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My Day Starts Out with a Lot of Green


Ilay on my bed, my feet hanging over the side as I drown out thoughts with the loud music blasting in my headphones. They aren’t the fancy wireless ones that most of the other kids have, either sinking themselves into debt on their own or buying on their parents’ dime. It isn’t that I don’t want to have the fancy ones; money just isn’t a real commodity for me. It hasn’t ever been.
Through the intense guitar riff and pounding drums, I hear an out-of-beat thumping distantly. I pull one of my headphones out. 
“Cass, you’re going to be late for school if you don’t get your”—insert expletive here—“and get a move on,” Jerry, my foster dad, shouts at me from the other side. 
I sigh and pop the headphone back in while yelling some kind of affirmative. I’m too focused on the music to really consider what I said, but he doesn’t pound again. I’ve been up for at least an hour, dressed and ready to go. Sleep doesn’t come easy around here, not when you are one of five foster kids in a small apartment in the middle of Brooklyn. To be honest, this has been one of my least terrible placements, so I can’t complain too much. 
Thudding resumes on my door, and I close my eyes, clenching my teeth to prevent myself from saying something rude that would definitely get me in trouble. Counting to ten, to give myself a deadline, I practically leap out of bed before I can get sucked back into my mental world. The moment I yank open the door, I’m hit with a face full of Cheerios.  The screech of alarm that leaves my mouth only adds to the hysterical laughs of the twin eight-year-old boys who were waiting to ambush me. They barrage with a few more handfuls and rush away before I can grab them and give them a meeting with my fist. With one hand clenched at my side, I slam my door closed with the other one to keep the cigarette smoke curling in the air from pervading my space. 
Don’t be silly. It doesn’t stay out completely, but if I can keep it to a minimum, it makes it less horrible to spend most of my life in my private space. 
“Boys?!” Jerry shouts from the other room. His voice is muffled by my closed door.  
After a few moments of heart-slowing breathing exercises, I pull it open again, lying to myself that I’m prepared to face my foster brothers again.
Jerry comes around the corner and sees the Cheerios all over the floor. He lets out a nice string of colorful language before running his hand through his thinning brown hair. Okay, thinning is a generous description; he only has wisps of hair plastered back with whatever his favorite colorful gel is that week. He’s definitely not coming to terms with his hair loss. His eyes are sunken and a deep brown. Yellowed and crooked teeth expose themselves as his thin lips pull back in a sneer that would make me shy away if I were the one who incurred his wrath.
“I’m going to smack those boys around—Terrence and William!” he shouts, giving me a fiery look. “You better not have encouraged this.”
My shoulders slump. Of course he would think it might be my fault. 
“It’s not my fault they’re out of control. Not my problem,” I say, shrinking back in nervousness even as the words leave my mouth. 
One of his long and bony fingers comes up in the air, and he raises his eyebrows at me. 
“Attitude, Cassidy. Don’t make me force you to clean these up with them,” he says. 
I nibble on my bottom lip and shake my head, opting to say nothing else. 
“Get to the kitchen and eat before I throw you out of here,” he says quietly, then rushes past me, muttering more obscenities. 
I shoulder the patched-up backpack and head in the direction he came from. The kitchen is cramped; the only things able to fit are the small wraparound counter and a four-person table that nearly extends to the walls on each side. The other two foster kids sit there with their eyes plastered to some cartoon: Gary, the eleven-year-old, ebony-skinned, handsome boy, who can never do anything wrong, and his younger brother, Jerome. They’ve been placed here a few months less than I have, but I knew the moment they arrived that they would be a thorn in my side. Not like the twins, who I swear are doing everything possible to get themselves kicked out of here. No, these brothers are smart, handsome, polite, and sickeningly perfect. 
I don’t hate them; I just don’t like that they make me seem like chopped liver.
“Cassidy,” Gary says, acknowledging me before looking back at the TV.
The only reason I have one of the three bedrooms to myself is that I’m the only girl at the moment. Jerry wants to have more placements, primarily to make sure that he’ll never have to get a real job, but they won’t approve anymore. He kicked the last one out too quickly for the agency to feel comfortable with giving him another. I think they assume he has too many to take care of right now. Well, they were right, but I’d been smacked around for saying that to him, so now I just keep my mouth shut. 
Marilyn stands in the kitchen, and her cigarette (most likely her third already this morning) hangs from her tight lips as she stares at her phone. Her light brown hair is pulled up in a messy bun, and her sallow face almost looks like it’s being pulled into the phone with how it all sags. She doesn’t look at me but gestures to the table without a word. She doesn’t say much, and when she does, it’s the kind of thing you would rather go without hearing. You know, the psycho crazy stuff that makes me wish I was allowed to have a lock on my door. Still, she hasn’t murdered anyone yet, so I just stay away from her. 
I settle in the chair next to Jerome, who turns to me and gives me a bright smile. 
“Did you sleep well last night?” I ask, trying to make conversation. 
“Can you sleep through the sound of someone sawing logs? Jerry and Marilyn both went all night long,” he says. 
“Hey, keep your mouth shut, or I’ll take it off your face,” Marilyn says, apparently coming to attention long enough to hear our conversation. Of course, she’s not looking at Jerome; she’s looking at me with fire in her eyes. 
Like I said, she’s really a gem of a human. I’m, of course, not surprised that she thought I was the one who commented. Perfect little Jerome would never. 
He gives me an apologetic look, but I just shrug and shake my head. 
Breakfast consists of Cheerios with chocolate milk. Don’t ask. Jerry has something against normal milk. He says only crazy people eat the flavorless (insert expletive, naturally) white stuff. So, we only get chocolate. Honestly, it’s fine because I don’t need to add sugar to the Cheerios to make them edible. 
“You plan to go to school looking like that?” Jerry says, cursing as he rummages through a pile of bills and other spam mail on the tile counter. 
I frown, reaching up to feel where my hair somehow got ratted while I was jamming out to my music. I have a tendency to spin my head side to side, my dark brown hair rubbing on the bed and making something akin to a rat’s nest. I grimace and shove down the last of my food so that I have a few moments to take care of myself before we have to go. As I stand, the TV flashes to a news station, much to Jerome and Gary’s chagrin, but Jerry tells them to shut it as he settles down for his bowl of chocolate milk Cheerios. 
