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« CHAPTER 1 »

It had all started with a funeral. In the second pew, standing amongst her family, and half the town, everything began. The group was so small that they only took up half the church; she knew she didn’t want to be like that.

There was nothing wrong with Martha, the sweet old lady who had lived down the road and run the general store until the day she died. She had been born in the back room of the store, while her Father frantically ran the till, and her mother had gotten up to help with stocking that very afternoon. When they retired, she took over as the only child. Now the store would be run by her three sons, also all born in the backroom since the nearest hospital was an hour way, and they would run it until the Lord came and brought them back to his Kingdom.

Karina did not fear death, but she needed to live first. She needed to see what else was out there, beyond her town of three hundred people.

She was thirteen when she attended Martha’s funeral, about to enter high school, which was really just another section of the same school she had attended all her life. She had skipped a grade when she was nine, accelerating past the rest when her parents put her in summer school in lieu of a summer camp they couldn’t afford. By the time high school came around, the classes were smaller. The kids of farm families didn’t attend as often, especially when it was crop time. Some dropped out entirely, some attended occasionally, and some just didn’t care anymore.

She selected ten courses for her ninth grade year, which got her pulled into the guidance office on the first day.

“Karina,” Marie, the guidance counselor, mused, looking over her sheet. “You need to make a choice. This is too many.”

“No, it’s not,” Karina said, having worked this out perfectly in her head last night. To her, it was logical. “You need thirty credits to graduate high school. If I take Spanish before school, and band after school, that’s ten this year. And then I can take two summer school courses this summer and next summer and Spanish II and senior band next year. So when I enter eleventh grade, I’ll only have to take 6 credits, or part time. I can finish a semester early.”

“What’s the hurry, darling?” Marie asked, confused. She had never seen a student come in her office with such a plan. If they wanted to finish early, they just dropped out.

“Because 2014 is the last year that Tulane University will have a partnership with the U.N. to do an internship there. So I have to make it there before then.”

“Tulane?” Marie turned over the name in her head, thinking hard. “Tulane is in...America, Karina.”

“Yes, New Orleans,” she replied eagerly. “They are about the only university that offers Cajun French in linguistics. And I already have Canadian French, of course, so it’s a great subspecialty to add. And my Mom speaks Spanish, so taking it at 8am isn’t going to be hard. And...”

“And how are you going to afford the foreign student fees?” Marie sat back in her chair, wondering just how thoroughly Karina had thought this out.

“Well, financial aid and a part-time job and...”

“Tulane is a private university, which means that they receive no government funding. Fees as a domestic student alone would start at $40,000. An international student would have to pay several times that amount.”

“What?” Karina paled, her shoulders slumping. “But I looked up...”

“If you are thinking of a number with four figures, you looked up an average community college, dear. Now, it is possible to fund some of that with scholarships, but most of the scholarships go to domestic students.”

“Domestic, like those with a high school diploma from America?” Karina asked, and Marie nodded.

“Yes. Those who have successfully finished high school in America, and gotten a high school diploma, not a G.E.D. I’m sorry, Karina.”

“Hmmm.” Karina didn’t look like someone whose dreams had been broken. Changed yes, but not broken, not yet. She sat in front of Marie, clearly deep in thought. “Thank you.”

“So, about these courses.” Marie reminded her of the real reason she had come in, but Karina was already standing up and gathering her book bag. She was very young, with slim hips and huge eyes, and yet it seemed she had the whole world figured out.

“They are fine,” Karina paused. “Can I use the secretary’s phone before I go back to class?”

“Sure, go ahead. I’m here if you need anything,” Marie said, giving up. Karina smiled and headed out the door, taking her course selection sheet with her. Technically, as a guidance counselor, Marie was supposed to stop any silly choices like this with her logic. However, watching Karina go, the gears in her head turning visibly, she didn’t feel like there was an illogical choice being made. A girl with a dream, yes, but not an illogical choice.

Outside, Karina quickly borrowed the computer from an annoyed secretary to look up the phone number she needed. Then, taking a deep breath to try to stop the hundreds of questions formulating in her mind, she dialed the foreign number. It rang through several times, and for a moment, she was afraid no one would answer. It was a long distance call and she certainly couldn’t call it from home without her parents freaking out. She was about to hang up and try again when there was a click on the line.

“Benjamin Franklin High School, this is Sheldon.”

“Hi, can I be connected to the guidance department please?” Karina asked, hoping that’s what they called it down there. She loved the accent already, Cajun and exotic. There was another click and she thought that Sheldon had hung up on her.

“Guidance,” came a voice on the phone. Karina took the phone into the corner, curling up on one of the chairs, and took out a notebook. What Marie had said was already processing through her brain. If she needed an American diploma to enter Tulane, then that’s what she’d get. She’d skip another grade, or fast track, and then do twelfth grade down in New Orleans to get her diploma. That would at least save her some money.

“Hi, my name is Karina, I’m uh...Canadian. I’m in ninth grade and I was looking to transfer to your school in twelfth grade.”

