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CHAPTER ONE
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The student-stuffed halls of Forsythe High looked the same as ever. Students — backpacks over one shoulder, cell phones clutched in the opposite hand — clustered in mini-mobs around the benches and tables in the courtyard, heads bobbing to music only they could hear, shouting comments to friends whose ears were also multi-tasking.

Teachers stood at their doors around the perimeter of the quad, chatting with each other across or down the hallway. They kept one eye on the population, the other on their conversation partner. In three minutes, the bell would ring and chaos would erupt as students recalled that they were supposed to attend class.  

Bernard "Ghost" Thompson stood on a bench at the east end of the rectangular quad, adding three feet of concrete to his natural six foot, eight inch height, in an effort to find his friends. Juju had promised to meet him here, but so far hadn't shown. As he looked out over the swarm of kids and teachers, he felt something shift inside his chest. First day of my last year he thought. Never thought I'd get here. If it hadn't been for Mrs. Fischer... 

The thought truncated abruptly when a hand touched his. He looked down into bright blue eyes framed by glossy red curls. 

"Dude, you're a giant as it is. Get down." Lila Stuart grinned, taking the sting out of the words, and Ghost hopped off the bench. 

"Where's Juju?" he asked. 

She shrugged. "He had some kind of scheduling thing he was trying to fix. They put him in Algebra II —"

"He passed that last year."

"I know, right? Well, he wants to trade it for Spanish III."

"Easy A."

Lila shook her head. "For him, maybe. I'll be doing good to pass ASL III this year."

"Naw, you be aight. You heading up the Signing Chargers, right? You gotta be doin' something right for Ms. Silvestris to let you do that."

"She just likes Lila's carrot top. Makes her easier to see on the stage." Julian "Juju" Ramirez bounced up and tugged one of Lila's curls. She swiped at him in pretend irritation, but Ghost could tell there was no real heat in her reaction. 

"At least I'm trying to learn something new. Not like you, claiming Spanish as a foreign language when you've been speaking it since you could talk," Lila said. 

Juju shrugged. "Use the gifts you been given, I always say. Hey, did you get into Debate?" He directed the question at Ghost, who rummaged in his backpack for his schedule. 

"Yeah, fourth block. You?"

"Yeah, same class." Juju smoothed out a crumpled sheet of goldenrod paper and studied the print. "They got some new guy named Mackey teaching it this year. I guess Smith really did retire."

"Never thought that'd happen. He's been teaching here since the stone age, right?" Ghost posed the question, but the first bell cut off any possible answer. "See you in fourth, Juju," he said, and shouldered his backpack.

"They expect you to be late the first day, you know?" Ghost ignored Juju's shouted comment. That boy never tried to be on time for anything, but Ghost knew better than to short Mrs. Fischer a single one of her ninety minutes. 

Half way across the courtyard, he saw someone who locked him in place. Tall and slender, with mahogany skin and deep brown eyes, she was definitely the most beautiful girl Ghost had ever laid eyes on. She was studying the goldenrod schedule in her hands, brows furrowed in consternation. 

The space between them was flooded with confused freshmen and distracted upper-classmen. On the other side of the quad, Billy Fineman, first class player and SBA president, looked up and saw her too. Ghost's eyes narrowed. Luckily, there were advantages to having an angel for a father, even if you hadn't seen the guy since you were two.

Pulling in his focus, Ghost forged an airshield around himself and began moving through the crowd the same way he moved through opposing lineman on the football field. He pushed the shield ahead of him, funneling the flow of student traffic around him like water around a stone.

Glancing to his right, Ghost saw Fineman zeroing in as well, but wasn't too worried. Without the benefit of a pneumatic shield, he knew that the politician would never beat Forsythe High's star wide receiver to the goal. 

"Hey!" Too late, he saw that he had held the shield too long, smacking into the young woman instead of casually coming alongside her. The girl stumbled headlong toward a brick planter and Ghost released the shield, reforming it into a cushion to shove in front of her. At the same moment he tried to catch her arm, and missed, his fingers tangling in the lacy fabric of her blouse instead. The sharp rip of fabric parting made him wince.

"What is wrong with you?" She snapped. "This is brand new." She stooped to gather her books and schedule before someone stepped on them. Ghost crouched as well and their fingers closed around the schedule at the same time. She looked up and their eyes met. A warm shiver raced over Ghost's heart. 

"My bad," he said. "That guy ran into you and I was just trying to keep you from falling into the planter."

Her eyes narrowed. "What guy?"

"The other guy, didn't you see him? The one who ran into you?"