“Unusual circumstances of the attack on the restaurant in Salt Lake City, Utah. Traces of an unknown black substance and many eyewitnesses are the only evidence of some extra-terrestrial activity,” a woman reporter says. “This is only weeks after a similar attack on a stadium in a small town in Kentucky. Is this a new threat our country is facing? Or just a ragtag band of odd enthusiasts setting up false scenes to mislead authorities?”
I stop and turn to the TV, where another reporter holds a microphone for a man with wide eyes and sweeping gestures.
“They had green skin! And they were swinging swords and axes about like a bunch of psychopaths! Nearly took my head off before a giant purple girl smashed his head in,” he said, his face beet red.
Jerry pipes up with another of his choice words. “Crazy man. The things they put on the news these days,” he complains, flipping to a channel with a soap opera playing. 
I shake my head, agreeing with the spindly man for once. TV isn’t my favorite pastime, and the news is even lower on my list of things I enjoy, but for some reason, I can’t unsee the images of the black puddles in the middle of the football stadium. Something vibrates inside of me as though I should know what it all means, like a déjà vu, but not from seeing anything, just from feeling something. Shaking my head, I proceed to my room only to find the twins angrily picking up each piece of breakfast cereal. I narrow my eyes at them but keep my head high, which is to say not very high, considering I’m only four feet, ten inches tall, then stalk through them. For a moment, I think I’ve gotten through them without more of their trouble until I step through the doorway and feel a grasping hand grip my ankle. I trip forward and land on my knee, slipping some of the words I hear from Jerry on the daily. My knee slams into the ground with a loud thud, my excess weight exposed by gravity. 
“Language, Cass! What’s wrong with you, girl?!” Jerry shouts from the other room. “And are you trying to break our house?”
Excess weight doesn’t mean I’m overweight. It’s not fat, at least. If you were to look at me, you’d see that I have a short and stocky frame, but even that’s deceiving. Doctors haven’t been able to explain it, but for some odd reason, I weigh nearly twice what my body dimensions say. I’m convinced my bones are made of iron. 
My face heats up, and I kick Terrence’s hand off my ankle. He snickers and sticks his tongue out at me as I slam my door shut. I snatch my hairbrush, about a fourth of the bristles missing from how old it is, and plop down in front of my mirror. The chair creaks under my weight. Sure enough, I unknowingly rubbed the back of my hair into a mess. As much as I try not to look at it, my eyes focus on the unibrow that I have. Along with that, my squat nose is flat and large, and my jaw is square. Add that to how short I am, and my stockiness, let’s just say I’m an easy target for most of the cliques within my high school. With a sigh, I brush out the snags, forcing myself not to pick at my unibrow. Yes, I can pluck it, but no, it doesn’t last long. It grows back in about twenty minutes, so I’ve learned just to give up on it. At least the whiskers I pick off my chin stay away for at least a day. Most of the kids say I’m something right out of a Lord of the Rings novel. I just don’t say anything back. 
It’s easier just to stay quiet. The days all end eventually. 
“Cassidy, I swear if you don’t get your”—yup, you know what to add here—“out here soon, I’m gonna send you to your next home,” Jerry shouts.
An empty threat. While he doesn’t like me, he also knows that I’m one of the easier foster kids. Most of the time, I just stay to myself and listen to music or doodle in my drawing pad. I don’t talk back, and I at least don’t tell him about all the bullying and trouble people get me into. It’s not the type of trouble that gets me kicked out of school, so all in all, I’m a dream foster kid. 
Unlike the twins, who promptly pound on my door, imitating Jerry. His angry shouts answer their ridicule.
I close my eyes and take a deep breath, not for the first time, wishing I hadn’t ended up in this situation. Unfortunately, this is what happens when your mother dies from cancer when you are just a baby and your father is nowhere to be seen. I wish I could say I didn’t dream of him coming to save me from foster care, but I do. Some days more than others. In my mind, he’s a strapping fellow with a six-pack and dark hair. He stops in front of our apartment complex in a Mercedes or any number of sports cars and says he’s finally found me after all these years. 
Let’s be honest. My dad’s not a handsome dude, not based on seeing my own genetics every day in the mirror. The muscles though? It could be possible. See, even without exercising (which I never do on account of—ick), my arms are those of a bodybuilder, and yes, I have abs. That, and heat doesn’t really bother me. As in, I once unknowingly pulled a pan of chicken nuggets out of the oven at one of my last placements without a hot pad. I didn’t notice at all, but my foster mom’s passing out and consequently hitting her head told me something wasn’t right.
They shipped me away the next day, calling me a freak of nature. 
That’s how things usually go. I break something on account of my strength, or I do something weird that gets me sent away. This is the first placement I’ve had in a long time where Jerry hasn’t sent me away quickly. Marilyn couldn’t care less what happened to us. She’s just here for the ride; I’m sure of it. Jerry has told me more than once that he’s fine dealing with the more troubled of the kids if it just means he gets the payout that comes with them. As horrible as this life sounds, at least I have my own room, and I’m getting fed and taken care of. Does he yell and swear at us a lot? Sure, but at least I’m not out in the rain.
I stare at myself in the mirror, very aware of how the foster care thing won’t last forever. I turn eighteen in less than two years, then I’ve got to figure something else out. 
“Cass, so help me, if you don’t get out here now, I’ll—”
One last sigh before I stand up and rush out the door. 
“Oh wow, the princess finally decides to be where she’s supposed to be. Get out of here, and make sure your brothers get to school safely,” Jerry says, pushing me on the back to scoot me out the door. I find the four boys waiting for me. The twins glare at me and stick their tongue out, clearly unhappy with how much trouble they got in. I seethe at the fact that they are treating me like it was my fault they got yelled at. At least when they try to blame me for things, Jerry doesn’t always believe them. If Jerome or Gary tried to do the same thing, I’m sure I’d have been kicked out long before now. 
“Well, let’s get a move on,” I say. 
The air is humid and smells like garbage. Likely on account of our neighbor two doors down. She’s a hoarder of the worst degree. Fortunately, the smell of her apartment doesn’t seep through the walls, but the cheap wooden door doesn’t block it out of the apartment building’s hallway. The short carpet is a light green color and is covered with stains and spots from sources I would rather not know. Even though I want to hold my breath, I don’t, mostly because I don’t have enough air capacity to make it out. By the time Jerome shoves the outer door open, I’m worried that I’m going to vomit. The exhaust-filled air outside isn’t that much better, but comparatively, it feels like a fresh and beautiful thing to Mrs. Lewonsky’s hoarder smell.
