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Xander Drew must use his newfound Shifter to stop a new criminal on the streets of Los Angeles: the villainous Blackheart, whose powers bear a striking resemblance to his own! At the same time, a gang war is brewing in Coral Beach, threatening to decimate the town’s youth  —can Xander stop Blackheart in time to put an end to the violence back home?
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“This is ridiculous,” he sighed into the phone clamped between his ear and shoulder, sifting rapaciously through the mound of paperwork covering his desk. Unable to find what he was looking for, he rubbed his hands through his thick black hair and sighed, listening to the voice on the other end of the line. “I’m sorry, I was mistaken. That was ridiculous.”

He was drenched in sweat even though fall was in full swing, and there were three fans going in the room almost at all times. The guidance office was like a furnace and showed no signs of improving. Even opening the window didn’t seem to do much good, and only served to frustrate him more. The heat had always agitated Dr. Warren O’Toole, and lately he felt as though it was bothering him more and more.

“Listen, just listen for a sec—” he snapped, then immediately dialed back his tone. He took a deep breath and fixed a smudge on his coke-bottle glasses. “I’m sorry. But I’ve got a pile of paperwork on my desk that I’m told is only going to get bigger. There are people actually suing the school for what—”

He stopped again, leaning back on his chair as the person on the other end of the phone responded to him. He let his eyes creep over the desk until they landed on a tan folder, the name scrawled on it completely illegible to anyone but him. He flicked it open, revealing the student-ID photo of Derek Smith clipped to the top left hand corner of the document. He flicked through the pages, raising an eyebrow at how short it was, then tossed it into the nearby trash bin with many others.

“No, I wouldn’t consider the memorial service a success.” he laughed, suddenly sitting back up. “And I don’t think anyone else here would either. I think it would be considered to be the exact opposite of a success. Yes, actually. A mass murderer almost taking out a gymnasium full of students and faculty, myself included, is considered a failure in my eyes. Come to think of it, I don’t blame the parents for suing at all, I...”

The voice on the other end of the line was audible even without his ear to the phone now, the reception full of static but its message all too clear. 

“Fine. But administration is blaming me for this one, and that’s not fair. The idea was mine, but there is no way I could have known. And the kids... jeez, these poor kids. There’s denial and regression and... well, fear. They’re just watching each other constantly now, wondering who else might be capable of something like that.”

He paused, listening intently for a moment.

“That’d be great. Listen, the second I come up with something to make this right, you know I will... yes... yes, of course. Beyond that, these kids need my help. Well, if someone were writing me a blank check then I’d have plenty of ideas, but since...” There was another tense pause. “...Yes, I understand completely. We do all want the same thing. Nobody wants another Derek Smith or Adam Genblade, that’s for damn sure.” A sly smile spread over his lips. He pumped the air triumphantly, took a blue pen out of his breast pocket and clicked the quill out before starting to scribble something down. “Thank you, sir. Yes, yes, I’m sure that’ll help. I’ve got an idea right now that I think will do everyone some good. Yes. Yes, thank you.”

He hung up the phone, clutching the yellow post-it note between his thumb and forefinger. He looked at it intensely for a moment, as though it were some great adversary he’d just overcome. He wiped the sweat from his brow, turned his head toward the nearest fan and let it blow air onto him for a long moment before reaching out and picking up the phone. “Jenny? Tell Shnieder I’m coming to see him.” He smiled, getting to his feet and straightening his tie.
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-Click-

Cathy Kennessy’s eye twitched slightly, turning on her heels at the sound as it came from behind her. She was wearing a pink dress covered by a jean jacket and looked like a character from some mid-nineties teen soap. Her long, dark hair spread out from her head to its fullest length as she spun, a look of alarm filling her nearly black eyes. 

A series of small cuts and scrapes danced along her right cheek and chin, like those she received when she was a child while running through the forests and parks around town, as tree branches slapped her in the face only to be brushed off as if they were nothing.

-Click-

These marks, however, were hardly as innocent. A little more than a week ago, someone she had thought was her friend had dragged her through the trees behind her school. He had been a friend to so many, yet he had taken the lives of nearly ten percent of the school’s population over the course of the previous month. As he was in the act of trying to take yet another loved one from her, she shot him in the back. Through the shoulder, actually, and the irony of the situation had not been lost on her. After all, Derek had stabbed her in the back, and as Sara had always said when she was alive, turnabout was fair play.

