later alligator, hope you don't fart my heart out after swimming through a dope filled marsh. Wow, that's harsh. POW! Your dead alligator, look at all that red!
   "Sorry, but that's private family information," Todd said.  

   "Is it getting a bit stuffy for you in here Adrian? If you need to open the window that's fine," said Marian. 

   "Thanks," Andrew said rolling the window down. The rusted handle scraped as he rotated it in the wrong direction. He hadn't used one of those in years. When he got the window half way open he welcomed the rustling of the wind. He felt better that he couldn't hear his beating heart over the noise. The rest of the ride to Mandan was quiet, except for the wind. At least until Todd turned the radio on. 

    The audio was so staticy it was a wonder the antique radio system actually got signal. He'd heard other stereos get better reception during thunder storms. But it was all a deception, the radio got crystal clear audio. Oh dear, I don't want to hear it!
    A Bismarck talk show radio station was playing. The host was going on about the latest news around town, and the nation. "It really is amazing how much the tiny North Dakota capital has been expanding. In another year I'd say it will be more than three times its size at the rate that sky scrapers have been going up," said the host. It was a good way to boast their ratings by mentioning that they were from the Bismarck area.

    "That's right Peter, and it's all thanks to the four funders, the many construction workers, and the revolutionary technology that is available to them, and remember folks mosquitoes don't just spread Malaria like a knife spreading butter over bread, they cured AIDS!" said another man. Totally lame, does that guy actually get paid? l bet he's never been laid. And what's the name of the game he's playing at?
    "And now we'll be taking calls from any night owls listening out there about the latest news or gossip from their area," said Peter. Andrew heard a phone ring from the hissing speakers.

    "Hi Peter, my name is Delilah and I'm calling from Mandan," said a woman with a stopped up voice. Something popped in the background. Popcorn? 

    "That's were you two are from," said Todd. How he knew. Andrew was shaking fearing what the woman would say.

    "Delilah it's a pleasure to have you on the show today," said Peter. Did someone turn on the heater? Andrew felt his blood boil.

    "Thank you, I won't spoil your time." Hurry up, because every three minutes costs you a dime.
    "So what is it going to be news or gossip?"

   "What's the difference? You can't trust neither of them to be truthful," joked the other man. Todd and Marian laughed at that. Andrew sat back in his seat like a rat backing into a hole. 

   "Crazy Nick, I assure you the news I'm about to tell you is true and sad," said the woman who sounded sick.

   "I'm sorry, let us hear what you have to say," said Crazy Nick in a serious tone. Ughh, oh.
    "About two hours ago I was washing the dishes when I heard this truck speeding down my street like the driver was drunk or something, and then there was this loud crashing sound. I was so frightened I dropped the dish I was scrubbing on the floor. I didn't even hear it break because the crash was so loud," Delilah said. It was all Andrew could do from screaming.

   "Please continue, we won't interrupt until you finish ma’am," said Peter. 

   "Well me and my husband step out of the house to see if we can help the accident victims. When we got to the scene of the crash, which was all but three houses down the driver or drivers of the truck I had heard were long gone. So now it had become a hit and run incident. A couple of our neighbors were out of their cars to so I asked them if they had seen who was behind the crash while my husband called for an ambulance, and then the police. No one saw anything they were all inside when the whole thing happened."

   Andrew took no comfort in that. What he was worried about was how the occupant or occupants of the car were. "Goodness Todd, you think a drunk driver was behind it?" Andrew wanted to become one with the smelly dust covered seat. I am filth, he though shuffling his feet.

    "I can't imagine what else love. Lord, what has become of the peaceful town of Mandan?" Todd said. Andrew wondered the same thing. Could it be all the new families that had been moving in and bringing their kids along fault? Many of them had come from as far south as Texas, which recently had seen a dramatic increase in teen drinking. Texas must have a bar everywhere so why should it be a surprise?

   "Delilah do you know of the state that the victims of the collision are?" said Peter. Andrew held his breath. His very nerves seemed to stop sending out signals to his vital organs to focus exclusively on what the woman would say. Sam pulled his head away from the window and craned his neck forward. The back of his shirt was stained with dirt.

   "There was only one person in the car, a woman," Delilah said, "And no, the paramedics would not comment on the matter. But from the way they looked at everybody I could tell they were hiding the answer from us of to spare us from having a sleepless night." 

   "My goodness, that poor girl needs our prayers," said Todd. Him and Marian silently prayed. Andrew's parents were both dedicated Christians, but he could care less. As far as he knew all he had to do was ask Jesus to save him and he'd be saved from sin his entire life. That seemed to be all there was to it, need he strive? But did that include this living by the knife? Leaving a life to die and then erasing himself and Sam from having anything to do with it?

   "Delilah are you still there?" came Crazy Nick's voice. Andrew could hear news commentary in the background.

   "Yes, I'm still here. Oh my God!" she shrilled, "There's been another accident!" She sounded like she had seen a ghastly apparition on television. He was surprised she hadn't bounded away from the phone.

    "Did this accident also occur in your hometown as well?" Peter said. Andrew strained to make out the news in the background but couldn't.

    "Yes, Oh my God! Three girls were run over by a car not to long ago. One died instantly the others are in critical condition at the hospital. I'm watching the coverage on the news right now." There was a pause then she said, "Oh my God a second just died! The doctors are trying to revive her. The line refuses to-" Todd reached out his hand to turn the radio off. 

    "That's enough depressing talk for one night," he said. Andrew couldn't have agreed more. Tremors shock his body and he couldn't find the will to stop them. Two girls had just died in his hometown, was he the taker of a third life? And if the third girl that was run over died that would make four dead in a single night. 

   Marian craned her neck to look behind her. "Are you cold Adrian?" she said. Can't you see I'm pained old Marian? Sorry, I didn't mean to think that way. I feel like such a ham!
   "No ma'am, I'm just shocked over hearing about those girls." It was mostly true. The state of the crash victim . Maybe if I shut my eyes and think for a while everything will be fine when I wake up. He was instantly transported to the realm of shut eye. He dreamed that he was going to die.

                                     ****************************

   Andrew awoke with a heartbeat thumping inside his skull and irritating his brain. His mouth tasted foul. His flat body was being shaken like a rat being taken away an owl. He blinked his eyelids opened to the sight of red traffic lights outside the windshield. They had arrived in town. "Sleep well?" Marian asked. Was she tasked with waking him up or something?
    "Yeah," Andrew said sounding terrible. His head still throbbed from the after effects of drinking. His eyelids were blinking. 

    "Sorry that you had to be wakened up so abruptly but I told Saul there to rouse you so you could tell my husband which way to your house."

    "Don't worry about it." Andrew wasn't about to tell them were he really lived. He looked at Sam who was very pale. An eighteen wheeler the size of a whale idled on his side of the car. The car was bathed in a green glow from the traffic lights and the car went forward. 

     Andrew noticed Sam lean forward as if about to say something. He couldn't let him blow their cover. His friend wasn't smart enough to see that it would be better if these people didn't know where their homes really were.

     "Me and Saul live right next door to each other so you won't have to do a lot of driving." Sam spun his head rapidly in his direction. He opened his lips as if about to object. Andrew shook a finger at him from behind Todd's seat. Sam gave him a thumbs up sign to show that he understood.

     "I'm afraid my set of wheels doesn't have GPS so you should start pointing me out in the general direction to your homes," Todd said. Andrew quickly thought up a random location in-between his and Sam's house. 

                                           14. Nights End
     The scene of where they had crashed was taped around with police barrier tape and professional CSI people were working vigorously in the area looking for any evidence as to what kind of vehicle had crashed into the car. Crime scene investigator people always have perfect plans. A news crew was packing equipment into vans. They had no idea the criminals behind the hit and run were within camera view. 

      The old couple had to drive through another road to get to the place Andrew had instructed them to. Andrew and Sam thanked the couple when they arrived. "Bye Adrian, Saul, have a nice night," Marian said. 

      As Andrew shut the door behind him Todd rolled his window halfway down and said, "Adrian I got a little somethin I want you to have."

      "That won't be necessary sir," Andrew said.

      "Nonsense, I know that you’re an outdoors man so I have this very special compass I want you to have," Todd said holding a clam shaped silver compass which hung from a necklace which was the same silver color. A golden emblem of a lion was on the top half of the compass.  Andrew took the peculiar little instrument. 

      He turned it around in his hand. The craftsmanship was incredible. "Now you and your friend won't get lost the next time you go into the forest," Marian said. 

     "Thanks," Andrew said. 

     "Anytime friend, I hope that woman is OK. And we'll be praying for that third girl that was run over," Todd said as he drove off like he had left a stove on in his house. On the other side of the road was a mouse. It was tugging on a blouse that was hanging out of a trashcan and scrapping the ground. 

    The mouse squeaked as if it were saying "Look what I found!" The animal was bound to be eaten by a stray cat if it stayed out in the open like that. That mouse is like me, foolishly putting itself in dangerous situations. He can live a safe life in it's hole, yet it comes out to roam. I used to live in my room every moment that I wasn't in school. I didn't like that life. I just wanted to get out of it, but I didn't know that living it the way my new friends did would be like playing with a knife.
    Andrew let the compass dangle against the side of his pant leg. He didn't deserve to have such a magnificent possession as this wonderful gift. If a night time jogger happened to pass by Andrew would hold it out to the stranger and beg him to take it. He and Sam walked to the sidewalk and watched the headlights of the couples car fade from sight. Look at what one party made of our night.
    "What did he give you?" Sam said. Andrew showed him the compass. He gawked. "Is that real?" Andrew nodded.

    Without question the compass truly was something special beyond just being a valuable piece of jewelry. Todd had seemed like he was giving up a part of his past and giving the rights to Andrew. It was the last gift he should ever get. Andrew bit his lip. "Do you want it?" He dangled the navigation instrument in front of his friends face who had a hand on his hip. 

   Even in the darkness the precious metals of the compass shimmered in the moonlight. Sam shook his head. Anybody else would have took it unless he were dead. "No man, Todd meant for you to have it and you alone. Plus, I don't know about you but I'd rather forget that any of this ever happened. A shining piece of metal won't exactly help much in that matter. Man, I hope both that girl and the lady we hit turn out OK."

  "See you tomorrow Sam," Andrew said walking toward his home. Sam walked in the opposite direction. He stuffed the compass in his jean pocket. Andrew dreaded the confrontation with his parents that was imminent when he entered his house. He had always been so trustworthy in their eyes. And what would he possibly say? Will I lie, or be honest? He saw the living room light from the sidewalk. Each of his footsteps sounded like a boom.  

   He jogged up the driveway and toward the front door. He sucked in a breath full of cool air and reached for the metal doorknob. It was cold in his grip and turned easily. Everything was dark in the house except for the living room. It had a mood of gloom. "Mom?" he said. Silence, he felt an increasing feeling of doom. He walked toward the lit living room. 

  Andrew heard somebody’s quiet sobs. Was his mother crying over him? Did she think her son had been hurt? Or did she suspect he had been the culprit behind the crash? It didn't sound like a females crying though. As he entered the large open room he saw not his mother but his father. He had his head buried in his hands as he sat on his moms reading chair in the corner next to a lamp stand.

  "Dad, what's wrong?" Andrew said. His father looked up at him. It shocked Andrew to see his father the way he was now. His father was a strong man who had been through the worst that war had to offer and lived to tell the tale every time. He was immune unnaturally to PTSD which many other soldiers developed who had seen the worst of war. So what could be troubling him so? Why had that red car I had run into looked so familiar? 
  "Andrew son come here," his dad whispered. Andrew did, feeling like a lost baby deer.

  "Dad what happened?"

  "Son, your mother was so worried about you when you didn't come home before ten, she-" a tremor shook his body, "She went to pick you up and she was hit by a drunk driver." No! This is all a lie! None of this was happening; he had not hit his own mom in that crash! He'd bet all his cash!

  "Dad how is mom? Can we go see her?" Andrew said. When his father Salm didn't respond he grabbed a hold of his shoulders and shook them until he got an answer.

  "I was taking a shower when the whole thing happened so I didn't even hear the crash but-" he paused," When I got dressed and was about to watch a late night game I heard this knocking in the door." Andrew was already depressed and didn't like the way this was going. "I thought it was Meredith back early from picking you up. It was a police officer. He told me..." his voice caught. "He said my wife was dead. He assured me  she hadn't suffered and had died instantly." 

  "No!" He backed up against the wall and slid against it to the floor. He curled into a ball and clasped his palms around his face and sobbed into them. The red car he hit was his mothers! She's dead! What the hell?! He fell on his side onto the floor.  

  "I know it's hard son, I miss her more than you know," his father said blowing his nose on a handkerchief. Dad, if only you knew I'm the reason my mother is dead. 
  Andrew felt his father put a hand on his shoulder. Andrew wanted to recoil from the affection. He deserved none of it, for he was the worst kind of criminal. He had lied to his mom, gone to a party he wasn't supposed to, drank, driven while intoxicated, killed his own mother, out rid the law, and lied to Todd and Marian. Through it all he dragged Sam through the flames of this wicked night. 

 And now he was keeping everything from his father. And it all happened because of one lie. Andrew wanted to die. "Dad," he managed to choke out. 

 "Yes son?"

 "I love you." Andrew pulled his hands away from his face and looked at his father through his blurry vision. Andrew didn't need his vision to be in tip top performance to see that his father was overwhelmed by what he said. Andrew couldn't even recall ever telling his dad that when he was just a little kid who still believed in the Tooth Fairy.

 "I love you to son," his father said, "And so did your mother. We've always loved you, from the moment you were conceived." Andrew cried silently until sleep overcame him but not before it hit him that his father was deceived. The next morning he discovered while watching the news that the two girls who had died were among the girls he had asked for the time at the party. 

  He smelled dried salty water on his face, what a sad aroma. The third girl, the red head that had offered to dance with him had slipped into a coma. Then she was dead. Her parents next to her hospital bed. At least that's what people said. Some say she died alone. At school Andrew threw something into a dumpster, his phone. The last he heard of it was his ring tone. Later in the day it was driven to the dump where it became bone.

  My name is Andrew I am Death, born of the womb of Meredith. Whom I put in the tomb. Did those three girls meet their doom the moment I layed eyes on them? I shall live in gloom for eternity for I am Death. Rest in peace Meredith, my mother. I drove you away, but know this I love you. Why am I hiding the truth from my father? How many kids like me wished for just two more minutes of life to tell their parents that they were sorry? And yet all I'm doing is holding my nose against the smell of my tears. I'm even too scared to wash away the smears.
 Two minutes. One lie. Two friends. One party. Two drinks. One accident. Two criminals. One cover-up. Two lost wanderers. One car. Two good Samaritans. One ride. One radio show. Two hosts. One caller. Two more deaths. One nap. Two feelings of paranoia. One more lie. Two boys are dropped off. One gift. Two precious metals. One goodbye. Two desires on the way home. One sob. Two thoughts. One shocking sight. Two weeping eyes. One question. Two weepers. One deception. Too many regrets. Because of one lie. Two hours of crying myself to sleep. One redhead slips into a coma. The red haired friend of the two dead girls dies. One close friend of the girls tells the story of the party with no lies. Two news groups cover the stories of the four deaths. Two family members mourn their loss. One funeral service. Two frightened teenage criminals. One criminal gets over his fear. I did not, but I did give up the beer. And now here I am. Damn, I wish I could take back all the things I've done. I just wanted to be popular.

                                             15. The Emotions Of Adolescence                                                                  
       Stacey pushed open the cold front school doors and entered. Warmth washed over her. Stacey could tell from the looks of the place that she was still early. Students who arrived before school hours were expected to wait either in the cafeteria or library. Stacey always chose the library it was more peaceful. All the people in the cafeteria made her feel uncomfortable and her friends boyfriends usually sat with them. Except for one who had wisely left her moronic boyfriend.  

      Whenever they were around it was like she didn't even know her friends anymore. They became completely different people. Stacey had no other friends except for them. She could count and name them with the fingers of her right hand and still have one left over. One Rachel, two Terry, three Olivia, and four Veronica. Veronica was easily the most compassionate of her friends. 

      She had been the only person in her entire school year that had gone out of her way to get to know her. Veronica was the reason Stacey had such a thing as friends however few. She and Veronica had first met in the cafeteria when Stacey used to eat alone. The thing that immediately stood out about her as unique was the blue striped candy cane that she wore on a necklace. Veronica had told her that it was double laminated and was very special to her. A tiny hole was drilled into the tip and it hung upside down from a thin gold necklace. Many kids had no idea what to think of it other than call it weird. Stacey however had an idea of what it meant. 

     When they had gotten to know each other well they both discovered that they went to the same Church. Veronica had moved to Mandan from New York City. She was physically fit and it showed from all the walking she had done to and from school at her previous home. 

    Ever since then they met in Church every chance Stacey could sneak out of the house. Veronica had suggested that her parents go pick her up, Stacey had said that wouldn't work. If her dad saw people dressed up in what he called "Whacko clothes" pull up into his house he'd go out and run them off. 

   It had been Stacey's faith that had kept her pure of heart and soul throughout all these years. And the last two had been the darkest years of the twenty first century. Famines, The African Civil War, mass animal extinctions, The Greater Depression, rise in crime, and increase of abominable behavior. Why do most kids who say that they believe in a higher power still act like barbarians? It's heartbreaking.
      Stacey admired Veronica, she was a strong girl. She had been brave enough to put a stop to her boyfriend’s efforts to get her to do something she did not want to. Stacey had never had a boyfriend so she didn't know what it must have been like. The sad thing was however, that she and Veronica both lived in an age when many girls were advancers just as much as the guys.

      Veronica had told her, "After I pushed Carl's hand away he didn't get the idea and wouldn't stop. I was so scared Stacey, he was being so aggressive. Like an animal. Really it was attempted date rape. I had no idea he was like that. I was so blind, I really thought he was a nice guy. I told my parents about it and they pressed charges against him." Veronica and her parents had offered Stacey the opportunity to go to the trial with them. She refused. Later Veronica informed her that Carl lost and was fined. 

      As Stacey walked toward the library she found herself wishing she had asked Veronica to accompany her in the library every morning. She wouldn't have refused. But Stacey could never find the bravery to ask her in front of her other friends and their boyfriends. If they were that. Stacey couldn't help but feel that the others didn't consider her more than just being a tag along.

      The reason she never asked her in Church was because she always forgot to. Stacey could remember events from ten years ago with such clarity that she felt like she was there, but she could forget important mental notes in an instant. Veronica why am I so lucky to have a friend like you?       
                                             **********************

      Daniel drove the distance to Mandan High School counting every car on the road. He had counted only twelve by the time he pulled into the student parking lot of Mandan High. Most of the drivers were students like him. If they’re going into the student parking area didn't make it obvious their erratic driving did. They were supposed to drive at a speed of only fifteen miles in the school zone. Daniel parked the truck in his reserved parking space which was around the middle of the parking rows. Conveniently his parking space was amongst some slick looking cars. His shiny black truck wouldn't stand out so much when compared to the cars around it.

      The newly constructed school campus was nice and had just been opened to students last year. It was a bit outside of the general town area, about four hundred yards from the old High School which was now a Middle School. The parking lot was pretty massive, bigger than the one at his old school in Dallas. And there were a lot of kids over there. He learned that it actually used to be a lot smaller than it was now. The school district had to have it expanded because so many new students were being enrolled at the school periodically.

   Thunder rumbled, but the rain was still condensed up in the clouds. Daniel put on his backpack and stepped out of the truck slamming the door shut. It was a bad habit of his to slam doors. His mother often scolded him over that. Daniel locked his truck by pressing the button on the little remote on his key chain. The locks on the truck made a satisfying clicking sound. He pocketed the keys as he walked toward campus. A couple other students were also making their way to the main entrance of school. 

   The concrete around him was being painted with tiny rain droplets, which gradually grew in intensity. A girl with the hood of her sweatshirt up was talking into a cell phone bending her head down trying to keep the phone from getting wet. That's what I forgot to bring with me today. Oh well, I never use it anyways. Daniel could hear the faint sound of the bell signaling the beginning of school. He arrived at just the perfect time.

    Suddenly the rain wasn't just a drizzle anymore it was a storm coming down with full force. Kids ran past Daniel using their backpacks as umbrellas. He followed their example and ran after them toward the school building.

He burst into the school completely soaked with water. He felt like he had dove into a lake fully dressed.  So much for my optimism for beating the storm my boots were completely drenched. The kids that were outside didn't fair so well either they looked like they had taken a shower in their clothes. The foyer echoed with the sound of squeaking footsteps.

    From behind rapid squeaking footsteps were approaching him. "Daniel! What’s up man?" said his friend William. Like Daniel his clothes were also wet. 

    "Why does everyone always ask me that? Are people really that naive don't they realize it's the ceiling?" Daniel said with mock annoyance. 

    "If we were outside it would be the sky wouldn't it?" William said jabbing him hard in the shoulder. Daniel winced, William packed quite a punch. "Sorry didn't mean to hit you that hard."

    "Apology accepted," Daniel said trying to mask the discomfort he felt from his throbbing shoulder. There would be a bruise there, he was sure of it. He bruised easily.

    "Well guess I'll see you later Daniel," William said heading off to his class. 

