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Chapter One
With a blood stained hand, he pulled his bruised and broken body forward, towards the source of the gunfire. He didn’t know who had fired the shots, but they had to better than what he crawled from.
Reaching out, his left hand slipped on oil. A warm, wet feeling caressed his cheek and a metallic odor nestled into his nostrils. He opened his eyes to find cold eyes staring back, the life already drained away.
He realized what he had slipped on.
Blood!
Bile rose in his throat and he choked it back. He had to press on. His life depended on it. With his right hand pressed to his stomach, he got to his knees and crawled. First an inch. Then another as he felt his life seep out between his fingers.
It had started as a drip, his hand trying desperately to ply pressure. But the dam could only hold back so much. Now all that he was was smeared across alcohol soaked pavement.
His clothes were in ruins. A shame. He loved the shirt. The concrete greeted him as he fell a second time.
Breath came in short, ragged bursts. Headlights from an unseen car blinded him, and he removed his hand from his gut to shield his eyes. He rolled onto his back, the chill biting at flesh. It wasn’t the cool concrete. No. He knew what it was. The blood, how his breath slowed, the abyss clawing at the edges of his eyes. It could only mean one thing.
Death.
I’m dying! He ran his hand through his short, brown hair, a reflex he had done thousands of times before.
I just…I just wanted to help…
His eyes. So heavy now. For weeks, exhaustion tugged at him with every waking breath. This was different. He knew there would be no waking. This was it.
As he prepared for the end, one thought rattled around over and over.
How the hell did it come to this?
Chapter Two
Lance Maxwell sat at a table in the school cafeteria. Alone, he was free to finish up work he had neglected the night before. The lunch room had gotten much more crowded since he had arrived and it was getting a lot harder to concentrate.
“Hey, Lance!”
He glanced up from his work. His friend Ryan snaked through the herd of students towards him. Ryan had barely broken through before he blurted out, “Did you see the new girl, she is so smokin’…”
The hood on his sweatshirt had been pulled down to drown out some of the noise, but that didn’t stop Ryan. Although it would be much warmer later in the day, the bright spring morning called for heavier clothing.
His back was cramped from hunching over the table and he rubbed at it with his free hand.
“Literally or figuratively?” Lance asked. His eyes didn’t move from the page as he continued to scribble down notes for his composition homework.
“What?” Ryan said. The table shuddered as Ryan plopped down on the bench. Lance grunted his annoyance. “Hey man, I told you to stop using those big words with me.”
“I’d hardly call ‘figuratively’ or ‘literally’ big words, Ryan. Maybe you should try paying attention in class,” Lance said. He continued to write feverishly in his notebook. “And yes, I saw her yesterday afternoon. She was with the Principal.”
Lance put down his pen, shook out his exhausted fingers, and looked out at the sea of students. He wasn’t focused on anything particular as he mulled over what he had seen and heard the day before.
What had caught his attention? Why had he stopped and stared like that? Lance didn’t have an answer. He picked up his pen and tapped the end on the table. She is very…attractive, yes, he reasoned, but there are lots of hot girls here. What’s so special about her?
“I’m positive. The boy has powers.”
The words reverberated in his head. What were they talking about?
“Ah, so no chance to take a shot at her then?” Ryan asked. He laughed and nudged Lance with his elbow and the pen slipped from his hand. Lance flipped his notebook closed and slammed it on the table.
“Okay, two things. Who does that anymore? Not even my parents do the whole ‘wink and a nudge’ thing,” Lance said, “and I’m kind of already seeing someone, remember?”
“The emphasis being on ‘kind of,’ my man,” Ryan said. “You and Keri are so on again off again, it drives me nuts. She is hot, man, I’ll give you that, but I hate seeing you during one of your off periods.”
“Hey…” Lance yearned to say something back, to defend himself, but the words wouldn’t form in his head. It pissed him off when people attacked his relationship, like anyone had the right to say anything. Lance’s face burned bright red, the same as one of the school’s colors.
“Besides,” Ryan said, “that new girl is so, so hot. I’d show her a thing or two…”
“Oh, please,” Lance said, grateful Ryan had changed the subject, “the only date you’ve ever had was with my little sister, and that was to Homecoming.”
“How is Eva, anyway?” Ryan asked. He pulled and energy drink from his backpack and sat on the table. Lance rolled his eyes. Ryan knew they weren’t supposed to be drinking that junk during the track season.
Lance’s younger sister, Eva, was Ryan’s favorite subject. The two had hit it off during the dance, but Ryan never called her for a second date. And the dance was seven months ago.
“She’s still waiting by the phone,” Lance replied, “heart-broken.”
“Really?” Ryan asked. He looked like an eager puppy ready to play with his master. He liked Eva, and not just from the feeling he got in his…heart, but he was afraid to call her.
“No, but she does sort of pout in the car on the way to school.”
As if in response, Eva trotted by and chatted away happily with the large group of guys that were always be in tow.
The queen bee has to have her drones. Lance shook his head. Both good at sports, he and Eva could not be any more different socially. Lance had a few personal friends, like Ryan, that he kept close by. Though he didn’t think his sister demanded the spotlight, she sure didn’t do anything to push it away.
Ryan watched slack jawed as the group passed by.
Lance turned back to Ryan, looked at him for a moment, then back to the group of boys trailing his sister, then back to Ryan.
“She hides her pain well.”
“Did you hear about Sandowski?” Ryan asked.
“No,” Lance replied. “What’d he do now?”
“Caught selling out of the drive-through at McDonald’s. Again.”
“Think he’d learn.”
While it might be funny to some that the teen had been caught because he had put marijuana on a burger instead of lettuce, it depressed Lance. This was the softer side of the trend. The comical hi-jinx of a local pot-head. But it was more serious than that. Everyday, he heard people talking about who got arrested for what: drunken driving, theft, disorderly conduct, and a bevy of other crimes ranging from misdemeanors to felonies. And it was growing. The reports took up three full pages of the Thursday edition of the local paper.
But what could he do?
Lance put a hand to his forehead. The buzzing from the previous day had returned.
This really is weird. The humming in his brain had stopped once he had gotten away from school, attributing his recovery to just getting some fresh air. At least, some fresh air that wasn’t being pumped ferociously into his lungs during his workout.
“Headaches again, man?” Ryan asked. Ryan was very familiar with his best friend’s ailments. There was even a time where one of his headaches had gotten so bad that it had caused Lance to projectile vomit at a sleepover. That was not one of Lance Maxwell’s proudest moments.
“No, this is something…different.”
“Could be a tumor.”
Lance returned to his school work, jotting down his notes onto the lined paper of his notebook. “I don’t think so. This is more of a buzzing or a humming. I don’t know how to describe it really.”
“So, it could be a tumor?”
“It’s not a tumor!”
Vrrrrrt!
Lance swore as he stopped writing and glanced at his cell phone. There was a new voice message from Keri. Depending on her mood, it was either going to be a sweet, loving message or it was going to be how much she wished Lance was dead. Lance hoped for the former, but dreaded that it was the latter.
She is a sweet girl, Lance thought, she’s just been so screwed up in her life, she just doesn’t know how to react sometimes.
Keri’s parents had divorced when she was very young and that led to some problems for her, including a very bitter custody battle that was more of a fight over who didn’t want her than anything.
Her message was more on the kind, loving side than death wish, and Lance was thankful for that. He checked the time once the message had finished playing. Class was about to start, so he sent off a text message instead of calling. He’d have to do that later.
He hustled to get his homework into his backpack, struggling with the zipper for a moment as it caught the material, and looked over to find that Ryan had sat down next to him staring off into space.
“Hey man, we’ve got to get going,” Lance stood up and pulled on Ryan’s arm to get him to move. Ryan wouldn’t budge. “Come on, man. Snap out of it. It creeps me out when you do that.”
Lance knew Ryan was daydreaming about Eva, wishing that he was the only guy that she had been talking to, and it gave him the willies to know that Ryan was fantasizing about his little sister.
“Oh. What?” Ryan asked. The school bell sounded, shaking him from whatever twisted dreamland he had been in. “Oh, shit man, we’re late. Why didn’t you warn me?”
The crowd of students was now non-existent as all of the other teens had already made their way to class.
“I would have,” Lance sighed, “if I thought you wouldn’t have tried to make out with me…”
“Well,” Ryan started, as the two walked to class, “there is a bit of family resemblance…”
Chapter Three
“How’d your parents come up with the name ‘Eva,’ anyway?” Ryan asked. He leaned over his desk in the history classroom. Posters of significant dates lined the walls in a haphazard manner, lending an insight into the way the teacher taught.
“I don’t know,” Lance whispered. “Probably something historical, like mine. Or biblical.”
Ryan’s growing desire for Eva had transcended the creepy awkwardness of Ryan wanting to make out with Lance. Not only was it disturbing Lance, it was also disrupting the history class. While Lance had been quiet, it had been apparent to the teacher that Ryan had not been so silent.
“Yes, yes, Mr. Doherty, we all saw you with Ms. Maxwell at the Homecoming Dance last fall, but I doubt Mr. Maxwell here wishes to discuss your gross desires for his younger sibling,” Mrs. Sinclair said in her usual monotone. “And quite frankly, neither do I.”
Some of the students suppressed laughter while others openly expressed their appreciation for the deep shade of crimson Ryan had turned. Mrs. Lois Sinclair may have the boring, stereotypical historian voice, but she did not always talk like it.
“Smooth move, Doherty.”
“Yeah. Good one, Doughboy.”
Ryan turned in his chair to look at a group of boys congratulating each other on such witty repartee.
“That one doesn’t even make sense. I’m not fat…”
Ryan turned to Lance and whispered out of the side of his mouth, “Am I?”
Lance did not wish to incur the wrath of his teacher, so he just frowned, shook his head and stared forward, his hands folded on his desk.
“Now, if you’ll pay attention, we will continue our lesson…” the educator began as Lance’s thought drifted elsewhere. Usually his daydreams were about Keri, but now they turned to the new girl. Ryan had been right about one thing, she was an attractive girl. Yet there was something very strange about her, something that Lance just couldn’t put his finger on. He snapped back to reality as the bell sounded, signifying the end of class.
Shit! Lance thought as he scrambled to stuff his books into his bag. As he hurried out the door, he found Ryan waiting for him in the hallway.
“What happened there, man?” Ryan asked as they walked briskly to their next class. The two friends shared the first three classes of the school day, much to the chagrin of their teachers. This also allowed for in-depth discussions that spanned multiple classes. These talks were usually about the most important things to the teenaged male: sports, video games, and, of course, girls.
“Oh, I was just thinking about something,” Lance replied. He darted between students as he and Ryan made their way through the crowded halls. The students in the hall were huddled close together to allow for easier conversations, yet the middle of the halls were still clogged, which always seemed to amaze Lance when he thought about it. “And can you try to not get me into trouble so much? My grades aren’t great as it is. I still need to get into college.”
Lance, despite describing himself as being intelligent, just couldn’t seem to get ahead when it came to grades. Unfocused was the word most commonly used by his teachers during conferences. He’s such a bright young man, but he needs to buckle down and study…
Yeah, right. I probably have ADHD or something. He didn’t really believe that. Heck, he didn’t believe in how labels like that were just being thrown around. Just another excuse for the child, not to mention the parents, to get out of actually doing work. No wonder this place is falling apart.
“Why don’t you just take the athletic scholarship, man?” Ryan asked. “Then you won’t need to worry about grades.”
Lance just grunted, a noise that said, “I don’t want to talk about that.”
They both knew the reason. Keri. Lance would never be able to pull himself away from her. Which wasn’t a bad thing, he figured. Staying local meant that he had someone he could confide in, to rely on. Even if she was overdramatic at times.
The two went the length of the hallway in silence, and, as they reached an intersection of hallways, Ryan got back to the matter at hand: why Lance had been zoning out in class.
“Let me guess,” Ryan said between students, “You were thinking about your precious Keri?” The halls were beginning to thin out as the masses made their way to class. They passed by the front of the building, beams of light shone through wall-sized windows. Lance had to squint as they walked.
“Actually, no,” Lance said. The answer surprised both himself and Ryan.
“It was the new girl then, right?” Ryan guessed again.
Lance stopped suddenly and stared Ryan straight in the eyes.
“How much do you know about her?” Lance asked, hoping Ryan had possibly heard something about her, bizarre rumor or otherwise.
“Oh man! It was about her?” Ryan asked.