One of the twins pinches my arm, and I curse, swinging my hand to smack him in the head, but he dodges away with a snicker. They bolt down the street and completely ignore my shouts of protest. If one of them were to get hit by a car or kidnapped or something, my head would be on the line.
“Don’t bother,” Gary says, lightly tapping the spot where Terrence pinched me. “They’ll never listen to you. Just pray that nothing happens to them. Best thing you can do.”
He fingers a golden cross that hangs from his neck. It’s the one thing he managed to keep from his mother, who abandoned him and his brother for reasons we’ve been told we aren’t old enough to know. In this case, I think it’s easier not to know. Is it worse knowing your parent might have done something horrible? Or not knowing them at all?
I can’t decide. 
“Yeah, I’d rather not be kicked out of this house,” I say. 
Jerome grabs my other arm, drawing my attention. He smiles at me, his deep brown eyes soft.
“Can I hold your hand while we walk to school?” he asks. 
My heart melts. Part of the reason Jerome’s incapable of getting in trouble is because he is literally the sweetest kid. He also has me wrapped around his little finger. I bite my lip to keep it from quivering and grab his palm. His smile brightens, and he pulls me along, tugging us in the direction of their school. We have to dance around potholes in the sidewalks, and sometimes there aren’t even sidewalks for us to use, but soon, we arrive at their elementary school. Gary rolls his eyes and shakes his head.
“I can’t wait to get out of this place,” he says. “Only a bunch of babies go here.”
I chuckle. Gary is one of the genius kids who not only thinks he’s smarter than everyone else but literally is. The kid’s been reading more advanced books than I have for most of his life, and he’s only eleven. One of his passions is robotics and electric wiring. It isn’t unusual for him to find a loose piece of wire or metal, only to have him smuggle it home for his collection. When he’s not reading high-level books on the subject, he’s actually constructing robots. No, Jerry and Marilyn don’t have the money to provide any materials for him, but he’s very resourceful with what he finds.
“I love it here!” Jerome exclaims. “Ms. Evans told us that we will do a cool art project in class today.” 
Despite myself, I smile and lean down to the smaller kid. He wastes no time in wrapping his hands around my neck and squeezing me. 
“Have a good day, Cass!” he says, then bounces through the gate in the spiked fence. Gary shakes his head, nods to me, then follows his enthusiastic brother. I spot Terrence and William in a group of other kids laughing and pushing each other around. I grit my teeth. Well, at least they didn’t get themselves lost or killed on the way here. 
I can’t walk to my school; it’s a little bit too far. Fortunately, there is a bus stop close to my foster brothers’ school. I pull out my phone to check the time. I tense up, realizing that Jerry was right. I got out way later than expected. The stop is still six blocks away, and I only have five minutes. With a groan, I shove my phone back in my pocket and run as fast as I can down the street. More than once, I get some yelps of concern or some shouts of anger. But they’re people I don’t know and will likely never see again in this big city, so I ignore them. I try not to dwell on what I must look like, a miniature-sized girl hobbling down the street on her little legs. Okay, it’s probably not that bad, but I feel like it’s my reality. When I spin around the next corner, I’m not prepared for a person to be standing there. 
My face smacks right into the chest of a burly man at least two feet taller than me. He grunts and shoves me away. I trip over my feet and fall flat on my back, pain lancing through my spine. 
“Sorry!” I say, hurriedly, scrambling to my feet and backing away.
What comes out of his mouth is not what I’m prepared for. It’s a series of guttural grunts and clicks, as well as a lot of vowel sounds. I’m not a linguist, but the hair rising on my neck is enough to tell me that this doesn’t sound like a human language. I stare up at his face and almost choke on my tongue. 
His irises are black, so it looks like he just has a white eyeball with a massive pupil. That, and his skin is green. As in, grass green. He continues grunting and shouting at me, waving his hands wildly and gesturing toward me. I scramble back away from him and mumble another apology. I’m sure he doesn’t hear me through his grunting, but I don’t stick around to find out. Bolting away, I try not to shiver at the sight of his unusual skin color and odd language. The words of the civilian on the news echo in my mind. They had green skin and were swinging axes around.
I was sure my green dude didn’t have a weapon on him, but after remembering the interview, the image in my mind now holds a massive iron axe and is chasing after me. Cursing, I spin to see if it’s true, but there is no one there. Knowing I only have maybe a minute now to catch the bus, I run as fast as I possibly can. But the time I skid around the corner, I see the last of the teens boarding the large yellow vehicle. Drenched in sweat and barely getting enough air to stay conscious, I close the distance quickly and gesture wildly through the closing door. The driver sees me and opens it again. 
“Really cutting it close there, girly,” he says. Chuck is a decent driver. He watches me with his deep brown eyes, covered with thick gray eyebrows. It all complements his chocolate skin and full lips. His beer belly hangs heavy over his lap, making him the exact type of dad-figure anyone could ask for. 
“Sorry about that, Chuck. Had a run-in with my brothers again this morning,” I say.
He shakes his head. “Well, get a move on. I’m already late as it is.”
It’s not true, of course. Chuck’s hardly ever late for picking us up. That’s a miracle in and of itself, what with all the people and cars that are constantly moving around this place. Still, I don’t argue as I make my way to the closest empty seat. 
“Oh, Uni-Juni decided to grace us with her presence,” Reggie says, causing the group of kids around him to erupt in laughter. “Growing your own string for a scarf this winter? You might have enough eyebrow for us all to share.”
My face flushes, and I intentionally face toward the window. 
“Nah, if she shared it, then her face might not make it through the cold of winter.”
Har har. Never heard that one before. As you can imagine, a short, stocky, unibrowed girl like me doesn’t have a lot of friends. They continue laughing and making rude jokes, but I tune them out. My strange physique and features make me stand out like a sore thumb. In most cases, with a little wardrobe magic, it’s easier to try to blend in, to hide in the shadows as much as possible. Well, today, I forgot my feature-covering hoodie. Attention never leads to a good day, or at least that’s how it’s been my whole life. No, the muscles and shorter frame didn’t happen just now. I’ve been dealing with it for years. Even after having changed schools a few times as I’ve been placed in different homes, the bullies are always there. I get lost in my thoughts for a moment, imagining what my father looked like or thinking of the picture of my mother, the only memory I have of her. It sits tucked away in the side pocket of my backpack, but I don’t dare pull it out. Not until I’m away from Reggie and his goons. 
