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Chapter 1

 A twig snapped.

Hidden from view among luscious, green
foliage, Noah braced his rifle, peered through the scope and
stilled.

A deer. Soft, dark eyes and its ears
twitching with every noise of the forest. Noah fixed the crosshairs
of his sniper rifle on the deer’s face. Timid, the deer sniffed the
air before it took a step toward the small stream ahead of it. Then
another. Entranced, Noah watched as it looked every direction it
could, seeking danger. Its ears flicked in agitation and its
nostrils flared, then slowly it lowered its head to drink.

It was still a distance away, if he could get
closer he could see more of the delicate creature—

Gunfire. The deer bolted, only to collapse
farther down the stream.

A small
widening of his eyes was the only reaction Noah allowed himself as
he moved his scope to determine where the shot had originated.

A man emerged from a clump of ferns. Holding
his rifle high in triumph, his mouth moved, but Noah was too far
away to hear what was said. Adjusting his tinted sunglasses, Noah
continued to scope.

Motion to the
left alerted him and Noah swung his aim to another man who stepped
from behind a tree. The man leaned
against the trunk with the muzzle of his gun
pointed toward the ground.

A third
figure came into view behind the man against the tree. Noah’s
instructions echoed through his mind: Three targets. Kill one. Without another thought, Noah pulled the trigger. The man’s
head jerked and he collapsed into the ferns.

Aware there
were others in the forest Noah picked up his shell,
stowed both it and the
gun in his bag, and ran. Noah kept low as he ran, keeping to areas
of ground that wouldn’t show his tracks; dry ground, rocky areas,
and logs. He had a head start on the men and he needed to lose them
as quickly as he could, preferably before they determined their
friend was dead and started looking for the culprit.

They were soldiers fighting on the wrong side
of this war, but they weren’t his orders. There were other things
Noah needed to worry about.

***

A traitorous crunch beneath her boot
and Aly dropped to a crouch. She couldn’t afford to be spotted now,
not this deep into enemy territory. Holding her gun against her
belly, she scurried on three limbs to reach the trunk of a tree.
Heart in her throat, she pressed her back to the rough bark and
listened to the sounds of the woodlands.

Birds
chattered. Wind whooshed
through branches. An idle insect chirped. No
sound of enemy footsteps or movement through the woodland, nor the
rustle of something moving through the undergrowth. She turned her
head, using her eyes and ears to check everything she could before
she peeked out from behind the trunk.

Nothing in her immediate area. Lifting her
gun, she peered through the scope to increase her sight range.
Finding nothing on the right, she twisted and skimmed the left
side.

Free and clear. Her moment of inattention
hadn’t given away her location. Taking a deep breath, Aly pushed
away from the tree and set out again. She scurried from tree trunk
to bush, hyper-aware of her surroundings and vigilantly checking
for any sign of the enemy.

A voice carried on the wind alerted her and
Aly dove for cover. Bracing her gun against her shoulder, she
scanned and waited.

They were
closer than she expected. Three figures moving through the
underbrush, oblivious to the danger lurking in the foliage. Tilting
her head, she sighted. Her gloved finger poised over the trigger as she waited
for the right moment to strike. Inhaling deeply, she allowed
herself a controlled breath out. Tingles ran down her arms as she
fired.

With a soft pop, yellow paint splattered
across the chest of her target. While her victim stared at his
chest in surprise, Aly fired again. Her two remaining targets dove
for cover and this time, her shot dispersed against a helmet.

Flynn, who
she’d hit in the chest, grinned and gave a thumbs-up. Ethan, who’d taken one
to the helmet, swore. The third hid in the scrub and Flynn cheated by indicating in her
direction to alert his teammate.

With a groan, Aly shouldered her gun and
prepared to make a run for it. As she pushed away, her best friend
Fletcher darted out from behind a tree to take out the last
remaining man. Without pausing to gloat, he ran for Aly.

“Kill stealer!” he teased as he
approached.

“I know a good diversion when I see one!” she
retorted.

“Lies,” he scoffed. “You didn’t even know I
was there. C’mon.”

She kept pace
with him. “One left?” she asked. She’d kept track of the beeps from
their referee, Latisha, whose horn signaled the beginning of the
game and marked each “death”. So far there had been nine, but there
was no way of knowing which side until Latisha indicated the end of
the match. Fletcher, being roamer and therefore the communicator of
the team, should know. “Or two?”

“One. It’s Tyrell.” Fletcher gave an
exuberant laugh, then continued in a sing-song tone. “And I know
where he’s hiding.”

Grinning, Aly picked up her pace as much as
she could considering they were running through woodlands.
“Should’ve picked us for his team then.”

“Absolutely. Dean,” he said, indicating their
team captain, “will be on his way but I know we can beat him. You
can be the diversion this time.”