-Click-

Flame seemed to erupt from Xander Drew’s hand as he flicked the flint on a concealed lighter again, this time with better results. Orange fire shimmered to life next to his thumb, casting weird and eerie shadows onto his face. He lowered himself to the heat, letting it light the cigarette that was lodged between his lips. There was a sound of burning paper as the cherry caught and he finally let the lighter die, placing it safely back into his back pocket.  He took a long drag then leaned back onto the brick wall of Coral Beach High School. 

He was wearing his black leather jacket again, but it had been the first time in months he’d been seen wearing a white shirt. Cathy took this as a good sign. Ashes tumbled down and left charcoal tracks on his loose shirt as he tapped the cigarette, seeming not to notice the mess he was making on himself. After a moment, he exhaled, sending a long spiral of smoke spinning toward her.

She wrinkled her nose at the smell, then stepped back a pace away from him. “Since when do you smoke?”

“Since when do you care?” he retorted, avoiding her eyes as he took another puff. His face was splashed with heat as the grey clouds emanating from his mouth danced along his un-combed, auburn hair.

Frowning, she waved her hand in front of her face. “You smell like feet,” she observed, trying to stay upwind from the stench. It wasn’t easy in such a confined area. They were standing in the only area of the school’s park that the teachers had a hard time seeing from most angles, and was therefore designated the smoking ground by its students. Butts littered the dirt everywhere, so much so that you couldn’t take a step without treading on at least five. She snatched the pack out of his hands and pointed to the grossly vulgar image of a human lung that was portrayed there. She tapped the message next to it twice to draw his attention to it. “Can’t you read, dumbass? Each one of these things takes five minutes off of your life. It adds up to years over time.”

Xander nodded, exhaling right into her face. “True. But those are the last years, and they suck anyway. No sex, so what’s the point?”

“Plus, they make you impotent,” she chimed, raising a finger triumphantly as she reread the back of the packaging.

Xander did not respond to that, merely taking another puff.

“They’ll kill you, y’know,” she added, handing him the pack and giving up, trying not to breathe in deeply as she leaned against the wall close to him.

“Didn’t you used to say that to Sara?” he asked, and this time he looked at her. His eyes were baggy and the skin around them was beginning to look grey. He hadn’t slept in days, and it was obvious. The signs of fatigue were beginning to overcome him, the stress of the past few months weighing him down. “And Jamie too, right?” he chuckled, looking away as he finished his smoke and tossed it to the ground, not bothering to extinguish it. “Yeah, you were always the little anti-smoking activist, weren’t you? Well, guess what? Smoking didn’t kill Sara and it didn’t kill Jamie,” he said, almost smiling as he spoke. “Derek did.”

Cathy shuddered, trying very hard to brush off what her friend had just said. Suddenly, she could feel the cold gun in her hands again, her fingers tight around the trigger as she prepared to pull it. Most people knew enough not mention Derek’s name around her. That either made Xander the bravest person she knew, or the stupidest. “You’re a jerk,” she spat at him angrily, curling her lip slightly.

“That I am,” he nodded, his breath thick with nicotine. “But, you’re the one who saved me, so we’ve got you to blame for that, don’t we?” He smiled. Suddenly, the tension was gone again. He was her Xander again, the boy she used to play Nintendo with until their thumbs went numb.

She smiled at him, despite all her efforts not to. She glanced around the corner, making absolutely sure that nobody was there before getting a little closer to him, her voice hushed. “How are you doing, anyway?” Her normally soothing touch grazed his shoulder and he winced, telling her what she wanted to know.

“I’m doing better,” he lied, smiling though the pain. “It hurts less now. I think the reason it hurt so much before was because it was healing nerves.”

“You can do that?” she asked, more than a little skeptical.

“I guess. I don’t see why not. After all the beatings I’ve been getting lately, you’d think I’d have some nerve damage. What other explanation is there?”

She nodded once in consent, filing that information away. Right now, they needed to arm themselves with as much knowledge as possible if they were ever going to beat this thing, and they’d have to do it together. So far, she’d managed to gather that whatever it was inside him could heal just about anything, but that the time it took to recover was equivalent to the severity of the injury. When Xander had gotten stabbed a while back, it had taken a little over a minute to heal. But when he’d gotten caught in an atomic explosion it had taken him weeks to heal. During this healing period, all of his other powers tended to ‘burn out’ from overuse. He still wasn’t completely over that ordeal yet, and that’s why he was still aching now. Cathy suspected that when he lost the enhanced healing ability, his body’s natural healing factor went with it. But there wasn’t much to base that on yet. 

