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Ashford Pines, North Carolina.
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Along the borderline of Virginia and North Carolina, where the two states converge in harmony, rests a quaint town known as Ashford Pines. Nestled amidst rolling hills and picturesque landscapes, the town exudes an undeniable charm that captivates all who pass through its borders. With its tree-lined streets and cozy neighborhoods, Ashford Pines exudes a sense of serenity and simplicity, offering a respite from the hustle and bustle of city life. The air is imbued with a delicate blend of floral fragrances and whispers of the nearby forests, enticing visitors to explore the surrounding natural wonders. As the sun sets on Ashford Pines, casting a serene glow upon its quaint buildings and rustic architecture, a tranquil ambiance envelops the town, making it a haven for those seeking solace and a place to call home. In this cherished hometown of Ashford Pines, generations had witnessed the emergence of skilled newspaper editors, thriving amidst the town's bustling printing press industry during the early 1900s. The ebb and flow of farming production has shaped its landscape, with the county proudly contributing one-third of the nation's wheat and barley. Children raised in this close-knit community find their academic path leading them to Ashford Pines High, where the enduring legacy of the town was upheld by the current mayor, who too walked the same halls and remained firmly rooted in the town's heritage. Unbeknownst to the residents of this town, the Ticonderoga Corporation had set up its secretive presence within the county's boundaries, concealed deep within the encompassing forest. Originally established as a cancer research facility in the 1970s, the corporation's path took a significant turn in the late 1980s when CEO Lance Gregory recognized the immense potential of genome manipulation, culminating in the successful cloning of sheep during the 1990s. This groundbreaking achievement showcased the corporation's ability to delve into the intricate realm of molecular-level manipulation. Over the course of the past two decades, Ticonderoga Corporation has focused on developing DNA mutations as a potent biological weapon, intended for potential military utilization once perfected. However, their endeavors to attain perfection met repeated failures along the way. Beyond the facility's confines lies a realm of strangeness that remains shrouded in secrecy, accessible only to individuals possessing an exceptionally high-level clearance. Not even the President of the United States could gain entry without the requisite authorization. The chances of penetrating this elusive domain are incredibly slim. Among the myriad of unsuccessful endeavors undertaken by Ticonderoga Corporation, one notable misstep involved the use of nuclear waste, aimed at pushing DNA alteration to extraordinary new heights. In the past, Ticonderoga encountered significant problems involving the leakage of nuclear waste into the neighboring lake, which served as a water source for animals. This contamination resulted in the tragic demise of a family of deer during the 1990s and later triggered a pervasive wave of mutations among black crows in the early 2000s. Despite these concerning incidents, the company kept a tight grip on the situation, ensuring that news pertaining to their activities never reached the airwaves. Any reporters who stumbled upon unfavorable information were swiftly silenced before they could bring it to the public's attention during prime time. The traces were meticulously eradicated, leaving behind only faint echoes that scarcely reached beyond the county's borders. A hefty price was paid to keep these secrets from exposure without causing disruption in the community. Pandemonium would break out if anyone knew they had dumped nuclear waste into the environment. Stretching across vast distances, sewer pipes meandered into various sections of the forest, serving as conduits for the formation of these waste puddles—an approach favored by the company as a discreet means of waste dispersion, ensuring minimal detection of its effects. Before the reactor’s existence, the wildlife flourished and was an attraction for all to witness and enjoy. Hunting the overpopulated deer was a problem of the past now. There were few animals, and it seemed like the ones around were severely sick and disoriented. The reports concerning the wildlife within Ashford Pines’ Forest never found their way into the evening news, preventing people from ever raising questions about the mysterious occurrences transpiring within. The company got away with these crimes, and no one seemed to notice anything outside of their personal lives tucked away on their cell phones. For an extensive period, Ticonderoga skillfully safeguarded their operations from any leaks, ensuring that not a single piece of information escaped the confines of the facility or reached the public eye. This strategy proved effective until an unforeseen event occurred no one ever expected.
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An Ordinary Girl

––––––––
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Diverging from her peers, Eva possessed a distinct ambition to pursue Environmental Science at Harvard, setting her apart as a purpose-driven sixteen-year-old with the academic prowess to support her aspirations. While she occasionally engaged with her cellphone, scrolling through social networking apps and playing games, her true passion resided in the great outdoors, finding solace and inspiration amidst nature's embrace. Exploring the forest and observing animals in their natural habitat was a source of immense joy for her. This love for nature had taken root even before she reached the age of 10. While her memories of her father were scarce, she could vaguely recollect a hiking trip they had embarked upon together with her mother. Nonetheless, her mother made a consistent effort to arrange outings or even daily excursions through the expansive woodlands of Ashford Pines, providing opportunities to appreciate nature's wonders and detach from the digital realm and television. During her numerous hikes through the forest, she gradually noticed an unsettling occurrence. As time passed, the presence of animals grew scarcer, prompting her to question whether factors such as overpopulation and global warming played a role in this sudden disappearance. Determined to uncover the reasons behind the dwindling species in Ashford Pines Forest, she embarked on a quest for answers. However, most adults she conversed with in the town showed little concern. The farmers found solace in their crops no longer being ravaged by birds and rodents, while the downtown dwellers remained oblivious to the changes, except for the decrease in deer-related accidents on the highway. They attributed this to the deer "smartening up," implying that the creatures had somehow learned to avoid the roadway. The local bakery owner even mentioned that he no longer had to wash his car as often due to the absence of bird droppings. Nevertheless, Eva sensed that something beyond these superficial explanations accounted for the environmental shifts. Like many Ashford Pines residents, she remained oblivious to the inner workings of the Ticonderoga Corporation and how it molded the town.