Laughing, Aly clenched her fist and extended
her forearm. Fletcher bounded closer and bumped his forearm against
hers.

Seventeen-year-old Alyson Gale, known to her
friends as Aly, loved Tuesday afternoon paintball. She’d played on
the local Bellhollow team ever since she’d discovered the sport at
fourteen. There were twenty of them who played once or twice a
week, and the best of them would attend tournaments in Redding and
other cities in California.

On Tuesdays, they split into teams of ten and
played capture-the-flag, which rarely resulted in a flag capture
and tended to become a free-for-all hunt for the other team.
Fletcher Norman was their best player. He knew all the tactics and
he had a reputation for being the last man standing.

A single beep sounded and Aly and Fletcher
exchanged a glance. “Think it was him?”

“Dunno,” Fletcher replied. “Stick to
the—”

Another three beeps, followed by a long one
to indicate the end of the game. Slowing to a walk, Aly turned in
the direction of the parking lot and grinned at Fletcher.
“Victory.”

He rested his gun against his shoulder.
“Well, that was anticlimactic. I only got four today; you stole
two.”

“You can’t always get the kills,” she teased,
amazed that four out of ten wasn’t enough to satisfy him.

He grinned. “Wanna bet? Twenty seconds head
start.”

Aly’s eyes widened. “We promised Dean we
wouldn’t—”

“Fifteen seconds. Don’t delay.”

Leveling her gun at him, she took
the first shot. Yellow paint splattered against his chest as she
turned and bolted. Fletcher’s laugh rose in increments, sounding
both delighted and devilish. She glanced over her shoulder and
grinned as Fletcher charged after her.

***

Penelope Gale, Aly’s mother, was not
pleased when Aly and Fletcher arrived at Aly’s home. She blocked
the doorway and shook her head at the yellow and orange paint
splotches clinging to their hair and faces. “Really?”

Aly shuffled
as she opened the trunk of her little yellow hatchback to pull out
their soiled gear. Her mother always made Aly feel
disheveled.
Pristine curls, sculpted makeup and glamorous dress suits, Penelope was a
real estate agent who always liked to look her best. While Aly got
her brown hair and copious freckles from her mother, she’d
inherited her untamable
locks from her deceased father. Her mother
always said she either had too much curl or not enough and her hair
couldn’t decide which way to go. No matter what hair product Aly
used, her hair always ended up a tangled brown mess. It was even
worse when clogged with paint.

Fletcher spread his arms wide. “Give us a
hug, Aunt P.”

Taking a step back, Penelope raised her hand
stop to him. “I have to meet clients soon. Don’t you dare.”

Aly’s six-year-old half-brother Tim called
from inside, “Mom! Your phone’s ringing again.”

Pulling a
face, Penelope shooed the pair. “Go around the back. I don’t want paint in my
house.”

Disgruntled, Aly muttered, “When do we ever
get paint in the house?”

“All the time,” Fletcher replied, cheerful as
he took their paintball guns from the trunk. “Your room’s a mess of
paint.”

Aly mock glared at him and locked her car.
“So not what I meant.”

He smirked. “Shoo, go shower. It’s going to
take you a while to clean that rat’s nest.”

The mock
glare turned into a real one and she made sure to take extra-long
in the bathroom. By the time she finished, Fletcher had rinsed
their gear, cleaned most of the paint from his dark hair and sat
maintaining their guns at the small table in the laundry. Tim sat
opposite him, swinging his feet on the chair and talking non-stop
about his favorite TV show.

“Hey squirt,” she said, leaning on the door
frame.

Tim beamed,
“Hi Aly-phant!
Fletcher says we can go to the arcade this weekend!”

She raised her eyebrows at Fletcher. “Did he
now?”

Fletcher gifted her with his lopsided smile.
“Did you have other plans?”

“I’m working Sunday,” she said. “So, we’ll
have to go Saturday.”

Tim whooped. “Yay!”

“If you’re good and Mom says it’s okay. And
we go to the art shop too.”

Tim deflated while Fletcher laughed. “Aww.
But that’s so boring.”

“No art shop, no arcade. I’m not driving to
Redding without going. Your choice.”

Tim flopped in his seat and appealed to
Fletcher.

“No dice, bud,” Fletcher said, lifting away
from the table to store the paint guns in a lockable cabinet in the
laundry. “She’s the boss.”

Smiling, Aly told Fletcher, “Shower’s
free.”

“Did you save me hot water?”

She grinned. “Nope. You can shrivel.”

He bopped her on the head as he went past her
and bounced up the stairs.

“Just for that, I’m hiding my notes!” she
called after him. “You can go without tonight!”

“Can’t hide
them if I find them before you do!” he replied, veering into her bedroom instead
of the bathroom.

Aly bolted after him. “Don’t you dare!” she
yelled as she thundered up the stairs, earning a warning yell from
her mother about noise.