The door hisses open once more, and I hear the familiar voice of an ally. 
“Hey there, Chuck! How are you doing this fine morning?” a lilting voice says, drifting down the aisle. 
“Hey, Mel, glad you could join us. Doing well?” 
“Well, I haven’t fallen this morning yet, so I can’t complain,” she replies. 
I sit up straighter, relief flooding me. Chuck exits the vehicle to operate the lift at the back of the bus. She’s taking the bus today, thank goodness. I stand up, shoot a glare at Reggie, who feigns fear before rubbing a finger at the top of his nose with a smirk, laughing at my unibrow yet again. 
When I reach the space at the back of the bus, Mel’s wheelchair is sliding into place, Chuck securing it with chains. 
“Oh, thank goodness you’re here,” I say, gesturing to the side with my thumb. “Reggie’s in a bad mood today.”
Melody rolls her eyes. She has wide, brown eyes and light brown skin. Her black hair is currently pulled into double braids that hang down her back. With her mom being Filipino and her dad being fair-skinned, she got the perfect mix of the two. 
“If they keep bugging you too much, they’ll just have to meet the rubber of my wheel,” she says, patting one of them.
I laugh, just grateful for the buffer. 
Melody was born with hip dysplasia, which they attempted to fix with surgeries, only to have them backfire and mess up one of her growth plates. This, in turn, made it so that one of her legs stopped growing effectively. Now she’s left with one leg that is the right length and another that is about six inches off. Her family ran up too much debt with her other surgeries, and now they can’t afford to get them surgically evened out. She tells me she’s just crippled enough to need crutches or a wheelchair, but not crippled enough to go to special school. Right smack-dab in the middle. She has an exemption from the school that makes it so she doesn’t have to attend every day, primarily because one symptom of her condition is pain. Lots of pain. 
I can’t even describe how grateful I am that she’s here today. 
“Then you’ll get kicked off the bus,” I say flatly.
“They would never kick off a cripple. Too many lawsuits,” she says bluntly.
We have a good laugh at that. Two misfits, fitting into the cold, dark world. It’s poetic, in a way. Even though Melody often jokes about her ailment as a way to hold sway over other people, she isn’t that sort of person. She is one of the spiciest people I know, which makes it all the more interesting to see how kids ridicule her or try to gain ground over her big personality. A memory slips into my mind of her standing on one of the lunch tables, her hands held out wide, crutches barely holding her up by her shoulders as she declared herself the queen misfit of the lunchroom. No, they didn’t even kick her out of school for that one. It makes me wonder how much her condition really does give her a measure of immunity.
“Hey, I know you were planning to come over to my house this afternoon to do some homework and fangirl over the new music video drops of The Slavers, but my mom and dad decided that it would be a good time to visit my grandparents,” she says.
I groan. “Oh, come on, this day was actually starting to get better, and then you had to drop that bomb? Can I just come with you or something?” 
I know the answer. Jerry would never allow me to go anywhere further than twenty minutes away. One time, I asked him if I could go to Manhattan to see the Empire State Building with Melody’s family—on Melody’s parents’ dime, no less. But he’d promptly destroyed that idea. For some reason, he’s terrified to let us out of his sight, like we’ll get kidnapped or killed or something. For a moment, I had wondered if it would be worth incurring his wrath and going without permission. Alas, no, it would have inevitably ended up in another placement. 
“Sorry, C. I swear I wasn’t hiding this from you or anything. Mom and Dad are usually straight on having plans for weeks in advance, but I think my gram is going through something. They said she’s ‘technically okay,’ but the fact that we’re heading north on a whim so quickly? Yeah, it’s fishy if you ask me,” she says.
I try not to be glum as our bus rolls to a stop in front of our school. 
Bushwick High School: the fanciest-looking—though not truly fancy—building in existence. Don’t let the crenels on the roof of the building fool you. This is nothing like a castle in any way, shape, or form. Don’t get me wrong. The school itself isn’t that bad. The teachers are kind of all right, and it’s a relatively safe place. I say relatively because things can change real fast in this part of town, but aside from the bullying I get, I can’t complain too much. The only odd thing is that I am one of three Caucasian kids in the whole population. As if I needed any more attention brought to myself. 
“All right, kids, get your behinds off my bus!” Chuck says from the driver’s seat. A few kids chuckle, including me. This is his favorite tradition of the day.
Melody waits for Chuck to help her off while I file down the aisle, sandwiched between other high schoolers. Something shoves me from behind, and I turn to see Reggie, my arch nemesis, looking off as if he hadn’t done anything. I roll my eyes and step down the stairs to the front of the school. 
Something in my peripheral vision catches my attention, and I snap my head upward. A group of small children is hanging out on the sidewalk close to the school, but there are no adults around them. I frown, moving away from the bus and pausing to watch. They wear strange rag-type clothing, and I swear I spot glinting metal on their chests, like they are wearing armor or something. Then one of them holds up a gnarly green hand with sharp nails.
Green hand.
My skin chills as I watch for a moment longer as the kid puts his hand down. The group of them shuffles off down the street and around the corner.
“Are you okay there?” Melody says. “You look a lot paler than usual.” She rolls up to me, following my gaze with a cocked eyebrow.
“Umm—yeah, I think—I saw—you know what? Never mind. I’m just tired,” I say.
Melody shrugs, adjusting her legs on her wheelchair before nodding to herself. 
“Let’s just get to class,” I suggest.
That’s twice in one day that I saw green skin. At this point, I’m worried that I’m hallucinating.
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I Take a Ham Sandwich to the Head


You know, classes wouldn’t be too bad if I could focus when the teacher was speaking. I could probably count the times I stayed 100% focused in class on one hand. Mr. Yeritz continues to talk about kinetics in our Chemistry class, but I can’t help but focus the various bits of metal surrounding me in the classroom. Under normal circumstances, I can ignore the urging thoughts in my head that are always evaluating what metal compounds there are around me. This is especially true when my annoying brothers are bothering me, or when Reggie and his goons are commenting on my appearance or jeering. Well, now my mind is allowed to wander, which is not conducive to ignoring my metal senses. 
