
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




FRAM GAGE

AND

THE THREE
ADVERSARIES

DESMOND

SHEPHERD


Fram Gage and
The Three Adversaries is a
work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the
products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead,
is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2012 by Desmond Shepherd

Background Cover Image ©
Specular (http://www.dreamstime.com/specular_info)

Author Photo by Forever
Young Photography (http://www.foreveryoungphotography.com)

All rights reserved.

Published by Benjamin C. Young

License Notes

This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not
be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, please purchase your own copy. Thank
you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


Follow the author on:

Twitter:
@desshep

Instagram:
@shepdes

Facebook:
@authordesmondshepherd

The Time Capsule:
http://thetimecapsule.biz


 Table
of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Fram Gage and The Holographic Man
Preview

Acknowledgements

About the
Author


For my son. Thanks for being Fram Gage’s
biggest fan.

 



 1

“Sean! Get me out of here,
or he’ll die!”

The voice rammed into Sean’s ears with
a dull thud. A black void caressed him, telling him to sleep. He
attempted to move his arms and legs, but he was paralyzed. In the
distance, children loudly played. Their joyful screams relaxing
him. But that voice, yelling at him with an intensity he had
trouble pinpointing, began to annoy him. The man was angry. No,
panicked.

“Sean! Now!”

The ground vibrated, relaxing Sean
even more. Everything told him to remain still but that man’s
voice. It continued yelling, begging him to release him out from
somewhere. Without a way to see the man, Sean couldn’t help. He
would assist the man, if he knew how.

“Sean. He’ll die. Fram will
die!”

Fram Gage?

He knew Fram. A quiet, 12-year-old boy
with a good heart. Why would he die? How could he die? The boy
meant a lot to him. In many ways, Fram was like a son. He wanted to
protect, help, and teach him.

He never wanted to see any of the
children in his orphanage hurt. If this man, whose voice Sean began
to recognize, wanted to help Fram, he should do it. He didn’t need
Sean’s permission.

“Let me out of this cage,
Sean!”

Metal rattled like loose change
falling on the ground. The voices of the playing children grew
louder as if they approached. They might not be happy. In fact, the
girl cried so severely, her words were unintelligible.

“Dr. Traisal! Dr. Traisal,”
a boy’s voice yelled. “Fram is under that rock. We have to get him
out!”

More rattling happened, this time
louder. That boy’s voice, he recognized it, too. As he fought to
recall, a gentle throbbing started at the back of his head. It
slowly reached around toward the front, transforming into the
pounding of a hammer on wood. The pain was great and excruciating.
It pulled Sean away from the peaceful relaxing state he wanted
badly.

“Lank, you can’t do it.
We’ve got nothing,” the boy said. He paused a second. “Please, Dr.
Traisal. Wake up. You got to get out of there and help Dr. Samor,
too, or Fram will die.”

Lank. Dr. Samor.
It all came back to him.

They held a competition in The Ability
Chamber. Discovered Fram had Infinite ability. But Dr. Samor,
Sean’s assistant at Biality Orphanage, took control of the
competition for selfish means. He trapped Sean in a cage while the
children competed. But Sean didn’t let that stop him.

He managed to create software that
formed a cage, too. He trapped Dr. Samor in it, disabling his
control of the competition. Sean then attempted to pull the
children—Fram, Bagger, Tia, and Lanker—to safety. In his last
thought before a rumbling quake caused him to fall back and slam
his head against a metal pole of his cage, knocking him
unconscious, the portal opened.

Sean opened his eyes with a rush of
adrenaline shooting through his veins. The scene left him confused.
Dr. Samor shook the metal chain link fence, his white lab coat blew
in the wind, and he yelled, “I can help him. I can help him.”
Bagger and Tia were next to Sean’s cage. Bagger pleaded with his
eyes and words, “Please, Dr. Traisal. He’ll die. You can’t let him
die.”

In the distance, a large red boulder
at least 30 feet wide laid on the ground, and Lanker, his small,
weak body, squatted next to it, his arms under the mass of rock. He
tried to lift the boulder. But why?

“What happened?” Sean
asked, rubbing the back of his head.

