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Friday, as we left our Communications
class, the teacher told Nataliya and I to have a good
weekend.

“You too,” Nat said, waving to him as she walked out the
door.

Looking back on it, that was the last
time we saw him alive.

We did random, unimportant stuff that
weekend. Read, played games, slept in. Typical high-school stuff,
really. Nat and I both wanted to take a break from working on the
Garnet Hotel project for a couple days, so we’d be somewhat fresh
and enthused when we finally–finally!–got to do some interviews of
people other than my mom.

When we got to school Monday morning,
staff were waiting at the doors, directing everyone to an assembly
in the gymnasium. We joined the queue, and slowly filed into the
room, where a small stage had been set up at one end of the
basketball court.

What’s going on, everyone asked. Nobody
knew.

We didn’t have to wait long to find
out.

The assistant principal took the stage,
microphone in hand, and motioned for our attention. When he had it,
he uttered a name. Our communications teacher’s name.

“He joined the school district nine years ago,” said the
assistant principal, “and quickly became a studious, hard-working
member of the teaching staff. His degree from one of the leading
public universities in the capital–majoring in journalism, with a
minor in language–made him well-qualified to teach both
communications and modern literature. Over the years he taught, and
indeed mentored, countless scores of students, an effort for which
I, on behalf of the school’s administration and the district, am
eternally grateful.”

This wasn’t just odd, it was
unprecedented, as far as I could remember. I had a bad feeling in
my stomach which only intensified as he continued.

“It is with unspeakable sorrow that I inform you he was
involved in a tragic accident late Saturday night.”

“My God,” said Nat, beside me, a sentiment that was echoed
by dozens of other students.

“Despite the best efforts of the emergency medical
professionals, he succumbed to his injuries yesterday
morning.”

I had almost seen this coming, once the
speech began, but actually hearing my worst fear confirmed left me
dumbstruck.

“There will be a memorial service on Friday afternoon. All
afternoon classes that day have been canceled, and while attendance
is not mandatory, I trust that you all will do the right thing and
help honor his memory appropriately. Today will be a day-long study
hall in your homerooms; normal classes will resume tomorrow.
Volunteer counselors are available to those who may desire one;
please see your homeroom teachers to arrange an appointment. That
is all.”
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I was five when my dad died, and I’m
not sure I really understood death then. I don’t remember much from
back then, to be honest, and I sometimes wonder which of my
earliest memories are actually my memories, and which are just
stories Mom told me, or family photos I’ve seen.

Other than my pet rat Scratchy, this
was my first real experience with death.

Someone I knew, someone I saw daily,
was dead. I’d spoken to him on Friday, and less than forty-eight
hours later, he was dead.

I didn’t really know what to do, or how
to feel.

My head said I should be sad, because
he’d been a good person and everything, and now he’s, you know,
dead.

My heart, on the other hand, said he
was just a teacher, there’s no need to get all emotional. A year
ago you’d never seen the guy, in another year you’d never see him
again, anyway. You spent an hour a day with him as he
half-heartedly taught a bunch of equally un-enthused students the
ins and outs of written communication.

Heading to homeroom, I passed small
groups of students, almost all girls, holding one another and
crying–in some cases, sobbing. My complete lack of emotional
response confused, then worried me.

I was fretting that I might be a
cold-blooded, amoral, antisocial delinquent when I passed a girl
who was crying–no, blubbering–as her friends held her. I was
momentarily struck by the sheer effort she was putting into
crying–she had tears, snot, or drool coming out pretty much every
opening on her head, and she was sobbing so hard she was
wheezing–when I suddenly realized that I knew her.

Well, vaguely, anyway. She was a junior
with a strange name I couldn’t–and still can’t–quite recall. I’d
seen her around in the halls or at lunch, maybe. I’m not real
sure.

What I was sure of was that, as a
junior, she could never had the guy as a teacher, as he only taught
senior classes.

Why do we grieve, I wondered, or at
least pretend to?

Is it a coping mechanism? Or a cynical
social ploy to show others how sensitive, emotional, and caring we
are?

When I die, I decided, I’m going to
come back as a zombie and beat the heck out of all the complete
strangers who make the mistake of pretending they cared.

Yeah, so I guess my grieving lasted all
of a minute or two, at most.

Does that make me a bad
person?
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I’m not really sure how Nat felt at
first; we had a sort of unspoken arrangement not to discuss the
subject, and as close as we are, she’s never been the type to
really open up about her feelings. She’s usually more of a
look-to-the-future sort of person, rather than one who dwells too
much on the past, after all.

The next day–Tuesday–we learned the
details of how he’d died. He’d been on one of the back-country
roads north of town, heading home from school, when he apparently
swerved to avoid a deer and struck a tree. He wasn’t wearing a
seatbelt, and eventually died of what were described simply as
“upper-body injuries”.

Remember, kids, seatbelts save
lives.

That’s what the teachers all said. One
of our peers has been dead less than seventy-two hours, he hasn’t
even been buried yet, but let’s all blame the victim for not
wearing a seatbelt, right?

I found my reactions a little worrying,
to be honest.

I’ve never been the world’s most
happy-go-lucky guy, but even I could see that maybe this might be a
slightly unhealthy level of bitter cynicism for someone under the
age of, you know, ninety.

I was brooding a bit on my failings as
a human being that day at lunch when Al, out of nowhere, asked a
question.

“He taught your communications class, right?”

“Yeah,” Nat said, “why?”

“What’s your project on?” Al asked.

“The Garnet Hotel disaster,” Nat responded.

“Ah, I see.”

“You see what?”

“Nothing,” said Al.

We ate in silence for a few
moments.

“Did you know he lived on Cranberry Street?” Al
asked.

“No,” said Nat.

“Well, it’s true,” said Al.

“Yeah?” I said, “And?”

“And nothing,” Al said. “That was it.”

We resumed eating, in silence, alone
with our thoughts and chicken nuggets.
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After school I went straight home, to
spend some all-too-infrequent “quality time” with Mom.

We were preparing dinner–I was washing
potatoes, and Mom was cleaning a chicken, I think–when the doorbell
rang.

It was Nat.

She knew my mom had the day off, and
she wasn’t above mooching the odd free meal at my place, but her
timing that night was just a coincidence; food was the last thing
on her mind.

“Can I show you something real quick?” she asked me,
excitement in her voice.

“Sure,” I replied.

She pulled out a paper road map of the
area, and spread it on the kitchen table. “Here’s our school,” she
said, pointing with her finger, “Right? And here,” pointing to an
area north of town, “is where the crash happened.”

“Okay,” I said, clearly confused.

“Remember what Al said at lunch?” Nat asked.

“About what?”

She pointed to an area on the southern
edge of town. “He lived here, on Cranberry Street.”

I looked at the map for a minute, over
her shoulder. “Hang on, that’s the complete opposite end of town
from where the accident took place.”

“Right,” Nat said, “so how could he have been headed home
from school?”

“Maybe he wasn’t headed home,” I suggested.

“Maybe he wasn’t coming from the school,” Mom
offered.

“Maybe they’re not telling us the whole truth,” Nat
said.

“Who is they?” I asked.

“Who is them?” my mother suggested.

“Who… are… them?” Nat wondered. “Whatever. You know. They.
Them.”

“People who aren’t us,” Mom said.

“Right, exactly!”

“We being?” I asked.

Nat punched me. “You’re impossible,”
she said, “you know that, right?”

“Someone keeps telling me that.”

“Sounds like a very wise and perceptive person,” Mom
added.

“Thank you,” Nat said, sticking her tongue out at me.
“Anyway, as I was trying to say, maybe the school isn’t being
completely honest with us.”

“Oh, them,” Mom said.

“It,” I said.

“Dammit,” Nat said, hitting me again, “that’s not
funny.”

“You’re not the only one laughing,” I told her.

“The man,” Mom said.

“Huh?” I said.

“The man,” Mom repeated. “The government, people with
authority, or in positions of power. It’s a derogatory term angry
young men use to attack political ideologies, when they can’t be
bothered to come up with specific people or groups to be mad at,
and want to appeal to emotion rather than logic or
reason.”

“Oh,” I said, surprised. “I’d never heard that
before.”

“Come to think of it,” Nat said, “Where’d you learn that
from? Were you some black-masked revolutionary when you were
younger?”

“Don’t be absurd,” Mom said. “I just went to a liberal-arts
college, that’s all.”

“Really?!” Nat asked, clearly surprised. “I never would
have guessed…”

“Don’t get any funny ideas,” Mom warned.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“What are you two talking about?” I said.

“You’ll understand when you’re older,” Nat said, sharing a
smug, cryptic look with my mom.

“Anyway,” Mom said, turning back to dinner, “I’m sure that
if the school is lying to you there’s a good reason for it. Maybe
they’re protecting someone.”

“Like who?” I asked.

“Maybe he was cheating on his wife,” Mom suggested, “and
they’re trying to protect her from embarrassment or
ridicule.”

“That could be,” I admitted, reluctantly.

Nat stayed for dinner, discussing
various sorts of conspiracy theories she’d heard while we waited
for it to cook. She even hung around to help with dishes. It was
kind of fun, in a way; like having a family of more than just two
people. I washed, Nat dried, and Mom put everything
away.

I was just starting to wash the glasses
when I suddenly remembered something that had been bugging me.
“Hey!” I said, splashing a handful of water at Nat, “You’re two
months younger than me, dammit!”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“What you said earlier, about how I’d understand what you
were talking about when I got older.”

“What does that have to do with anything? Gah, look what
you’ve done, you’ve made me all wet,” Nat exclaimed, giggling. “I
bet a girl’s never said that to you before.”

“Huh?” I said, confused, as Mom tried and failed to
disguise a laugh as a cough.

“Don’t worry, sweetie,” Mom said. “You’ll understand when
you get older.”

And for the record, it only took me
about an hour, okay? But by that time Nat had left, and I didn’t
really feel like announcing to my mother “It’s okay, I’m not a
compete idiot, I worked out what Nat’s innuendo earlier was all
about and I’m not amused, honestly, you two should be ashamed of
yourselves.”

I’m sure you understand,
right?
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In the second trimester of our senior
year, our communications class had been forced to team up into
pairs to work on a large project that would be 40% of that
trimester’s grade. Nat and I, of course, chose to work
together.

The project was to produce an
exhaustive and well-researched report on some event in recent
history. The students would have to conduct interviews, and
generally rely on “primary sources”, something we spent two class
periods learning all about. We were free to pick any event we
wanted to research, subject to teacher approval. Most students
picked the most incredibly banal stuff–their parents’ weddings,
their older siblings’ class reunions, the day the big factory
closed. Stuff that was trite and predictable and most of all
excruciatingly boring.

Nat and I wanted to be different. Maybe
hanging around with Al had turned us into rebellious troublemakers,
or something; I’m not really in a position to offer an objective
opinion. Anyway, we wound up choosing–and receiving approval–to
research the Garnet Hotel disaster.

Yeah, I know, I know; what the heck
were we thinking?
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If you for some reason don’t know what
the Garnet Hotel disaster was, well… here’s the mostly official
backstory, as we learned it in school.

Twelve years ago this fine country and
its ever-belligerent closest neighbor had a little military
squabble; it started with a collision between two ships in the
Straits, devolved into a lot of finger-pointing and name calling,
then turned into a half-hearted series of indecisive naval
conflicts, before becoming the Nine Months’ War.

In a nutshell, according to what we
learned in school, our neighbors eventually managed to wring an
apology for the original naval mishap out of our government by, to
be blunt, dropping cruise missiles on our little island for
thirty-three weeks. 368 missiles, in fact, according to our history
textbook. Between four and five thousand people died along the
way.