Fletcher met her at the doorway, grinning.
“As if I would. More fun to wrestle it out of you later.”

Ducking into her room, she lashed out an
over-exaggerated swinging kick at him for good measure. “Ass.”

Crossing his eyes, he poked his tongue out at
her and went to the bathroom.

Ignoring the
mess of half-finished research papers on her school desk, Aly went
to her drawing desk. Her final acrylic submission for her AP Studio
Art Drawing class was due soon and she still wasn’t satisfied. The
shading wasn’t what she’d envisioned and needed more work.
Landscaping wasn’t her passion, nor were more traditional forms of
art. She preferred character design and movement and using digital art
over hand-drawn, especially since she’d
chosen animation for her career goal. Her school portfolio needed a
landscape so she picked a fantasy alien forest, full of purple and
white trees and pink grasses.

Glancing up at the clock above the pin board
on her wall, Aly decided she had time before study group.

“Aly, a word?” Penelope asked a short time
later.

Without
raising her head, Aly removed the fine paintbrush from between her
teeth and dropped the one she’d been using in cleaner. “Hmm?”

“I wanted to talk to you about Fletcher.”

She stored
her paintbrushes and swiveled
her chair until she faced her mother. “Sure.
What’s up?”

Penelope was a picture of motherly concern.
“He seems down lately.”

Aly swung her feet. “Finals. College apps.
General stuff.”

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure,” Aly replied and shrugged.
“We’re all feeling it. The teachers are really packing on the
homework.”

“Homework that he does at our kitchen table
first thing in the morning.”

“He’s always done that,” Aly pointed out.

“The anniversary is in a few weeks.”

Aly’s eyes widened. “No, Mom, don’t.”

Penelope’s gaze was mournful. “He doesn’t
talk about Lee. It’s not healthy.”

Fletcher and his uncle Lee had breezed into
Bellhollow when Aly was eight and had stuck around. The
always-absent Lee had drifted from town to town until Fletcher came
and forced Lee to settle.

Lee took a
job stacking shelves at the local supermarket and he often worked
as a seasonal lumberjack. Aly thought Lee was a curt, scary kind of man with
intense eyes, and she never interacted much with him. He never came
to school events, never did anything parental, and left Fletcher to
his own devices. In all her memories, she only remembered meeting
the man a total of five times and each time she did, she always
felt weird around him.

Lee died when Fletcher was fifteen. His car
crashed on the way to Redding and left Fletcher without a guardian.
Penelope had been adamant that Fletcher should come to live with
them, but Fletcher had refused. When Penelope approached social
services, she discovered Fletcher had hired Cassidy Cook, the
mother of their friend Del, as a lawyer to help him become legally
emancipated so he could live on his own. After that, Roger, Aly’s
adopted father, helped Fletcher get a part-time job as a janitor at
the regional hospital where Roger worked as a doctor. Since Lee’s
death, Fletcher had an open invitation to every Gale event and
every mealtime.

Smiling, Aly shook her head, “Fletcher’s
okay, Mom.”

“Course I am,” Fletcher said, flouncing in
carrying two glasses of orange juice. “Why are we talking about
me?” He placed a cup beside Aly and pressed his chest to her back
to be annoying as he leaned over her. “Looks good.”

“Thanks.”

“At least it did before you started
fiddling,” he said as he flopped on Aly’s bed with his glass, then
put his feet up. “You can’t just leave things alone, can you?”

Aly scowled at him. “If you spill that—”

He wriggled
his shoes at her and grabbed her favorite yellow bee plushie to
cushion his back as he leaned
against the headboard. “I’ve got mad
skills.”

“Bumble-butt,” she smiled, shaking her head
at him, which only made Fletcher poke his tongue at her as he
pushed up the sleeves of his oversized blue flannel shirt. Aly
often teased Fletcher’s love of flannel and clothes that were too
big for him, just as he teased her love of yellow and bees.

“Since you’re both here,” Penelope said,
“there is something I want to talk to you both about.”

Aly and Fletcher turned their attention to
Penelope obediently. “What’s the buzz, Aunt P?”

“Roger and I
have been talking,” she said, then addressed Fletcher.
“We know you must be worried regarding the money side of going to
college. We have more than enough for Aly saved up, we’d be happy
to supplement—”

Fletcher choked on his juice. He swung so he
sat on the side of the bed away from Penelope and coughed.

Rushing over, Aly pounded between his
shoulder blades.

“I’m good,” he ground out through a raw
throat. Wiping his eyes, he waved Aly away. “I’m fine.”

She wouldn’t be dissuaded and sat beside him
with her hand on his back.