Each morning, Eva's mother Tilly would relentlessly shake her until she finally rose from bed at 6:15 a.m.

“Time to get up Eva.” Waking up early in the morning was not something Eva particularly enjoyed. After being rudely awakened, even Tilly's gentle voice sounded like grinding tin cans. Eva shuffled through the hallway with a groan, her eyes adjusting to the harsh brightness of the lights Tilly switched on as part of their daily routine. With her eyes still closed, she effortlessly turned on the water, undressed, and stepped into the shower, the motions ingrained in her muscle memory.

“Hurry up, Eva.” Tilly knocked and shouted at the door. “Five more minutes and I’ll come in there.” Eva had reached an age where she preferred not to be seen naked by her mother, but Tilly, being an organized and efficient person, excelled in time management. Plus, Tilly nursed at the Ashford Pines Hospital. During her time in nursing school, she encountered naked individuals daily, particularly the elderly, whom she assisted with bathing and changing diapers. However, in her current role at the pediatric center, she dedicated more time to dressing wounds and administering IVs than tending soiled adult diapers. Witnessing nudity in the context of caregiving was no longer a novel experience for her.

Hot water flowed down Eva’s bare back while steam billowed into clouds, filling the bathroom like a blanket of fog. She felt the warmth down to her bones and breathed the moisture into her lungs. Each second her grin grew wider, and her eyes grew heavier until Tilly’s voice from behind the door jumpstarted her consciousness. Eva opened her eyes to the sun peeking through the trees out of the window. She turned off the faucet, and the water sputtered off, dripping till it stopped. The curtain flew open, scraping metal hooks along the curtain rod. She stepped out of the tub and onto the green bathmat, reached for her pink towel on door hanger, and wiped the mirror with the towel to look at herself. Eva would not consider herself beautiful. She felt she was an average girl amongst other girls that spent their free time watching beauty videos on YouTube so they could impress the boys on the football team. Eva held a distinct perspective compared to the other girls at her school. She believed that intelligence should play a significant role in determining one's attraction to another person. While she dried her hair with the towel, and pulled her mahogany brown hair behind her shoulders, she stared at herself, examining her flaws, how she had too many freckles on her face, why her hazel eyes weren’t blue. Despite her belief that intelligence was a crucial factor for attraction, Eva could not help but feel inferior to her schoolmates, especially Amanda Feinstein, Brian Adelphi's girlfriend and the cheerleading squad captain. Eva grabbed her toothbrush and toothpaste and brushed her teeth while grasping for her hairbrush from the bin under the sink. She spat in the sink and rinsed her mouth out with water. Placing the brush on the sink, she wrapped the towel around her body and picked the brush up as she opened the door and brushed her hair while walking back to her room.

“The bus will be here in five minutes,” Tilly called out from the kitchen downstairs.

“I’m coming, Mom,” Eva barked back and puffed with disdain. She despised being hurried out the door by her mother or being instructed on what to do. In general, she had a strong aversion to being told what to do, especially when it came from her mother. Slamming the door of her bedroom behind her, Eva stepped onto the plush throw rug and grabbed her bookbag with one hand, while using the other to retrieve the history book from the nightstand. She hastily stuffed the book into her black backpack with pink zippers and tossed it onto the bed, where her comforter hung disheveled off the mattress, drooping towards the floor. The walls of her room were decorated in a soft shade of light pink, providing a comforting sanctuary from the outside world. The Victorian-style furniture, which Tilly had bought from a thrift store and painted white during a weekend project when Eva was younger, matched the overall aesthetic. Tilly had a knack for finding great deals and engaging in creative endeavors, often involving Eva. Although not always Eva's favorite activity, she cherished these moments as they allowed her to spend quality time with her mother. Eva flipped her wet bangs out of her face pulled her hair into a ponytail snapping a hairband into place. She rummaged through the closet and dresser drawers looking for something to wear. The thought of wearing a dress to school was something that always crossed her mind, but she knew she could not pull it off. So, it was another jeans-and-a-t-shirt kind of day. If she ever wanted to impress Brian Adelphi at school, she might consider wearing the dress. However, she could not help but worry about the potential embarrassment of feeling like a fool, knowing deep down that it did not align with her true self. Her crush on Brian Adelphi had persisted since she first laid eyes on him in kindergarten. The mere sight of his smile and the sound of his laughter would send a warm, gooey feeling surging through her. However, she could not bring herself to express her true feelings to him, fearing it might suggest more than just interest. Now that he was a football player for the high school team, she felt certain he would never consider dating her. Though she sometimes contemplated dressing in a more provocative manner, she could not shake the discomfort it brought her. She longed to remain true to herself—an easy-going, down-to-earth girl— even if it meant not ending up with the boy she had admired for her entire life.