Among the dead should be my father,
though I’m not positive he was counted in the official death
toll.

It was the fifth month of the war, and
we were, basically, being humiliated. Apparently the big
missile-defense network that the government had spent so much money
on over the years had a teeny-tiny little flaw: it couldn’t detect,
or intercept, missiles coming from the direction of the sun.
Something about electromagnetic radiation, supposedly.

Oops.

The textbook called our foes
exploitative and uncharitable for repeatedly taking advantage of
this flaw in our national defense. I always used to think that was
maybe a case of sour grapes, myself. They had the submarines, and
the missiles, and we were pretty much helpless.

The textbook also said they were
indiscriminate killers who targeted civilians in an attempt to
create widespread panic. Me, I thought maybe their missiles weren’t
as accurate as a lot of people who used to live sort of close by to
recognizable high-value targets might have wished.

Damn, that sounds cynical. It could
maybe even have been true. It really doesn’t matter, though; not to
the thousands who died during those nine months, or to those of us
who survived. It doesn’t even matter to my father, because he
wasn’t killed by a missile, anyway.
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By the fifth month of the war, the
government had been forced to admit the missile defenses mostly
didn’t work. Desperate times, desperate measures; they turned to
the population at large for ideas. A lot of ideas were
forthcoming–ways to improve the early-warning siren system, for
example, or ways to reinforce buildings against blast
damage.

And then there was Kobe.

Crazy Kobe, his neighbors called him.
Eccentric was a description that got used a lot. An inventor, was
how our textbook described him.

Kobe–nobody really seems to know if
that was his first name, or a nickname, or what–owned an old
private airfield a little ways outside the capital. There he
tinkered with airplanes and things nobody really seemed to know the
purpose of. Where he got money or equipment, nobody really seemed
to know, either. Nobody really seemed to care; he pretty much kept
to himself.

Until the war, and the government’s
admissions of failure, and the subsequent request for public
suggestions and assistance–a request Kobe answered.

You see, when he wasn’t tinkering with
old junk out at that airfield, it seems Kobe had supposedly been
learning how to manipulate some of the basic forces of the
universe–like how to control gravity.

He’d built, he claimed, a fleet of
airplane-like contraptions powered by anti-gravity, which could be
used to intercept and destroy incoming missiles. How? A “gravity
cannon”, and some sort of hypersensitive wave-detector thingy to
find the missiles in the first place. All he needed was a dozen or
so trained volunteer pilots… and rather a lot of money, as monthly
lease for the use of his craft, which he had dubbed the
Cicada.

Everyone thought he was nuts, of
course. Gravity generators–or nullers, for that matter–are big and
bulky, and require a huge amount of energy, and there’s no way to
control them or direct them in any particularly useful fashion.
Leading scientists said there was no way you could fit even the
smallest of gravity generator within one of his Cicadas, which were
apparently about the size of a small car.

Kobe claimed he’d figure out ways
around all that.

Could he have been right? Prove it,
said the government. Go out and intercept some missiles,
then.
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And go out and intercept some missiles
is exactly what Kobe did.

Or so he said.

Or so the media reported,
anyway.

For ten days, he and a couple of
assistants were reported to have piloted Cicadas above the waters
far offshore, intercepting missiles being launched from
submarines.

A handful still got through; Kobe and
his Cicadas couldn’t be everywhere, all the time, right? Still,
going from a dozen missile impacts a week to three or four was
clearly a significant improvement, and everyone was quick to praise
him and his efforts. He was lauded as a hero; people literally
lined up at his dilapidated old hangar to volunteer or donate money
or equipment to him.

In retrospect, maybe people should have
been willing to ask some difficult questions… but I’m getting a bit
ahead of the story here.

One of those who reportedly volunteered
was supposedly a thirty-year-old accountant from the capital. He
was married, had two kids, and a third was on the way. He was a
competitive bowler, of all things. He was also a trained pilot, and
became one of the very small number of people allowed to fly the
Cicadas.

He’s also, officially, one of only
three people ever to crash one.
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Up the coast from the capital a ways is
a glitzy resort town; you know the one I’m talking about. There, on
the waterfront, just a few blocks from the sports arena is an
irregularly-shaped wooded area called Garnet Park. In the middle of
the park is a fountain, around whose edge is engraved some
three-hundred names, including that of my father, I’m
told.

You see, before it was a park, that
spot used to be the site of a luxury hotel, also called the
Garnet.

One evening early in the seventh month
of the war, the Garnet Hotel blew up, caught fire, and collapsed,
all within the span of about an hour. Three hundred or so died;
another hundred were injured; the hotel was packed to capacity by a
trade convention.

A trade convention my father was
attending, unfortunately.

For the first day, it was called a
missile impact, and was blamed on our treacherous
neighbors.

Then some people noticed something
unusual: the explosion had blown a (very, very big) hole in the
south side of the hotel.

Our treacherous aggressors
underhandedly defeated our missile-defense system by launching with
the sun behind them.

The sun, you might have noticed, sets
in the west.

See the problem?

Shortly after, it was announced that a
missile had not, actually, hit the Garnet Hotel after
all.

Rather, it appeared that a Cicada had
crashed into it, for reasons not immediately apparent at the time.
Pilot error? Mechanical failure? It was far too early to make such
a determination, investigators said; they hadn’t even found the
wreckage of the Cicada yet.

Today, years later, the textbooks don’t
mention the cause of the crash. The whole Garnet Hotel disaster is
something that people don’t really talk about, because it’s
considered a bit of an embarrassment: the single largest loss of
life during the war wasn’t caused by a missile, but by a flying
machine build by the infamous Kobe.

The infamous Kobe who disappeared–“into
obscurity” is the phrase the textbooks use–after the war was
over.
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So you can see why why wanted to
research the Garnet Hotel disaster, right? I wanted to find out
more about what happened to my dad, and I think Nat just wanted to
make the teachers uncomfortable and be mildly
rebellious.

We were young, and foolish, and had
absolutely no idea what we were getting ourselves into.
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How did this all begin? Let's go back
to our junior year in high school, which should otherwise, for most
of us, have been another ten months of the same old repetitive
things as the year before, in the same school and with the same
students and teachers as before. In theory, we were all a year
older, more experienced, more worldly, and wiser; in reality we
were just a couple dozen days older than when our sophomore year
had ended… and no high school students outside of television shows
are really particularly blessed with wisdom, worldliness, or
experience.

Nat and I wound up in the same
literature class that year; Period Three, with Mr. Sauvage. (Her
name is pronounced Nay-talia, by the way, and she insists that the
shortened form has a long A, to match.) I sat in the back row, in
the middle; she was a row ahead of me and a row over. It’s terribly
tempting to say it was love at first sight, but that’s not really
true, sorry. I noticed her immediately, of course–as a new student,
she was the only person in the class I didn’t recognize from the
year before–and I probably thought she was attractive, which she
is.

The love part didn’t come until a few
weeks later.

Nat doesn’t have an hourglass figure,
or most of the other attributes which we are taught are
oh-so-desirable in a woman. That didn’t bother me the least bit; my
attraction was and always has been at least fifty percent
intellectual. She is, in a word, hilarious; a grand master of
biting sarcasm and (frequently off-color) acerbic one-liners. It
just took her a couple of weeks to become comfortable enough around
her new classmates to let her true self show, is all.

And once she did, damn, I fell for her
hard.

I’m sorry; maybe I’m just a pervert who
likes women who can make me laugh with risque double entendres,
okay?

And so it was that I fell–for the first
time in my life–in reasonably true, relatively deep, and fairly
serious adult love.
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Like most typical high-school students,
of course, life to date had left me woefully under-prepared to
express these romantic feelings in any kind of serious and
responsible fashion. I was enough of a loner that I didn’t have any
friends I could turn to for advice–the few people I counted as
friends were, sorry guys, just as inexperience with women as I
was–and I was too embarrassed to turn to my mother for
advice.

Left to my own devices, however, things
seemed to be progressing fairly well. We’d chatted a few times at
lunch, or between classes, and seemed to get along; I’d even
managed to make her laugh, which meant I got to see the infectious
beauty of her smile.

Then, however, came the day that ruined
my junior year–and my life to date, really–forever.

A formal dance was being held at the
school, to coincide with some festival or holiday or something. A
few weeks before, after girding my loins (figuratively) I mustered
what little courage and charm a high-school boy can manage, and I
bravely asked Nataliya to accompany me to the dance.

I’ll never forget her
reaction–incredulity–or the exchange that followed.

“You want to go to the dance.” A statement, not a
question.

“Yes,” I said.

“With me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I like you,” I said, looking at her
feet.

“Why?”

“Because you’re beautiful, and smart, and funny,” I said–a
line that Nat still gives me grief for to this day.

“I’m sorry, but no,” she said. “I can’t go with
you.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

“Does it matter? There are other girls who are cuter,
smarter, and funnier. Go try one of them.”

“I don’t want to go with someone else,” I persisted. “I
want to go with you.”

“That’s not possible,” Nat insisted. “Ask someone
else.”

“There’s nobody else I would possibly want to go with,” I
answered. “Nobody in our school is as strong-spirited or
self-confident as you. Nobody has your sense of humor, your lovably
warped outlook on life.”

It was after school had let out; we
were standing in the hall near her locker. She glanced around to–I
soon realized–make sure nobody was within earshot, then looked me
in the eyes. “You like confident, strong women?”

So help me God, I do.

“Yes,” I said.

“So do I,” she said quietly, looking away. “See the
problem?”

I forget what if anything we said after
that, but we left school–separately–shortly thereafter. At home, I
cried, then went into the sort of moody, melancholic funk that’s
expected of adolescent males under these circumstances, which
lasted several weeks.
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Truth was, it was actually a good thing
she said no, because I didn’t own anything to wear to a formal
dance, and didn’t really have the money to get anything, either.
But that’s what they say about hindsight being 20-20,
right?

Thinking about it, I’m not sure Nat
even owns, or has ever worn, a dress. Or would, willingly, when you
get right down to it.

Anyway, we still had class together,
and we still talked now and then, but the discovery that I had a
zero percent chance of engendering any reciprocal romantic feelings
in her pretty effectively crushed any desire to get to know her
better. Friends? Back then, I didn’t think you could be friends
with a girl. Now I know better, obviously. In time I overcame my
depression and, I guess, moved on.

Is there anything simultaneously so
fragile, yet resilient, as a teenager’s heart?

Eventually the days became weeks became
months; tests and exams came and went, and before more than a
handful of subjective eternities had passed, our junior year was
finished.

We ran into each other early in our
summer vacation, however, in a chance encounter that would–looking
back–alter our lives–and the country, I guess–forever. At the time,
it probably didn’t seem that momentous an occasion to Nat; I, on
the other hand, remember it extremely well, for reasons I think
will soon become clear.

Everyone in this area knows about the
old factory complex on the east side of town. What a lot fewer
folks know about is the old testing facility north of town, which
only ever employed a half-dozen people. It’s vacant now, of course,
and the buildings are boarded pretty well. Not many people go
there, but I’d sometimes ride my bike out there, to enjoy the peace
and solitude. Not that life in a half-empty small town is exactly
hectic and bustling, but when you’re a teenager, sometimes it’s
just nice to get away from everything and be alone for a
while.
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Anyway, one day early that summer I
rode my bike out there. Behind the main building on the test
facility is a smaller building that’s half-buried in a hill; I
mentally referred to it as “the bunker”, though I have no idea what
it was actually used for. On top of the building–which has a flat
roof that’s flush with the hilltop–are several old picnic tables,
which provide a nice view of the field of wildflowers beyond. My
plan had been to sit at one of the tables and read a book for a
couple hours in quiet and solitude.

That wasn’t to be.