Undaunted by Fletcher’s overdramatized
choking, Penelope continued, “We’ve plans to purchase a small,
two-bedroom apartment as an investment near whichever college Aly
decides to go to. The help we’d offer you would be to live there
rent and utility free. You would, as Aly is, be expected to provide
your own food and amenities, so it’s not a free ride. We are also
willing to help offset some of the debt you’ll incur—”

Fletcher’s
body was stiff, like he braced for a blow. “I can’t—”

“Mom, you can’t spring this on
him,” Aly complained. Fletcher had always been proud, never
accepting handouts or charity. To spring something like this on
him, Aly could only imagine how he felt.

“You both have been so busy; you’ve been hard
to pin down and college starts in August.”

“It’s April,” Aly snapped. “We have
time.”

“And you know how long it takes to close a
deal on an apartment. You knew about that offer.”

The offer was one of the reasons why Aly
hadn’t told her parents she was accepted into Otis College of Art
and Design yet. She wanted to do a year or two there, then transfer
to California Institute of the Arts, assuming she could get in. She
hadn’t known about her parent’s intentions regarding Fletcher.
“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean Fletcher’s going to go to college
anywhere near me.”

Penelope sighed as her phone beeped. “We’ll
discuss this, I only wanted to let you know.”

Her mother disappeared out the door and Aly
turned to Fletcher. “I’m sorry. I didn’t… I mean, I heard them
discussing money lately, but I didn’t know—”

He shook his head, hunching his shoulders. “I
can’t accept money from them.”

Aly nodded. “I know.” She bumped him with her
shoulder and attempted to tease. “It’s not like you applied for
anything anyway.”

Fletcher glanced up. “Huh?”

The nudge turned into a lean. “You never talk
to me about the future. You know all my hopes and dreams, but every
time I try to talk college and future, you evade. All I can get is
‘I dunno. Something with computers’.”

“It’s never been on the cards, Als,” he
muttered, pretending he was engrossed in looking at the floor.
Leaning away from her, he put his glass on her bedside table.

She sighed at his admission. “All that hard
work.”

“Yeah, yeah. Submissions are closed by
now.”

She gave him a bland expression. “You know
there are colleges still accepting submissions. If you could be
anything, what would you be?”

The phrasing caught Fletcher off-guard and he
lifted his head. “Does Superman count?”

“You don’t have his looks,” Aly quipped,
grinning.

He scoffed. “I’m hurt.”

“You need a spit curl.”

Fletcher ran his hands through his dark hair
and yanked it onto his forehead in a messy semblance of what could
be a curl if she squinted.

“Perfect. If I threw you out my window, would
you fly?”

He grinned and puffed out his chest. “Course
I would; I’m Superman.”

Aly kept her smile. “So, Clark, what are you
going to do at college to support your superhero days?”

Fletcher sighed. “You don’t let up.”

“Nope.”

“I don’t know; I really hadn’t thought about
it. I suppose…” He shrugged. “An astronaut.”

She gave him a flat expression. “That’d be
awesome if we were still sending people into space.”

“You mean we don’t?” he said, faking
surprise. “Shucks. I’d better catch a lift with Russia.”

“Or work for SpaceX.”

He brightened. “That’d be fun! Playing with
rockets all day.”

“Can we be real for a moment?”

Fletcher scowled. “Don’t put me on the spot.
I just finished saying I haven’t thought about it. What do you
think I’d be good at?”

She
leaned back, pursed
her lips and considered him. “Pest control.”

He snorted and laughed. “Awesome.
Thanks.”

She giggled. “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.
You can do anything you put your mind to.”

His smile was more sincere. “Thanks.”

Aly studied Fletcher and decided to go for
it. “You know… I’ve been thinking about taking a year off before
college.”

“Oh?” He raised his eyebrows at her, inviting
her to elaborate. “Stalling about telling your mom you got into
Otis?”

Aly rolled
her eyes. “You heard Mom. She wants to buy an apartment.
Which’ll suck if I can
get into CalArts. They’re too far apart.”

“Lucky,” Fletcher muttered.

She ignored that. “Think about it, go see the
sights and such. Backpack across Europe.” She sighed wistfully.
“Imagine the places and people I could sketch!”

Fletcher made a rude noise. “Roger would
never agree. He’d be worried about some European boy stealing your
virtue and you never returning.”

She snorted. “Probably. I have money saved,
and there’s the money my dad left me that I’ve been saving—”

“Which you’re supposed to use for
college—”

She wished he’d stop interrupting her. “Roger
and Mom have already said I could use it on whatever I wanted.
There’s more than enough for Otis. So, I was thinking…”

Fletcher narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“What if we went together?”

Recoiling
away from her, he stood up and retreated across the room.
“What?”

“Roger
wouldn’t get in a huff then,” Aly said, earnest. “Or at least not
as much of one. I could defer for a year. We can do odd jobs, stay
for a few weeks in each place and really see the world. Just
imagine you and me in
Paris. Wouldn’t that be amazing? All the additions to my portfolio
if I’ve actually been there! The culture and the people. It’d be a
great adventure!”