Eva’s worn red Converse sneakers raced down the wooden stairs. Gripping the end of the banister—she swung and hopped off the last two steps and darted for the kitchen with her bookbag slung over her shoulder. Sneakers screeched on the tiled floors as she neared the bar-top kitchen counter. Eva's residence was an aged, converted duplex constructed in the 1950s, a time when people moved across the country after the war. Maintaining the house proved challenging for Tilly. Despite her gratitude for every hard-earned penny that provided a roof over their heads and food on the table, juggling home management, double shifts at the hospital, and single parenthood took its toll on her most days. However, she carried out her responsibilities without a complaint, masking any signs of strain from those around her.

When Eva was merely four years old, her father left. He had been on a business trip to Taiwan, where he fell in love with another woman and never returned. Tilly received an email in her inbox, confessing that their love had waned and acknowledging his shortcomings as a father to Eva. Initially, he believed it was the best decision to leave when he discovered Tilly's pregnancy, but he could no longer bear the burden of deceiving her about his own happiness. He chose to remain in Taiwan, building a new life with his company and starting a family there. Tilly's anger boiled inside her, making her desire to hurl her computer to the ground and shatter it into pieces. She yearned to fly to Taiwan and confront him, ready to deliver a resounding slap in front of his newfound "lover," whom she suspected might be involved in unsavory activities. The abandonment settled in for the first time in her life and after a few months it became normal to her. After all, she had a four-year-old to take care of, so she did the best she could to take care of Eva. Tilly dedicated herself entirely to her work and raising her child, leaving no space for anything else. Approximately a year later, she discovered a surprising deposit of twenty thousand dollars from her ex-husband in her bank account. Accompanying the deposit was an email expressing his desire for Tilly and Eva to use the money as a down payment on a home in Ashford Pines. Embracing this unexpected opportunity, Tilly acted and purchased the house they currently reside in—a "fixer upper" that they lovingly transformed into their own. It became a special project for both Eva and Tilly, fostering a deep bond as they poured their hearts into renovating and personalizing their newfound home.

“It’s about time you got down here. You have less than five minutes to get to the bus stop,” Tilly stated, wide eyed with the slight adherence to Eva’s dramatic entrance.

“Eww. Oatmeal again?” Eva whined.

“Yes. It’s good for you and a great way to begin the day.”

“Why can’t I just grab a pop-tart and head out the door just like everybody else?”

“That’s the problem with the youth of today. No one wants to work, no one wants to be healthy, they just think...”

“They should be handed everything,” Eva finished Tilly’s sentence. Tilly’s face scrunched up and rolled her eyes at the monotone voice Eva used to mock her.

“Just eat it and get to school.” Tilly grabbed the bowl of oatmeal and handed it to Eva. Eva sat at the kitchen table, grabbing the spoon off the counter. The kitchen had dishes piled in the sink from the night before.

“I see someone forgot to do the dishes again,” Tilly said, turning her back to Eva.

“I’m sorry. I fell asleep after I finished history last night,” Eva said as she spooned a mouthful of oatmeal. “I will do it tonight after I get home from Steph’s.”

“That’s fine,” Tilly replied. “Don’t talk with a mouth full of food, you’ll choke.” Eva softly chewed and swallowed what was left in her mouth.

“I have my math test tomorrow, so Steph and I are going to study at her house tonight.”

“Okay. I’ll pick you up later then?”

“Steph said her mom would drive me home. No biggie.”

“If something changes, just let me know.” Tilly bent over and kissed Eva’s forehead. “Love you.”

“Love you, too,” Eva said with her mouth full of oatmeal.

Tilly’s eyes bulged when she saw the time on her watch. “You got to get out of here or you're going to miss the bus.”

Eva scooped four more mouthfuls of the gooey oats into her mouth and sprang up from the table like her chair was on fire. She grabbed her bookbag and headed out the door.