“The rock!” Bagger screamed
and pointed behind him. His normally proud, spiked, purple Mohawk
hung to the side of his face and dirt covered his body. “It fell on
Fram.”

“Fram?” Sean
asked.

He got to his feet and grabbed at the
chain link fence of the cage that had him trapped. He pressed his
face up to it to view the large boulder, his skin pushing through
the holes in the fence. Lanker continued to try lifting the boulder
without success.

No. How could I let this happen? No one
was supposed to get hurt.

Sean stepped back a couple feet,
shocked at his hubris. He wondered how he fooled himself into
thinking he could control it all. Now Fram might meet the same fate
as his son, Steven.

Shock and sadness paralyzed him. His
ears tuned out the sound and everything began to move in slow
motion as Sean became overwhelmed with the situation. Bagger
screamed something at Sean again, a frantic, wide-eyed look on his
face. He gestured wildly with his hands.

Behind him, Tia held her face, crying
uncontrollably. How could he help?

Rolland had trapped him in the fence
cage. Even if he could get out, the time needed to overwrite the
code for the weight of the boulder would take longer than the time
he had.

In all likelihood, Fram was already
dead, crushed under the weight of the boulder, his bones pulverized
to dust.

“Sean, listen to me,”
Rolland yelled.

Sean snapped his attention to Rolland.
Despite the chaos, he looked perfect. His clothes were free of the
debris and dust in the area. Not a black hair on his head out of
place.

He was trapped in a cage. Sean made it
to prevent Rolland from accessing any part of TAC, putting the
children out of further danger. Or so Sean thought. Anger built up
inside of him like a rolling avalanche. If he could reach out, grab
Rolland, and wrap his hands around his neck, strangling the life
from him, he would.

But that would be impossible, and if
he could, the one chance of saving Fram, if he was still alive,
would be lost.

“Sean, if you let me out,
you know what I can do. I’m trapped here, without access to the
competition software.”

“You did this! You killed
him!” Sean clenched his teeth, baring them, as his face turned a
shade of red. “I won’t let you out.”

The rumbles in the ground began to
settle and the wind died down. A calmness came over the scene in
The Ability Chamber, but for everyone involved, it resembled more
and more people clinging to a hope that faded away with every
second.

“Sean, you have to.”
Rolland’s voice became calm. His eyes pleaded with Sean, and in
that instance, more emotion came from him than he ever witnessed.
“I swear to you, when this is done, I will allow you to do whatever
you want to me. Get rid of me or completely change me, I don’t
care. Just let me out.”

Sean turned toward the boulder.
Lanker, his small body tired from the exertion, had fallen back on
his butt, giving up on lifting the large rock that fell on Fram. He
rubbed at his eyes as tears rolled down his cheeks. Sean had a
similar emotion. He knew his one hope was in someone he detested,
who created the entire mess they experienced, and who used to be a
trusted companion.

Rolland’s eyes and their sympathetic
appeal worried Sean. Rolland was incapable of such compassion, but
obviously good at mimicking it. He was Fram’s only hope, and if
Rolland was willing to help him, he had to let him. He had one
choice. He had to release Rolland.

He stared hard at Rolland, the anger
still in him, festering like a disease spreading quickly in his
bloodstream. “Fine. I’ll do it. But you swear to me you’ll do no
other harm to these children.”

“Sean,” Rolland said. His
voice was calm and almost condescending. “Fram is all I care about
right now.”

“You don’t care about
anything,” Sean said.

Sean reached down to the dusty ground
and picked up his clipboard. It had been the one thing that saved
the entire situation. It gave him the ability to open the portal
and bring the children to the end of the competition. The hard
brown backer used to support the paper that sat on top for writing
was much more than that. Sean flipped the papers off the back, a
small cloud of dust puffing into the air. He tapped the upper
corner of the clipboard and the brown surface transitioned into a
computer screen.

“Hurry, please,” Tia said
through her sobs.

Sean looked up to her; her
gray jeans were nearly maroon from the dust that had settled on
them. Even her bright red hair had dulled from the debris. A wave
of guilt came over him that wouldn’t recede, but rather lingered
there like a beached whale. These poor
children. What have
I done to them?