She’d also taken careful note of what transformed him. High emotional stress, the spilling of blood, and unconsciousness were on the list, and it seemed that more and more reasons for it to flare up were appearing every day. The most disturbing of all the things she’d observed had to have been the transformation itself, though. To see blackness and hatred envelope her friend’s body like a suit, an adhesive liquid made up of all the rage and hatred a man could ever feel... It was like Xander just disappeared, and there was something else coming toward her, with his voice and mannerisms.

“You still there?” he asked, waving a hand in Cathy’s field of vision.

She snapped her head toward him, blinking twice. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

“Not much,” he sighed, staring out at the town through the chain link fence that surrounded the playground. He was silent for a long time, twirling a stone back and forth between his fingers. 

She traced his field of vision, her eyes scanning the horizon. Not finding anything specific of interest to look at, she decided not to ask. 

“She loved this view, didn’t she?” he asked finally, sitting down on the grass somberly.

Cathy nodded, taking the hint to sit down right next to him, shuffling up against him. “She did,” Cathy said, resting her head on Xander’s shoulder as they both stared out at the calm streets. A yellow Beetle was parked in front of a bungalow, but otherwise the roads were bare.

“She’d sit right here and look out there all recess and dinner hour, just watching things happen even though nothing ever did. She used to say that this was what she thought of when someone said home. The nicest spot in town; calm and quiet,” he continued, smirking a little. “‘This is when people are at their best, Xander. Everyone just walking to and from, wherever they need to go, their minds wandering. When people walk a familiar street, their minds go to their default setting. You can really tell who a person is by the way they walk,’” he chuckled a little, recalling the girl’s insistent rambling.

“Yes, she did,” Cathy smirked, remembering those exact words.

Xander sniffed once, pretending to wipe his nose. “She’d ask me so many times to just come out here and sit with her while she had a smoke; to do nothing and talk about stupid crap and watch the people walk back and forth all day long. And I don’t think I ever did it once, Cathy.” His voice was quavered now, despite his best efforts to hide it. His lips crunched in disgust. “Not once.”

Slowly, Cathy stretched her arm around him, pulling him a little closer. “We thought we’d have forever with her, you know. Everyone did. But she was taken from us before she was supposed to be.”

“By Derek,” Xander spat, his top lip curling savagely. 

Cathy shivered slightly, and he felt the motion of it through his jacket.

“It’s weird, but... it was almost easier when I thought I had done it,” he almost laughed. “It wrapped everything up nice and tight. Now that we know he killed most of those people... it’s like that wound has been opened again. In a lot of ways, it’s easier to heal nerves than that. I just don’t know where to go from here... what to do with this.”

“Xander?” she asked quietly, straining her eyes upwards to get a slight glimpse of his face.

“Yeah?”

“Will you come out here and go people watching with me tomorrow?”

There was a long silence, then. After a moment, he reached up and began to stroke her black hair slowly and softly. “Sure,” he said, almost too low for her to hear.
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Across the playground, Julie Peterson was sitting on a wooden picnic table beneath a tree that was losing its leaves. She twirled a red sucker against her tongue playfully, staring over at Cathy and Xander. 

Next to her, two boys melted at the sight of her nonverbal innuendo, laughing at one another as they fawned over her. Tommy Irons was a junior, but at well over six feet tall most people mistook him for a senior until he opened his mouth. He wore the same faded denim jacket in summer, winter and fall, typically over a tee-shirt displaying whichever band happened to be his favorite that week. Today, it was Dave Cadlecott Band, a local metal group that specialized in massive pyrotechnic displays and fundamentally bad music. 

The boy next to him was called Sud by the majority of the student population, as well as most of the faculty. He was much shorter, coming in at almost exactly five feet tall, with a shaved bald head and massive arms that seemed to travel down forever past his kneecaps.