“Have a good day, honey,” Tilly shouted at Eva while she slammed the door behind her. Eva leaped off the porch steps and dashed down the street just as the big yellow bus turned the corner. Five other kids were waiting at the stop sign as she ran, taking deep breaths through her nose and finally swallowing her last bite of oatmeal. “Jenna!” Remnants of oatmeal spat out of her lips when she shouted. Jenna turned around just before she stepped foot onto the bus. She looked at the bus driver and signaled to the driver with her index finger, asking her to wait a minute. Growing more exhausted with every second, Eva continued to sprint, stopping herself from throwing up. Eva thought that her mother had not considered the potential health risks of running while eating, which she believed was not a good practice for anyone.

Eva climbed up the narrow steps of the bus, held on to the dirty, rusty railing, and hoisted herself up to where the bus driver looked at her with disdain. One day, Eva was sure the driver would leave her behind, so she had to walk to school while the mad woman laughed maniacally all the way to the school. There were people in the back of the bus already. Usually, the cool kids sat back there and made fun of the kids in the front. But Eva could never bear to go anywhere near the back since she felt like she did not belong in the cool kid crowd. She found a seat a few rows behind the bus driver, where Jenna had plopped down with her ample rear and was already devouring a package of pop-tarts while blasting electronic music through her Beats headphones. Eva perched on the edge of her seat and saw Jenna greedily licking the preserved jam off her fingers, as if she were determined to reach the center of a tootsie pop. A wave of nausea washed over Eva, threatening to expel the meal she had consumed just moments before. Her complexion morphed into a sickly shade of green. Eva was easily made squeamish, but she pushed through by averting her gaze, avoiding the horrifying sight.

“Why do you do that?” Jenna could feel Eva’s icy stare on the back of her neck. She pulled off the pink earphones and awkwardly stared back at her.

“Everything alright?” Jenna smirked.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that with your fingers every day, it’s disgusting.”

Jerking around the corner, the engine howled and the kids in the back of the bus laughed. Looking back Eva saw Brian Adelphi laughing at something Deke Forester said. Probably some football jokes, but she could not help but to melt when she saw his smile. A sudden jolt sent Eva tumbling into the narrow space between the seats. The laughter escalated, and now it was directed at her. Retrieving the seat cushion, she clumsily regained her composure and settled back down, consumed by humiliation. “Can’t you move over some?” Growling at Jenna with a fierce glare, her face turned an even deeper shade of red.

“Sorry,” Jenna said and scooted over an inch, but there was not much more room than she had before. Jenna resembled an oversized puppy, unaware of her own imposing presence. Despite her obliviousness, she had a kind-hearted nature and never belittled others. Eva could not bring herself to hold Jenna responsible for her own embarrassment. She wished to maintain a sense of invisibility or awe in Brian's eyes. Appearing foolish was never part of her intentions. Even though Eva felt embarrassed, her guilt for harboring negative thoughts about Jenna surpassed her own discomfort, especially considering that Brian Adelphi could have seen her stumble to the floor. Peeking backwards one last time, she caught his glimpse and with immediate fright, gazing ahead, she focused on the back of the bus driver's head, which brought to mind the frizzy hairstyles popular in the 1980s. It felt as though she had been plucked straight out of a Halloween movie or some similar fantastical realm.

If it were not for Brian, Eva would not want to be on the bus. Quietly sitting in her seat, she mostly kept to herself and liked to watch the world go by outside. Seasons were shifting, painting the landscape with hues of vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows as the leaves transformed. Sweater weather had arrived, or at least sweatshirt weather, as the Ashford Pines Bobcats mascot proudly embellished the chests of every sports team and faculty member at school. The anime cat's pointy ears and menacing teeth seemed to leap from the fabric, poised to pounce on its unsuspecting prey. Eva experienced a sense of belonging in the town, yet her instincts urged her to escape Ashford Pines and venture towards unfamiliar territories. A place where excitement awaited, where anonymity would shield her from being perceived as an ordinary individual from a small-town in the USA. She excelled academically and proved herself to be a stellar student. Her aspiration to attend Harvard was fueled by her determination and hard work, with the prospect of earning a scholarship being a significant motivation. Otherwise, she considered attending APU, the local community college where students reluctantly enrolled without a clear direction or genuine interest in furthering their education. For them, it was more of a parental requirement to obtain a degree as a safety net, an alternative to working in the nearby mills or wheat farms on the outskirts of town. Eva once overheard a conversation between Steph and a group of friends, where the topic of discussion revolved around Georgia Montenegro's brother and his internship at an illustrious corporation after he graduated from med-school. As the words reached her ears, Eva could not help but feel a tinge of curiosity about the captivating realm of cancer research. The thought of delving into groundbreaking discoveries and potential cures for such a prevalent disease stirred a sense of admiration within her. However, as much as she found the concept intriguing, Eva's genuine passion lived in a different realm altogether. She possessed a deep-seated fascination with the natural world, particularly in the realm of animals and the environment. The idea of devoting her time and energy to studying wildlife, protecting fragile ecosystems, and supporting sustainable practices ignited a fire within her like nothing else.