“It’ll be okay,” Bagger
said as he stepped toward Tia and put his arm around her. “Dr.
Traisal and Samor can save him. We can’t get hurt. We can’t get
hurt.”

“That’s a lie!” Lanker
suddenly said. He approached them with a look of anger. His faced
turned red, causing the freckles on his face to disappear. Tears
had dried on his face, washing away dust, and leaving trails of
clean skin on his cheeks. “Fram said we couldn’t get hurt. But look
at everything we went through. He
lied to us! He
did this.”

“How can you say that?” Tia
yelled. “He saved us.”

“Only because....” Lanker
began.

Sean’s time for dwelling on Lanker’s
anger and disgust had to come later. He ignored the children’s
argument, turning his attention to the monitor on his clipboard. He
went into the software for Rolland’s cage, preparing to tap the
button that would remove it. Rolland stared at him, waiting. But
for what? His chance to save Fram? Or his chance to take over
control of TAC? There was one choice, and Sean had to take
it.

He tapped the button on the screen and
immediately the cage around Rolland that stopped him from accessing
any part of TAC’s software, lifted into the air at great speed,
disappearing into a white, cumulus cloud.

“Thank you,” Rolland said,
nodding his head. If any deceit was behind his words, Sean didn’t
hear them.

Rolland ran the 30 feet to the boulder
in a graceful stride, like a gazelle chased by a lion. He stopped a
moment when he reached it. The cage around Sean also lifted up into
the air, freeing him from the trap. Maybe Rolland was being
sincere. He’s helping Fram and he released the cage.

Sean ran toward the boulder to find a
sign of life from Fram. A wave of horror washed over him. If Fram
was under the boulder, he couldn’t tell. But everyone around
him—Rolland, Bagger, Tia, and Lanker—reminded him that Fram was
under there, most likely dead.

“Bagger, Tia, Lanker, get
over here!” Rolland called over to the children.

Tia and Bagger ran over without
hesitation. Sean turned to see Lanker staying where he was, his
arms folded across his chest, his head turned in
disgust.

“I need you to help me lift
this,” Rolland said. “My strength is … well, it’s hard to explain.
But you two can do it.”

“What?” Bagger said with a
confused look. “We can’t do a thing. We don’t have an
ability.”

“Yes, you do. I’ve turned
it on. You both have Super Strength. You should be able to lift the
boulder.”

“But … how?” Tia asked. “We
haven’t had them the entire time.”

“I’ll explain later. Now
are you going to help or not?”

Bagger and Tia exchanged a look, and
without a word, stepped up to the boulder, scooping their hands
under it.

Sean knew this wasn’t right. The
children never had the dosage of Bilt. Without the drug, a child’s
brain reacted in an unpredictable manner upon exiting TAC. The
impact could be dizziness, vomiting, or, as was the case with Sean
Traisal’s son, death.

“Stop!” Sean said. Bagger
and Tia took their hands away from the boulder. “Rolland, they
can’t do this. Without the drug, the results could be—”

“Disastrous, Sean,” Rolland
interrupted. He stepped up to Sean, towering over him, as if he had
grown a few inches in stature. “They might get ill from this one
moment of exertion, but Fram could die. Do you want
that?”

Sean cowered as Rolland
loomed over him. Fear and dread washed over his body, making him
feel filthy for releasing Rolland. While he seemed to want to help
Fram, his demeanor and tone said more. This man, no this
thing, he created had
turned into his worse idea.

“Fine,” Sean gave in to
Rolland. He stepped toward him, adjusted his white lab coat, and
moved toward the large boulder. “Fine. But I’m helping.” It was
pointless since Sean would lack an ability, but he wanted to do
whatever he could to help Fram. This would not be like Steven’s
death.

Bagger and Tia moved toward the
boulder, along with Sean and Rolland. The four of them squatted to
reach their hands under the large maroon rock. Sean’s face came
within inches of the boulder as a soft breeze blew some of the red
dust off it and onto his face. Its chalky odor reminded him of
times he taught the children normal things like math, science, and
English. Those lessons, as he wrote equations and sentences on a
chalkboard, were beneficial. Why he ever thought giving them
abilities in a special room would be the same, he couldn’t
answer.

“Lift,” Rolland
called.