He stared at her in disbelief, then shook his
head. “Aly—”

“Think about
it,” she insisted and babbled because she knew what came next. “I’m sure
there’d be others at school who’d be interested in backpacking. Del
and Grace! Imagine Del in France, he’d have such a bad accent!
Lloyd and Tamara for sure, Lloyd’d
love the chance for traveling journalism. And
Kate! She’s doing fashion design; she’d die for a chance
to—”

Fletcher couldn’t look at her. “I don’t have
that kind of money.”

Aly chewed her bottom lip. This would be the
hard part. “I’d help you—”

Fletcher
stalked toward the door. “We’ll be late for study group.”

“Fletch—”

Fletcher didn’t answer. He made it all the
way to the front door before she caught up to him. He scowled at
her and yanked the door open. “I’m not a charity.”

“When, exactly, have I ever treated you like
one?” she snapped in return and snatched his arm to stop him from
leaving.

He dragged her out onto the porch before he
halted at the top of the stairs. “Your whole family is conspiring—
I’m not going to— I’ve gotten this far without handouts—”

“It’s not a handout,” Aly insisted. “This is
something I want to do and I want to take my best friend along for
the ride. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

He ran his free hand through his hair. “I
can’t take this from you too.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “Take… what
have you taken? When have you ever taken anything I’ve
offered?”

He shuffled and gave her the impression of a
caged animal. “Look… there are things… I can’t go to college.
They’ll find out.”

She frowned. “Who will? Your family?”

He hesitated, his gaze sliding from her to
the floor.

“The same family who doesn’t care about you?”
she continued, her voice rising. “Who has never visited, never sent
money, never even called?” His family didn’t care. None of them
even showed up for Lee’s funeral. Fletcher didn’t speak about his
past and the time before he came to Bellhollow, and Aly believed it
was because of his family. She hated them on his behalf. When she
was younger, she often daydreamed about confronting them. “Who
gives a frick if they find out?”

“I’ve already taken a huge risk staying here
this long.”

She stared at him. “I don’t understand. What
risk?”

Fletcher closed his mouth so fast his teeth
clicked.

“What’s with you?” Aly asked, bewildered.

He sighed and scuffed the wooden porch with
his shoe as he fixed his eyes on the ground.

She squeezed his arm and ducked her head down
to coax his gaze back to her. “Fletch, it’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I shouldn’t be taking it out
on you. Penelope’s just trying to help… I guess… with college
looming… I’ve been taking a long, hard look at my life… and not
really liking what I see.”

“’Bout time,”
she said,
smiling. Being sympathetic, she shucked off the humor to console
him. “Don’t stress too much; we’ll figure something out. There’s
all sorts of grants you can find if you need it, plus deferred
payment. I have heaps of lists and contact names. We can sit down
and sort through things if you want. It’s not too late.”

He studied her for a long moment. “Yeah. I’d
appreciate it.”

Smiling, she continued, “Europe was just an
idea; you don’t have to come. I’d like it if you did, but it’s no
big if you’re afraid of a little plane flight.”

He snorted. “Not afraid of planes.” Another
sigh. “You always have to have an answer for everything, don’t
you?”

“Yup,” she said, her smile taking up most of
her face. “I’ll start an advice column in the school paper called
‘Ask Aly’.”

Fletcher shook his head in dismay. “Dear Aly,
I have this annoying best friend who always gives me the wrong
advice, what do I do?”

Pretending to ponder, she mock-scribbled on
her hand. “Dear perpetual loser, your best friend knows best and
one day you’ll realize this. Love, Aly.”

Fletcher laughed and gave her a spontaneous
hug. “Get your ass on the bike or you’ll be walking to
Grace’s.”

She scoffed, returning his hug with
enthusiasm. These were the best sorts of hugs from Fletcher. “Like
you’d leave me.”

He lifted her
off the porch to squeeze her, something he knew she
hated and did it
anyway. “I’m tempted.”

“Will you consider Europe?”

He groaned. “Pushy.”

“Please? Pretty please with a Snickers on
top?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, “I’ll consider
it.”

“I don’t want to leave you behind.”

“You’re going to, one day.”

Caught by the sadness in his voice, she made
a promise. “Nope. Won’t happen. We’ll be friends forever.”

He squeezed her and said with more sincerity,
“You’re my favorite person.”

Her heart betrayed her with an annoying,
leftover flutter that she covered with a laugh. “Dork.”

“Hurry up and get your stuff,” he said.


 Chapter 2

“You will remain quiet and confined until we arrive. Is
that clear?” The words were routine and Noah remained
compliant.

The smell of the hessian bag over his head
was reminiscent of old socks. Voiceless movement circled him. His
hands were bound together in front of him and there was a tracking
device strapped to his foot. He was forced up into some form of
rumbling vehicle.