    "Ok, see you." Daniel walked up some stairs. He took every step of the stairs cautiously. He didn't want to slip and be laughed at. Man, they need less slippery stairs. There's only like two inches of sandpaper like spots on each step. That's one thing the architects who made the plans for this school could have thought of including more of. My dad should have made the blue print for the school. He would have avoided the obvious mistake of using materials with poor traction to be used for steps.
    When he climbed the last step of the stairs he picked up the pace to his first period class. Kids all around him were weaving amongst each like cars on a highway. Every week the halls seemed to become smaller and smaller as the crowds of kids grew bigger. At least kids are smaller and healthier now that most fast food places have either been shut down or forced to produce more nutritious foods. The senior class photo that my dad showed me sure was full of fat kids. I've only seen about eleven in my entire life. 
                                       ***************************

    Andrew was still feeling the emotional turmoil tear him apart. He had to do something to get his mind of the pain. I always thought the stories of kids dying, killing their parents, or them both dying in crashes after parties was just a bunch of scary stories to keep us from partying. I only wish other kids don't make the same mistakes I did. Being lonely is something I can understand but don't get mixed up in the wrong crowd. Your feelings of being lost will not be fixed and you will not be proud of the person that you'll become .
   God, that's why more and more kids are joining gangs. They feel it's the only place they can find acceptance. Our struggles are real, and finding a way to deal with them is the hardest part. The rarest solution to cope with our troubles is a smart solution. Hope is something we don't feel often. But if we just peel away the blind fold of fear we will find it. Yeah, that sounds so much like me. He saw Michael a freshman that he had in his Physical education class who seemed to gain weight everyday. The little brat often bragged about being so tough and how he was so cool because he partied and rank beer. Get over here. Andrew scanned the hallway and made sure no cameras were pointed at him. Satisfied he thrust his foot out in front of the boy’s legs. The boy was instantly swept off his feet like a joint-less toy. Andrew felt better already by his pointless impulse.

                                        *****************************

     "Look everybody, Michael's tripping," came a taunting voice from around the corner. Andrew was making someone’s life miserable. Daniel did his best to tune it out. 

     Andrew was among one of Mandan High Schools more persistent bullies. Anyone he targeted was going to experience the worst humiliation imaginable. At least Andrew had the decency to not inflict any serious physical harm on his victims. Though, maybe the bullied would have much preferred that he did instead of being used in one of his in between classes side shows.

                                       *************************

    "Stop it!" Michael said as Andrew tripped him again as he began to get up. "This isn't fair!" Andrew laughed at the boy who was flat on his back with his feet in the air. He looked like a turtle with his heavily packed bag strapped behind him. 

    "Zip it you little turtle," Andrew said raising his foot. The boy shut his eyes as Andrew aimed his kick at his side. Andrew directed his kick lower at the last second hitting the boys backup beneath him and watched the boy slide. Andrews many friends walked by and made fun of Michael. He stood over him for a while. A number of girls who walked past scowled at him. 

    "Immature loser," one girl said. Andrew didn't give her a second thought. If it had been Veronica saying that however, he would have hated himself for making a fool of himself in front of her. She never dated idiots.

    My life is one of loneliness. And yet I stay strong. No matter how much goes wrong. Are my so called friends really my friends? Sam has pretty much moved on since the fateful night. What might I do if I can't? I've been so sad ever since. Dad I promise I will tell you what happened that night the moment I see you. I want to set things right. I hope everything can be alright. I want you to see me in a new light, not in my empty shell of sadness. Which day by day is driving me closer to madness. When I allow myself to be controlled by it I strike fear in others with... gladness.
                                           ************************

    Daniel walked by the scene wondering why nobody ever put a stop to Andrew's hobby of humiliation. He already knew the answer. Nobody messed with Andrew. It wasn't just because he was huge and seemed to emit an allure of intimidation. He was respected by most of the male student body for his skills in automobile mechanics. There wasn't a car problem that Andrew couldn't fix. He was the schools very own budget mechanic, and from what Daniel heard his abilities weren’t exaggerated.

    Telling a teacher about the things Andrew did to his fellow teenagers wouldn't change things either. Some of the kids bullied by Andrew have already tried that. They just got rejected and framed as liars. Andrew had been a straight A student since his freshman year and he never gave his teachers any trouble. It was rather difficult for him to stomach the concept of Andrew being such a brilliant talented young man who had the perfect solution for everything. He even scouted out perfect blind spots were the camera wouldn't catch him in the act of bullying somebody. 

    "Go on shrimp; scram before you’re counted tardied!" Andrew barked. Daniel heard the clatter of the freshman’s footsteps as he ran to class. Daniel breathed a sigh of relief. The freshman probably didn't know it, but he likely wouldn't have to worry about Andrew anymore. Andrew rarely bothered anyone more than once. Unless he had found someone that he found particularly amusing for his twisted hobby. 

     That's one thing he could say about Andrew at least he had mercy, in a sense. Not even that however was enough to keep Andrew from being the worst kind of bad. A person who pretended to be respectful and kind, but remove adults from the equation, and Andrew's true nature was revealed, a phony. Still, today Daniel felt a sort of sympathy for the guy he had never felt before. 

     Andrew walked past him taking his usual long strides. He had such a hurt expression on his face. Speaking of feeling sympathy for the guy, my God he looks like he's on his way to committing suicide.  
                                          **************************

     Chloe’s heart rate increased as her mother drove her ever nearer to another day of school. Chloe was still feeling a bit queasy but her mind was to preoccupied with dread of what this school day would bring. Chloe hated that her parents insisted that she keep on attending public schools since her Middle School years. "Chloe you need to make friends from every social class. And being private schooled won't allow you to meet all the great people who just happen to not have as much money as us," her dad had said.

     "I didn't say I wanted to go to a private school, I'm asking to be home schooled," Chloe had said to him. 

     "Chloe, what kind of selfish excuse for a father would I be if I denied my daughter the chance to make friends?"

     "Mom, will you pay for me to be home schooled?" she had told her mother after her father had denied.

     "Your father is right Chloe, you can't isolate yourself from the world, It's just not healthy. You need to get to know the people around you, trust me you'll thank us someday," her mom had said. Chloe had left her parents in the living room and gone to her room to cry. She did a lot of crying throughout the past four years.

     "Are you starting to regret that you didn't eat breakfast at home yet Chloe?" her mom said.

     "No," she said. It wasn't a lie she truly did not feel like eating anything, which wasn't how pregnant people were supposed to feel. Chloe had read that woman who were pregnant had cravings for certain foods. She felt none. However, she didn't know however if she had to smell the foods before she craved them. 

     Even If I'm not pregnant what kind of diseases might those boys have given me? The trees shook gently with the wind.

     "The weather sure has been hectic this year huh Chloe?" Chloe only nodded.

     Storms and temperature changes were indeed happening at the wrong times of the year. A pattering of pine cones bounced and rolled on the hood, then the windshield, roof, and finally the back of the car. Chloe heard a couple crunch under the cars tires.  

     "Looks like the trees are starting a war against automobiles. Good thing those grenades were duds," her mom said. Chloe half smiled.

     "They're just embarrassed about how you talk about them in your books and television shows. And why are they attacking a fuel efficient car?" Chloe said her voice barley even registering with her. The strangely shaped silver car they were in got a lot of curious glances from pedestrians and people stations, and the common motorist alike. Chloe wished the windows were tinted. 

      She hated when her mom had to stop at traffic lights and people would turn their heads to the side and look at the car, seeing her in it. Some people even recognized Chloe, her mom, or both from television and would roll their windows down and say hello. Her mom being the person she was always returned the greeting. Occasionally however the drivers had nothing polite to say and instead publicly mock her mother and father. 

     What would I do if a kid from school ever saw me and said all the bad things I have done? I wouldn't be able to live with myself anymore. I'd probably get out of the car and just stand in the road and wait for my world to fade to black hoping I don't come back.
     "There's the Chloe I know and love. I was beginning to think you were lying to me about not being sick." Chloe hoped she was merely sick.        

     "Mom?" Chloe said preparing to ask her mother a life question. 

     "Yes Chloe?" Chloe hesitated, she couldn't muster the courage to ask her mother a question about pregnancy.

     "I'm really looking forward to Thanks Giving break mom," She said finally. 

     "It's going to be great Chloe, me and your father actually thought about going to Sequia's remote home for dinner that day."

     "Sequia? Who's that?" Her mother giggled. Her mom was so lively, while she was dead and hollow inside. 

     "I shouldn't have said that after your father ruined the surprise enough for you already. Sequia is the new House Representative of Alaska and he also the very first owner of the Polar Huskies." There was already a new representative? When had this happened?

     "What do you mean by Polar Huskies? He has more than one?"

     "Oh yes, your father told me he had... you clever little thing. You want me to open the biggest present before opening time don't you?"

     "No I'm not mom, in fact I'll forget I ever said that and ask you another question. Why did Alaska get a new representative after the other one had only been in office for... a very short time." Chloe wasn't exactly sure how short, but knew that he had only served for a little over half a year.

     "He served for a bit over six months sweetie," her mom said pursing her lips. Her mother didn't do that often. She did it only when something was troubling her.

     "Did he just resign and leave?" Chloe said. Her mother's face lost all traces that she had ever been cheerful this morning. She seemed to age ten years right before her eyes.

     "From what your father told me from his friend Sequia, the man had been murdered." Chloe felt a pinch in her heart. Hearing of murder was something she did not enjoy. Her mother peered at her with remorseful eyes. "I'm sorry Chloe, I should have known you wouldn't have wanted to hear that." 

    When Chloe looked straight ahead her skin went clammy as her high school came into view. "There's been so much killing these past years mother. Is it just going to keep getting worse?" In actuality the real increase in killings had only began in the previous two years when the Greater depression was at it's worst. Most of the killings were motivated by desperation according to the news Media. A couple however were done by fascist groups which had been springing up all over the country. The worst of it was mostly limited to the Southern states. 

   But in Chloe's book if they were in one place they were everywhere, for they were disgracing humanity as a whole. The thing was almost all of those groups called themselves Christians. If people of religion thought their evil deeds were justifiable than she wanted nothing to do with any type of religion. She was glad her parents had never been corrupted by such ludicrousy when they were young. But what about the ones who seemed so sincere in their faith?

    Chloe had seen her parents have conversations with their religious friends and they were the kindest type of people she had ever seen. So what was it that compelled some to violence? The Protestants who considered themselves to be the only true religion had the Ku Klux Klan, skinheads and common fanatics. Catholics were strange and supposedly bent on world domination. Muslims were said to be suicidal mass murderers. Though she had met several of her parents Muslim friends and they were very nice people. The bombings of Ashdod were heinous but that was only done by a small group of Islamic Palestinian terrorists.

    The list went on and on. And nothing was ever clear. Therefore Chloe had come to an unofficial conclusion that none could be right because they all claimed to be the so called "truth." It was still unofficial because deep down inside she wasn't sure of anything, not even the atheism of her parents which was also her own. Her mother pulled into the school student drop of area the tires of the cars tires squeaking on the road. 

    Many other adolescencents were getting out of various vehicles and throwing on their school bags. A few didn't have any, they were the kids who didn't want to learn and only came because it was required by law that they attend school. They would drop out eventually when they became old enough, but meanwhile they would only make the lives and education of their fellow classmates difficult. Chloe was the victim of such torment her freshman year. And I still am.
   When her mother stopped just in front of the school doors Chloe reached for the door handle and swung open the door. Cool air blew into the interior. A gust of chilly air blew golden strands of hair against her face. She brushed it away with one hand and grabbed the straps of her bag in between her feet with the other. "Your so beautiful when the wind does that to your hair, you know that Chloe?" her mom said. 

  Chloe didn't say anything she only stepped out of the car and tugged her bag out with her. A couple of kids walking by looked curiously at her mother's car. They looked like they had never seen a car that got twice as much gas mileage as the standard car and looked like it belonged in a sci-fi movie. But they were almost all the same kids who walked by every morning when she was dropped by. Kids who only thought of Chloe as a whore.

  "See you after school Chloe, I love you, and take care," her mom said as Chloe took a hold of the door and prepared to close it.

  "Bye mom," Chloe said. She slammed the door shut firmly enough for it to close all the way but not enough for it to make a loud banging noise. Chloe took swift steps to the schools main entrance. 

   From a cars blaring speakers came the sad words, "The dreams in which I'm dying are the best I've ever had" They were the lyrics of Gary Jules classic "Mad World". What a sad song It's like it was meant for me. Her footsteps made no sound on the concrete. Not even lifeless cement acknowledged her existence. The building towered over her as if thinking to squash her like a venomous insect. Chloe walked fast out of nervousness. If only she could speed up time and get through the school day faster than the blink of an eye.

   The foyer of the school was filled with kids of different sizes walking from one end to another. None of them glanced at Chloe as she walked among them. She was invisible without even using a cloaking device of any kind. Neither did she poses the camouflaging ability of the chameleon or mimic octopus. She noted that the there was more space to maneuver around the students than normal. Many had been getting sick with the flu lately. 

   Maybe that's what I have to. She had never had the flu so she couldn't be sure. But she figured she should be coughing or running a fever right now if that were the case. Neither of those symptoms applied to her. It was odd that a stressed out girl like her rarely got sick or had break outs of acne. When they did appear however she was quick to pop them. The scars on her face were evidence of that. None if it mattered though. Nobody cared to look at her for who she really was.

   Only those who wanted to use her for one night seeked her out. Sometimes they came back for more. Chloe’s stomach growled and she felt abdominal cramps. She was hungry but her mind was telling her otherwise. She walked toward the cafeteria anyways. 

                                         ***************************

   Chloe payed for her lunch via school ID card and walked out of the serving area. Some kids didn't use currency anymore some had little microchips implanted in their pointing fingers like the curly red haired boy beside her in line. All he had to do was get the tip of his finger scanned and walk on. Chloe was glad her parents didn't plan for anybody in the family to get one anytime soon. It was a possibility that the chip could increase the receivers chances of developing cancer. 

   In her left hand she balanced a paper tray with two warm freshly baked biscuits and real eggs not powdered like they used to be in one hand. In her other hand she gripped a moist orange juice carton. In the serving line no new smells had particularly appealed to her. That made Chloe feel better about her pregnancy concern. She walked toward an unoccupied table in a corner. She pretended not to notice a girl point to her and than whisper something to the other girls at her table. They were all dressed suggestively in clothes that were barley within the school dress codes boundaries.

   Mean girls spread nasty rumors about her. And most of them were true. She had many nicknames. A few to name were Scar-faced Whore, Natures Whore, Green House Slut, STD Plague, Foreign Exchange Slut, Trafficked Prostitute, and many more all of them horrible names. Chloe put her food tray and orange juice on a small square table and sat down in a seat facing away from everybody else. She was used to eating alone. 

   Chloe twirled a plastic fork in between her fingers. Then she pressed the tips against her right hand wrist until she drew blood. She pressed deeper and winced against the sting. My physical pain can't even compare to what I feel inside. When she drew the fork back it was coated in blood, a piece tore off and was stuck in her flesh. She pulled it out from the skin under her wrist. Red droplets dripped onto the green table. She wiped it away with a napkin and used the same one to clean off the fork. 

   Blood was still running freely from the four holes that she dug into the flesh below her palm. She pressed a clean napkin against it. Redness instantly bled through the paper. She was facing away from everybody but she could still feel peering eyes against her back. Why did I do that? That was so reckless! What if someone saw that? My hand motions were so obvious. Why do I feel like digging deeper? 

   Chloe shivered and put the fork down on the table pushing it away from her. She flicked the torn tip off the table it clattered soundlessly on the cafeterias checkered tiled floor. It wasn't the first time she had cut herself, but it was the first time she did it in public. She brought a biscuit to her mouth and took a bite. It tasted good and she finished the rest of it before starting on her eggs and the remaining biscuit. 

    Eating reminded her about her pets. I fed Snowey, but what about Chile? No, I didn't feed him. If I did I would have remembered. Why couldn't I have remembered on my way to school? I could have told mom to feed him when she got home. On second thought she works, so that would make her late to work. Poor little creature he has to go the entire morning without food. I should be the one who shouldn't eat. That's not too far-fetched I was once on the way to developing an eating disorder.
   When Chloe finished eating she cleaned the food crumbs on the table and threw the tray, used napkins, and empty orange juice carton into a trashcan. She stuffed a few napkins in her pockets and wiped away a smear of blood that was dripping against the side of her arm. It was slowly beginning to clot. She hadn't sliced through any vital veins.

   She walked with her head down in-between the tables full of kids. The girls sitting in a table on her left were busy chattering and than they grew quiet as she drew nearer to their table on her way out. Chloe saw them whisper, the girls giggled. "Yeah, she's probably been fucked by every boy in school," a brown haired girl that was in her Geometry class said. Chloe shook with turmoil. What did I ever do to you, you stupid mask wearing Neanderthal?! 
   "Duh, though I don't think she stopped with just this school," another girl added. What are you girls hiding under all that make up? Or is it just a signal to boys? And you call me the slut? Do I dress like you? Look at yourselves! Chloe looked away when they burned their mockful eyes into hers. 

   "Ohh, the little girl is gonna cry," said a blonde girl. Chloe ran out of the cafeteria. The girls laughed. A few other kids looked up from their food and pointed at her with undeserved gleeful grins. "She cut herself!" a boy said. "Look at her wrist!" 

   No! You didn't see that! You couldn't possibly have seen that you bastard! She held her cut hand against her stomach careful not to get any blood on her sweater.

   There was still a few minutes before school officially started. She decided to go to the library to look for a book over cryptozoology or related material to check out. Or at least to use the library as a place to hide. As Chloe ran out of the cafeteria she felt queasy again. Her abdominal cramps were gone but the feeling of mild nauseousness was giving her no mercy. Thunder rumbled outside. The storm had arrived. But there was always a storm that would put mother nature worst look like sprinkles raging inside Chloe. The thunder claps did nothing to drown out the laughter.

                                       16. The Beginning Of School
     The bell rang as soon as Daniel entered Mrs. Gretchen’s' classroom. "Take a seat Daniel and pull out a clean sheet of paper and pen," said Mrs. Gretchen in her melody like voice. She was a sandy brown haired woman of what I guessed to be in her mid-thirties. Today she was wearing a red collared shirt and khakis. It was the kind of clothes some schools had as part of their uniform dress code. Everything about Mrs. Gretchen gave her the appearance of a reasonable easy to get along with teacher. The truth was it didn't take much to get on her bad side.

     Daniel sat in his usual front row seat. He unzipped his soggy backpack and pulled a sheet of paper and a blue ink pen. "Take a shower in your' clothes today Daniel?" asked Chris who sat behind me. Daniel turned around and drew a large blue x on his paper. Chris shrugged and wadded up the piece of paper. Chris was wearing a striped gray shirt and blue jeans. Like everyone else in the class except him his clothes were dry.

     Daniel turned his attention to the front of the class were Mrs. Gretchen was writing their Bell Work on the board. When she was done she went to sit at her desk. "Ok get started class you have seven minutes," she said. The green writing on the board read In your opinion what is more important: human innovation, such as in the science field, art, construction of new amusement parks, expansion of urban areas, or the survival of endangered species? Is there a way for both to exist without conflicting with one another? Or is it a one way choice? Daniel studied the question carefully thinking of a good way to answer it in a paragraph. A paragraph of five sentences was the minimum set by Mrs. Gretchen for a score of one-hundred points. 

     “Psst,” a kid next to him hissed. 

     "What?" Daniel whispered back. 

     "Do you have a pen or pencil I could borrow?" He was a kid whom Daniel never bothered getting to know. All he knew about him was that his name was Charlie Layton. "Yeah," Daniel said handed him one of my spare pens. 

    "Thanks." Daniel nodded resuming his work. Having people ask him for basic school necessities like writing utensils and sheets of paper never failed to annoy him. Paper and pen for a student was like a gun and ammo for a soldier. 

    In the case of Charlie not having a pen, the military comparison would be a soldier with bullets but no gun to put them in. All the soldier would be able to do was throw the ammo at enemy troops. Maybe he would get lucky and one of the enemy troops got hit in the eye by the harmless bullets being tossed by the gunless soldier. Daniel imagined the comedic sight in his head laughing out loud. Mrs. Gretchen glanced up from her paper work in his direction. 

    Both kids on either side of Daniel looked as well. Who could blame them for staring? It was pretty weird for someone to laugh for apparently no reason. Daniel focused intently now on his assignment. He had written two sentences during the time that his mind was occupied by thoughts of comparing school to the Army. 

    He wasn't much of an animal lover, but he didn't like the fact that animal species had been going extinct because of a new business going up. Or because of their territory was being cut down for consumer products. He mentioned that topic in his first couple of sentences. He pondered for a moment on what to write next. He knew nothing about how art affected the survival of animals so he didn't mention anything about it on my writing. "Two minutes remaining," said Mrs. Gretchen.

    Startled by Mrs. Gretchen’s abrupt interruption Daniel accidentally made a stray mark on the sheet of paper. He scribbled over the mark and continued writing the rest of the paper. It was ironic that he was easily frightened by something as generic as sound when not much else scared him. He wasn't scared of heights, spiders, snakes, storms, which are all common phobias. Nope, he was a fearless daredevil, but a random unexpected sound rarely failed to make me look like a skittish scardey-cat. The gunshots from the Dallas streets were no exception.

    No scary movie in recent memory had ever scared him. At least not counting the overdone sudden loud audio effect meant to get the people in the audience to spray popcorn on the person sitting front of them. It was a good thing for moviegoers sitting near him during a film that he never bought popcorn at movie theaters.