As I rode up to the building, down the
cracked and crumbling road, I was surprised to find another bike
already there, leaning against one of the exposed sides of the
building. I didn’t see anyone around, so I parked and dismounted
and headed up the stairs to the rooftop and its picnic tables,
curious who–if anyone–I’d meet there.

Obviously, you the reader can see where
this is going, but I assure you that Nataliya was the last person I
would have expected to find hanging out at an abandoned industrial
complex in the middle of nowhere.

I also assure you that had I for some
reason imagined Nat out at the test facility, I would not have
imagined her topless.
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So, I reached the top of the stairs and
the roof, and was confronted with the sight of Nat–wearing only a
pair of cutoff jean shorts–half-laying, half-sitting-up on top of
one of the picnic tables. Sunbathing, by all appearances. She’d
apparently heard me coming–I wasn’t trying to sneak–and was
somewhat modestly covering her breasts with her hands.

“Oh,” she said, seeing me, “it’s just you.” She then laid
back on the table and… let her hands fall to her sides. “What are
you doing here?”

“I come here sometimes to read,” I said, not quite sure
where to look, and very unsure how to interpret “it’s just you”.
Was that disappointment? Relief? “or just to think, or be
alone.”

“Me too,” she replied, her eyes closed against the glare of
the sun.

“Well,” I said, “um.” I was horribly embarrassed–hello,
boobs!–and completely unsure what to say. “I’ll, ah, leave you be,
I guess. Have a nice day, then.”

“Why leave?” she asked. “You just came, didn’t
you?”

“Well, um, er, I thought, you see…” something like that,
anyway. I don’t do terribly well when surprised and
embarrassed.

“Does bare skin offend your sensibilities?”

“No,” I stammered, “not at all. That’s not it…”

“Aww, you don’t like what you see, then?” she asked,
sarcasm clear in her voice. I’m pretty sure she was teasing me; I’m
also pretty sure she wasn’t expecting my response.

“I guess. I mean, look, I’d have to be lying if I said I
don’t find you attractive, but I think you already know that. And I
don’t really have any experience in these things, but yes, if
that’s what you’re getting at, your boobs look pretty nice from
here, thank you very much.”

“We weren’t fishing for compliments,” she said, “but my
breasts thank you for your wise and perceptive
observation.”

“Erm, sure,” I said. “May I ask them what they’re doing
here?”

“They tend to tag along wherever I go,” said Nat. “They’re
kind of funny like that.”

“Then can I ask what you’re doing here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked.

“Sunbathing?” I guessed.

“And titillating classmates, apparently.” She sat up and
looked at me. “Don’t get any funny ideas, okay? If you’ve got a
hard-on I so don’t want to hear about it, and if you ever play with
yourself while thinking about me I’ll rip your balls off and make
you eat them. Understood?”

“I guess,” I responded as she laid back down. “The last
part is certainly clear, anyway.”

“Good.”

“If it’s any consolation, though, I’m not actually,
um…”

“Really?”

“Nope,” I said, “really.”

“Well why not?!” she demanded.

“Was that a rhetorical question, or did you want a serious
answer?”

“No, quite serious, by all means. I’m a girl, as even you
seemed to have noticed. You’re a boy, albeit a kind of messed-up
and strangely non-threatening one; a topless woman should by all
rights leave you unable to think straight. If you’re telling the
truth, I should almost be offended that you’re not.”

“No,” I said, “I’m really telling the truth. I’m frankly a
little embarrassed, because I’m unaccustomed to… casual nudity, but
I’m not really turned on, no.”

“Why not?”

“It’s kind of complicated.”

“Aww, did I break your little heart and make you gay,
too?”

“Well,” I said, slowly, “basically, you know… nudity
doesn’t really do anything for me.”

“What? You’re embarrassed by the human form, or disgusted,
or something?”

“No… quite the contrary, really. It’s just… what’s so
special about bare skin? Or the couple of square inches of it that
society says can’t be shown? A couple of centuries ago, I read
someplace, knees were the absolute height of eroticism or
something, but in an age of skimpy swimsuits and everything, that
just seems stupid, you know? Oh lord, I caught a glimpse of her
ankles, I think I need to go lay down for a bit?
Whatever.”

Nat did this incredibly expressive
thing with her eyebrows that I’d kill to be able to do. “That’s
quite unexpectedly insightful. I’m officially surprised. I never
would have guessed you’d be all deep and philosophical.”

“That’s the nicest thing a half-naked woman has ever told
me.”

“Nude,” Nat corrected me, “not naked.”

“There’s a difference?” I said.

“Nude means unclothed. Naked means vulnerable. I am not
vulnerable, I am merely without a shirt on.”

“I see,” I said.

I hung around for a couple hours, and
we had our first conversation that lasted more than a minute or
two. We turned out to have a surprising amount in common, including
a guilty love of foreign adventure films, and got along as, yes…
friends, really well. Eventually the fact that Nat was topless
stopped bothering me. Mostly. If anything, the fact that we could
never be anything more made things simpler for us. Nat was an only
child, and hadn’t made many friends since moving here; not everyone
was as accepting of her sarcastic wit, or her unusual fashion
sense, as I. She didn't really get along with her mother, and she
needed someone to talk to, a confidant she could share secrets
with. Since the pre-dance encounter where my romantic hopes were
dashed, I’d forgotten just how much fun she was to be around. She
opened up to me; I did the same in return.

We wound up spending a lot of that
summer together, wasting time in typical teenage pursuits. She hung
out at my place a lot, even met my mom and got along really well
with her. We were good friends, and about as close as two people
can be who haven’t slept together, and have no intention of doing
so.

Actually, I guess I should note here
that we did in fact sleep together several times–entirely
platonically, please note, though not always entirely clothed.
(Wear jeans to bed? In the summer? I don’t think so.) We didn’t
think of each other “that way”, and there was obviously no
hanky-panky, but as Nat put it once, “the world may not live up to
your expectations, and the Gods may be at best indifferent to your
hopes and dreams, but it is unbelievably comforting to wake up in
the arms of someone who cares about you.”)

Sorry, Mom.

 


 



Chapter Four
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Our senior year began, right on
schedule, and it did so as disappointingly as ever. More ugly
classrooms–the same ones, in fact–lit by horrible, fluorescent
lamps; more tasteless cafeteria lunches; more pointless and
repetitive classes taught by lifeless, joyless teachers intent upon
turning every student into a younger, less overweight clone of
themselves.

There were a few things that made the
first couple of weeks exciting, however.

One was the communications class that
both Nat and I wound up in, which was basically an entry-level
journalism class. Unlike a “real” journalism class, however, we
weren’t writing for a school newspaper (there wasn’t one) or a
yearbook (likewise). We did have to produce the occasional article,
replete with interviews, but nobody other than the teacher ever saw
them, and if you were reasonably fluent at writing, those
assignments were a breeze. The best part, though, was that we
received relatively little direction from the teacher, and were
mostly free to choose the subjects and nature of the articles.
Neither Nat or I had any intentions of moving to a big town with an
actual newspaper and pursuing careers in journalism, so we didn’t
take the class too seriously.

The other highlight, as you might have
guessed, was Alice.

Someone we met recently described Alice
as “dancing to a drummer only she can hear”, which is possibly true
but doesn’t sound terribly flattering. I think a nicer way to put
it is to say that Al, as she insists we call her, is simply an
incorrigible free spirit.

None of us knew this at the time, of
course. All we knew for the first three or four days was that she
was a new student who’d just moved here, and that her name was
Alice. Because of her almost-shaved head, there were a lot of
rumors that she had cancer, or had just survived chemotherapy, and
so people probably felt a certain amount of pity towards her. Some
of the girls struck up conversations with her, but nobody was nosy
enough to pry into her past, and Alice was not exactly forthcoming
with details, so for the most part nobody knew–or really cared–all
that much about her.

That is, until the first “Alice
Incident”.
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Because the town is technically
bankrupt and the school district has almost no money, there aren’t
a lot of extracurricular activities, and the ones that do exist
tend to be… inexpensive. There’s a soccer team, and a baseball
team, and a track-and-field team. There’s a chess team, and a
debate team, and I think that’s it.

Anyway, everything started going
downhill when Alice showed up at tryouts for the baseball
team.

Now, I don’t know a lot about baseball,
but she was good, okay? Al was freaking fantastic, and showed up
most of the other players. She looked both cuter, and scarier, in a
batting helmet, too.

However, after tryouts, when the coach
announced the roster, Al–the only woman present–wasn’t on
it.

She was… pissed. So were many of the
players.

She argued. She yelled. She threatened
the coach with a bat.

He stood firm. Nothing in provincial
law prohibited a school coach from choosing whomever he wished for
his team’s lineup, he said. He’d picked the best players for the
team, and that was that, as far as he was concerned.

Al, on the other hand, insisted that
she was better than Eric, the boy who’d been picked to play
shortstop. Eric immediately agreed, and promptly resigned from the
team, offering Al his place.

The coach appointed Devin–the shortest
person, boy or girl, in the school–to play shortstop instead of
Eric.

Devin refused.

The coach then announced that a senior
named Rufus would be playing shortstop. Rufus–who is a bit over six
feet tall, wears a black leather jacket, prefers to be called
“Spike”, and didn’t even try out for the team, but was in the crowd
watching the drama unfold–accepted, though I’m pretty sure he knows
less about baseball than I do.

Coach gave Alice a condescending little
smile, and said “That’s it, sweetheart. Go home.”

Nobody really knew Al that well yet,
but it was pretty clear she was pissed. She did leave, though,
saying “This isn’t over.”

Oh, how right she was.

 


3

 


Despite her ominous-sounding threat, I
think everyone figured that that really was the end of the matter,
and that Al’s plucky little display of misapplied courage had come
to an end. I know I certainly felt that way.

We were all very, very
wrong.

Two or three days later, guess who
showed up at the baseball team’s after-school practice?
Al.

Go home, the coach said, I’ve got a
full team and you’re not wanted here.

Alice picked up an aluminum baseball
bat, calmly walked over, and broke Spike’s knee with it. Just like
that. Bam, one hit.

Everyone watched, awestruck, as she
calmly walked to the coach and politely informed him, over Spike’s
screaming, that he now had an opening at shortstop to which she
would like to apply herself, thank you very much.

He swore at her, then said he’d just
appoint someone else to the position, and promised that she would
never, ever, be on the team so long as he was coaching
it.

In the official version of events, he
then turned to walk away and stepped on a bat which someone had
carelessly left lying on the ground, then fell and hit his head
very, very hard–so hard that he got a concussion and blurred vision
and eventually had to have surgery to correct some subdermal
bleeding, or something technical and painful-sounding like that.
That’s the story everyone swore was true–everyone who was there…
including Al, of course.

What really happened, according to the
rumor and gossip floating around the school, is that, well, Al
clobbered him with the bat. Actually, the story was she bopped him
three times for good measure. It might have been a bit excessive,
but, well… that’s Al, for you.

Or so I heard, anyway.

I really wouldn’t give much credit to
such a patently ludicrous story, normally. But, I now like to think
I know Al pretty well… and I’ve seen the ministerial pardon she
received, “just in case”.
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Whether they bought the official story
about the coach’s head injuries or not, the school wasn’t about to
overlook Spike’s injury. Most of the students–and even some of the
teachers–were glad about what had happened, but that didn’t seem to
materially affect the meetings and hearings that took place for the
better part of a week. The principal was involved, several teachers
were involved, Spike’s parents were involved… and Al’s lawyers were
involved.

Now, in our little backwater hellhole,
we don’t see a lot of lawyers, and when we do, they tend to be
fairly easy-going older guys who spend ninety percent of their time
drafting wills, and doing other mundane, boring stuff.