Sean lifted with all his might, the
boulder moving inches from the ground. He strained as his muscles
ached, begging for him to stop. The weight was more than he could
bear. His arms gave out, dropping the boulder. He barely pulled his
hands away within a second of the boulder crashing back to the
ground. He imagined the weight would have crushed his bones into
the fine dust that coated the rock, and he would have deserved
it.

The other three pulled away safely,
too. Tia again began to cry.

“Lanker, get over here!”
Rolland called. “We can’t do it without you.”

Lanker hesitated in the distance.
Whatever anger and frustration he had toward Fram, Sean couldn’t
understand. But it must be something great and intense. Lanker
didn’t respond, instead looking to the dirt and kicking at it with
his left foot. He stared at the foot, bent down, and touched it.
His head snapped up to the four of them, but he still said
nothing.

“Wait a minute,” Sean said.
“Why are we doing this? Just make the boulder lighter.” His words
came out quickly in the moment, the children giving him confused
looks.

Rolland turned his attention to Sean,
staring at him for a moment.

“You can do that, Roll. It
makes the most sense.”

Rolland turned his gaze
back to Lanker and said, “Lanker, we need you! Fram needs you!”

Lanker stood from his position, bit
the side of his lip, and ran toward the boulder. The boy appeared
to have aged several years during the predicament he experienced.
His lack of glasses gave him a more mature, proud, and confident
look.

“Thank you, son,” Rolland
said. He placed his hand on Lanker’s shoulder and smiled. Lanker
turned his head away in embarrassment, but returned the smile to
Rolland with beaming pride. “Now, reach under this boulder with us
and help us save Fram.”

Lanker stepped up to the boulder, as
did the other four. In their squatting positions as they prepared
to lift the rock, they resembled sumo wrestlers preparing to
fight—their conquest the giant rock in front of them.

“Lift!” Rolland called
again.

This time, the boulder lifted with the
weight of a feather. The change was astonishing. But he suspected
the change had nothing to do with Lanker’s assistance. He had
little time to ponder that thought as the boulder moved upward. The
four of them now stood, Lanker with his arms outstretched, Tia and
Bagger nearly the same, and Sean and Rolland with their arms
slightly bent.

“Now,” said Rolland. The
entire thing was within his control. Sean hated that. “We will bend
down some and push up with everything we have. Ready.”

Sean bent down as instructed, the
weight of the rock above him little more than a heavy box he lifted
above his head. He hoped Rolland knew what he was doing.

“Push!”

As they began to push upward in a
quick motion, they grunted. Even Rolland made a noise, despite the
fact that he shouldn’t have had to. The large rock tumbled back in
a quick motion, quietly tipping. Before completely falling, it hit
the mountain behind it, causing a cracking of the rock and a
thunderous boom.

Sean turned his eyes to the ground.
Fram Gage lay on the dirt, impressed into it completely due to the
weight of the boulder that had been on him. His left leg, bloody
and torn, no doubt from the Fleck that chased them, bent in the
opposite direction it should.

“Oh no, Fram!” Tia yelled.
Bagger grabbed her around the shoulders, and she laid her head on
his chest.

A tightness around Sean’s heart
prevented him from breathing properly. All that came to mind was
his son, lifeless, not breathing, the death that followed shortly
after, and his guilt for having been responsible for it. The moment
here was the same. Sean had killed again.

He ran up to Fram’s body, scooping him
up from the dirt. He barely recognized him with the dust and blood
covering his body. He cradled him like a baby, tears beginning to
flow from his eyes. He feared there was no hope, and Fram had
died.

As the tears blurred his vision like
rain on a windshield, Fram’s bottom lip moved. He tried to say
something. He was alive! Sean bent his head toward him, but the
words were too quiet to understand. A soft breath blew across
Sean’s cheek, lifting his spirits.

“He’s breathing. Hurry,”
Sean said to Rolland. “We have to get him to First Aid.”

Sean ran at a speed he never managed
before. He moved through the blowing dirt of TAC, passed his
clipboard that laid on the ground, and toward a single tree that
stood proud. Bagger and Tia followed close behind. Sean reached the
tree, tapped a button on the side of it, and a door slid to the
left, exposing the hallway of Biality Orphanage. Before running
down the hallway to get to the First Aid Room, he turned to make
sure Rolland was behind him to help.