“Shit, man, keep it down. The last thing I need right now is Keri thinking I’m fantasizing about some other very hot girl,” Lance blurted out. He paused for a moment, then restated his previous question, “So, what do you know about the new girl, anyway?”
“Other than she’s a very hot girl with a weird ass name, which is Rain, in case you didn’t know,” Ryan said. “Then nothing. Not a thing.”
“Isn’t that a little weird? Granted, she’s only been here a day, but we don’t know anything about her. Where she’s from, why she’s here, why now so late in the year? Nothing.”
“Okay, okay, calm down, Lance,” Ryan soothed. “I think you’re just getting paranoid about Keri and that’s making you crazy. People move all the time. It’s not always as neat and clean cut as a summer vacation or a semester break.”
“Besides. It’s her first day.”
Lance was about to suggest more evidence when an announcement came over the P.A.
“Would Lance Maxwell please report to the Administration Office,” the monotone voice said. It repeated itself and Ryan turned to Lance.
“Aw, shit, man, what’d you do now?” Ryan asked.
“Nothing, I think,” Lance replied. He turned around and trudged back to the Administration Office. As he approached, he got a peek inside the window. He was surprised to see the new girl next to Principal Decker, a scowl on her face. Her arms were folded across her chest, an outstretched hand shot out to help make her point, whatever it was. They looked like they were whispering as they waited for someone.
Me, probably, he thought as he reached for the handle. For some reason, the smooth, silver door handle felt unusually resistant in his hand. But why should it? He had gotten called down to the principal’s office before, but he never felt so nervous, so filled with dread.
And the pounding on his head was stronger than ever, stronger than it had been the day before.
Whoever, whatever, it’s about, she isn’t happy. What’d Ryan say her name was? Rain? That sounds right.
His hand still on the door, he flashed back to the day before. He couldn’t shake the look in Rain’s eyes when she opened the door, like a deer in the headlights. Or the way she had snapped around to look at the principal.
Rain and the principal turned as Lance opened the door, peeked around as though a trap might go off in his face, and cautiously stepped inside the office. The large, ‘L’ shaped room was lined with chairs, with a couple of end tables thrown in for good measure. Large, ominous windows also wrapped around the exterior of the room, looking out into the halls and entrance. A high counter overlooking the reception desk was placed in the corner with doors leading to the principal’s and assistant principal’s offices.
“Ah, speak of the devil,” Principal Decker announced as Lance walked towards them. The principal offered his hand to Lance.
“What’s happenin’, Colonel?” Lance gave the principal’s hand a quick shake. ‘Colonel’ was a reference to an old television show Lance had watched while growing up. He also knew that it irritated the heck out of the Principal. Though, with how the principal looked, Lance wouldn’t have put it past him to have actually been in the military.
“I believe you’ve met our newest student, Rain?” Principal Decker asked. It was a rhetorical question, as he had been there when they had run into Lance outside his office the previous afternoon.
“We have…briefly,” Lance said. Rain nodded her head in agreement. The young, blonde teen was wearing a denim miniskirt with a top that buttoned down and a pair of pink and white running shoes. Lance briefly thought of the ample bosom that rested just underneath the simple buttons before shaking the feeling off.
I have a girlfriend, Lance told himself. He might have had a girlfriend, but he was still a guy. He gave the girl a cheap smile, hardly able to focus. It felt like his head was in one of those rooms where the ceiling slowly smashes down.
“Well, I was thinking that since the two of you have already met, you wouldn’t mind showing Ms. Rain here around,” the Principal concluded. Lance noticed Rain was blushing, though he thought he hadn’t been that obvious when he was checking her out.
Lance smiled awkwardly, “It would be my pleasure…”
“Good. Get going then,” Decker said. He turned and walked towards the door. “I’m sure you two will get on famously.” He smiled at the teens as he held the door open for them to leave. They took the hint and walked out of the office.
The girl was still angry, and gave an icy stare at Lance as he made an attempt to start a conversation.
Lance and Rain slowly made their way down the open hallway in an awkward silence. He did not know what to make of the situation, and was glad it was Rain who spoke first.
“Is he always that creepy?” she asked. That broke the ice. Lance had only briefly run into Rain the previous day and hadn’t really met her, yet Principal Decker acted like the two students were childhood pals. It made Lance uneasy, not to mention unnerved. Heck, Lance hadn’t even known her name until Ryan had mentioned it.
“Only when there’s a new student around,” Lance said. “What’d you do to get such royal treatment?”
He pushed open the aluminum and glass doors and led Rain into the hall. They took a left and he pointed out the math halls.
“Hm?”
“The principal greeting you personally and all. Usually that kind of thing gets dumped on an assistant or counselor or something.”
“Oh.”
Rain had her thumbs tucked under the shoulder straps of her back pack and she scooted along, keeping pace with her guide. “Just lucky I guess.”
“So, what’s your last name, anyway?” Lance asked. He tried to sound like he cared, but was afraid that it came out sounding snotty.
“I don’t have one,” Rain said. She was upset by Lance’s tone of voice.
“Oh, uh, can I ask why not?” Lance asked. He paused to point out the science hall, the sophomore class’ lockers, restrooms, and an office. Though, Lance admitted he never did find out what that office was used for, which elicited an awkward laugh.
“I suppose I can tell you, since it will probably get around eventually anyway,” Rain said. “I’m an orphan. I’ve been to so many homes that I’ve never really felt comfortable taking a name. And before you ask, I was found in the rain, so that’s where my first name came from…”
“Oh, well, I’m…” Lance started to apologize.
“Sorry?” Rain asked. Lance stopped walking and Rain turned to look at him. He was surprised that she looked genuinely angry. He didn’t think he said anything to upset her this time.
“Well, yeah,” Lance replied. His voice was weak. “How’d you…”
“Know? Because everyone is always so god-damned sorry,” Rain said. “I’m old enough to take care of myself now. I can finally stop moving around and just live a normal life.”
“Uh…”
Lance just stammered. He tried to find something to say to make her feel better, but he couldn’t.
“God, now I’m sorry,” Rain apologized. She started to walk again. “I didn’t mean to just blow up at you like that.”
“No, it’s alright. You must have heard this same thing hundreds of times,” Lance said. “I didn’t mean to pry, and I promise, I won’t tell anyone.”
“That’s okay, really. I’d rather it spread around now than have to repeat it a bunch more times.”
Rain smiled at Lance and he just smiled back at her. He was in a daze. He snapped out of it when he realized what time it was. He was afraid that he was going to miss a test in Physics, and his grade could not afford that.
“Look, I have to get going. I have a test in Physics that I can’t miss. But hey, if you ever need to talk or hang out or something, give me a call,” Lance said as he scribbled his cell phone number on his notebook before tearing out the page and handing it to Rain.
“Thanks, I will,” Rain smiled as she took the paper, folded it, and put it in the pocket of her skirt. Lance beamed back at her.
“And thank you for showing me around.”
“No problem,” Lance replied. He waved goodbye, turned and hurried off down the hallway.
Rain watched Lance disappear around the corner. As soon as she was sure that he was definitely gone, she pulled a cell phone out of the pocket where she had put his number and scrolled through her address book. She stopped and clicked on a number marked ‘home.’ She listened to the answering machine message before speaking.
“Hey, I ran into that guy you wanted me to meet. I’m not sure he’s my type though. We’ll see how it goes.” Rain said. She snapped the phone shut and jammed it into her packet. She threw her backpack over her slender shoulder and walked to class.
Chapter Four
The test, as it turned out, was cancelled. The teacher had called in sick. Whether or not the teacher was actually sick or just hung over was something none of the students could be sure of.
“I was at a party this one time, and she was there, drunk off her ass,” a student had claimed. Presumably, the young male who had reported this ‘vital information’ had also been intoxicated. So the accuracy of the information was certainly suspect. That, however, did not stop the rumors from spreading about the young science teacher’s wild weekends.
That meant the day’s class would be a video day. Whenever a teacher suddenly called in sick, the school would usually send in a substitute armed with a quasi-educational video tape.
“Okay, okay, settle down, class,” the substitute teacher, an older bald man with a mustache, said. “I’ve had most of you in other classes before, so you all know how this works.”
Even though he was old, the sub still had a reputation for being mischievous. He also did not tolerate students who fell asleep in class and used the infamous warm water trick with varying results. Nowadays, as he had gotten in trouble for that little prank, he no longer used a bowl of water. Instead, he would just use a spray bottle that he kept in his briefcase.
“Today’s video is entitled ‘Genetic Evolution: Revealing the Powers.’ I trust most of you have already seen this one, but watch it anyway.”
It was true, most of the students had seen the video already, and they quickly returned to whatever they had been doing before class began.
The video was a recording of a famous news special covering the rumors of individuals with genetic variations and played on people’s fears and hopes about superpowers. At the time of its initial broadcast, it had been one of the most popular programs to date, especially with the adolescent male crowd.
Lance feigned interest as the video went on and heard such clips as, “With genetic mutation comes the possibility of extraordinary abilities. Perhaps one day man will even be able to fly…”
Bored, Lance’s thoughts turned to Rain. He tried very hard to make something of the time he had spent with Rain. She was breathtakingly gorgeous, but there was more to it than that. He was intrigued. The girl was an enigma. She was warm and friendly, but, at the same time, cold and reserved.
He knew he shouldn’t be spending so much time thinking about her, but he couldn’t help it. He reminded himself he already had a girlfriend, although an occasionally psychotic one, but that didn’t deter from the fact that he cared deeply for Keri.
What Lance hadn’t known was that one of Keri’s friends had seen Lance and Rain together in the hallway, and would soon report back to her in his attempt to get with her. The video was winding down, Lance could tell, and he heard the final line.
“It could even begin with you…”
Lunch time, Lance thought as he munched away at his sandwich, was normally a peaceful time. At least, it used to be, but that day’s lunch break was a continuation of a disconcerting pattern.
The discussion started out innocently enough to him. To everyone else, it was like watching a blind man walking through a mine field. There was only one way it was going to end.
“So, what’d you get called down to Administration for, hon?” Keri asked. Lance slowly chewed away at his sandwich. It was peanut butter and jelly. Lance was sick of it, but he was too lazy to make anything else. He motioned to wait a moment while he took a drink of water.
Ryan and Eva gave each other a look that screamed, not again!
“So, I had a really good time at Homecoming,” Ryan said. He attempted to ignore the conflict brewing beside him. And I really want to ask you out again, too, he added to himself.
“I did too,” Eva said. She added, and I really want you to ask me out again.
Lance finished chewing and swallowed before answering Keri. “Principal Decker asked me to show the new girl around the school.”
“And?” Keri prodded.
“And, I showed her around,” Lance replied. His eye twitched out of a mental reflex. Now he knew what was coming, but it was already too late. He was in for it and there was nothing he could do about it now.
“Nothing else happened?” Keri asked. “You didn’t kiss her, did you?”
“What? No!” Lance replied. He was getting annoyed. “We were in the middle of the hallway at school.”
“Well, then what was on that note you gave her?” Keri asked. She was trying sound sweet and innocent and not at all angry. Which she was.
“My phone number…”
The surrounding lunch tables were pretending not to be listening in on Lance and Keri’s argument, which was getting more heated by the second, but their collective holding of breath gave them away.
“You gave her your phone number?” Keri asked. Now everyone in the lunch room had stopped talking and was watching the couple argue.
“Yes, she’s had a tough time, and I told her she could call me if she needed to talk.”
“Oh, and you just believed her little sob story?” Keri was fuming. How dare Lance give any kind of attention towards any girl that wasn’t her?
“I spent maybe twenty minutes with Rain, why would she lie to me? And besides, you get guys’ numbers all the time,” Lance said, remaining calm. He had that way about him, that when Keri got angry, he was able to keep cool under the pressure.
“That’s different,” Keri said. “They’re my friends, and since when is it ‘Rain’?”
“Not every guy who talks to you is your friend,” Lance shot back. Now he was starting to lose it. “And ‘Rain’ is the only name she has.”
“You still don’t…” Keri started. Lance cut her off. Something had struck Lance before and now he knew what it was.
The students in the lunch room stopped eating and now paid strict attention to the fight. It was the calm before the storm. Meanwhile, Ryan and Eva were trying their best to ignore the bickering, but that was increasingly made impossible.
“Wait. How’d you know I gave her that piece of paper?” Lance asked. “Were you spying on me?”
“No. Derrick told me, and I’m glad he did,” Keri replied.
