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  Chapter One


Ilived in a town where nothing happened. 
It’s not that I’m complaining. It’s just if you ever watched the news and there was something crazy, like an escaped convict on the loose or some scandal involving the government, it wouldn’t involve my home, Settontown, Delaware. It was calm and peaceful, barely any crime. And if there was, it was usually a misdemeanor like shoplifting, breach of peace, things like that. We weren’t even in the part of Delaware that was touristy by Rehoboth Beach. Settontown had its accomplishments like schools that did well enough on national exams, and a ballet academy that put on the Nutcracker each winter and another famous production in summer. It was quiet and sleepy, just like I liked it.
It was the beginning of November, just starting to get cold enough that standing at the bus stop was no longer enjoyable. I expected it would be like any other day, a day where nothing truly exciting happened. I’d have Algebra, English, World History, and Band since we had block scheduling at Settontown High. My tiny rectangular flute case was tucked inside my backpack, playing my only other talent besides wearing pointe shoes. I’d been attending the Rising Star Ballet Academy since I’d been old enough to stand. I was going to be Clara in the Nutcracker this year. I was so excited it bordered on obsessive.
As I stood, waiting for my bus to come, a familiar car turned onto my road. It was a black matte, rusted out El Camino that belonged to Aaron Markinson. He’d lived up the street from me my whole life and I considered him a good friend. He was in band as well. He played the drums.
“Hey Cass.” He rolled down the window as he stopped in front of me, causing all the other kids at the bus stop to look on longingly. We all wanted our own cars so we wouldn’t have to play this waiting game anymore. “You want a ride?”
I looked over my shoulder and a few doors down at my house. My mother had already left for the day, thank goodness, but I still felt like the house was watching me and taking notes for when she returned. She liked to keep a short leash on me. She had plenty of excuses. We were a good and virtuous Catholic family, she had to make sure I didn’t mess up my dancing career, and other ridiculous reasons that annoyed me. Basically, though, she didn’t want me alone with boys. I guess most moms wouldn’t want their fourteen-year-old daughters getting into cars with sixteen-year-old boys, but we had gotten into a fight the night before about how public school was ‘changing me’ and between that and feeling cold waiting for the bus, I finally replied, 
“Yes please.”
Aaron smiled as I slid into the passenger seat and slammed the door before saluting the rest of the kids still waiting for the bus. The El Camino only had room for two. 
“So... what’s up?” he asked as he pulled away from the curb. “You’ve been telling me no lately. What did your mom do?”
I shook my head as I grooved along to the alternative rock song playing on the stereo. “She thinks that because I’m friends with people besides the Allens, I’m going to turn into this promiscuous, pot-smoking dropout.”
Aaron laughed nervously because besides the drop-out part, he was all those things. It was no secret in our town that he was a ‘Bad Boy,’ but he never pushed any of that on me, and I appreciated it. Plus, things were never boring when he was around. I loved my friends Kara and Jared Allen. I’d known the siblings since kindergarten at St. Lawrence, where I’d gone to elementary and middle school, but Settontown high had almost fifteen hundred kids attending it, so now I was meeting all sorts of people, good and bad, and learning from it.
Aaron and I normally stopped at this beatnik little coffee shop called Java Jones before school when I was with him, but since I didn't want my mother wanting to kill me even more if she caught wind that I didn’t take the bus, he just took us to school. As we pulled into his usual parking spot, my heart began to race. He had parked next to a green Bonneville, a hand-me-down car from the nineties that belonged to Brayden Hamblin, another junior. A junior that I didn’t want thinking Aaron was my boyfriend because, well, I liked him.
Brayden was the type of kid who attracted everyone’s attention. He was handsome with dark brown hair and chocolate brown eyes, and was unbelievably kind to everyone he met. As someone who hadn’t been in public school her whole life, I found myself nervous when I finally started attending things here, especially summer music rehearsals. Brayden had been one of the few upperclassmen that had been welcoming. Even now, a few months later, he still took the time to talk to me when other upperclassmen would ignore my existence or worse. I tried to say something to him every day so that one day I might get the nerve to tell him how I felt, but I wasn’t ready yet—I still felt like an idiot half the times he looked my way.
