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Dedication
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If you're the only one who hears the music, if you see colors beyond the rainbow, if you feel you walk alone.... this one is for you.
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Chapter One
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A low rumble echoed around me, and the tall, dark trees went still. Not even a leaf stirred. My heart hummed, and a tingle of apprehension made my palms damp. A snarl came from the shadow of a tangled thorn bush, and soft, padding footsteps shuffled in the late afternoon gloom. My breathing went ragged with fear. Maybe it was a raccoon or an angry squirrel. 

Athena. 

Whipping around, I stared hard into the murk. A voice. It sounded gentle, but at the same time it sent chills down my arms. I glanced up through the hooded canopy of tree branches and tried to see heaven. 

God?

There was a growl, and the terror I'd been holding at bay zipped up my spine into my skull. I was sure my long hair stood on end, like when kids touched the electrostatic generator at the science museum. Something was coming for me, and it wasn't something from the woods. It'd been following me all day. Maybe even my entire life. 

My foot nudged something hard. At first I thought it was a snake then I realized it was a stick and picked it up. The noises came closer. I managed to choke out, "Who's there?" 

No response. I whacked the ground with the stick like I knew some kind of martial arts. Behind me towered a giant oak tree, so big my arms wouldn't reach around it. I backed up against it and crouched, the stick ready in my hands. 

Another wave of warning rippled over my scalp as my senses told me to look up. There it was right above me, a dog blacker than midnight with fiery red eyes nestled on a branch in the tree. When did dogs start climbing trees? 

My knees trembled. I realized there were red eyes all around – in the brush, the gloom, even on other branches. A pack of black, threatening dogs, with eyes glowing like something out of a gothic novel.

Adrenalin won. It rushed into my legs and forced them to move with an unseen crackle of energy. I took off running for the safest-looking opening in the underbrush with no idea which way was home. My sneakers slammed into the earth so hard nails of pain shot up my shins. From the stampede behind me, I knew they were coming. I was going to die – attacked by wild hounds and eaten alive. 

Athena. 

The voice came again, tempting me to slow down or look back in curiosity. I wanted to know how close the dogs were, but I knew if I peeked I was a goner. Light broke through the trees up ahead where freedom waited just yards away. There was a glimmer, and I knew it was the baseball field behind the school. I was going to make it, at least to the fence. 

The galloping sound of paws grew closer, but hope rose in my chest as I pushed my body on toward the edge of the tree line. Through the tangle of overhanging branches, I could see one of the county landscapers on a riding mower, cutting the baseball field's grass. He'd notice. He'd call for help. 

The view of the sky broadened, pushing aside the shrinking oaks and sweet gum trees. With one last leap toward freedom, I jumped a ditch for the fence. In midair, I sensed them at my backside and let out a scream. My shirttail was snatched from behind. I went down into the shallow trench, and a tangle of soft furry bodies bowled across me. Teeth clamped onto my ankles, sharp as stick pins, but they didn't break the flesh. Something smelled like damp, dirty dogs rummaging through garbage. 

Choking on terror, I prayed I'd blackout. This time God answered.

*****

"ATHENA." 

I heard the voice again. It was dark because my eyes were closed. I could feel my body lying on cold, hard ground. He called my name a third time in a silky voice. 

"What?" It was easy to tell myself I was dreaming if my eyes stayed closed. It had to be a dream, even the smell of dehydrated leaves and dirt, but there was that dog smell.

I'd left for school that morning, sat alone in the lunchroom as always, and walked home through the woods behind the high school. The usual routine. My sister, Gina, was going to meet me after school and take me to her friend's house to try on makeup, but maybe all that didn't really happen. Maybe I was in bed, still asleep, and couldn't wake up from a ridiculous nightmare. Everyone said the woods were haunted. I'd never believed it though.

Irritation rose in my chest. I didn't like to be scared. Things that frightened me made me angry. 

"Mind over matter." Like my mom would say. There was rustling around me, and I remembered the dream sequence with the dogs in the trees. 

Oh no. It was going to replay again. I forced my eyes open, wanting to see my bedroom, dim and cluttered in the early morning hours before my alarm went off. It was still dark, even with my eyes open. I wasn't in my room. It was the woods again. Today wasn't a dream after all. 

I sat up slowly, swallowing a lump of apprehension. The dogs were still there. I moved my legs, testing for pain. There wasn't any. My shoulders felt heavy, but nothing was broken.

The trees hummed like they did when I'd first ventured into them after school. They were taller, thicker, darker. I sensed I was deeper in the forest now, somewhere near the state park with its prehistoric Indian burial mounds. It was almost black in the clearing. Somewhere up above I knew it was day, but it was like someone has thrown a blanket over the sun shining down on Omega, Tennessee.

Shadows moved around me, almost milling about, as if looking for something to do. I heard panting and saw the dogs across the clearing at someone's feet. He was tall and thin with longish hair. He must have been pale, because the whiteness of his skin shimmered in the dim of the thick forest.

My mouth felt gritty. 

"Hey," was all I could think to say. It was more of a plea for help than a greeting. He emanated something weird, almost like I felt him more than I saw him. 

He smiled. "Athena Gray. You made it."

I processed this, wondering if I should tell him that I was pretty sure his pets dragged me there – after scaring me so badly I passed out. Realizing the damp I felt could be something other than sweat, I glanced down to make sure I didn't do something as juvenile as wet my pants.

The man didn't move so I did, shifting slowly to sit up. He watched, as if mesmerized and unable to move or offer me any help.

"I think I fell," I mumbled, trying to brush leaves and burrs off my clothes as I stood. 

He watched. The silence became awkward. I hated awkward. I lived it. Instead of asking him how he knew my name, I said, "Are these your dogs?" 

He nodded after a second, and I sensed he knew I was trying to be casual. Wariness descended over me. Who was this joker?

"We meet again," he said, in answer to my unspoken question.

I shook my head as apprehension weighed down my shoulders. Something was off, I could feel it. 

"I'm sorry, I don't think I know you." I tried to be polite, but he was staring a hole through my brain. A creeped out shudder down my back suggested he could read my mind.

"Ah," he swung his arms a little as he spoke. His brown, shoulder-length hair shifted, too. "We've run into each other a few times." 

He smiled as if he'd made a joke that only he understood. This smile wasn't the friendly, inviting smile he first gave me, but something more sinister. 

"I'm a little hurt you don't remember me." 

I shrugged. "I'm sorry. I'm terrible with faces." I glanced around for an escape route.

"There's no use running this time." He grinned then pressed his wide, skinny lips together and became serious. "You're with me now."

"I'm sorry," I said again, "but I don't know who you are." 