"Huh. You ran into me, that's what I saw. And then you grabbed my shirt and now look at it." She tugged on the sleeve, exposing the torn seam. 

"Me? Girl, you trippin'. I was just trying to help."

"I can do without your kind of help," she said, and stripped the schedule from his fingers. They both stood. 

"No doubt, but you know, everybody needs a little help sometime." She examined her blouse again and his eyes darkened with regret. "I'm real sorry about your shirt. Maybe I can fix it for you?"

She stared at his hands for a moment, and a reluctant grin tugged at her lips. "You don't exactly look like the sewing type," she said. The grin fled. "And I don't hang with liars."

Ghost's stomach went hollow as he watched her walk away into the crowd. A burst of laughter sounded to his right and Ghost turned his head. Fineman slung his arm around a petite blonde. "Way to go, Thompson," he said, and flipped a salute before sauntering away. 

Shoulders slumped, Ghost moved through the thinning crowd toward B hall. By the time he got there, it was clogged with students and the pace was down to one step ahead with two backward. Ghost concentrated, focusing the air around his body into a tight shield, and moved through the crush. The bell rang just as Mrs. Fischer was closing the door.

"Hey, Mrs. Fischer, wait!" 

The door stopped and Mrs. Fischer turned her gray gaze on him. "Bernard, so good to see you again. Come in."

The gap widened and he slipped through. AP World history wasn't the most popular class in school, so it didn't surprise him to see a number of empty desks. His eyes widened, though, when he noticed the girl from the quad sitting in the second row, with an open seat right next to her.

He slid into the chair and tried a smile. She refused to look at him, focusing her gaze on the teacher instead. 

"All right, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to AP World History. This year you will be studying the history of our planet at a college level, so I want all of you to be prepared to work hard. But first, I'd like us to get to know each other a little bit. So, we are going to play a little game. Each person will introduce themselves to the class. State your name and one important fact about yourself. The class will take notes. No repetition of information is allowed. The person with the most complete notes wins."

An olive skinned boy in the back of the room raised his hand. 

"Yes?" Mrs. Fischer said.

"What do we get if we win?"

The teacher's lip twitched. "Bragging rights." Several students rolled their eyes. "And possibly candy. Number your papers one to twenty-three, please." The eye rolling stopped and paper rustled as it was pulled from the students' folders.

"Let's start with you," Mrs. Fischer said, pointing to a blonde girl in the seat in front of Ghost.

The girl blushed. "My name is Tiffany Baker and..." she trailed off, then brightened. "And I love horses, they are my favorite animal." She blew out a sigh and relaxed. The scratching of pens filled the silence for an instant. 

"Bernard?"

Ghost looked up from his paper. "Me?" 

The other kids giggled. 

"You are next, aren't you?" Mrs. Fischer asked. Candace was looking at him, one eye-brow raised. 

"Oh, yes ma'am." He turned to the class. "Well, my name is Bernard Thompson, but the kids call me Ghost." He snuck a glance at the girl. She didn't look impressed. He remembered her last words to him and felt the heat creep into his cheeks. "But that isn't important. What's important is..." he cleared his throat. "I uh, I make mistakes sometime, you know, like everybody does, but I try not to make the same one twice and when I mess up, I try to make it right." He looked right at her. "If folks just give me the chance."

"Thank you, Bernard." Mrs. Fischer looked at him, and then at the girl his were eyes trained on. "That is an excellent quality in a person. Most of us need a second chance at some point in our lives, don't you agree?"

He glanced at his teacher, gratitude shining in his eyes. "Yes ma'am. I surely do."

"Next?" Mrs. Fischer said, continuing down the row to the freckled boy sitting in the next seat back. Finally it was the girl's turn. 

"My name is Candace Moore." She turned her gaze on Ghost. "And the most important thing about me is I am honest, and I expect my friends to be honest too." Ghost ducked his head, so he didn't see the softness in her eyes as she continued. "But I think Mrs. Fischer is right. Everybody deserves a second chance." 

Ghost's head jerked up and their eyes met for the second time that day. In that instant he knew this was going to be a perfect year.
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Juju and Ghost barely took in their surroundings as they entered Mr. Mackey's fourth block debate class that afternoon. Posters of famous speakers dotted the walls, and a white board dominated the front wall.

"I'm telling you, I must be living right. She's in two of my classes!" Ghost couldn't stop grinning as he settled into the seat next to Juju. 

"You gonna bring her to Josephine's after school today?" Juju asked.

"Didn't get a chance to ask. Besides, I wanted to play it cool, you know."