“Hey!” he called as Aaron got out of his car. When he saw me shut the passenger side door he looked even more surprised. I hadn’t taken Aaron up on his offer for a ride for almost a week. “Morning Cassie.”
“Hi,” I squeaked and tucked a lock of my blonde hair behind my ear. “How are you?” That was usually how I found the strength to start my conversations with him.
“Pretty good,” he answered. “I’ve got a trig test this morning. How about you?”
“No tests, thank God,” I replied, but before I had a chance to say anything else, Patrick dashed over and I all but shrunk to Aaron’s side. The senior was very perceptive of my feelings for his friend and often liked to call me out on it.
“Look at the little freshie walking with the big boys,” he said in this obnoxious baby voice that made me want to punch him. 
“Dude, shut up,” Aaron defended. “I asked her if she wanted a ride this morning. We’re neighbors.”
Patrick just laughed this time, but I was still so happy to get away and into the school and drop my things off in the music wing before I had to go to Algebra class. Kara and Jared were already there so I went over to them after thanking Aaron profusely for the ride to school.
Though there was a little over a year between Jared and Kara, they looked so similar, many people thought they were twins. They both had platinum blonde hair that most people grew out of when they were no longer toddlers and pale blue eyes. I think there was Nordic blood somewhere in their lineage. Both were thin and taller than me and both were seriously talented players of their respective instruments. Kara played the flute like I did. At the moment, we shared a stand in rehearsal, but I had a feeling that someday Kara would be section leader, playing all the solos and probably the tiny piccolo too. Jared played the trumpet and already sat with the upperclassmen even though he was only a sophomore. The bell rang for the day to begin, so I told my friends I’d see them at lunch. 
Math class started out like any other day. My teacher discussed a new concept on which I took extensive notes and tried some practice problems, before we were assigned twenty problems for homework. In my next class, though, things began to change.
My language arts class started with my teacher telling us we were going to have a creative writing assignment. She wanted us to write a science fiction short story. It could be about anything we wanted as long as it wasn’t too gory. Once she passed out the paper with the instructions on it, I could only stare at it. My mind was completely blank. I knew nothing about science fiction. I loved contemporary, even read an occasional vampire studded paranormal romance, but I couldn’t think of anything science-fictiony to write that wouldn’t be ripping off George Lucas. Everyone around me was already writing and I couldn’t think of a single word.
The phone in the corner of the classroom rang. “Feel free to brainstorm,” my teacher announced before picking up, “You have plenty of time.”
Could I make ballet or marching band into something science fiction? Those were two topics that I was pretty well-versed in. I’d played the flute since the third grade and currently danced six days a week. My career as an author, however, had only been as long as my teacher had given this assignment. 
Alien Ballerinas. Galactic spaceship driving musicians. Alien Ballerinas fighting galactic spaceship driving musicians. I almost crumpled the paper in front of me in frustration. Those were the stupidest ideas I’d ever heard. 
It was then I noticed that my teacher looked visibly upset on the phone. She kept on saying “What?” and “Oh my God.” Everyone else was so absorbed in the writing assignment they didn’t notice. My teacher hung up the phone and all but ran to her desktop computer and sat down. I watched her click furiously until she began to read something. The computer screen was facing away from me so I couldn’t see what she was reading, but I saw the look in her eyes and the way that she covered her mouth in shock. It made me so uncomfortable that I dropped my eyes to my paper. Had something bad happened to my teacher?
When the bell rang, I’d never been so relieved to be going to lunch. While everyone else chatted excitedly about what they thought they were going to write about, I stuffed the assignment in my backpack and dashed out of the classroom.
“Cassie!”