I had an insane urge to scream, Stranger Danger! but I didn't think he'd find it funny. 

"So..." I tried. "Are you from school?"

He nodded, looking pleased. "That'd be cool, I can see me doing the teacher thing." He chuckled to himself then took a step closer. 

I studied his tight jeans and long, loose shirt. A scarf knotted around his neck and dark boots were on his feet. 

"What do you want?" I was trapped in the woods with a forty-year-old rock star and a pack of wild dogs. Obviously, it wasn't a chance meeting.

"Well, Athena," came an almost charming croon, "I want you. I've been trying to catch up with you for some time now." 

"What for?" 

He edged closer, and I took a step back.

"You know how it is. I like your style." 

He grinned. 

I frowned. 

"I don't know what you mean." I scanned the woods behind him and wondered if I could outrun him. Then I remembered the dogs. 

"I mean your skills. Your talents. You have some remarkable abilities."

I knew exactly what he was talking about, but I didn't have a clue how he knew. I could tell he saw the comprehension in my eyes, too. He was laid back and playing it cool, but watching me like a turkey vulture with beady, black eyes.

"I don't know what you're talking about." I knew. My grandfather was dead. I couldn't save him like I did the first time he passed away. 

"Yes, you do. Poppy died. He's gone now. Right?" Rock Star jerked his thumb up toward heaven like it was an unpleasant place. "He can't protect you anymore."

My palms tingled. Everything around me felt electrically charged. My imagination told me that like the dogs, even the trees were watching... waiting...

"Protect me from what?" I angled my foot in the direction of the nearest passage. One of the dogs moved that direction, too, red eyes watchful.

The man laughed. "Well, I'm not going to do you any harm." 

I didn't believe him. 

"I need your help." The familiar stranger put a hand on his chest. He smiled again, and it looked innocent this time. "I'm Aero, and I'd like you to work with me."

My mind spun at his request. It slowly dawned on me, as if someone had pulled a veil from over my eyes, that this wasn't a dream. 

"Your Poppy died, and you willed him to live. You just wished it." Aero seemed satisfied he had my attention. "You have skills that we could use." He spread his arms out in invitation. "I need you."

I shuddered despite myself and took a bold step toward the edge of the dark clearing. "I don't know what you're talking about." Memories of still birds, shriveled butterflies, and dead grasshoppers twitching back to life snuck to the forefront of my mind. I shoved them back. 

"Yes, you do."

"I don't." 

Aero took another step closer, which put him only a few feet away from me. His voice remained as smooth as butter, even though his next words sounded threatening. 

"You cheated, Athena. You don't belong here. However, seeing as you are, I can help you make the most of it."

I didn't belong? The idea punched me right in the chest. My breaths became spasms as fear wormed itself into my heart. Somehow, I knew this wasn't reality, but that other place where people dwelled when they shrugged out of their bodies.

"I won't help you." My voice quavered. My legs shook. I wished I could black out again and wake up somewhere else. Safe. Home. In Poppy's old room.

Aero smiled again, and this time it reached up to the crinkles around his eyes. "Think it over," he said kindly. He raised his fingers up and snapped, and someone turned out the lights. 

*****

MY EYES WERE SHUT. I still felt damp. I reached up and brushed my fingers over my eyelids to make sure the darkness was because they were closed. 

Please, help me wake up. I remembered that didn't work the last time so I whispered, "Poppy."

"Athena?" My sister's voice shocked me so badly I almost levitated off the bed. My eyes jerked wide open.

"Are you alright?" Gina stood in the doorway of my bedroom. It was dim with the curtains drawn. 

Touching my chest with my fingers, I sighed. "You scared the cheese out of me." I sat up gingerly and frowned. There were small wet leaves stuck to my jean cuffs and tennis shoes.

"Where've you been?" Gina flipped the switch, and the overhead bulb blinded me. I slapped my hands over my face. 

"Turn it off," I moaned, slightly nauseous.

"What have you been doing?" 

Waiting for my eyes to adjust, I slowly slid my hands down my face and gave her an innocent look. "I walked home and fell asleep." 

"You're late. I waited for a half hour then went to Reagan's without you." 

I noticed the orange-red lipstick and heavy eye makeup on her round face and realized I missed the makeover party. Not that I was disappointed. "I walked home through the woods and lost track of time."

Gina studied my dirty clothes with distaste. "You need to be careful walking home that way. Even in Omega." 

Omega was barely a smudge on the map. Deep down past the forgotten cotton fields southwest of Nashville, it rested only a few miles from the Mississippi border. Beale Street in Memphis was a two hour drive away.

"Who's going to bother me out in the middle of nowhere?" I grumbled to her.

"Why can't you take the bus?"

I snorted. "No way. I may not have a car, but there's no way I'm going to ride the bus." 

I'd be the only junior, except for a few of the spazzes I generally tried to avoid.

"Your life," Gina muttered with a sigh. She tossed her dark bobbed hair, and the chunks of copper highlights swung with her head. I mashed my lips together in a tight smile, thankful she didn't bring up the guardian issue. She stared. "Clean up, and I'll start dinner." She wandered back out of the room, not waiting for me to argue.

We fought a lot about who was the boss of me, but technically, it was her. Our mother died when I was eleven. Then Poppy died, and since Gina was old enough, she got custody of me until I turned eighteen. As for good, old Dad... never met the guy. Gina knew her father and saw him every now and again, but I didn't know who my father was, other than someone Mom and Poppy never spoke about. By the time I got old enough to care, the cancer came, and my mother faded away. 

I shook off the melancholy thoughts and headed for the shower. The dream still flashed in the sidebar of my brain, but I didn't want to think about it. I saw the black dog hairs on my clothes as they hit the floor. Rather than accept something from my nightmare followed me to wakefulness, I shoved them into the laundry hamper and stepped under the water. By then it was warm enough to hose off the weirdness that was my life.

The shower stung like needles. I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around myself. In that moment I felt safe, and I relished the common routine of bathing before dinner. Usually, it was just school I had to forget about – the anxiety, the loneliness, the boredom, the irritation at the worthlessness of most of my peers at Omega High – today was a little different.

Aero. I shuddered. What a creepy guy. Did I really make it home and fall asleep? Was it something I ate at lunch? 

I bit my lip and wished I could blame it on cafeteria food, but we couldn't afford school lunch. Theoretically, I brown bagged it, but what that meant was I didn't eat unless I grabbed a piece of fruit lying around. I refused to be caught dead carrying a lunch to school. 

After the shower, I combed my almost-black hair out until it lay flat and smooth down the middle of my back. It went into a ponytail. I pulled my lips apart to see if the whitening toothpaste worked okay. Not bad. Examining my high cheeks and pointed chin, I looked for blemishes. All clear. I squinted and studied the whites of my eyes. They were a little veiny and red, like I'd been up to something. 