My hand runs over the smooth surface of the leg under the desk. It’s steel, most of it an alloy of iron and carbon, accounting for 90% of the compound itself. This particular leg, plus the two adjacent on my desk, has traces of manganese and chromium to give it more stability and hardness. The fourth leg has fewer amounts of the latter materials, leading me to believe that it wasn’t produced at the same time or in the same factory. How that makes sense is beyond me, but my weird metal ability doesn’t ever seem to be off. I glance at my neighbor’s desk, Amara, one of the kinder of my classmates, and note that her desk legs have higher traces of manganese. I consider what temperature it would take to melt these legs down and repurpose them as, say, an axe, before I shake myself out of that. 
Another weird thing about this sense is that my subconscious brain always wants to turn metal into a weapon of some sort. I have zero interest in anything related to medieval weapons. I don’t even like to read books if I can avoid it, but for some reason, my mind really thinks it could smelt the metal of these legs into a workable axe. Once it was melted and reformed, it might not make the sturdiest of axes, but it would be sturdy enough.
The teen in front of me taps me on the head with a stack of papers, and I jolt to attention.
He raises his dark eyebrow at me and stares in confusion. 
“Sorry—thanks,” I say, taking one from the top and passing it to the classmate behind me. 
Even though I can tell the exact heat temperature of my blushing face, it doesn’t distract me enough to keep me from burying my face in my arms. When I peek up, I realize there is no one staring. It’s not like I’d said or done something super embarrassing or attention-drawing. Only the dude in front of me noticed I’d been zoning, but for some reason, it gets to me. 
“Please complete the review sheet based on chapters five and six from your textbooks,” Mr. Yeritz says. “I expect this to be done by Monday.”
Groans and complaints erupted from the other teens. 
Mr. Yeritz holds up his pale palm and wiggles his blond mustache. 
“Keep your opinions to yourself. You do the homework, or you get docked. It’s not even that much. Trust me. When I was in my younger days in high school—”
I roll my eyes. I don’t dislike this science teacher. He’s much better than my last one. (She had the personality of a beast PMS-ing all the time.) But he does tend to get into his “back in my day” moods that lead to a lot of reminiscing. Fortunately, the bell dings, and he is forced to end it prematurely. 
“Don’t forget! This counts for 1% of your final grade!”
I could be wrong, but that’s not that high of a percentage. Yes, I will do it, but I won’t try to do it too well. All in all, I’d rather hang out with Melody and listen to my music. Life is bearable with that, even if it’s only every once in a while.
As I gather my stuff and shove it all in my backpack, I glance up at the other teenagers leaving the classroom. Reggie and two of his posse are filtering out of the room already. I mutter a thankful comment to myself that I won’t have to interact with them. Only once have I tried to exit a classroom near the same time as those idiots. I never made the mistake again. Their commentary and bullying are easier to deal with if I’m not there at all. I have to stay away as best as I can. A lion roars in my stomach, alerting me to just how hungry I am, which is perfect timing, because after Chemistry comes lunch. 
After the glorious and fancy meal I had for breakfast this morning, there was little to complain about when I arrived at the lunchroom and saw that we were having sub sandwiches on the famous bread that is just one day away from molding. Oh, the delicious almost-spores that brighten up the flavor of the cheap white bread. Other teens have already sat down to eat, but most are still in the long lines that lead to the rows of heating trays to keep the food sort of warm. I stand at the door and glance behind me, waiting for the telltale sound of Melody’s wheelchair, or any loud declaration from her that she’s coming through and that people need to move out of the way. But she doesn’t come. 
I frown, watching as the last of this lunch group’s teens filter into the room and take a place in the line. My growling stomach reminds me that I need to get in line or else I’ll run out of time to eat. Still, I wait for the shortest line to get almost to the front before giving up waiting for her. Had she said her parents were checking her out of school early to head to her grandparents’ house? Even though my memory isn’t perfect, I am sure she hadn’t said anything of the sort. 
“Ham or turkey?” the tired-looking lunch lady says from behind the glass barrier.
“Oh—umm—turkey, I guess,” I say, reaching for a loose apple. My thumb presses into a bruise that was hiding on the other side, but I can’t put it back now. That’s just gross, for one, and two, the lunch workers never let us put something back we’ve already touched. No complaints here, but it just means you’ve got to be more careful with what you pick up. I prod the bruise a little more, mentally preparing myself if the afflicted area tastes worse than I think. Most likely, it won’t be too bad. By the time I sit down, assessing the metallic compound of the table (this one is an aluminum alloy with copper), I’m starting to get worried about Melody. I check my phone, hoping that maybe she’s texted me about leaving early, and my heart skips a beat when I see something from her. 
Thumbing in the unlock code, I scramble to open her text and see that she’s sent a jumble of characters that don’t make sense. It starts with the word ‘I’m’ but then trails off with random characters and spaces, like she was in a hurry but had to rush off for something. 
You okay? I didn’t realize you were leaving school early, I sent. 
I wait with bated breath to see her typing indicator, but nothing comes. 
My mouth is dry and tastes sour, like it does every time I get hungry, but I can’t bring myself to eat. Melody doesn’t go silent like this. Trying to get myself to focus, I plop my phone on the table next to me, stare at it for a moment, hoping she’ll respond, then take a nibble of my sandwich. Though she’s not the fastest responder in the whole world, I think she would have answered relatively quickly if she saw my concern. After a few more bites, I send another text.
A little weirded out here. Where are you?
Tension rises inside me as I look away from my phone and stare at the wall. I’m vaguely aware of a ruckus from a few tables down where Reggie and his friends normally sit, but I am too focused on worrying to pay too much attention to it. Melody and I have been friends for nearly a year, yet something like this has only happened once. She had fallen, breaking her wrists from the impact, and had to leave school early to get casts. But that time she’d told me before she left. Come to think of it, she was very good at telling me relatively quickly whenever emergencies happened. Even though I try not to feel nervous, a chill runs up my spine when my imagination runs free with what might be happening to her. Sometimes I wonder if it’s a bad thing that I’m often left alone with my thoughts. 
I place my empty palm on the table and recoil in surprise. The aluminum table feels burning hot. I frown at the realization, rubbing it to make sure I am not crazy. Sure enough, it feels like it’s conducted heat from the sun. Not only is this strange, considering we are inside, but aluminum doesn’t easily conduct heat. Its properties don’t allow it to do that; I’ve seen it time and time again. Yet here it is, warming up my fingers. Keep in mind that I can withstand heat, so the shock wasn’t from pain.