“We can’t do that for you, hon,” the voice said, and she could hear shifting papers in the background. “Right off the bat, before any of the complications, we only take new students up to eleventh Grade. Are your parents moving?”

“Uh, yes,” she lied. “Up to eleventh?”

“Yes. We take new students in ninth, tenth and eleventh. Because we are a gifted school, we have to have some sort of quality control. We have an admissions test and we look at your GPA. In addition, you have to have one credit in math, science, social studies, foreign language and English to enter, and two of each of those for eleventh.”

“Oh, well, I’ll have those, for sure.” Karina fiddled with the phone cord. “So...how do I take this test?”

“When you move and get a permanent address down here, come on in and we’ll set you up. But we are a gifted school...”

“I skipped a grade in Canada, and I’m top of my class here,” Karina said, even though the year had just started. It was true in eighth grade, why would it be any different in ninth? “And you do AP classes?”

“Yes, we offer several AP classes. And I think the difference is you need thirty credits in Canada, and you need twenty-four here.”

“Really?” That piqued Karina’s interest. “So I could do twenty here, and then come down there and do the final four?”

The American guidance counselor laughed.

“What’s the hurry, honey? How old are you?”

“Does that matter?” Karina asked breathlessly.

“No, I guess it doesn’t. It’s not an age requirement; it’s just a credit requirement. But most students...”

“Thank you for the information.” Karina looked down at the credit sheet in her hand. “I’ll um, call you later.”

She hung up, listening to the hustle and bustle of the school around her. Her plans were changing, and it was only 10am.

If she needed those credits to enter, she could easily do it. The admissions test didn’t faze her in the slightest. She was also relieved to know that she could slow down a bit. She didn’t doubt her ability to handle the courses, but she did like sleep, not that she thought she would be getting any over the next few years.

Unfolding herself from the chair, she went back to Marie’s office.

“I think I will drop a thing or two,” she replied, and Marie smiled.

“Come on in then,” she said, and Karina closed the door behind her. This was the easy part.
« CHAPTER 2 »

Karina’s farm town was, by all accounts, boring. Everyone seemed cut from the same mold except for her. It was reading about witches and warlocks that made her start to dream. Although she certainly didn’t have any magical powers of her own, Karina sympathized with the news stories of the new breed of humans on the rise, those born with powers of varying levels. It had been a phenomenon that occurred slowly over the last hundred years. But now the knowledge that those with powers existed was commonplace, even if they were looked down upon. They were called freaks and scum, genetic errors, and made fun of, or worse, whenever they showed themselves. Karina thought it was horrible, and no better than the racism that the world was just beginning to overcome in some areas.

It was watching a news story about a witch beaten to death at fourteen by a street gang, just one town over, that made her want to study human rights. After all, those with powers were just as human as those who had dreams in a small town filled with people who didn’t support those dreams.

The hard part was the repercussions that came later. At fourteen, Karina had had her first kiss two years ago with a boy from the next farm over. John’s parents ran the other big farm in the city. At one hundred acres each, they were the royalty of farms, friends instead of rivals. Whatever her farm didn’t produce, his did. Both only children, it was one day expected that they would take over the farms from their parents. John’s family had been farmers as far back as anyone knew. Karina’s parents, however, had emigrated from Europe, her British father and Spanish mother taking over from a great uncle as the last remaining relatives. As a result, she felt like her path was more open than most of the farm kids. 

Her parents hired help to run the farm. Her father still worked on it some days, but he had also trained as an electrician and was often on call for anyone who needed help. Her mother was a nurse and was often in the big city hospital four hours away for work. As a result, she was often the town’s only doctor, and was working toward becoming an R.N. so she could set up practice out of their home.

But despite the differences and the opportunities, when Karina and John fell in love, it was a celebration. Most of the small town had it in their heads that one day the two heirs to the farms would marry and join their land, like days of old.

Karina didn’t say a word for over a year to anybody. All of her energy went into making sure her grades were as high as possible, so that Benjamin Franklin would have no loophole to trip her up. However, a loophole came in the summer of ninth grade, when she was looking up study visas.

An F-1 secondary school visa would only allow her twelve months of study in America and she would have to pay the full cost of tuition to the school, something never charged to residents of the country. In addition, she couldn’t enter Benjamin Franklin with only twelve months to go, she needed at least eighteen, a year and a half. She knew what the answer was as soon as she read the requirements, but it felt like another burden on her already-troubled shoulders.

At the start of tenth grade, with less time than she would have liked, she sat both of her parents down with more preparation than she ever put into a school project. She had papers, graphs, figures, numbers, and everything that they could possibly request. Her throat was dry and scratchy by the time she finished and her parents still hadn’t said a word.

Her mother looked to her father and back to her daughter, her brilliant daughter who always had a good head on her shoulders.

“Oh baby,” she said, reaching her hands across the table. “You’re so young. Are you sure?”

“Mom, this is what I want for my future. Please. You always said I could be whatever I wanted.”

“Where would you live?” her father asked, and she pulled out the pictures of student housing, which was specifically-designated for foreign study students. Most of them were on the University’s campus, from what she had read, but it was still reserved for foreign students.