I blinked and imagined myself with cornflower blue irises. All of the women in our family had brown eyes. Poppy had blue. He looked so lovable, like the typical grandpa, and I was his 'exotic flower.' Flowers made me think of the woods. The woods made me think about my day.

After repeatedly telling myself I'd just had a weird dream, or episode, as I secretly called them, I put on some flannel pajama pants and a tee shirt and headed for the kitchen. Gina was cooking hot dogs in an iron skillet. Poppy always split them in half, covered them in Worcestershire sauce, and fried them until they were black. She tried her best to mimic his cooking, but it wasn't quite there. Poppy liked things well done. Gina's cooking ended up a little on the raw side. 

"Thanks," I said gratefully as I took the plate from her. I topped the hot dog off with ketchup, mustard, and cheap salsa from a jar, which sucked, because I missed the real stuff. Poppy couldn't keep the vegetable garden for us since he was gone. Neither one of us girls had time. The garden grew all weeds now.

"You want chips?" Gina asked, and I shrugged. I knew they wouldn't be the good kind. We may have been broke, but she only bought fat free groceries which cost more, and I was convinced it didn't help her lose weight. Not that she needed to lose any weight, she looked fine. I took a bite out of the hot dog and frowned. Turkey dog. 

"What'd I miss at Reagan's?" 

Gina tapped her eyes, and I studied the dark eye shadow. 

"It doesn't look half bad. I like it."

"It's smoky eyes. It's for going out."

"Oh," I said. She smiled at me, and I tried to think of something else to please her. She worked hard juggling her nursing classes and a full time job. Meanwhile I wasted time sitting in school counting ceiling tiles and listening to everyone talk about fake reality shows. Gina wouldn't let me quit and get my GED. She said Poppy would haunt her. 

"So..." I stretched my brain for something meaningful. "See the guy?" 

Gina grinned, and I knew I'd hit gold. 

"What's his name again?"

"Jake." She closed her eyes and bit into her hotdog. "Hmm." 

"That's got to be for Jake because this hot dog sucks." 

Her eyes sparked, and she pointed a ketchup-covered finger at me. "If you knew what hot dogs were really made off, you'd swear them off."

"I know what they're made off. I still like them."

Gina made a face. She choked down a swallow and fiddled with a baked chip. "He parked across from me in the lot today. Said 'hi.'" She smiled again.

"Why don't you just talk to him? So what if he's tall, blond, and has beautiful eyes?" I thought it over and added, "It doesn't matter that he looks like a game show host." 

Gina shrugged. "Not everyone could host a rock star talent search. Not everyone can look like Jake."

"What's he taking?"

"I think physical therapy. Respiratory therapy. Something like that."

"I'd just follow him to his classes."

My sister rolled her eyes. "That is something you'd do." She shook her head, and the bob swayed. "I don't want him to think I'm a stalker." 

"Whatever." Her reaction stung, although I knew I wasn't an expert. Social skills weren't my forte. "I don't think saying 'hi' to someone makes you a stalker."

Gina sighed and pushed her hot dog away. She handed me a carrot stick, but I tossed it, staring at her uneaten food instead.

"For cheese sake, finish that," I muttered and jumped up to throw my dishes in the sink. 

I hated it when she didn't eat. She was obsessed with food, what to eat, how much to eat, and what was in it. Neither one of us was skinny, but we were healthy. We had muscle, we had shape. We were nice looking girls. Or at least Gina was. I didn't see myself much over average, whatever that was, but I knew I wasn't repulsive. Poppy always said he'd never met anyone who wasn't beautiful in one way or another, and I'd come to understand that, too.

Gina dropped her plate in the sink, and I caught her throwing part of her hot dog bun away. She hurried out of the kitchen like she felt guilty. 

"Whatever," I called after her. It was all I had. Poppy'd left me instructions on how to deal with a lot of things, but not how to watch after my big sister. 

As I filled the sink with hot water and apple-scented soap from the dollar store, steam rose up and fogged the window over the backyard. Gina and I had a deal. She cooked, and I cleaned. She vacuumed, and I did the bathroom. We each did our own laundry. We weren't bad roommates at all, I acknowledged, tossing a plate into the dish rack. 

Washing out the iron skillet, I set it back on the stove's warm burner and watched the water sizzle out as it dried itself. The television blared. Jake's lookalike was on. He announced America had chosen its top ten rock stars. 

Who'll it be? Whose dream will come true?

My dream came back. The dogs. Aero. Involuntarily, I shuddered. 

"Are you coming or not?" Gina hollered from the living room. 

"Yeah," I shouted back. I checked the sink to make sure I'd pulled the plug and noticed the window still coated in mist. I swiped at it on my way out, meaning to leave a big smiley face, but something in the backyard caught my attention. It was just a glimpse of something behind the chain link fence moving – no – slinking past the yard. My breath hitched for a moment, but I forced myself to calm down.

Whose dream will come true?

I dashed out of the kitchen and ran into the living room, dove onto the couch and into Gina's lap. She shoved me off with a laugh, and I plopped onto the floor. 

Distraction. I needed diversion. I bobbed my head to the beat of the first number while Gina sang along. Even though I'd pulled my hair back after towel drying it, I could still smell it. 

A whiff of wet dog. 
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Chapter Two
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I was a hypocrite, and I knew it. In my third block biology class, Dan Lipinsky sat right behind me. Pressing my lips together in a fake smile, I hurried in and took my seat. He smiled a dazzling grin and gave me the chin jerk. By the time I had my pencil out and was thumbing through my notebook, the tingle of nerves he caused at first sight faded away. Gina knew nothing about the thing for Dan Lipinsky. It was my little secret.

Why I couldn't open my mouth and just say 'hi' I didn't know. It was lame. He wasn't much taller than me, but his hair was lighter, short, and clean cut. He wore nice dress shirts, unbuttoned with a tee shirt underneath. Sometimes shorts, sometimes loose jeans. He was hysterical. Cheerful. He liked everybody and was polite to all the teachers. The baseball team had made him a junior co-captain this year. Every year he made class favorite. It was almost embarrassing.

Everyone loved Dan. I loved him, too, but not in a pathetic way. I wanted to be his friend, but he already had hundreds. He seemed to know I refused to be one of his sheep. He always said hello to me. I could never manage to do anything more than give him one of my partial smirks.

Mrs. Allen strolled in late and tossed a tote bag onto the black countertop at the front of the room. She looked like a science teacher except she wore dresses and heels. I figured it was the generation gap. 