Kara was waiting for me in the hallway. She’d had French while I was in English. “Hey,” I replied as I fell into step with her.
“How was English?”
“Ms. Kozlak wants us to write a science fiction story. Doesn’t she know that nothing remotely science fictiony happens in Settontown, Delaware? Or that I don’t know the first thing about writing a story?” I thought about sharing with her how Ms. Kozlak had acted strangely, but it had made me so anxious that talking about it again would be upsetting, so I decided against it. Kara was still on the subject of my writing assignment anyway.
She laughed. “You should ask my brother to help you. He watches all those space, zombie, and time travel shows and movies.”
We entered the busy cafeteria and dropped our stuff at a table with other kids that did band, orchestra, or choir. Settontown High was stereotypical: it had its cliques and social groups just like everywhere else. The popular kids had their spots near the courtyard, the theater kids close to the exit by the auditorium, the stoners by the snack line because they were always hungry, and so on. It was a strange hierarchy that hadn’t been at St. Lawrence. It was too small for that.
As Kara and I got into line, I was disappointed to see that the pasta on today’s menu was over cooked. Without a better option, I took a tray and loaded on a heap of parmesan cheese before paying and heading back to my spot. I found my heart racing as I saw who was sitting at the other end of the table. Once more my path was crossing with Brayden Hamblin, who gave me a wave as I passed him. He sat in this part of the cafeteria because he played trumpet in the band, just like Jared did, but Brayden could have sat anywhere in the cafeteria because he caught the attention of everyone. He was that well rounded. 
I flashed him a grin before Kara joined me at the table. She looked equally disappointed about her lunch as I did. Before we could complain or say that we should have brought our own lunches, though, her brother slid into one of the spots across from us, handing us plain bagels in paper bags. He’d bought them from the snack line that my mother forbids me to ever get food from.
“I had a feeling we’d need these,” Jared offered. He pulled packets of cream cheese from his pocket and I dove in, abandoning the overcooked ziti.
“Thank you!”
Jared smiled across the table. “Anything for you.” When Kara glared at him, he quickly added. “Kara too! It’s a given!”
I pulled my creative writing assignment out of my backpack and explained how I had no idea what to do. 
“I know you are much more into Science Fiction than I will ever be. Do you have any ideas?”
Jared looked eager as he read the instructions again. “There are so many directions that you could take. Ancient civilizations, alien invasions. God, I’m jealous I didn’t get this assignment last year.” He handed me back the paper. “When do you not have ballet this week? Jared had known me so long that he knew it wasn’t as simple as just asking me when I was free.
“The Nutcracker opens in a month. I’m booked until Saturday.”
Jared looked at his sister enthusiastically. “Come over Saturday, we can work on it and then maybe you can sleep over, right Kara?” Kara raised an eyebrow at her brother. He was making plans for her and her best friend and was way too excited about it. 
“Are you feeling okay Jared?” I felt the table vibrate when she must have kicked him under it. His eyes grew wide and his face flushed, but he didn’t respond. 
We spent the remainder of lunch talking about how things had gone during our classes, what we hoped we got to play in concert band later, and how things were going at my dance school. As we talked, however, I found myself getting distracted. I was still deciding if I wanted to share how my teacher had behaved in English class. As I struggled internally with this, I glanced over to the corner of the table and noticed that Brayden had an equally grim look on his face as he talked with his friends. I wish I could have been closer to hear what he was talking about. Had he overheard or seen something strange too? He was usually so positive and happy that I was surprised to see his dark eyes looking nervous.
I just about lost it though, when Patrick caught me staring and did the ‘I’m watching you’ thing where he pointed at his eyes and then at me. He always seemed to catch me at the worst possible moment and loved to taunt me about it. There were times I wondered if Patrick truly hated me because he was always making fun of me and trying to call me out on how I had a crush on Brayden. Honestly, it had gotten to the point that I wished he’d just tell Brayden I liked him so we could all move on with our lives—I was too chicken to do it myself. I glared at him before turning my attention back to Kara and Jared who seemed to be having a conversation with only their eyes. It was totally weird.