    Yes! He was finally done writing his answer for Mrs. Gretchen's Bell Work. His paragraph read: There exist no solution for human advancement and the well being of animals to co-exist. It is an unfortunate truth that when construction plans are made the site where the building is to take place is usually a forested area. The animals and vegetation are nothing but obstacles for business tycoons whose only concern is consumer demand. Ultimately it is up to us as consumers to not create demand for products that put animal and plant species in danger of becoming extinct. The biggest thing that can be done to protect trees and the animals that live among them is recycle. Recycling can go a long way. If we recycled as much paper as we threw away no more cutting down of trees would be necessary to make the paper that I am writing on now. Do we really want to become the destroyers of our own world? 
    Daniel put his pen down and turned my paper face down, it was Mrs. Gretchen’s way of knowing when they had completed an assignment. It also insured that they didn't work on it when time was up. If she so as much as caught someone with a pen or pencil in their grip when time was called she would give that person an automatic zero. Or if she was feeling merciful deduct twenty-five points off the grade it received. "Times up, pens and pencils down class," Mrs. Gretchen said as she got up from her seat. 

   She took her usual stance in front of the board and scanned the room. I'd bet she was looking for anybody trying to sneak in a few more words into their answer. "Would anybody like to share their answer with the class?" she asked. 

   No one on my row volunteered, and from the silence of the room I could tell no in the rows behind me did either. "No volunteers? Daniel, you usually have an interesting opinion. Would you mind telling the class your' view point?" she said. 

   "OK," Daniel said with false enthusiasm. 

    He really didn't want to read his answer to the class. He took a deep breath before reading his answer out loud. He sped read through the whole thing. "Good job," Chris said patting him on the back.

   "Class do you agree with Daniel should we be more concerned with the environment than on urbanization and products containing natural ingredients that are harvested without time for them to replenish?" asked Mrs. Gretchen. 

   "I think it shouldn't be such a big deal. I mean animals and plants would be going extinct anyway. It’s been that way for millions of years," said a girl from the back of the class. He recognized her voice if he wasn't mistaken her name was Amber. 

   "But we're killing off animals at a far quicker rate than a new species can replace their role in the ecosystem. For example if you killed off all the foxes in an ecosystem were they are the dominant predators that leaves nothing to keep the population lower level consumers in check. Therefore consumers like rabbits would have no natural predators to keep their numbers stable. The over population of rabbits would devour all the edible vegetation in their range and slowly dye out along with all the other animals who depend on plants to survive. If it were the other way around and all the foxes prey were killed off by say a pesticide then the fox would be lacking its natural; food source. Suppose it isn't strong enough to bring down animals such as deer," said Mrs. Gretchen.    

    "I guess," Amber replied clearly not enjoying being criticized in front of the class. 

    "Pass up your Bell Work," Mrs. Gretchen said. Chris tapped Daniel on his shoulder and handed him the papers of all the kids on the row. He took them from Chris peeking curiously at what other kids wrote in their answers. Most of the answers were poorly thought out and had little to relate to the question being asked. One kid wrote about mythical creatures. Daniel averted his eyes from the papers as Mrs. Gretchen made her way down the rows collecting papers.

     He raised the papers in the air when Mrs. Gretchen got to his row. She took them out of his hand and continued down the rows to his left. When she was done picking up the papers she piled them atop a stack of other papers on her desk. Then she set a fragile looking gray projector on a trolley. She rolled the trolley in front of Daniels desk a few feet from the board and only inches from him. She walked up to the board and pulled down the white projection screen. 

     "Are we going to watch a movie, or something about how the world is going to end because of Global Warming?" Ned asked sarcastically at first then changed his voice at the end like he was proclaiming the approach of a comet bound for Earth. He was the class clown. He thought he was such a riot. Personally Daniel thought  he was a brain dead moron who couldn't even make a funny bone laugh. 

     "Ned what have I told you about your wise-guy questions?" Mrs. Gretchen said sternly as she was turning on the projector.

     "Oh right I'm not allowed to say anything smart anymore. Sorry I'll only say science fiction things from now on," Ned said. I couldn't believe my ears how could someone say something so childish? "Get out of my class Ned! Go see your principal, and don't plan on going anywhere else I'll be sure to let him know you’re coming by!" Mrs. Gretchen spat. 

       Ned got up and stormed out of the room holding his backpack by its straps. Daniel was surprised Ned didn't slam the door on his way out like he usually did. Daniel guessed he didn't want to add any more offenses to his already mountain high stack of mishaps for Mrs. Gretchen’s science class. "Does anyone wish to accompany Mr. Benjamin to the Principles office?" Mrs. Gretchen said sternly. 

     "No ma’am," Daniel said. Mrs. Gretchen nodded her appreciation and walked to her computer to play the video for us. The white projection board was barren for a moment then suddenly filled with moving images when the video started playing.

     The video being shown was a program Daniel had previously seen on television over the effects that Global Warming was having on the environment. Listening to the same information all over again was déjà-vu. He put his head down on his desk intent on staying that way until the bell for second period rang. For the next creeping minutes Daniel listened to the narrator blabber on and on about how the Earths' global temperature was going to steadily rise and have catastrophic consequences.

     The narrator was actually pretty good. He was easy to understand and his voice wasn't the robotic and emotionless one a person would expect to hear on a science program. It still wasn't enough to get him to watch the video again.  
       Daniel was surprised Mrs. Gretchen hadn't smacked him upside the head with a ruler yet. Perhaps she thought he was having a bad day and that she shouldn't bother him. Daniel was an all around good student so she knew he wasn't putting his head down simply because he didn't give a care. It was kind of cool knowing he could get way with things that other kids would be kicked out of the class for. 

   But, then he remembered Andrew. Was he no better than him? They were both basically doing the same thing, using the fact that we were teacher favorites to their advantage. It was a selfish thing to do. He could feel it.

      He decided to simply rest his chin on his shoulders. At least didn't look like he was asleep on the desk anymore. Not that he could fall asleep on a desk even if he felt like it. In his peripheral vision Daniel could see that no one had their head down on either side of him. They knew he was the only one in class who could get away with a stunt like that.

     Chris often called him Teachers pet because of it. He hated that particular nick name. He much preferred Macho. Daniel earned that name because despite his lanky appearance he had immense strength. Daniel stood a mere five foot eight, and weighed only one-hundred forty pounds yet he could push two-hundred sixty-five pounds off his chest.

      Daniel daydreamed for the remainder of the class period. He imagined what he would do when he was out of High School and going to college. Eventually he wanted to either become an actor or a movie director. Daniel pictured himself in both of those careers. 

                                           *****************************

      Stacey and Veronica stood beside each other in the always cold science lab. Veronica had been the one that cut Stacey’s hair short last Thursday at her place. Veronica's long curly black hair was tied back in a pony tail with a blue band that matched the color of her eyes. She was a girl of natural beauty like Stacey. She never wore makeup. Stacey wouldn't have been able to afford makeup if she wanted to. But why would either of them even consider wearing synthetic chemicals on their faces? They were trying to shake boys off not lure them. 

      But today Veronica looked rather worn and tired. Her breathing was somehow different and every so often it seemed like she was stiffling coughs. "Doesn't Mr. Leary realize it's freezing in here?" Veronica said. She was rubbing her hands together, the purple fabric of her sweater wrinkling with the movement. Having lived previously in New York were the people typically walked five miles on any given day Veronica was always moving. She was a very energetic girl.

      "Judging from all my years in science labs I think it's always supposed to be this cold. You know because of the chemicals and other fluids," Stacey said as she took the mass of a cubic block of iron. When the triple beam balance was as precise as could be she bent down and looked closely at the increments.

      "The chemicals we never use? Seriously this whole time all of our previous teachers said, "Don't worry you'll get a chance to work with chemicals next year." Stacey giggled, Veronica did an almost flawless imitation of Mrs. Hensil's nasally voice Stacey's previous science course teacher. Veronica cleared her throat. The nasally tone may not have been intentional, plus Veronica wasn't the type of person to mock someones tone of voice. She was obviously feeling under the weather.  

      "You never told me you had Mrs. Hensil as a teacher before."

      "I would have gladly told you everything about that class if only you asked. Stacey you know you're the best friend I've ever had, but you never ask questions. Your so quite, you know that?" Stacey only nodded.

      "But I couldn't imagine you any other way," Veronica said hugging Stacey in front of the entire class. She and Veronica were as close as sisters, if not closer. They were inseparable. 

      One of the boys in the table behind them sarcastically said, "Ahh, isn't that heartwarming." Stacey didn't let the comment get to her. Veronica loosened her hold on Stacey and took the blue striped candy cane on her gold necklace in her hand. 

      "Stacey, I want you to take a close look at this," Veronica said holding the canned cane in front of Stacey's face. Stacey looked at it closely and noticed a crack in the whiteness around the middle of the candy. "It wasn't chipped before Carl... well you already know." Stacey nodded, she completely understood the meaning of what Veronica had showed her. 

      Veronica slid the candy cane under her sweater and went straight to weighing the rest of the metal cubes putting a steel cube on the metal platform. The platform bobbed up and down. The piece of lifeless science equipment couldn't balance itself.

      We humans have the gift of free will. And yet a lot of us are like this triple beam balance, bobbing up and down. We become so absorbed in the problems of the modern world that we lose all sense of control on our lives. We feel like we have to meet the hectic demands of our society that we lose a part of ourselves. Our conscience. We don't know where we're going so we feel that we never arrive. But how can you reach an unknown destination? Just as how can a piece of equipment consisting of metal parts and weights ever figure out the mass of what is causing it to bob it's head in unthinking thought? It's an impossibility. It'll rust and turn into dust before it figures it out. And we die in much the same way. Bobbing up and down.

      "I think I have it just about... ah here we are Stacey," Veronica said as she bent down to read the masses on the sliding weights. "The big one says-"

      The lights went out and a girl began to say, "What happened to the-" when a blinding white light illuminated the room. A couple kids "Ooed and Ahhed" at the light while others complained that it annoyed them. Stacey was mesmerized by it's brilliance. It reminded her of the light she saw in her dream. The light was extinguished as suddenly as it appeared and the lights went back on.

      Mr. Leary was shaking a strip of metal that he was being held with a pair of tongs. "I can still see the after flash!" A boy complained.

      "Wow, now that was something different wasn't it Stacey?" Veronica said her eyes blinking from the after flash. Stacey experienced no real after flash effects like Veronica and her other classmates. 

      Her weak eyes must have barely registered a fraction of the brightness the others witnessed. "The white flash will wear off promptly," Mr. Leary said. Stacey felt his eyes linger only on her. He knew as well as the students that Stacey had terrible vision. She couldn't even see the writing on the board when she sat in a front row seat. Every time there was an assignment on the board she either wrote it down as the teacher explained it or mustered up the courage to pull a desk close to the board.

      Many times she was asked why she didn't just get glasses. She never told anybody except Veronica that she couldn't afford them. Veronica was to help Stacey get a pair by the end of the week. "Shouldn't you have warned us to put on a wielding mask before that flash thingy?" a boy said.

      "No lasting damage has been done to your corneas, I assure you," Mr. Leary said holding up the metal strip for the class to see.

      "Lasting damage?" said a girl. 

      "A better way to put it would have been simply that no damge was inflicted upon your eyes at all. Now, does anyone know the name of this peculiar metal?" 

      "It's magnesium," Veronica said. 

      "That is correct Veronica. Now I know it was a bit of a distraction, but I'm sorry to say we will not be igniting anymore magnesium strips anytime soon. Now back to your work students. When you and your partner are done with your work raise your hand and I will be at your station to look over your work," Mr. Leary said taking a seat at a desk against the middle of a wall.

      A few kids groaned in disappointment before continuing their simple work. "Hey Veronica, I'm seeing you in a new light. Before my eyes were permanently damaged I had never been able to get a good look at you because of your too bright glow of beauty wouldn't let me," a boy said from behind them.

      Veronica turned around to face the boy. "Sorry," he said. Stacey had to hold down a giggle. Veronica could say so much without uttering a single word. Stacey guessed that the word Veronica no longer had a boyfriend had gotten around. Their hopes were to impress and charm her with their looks and popularity. Little did they know that she cared for neither of those things, her only standards were honesty, virtue, respect, and the ever rare genuine faith. Veronica had learned a lot from her previous boyfriend Carl, who turned out to be trouble in disguise as a gentleman.    

      Stacey knew well that Veronica also knew that the boys behind them were trouble. Many times they had heard them talk about all the things they had done. Stacey almost shivered; they hadn't ever made it so obvious that they wanted to be her boyfriend by flat out asking her on a date. But their eye movements and body gestures made it clear. She always pretended not to notice any of those things. Even if they were nice and respectable she still wouldn't know how to start a conversation anyways. 

      Stacey didn't have any full fledged crushes on any boys in school, although there was a boy in her fourth period physical education class that she found attractive. He seemed like a reasonably nice guy. Although, she hadn't seen much of him since she just stayed in that class long enough to be counted present and then she would either go to the library or out with Veronica and her friends to eat since they had lunch during that period. Stacey knew it was bad to cut class, but how would she be able to stand being in a gym full of yelling strangers everyday? 

      Stacey spent the remainder of the period silently writing down all the masses and than completing the rest of the six steps of the lab assignment with Veronica. During that time the boy that tried to make Veronica laugh was kicked out of the lab for eating. Veronica also gave Stacey the sad news that they weren't going out to eat today during Stacey's fourth period. 

      And to top it off the library was going to be closed for the remainder of the day becuase the librarian had gotten sick and had to leave in the morning, and the other adult that supervised the area hadn't even shown up to school today. Five minutes before the end of class Veronica had started to have serious coughing fits and had to go home. She told Stacey that she had had been running a cold since last night, but had thought nothing of it. Mr. Leary had been the one to suggest that she should take a day off from school would be the best thing to speed up her recovery.

      Stacey was not looking forward to fourth period today. At least I might get a good look at the cute boy during that time, she thought.

                                    *********************************

      Chloe sat in a desk at the very back of the classroom. She did her best to hide her wrist from everybody's view. The bleeding had stopped and the wounds had clotted while she was in the library. At the beginning of class no one in her first period World Progression class knew of what she had done. 

      But then there was the quiet hums of vibrating cell phones. The kids were quick to read their text messages and they would turn their heads in their seats and look at Chloe. She pretended not to know why they were looking at her.

      Some had faces of cruel non verbal teasing, others  of sad worried filled eyes, and some kids looked like they didn't know what to feel. The teacher had just passed out a thirty question test packet and Chloe had completed the entire thing in less than twenty minutes. Every question asked for only a personal opinion answer. Really it was ridiculously easy, but the questions were very odd. For example one read, Do you think if all of the worlds religions united as one that there would be a dramatic hurdle toward world peace? Another asked, Is the difficulty of growing and distributing food during these difficult economic times being made worse by the alarming increase of the human population? Should September eleventh become a nation holiday of remembrance of the lives that were lost on that dark day in American History?
     Chloe had written a long paragraph for each question. The rest of the class was still hard at work scratching their heads over the work. She was glad that this test wasn't multiple choice. If it had been one and some kids asked to see her answers she would be too afraid to say no thinking it will only make her even more hated. She wasn't sure why they should hate her to begin with she didn't parade around in suggestive apparel like other girls, but why add oil the fire?

     Her minds reference to a fossil fuel made her think of her mother's controversial televised Global warming arguments. Chloe scanned the room and her eyes locked on a boy named Ralph who was in the schools soccer team. She found herself becoming sexually aroused and looked away. It was hard for her to adjust to not letting her mind wander into such places. In a way she was like a drug addict suffering from withdrawal symptoms. 

    Chloe reached over to the side of her seat and unzipped her environment friendly backpack. She pulled out the book titled: Hidden Mythical And Religious Animals that she got from the schools library from her bag. She hid the title from any wandering eyes. She didn't need to give people another reason to consider her even more strange. She flipped the book open to a random page just to have something to get her mind off her torturous desires. 

     An impressive detailed picture of a large lion took up most of the page on the right. In capitalized bold letters on the left page was the heading LION OF JUDAH. Her thoughts immediately went to the lion from her dream. A girl on a desk one row in front of chloe on her left whispered, "Emo." 

                                         *****************************

     Andrew and the rest of the students in Mr. Sandler's English III class had all finished the unsurprising assignment of writing a summary of how the events of September eleventh, two-thousand nine had affected them. Today was the eleventh anniversary of the attack after all. It still hadn't become a national holiday, but every year the student body was to have respect for the people who lost their lives that day. For the rest of the period Mr. Sandler gave the kids the rest of the period off to socialize quietly. 

     He spent the time however to set times and dates for when he could work on the kids cars. Mr. Sandler didn't seem to care that he was conducting an underground business in his presence. The teacher had a light-hearted personality, humorous really, so Andrew found it safe to pass his work deals journal and pen around class. The fact that Andrew's teacher's first name was Adam and that he looked like a younger version of the celebrity had been hilarious on his first day of English III.

 17.  The Growing Fear In Israel
     The sudden ringing of the bell brought Daniel back to reality. He got up out of his seat in rhythm with the rest of the class. "Cool video huh?" Chris said jokingly. 

     "Yeah, who knew an educational video could be a contender for a best picture award," Daniel added.

     "We'll finish the rest of the video tomorrow. I do hope you've been paying attention. There's going to be a quiz over the information in the video," Mrs. Gretchen called to the exiting students. A few kids groaned at the news.

     Him and Chris walked out into the noise filled hall toward their second period Algebra II class. The lighting in the hall appeared dim and hazy like the light bulbs were going out since he had been in a darkened classroom for so long. He could tell this was going to be a different kind of day. 

                                        *****************************

         Eitan and his family had just finished eating for the first time of the day and were now simply sitting in the living room watching one of his many American movies from his collection. Eitan had wanted to watch a war film, but his mother frowned upon that since she would not allow Jonina to watch such a thing. And she wasn't going to separate Jonina and herself from the rest of the family during their current state of anxiety.

         So here he was watching a computer generated imagery film. It wasn't boring, but he had already seen it many times and knew the plot backwards which was surprisingly deep and emotion fueled. Currently the large screen was showing the climax of the movie. A toy car with two toys riding on it being chased by a dog. The rocket taped to one of the toys had a new significance today. He could tell Zeev and his father were thinking the same thing. 

         Rockets could shot down on Israel at any time without warning from an enemy hanging over the country like a cloud. Jonina who was sitting in between him and Zeev giggled when she saw that he was shivering. "Is big brother scared?" she asked innocently with an adorable smile. 

        "Yes Jonina, I am quite scared at the moment," Eitan said. 

       Jonina patted him on his arm and said, "Don't be afraid big brother, nobody gets hurt." When the rocket on the toys back erupted Eitan jumped in surprise.

       "You're awfully skittish today aren't you Eitan?" his dad said. Eitan rose out of the coach and stretched.

       "I'm going to go get me a glass of water," he said. Zeev got up out of the coach to. The area were he had been sitting in was sunken.

       "I'm thirsty to," Zeev said. His brother gave him a silent cue with his eyes. He wanted to discuss their dream in private. Eitan did his best to return a confirming response. Zeev cleared his throat. That was all Eitan needed to know. Eitan's father watched them as they walked in front of the coach and toward the door less door frame.

        When they were out of view of his family Eitan led Zeev to a hallway on the other end of the dining room. "Zeev, what are we going to do when it happens?" Eitan said. He didn't have to say exactly what he meant, his entire family had already discussed the attack for hours. By now they had already established that Gog was Russia. It made perfect sense, as Russia had developed a grudge toward Israel ever since Joseph Cohen denied them any rights to the Philosopher's Stone. But what about me? Oh sorry Zeev, I keep forgetting they I never told you about my confused feelings.
        "From what mother said we just wait. All will be spared," Zeev said.

        "But what about the whole thing about every wall is supposed to fall or something?"

        "I asked mother the same thing remember? Apperantly that doesn't include your precious western world." 

        "Very funny Zeev, but I'm being serious. What will we do after the attack? Isn't there supposed to be so many dead that the people who are tasked with burying the corpses have to compete for the bodies against birds and other scavengers? And what about diseases from all the filth?" Will I be among them?
        "You got me brother. Your answer to the question what is meant by our people burning the weapons of the attackers is as good as my answer to yours."

        Eitan thought about that for a minute. "What if the wreckage of the destroyed attackers fills the skies with smoke and it blokes out the sun. That could cause something like a sort of winter right? The heat from the burning of weapons may keep our people alive during that time."

       "Seven years of burning weapons? Seriously? And what if they run out which they will eventually."

       "You asked, I'm just giving you my opinion you don't have to take my word for it."

       "Eitan, I wasn't criticizing you about the winter thing, really it's not out of the question. But, what I am wondering is are guns and military gadgets really burnable?"

       "Don't blurt out laughing like you always do when I tell you about what I learned on American educational channels," Eitan said, "But most of Russia’s new weapons are made with materials that are highly flammable. In fact that's why their flamethrowers are the only guns that are not built using the materials." 

        "So what is this material err... materials?" Zeev asked. He stared passed Eitan and into the dining room. The sounds of the movie were gone and the house was silent. Zeev relaxed when new sounds from the televisions speakers reached them. His family had put on a another movie.

        "I have no idea Zeev. I saw that program last year and the names that each material had was so long that I wouldn't be able to pronounce them even if I did remember the names," Eitan said shrugging. 

        Zeev nodded for about four seconds. He looked like the bobbleheads Eitan  sometimes saw on a cars dashboard in movies and TV shows.

        "By the way, you look like a bobblehead when you nod," Eitan said snickering.

        "You know what little brother?" Zeev said. He didn't sound annoyed or angered by his comment.

        "No, what is it Zeev."

        "Your the best friend a guy could hope for, even though your attempts at humor make mine look like award winning speeches," he said extending his arms out to Eitan. 

        Eitan shrugged and let his older brother hug him. Eitan heard hopping sounds in the dining room and than his sisters giggle.

        "Can I hug Eitan to Zeev?" Jonina said. Zeev let go of Eitan and gently scooped Jonina off the floor. Jonia laughed and said, "Whee I'm flying!"