His stomach
dropped away as the seat he sat on ascended. Helicopter, judging by the forces
acting on his
body as well as the sound of the engine and the blades cutting the
air. Although he’d never been in one, he could fly a simulated one.
Not having anything else to do, he counted the seconds to their
destination.

Two hours and thirty-six minutes later, the
helicopter hovered.

“Get out. To the left,” the voice beside him
instructed, and something thumped as it hit the ground. Hands
shoved him and forced him through the door. The drop was greater
than Noah anticipated. He stumbled and sprawled onto some sort of
soft foliage.

Rolling onto his back, Noah offered up his
bound hands. The helicopter lifted away without anyone untying him.
Listening, he gauged the direction it headed while he fumbled for
the ties of the hood. By the time it was off, he didn’t care about
the helicopter anymore.

Open air.
Trees towering into a gray
sky. He knelt in a small ferned meadow
surrounded by forest. Around him, the ferns were windblown by the
helicopter and the ones beneath him crushed. A bird flew overhead
and Noah traced its flight, his eyes watering from the glare of the
sky. He traced the path of a breeze as it flowed down from the
trees and skipped across the top of the ferns. So many sounds, too
many to follow.

Freedom. Sunshine. He closed his eyes to the
sun and let it dance on his face.

Something beeped and reminded Noah of the
mission.

Pressing his bound hands to the wet soil to
give himself more balance, he heaved to his feet. Once standing, he
turned toward the bag left for him.

The usual
survival gear. A knife, a heavy camouflage jacket, a small pouch of
food, a canteen, a compass, a cap to cover his hairless head,
sunglasses, a sniper rifle and ammunition, a watch with a
countdown of six hours
remaining, and a manila folder. Written on the outside of the
folder were the words, Return to the
drop-off before the timer on the watch depletes. Do not remove the
sunglasses. We are watching. Failure to comply will result in
death.

Glancing at
the device strapped to his ankle, he opened the folder. The folder
contained a limited map of the surrounding forest with a red circle
and a small piece of paper containing his orders.
THREE TARGETS. KILL TWO.

The
sunglasses diminished the glare from the forest as he slid them on,
as well as muting the color so brilliant green dipped to various
shades of dull gray. Gathering the bag and with compass and map in hand, Noah
set out.

***

Noah was efficient. The kills were
clean and conducted within moments of contact, then he vanished
into the forest like a ghost. Exactly like all his other
kills.

Waiting at the rendezvous point allowed him
to gaze upward and peek beneath the sunglasses to watch the sky
come alive with color, fade, and then tiny pinpricks of light
dotted the heavens. When the tranquilizer dart came, his last
glimpse of the outside world was the twinkling stars.

They didn’t find the daisy hidden in his
sock. His sister’s smile was worth the risk.

***

Lijuan Locklear, or Grace to her
friends, opened the door to her home and beamed. Long raven hair,
dark eyes and an infectious laugh, she’d been Aly’s friend for two
years. Her mother, Lan, was both head chef and owner of the Happy
Dragon, a local Chinese restaurant, and her father, Jonathan, was a
deputy at Bellhollow’s sheriff’s office.

Aspiring to compose, Grace’s major instrument
was piano and she played trumpet in the school marching band. She
produced some beautiful pieces, which she sold for a pittance or
released on YouTube. Sometimes she and Aly would create a small
cartoon to showcase both their talents. To show her grandmother she
strived for academic excellence, Grace held weekly study groups.
Lan always made sure the group was well fed and even tested new
dishes on the bottomless pit of Del.

“Hi
guys!” Grace chirped, accepting Aly’s greeting
hug and ushered them into her foyer. “You’re the last; even Del
beat you today.”

Fletcher
pretended to stagger and slump against the wall in shock while Aly
rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sorry,” she said. “Someone decided he
wanted to free-for-all. Took me ages to get the paint out of my hair.”

“I am not the
one who started working on her portfolio while I was in the
shower,” Fletcher complained. “She had to store her paints.” He
turned his voice falsetto to mimic Aly’s. “Hang on! Just one more
thing!”

Aly poked her tongue out at him.

Grace’s house
always smelled delicious and tonight was no different. Walking
through the massive kitchen, Aly greeted Lan, who was
cooking, and Jonathan, who was following his
wife’s gentle instructions. Jonathan,
believing himself to be of American Indian descent and never knew
his parents or his heritage, had embraced Lan and Grace’s love of
their Chinese heritage and was often found helping out in the
kitchen.

When Del
spotted them entering the dining room, he sat back and tossed his
pen on the table. “Finally! Now y’all can ask him the math questions. I literally got no clue.” Dark
skin, mischievous grin and rows of tightly braided
corns that ended just
above his shoulders, Delwin Cook was a gamer at heart. He ran a
YouTube channel dedicated to gaming in his spare time. He and
Fletcher had met aged fifteen after Del’s parents divorced and his
mother, Cassidy, decided small town living would benefit her boys.
Quick both to smile and to flirt, Del fitted into their little
group with record speed.