Al’s lawyers weren’t like that. They
were three fairly young guys in expensive-looking suits, who wore
sunglasses even indoors, like evil henchmen in a bad action
movie.

Whoever they were, they must have been
terrific. The school had wanted to throw the book at Al–they wanted
a long suspension, or even expulsion–and Spike’s parents wanted to
sue.

After Al’s lawyers were done, her
so-called “punishment” was a single demerit on her academic record,
functionally equivalent to having an unexcused absence; having to
write a letter of apology to Spike; and being prohibited from
participating in school extracurricular activities for a period of
one year. Since she was a senior, the school probably felt this
would keep her out of trouble.
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After that, absolutely everyone in
school knew who Al was, and were talking about her, including Nat
and I. The general consensus seemed to be that she was a
“dangerous” “troublemaker” whom it would be unwise to associate
with. Nat and I, however, thought she seemed like someone
interesting and potentially worth getting to know, so that’s what
we set out to do.

Neither of us had a class together with
her, so the only time we saw her was before or after school, or at
lunch. It was at lunch one day shortly after the baseball incident
had been resolved that we decided to introduce ourselves and try to
get to know Al better.

“Mind if we sit here?” Nat asked of Al, who had a table to
herself in a corner of the cafeteria.

“Whatever,” Al said, “I don’t care.”

“I’m sorry about the way things turned out with the
baseball team,” I said after sitting down. “A lot of people thought
you were in the right, and got the short end of the stick when all
was said and done.”

“Don’t be,” Al said. Seeing the blank look on my face, she
explained. “Sorry, that is. I didn’t get expelled, or have to
perform community service, and nobody got killed, so it turned out
better than was to be expected, all things considered.”

“Okay,” Nat said, “but you aren’t allowed to play baseball,
right?”

“It’s just a game,” Al said. “A brief diversion, however
enjoyable, but not important.”

“Did you used to play softball, where you went to school
before?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“You’re really good, though”, Nat said. “Where’d you learn
to play baseball, then? An older brother?”

“I’m an only child,” Al said. “My… uncle… taught me to
play.”

“Well, that’s pretty cool,” Nat replied.

“Are you two some sort of class representatives or
something?” Al asked.

“No,” I said. “At least, I don’t think so.”

“Did someone put you up to this?”

“No,” Nat said.

“Nobody paid you to come and pump me for
answers?”

“No,” Nat repeated. “Why? Is someone likely to? How much
should we hold out for? Let us know what the going rates are, and
if someone does, we’ll be happy to split the take with you, three
ways…”

“Never mind,” Al said, smiling slightly. “Why aren’t you
afraid of me, then?”

“Uh, because you’re not that scary?”, I
suggested.

“Really?”

“Uh-uh,” said Nat. “Beating up sexist jerks doesn’t make
you scary, it makes you a folk hero.”

“Yeah,” I added. “Like a modern day Captain
Sue.”

“Captain Sue?” Al asked.

“Yeah, like in the song?” Al shook her head no. “Oh, Sea
Captain Sue, and the frightening crew, of the frigate the Tangerine
Two-”

“Wait, wait,” Al said, laughing. “Tell me that’s not a
dirty limerick.”

“Not really,” Nat said.

“Not really?” Al asked.

“Well,” I explained, “it’s… open to
interpretation.”

“Some people see the verse about the hog’s head as a
metaphor,” Nat said, “for–”

“Right, I think I see where that’s going. Never
mind.”

“So, where were we?” I asked. “Um, something about your
needing to try harder to scare us, right?”

“Look,” said Al, “I have to get going to gym class in a
minute, but can I ask you two a question, first?”

“Shoot,” said Nat. I nodded.

“You two,” Al said, pointing at us with her fork, “are kind
of weird, right?”

“I guess,” I said, “yeah, probably. Why?”

“I don’t mean that in a bad way,” Al said, “but I just
wanted to make sure everyone in this school wasn’t insane like you
two. You two seem pretty cool, but I’m pretty sure there’s a limit
to how much craziness I can handle.”

“Wait a minute,” Nat protested. “you–you!–think we are the
crazy ones at this table?”

“Sure,” Al said, standing and getting ready to leave, “but
I don’t know why you say that like it’s a bad thing.”

She was probably being completely
serious, but it’s never easy to tell, with Al.
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Nat and I started eating lunch with Al
regularly after that, and slowly we were able to piece together a
bit of her past:

She’s an only child, like she said
before. Until that summer, she’d gone to a series of private
schools in the capital, which is like six hours away; her parents
had moved to our little dustbowl of despair over the summer,
thinking–in that brightly naïve way that parents sometimes do–that
the complete lack of anything whatsoever to do here would keep Al
out of trouble, and that moving would allow their daughter to
“start anew” where nobody knew her or her reputation.

It’s kind of easy to see how–to be
charitable–you might think that taking your rambunctious and
headstrong daughter away from all various opportunities for
mischief might be in her best long-term interests. This is Al we’re
talking about, though. You don’t need to lead her to trouble; she
makes her own.

She’s really quite smart, and could get
quite good grades if she made the effort. She just has her own,
higher priorities, which rarely coincide with those of the school,
unfortunately.

That, anyway, is how we all came to
meet, and become friends. Or, put another way, thus was the undoing
of the government begun, though nobody realized it at the
time.

On with our story, then.
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So, the Garnet Hotel disaster. The
first thing we did was to research the incident itself, as much as
possible. Our textbooks were of almost no use, and the school
library wasn’t too useful, either. We planned to check out the town
library when it was open, but first, we figured we’d ask my mom
what she remembered. She’d told me almost literally everything I
knew about the whole event, which wasn’t much, but that didn’t mean
that was all she knew; she didn’t really talk about Dad
much.

So Nat and I interviewed my mother over
dinner. Mom had met Nat before, of course, and I think she still
harbored some kind of hope that we’d wind up romantically
entangled, so she suffered our inexpert questioning in good humor.
It was the first time I’d ever really heard her talk about Dad at
any real length, and I learned a lot.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know much
about the accident. She hadn’t really paid attention to the news at
the time, as she was still too distraught over Dad’s death. By the
time she started coming to grips with his loss, the war had ended,
and everyone–Mom included–mostly just wanted to move on and put the
whole thing behind them. Sure, she’d had questions, but she’d never
pursued them back then, and they didn’t seem so important, now that
a decade had passed.

We did the dishes after dinner, and
then I walked Nat home. It wasn’t entirely altruistic–ours is a
safe town, and Nat can take care of herself just fine; she had a
novel at home that she’d been urging me to read but kept forgetting
to bring to school with her.

As we walked, she was unusually
silent–for Nat, anyway.

“Whatcha thinking about?” I asked her.

“It sounds like your dad was a really great guy,” she
answered, kind of wistfully.

“I guess,” I said. “I don’t really remember him all that
much.”

“Your mom seems to have really loved him.”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Is that why she’s never remarried?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d never really thought about
it.”

“Has she dated, or anything?”

“I don't think so, no. I don't know if she has those sorts
of feelings anymore, really.”

“Sure she does. She keeps trying to pair us together,
doesn't she?”

“I don't think that's the same thing at all. I think she's
either just trying to make me happy, or make me miserable. I'm
never sure which.”

“Well, it still seems awfully romantic, to me,” said
Nat.

“What, trying to hook us up?”

“No, stupid. The whole never dating again, never trying to
replace your dad. I mean, your mom is pretty cute, and I can't
imagine she wouldn't be able to meet someone, if she wanted to.
It's so sweet, you know?”

“That seems a little out of character for you,” I joked.
She shrugged. “What, have you fallen in love, or something? Anyone
I know?”

“No, no… but I’ve been wondering about something for the
last couple of days.”

“Oh?” I said. “Want to share?”

She gave me an appraising sort of look.
“What do you think about Al?”

“Al? Um… I don’t really know. Dangerous. Unpredictable.
Violent.”

“Tall,” Nat said. “Mysterious. Athletic. Kind of cute, when
she’s happy.”

“Oh my God,” I said, “you’re in love with Al?”

She punched me in the shoulder. “Am
not. I just kind of wonder about her, is all.”

“You, quote, wonder about her, unquote? Like what? What she
looks like naked? How she is between the sheets?”

She hit me again. “Don’t be an idiot!
Sure, I could get to like her, and I’d totally let her punch my
timecard, given the chance, but there’s a more fundamental question
there.”

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“Whether she likes girls or boys,” Nat explained. “No point
lusting after what I can never have.”

“Why don’t you ask her?”

“I’m not really sure how to.”

“Al,” I intoned in a dramatically serious voice, “I think
you’re really great. Will you go out with me?”

“That seems… really abrupt,” Nat said. “I don’t want to
scare her.”

“Well,” I asked, “how does it usually work?”

“I don’t know!” Nat exclaimed. “I’ve never asked anyone out
before.”

“Wait, does that mean you’re only a theoretical, rather
than practical, um…”

“Lesbian?” Nat said. “Don’t get your hopes up, I have
practical, hands-on experience, thank you very much.”

“But you said you’d never asked anyone out.”

“Right,” said Nat. “And your point? Think about
it…”

“Ah, so you’ve been asked out? Just copy whatever they
did.”

“Never been asked out, either. Except by you, come to think
of it, and Al doesn’t seem like the type to go for the stammering,
awkward proposal.”

“Thanks,” I said, “ever so much. So, if you’ve never been
asked out, and never asked anyone out… how?”

Nat stopped and turned to me. “Can you
keep a secret?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said.

“Good,” she said, leaning forward and looking me in the
eyes. “So can I.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“No problem.”
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We started walking again.

“Nat?” I said.

“Yo?”

“Punch your timecard? What’s that all about?”

“Think about it for a while.”

“Yeah, I get that it’s a euphemism, like punch your
buttons, twiddle your knobs, or whatever. What’s a timecard,
though?”

“You know what a timeclock is?”

“I’m going to guess,” I said, “that despite the name it’s
not a clock that tells time?”

“It’s what’s used in factories to keep track of when
employees arrive and leave.”

“Oh, is that what those things are called?”

“Yep,” Nat said.

“I just can’t believe you managed to make a sexual
euphemism out of something that, what, half the country?, does
twice a day.”

“Let me tell you, given the opportunity I’m pretty sure I’d
do it four times a day.”

“God, Nat,” I said, “you’re really…”

“Perv,” she said, smiling. “I was talking about getting a
job and going to work. You punch in and out for lunch,
too.”

“Do you really?”

“Yeah, but you were right, that isn’t what I was talking
about.”

“Who are you calling a perv… you perv?”

We kept up a similarly light-hearted
banter until we reached her place. Much-anticipated novel in hand,
I headed home, deep in thought.

Truth be told, it was not impossible to
understand Nataliya’s nascent attraction to Alice. Yeah, Al was
kind of secretive, a little self-absorbed, and a little loopy,
okay. But she was pretty easy on the eyes, if you didn’t mind her
tomboyish, sometimes almost androgynous appearance, and on five out
of seven days she didn’t seem like a completely bad
person.

Dating her would probably be a really
bad idea, like climbing onto the roofs of abandoned buildings, or
freestyle rock climbing along the river–a little bit scary, a
little bit exhilarating… and a whole lot of fun, while it
lasts.

Hey, we were young, right? We’re
practically expected to do crazy stuff and build lasting memories
at that age, or so people kept telling us.

But thinking about either of us dating
Al was putting the cart before the horse; we had no real idea where
her preferences lay, and I’m not sure about Nat, but my success at
identifying potential love interests has been consistently awkward
and embarrassing.