While she respected the critical work done through cancer research, Eva's heart yearned for a path where she could immerse herself in the wonders of the natural world, seeing the intricate harmony of ecosystems and advocating for their preservation. Whether it was studying the behavior of elusive creatures, exploring the depths of lush forests, or advocating for environmental sustainability, Eva's dreams were tethered to the magnificence of the Earth and its awe-inspiring inhabitants.

The bus came to a stop in front of the high school, where the semi-circle bus lane let everyone off. A big white sign with black letters announced: Welcome to Ashford Pines High. Home of the Bobcats and informed students about upcoming homecoming week events, including the football game and the fall festival carnival on Halloween night. This two-in-one event was perfect for teens who were too old for trick-or-treating, but still needed some place safe and fun. The town created this tradition in 1998 after two boys got arrested for vandalism on All Hallows' Eve. Construction of the school started on October 1st, 1957, and it was officially opened the following year on October 13th, 1958. Despite its age, the structure has held up through numerous storms and the countless students who had passed through its halls. The community is still relatively small, producing less than 200 graduates a year, but more and more people are leaving nearby cities because of the rising cost of living and making their way here. Everyone exited the bus as the bus driver opened the door to the outside world. Eva got up and filed down the narrow aisle following the few in front of her. Laughter and prattled voices trailed behind her. After hopping onto the concrete sidewalk, Eva walked toward the archway entrance.

“See you later, Eva.” Jenna called out as she awkwardly stepped down from the last step of the bus. Eva looked behind her and waved.

“Did you see the episode of June’s Awakening last night?” Steph walked out from behind the arches.

“No. I was doing my homework and then I passed out.”

“You are such an old woman, you know that?”

“I guess so.” Eva smiled. “What happened?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” With her blonde hair gathered in a ponytail, swaying like a wheat field in the wind, Steph strode and clutched her books against her chest. Her trendy short skirt and jean jacket exuded style yet veered away from adhering to the school's dress code. Steph was notorious for constantly running afoul of the dress code regulations—her skirts were deemed too short, her shirts too revealing, and the list went on. However, her passion for fashion and all things Hollywood outweighed the consequences. She adored horror movies and had previously lent her expertise in makeup and costumes for Scott Shiffrin's short film during their shared 8th-grade film class project. Inside the high school, faded blue lockers lined the halls which matched the banners of the football championships from the past. Eva stopped and twirled the combination to her locker while Steph watched Brian enter the hallway.

“So, did you talk to Brian yet?” Steph leaned in, twisting the end of her golden ponytail.

Eva’s face turned red. “No!” She blurted so loudly that the people near her turned and stared awkwardly. “No, I haven’t.” She quieted her voice to a whisper.

“Why not?” Steph had a look of confusion written all over her face, like someone had asked her what a square root was. “I don’t understand why you don’t go up to that boy and tell him how you feel.”

“Come on, Steph. No one does that.”

Steph cleared her throat. “I do.” Her face perked up.

“Well, I’m not you. I can’t just do something like that.”

“I can teach you.”

“That’s alright. I am fine the way things are.”

“You like sitting around and watching everyone else have all the fun?” Steph put her hand on her hip and rolled her eyes.

“I just like to play it safe. I’d rather not make a fool out of myself if he doesn’t like me. Plus, he’s got a girlfriend.”

“Whatever you say. I never feel stupid for my choices,” Steph’s hand rested on her hip “If any of these boys get a date with me it’s because they are lucky as hell, oh and because I think they’re hot.”

“I guess that is true.”

“It’s the 21st century now, Eva. Women have power. Who cares if he has a girlfriend? What’s so great about her, anyway?” Eva put her history book in the locker and took out her science textbook, then slammed it shut. The warning bell rang, and the students scrambled from the halls into their classrooms.

“Come on, let’s get to class.” Eva said, semi-ignoring Steph’s reasoning. When they entered the classroom, their teacher Mrs. Kapoor was sitting at her desk with her reading glasses on looking over some of the notes for class. She looked up and saw Eva walk into the class and cracked a wide smile.

“Good morning, Eva. You’re going to love the topics I got planned for this week.”

“Tell me it’s some environmental science?”

“You got it.” Mrs. Kapoor winked. Steph sighed behind Eva’s shoulder.

“Be quiet.” Eva snapped at Steph.

“Good morning to you, too, Stephanie.” Steph shuffled her way to her desk.

“This will be a good week then.” Eva could barely hold in her excitement. She almost shouted with glee.