It wasn’t as though Julie needed to put on an act to gain the attention of the opposite sex; she did that just fine all on her own. A brunette with natural blonde highlights, her green eyes sparkled as if she were some kind of untapped fountain of energy and zest. That was how her friends described her, anyway. Most people just called them bedroom eyes. She had freckles across the bridge of her nose that were especially noticeable just then, as the sun beat down upon her cheeks. She was getting a tan already, her forehead and chin beginning to burn and peel in some places. Still, it did little to deter her beauty. She smiled from around the lollipop, her ivory teeth seeming even brighter when compared to the deep red of the candy in her mouth. A movie-star smile, they said. She was wearing a red tube top and a tight, black mini-skirt, covered with a sleek leather jacket. Principal Shnieder had already tried talking to her twice about the appropriateness of such attire, but had since given up all together.

Tommy hung his head mere inches from her smooth, silky legs, and was mumbling about a dance coming up this Friday, or something of that nature. He was always mumbling something of that nature. As if I’d be caught dead going to a dance with a troglodyte like him, anyway, she thought, rolling her eyes. She could barely hear them anyway. Her thoughts were across the playground, where Cathy and Xander still sat, chatting about the view from the brick wall. She crinkled her nose a little as she watched them; Xander stroking the other girl’s hair slowly, rhythmically, tickling her ears a little with each and every pass.

Julie let out a long breath from her nose.

“...and I figured, with the way you are, we could...” Tommy continued rambling on, oblivious to the fact that Julie had stopped paying attention to him minutes ago. He wore a sly smile and elbowed Sud at key points in every sentence, punctuating his innuendos as if they weren’t already painfully obvious.

“Excuse me?” Julie interrupted, turning her head sharply from the happy scene over to Tommy’s chubby features. She’d only caught a few words, but they had been enough to make her cheeks grow livid with anger. Her hair danced around her as she swirled, her gaze accusing the young man before he even had a chance to defend himself. “What do you mean, ‘the way I am’?”

Tommy looked at Sud and shrugged. “Well, you know,” Tommy pressed, moving toward Julie and laying his hand on top of hers. “You slept with the old guidance counsellor, right? I figured if you’d have that greasy old troll, then you shouldn’t have any problem with - “

Julie shoved Tommy’s hand away, getting up from the picnic table quickly. Wooden splinters stuck to her skirt and tried to keep her there, but she got up anyway, barely affording either of the boys a second glance. “You thought wrong,” she said simply, brushing her hair back and trying to hide the expression of pure disgust that she knew just had to be bubbling over her features. She stopped suddenly, though not of her own will. She turned back around to see that Tommy had grabbed her by the wrist, his long, filthy fingernails digging into her skin.

“Where you think you’re going?” he asked harshly, pulling her back a little.

Sud smiled devilishly.

“Let go of me,” Julie demanded, struggling against the older boy’s grip.

“We were talking. It’s impolite to walk out on somebody right in the middle of a conversation, y’know,” he continued, smirking.

“Impolite,” Sud echoed, uttering the first words he had spoken, possibly in weeks.

There was a loud shuffling sound as the school loud-speakers cut in before Julie could utter several very impolite phrases. “Julie Peterson, please report to the Guidance Office, please. Julie Peterson, to the Guidance Office.”

She felt a cold shiver run down her spine as her entire body went numb. The words had sliced through her like a knife, penetrating her tender flesh as if it had no more consistency than silk. 

Tommy let go of her arm, raising both hands above his head in mock surrender, a broad smile spreading across his angular chin.

Julie watched him for a moment, then forced herself to turn away and finally got her legs to work again, slowly making her way across the playground toward the school. 

“Hey,” he laughed, slapping Sud playfully against the chest. “Looks like she’s finally ready to break in the new guy.”

Sud laughed, the sounds coming out in massive, hard bursts like shit from someone suffering from the world’s worst case of constipation. She pretended she didn’t hear it as she pulled the back door to the school open and walked in.
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“Why do they call them a pair of pants, anyway?” Xander wondered aloud, rubbing the fabric of his denim jeans between his thumb and forefinger. He gazed at a few specks of dirt against the black fabric, flicking them off without even realizing he had moved. When he spoke it was a mumble, one that made his entire body quake. He felt light and weightless, as though the slightest breeze might carry him away. He told himself that it was the cigarettes. That he wasn’t used to smoking and just felt a little light-headed. If anyone had asked what was wrong, he could have convincingly said so. But he couldn’t lie to himself with anywhere near the same effectiveness.