        "You can hug Eitan now," Zeev said carefully lowering Jonina back on the ground. He didn't let go of her until both her feet were safely on the red tiled floor.  

        Eitan smiled as he bent down to hug his sister. He loved his family. And most of all he didn't want Jonina to be afraid during the attack that could happen at any second or day, but not years. That much he knew. How that was supposed to be explained to a four year old sister?

        Eitan only knew that people were going to be spared during the attack. But what about afterwords? He hugged Jonina and worried about her well being and that of his family. But secretly he worried about himself more than them. He knew without a doubt that they were safe, but he wasn't so sure about himself. Outside the house walls an eagle shrieked.

                                     ********************************   
          Daniels second and third period classes went by just like any other day, which meant they were as dull as ever even with population issues in the mix. Second period was my Algebra II class, one of the two classes that he had with Andrew. He had never been particularly fond of any math classes of any kind, it was always a miracle that he never flunked a math work sheet or test. Andrew unlike him was the class know-it-all. He got perfect A's on every paper his pencil wrote on. He was so full of himself that he went up to the board to work Algebraic problems that no one else in class was brave enough to even attempt with such ease that one would think he wrote out the problem himself. Unsurprisingly to Daniel the problem on the board had to do with human population numbers.
        Whenever the teacher gave them rare free time Daniel and William pretend to tutor each other. In reality they were goofing off playing a game of hang-man or Tick Tac Toe, and stuff. They even made up a couple original games to play on paper. Andrew oddly did something similar. Only instead of playing pointless games he made business deals with other students for car repair services. The teacher never suspected a thing about what Andrew was really doing when he convincing acted like he was teaching other kids Algebra. 

        Mr. Ferdinad was always applauding Andrew for his appreciation to learn and good attitude. Hearing Mr. Ferdinad drone on and on about how they should be dedicated like Andrew was enough to make Daniel wish he was deaf. Andrew's mechanical skills were no doubt due largely to his knowledge and understanding of math. Thankfully he didn't have Andrew back to back. 

        Third period he had Health class, in a way he was the Andrew of that class. He always made nineties or higher on his report card. Really it was a tedious class that covered basic no brainer material that he had known since he was twelve. If the school district didn't require that students take Health then he never would have taken it.

        He had to admit though, the class was sometimes interesting. Most notably when the teacher Mr. Moose gave lectures about the latest studies on how if the world adjusted to a vegetarian diet not only would people be healthier it would also be a big step in addressing the recent food shortages throughout the world. His lectures were open to comments from students. Not everyone was optimistic on saying goodbye to tonight’s steak dinner. 

        Among the most bizarre yet frightening proportion on the matter was that it was very likely that in the near future cows would be slaughtered to extinction by law. The reason wasn't just because they would not be a food source any longer. It was actually because of what the environmentalists who said that the methane released by cows was a significant contributor to speeding up the greenhouse effect in the atmosphere. Poor cows were being blamed for what automobiles were doing.

        "India who reveres the Brahmin as sacred were revolted by the news," Mr. Moose said.

        "So where are we going to get our milk from?" asked a Gothic kid. 

        "Well Trent, if the day comes when cows go the way of the dinosaurs milk from goats will likely be its replacement. There is already talk about it among agricultural scientists," Mr. Moose said. 

        The majority of the class gagged, including Daniel. It was going to be strange having a cow emblem replaced with a goat on milk gallons.

        "I think Trent will like it. He looks like he's in a cult so he's probably tasted goats milk before," said a acne faced jock named Erving. He got laughs from his fellow football teammates.

        "Erving, another outburst like that and I'll make sure your coach won't as much as let you keep the bench warm for your teammates on the next game," Mr. Moose said. Erving apologized to Trent.

       Trent only sighed. Daniel felt sorry for the guy. He was messed with only because of his style. Daniel had once been called a Gothic because of his jet black natural hair. Most people didn't know that it was his natural hair color.

        "But seriously Mr. Moose, why goats milk?" said a girl sitting in a front row seat. The class gagged again.

        "I know you think it sounds awful, but goat’s milk is actually very nutritious. That is good news for athletes like you Paul," Mr. Moose said in response to our reactions. Paul was a tall black kid who had recently moved to Mandan from Philadelphia. He quickly gained popularity for his skill on the basketball court. On his first game as a Brave in the school’s basketball team he absolutely pounded the opposing team. The other team wondered how our teams score kept going up faster than a heart rate checker while their numbers went up like a clock counting the hours. One kid said that there had to be a glitch in the scoreboard.

        He was noticed because of his athletic abilities. Daniel on the other hand was terrible at sports, and had no cool special talents. He only got second glances because he was one of the only Hispanic kid in school. The claims of them becoming a majority were greatly exaggerated. Most were only limited to the east, south,and east parts of the country.

       "Students please take out a clean sheet of paper and something to write with," Mr. Moose said. A chubby kid with glasses raised his hand. 

        Daniel thought of something random to tune out whatever smart-allecy phrase Alvin would say today. 

       "No Alvin, you can't write with a paintbrush." 

        Alvin put his hand down. "Hold did you know what I was going to ask?" 

       "Some students say I'm psychic," Mr. Moose said tapping his temple with a pen.   

        In addition to the meat industry shutting down Mr. Moose also noted that the banning of processed foods would also have an enormous impact on getting healthier foods on the market faster and more efficiently than ever before. The looks on the kids’ faces at that news were priceless. Someone who just happened to walk into the classroom and see the faces that the kids had would have thought that they were mourning the loss of a mutual friend. Daniel personally never liked junk food so he actually explained the benefits if such a thing occurred. It sure made him unpopular with his peers though.

        Joseph Cohen’s Philosopher's Stone was also reverently mentioned by Mr. Moose. He said if Israel focused all their efforts on making vehicles that ran using fuel cell technology it would cut down on harmful pollution that was resulting in a higher number of people being diagnosed with lung cancers and diseases. Daniel often felt the urge to just blurt out, "Duh." Fuel cells had been a big thing ever since the electric car died. 

        It was just a struggling business, because you couldn't just go to a creek and pan for platinum like how prospectors find gold in old movies. Not to mention that the President cut-off funding for the development of fuel-cell powered automobiles. With the Philosopher’s stone however the fuel cell industry would sky rocket. Unfortunately it was up to the country of Israel alone to see to that. So far they were only using it to develop military grade non-civilian vehicles and high tech gadgets. 

                                          ***************************

       Eitan found himself entranced by the eagles continuing cries. "Do you think It's hurt?" Zeev said.

       "I don't know, but I'm going to find out," Eitan said walking out of the dining room and into the empty darkened hallway and toward the backdoor of the house. He heard his brothers heavy footsteps behind him. The eagle’s cries became increasingly more agonized until they pierced his soul with their pain. 

       It sounded like no sound he had ever heard a bird make. He flinched when it cried a particularly prolonged cry. An animal shouldn't be able to make such noises. It sounds almost human. The sound of the TV faded in the background. "Hurry!" Zeev said running past him and unlocking and latching the sturdy back door.

       Darkness lay beyond the door. With no barrier to diminish the eagles cries the sounds were almost unbearable. He followed Zeev as he rounded the corner of the house to the right. Eitan was wearing no type of cold protective clothing and felt goose bumps along his neck and arms. When he got to the front of the house his family was already there. 

       "Why is the birdie making that noise?" Jonina said clinging to her mother's pant leg. Eitan's Mother put a hand over Jonina and smoothed her hair. After two more minutes of it's crying the eagle was silent. Somehow the silence was worse than it's shrieking. Something was coming. Exactly what Eitan couldn't be sure. 

       He was not meant to know exactly when it would come, only that it would. And very soon.

                                                  18.   Rain
      Chloe hadn't felt so bad during her first and second period. When the school was to stand up and say the pledge of Pledge of Allegiance like always she did not place her hand over her heart let alone say the words. Her parents did not believe in pledging to a country that was doing too little to cut down on pollution. And just as it made her parents odd to the public the same went for Chloe in school.

       The word about her cutting herself hadn't spread throughout the entire school, but it was getting to that point. Before she knew it the teachers would know. And then there would be counselor appointments that she'd be required to attend. Counselor appointments with counselors who had no idea on how to council a teenager. And my parents will know. Why? Why is this so hard?! I'm in no right state of mind to be an upcoming mother! 
       Now in the first few minutes of French class Chloe felt nauseous again. Chloe didn't need to take a foreign language course to get her credit. She was fluent in Spanish, Portuguese, and could read Latin. She could have test out of Spanish got full credit and been exempt from the three years of learning a foreign language that was required at her school. 

        She would have done that if her parents hadn't insisted that she should learn another language while she was still young. Last year in her freshman year she had pretty much learned how to speak French. Back than the kids didn't bother her much. But now in her sophomore year she often heard snickering and rude comments like, "Well of course she can learn these weird languages better than us, she doesn't even act like she wants to pretend to be a normal American girl."

         Another girl that sat somewhere at the back of the room had said, "Do you think she learns these languages so she can hook up with foreign guys for one nighters?" And much more awful things were said about her. Chloe couldn't believe Mrs. Darrell couldn't hear what was being said or if she did hear it why she didn't do anything about it.

         Chloe flipped over the lesson that Mrs. Darrell assigned the class. Chloe hadn't received the lesson the first time it was passed around. When she said that she hadn't gotten the lesson the teacher looked right through her. Only when a boy named James rudely said, "Mrs. Darrell the foreign exchange kid didn't get the paper."

         Chloe had breathed out her anger and did her best to relieve the tension straining her back. Chloe was not a foreign exchange student and she traveled almost exclusively on holidays. The storm outside had shouted thunders that entered the classroom during the beginning of class. The rest of the kids were just beginning to get through with translating French paragraphs into English. Chloe felt a lurch in her stomach and she quickly got out of her desk. She put her hands on top of the desk and found herself bending over.

         She vomited on the floor between her shoes and the desk's edge. Kids all over the room groaned and gagged. "Settle down class! Chloe go ahead and go to the nurse, I'll let her know your on your way. Do you want me to send someone to take your things?" Mrs. Darrell said. 

         Chloe wiped her mouth and shook her head. "Ehh that was gross Green Girl," a boy said.

         "Maybe she was impregnated by a jungle boy," Caroline a blonde girl who sat next to her added. Girls and boys all around the room laughed. Mrs. Darell was open mouthed, clearly shocked.

         Chloe felt the tears trickle down her cheeks. She grabbed her backpack and tugged it along. "Au revoir slut," a girl whispered as she walked in between desks toward the door that shimmered in and out of focus to her tear glazed eyes like a mirage in a desert. 

         "À ce soir Chloe," a boy said under his breath. Why are they so mean to me? What did I ever do to them to deserve this? Pourquoi? She opened the door with the clammy cold hand that wasn't holding her backpack.

         "Caroline! How can you say such a thing! I'm giving you a zero for todays work and your class participation grade!" Chloe heard Mrs. Darrell shout as the door shut behind her. If only she had heard what the other kids said. She walked to the office with her head down. Tiny droplets of salty tears peppered her green sweater. Chloe was glad every classroom door on campus was windowless.

         A Hispanic janitor named Amador rolling a trolley full of cleaning supplies rounded a corner. He had a beautiful name literally meaning "lover."

         "Hola, señor," Chloe said. Her voice sounded broken.

         "Hola, Chlo," Amador said. He had a look on his face that said that she had ruined his day when he saw the fresh tears running down her cheeks. Amador was a shy young man and probably wanted to give her words of confront but couldn't. He didn't need to his look of sympathy was more than anyone else but her family would shed for her. He coughed. Chloe stopped in her tracks.

        "Estás enfermo?" Chloe asked. Are you sick? Amador stopped the trolley and nodded.

        "Yes, I have a cold. And you?" he said in his heavily accented English. 

        "Yes, I'm afraid I am."

        "I'm sorry," he said. After an awkward silence he bowed his head and said, "Chlo tengo que ir me a trabajar, adiós ." He had to go back to work.

        "Adiós," Chloe said as Amador pushed the trolley past her. She had spoken to him in Spanish because he knew very little English. A group of mean kids often picked on him, taunting him with words he couldn't understand. Chloe was among the few people who were kind to him. And he was the only person in school that cared about her.

       One day in the last months of her freshman year after Chloe had been hurt unremosely both physically and emotionally, she had followed Amador into a cleaning closet and had attempted to do the only thing that she felt gave her an escape. He had put a stop to her advances and not knowing what had gotten into her in the first place Chloe had broken down right then and wept moaning, "Perdoname, perdoname." Forgive me, over and over again. 

      "Yes, I forgive you," he had said.

      And then Chloe had asked, "Qres que soi fea?" Do you think I'm ugly?
      He had looked and then stroked her hair. Not in a sensual manner but but in a caring and comforting way and said, "No, qreo que eres hermosa." His calling her beautiful had touched her more than all the sexual acts she had engaged in. He had then made it clear that nothing was ever going to go between them, she was much too young and he had also said that he did not believe in messing around.

      Amador had then advised her that she quit her ways, because they just weren't healthy or even reasonable ways to deal with her problems. Just like Chloe hadn't heeded her parents warning she ignored his as well. If anyone had seen her come out of that closet she would have not only given herself another mark, but also Amador. But no one did. How would she have been able to live with herself if someone did? Nothing had happened, but that wouldn't be what they assumed. And the situation would be to their advantage. 

       Poor Amado would have been looked at as a total creep for being with a minor. And as a result from her actions she may have also given other immigrants a bad face. The laws regarding the Mexican border to America had been reduced in early two thousand eleven and gradually the people of Mexico were being welcomed into the state. It was good that the country was being less strict on who could migrate to the states. But the ignorant people still clinging to prejudices like a baby marsupial to their mother were making them feel unwelcome. 

       How could they be so stubborn? They were making the lives of the people who were building their sky scrapers and stores one of tormental discrimination. With their help little old Bismarck had become a city bigger than Omaha, Nebraska in the span of only two years! Some of the racist citizens went as far as saying that their precious Bible said nothing about racism being bad. 

      Chloe power walked the rest of the way to the nurses office. If she didn't pass by it everyday of school Chloe wouldn't have known where to find it and wouldn't have dreamt of asking someone where it was at.

         Maybe I don't want to find it. Are there ways of knowing if a girl is pregnant without those test thingies? Chloe stopped in front of the door and wiped the wetness around her eyes with her sweater sleeve. Her right hand smelled like rancid milk from when she had wiped vomit from around her lips. She opened the door and entered the dimly lit room. The room smelled of ethanol alcohol, Hydrogen peroxide, and latex. "Are you the young lady Mrs. Darrell said she was sending in?" the red haired nurse said. Chloe guessed her to be in her late thirties or early forties.

         "Yes." Chloe walked over to the nurse’s desk. 

         "I've already filled out your information hope that's fine by you." Chloe nodded. "So what seems to be the problem Chloe? Are you running a cold or flu? Or do you think it might have been something you ate?" Chloe's feelings had been so hurt about how the kids made fun of her that she didn't notice that she was feeling fine for the time being.

         "I'm not sure Mm-" Chloe didn't know how nurses were supposed to be addressed. 

         "Mrs. Phoenix, and why don't you take a seat over there Chloe. Maybe we can figure out what exactly is it that you have," Mrs. phoenix said pointing to a cushioned plastic covered seat in a corner next to a large assortment of first aid supplies and medicines. Chloe walked over to the seat and sat on the soft circular gray cushion. 

        The nurses name suited her, her mane of red hair tied back looked like the feathered bottom half of a picture of a phoenix she saw in the library book that was in her bag. She was still carrying it one hand by the straps. She set it on the ground where it slumped sideways. She put her hands on her lap careful not to scrape the scabs on her wrist off by rubbing them against her pants.

         She stared at the bottles of unopened transparent bottles of ethanol alcohol. Boxes of bandages were stacked next to disposable thermometers. How much ethanol would I have to drink for it take for it to kill me? That would mean also killing the new life that might be inside me. Dare I just consider abortion if I truly am pregnant? How bad can it be? The abortions are humane now right? It doesn't even know it exists. Not even I know if it does. 
         Chloe felt like crying again. A tiny jumping spider was taking shelter in the shadow behind a large container of diarrhea controlling substance. She smiled at the little critters fear. Many people had a phobia of spiders. They didn't seem to realize they were more afraid of them, and that even the poisonous species only bit people when they felt threatened. I'm afraid of life.
         The spider scurried out of sight as the nurses footsteps approached. "So what symptoms have you been feeling Chloe?" 

         "I was feeling a little nauseous in the morning and food smelled and tasted rancid to me. But it was perfectly fine because my family didn't seem to notice anything wrong with it. I also had minor abdominal cramps." And I feel like my life is meaningless. 
         "How are you feeling now?"

         "I feel fine Mrs. Phoenix. But I'm not really looking forward to going back to class and..." Chloe began. I've never felt fine a day in my life.
         "I understand. I'll take your word for it you don't look sick and I don't see any redness around your eye like the kids that I've been diagnosing with the flu. I'm glad you aren't another case, that would have made an unwanted record." Chloe half smiled.

         "But, I wouldn't recommend you go back to class regardless, you may have a 24 hour bug, which basically is the flu only you should be feeling relief by tomorrow," Mrs. Phoenix said. I hope your right about it only being a 24 hour bug. Regardless what the true answer was Chloe felt her spirits raise. Never again would she put herself in a disastrous situation as long as she lived an unwed life.

         "Have you been experiencing diarrhea throughout the day? It's a fairly common symptom associated with the 24 hour flu." 

         "No."

         "You can go ahead and hop off that seat Chloe, I don't believe anything else is necessary. I strongly suggest however that you take the day off, 24 hour bugs are highly contagious I'm afraid."

         Good she didn't recommend that I take any over the counter drugs. Those could possibly hurt the baby right? Why does that awful scenario keep popping in my head? I don't even know if I really am pregnant yet! "OK, bye Mrs. Phoenix and thanks," Chloe said picking her backpack off the ground and shouldering it. She walked toward the door. 

         "If you want you can use the phone in the corner to call someone to pick you up, or are you going back to class? If you are I can write you a pass."

         "Thank you Mrs. Phoenix but I have a means of calling." Mrs. phoenix waved good bye and Chloe waved back. Guess you didn't notice the circles around my eyes. I haven't gotten a descent good nights sleep in years. As Chloe walked to the main office to sign out of school she reached in her pant pocket and dug out her cell phone. She opened the directory and called her mom. Her phone was made of a biodegradable material with a protective rain resistant cover over it. It got a full signal even inside the school building.

         Her mother answered on the third ring. "Chloe? Is something wrong you've never called me during school hours," her mom said sounding uneasy. 

         "I'm sick mom, can you come and pick me up?" Chloe said almost choking on her words. And kids said bad things about me. She almost broke down right then, but she held back the tears.

         "Of course Chloe, I should have told you I wasn't going to work today before I dropped you off at school. I'm on my way right now. It's raining out so why don't you wait for me inside?"

         "OK mom, but don't come in to find me, I'll come to you when I see you."

         "See you soon my precious gold."

         "See you soon mom," Chloe said clamping the phone shut. It's tiny click seemed louder than a thunder clap in the quite hallway. The tears came back full force. She walked straight to a stair rail that lead outside skipping the signing out at the office process.

        Upon opening the door to the outside a thick pungent odor entered her nostrils. It made her head feel heavy and numb. A group of kids sitting in the middle of the stair rails where it was flat were smoking pot swore surprised by her abrupt appearance. They sighed in relief when they saw that it was only her, a student. "Think she'll snitch on us?" a girl said tugging on the red jacket's sleeve of a guy next to her.

        "I donno, but she's hot," he said. Before Chloe shut the door she heard another boy say, "It's that environmental freak girl."

        Chloe could still feel a tingle in her head from the acrid sweet and sour cloying fumes. She knew she should report them to an adult but was scared about what they would do to her after she did. Smoking pot was something Chloe would never do no matter how much pain life caused her. She would rather die than become a pot smoker, which was the gateway to killer drugs like methamphetamine and crack. But I have considered it. Funny how I keep telling myself that I won't do it, while the urge never leaves.
        Chloe cried all the way to the main foyer of school. She didn't pass any wandering monitors or students running errands for teachers. But the bell for fourth period rang and the school was immediately filled with the chattering of kids. The mingling of hundreds of voices was spine chilling. It was almost impossible to make out one voice from another. For all Chloe knew they could all be talking about her and she wouldn't even know it.

       She jogged to the schools main entrance doors and pushed one open before the kids passed through the foyer on their way to their next class. Outside the clouds were as joyless and gray as her emotions. There was still a slight drizzle of rain. Chloe raised her face to the rain and let the sky water wash over her. She didn't want her mom to know she was crying. If my mom saw me do that she'd go on and on about how acid rain is bad for my health. Why can't you just shut your mouth mom? No, I didn't mean that! What the hell is wrong with me?! 
       And why am I keeping these things secret from you mom? Daddy? She couldn't carry on like this sooner or later she would have to talk to them. It wasn't right for her to be keeping secrets from them. Deciding that standing out in the rain and getting her clothes soaked and then wetting the interior of her mom's car was wrong she backed up into the cold doors of the school. The roof above her head jutted outward a yard or so providing adequate cover from the rain.