“I wish all my students were like you, Eva.” Eva smiled and sat next to Steph. Mrs. Kapoor was of Indian descent. She was the first woman in her family born and bred in the United States. Her first name was Amyra, but the other teachers called her Amy for short. Her parents moved to Virginia in 1985 and bought a piece of land. Her father was a respected veterinarian and mostly worked on horses and livestock on the county farms, but also made house calls for family pets. Her parents still believed heavily in the Indian family tradition and arranged her marriage to a man that interned with her father during a summer in college. His name was Kumal Kapoor, and he eventually took over the family business that Amyra’s father started. Amyra passion for science and animals drove her to become a teacher to share that love with her students. Eva became her favorite student, and the feeling was mutual. The class Amyra taught was a generic science course, which included biology, chemistry, and environmental science. This last area was Eva's key interest and why she wanted to attend Harvard. While other kids her age were worrying about dating, video games, and what their friends were sharing on social media, Eva was thinking of ways to help the environment. The rest of the students piled into the classroom and Mrs. Kapoor began her lecture while placing her glasses on the desk and opening her iPad and mirroring the image of the tablet onto the tv screen in the room's corner.

“This week is environmental science week so we will talk about a lot of things that have to do with the environment and what we can do to contribute to the study of nature.” She pressed the slides on her PowerPoint app, which showed some key elements they were going to discuss for the week.

The first slide depicted a picture of animals and arrows engaged in an endless cycle, symbolizing the interconnectedness between humans and nature. It served as a diagram illustrating the interconnectivity of humans, living organisms, and the physical environment they coexist within. As others slumped in their chairs with boredom, Mrs. Kapoor proceeded to the next slide, while Eva propped herself upright and widened her eyes, as she often did when engaged in topics of particular interest. This subject, however, held a deeper significance for her.

The subsequent slide showcased a color wheel that comprehensively displayed the various aspects comprising environmental science. It encompassed oceanography, geography, chemistry, engineering, and biology, encompassing the broad scope of the discipline. Adjacent to it, another image mimicked the previous one, but now featured a Venn diagram encompassing all these aspects within the outer edges of a sphere, with Environmental Science at its core. This visual representation highlighted the convergence and integration of these diverse fields.

The lesson progressed, delving into slides concerning pollution and population growth. These slides depicted animals struggling in environments contaminated with plastics and oil spills, as well as humans walking through cities, engrossed in their cellphones. This juxtaposition illustrated the detrimental effects of human actions on the natural world.

As the lesson matured, Eva could not help but feel deeply moved by the content. It emphasized the urgent need for environmental awareness and action. The interconnectedness between humans and their surroundings became increasingly evident, reinforcing the responsibility to protect and preserve the environment for future generations.

“There has been a major change to our environment over the last 100 years with the changes we have made in vehicles, factories, the devices you have learned to use every day. Some of the biggest challenges we face in our environment today are the obstacles we created ourselves. Years and years of research has led to diseases being cured, and others taking places where others had been wiped out. There are different, more powerful strains of diseases and cancers than we have ever seen before because of the efforts we have planned out to play the hand of God.” She changed the slide again to a footprint stamped on the Earth and the picture next to that was five Earths lined up in a row with a huge footprint covering all of them. “The problem we face today is that with our lifestyles that we would like to live, we would need multiple Earths to live on if everyone lived without consequences to their actions. We don’t have multiple Earths, well maybe we do, in other dimensions, but that is a separate lesson in a distinct class.”

She flipped to another slide with decaying dead animals found in the forest outside the town. “These animals are suffering, and in some ways more than others by ingesting chemicals and being doused in materials nature had no intention of. Humans test on these animals for the sake to find cures to diseases we haven’t even seen yet.” Eva’s eyes widened while others in the class, including Steph, had closed their eyes and drifted off to sleep. Visuals of animals with extra limbs, missing limbs, lesions, and tumors growing from all regions of their body. These gross images were hard to look at, but Eva found herself feeling selfish in the moment because all these things happened while she thought about how great it would be to be dating Brian Adelphi. She felt like she had committed an atrocious sin for wanting something for herself while so much hurting happened in the world. What could she do to help the world though? She felt completely helpless from this classroom and could not think of anyway things would get better even if she went to Harvard and got a degree. Confusion masked her senses, and she spun in circles thinking about all the wrongs in the world.

After class let out, Eva and Steph spotted Amanda walking down the hallway with her cheerleading group of friends. They all laughed together as if they had one giant inside joke no one else knew about. Eva stared at Amanda while Steph talked to her, but she zoned out and all sounds ceased. Before their paths crossed, Amanda caught Eva staring at her.

“Nice shirt,” Amanda said sarcastically. Eva bowed her head and her face flushed with color. Steph saw Eva’s face drooping with embarrassment and turned to agree with Amanda. “It is a nice shirt, isn’t it?”

“I was being sarcastic, Steph.”

“No kidding, Aman-duh.” Steph said, cocking her head to the side, making a dumb face. “Not everyone is as dumb as you are.”

“Watch it, Steph.” Eva stopped in her tracks and watched as Steph stood up for Eva. She was so nervous her body trembled.

