
Chapter 2 - THE INSTITUTE

The black helicopter made its way over the choppy ocean waters. Morning sun and a
bright empty sky pierced the windows and flooded the interior of the cargo bed, waking up
Rodger. They were restrained in a complicated buckle at their waists and chests. He sat up
slowly.  His head still felt gummy from whatever drug cocktail they gave him last night.

Dodger had already woken up a while ago, to Rodger’s sleeping head hung on her
shoulder. The pilot, an implacable dude, stone faced and staring forward, never once
acknowledged her presence. Dodger tried talking to him. Making faces. Yelling, kicking the
chair. Where are we going? Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Nothing.
Big-jawed guy stayed silent as a brick wall.

The craft took a hard turn and began to descend. Rodger’s teeth vibrated together. That
plus his empty stomach and the drugs had him feeling suddenly queasy.

“Look!” Dodger pointed to view from the cockpit. A rocky island outcropping was
visible amongst the blue-green of the ocean. The craft slowed and continued descending. Up
close now, through the window the island seemed devoid of anything but beach, rocks and
shrubs, but at the summit, when Rodger squinted hard he could make out a few gray buildings
perched in the distance. The vehicle landed with a thud on a smooth stone landing pad, by the
shore, blades still whirring but slower now and then finally coming to a halt.

Silence, save for the graceful sound of waves crashing on the shore.
Stone-Face unbuckled himself, turned around and said to the twins, “let me see your

hands.”
“Why?” Dodger responded immediately.



“I’m going to unbuckle your harness, but first I am going to handcuff you, I don’t want
any funny business.”

“Funny haha, or funny weird?” Dodger replied smartly. The more nervous she was, the
more her mouth tended to move.

“Dodger stop” Rodger whispered, “you’re gonna get us hurt.”
Stone-face didn’t respond but moved in anyway, grabbing her arms first.
“Hey!” she shouted, but had no choice but to let the man handcuff her two wrists

together.
Rodger was next, feeling dejected, and not up for a fight. They were a million miles from

anything but this freaky island, what was the point in fighting now anyway?
Next, Stone-Face turned a lock releasing their harness from the seats.
“Get out.”
They hopped down onto a concrete slab, and a path carved up the rocky cliffs led away

from the beach.
Stone-Face pulled two long duffel bags out of the back of the vehicle and shoved one into

each of the twins arms. Oof. “The hell’s in this?” Dodger asked.
“Your clothes.”
“We didn’t pack anything.”
Stone-Face shrugs. “We packed for you.”
“I hope you remembered to pack my underwear. I don’t wanna have to go commando in

this place — ”
Stone-face suddenly grabbed her by the ear and twisted. Dodger cried out, pulling away,

ear ringing like a bell.
“Shut your mouth.” Stone-Face grunted. “You keep babbling that brook and we’ll dam it

up for you. You’re here to serve a purpose, you little skidmark. Think you’re a fucking
comedian.” Dodger stuck out her tongue at that, which just set him off further. Asshole reached
out, grabbing for Dodger again, this time aiming for her neck, but Rodger intercepted by
thrusting his duffel at the man, knocking him back .

“Leave her alone!” The man now turned on him “You wanna have a go at me too? I’ll
throw both of you in the Dep so fast your brains will shrivel to nothing. You know what happens
— ”

“Roach,” came a voice. “That’s enough.”
Stone-Face — or apparently, Roach — gave the two of them one final look that could

kill, then faked a laugh. “Sorry Copper. Just giving our newbies a short, sharp, shock.”
“Whatever dickhead,” Dodger exclaimed.
Roach’s jaw tightened.
The man, Copper, approached  and gave Dodger an inquisitive, almost amused look. He

was black, wore a fancy business suit that looked odd in this place. His head was bald and shiny,
his beard neatly trimmed.“You don't know when to shut up, do you?”

Dodger shrugged.



“Let’s go. Pick up that duffle. You have some people to meet.”
Roach gave them one last look, then marched up the cement path. Copper motioned them

forward with a quick nod of his head. With no other choice, the twins followed Copper, giving
Roach plenty of space.

***

Copper strode along, long limbs swinging like branches. The twins struggled to keep up under
the weight of their packs. Approaching the compound, Rodger noticed the tops of the buildings
were lined with solar panels, which seemed a lot newer than the buildings themselves, which
looked like some old abandoned army base. There was a big building in the center, with smaller
rectangular barracks radiating out from it, joined by a series of open air catwalk bridges about
halfway up each building. Further away he could make out some cell towers. Sparse weeds and
dry looking shrubs were about the only plant life around. The breeze off the water didn’t do
much to alleviate the heat. Already Rodger was sweating.

“That’s the main building.” Copper pointed without turning. “That’s where you’ll eat and
train. There’s a rec room in there too. On the other side a basketball court. Over there —” He
pointed to one of the side barracks, “is your living quarters. You’ll be assigned a pod with some
of the other children. Let’s go put your stuff down.”

In front of the main building was a large courtyard, the pavement made up of hexagonal
grid stonework, and a giant statue of a figure with wings, arms held up to the heavens. To Rodger
it seemed out of place amongst the old barracks.

Dodger asked what Rodger had been thinking. “What’s with the statue? This some kind
of religious cult? I’ll have you know that we come from a good Christian household. The nuns,
they — ”

Copper interrupted, “Just follow me. All will be explained in good time.” Although he
seemed perhaps uncomfortable by her question, and avoided looking at the statue. He led them
through the double doors of one of the side barracks. The interior hallway was all cinderblock,
just as gray and drab as the exterior.  The entire place had an aura of age and neglect, like
something repurposed from World War Two. Buzzing fluorescent lights illuminated the long
hallway, which was lined with doors on either side like a hotel. Immediately to their right was a
stairwell, and Copper led them up several flights of stairs, taking them through a landing with
another set of double doors marked “Floor 4”, into another identical long hallway, buzzing
fluorescent lights the only sound breaking the eerie silence and stillness.

This floor was empty as well save for a black girl sitting cross-legged by one of the
doors. She seemed to be smoking a cigarette, but as they got closer Rodger noticed that it was
candy.