Fletcher bumped his fist against Del’s and
nodded to Lloyd and Tamara in greeting. Lloyd and Tamara were a
longstanding couple of Bellhollow High. Polar opposites, Tamara was
outgoing and bubbly while Lloyd was serious and geeky.

“No Zek and Kate?” Aly asked, indicating the
two missing members.

“Kate’s grounded,” Tamara said, throwing her
auburn hair over her shoulder. “And Zek’s got something in
Redding.”

“Bar mitzvah prep for his brother,” Lloyd
added.

“We doing Math?” Aly asked, disappointed as
she dumped her bag on the floor and took a seat beside Grace. She’d
already finished that homework. “I thought it was Lit tonight.”

“Jenkins’ assignment is due tomorrow,
Aly-cat,” Del reminded her. “The word from Zek is that there’s a
pop quiz.” He jerked his thumb at Fletcher. “And he’s the one with
the know-how.”

“Math is easy,” Fletcher said, getting out
his books. “It’s all logic and remembering equations.”

“And stealing Aly’s notes,” Grace commented
and poured herself a glass of water.

“Her handwriting is prettier than mine,”
Fletcher said with a lopsided smile. “Als?”

Pretending to be huffy, she flipped through
her book. “Nope.”

Fletcher placed a Snickers bar before him and
licked his lips. “That’s a shame, cause—”

To the amusement of their friends, Aly’s
notes replaced the Snickers before Fletcher finished his
sentence.

Aly doodled
while Fletcher took the lead of the study group. She appropriated
parts of his seat for her feet, bending her knees so she could use
them as a slanted table. Feeling brattish, she jiggled and poked him with her
toes until Fletcher gripped her ankle to keep her feet
still.

Fletcher pushed her notes toward her. “You
jotted down one of the equations wrong.”

Aly frowned. “Which one?”

Fletcher pointed with his pen. “D slash dx,
tan x equals sec squared x. You forgot to square the sec.”

“She forgot to square her sex?” Del asked
with a crude grin, deliberately mishearing.

“Del!” Grace complained and whacked his arm.
“I think those cornrows are braided too tight—” she reached out to
tug one. “Jerkface.”

“Aww,” Del said, warding away her hands.
“C’mon Gracie, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Sure you didn’t.”

“Damn,” Aly said, looking at her notes and
ignoring Del. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her
assignment.

“Only makes one question wrong,” Fletcher
assured her as she checked her work. “Easy fix.”

Lan poked her head through the door and
smiled at them. “Ten minutes.”

Del whooped and tossed his pen on the table,
ready to give up on his homework right then. “Can’t wait! Smells
delicious, Mrs. Locklear! Let me help you.”

“He’s only helpful when there’s food,” Lloyd
joked.

Unable to study any longer, a flurry of
activity erupted from the teens as the table was cleared of
homework in favor of food. Conversation uplifted, turning to the
gossip of the day and the party Madison-Lee Campbell threw on the
weekend.

Carrying several plates along her arms, Lan
placed the various dishes around the table. “How is it going?”

“Good, thanks,” they chorused.

Rubbing his hands together, Del looked
pleased. “You spoil us. Where do I begin?”

“There are two new dishes,” Lan said,
pointing to two meat plates. “Please let me know what you
think.”

“Can do,” Del
said as he reached for the new dishes first and heaped some into his bowl. The
others around the table followed his example.

Lan pointed to two of the dishes. “Tamara,
those two are vegan.”

“Thank you!” she sang as Lloyd reached for
them to serve her. “I appreciate that.”

Del stuffed
his food into his mouth. Chewing with a thoughtful air, Del gave
Lan a nod and two thumbs up. “’licious.” Del swallowed. “I
really love the heat. Wowzers. That’s some bite.”

Lan smiled, proud, and bopped Del on the
head. “Thank you.”

Lloyd coughed and took a drink, then breathed
out. “Wooo.”

Lan looked at him with concern. “Too
strong?”

“Only for me,” Lloyd said, fanning his mouth.
“But I’m a baby when it comes to spicy food.”

“He really
is,” Tamara said. “Mamá has to make a separate meal when he comes
to eat. You, on the other hand,” she said, indicating Del and his
abysmal display of table manners, “need a bib.”

Del slurped. “Waste.”

“At least your food won’t end up on your
shirt,” Grace told him with a meaningful glance down.

Aly shook her head. “You need a massive beard
so you can store food in it.”

Del laughed. “Now, there’s an idea.” He
stroked his wispy chin. “I bet I could grow this out.”

“Shit, Aly, don’t give him ideas!” Lloyd
complained while Fletcher groaned.

“There’s not even enough there to grow yet,”
Grace teased.