"Looks like everyone's on time except me," she joked to the class. A few kids chuckled, but not many. She didn't take a lot of crap. Dan laughed loudly, and she smiled at him. Then she frowned and ran her tongue over her teeth as if afraid her lunch was still there. I saw something green.

"Guess you'll have to stay after class," Dan offered. Everyone laughed. I rolled my eyes. The teacher looked charmed. She found her giant master textbook and flopped it open. 

"Who's ready for dissection?" she asked with faux excitement.

"I just ate an egg sandwich so I know I am," said Dan from behind me.

Everyone moaned.

Like a magician, Mrs. Allen whipped out a tray that'd been hiding in the cabinet. Some enormous dead thing lay on it, covered by a blue hospital-like paper blanket.

The girls in the room gasped. My heart started galloping, and I closed my eyes. Frogs. What happened to frogs? I swallowed down the bile in my throat. 

My teacher spoke. "If you should choose to take advanced placement with me next year and earn college credit, you will be dissecting a cat and identifying its organs."

There were a bunch of pitiful 'ooohs.' One of the girls in the back row made dramatic sobbing sounds. 

"Cool," murmured Dan behind me. I twisted my head around and gave him my arched brow look. He grinned.

When I turned back to the front of the room, Mrs. Allen had whipped the sheet off a cat corpse. Even from my vantage point, I could see the poor thing had been shaved, all except for the head and feet

Holy cheese. 

My stomach turned over. This would never do. Not for someone like me. I closed my eyes and winced when one of the boys Mrs. Allen didn't particularly like yelped like a dog. Maybe if I found something to stare at somewhere else in the room I wouldn't look like a wimp and could think about something else. 

Mrs. Allen kept talking about dissection. Behind me, Dan nudged the back of my chair. The idiot in the back of the room pretending to be a dog growled under his breath, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I heard 'cat' and squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to think about sweet, cuddly kittens playing on my lap. Wet noses brushing against my cheek. 

Just like in the woods, the room began to hum. 

Soft, sleek cats... purring... mewing... 

No!

I jerked my eyes open in panic and checked the remains on the table at the front of the room. The cat was not moving. I swallowed a lump of fear that snarled up in my throat. 

Breathe, I told myself. 

Not you! I mentally shouted to the front of the room. I mean me!

Normally, I wouldn't have worried about it. I had a history of grieving for insects and birds and having them twitter back to life. Or something like that. I'd never figured it out. Things usually didn't happen unless I wanted them to. Unless I felt it. Ached for it. Because of Poppy, though, and the episode in the woods the day before, I was on edge. 

What if the cat...? I took a deep breath. Nothing up front was moving around except the science teacher. She looked disgusted by some of the kids' reactions. Behind her head, up on a shelf sat jars of animal embryos and worms – flat worms, tape worms, all kinds of disgusting creatures. I picked a jar and focused. Hard.

Breathe. I'm so sorry, kitty. Breathe, Athena. 

I stared at the jar and thought about worms. Spaghetti. Anything. I did this because I knew that if the cat hopped off the table, everyone in the room would be scarred for life. Mrs. Allen would choke on the last piece of spinach salad stuck in the corner of her top incisor. 

Dan's foot nudged the side of my chair, and I swatted at his tennis shoe. 

"Athena," he whispered.

The kid in the back of the room growled again. He sounded like one of Aero's black dogs. My palms began to sweat, and I got hot all over. Somebody meowed. Everyone giggled nervously.

Oh, cheese. Not here. Not now. 

I blinked and tried to force away the shimmer at the edges of my vision. 

It can't, I told myself firmly. I stared at the cat and watched for any signs of life. It had to have passed a long time ago. Its soul had long moved on. The furry overcoat had been in storage. This was biology. I could handle it.

Dan poked me again.

"Cut it out," I hissed back over my shoulder. Our eyes met. Even though flattered at the sudden attention, I was busy.

Dan stared at the front of the room. He flicked his gaze from me to up front, then back to me again. 

"Look," he whispered, unperturbed by my hissing. 

Ignoring him, I took a deep breath and settled my chin down on crossed arms to try to get a grip. Mrs. Allen covered the cat back up, ready to put it away. We would be doing frogs after all. The lesser of two evils. I could make myself not feel too sorry for ugly old frogs.

"Look at the jars," Dan whispered from behind me. My eyes flipped up over the teacher's head to the row of grisly containers. Nothing waved back at me, blinked, or rolled over. 

Except the flatworms. 

I felt my eyes widen in horror. They looked like they were dancing, the long opaque flatworms. No longer dead, suspended in their formaldehyde bath, they wriggled around as if suffocating all over again. I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my head in my arms. 

Dan just couldn't shut up. "Mrs. Allen," he called, "your worms are trying to get out."

*****

SOMEHOW I SURVIVED the last thirty minutes of biology. After the class freaked out, and Mrs. Allen carried the flatworm jar to her office with a confused look, the frogs were distributed in their metal pans. Since I had no partner, and Dan's partner, Jamal, was absent, Mrs. Allen put us together at my table to operate on an amphibian pinned spread eagle on a block of wax. 

All I needed was for the poor thing to jump up and start tap dancing so I thought about reality shows and how stupid they were. Gina was into a wildlife channel that followed lumberjacks through the wilds of Canada. Who wanted to watch a show about men who cut down trees for a living? I did. Or at least, today I did. Living in the forest, mud and all, would be preferable to having sleeping things wake up in biology class when they weren't supposed to. I'd accidentally awakened insects and the like, but never worms. Today was definitely new territory, and shudder-worthy.

Having Dan beside me was a great distraction. It helped a lot. He smelled nice, like inexpensive but manly soap. Maybe he had gym class earlier and had to shower, or maybe he just smelled like that all the time. Together, we managed to correctly label all of the tiny body parts. He wasn't a genius, but he tried hard. I wasn't much smarter, but I knew I made better grades. Being on Honor Roll was one way I felt less invisible. I liked looking at the published list after report cards and seeing my name there. It wasn't the cheerleading squad, but it was something. I had a brain.

When the bell rang, Dan made me give him a knuckle bump, which was lame, but I did it anyway, just to see him smile. 

"See you tomorrow," he hooted on his way out. I heard him in the hall, telling everyone hanging around his locker how the flatworms came to life in biology class, and that there was a dead cat in there, too.

Between the cat, the worms, the frogs, and the formaldehyde, I felt nauseous. I slipped into the girls' bathroom down near the gym and band room. The 'It' girls didn't hang out down there so I could stay as long as I wanted, whether to brush my hair or just throw up. Sometimes the basketball team hung around, but not today.