"Play it cool?" Juju laughed. "You star-struck, is what it is. Actin' like you never seen a girl before." Juju sat back in his seat and took a look around the room. 

"Naw, this is different, Juju. For real —" He swallowed the rest of his comment as Lila walked in with a guy in tow. 

"Hey guys. This is David Conroy. He's new and Mr. Martinez asked me to help him find Mr. Mackey's class since I was coming here anyway."

"Hey," the boy said, and held out his hand. Ghost shook it readily but Juju was still giving the newcomer a once over. Tall, with sandy blond hair and clear blue eyes, the boy flashed them a wide smile. "You must be Ghost Thompson. I caught your last game with Milton High last year. That was an epic run in the fourth quarter."

"Yeah, it was all right," Ghost said modestly.

"So, that where you come from, Milton?" Juju studied the other boy, checking the distance between him and Lila.

"No. We moved here over the summer," David said. "I just caught that last game when Dad and I were here scoping out houses."

"You must really like football, to stop in on a game when you don't even live in a place." Lila slid into the desk behind the boys, and David sat next to her. Juju's eyes narrowed to slits. 

"Yeah, I'm really hoping to make the Forsythe team this year," David said.

"You play for your last school?" Ghost asked.

"Didn't get the chance —" David said.

"Not good enough?" Juju asked, and Lila shot him a surprised look, but David just laughed.

"Never got the chance to find out. I was home-schooled and, being an only child, it was kinda hard to scrape together enough kids to form a team." 

"Home-schooled?" Juju curled his lip. "What, like Little House on the Prairie or some sh—"

"Juju!" Lila said. "Why are you being such a jerk?"

"I ain't bein' nothin'. You —"

"Good afternoon, may I have your attention please?" The teacher stood in front of the class in a crisp dress shirt over faded blue jeans, soft and crease-less. His dark hair was smooth against his skull, caught in a black band at the nape of his neck. Ghost struggled against a sense of eerie familiarity, like he'd met this stranger somewhere before. The man waited, staring at them with piercing intensity from jade eyes. One by one the students were caught in that gaze. Within moments the room was silent.

"Thank you," the teacher said. "My name is Aaron Mackey and this is Debate 2. From this class I will invite five to eight students to join Forsythe High's new debate team. Our goal will be to compete regionally and eventually, the national debate tournament. Try-outs begin now, so I advise you to conduct yourselves accordingly. Also, I will be leading a delegation to the Model UN this year. I have already begun selecting members. If you are interested in this opportunity, see me after class. Now, for academic purposes..." 

Mr. Mackey went over classroom procedures for the next fifteen minutes, nothing Ghost hadn't heard before. Finally, the teacher asked each member of the class to stand and describe their debate experience and reasons for signing up for the class. 

In the far front corner of the room, the first student stood and tossed her long black hair over her shoulder before beginning. "I'm Tanya and I ain't got no debate experience. I just need a easy A."

"Then there has been a scheduling error." Mr. Mackey took out a small pad and started writing. "As you clearly have not taken Debate one, and you stand strongly in need of grammar lessons, you will go to the counselor's office and switch to a different elective." 

He held out the slip of paper he'd written on. The girl looked at it blankly and his eyes took on a strange glow. "Now," he said, and Tanya scrambled to her feet, took the note and scuttled from the room. Mr. Mackey scanned the class. "Next."

The next boy stood, stated his name and said, "I have lots of experience, mostly arguing with my mom."

The class laughed and a reluctant smile tugged at Mr. Mackey's lips. "I appreciate you bringing up a point I hope we will all understand before we leave here today. Debate is not argument as you typically use the term." He looked around the classroom, eyes burning. "Debate is the art of discussion aimed at persuading one's opponent to change their point of view. Argument is petty, and generally heated. Done correctly, Debate is cool and calculated, though it may use emotional pleas to make its case. In an argument, the aim is to get your own way, generally because you believe you are right. In Debate, one wins based on the power of one's argument, regardless of who is right."

Ghost raised his hand, and Mackey focused on him. "Yes? Introduce yourself, sir."

"Um, I'm Bernard Thompson. My friends call me Ghost. You saying it's more important to win, than to be right?"

Hands clasped behind his back, Mackey stalked across the room until he stood directly in front of the quartet. He stared down at them, his long nose quivering as he inhaled. His eyes widened and he looked from one person to the next, his eyes falling at last on Ghost. "Right and wrong are themselves debatable issues, Mr. Thompson."