       There were no more voices and footsteps of students inside. They had already gone back to class. Most of them. A few were in a restroom or outside somewhere lighting up a joint. And even if they weren't, just skipping a class was bad enough. I have no right in accusing anybody of doing wrong when I myself have done many bad things.
       Chloe’s hands were going numb so she put them in the pouch of her hoodie. With her hands snugly in her sweater she felt her stomach much like she did in the morning in one of the restrooms of her house. Nothing new, still my same flat tummy. It had been a little over a week and a half since her last time. Surely I should have a noticeably bigger girth if she was pregnant by now. Right? How much do I not know about this subject?
       Chloe reviewed what she had learned about legendary animals while reading. The Chupacabras which literally meant "Goatsucker" of the south was more than likely just a hoax. The supposed bodies of the creature were always identified as being dogs by scientists. In my culture a dog can mean something completely different than just one of many breeds of furry animals. As of two thousand twelve no evidence of the Loch Ness Monster has been found other than blurry photos and grainy video. Why was it that electronics just happened to have temporary glitches on the exact moment when an unknown animal reveals itself?

       Are people expected to believe it's just a chain of never ending coincidences? The creatures like werewolves and unicorns were obvious myths, but she still read about them just to pass the time. Chloe was a very fast reader and read thirty pages of the book before everyone in her World Progression class finished their test.

      She also learned that the Chollima was North Korea's national animal symbol. The country of North Korea had become increasingly less threatening during her Junior High years of school, but during the last few months of her freshman year the country had begun to make hostile threats to South Korea. The fierce looking Chollima certainly fit the nature of their political and military leaders.

      Out of everything she read in the book the one thing that refused to be forgotten was the Lion of Judah. It was of Biblical origin so exactly why it compled her so much was beyond her. The lion was used as a coat of arms, a symbol in the Judah flag, a representation of a strange historical figure named Emperor Haile Selassie I, and the symbol of a group called the Tribe of Judah. While the Lion of Judah was mostly attributed to the Jewish faith it also represented the Jesus fellow that the Christian's revered as the son of their God.

      It was made since Christianity has it's roots in Judaism, and the man Jesus had been a Jew. Underneath the descriptions of every animal had been reference resources for those looking for further information. On the Lion of Judah page many Bible chapters that looked an awful like the time reading on a glitched digital clock were given. What in the world did Genesis 49:9 and Revelation 5:5 mean?

      Chloe hated reading something and not knowing what it meant. It frustrated her. The Lizard Men of Bishopville, South Carolina made more sense. If they were real they would be Velociraptors, bipedal dinosaurs from the Cretaceous Period. Velociraptors were made famous in the Jurassic Park trilogy of successful Sci-fi thrillers. Chloe only liked the first film. The second and third were brainless summer action movies. 

       The second one she particularly hated, because of how terrifying it was when she first watched it with her dad. She was ten years old at the time. Life was so simple then. Looking back at those times seemed like she was peering into the life of another person that she had no business in. It didn't seem real. How could she have gone from sweet little carefree girl to a tormented teenager?

        She took her right arm out of her pouch and turned it over. The sight of the ugly scabs that formed over the cuts that Chloe had done to herself only made her want to get something sharper to cut even deeper until the blood wouldn't stop flowing. There's plenty of knives at my house. But, I don't want to have to use one of my moms big kitchen knives, they'd be to clumsy to use and make such a mess. I can use one of my dads really sharp blades. It would be so easy with those. I've seen them before, when I was looking for one of those pregnancy testing strips in my parents room. 
       Chloe watched the rain descend from the sky like the tear drops of the Earth as she is ravaged by the Homo Sapiens, modern humans. The most dangerous of all animals. Rain was a powerful psychological element. Chloe’s tears were pouring gently from her eyes much like the drizzle of rain coming down. But she could also connect with the rain when it came down in the form a thundering black clouded storm when she was on the brink of dying in her depression. 

        And it can also match the flow of my life giving blood as I die a little bit more by the second. It would be like going to sleep. Only I'll take comfort in knowing that I won't have to wake up to another day of pain. Sorry little one, if you are to be. Chloe gently rubbed her stomach.

       Chloe wiped her eyes on her hoodie. She waited with her back pressed to the schools main doors for fifteen minutes until her mom arrived. It was nearly impossible to tell rather the car was on or off no matter how many times Chloe saw it in operation. It's engine was so quiet. Like me, I can talk, but nobody will listen.
       Her mother reached out toward the passenger door and held it open for Chloe. Chloe took off her backpack and set in front of the seat under the glove compartment. Then she quickly seated herself inside and buckled her seat belt keeping the sight of her bloodied wrist away from her mothers eyes. "Someone’s in a hurry," her mom said putting the car in gear and pressing down a toe on the accelerator. 

      "Uh huh," Chloe said. Her mom frowned. Chloe ignored it and turned to face out the window. Adiós escuela malvada. Her mom reached out a hand and touched Chloe's forehead.

      "You don't seem to have a temperature," her mom said pulling her hand back. "What did the nurse say you had? Assuming you went to her."

      "She said it was a 24 hour bug."

      "So you should be well and back to school tomorrow then. That's good, that that’s all it is, you haven't missed a single day of school your freshman year so let's hope this is the only one you miss this year." Chloe nodded.

      She would miss every single day of school if it were possible. Chloe closed her eyes, the image of the lion from her dream being the first thing to pop in her head. Why does that image keep on recurring to me? And why does it make me feel so happy?                                                     

                                           19.   The Invasion 
        The eagle had grown deathly still and its keeping its beak shut was much worse than its blood curdling shrieks. Jonina stood up on her tip toes trying to get a better look at the eagle perched on the tree. The animal was as still as the car parked under the tree. Eitan bent down next to Jonina and said, "Do you want a closer look at the birdy?"

        "Yes, big brother. Please?" she said tugging on his shirt sleeve. 

        Eitan crouched down and let Jonina climb on his back and helped her get on his shoulders. When he was certain that she was secure he picked himself up off the ground. Ochria smiled. The stars and moonlight bathed Eitan and his family in it's ghostly white light. The eagles predatory eyes glowed like embers.

        "Hi, birdy. I can see you. Can you see me to?" Jonina said curling Eitan's hair. Eitan winced when she accidentally pulled a strand of hair off his scalp. 

       "Sorry big brother."

       "It's OK Jonina, I was supposed to be getting a haircut soon anyways," Eitan said. 

       "You got a hair cut three days ago," Zeev said. Eitan looked at his brothers mane of dark hair. Now he's the one in real need of a hair cut. Strange whooshing and roaring sounds could be heard coming from the north. Where they air planes? Travelers passing by on vehicles? Or just the wind?

        What wind? The night was as breezeless as any. It was chilly, but not windy. "Namir what is it?" Ochria said grabbing a hold of her husband. Namir wrapped an arm around his wife and held her close.

        "Zeev, Eitan, Jonina come to your parent’s side please I don't want to be apart from you when they get here," Namir said his voice full of emotion. 

        This is really happening! The attack is underway!  Eitan trembled with fear.

        "Daddy? What do you mean?" Jonina said sniffling. Eitan felt a tear moisten a small area of the skin on his right arm. He looked down at and saw a tiny shiny droplet of water on the upper side of his forearm. 

        "Jonina, whatever happens do not be afraid," Namir said. Jonina began to tremble all over and became heavy on Eitan's shoulders. He crouched down and told her she could get off.

        "No big brother I'm scared," she said refusing to get off and gripping clumps of his hair in each of her tiny fists. Zeev walked past Eitan his feet shuffling in the dark.  

        "Jonina get off your brother and come here, I want you by my side," Ochria said. Eitan was amazed by how authoritative yet compassionately motherly her voice was. Jonina instantly let go off Eitan’s hair and slid down his back. When she was off he jumped to his feet and took a spot next to his brother who was to the right of Namir.  

        "Are you afraid Eitan?" Zeev said. Eitan looked at him uncertain about what to say. The sounds became more defined and there was no more doubt about what they were. Hundreds and hundreds of super sonic jet engines were rumbling from the northern star moon lit sky. 

        "Do not be afraid for that is doubting and shows that you are of little faith," Ochria said. Yes, mother. Zeev patted Eitan on the back and then shoved his hands in his pockets. Eitan took a step forward from the line and looked at each member of the family. His father looked ten years older, not age wise, but intellectually like he knew the outcome of what was bout to take place. We all know how it's going to end... at least this part. 
        Jonina clung to her mother tears streaming down her cheeks from her little brown eyes. His mother was holding the crying girl close to her whispering, "Everything is going to be OK."

        "But why mommy? Who is coming?" Jonina said.

        "Shh, shh Jonina just close your eyes." She did, they blinked open and closed to let out the tears that were still coming. The noise of the planes was now a multitude of jumbled echoing booms. 

        Zeev gasped. "There they are!" A miles wide formation of fighter, bomber, and stealth planes was coming in fast. His heart only had time to beat four times before they were already flying overhead. The covered the sky like a cloud of blocking out most of the stars and moon. Their combined engines all screaming at once tearing his ear drums to shreds. 
         He looked up in both fear and awe. Some were flying low others were tiny dots in the sky. The fighters were equipped with machine guns and missiles, the stealth air crafts which were flat like sting rays didn't have any visible weapons, the bombers were armed with massive bombs. Some of the larger bombers were carrying unusually massive warheads.

        "They have nuclear weapons!" Zeev said. The planes were all going by so fast and yet they kept on coming their ranks never seeming to diminish in numbers. There must have been thousands coming in! Most of them were noticeably Russian air craft. His little sister’s cries were almost completely drowned out by the roaring birds of prey. Namir hugged his wife close to him and wrapped another arm around Zeev. Eitan heard him say, "Eitan, come stand next to your brother." 

        His voice seemed to be coming from quite a distance. Eitan turned around and with a shock realized he had taken a number of steps forward away from his family without noticing. He took two steps toward his family and then a massive tremor knocked him off his feet. He landed hard on the ground his elbow digging into the dirt. He let out a groan that he could not hear. 

        The ground continued to tremble under him so he didn't even bother trying to get up. Something behind him crackled groaned and crumbled. Eitan knew what that noise was. The house was gone. He looked up into the sky and saw that it had become a green and black. The moon and stars were no where to be seen. The clouds swirled like a supernatural sky cyclone. The temperature had become a combination of both cold and brutal heat. Just like in the dream. After one last tremor Eitan got to his feet ignoring the throbbing in his side and elbow. 

        Suddenly the green and black sky was lit up with millions of red and orange dots which were descending as fast as raindrops. Fire and ice fell from the sky hitting the ground with sizzles and thuds. Explosion from above lit up the ground. Eitan walked backwards keeping his eyes to the scene in the sky. He bumped into one of his family members and stopped. "They're shooting at each other?!" Zeev said. 

        Dozens of planes that had their wings torn apart by the fire and ice and were falling toward the ground spewing flame and smoke. Fireballs erupted in every direction and debris rolled and tumbled on the ground as the planes continued to crash one after the other. Their bombs exploded along with them sending a plume of dirt and rocks. Planes were randomly firing off missiles and shooting their machine guns at each other as the storm of fire and ice continued to rain upon them. Many great bursts of orange and red flames bloomed like fiery flowers under the green and black swirl of the sky.

        "Get back!" Namir said tugging on Eitan shirt. Eitan and his family all backed up as a colossal fighter plummeted down in their direction spinning out of control leaving circles of smoke behind it. The jet smashed into the earth nose first exploding and showering the area about three hundred feet in front of them in flaming chunks of shriveled up metal. A circle of leveled dirt had formed around the crashed jet.

        Eitan was astounded to see that the eagle that had called them out into the open was still in the tree seemingly oblivious to what was going on in the sky. Bright white lights flashed in the sky, and then monstrous purple and red fiery mushroom clouds appeared in the sky expanding faster than the speed of sound. Many of the planes were instantly obliterated by the nuclear bombs that were exploding in the heavens.

        Night became day and the air itself seemed to have become liquefied as a turbulence wave swatted the planes out of the sky like flies. The great tsunami of super heated wind sent a wave of sand that roared like a tornado toward Eitan and his family. Eitan could not move a muscle. His family was as equally paralyzed as the flaming war machines fell from the sky. The hundred foot high wave of dirt began to dissolve a mile in front of them. The dirt and sand cloud lingered like a phantom.

        Hundreds of planes crashed at once sending fountains of flame from the ground. Thousands more hurling through the air being tossed by the tremendous power of the nuclear blasts. Bombers, fighters, and stealth air crafts crashed all around them. One spun on its side and its wing dug a ditch in the ground not thirty feet from where Eitan stood before being disintegrating into dozens of metal pieces.

        Just as it had been raining fire and ice it was now raining planes! Even those that were not hit by the turbulence wave fell straight down from the sky like boulders. "It’s the electrical magnetic pulses! Their planes have no more power!" Namir shouted as the planes slammed down around them. Some no more then twenty feet away. 

       The screaming of thousands of sputtering engines and explosions was pain beyond pain for Eitan's eardrums. Their eyes were being supernaturally protected against the blinding lights of the explosions. And the heat and explosions did not so much as flutter a hair on their heads. As this was all happening fire and hail continued to patter down around them. Not a single hail stone or stray bolt of flame came within three feet of them. 

      When the last of the invaders met their end the supernatural green and black swirling storm clouds vanished. The moon and stars returned as God flipped back on the light switch of the world. Eitan watched his mom fall on her knees and thank God.

       An innumerable number of black smoke columns were rising into the sky from the wrecked planes. The ground looked like lava under the glow of all the fires. He couldn't tell where the night sky started because the smoke was just as dark. Joninas soft sniffles could be heard over the charring flames.

        He turned to look at his little sister who was being rocked back and forth by his father who was on his knees beside her. Zeev had his hands over his head and was surveying the area. "I know this was supposed to happen, but I still can't believe so many lives had to be lost no matter how evil," he said.

        Eitan looked at the ruins that was their temporary home. It was like a giant sledgehammer had bashed it into the ground. Like those exaggeratedly large hammers that were used in American carnivals to win prizes. When he got enough of the damage his eyes locked on what was under the tree. The car.

        "Look! The car is fine!" he said. Ochria was already back on her feet looked at the car and then quickly at the house. Namir peered over the still crying Jonina and his eyes bulged open in surprise. Zeev was still as expressionless as before. And than it just came to Eitan, what are we going to do now that the house is gone? If the bombs rendered all the planes useless that means the car was also permanently put out of service.
         The eagle that had been on the tree swooped down and landed on the hood of the car with a soft plop. Eitan stared at it curiously, and marveled at what it did next. The eagle seemed to point it's wing right at where his father was soothing Jonina and then lowered its wing and brushed the hood of the car. In other words it was telling them: Stop moping around and use the car it works, I assure you. Forget about the electrical magnetic pulse. Use your brains, you were spared from all the falling planes, the heat from the bombs, and the radiation. So if you were protected against all that why can't your car be protected against electricity destroying pulse waves?                                                                  
        His father understood it to and turned Jonina around to face the eagle. The eagle raised it's right wing and waved at her. Jonina smiled at the bird and waved back, Namir doing the same. Then she giggled. Nothing was more beautiful than a child's laughter.

                                         20. Destroyers of Worlds
        The Sergeant gripped his rifle in a death grip. His heart had been pounding in his throat the entire helicopter trip. Him and the army riding with him and in the enormous accompanying planes had been given very explicit or orders on what their task was. They were the most horrendous yet simple orders that were limited by no borders. His gun sparkled in the sun.

        Jets flew past their roars louder than the thrashing waves of the vast blue ocean. The Sergeant had seen whales ride the swells back when the helicopter was flying over the open ocean. He had become entranced by them like he were under the spell of a love potion. He closed his eyes. This is really happening we're about to take place in the greatest human slaughter of all time. If I had ran off I would be hunted down as being AWOL a serious crime. 
         When he opened his eyes he could see the mainland. A city shimmered in the sun. The water beneath him glimmered by in a rush. He felt a cool sea breeze brush his face. He inhaled the fragrance. It would be the last good smell he would ever have to cherish. A great cloud of smoke was about to rise out of that city and people were going to perish. He dreaded it with relish.

        He felt goose bumps on his flesh. The soldiers with him had the eyes of men on their way to the noose. And yet we are the executioners. what is it the Americans say, "beggars can't be choosers?" I'm sorry American civilians but today you will suffer as the world is reduced in numbers. What was it we were told? "You are not of any nation you are the nation. And your relation to it is one of a gardener trimming his beloved when it grows too wild. A necessary sacrifice to ensure its prosperity."
        Such dark words as sharp as swords. But they will not make me stop serving my lord. What their Commanding officer said was absolutely terrifying. "Do not crush every Church building into rubble, it'll make it easier for us to hunt down these myth believers once we are back in control saving us the trouble of searching for underground groups like we do back home." If only you knew I am one of those underground souls you are speaking against. 
      He scanned the perimeter, there were hundreds of planes in every direction. For the people who planned this this was perfection. I can not let this take place. There must be something I can do. 
        He saw missiles streak all around him. Then he smelled the reek of death. He felt a tear slide down his cheek. He turned away from the other men who were as silent as the grave. Today there is no such thing as being brave. This is no war what mankind seems to crave. This is a blood roast. And this is happening at every coast. We hang over the world like an unholy ghost. We are the Destroyers of worlds. Do not fear. But how! And what can I do now? God you know that only to you I bow. I need you to give me strength right now. They told us there was to be little or no resistance so how can this be stopped? Or if this must happen then how can it be turned into something much less than it has to? I confess I have been wrong to doubt whenever things don't go as I please. But right now I shout your name! I realize they are about to slaughter your children. Both those who have already come to you and those who have not. You stopped the attack on Israel like you promised, can you at least make these predatory birds weak?
       There was a strange clunking sound coming from the helicopters machine guns. The same sound was coming from the others shimmering like a hundred suns. "Son of a bitch!" shouted the pilot as the copilot fumbled with the missile controls.

       "There's a glitch!" barked the copilot. The weapons weren't working! Thank you! The men riding in the chopper with him exchanged confused glances. He heard the pilot talk over the radio. The combined noise of all the rotor blades and sonic booms drowned out most of the voice over the radio. 

       "We're still going through with this men! Ready your weapons!" said the pilot. The Sergeant shook with sadness he felt like a hen who had to protect her offspring against a sky full of hawks. When he took the safety of his weapon the planes were already past the docks. He wasn't about to fire down on civilians. That would make him a killer and a lier to God. 

        My wife, you are my life. My precious son and daughter. Your father is no longer a murderer. No more war for me. I only wish I could be with you three. One day we will be all be free. But not today. 
        "Slay them all!" came the commanders voice over the radios of everyone in the helicopter. He knew the sounds that would come next. No! Is this trimming going on back home! No, please no. They said that we are  the nation! The slaughter is global! Of course that was what was meant by "no borders!" 
        The shooting of a thousand guns blazed. Rockets from shoulder mounted launchers whizzed to the ground. The screams from below made his heart pound in his throat. He pretended to be choosing strategic targets. He was shooting at concrete. Lord, don't let anyone notice. If I could only... were any of the jets equipped with nuclear weapons? I could figure out a way to set a bomb off once we are out of this coastal city and flying high in the sky over empty fields. The electrical magnetic pulses should have a similar result as that of Israel. Poor damned souls. Can I really do it? The clock is ticking and all I have is a glock and this rifle.
          The Sergeant eyed an anti-air weapon held by a soldier with orange dyed hair. I'm in the beasts lair I can stop it from the inside. But not today. I must live long enough till whatever it is that these people are planning to do is revealed. Population control, is that all that this is? For what reason. Treason is something I can live with, but not the killing of innocent lives. The spilling of innocent blood by military knives.
                                               ************************

        Three of Andrew’s classes were over with; one more remained before the highly altered low fat school menu of food. He been growing tired of snoring in his mind, so that was good. Mr. Ezekiel his nearly blind glasses wearing AP Government teacher had him and the other bright students write a two page essay about the plane hijackings of September eleventh, two-thousand one. Who would have known? Everybody, that's who.

       Andrew wiped his brow. Then swiped his pen over five sheets of narrow ruled notebook paper faster than a speeding arrow. He wrote a very dramatic personal essay about the traumatic event having been a mere four years old at the time. A very bold four year old with a nose the size of a dime. He couldn't even open a door during that time.

        It was a nice change compared to the constant material thrown at him about population in his other classes. Of course last month of Government was dedicated almost entirely to population and its effects on politics. August was the month that he started to look at his environment through different eyes. 

       Reasonable thinking and blinking eyes, not lunatic paranoid shifty eyes like the conspiracy absorbed Sam. If he had ended up in the same Government class as the pathetic Sam Andrew would have switched out before the teacher could even call his name on the roll. If he stayed there would be a death toll.

       All the bizarre changes in the media and of the United States however wasn’t something to be ignored and labeled nonsense. Change wasn't just happening in large cities; even the community of Mandan wasn't spared. The real-estate billboard that he passed in Sam’s truck every day hadn't seemed so harmless anymore. Sam ironically found that billboard to be a riot. Sometimes Andrew secretly wondered if all that was happening was a prelude to something that would change their way of life forever. 

       That was something he would never dream of telling anybody. He wanted to be looked at as being totally rational. But day by day he found himself becoming more like Sam, minus the lunacy. Say, now isn't that a sign of a sinus infection?
       Up until now as he walked to the gymnasium for fourth period he had been going over that conviction. He stalked around the kids and frantically cried out, Boo!" to a nerdy looking kid carrying a college book. Nerdy practically died of fright. The little kid who wouldn't put up a fight dropped the book and before he could reach down and grab it Andrew took it in a crab like hold and ran off with it. He sold it for fifty dollars to another nerd. I'm a cold man. Money is gold in my pocket.
       If I had a honey I'd take her out to eat. Beat that Prince Charming! That's why you find me so alarming! 