“Ah Kalisha, say hi new our new recruits, Rodger and Dodger.” Copper said.
Kalisha looked up at them suspiciously, still chewing her fake cigarette.



Copper continued, now addressing the twins, “Kalisha will be one of your pod members,
you’ll meet the others soon. Let’s get you settled.”

He led them a few doors down and opened one on their right. The small room was bare
except for two beds on either side, two identical small desks, and a chest of drawers. Between the
beds on the opposite wall from the door was a small window with bars like a prison, which
nevertheless provided the room with natural light and a view of the rocky cliffs and ocean below.

“Lovely view huh?” Copper exclaimed, as if reading Rodger’s mind.
“Sure whatever you say doc. A prison’s a prison.” Dodger said, dropping her duffle on

the floor beside the bed on the left and plopping on the bed, the old-school wire mesh bed
springs squeaking under her weight.

“Hmm,” Dodger muttered, noticing the squeak, and started bouncing up and down,
making it go hee-haw hee-haw, like the old rusted swing set at the park back home. The thought
of it gave Rodger a sharp pang of homesickness, appreciating now more than ever the effort the
nuns had made to cheer up the orphans, to give them a real, almost normal childhood.

“I’ll let the two of you get settled, and ask Kalisha to show you around the grounds when
you are ready, oh here let me take those handcuffs off you.” He looked at them almost
sheepishly, then added, “now before I do, some ground rules. Never use your, er, abilities unless
specifically asked to, like during one of the tests or trainings. To do so would be grounds for
punishment. The guards here carry batons and tasers, trust me you don't want to be on the
receiving end of either. There is also the Dep, which you don’t want to have to get acquainted
with, trust me.”

“What’s the Dep?” Rodger asked, remembering Stone-Face’s threat.
“It’s a narrow closet with nails poking out of the walls and door. To not get poked you

have to stand still, in the dark, sometimes for hours on end. Now I’m one of the nice ones, but
sadly you won’t see much of me. I mostly work recruitment and oversight. The guards and many
of the trainers here are, well, not so nice.” Copper looked down at the floor now, awkwardly.
Then with renewed vigor looked up at them again. “I’ve read your files. We expect great things
from you two, but you need to follow the rules. Never talk back, do exactly what is asked of you,
or trust me, this place will eat you alive. Especially you,” he eyes Dodger. “I’ve already seen
what your mouth can do.”

“If you’re nice why do you work here? Why do you kidnap kids?” she countered angrily.
Rodger got the intuitive sense that perhaps Copper was a prisoner here too, following orders
from someone else.

“I can’t answer that I’m afraid.” He smiled wanly, eyes remaining sad.
Once the cuffs had been removed, Copper excused himself quickly from the room.

Rodger plopped on his bed on the right wall, letting fatigue take him, glad for the chance to lie
down.

A few minutes later there was a knock-knock, and before either twin could say anything,
the girl from the hall, Kalisha, came in. “Hey,” she said, still chewing on her fake cigarette.

“Hey yourself,” Dodger responded, sitting up. “Kalisha right?”



“That’s right,” she replies. Rodger noticed that she was wearing gray sweats and a white
tee, same as what was revealed in their duffels. Multiple sets of the same drab clothes, to match
the drab walls. So much for “packing their clothes.”

Dodger was staring at her cigarette. “Where’d you get that?”
“Cool, right? Want one?” She pulled a little carton from her pocket, ‘Camel’ it said on the

front, made to look like the real thing. She pulled one out for each of them. “Got it from the
vending machine in the cafeteria. Costs five tokens, so make it last.”

“Tokens?”
“You get ‘em for good behavior. Basically doing what you’re told,” she said wryly.

“Copper says you’re Rodger and Dodger. I like that, your names rhyme. Must have had funny
parents.”

When neither twin responded to that, an awkward silence ensued. Kalisha looked
between the two of them and then closed her eyes.

“Wait, I’m picking up something. Don’t say anything.” Rodger and Dodger exchanged
looks.

She looked like she is concentrating real hard on something, eyes squeezed shut, tongue
poking the side of her cheek. Then, she approached Rodger and put a hand on his arm. A feeling
of electricity fluttered through him.

“You guys never met your parents huh? Orphans? I see women dressed like nuns.”
“You have it too!” Rodger exclaims. “Super-powers! Are all the kids here like that?”
“Telepathy,” she says smartly. “Adults here call it TP. Everyone here is either TP or TK,

some both, although that’s rare.”
“TK,” Dodger joined in, “that’s —”
“Telekinesis. Moving stuff.”
Dodger gave Rodger a meaningful look. Like that day in the park? She had made the

pencil go into that bully’s scalp seemingly by sheer will, fueled by her anger…
She turned to Kalisha. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? They want special kids like us.

But why?”
Kalisha shrugged. “Dunno. But they put us through all these tests. And they give you

shots and throat swabs, you know, doctor-y stuff. My advice? Be a good ‘sport’ like they always
say. No matter how much it sucks, no matter what they stick down your throat or up your butt. I
went into the Dep for refusing to do what they asked once, now that sucked, don’t know how
long I was in there, but it felt like forever.”

“There are a lot of rooms here. How many kids are here?”
“On this floor six, counting the two of you. Right now it's a ghost town. Kids come and

go. There are older kids too on other floors, but we don’t really mix with them except at the
canteen.”

“Come and go? Go where?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. My guess? They get shipped off to be used as

like, you know, soldiers. Secret agents or somethin.’ C’mon, let me show you around.”



***
As they returned down the flight of stairs they had come up, Rodger wondered if Sister

Mary was looking for them, if she had contacted the police. What if they had thought they had
simply run away?

“Kalisha?”
“Oh you talk too, white boy? I guess you the quiet one.”
“You don’t think they return kids to their parents huh?”
She stopped on the stairwell and turned to him, going solemn, voice low.
“These guys? I wouldn’t count on it. I reach out to mama sometimes but she isn’t TP like

me. Daddy left when I was a baby. I tell you what though. I’m getting off this island one day,
once my powers are stronger, I’ll figure out a way, me, Minha and Lucas, maybe Nick too…and
you guys are welcome to join.” Then she smiled, “the more the merrier.”