It was quiet, and I was happy to find myself alone. A skyscraper-sized window with wiry panes and a wide sill lit up the two sinks and mirrors, but the toilet stalls were cast in shadows. I slunk into one, shut the door, stood with my head against it, and willed my nerves to settle. Feeling damp under my armpits, I checked to make sure it wasn't showing through my black short-sleeved tee shirt. 

"Why can't everything just stay dead?" I muttered. 

Someone laughed softly at this, startling me, and I froze. A warm, unseen breeze rippled across my forearms, and they puckered with goose bumps.

"I feel the same way," said a voice I immediately recognized. 

The hair on my neck stood up for the second time that day. I realized the hum I'd let comfort me in the quiet of the bathroom had not been the pipes or any of the air condition units outside. Waiting to see if I'd hear the voice again, I dropped my hand against my thigh and pinched it hard. It hurt, but not enough. I pinched it again until I could feel it crushing blood vessels – a sure bruise.

"You can't hide, Athena. Not even in a chick's toilette." Pinching my leg had me wide awake so I was sure I wasn't dreaming. 

I peeked through the crack in the stall door. Aero sat on one of the sink edges. He wore the same clothes, except for a different scarf. The last one had been mustard-colored. This one looked taupe. 

"Great," I breathed. A hallucination with a fashion statement.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are," Aero sang. He stared right at the door and caught my eye looking between the crack. My stomach dipped with fear when we our gazes connected. 

What black eyes you have. 

I was seriously going to puke. 

"Go away," I whispered. I turned around and stared at the toilet, trying to will the bile down. 

"I'll wait." He was polite, but probably had no idea I was about to spew.

I took a deep breath and put my hands on my knees. The toilet stank. It made things worse. A hot flush rose on my cheeks, and I sniffed hard and swallowed. 

"Go away," I pleaded with him. 

"Make me," came the reply.

Okay. 

Right then and there, after a lifetime of avoiding my episodes, I realized it was time to face facts. I'd seen things. Dying insects came back to life after I touched them. I saw Poppy's spirit. The first time he died, it came out of his body, then it went back in. I knew in my heart he knew we shared his near-death experience, but he'd never actually mentioned it.

The nausea receded a little. My cheeks began to cool. 

The second time though, I saw him pass. I saw my Poppy stand up and step out of his body as they rolled him frantically to the ambulance with the resuscitation bag over his mouth. Gina cried. I stared. He looked at me and smiled – the other him, the brighter, real him – and gave me a little wave. Then someone opened an invisible curtain, and he stepped inside and disappeared. 

With a sigh of relief, I realized I felt better. I was still standing over the toilet but straight now so it didn't smell so bad. I raised my shoulders high until I felt the muscles stretch and slowly lowered them, relaxing. The room still hummed. I cleared my throat, and without peeking through the crack of the door, strode out to wash off my face.

Unfortunately, Aero was still there.

"Done?" He gave me a comical leer that would have made me laugh if he was Gina, but he wasn't. I didn't know what he was, but it was time to find out, because I was trying to get through high school without becoming a target. Losing my mom, my grandfather, and accidentally wishing things to life was not a good position to be in at this point in my life. 

I stopped in the middle of the bathroom, standing on a small drain grate in the center of the room. Taking a deep breath, I slowly exhaled. The trash can under the sink rattled, and I jumped. Aero chuckled and slapped his leg. A lean, long black hound shuffled across the floor and settled down at his feet.

"Who are you?" I asked. I willed myself to feel as brave as I made my voice sound. 

"We've already had that conversation." Aero flicked a wrist in the air as if the question was trifling. 

"What are you?" 

"I'm not a flatworm." Aero grinned.

"Are you dead?"

He laughed. "I can't die."

"Then you're not alive."

His smile stayed plastered on, but I caught a tremor. I'd touched a nerve – if he had any.

I cleared my throat again and crossed my arms over myself. "What do you want from me, exactly?"

In the back of my mind I realized how ridiculous it was standing in a girls' bathroom talking to what probably was thin air. If anyone came in now, I'd never hear the end of it. It'd be much worse than eating lunch alone.

Aero seemed pleased I'd gotten to the point. He slid down off the sink and put his hands on his hips. He looked me over from head to toe, lips pursed and head nodding, as if he approved of what he saw. "You've got mad skills."

"So? Can't help it." I kept my voice neutral, but inside my guts quaked. I was talking to a ghost. First bugs in the yard when I was three, then Poppy, now high school and ghosts. What was next? Raising the dead? Oh, wait, I was already doing that.

"I can help you," Aero said in all seriousness. He gave a jut of his chin – a friendly, sincere gesture. "We can work together."

"Doing what?" 

His eyes widened in surprise at how dense I appeared to be. He waved his arm, flapping it toward the ceiling. "Help them on their way."

"You mean like dead people?"

"Sure." Aero smiled. That was it. I got it.

"You're not dead?"

Again the tremor, but gave a casual shake of his head.

Swallowing, I realized I was beginning to relax, even though I still had the heebie jeebies. Whatever Aero was, I got the impression he wasn't going to hurt me. At least, he seemed willing enough to answer questions. 

"How can you not be dead and not be alive?"

"Depends on your definition of alive." He shrugged. "Everything lives. Everything that is, is alive."

"Just not here," I finished for him. I motioned around the room. "So you're not from this side."

His eyes crinkled. "I've never understood why mortals think of it as sides." 

I threw my hand up at the room around us. "This part then. Here."

Satisfied, he tilted his head.

"What about the dogs?" That was the next question that popped into my head. The hound at his feet seemed to understand I referred to him, and he bared his teeth and gave a soft snarl. I stepped back.

"Company," said Aero. 

"So... you want me to help you with something... particular?" I glanced at my watch and realized the last bell had rung long ago. "I'm late for European History," I apologized. I blinked to see if I could make him disappear, but it didn't work. Maybe he could do the snapping thing again.

"Yes, I give you a ring, you come to me, and we work on a little project together now and then." He made it sound like a school assignment, and as if he had a cell phone, which I doubted.

"You want me to help someone pass on?" I guessed. 

"Bingo." Aero pointed at me.

I shook my head. "I really don't know how to do that. Sometimes things come back. Sometimes..."

"I know, the flatworms. I get it. That's why I'm here."

"I just don't understand," I shrugged. "I can't go around bringing people back to life. It's sacrilegious to even think about it." 

"You can help people decide," he suggested. "Some people, like your Poppy," he added with an accusing glare, "have their time up, and there's no use talking them into staying." 

I stared back trying to see where he was coming from.

"What good did it do you?" he challenged me. 

"I had more time with him. I didn't even have to think about it, I just wanted him to stay. That doesn't mean I meant for it to happen." 

"He suffered. He was sick." 

I swallowed away some guilt.