But I guess that’s what being a
teenager is like, outside of the movies. And, you know, I may have
dared to love, and I may have had extremely bad luck, but it’s not
like I’ve ever been personally rejected, right? “It’s not you, it’s
your gender” doesn’t heal a broken heart, but it does–once the
embarrassment has passed, at any rate–rather help soothe the
bruised ego.

That’s what I used to tell myself,
anyway. Sure, it wasn’t necessarily true, but there’s no harm in a
little white lie if it helps you get to sleep at night,
right?

That’s what I used to think, back
then.

Now, I know better.
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I don’t know about Nat, but I pretty
much forgot all romantic questions regarding Al for the next couple
weeks. We were both busy researching the Garnet Hotel disaster, and
for such a significant event that had only happened a decade ago,
we were having a damnably hard time of it.

We’d gone to the town library, and
looked through old newspapers from the time of the accident. They
provided surprisingly few details, and only a handful of leads that
we could try to follow up on for our project. What we really needed
were names of people we could interview–survivors, eyewitnesses,
rescue personnel, anyone–and neither the capital nor national
papers had many that we could use.

What we wanted were good journalistic
citations–“…Mr. John A Smith (32), the night manager…”, that sort
of thing. What we got were things like “an employee at a nearby
restaurant said…” and “Ms. Arkhart, who was leaving a hair salon a
block away, described…” and so on.

We understood that it happened at
night, in a fairly small town, and all, but by a couple days later,
once the full scale of the tragedy had become clear, couldn’t some
competent reporters have been assigned? Some of the articles about
the disaster–part of what is essentially the permanent history of
the event, for crying out loud–would have been graded C- in our
communications class… if the teacher was feeling
generous.

In retrospect, maybe we should have
wondered about that a little more than we did.
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One of the things I was really looking
for was word on the cause of the Cicada crash. Had it been a
mechanical failure? Were the Cicadas flawed, or was it a
maintenance issue? Pilot error? It seemed an important part of the
story, to me.

Reading through month after month of
newspapers, there was no mention of the investigation. The two
other Cicada crashes were mentioned, but as both happened out at
sea and their wreckage was apparently never recovered, their causes
could only be speculated at.

Okay, the last radio transmission from
the third lost Cicada’s pilot had reportedly said that he was being
fired upon by a foreign frigate, but that was far from
conclusive–and it didn’t help answer questions about the first
crash, the one that destroyed the Garnet Hotel.

We did some searching, but we could
find no post-war reference to the oh-so-mysterious national savior,
Kobe. It was like he’d literally disappeared. The last mention of
him in the newspapers was a brief note, two weeks after the war,
that the new government had wanted to award him a medal, but were
unable to locate him. Once they did, they promised, there would be
a lavish awards ceremony to which the media would be
invited.

If it ever took place–and if the media
were ever invited–they didn’t seem to have covered it, as far as
Nat and I could tell.
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Nobody ever said the project was
supposed to be easy–it was, remember, supposed to be forty percent
of that trimester’s grade in our communications class. And we
weren’t trying to slack off or take the easy way out; we thought we
knew what we were getting into, Nat and I.

After about a a month of mostly
fruitless effort, we approached our teacher with our concerns. He
was a good-natured gentleman who, I think, genuinely appreciated
the effort we were putting into the project, unlike some of our
classmates. Whatever the reason, he asked for a copy of our notes,
and said he’d spend a little time trying to hunt down
someone–anyone–connected to the disaster that we could interview.
He was a tenured teacher, albeit at a school nobody had ever heard
of; perhaps his name would get us access that we, as mere students,
couldn’t achieve on our own.

So we handed over copies of our notes,
drawn from a small mountain of photocopies, and prepared to
wait.
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Our zealous immersion in recent history
on temporary hiatus, Nat and I were left with free time to kill for
the first time in about a month. I’d forgotten about Nat’s nascent
romantic interest in Al; Nat clearly hadn’t, because she had
evidently–without warning me!–decided to seek an answer to her
question in a fairly straightforward fashion.

It was lunch, and we were sitting with
Al, as we often did. She’d seemed kind of withdrawn, recently; I
worried at the time that this was partially my fault, as Nat and I
had, busy with our communications project, been spending less time
than usual with her, and she didn’t seem to have any other friends.
Was Al lonely, I wondered?

“So,” Nat began, apropos of nothing, “Do you have a
boyfriend, Al?”

“No,” Al said, “Why? What do you care?”

“Just wondered,” Nat said. “How about before you moved
here? Did you leave a sweetheart behind?”

“I’m not allowed to date.”

“What? Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Al replied. “My father would probably kill me
if I so much as brought a boy home to visit.”

“How about a girl?” Nat asked.

“I’m pretty sure he’d kill me if I had a girlfriend,” was
Al’s response. “I’m not allowed to date, period, the
end.”

“That’s kind of harsh,” I said.

“He’s got his reasons,” Al said, by way of
non-explanation.

“Doesn’t that bother you?” Nat persisted.

“Not really, no. That’s the way it is, and the way it’s
always been.”

“But you’re a healthy young woman, you’ve got needs,
right?”

“Love,” Al muttered, half to herself, “is nothing more than
a momentary lapse in judgment. It’s a sign of weakness.”

“That’s a little harsh,” I said.

“Who said anything about love?” Nat asked. “Don’t you ever
feel like, you know…”

“Cold showers and exercise,” Al said. “Happiness through
clean living.”

“Seriously?”

“Maybe,” Al said, “or maybe I’m just messing with your
head.”

Hey, what can I say? She seemed
serious, and I wasn’t going to call her a liar. Would
you?
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Have you ever done something in life
that later turned out to be stupendously important, and then kicked
yourself because you didn’t take notes or pictures or anything at
the time? Like, had a conversation that, years later, turned out to
have changed your life–only by the time you realize this fact, you
can no longer remember exactly what was said, or even who was
there, or where it took place?

Okay, so I’m a teenager, things like
that don’t happen to me very often, either.

But it was right about this point in
time that Nat stumbled across something in the old newspaper
articles that, looking back, was probably really
important.

She’d been browsing copies of the
capital paper from shortly before the Garnet Hotel accident,
looking at early articles about Kobe and the Cicadas, and had
noticed–quite by accident–that the death toll numbers between two
days didn’t add up right. One day the paper reported the death toll
at, I think, 987. The next day’s paper reported that there had been
two new missile impacts in the last day, which killed eight people
between them, bringing the death toll to 992. Two days later, three
people died in another attack, and the toll rose–apparently
correctly–to 995. A day later, nine people were reported to have
died in attacks, which brought the number of known dead to “an even
thousand”, even though Nat and I made the number out to be either
1,004, 1,005, or 1,007.

We’d been lamenting the kind of sad
journalistic standards on display in the newspapers from this time
period, so Nat saw this as just another sign of incompetence on the
media’s part. I wasn’t so sure about that, though.

When you think about it, it seems
pretty odd that a death toll would go down; given the
circumstances, you’d expect the body count to rise, as
critically-injured survivors die in hospital in the days following
an attack. And even if the media were just being bad at math, the
Deputy Minister of Defense herself had issued a
statement–reproduced in part in the papers the next day–lamenting
the thousandth death, and expressing the “heartfelt prayer” that
there would be no one-thousand-and-first, so you’d tend to
think–and hope–that they were keeping track of the human cost of
the war, and doing so accurately.

Right?

We didn’t realize it at the time, but
these discrepancies would eventually prove to be fairly
important.
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We asked our Communications teacher if
he’d had any success tracking down a primary source. Not yet, but
if all else failed he said he was positive he could get in touch
with some of the journalists who’d covered the disaster. None of
them were likely to have witnessed the actual crash, but people
who’d gotten there while the rescue efforts were going on would
make acceptable sources, he said–and maybe they knew how to get in
touch with some actual witnesses.

Nat showed him some of the inconsistent
death counts from the newspaper photocopies, and asked him if he
remembered anything that would explain the
discrepancies.

He didn’t, said our teacher, but he’d
be sure to ask some people he knew about that, because he found it
very curious.

Were we sure we didn’t want to be
investigative journalists?

Not really, Nat and I said. Personal is
different from professional; it’s one thing to dig into something
you care about, but, ugh, who’d want to do that for a living, with
boring stuff they didn’t really care about? Besides, wasn’t
investigative journalism dangerous? Do something boring and risk
getting your kneecaps busted because you asked the wrong questions?
No thanks.

He laughed, and said he understood
completely, but getting beat up because you asked some tough
questions of a politician only happened in books.

Looking back on that conversation, I
wonder how much he really knew, or whether his head was really
buried in the sand. The way he said it, dismissing our
light-hearted jest, well… we certainly interpreted it to mean that
journalists could, and did, ask “difficult” questions and escape
without injury.

I suspect that’s what he wanted us to
think. Given what happened, it’s possible he even believed that
himself.

The other way to interpret his
statement, of course, is that journalists don’t get the snot kicked
out of them for asking hard questions by the incredibly simple
method of… not asking hard questions.

At that time, though, neither Nat nor I
were quite cynical enough to think of that.
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Where were we? Ah, the week after our
teacher's unfortunate demise. That Wednesday, Nat and I tried to
discuss some of our interesting historical observations with Al
during lunch, who seemed disinterested. No, thinking about it, it’s
more that she seemed interested, but completely
unsurprised.

She wasn’t skeptical. She just didn’t
express any disbelief, or question anything we said.

“I see,” she kept saying, and “yes” and “go on”.

We had not, at that point, actually put
anything together into any kind of grand unified theory or
anything. We had–or thought we had–a lot of facts, but what they
actually meant we weren’t really clear on.

When we’d finished, all Al had to say
was “Some questions are almost certainly best left unanswered.
Maybe you two should think about that.”

Wait, was the crazy/scary chick trying
to give us a warning? It kind of sounded that way.

We were busy studying for tests, and so
I didn’t think all that much about what she’d said. It was just Al
being Al, probably.

Life continued on as normal, more or
less. We had a substitute teacher in our Communications class who’d
been given the position because she once worked as a photographer
for her high school’s yearbook. “In real life,” she kept insisting,
she was actually a biology teacher, and she didn’t seem to know
much more about communications than we did. Our dear departed
teacher had kept copious notes, but he’d done so in some sort of
personal shorthand that neither the substitute nor any of the
students could entirely decipher.

Friday morning, Al was waiting for Nat
and I when we got to school.

“Are you going to the funeral this afternoon?” Al
asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said, “I hadn’t really decided
yet.”

“Don’t,” Al said.

“Huh?” I asked. “Why not?”

“I can’t tell you,” Al said, apparently completely
serious.

“You want to ditch together and go somewhere?” Nat
asked.

“No,” Al said. “It would just be a good idea if you didn’t
show up.”

“Okay,” Nat said, “I guess. I mean…”

“Hang on,” I said, “are you threatening us?”

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” Al said. “I’m warning you,
that’s all. Please. Don’t go to the funeral.”

“Alright,” I said, “I didn’t really want to go, anyway, and
if it’s that important to you–”

“It is.”

“–then I’ll just go home after lunch,” I said. “How about
you, Nat?”

She gave Al an appraising look. “Yeah,”
she said, “me too. But someday, you”–pointing at Al–“are going to
explain what this is all about.”

“Someday,” Al agreed. “Just not today.”

So we wound up skipping our teacher’s
funeral. I hadn’t wanted to go anyway, and I doubt Nat did either.
If it was that big of a deal to Al–who had literally never, as far
as I could remember, asked either of us to do anything, before–it
certainly wasn’t a difficult request to honor, though it was a
terribly confusing one.

Over the weekend, I kind of looked
forward to Al’s eventual explanation, wondering what she knew that
I didn’t.

Quite a number of things, as it turned
out. I just had to wait a couple days for her to share.

 


2

 


Monday morning, Al ambushed me
unexpectedly between classes.