Outside, the salty sea air was a cool blast on their faces. Rodger wondered if the wind
ever stopped in a place like this, in the middle of the ocean. Through the windows of the main
building he could see some uniformed officers milling about. A few older kids were hanging out
on the catwalk several floors up that connected the main building to the dorms. One leaned over
the railing, smoking a cigarette. They all wore the same gray sweats and white tee. Other than
that the place felt empty, and old, like it was once built for another purpose.

Dodger picked up on his thought and asks, “Was this place once like, for the army or
something?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Goldilocks. Come, let me introduce you to the others.”
They followed her around the back of one of the side buildings to reveal a large flattop

expanse dotted with derelict basketball hoops and tennis courts. All the paint on the cement had
chipped away, barely revealing what once marked the court boundaries. The whole thing was
ringed with the remains of chain link fences so full of holes and gaps that it no longer served any
function. Beyond the fence the island's natural rocky formation continued and dipped down
eventually into the raging sea below.  Rodger suddenly had a morbid thought that maybe kids
had jumped to their deaths. The sharp juts in the rocks created cliffs that made this a possibility.

They followed Kalisha to one of the far courts where a couple boys were shooting hoops,
and a small asian girl was sitting cross-legged near them, reading a book.

“Sha! Who you got there?” Said the larger of the two boys.
“This is Rodger and Dodger. New this morning.”
“Cool rhyme. You guys twins or what?” The larger boy walked over and offered his hand

to each twin. He had straight dark brown hair, messy but still managing a combover. His face
was red and sweaty.

“What you think smart one?” Kalisha replied amiably. “That’s Nick,” she said to the
twins. “And over there is Luke and Minha.”

“Sup.” Luke, the skinnier and shorter boy said, taking his glasses off and wiping them on
his shirt, squinting in the sun. “Welcome to Hell.” Rodger detected a slight southern accent.



“Welcome to the first day of the rest of your lives!” Nick exclaimed, then turned to shoot
a hook shot, the ball bonking off the backboard and sailing wide.

“You gonna say hi, Minha?” Kalisha asked. The small asian girl hadn’t moved from her
spot. But looked up at them and waved quickly, then returned to her book.

“Looks like George ain’t coming back, so this is our crew now. We gotta stick together if
we’re gonna take down these fockers.”

“Yeah, like, when’s someone gonna tell us what happened to us. Why are we here? What
is this place?” Dodger expressed angrily.

“Like we know,” Luke replied. “Let me guess, you were taken from your bed one night?
Woke up on a helicopter? Happened to all of us.”

“But what is it? Copper called it the Institute, but what does that mean?”
“Might as well call it Mrs. Sigsby’s Home for Wayward Psychic Children,” Luke replied.
“Who’s Mrs. Sigsby?”
“The queen bitch,” Nick said, having retrieved the ball and was dribbling it

absentmindedly. He spits on the ground, and continues, “you’ll meet her soon enough.”
“My advice?” Luke added in, “don’t sass her. She doesn’t like to be sassed.”
“Are you TP or TK?” Minha asked in a soft high pitched voice, looking up at them from

her book. Rodger had expected her to be shy but her eyes tell a different story, something tough
and steady about her gaze.

“TP I suppose,” Rodger said, speaking up for the first time, “I…pick up things
sometimes. Dodger though,” he looked at his sister. She continued for him, “sometimes things
move around me, and since I don’t think it’s ghosts, I’m probably doing it. But not really on
purpose. That can’t be enough, to…” she trailed off. Can’t be enough to land us here, was what
she was thinking. But here they were.

***

Mrs. Sigsby sat behind her desk, looking at her computer. She was wearing a business
suit that did not disguise her beyond-lean build. Her gray hair was perfectly groomed.
Stackhouse stood at her shoulder. Good morning, Scarecrow, he thought, but would never say.

“Well,” Mrs. Sigsby said, “there they are. Our newest arrivals. Rodger and Dodger
Middleton. A TK and a TP, quite the pair.” The monitor displayed various camera feeds around
the compound, and she zoomed in on the shot of the basketball courts, where the pod of twelve
year olds were gathered.

She held up the new recruit’s intake forms. “Orphans. We got quite lucky in that regard.
Easier to explain their disappearance. Kids runs away from the orphanage all the time. Their
charges will look inept, but there will not be as much of an investigation. As to the original
missing parents, one or more of them may have been from one of Project Oaktree bloodlines,
won’t know for sure until we run a DNA test.”



She ran a finger over a circular pink sticker in the upper righthand corner of the file.
“Powers still involuntary then. How long you think before you can get them to control it at will,
Dan?”

“Depends. With the Jenkins girl it took about two weeks. She was a tough one but we
broke her eventually.” He gave a snort of laughter. His thick mustache hid his thin mouth. His
small sunken eyes moved quickly, never resting in their sockets. His arms, crossed at his chest,
were beefy.

“But Nick Wilholm’s been here longer than that, close to a month and his TK is still
pretty weak,” Sigsby looks up, glaring at him. “Only kicks in when he is angry, he needs to be
prodded more, perhaps another round in the tank. I hope your team isn’t going soft.”

“No ma’am,” he said, scowling slightly. Stackhouse knew better than to challenge her,
although their mutual dislike for each other floated just beneath the surface of their attempt at
poker faces. Yet people here knew their place.

“And let’s get them communicating non-verbally with each other. As twins, should be
easy, they may even be doing it already. I want you to start on that first thing in the morning.”

“Will do,” he replied grinning mildly. When it came to trauma-based training, he took
pleasure out of the trauma part. Made it an art form.

***

Later that afternoon on the first day, one of the armed guards came and gathered the twins
from their dorm room. There were made to change into their sweats, and their “street clothes”
were taken, not to be returned. Then they were taken to one of the upper floors in the main quad,
which had electronic locks on the doors that responded to keycards, unlike the dorm buildings. A
nightstick like police carried and a taser hung provocatively at the guards belt, clinking as he
walked, a constant reminder not to “start any shit you’re gonna regret,” he had warned them.
They were led down a hall into a room that resembled a doctors examination room. They were
given shots and a blood draw by various bland-looking technicians who wore face-masks and
scrubs, as the guard stood watch by the door, glaring at them. There were other tests as well,
blood pressure, throat cultures, eye examinations, the whole nine yards. At one point a sci-fi
looking mesh helmet webbed with electrodes was placed on their heads, and their brainwaves
were scanned.