Instead, Rolland held his hands on
Lanker’s shoulder as he walked him to the exit of TAC. Lanker wiped
at his eyes as Rolland bent down and said something to him. How
could Rolland be so caring, compassionate, and sympathetic when he
was at fault for everything the children endured over the previous
eight hours?

“Rolland. I need your
help,” Sean yelled.

Rolland looked to Sean, nodded, and
turned back to Lanker. Lanker nodded his head, and Rolland turned
away, running toward Sean. Lanker followed, but he walked. They
exited TAC, Sean hopeful that this time a death would not
occur.
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 In
the three weeks since Fram awoke, his home became the First Aid
Room. He also visited the Physical Therapy Room often. It was a
small room with white walls and gray carpeting. The wall at the
back of the room was a large mirror that made the room feel twice
its size. Each corner had different exercise equipment. While Fram
had yet to see anyone else besides Dr. Traisal while he had
physical therapy, he assumed the room was a gym for the other
children to use.

“That’s it. You’re doing
fine,” Sean said.

Fram, with considerable difficulty,
lifted himself from the wheelchair. He grabbed onto two parallel
wooden poles. They stood three feet from the ground. He winced as
his triceps ached from weight he put on them.

Three years had passed when Fram
finally woke up from the accident in TAC. According to what Dr.
Traisal told him, the room malfunctioned, resulting in dangerous
situations during the competition. Dr. Traisal apologized
profusely, promising never to allow such a tragedy to happen
again.

Bagger and Tia were elated to talk to
Fram when he awoke. Bright, beaming smiles fixed on their faces
like they posed for a picture. During the first week, he had
trouble moving any part of his body and speaking was a chore. So he
listened to Bagger and Tia as each took turns visiting him. They
would read books, tell about what had happened in Biality Orphanage
since the accident, and keep his spirits high.

He forgot those few minutes before the
large boulder crushed him. Even when he awoke three years later,
Dr. Traisal greeted him, as did Bagger and Tia, but Fram had
trouble remembering any of that. It wasn’t until a couple days
later that the fog surrounding his brain began to fade.

Fram inched his hands forward on the
parallel bars, grunting like an animal with each movement. His legs
refused to cooperate due to the inactivity of three years. While
his hands and arms had movement, and the physical therapy he
received had progressed quickly, his legs fell behind in their
recovery. As a result, his arms supported his entire body as he
moved across the bars, while his legs dangled below like octopus
tentacles. With every movement forward of each arm, the opposite
leg would twitch.

When he was a quarter of the way from
the end, the muscles in his arms tightened. He tried to move them,
but they wouldn’t budge. He breathed in snorts, like a bull
preparing to charge forward but unable to move.

All he wanted was to feel better
again. He wished he had the Healing ability that he used on Tia,
Lanker, and himself in TAC. If he could make that work, he would be
better instantly. He wanted the Super Strength ability, too. It
would make getting to the end of the bars easier than breathing
air.

As Fram was about to give up and drop
to the floor, Dr. Traisal said, “It’s okay. You’re doing great.
Just concentrate, Fram. Look at your destination and use whatever
strength you can to get there.”

Dr. Traisal pushed the wheelchair from
the starting point of the bars to the end. He seemed different.
After three years, and missing the gradual aging that everyone
experiences, Dr. Traisal looked old. He had streaks of gray hair,
tired bags under his eyes, and a slower gait.

He continued to breathe in deep, loud
breaths, focusing on his destination.

This is no different from a
competition in TAC. Just get to the end and you’re done.

His right hand moved forward a
half-inch. He could use more than that. Who was he kidding? He
would never make it to the end.

“Just concentrate. Think
real hard about what you want.” With each of Fram’s movements
forward along the bars, Dr. Traisal followed next to
him.

While Fram appreciated Dr. Traisal’s
encouragement, he wanted him to shut up. He was concentrating. He
was trying with all his strength. What he wanted more than anything
was for his legs to work. He wanted his body to be coordinated,
moving one foot forward and then the other. He wanted to reach the
end of the parallel bars without having to use his
hands.