“Derrick told you? That little bastard just wants to get in your pants,” Lance said. It was true. Derrick had been trying to get some from Keri since she and Lance had first started going out.
“Not every guy is trying to get in my pants…”
“No, some are trying to get under your shirt, too,” Ryan said. He immediately regretted having opened his mouth.
“You stay out of this,” Keri said. Ryan put his hands up in mock surrender and Eva stifled a giggle. Eva found it cute, not to mention entertaining, when Ryan threw his own commentary onto her brother’s fights.
“No, not every guy, but Derrick is,” Lance said. He ignored Ryan’s interruption. “Along with all your other guy ‘friends’.”
“Don’t you ever dare talk about my friends that way,” Keri said. Her eyes seemed to bulge slightly from her head.
“You defend them more than you do me,” Lance said. That was also true. “All you ever talk about is how you spend so much time alone with those assholes…”
That ended the fight. Everyone knew where Lance had been going with that, and they also knew what Keri was going to do in response.
On cue, Keri drew her hand back and slapped Lance hard on the face. He didn’t react, it didn’t really hurt, but it was sure to leave a nasty mark.
Ryan and Eva were both thinking that they could not figure out why Lance would bother putting up with Keri, but they had both tried to talk to him about the relationship, to no avail.
They also knew that the fight would blow over and that Lance and Keri would pretend to forget that it had ever happened.
Later in the day, after classes had ended, Lance prepared for track practice in the Men’s Varsity locker room. His preparation mostly consisted of throwing on a pair of shorts, running shoes, and an old t-shirt. After he had changed clothes, he ran out of the locker room and literally right into Rain.
“Whoa, I’m so…” Lance started.
“Don’t,” Rain said.
“But, I am.”
“I know,” Rain said. She tried to force a smile, but frowned when she saw the red welt on Lance’s face. “What happened?”
“Hm? Oh, nothing. Just a little argument with the girlfriend,” Lance said. He tried to return Rain’s smile. He didn’t know why he was being so honest with this girl that he had just met. “It will go away in a day or so, don’t worry.”
Lance heaved open the heavy, painted brown door and started walked out into the cool spring breeze towards the track. Rain kept in step with him, which is what caused Lance to first notice her outfit.
Rain had changed into a pair of short shorts that hugged her bottom and a shirt that did the same to her upper half. Though, Lance did find it odd that she was wearing the same pink and white shoes that she had been wearing earlier, since most athletes have a pair of shoes just for working out.
“You’ve joined the track team, I presume,” Lance stated.
“Yep, it’s the only thing I’ve been able to do in high school,” Rain said. There was a bounce in her step as she walked. She certainly looked happier to Lance, like a blooming flower stretching out towards the sun. “So, what was the fight about, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Lance did mind, but seeing as how Rain had already shared a much deeper and embarrassing secret with him, he felt all but forced to answer truthfully.
“It was about you, actually,” Lance replied. It was a quiet response, as though he were afraid someone might overhear the two. Then he remembered that Derrick had watched their earlier meeting. Could he be doing the same thing then?
It didn’t matter, he decided. He had already confessed to the truth, so why worry about it now? He didn’t know how she would take that little piece of information, and he hoped she wouldn’t take it the wrong way.
“Oh?” Rain replied. She was intrigued. “What about me?”
“It was nothing. One of her friends saw us talking in the hall and Keri overreacted,” Lance explained. The two teens approached the track, meaning they would soon have to separate and head over to their respective teams.
“That’s some reaction,” Rain said. She referred to the discolored mark on Lance’s cheek.
“Yeah, I think I might have deserved that one.”
Rain looked at him questioningly, but she didn’t say anything.
“I might have implied that she’s a whore.”
“Good one,” Rain mocked with a laugh. “We don’t take kindly to that.”
Lance laughed and started to say goodbye as he walked towards where the boy’s team was gathering. He turned suddenly and said, “You can still call me if you want.”
“And risk incurring Keri’s wrath? No way!”
“Don’t worry about her, she’s a nice girl. Most of the time, anyway,” he assured her.
“I’ll think about it then,” Rain promised. She veered off away from him and towards her team. “See you later.”
Lance’s smile was as wide as a Cheshire’s as he joined Ryan and the guys at the starting line on the track. Ryan was one of Lance’s co-captains for the varsity team, as well as a member of his mile relay team and a fellow hurdles runner.
“Hey, Maxwell, I hear you had some problems with your girl,” Derrick said as Lance walked by. Lance tensed up and his knuckles turned white, but he didn’t react. He didn’t say anything, he just continued towards the front of the line. He knew that someday Derrick would go too far and Lance would have to do something about it. But not that day.
“Keri’s going to kill you, you know,” Ryan said. As team captains, Lance and Ryan were at the front of the group. Half the seniors on the varsity team had also been elected as captain, so they switched off leading the team through the warm-ups and workouts. As soon as Lance broke free from the rest of the team, he took off down the track and set a nice, slow pace for the warm-up laps. The warm-up was half a mile, which gave Lance and Ryan plenty of time to discuss the day’s events.
“Oh, I know,” Lance said. The girls had gathered on the track, but hadn’t yet started their own practice. Lance spotted Rain in the group. She stuck out like a sore thumb since she wasn’t actively engaged in conversation with the other girls.
“I say go for it,” Ryan said as they continued their run.
“Go for what?” Lance asked. He picked up the pace as he didn’t want any of his teammates to pass him. After a less than stellar junior season, Lance was that much more determined to excel during his senior year.
“Rain. She totally digs you, man,” Ryan said. He was puffing a little bit. He hated Lance for things like this, the fact that Lance felt that he had to be better because of what happened last season. Still, Lance’s recovery had been incredible, and his efforts to improve continually impressed the coaches.
“Oh, sweet,” Lance replied, “Because I totally hadn’t noticed. But, as you said, then Keri would kill me, and then Rain, and then me again.”
“Okay, I get it,” Ryan said, “But do you really want to keep repeating today’s fight at lunch?”
That was a sore spot for Lance, both literally and figuratively.
“She’s not always like that,” Lance argued.
“True. Sometimes she’s mean.”
Ryan was dead serious. They both knew that Keri could be incredibly loud and vicious when she really got angry.
“Ha, ha, that was a good one,” Lance replied between breathes. He started to sweat, which coincided with the end of the run.
The rest of the guys’ practice ran smoothly. Eventually, the individual events broke off from the group after the main workout had been completed to work on things like technique. The predictability and routine of the schedule would drive a normal person insane if it weren’t for the variety of workouts the coaches had designed.
It wasn’t until Lance had started doing run-throughs for the hurdles that something out of the ordinary broke the monotony of his training. Members of the girls’ team were also going through their practice with the hurdles, and, sure enough, Rain was with them. The coaches were trying to see what events she would be good at, so they had her run through a variety of events.
Lance pretended to be working on his own stuff and not staring at Rain as she prepared to run.
With the blow of the whistle, Rain and one of the other girls, who Lance had thought of as one of the faster runners on the girl’s team, took off down the track. If the other girl had been fast, she sure didn’t look like it when compared to Rain.
Who is this girl? Lance thought. Rain walked back to the coach, winking at Lance as she passed. She’s been here one day and she’s already taken the top spot on the girls’ track team. Lance paused in his thinking and admired her beauty. Not to mention she’s a stone-cold fox. Wait. Did I actually just think ‘stone-cold fox?’
“Hey, Lance,” Coach Berger, the girls’ hurdles coach, called out. “I think she might have just broken your record.”
“Ha,” Lance laughed. “Well, we may have to test that out sometime.”
The girls ran against hurdles that weren’t as high as the boys’ team, which led to faster times. Lance could never figure out why the hurdles for the women were lower, because he thought guys would have a lot more to lose if they couldn’t make it over one cleanly. Besides, guys also weren’t as flexible, as Lance’s injury from the previous season had proved.
“Well, we’re just glad to see you healthy after last season,” Berger said. The coach turned to two girls that had been standing behind him. “Okay. Amy and Christina, you’re up…”
Chapter Five
The boys’ and girls’ teams finished practice at different times, so Lance didn’t get a chance to talk to Rain again that afternoon. That night he had to go to work at the local grocery store. Lance hated his job, even more so when he had to work after practice. There was nothing more Lance wanted to do after a hard workout than just flop into bed and relax.
It wasn’t all bad at work though. Lance liked most of his coworkers and it was Thursday, so the store wouldn’t be that crowded. He just disliked some of the customers, the ones that were complete assholes. And he never liked dealing with his bosses, most of whom were, oddly enough, named ‘Aaron.’
That night didn’t look to be any different, though Lance thought his car had some trouble starting as he drove off to work. This wasn’t the first time his car had acted up, so he didn’t think much of it at the time.
The grocery store looked like any other in the Midwest. It was a spacious building with a tall ceiling and dozens of fluorescent lights dotting the ceiling, hanging down like bats in a cave. To the right of the entrance there was a salad bar, something new that had been introduced to promote an air of fanciness, though Lance rarely saw anyone buy anything from there. About a dozen cramped, overstuffed aisles took up the bulk of the center of the store and the frozen department was off to the left.
Lance spent most of the night explaining away the mark that Keri had left on his face. Sometimes to coworkers, many of whom had either heard the two fighting or had heard about it from someone else, and sometimes to customers, either parents of a student who had witnessed the ordeal or was just curious as to how such a handsome young man could have such girl problems. The responses he received were a mix of ‘things will get better’ to ‘dump her ass, you can do better.’ And it was true, he probably could do better, but he wasn’t ready to give up on a relationship that he had worked so hard on. He had given up a scholarship to a good school so he could attend one closer to home to be with Keri, much to his parent’s chagrin.
Lance’s focus shifted back to work as a crotchety old woman said, “Hey! Those plastic bottles are going to break right through the bag.”
No, they won’t, Lance thought of saying, instead, he just gave the customer a forced smile and said, “I’ll double bag that for you then, ma’am.”
He scooped a second plastic bag around the first.
“No! I want them in separate paper bags with two plastic bags around them. And I’m not a ‘ma’am,’” the woman scolded.
Lance didn’t know how to respond to that. That was just an incredibly weird thing to say, and he wasn’t allowed to respond to customers as though he were actually a person. He wanted to tell the woman that that was the dumbest request he had ever had, but he knew that he couldn’t. The customers were all gods in the eyes of the management, and nothing Lance could do or say would ever change that.
Instead, Lance did what the woman wanted and said, “There you go. Have a good night.” The customer glared at him as she walked past as though he had told her to eff off, grabbed her bags, and walked out the door.
The cashier, a man a year or two older than Lance, stepped over to him so that the customers and other employees around wouldn’t hear their private conversation, and chuckled.
“So I hear things got a little rough with the girlfriend, heh heh heh.”
Lance understood the implication and sighed.
“I wish,” he replied, “Might’ve made my day a lot better.”
“Eh, so what was this fight about, then?” Tom, the cashier, asked. “Did you look at her wrong, or did she catch you looking at another girl?”
Tom, being two years older than Lance, had gone to the same high school, but hadn’t done much beyond that. He also had hair as short as Lance’s and wore glasses.
Lance sighed again.
“More of the second one. I had to show a new girl around the school today.”
“Oh…is she hot?” Tom asked. This is how most of their conversations turned out.
“Yeah, I guess so. But it’s not like that.”
“I know,” Tom replied, “You’re entirely devoted to the jealous wench.”
Tom and Lance had worked together for a couple of years, so he let comments like that slide. Most of the time.
“Exactly.”
Tom noticed that there was a line forming at one of the other registers so he jumped back behind his own and called a customer over.
“Paper or plastic?” Lance called as the customer unloaded her items from the cart.
Later on in the evening, after the crowd had died down, another one of the baggers came over the chat with Lance and Tom.
“Hey, Lance, that new girl at school was in here earlier asking about you,” he said, “Wanted to know about some injury you got last year. Didn’t know what she was talking about.”
Tom replied, “How could you not hear about that? It was only one of the worst injuries a guy can get.”
“Okay guys, that’s enough talking, it looks like you don’t have enough to do,” the manager, one of the Aarons, said. “Brian, the bathrooms need cleaning again. Let’s take a walk.”
Aaron, a middle-aged man with a mustache and a potbelly, led Brian away from the check out lanes and Lance went to refill the paper bag stands. He considered himself lucky that he had not been chosen to clean the bathrooms. Though, he really did hate having to refill the paper bags. They were large, heavy, and the wrapper they came in was perfectly smooth. He hadn’t been able to figure out why, as surely the people who made and sent out the bags would know the bundles of bags would be difficult to handle.