“Hey, Uni!” Reggie calls to my left.
I cringe, my fist clenching tightly, and I try hard not to look over at him. Something soft smacks into the side of my head, food splattering on my face and all over my food tray. Laughter erupts from Reggie’s table, but I can only stare in shock, trying to figure out what just happened. Remnants of the half-eaten ham sandwich litter the table and the front of my shirt. Tears well in my eyes, but with it mixes with worry for Melody and the anger of the idiot having the gall to do that. I want to run, but I want to sock him in the face at the same time.
“Just thought we’d help fix up that makeup of yours!” Reggie taunts.
 And I snap.
Look, I’m a pretty cool and relaxed kid. I can take a lot, and I’m not sure that’s a good thing. While other teenage girls are known to have tempers and be emotional, I can usually mask well. Does it mean I have to bottle it up and have crying sessions at home? Yes. But it’s just part of who I am. In this case, it’s all too much for me.
I stand abruptly, my hands steepled firmly on the table, and suddenly, my metallic senses extend through the whole lunchroom. It’s not the most massive room, but I’ve never experienced this before. Reggie’s table in particular is made of a similar compound as the table I sit on, with a little more concentration of manganese. Right then, I know the exact melting point of his table. Focusing my senses on right where he is, I mentally throw my anger, my frustration, my worry at the table. He’s laughing and pointing, but then his face melts into terror. 
“Ahh! What’s happening?” he shouts, adding a few expletives to color the emotion. I hear him, but I don’t listen. I’m too focused.
Lunch trays clatter to the ground as, right before everyone’s eyes, the aluminum table melts like it’s been placed in a very, very hot smelter. Reggie screams as the backpack he had resting next to his tray erupts into flames. Everyone scatters, just in time, too, as the benches melt into a puddle of molten metal. It’s then that I realize the oddity of it. My emotions release, and I stare at the red-hot goop, wide-eyed. Fear sucks the breath out of my lungs. 
Then I run.
I’m so confused by what just happened, but I do know that I have to get away. Did that actually happen? Did I do it?
I know logically that what I just witnessed makes no sense whatsoever, but I also know it was my fault. Somehow, I just know inside that my senses pushing out that far had something to do with the melting of that table. The halls narrow around me as I shift into full-on panic mode. Even though I don’t think anyone’s chasing me, I still have the instinct that I have to run, to get away from danger. But what if I’m the danger?
Jerry is going to kill me if I get kicked out of this school. He’ll send me away, and I’ll be put in another horrible placement. Even though they aren’t my closest relationships, I’ll miss Gary and Jerome. I might even miss Terrence and William and all their craziness. Jerome’s cheery face enters my mind, and this only makes me cry even harder. Thoughts of never seeing Mel again force sobs out of my throat. I rush past a couple of teachers walking down the hall, and they call to me as I spin around the corner. I want to hide, to get away from everyone, but there is nowhere to go. So I run to the only place I know I might get a little privacy. The bathroom.
I sigh when I see that no one stands by the sinks and all the stalls are open. Alone. I can be alone. 
The moment the door locks, I climb up on the back of the toilet and rest my shoes on the seat below. Then the torrent of tears begins. The stench of mustard and mayo mingle with the lovely restroom smells, and I gag, which I’m sure sounds like an odd combination with my sobbing. 
I don’t know how long I sit there. It feels like an hour, but it’s minutes. The bell rings, and I continue sitting, waiting as a few girls come and go, doing their business in silence since they inevitably can hear me crying. Then it all stops. Breakdowns like this are few and far between, but they tend to go away as quickly as they come. I’m left with a numbness that masks all other emotions. My head throbs, and my eyes burn. I can still feel my swirling emotions deep down inside, but they don’t rule me. Wiping my eyes, I flush the toilet as if to hide the fact that I was in here for way too long and was clearly crying. No one would buy it, but it feels natural anyway. 
And now not only have I melted one of the lunch tables, but I’m late for my next class. When I come to the door, I don’t hear silence, which is what I expect to hear; I hear chaos. Voices shout, and people call to each other; hundreds of conversations move in and out of earshot of where I stand. I frown, then pull the door open to see that students are swarming the hallways. The PA system flips on overhead, and I hear the voice of Principal Adams. 
“Please proceed calmly to the front and back exits of the building. Do not panic. Walk orderly and quickly.”
Then the fire alarms start, and my blood chills. Lights flash along the tops of the walls as the red alarms blare an earsplitting and headache-inducing sound. I wince, covering my ears, as many of the other teens do. Whether it’s due to the numerous fire drills we’ve been forced to participate in or people just don’t really care, the swarming students all shift direction and move quickly and calmly out of the building. Stepping forward, I become another drop in the river of moving bodies. Naturally, being as short as I am, I find myself hidden by the taller students. Not being able to see where I’m going in large crowds is normal for me, so I just move, grateful to not have attention drawn to me. 
“The lunchroom is on fire. I heard, at least,” a girl says to my left.
“How did it start?” another girl questions. 
“Some kid lit his backpack on fire, I think,” she responds.
“That’s wild!” 
“At least we get out of school early,” the first girl says. 
I flush and dip my head lower. It’s completely unnecessary because I’m already a head or two shorter than everyone, but it’s instinct. 
It very quickly becomes hot and stuffy. Sweat beads on my forehead and drips down the side of my face. Soon enough, though, we exit the building, and I’m hit with a rush of cool and fresh air. It’s a welcome change to the body odor and disgusting cologne smell that teenage boys plaster all over themselves. Students pour down the steps to the front of the building, many of them completely ignoring directives from the teachers and staff to stay around so they can take roll of everyone. Sirens and flashing lights tear down the street and stop in front of the building. I cast my eyes downward as if they’ll be able to spot me in the crowd and know that it’s all my fault. Policemen stand in a group to the side, and I see that they are surrounding a terrified Reggie, eyes wide and hands clasped in front of his body. He’s rocking slowly side to side, and he looks like he’s seen a ghost.
Well, at least he got what he deserved. Jerk. 
His eyes fall on me, and they widen further.
“Her! There she is! It’s her fault!” he shouts.