“Hey mister, when are we done being lab rats? I’m hungry.” Dodger finally complained.
The guard ignored her, his ever-present scowl deepening. Rodger thought about warning him that
ignoring Dodger only egged her on.

“Hear my stomach growling? Hey doc, does that brainwave thingy pick up my stomach
noises?” The technician ignored her as well and continued shuffling around the room adjusting
equipment and taking notes.

“Shut up,” the guard finally piped in. He released his night-stick and started smacking it
into his palm. Dodger eyed the nightstick warily and stopped talking.



Finally they were taken downstairs and released to the cafeteria, which was on the first
floor of one of the side buildings. To get there they crossed the central courtyard area with the
tall angel statue, the winged figure’s arms lifting up to the sky.

As they passed it, Dodger stopped and said, “it doesn’t have a penis, think it’s a woman?
Doesn’t have boobs either though…”

“Let’s come back at night and draw a penis on it in sharpie,” Rodger joked. Dodger
grinned.

They found their pod at one of the tables, hunched over their trays, focused on their food.
Besides their pod there were a few other tables with older kids, teenagers, also mostly quiet and
focused. The vibe in the room was one of dejection, defeat almost. Many of the tables were
empty. Maybe psychic children were rare, thought Rodger grimly.

The food was buffet style; they piled their plates high. It was a bit meat-heavy for
Rodger’s tastes, but he was too hungry to complain. They joined their pod and began scarfing
down their food like the rest of them. Kalisha looked up to ask, “how’d it go? They poke and
prod you like a bunch of cattle?”

“Yep,” Dodger replied, mouth full of food. “What’s in those shots anyway? I’m anti-vax,
the nuns taught us that it goes against God, who gave us perfect bodies.”

“Try telling them that,” Kalisha nodded toward the guard who stood by the door.
“Ok. Hey guard! I’m anti-vax!” Dodger shouted, then lowered her head quickly and kept

eating. There were a few snickers around the room from some of the older kids, but most were
too busy moodily hunched over their food to register anything. The guard looked on stonily.

“Oh I like you,” Kalisha said, grinning. “White girl’s crazy.”

***

First night at the Institute; Rodger and Dodger were lying in their squeaky beds, on old,
thin, lumpy mattresses. Both tossing and turning, until finally Dodger said, “Rodger?”

“Yeah?”
“Can you keep me company until I fall asleep?”
Rodger came and joined her in her bed; she scooted over but it was a narrow fit. He had

to lay straight as an arrow, staring up at the ceiling. Moonlight came in through the one window,
casting a soft bluish glow, and the sound of waves crashing against the rocky cliffs below was
oddly hypnotic. If not for the circumstances of their lives being completely upended, he would
have found the sounds and moonlight peaceful, almost magical.

“Rodger?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m scared.”
“...Me too.”



She put her arm around him and dug her face into his shoulder. He felt a wetness and
realized she was crying silently. Dodger never cried;  somehow this was the most disturbing part
of his whole day.

“Dodger?”
“Yeah?”
“Promise me that whatever happens, we stick together.”
“I promise.”
“Pinky promise?”
They pinky promised. A short while later, there was no telling how long exactly, the two

of them drifted off into a fitful sleep.

***

The next morning, after breakfast in the caff, the twins were taken once again to one of
the upper floors of the main building. Their escort was the same as yesterday, Bill with the
military crew cut and frowny face, but  this time a second escort, a tough but petite woman
named Gladys approached them in the hall and said, “Rodger, come along with me. Dodger, you
go ahead and follow Bill.”

“What? I’m not going anywhere without her.” He grabbed Dodger’s hand and squeezed
tightly.

Gladys gave a polite but fake looking smile and said, “Now Rodger, you can make this
easy or difficult. Make it easy and the two of you will get 5 tokens at the end of the day. I’m sure
your pod filled you in on all the yummy treats you can get with tokens? They also work for the
arcade machines!”

Neither twin moved. The scene froze for a minute, the tension thickening. Gladys’ smile
faltered slightly, and she gave Bill a quick sideways glance. Bill moved directly in front of the
twins and pulled out his black baton stick that cops wear.

“Make this difficult and there will be pain.” Bill said, eyebrows narrowing.
“A pain that can be avoided.” Gladys added. Rodger got the sense that they had done this

good cop bad cop routine before, that they had it down to an artform.
“We’re just running a few more tests. Like yesterday. Yesterday was not so bad was it?”

Her fake winning smile had returned full form.
“Why are we here? What do you want with us? What have you told our parents?” All the

questions and worries were stumbling quickly out of his mouth in a panic, the pitch of his voice
raising higher and higher.

“Rodger, it’s OK,” Dodger whispered suddenly so only he could hear. Her grip on his
hand loosened. Bill took notice, stepping back a bit.

“I’m, I’m ready,” she stammered.
“That’s a good girl.” Bill said, sneering slightly. They all looked at Rodger. Rodger

gulped, head lowered and let go of Dodger’s hand.



“Follow me, young man,” Gladys chirped. What choice did he have? He followed Gladys
down the hall, and turned around to see Dodger being led into one of the doors on the left.

They passed an open door and inside Rodger saw what appeared to be a break room.
There were tables and vending machines. Three people were sitting at one of the tables, a man
and two women. They were dressed in regular clothes, jeans and button-up shirts, and drinking
coffee. One of the women, a blondish one, seemed familiar. At first he didn’t know why, then he
thought of a voice saying, sure whatever you want. It was the last thing he remembered before
waking up on the helicopter.