“All right, Lance, you can go home now,” one of the women in charge of the front end announced.
“’Bout time,” Lance said.
He went upstairs to punch out. A rush of anxiety washed over Lance as he gathered his things to leave. He was nervous. About what? He couldn’t figure it out. Was it what Brian had said? That the new girl had been in the store asking questions about Lance? Or was it that she had known where he worked? He guessed that the information wouldn’t have been hard to come by. Just asking Ryan would have done the trick.
So why couldn’t he shake the feeling that something was wrong? That something bad was going to happen?
He bounded down the stairs as quick as he could and was out the door in a flash. He trotted out to his car, eager to get home to bed.
Lance opened the door to his car, got in, and tried to start up his vehicle, but he found it wouldn’t turn over. He popped the hood and got out of the car. Lance took a look under the hood, but didn’t see anything wrong. It wasn’t like he knew what to look for, anyway. Still, he didn’t think it would hurt just to check around inside.
Lance heard them coming, so he wasn’t surprised when one of the drug dealers walked up behind him and asked, “Hey man, having some troubles? Maybe you need a lift?”
“No thanks, I think I’ve got it,” Lance replied as he checked the battery. He had his hand wrapped in a cloth that he kept around for such an occasion. A wire connected to the battery appeared to be loose, so Lance carefully reattached it. He did his best to ignore the men who were now standing behind him, one on either side.
“What, you don’t want our ‘help?’” the second dealer asked.
Lance removed the rod holding the hood up and slammed it down hard, “Nope, all finished here. Appreciate the offer though.”
“I don’t think you get my meaning,” the first dealer said as he revealed a small bag of a drug that Lance couldn’t identify. “This’ll take all your troubles away.”
“As I said, no thank you. Now, I’ve really got to be going,” Lance said as he turned to get into his car. Lance was already thinking that these guys were unusually aggressive as the closest dealer reached out and pushed Lance into the side of the car.
“We’re gonna get paid either way, hot shot,” the second dealer said as he went to grab for Lance’s wallet. Lance, not one to take anything lying down, pushed himself up from the car. He surprised the drug dealers as he shot back up onto his feet and knocked into the one that had reached for his wallet. The first dealer kicked Lance in the back of the leg. He dropped down to his knees.
It hurt, but Lance knew there was no turning back now. The thugs wouldn’t be satisfied with just taking his money. They would have to hurt him, as a statement, and to recover whatever respect they thought they had lost because Lance had stood up to them.
Lance, down on one knee, noticed that the second man was coming around to his front.
Big mistake, Lance thought, as the man went to kick Lance in the chest. Lance caught his leg and pulled the man down. He brought his own elbow down onto the back of the dealer’s neck. The man cursed as he collapsed to the ground, allowing Lance the moment he needed to regain his composure.
Now that Lance was back on his feet, he turned his attention back to the man who had kicked him in the leg.
The dealer took a swing at Lance and he dodged out of the way enough that the punch just grazed his shoulder. Lance moved with the punch and swung around, landing a hard back hand to his attacker’s face. He followed that up with a swift knee upwards into the man’s gut, knocking the air from his lungs.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me…” Lance said. There was a hint of smugness in his voice, that he had stood up to and beat a pair of drug dealers like he was an action hero. He turned to leave, only to find himself staring down a barrel of a handgun. Lance hadn’t noticed the other guy get back up and draw the weapon, a mistake he would now pay for.
“Nice try, hot shot,” the thug said as he squeezed the trigger. Lance squeezed his eyes shut, the sound of the shot echoing in the dark.
At that moment, Lance’s world disappeared and everything went black.
Chapter Six
Lance woke to the sound of his alarm buzzing loudly and shot up in his bed with a gasp. He groaned as he hit the switch to shut off the incessant noise and rolled out of bed.
It was while showering, where he noticed bruises on his legs and shoulder, that Lance’s memories of the night before rushed back with a vengeance.
The last thing he truly remembered was the sound of gun fire, thinking that was the end of him, only to open his eyes to find that the bullet had stopped in mid-air, like something out of a bad science fiction film.
Instead of blowing a large hole in my face, it just stopped. But how…?
The water stung at his discolored, bruised flesh, while thoughts of the previous night stung at his mind.
“What…What are you?” the voice of his would-be killer echoed in his mind. He had stepped towards the thug with uncertainty of what had just happened, but to the drug dealer, Lance had probably looked like a monster straight out of hell.
He hadn’t even had a thought in his head as to what to do next when the dealer with the gun took off. The thug that Lance had left on the ground scrambled to his feet and sprinted off after his partner.
Good riddance, Lance spared the thought. He had then realized that he shouldn’t be there if and when the police showed up, so he had gotten into his car. And that was just about the last thing he remembered from the previous night.
“Hey, look who finally decided to get up,” Eva said as she finished eating and stood up to clear away her dishes. She handed Lance a plate that had been resting on the counter. “Here, I made you bacon and eggs.”
“Thanks,” Lance said as he took the plate from her and sat down. After the night he had, he was starved. Moments later, their mom walked into the kitchen.
She took one look at her son and said, “Oh, honey, you look terrible. If you can’t take working those late hours they stick you with, then maybe you should quit.”
They had had this conversation before, and it annoyed Lance to have to repeat it again.
“You know I can’t do that, I have to pay for school.”
Here it comes, Lance thought as soon as the words had left his mouth.
“I still don’t see why you didn’t just take that scholarship,” his mom said. She knew why, and thought it was a stupid reason. Sweet, but still very stupid.
“Because, he can’t stand to be away from his precious Keri,” Eva said and made mock kissing noises.
“Lance, you’re still young. You should take that deal and go meet some nice girl away from here.”
“Keri is a nice girl,” Lance said. “Besides, I just didn’t think that particular school was the right one for me, and, if I change my mind, I can always transfer there later.”
He gobbled down the rest of his eggs, cleared his place, and ran upstairs to finish getting ready for school. He noticed that he had a voice mail from Keri. Several of them.
“Ugh. How do I explain last night to Keri?” Lance asked himself as he brushed his teeth. Sorry I didn’t call you back. I was too busy getting mugged and stopping bullets in mid-air. Yeah, that would go over just swell.
Lance spat out the toothpaste and wiped off his face, stopping for a moment to look at himself in the mirror, before running down the stairs. Even with all that had happened the previous night, Lance still managed to think about how many times he went up and down those stairs each morning.
Lance grabbed his backpack as he headed out the door and caught up to Eva.
“Your face looks a lot better today,” Eva said as Lance opened the driver’s side passenger door and tossed his bag into the back seat while Eva did the same on the other side.
“Yeah, thanks for not mentioning that to mom, by the way,” Lance thanked as he opened the car door and got in.
“No problem,” Eva replied as she checked herself in the mirror.
“Do you think mom noticed the mark?” Lance asked as he pulled the car out of the driveway, his right arm pressed up against the back of the passenger seat as he strained to look behind his car. He had to focus on backing out, as little children often ran out of the path entrance that led to the neighborhood park just across the street from their house.
“Who’s to say?” Eva asked back, applying an extra layer of lip gloss, providing just the right amount of sheen to appear seductive without looking downright slutty. “We have no idea how much she notices and what she thinks of it.”
Lance thought about how true that really was. Their mother was usually pretty quiet and never seemed to notice her children’s youthful indiscretions. Either that or she chose not to bring it up with her kids. Though he was again reminded of the image of his mom reading the paper, distraught that yet another crime had happened in the town she had helped move her family to.
“Oh, uh, Ryan keeps asking about you,” Lance said. His voice wavered hesitantly as he drove.
He really didn’t want to say anything, since Ryan was his best friend and Eva was his sister, and if things didn’t work out it would put Lance in a very bad situation. Still, he felt somewhat obligated to help Ryan out, and the least he could do was hint to Eva that Ryan wanted to go out with her.
“Oh?” Eva asked, trying to hide her interest. “And what does he ask about?”
“How you’ve been, um, if you’ve started seeing anyone new since the last time he asked, you know, that sort of thing,” Lance answered. He really, really didn’t like the idea of Eva and Ryan together. “He also mentioned that he really wants to ask you out, but he’s not sure how you’d react.”
“I didn’t say no to him at homecoming,” Eva reasoned, a little annoyed that she was having this conversation with her brother, instead of with Ryan.
“Yeah,” Lance agreed, “But we all kind of figured that was more of a pity date. And besides, that was months ago. If you really like him, just, I don’t know, maybe show it a little.”
“Okay, though I think I’ve been pretty obvious,” Eva said. She folded her arms and stuck her bottom lip out.
As Lance pulled into his parking space at school, he noticed that Eva was smiling slightly, as though she were remembering a very pleasant memory, which was a bit unnerving for Lance.
Sighing to himself, Lance thought. Well, there’s no stopping it now. I can only hope that Ryan blows it.
He walked from his car to the school building, and paused, looking down at his chest and stomach to make sure he hadn’t gotten anything on his black track t-shirt. He liked wearing the shirt, and it went well with his jeans and favorite pair of low top, white Adidas’ shoes.
There was a meet that night, which meant that the varsity team was supposed to wear the team shirt, and anyone that was caught not wearing the shirt would cause the entire team to run extra laps at practice the next day. Though most of the events were individual, the coaches wanted to display a unified team spirit.
A meet also meant another thing to Lance. It meant that he wouldn’t have to work that night. It would also hopefully keep his mind off of the fact that he was almost shot in the face, and that he couldn’t explain how he wasn’t lying cold on a slab in the morgue.
Continuing that thought, he also wondered where there was a morgue in this city. Maybe somewhere in Milwaukee, the urban city to the north? That had been one of the nice things about living in the suburbs. He hadn’t had to worry about getting shot in the face and where he would end up after that.
But, it hadn’t happened, and that was what Lance tried to focus on. He also should have been focusing on the track meet and the girlfriend he would have to apologize to for not calling the night before. That was all the stress he thought he could handle at the moment.
“Hey, Lance,” Ryan said as he ran over to greet Lance at his locker. Ryan was also wearing his official track t-shirt. His hair was longer that Lance’s and it bobbed slightly as he ran to his friend.
“Hey, Ryan, I have some good news for you,” Lance said. He figured he would tell Ryan about Eva and he attempted to fake a smile.
“Did you see the papers this morning?” Ryan asked. He was giddy and ignored Lance’s own news.
“No,” gulped Lance, “Why?”
“Police caught a pair of druggies trying to mug a guy,” Ryan said.
Was it the same guys? Lance thought.
“So what? That’s becoming less and less uncommon these days,” Lance replied, trying to turn Ryan off the subject of the previous night.
“So…when questioned by the police on why they were trying to mug someone so out in the open, they told the police that their boss, who the dealers refused to name, demanded payment, and they had already failed one mugging attempt earlier,” Ryan stopped for a moment and looked at Lance. “They must have been getting desperate.”
“Okay, I’m failing to see what you’re getting at,” Lance said. He wiped the growing sweat from his forehead and hoped Ryan wouldn’t notice. He didn’t.
“Well, and this is the coolest part, the guys said that the first guy beat the crap out of them. Then, when one of the dealers tried to shoot the guy, they claim he stopped the bullet in mid-air, like some of that freaky bullet-time shit.”
“Oh, well then, that’s entirely believable,” Lance stated sarcastically. “Next you are going to say that this was from the Enquirer.”
“No, man, this was in ‘The Journal’ this morning,” Ryan tried to explain.
“And for another thing, this was reported by drug dealers. Drug dealers who had just gotten the crap beaten out of them. They were probably just scared, and well, not feeling so great from the beating,” Lance said. He was trying to convince Ryan that what was in the paper wasn’t true. Lance reached for the folded up newspaper and snatched it out of Ryan’s hands. “Give me that. See, it says there weren’t any witnesses and that even the dealers couldn’t remember exactly where it happened.”
“Still, this is, like, everything teenage guys dream about,” Ryan said.
“My breasts?” Keri asked, popping up next to Lance and kissed him on the cheek, having to stand on her tiptoes to do so. “Mornin’ hon.”
“For once, no, Ryan wasn’t commenting on your chest,” Lance replied, trying to hide the pain as Keri leaned on his bruised shoulder.
“Really? That has to be a first,” Keri said jokingly. She was back to her normal sweet self, completely ignoring the fight she and Lance had had the day before. “So what were you guys talking about, then?”
“The genius here thinks there’s a guy out there who can stop bullets,” Lance explained.