The bell sounded, telling us there were five minutes until our next class, and the cafeteria began to empty. Kara and I were headed to World History, but before we left, I searched my backpack for a dollar bill and tried to give it to Jared for the bagel. 
“Here,” I said. “Let me pay you for the bagel.”
Jared shook his head and pushed my hand away. “It’s fine. I wanted to.”
“No really,” I pressed.
“Cassandra Routhier, keep the money before I never do anything nice for you ever again.” When I finally relented and put the dollar in my pocket he winked at me. 
“See you later,” he called as he headed in the other direction. I was thoroughly confused.
“Is it just me or does your brother seem weird lately?” I asked Kara as we made our way back toward the history and language arts building. Since we had joined him in public school this year, he was always asking me to come over whether or not Kara would be around, as well as doing awkward things like winking and giving me strange compliments.
“Are you that wrapped up in yourself that you don’t see it?” Kara asked with a laugh. “Jared likes you. He has for a while now.”
“Um... Jared is like my older brother,” I contested. I had always lumped the blonde boy in the same category as my twelve-year-old brother Shane. That, and I had my eye on someone else. Kara didn’t need me to say it though, she already knew. I talked about it a lot.
“Think what you want,” she replied. “But I live with him. He likes you.”
Just when I was about to make a rebuttal, two freshman boys ran down the hallway, knocking into random people as they raced to class. I happened to be one of the innocent victims who was pushed to the ground as they passed.
“Whoops!” one of the boys exclaimed with total lack of sincerity. “I’m sorry!” He was out of sight before I could yell or even lift an inappropriate finger.
Someone had me by the elbow and was helping me stand. Kara’s face looked bemused as I saw that it was Brayden assisting me. My heart leapt into my throat as his eyes searched me to make sure I was okay. 
“You all right?” he asked.
I nodded, barely able to breathe. “Yeah.”
“Good.” He began to walk away. “I hate those jerks. See you later!” I watched him walk toward the staircase and out of sight.

      ***I had anticipated being late for World History because of the incident in the hallway, so I was surprised to see that my teacher wasn’t in the room when I arrived. Most of the class was out of their seats and socializing, and I had to do all I could to not glare or say something to one of the boys who had run into me earlier, Devon Wilborn,  and his girlfriend who were leaning against the old metal window frames by my desk. I knew the girl way too well. Her name was Kelsey Gibbons and she had gone to St. Lawrence just like Kara and I had. This should have made us all the best of friends, but Kelsey ignored us on a good day and terrorized us—mainly me—on a bad day, and always had. When I was younger, I used to wonder if it was because she was jealous of me as I got along with most people at St. Lawrence and there were only so many social options in a school of two hundred and fifty students. But now that we were in high school it was worse. We were no longer forced to be in the same group and she still liked to dig into me whenever she could. The brunette was the captain of the freshman cheer squad and assimilated easily into the popular clique, so I didn’t really understand what her deal was anymore. 
“Class! class!” My teacher called as she breezed into the room. “Take your seats! You know what I say about being near the windows. It’s dangerous! If you open them or break them they will not close and you are at risk of falling out.” 
We always rolled our eyes at this lecture. My teacher was a bit eccentric and we assumed she was making up stories. The windows looked so old that I doubted they would open even if you needed them to, but we humored her and filed back to our seats. Kelsey and her boyfriend gave the teacher dirty looks before finding their places a few rows behind us.
I noticed right away that my teacher was off. She rifled through her papers with shaking hands, knocking things over until she finally found her lesson plans and told us to open our books so we could continue reading about the ancient Egyptians. When she wrote the page number on the whiteboard, I watched her hand bob, making the handwriting look sloppy. I exchanged a glance with Kara.