“You,” he said, and pointed at her “It was you.”
The woman said nothing, and her face said nothing. But she looked at him. She was still

looking when Gladys closed the door.
“She was the one.” Rodger said. “I know she was.”
“Just a little further,” Gladys said. “It won’t take long, and then you can go back to your

room or go play with your friends.”
“Did you hear me? She was the one who came into our room. She sprayed something in

my face.”
No answer, just the smile again. Rodger found it a little creepier each time Gladys flashed

it.
The hallway ended and turned ninety degrees to the right. They reached a door marked

B-31. “Behave and you get 5 tokens.” She repeated. She reached into her pocket and produced a
handful of metal circles that looked liked quarters, only with an embossed triangle on each side.
“See? Got them right here.”

She knocked a knuckle on the door. The blue-clad man who opened it was TONY. He
was tall and dark with black hair, possibly Indian, handsome except for one slightly squinted eye.

“Hey pretty lady,” he winked at Gladys who returned him a winning smile. “And you’ve
got Rodger. Hi, Rodger.” He stuck out his hand. Rodger, channeling Nicky Wilholm, didn’t
shake it. Tony laughed as though this were a particularly good joke. “Come in, come in.”

The invitation was just for him, it seemed. Gladys gave him a little push on the shoulder
and closed the door. What Rodger saw in the middle of the room was alarming. It looked like a
dentist's chair but it had straps on the arms.

“Sit down, champ,” Tony said.
Tony went to a counter, opened a drawer beneath, and rummaged in it. He was whistling.

When he turned around, he had something that looked like a small soldering gun in one hand. He
seemed surprised to see Rodger still standing inside the door. Tony grinned.

“Sit down, I said.”
“What are you going to do with that? Tattoo me?” he thought of the Jews getting numbers

tattooed on their arms when they entered the concentration camps. That should have been a
totally ridiculous idea, but…



Tony looked surprised, then laughed. “Gosh, no. I’m just going to insert a tiny chip
behind your shoulder blade. All the guests here get ‘em. It will sting a bit, bleed a bit, but you’ll
recover quickly, no big deal.”

“I’m no guest,” Rodger said, backing up. “I;m a prisoner. And you’re not putting
anything in my back.”

“I am, though,” Tony said, still grinning. Rodger was getting really sick of all the plastic
grins these people wore. “Look, it's no more than a pinch. So make easy on both of us. Sit in the
chair, it will be over in seven seconds. Gladys will give you a bunch of tokens when you leave.
Make it hard and you still get the chip, but no tokens. What do you say?”

“I’m not sitting in that chair.” Rodger felt trembly all over, but his voice sounded
surprisingly strong enough. He was wondering if Dodger was going through the same
rigamarole.

Tony sighed. He set the chip insertion gadget carefully on the counter, walked to where
Rodger stood, and put his hands on his hips. Now he looked solemn, almost sorrowful. “Are you
sure?”

“Yes.”
His ears were ringing from the open-handed slap almost before he was aware Tony's right

hand had left his hip. Rodger staggered back a step and stared at the big man with wide, stunned
eyes. Sister Anne had paddled him once (gently) for playing with matches when he was four or
five, but he had never been slapped in the face before. His cheek was burning, and he still
couldn't believe it had happened.

“That hurt a lot more than a shoulder pinch,” Tony said. The grin was gone. “Want
another? Happy to oblige. You kids who think you own the world. Man oh man.”

For the first time, Rodger noticed there was a small blue bruise on Tony’s chin and a
small cut on his left jaw. He wondered if one of the other kids had fought back. He wished he
had the guts to do the same, but he didn’t. The truth was, he didn’t know how to fight. If he tried,
Tony would probably slap him all over the room.

“You ready to get in the chair?”
Rodger got in the chair.
“Are you going to behave, or do I need the straps?”
“I’ll behave.”
He did. Tony had him lift up his shirt and lie on his stomach. Tony was right - the pinch

in the fleshy part near his shoulder blade wasn’t as bad as the slap, possibly because he was
ready for it, possibly because it felt like a medical procedure rather than an assault. It started to
sting after the fact, but Tony applied a cooling ointment and a bandage.

“Do not remove the bandage. We will do that in a few days when the skin will heal, but
do not do any vigorous sports or movement or it will reopen the skin. OK champ, we’re all done
here.”

The fake smile had returned. On his way out he was given an ice pack for his shoulder,
which was throbbing.



Gladys was waiting for him outside Room B-31. She was smiling her cheerful
professional hostess smile. “How did you do, Rodger?”

Tony answered for him, “He did fine. Good kid.”
“It’s what we specialize in,” Gladys almost sang. “Have a good day, Tony.”
“You too Glad.”
She led Rodger back down the halls to the stairwell, chattering away merrily. He had no

idea what she was talking about. He was focusing on keeping the ice pack on his shoulder blade;
it was an awkward angle, probably to keep prisoners from trying to carve the thing out, he
thought grimly. The right side of his face and ear also stung and felt raw. This pain was almost
worse, for all kinds of reasons.

Gladys escorted him to the main floor, with its large double doors leading to the quad and
the brightness of the sun outside. Before he opened the doors however he felt her hand grab his
arm, turning him to face her. Her fingers pressed into his flesh, not enough to hurt, but enough to
let him know they could hurt.

“No tokens, I’m afraid,” she said. “I didn’t need to discuss it with Tony. that mark on
your cheek tells me all I need to know.”

Rodger wanted to say, I don’t want any of your shitty tokens, but kept silent. It wasn't a
slap he was afraid of; he was afraid that the sound of his own voice - weak, unsteady bewildered,
the voice of a six year old - would cause him to break down in front of her.

“Let me give you some advice,” she said, not smiling now. “ You need to realize that you
are here to serve, Rodger. That means you have to grow up fast. It means being realistic. Things
will happen to you here. Some of them will not be so nice. You can be a good sport about them
and get tokens, or you can be a bad sport and get none. Those things will happen either way, so
which should you choose? It shouldn't be hard to figure out.”

Rodger made no reply.
“You’ll be back home in a few months and it will be like none of this happened. If you

remember it at all, it will be like a dream. But while it's not a dream, why not make your stay a
happy one?” Her hostess had returned and she relaxed her grip on his arm.

“You should rest a bit, I think. Lie down.” She turned and retraced her path up the stairs,
leaving him alone in the large entryway.