"You have the power of influence, Athena." Aero sighed and glanced down at his hand to study his cuticles. Did the un-living get manicures? "I need your help, you see, in convincing people it's time to go." 

That sounded kind of hokey. I tapped back in to the hum of the room. Aero did not ooze angelic peace or light. He was dark. He moved in it. He emitted it. The chill bumps had not completely disappeared, nor the hazy glass-like edges of my peripheral vision. I felt sick and hot again.

Aero seemed to sense I was back peddling. "Have we got a deal?" 

I could not mistake the demand in his cold tone. Concentrating on the hum of the room, the dark dog, and the not-so-good feeling he emanated, I slowly shook my head 'no.' 

His eyes flared with angry spurts of indigo light. The hound on the floor bounded to its feet and growled.

"I can't," I stuttered. Fear shot through me. 

"You can," Aero insisted.

"No." I reached for the hum. For Poppy. For light. "Whatever it is you want me to do, it's no good. I can feel it. Here." I put my hand on my palpitating chest. My brain hurt. 

With one swift movement, Aero leapt up onto the sink. He snarled a wicked sound that made my knees buckle. It was scarier than the dog, which had somehow disappeared. "You weren't so angelic when you chose to come, Athena." 

I stumbled back, falling against the bathroom stalls. 

"I don't know what you're talking about," I cried, losing my grip on courage. Before it slipped completely away, I gushed, "I won't help you make people die." 

"You will, Death Cheater. If you can make them live, you can make them die."

There was a crack like lightning striking glass, and everything went black.

*****

DARKNESS INSTANTLY became a light shining against my closed eyelids. I felt the comfort of a cushion beneath my aching body and knew I was lying prone somewhere safe and warm. A vent whispering cool air was the only hum to be heard. It set a cozy backdrop to the whisper of soft, sweet voices. When I cracked an eye open, Gina stood with the school nurse a few feet away in an open doorway.

"You're awake," my sister cried. She hurried across the room and tried to hug me, feeling my head. "Does it hurt?"

"Does what hurt?" I pulled my head back and studied her in concern. "I'm fine." 

Her face was white. She looked terrified.

Sirens echoed out the window across the room, and I blinked in the sunlight. "Please tell me that's not for me."

"You passed out in the bathroom! One of the girls from the basketball team found you."

The nurse nudged Gina out of the way and took my pulse. She stared deep into my eyes, and I admired the sparkle of blue around her pupils. "You fainted. How do you feel?"

"I feel fine."

"Are you nauseous?" 

"No." Not anymore.

"Head or neck pain?"

"No, ma'am."

"Dizzy?"

"Uh-uh." 

The routine repeated itself when the paramedics barreled in, except those guys asked me about drugs and alcohol. I saw Gina's mouth make a perfect orange-red 'o' as I angrily denied it.

After enduring a few looks of suspicion, and some quiet conversations between my sister and the school staff, they rolled me out to Poppy's silver sedan in a wheelchair like an invalid. I was mortified. 

"Hurry," I muttered, willing the dismissal bell not to ring. Could I do that? If I could will a butterfly to flutter again I should have been able to stop a bell from ringing. 

"Don't worry, nobody cares," Gina cajoled. She helped me into the front seat and even buckled the seatbelt for me. The bell rang like a gong across campus.

"They do care. It'll be front page news. Everyone will stare at me the rest of the week, and today's only Tuesday."

"You really need to work on your anxiety issues." 

I waited until Gina closed the door to mutter, "Whatever."

As she hurried around the car and jumped inside, I knew she was right. I was entirely too self-conscious and cared too much that people didn't care about me. It made every attempt I tried at being social feel awkward. Painful. I told myself I preferred anonymity, but I didn't. Not really.

Just as we pulled out and I was certain I was home free, I saw Dan racing across the school's front lawn waving his arms. Gina slowed down as he threw himself in front of the car. Drama. Always drama. 

He grinned, and I could have sworn his teeth actually sparkled in the sun. 

"Who is that?" Gina giggled. Hook, line, and sinker. How did he do it?

Dan put his hands on the hood of the car and widened his eyes at Gina as if to thank her for not running him down. He slid his palm along the hood as he came up to my side and motioned for me to roll down the window. 

I did but rolled my eyes at the same time.

"You okay? I heard you passed out in the girls' bathroom." He rested his arms on the car door.

I shrugged. "Too much formaldehyde."

Gina butted in. "That is so kind of you to ask how she is. You are so sweet."

Dan grinned, and I couldn't believe it, but his cheeks actually flushed.

"He asks everybody if they're okay," I said flatly. "He'd check on the lunch lady."

"You're not a lunch lady." Dan gave Gina an appreciative little wave. "She looked a little green in biology today."

"Oh?" said Gina.

"Is that a frog joke?" I tried to lighten the mood.

Dan smiled. "You take care, I'll need your help in class tomorrow." 

A laugh of surprise gurgled up out of me, and I almost choked on it. I coughed instead. "Right, whatever." I laid my head back on the seat's headrest as if tired. He caught the hint.

"Okay, cool then. See you tomorrow." 

"Thanks," I muttered, hitting the up button for the window.

Dan sprinted back toward the front doors and piles of emerging students. 

"Feel better!" he called over his shoulder. A few people looked to see who he was talking to. I slunk down in my seat.

Gina laughed. "Who was that?"

"Just Dan."

"Just Dan?"

"Yes, just Dan. He's in biology. No big deal."

"He's adorable." She braked at the stop sign in front of the school and made a quick right before the buses started rolling out. I watched her grin to herself. 

"He's nice. That's it. One of the 'It' boys." 

"What's with you and 'It' people? The only 'It' people are in Hollywood. Don't get sucked into that."

"Right," I answered, disbelieving that she could have forgotten the torture of high school so soon.

After a pause she added, "Maybe you could study together."

I felt my face get warm and snorted. Luckily, I could still reach the radio with my head lolling back on the headrest. I cranked it up to smother any more of her ideas. It was the perfect time to relax before we were home, to forget about my latest, undeniable episode, but a flash of red caught my attention in the rearview mirror. 

I glanced back looking for an emergency vehicle, but nothing was behind us. My skin prickled, and I felt sickeningly warm again. Maybe it wasn't a light I'd seen after all. I trembled as I realized it wasn't a flash of an ambulance siren. It'd been a quick glimpse of glowing red eyes. 

A shadow shifted across the backseat. The rest of the way home I kept a hand over my face so I could smell my sweaty palms instead of the lingering odor of dog.
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Chapter Three
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Dinner was Gina's chicken noodles, with sour cream and some type of poultry chopped into little chunks. There were more noodles than anything else, because they cost the least. I choked them down, even the broccoli florets, and told her I felt fine. She insisted on washing the dishes so I laid down on the faded gold couch in the family room and watched lumberjacks butcher another acre of virgin forest. 