“Hey, it’s in the paper…”
“Do you believe everything that’s in the paper? And besides, it’s just giving the drug dealer’s account of what happened. It doesn’t say that this is fact.”
“And Ryan is believing drug dealers now?” Keri said. “And does he know kung-fu?”
“Well, no to both, but still, it’s kind of cool,” Ryan said. He looked physically defeated. There was no way he was going to win this argument. Besides, he wasn’t actually sure of what he believed, which is exactly what Lance had wanted. The three teens walked to Lance and Ryan’s first class together.
“But what about those other reports of stuff like this?” Ryan asked.
“You mean rumors? There isn’t any proof that anyone out there has any type of super powers.”
“So, hon, why didn’t you call me back last night?” Keri asked subtly as they strolled along through the thinning hallways.
“I got out of work late, so I just went home and crashed,” Lance replied. “I’m really sorry about that.”
“It’s okay. I just get worried about you sometimes. You run yourself ragged as it is, what with school and track,” Keri said as she squeezed Lance’s waist. At only five foot six, Keri was almost an entire foot shorter than Lance, so she was easily able to wrap herself around his waist. “The long days just worry me.”
“Well, I have another one today,” Lance stated. He pulled on the shirt he was wore to make his point, “But not nearly as stressful. You coming tonight?”
“If I can get a ride out there. I’m not allowed to drive right now, remember?” Keri reminded Lance. Of course he remembered, as Lance had been the cause of her current punishment. The two had broken Keri’s curfew several times too many.
“Ah, yes, your mom,” Lance said, “Well, either way. I should be able to call you afterwards tonight, unless I pass out from exhaustion again.”
He was joking, of course, but saying such things around Keri caused her to worry, which Lance found cute.
“And they have film of that guy in England…” Ryan broke in.
“That’s like saying they have video proof of Big Foot. Get over the ‘super powers’ thing already,” Lance said before kissing Keri goodbye. “Next you’ll be saying you have proof that the Martians and vampires have secretly invaded the government and there’s a big conspiracy covering it up.”
“But what if there is a big government conspiracy covering it all up? At least, the super hero stuff.”
“Just focus on the meet tonight.”
Chapter Seven
The rest of the day was uneventful, with no fights between Lance and Keri. There was also no mention of the argument from the day before.
The Physics teacher was back in class that day, so Lance had to take the test.
“Aw, but you weren’t here yesterday,” one student groaned.
“Yeah. That’s not fair,” moaned another.
The teacher said that just because she had been gone one day doesn’t mean that the students shouldn’t have been prepared to take the exam upon her return. And that was that.
It was hard for him to focus, his mind was preoccupied with everything that had happened to him the last couple of days. He kept thing that he was lucky to not only be alive, but that no one had witnessed the attempted mugging. He would never have another moment of peace if someone had. That, and as he stared at the teacher, he was beginning to see why a lot of the male students did so poorly in the class.
I am a very bad man.
Lance also found himself worried about the victim of the drug dealer’s second failed attempt. Were they okay? The paper hadn’t really said. If the thugs hadn’t tried to jump Lance first, then the other guy might not be hurt at all. Or they could have found this other guy first, and he’d be in trouble anyway. That thought bugged Lance and it nagged at him the rest of the school day.
Thankfully, the track meet allowed Lance’s mind to take a rest and just focus in on his events. He stretched as he stepped off the yellow, stick-shift school bus.
“Hey, man. You doing okay?” Matt, one of the younger runners, asked as the team unloaded their bags on the area of the bleachers designated for their school’s athletes. “Ryan says you’ve been like this all day.”
The sun was shining, and Lance had to squint to look at the other boy.
“Yeah, no, I’m fine,” Lance said. He started to get ready for his first hurdles event, which were the high hurdles. That was the one he liked best, as it really allowed him to use his longer legs to his advantage.
“Is it lady problems?” Matt asked, referring to the argument between Lance and Keri in the school’s cafeteria.
“Yeah, something like that,” Lance said. He tried to unofficially confirm that as the reason to his troubles so no one would look beyond that. He very well couldn’t come out and say, “No, the reason I’m distracted is because two dumbass drug dealers tried to jump me, and I fought them off until one tried to shoot me in the face. But it’s ok, I stopped the bullet in mid-air. Then, these same two drug dealers tried to jack someone else, got caught by the cops, and then relayed the whole thing to the police.”
That was a mouthful, and it wouldn’t be a good idea to say that to anyone anyway.
Lance, having talked about his personal problems with enough people, went out to the field alone where he ran through a few warm-ups while he waited for the final announcement to be made for his event. First, there came the first call, which nobody really paid attention to, other than to let them know to be listening for the other calls. Then came the second call, and a few more student athletes took notice and finished up their warm-up routines. After several more minutes of waiting, the last call announcement was finally made, and Lance jogged briskly to the event’s starting line.
Shaking out his worries as he shed his warm-up clothes, the black, red, and white jersey that displayed his school’s name came un-tucked from the tiny, silky black cloth that was considered shorts. He quickly tucked the jersey back into the miniscule black shorts and continued on in his routine. The ritual brought about stability to his mind that he had not felt all day. Out there on the track, preparing to run, there were no drug dealers, no freaky super powers. Just one hundred and ten meters and a set of hurdles stood between him and the finish line.
“Ready…” the referee said and the runners ran through some quick stretches before settling down in to the starting blocks.
As he settled into the blocks, where Ryan stood on the back to hold them down, Lance’s mind flashed back to what the coaches had told him.
“’Don’t be the first one in the blocks, your body will just freeze and tense up that way,” one of the coaches had told him. He had so many; he couldn’t remember which one had said it first. “Do something, stretch, shake your legs out, do a little dance, anything to keep your body moving and loosened up. It could be the difference between second and first place…”
Lance coiled up into the blocks, taking one final breath, letting his anxiety bleed from his body. It was perfectly natural to be nervous and even could be useful, if that energy could be properly harnessed.
He felt the wind blow through the fields, his body adjusted to it naturally. Even a slight breeze could throw a runner off balance if they were not aware and prepared for the wind.
“Set…”
Lance shot his backside up into the air. It was something every runner Lance had ever known had smirked about doing during practice, but somehow it didn’t seem so silly when it came down to race time. The black, tar-like substance of the track stared up at him, and he could see the whole of the track in his mind. Every hurdle, every line was there in his brain.
“Go!” the ref said. The gunshot from the starter pistol pierced the air. What had seemed like forever had passed by in mere moments, and Lance knew that it was less than sixteen seconds from the pistol shot to the finish line.
As Lance raced out of the blocks, he could hear the cheers from the spectators and teammates as he flew by, pushing himself to run faster, to keep his stride, to not fail. He could feel the hurdles as he ran over the track.
The race was close, Lance could tell. He did not have to look, and wouldn’t have, even if he was compelled to do so, as it would break his stride and concentration. No, instead, he instinctively knew where the other runners were on the track. One had hit the first hurdle, which had then traveled into the path of the runner next to him. Both would be disqualified, for the runner who made the initial impact had hit more than the allotted amount of hurdles, and the second because he had instinctively side-stepped into another lane to avoid colliding with the flying red and white piece of plastic.
Lance always felt bad when that happened, as it wasn’t really the runner’s fault another person had knocked a hurdle into the lane, and all the runner did was step out of the lane to avoid injury.
It was coming down to the last moment, the final straight away after the last hurdle, where so many of the races were decided. It was between Lance and one other runner, who was from a rival school. Then again, he was in high school, so all of the schools were hated rivals.
It had been a split decision, as both runners had seemingly crossed the finish line at the exact same moment. They would have to wait for the official times, Lance figured, as he walked back to his designate spot at the finish line, struggling to catch his breath, his lungs burning from the sudden exertion.
An attractive young lady, who was a student from the hosting school’s female track team, had recorded Lance’s time. It was a fairly common practice to have the junior varsity members of the men’s team and members of the girl’s team work the various events of a meet. This particular girl was a red head and wore a tight pink tank top that didn’t show off much in particular, but Lance silently appreciated the effort. He smiled at the girl as he folded his hands together and placed them on top of his head. He heard somewhere that doing this would elevate the rib cage and make it easier to breathe. Or something like that. He didn’t know the medical side of it, only that it worked. And that could be more of a psychological effect than anything.
The girl read off what the stopwatch had recorded and told Lance that he had officially finished second.
It was the part of the race that Lance had always found unsettling, being timed by a person. The timing of the runner was done by people with stopwatches and it relied heavily on the visual acuity and reflexes of the person doing the timing. The timer pushing the stop button even a split second late meant the race for him, and it was always in Lance’s mind that he wondered if he had lost races due to this unaccountable human error.
He had also discovered that it was incredibly pointless to bring this fact up to anyone, as it was considered ill will towards the most gracious host team to be thinking these types of thoughts.
Lance, out of breath and feeling angry at the outcome of the race, turned towards the inside of the track, congratulated the winning runner, and then trotted over to the starting line, where his warm-up clothes still laid.
“Lance, that was one hell of a race,” Coach Reynolds declared as he extended his arm. Lance reluctantly accepted the handshake, and then continued on towards his destination.
“Yeah, I know,” Lance said, avoiding eye contact with his coach.
“No, I mean it. You had him beat. We’ve gone through all of this before, and you know it’s not just you. All of the teams say the same thing when they’re at our school. Besides, you’re still closing in on that record,” Coach Reynolds said. He gave the young runner a pat on the shoulder.
It was true. If it hadn’t been for last season, Lance probably would’ve already been on the top of the records list for the school’s, and probably the state’s, high hurdles event. Even now, he wasn’t very far off.
“Now go get your sweats back on, and stay loose. We’re counting on you in the ‘lows’,” referring to the three hundred meter low hurdles event.
At almost a full lap around the track, Lance hated the race for the distance alone. He was not a strong distance runner to begin with, but throwing in hurdles, at any height, just seemed like sheer torture. Yet, it just so happened, that despite his displeasure for the event, Lance was actually pretty good at it. And he was, however grudgingly, one of the few members of his track team to actually be willing to run in the event. His team needed the points, counted on them, and Lance always tried his best not to let his team down.
He turned away from his coach and trotted down the side of the field. He still felt disappointed in himself even if he knew that it wasn’t entirely his fault. At least, he knew it in his own mind. Lance was told that he was supposedly still on track to a record breaking season, and to even let anyone else finish close enough to him that it had held the outcome in dispute was just not good enough for him. He would come at the next race with a vengeance, he decided, leaving no room for such a dispute.
After he gathered up and put on his official team warm-up clothes, Lance decided that it’d be best for him to cool down by stretching somewhere out of the way of any other athlete. He found such a spot by the discus throwing field. As exciting as it was to hear how far some of these guys could throw that small Frisbee-like object, it was also equally boring to actually watch. As such, it was the perfect spot for Lance to momentarily wallow in his self pity while stretching out his tightening muscles.
He didn’t much care for the sight of large teen males looking like they had to use the bathroom as they grunted and threw the discus out into the field, away from where Lance had chosen to sit down. It was quiet, aside from the occasional yelp of the thrower and the response of the distance being called out from an official in the field.
“Why do they always yell like that?” Lance asked himself, “Do they think it helps them throw further?”
Of course, why does anyone make a loud grunting noise whenever there is quick physical exertion? Lance thought. Is it really a natural reaction, or is it something we’re taught for dramatic effect? Lance didn’t have an answer. It was just something to ponder as he went through his preprogrammed routine of cool down stretches.
He finished up his exercises without thinking of too many more profound thoughts and stood up, grabbing onto the fence for balance, his back towards the throwers. He noted that he was probably a good two or three feet taller than the metal, chain-link fence, and wondered what real protection it would offer in the case of an errant discus.
As if in response to the thought, Lance heard the sound of crunching gravel, the usual grunt, and whiz of the discus as it flew through the air. No, it wasn’t the usual grunting noise, as he noted a hint of panic in the thrower’s voice. Something had gone wrong.
Before Lance could react, he heard a, “Look out!” come from behind him. Panic struck Lance as he started to twist around to see what was happening. He didn’t have time to react, but he felt something, the same something as the night before. A sort of tingling sensation as he noticed that the discus had struck him in the head, at least, it should have. Shimmering in the cool spring breeze were the same ripples in the air that had appeared around the gun’s bullet the night before.
“Oh my god! Dude! Are you all right?” the discus thrower asked as he rushed over to check on Lance. The teen was one Lance hadn’t recognized but had presumed was the thrower of the object that should have struck him. He looked like what Lance had expected, though, being large and fairly muscular.