He turned and made his way through the courtyard. The sun blared in the cloudless sky,
and he could hear seagulls cawing away on the crashing waves somewhere below, as though
nothing was amiss in the world. Blearily he made his way back to his building, and up to his
room where he collapsed on his bed. Dodger wasn’t back yet. He thought about their room back
home. He thought about his friends, Jeffrey and Curtis, and about Sister Anne, Sister Mary. That
broke him and he sobbed softly into his pillow.

Dodger returned a short while later, in a similar state, icepack on the back of her neck,
bleary-eyed, blonde hair disheveled.

“Fuckers,” she muttered.



He got up and they hugged, long and hard; tears running down both their cheeks.

***

“Wilholm lines up for the shot, the buzzer is down to 3…2…1!” Nicky lofted the basketball from
the non-existent 3 point line, mimicking the sound of the shot clock buzzer as he did. The ball
bounced off the rim, sailing wide.

“Damn. If only my TK was strong enough, I could have nudged it in. That wouldn’t be
cheating right?” Nicky smirked, as Lucas ran to retrieve the ball.

“Minha could have done it, couldn’t you Minha?” Kalisha asked. The girls were sitting
on a large boulder behind the hoop, as the boys played. It was the next morning, after breakfast.

Minha shrugged, her hands fiddling with some pebbles.
“Let’s face it Minha,” Kalisha continued, “without your help, our Nicky boy is never

going to play pro ball.”
“Pssh, whatever! I could take you on ‘Sha, hands tied behind my back,” Nicky boasted.

His face was red and sweaty again.
“Let’s see what you got, Minha,” Dodger said, smiling at her. “Sha keeps saying your TK

is the best in the group, but I still haven’t seen it. What can you do?”
Minha glanced quickly at her, face unreadable. Then after a moment she hopped off the

rock, and approached the hoop. Slowly she unclenched her hand and held her palm out;  several
pebbles were resting on it. She stared hard at the pebbles, eyebrows narrowing. At first there was
nothing, but then, slowly, the pebbles began to quiver. Then she quickly craned her neck up
toward the sky, and in that act the pebbles followed suit, lofting into the air on their own, her
hand remaining flat and motionless. The pebbles flew just short of the rim before descending to
the ground before her.

“Whoa,” the twins said in unison, Sha clapping and cheering. Minha shrugged but
couldn’t quite hide a smirk on her otherwise stoic face. She climbed back up the boulder.

“Won’t be long before those rocks will be nothin’ but net, each and every time. Take
notes Nicky boy.” Sha continued.

“Man, quit raggin’ me,” Nicky said, dribbling the ball fiercely, absent-mindedly. But he
was smiling as well. For all the horrors of the past couple days, Rodger appreciated that at least
here among the other kids his age, there was camaraderie. Without this joking around it would be
so easy to slip into a constant depression. He realized then, that perhaps that was what the others
thought to, and why Sha made such an effort to keep things light.

Rodger felt around at his shoulder blade. The bandage was still there, and the area was
still sore, although the sharp stinging had gone away.

Dodger noticed him and asked the group aloud, “what’s the chip for anyways? You guys
figure that out?”



“It's a tracker,” Lucas said at once; he had taken a break from the game and was sitting
cross-legged in the sliver of shade under the rock, looking serious, lost in thought. “Although I
suspect it does more than just that.”

“Like what?”
“Well, like biometric data. I’ve seen it in some of the sci-fi shows I’d watch back home.

Chips that can read brainwaves, heartbeat, that sort of thing.”
“Biometric. Lucas is a genius by the way, if you guys didn’t notice.” Kalisha added.
“Well it makes sense,” Dodger said. “Pointless to put just a tracking device on prisoners

stuck on a friggin’ island. Where would we hide?”
“You guys believe that part about going home in a few months?” Rodger asked. “The

woman, Gladys, said it would all be like a bad dream. But if they are tracking us…”
Nobody said anything; uneasy looks were exchanged. The rest of them had been told the

same story. Behave, do what you’re told, and you get to go home.
Nicky stopped dribbling and plopped down, balancing his butt on the ball.
“I’ll tell you what though,” Kalisha said after a time, “I’ve been here the longest out of all

of us, and when I first got here there were two other kids my age. A black boy named Marcus,
and a blonde kid named Avery. And they did leave…where to? I dunno. But the helicopter comes
and goes every couple of weeks.”

“We’ve gotta find out,” Lucas said suddenly, distressed. “We can’t just sit around waiting
and being tested on. I wanna know what’s really going on.”

A thought occurred suddenly to Rodger. Addressing Lucas, he asked, “have you tried,
you know, reading them?”

Lucas looked at him intensely, “no. I thought about it, but in those halls and rooms I get
scared, I - I need to be calm and focused to hone in on someone’s thoughts. And in the training
room, the Blue Room they call it, you’ll find out soon enough, they focus on a specific image
they want you to read, keeping their private thoughts behind some kind of wall. It’s like they
know all the tricks.”

Dodger hopped down from the rock and squatted next to Lucas, putting a hand on his
shoulder. She said, “these assholes are human. Humans make mistakes, even adults. Right
Rodger?”

Rodger nodded.
Dodger continued, “And when they do, you’ll be ready. We’ll be ready,” Rodger sensed

her picking up steam. Standing, she turned and gave the middle finger in the direction of the
main building.

“We’ll be ready. We’ll hit them so hard, they won’t know what’s coming. We’ll access
their plans like ninjas,” she karate chopped the air. “And then we’ll ferret out their weakness -
and hit them so hard in the balls they won’t know what’s comin.’ Heeyah!” Another kick, this
time moving straight upward, as though aiming at an invisible groin.



“Yeah!” Nick joined in. “Now you’re talkin’!” He got up and slammed the ball on the
ground, letting it rebound off into the distance. “These fuckers!” They all laughed. Even Minha
grinned from her perch on the rock.

***

Dodger was sitting in the Red Room. The room was not actually red, the walls were
painted white, but the lighting had a reddish tint, a filter, casting everything in a reddish glow.
Why, she didn’t know. She had asked, but Stackhouse had ignored the question. As rebellious as
Dodger was, even she was hesitant to push this guy’s buttons. He had that kind of face that
exuded warning signals, like he would have liked any excuse to lash out against one of the wards
here. He had a neatly manicured mustache and slick black hair parted in a comb-over with
streaks of gray, matching the color of his cold eyes. Unlike queen bitch Mrs. Sigsby, he was a bit
pudgy.