"But —"

"Winning is a simple matter of points," Mackey said, his volume increasing. "In war, it is easily calculated by counting the persons still standing when the smoke clears. In Debate, if your side has more support, more facts, better arguments, you win. There are no other criteria." 

Puzzled uncertainty rolled through the class like fog. The kids looked from Ghost to Mr. Mackey and back again, silent, expectant. 

Ghost tried to think of a smart response, something clever and true, but nothing came. Mr. Mackey's mouth twitched into a faint smile. "Don't worry, Ghost. We'll work on your rebuttals." He turned to the next student. "You, sir. What is your name and your background?" The rest of the class took turns introducing themselves and then the bell rang to end the day. 

As the class filed out, Ghost glanced over his shoulder. Mackey sat at his desk, watching them depart with unblinking intensity. Before the door swung closed, Ghost had the uncomfortable conviction that the stare was directed at him alone.
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The sign for Josephine's was more rust than paint these days. Its enormous pink bunny ears twitched madly in the stiff August breeze, which might have been cute, except that the ears were large enough to cut a car in half if they fell. Ghost shook his head. If Josey wasn't such a fixture in town, treating everyone like her own kids, the town council would have forced her to remove it by now. 

Shifting into low, he pulled the antique Mustang into a corner spot, revved the engine once and shut it down. 

"C'mon!" The shout came from the ice-cream shop's front door, where Juju was gesturing frantically. "Rain'll be here in five by the look of those clouds. You stand around, you gonna get drowned."

Ghost jogged across the parking lot as the first drops of the afternoon deluge fell. He and Juju headed over to their usual table, where Lila was waiting with the new guy, David. Ghost stole a quick glance at Juju and wasn't surprised to see the other boy's mouth flatten into a tight, hard line.

"Ease up, bro," Ghost muttered. "She's known him like, five minutes. And you know Lila ain't one to dive in." 

Juju took a breath and relaxed. "Who you tellin'?" he muttered. 

The pair arrived at the table and Ghost slid into the bench seat. Juju remained on his feet.

"Hey guys! David had some questions about the team, so I invited him to join us." Lila's smile encompassed all three boys, but lingered a moment on Juju. "You going to sit down?"

Juju shrugged. "Maybe. I got a lot of work to do though —" Thunder crashed and the sky opened up in the downpour typical of a Florida summer afternoon. Juju dropped onto the bench next to Ghost. "But I got a little time," he said.

Lila grinned. "First day milkshakes!" she said, and the boys laughed. 

The kids each pitched three dollars onto the table and Juju scooped up the bills. Lila jumped up. "I'll come with you. Help you carry them back."

Ghost watched the tension ease out of Juju's shoulders as he stood. 

"Cool," he said, and the pair walked to the counter together.

"They a couple?" David asked, and Ghost rolled his eyes.

"They oughta be, but both of 'em stubborn as goats." Ghost watched his friends at the counter for a moment before turning back to David. "So, how was your first day at Forsythe?"

"It was okay. Teachers seem all right. Not that I have a lot to compare them to."

"That's right. You home-schooled. What's that like?"

"Oh you know, good and bad. I've been on some great field trips, but we moved around a lot and it's been hard to find enough people to play sports with." David laughed as he said the words, but something in the tone told Ghost that those missed opportunities were a sore point.

"Well, you'll have your chance here. Coach Hanes is a fair guy. Always looking for new talent."

"Yeah? That works. My dad was worried he'd already have a full roster."

"Well, he doesn't right now. Might have been different last year, but now..." Ghost stopped, and eyed David for a moment. "You ever play football anywhere else?"

"I played a little with Dad's guys last year. Just neighborhood games, you know? But they were all pretty concerned with how the Admiral might react to them tackling his kid, so I don't know —" 

Ghost leaned forward. "Your dad is an Admiral?"

"Yeah. Go Navy," David said, and laughed.

"Cool! So, you must have been a lot of places, right?"

"A few." David's smile faded. "We lived in California when I was little, and did a tour overseas. Then we spent some time in Maryland while Dad worked in DC."

"Your dad worked for the President?" Ghost's voice fell to hushed whisper, and David's cheeks pinked.

"Sort of. He uh, well, really everybody in the service works for the president, if you think about it."

"Yeah, but —"

Four tall glasses plunked down on the table. "One chocolate, one peach, two strawberry. Drink up, suckers."

Lila and Juju dropped into their seats and each pulled a strawberry milkshake into sipping range. Ghost shoved the chocolate over to David and took the peach for himself. Lifting his glass, he faced the group.

"Here's to the best year of my life so far. Old friends." He tipped his glass to Lila and then to Juju. "And new ones." He tipped his glass to David, and drank.