       No one heard about the book deal. Now that's what I call a steal! What is wrong with me? How far is the nearest star? I'm a scar to this world. But I will not give up on life. That would be wrong because I am not weak. I am strong enough to climb the highest emotionally traumatic mountain peak. And I will settle my demons by the end of this week. Starting after school, I'm tired of be a sneak around my father. He needs a peek into my life. He needs to know ended the life of my mother and his... wife. 
                                                   21.  Abrupt
      Chloe's mom opened the security gate and pulled into the long driveway that lead to the house. The rain was still pouring in droplets that plopped on the windshield and slithered down the glass like liquid snakes. The gate shut behind them with a clink. That's how I want my life to end, like the closing of a gate... forever. A light was on in the first floor living room. "Your father must have come home early from work, I didn't leave any lights on when I went to go pick you up."

       Both my parents. I really should tell them about all that's been going on in school and about all the things that I had done behind their backs. Everything seems perfect for the dreaded confrontation I have been holding back. What did I expect? I couldn't keep everything inside of me for so long and hope it would all just fade away. I would be the one fading away first, not what is causing all my suffering.

        Chloe put her face close to the window and blew her hot breath all over the glass. She pressed her finger against the glass and drew a lions head in the glass. She was a fair artist but the final result of her shaking finger was the crude silhouette of a male lion. No matter how much Chloe tried she could not get the lion out of her head.

       "What motivated you to crave a lion into the window Chloe?" her mom said.

       "It's so sad mom, they used to roam the African savannahs just like they were meant to. Before the wars," Chloe said. That wasn't the reason why she had drawn the lion, but what would her mom think if she told her she had been obsessing over a dream? 

       "I know it's always sad when an animal is killed off in its natural habitat. But you know more and more isolated prides are being discovered in Africa so there is a good chance that their numbers can go back up again. Of course that doesn't change the fact that the wars happened." Chloe nodded. 

       The garage door opened as they neared the house. Her dad had heard them coming and had opened it for them from one of the mechanisms in the house. Chloe's mom looked at her with calculating green eyes. "Chloe dear why are you so quiet?"

       Chloe stared out her window. "Hmm?"

       "Chloe you were always such a lively energetic child, but ever since your Junior High years of school you've been so silent and... mysterious."

       "Is there something wrong with that? I thought parents always dreamed of having teenage kids that didn't drive them crazy with their complaints, sneaking out at night, and constant demands."

       "Chloe, you know I appreciate how you never do any of those things, but really you are almost... reclusive. And lately you haven't gone out with your friends." her mom said.

       Yeah, and I won't be ever again. If only you knew where I was going and what I did when I got there. That life is behind me. Though it never ceases to make my life unbearable. I lost a lot more than just my virginity.  

        "And something I've always wanted to know is why did you pick up the habit of swearing in your seventh grade year of school?" Chloe shrugged. 

        Using foul language was just something she picked up from hearing everyone else talk around her. Never including me in their conversations. "I'm not sure how to answer that mom, the words just sort of stuck with me and they sometimes come out of my mouth when I'm frustrated." It was true the words poured out of her at any given moment. They frequently reared their heads in her thoughts.

        "And what is that supposed to mean Chloe?" Chloe sighed.

        Her mom sighed to. "Chloe, Chloe, Chloe will I ever understand you?" Maybe you will, and you'll wish you didn't. The car pulled into the garage and the rain was left behind. The water on the window and hood lingered in suspended animation. The garage floor dipped gradually the further they drove inside. It was like driving into a cave. 

        Water was sliding down the dip and slowly trickling to the parking area like a stream. A drainage grate at the bottom stopped the water from getting into the garage. Chloe opened the car door before her mother put the car to a stop. 

        "Chloe, can't you wait till I bring the car to a stop? It's reckless! Can't you see the floor is wet?" her mom said as she parked the car between a black Range Rover and blue medium sized Fuel-Cell car. Chloe's dad owned one of the few overseas Fuel-Cell powered cars that were currently unavailable in the states. He received a shipment of replacement fuel-cells whenever necessary. It was a really nice vehicle.

        Her father had taken her on a ride in it on a number of occasions. The car was quiet, most of what you heard while driving in it was just the air beating against the car. The exhaust was in simple terms just water vapor. There were several new Hydrogen refueling stations in the Omaha area and around the country. The only problem is not very many fuel-cell cars exist.

        What's the hold up? Maybe then my parents can be less paranoid about Global Warming and stop with their televised attacks on politicians and the general public. For too long I've been picked on. But I confess that I made it worse by my actions. I shouldn't blame my parents for a problem that I prtly created. 

       A sliver car that was rarely used was against the far right corner of the garage. It was the fastest of all the vehicles in the garage and had the most maneuverability and was considered the safest. And it was fast, very fast. It was a car that Chloe's mother frowned upon for its predator like growl of a motor. She said it was more like a car that a teenage boy would want to own rather than a family of traveling Field Biologists. Chloe was only a young High School girl and her parents already considered her their co-worker. She wished they could remember that she was only a young girl. A troubled one, confused about many things in life.

         "OK Chloe, now that I've brought the car to a stop you can run along now. On second thought-" Chloe was already out of the car and slammed the door shut. She left her backpack behind. "Chloe! Are you trying to break the car?" her mom said.

        Leave me alone mom. I'm tired of you focusing too much of your time worrying about air pollution and always disregarding my plea to be home schooled. Or my suggestion on why we can't just move from this damn city! Changing to a different school won't help since these kids probably spread their hate for me to the kids from every High School campus in Omaha. I really wouldn't mind living in some small town somewhere. I just hope the kids are friendly. 
         Chloe walked toward the stairs that led up to a door that opened to a hallway in the house. The steps had rough grips enabling Chloe to run up the steps without ease. "Careful Chloe," her mom said shutting her door. When Chloe was nearing the leveled ground before the strong wooden door she heard the garage door shut. With a metallic clunk the door closed and the sound of the rain was shut out.

          She turned the knob and entered into the darkened blue carpeted hall. There was a light on at the far end to her left. She walked toward it. When she got there she found her dad sitting in a black leather couch reading a science article. On the back she saw the words World Population at an all time high. He looked up from his article. 

          "Chloe, I wasn't expecting to see you until this afternoon, well only today since there was an accident in a lab on the first floor," he said, "you can't trust a Physicists with a Biologists work." He chuckled. 

          I really don't care dad. In fact I'm find it increasingly more difficult to care about anything. "It's great to have you home daddy," she said with a forced smile on her lips. She had to fight against her jaw muscles to keep from frowning.

          "It's nice to see you to Precious Gold, but may I ask why you are home so early?"

          "I'm sick daddy," she said.

          "I'm sorry to hear that, is it the flu?"

          "Sort of I guess, the nurse said she thinks that I have a case of the twenty-four hour bug. I should be fine by tomorrow."

          "That's good news, I wish what I was reading was good to but unfortunately it's not." I doubt I'd be interested in what your reading now, though that story in the back does have my attention.
          "Dad what's the article about population in the back about?" He turned the paper over and looked at the wording.

          "That, is another one of the United Nations opinion on the rapidly increasing number of people in the world. Ever since once deadly diseases were taken care of and people started adapting to healthier life steals the world mortality rate has dropped by more than sixty-five percent. Just look at you for example, your a perfect example of how today's youth is in terms of a healthy weight and um... well you know."

          Thanks a lot dad, your abrupt cut off sounded worse than anything you might have said. "Dad?"

          "Yes Chloe."

          "How was it like when you were in school?"

          "Well when I was in school, we had kids of all different sizes. Small kids, average kids, bigger kids, and... obese kids. It was sad really. Back then America was known as the fattest country in the world. Today it still is if you count all the adults who were kids during that time, but this generation of youths has never been healthier. Sure they're wild and out of control but essentially they are in dramaticly better health than their parents ever were. Mandatory Physical Ed sure contributed to that. 

        "Though as much as the diet aspect of our people has improved, you know how much I strongly caution you against all the trash that is shown on television these days. Back when I was young like you in the nineties things weren't as bad as they are now. They weren't good, but they weren't radically bad. Kids started growing up so fast, and at the same time they stay as stubborn as ever. The things they showed in the early two thousands gradually more and more morally degrading. There were more adolescent parties where drugs and beer were present, more crimes committed by teens, more young girls becoming pregnant at such young ages, and-"

        "Chloe, Benjamin nice to find you two getting cozy in the family living room," her mom said. Mom please, just let dad finish what he was telling me. Wait this seems to be just what I need. I think today might be the day to tell you my troubles. Please don't think of me as being dirty and awful even though I deserve it.
        "Great to have you back love, now where was I, oh yes-" her father began. Chloe's mom set her back on the floor against the wall. Chloe didn't give her bag a second thought. There was nothing important in it.

        "Mom, dad I... have something to tell you," Chloe said. She cupped her hands over her lap hiding the scabs on her wrist. She pursed her lips as she faced her father. Her mom took a seat on the couch next to him. She looked at Chloe expectantly. 

        "Chloe? What is it dear?" her mom said.

        "Mom, can we move somewhere else?" She still couldn't say the big reveal. She would have to build up gradually to it. If she told them at all.

        "Haven't we already had this talk before? You know we are perfectly fine where we are now. Naturally that's why we had it built here," her mom said.

        "What talk mom? All you ever do is say that we aren't and then you just change the subject!" Her mom and dad looked at Chloe with surprised expressions. Why do you look so shocked? You've seen me angry many times before. So please wipe those looks off your faces and actually listen for once.
        "Chloe, what's been troubling you? I know I should have asked sooner. I've seen you becoming more and more isolated every moment I see you. Chloe I've been worried about you. Sometimes I hear you in the halls mumbling things to yourself, and your voice usually sounds like you've been.... crying," her dad said.

         Chloe was silent. "Benjamin, why haven't you told me about this?" her mom said grabbing a hold of his hand. Chloe's dad looked at her as if looking for approval to tell her. Chloe only looked at the floor. 

        You've been listening to me all this time? I always thought only I was hearing those words. Words about the things I've done, what kids say about me, and what I think about mom and her anti-everything nonsense. Please tell me you couldn't make out any of the things I said.
         "Gloria, I'm not sure about most of the things I've heard her say. They're always so muffled and forced, but I have been able to make out her words on a number of occasions, and they were about you," her dad said squeezing her hand. Chloe's mom opened her mouth speechless.

         Chloe stayed where she was face to the floor. She wanted to run out now, but was too terrified to move. "Chloe? May I ask what you've een saying about me? Am I doing something wrong? Did I hurt you in any way?" her mom asked, almost quivering. 

         It's not so much as what you've done mom. It's more of what you haven't done. "Mom, again I'm asking you can we move." 

         "Chloe, may I ask why? All you always tell me is can we move, but you never give an explanation as to why your desire to move is so great." 

        "Mom, the school I go to is fool of idiots! I've been tired of putting up with them."

        "You've only been in High School for a little over a year Chloe. Give it some time and you'll be begging us to stay if we ever do plan on moving." 

        "Mom that was pretty hysterical. No, I will not be begging you to stay if you ever do tell me that you plan of moving. In fact I'll already be packing my things and putting my pets in their traveling cages." Oh, yeah I forgot to feed Chile this morning. I've been forgetting so many things. Functioning on three hours of sleep isn't easy. 
         "Is there any way that I can convince you that living here isn't the end of the world?" Chloe shook her head. 

        "Chloe, since what your mother is implying that we will not be moving anytime soon would you like to stay with your cousin Kellie during the summer?" her dad said. Right, the summer. That's when nine months from now? By that time I probably won't even be alive to accept that offer even if I wanted to. Sorry mom, and dad I'll miss you. Take care of my precious Snowey and Chile. 
        "Dad, the whole point of my wanting to move was so I wouldn't have to go to any schools here," Chloe said. Her voice was becoming increasingly more agitation filled.

        "What about all your friends Chloe? Now that I mention it why haven't they been coming by to take you out with them anywhere?" her mom said. If you knew where I was going you'd be glad that nobody is ever coming to pick me up ever again. I want to tell you, but at the same time I don't. 
        "The few that I have? Mom that won't mess me. And who knows who I'll meet in a new home, right mom? And really isn't it traditionally the kid arguing with their parents about wanting to stay in their hometown rather than the other way around?" Chloe said. That was such a stupid thing to say. It doesn't even make any sense.
        Her mom only looked at her. Her dad put his article on the armrest of the couch and said, "Is there a problem you're having in your school Chloe? Is someone bullying you?" Lines were creased over his brow.

        Somebody is singular, and bullying is too generous a term. It's more like mob torment. Unlike how politicians and everyday people attack you, the kids who mess with me actually have me in their midst. You haven't seen my bruises, and you sure haven't seen my emotional scars. But you have been getting subtle hints of them with my mood changes. Not to mention my road to becoming a full-fledged bulimic, and my most recent self infections of pain. Oh right, you don't know about those two things. 

       "Does it really matter? If we aren't moving can I at least be home schooled like I asked so many times before?"

       "Yes Chloe, I think it does matter. If you tell us what is it that is troubling you we can figure out a solution together. That's what a family does, we help each other get through our problems," her mom said.

       "Mom we're killing precious packing time with this talk." Her mom looked at her with a look on her face that was not unlike anger. Now I've done it. I've gotten on moms bad side. That's only happened three times, and none of them ended well. For either of us. We both usually end up crying.
        "Stop with the moving business for a minute Chloe. First we need to know what the problem is so we can establish a more... realistic solution." 

      Chloe gritted her teeth. She didn't open her mouth so her parents didn't see it, but their eyes told her that they could tell that she was angry. "Chloe, your mood swings are getting out of control, do you think that you might be... I don't know any other way to say this, Bipolar?" her dad said.

      "Maybe." But for crying out loud you better not put me on any medications! I swear I'll overdose on purpose! Are those types of drugs bad for girls with developing babies? Shut up! For the last time I don't even know if that's even the case.
      "Well, even if you are I wouldn't recommend any prescription drugs. Those tend to do more harm than good. It's made kids into ticking time bombs of suppressed rage. School massacres are prove of that." Good thing I don't believe in violence. Putting myself out of my own misery however, is another matter. Does my dad own a gun? That would be a lot easier, and quicker. They say you don't even hear the shot that kills you.
      "My Chloe isn't Bipolar, she's just has little tantrums every once and a while," her mom said. 

      Thanks mom, I love you so much. And I didn't deserve your cover for my sakes. I've said terrible things to you during my rare, but serious so called tantrums. Terrible doesn't even begin to cover it. I've told you to shut up several times and added a certain f,and h words at the end. Good thing those words have no real meaning to you other than just being slang.
      "Anyway, dad, can I be home schooled if we can't move?" Chloe said. She liked how her voice was calm again. 

      Her dad looked at her with a look she recognized all to well. "Sorry Chloe, but I'm going to have to agree with your mother. We can work whatever problems that arise as a family."

      Of course, that's how it always ends. "What if the problem is to serious?" Chloe said putting her right hand in her pant pocket. 

      "What problem can be too difficult for a family of geniuses to figure out? They say it only takes five idiots to screw in a light bulb. One to hold it in place and the other four to rotate the ladder," her dad said pointing to a light bulb in the ceiling. 

      Chloe smiled. "Your so funny dad, even if that is an old joke." 

      "Chloe, I was actually meaning to have a talk with you back in the garage before you ran out on me," her mom said leaning forward in the couch. 

      "Me to mom. It's more of a question though." Chloe bit her lips. Her mother waited patiently for her to speak. "Since obviously we won't be moving and I won't be getting home schooled can you at least keep your hatred for the people who are running our country and the people in it to yourself." 

      Her mom opened her mouth and did a sort of half gasp. "Chloe that was uncalled for. How dare you say such a thing! I don't hate any of those people, I'm just doing a job that so many others are too afraid to. Just turn on the television and you'll see that the effects of pollution are having on our planet. Take the tornado in Dallas for instance. It was so powerful it couldn't be rated by the Fujita Scale. Never before had there been such a storm in this country, or any."

      "There you go again mom! Always quoting your evidence. Mom you may not think much of the hate letters that you get in the mail, the things that are said about you and dad on TV, or indecent people you encounter outside. But that's you. I'm a kid at a High School who is made fun of constantly because my mom is making herself look like a lunatic Tree hugger in front of the eyes of the world! Try and see it from my point of view!"

       "Chloe! You're smarter than that! can't you get it through your head that I'm-"

       "Mom, shut the fuck up!" 

       Her mom looked at her open mouthed. Then she sobbed quietly and said, "Chloe what's happened to you?"  Her father began to rise out of the couch. Chloe burst into tears and ran out of the room.

      Why am I attacking the people who love me? What is love? She ran to the stairs tears trailing all the way. I have an IQ of one hundred and forty and I can't figure out what the concept of love is! She stopped at the second floor and ran down the hall to her parents room. She opened the door and entered their bathroom. She rummaged through various cabinets until she found what she was looking for a box containing a pregnancy test strips behind a stacked up assortment of her dads razors and natural ingredients shaving creams.

       That's why I could never find them before. Chloe wasn't sure how to use the pregnancy testing strips but she took one anyways. She put everything back how it was and shut the cabinet door. She walked out of the bathroom and stopped when a white plastic case under her parents bed caught her eye. A key was already in the keyhole, the words Chloe were written on a piece of tape on the front. 

       Curiosity getting the best of her Chloe went to the bedside and slid out the case. She opened it and took one quick peek at it's contents. She shuffled through many documents, most with her names on them. A few had names that she didn't recognize. Who was Angeline Mantley? Realizing that she didn't have enough time to search thoroughly through the files she closed the case and carried it by it's handle. Then she ran out of the room before her parents could find her in it. She hoped her parents wouldn't notice anything missing.

       She went up the last set of stairs and ran to her room locking the door behind her. Chloe put the case under her bed, and quickly fed Chile and Snowey, then she sat on her computer chair and read the instructions on the small box in her hand. It sounded simple enough so she went into her bathroom to follow the steps. 

                                  22. Bullying Gone Too Far
         Daniel strolled into the gym not exactly looking forward to playing basketball again like he did just about everyday in Physical Education. It used to be that only one semester of Physical Ed. was required per school year, now it was mandatory that each student have it for the entire school year. At first most kids thought it was just North Dakota schools that were expected to have all students, unless physically disabled involved in some sort of physically demanding class. That wasn't the case. School districts in every state were by law ordered to have every student to either become involved in school sports or be enrolled in a Physical Education course.

         Watching the news Daniel learned that the President wanted to do something about childhood obesity. It was a highly controversial law. Citizens sometimes protested against the law. The people often said that he had simply gone too far. Petitions were formed and signed by countless thousands threatening to impeach the president if he didn't declare the law unconstitutional. So far they have been unsuccessful in changing were the president stands.

         Daniel considered the law to be too good to be true. For too long America had been called the fattest country in the world. With kids now being forced against their will to become physically active the world could finally see that something was being done about their overweight population. Population! That was the key word in all this. With people losing weight they would require less food each, in addition that would leave more food on the market.

         On paper it sounded like quite the perfect plan. Ironically though, it seemed that food had been getting even more scarce lately. Daniel's school for example hadn't served much meat as it used to during his freshman and sophomore years of school. Fruits and vegetables in contrast had begun to be served in even larger amounts than ever before. And weren't they supposed to be the hardest to come by? With all the droughts and what not? Things quit making sense a long time ago. 

         Snack and soda machines had been removed from campus altogether. Mr. Moose’s' lectures were more than just proposed ideas they were being put into effect almost instantaneously. One could literally taste the change in the air. What made the change in school nutrition eerie was that the people weren't told about it before hand. It should have been like a slap to the face when all traces that the school had ever had junk food and soda readily available to students’ disappeared. Yet, it was like everyone just ignored it and carried on as if the newly vacant walls had never had large rumbling soda machines.

          "Think fast!" someone shouted suddenly. Daniel reacted instantly thrusting an open palm out. An orange ball bounced off hitting the perpetrator in the face. "Wow, you're fast Daniel," said the perpetrator rubbing his nose and face. 

          Daniel rubbed the pinky finger on his right hand. The pinky had taken the immediate pressure of bouncing the ball back and stung a little.  Daniel was so frustrated about the whole thing that he had failed to recognize the kids’ voice at first. Daniel looked up from his finger and saw that It was William. "William! You really shouldn't surprise me like that you know that? Man you were this close to taking a palm punch to the face," Daniel said demonstrating with my fingers how close he meant.

           "Sorry, I was just testing how fast your mind and reflexes were. And I found it the hard way," he said spinning a basketball over his index finger. "How about a game of one on one?"

           "No thanks, I was planning to get a head start on my Algebra homework." It was half true, he really did find working on Algebra a lot more fun than a game of basketball right now. 

            William glared at him like he had just insulted his mother. While he stared at him he apparently forgot that he was spinning the basketball and it slipped off his finger and hit the gymnasium floor and started bouncing away. "Whatever Dan, you don't even like math. Guess I'll play against my shadow while I wait for the current game to be over before I can join," William said chasing after the retreating basketball.

                                       ****************************

           Andrew was stretching out his muscles on the other side of the gym opposite a girl he had only rarely seen before during this period reading a book. But he did see her almost every morning on his way to school. She was the girl that Carl shouted to in the morning today. She was a skipper, Andrew hated skippers. He put his right arm behind his head stretching out his tricep. At the same time he saw Daniel walk toward the corner where the girl sat. Neither Daniel nor the girl seemed to notice that he was watching them.

           It was perfect Andrew would have some fun today, not involving another game of basketball, volleyball, or whatever. Every day here was the same. He walked straight through the group of kids engrossed in a game of basketball. A new brand of adrenaline surged through his bloodstream. He was going to bully a girl for the first time in his life. The thought almost made him stop and turn around, he felt like he was pressing a knife against his throat. Am I rocking my own boat?
          If only he knew that she was his crushes best friend. The girl with blue eyes and long black hair that brushes her back. Her hair had such a lovely curl to it. He was about to attack his chance to have his dream wife. My mentality is becoming insanity.
                                               *****************************

          Daniel was looking for a place to sit down in a corner of the gym where the coaches wouldn't notice that he was just sitting around. They were real strict about kids not participating in class. He found one at the very far end of the wall. The corner wouldn't be completely to himself, a girl was sitting against the wall reading a book which she was holding very close to her face. 