“Do you have plans after school today?” she asked, apropos
of nothing.

“Not really,” I said, “no. Why?”

“Do you know where I live?” she asked.

“No.”

She gave me her address. It wasn’t far
from the school, though in the opposite direction of my house.
“Meet me after school. I’ll be waiting for you. Don’t tell
Nataliya.” And with that enigmatic statement, she headed off to her
next class, leaving me even more confused than normal.

I have to admit, I did spend some time
in class daydreaming about what Al might want. Why would she want
to meet with me? Why at her place? What could she want to discuss
that she didn’t want Nat to know about?

Could she be harboring romantic
intentions towards me, I wondered? I thought about her explanation
about how she wasn’t allowed to date. Had something changed? Her
behavior towards me didn’t seem to have changed recently, but my
experiences with romance were virtually nonexistent, and I didn’t
know what signs to look for, anyway. This was Al, after all, she
didn’t exactly act normal, even under the best of
circumstances.

I was a little bit excited, to tell you
the truth. I was also a little bit worried, because I knew Nat
had–or used to have–something of a crush on Al, and I didn’t want
her to be jealous of me. And then I got to wondering whether Al
might have feelings for Nat, and wanted my help in pursuing her.
And then my head just started to hurt, because all the various
possibilities were getting confusing.

I made it through a sort of distracted
day, and headed to Al’s house after school, a little excited, a
little confused, and a little worried about what the future held in
store for me.

They were, as it would prove, an
entirely appropriate range of emotions, though I had them for all
the wrong reasons.
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Al’s house was big–one of the biggest
houses in town, probably. Two stories, brick, with an attached
two-car garage. No doorbell, just a big brass knocker.

I knocked. Al answered the door. She’d
changed out of her school clothes and was wearing a pair of
sweatpants and a soccer jersey which, to judge from the way it
hugged her body, was a couple sizes too small for her. Not the most
attractive outfit ever, but the jersey definitely showed off some
parts of her to good advantage. Argh, wait…

“Thanks for coming,” she said, “I wasn’t sure you
would.”

“No problem,” I said. “How’d you get here ahead of me, and
with time to change?”

“I have gym last period,” she said, “and I kind of slipped
away early after we’d showered.”

Her hair was about half an inch long,
and so it was hard to tell whether it was damp or not, but my eyes
were drawn immediately to it. It looked soft, and I kind of
wondered what it felt like.

“Anyway,” she said into the conversational void my
fantasizing had left, “come in. We’re all alone, my parents won’t
be home for a couple of hours yet.”

Better and better, I thought. She led
me to the kitchen, motioned for me to sit. I did. It was marvelous,
and looked expensive–all brown granite and dark wood, with the
occasional metal accent. The table looked like an antique, and was
big enough to seat eight comfortably. She grabbed two sodas from
the refrigerator, set one before me, and sat down.

“Do you know why I asked you here?” she asked, fidgeting
nervously with her soda.

“Not entirely,” I said, my heart racing.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. “About you.”

Oh boy!

“And Nataliya.”

Okay.

“And the Garnet Hotel.”

Wait…

“And the project you’re working on.”

Huh?

“And the death of your teacher, and the incredible amount
of danger you’re in,” she concluded.

I stared at her, speechless.

“Well?” she said. “Don’t you have anything to
say?”

“That’s… totally not what I was expecting you to say,” I
finally managed.

Al seemed confused. “What did you think
I wanted to talk to you about?” I made some inarticulate noises,
and she laughed. “Wait, you didn’t think I was going to ask you
out, did you?”

I nodded, embarrassed. “I thought that
was why you didn’t want me to mention it to Nat,” I said, “so it
wouldn’t hurt her feelings.”

“How would that hurt her feelings?” Al asked, wrinkling her
brow. “You two aren’t romantically entangled, are you? I’ve never
gotten that sort of vibe off either of you.”

“No, not her and I, but… you know she has a little bit of a
crush on you,” I said, “right?”

“No,” Al said, “but that does explain a few things, I
guess.” She sighed. “I really wish Nat didn’t feel that
way.”

“Because you’re not into girls?” I asked.

“I told you,” Al said, “I’m not allowed to date, period.
Who I would or could be into is immaterial. I just… really don’t
want anyone getting close to me. Emotionally, I mean.”

“Why not?” I asked. “Nat and I are pretty close, and
there’s no, you know, romance or anything between us.”

“It’s not really all that important,” Al replied, “but that
has to do with what I wanted to talk to you about.”
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“Your father died in the Garnet Hotel explosion,” Al said.
“Right?” I nodded. “Do you know why he was there that
day?”

“He was attending some sort of business conference,” I
said.

“The Machinist’s and Die-Maker’s Expo,” said Al. “Didn’t
you ever wonder about that?”

“No,” I said. “Why should I have?”

“Was your dad a machinist?”

“No, a draftsman, I think. For a construction
company.”

“And you never wondered what he was doing at a machinist’s
convention?”

I thought for a minute. “Mom said he’d
been invited by a client,” I said. “They were hosting a party, free
drinks, et cetera, and he’d gotten invited as a thank-you for
helping with some rush project or something.”

“Not a great cover story,” Al said. “Standards were really
slipping back then, I guess.”

“Huh? A cover story? What are you talking
about?”

“Your father was attending a private business meeting at
the hotel,” she said, “that was using the conference as
cover.”

“I don’t understand.” I truly didn’t. “And how come you
know about this?”

“Listen,” Al said, “How much do you know about the
political situation back then?”

“Almost nothing, to be honest, but what does that have to
do with my dad?”

“Twenty years ago,” Al said, “give or take, the government
was a centrist coalition guided, more or less, by a couple of large
industrialist factions in Parliament. They held power until the
Nine Months’ War, after which emergency elections were held and
power shifted quite a bit to the right. With me so far?”

“I guess,” I said. We’d covered this in school, but it
hadn’t seemed all that important… or interesting. “But isn’t
Parliament still run by business interests today? A couple people
got voted out, and defense spending decreased, I guess, but nothing
really changed, right?”

“Not exactly,” said Al. “The majority party before the war
was big-business industrialists–people who represented the mining
industry, or the manufacturing sector of the economy. People who
manufactured or produced things, basically. Factory owners. After
the war and the elections, the majority party represented the
interests of merchants and retailers–people who sell things, or own
businesses which do so–as well as the advertising industry and most
of the newspapers and television stations.”

“Okay,” I said, “but what does this have to do with my
dad?”

“I’m getting to that,” Al said. “It’s kind of
complicated.”

“Okay.”

“Did you ever hear your parents mention the words blue
wolf?”

I thought for a minute. “I don’t think
so, but I hardly remember my father anymore. Why?”

“Politics–and almost everything else–in this country are
controlled by a dozen or so secret groups,” Al said, “who’ve
patterned themselves on religious orders from antiquity. Blue
Wolf–the Order of the Blue Wolf–is one of them, and it’s one to
which your father belonged.”

“That’s preposterous,” I said. “I don’t think we’ve ever
gone to church in my family, even once.”

“Members of the Orders,” Al said, “or perhaps cabal might
be a better word, would never set foot in a church. They don’t
serve God.”

I sighed. “Could you please explain in
little words what the hell you’re talking about?”

“Your father and hundreds of others were killed,
intentionally, by a rival political order as part of a fight for
control of the government. Can you understand that?”

“Wait, so a rival order was launching the missiles? And how
do you know all this, anyway?”

“I know this,” Al said, “because my father is a fairly
high-ranking member of just such a group–the Order of the Silver
Badger.”

“What do they control?” I asked, “and were they the ones
launching the missiles?”

“They control parts of the service industries, and a large
chunk of the drug trade in this country. They’re… not very nice
people.”

“Really?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Al said, exasperated. “The
various Orders control everything. Everything! They’re above the
law. They are the law. The whole war was nothing more than a really
vicious power struggle that killed a couple thousand
people.”

“Why should I believe you? Do you have any idea how insane
this all sounds? Secret religious orders and power struggles and
politics? So who controls the foreign military? Who was shooting
missiles at us?”

“Don’t you get it yet?” Al practically shouted at me.
“There were no missiles! There were no submarines! There was no
war! The whole thing was a cover-up for the bombings and killings
that the Orders were carrying out.”

“If there were no missiles,” I said, “supposing that was
true, then what were the Cicadas for?”

“There weren’t any Cicadas, either! Are you not listening
to me? Everything we’ve been taught in school or seen in a
newspaper or on TV about the Nine Months’ War is a lie, okay? There
were no missiles, no Cicadas, nothing but time bombs and hit squads
and a lot of dead bodies that needed to be explained
away.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “I’ve read hundreds of
newspaper articles–”

“Which told you exactly what they wanted you to think,” Al
interrupted me. “Think about it! Just think! You and Nat had
already noticed how many things didn’t seem right, didn’t you?
Didn’t you find it strange that you couldn’t find any witnesses to
the hotel disaster? Didn’t you ever wonder why there are literally
no photos in existence of the Cicada? Why, if Kobe really had
managed to harness anti-gravity technology to actually do something
useful, nothing else had ever been done with it in the years
since?”

I thought about what she’d said. It
seemed impossible, on the face of things. It was a bad joke, a
poorly thought-out conspiracy theory, the plot of a cheesy movie.
It couldn’t be true. I didn’t want it to be true.

But, as hard as I tried to deny it, it
felt true. Al’s story explained a lot of things that Nat and I had
been discussing.

“Listen,” I said, trying to process everything she’d said
to me, “assuming I believe you–how do you really know all of this?
All the details? And why are you telling me this?”

“I told you,” she said, “My dad is a fairly high-ranking
member of Silver Badger. High enough that, in about five months,
he’ll join the inner circle, become a major player behind the
scenes.”

“And he just confides all the group’s darkest secrets in
his eccentric teenage daughter?”

“No,” Al said, “he just never bothered to change the
default combination on his safe. He has some… very interesting
paperwork.”

“I bet,” I said. “But why tell me this?”

“Because in a way I think you deserve to know the truth
about what happened to your father. And if you keep asking
questions about the Garnet Hotel, you’re going to wind up just like
your teacher.”

I stared at her. “You’re saying he was
a part of this, too?”

“No,” she denied, “he wasn’t a part of anything. He knew
some people who worked in the media, and started asking questions
he shouldn’t have, to try and help you with your assignment. He
didn’t realize what he was getting into, and they killed him
because of it.”

“They?”

“The Order of the Golden Shark. The entirely amoral and
ruthless bunch who control every major news outlet in this country.
The people who helped perpetrate a war that never happened, and who
basically overthrew the government by manipulating public opinion
against them. A large group of not-nice people who control what we
see, hear, think, say, and do.”

“What about Nat?” I suddenly asked. “Wouldn’t she be in as
much danger as I am, if what you say is true?” Al just nodded. “Can
I tell her about this, then? Or are you going to?”

“Discuss it with her,” Al said. “She deserves to know what
she’s helped get herself into, and I think she might believe you
better than she would me.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Hell, I’m not sure I
believe you, to be honest. It’s… a lot to take in all at
once.”

We stared out the kitchen window for a
few moments.

“If what you say is true,” I said, slowly, “are we in any
real danger?”

“I don’t think so,” Al replied. “If they knew who you were,
and thought you were a threat, you’d be dead by now. Probably.” She
scratched her head, and looked thoughtful. “Stop searching for the
truth, okay? Stop trying to find witnesses who don’t exist to an
event that didn’t happen like everyone thinks. Write a paper with
Nat that follows the status quo. Cite interviews with fake people
who supposedly witnessed the Cicada crash, or something. Let
sleeping dragons lie, in other words. Graduate, live a long and
happy life. Get married. Have kids. Have fun. Forget about this
whole thing, this conversation that never took place, everything.
Try to forget you ever met me.”