I tried to pay attention to the various dynasties and bloodlines she was laying out, but I found myself getting distracted. Not only were two of my teachers visibly upset about something, but Brayden seemed to be concerned about something too. My stream of consciousness reeled and I thought about how Brayden had helped me up in the hallway and how I’d gotten to walk into school with him, which then made me think about Jared, and everything Kara had said and how I really didn’t want him to like me. I liked how things were between us. I didn’t want to make things complicated.
When it seemed like the rest of my history class was thinking about all my worries with me, I shook my head to see if I was missing something. Sure enough, the entire room, save Kara, who looked utterly embarrassed, was staring at me. Some people were even giggling. What the heck did I do now?
“Miss Routhier, I called on you to read page fifty–two,” my teacher explained, looking surprised that I wasn’t with her.
“You did?”
This time everyone in the room laughed at my expense. Once more, Kara looked like she had never seen me before in her life and I didn’t blame her. I wanted to crawl under the table and become invisible.
“Wow Cassie, it’s a good thing you can dance because common sense isn’t your strong suit.” Kelsey mocked venomously behind me.
“Says the girl that waves pom-poms for fun,” I retorted, turning around and shooting her daggers. She glared back at me before our teacher told us to be quiet. After that I read the passage and participated like I should have in the first place.
This day was proving to be a bit more than I could handle, so I was thrilled when it was finally time to head into my last class of the day. My band director, Mr. Emanuel was great. He made rehearsals fun and even though it was a long block class, it still went by really fast. Mr. Emanuel was also very understanding of how much of my time dance took up. I had lucked out that our winter concert was not on a day I had ballet commitments, but even if it was, I think he would have let me miss. 
As we made our way to the music wing from the third floor, traffic was incredibly backed up. There was always a little bit of congestion in the stairwells and in the glass hallway that connected the two academic buildings, but this seemed excessive. 
“What’s the hold up?” I asked.
Kara shrugged. “Maybe there’s a fight in the stairwell?”
When we got to the stairs, however, we were still shuffling armpit to armpit. There was no fight at the bottom either; there was nothing out of the norm that we could see. Someone behind us demanded to know what the delay was, but no one had the foggiest idea. As Kara and I reached the tile floor, people began to push, trying to get through the throng. I tried not to think about the strange occurrences that kept on happening today, but I was starting to think it was no longer a coincidence. 
When we finally reached the hallway that housed the main office, Kara and I saw the source of the traffic jam. A large black and red banner was hanging over the office door and there was an unruly mob beneath it. I couldn’t make out what people were saying, but the cries were deafening. We had never seen an angry group so large before. Even though we were still a few yards away, the banner was so large, I could read what was printed on it:

WAR GAME XRI
YOUR SCHOOL. YOUR HONOR. YOUR DUTY.

I had no idea what it meant, and that terrified me.







  
  Chapter Two


As I stood there, I tried to figure out why there were kids practically having a riot below this sign. It was just a sign and it didn’t say anything offensive. I mean I was kidding myself if I didn’t admit that this day in my sleepy boring town was quickly becoming anything but dull. That, and I couldn’t help but prickle with anxiety over the words ‘your duty.’ To have a duty meant there was something that you had to do, like jury duty or when people were drafted for the war all those years ago. In both of those instances, not doing your duty had severe consequences.
Someone behind us complained that they had to get to class, but I was too nervous to tell them that we were all in the same boat. People pushed and the crowd lurched forward. Someone to my right fell. Kara stared at me with panic stricken eyes which I knew I must have had too. It was only a matter of time before someone was trampled. 
We were nearly at the edge of the office when its doors opened and our very tall principal came out. Mr. McCormick didn’t look amused on a regular day, but today, when I stood on my tiptoes to get a better look, he looked like he had even less patience. His rusty colored hair was disheveled and his mouth a tight thin line before he bellowed, “Go to class!” making many people jump out of their skin.
“What is War Game XRI?” someone pleaded, but Mr. McCormick just shook his head and demanded we go to class, saying the hallway was unsafe. The roar of protests got even louder, if possible.