Now she sat at the wooden table, the only feature of the room. On the table was a singular
item: an empty coca-cola can. She had been instructed to use her TK to knock over the can.

“You know, you could have at least given me the soda to drink first,” was her only jab,
but his look from behind the glass partition was enough to shut her up - well that and the
electroshock bracelet cuffed to her wrist.

“Knock over the can and you get 5 tokens. Fail and you receive a shock. It’s your
choice,” was what he had instructed. His voice from behind the partition came through a speaker
system in the wall. There was no humor, no nonsense, no games in his voice. Just a job to do.

About 5 minutes had gone by, Dodger staring at the can, receiving no flash of inspiration
or power. Whenever she had made something move back home, it had been quite by accident, a
side effect of some emotional storm she had been going through. And that remarkable day at the
park when she had incapacitated that bully, she had simply acted, it had surprised her as much as
anybody else.

She glanced at Stackhouse from behind the glass. He had his arms crossed, looking
bored.

“Seriously, uh, a little inspiration in the form of sugary calories would be nice. Helps me
think,” she said.

“How about this for inspiration?” He pressed a button and her bracelet lit her arm up like
a firecracker, like when she hit her funny bone, only much worse.

She yelped in surprise and anguish, her whole body yanked back, toppled over the chair,
and she  hit the cold linoleum floor on her back, knocking the wind out of her, oof.

She lay there for a minute, stunned, staring up at the reddish ceiling. The pain from the
shock had gone as quickly as it had come, but left a feeling of unreality, and now her back and
neck ached from toppling over. How did I get here? She thought dimly, staring up at the red
ceiling, just less than a week ago I had a normal life.



“Get up,” came the cold voice through the speaker, “or there will be more where that
came from.”

Slowly, shakily, Dodger got to her feet, and righted the chair and returned to her sitting
position. She glared at Stackhouse, feeling a hatred brewing stronger there. It occurred to her
then that her life up until now had been pretty sheltered, yes it had been tough not knowing her
true parents, but she had never seen such evil before, such disregard for human dignity, and
against children no less.

Stackhouse sensing the hatred behind her stare now sat up straighter, looking amused.
“Tell me what you are feeling.”

“Angry!” Dodger grabbed at the bracelet and yelled, “Aargh! I’m not a fucking pet! You
can’t treat me like this!”

“Anger. That’s good,” he replied calmly. “Channel that into the can. TK does not happen
through thought, but through emotion.”

Breathing heavily, still staring at Stackhouse, now with great effort she moved her eyes
back to the soda can.

“You and your brother are soldiers now. You have been drafted to serve your country.
Your enemy is that can. Crush it. Crush your enemy.”

She tried, god help her, she channeled all that anger into the can, breathing heavily still,
exhaling through her mouth, willing the can to move, to do something, damn it. And for a
second, she thought she saw the can begin to wobble. But this expended her energy and she sat
back, winded, staring up at the ceiling.

“Not good enough.”
“Fuck you.”
Another jolt through her arm made her scream. She managed not to lose her footing this

time, in fact now she stood up, panting, eyes level at Stackhouse, rubbing her right arm with her
other hand.

Stackhouse returned her gaze calmly, in fact he was grinning, the fucker was enjoying
this!

“I hate you!” She screamed. Her pants felt damp; looking down she saw with horror that
she had peed.

“Hatred is good, Middleton. Hatred will get you far. Now pretend that the can is me.”
Still standing, Dodger slowly brought her eyes down to the can, leaning over the table,

her face now inches away from it. She squinted, narrowing her gaze.
And now, quite slowly, there began to creep over Dodger, a most extraordinary and

peculiar feeling. The feeling was mostly in the eyes. A kind of electricity seemed to be gathering
inside them. A sense of power was brewing in those eyes of hers, a feeling of great strength was
settling itself deep inside her eyes. But there was also another feeling which was something else
altogether, and which she could not understand. It was like flashes of lightning. Little waves of
lightning seemed to be flashing out of her eyes. Her eyeballs were beginning to get hot, as
though vast energy was building up somewhere inside them. It was an amazing sensation. She



kept her eyes steadily on the can, and now the power was concentrating itself in one small part of
each eye and growing stronger and stronger and it felt as though millions of tiny little invisible
arms with hands on them were shooting out of her eyes towards the can she was staring at.

The can began to noticeably wobble. She did as she was told and imagined Stackhouse's
smug face reflecting from the can. She had an incredible desire to crush it.

The can now actually tilted backwards a fraction of an inch, then righted itself again. She
kept pushing at it with all those millions of invisible little arms and hands that were reaching out
from her eyes, feeling the power that was flashing straight from the two little black dots in the
very centers of her eyeballs.

Tip it!' she whispered. Tip it over!’
Once more the can wobbled. She pushed harder still, willing her eyes to shoot out more power.
And then, very very slowly, so slowly she could hardly see it happening, the can began to lean
backwards, balancing on just one edge of its base. And there it teetered for a few seconds before
finally toppling over and falling with a soft tinkle on to the table-top.

“Good. That’s enough for today. Tomorrow we go again.”
She hardly heard him, she remained stunned, staring at the fallen can, and was aware of

the power behind her eyes slowly melting away. When that strange presence behind her eyes had
fully dissolved, it was replaced by a strange calm which seemed out of place. She felt spent,
empty of all emotion, and she found this, under the circumstances, almost euphoric. She had a
sudden memory of the time she, Rodger and another boy had snuck into the chapel and drank
some communion wine. But even that was nothing like this. She had even forgotten momentarily
about the embarrassing wet spot on her pants.

The side door opened and Stackhouse came in, followed by a techie in scrubs.
“Middleton, look at me,” Stackhouse said. She did. For once in her life, no words, no

wisecracks bubbled up inside her.
“I’m going to unlock your cuff, then Norman here will escort you out. By the end of the

week, I expect that can to be crushed, not just knocked over. But today was a start. Here, as
promised,” he held out his palm; on it was a bronze token with a 5 engraved on it, like the kind
you get at the arcade.