That’s what he wanted. Not weeks of
physical therapy. He wanted to be himself again, hang out with his
friends in the orphanage, and catch up on the last three
years.

Determined to reach a point where all
of that could be true, his arms gave out on the parallel bars. The
next few seconds happened quickly but appeared in slow motion to
Fram. It reminded him of when the Fleck pursued him in TAC and the
world around him slowed as he moved at impossible speed. He put his
hands in front of his face and squeezed his eyes closed in
anticipation of hitting the floor.

But it never happened.

“Remarkable,” Dr. Traisal
said.

Fram slowly pulled his hands away from
his face. He still had the same distance to go to complete the
parallel bars, but he was standing. Dr. Traisal had a beaming smile
on his face. It was so bright he could use it as a flashlight in a
dark room.

“Go ahead,” Dr. Traisal
urged. “Go the rest of the way.”

Fram concentrated on his feet. Since
he hadn’t walked in three years, he wanted to watch them as each
moved forward. He grabbed the parallel bars, this time for balance.
Focusing on the right foot, he slowly took a step. It moved ahead
six inches. The left foot, six inches. Right foot, six
inches.

Fram looked up to Dr. Traisal with an
even brighter smile. He could walk again. He moved faster, keeping
his attention on the finish line, confident that he could move each
foot properly. Left, right, left, right. He was almost there, a
large helping of glee filling his insides.

“Easy there. Don’t get
ahead of yourself,” Dr. Traisal said.

In his excitement, Fram moved faster
than the muscles in his legs could handle. As he reached the end of
the parallel bars, his hands released, and his feet went to take
one last large step. When the right foot came down, Fram lost his
balance, tumbling forward in a somersault. He hit the wheelchair
awkwardly as he came out of the roll, his legs resting on the seat
and his back flat on the ground.

“Fram!” Dr. Traisal
said.

Fram stared up to the gray tiled
ceiling and let out a small chuckle. The smile on his face turned
to a giant grin and he began to laugh. It was the most joy he had
felt in a long time. He grabbed at his belly as the elation washed
over him, sending a tingle through his bones and
muscles.

Dr. Traisal laughed, too, as he
stepped up to Fram, towering over him and blocking his view of the
ceiling. “I’d ask if you’re all right, but I think you just
answered that question.”

“Yeah. I think I’m fine,”
Fram said after his laughter subsided. “It feels good to have some
control back.”

“Well, you’re doing
remarkably well,” Dr. Traisal said as he held out his hand. “It’s
been three weeks and you’re speaking, have arm movement, and
apparently leg movement.” Fram grabbed Dr. Traisal’s hand. “Most
people wouldn’t see such … instantaneous results.”

Dr. Traisal pulled on Fram’s arm,
lifting him slightly. Fram didn’t want him to pull him to a
standing position, instead opting to try it himself. Using Dr.
Traisal as a support, he slid his legs off the wheelchair and to
the ground. He bent them, sat up, and grabbed the parallel bars
with his right hand. He counted to three in his head and pulled up
with his arms. He also pushed his feet into the ground to give him
more upward momentum. Within seconds, he stood in an upright
position looking Dr. Traisal nearly in the eye.

“At this rate,” Dr. Traisal
said, releasing his hand and placing it on Fram’s right shoulder,
“you’ll be just fine within the week.”

It’s amazing what three years can do
to a person. The last Fram knew, he stood as tall as Dr. Traisal’s
chest. Now, he was nearly the same height. His friends, Bagger,
Tia, and Lanker had grown and lived a life he couldn’t imagine.
While he had seen Bagger, with his purple Mohawk still in place
though shaved short and lacking the spikes, and Tia, her hair just
as fire red as before though her body a lot more … womanly, he had
yet to see Lanker. He hadn’t received so much as one visit from
him. He wondered what changed about him.

If Dr. Traisal was correct, he would
know soon. Because once he was done with physical therapy and not
stuck in the administration area of the orphanage, he was going to
find out why Lanker hadn’t visited.
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 Dr. Traisal finally said Fram was well enough to hang out with
his friends, and he arranged for Bagger and Tia to meet him at the
playground. When Bagger arrived, Fram sat on his swing, swaying
back and forth. Tia showed up right behind him. Fram either ignored
him or was deep in thought. He stared up into the sky, closing his
eyes, and blew out a long breath of air.