“Go to class, or I will start giving out suspensions!” he screamed. The hallway traffic surged forward after that. As Kara and I passed him I couldn’t help but notice that his face was the most upset I’d seen yet. It made my teacher covering her mouth in shock look like nothing. I half expected him to scream hysterically and start running around. What was going on around here today?
I grabbed Kara’s hand tightly, and we pulled each other toward the music wing. I had never been so relieved to head into what I sometimes considered my sanctuary. Or I was until we walked through the door. Inside it was just as chaotic of a scene. No one had their instruments out, and everyone was talking. Those students who had been in the hallway filling in those who hadn’t on the crimson banner. I fought the urge to cover my ears to drown out the noise. My poor teacher, Mr. Emanuel, looked like he’d tried to get some sense of order but had failed miserably. 
“Settle down!” he called over the roar. “Please, settle down.”
Jared made his way across the room and Kara practically ran into his arms. Despite what she’d confessed to me earlier, I gave him a strong hug myself, happy for the comforting figure on this bizarre day. When I went to unlock my cage to retrieve my flute, I found myself struggling with the latch. My hands reminded me of my World History teacher’s. I hadn’t realized how shaken I was until now. At that moment Mr. Emanuel must have hit his breaking point, because he finally shouted at everyone to stop what they were doing and sit down. Most plopped into a seat empty handed and attempted to listen, even though the room was thick with the panic that we were trying to swallow down.
“What’s going on?” I heard Brayden’s voice ask. “There’s a banner in the hallway telling us that something is our duty. I’d like to know what.”
My music teacher looked like all the other adults I’d seen today, like he was utterly shell-shocked. “I’m just as confused as you are. All the teachers got an email today saying that we’re not to come in tomorrow. The school is being taken over by some company to put on a war simulation.”
My brain instantly thought of a civil war reenactment. That would have been educational and a little weird, but not something for the teachers to panic about. Plus, wouldn’t they want the staff there to help? That could certainly be a reason why the adults were freaking out. 
Mr. Emanuel must have printed the email out, because he kept glancing at a piece of paper that was in his hands. “It’s not like you think. Not like what the Sons of Liberty do a couple times a year out by the Pauley farm. It’s futuristic. It’s supposed to emulate a worst-case situation where people would be called to arms.” 
After the initial shock passed and a chorus of ‘What?’ rang through the band room, Mr. Emanuel explained that the state of Delaware had been chosen to participate in this simulation called War Game XRI. It was federally mandated for all students in public school grades nine through twelve to participate. Delaware had been chosen as the first location because we were the smallest state with only twenty high schools but it was Emanuel’s belief that all high schools across America would eventually participate, that the president signed it into motion because he felt society had made us soft. We were going to learn how to battle whether we liked it or not.
“Hey Cassie,” Kara whispered. “You might have something to write about for your creative writing project after all.”
When asked for more details about the game itself, though, Mr. Emanuel had few answers. He claimed he and the other teachers had been researching it all day, but everything was very vague. It sounded like it might be a weird game of capture the flag, but all they could discern was that two schools participated at a time and that it was done inside a simulation that was deemed ‘harmless.’
“We’re really doing this?” Aaron asked from the other side of the room. “They’re going to make us fight other kids, even though war has historically never been fought primarily by children?”
Mr. Emanuel shrugged. “The government is trying to play it off as having the masses ready for anything. A mandate is serious though. It’s pretty much forcing you.”
“But we’re band kids E!” a tuba playing senior named Garrett implored using our teacher’s pet name. “Most of us suck at physical activity!” The boy was almost always loud and outgoing. To see him so upset was unnerving.
“Be that as it may, you have no choice but to participate.” Mr. Emanuel continued to scan his paper. “On the bright side, it does say that it helps demonstrate which students work the best under pressure, which ones work well with others, and who can be a champion. The last person standing wins all the glory and…,” he squinted at the paper, “If you win the whole deal, your school gets a million dollars.” 