"Are you feeling any better?" she said, when she came in drying her hands on her jeans. 

I lifted my head from the arm of the couch. "I told you I felt fine at the school." 

"You can't be too careful," she insisted. When she saw I was watching one of her shows she settled down on the floor with a textbook on her lap. 

"Are you working tonight?"

She nodded. I knew she was, I just hoped she'd change her mind. I didn't want to be alone after the latest events and considered telling her what had really happened. She was probably thinking about mom and cancerous brain tumors and what could be wrong with me.

"That's good," I lied. "That you're going to work. I'm fine, really. Just skipped a couple meals and got grossed out in biology." The truth would only burden her. I'd have to suck it up.

"Okay," she said, but her foot wagged back and forth. She was still thinking too hard about it.

We watched television in silence until time for her to leave. 

"Get to bed," she ordered in her bossy voice, but I didn't argue. I was tired. After locking up and checking all the windows, I hurried to my bedroom, leaving the light in the kitchen on.

Our fading blue house was a split level home, kind of like the Brady Bunch house on television, but smaller. We had a front room with mom's old piano, and a short set of stairs that led up to our three bedrooms and bath. In the back was the eat-in kitchen, laundry room, and a small family room with the couch and television. The garage was off the other end of the kitchen but so full of junk it needed be quarantined. Neither one of us knew what to do with it any more than we know how to fix up the rest of the place. It was home to me; stable, safe, and secure, with a lifetime of memories. The only thing I'd change was the yellow shag carpet. That was early eighties ugly. Before my time.

My bedroom felt dark and cold. This was a good thing – it helped with the remaining nausea. I was beginning to recognize patterns, like how it was hot and fuzzy when the episodes came. 

I turned on my blue lava lamp and flopped down on the old bedspread that was Gina's. Somehow she ended up with the new bedroom furniture as a teenager, and I got her sissy princess set. White with gold trim, and lots of pink accessories that coordinated beautifully with the gold shag carpet. I stared at the ceiling and imagined what I wanted my bedroom to look like when I grew up. 

"If you grow up," I said out loud. I liked hearing my voice in the silence. If Poppy was still alive, he'd be downstairs watching television and eating candy. He once told me after losing so many teeth it didn't matter, so he enjoyed his hot cinnamon candy and the sour lemon balls, too. 

"Poppy?" I said to the quiet room. 

No response. 

"Mom?"

Was it possible there was something wrong with me? Were all of the episodes dreams, or was there something growing in my brain, an alien life form, taking over? I chewed my pinkie and worried. Maybe it was time to come clean and tell Gina. Someone needed to know in case I blacked out again. 

A tremor quivered in my lungs as I slowly exhaled, thinking. If it was real, if I did see Poppy pass on, if I hadn't imagined the memories of my childhood – watching insects flutter to life as I played with their crunchy corpses in the back yard – what did it mean? Was Aero real? Why me?

I closed my eyes and thought back to one time at the county fair. I'd just walked around the back of a food stand to throw my cotton candy stick in an overflowing trash can. A bird lay dead a few feet away on the ground. In the setting sun, it looked beautiful, with soft charcoal-colored wings and a fruity orange beak. I'd knelt down and studied its closed eyes. It was so small, so innocent, it didn't seem fair. 

I looked up at the back of the stand and saw a window open so air could circulate. Sunbeams bounced off its mirrored reflection, and I understood the little creature had flown smack into it. Sad, I reached out and touched the bird on the head. I imagined its swollen little brain healing, its breast quivering. 

It was stiff. It rocked when I touched it, and I jerked my hand back thinking about germs. Sighing, I clambered up to my feet and glanced toward the sky. Was someone missing him somewhere? What if he had a family?

Movement startled me, and I jumped back. The bird was soft and pliable, struggling to get back on its feet. I watched as it came to its senses and managed to stand up on rickety little legs. 

"You're okay!" I said in surprise. It didn't seem to notice me, just stumbled around a bit. Someone called my name, and I saw Poppy waiting a few yards away. I waved back at him. 

"Bye," I said to my little friend. As I sprinted back to my grandpa, I noticed someone standing in the vacant lot behind the food tents and trailers. He was watching me like he saw the whole thing. Across the distance we locked gazes, but it'd become too dark by then for me to see him clearly. 

It was a tall, dark, skinny guy. Though he seemed familiar, he was probably some weirdo looking for unchaperoned kids. I told Poppy about him as we went to the haunted house, and he said he'd let security know.

*****

QUACKING ANNOYED ME until I slapped the snooze button on my yellow ducky alarm clock. It was a few seconds before I could peel my eyes open. Morning had come too soon. I stared at the ceiling and a tsunami of relief washed over me to find myself in bed. I was thankful it wasn't the forest and there were no little doggies in my bedroom. 

The happiness made me crave sugar so I treated myself to cinnamon toast for breakfast. Gina stumbled through the front door from work, half-asleep, and mumbled something to me before dragging herself up to bed.

"Have a good day," I called. I would. I was going to shake the last week and move forward. Any more problems, and I'd tell my sister. I knew that meant a doctor's appointment, but whatever. I had to get through high school one way or another.

Finding my favorite denim jacket, I threw it over my green tee on the way out the door. The sun glowed and the irises in the front yard looked ready to pop open. Some of them would probably bloom before I got home. Skipping over the wilted daffodils, I headed the six blocks for the high school. I could go around the woods that branched off from the state park our town was built around, or go straight through them. They'd always felt like home to me, but a lot of kids avoided them because they thought they were spooky.

A few cars passed me with radios blaring. No one called 'hello,' but at least they didn't throw eggs. I tried not to be envious that some of my classmates had cars – and cell phones. Sometimes it felt like I was stuck in another decade, but graduating high school would change all of that. Poppy had left me money for college. I could be anything I wanted to be. My dreams would come true, when I figured out what they were.

A long, obnoxious honk grew louder and louder, and brakes screeched up behind me. I jumped up on the sidewalk ready to give someone a rude gesture, but to my surprise, it was Dan Lipinsky, laughing.

"Your car's a piece of junk!" I shouted, but I couldn't stop myself from smiling. A real smile. Not the fake lips-pressed-together one. I caught myself tucking a strand of hair behind my ear while watching him laugh. 

Dan hung his head out the window and waved a palm toward the passenger seat of his ancient, peeling VW red Bug. Glancing toward the solitude of my woodland trail I'd avoided, a sunbeam broke through an oak in the neighbor's yard and hit me in the eye. I blinked. Dan waved. 