“Yeah, no, I’m fine,” Lance replied. He felt for lumps or gashes on his head, just to make sure what he said was true. He felt none, which he took as a good sign.
“That thing totally nailed you,” the thrower insisted, repeating what he knew to be true. “Are you sure you’re okay? ‘Cause I’ve seen it in movies where the guy gets hit, and he thinks he’s fine, but then his head falls off, like, right after.”
Lance stared at the thrower.
“True story.”
“Well, I don’t think that could happen from a discus, even if it had hit me, which it didn’t,” Lance replied. By this point, the other athletes and coaches from the throwing even had made their way over to Lance to make sure he was indeed all right.
“I didn’t see what happened. Are you all right?” one of the coaches asked.
“I’m fine,” Lance said. He offered his uninjured head as proof. “See? No damage done. The thing must have just missed me.”
The coaches all muttered a few words and the other athletes took verbal jabs at the thrower, who had already been worked up into a frenzy. He was sure the discus had hit the student athlete who stood in front of him.
He took another look at Lance, then at the discus, then back at Lance.
“Well, as long as you’re okay,” the thrower decided, before he turned back to the field to complete his turn at the event.
Lance watched the teen walk away before beginning the trek back to his team’s bleachers. He let out a sigh of relief and kicked at a stone as he walked, remarking on how lucky he had just been.
“That was a close one,” he said to himself as he trotted along. He made his way back to the stands where his team had set up camp.
“Hey, man, where’d you go?” Ryan asked as Lance bounded up over the steps and benches that made up the bleachers.
“To cool off,” Lance replied.
“Eh, I know what you mean man. You were totally robbed out there,” Ryan said. “You just missed the excitement over at the throwers pit. It was some crazy shit. One of the throwers said he nailed another guy in the head. Best part is, the thrower said that it didn’t even affect the other guy. Crazy, huh?”
“Yeah, if it were true,” Lance said.
“What do you mean?” Ryan asked blankly. He obviously hadn’t heard that Lance was the ‘other guy’ the thrower had claimed to have hit.
“I was the ‘other guy,’ Ryan, and the disk didn’t hit me, see,” Lance said. He once again pointed to his head as evidence of a near miss. “Not a scratch on me.”
“Either that or you’re invincible, man,” Ryan laughed as he stood up. “Now come on, I’ve got a race to beat you in.” Lance sprang to his feet and the two walked back down the steps to the infield of the track, which, during the fall season was the football field, to warm up for the next hurdles race.
The loss in the high hurdles must have done something to Lance, as he finished first in the ‘lows,’ with Ryan at a respectable distance in second. The points the two earned helped push their team into the overall lead to win the meet for their school.
Chapter Eight
It was on the bus ride home that Ryan decided to share with Lance the events that had transpired during the downtime between when school ended and when the team had boarded the bus.
“So…” Ryan said. He interrupted the tranquil silence of the after-meet victory, obviously nervous about what he was about to say.
“So…?” Lance replied. He broke out of the trance that seemed to be a part of the bus ride home once the medals had been handed out. By that point, half the team had finally passed out from exhaustion, and Lance had been reveling in the silence.
Lance clutched his own medals tight in his fist as if his grip loosened he might accidentally drop one. It was an odd habit, Lance knew, as he noticed his knuckles had turned white, but he still didn’t want to risk losing any of his medals.
“So…” Ryan repeated.
“Are you going to tell me whether you’re going to go out with my sister or not?” Lance replied as he turned the gold and silver medals over in his hands, the metal quietly clinking together.
“You know?” Ryan asked. His eyes were wide with a mixture of surprise and fear.
“Well, you only act like this when you’re really nervous, and since you’re only this nervous because of girls, one in particular, it was either that or you’re coming onto me at a really awkward time,” Lance reasoned, the jovialness in his voice an attempt to ease the growing tension.
“You’re not mad?” Ryan asked.
“Not nearly as mad as I’d be if I had to hear another day of that ‘does she like me?’ crap.”
“Ha, ha, yeah,” Ryan said. Lance leaned in closer, the only sound being the clinking of metal coming from the medals in Lance’s hand.
“Besides, if you ever hurt her, I will kill you…”
“Uh huh,” Ryan managed to spill out. He was now rethinking the situation that he had gotten himself into.
“And if you’re thinking of not going out with her at all, that does count as hurting her.”
Ryan shot up straight in his seat with a freaked out look on his face.
“Seriously man, how are you doing that?”
“It’s easy, you’re just that obvious.”
The rest of the bus ride home was silent as Lance contemplated all of the changes his life had suddenly gone through. He knew one thing was for certain, the previous night hadn’t just been a fluke. He was capable of something. He just wasn’t entirely sure of what yet.
“Hey, big brother,” Eva greeted as Lance walked in the door. She was obviously excited about something, not knowing that Lance already had figured out why. “How’d it go tonight?”
Lance replied by plunking the two medals down onto the counter. Eva peered over at the gold and silver medals as Lance bent over to untie his shoes. He made an exaggerated groan as he kicked them off. He had walked back from the counter to the back door, where he normally kept any pairs of shoes he wasn’t wearing.
“Silver again, huh?” she asked. Lance started into the kitchen before Eva could say, “Mom doesn’t like it when you leave your shoes by the door, remember?”
Lance made a cross between a growl and a sigh to indicate that he was too tired to care.
“Oh,” Eva exclaimed, as though she had just remembered something of the utmost importance. “There’s something that I wanted to talk to you about.”
Lance cut her off, “I already know, and I already threatened him.”
“Uh, he is still taking me out though, right?” she asked, worried that her older brother had once again scared off a potential suitor. He had done so once before, as he had been brandishing a baseball bat in his hands when he answered the door for Eva’s very first date. Well, it would have been her first date, except the gentleman in question had ran at the sight of the bat and straight down the street, leaving his car sitting in the driveway to be recovered under the cover of darkness.
Lance had found the whole thing to be hilarious. His parents, however, had not. They even made him put in writing that he would not do such a thing again…unless they told him to.
“Yes, I made sure of that,” Lance said. His mouth pulled into a smile as he remembered Ryan’s reaction on the bus ride back to school.
“What did you…no, wait, I don’t think I want to know,” Eva decided. “You’re not mad about it, are you?”
“How could I be? I’m the one who set it up.”
Lance opened the refrigerator to his right and pulled out the plastic carton of milk. He opened the cupboard door to the left of the fridge and pulled out a glass. As he poured the milk, he looked over at Eva and offered her a glass.
“No, thanks,” she looked at him hopefully, “You’re really not mad?”
“I’m really not,” he replied. “I think I’m going upstairs now.” He took the glass of milk in one hand, and, with the other he slung his backpack over his shoulder.
He felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket as he trudged up the stairs. The caller ID read that it was Keri, so he flipped the phone open.
“Hey, hon, I was just about to call you,” Lance said. Keri was probably at home where she waited impatiently for his call.
“I know, but I figured I’d call first,” Keri replied.
“How’d you know I’d be home and not driving, where answering your call would’ve led to my horrible, horrible death?” he asked. Lance entered his room, careful not to spill his milk, and closed the door behind him.
“Stop it! Don’t talk like that,” Keri pleaded. Lance joked about his own death frequently, much to Keri’s dismay, “and you wouldn’t have picked up if you were.”
“True,” Lance admitted. “So, I missed you at the meet tonight.”
In all honesty, he probably wouldn’t have noticed if Keri had even been there, but he knew for sure that she hadn’t been.
“I’m sorry. None of the other athlete’s girlfriends were going either,” Keri said. Lance knew that wasn’t entirely true.
“That’s not true…”
“Well, no one went that I wanted to be stuck going down there with,” Keri said. That part was true. Most people did not get along with the girlfriend that had driven out to the track meet. She did it to talk up her boyfriend, Kyle, and to put down the other athletes.
“Not even to see me in all of my short-shorts glory?”
“Hon…”
“I know, I know. No one likes her. I hear the only reason Kyle puts up with her at all is because she puts out something fierce.” he said. According to the rumors Lance heard was that she did put out, just not always with Kyle. And not always with men. That little tidbit was probably one of the only reasons that Kyle even stayed with his girlfriend, as it was an essential part to every teenaged guy’s greatest fantasy.
“Is that the only reason you stay with me?” Keri asked. She already knew what the answer would be.
“Considering the fact that we, y’know, haven’t…done that. I would say that’s a definite no,” Lance said.
“So, what? You’re saying that after the first time we make love, you’re going to leave me?” she asked. Lance couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, and that worried him.
“Yes, the first time that we do it, I’m going to finish up, look deep into your eyes, and say, ‘That was okay.” Then, I’m going to open your window and just crawl out, never to be seen again,” Lance said.
“Ha, ha, hon,” Keri replied, equally sarcastic. Though, the mental image of the perfect night with candles and soft music only to be interrupted by a statement of being barely adequate and Lance’s naked form slinking out an open window like Gollum from Lord of the Rings did elicit a chuckle from both Lance and Keri.
“So, anyways…” Keri said, as she tried to change the subject.
“Anyway,” Lance corrected. “There is no‘s’.”
“Anyway, how’d you do?” she asked. She made sure to use Lance’s correction.
Lance relayed the day’s event with Keri’s usual replies of acknowledgement. He left out the part about getting hit by the discus since he knew he wouldn’t be able to explain it away logically.
“Robbed again, huh?”
“Yeah…”
“Why don’t they, I don’t know, get people besides the home team to do the timing?”
“Well, that’d be inconvenient, I suppose, and to hire an impartial group of timers would cost money. Most of the schools’ programs are squeaking by as it is. So, I suppose, this is probably the best way,” Lance said. He didn’t like it, but there didn’t seem to be any use in dwelling on it, especially since he had something much more important to deal with at that moment.
The two teens discussed their days and made sweet small talk before Lance unexpectedly blurted out, “Oh, by the way. My little sister is now going out with my best friend.”
“Oh.”
That was all Keri could manage at first.
“He finally asked her out, huh?”
“Yeah, but only because I told him to,” Lance said. He still wasn’t happy with it, but he again realized that he had a much bigger problem that required his attention. After awhile, Lance looked at the clock and said, “It’s late, and I still have homework I have to get done.”
After Keri grudgingly said goodbye and Lance did the same, he snapped shut his cell phone and got up off of his bed.
“Okay,” he said to himself. “This has happened twice in two days now. So, how am I doing it?”
Frustrated, Lance scooped up a fuzzy yellow-green tennis ball he kept around to vent his anger and threw the ball as hard as he could against the wall. After bouncing the ball of his wall a couple of times, he got an idea. He looked at the ball, then at the wall, and then back to the ball. With a deep breath, he drew his arm back He prayed for the best as he squeezed shut his eyes.
The tennis ball connected with a loud thump against Lance’s forehead.
Lance began to think that maybe it wasn’t him that was stopping stuff in mid-air, that maybe it was someone around him that kept saving his life. But, as far as Lance could tell, there hadn’t been anyone else around the night before, especially not someone who would have also been at the track meet.
So, it probably is me. I just don’t know how to control it yet. Lance thought as he threw the ball against the wall again. I can work on that…hopefully.
The ball bounced back and nailed Lance in the shin. It didn’t hurt too much, but the repeated strikes against his flesh started to cause bruises.
He decided to give it one more try and launched the ball against the wall. It shot right back towards the most sensitive area on a man’s body. Without time to react, Lance knew that it was going to hurt. But the ball never reached its destination, as it bounced harmlessly away from him. The familiar ripples in the air were visible right in front of his groin.
“Hm? Well, that’s something,” Lance said. He had successfully triggered whatever it was that protected him. That was a good start. “Every time I panic, this thing kicks in and saves me.”
There was a tingle in his body, Lance found, as he tried to relax. It had been there every time Lance saved himself from harm. The feeling went away after a moment, and Lance was left wondering if he could somehow replicate it.
I don’t even know which muscle to flex, he thought as he tried hard to concentrate, but he couldn’t get that feeling back, and he didn’t want to risk hitting himself in the crotch, so he gave up.
“Well, that’s enough for tonight,” he said aloud as he got ready for bed. “Except that I forgot to do my homework.”
He couldn’t concentrate on math that night, his mind was too preoccupied with ideas of how he might be able to control his newfound ability.
A half hour later, after he had decided the work could just wait until before school the next morning, he settled into bed and thought, So what? In extreme cases I can protect myself from serious injury? What can I possibly do with that?