God, that sounded like a great
plan–except maybe the part about forgetting Al. And I wasn’t really
sure about having kids, either.

It probably would have been a wonderful
plan, all in all. In time, as I’d gotten older and grown up, I
might even have started to feel differently about the whole kid
thing, too. Who knows?

Not me. I didn’t know it at the time,
but the universe–or a small part of it, anyway–was conspiring
against me.
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The next day, after school, I led Nat
to a park not far from school. There we sat at a bench, in the
shade of a couple trees, and I told her everything Al had told me
the day before. I thought she’d laugh at Al, or get mad at me for
believing the whole preposterous story.

In a way, I kind of wanted her to. A
big part of me wanted her to tell me it was all some sort of bad
joke, that we weren’t really in danger. That we hadn’t accidentally
gotten our teacher killed.

Nat didn’t laugh. She didn’t get mad at
me. She believed me, and Al. We talked about it for a while, and it
seemed to make sense, however much we might wish it were
otherwise.

She did have one very well thought-out
question, however. Would Al let us see some of her father’s papers,
to help convince us she was telling the truth?

It seemed like it wouldn’t hurt to
ask.

We were both, honestly, a little
scared. We were just kids, after all; pretty easy to kill in all
sorts of contrived accidents. How long would we have to keep
looking over our shoulders? Al seemed to think we were already out
of danger, just by virtue of still being alive. I wondered if she
was being a little naïve, and if we’d ever be out of
danger.

We discussed what to do about the
project, and fairly quickly decided to do what Al had suggested,
and fake the whole thing. We’d wanted the truth; the truth had cost
us a teacher, and almost, if Al was to be believed, cost us our
lives. We’d already put more effort into the whole stupid project
than most of the rest of the class together, and gotten nowhere. We
were tired, frankly, and sick of the whole thing. Spending just a
couple more hours faking the whole thing, then relaxing for the
rest of the trimester sounded like a great idea at that
point.

It really would have been a great idea,
I think.

Too bad we never got to put it into
practice.
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Wednesday at lunch, we told Al about
our plans regarding the Communications project. Nat then asked if
we could see some of her dad’s papers that talked about the
incident. To my surprise, Al agreed, but said it would be a day or
two before she’d have the opportunity to do so.

One fake paper to write, one meeting
with Al to set our final, lingering doubts at rest, and we thought
our connection with the whole thing would finally be over
with.

Other than the nagging fears and
low-grade dread that would probably follow us for the rest of our
lives, of course.

The universe had other
ideas.

At about four that afternoon, I was
sitting in the living room, reading a science-fiction novel and
eating jelly beans, a perfect example of the idle, carefree
teenager.

The phone rang. I answered
it.

“Hello,” said a man on the other end, then asked for me by
name.

“Speaking,” I said. He was hard to hear, because there was
a lot of noise in the background. “Who is this?”

“That’s not important,” he said. I heard a car horn, and
other traffic sounds, like he was at a payphone near a busy street.
“Don’t go to school tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry?” I said.

“Don’t go to school tomorrow,” the man repeated. “You or
your girlfriend.”

“You mean Nat?” I said. “She’s not my girlfriend. And what
are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” he said. “You’ve opened
a huge can of worms, and some people are very unhappy with
you.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t be a fucking hero, kid,” the man said. “You go to
school tomorrow, you die. Same goes for your
not-girlfriend.”

“I don’t know who you are,” I said, trembling, “but that’s
not funny, and I’m hanging up on you now.”

“Your life, kid. Don’t say we didn’t warn you,” he said,
before hanging up.

I hung up the phone, and stared out the
window at the clouds, doing a magnificent job of managing not to
cry.

After a moment or three, I picked the
phone up and dialed a number.

“Hello?” my mother said.

“Hi Mom.”

“Hey, sweetie. I should be able to leave around six. Did
you need something from the store on the way home?”

“No,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know I love
you.”

“I love you too,” she said. “Is everything
okay?”

“Never been better,” I lied. “See you when you get
home.”

I went to my room, shut the door,
crawled into bed, and tried very, very hard to pretend that I
wasn’t scared to death.
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For about fifteen minutes, I tried
really hard to pretend that my life wasn’t a gigantic mess. I’d
just about managed to fool myself into believing that everything
was going to somehow be okay, when the phone rang again. I hauled
myself out of my warm and comfy pit of despair and down the hall to
answer it.

It was Nat.

“Are you okay?” she wanted to know.

“I’m fine,” I said, reflexively. “Why? Is something
wrong?”

“I just got a really freaky phone call, and I’m kind of
scared.”

“A strange guy warning you not to go to school?”

“Yeah. You got one two?”

“What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know,” Nat said, “I keep hoping this is all some
horrible dream and that any minute I’m going to wake
up.”

“Is there any place you can go?” I asked. “Relatives you
can hide at for a couple of days?”

“No. You?”

“Me either.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Nat insisted. “I’m going to go
talk to Al. You want to meet me there?”

“Okay,” I said. “And Nat?”

“What?”

“I… hope nothing bad happens to you,” I said, chickening
out.

“Just get over to Al’s,” Nat said, laughing, “you
sentimental dork, you.”

I left a brief note on the kitchen
table, telling Mom where I’d gone, and left.

I’d made it halfway down the driveway
when I stopped, turned around, and went back inside to my room.
Rummaging through my backpack for a moment, I dug out my library
card and slipped it into my shoe. It was one of the few things I
had that had my full name on it, and I figured it’d make
identifying my corpse a little easier.

With that cheerful thought firmly in
mind, I headed to Al’s, where Nat–and destiny–awaited.
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I met Nat about a block from Al’s, so
we arrived together. We knocked, and the door was answered by an
elegant-looking adult woman in a tasteful business suit. “Can I…
help you?” she asked.

“Is Alice home?” Nat asked. “We’re friends of hers from
school.”

“Really?” the woman said. “How odd.” Turning away from us,
she shouted “Alice, you have visitors!”

Moments later, Al appeared, and
introduced us to her mom, and vice-versa. Her mom went off to do
whatever it was she had been doing before we arrived, and we three
high-school students retreated to the kitchen table, where Nat and
I explained our predicament in hushed voices.

“That’s odd,” was Al’s first reaction. We looked at her in
confusion. “Why tip you off? I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of that
happening before.”

“Do you think they’re serious?” Nat asked.

“You have to assume so, don’t you?” Al said. “It doesn’t
feel like a coincidence at all, you know? That you two would get
involved in something like this, and then just happen to both be
the recipient of prank calls, or something? I don’t buy
that.”

We didn’t buy it either.

The best thing to do, Al said, would be
to head overseas, as nobody would pursue us offshore. Neither Nat
nor I had a passport… or nearly enough money for airfare, for that
matter. It might be possible to make it to the coast, steal a boat
in a marina, and make it safely overseas, but then we’d just wind
up in a foreign country, with no money, no papers, and unable to
speak the local language.

“Could we claim asylum?” Nat wanted to know.

Al didn’t think so, and I tended to
agree with her. Someone we knew dieing in an accident, and then
receiving anonymous threats, hardly seemed enough to get one
granted asylum as a political prisoner.

Going on the run seemed the only
realistic option. As we learned in school, though, a line is
defined by two points. We knew one point all too well–what we were
going on the run from; finding a place to run to was proving
annoyingly hard. In movies and adventure novels, the heroes always
had all kinds of resources at their disposal–guns and cars and
safehouses, and a whole network of people supporting them and
providing assistance.

Nat and I had, essentially, the clothes
on our backs, and a small amount of cash. Our sole means of
transportation–other than walking–was to ride our bikes. Our entire
support network was an eccentric high-school student.

Life is so unfair sometimes.

The despair in the kitchen was thick
enough to cut with a knife. I’m not sure what the others were
thinking at that moment, but I was moodily running through all the
things I’d never gotten to do in life–kiss a girl, have sex, ride
in an airplane, go horseback riding–and probably never would, given
that I had twenty-four or fewer hours to live. I was trying to
think of a fifth thing to add to the list of unachieved goals when
someone pounded on the front door.

Al’s mom answered it. We heard voices,
but couldn’t hear what they were saying. After a minute, Al’s mom
called out. “Honey, can you come here, please? And bring your
friends?”

Nat and I looked at each other. That
didn’t sound good.

We all got up and trooped to the front
door, where three men in uniforms were standing.
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They weren’t just wearing any uniforms,
either, but military ones. Dress uniforms.

At the back was a short, stocky-looking
fellow. Wearing a pair of dark sunglasses, he had his back turned
to us, and seemed to be watching the street intently. Next to him
was a tall, very skinny guy with a completely shaved head and a
pair of black plastic eyeglasses.

In front of them was an older guy,
average build, with greying hair. His uniform was covered in braid
and medals. A uniform hat was tucked under one arm, just like you
see in the movies. In the other hand he was holding a very large
wicker basket.

“Let’s see,” the older guy said through the screen door,
“you must be Alice,” nodding to her, “which makes you Nataliya,”
nodding to Nat. He was right, of course. And he then named me, as
well. He held out the basket and bowed slightly to Al’s mom. “If
you’d please accept this token of goodwill, ma’am?”

“It’s okay,” Al said to Nat and I, “they’re not here to
hurt you.”

“Your friend is correct,” said the man with the wicker
basket. “We’re from the military, and we’re here to
help.”

Al’s mom was extremely confused. “Uh,
and you are?” she stammered.

“Forgive me, ma’am,” said the soldier. “I’m Major Van der
Beck. This,” turning to the bald-headed man, “is Sergeant
Petrovich, and that,” nodding at the man in sunglasses, “is
Gary.”

Gary waved, absentmindedly. The
Sergeant bowed. “Sir,” he said to me, “ladies.”

“Could one of you please take the fucking fruit basket
now?” the Major said. “Excuse my language. This thing is heavier
than it looks.”

Al’s mom opened the screen door and
took the basket of fruit from a visible relieved Major Van der
Beck. “What can we do for you?” she asked.

“We’re here for your daughter’s friends, ma’am” he said.
“They’re in a bit of trouble, and we’d like to help.”

“We being the defense forces? Or Crimson Eagle?”

“A little of both,” said the Major, “but officially Crimson
Eagle, of course. The military as a rule rarely brings good-will
gifts.”

“What do you want from us?” Nat asked.

“Ma,’am,” the Major said, “the question is more what do you
want to do? I’m here to offer you what assistance we can, but my
orders are very clear that I’m not to initiate any action without
your consent.”

“Did Silver Badger approve this?” Al’s mom wanted to know,
referring to the Order their family was a part of. “I have no idea
what’s going on, and this is the first I’ve heard of
anything.”

“No, ma’am. We’ve been looking for these two, but had no
idea they’d be here. If we’d known otherwise, I’m sure the usual
formalities would have been observed, but we’re on a bit of an
accelerated timetable just now.”

“And you just happened to have a fruit basket in the
trunk?” Al said.

“No, ma’am, don’t be ridiculous. In the backseat. I always
try to be prepared for any eventuality.”

I turned to Al, confused, but before I
could ask her my question, Sergeant Petrovich answered it. “A fruit
basket is a traditional symbolic gesture of goodwill when one is
making an official visit to a member of a rival Order, a visible
way of saying ‘we come in peace’.”

“You two do understand that the Goldfish want you dead,
right?” the Major asked.

“The Order of the Golden Shark,” the Sergeant
explained.

“They know,” Al said.

“So,” Major Van der Beck said, “what do you two want to
do?”

“Not die,” I said.

“An admirable short-term plan,” the Major said, “but what’s
the long-term strategy? What’s the big picture?”