“Um... what?” Cathy muttered in a voice deeper than she usually used, her voice mushed because of the odd positioning of her head, propped up against Xander’s arm.

“Why do they call them a ‘pair of pants’? I never did get that,” he replied absent mindedly, almost detached from the conversation he himself had started. Her hair tickled his nose, and filled his enhanced sense of smell with her presence. She smelled amazing to him, even if it was only shampoo. Herbal Essences went a long way, nowadays.

Cathy thought for a moment, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not quite sure I follow you,” she admitted finally.

“Okay,” Xander began, shuffling slightly to get comfortable enough to explain his point. “There’s a pair of shoes, because there’s two shoes, right?” he asked, marking off the point on one finger.

“Right,” Cathy acknowledged, nodding once.

“There’s a pair of socks, because there’s two socks, right?” he continued, again annunciating his words by tapping another finger.

“Right,” she repeated, her voice rising in pitch a little as she became intrigued as to where he was going with this.

“So why do they call them a pair of pants? There’s only one. It doesn’t make any sense,” he concluded, flapping his hands against his knees hopelessly. All around them, the playground continued to bustle loudly with life and the vibrancy of youth.

“You require mental help,” she offered, stroking his hand with mock sensitivity. “It’s all right. We’ll get you a nice padded room. It’ll be white... you like the color white, don’t you?”

“Shut up,” he groaned.

She smiled as her voice became even more patronizing, as if she were talking to a small child. “We’ll even let you keep the part of your brain that they take out.”

He narrowed his eyes at her, squinting his frustration. “I’m being serious here. Shouldn’t there be a reasonable explanation for this? Why aren’t they called pant, or something?”

Cathy furrowed her brow, moving her head to give him a look this time. She grunted heavily, her body voicing its distaste at being removed from the comfortable position she’d found herself in. “What the hell is the matter with you?” she started, trying not to laugh. “That sounded so stupid. Can you imagine if we actually called them that? ‘Hey Mom, I need twenty bucks to buy a new pant’, or ‘hey, Mike, check out my cool new faded jean.’” She tisked, shaking her head in dismay. “I think we’ve just stumbled on why you were never a trend-setter, Drew.”

“Mark my words,” he warned humourously, shaking a finger at her. “One of these days, kids’ll be saying that just like you did then.”  

“Frig off.”

“No, really! And you’ll look at your grandkids...” he made his voice become straggly and old, his finger quivering to emulate an old man’s, “and say: ‘In my day, we used to call them pants,’ and they’ll roll their eyes at you and go, ‘No, grandma. They’re called pant. Christ, grandma doesn’t know anything. Why can’t you be more like Jeremy Drew’s grandpa?’”

“You’re an idiot,” she tried to say, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself from laughing long enough to get the words out.

A high-pitched whine squealed its way over the intercom system, the sound arching back on itself and making Xander scream, his body lurching forward as he grabbed his ears so tightly that he drew blood from around the lobes. When the squeals finally subsided, they were followed by a loud shuffling sound as the school loudspeakers came to life. Principal Shnieder’s voice blared: “Julie Peterson, please report to the Guidance Office, please. Julie Peterson, to the Guidance Office.”

Xander huffed, turning to look quizzically at the intercom. He got up and stepped away from the smoking section and out into the main body of the playground, his eyes scanning the assembled student body. Cathy got up and walked to his side, eyes wide as they both watched Julie stomp her way across the playground and over to the school’s twin blue metallic doors, then disappear from sight. He opened his mouth and tried to find words, then closed it again as he failed to.

Cathy wrapped her fingers around his shoulder. His bad shoulder. But he was too numb to notice. “What just happened, Xander?” she asked in a small voice, turning to look at him.

He did not return her gaze as his eyes returned to their natural state of blue. “I don’t know,” he admitted regretfully, taking a step out onto the grounds just so that he could catch a glimmer of the Guidance Office out of the corner of his eye. “Nothing good, that’s for sure.”
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Mr. Larkin swept his way slowly past room 135, the steady sound of his broom making Mike Harris’ eye twitch every time the stiff, worn bristles scraped against the tile floor. It sliced through the thick, unbearably humid air of the computer room like a serrated knife, cutting little slits in his sanity with every pass. The freckles that dotted his features seemed to dance across his flesh as his muscle contorted out of control. His sleepless eyes lazily, yet desperately, tried to keep their focus on the screen, but kept darting back and forth to the hallway. The slow, steady hum of over-clocked computers surrounded him, their monitors emitting an unnatural heat that attached itself to the skin over the boy’s brow. He attempted to wipe it off, but that thin sheet of sweat kept returning, time and again.