Riding to school, I felt pretty cool. It was funny his car was so old, and he didn't seem to mind. Dan told me about his six brothers and sisters while I stared wide-eyed out the window. I'd be mortified if my mother had so many kids, but he acted like it was the most wonderful thing in the world. The Lipinskis lived outside of town in a big white farmhouse. I didn't know how many acres they had, but I knew they didn't actually have a farm. There were always a few riding toys out in their front yard. 

"See ya in biology," he told me as we jerked into one of the last parking spaces. 

I hadn't said much on the way over, so I managed a 'thank you' for the ride. It came out a squeak, but he didn't seem to notice. He just smiled and pushed his way through the crowd of kids hurrying to first block. Someone called his name and gave him a high handed slap. I dashed for my second year Spanish class before I was late or someone saw me staring.

He was a nice guy, just like I told Gina, so there was no use attaching anything to it. If Dan wanted to have a girlfriend, he could pretty much have anyone he wanted, so why settle on the Invisible Girl? Besides, if he knew I had hound dogs and dark angels stalking me, he'd run screaming in the other direction.

Biology time arrived, and I crossed my fingers I'd make it through without getting sick to my stomach. Dan's partner was back, so I took my seat relieved I'd be poking my own amphibian. Mrs. Allen passed out the trays, and Dan slid in just seconds before the bell. 

"Sorry," he murmured to her. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye then back to the frog on my desk. To my surprise, he plopped down in the chair beside me. I recovered quickly and gave him a look, hooking my thumb back over my shoulder. 

"Your buddy's back."

Dan looked back at Jamal and gave him the chin jerk. "I thought we'd finish this assignment together," he said to me.

"Whatever." I cleared my throat to keep from smiling.

We spent the first half of class finishing the dissection. I tried not to sneak peeks at the frog's eyes that were squeezed shut in some kind of death mask. It made my heart sad. It's in a better place, I reminded myself. 

Once the paperwork was done, we pushed the tray away, and there was nothing to do but chitchat. Somehow, after the ride to school, it'd become easier.

"Are you taking advanced placement?" Dan crossed his arms and rested his head on the table. I noticed he had a cowlick just above his ear where the hair was clipped short.

"Huh?"

"A.P. Biology."

"Oh, no." Keeping my voice low so as not to disturb the others, I explained that I had no plans. "I'm going to go to school, I just haven't decided for sure what I want to do. Where are you going?"

"MTSU."

"The university outside of Nashville?"

"Yeah, but I'm not sure about what I want either." 

"How about broadcasting or something?"

"Oh, yeah." Dan's smiled seemed to stretch all around his head. 

"What?"

"You have a sixth sense," he teased.

"You want to try broadcasting?" I pictured him in a suit at a news desk with his white teeth gleaming. "You would be amazing." 

"Really?" Dan draped an arm across the back of my chair. I felt my cheeks warm. "That's what I've always dreamed of doing. I just don't want to waste time if I can't make it."

I gave a frustrated sniff. "How are you going to ever know if you don't try? You should totally go for it if that's what you want to do."

Dan chewed his lip, and I thought he was actually considering it. 

"You should really think about it." 

"Hey..." he said, "you should come over to my house tomorrow, and we can study for the biology test."

At this abrupt change of subject, my heart thumped, but the bell rang and spoiled the moment. 

"Whatever," was all I could think to say. 

Idiot. I was never going to make any friends babbling the first thing that came into my mind.

"See you later," he said. "Sorry I can't take you home. I have baseball practice." 

"Bye," I managed to croak out. 

He scooped up his books and took off. I shuffled my papers around and let everyone else file out, ignoring their curious glances. When I managed to compose myself and shrug off the pressure, I strolled out last and alone. Mrs. Allen caught my eye and smiled. I blushed and smiled back.

*****

I MADE IT THROUGH THE rest of the day without any major faux pas. The sun managed to keep the late spring showers away, and it almost felt hot outside when the bell rang. I threaded my way through kids waiting for rides or skulking off to the bus line. If I hurried home, I'd be able to jump in the shower and start dinner for Gina. It'd be fun to surprise her, I decided. She always had to come up with something to feed me. Maybe I'd cook for her and still do the dishes.

Without thinking I hustled around the back of the school behind the ball fields where the trees hung over one another like old friends. Various trails webbed their way through the forest, some leading to different areas behind the school, others coming out in various locations around town. The rest led deeper into the woods, toward the state park and its burial mounds. 

The founders of Omega were farmers who'd never quite let go of the illusion of the Old South. These days besides the cotton, soy and corn took up the land cleared of swampy water and pines. All that was left were old Chickasaw Indian land and prehistoric burial mounds. The mounds were the only thing that ever brought Omega any tourist money. Not long after the Chickasaw were chased out, the mounds were discovered and protected within a park that ran along Omega's western border. 

I'd been wandering through the woods since middle school. My freshman year I found a path that wound from the school to just a few doors down from my house. It was lonely, out of the way, and perfect. There I could escape the stress and boredom of the day. No one came around, so I could rest with the trees, sit down on fallen logs and think, and pretty much have the universe to myself. The only company I had to keep was squirrels, birds, butterflies, and the occasional mosquito. Time seemed to stop in the forest. It didn't matter what decade it was or how many friends you had. I dug the whole nature concept. Life mattered in there. 

I took my first few steps into the passage home and the happy day's events dropped from my mind. I took a deep breath. Would dogs chase me home? Would I have another hallucination? If Aero was real, and I was beginning to accept that he was, would he be waiting for me in the dark corners of the cool forest? I hadn't seen any sign of him all day. Maybe he was gone.

Hesitating, I asked myself if it was worth it. One more faint, and Gina was going to flip out. I swallowed. A Robert Frost poem from English class trickled through my mind about dark woods and keeping promises. I realized how dark life could be, and how important keeping promises were. More important, I didn't want to be pushed out of the one place that had always brought me peace. 

With a resolute thrust, I forced myself into the trees beneath the forest canopy and strode home. Birds chattered up in the treetops, and the pleasant smell of warming earth floated on the soft, stirring breeze. No hound dogs today. 

I kept an even pace, refusing to run. I thought about old times with Poppy and Mom. We took day hikes through the state park some weekends. Once, Poppy rented a campsite, and we sat around until midnight roasting marshmallows over a bonfire while he told stories about Indian braves who haunted the back hills of Omega. 

A crackle in the distance brought me to a halt and left me standing in dappled pools of sunlight. I waited and heard it again. It sounded like an animal moving over dry leaves. My throat ran dry, and I grabbed the sides of my legs and held them tight until my fingers ached. Something shifted again, scampering through the brush. My breath caught, but before I passed out I saw a blur race up
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