“Is there any way we can make them not want to kill us
anymore?” Nat asked.

“You can leave the country, ma’am,” he said, “and you’d be
safe as long as you were overseas, but you could never
return.”

“I could live in exile,” Nat said slowly, “I think, but
neither of us have passports, and we’re just teenagers.”

“What about our families?” I suddenly wondered. “Are they
at risk?”

“They may be,” the Major admitted. “For us that’s a
secondary concern at the moment.”

“Why is Crimson Eagle getting involved in this?” Al asked.
“It doesn’t seem to concern you.”

“Normally that would be true,” Sergeant Petrovich answered,
“but we have a certain vested interest in exposing, or helping
expose, the truth about the Nine Months’ War.”

“Why?” Nat asked.

“Exposing the truth?” I said.

“The military–and by proxy our Order–were made to look like
fools as a result of the fishes’ little game. We’ve been suffering
ridicule and budget cuts and general interference and abuse for the
last twelve years, and the senior leadership finally
thinks–”

“Victor Bravo two blocks to the east, Sir,” Gary
interrupted.

“Your dad’s home,” Sergeant Petrovich said to
Al.

Sure enough, a newer silver full-size
sedan with tinted windows was coming down the street. Instead of
pulling into the driveway, it screeched to a halt in the street in
front of Al’s house, next to a pair of identical black sedans that
hadn’t been there earlier.

That’s right about when everything went
straight to hell.
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Al’s father stepped out of the car. He
was a serious-looking middle-aged guy, tall and fairly lean. He had
short hair that was thinning on top, a short goatee, and was
wearing an expensive-looking pinstripe suit. He did not look
happy.

“What the fuck are you bastards doing here?” he screamed.
“Leave my family alone!”

Everyone started talking at once. Gary
started down the walkway towards Al’s father, followed by Sergeant
Petrovich, who was saying something about “Please calm down, sir”
with his hands outstretched calmly. Major Van der Beck turned back
towards us and said “Could you hand me the fruit basket for a
minute? Seems he’s got the wrong idea.” “Dad!” Al shouted. “Honey–”
her mom began, turning to reach for the basket, which she’d set on
the floor beside the door.

The next thing I knew, Gary was
shouting “Gun!”, and Al’s dad was holding a large silver pistol.
Time seemed to slow down then…

There was a loud crack, and one of the
windows next to the front door shattered.

Al grabbed me and yanked me towards the
family room, nearly pulling my arm out of the socket.

Nat screamed and started up the stairs
to the upper level.

There was another loud crack, and the
glass half of the screen door suddenly had a hole in it.

There was a tinkling of broken glass
from the kitchen, directly behind us.

There was another loud crack, and Major
Van der Beck, who was only just starting to turn away from the
door, slumped against it, moaning.

Time sped back up to normal.

Al and I were on the floor, entangled.
Al’s mom was sitting on the floor next to the door, screaming in
terror. Nat had fallen on the landing halfway up the
stairs.

Al and I untangled ourselves. She ran
to her mom. I sat up and looked out the window. Al’s dad was still
standing behind his car, using it as cover. Gary and Sergeant
Petrovich were halfway between the house and the street, jerking
around as they tried to figure out what to do and where to go.
“Major!” one of them kept shouting. “Call an ambulance!” the other
yelled.

Another two gunshots rang out. One went
I know not where.

The other tore through the screen door
and knocked Al to the floor.

I started screaming. Nat started
screaming. Al was screaming. Al’s mom was screaming.

Outside, a car door slammed, and I
heard tires squealing. Tearing my eyes from Al’s prone body, I
looked back out the window and saw her father powering his car up
the lawn towards the front door.

Time slowed down again.

Gary and the Sergeant saw him coming,
and started running back towards the Major, who was still slumped
motionless against the front door. As he reached them, Al’s dad
swung the car around in a giant turn that sent great clumps of
their lawn flying high into the air. As he did so, he caught Gary
with the rear quarter-panel, sending him flying towards the house.
Gary landed sort-of-upright about a dozen feet from the door,
almost on his feet, and momentum sent him half-stumbling,
half-flying right over the Major’s body and through the door. He
slid to a stop on the wooden floor of the hallway, laying in a pool
of blood and broken glass on top of Al’s mom.

Outside, Sergeant Petrovich screamed as
Al’s dad ran him over. I scrabbled over to Al, who was laying
face-down on the floor, covered in broken glass. She was trying to
climb to her feet, and failing. A few feet away, her mother and
Gary lay in a pile, unmoving.

The only sounds were the pounding of
blood in my ears, and Nat’s quiet sobbing from the
stairs.
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I got Al seated against a wall. She was
a little pale, and covered in a lot of blood. Some came from small
cuts made by broken glass; a lot came from the bullet wound in her
bicep. “There’s a first-aid kit in the linen closet upstairs,” she
said in a pained voice, and Nat disappeared up the stairs in search
of it.

Al’s mom had a lot of fairly minor
cuts, and what looked like a broken nose. She was breathing
normally, but unconscious. I left her where she was, on the floor
of the hallway.

Gary was also unconscious, but seemed
to be in a lot worse shape. He had pieces of broken glass embedded
in his left arm and shoulder, his cheek was cut open, and his right
arm seemed to have one too many joints.

Major Van der Beck lay in a large pool
of dark blood, unmoving. I felt his neck for a pulse, but didn’t
find one.

Nat returned with the first-aid kit,
and started bandaging Al’s arm. I took a wad of gauze from the kit
and started trying to staunch the bleeding from Gary’s
arm.

I heard movement on the porch, and
turned to see what it was. As I watched, Al’s father bent over the
Major’s body–his corpse–and removed a black handgun from the
holster there. Still holding his own, silver handgun in his other
hand, Al’s father pointed the Major’s pistol into the air and fired
off five shots. As he placed the Major’s gun into his lifeless
hand, her dad saw me watching and said “They fired
first.”

I said nothing.

Her dad then stepped through the
doorway and motioned me out of the way. I stood up and walked over
to where Nat was bandaging Al. As I was about to start helping her,
there was a gunshot behind me, incredibly loud in the confined
space. A few feet away, the fruit basket sat on the floor,
unnoticed and unharmed by all the horrors that had just transpired.
A mottled, abstract pattern in red glistened on the basket’s
plastic wrapper.

Al’s father had just, while straddling
the unconscious body of his wife, shot Gary in the eye, showering
us all with a fine spray of blood.

He didn’t say a word. None of us did.
Not even bothering to check on his wife–or his daughter–he walked
on into the house, and out of our sight.

“You should go,” Al said, breaking the silence.

“Are you going to be okay?” Nat asked.

“I’ll be fine,” Al lied. “You should probably not be here
when the police and everybody else show up.”

“Fuck,” I swore. “Where do we go? What should we
do?”

“Look in the trunk of the car,” said Al. “There should be a
duffel bag in there with some emergency supplies. Take it, leave
out the back, and go hide until things quiet down.”

“What about you?” I asked her.

“Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. Now grab
the bag and go!”

As Nat finished bandaging her arm, I
stepped over the Major’s body and started towards the
car.

It was stopped half on the driveway,
half on the churned-up front lawn. Sergeant Petrovich’s body was
under the car, in a pool of dark liquid. Well… most of it, anyway.
I don’t really want to go into details, okay?

I threw up. Twice. My ears were ringing
from the gunshots, my heart was pounding, and I felt strangely
detached from my surroundings, like everything was a
dream.

I made it to the car. I unlocked the
trunk. I found a duffel bag inside, just as Al had said I would. I
took it, trying to ignore the fact that I was standing… in… the
late Sergeant. It was heavier than I had expected.

I went back to the house. Nat was
waiting. We walked down the hall and through the kitchen, past
Gary’s corpse and Al’s mother’s unconscious body, tracking their
body fluids across the floor. Onto the patio, down the steps, and
across the grass. The backyard faded into woods. We ran. I didn’t
know where. I don’t remember how long.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


1

 


We ran through the woods like our lives
depended on it. They probably did.

We zig-zagged between trees, ran down
game trails, and slid down hills. Nat was in the lead, and all I
was paying attention to was following her. We were gasping for air
when we reached a small, grassy clearing. Nat stumbled and fell,
and wound up sitting on the ground. I collapsed next to
her.

“We’re fucked, aren’t we?” I asked.

“We’re fucked,” Nat confirmed.

We sat in silence for a while, trying
to catch our breath.

“What now?”

“I don’t know,” Nat said.

It was a sunny day. I remember that
really well. The sky was a brilliant shade of blue, above the
mostly-leafless trees, and the sun was warm on my skin as I sat
there on the leaf-covered grass next to Nat.

I started to cry. Like, all-out, 110%
effort, full-body Olympic-level crying. I’d been doing a damned
good job of not coping with what I’d just experienced, but my body
had other ideas.

I’d never seen someone die before. I’d
never seen a dead person before, either. Most people don’t. Nobody
should. One minute six of us were standing there, talking, and I
had the first glimmer of hope in days that everything might somehow
turn out okay. Ninety seconds later, half of us were dead, and one
of the only people I’d ever counted as a friend had been shot by
her own father.

I was still a couple months from
turning eighteen.

Life is immensely unfair
sometimes.

“You know,” I said to Nat, between tears, “trauma like this
is liable to leave us messed up in the head. Permanently
scarred.”

She smiled kind of wistfully. “I always
kind of wondered what it would be like to be a sociopath. Pity I’ll
only have a day or two to find out.”

“Nat?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t want to die.”

“Me either.”

“You shouldn’t die so young and beautiful,” I
said.

“And you shouldn’t die a virgin,” Nat said. “Life’s a
bitch.”

“Hey,” I protested. “You don’t know that’s
true!”

“Your mom told me,” she said.

“What? Wait– dammit!”

It’s hard to laugh and cry at the same
time. There in that grassy clearing, in the warmth of the afternoon
sun, we practiced it together.

I’m not really qualified to judge these
things, but I think we got pretty good at it, too.
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You probably wouldn’t think so, but,
eventually, laughing and crying got to be kind of tiring. We were
laying back in the cool leaves, watching the breeze rustle the
trees high above us, and letting all the snot and tears dry. I
didn’t really want to move, or do anything to break the
companionable silence we had going, but something was nibbling on
my leg, just above my sock, and I really had to pee, so I sat up
and investigated the former problem.

“Any idea where we are?” Nat asked.

“Nope.” We were in woods somewhere on the edge of the town
proper, but I was well and truly lost. Oh, I could see what
direction the sun was setting in, and could work out the cardinal
directions, but doing so just then would have been completely
useless because not only did I have no idea where we were, I had no
idea where we wanted to go, either. I tried to picture a map of
town in my head, but it didn’t really help. I knew where most of
the major roads were, but that didn’t really help, under the
circumstances. “I wish we had a map,” I sighed.

“Did you look in the bag?” Nat asked, pointing behind me.
Of course, the ridiculously heavy duffel bag I’d hauled along on
our epic dash through the woods.

Having removed the spider that was
feasting on my leg, I stood, picked up the bag, and set it next to
Nat. “Check it out while I go answer the call of
nature.”

While behind a nearby tree, I heard Nat
exclaim something in apparent surprise. After finishing up, I
hurried back to her.

Wordlessly, she unpacked the bag and
laid its contents out on the grass. These included two small black
handguns in zippered cloth cases; a hatchet; an envelope filled
with what looked to be about three months’ rent in small, used
bills; a set of passports for Nat’s family, only with different
names; a small first-aid kit; a wool blanket; a hammock and ropes;
a big black military-looking knife in a sheath; a flashlight and
several sets of batteries; a box of granola bars; three road
flares; a box of condoms; a bundle of road maps; and two rolls of
film.
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