The officers turn and try to follow his finger, but I duck and hide among the taller students again. Some weird and horrible things have happened to me in my lifetime, but this takes the cake. Running is incredibly stupid; I should turn myself in. But for what? Even I can’t prove that what happened in the lunchroom was possible. It shouldn’t even be possible at all. So I move, hidden by the crowd, listening to errant commentary about how cool this whole day is to get us out of class and Reggie’s desperate cries over them all. Then I’m out of the gate and rushing down the street. At first, I don’t realize where I’m going, but then I notice I’m moving toward my foster brothers’ school. The instinct to pick them up runs deep. Even though it’s too far to walk, I don’t know what else to do. Buses won’t be here for another hour, and besides, I don’t want to ride them. 
I don’t make it far before I run into the weird group of cloaked kids again. I freeze, my folded arms dropping in shock. There are six of them, and they have hoods up over their heads so I can’t see their faces. Yet their green hands with long and pointed nails are easy to see. What kinds of weird toys do they sell kids these days?
“Scram, kids. I’m not in the mood to deal with you right now,” I say, waving my hands. 
The one in front chuckles, then says something which my ears hear but very clearly do not understand.
“What did you just say to me?” I say firmly, narrowing my eyes.
“Irik grntnan felik brrvantil,” he says.
I shake my head, blinking continuously to figure out what he just said. His voice is oddly low for such a small kid, and it’s gravelly, like he’s woken up with a sore throat. 
“Look, kid, I need to get a move on,” I say, moving toward them with my hands out. “Go play your game somewhere else.”
He lifts his gloved hands and pulls back his hood. Man, they make some really realistic-looking masks these days. With pure white wigs to boot. Red irises blare at me under white eyebrows, and he bares his sharp teeth at me. 
Sharp teeth? Do they have realistic-looking dentures for kids to play with too?
All of these things combine in my brain, and I go from “These are harmless kids” to “Something’s not right” really quickly.
“Dwarf—girl, for us,” he says in gravelly and accented English.
My chest tightens, and I take a few steps back. Tongue-tied, I don’t know what to say about the fact that he just called me a dwarf girl. He doesn’t even know me, yet he’s already using the insults often used by my bullies. I get defensive, yet the discomfort of the situation is still there. 
Then the other five pull back their hoods, and I realize I’m wrong. 
These aren’t kids. And suddenly, the news station I’d heard earlier about the attack on the restaurant comes to mind. Green-skinned. Small creatures. 
Even though I’m usually good about my language, I adopt Jerry’s vocabulary in this very moment, which would inevitably get me in trouble if he heard me. Panicked, I spin on my heels and run back toward the school, back to where the police are. Suddenly, my lighting Reggie’s backpack on fire seems less dangerous a problem. I don’t make it far before a tall, bulky body gets in my way. The powerful chest is covered with—is that chainmail? A double-bladed axe extends up above his head, which is very, very green. Tusks protrude up from his upper lip, his eyebrow pierced with an iron ring. An iron ring which I sense the exact compound of.
What an unhelpful thing to know when I’m being cornered by strange creatures. 
Still, I can’t help but focus on the metal. The more I stare at it, backing away from the brute, I imagine it heating up. The monster curses, one of his hands releasing the large axe as he tears at the ring. He goes from powerful and brooding to screaming hysterically pretty fast. Through his waving hand, I see the metal is red-hot, and I smell burning flesh. My stomach turns, but I don’t wait to see how this turns out. I rush past him, my lungs constricting, threatening to make me pass out. Suddenly, the police don’t seem a massive threat. 
As I reach the gate, I pause, seeing that Reggie and his goons are still talking to the authorities. I’m stuck. Either I get caught by the police and sent to juvie, or I get kidnapped by some terrifying, role-playing weirdos. I still can’t accept that they are anything other than that, despite the news reports. 
My decision is made before I realize it as I slip down the sidewalk away from my school in the other direction. There is a roundabout path to my foster brothers’ school, which should lead me away from all the chaos. With one more glance over my shoulder, I spot where the huge green man was, seeing that he is no longer there. Was I imagining the whole thing? 
I move down the street, relaxing after I pass some of the familiar spots. At this point, I have nowhere else to go. Even if they completely ignore Reggie’s story, it will inevitably come back to me. I bite my tongue, wondering idly where I’ll be shipped off to. Jerry made it pretty clear multiple times that he’s not going to put up with anything from me. 
When the overwhelm of that thought catches up to me, I pause and lean against the closest building, staring at my hands.
What just happened? Sure that the melting table and burning bag were all me, I open my palms and close them a few times, trying to get them to heat up again. 
Nothing changes. 
Normally, a teenager might think it would be super cool if they had powers. Not me. I just want to avoid all attention, slide by without getting in trouble at all. Lamenting the fact that my best friend hadn’t been there with me, I checked my phone once more. It’s a distraction more than anything. 
No message from Melody.
I try to calm my breathing, telling myself that she’s fine. Yet the memory of the weird, small, cloaked things dances in my mind. What if they took her? What if they ate her?
My stomach rolls. 
Don’t be dumb, I tell myself. 
After that ridiculous thought, it’s easier to tear myself from the wall, take a deep breath of the smoggy air, and continue toward my brothers’ school. I make it to a busier street and almost breathe a sigh of relief. If anything were to happen to me, surely I could just scream, and someone would come help me. A set of walking and hooded men draws my attention across the street, but when one of them looks toward me, I see that he’s normal. No green skin, and no weapons, that I can see.
I never thought the possibility of a concealed gun would make me less uneasy than an axe. One of them gives me a nod, likely wondering why a short teenage girl is staring at him from across the street. My lips pull up in a half-smile, then I turn and focus back on my path. 
“Sheesh, there you are,” a voice says in front of me. 
I freeze, my heart stopping. 
“Melody?! How—where did you come from?” I say. Every worry and bit of stress leaves me in that moment. 
I had been so focused on getting away from the school that I didn’t notice her standing ahead next to a small electronics shop. When did she swap her chair out for crutches? I guess her pain has gotten better since the bus ride.
“I’ve been here the whole time. You look like you’re trying to get away from someone,” she says, looking me up and down. “Did something happen?”
I break down in that moment, rushing forward and wrapping my arms around her. She grunts, then says something that is muffled by my smothering. 
“Sorry,” I say, backing away. “I thought you were gone. You never take that long to write back to me. Is your phone broken or something?”