“Or what, you will beat me up at school and get kicked off the cheerleading team. I don’t think so.” Steph wore a smug look on her face. Her bravery came from saying how she felt without a care of what anyone else thought. This was a trait that Eva envied but could never understand. She was too embarrassed all the time, including now. Eva tugged on Steph’s shirt like a toddler on mommy’s side. Steph and Amanda continued their stare off, waiting for one another to make the next move. Neither backed down from their sassed up bodily position. Amanda had to be thinking about her cheerleading squad and how this scenario would play out if there was a fight. She would at least lose the title of captain.

Amanda finally broke the silence. “Tell your dumb friend not to stare at me. It’s creepy.” She swiftly walked past Eva and Steph and continued to her next class.

“I don’t believe you just did that,” Eva said, her bones still trembling like a scared dog.

“Someone has to put that witch in her place, honey.”

“But I was staring at her.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s a free country. Stare at whoever you like. But maybe don’t look so creepy doing it next time.” Steph and Eva laughed.
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Eva’s Crush
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During math class, Eva found herself drifting off into her own imagination as Mr. Hopkins diligently wrote algebraic equations on the whiteboard. The monotony of his voice made it all too easy to escape into other realms where anything was possible, except for math. Lost in her daydream, Eva's gaze wandered towards the window, captivated by the beauty of the autumn day unfolding outside. In her mind's eye, she could vividly picture herself immersed in the serene outdoors, inhaling deeply to savor the crisp, invigorating air that filled her lungs. The gentle caress of the sun's warmth on her skin reminded her that its comforting embrace would soon fade away until the arrival of spring renewed its radiance once again. She walked through the fields of wheat that towered over her, softly brushing up against the stalks and inhaling the natural aroma of air and fresh wheat while it rustled in the winds. The sky was a pure blue with short wispy clouds stumbling through the atmosphere. In the glory of her daydream, she had an urge to look behind herself for a moment. She turned around and saw Brian Adelphi, standing at the edge of the field, smiling at her. When she came back to reality, she saw Brian sitting at his desk behind her in the back row. He smirked at her in a quirky way that showed he got caught staring at her. She felt her heart palpitate and her hands felt sweaty. She quickly faced forward, letting her nerves get the best of her. Eva accidentally sent her thick math book crashing to the floor with a resounding smack, causing everyone in the room to startle in their seats. All eyes turned towards Eva, who felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. She instinctively squeezed her shoulders tightly together, as Mr. Hopkins paused midway through writing an equation on the whiteboard, his hand frozen in mid-air.

“What seems to be the problem over there?” he said nonchalantly.

“Sorry, Mr. Hopkins. I knocked my book off my desk.” Eva’s voice cracked. Tiny giggles echoed around the room.

“Alright,” Mr. Hopkins said. “Don’t let it happen again, Eva.” He pushed his glasses back up his nose.

“Yes, Mr. Hopkins.” He put the tip of the marker on the board to finish the lesson when the bell rang. Eva closed her book and shoved it back into her bag and got up from her desk. She was about to make it past Mr. Hopkins' desk when he called her name while capping his marker. His brown eyes were hard to divert from once caught in the mesmerizing gaze. His tussled brown hair showed his laid-back sense of style but was professional in his behavior.

“Eva, I would appreciate it you can pay attention a little more in my class.” He leaned over his desk while students left the room.

“I have an A in this class, Mr. Hopkins.”

“I know you do. But when you disrupt others in class that do not have the grades you have, it becomes a matter of disturbing the education they could be getting.” He raised his eyebrows as he made a good point in his mind. But Eva thought, even if she were disturbing the class, it didn’t mean these kids would pay any more attention to his boring lessons. He may have been a good-looking math teacher, but students did not learn math by looking at him. Eva nodded and smiled as she walked away from Mr. Hopkins and out of the classroom into the hallway where she waited for Stephanie to get out of her class. Brian followed her out of the classroom, and they made eye contact as he entered the hallway. She felt her bones shake and the nerves in her hands bounce to where she could not control her shivers.

“Hey,” Brian said circling around her till he locked eyes with her. Nervously Eva broke her gaze and looked around for something else to focus on. “Sorry I made you spill your book in class.”

“Oh. No. You didn’t. I...just...”

“It’s okay. I was locked in a stare, and it happened to be at the back of your head.” Eva nervously laughed. “I didn’t expect you to look back at me.”

“I didn’t expect to see you staring at me.”

“It’s hard not to stare at you,” Brian said, realizing what he said may have come out wrong. “I mean, not like because you’re weird or something like that.” Eva nodded her head and thought that he was judging her weirdness now. She blinked rapidly, trying to wrap her head around what was happening. Brian was talking to her, but at the same time, she felt like she was going to explode on the inside. Her hands were getting sweaty, and she felt like her left side of her face was drooping down to the floor. She could not help but to nervously giggle trying to keep a straight face as Brian pulled his foot out of his mouth.