A small vein in the side of his head, just barely covered by his short blonde hair, was pounding fiercely to the beat of a wild jungle drum. The glow of the computer screen only seemed to be making the burgeoning headache worse. 

That wasn’t the worst of it, though. His body was assaulting itself in more ways than that. Pangs of guilt shot up from his gut as his mind broke the barriers of time and space, traveling back weeks until he was in front of Julie Peterson’s front door again, standing side by side with Derek Smith, about to save the day. 

What was that old saying? Burn the village to save it? he thought, as the pangs got so sharp that he thought he might throw up. He choked it back as soon as he tasted something almost like orange juice in the back of his throat, his face turning white as his cheeks began to take on a greenish hue. Sweat still leaked from pores all over his body. His armpits, his chest... even his knees were drenched in perspiration. He could hear his breath before it even left the chamber of his mouth, further adding to the noise that was surrounding him, coming at him from every direction. His side ached, the wound he’d received over a month ago still flaring angrily in reaction to the signals his body was sending. He was beginning to see a correlation between the flaring of the stab wound and when it was going to rain, but that theory hadn’t really been perfected yet. It was possible, though. His mother could tell the weather when her right middle toe started acting up, so he couldn’t see any reason the six-inch gouge in his side couldn’t spring to life in response to barometric pressure as well.

When it rains, it pours.

His eyes became bloodshot as he tried to focus on what Mr. Bartlett was babbling on and on about. He was a portly man with unkempt hair and fingers like soot-covered sausages, his voice small and meek as he tried to instill the wisdom of the WYSIWYG computer system. Usually, Mike couldn’t seem to get his head past the unmistakable funky scent of dampness that wafted in a three-foot radius of wherever the man stepped, his shoulder-length brown hair bobbing vibrantly as he walked with a little bounce in every step.

After a second of forcing himself to concentrate, Mike gave up. He reasoned that even if he did manage to learn whatever technology Bartlett was trying to teach them this week, by next week it would be rendered obsolete and thrown into the dumpster out back along with the moldy crap left over from lunch.

Like teenagers.

Mike looked around the classroom at all the kids there, each of them talking loudly and caught in their own little worlds, trying to drown out the monotone teacher who spoke with all the flare of Ben Stein. So easily they’d forgotten what had happened over the past few months: the deaths, the murders, the betrayal. They’d all moved on so quickly that you’d think it had never happened at all. Like maybe it was nothing more than a violent daydream. And if nobody remembered? Would all the death and suffering have been for nothing, then? Had he sacrificed everything just so that things could stay the same as they always had?

No.

As the beat in his head increased, he fiddled with his coat pockets to see if he’d remembered to bring any Advil today. He sighed, finding nothing but an old penny and an ungodly amount of lint. The constant thump of the beat seemed to quicken in pace, as if to mock his inability to find relief from the pain. His hands gripped the desk in front of him, his nails making long gouges in the wood. He wouldn’t look to his left, just as no other child in that classroom would. To his immediate left was an empty desk that had been filled only weeks ago by Derek Smith.

Everything had seemed so clear when they were on Julie’s front porch. She’d been too scared to testify against the men who’d hurt her, so they’d have to make her even more scared not to testify. He let out a disgusted grunt, giving himself a headache as his mind kept trying to justify its own thoughts, only to be shot down by another thought process, looping back around on itself until his mind was one big knot. He’d once heard that hindsight was 20/20. He assumed whoever said that had never been faced with a real, honest-to-goodness moral choice.

We caught Phillips, didn’t we? The side of his brain concerned with self-preservation argued, his interior monologue almost pleading with him. Didn’t we save lives? Cathy’s life, even? Everyone in school said that Derek and I were saints. That we’d done what everyone else was afraid to. Even Julie said so, though her tone had been less than convincing. 

All around him, everything was loud. Even the walls seemed to buzz with noise as he tried to drown all of it out. Click. Scrape. Buzz. Scrape. Thump. Beat. Mumble. Scrape.