                                              ****************************

         Stacey was having trouble becoming immersed in the sanctuary of imagination with all the whooping, running footsteps, and bouncing of balls on the gym floor. Stacey considered going outside to read. If it was still raining she would just find a place with an overhanging roof. But if she did that she faced being caught by any adult who may be wandering campus hunting for skippers. Stacey heard a sound very different from all the other noises in the gymnasium. 

         The rhythmic soft thuds of booted footsteps neared her location. She looked up to a handsome smiling face. His smile was close mouthed and hinted that he was nervous. The only boy who she had ever felt any feelings of attraction to was no more than five feet from her. He was average in height. Had jet black hair that had flickers of brown under the harsh scoop lights on the gym ceiling. He had lightly tanned skin borderline to being fair. His nose was broader than the thin bony fragile looking noses of most. He had a neatly trimmed faint black mustache and a hint of a beard on his chin. The facial hair suited him, it didn't make him look intimidating like on other boys. 

         His commanding yet shy brown eyes seemed to emit an allure of kindness. He didn't do any of the tough guy movements that so many other guys who wanted to be noticed by her did. He didn't need to, although he was rather small his shoulders broad and it was clear that he was a strong young man. She had thought he was handsome from a distance, but being this close to him not only let her appreciate him more but she also saw deeper into him even though he hadn’t said a word. 

        She was seeing beauty not lust, which was the way many kids looked at each other. This was a boy who she could easily get to know and be sure that he was being himself and not putting on an act. She couldn't help but smile back.

                                           **************************

           She looked up shyly when he approached Daniel smiled down at her. She returned the smile and than resumed her reading. It was the most beautiful smile he had ever seen, it was enough to cure a man’s blindness. She had short chocolate brown hair that brushed against her cheeks down to chin level and had intelligent brown eyes. Her skin was a lovely olive color. She wore a plain dark gray sweatshirt, and light blue jeans. She was beautiful. Daniel wondered why he had never noticed her before. Daniel set his backpack against the wall about four feet away from where the girl sat and took and leaned back against the wall. 

          Daniel had just barley unzipped his backpack when he saw a towering figure coming his way. He looked up and realized with a shock that it was Andrew. He was walking in an oddly march like manner, like a soldier. Was he about to experience what it felt like to be bullied by Andrew? To Daniels surprise he didn't even glance at him instead he marched up to the girl sitting across from him.

          Forgetting about his Algebra homework Daniel prepared for what could be the most horrendous act of bullying he will ever see. Andrew was standing imposingly in front of the girl looking down at her with a scowl. "Ma’am, I'm afraid reading is absolutely forbidden by the Führer. Hand over the book and your life will be spared," Andrew said in a strange accent. He extended his hand outward toward the girl.

         The girl only looked at him confused. "How dare you disobey a Nazi officer! This book shall be burned immediately and you will be sent off to the death camps!" he bellowed snatching the book out of the girl’s hands. He snapped it shut with the bookmark inside.

          Getting up on her feet the girl and in the sweetest voice Daniel had ever heard said, "Can I have that book back please?"  She extended a hand out in front of her. Andrew held it beyond her reach over her head. 

           "Do you not understand? Are you a Jew? I am a Nazi officer It is my duty that the Führer orders are carried out," Andrew said with what Daniel realized was supposed to be a German accent. With his blonde hair, blue eyes, and imposing stature Andrew certainly looked the part of being a Nazi.

           Andrew laughed at the girls’ futile efforts at getting her book back from Andrew. He playfully slapped the girl across the face with the hardcover book. Daniel couldn't believe that everyone in the gym could continue doing their thing as Andrew publicly mocked an innocent girl. He wasn't going to allow this to go on. If no one else was going to do anything about it, than so help him he wasn't going to wait another second. 

          Daniel got up and walked right up to Andrew and snatched the book right out of his outstretched hand. The instant he grabbed the book out of his hands Andrew burrowed his rage filled blue eyes at him. "You, you must be either the bravest guy I've ever met or maybe you're just suicidal," he said no longer using a fake German accent.

          "Calm down Andrew, I'm not looking for any trouble I just can't let you go on with this any further," Daniel said handing the girl her book as he stared Andrew straight in the eye. The girl took it and said, "Thank you."  

           The bouncing of basketballs and running footsteps faded as everyone stopped what they were doing. They must be expecting a fight, Daniel thought. "Now look what you did, you made a scene," Andrew said scowling.

           Daniel could tell that Andrew was uncomfortable with the situation. He was the kind of person that liked to be in control. If things weren’t completely in his favor he panicked. Daniel quickly thought of a way to use that to his advantage. Walking away would have been the easiest thing to do. But what would that mean for the girl? For that matter why was she just standing there? Here he was buying her some time to get away and she just stood there like a deer caught in a cars headlights.

           The perfect solution popped into his head. "I'm about tired of all your' nonsense Andrew! Just what is your' problem? Do you just mess with other people because you hate yourself?" Daniel shouted. If his plan didn't work he was about to get the beating of a life time.

                                          23. Fight Fight Fight!
            A group of kids was beginning to make their way toward us. "Daniel, can you just chill out. I didn't mean anything personal to the girl," Andrew said shifting his eyes between me, the girl, and the chain of kids who formed a horseshoe around us. He did not like this one bit.

            "Get him Daniel!" someone in the crowd cried. 

            "Knock his face off Andrew!" another boy said. Great, now Daniel had really done it. If the kids escalated the situation too quickly Andrew would have a problem on his hands. He could walk away but what would that do to his reputation among his peers? Consequently if he did fight Daniel was his reputation worth sacrificing his perfect record? After all his school popularity would be irrelevant in the future anyways. But his record would be permanent. 

             The crowd continued to taunt him and Daniel. Andrew observed Daniel's movements and found countless openings in his pathetic excuse for a fighters walk around the ring. Or was he counting on him to take a swing and counter it? Andrew had learned to never underestimate his opponent through his martial arts training. 

            Andrew pushed aside his primal rage and focused on controlling his temper. No matter how much he wanted to beat Daniel to a pulp he wouldn't do it at the expense of his clean record at school. But how he would do it without looking like a coward he still hadn't figured out. He could always call off the fight to finish it elsewhere outside of campus. 

            If Veronica were here he would walk away just to impress her by being gentleman like. He had her in his next class and if he got in trouble now he could kiss goodbye his chances with her. Carl had only gotten her because he had pretended to be a goody two-shoes kind of guy. 

                                                 ********************

             In his peripheral vision Daniel saw the girl clutching her book close to her chest with her hands. The girl couldn't have escaped even if she wanted to. She looked absolutely terrified trapped inside the ring of kids eager to see a fight. 

             Daniel held his breath when Andrew clenched his right fist. This was it if the coaches didn't intervene like he hoped they would he was going to go home with some injuries to explain to his parents. "You brought this upon yourself Daniel, no hard feelings OK," he said taking a couple of steps back and breaking into a fighter’s stance. Actually it was some kind of martial arts stance.  

             Daniel’s heart pounded frantically. Time seemed to slow as he watched Andrew dance around him like a predator planning an easy kill. The seconds were ticking by Daniel could only buy himself so much time pretending to look like he was an experienced fighter himself. Like he even thought he could fool Andrew. From the way Andrew maneuvered himself with the grace of the wind like the experienced student of martial arts that he was he could surely see through my bluff. 

            Just as Andrew was advancing toward him an earsplitting whistle blew that drowned out the roaring crowd and made Andrew freeze on the spot. "Break it up fellas, there’s nothing to see here! Get back to your basketball game!" ordered Coach Kohl. Immediately the crowd walked off groaning in disappointment. Andrew began to walk off casually trying to blend in with the crowd. 

           "Hey! Where do you think your going Mr. McCarthy?" bellowed Coach Kohl. Andrew obediently turned around and walked slowly toward the large bald man wearing a skin tight white T-Shirt. Standing before Coach Kohl Andrew was dwarfed. Not by height, because Andrew was at least a head taller than him. But, by sheer muscle mass, and by Coach Kohl's imposing stature that made him seem a foot taller than he really was.

          "Yes coach," Andrew said innocently. Daniel had to stifle a laugh. Andrew who a couple seconds ago looked like he was ready to kill him looked like a scared little boy who had been caught stealing cookies from a cookie jar by his parents.

          "Would you like to explain to me why my students were gathered around you and Daniel hollering like blood-thirsty Romans at a gladiator battle?" Coach Kohl demanded with a wide smile his blue eyes seeming to darken. He crossed his arms over his chest, his huge biceps threatening to burst out of his shirt sleeves. Daniel thought he looked like Mr. Clean.

           "Coach it was all a misunderstanding. Me, and Daniel, and um... this young lady were rehearsing a dramatic scene from a play we're all involved in. Everyone must have thought we were really about to get into a fight," Andrew said. It was a lie and Coach Kohl took it all in. He looked from Daniel and to the girl who was still here even after the coach had ordered everyone away.

                                            ************************

            Stacey could have left when the boy who she now knew was named Daniel had first stood up for her. But she didn't want to have to worry all day rather he had been hurt for her sake. Technically she could have left and told one of the coaches that there was a scuffle going on and they would have defused it before it could escalate into violence. If only she wasn't so stressed out by the unusual situation maybe she would have been able to think straight.  

            It seemed that Daniel was actually counting on getting the coaches to come. She could have done that part for him. Why didn't I realize it sooner!?
            "Guess we all had great performances," Andrew said in an attempt to defuse the situation. 

            "I don't see any scripts. How do you explain that?" Coach Kohl asked skeptically. Good, the Coach wasn't a fool and knew that the fellow named Andrew wasn't to be trusted.

            "We don't need them we all have our lines memorized," Andrew replied without a hint of a pause to the coaches’ question. 

                                               **********************

           Was the coach buying into this? Should he say something? Clearly Coach Kohl wasn't as fond of Andrew as his other teachers were. Maybe he could be the one to bring Andrew to justice. Or maybe he would just make himself look like a fool. Whatever Daniel said he had to choose his words carefully. Andrew was a real con-artist who could twist around anything he said and use it against him.

             "Stacey is it true? Are you three rehearsing for a school play?" the coach asked in a kind voice that couldn't have come from such a hulk of a man. The girl had been so quiet that Daniel didn't realize she was still there. 

              Coach Kohl waited patiently for the girl to respond. Daniel turned in an about face and faced the girl who he now knew to was named Stacey. She looked at Andrew the coach and then her gaze lingered on him before finally to the floor saying nothing. Daniel hated not being able to see her face, it had somewhat of a calming effect on him. He turned to face the others. The coach gave Andrew a look that would have given the devil himself nightmares. 

                "I'm sorry, but I didn't tell you the whole truth," Andrew said as if it weren't a big deal.

               "Well then spit it out! What other stories do you have?" 

               "Daniel was-" 

               "What? Were you about to say that this was all my fault?" Daniel said. He couldn't contain himself any longer. Not if Andrew was going to make him be the one to take the fall. "Coach I know you’re seeing right through Andrews lies. As if Stacey’s silence weren't enough to confirm that every word Andrew said was a lie."

                "Now just wait a second let me explain-" Andrew began to say.

                "Shut it! Let Daniel finish what he was saying!" Coach Kohl barked.

                "We were not rehearsing for a play. You can check with the Theater teacher the next production hasn't even been selected yet. Believe me I know I'm in Theater. I doubt Andrews ever set foot on a stage unless it was stand up comedy, and as for Stacey she's not in Theater," Daniel said.

                 "The thing that drew the crowd of kids over here was me standing up for Stacey."

                 "Thank you young man you've said enough to convince me that this scum is cowardly enough to mess with such a sweet young lady," the coach said disgustedly. "Stacey dear, all I need is your' confirmation. Was Andrew making you feel threatened in any way?" he said putting a tree trunk of an arm on Stacey’s shoulder.

                  Stacey hesitated for a moment before finally speaking. "Yes, if it wasn't for him I... don't no what I would have done," she said pointing a shaking finger at Daniel. 

                  "Andrew go to the Principals office, I'll be emailing him personally so don't plan on snaking your way out of this. I'll be sure and let your father hear about this." The look on Andrews face could be described in only one word: fear. "Oh yes I know your father. Me and him go back a long time. War is hell, all that good stuff," he said with a look of triumph on his face. 

                  Andrew nodded and said, "Yes sir." Then he walked away. When he was at the main entrance of the gym he grabbed his backpack lying against the gyms double doors and started to walk out looking sulken. He paused at the door and turned to give Daniel a look burning with rage. Then he opened the opened the left side door and left letting the door swing shut behind him.

       "You have no idea how long I've wanted to do that. I was getting sick of his father bragging about how disciplined and polite his son is," Coach Kohl said.

       "The feeling is mutual coach," Daniel said.

       "Tell you what since you just made my day I'll let your' laziness slide for today, and Stacey I won't tell Coach Uestus about you either," he said waving us off. Coach Uestus was the girls coach.

         The girl resumed her seated position against the wall and began to read. Daniel sat down next to her and opened his bag to pull out his Algebra II book like he was going to do before Andrew ruined Daniel's and Stacey's day. He scooted a couple of inches closer to the girl. 

                                               24. New Friend
         Being so close to Stacey Daniel smelled no artificial scents on her. Normally he smelled all kinds of perfumes on girls. Some were nice while most were cloying. The smells often bothered his sensitive acute sense of smell. But in a way the girl had the most pleasant natural smell. 

         It was like her pheromones were a mixture of every sweet food and fragrant flower. Daniel had felt an intense attraction to the girl the moment he had layed eyes on her. Actually before he even got his first look at her his mind had entered a state of dreaminess and wonder. He ignored the textbook in his hands unable to take his eyes off the girl. 

         My goodness she is marvelous. This doesn't even seem real. What was I going to do again. Oh yeah Algebra homework. I don't think I'll be able to stay focused on that. Hmm, what should I say? Nothing? Just accept that I am lost for words and keep it at that? Don't think that way, just be yourself, and stay calm.
         Just like the first time he had seen her she held the book close to her face. She was either trying to hide her angel face from the notice of boys or was having trouble reading the wording of the book from arms length. He peeled his eyes away from her face and studied the old worn bookmark on the girls pant leg. The bottom portion of the bookmark was hidden by her elbow. 

         The white feathered head of a bald eagle with a vertical American flag behind it was depicted on the aged bookmark. He read the words Proud to be an, beneath the eagles head. The rest was covered by the girl’s hand. The piece of paper could hold his attention no longer and he lifted his eyes to the girl again. His heart fluttered when he saw that she was looking at him.

         Daniel could almost feel his hands becoming sweaty. He had never been so nervous around a girl before. "Are you new to Mandan?" he randomly said. He wanted to slap his forehead for how generic that sounded. 

          "No, I've been living here for years," she said. 

          For a minute he thought someone else had responded she didn't sound a thing like the scared girl that she did when Coach Kohl was around. His surprise didn't go unnoticed by her.

          "I was just acting frail there was no reason to give that bonehead what he wanted," she said.

           "So I guess you didn't need me to intervene?" Daniel said. He was having trouble coming up with things to say.

           "Well, that Andrew character was a different kind of bonehead. One I'm not used to dealing with," she said.

           "What kind of boneheads are you used to dealing with?" he asked in a cheerful tone. 

           She wasn't smiling anymore, her expression grew serious. 

                                   ****************************

           "Thugs that I sometimes encounter on the street and... drunks," Stacey said facing away from him. Nobody except Veronica was supposed to know that.

           "You’re serious aren't you?" Daniel said squinting at her. She nodded. "Hope you don't mind me asking, but how exactly would you know how to act around those kinds of people?" 

           "Because I often run into some cheap lowlifes on my way to and from school," she said looking him right in the eye. Something in his eyes told her that he was feeling compassion for her and would be here for her to listen. 

           "You walk home? Why not have your parents drop you off? Or if they're busy you can ride the bus," he said. They were all suggestions that were out of the question.

           "All I have is my father, and he's not exactly much one. All he does all day is sit around and drink; I'm the one that has to take care of him. It's been so hard since my mother left us. But he is my father," she said. And I will never stop loving him no matter what.
                                       *****************************

         So she lived with an alcoholic father who probably didn't have enough money to buy and maintain a car. "That still leaves the bus. I mean you don't have to be on the streets when you come to school and go home," Daniel said in an attempt to be helpful.

           "I rode the bus a couple times my freshman year. It was horrible. A lot of the guys who rode my bus were real jerks. They would mess with me like I were just some plaything in such nasty ways, and when I would tell the bus driver he would just tell the kids, "play nice." I would cry for hours at night trying to get the experience out of my head. So there, is that enough for you to understand that I would much rather just deal with the garden variety of street people?" she asked sounding hurt.

           "I'm sorry, I didn't mean anything ill by what I said," Daniel said sincerely. If he knew who those perverts were, he would make sure the only thing their hands were feeling on would be their own bruises! Or not, violence never solved anything. He would never let rage control him. Words were mightier than the fist.

                                             *************************

           "It's OK, I'm just not used to conversation. Most of the time for me it's just knowing how to get around trouble, I hardly ever engage in friendly talks," she said. The truth was she wasn't used to talking to boys. 

           Daniel smiled a warm toothless smile at her. The same smile that had almost stopped her heart when she saw him walking her way. He seemed shy to open his mouth and show his teeth when he smiled.

           She felt comfortable around him. His shyness was charming really. And sense she herself was shy by nature she didn't feel alone with that feeling. She relaxed and found it easy to ask him, "Are you new to Mandan?"

           "Yes, me and my family moved here last year on August 17, I'm happy to say I have enjoyed my stay in your town. And I don't see anything that will change were I stand. Not even that Andrew character," he said. 

           She was mesmerized by his calm voice. Most of the boy voices she heard were quick and hasty. It was frantic really and a bit hard to make sense of the random blabber they said to each other and their girlfriends.

            They talked for what seemed like hours. Daniel told her about how he ended up in living in Mandan because of his mother finding a job at a news studio in Bismarck where she became the assistant manager in a little over a year. Stacey wished she had a TV so she could contribute more to that part of the conversation. 

            He also told her how different it was living here compared to a big city like Dallas. All Stacey knew about Dallas was that it was in Texas and that the deadliest twister in history touched down on it. He also told her about how glad he was when his brother had finally moved out. She criticized him about how he took my brother for granted. She would have loved to have a brother or sister. 

           "As much as my brother seems to hate me he makes it more than clear that he cares about me. And I'd be lying if I said I didn't love him either," he said. "But brothers will always be at war. It's almost like we are born with rivalry in our genes," he said shaking his head.

           Stacey reached out a hand and slapped him playfully on his shoulder. Her little hand merely bounced off his shoulder muscle. That was the first time she had felt a boys muscle in her life. Stacey was shocked at her boldness that she didn't know she had. She loved how he answered all her questions no matter how simple and unnecessary. 

          Other boys would have just changed the subject. Her friends boyfriends did that all the time.

                                               ************************

         Stacey had a lot to tell about herself. And every word from her lips had a powerful emotional effect on Daniel. Here was a girl who had to take the role of cooking, washing the dishes and laundry, and work for income, all while making sure her dad didn't get himself into trouble. She didn't even get as much as a thank you from her father, and yet she never gave up on him.

           She told him about how father said he would have nothing to do with religion and that he wouldn't allow her to either. So she had to sneak out to go to church. If her father knew were she was disappearing on weekends she said she wouldn't be surprised if he threatened to barricade her room. Or actually did it. Usually whenever she could spare some money she would go grocery shopping after church and then her father would just assume that she had gone off for his benefit. She told him how happy she was glad that her father didn't ask any questions whenever she brought food, it meant she wouldn't have to tell him any lies. 

            In contrast Daniel wouldn't have complained if his parents said he didn't need to go to church. They were in a protestant denomination so they didn't  believe that Church was necessary, but they told him he should at least want to go. There were thousands of varieties of these Churches to choose from. Religious confusion and hate was the main reason he never fully accepted the idea of a God. For how could he leave his children in confusion?

           He didn't dare tell Stacey that though. He also didn't ask what religion she was either. It didn't matter to him. Because really when it came down to it no matter what religion a person was rather it be a form of Christianity or completely different religion the people could be just as bad if not worse than agnostics like himself. Daniel was no were near bad, so more often than not they were worse. 

           What did they teach kids these days? That it was perfectly fine for them to have sex with their high school sweet hearts? Shockingly that was what he heard many Christian adults said. Naturally the kids would be quick to do it. Everytime Daniel saw a young couple holding hands in the halls and holding each other close he could pretty much assume they had gone beyond kissing. Then the breakups came and the girls were all crying their hearts out and in some cases things got really bad. Suicides weren't uncommon.

          Apparently some whackos thought saving it for a marriage was like a pagan practice and that it was not a present to be gift wrapped and opened after a wedding like it were less important than than the wedding. Daniel was an all too rare male virgin. Something that had turned into somewhat of a laughable status.

           And there was also the whole thing of praying a simple prayer to be saved. Daniel did that part and had pretty much been sin free from then on, but he was always that way to begin with. And what about the kids that pray to be saved, and go on to parties, get drunk, and do all sorts of things. Just because they prayed a simple prayer and meant it they could do those things and still be considered cleansed in the sight of a holy God? Goodness, I'm pretty sure that isn't what Jesus meant when he said, "Go and sin no more."
           Him and Stacey were completely opposite in the matter of religion. Maybe not for long, because the whole dream business was making him wonder if there was something supernatural behind it. And whatever religion she was it was a good influence on her. He noticed none of the aggressive behavior that he saw in most girls that looked almost as good as her. Frankly, the too confident and demanding nature of some girls was like a radiation sign to him. To be avoided if he wanted to follow his morals.