She cocks her head. “No, I was just busy, I guess.”
I frown. “You’re my best friend, and you just admitted you were too busy for me?”
My shoulders slump, and I look her up and down. Was she wearing a sweater when I saw her earlier? Something seems off about her clothes, too, like they look similar to what she was wearing earlier, but with some strange changes. Her pants don’t reach her ankles, when I’m sure she wasn’t wearing capris before, and her shirt has a collar, when it didn’t before.
“Did you . . . bring a change of clothes?” I ask, then my eyes widen. What if she had some type of accident and had to change? Blushing, I realize how insensitive I’m being. “You know what? Never mind. You look great.”
Melody smiles. “I was just going to head this way to get some food. Want to come?” She’s pointing back to the school.
I have this weird moment where I know that it’s dangerous back there and that I should run away, but I feel safer with her.
“Ah—I can’t go back. Something weird happened,” I say, holding up a hand and looking at it once more.
The images of the melting table and Reggie’s screaming as his bag smolders twist in my mind. How can I tell her what happened without sounding like an idiot? If only she’d been there, maybe I could have avoided the whole thing. Then again, friends tend to believe even the fantastical. When we had our first and last sleepover months ago, she insisted that she’d seen some creepy clown in the window. That had turned out to be her brother trying to scare us. Surely she’d believe me now.
“Okay? Look, let’s just head back, and you can tell me about it on the way,” she says, reaching out and taking my hand. 
“Wait—I—okay,” I say, letting her tug me toward the school. Her grip is much stronger than I expected. 
“Ow, can you lay off a little bit? I’m not going to run away,” I say.
Melody flashes me a grin, then eases up. “Sorry, you look a little iwango.”
I blink at her. “Excuse me?” 
She frowns. “What is the word—? Oh, never mind. Just come on.”
When she tries to grab my hand this time, I pull away.
“You are acting strange. Are you sure you are okay?” 
She sighs, then nods. “Great. Here we go!” 
She turns and hobbles down the sidewalk, moving at a quicker pace now. This time, I don’t let her make it far before I grab her shoulder and turn her around. 
“What’s your deal? You just ignore my texts, tell me you are too busy for me, then you start acting all weird. What is going on with you?”
She scowls. “Nothing is wrong. I just want to get back.” 
She shrugs my hand off her shoulder and keeps walking. As much as I don’t want to let it go, she’s clearly not in the mood to talk. I rush to catch up to her, my mind still struggling to process all that has happened. This day is cursed. 
My phone buzzes then, and I frown, pulling it out. The only people who ever text me are Melody and my foster dad. Hair standing up on my neck, I pull out my phone, realizing he’s probably already got a call from the school or the police. But when I look at the screen, it’s not from him.
It’s from Melody.
Sorry I didn’t get back to you. My mom forgot I had a doctor’s appointment today and, of all weird luck, I forgot to charge my phone last night. Died super fast. Is everything okay?
My mouth goes dry, and I freeze. I start hyperventilating, the world going blurry. I look up to see Melody standing there leaning into her crutches, the hip opposite her short leg cocked up. 
“Coming or not?” 
Her weird clothes, the weird way she’s speaking, and the unfamiliar word she said that was clearly not English. 
I step back, all security I feel in seeing my friend gone in a moment. Melody’s eyes narrow, and she squares her shoulders, facing me with a masculine form. A wicked smile slips up her mouth, and then she ripples like a reflection in water marred by a stone hitting the surface. Left behind is another green-skinned creature. Bottom canines poke up through her lips like a seal. Her pale-yellow eyes take me in, then she pulls a dagger almost out of nowhere. 
“Come,” she says. 
I scream, turning to run away from her, but I run straight into another man. Green hands grip my wrists, and even though I’m screaming in terror, I can’t pull myself free. I can sense the metal of something closely, and I desperately send mental energy into it, trying to heat it up like I did the table and the nose ring. Someone says something in a grunting language, then I feel a sharp sting of pain on my cheek, and my body starts to fizzle like it’s going to sleep. 
That’s when I black out.
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A Stone in the Back Rocks My World


My head throbs, and I groan. The pull of gravity tugs at my back and legs, the only proof that I am not standing up anymore. Everything feels wet from perspiration, like I’ve been running a mile and just collapsed from exhaustion. The thudding heart in my chest convinces me that this might be the truth. Did I pass out in gym class? I don’t even remember going to gym, let alone doing laps. 
“Grilvan grrrt Dwarvnit shalaman,” a growling voice says in my ear. 
Fluttering my eyes open, I try to figure out where I am. Musty air fills my nostrils with dust particles and what smells like stale bread. It feels like my whole body fell asleep from lack of circulation, like I’ve been to the dentist, and they’ve put novocain all over me. A flash of the green face and thoughts of Melody’s text all come back to me in a rush. I panic, trying to thrash about, but only managing to move a couple of toes. I can’t even scream. Something hard has been pressed into my mouth to gag me. My breathing goes psycho, and for a moment, I wonder if I’ll pass out again, but I take a few deep breaths.
“Dwarvnit krilvan iliili lanvarniht,” the voice says again.
This time, I pop my eyes open and look to where it’s coming from. I can’t turn my neck, but I catch the top of a green creature’s head. On top of the witch-green face sits a mess of golden hair. White-silver-irised eyes stare at me, the thing inspecting me from head to foot. 
“Dwarf—girl,” it says in garbled English.
Unbelievable. Even this creature is calling me names now. Tears well in my eyes at this. Considering the situation, being called names shouldn’t be that big of a deal, but after this day, it just feels like too much. My sobbing turns the creature away with a disgusted expression. 
As it steps away from me, I take a moment to look at my surroundings. I’ve been kidnapped, that much is true, but I have no idea why. With a couple of deeper breaths, I strain to see what surroundings I can. If I can escape, I’ll need to be able to describe something—anything—to the police. 
Juvenile correction is suddenly looking like a great option for me.
The creatures continue to garble and talk in their unfamiliar tongue. I steady my breathing, trying not to pass out. Even lying down, I feel lightheaded. How did I get here?
I think back to what I can remember. Right before now, I saw Melody’s text and knew that something was off. But before that . . . ? What happened before that? I rack my brain, trying to scratch through the fog that mars my ability to think, and things begin to emerge: a fire, Reggie’s terrified expression, running from the police, and bumping
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