“It’s good to see you back
to … normal, if we can call it that,” Bagger said. He sat on the
cool rubber seat of the swing next to Fram. “After we got that rock
off of you, I thought you would be dead.”

Fram gently pushed backward off the
wood chip covered ground, maintaining his swaying motion. Ever
since Fram woke up from his coma, Bagger found himself dealing with
emotions he had long suppressed over the course of three years. In
the short period of the competition in TAC, he grew fond of Fram.
He appreciated his willingness to support his friends and help
them; doing it to the brink of death.

“What do you remember,
anyway?” Tia said as she sat cross-legged on the green grass a few
feet away from the swings. A soft breeze blew passed, placing a few
strands of hair in her face, which she quickly brushed away and
tucked behind her ear.

She gave Bagger a quick glance before
turning back to Fram. He knew what the look meant. They had
something to tell Fram, but they wanted to wait until the best time
to do it. When he found out, it might send him into
shock.

“Not much,” Fram said. He
gazed up into the sky. The sunset beyond the playground fence cast
an orange hue over the area. “It’s always perfect here, isn’t
it?”

Bagger followed Fram’s gaze, glancing
up at a collection of clouds high above. They floated out of view
as the three of them sat in silence. Fram was correct. Bagger had
only seen perfect weather outside the walls of the orphanage. It
was as if Biality Orphanage was in the perfect location to bypass
all nasty weather.

“Well, what’s ‘not much’?”
Bagger finally asked, breaking the silence.

“I remember everything in
TAC, even escaping the Fleck. But after that, I see black. I wake
up to the sound of some beeping. I fall back asleep. I wake up
again and remember everything from that point forward. It’s bits
and pieces really. I try to remember it all, but Dr. Traisal says
that might not happen.”

“Well, we can help you,”
Tia said. She stood up, walked over to Fram, and grabbed the chain
links that supported the swing. It pulled Fram to a stop in his
swaying. “Did you hear me? You helped us. You saved our lives.
We’ll do whatever we can to help you.”

“She’s right,” Bagger said.
“Tia and I got your back no matter what.”

“Thanks. I … appreciate it.
More than you know.” Fram rubbed his hand along his cheek, catching
a tear and wiping it from existence. “It’s hard, you know? Being
gone three years. I barely recognize myself in the mirror, let
alone you guys.”

“How do you think we feel?”
Bagger asked. “We would come in every day and visit you. Sometimes
at the same time, other times we would take turns. You started
growing a mustache a year ago. Let’s just say it was … very
disturbing.” Bagger laughed.

“Yeah.” Tia laughed. “It
was like a caterpillar grew on your face.”

“I kept waiting for it to
change into a butterfly.”

They all laughed. Bagger enjoyed the
moment of happiness. Over three years, Tia and he had found a way
to deal with the tragedy of Fram’s accident. The two people who
used to be at odds became closer than Bagger could believe. The
entire ordeal took a toll on them. They were in therapy sessions
weekly and had made much progress.

Now that Fram was awake, a weight
lifted off Bagger’s shoulders that the therapy could never
accomplish. It turned the gloomy rainy days in Bagger’s heart into
the beautiful skies that always waited in the
playground.

Fram rubbed the skin above his upper
lip.

“Don’t worry,” Tia said.
“It takes like four months to grow in.”

“Good.” Fram smiled. “So …
what did happen in TAC? Dr. Traisal never told me. I’ve wanted to
ask, but whenever I get close to saying anything about the
competition, he changes the subject.”

Bagger glanced at Tia, stopping his
swing from moving. They had barely talked about the moment
themselves. In the instance Fram mentioned it, Bagger went back to
being 12-years-old. He became angry and sad all at once. He did all
he could to avoid thinking about that moment, even in the therapy
sessions. He just didn’t want to deal with it. He wanted to move on
with his life, and Fram waking up was the final piece of the puzzle
that helped with that.

Tia was speechless, too. She stared
straight ahead, as if ignoring the question would make it go
away.

“What?” Fram asked. “What’s
wrong?”