The other three stared at him. Lila shook her head. "You are weird," she said, and took a slurp of her milkshake.

A rush of wet wind filled the restaurant as the front doors crashed open. Napkins and skirts fluttered as a black clad figure struggled to shut the weather out. Josephine, her statuesque curves draped in wild splashes of sea green and violet, hustled to confront the dripping guest with towels and a tongue lashing. "Look what you've done. Half-drowned yourself and got water all over my floor in the process. Here, baby, take these and mop yourself off. Cleo!"

The newcomer stared at the proffered towels for a moment, then pushed past the owner with a low growl, and slogged toward the back of the restaurant. 

Josephine grabbed his arm. "Here now, you need to dry off or you're going to leave puddles all across my linoleum."

He pulled his arm from her grasp and turned. "I doubt that," he said, his voice no more than a hoarse whisper, but clearly audible in the sudden silence.

"What do you mean, you doubt it? Look at all this..." Josephine trailed off. The boy had not only stopped dripping, he was perfectly dry. The floor around him was equally devoid of moisture.

Cleo hustled up, mop in hand and Josephine directed her to the water still puddling around the door. When she turned back, the boy was already taking a seat in the back booth. Josephine walked back to her counter, muttering and shaking her head. 

"Did you see that?" Juju leaned over the table toward Lila. 

"I saw," she said. Glancing at Ghost and David, she forced a grin. "Looks like y'all are not the only weird ones in town." Whispered conversations floated in disjointed pieces around the room. 

"Who is that guy?" David asked. 

Ghost shrugged. "No idea. Must be new."

"Sure knows how to make an entrance," Lila said.

Juju took a sip of his shake. "Well, Ms. Josephine don't like him. That's for sure."

The four turned to look at the counter where the robust proprietress stood, glowering at the new arrival. After a moment she took a furious rag to the counter top and the hum in the shop returned to normal. 

"Hey, is that Mr. Mackey he's sitting with?" Ghost said. Juju and David craned their necks trying to catch a glimpse of the boy's companion past the heads of other diners. 

"You're the one that can see," Lila said. "You tell us."

Cleo tromped by, mop in hand. 

"I think it is," Ghost said. He looked from one expectant face to the next. "What? It ain't like they're terrorists or something. Maybe that's his son."

"Yeah, and his coat is made of a futuristic cloth that dries while you're blinking," Juju said. His gaze sharpened on Ghost, turning oddly speculative. 

Ghost looked at his friend. "Maybe. Or maybe water just doesn't show up that well on black cloth." He turned to David. "So, what position you thinking of trying out for?"

Lila put her hand on Juju's sleeve and he glanced at her before settling back into his seat. The conversation turned to football and other team sports for a time before the group walked out to the front doors together. The rain had diminished to a light mist and the group paused on the sidewalk to say their goodbyes. 

"Come on, Ramirez," Lila said. "I'll give you a lift home. I gotta ask Mrs. Fischer something anyway." Juju nodded and the two headed for Lila's orange Nova. "See you guys later," she said with a wave.

"Bye," David said. "I better get home too. Mom will want every detail about the first day. Wouldn't be surprised if she's waiting at the door with a camera or something."

"Who you tellin'," Ghost said. "My mama's been getting all parental 'cause this is my last year of high school. Wants to "make memories," whatever that means." 

The boys grinned at each other and went their separate ways. The clouds drifted overhead, showing patches of blue sky in the gaps.

David ducked into his car with a last wave. 

"See you tomorrow," Ghost yelled, and walked across the lot to his midnight blue Ford. A glance around the parking lot showed few patrons and none close enough to worry about. Ghost concentrated briefly and felt the caress of dry air against his cheeks. Rain drops evaporated millimeters from his skin and he made it to the car as dry as when he'd gone into the shop. He settled in behind the wheel and wondered about the look Juju had given him earlier. 

Had Mrs. Fischer told the other boy about Ghost's talent? Didn't seem likely. She was pretty big on "not sharing stories that aren't mine to tell." 

A movement by the cafe's front door caught his attention, and Ghost watched as the stranger slouched away down the sidewalk, taking no notice of the drizzle. Maybe Juju was right. Maybe there was something strange about the guy. 

Everybody had secrets, that much Ghost knew by personal experience. A shiver skated over his skin and Ghost pushed the thought aside. Having secrets didn't automatically mean you were bad. Experience had taught him that too. 

Turning the key in the ignition, he sparked the pony car's engine to life with a roar and pulled out of the lot, heading home.
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