Stephanie hurried down the hallway and positioned herself beside Eva, her expression a mixture of shock and concern. Sensing that Eva needed help, Stephanie promptly offered her support. As she often did, Stephanie remarked that whenever Eva wore that perplexed and frightened expression, it signaled that her aura was out of whack.

“Hey, you two. What’s going on?” Steph strolled into the conversation effortlessly.

“Nothing. Just chattin’,” Eva said, as she bobbed her head like she spoke like that all the time. Brian squinted his eyes. The situation just got so intensely weird he could tell things were not going right.

“Oh yeah, what about?” Steph said, then wrapped her arm around Eva’s shoulder and pulled her closer.

“You know what?” Brian scratched his chin and snapped his fingers looking back down the hallway. “I gotta run to my next class. Maybe we can catch up later, on the bus or something?”

“She’s coming over to my house to do some homework, so she won’t be on the bus.”

“Oh okay. Maybe tomorrow then.” Brian smiled. His sneakers squeaked as he turned and walked away. Steph pulled Eva close to her.

“What the hell was that?” Steph said with a huge grin on her face.

“Nothing,” Eva denied anything happened. Nothing that she knew of anyways, just an awkward conversation that stopped dead in its tracks.

“No kidding. You look like you ate a frog while you were talking to that boy.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. You gotta tell me what happened.”

“I’ll tell you later.”
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Where Science Falters

––––––––
[image: ]


Six weeks ago.

Within the confines of Ticonderoga’s state-of-the-art facilities, a multitude of scientific experiments were underway. Corridors intertwined with separate wings dedicated to various research endeavors conducted by the company. These endeavors ranged from testing cancer treatments on rats and chimpanzees to manipulating the DNA code, aiming to induce mutations in a genome responsible for malignant tumors and cancers. The ultimate goal was to create a super cell with an impervious nature, capable of warding off any external diseases or viral threats. Such an achievement would mark a monumental stride towards eradicating all forms of human sickness. However, lurking beneath the surface, Lance and his team of scientists harbored another motive. They sought to harness the potential of this breakthrough for the company’s advantage, exploring the possibility of weaponizing it to serve Ticonderoga’s interests.

CEO Lance Gregory and his board members sat in their comfy chairs and fancy suits while observing the scientists in their labs in the lower levels of the building. Monitors were mounted on the walls in all four corners always displaying a live feed of the facility. He sat at the head of the oval table under the drab illumination of blueish hue fluorescent bulbs. None of his twelve board members wore a smile and neither did he. He liked to watch the labs during his meetings with the members, a way to show what the test subjects went through in the sub-levels, deep beneath this building. None of the members had ever set foot down in the labs. Nor did any of them want to be down there, knowing most of the experiments infamously led to death for those involved, especially the test subjects. Lance clicked his pen a multitude of times and then proceeded to tap it on the glass surface of the table. A monitor in front of him displayed the constant failures of each test subject they had in the facility; each one costing more money than the last. One of the board members flinched at Lance’s fidgeting.

“What have you called us here for today?” Lars Grumolt said with a German accent. His dark brown eyes widened as he focused on the incessant tapping. “Are we here to learn more money needs to be funneled into another failed project?” The eleven other board members looked at Lance with a modicum of fright as they adjusted in their chairs. Lance paused and let the space of the room fill their heads to what was to come next. As he rose to his feet and gazed out the tower window, a malevolent grin etched its way onto his face. From his vantage point, he surveyed the vast expanse of the forest stretching out before him. In the distance, the glow of lights emanated from the town of Ashford Pines, casting a blemish on the pristine canvas of the night sky.

Currently, the company diligently conducted a series of tests involving diverse species, assessing the resilience of their DNA under intense radiation. As anticipated, administering high-dose treatments aimed to empower these creatures to endure environments saturated with hazardous levels of radiation, akin to the aftermath of nuclear explosions. The overarching objective of these tests was to weaponize a formidable creature capable of surpassing mankind’s most potent weapons, resilient and unyielding. Lance, driven by his unyielding determination, sought to expedite the realization of this ambition.

Lance slicked his white hair back. “I’m glad you asked those questions, Lars,” he said with his back to them. “You all know how my recent lead scientist was let go, so to speak.” He turned and rested his fists on the table. A grin grew with every tick of the clock. Lars and the other board members uncomfortably shifted in their seats. Leather squeaked and scratched like an out of tune orchestra.

“My new chief scientist, Hideki Nigiri, and I agreed upon an expedition that will bring us back such a specimen that we’ve never tested before. Hideki is a brilliant man and I promise you the results from these tests will be outstanding beyond recognition.” The board members nodded, but Lars did not yet approve.

“I believe that may be something great, Mr. Gregory, but that doesn’t seem to answer the fact that we are pouring more money into this facility daily and the best information you have is a scientist on an expedition for some extravagant creature that will answer our prayers?” As Lars leaned
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