“So, this is some messed up way to get our schools money?” I heard someone ask. “I know education gets crap for a budget these days, but that’s ridiculous.”
“Sounds more like a social experiment” Patrick replied from his spot in the trombone section.
I thought about bringing up one of those dystopian novels that were all the rage, but I knew whatever I said wouldn’t matter. Whatever this thing was, we were trapped with no way out.
“I’m sorry guys, I wish I could tell you more.” 
“Anyone think this might actually be a good thing?” I was surprised when I heard Jared speak up. “Could you imagine what life would be like if we could win this? Not only would we earn respect, but imagine what we could use that million dollars toward! People might appreciate music kids more if we could get the glory.” Jared’s words were powerful and the opposite of most feelings in the room. I was certainly very sick of people like Kelsey Gibbons and those boys who knocked me down in the hall being mean to me because I wasn’t the same as them. I would love for them to appreciate me for what I was worth, or to leave me alone. At the moment, though,  there were too many unknowns about this strange situation to rally behind my friend.
“Now why don’t we try to return to some sense of normalcy by taking out…” Mr. Emanuel never got us back on track because at that moment the intercom went off and Mr. McCormick’s even more agitated voice came over the loudspeaker.
“Attention staff and students. It has been made very clear that there are many questions and concerns about War Game XRI. Students will be receiving a pamphlet to bring home. Tomorrow the day will begin with an informative assembly after the first bell. That being said, you will not need your books as there will not be classes tomorrow. That is all.”
The thought of having a day of school where we wouldn’t actually be doing our classes should have been cause for a celebration, but there were no cheers. The school was dead silent. Mr. Emanuel threw up his hands in defeat before he walked away from his conductor’s stand and into his adjacent office. We took that to mean there would be no band, so we could do as we wished. Normally, I would have used the break to get ahead on my homework, but now that nothing was due tomorrow I didn’t know what to do.
“Do you want a ride home?” Aaron asked. “I’ll drop you off at your bus stop so your mom won’t get suspicious.”
I nodded vigorously, knowing that he was asking me because he was planning on leaving. I should have taken the bus, but I wanted to be as far away from this school and everything that had happened today as possible. I collected my things and snuck out the door with him before you could say caught cutting class.

      ***My mother is intense. I’m not exactly sure if it’s because she was brought up with nearly no supervision and never wanted her own children to experience the same thing, or if it was because she had some sort of issue like obsessive compulsive disorder, but she was always micromanaging, overanalyzing, and complaining. I did share one of her traits though, our tempers were both incredibly short.
I don’t know how it leaked, but by the time Aaron and I had grabbed a cup of coffee at Java Jones and he’d dropped me off at my street corner, the news of War Game XRI was already all over the local news. My mother was glued to the T.V. as I let myself in.
“This whole thing is utterly ridiculous,” my mother snapped as she watched a reporter standing outside of Settontown’s Board of Education building. “If I wanted you in a military school I would have sent you to one.”
“I know, Mom,” I called as I headed to my room to change into my tights and leotard. “I’m not crazy about it either.” I found I had the best luck when I just agreed with her.
My mother wasn’t done griping. “What’s next? Shane learning how to make land mines?”
My brother was still in the seventh grade at St. Lawrence and was too young to have to partake in this strange thing I was suddenly a part of. Since my mother was monopolizing the television, my sandy haired brother had hauled himself up in his bedroom playing a video game on his computer. I smiled, taking in the back of his head as I searched the clean laundry for a shawl and leg warmers. Shane would probably do well in War Game XRI, but I didn’t dare say so.
“I called your Aunt, do you know that they are doing this at Georgia’s school too?”
I was triple checking my bag now, making sure I had blister bandages and all the other things I would need for a long rehearsal. I went to the kitchen to fill my water bottle, trying to keep my patience in check. “It’s federally mandated, Mom.”