           The reason he had said that other girls only looked almost as good as her, was because her inner beauty shined just as brightly, if not brighter than her outer. She was a one of a kind, unique in a young society that was rapidly becoming even more animalistic. Only the intelligent Natalie could compare. When he had lived in Dallas he had been much to shy to even consider looking for a girl friend, so he had never really paid much attention to them.

            The biggest difference between Daniel and Stacey was that her family was shattered, while his was living in harmony. It was sad to hear that she only communicated with her mother by letters and phone. They hadn't seen each other face to face since the split up. Stacey told him that her mother had tasked her with helping her father every step of the way. It must be a hard job.
                                               **************************

          Daniel appeared to be genuinely amazed by her life tale. 

          "How old were you when your mother left?" Daniel said. 

          "Nine," she said.

          "I'm sorry. I can only imagine they pain you had to go through." 

          She relaxed her posture against the wall and turned to gaze into his eyes. He looked so utterly sad as if he could feel what she went through. His eyes twinkled like brown diamonds.  

          She leaned in close to him and said, "Before my mother left the last thing she told me was, "If there is anyone in this world who can change your father it's you Stacey. You are no ordinary nine year old girl, you are a strong, loving, and noble woman. You are anything but ordinary. No words can describe how much I love you my precious daughter, my God given gift. I await the day you make your father the loving person he was and still is deep down inside, and now it causes me great pain to tell you goodbye, but I will come back. Until then I'm going to miss you. "I remember every word as if I'm hearing it from her very lips."

         Stacey blinked her eyes. "I can still feel her hands on my back from the last hug we shared, and every teardrop that we shed. The sound of her car fading into the distance. The headlights being swallowed up by the darkness. The waiting in the still barren driveway in the dead of night until my tears ran out, and feeling so utterly alone under the glow of the moon and stars."

         Tears swam in her eyes as she poured out her heart to him, a guy she had only known for a couple of minutes. 

         He scooted over closer to her and patted her gently on the shoulder. She composed herself and continued to tell him more about her parents split up. She told him it wasn't a divorce; it was simply a prolonged separation. She would make sure of that. 

                                          ***************************

         She did not go into detail over the reason of her parents splitting up or why her mother had left so abruptly and never so much as visited. To someone like Daniel with parents who hardly ever fought it was a strange and alien topic beyond his understanding. It was all he could do from blurting out, "If your mother loves you as much as she says she did, why has she never bothered to see you once since she left?" 

         Daniel did not even so much as even dare to hint that he wanted to know what she was hiding from him. The last thing he wanted to do was upset her, and never talk to him again.

          As different as they were, they were similar in a number of ways. Like him she was an independent person, and they both had the same favorite life shortening food, pizza. She even said her favorite movie director was Steven Spielberg. They joked around about how they were each bigger fans then the other. They also talked about how sad it was that he had died years ago.

           Daniel learned a lot about her in just the first couple of minutes. When he asked her what lunch she had she said she never ate lunch in school, she would go to the library instead. She also said that the reason he never saw her was because she never did anything to draw attention to herself, and because she would often sneak out to go to the library again, or she and a couple of her friends would go out and eat since they had a different lunch then hers. She said it was more relaxing to eat out, than in the sometimes chaotic school cafeteria. The best part she said was that she never had to pay; her friends payed all the expenses. 

          "You're messing the healthier school lunch menu every time you eat out though. No more snacks, greasy pizzas, and thankfully no more canned fruits. Now we get lean meats, and double servings of fruits and veggies," Daniel said. He rarely went out to eat; his mother was an exceptionally good cook so eating out was never an interest to him. 

         School lunches weren't the only foods that were modified; Stacey told him that restaurants were no longer allowed to give their customers large portions. Fast food restaurants were told to offer a more healthy variety of foods and in accordance to law not to fry or include any servings containing more than a few ounces less than a pound of meat in their menus.

          "At least people will be healthier now," was his response. People were dramatically fitter lately.

          "If you look deeper however you will notice that it looks like meat is going to be banned altogether," Stacey replied. Daniel explained to her what he had learned in Health class about the matter. She hated the part about the possibility of cows being eliminated as a species. Then they resumed getting to know more about each other. 

          To his surprise she said that not only one of her friends knew that she lived in poverty. He was the only one besides the state, the school, her best friend Veronica, herself, and her father who probably didn't give care about their social status as long as he could still afford beer. She did note however that she hadn't seen her father drinking since Monday. She thought it was only because she hadn't been giving him enough money to buy alcohol. She wasn't completely sure, because he hadn't been going out to drink with his friends either. She explained that it could be because they probably did something to offend him the last time he went out with them.

          "Maybe he's finally giving it up," he said.

          "It would be a miracle if he was. I’ve been praying for him to lay off the drinking for as long as I can remember," she said, her voice full of sorrow. The commotion in the gymnasium was suddenly drowned out by the head Principal over the intercom. That only happened when a particularly important event was to take place at school or when the student body was going to be lectured about something bad. Neither of those things were of any relevance as nothing important was to take place for a while and all the students had for the most part behaved themselves.

                                                       25.  War Arrives
          "Attention staff and students all lunches have been canceled for safety reasons. It has been reported by the Secretary of Homeland Security that Israel was attacked by Russia and as of yet unknown allies. According to the Secretary the invading planes apparently exploded simulatiously in mid-air before Israel ground forces even fired at the invaders. No casualties have been announced as of yet. The apparent motive of the attack was Russia’s revenge against Israel for not agreeing to share Joseph Cohen’s top secret alchemic method to convert base metals into Platinum. The Secretary says Joseph regrets his decision to have gone public with his discovery. The Homeland Advisory System is currently at the Elevated threat level," said the Principals' amplified voice over the intercom. Judging by his erratic breathing the Principal was having trouble composing himself, while telling the student body the horrific news. 

          Kids all over the gymnasium had stopped what they were doing and were looking around at each other as if hoping they would know what to make of the situation. Daniel looked at Stacey who had a look that she completely understood what the Principal was talking about. It was not a look of reassurance, but of uttermost horror. 

          That's why none of the bells rang during this period. Him and Stacey were so engrossed in their conversation that they had failed to notice. The other kids hadn't realize it either, because they had been having fun playing basketball, or whatever other sports that were allowed to be played in the Gymnasium.

          "Staff and students for your safety you are to remain on campus. Under no circumstances should you leave unless given the order do so by either me or my superiors. Please students and staff there is no cause for panic, it is very likely we have no reason to feel threatened by this incident that occurred miles away overseas. I will be back on when I have anything further to add. Stay strong," and with those final words he signed off.

           "I knew something like this was bound to happen," Stacey said looking even more frightened than anyone else in the gymnasium.

           "What, that some country would get jealous over Israel being the only country to know the secret to the Philosophers Stone?" Daniel said.

           "Yes, but that’s not what I meant to say. I remember reading something similar in the Bible about how a country North of Israel would get become greedy of Israel’s wealth and attack it with the help of some Middle Eastern countries. I think I-," she abruptly cut herself off.

           "You think what?" he asked curious about what she wasn't about to say. Maybe she had the same dream he had. But, like him she was afraid it would make her seem coo-koo.

            She gave him a solemn look and shook her head. "Nothing," she whispered. He studied her face and it looked remarkably like that of the long haired girl he had seen in the dream.

                                              ****************************

            Stacey crossed her arms, wishing she could be right now. A click over the intercom signaled that the Principal had come back on. Stacey wondered if he was about to tell them that they were safe now, or give the order to evacuate.

            "Pardon me for this interruption. Staff and students if you would please turn on your television the Secretary of National Homeland Security is speaking the information that I have explained to you. It is on repeat so don't worry if you miss something the first time. Should you be in a location without access to a television please report to the closest neighboring room with one available. If you heard the full broadcast over the radio remain where you are, it is the exact same message in both media. Thank you," click.

            "Should we go and see what the Secretary has to say?" Daniel said. As if in response to his question both coaches blew their whistles and called for everybody to follow them into the hallway. Stacey and him put on their backpacks and followed closely behind the shuffling students. Most of them left their bags lying around. 

            When they were out in the hallway the coaches told them to stop and separate half would go with Coach Kohl and the other half with Coach Uestus. Stacey and Daniel tagged along with Coach Kohl. Judging by their numbers more students had gone with Coach Uestus. "Stick together kids. No stopping, not even to go to the restroom."

             The coach's concerned look implied that he was genuinely worried about their safety. "You kids made a wise decision choosing to go with the battle hardened veteran. Feel safe knowing you're marching behind a man who once rescued three American soldiers taken hostage by enemy forces during the war in Iraq. Solo, without even having to fire off a single shot," the coach said as he lead them along the hallway toward a classroom. 

             That war is still going on. The sound of a man speaking over television could be heard faintly through the walls.

             Coach Kohl opened the classroom door and motioned for them to enter. By the time Stacey and Daniel entered the room it was absolutely crowded with students. Every seat in the room was occupied by a student everyone else had to stand against a corner or any empty space of the room. Coach Kohl was not present, but she could hear him talking on the phone with somebody. She heard Andrews name mentioned in the conversation a couple of times. She guessed that he was talking to Andrews' father, and from the sound of things it wasn't a friendly conversation.

             Stacey ignored the conversation outside and focused on the television hanging against the wall across from the teacher’s desk. It sounded as if the Secretary was almost to the end of his speech. When he concluded and said his goodbye message the speech was replayed in its entirety. 

             The footage must have been recorded right in his office which was a large room with light brown walls and was decorated with various eagle figurines. The Secretary of Homeland Security was a man she had never seen before. She had to look at the golden nameplate on his desk to get his name. The golden name plate had the name Franklin A. Ranger engraved in it. 

            The wall behind the secretary’s desk was lined with breathtakingly beautiful portraits of country sides and horses. The man must have really like horses. She didn't doubt that he had a ranch full of horses somewhere. One of the portraits featured four horses of different colors. The Secretary himself looked like he was in anguish over the incident in Israel.

            "My fellow citizens by order of the President it is my duty to inform you of a most heinous act of terrorism on Israel. The attack by Russian air forces and unconfirmed allies according to the Israeli military occurred at about 7:56 P.M. The motive of the attack was the annihilation of Israel. The attack for reasons unknown was mercifully unsuccessful. General Zacchaeus who witnessed the failed attack says that every single enemy aircraft spontaneously burst into flame along with their payload. General Zacchaeus told me personally that none of his forces as much as fired a single anti-air gun at the attackers before they were all obliterated. Some believe that since a number of Russian planes were armed with nuclear warheads and a malfunction may have occurred causing the payload to explode thus destroying all aircraft around it. The explosions occurred at high enough altitudes that no damage was inflicted on Israel ground forces. The force of the explosions seemed to have blown the aircraft away from populated areas. No casualties have been reported from falling debris," the Secretary paused for dramatic effect.   

            The students in the classroom must have heard the Secretary’s speech at least twice before the rest of us came to watch it. If they had they made no indication of it their eyes were glued to the screen like they were watching the most captivating movie ever. 

              "Joseph Cohen the world famous Israeli alchemist feels responsible for the attack. He regrets that he should have never made his discovery public. He is however glad to know that nobody in his home country lost their lives as a result of Russia’s invasion. When he was asked if he would stick with his decision to keep his secret under wraps he said under no circumstances would he dream of having the secret fall into the wrong hands.

              "My fellow Americans do not feel like our liberty is threatened we were not the target of the attack nor are we involved in it, but we will not leave the future of Israel to fate we will support them in any way we can. Perhaps one day the world can get along well enough to become trustworthy in Israel’s eyes and prosper with an alternative to fossil fuels made possible by alchemist Joseph Cohen. Until then America will carry out its' solemn duty as the World Police as we are often criticized of trying to be. Stay strong my fellow Americans and God help us all. Good bye," he said sounding as if it would be the last time he would ever talk to us.

               "What was that all about?" Daniel said turning to face her.  

               "I don't know, but do you see that portrait on the back wall. The one with the four horses?" she said pointing to the television set which was replaying the speech again.

               "Yeah I was thinking it seemed kind of out of place next to the other ones." 

               Each of the four horses was menacing looking. They were posed in a permanent gallop. One of them was a pure white, the other three were reddish brown, black, and the last was a sickly vomit-like green color. They were all fatter than normal horses and their snouts were much broader. Stacey shivered. "Those look like the horses ridden by the Four Horseman of the Apocalypse."

                "Do you think that has any significance?" Daniel said. Wait a minute those don't look like horses.
                "I think it means Franklin has a weird taste in paintings," Coach Kohl said. Stacey jumped. When had he entered the room?

                                           ********************

                 Daniel was surprised by his intervention as well. He hadn't even noticed his entrance. "Gave you a bit of a fright didn't I Stacey. My brothers in arms didn't call me Chameleon for nothing. And by the way those are donkeys not horses. Franklin is a Democrat you know," he added jokingly. Stacey frowned, she still looked adorable.

                 The blonde haired teacher sitting at her desk gave Coach Kohl a reproachful look. "Oh, sorry ma’am," he said. "Andrews going to wish Russia had attacked America instead of Israel when he gets home to his father. Major McCarthy doesn't take misconduct lightly. It's a good thing he isn't President, I wouldn't put it beyond him to make it punishable by execution," Coach Kohl whispered.

                 Daniel and Stacey looked at him like he had told a sick perverted joke. How could he be so cheerful at a moment like this? He must have taken one too many rifle butts to the head when he served in the Army. "Sorry, I'm just trying to lighten things up. I'm as scared as are you right now. During the heat of battle though I learned that laughter was the best remedy to the emotional trauma that comes from the horrors of war. I lost many friends in the time that I served. I miss them every second of my life," he said.

              "I appreciate what you’re trying to do Coach. My mind is just a little to occupied worrying about my family to laugh," Daniel said. 

              "Everything is going to be alright Daniel. You can count on that."

              "We hope so to Coach," Stacey said.

              "So do I Stacey. So do I," Coach Kohl said with a hint of uncertainty. He quickly turned away. Guess he sensed his own skepticism. The Secretary had once again finished his speech and once more it was repeated. Daniel hated himself for forgetting to bring my cell phone on the one day he would need it. Daniel wanted nothing more than to call one of my parents.

              "Mrs. Aithen, can I change the channel? Maybe there’s something else on a different channel," asked a short blonde girl. The woman nodded. The girl swiftly got up out of her desk and went up to the television. She had to stand on tip-toes to change the channel. Some of the channels showed nothing but static others showed the same scene of the Secretary’s speech. "Wait go back one!" yelled a boy hoarsely. 

               The girl did as he said and took a couple of steps backwards and watched the news footage on screen. 

                                            ****************************

              His Principal had given him permission to leave when the head Principal first made the announcement about the nuclear attack on Israel. He leaned back against a wall and watched the news on a flat screen television mounted on the main offices back wall. He had been on his way out before a secretary changed the channel with his remote to one not featuring Franklin's repeated speech to the country. 

              Everyone present had their eyes glued on the screen. A blonde female reporter was standing on the side of a highway, a city’s skyline in the distance. Captions on the bottom right corner of the screen showed that the footage was from Columbus, Ohio. "Military activity has been reported all over the country. It is likely a response to the recent raising of the Homeland Advisory System to a level of severe for a potential terrorist attack," the female reporter pursed her lips as if not sure on what to add. Whooshing sounds were in the background. The reporter averted her attention from the camera and looked to the sky. The camera pointed the camera in the same direction. 

               Gray fighter planes materialized into view flying low in the clear sunny sky. Sonic booms roared through the televisions speakers as if they were coming from the room itself. There was an explosion and the camera shook. The cameraman cussed slamming the camera sharply downward. The reporter stumbled slightly, dropping her microphone. A fireball had erupted in the city behind the woman. The jets were zooming to the city faster than the speed of sound, leaving white streaks in their wake. Like everyone else in the room Andrew was stunned beyond words. 

              Another explosion rocked the camera followed by another and another. Fireballs appeared in various parts of the city. Buildings crumpled. The reporter was hunched over, and yelling to the crew members, "Let’s get out of here!" The cameraman groaned as he struggled to get the camera off its tripod. He moaned in agitation. "No, forget the camera Steve!" she shrieked in frustration, and then she was out of the cameras view. 

              "B-but, the f-footage," he sputtered. 

              "Either bring the whole thing in, or get in now!" shouted a man off camera who then cussed and muttered. The camera man cursed and said he was coming. The camera was left rolling at the scene. The rumble of a vehicle turning on and racing away was heard through the sound equipment abandoned along with the camera. Plumes of smoke rose from the crumble of the city.

             The jets had reached the city and were flying in between the sky scrapers and faded from sight. The sky in which they were flying in was bright. There was a tremendous explosion and before the camera was knocked over it showed a seconds footage of a mushroom cloud, and the shattering of glass and raining of debris from buildings. One of the country's largest metropolitan areas was destroyed right before his eyes!

               Andrew had seen enough he walked toward the main door and opened it. "Young man shut that door! You heard your Principal, nobody is to go anywhere!" said the burly secretary. Andrew shut the door and stalked toward him. The lady at the desk looked absolutely petrified. I don't blame you lady I'm terrified!
               "Yes sir," he said. The man nodded and turned back to the television. The camera was recording only the grass and part of the highway. It rocked with every explosion. The channel changed and showed the same speech Andrew had heard seven times already. The man pointed the remote at the television and it flickered off. "Nothing useful is on showing." 

              Then Andrew heard the screams of his fellow classmates outside the office walls. The secretary's fair skin seemed to turn yellow. 

                                      **********************************

               When Chloe reemerged her cell phone rang. It wasn't a common occurrence, her phone only rang about once per month, if at all. She pulled it out of her pocket and saw that the caller was her cousin Kellie. Excited about getting a phone call Chloe almost pressed the reject button when she was reaching out with her shaking finger to accept the call. "Hello Kellie," Chloe said setting the pregnancy strip on her bed. She did her best to keep her voice from hinting that she had been crying.

       "Chloe! Are you in the middle of something? I know I should have just texted you with it still being school hours," Kellie said. Chloe could hear music and chattering kids in the background. 

       "Don't worry Chloe I'm at home right now," Chloe said.

       "Are you sick?"

       "Yeah."

       "I'm sorry, I hope you feel better soon."

       "Thank you. Oh and by the way Kellie, why aren't you in school right now?"

       "It's my birthday remember? And besides what's so bad about missing one day of school? I haven't missed a day since I was in the third grade. My parents didn't mind, in fact they prefer that my party be during the morning. See my dad is sick, and my mom has to work so she wanted to have me around to keep him company and getting him anything that he needs. Don't worry Chloe I'm not letting the party distract me from my task. No alcohol you know."

       That's not how my parties were. "So how's the party?"

       "It's the bomb!" A slow song started in the background.

       "Did it blow up?" Chloe said. Kellie giggled.

       "Your so much like your dad you know that? I wish me and you could have more opportunities to know each other. I miss you Chloe, we haven't seen each other face to face since I was twelve and you were eleven." Chloe nodded as if Kellie could see her.

        Back then you didn't care much about me anyways. Chloe almost dropped her phone when an explosion could be heard over its speaker. The many screams of the partiers followed. "Kellie! What happened!" Chloe yelled into the phone." 

       For a moment there was no response and then Kellie's voice came over the phone again. "Chloe, something just blew up! There's a bunch of smoke coming from somewhere in town! What?" Kellie said. A boys terrified voice answered her. "OK, OK Patrick!" Chloe heard a planes sonic boom. The kids screamed again.

      "Chloe! There are planes flying over the city! They're flying so low, it's like they're-" Kellie screamed when another explosion boomed. "Chloe, I have to go to my father! I'll call you back as soon as I can!"

      "No wait, Kellie!" But Kellie had already ended the call. Chloe could feel her heart beating. What was going on? Why would there be planes attacking a town in Tennessee? Why was the country being attacked at all? She put the pregnancy strip in her left pocket and ran out of the room and went to go find her parents. I hope they don't think I'm just trying to make a sick joke.
      If Tennessee is being attacked, what does that mean for Nebraska? With all the new military bases it would seem like a more logical place to attack. I kind of hope they do come here. What am I saying?! This goes against everything about me not believing in violence!

�This seems like it was added randomly as if you needed to put his physical description somewhere and just put it here.


�When you use mathematical words such as equation, follow it up in the rest of the sentence, such as subtract.


�You answer his need to bully twice. Because it was both cool and it took his mind of this memory. I suggest taking out the cool part, it will make the character seem a little less sadistic.


�Would Andrew honestly call it lard in his head?


�Woah, so he is a dream as well? I forgot because you kind of drifted away from it and started focusing on Andrew and his cruelty. For a second, I was lost.


�I don’t understand. Does this mean he COULDN’T kill it? Or his morals stopped him from doing it?


�Doesn’t seem like the right word on this occasion. Perhaps, cringed?


�TOTALLY irrevelevant.


�I did this because when this replaces “one” people who are a little slow will understand.


�Not in my vocabulary. (


�Wow. That was good. :P


�I don’t understand this sentence. You’ve totally lost me.


�Hmm, this doesn’t make much sense. Please rewrite.


�Task twice in a sentence. Please change one. (


�Were the signs? Were the ONLY signs maybe . . .


�WHAT!?!? She reached backwards possibly touching whatever was breathing on her neck and put her hood on?!?


�You have compared twice. Try replacing it.