“So I’d live about ten minutes from school, and then I guess I’d move when I went to University. And I’d find a job somewhere. They need a lot of translators down there. Or I could do something else, like work in a shop.”

Her mother glanced at the pictures.

“And one of us would have to...”

“Pretend to live there,” Karina said. “The other option is that I become an emancipated minor. But...” she looked up at them, picking at the table. “I kind of don’t want to do that.”

Karina was not an emotional person, but she had tears in her eyes as she waited for her parents’ choice. And it wasn’t any easier on them. Any other child, they would have shaken their heads and called her silly, but Karina had wisdom well beyond her years, and this was her dream. And she was right, everything that she had outlined had been right. She had already thought of everything, and had clearly spent a year or so doing so. Isn’t that what they taught her—to make informed and rational choices, and never leap to conclusions? So how exactly could they deny her when she was doing exactly what was asked of her?

“We don’t like it,” her mother said the next night. “Not one bit of it. But you presented it to us logically and we will support you however we can.”

Karina launched herself into her parents’ arms, tears of joy streaming down her face. She couldn’t believe that they had said yes, but she also couldn’t believe that her dreams were coming true. She actually had a shot at sitting in that U.N. booth, watching the foreign dignitaries make their pleas, and translating words that would save lives—would make a difference in the world. She already knew that she would major in human rights and linguistics, and that she would try to get certified in as many languages as she possibly could. Her parents were both bilingual, fluent in English and Spanish, although a third language of French had been hard for them, and they couldn’t seem to pick it up. Karina switched between languages without thinking, and she knew that more would be easy.

Her hardest obstacle, however, came in the form of John. John, who didn’t even go on the school field trips out of town.

“Are you crazy?” he asked when she finally told him. “What the hell are you thinking?”

It wasn’t quite the reaction she expected, and she took a step back. “This is what I wanted to do, John, you knew that.”

“What I knew was that you had some messed up dream, but I never expected you to act on it. Who’s going to run the farm?”

“I don’t want to run the farm,” she replied firmly. “I want to be a translator at the U.N. I want to help people.”

“And providing them fresh food is helping them. What’s the matter, Karina, this life ain’t good enough for you anymore?”

“What?” she asked, shocked. “John, of course it’s good enough for me. It’s just that I want to do something different. Don’t act like this, come on.”

She had already been with him for three years, sweet childish love evolving into the habits of an old married couple. She knew what everyone expected of them, and she knew that she loved him. But at that moment, standing in front of him, she didn’t know whether they would be able to make it through the hurdle facing them.

“Maybe you could come with me?” she asked in a tiny voice. He snorted.

“And then who’s going to help my parents, Karina? You never think.”

“John, don’t be like this,” she replied. “We can figure this out.” Karina was focused, but having John’s support would mean the world to her. However, from the look in his eyes, she wasn’t sure if she would ever be able to convince him.

“Babe,” he grabbed her hands. “I want you to stay here, with me. Maybe you’ll like farming. And I want to marry you and...”

“Oh God,” she closed her eyes. She couldn’t imagine a wedding, not now. It was common for the farm kids to get married young, while their parents still had to sign for it legally. And while maybe as a twelve-year-old she had dreamed of it, as fourteen-year-old she certainly didn’t. “Look, we still have a year before I go away. We have time to talk, to figure it out.”

“And what if you go to the big city and meet some fast-talking boy?”

She smirked, wrapping her arms around him and giving him a kiss on the neck.

“I won’t. I promise. There’s only you, John, there’s only ever been you.”

“Good,” he said, pulling back. “Listen, you go away for a year, you get your fix of the big world. And I’ll be ready when you come back, ready and waiting, as always. I guarantee after a year, you won’t want anything but here.”

“Right,” Karina leaned on the fence post where they were standing. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“You won’t,” he played with her hair as they watched the sunset. “You’ll understand exactly how I feel. One year, Karina, and that’s all.”

“Uh-huh.” She didn’t commit to anything as the last rays of sunshine shrunk over the horizon because she knew that she wouldn’t change her mind. But she hoped that John would change his.
« CHAPTER 3 »

It was her summer job as a waitress in the one café in town, the only place that everyone went, that made her think about what she was going to do in New Orleans. But after some research, she knew she would need help.

“I thought you were going to be a translator,” Ned said as they sat in his basement. Ned was the smartest kid she knew, and also the nerdiest. He was going to be a computer programmer, likely a high-level hacker, but all without leaving his parent’s basement. His mom babied him, his father spoiled him and he never had to lift a finger outside of the things he actually wanted to do. Karina had to bribe him with a tray of cookies from the café twice before he considered her offer.

“Waitresses in big name restaurants and bars can bring in fifty dollars an hour in tips, at least. Which is good because they get paid, like, two dollars an hour. Everyone relies on tips. If I could get a job in a big name place like that, I could make a lot of money. The tuition fees are just enormous, and I need living expenses. I need to focus all my time on school, so the largest amount of money in the shortest time is ideal.”

Ned rolled his eyes, opening the program he had found.

“Fine. You’ll be eighteen years old the day you move there. But only use it for work
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