Tia turned around from Fram, folding
her arms over her chest. She reached a hand up and wiped a tear
away from her face.

It had to come to this. Despite the
fact that he wanted it to be fine, eventually, they had to talk
about it. If he kept it in, and Tia, too, he knew it would eat away
at his insides like a parasite devouring its host. True to himself,
Fram wanted everything in the open. He wanted to know.

Bagger hopped off his swing, walked
over to Tia, and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Tee, we need to
tell him. We need to deal with it.”

She bowed her head down to the ground,
tears dripping off her cheeks and into the grass. Bagger wanted
nothing more than to assuage her sadness. He wrapped his arm around
her shoulder, pulling her close to his chest. He was never good in
these situations. Fram was the one to balance everyone out. What
could he say to her to make her speak?

“Tia,” Fram said. “I’m
sorry. If it’s too much right now, don’t worry about
it.”

Tia turned around, releasing herself
from Bagger’s hold. Fram did have a way. Tia’s face went from
sadness to the confidence she had so many years ago, and Bagger
jealously turned away. Why couldn’t he give Tia that backbone?
While they had grown close over three years, Bagger never managed
to have the same effect on her.

“No. No. Bagger’s right,”
she said. “We need to let you know what happened and what you
missed. It’s just....”

Her confidence broke, and she began to
cry. Bagger, erasing all thoughts of his jealousy, stepped to her
side again, hugging her close.

“I’m okay,” she said as she
patted Bagger’s chest. He enjoyed calming her sadness. Even if she
needed Fram to instill the boldness in her she once had.

“Tell you what,” Bagger
said. “Let me tell him, and you chime in where you see
fit.”

“OK,” she said. She sat
down near the swing and crossed her legs.

Bagger went back to the swing. As he
sat down, he stared up to the sky, a now cloudless fluorescent
orange color. “Where do I begin?” he asked, though
rhetorically.

“With TAC. What happened in
there that we could get hurt?”

“Oh that,” Bagger said with
disgust. “Nothing irritates me more than that. Dr. Traisal said it
was some kind of malfunction in the software. But he didn’t
elaborate on it. It’s kind of like what you said. If you bring it
up with him he changes the subject.”

“Is that why I had Infinite
ability? Did they mean for that to happen or was it the
malfunction?”

“Can’t answer that one
either,” Bagger said. He felt as useful as a weather vane on a calm
day.

“I don’t know,” Tia said.
She picked up four wood chips one by one and tossed them in front
of her. Three of them flew off to the left while the one went to
the right. “Everything was wacky in there. The way the landscape
changed, the creatures that came after us, your ability. All a
mistake. A horrible, horrible
mistake.”

“Yeah. Tia’s not kidding.
If you had seen that boulder fall on you. I … I don’t know how you
survived. The thing must have weighed a few tons at
least.”

As they talked, the sun drew further
down the horizon, and a single star shone in the sky. The air
around them cooled, reminding Bagger of that night they spent in
TAC. He shuddered. He never wanted to go in there again.

“So then what?” Fram asked.
Despite aging three years and having a deeper voice, Fram’s tone
was a lot like a curious 12-year-old. Bagger felt sorry for him.
While they had the opportunity to grow up, Fram was stuck in the
past.

“Then they shut TAC down,”
Tia said. Her eyes squinted, almost in anger. “Dr. Traisal said he
didn’t want to use it in case something like that happened
again.”

“So nobody’s competed in
TAC since the accident?”

“Not a single one.” Bagger
kicked his foot into the worn ground under his swing. “I couldn’t
think of a better idea than that. We barely see Dr. Traisal, too.
He’s been all worried about making you better for three years. I
don’t think he’s left your side for more than an hour.”

“Something’s odd about the
whole thing,” Tia said. She shifted her eyes down and to the right,
brought her knees to her chest, and rested her chin on
them.

This part upset Tia. She didn’t want
to tell Fram because it could crush him. Bagger didn’t blame her.
Fram’s perception of the entire situation stopped back when the
weight of the boulder crushed him. His view of Biality Orphanage
and those in it had yet to change, if it ever did.

He hopped off his swing, sitting next
to Tia, and facing Fram. If she had any trouble saying the words,
he would support her. It was
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