Lance couldn’t imagine that in the wee hours of the night that question would be answered for him.
Chapter Eight
Lance awoke the next morning feeling much better than he had the previous night. The fatigue from the track meet was now gone, replaced by the feeling that things were coming together. The past two days had been those of revelation and discovery. And now that he had learned some thing about his new ability, he felt good.
That was, until he read the newspaper while he ate breakfast.
“Drug Dealers Out on Bail, Commit Murder,” the headline on the front of the paper read.
Lance’s stomach dropped as he knew what was coming. The dealers that Lance had fought two nights before had been released on bail the previous afternoon. In what the police called a gang land hit, the dealers were accused of committing murder.
No! Lance thought. How? How were those guys even out of jail? They attacked me, and then tried to mug someone else.
Lance started to blame himself for the murder. Maybe, if he had fought harder or…or what? Killed them? That’d be the only way to stop them.
It wasn’t his fault, he knew, but he still felt that he could have, and should have, done more.
He was tired of seeing violence everywhere he went. It bombarded him constantly. At school, work, everywhere. It was always on the news, on the internet, in the newspaper, even on his cell phone. The only place that didn’t shove the death and decay of society at him was video games, and even that was changing.
“That’s it,” Lance told himself quietly. That’s enough. I have had enough. I can stop this. I have to. I have the power. I have to do this. It was a quiet resolution to himself. He had always known that the world was slowly wasting away around him, and now he could do something to change that.
It would be hard, Lance knew, to control the power that he had been given. But he would control it; use it to stop the violence. He would…do what? For all of his big talk and bravado, Lance still didn’t know the first thing about fighting crime.
Scratch that, the only thing he knew came from the comic books he had read growing up. As absurd as that sounded, that at least gave him a place to start, some methods to try, but he needed some test subjects.
He stared at the police photographs of the two drug dealers that had attacked him, letting their faces sink into his mind. Lance knew where to find two perfect lab rats.
The rest of the morning of his big epiphany was rather quiet. Once at school, he greeted Keri, where she apologized again for not showing up to his track meet. They walked to his first class quietly, holding hands like teens do.
“So, aren’t you, like, late for your first hour class, like, everyday?” Lance noted. He hadn’t really thought about it before, but it was true. If Keri walked with him to class every morning, and the bell rang just after Lance ducked inside his class room, then how would Keri get to her class on time?
“I’m not that late,” Keri said. She grasped Lance’s arm tightly and batted her eyes at him. “But if you don’t want me to…”
“No, no, I didn’t say that. It was just something I thought of,” Lance replied. “I love every moment I spend with you. As long as you don’t get into too much trouble...”
“I don’t, and besides, it’s totally worth it.”
The two embraced, kissed quickly, exchanged parting words and went their separate ways.
Ryan was already in class and tried to pretend that he hadn’t seen his friend walk into the room. Lance took the seat next to Ryan and stared. Ryan glanced over at his friend and fell over when he was greeted by Lance’s bulging, accusing eyes.
“What?” Ryan asked. His hand slipped as he struggled to get back into his seat. His elbow smashed into the desk. His curses drew a glare from the teacher.
“You better not be thinking what I think you’re thinking.”
Ryan paused for a moment and rubbed his arm, the silence between them thick.
“Maybe I shouldn’t go out with your sister, man.”
“What did I tell you last night? Besides, she’s already really excited about it. You back out now and it would crush her.”
“Are you sure you’re okay with this?”
Lance wasn’t, but he pretended he was.
“Yes, but promise me you won’t make out with her in front of me.”
“I can’t promise anything,” Ryan said. He grinned before being interrupted by the teacher.
“Now that you two have talked through half of my class, think you might want to try paying attention?”
“Uh…y, yes,” Ryan and Lance stammered out in unison. They had only talked through the first five minutes, but they both took the hint.
On the way to the next class, Ryan kept opening his mouth to say something and then hesitated.
“Spit it out already,” Lance said.
Ryan was silent for a moment while he considered his words.
“Are you a psychic?”
“Wait? What? Psychic?” Lance responded. That was one of the most ridiculous things he had ever heard anyone say about him.
“Yeah, you know, a mind reader?” Ryan explained. Lance just looked at him like has crazy.
“I know what a psychic is,” Lance said. He found Ryan’s tone irritating. “Why do you think I’m a psychic?”
“Because, you always seem to know what everyone is thinking,” Ryan replied. Lance didn’t always know what people were thinking.
Very often he wished he could get inside of Keri’s head and truly see what she thought of him. Maybe also see if she had been completely faithful, while he was at it.
“And you dodged that discus yesterday...”
“No, I’m not a psychic,” Lance replied. He then added sarcastically, “But I can stop bullets.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, and I can fly and punch through walls. I also have X-ray vision,” Lance said. He studied Ryan up and down. “Eva’s not going to be impressed.”
“Ha ha, very funny,” Ryan said. He instinctively looked down to his groin. Lance smiled and shook his head.
The two friends walked to class, all the while Ryan had no idea that Lance had been serious when he said he could stop bullets.
The rest of the day passed by without incident. Lunch came and went without a fight, for the second day in a row, and the workout for track practice hadn’t been all that strenuous.
To Lance, that was a good thing. He had concocted a plan on what he was going to do after work that night.
That was going to be his first big night as…as what? A super hero? A vigilante? Lance wasn’t sure, but he knew that what he had to do was the right thing. It had to be. Lance had to be absolutely sure of what he was doing, even if he wasn’t sure of himself.
He thought that this was his chance to clean up the city, that he could make a difference, to do what needed to be done. Even if no one else would ever know it was him.
But what is that? Lance thought. Murder? I can’t do that. But what good is putting them in prison if they can get out less than a day later? Maybe, just beating the piss out of them will be enough. God I hope so.
He would go out after work, he decided. He worked late enough that if he came home later than usual, no one would be up to notice. Besides, his last stop of the night wasn’t that far out of the way, anyway.
Lance watched the clock continuously as he waited for the end of his shift to come.
Finally, ten o’clock rolled around and Lance bade the other employees’ adieu. He hopped up the stairs and punched out. He walked back down the stairs a few minutes later, hoping no one would notice that he changed clothes in the meantime, something he usually didn’t do on a weeknight.
He supposed that he could have just changed in the parking lot, away from the view of the other employees, but he could have been caught by someone who just happened to be passing by at that exact moment.
No, it was better to risk being seen in different clothes by employees and explain that away rather than be seen naked by a stranger, or, worse yet, the police. That would’ve stopped his mission pretty fast if that had happened.
He had changed into a dark blue sweatshirt in order to blend into the shadows, as he didn’t want to wear black. He had learned in history class that the Germans had painted the underside of their planes black during the blitzkrieg, but they might as well have been painting it white. The night wasn’t nearly as dark as everyone thought, and, while darker colors worked well for blending in, people could spot pure black fairly easily. At least, that’s what Lance remembered from his history class.
Wow, Lance thought. He grinned as he walked out to his car. School actually taught me something useful. Maybe I really should pay attention more often. Heh, but if they only knew what I was doing with what they taught me.
Lance opened his car door, got in and prayed that it would start. Thankfully, it did, and Lance pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road.
After what seemed to be a long few minutes later, Lance arrived at his destination: a small gray brick building that laid down a side street. It was on his way home from work, and only a couple of blocks down from the grocery store, so it worked out rather conveniently for Lance that this was where he would start his mission.
After he sized up the situation, Lance decided to park his car at a public park across the street from his destination, checked to make sure no one was out on the road paying attention to him, and then exited the vehicle, locking the door behind him.
He crept across the parking lot and street and stood silently in front of the building. He took a moment to mentally prepare himself for what he was about to do.
His hand shook as he tried to calm down his nerves, but he was having trouble. Being a kid with a fantasy of confronting evil and righting wrongs was one thing, but he was about to actually do it, and the thought that it could all go wrong terrified him. Still, he forced himself to go forward with his plan, as meager and haphazard as it was.
“This is it,” he said. “Whatever happens now, I can’t go back.”
He could’ve backed out then. He hadn’t actually done anything yet. No one would have known he was there. But he knew then that he had no choice. That if the men inside the building hurt anyone else, it would be his fault, especially now that he had the power to stop it. With that final thought, Lance opened the door and walked in. There was no going back now that Lance had crossed that threshold.
Chapter Ten
“Hey, what’s that?” a voice called out from the dark as Lance entered the holding area of the police station. “Boss, is that you?”
Lance recognized the voice. He had never wanted to hear it again, yet it was one he was about to hear at length. The voice belonged to one of the drug dealers who had tried to kill him two nights before.
If they hadn’t tried to kill him, then Lance would never have discovered his ability, and he’d be at home now, in bed, without a care in the world. The men, in essence, had robbed Lance of a part of his innocence, and that angered him.
The anger bled into his voice as he responded to the man’s calls into the darkness.
“Not exactly,” Lance growled. “Why? Were you expecting someone?”
Lance stepped into the light, revealing himself to the two prisoners.
“You. How’d, where, how’d you get into prison?” the dealer asked. He stammered at the sight of Lance.
“It’s only a couple of holding cells attached to the police station, it wasn’t that hard,” Lance replied. The forms of the dealers came into focus as Lance’s eyes adjusted to the dim light. “It’s just a little place to keep pieces of trash like you until they can get you to a real prison. Seeing as how that isn’t until tomorrow, I thought we could have a little chat first.”
It hadn’t been difficult for Lance to sneak into the holding area. There wasn’t even a cop at the front desk when he walked in, and, as far as he could tell, there wasn’t any type of surveillance, electronic or otherwise, in the entire station.
“I ain’t got nothing to say,” the first dealer said. He feigned confidence, but Lance ignored him.
“Like your boss. Who is he? Where can I find him?” Lance asked.
“We ain’t talking,” the first one said. He seemed to be the stubborn type, yet he was doing all the talking. After he looked him over, Lance thought the talker might be the one who had tried to shoot him, but it was too dark to tell for sure.
The other inmate shifted on the cot. The metallic squeak drew Lance’s attention.
“Yeah, you can’t do nothing to us in here. Not while you’re out there, man.”
What? Like I can’t open the door?
“Is that so?” Lance asked. He reached over to the side of the cell, out of the dealers’ view. There was a click and then an almost silent hum.
“Wait? What’re you doing?” the man on the cot asked. He sat up and the bed creaked. The two men couldn’t have been that much older than he was. One had a beard that hadn’t been trimmed in weeks and a bald spot on the top of his head. The other was still on the cot and Lance couldn’t make out any distinguishing features. The door slid open and the men realized that Lance had flipped the switch to open up the cell.
From what he could gather, it would have also required a key to open the door. Fortunately for Lance, the key had already been in its place above the switch.
The gray steel frame and bars creaked in objection to the movement as the door opened and the two dealers moved quickly to get out.
“Stay,” Lance commanded. The dealer who had already been standing continued towards the door. Lance would have to intimidate this dealer in order to get him to stay still. “You couldn’t kill me when you had a gun, and you will have to kill me to get out now.”
The dealer froze in his tracks, awakening the fear he would not be able to escape.
“This doesn’t have to get ugly. I just want information…for now,” Lance said. He took a step into the cell, his tall, slender frame took up most of the doorway. The dealers would have to go through him to get out now.
Panic struck Lance. He was taking too much time. If he spent too much time in the holding area he would surely be discovered.
“Who is your boss?”
“We don’t know. We’re not allowed to see him,” the man on the cot said. He swung his legs over the side. Lance thought he was about to make a move.
“Then where do you get your drugs?” Lance asked. He was annoyed.
Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea, he thought. What if these punks don’t know anything?
“From a guy, you know, he gets ‘em from somewhere, we get ‘em from him,” the one standing told Lance. The man was too close for comfort, but he didn’t take any more steps towards the door, towards freedom. Lance was content to leave the man where he was.
Now we’re getting somewhere.
“A middleman? What’s his name?” Lance asked. He felt the man move before he actually saw it and was prepared for it.
The man rushed forward like a bull, and Lance brought up his elbow to meet his attacker’s jaw. He followed through with a knee to the gut which knocked the wind from the man’s lungs. Quiet gasps filled the cell as the dealer collapsed to the concrete. In the darkness, he imagined the older dealer twitching silently in the middle of the prison cell. Lance smirked at the thought.
“That was unpleasant. Now,” Lance said, then asked again, “what’s his name?”
“He goes by Big C. Don’t know his real name, I swear.”