Lan left them
to their own devices and chatter remained on things other than
homework. Del, Fletcher
and Lloyd discussed some first-person shooter
game, while Tamara and Grace discussed fashion, with Aly joining in
with both conversations. As it invariably did with Grace and
Tamara, the conversation
turned to prom and three themes ready to be set
to a vote.

“Hoops,”
Tamara said as Grace battled Aly with her chopsticks over the last
shrimp. “Corsets. Those pretty lace gloves. I’m definitely voting
Victorian. Think of all the accessories we could do. Kate’s already
doing designs for each.”

Grinning at
Aly, Grace popped the shrimp in her mouth
and overdramatized how delicious it was. Aly flopped back in her
seat. “Why do we even need a theme? It’s not a costume party,
everyone’s going to dress how they like.”

“But it’s an English thing,” Grace
complained, ignoring Aly. “Southern belle’s sort of the same kind
of thing; why couldn’t we do that?”

“Victorian sounds more… upper-class?” Lloyd
suggested.

“What about a
masquerade ball?” Tamara said. She
waved her fingers in front of her eyes.
“Feathered masks!”

“See, now that could be fun!” Grace
commented. “If we’re quick, do you think prom committee will accept
it?”

“At least it’s not ‘under the sea’,” Aly
mumbled, talking to her bowl.

Fletcher poked her in the ribs.

She turned her head to glare at him.

He poked her again, talking in hushed tones.
“Cheer up. Prom’s not that bad.”

“Maybe for you,” she said, slouching on her
chair. Folding her arms on her chest, she refused to look at
Fletcher. He was a guy, he had it easy. For a girl, there were
expectations and Aly didn’t like it.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

“Yeah, right.” Fletcher squinted at her. “Are
you afraid you won’t get asked?”

“Nope.”

“Are you
afraid you will
get asked?”

An embarrassed heat flooded her belly and she
glared at him for pressing. “After Homecoming? I’d rather go
alone,” she muttered. Homecoming had been the worst idea she’d had.
She’d been so thrilled Carter had asked her but the whole thing had
turned into a disaster because the guy didn’t understand the word
“no”. But he’d understood a knee to the groin and the pepper spray
Grace’s dad had supplied them both with.

“Then go
alone,” Fletcher said as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

“Yeah, sure. Like that’d work. I’m aware of
the things that will be said about me if I do.”

“Aly, you’re above petty gossip.”

Her lips thinned into an untalkative
line.

Fletcher shrugged. “Or come with me, if it’s
really worrying you.”

She frowned at him, waiting for elaboration.
“No cute guys you want to ask out?”

“None that swing my way,” he said as he poked
around his bowl with his chopsticks. “Slim pickings in Bellhollow.
Rather have a fun night with my friends. If you’re worried about
appearances, just say you’re going with me.”

Going with Fletcher would solve all her
concerns. She could go to prom and guarantee a fun night. Curling a
piece of hair that had fallen from her ponytail over her ear, she
looked at him. “And what about expectations on you?”

“You mean the limo crap?” he asked,
surprised. Food slithered off his chopsticks and back into his
bowl. “You want a limo?”

She scoffed, even though she smiled at his
joke. “Dork.”

“And here I was going to show up in torn
jeans and flannel,” he teased.

She laughed and plucked the sleeve of his
flannel shirt. “You better not. I expect some class if you’re
taking me to prom, you know.”

“So, that’s a yes?”

She shrugged. “Sure. Sounds fun.”

“Do I have to wear a tux?” he whined.

“Depends,”
Aly teased. “If we get Disney
princess, you can dress up as the
Beast.”

Fletcher
laughed. “Okay, Belle.”

“If we get
that, I’m stuck as Prince Naveen,” Del included, adding himself to
the conversation. “Since we don’t got any other black princes.
Really, all the options literally make me wanna suck balls. I
should complain.”

Aly screwed up her face. “Eww.”

“That’s really gross,” Lloyd complained. “I’m
eating here.”

“Oh, you know what I meant,” Del
grumbled.

Hiding a smile, Grace nodded. “Boycott prom
for their lack of diversity and have our own. I don’t want to be
Mulan or Pocahontas.”

“We
don’t have to dress based on the color of our skin or heritage.
Elena’s an awesome princess, but I liked the idea of going as
Lottie,” Tamara said. “She’s sort of a combination of the two prom
ideas.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re going to wear a
hoop dress,” Lloyd whined. “How am I supposed to get close to
you?”

“I’m hoping for superheroes,” Del continued
and puffed out his chest. “Superman.”

Aly fought not to laugh and shared a knowing
glance with Grace. Lloyd lost the battle to hide his laughter and
Fletcher didn’t even try to hide his.

“You can be Catwoman,” Del suggested to Aly,
waggling his eyebrows.

“I don’t think so,” Aly said, shaking her
head.

Del
pouted. “Aww,
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