Then, directly behind him, a new sound emerged. Tommy sat there, tapping Sud on the shoulder to gain the absent-minded boy’s attention. “Hey,” Tommy smiled, and it was suddenly all that Mike could hear. The bully’s voice was thick with malice and sinister desire. “You think I got a chance with the Peterson slut, or what?”

Mike slammed both of his fists down upon his desk as hard as he could, cracking the wood and sending splinters jutting into the meat of his hands. He turned sharply to face Tommy and Sud, his face a mix of infuriated reds and sickly greens. “Shut the hell up!” he boomed, pointing a finger at them, making the two boys jump back in their seats. “What the fuck is wrong with the both of you? Don’t you have any common sense at all?”

Suddenly, everything was quiet except for the sound of Mike’s own heavy, labored breathing as his lungs trembled, trying to regain all of the oxygen lost during his outburst. Mr. Bartlett and all of the other students in the class stared at Mike in unison. The teacher even dropped his chalk, which plummeted to the floor and landed with a small tap. Mr. Larkin poked his head around the corner, a look mixed with fear and amusement painted on his withered old features.

After what seemed like a forever-long silence, Tommy and Sud began to snicker simultaneously, unable to hold it in any longer. They roared then, pointing at the still red-hot Mike, as if he had told some hilarious joke or dropped his pants.

Suddenly, the intercom again buzzed to life, defusing the hazardous scene for another moment. Silently, Mike prayed that it would be for him. Or at the very least, that the Principal would say something interesting enough to distract the class’ gaze from him for at least twenty seconds.

“Alexander Drew, report to the Guidance Office please. Alexander Drew to the Guidance Office.”

Again, the entire class fell into a collective muteness, Mike included.

Well, he commented mentally, cocking his head to one side. That should do it.
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Xander stared at the wall where a crucifix hung, a carved likeness of Christ himself hung there in eternal suffering. It made him uncomfortable, the Lord’s eyes gazing down at him as if to ask for help. One more person he couldn’t save. The Womb flinched and he thought he heard it moan, a sound not unlike one’s stomach rumbling after a lengthy period of fasting. He was scratching at his wrists nervously until he realized that those were the exact spots where he himself had been crucified just over a month ago. Xander forced himself to cease.

“Hungry?” the pencil-necked man that sat across from him asked, the words distorted by the man’s hands, firmly planted in front of his face. His black hair had been combed low over his brow, and in his current position it was almost impossible to see his eyes beneath the glare of his glasses. It was haunting, like looking at a robot.

The sudden question startled Xander, snapping his head back to attention. He’d almost forgotten that the sunlight-deprived guidance counselor had been there, having already gone a full five minutes in complete silence. Xander’s eyes shifted from one direction to the next, as he tried to grasp the question he’d just been asked. Finally, when the older man didn’t get the hint, he had to say it. “What?”

O’Toole raised his eyebrows, which allowed Xander a split-second glimpse at his pupils, Warren O’Toole explained himself. “Sorry. I heard your stomach growling. Are you hungry?” he motioned toward a small cooler in the corner, offering Xander some of the contents.

“No, thanks,” he smiled in return, letting his face sink back into a frown. He hadn’t eaten in days.

“Do you eat as much as you should, Alex?” O’Toole asked, whipping out his little notebook and scribbling something down, presumably the question he’d just asked.

“I eat when I’m hungry,” Xander responded cryptically, raising an eyebrow at the oddity of the question. He sat up straighter in his chair, trying to see exactly what the good doctor was writing. “And people usually call me Xander.”

O’Toole smiled. “Yes, of course. It’s signed to most of your tests after grade four. That’s an odd nickname. How’d you get it?”

“Why do you want to know that?” he responded, growing increasingly defensive as the man prodded into areas of his life he preferred not to venture into on a regular basis.

“Why do you answer a question with a question?” O’Toole said, looking up from his notebook for a moment.

“Same to you.” 

O’Toole laughed. “Yes, I guess that is true,” he chuckled a little while longer, and then flipped to a new page in his book. “You’re right, though. That’s not really any of my business. I was just making small talk.”

“Hmm,” Xander grunted. “What’s this for again?”

O’Toole looked up, ultimately making direct eye contact with his ‘patient.’ “Oh? This is for me. Just getting assimilated into my new job. You understand that
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