The man on the cot pressed up against the wall like elude Lance’s grasp.
“And where might I find him?”
Lance pushed on, hoping for a solid lead. If he couldn’t get anything more, then this whole experiment would have been a waste.
“I…I…” the dealer on the cot said. He couldn’t get any words out as Lance stepped over the body of the man’s fallen comrade.
“Where?” Lance asked. He reached out and shoved the man into the wall. His hands remained on the dealer’s collar bone as he continued his interrogation.
“A restaurant. One of those seedy diners on…” the man paused, then blurted out the rest when he saw Lance’s impatience growing. “It’s on Reynolds and Cobalt.”
“Thank you,” Lance said. He released the dealer and walked out of the holding cell. When he was at the door he turned around one last time to threaten the dealers.
“Oh, and don’t tell anyone I was here, or I’ll be seeing you again. And you really, really don’t want to see me again.”
The door to the cell screeched shut and Lance sauntered towards the exit to the holding area. Footsteps echoed off the pavement and the door started to open. Lance dove behind the door as a police officer came through and looked around.
“Hey! You boys in here talkin’ to somebody?” the officer asked. He walked over to the cell and looked in on his prisoners. Now, while the officer’s back was turned, Lance snuck through the open door.
“No one but ourselves, man,” the more helpful of the two dealers said. The dealer Lance kneed in the stomach had crawled to the other cot in the cell, but he still didn’t feel like talking.
Lance hung inside the doorway to make sure the dealers wouldn’t say anything once he left. Satisfied that they would keep their mouths shut, Lance walked out of the police station through the front door.
Lance walked twenty feet from the entrance to the station and stopped.
“Why’d they call me ‘boss’?” Lance asked, coming to the realization that they must have known more than they had told him. “And who posted their bail? They’re small timers. They don’t have that kind of money, do they?”
The whole experience made him uneasy. It had yielded him a name and an address, yet, on the whole, it had been too easy. He had been able to just walk in the front door of the police station and into the holding area. Plus, the key to the cells had been left in the slot. He was thankful for the luck, but it wouldn’t always be that easy, would it?
It was a decent start, but he had been more lucky than tactful. Still, his stop at the police station gave him information he would hopefully be able to put to use, and he hadn’t gotten hurt. He chalked up the night as a success.
Lance considered going back for more information, but it was too risky. In the morning, the dealers would be transferred to a state prison. He wouldn’t be able to sneak into an actual prison quite as easily as he had the holding area at the police station.
He looked around to make sure no one was watching, climbed into his car and drove home. He arrived home to find everyone already asleep and crept up the stairs, trying not to wake anyone.
Once he was safely in his room, he checked his phone for calls from Keri. He was worried to see that she hadn’t called, but was surprised that someone else had.
There was a voice message from a number he didn’t recognized and nearly dropped the phone when he heard Rain’s voice.
“Hey Lance, this is Rain,” the message said. “I was, uh, thinking of having some people over, ya know, to watch movies or something, and I was wondering if you’d like to come. You can bring Ryan if you want, the more the merrier. Oh, and it’s Saturday night. Hope you cane make it. Talk to you later, bye…”
That was strange. Lance didn’t remember giving Rain his phone number. The mark on his cheek reminded him that he had.
Maybe Ryan is right. Lance plugged the phone into the charger and peeled of his sweatshirt. Maybe I should dump Keri. I mean, Rain seems more than willing and all. Plus, she’s so very hot.
He took of his work pants and dropped them to the floor. The next time he went out he’d have to have a costume. He looked around the room at the small piles of dirty clothes and decided he should get around to cleaning his room, too.
“Something sleek,” he envisioned as he climbed into bed and pulled the covers over him. “Something that says I mean business.”
He yawned and laid his head down on the pillow.
But right now, I need sleep.
That was his last thought as he drifted off into a dreamless slumber.
Chapter Eleven
He didn’t feel that bad the next morning, which was a vast difference from how he had felt the night his ability had manifested. There were no bruises or aches or pains that were new and out of the ordinary, so he didn’t have to worry about covering anything up.
Lance woke up that morning with an enthusiasm and energy he knew he shouldn’t feel, but didn’t care. While the previous night hadn’t given him the clear cut answers he had been looking for, it had been a good start.
It was a start to cutting out the weed that had been creeping over the city before it had the chance to grow out of control.
While he got ready for school, Lance thought that, if he could make a difference there, in that small town, then he might just try his luck in the far larger city that was just north of his suburban hometown.
He was so excited about his newfound sense of purpose that the thought of having to go to school was boring by comparison.
Knowing what he could do and having to keep it hidden from everyone tortured him, but he knew it was necessary. With what Lance planned to do to a good deal of people, he knew keeping his powers a secret was a must. He didn’t know how long he could keep up his ability, even if he figured out a way to use it at will, and he couldn’t protect those around him if someone decided to try to get to him by taking out his friends and family.
He had seen it before. Well, he had seen it in comic books, anyway. Besides, if anyone found out about Lance’s abilities, he had a feeling that the government suits would come running to snatch him up.
That thought latched onto his brain and stayed with him for a long time, which caused him to peer over his shoulder every time he saw a van or a person in a black suit pass by.
Lance thought his situation over as he walked into school that morning. The narrow, student-clogged hallways felt even more oppressive as Lance relived the previous night’s events He had felt fee, that he could do anything. Anything within reason, he knew, otherwise he would blow his secret.
It was the same thing, day after day, Lance thought, as he saw Ryan approach, weaving his way through the throngs of students. He knew Keri would be coming soon, too.
This almost seems like a waste, Lance thought. I could be out there, doing something, cleaning up the streets. I guess not really, too much chance of being seen and ID’ed. Plus, I still have to figure out a costume. Besides, do the bad guys even go out during the day? I should’ve asked those guys when this ‘Big C’ likes to operate. As good as last night went, I probably could’ve planned it out better.
“Hey, you in there?” Ryan asked. Lance had been so lost in thought that he hadn’t noticed Ryan had finally made his way through the crowd to him.
“Yeah, no. I mean yes,” Lance said. He quickly thought of an excuse to tell Ryan as he pushed away his thoughts of discontent. “Sorry, had a long night.”
“Hm? Did you and Keri make up?” Ryan asked. His tone heavily implied that Lance and Keri had made up in a very physical way.
“I wish, but we aren’t even fighting right now.”
Lance looked away. He feigned a deep thought stare as though he wasn’t sure. “Are we?”
“I don’t know,” Keri said from behind Lance. “What day of the week is it?”
“How do you keep doing that?” Ryan asked. He was getting tired of people sneaking up on him, especially Keri, who Lance and Ryan talked about often.
Lance wrapped his arms around Keri and squeezed, and Keri squeezed back in response.
“Maybe she’s the one with the super powers,” Lance said.
“Hardee, har…hm?” Ryan considered. “You know…”
“Okay boys, that’s enough,” Keri said. “Hon, I just came by to see you quick, then I’ve gotta run. I can’t be late for first period again or Schmielson is gonna give me detention.”
“See, I told you this was going to happen,” Lance said. He released her from his embrace and Keri gave Lance’s hand a quick squeeze before turning away.
“I know. You don’t have to rub it in,” Keri said. She was already half way down the hall before Lance brought his attention back to what he was doing. He turned to say something to Ryan, but Ryan must have already walked to class, as he was no longer standing next to him.
Lance looked around and realized that there was no one else in the hall now.
It struck at Lance how alone he really felt. For the past three days, new and miraculous things had happened to him, yet he couldn’t really share it with anyone. Ryan, in his excitement, would probably tell everyone he could within moments of hearing Lance’s secret.
He would probably even pull the “I’ve got a secret, but I can’t tell” scenario where all it would take is a few “come ons” and “tell us” before the “Okay, but you’ve got to promise not to tell anyone else,” followed by the rapid agreement.
The next thing Lance would know there would be a slew of reports followed by a cold, steel slab in a government lab somewhere.
Lance shook off the image of being poked and prodded by medical instruments, the drawing away of precious bodily fluids, and hustled off to class.
Still, the way both Keri and Ryan had left him at once made him think that maybe they already knew. Maybe they already knew that Lance had a secret, that he was different, and that was what had made them leave him.
Would it really be that bad to tell them? Lance hadn’t yet decided. He still felt like he should be doing more, but he put those things aside and tried to be comfortable with the whole situation of having to go to school during the day and going out at night.
It was later in the day when Lance ran into Rain. Literally. Again.
“Whoa, cowboy, easy there,” She said. “Rough day so far?”
Her blond hair was pulled back in a pony tail, and she played with the end of it as she talked to Lance.
“Night, actually,” Lance replied. “And what does that mean, anyway?”
“Easy there cowboy?” Rain asked. “It’s just an expression. Maybe it had to do with rapid westward expansion. ‘Ease ‘er on down,’ or something like that. I really don’t know.”
“It’s alright. I was more or less just thinking out loud. Didn’t mean to put you on the spot there.”
The two teens stood in the hallway, sharing an awkward moment of silence as they tried not to look at each other. It was Rain who spoke first.
“Oh, hey! Did you get my message?”
“About Saturday? Yeah, didn’t talk to Ryan or Keri about it yet, though.”
Rain appeared to be upset by something Lance had just said.
“Oh…right,” Rain said. She tried to hide the disappointment in her voice. It was as if Lance’s suspicions about Rain’s feelings for him had been confirmed. She had to have a thing for him. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been so upset when Lance mentioned his girlfriend.
“What’s the matter with Ryan?” Lance asked. He hoped Rain would tip her hand. He knew full well Rain had meant Keri, but he wanted to hear the truth from her.
“Nothing, I guess,” Rain replied. She hesitated before she added, “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t be bringing Keri. She doesn’t seem to like me much.”
“She just doesn’t really know you that well,” Lance explained. “That and she thinks you’re trying to move in on her territory.”
“And who says I’m not?” Rain said. She gave Lance a devilish grin and a wink. “But we’ve got to get going to practice.”
Lance looked up at the clock hanging on the wall and agreed. He hadn’t realized what time it was, so he and Rain walked to the locker rooms together.
“Try to get some sleep tonight, Lance. The guys are counting on you to break that record.”
They had reached the girl’s locker room and Rain said goodbye before going inside.
Practice went by without any incidents and without anyone mentioning that Lance almost had his head taken off by a discus at the previous meet.
Lance didn’t work that night, and he had already promised to spend the evening with Keri.
It was almost a shame to him, because he really wanted to keep building on his success, but, it was a Friday, and he didn’t work, so that pretty much meant that he was stuck doing something with his girlfriend. He didn’t really want to think of it that way, as he had gotten over his earlier feelings of discontentment, but he still felt like his time could be put to better use.
Unfortunately, he hadn’t yet figured out an excuse that he could tell anyone so he could pay a visit to ‘Big C’ at the restaurant, but he could’ve spent the time devising a disguise.
His next mission, as he had taken to thinking of it, would require something more than a simple ski-mask, and he sure as hell couldn’t confront this person without covering up his face, especially if Big C was as important as Lance hoped he was.
No, Lance had had enough of walking into these situations where someone could get a look at his face. It had been worth it with the two dealers at the police station, Lance decided, as it had increased his ability to intimidate the thugs more when they were able to recognize him.
He arrived home after practice at about five-thirty and immediately shed his sweat-drenched clothes. Jumping into the shower, Lance felt the water cleanse his body. It was a good feeling, Lance thought, as he let his mind wander back to making up a costume.
Should he make it a costume? A uniform of sorts? Or, should it just be a disguise, Lance wondered. But, again, he didn’t want anyone to spot him and make the connection later. He figured he might get spotted down the line, and the fewer times that happened, the better. Lance also realized that he was getting far ahead of himself. He still had to go to this restaurant and confront ‘Big C’, and violently, if necessary. What to do after that was up in the air.
It was then that Lance knew that he knew nothing for certain. Here he was, a seventeen year old high school student, who may have some extraordinary ability, but beyond that, Lance knew nothing. He didn’t know what to expect at the restaurant, or if his powers would hold up—or even work—for that matter, if it came down to it. Hell, Lance wasn’t even sure how he was going to get through the rest of the week, and it was already Friday afternoon.
He tried to slow everything down and just focus on one thing at a time as he turned off the water. After drying off, he donned a black t-shirt and a pair of jeans.
First up, Lance thought, a hopefully pleasant evening with Keri. He hadn’t decided yet if how he was going to inform Keri of Rain’s get together, or if he was even going to go, but he decided he would cross that bridge when he came to it.
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