“Well this president is a moron. They should impeach him for passing such a thing.” At that point, I wanted the conversation to be over so I told her I was ready and we headed toward her dark blue SUV.
Once we were on our way, I pulled out the glossy pamphlet that Aaron had given me. Someone had been passing them out in the other academic building. I kept staring at it, hoping that I would understand it as more time passed, but no secret meanings came to me.
WAR GAME XRI
YOUR SCHOOL. YOUR HONOR. YOUR DUTY.
On the cover were a group of stoic looking teenagers in black fatigues. The girls wore leggings and short black skirts and had their hair tied back. The uniforms had extra padding in some places, but did not seem like a typical military uniform at all and the kids looked more like supermodels than normal teenagers. I found myself heaving a sigh as I opened the pamphlet.
There was a small paragraph justifying the simulation, saying that the world was a tumultuous place and how we must be ready for the future. The days of trench warfare were over. War Game XRI would train us for the next wave of combat tactics. I cocked an eyebrow at that. There hadn’t been trench warfare in a very long time.
There was a Frequently Asked Questions section that assured the simulation was harmless and that only severe handicaps were considered an excuse to not participate. I could only shudder at what the government and this corporation might think were acceptable limitations. The write-up also made a huge deal about the million-dollar reward. Besides some fancy photographs, however, there was nothing more than what my band teacher had already told us. I tucked the pamphlet in my dance bag as I felt my mother turn into Rising Star’s parking lot. My seat belt was off before she’d come to a complete stop. She called for me to slow down, but the minute the car was in park I was out the door, walking toward what I hoped would ease my mind.
Unfortunately, I didn’t find peace at ballet. Everyone was chatting nervously, which wasn’t the norm, as we stretched and put on our shoes. My friend Heather was doing a split in front of the mirror when I sat down and tried to tie my toe shoes in place. She was a sophomore like Jared and sang in the choir that met in the class across the hall from band. In the show, she was going to be one of the featured dancers in the ensemble group that were flowers, snowflakes, mice, and other characters. I had been in a similar situation last year. She was also my understudy on the off chance that something happened and I couldn’t be Clara. 
“This is going to be a rough class. Miss Dinae is going to flip.”
Sure enough, when our teacher came in saw that no one was quiet or focused, she practically screamed at us to get to the barre. After we warmed up, Miss Dinae wanted my partner and I to run our duet. I had many dances that I was responsible for as Clara, but our pas de deux was the most technical and complicated. It started off well enough, but it was obvious that my partner, the Prince, was just as distracted as I was. We fumbled through sections, but it wasn’t until I chasséd over for him to pick me up in an elegant leap, and he dropped me that my dance teacher finally lost it.
“The production opens in a month! This is horrible!” she exclaimed.
“I’m sorry, Miss Dinae,” I said, staring at my pointe shoes.
“It’s just I can’t think straight with this war game thing hanging over my head.” My partner didn’t go to Settontown High, but, being in Delaware, he’d be forced to participate in this strange exercise no matter which high school he attended. We launched into a whole account of everything that had happened to change our normally boring world. Miss Dinae looked just as shocked and horrified as our school teachers had, but had us back to work nevertheless. While no one fell after that or had any major issues, I still felt the rehearsal had been a failure. Nobody’s dancing was tight and it was obvious all our minds were on other things.

      ***After I got home, I ate dinner and told my father everything that had happened. He told me he’d been informed by my mother and we both had a quiet laugh over her typical behavior. I ended up doing my homework, even though it was no longer due, mostly because I had so much nervous energy that I didn’t know what else to do with myself. Finally, I decided to call Kara and see how she and Jared were doing.
“How’s your family doing?” I asked.
“Furious,” Kara whispered. “My mom called the school and threatened to keep me and Jared home.” Kara paused, as if still in shock at what she was about to say. “They said if my mom didn’t take us to school tomorrow, the government would come to our house and get us anyway.”
“Woah.”
“Oh, it gets even crazier. They said they would arrest my parents for withholding
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