Dodger took the token.
“Good girl. Norman, see her out.” With that he pressed a button and she felt the bracelet

unlock with a metallic click. Stackhouse turned and left the room.

***

ONE WEEK LATER

Rodger was sitting in the Blue Room. The room was not actually painted blue, the tint coming
from a filter on the overhead light. He found the color relaxing, and supposed it was all part of
the process of developing his powers.  Seated across from him at the table was Carla, one of the



techies. He had worked with her and several others over the past week, and she was his favorite
so far. He wouldn’t go so far as to call her “nice,” as she would just as soon throw him in the Dep
as anyone else, but she had smiled at him several times, a smile that actually reached the eyes,
almost warm, unlike the others, who could plaster on a smile as fake as a pair of dentures.

“OK Rodger, you ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.” His hair was still damp from the tank, and his mind was calm and

empty, something he was not used to, made him feel too light, like he would just float away.
Sometimes the sensation scared him, other times he welcomed it.

She had a stack of cards in her hand. On each card was a simple cartoon image. She
shuffled the cards a few times, and then picked up the top card. She looked at the card for a few
seconds then put it down, staring at him.

He returned her gaze, another thing that was new to him, he had never before been bold
enough for prolonged eye contact, especially with adults, especially with pretty female adults, for
that matter.

He inquired into her mind, searching for what was behind those hazel eyes. He made an
effort to keep his mind blank and receptive, but also focused on Carla. For ten to fifteen seconds
nothing, then -

“House,” the fleeting image had popped into his mind’s eye like a flash.
“Very good. One for one,” she made a mark on her clipboard.
Rodger smiled. The first three days of this had yielded nothing, and his failure to see had

brought extra time in the Dep - the sensory deprivation tank. He would float in the salt bath, in
pitch black, no sight, no sounds, just the sounds of him breathing and the murmur of other bodily
functions. By the third day, after being tossed in there for failing to see the cards, he had
experienced something of an out-of-body experience. He floated out of the tank, and penetrated
through the ceiling, light flooding him as his consciousness passed through the upper floors, he
had a glimpse of other test rooms, other subjects like himself being put through tests, he saw
techies milling around, and then through the topmost ceiling to the roof above, he looked down
on the solar panels, and the buildings, he saw the statue in the quad, he saw the whole island, the
rocky bluffs leading into the sea. It was terrifying and exhilarating at the same time, and then
suddenly he came crashing down into his own body again, sputtering as he flailed around,
swallowing salt water in his disorientation. When he was pulled from the Dep that day, that was
when he had his first breakthrough with the cards. He had “guessed” 3/10 correct, and had
received a token for his efforts. The fourth day he saw 5/10 cards. Now, a week later, he was
averaging between 6 to 8 out of 10.

“If you get 10 out of 10, we’ll give you a day off. A full day to lounge around, play ball,
maybe make use of those tokens you’ve been earning,” Carla said, presently, winking at him.
Rodger felt a fluttering in his stomach that had nothing to do with the effects of the Dep and
everything to do with Carla’s display of affection, however slight.



“Sounds good!” He said, hoping his voice didn’t sound too childish. He was twelve, and
his voice was beginning to drop, but was going through that embarrassing stage where it cracked,
like an involuntary yodel. Sometimes Dodger teased him about it.

The next card was a horse. Two for two.
“What’s your favorite game in the arcade room?” She asked him. The truth was he had

only gone in there once or twice. Tokens could be used at the arcade or to buy sweets at the
snack dispenser. That was where Kalisha had gotten those candy cigarettes. They even sold real
cigarettes and those tiny liquor bottles, which surprised him. He guessed that people who had no
moral qualms about kidnapping kids also had no problems giving them controlled substances. If
it motivated them to earn tokens, well….

“I like the zombie game.” Nick had introduced it to him, one of those games with the
large plastic guns that you aim at a moving screen. Point and shoot.

“Ah yes, a classic.”
Rodger saw the next eight cards accurately. He was in the zone, and didn’t need much

external motivation to stay focused on Carla.
“Well done, Rodger. I’m proud of you.” She shuffled the deck and put it aside. Then she

held out an embossed card that said “ONE FREE DAY” which she initialed on the back and put
the date. She held out the card for him to take, but as he reached for it, she held it back to her
chest.

“One sec. Before I give you this card, I want to try one more thing. All this time I’ve
been holding the image of the card in the front of my mind clearly, like low hanging fruit. But
out in the real world, TP will never be so simple. People’s minds flit back and forth, skipping and
hopping from one thing to another like a Mexican jumping bean.”

Rodger grinned at the metaphor.
“So I want to up the ante, a bit. I’m going to project a thought a little less solidly this

time. It will be there, but it will swim around hazily, like you will encounter in the real world.
Take your time, but let’s see if you can tell what I’m thinking about.”

Now she didn’t look at him but rather leaned on her hand, her elbow propped up on the
desk, staring off into space as though she was a teenager daydreaming in class.

Rodger probed her mind. He felt a pang of nerves, and didn't want to fail and disappoint
her.

She was right, there was no clear image popping out at him this time. At first there was a
foggy gray mist, which then delineated into flashes of color. He thought he actually heard noises
then, was this the sound of her thoughts? It was too garbled to make out, like many whispers and
snippets of conversation, like being in a crowd but muffled, as though underwater. He tried to
grab at the dancing flashes of color. He felt an exhilaration like he hadn’t experienced before, it
came from a strong desire to know her mind, it surprised him, actually. Since when had this
become more than just a chore, a test that he was being put through against his will?

He grabbed at a flash of color like a predator going after a fish. When he grabbed it he
was rewarded with a vision, crystal clear: hands on a plastic green steering wheel, a screen in



front displaying a car racing game. The muffled sounds also clarified into the sound of race car
engines.

“Need for Speed!” He shouted.
“Yes.” She smiled, now looking at him and sitting up straight. “That was always my

favorite arcade.” She slid the FREE DAY card across the table, then stood up, all business-like.
“You’re coming along nicely, Middleton. I’ll pass on your quick progress to my superiors.” She
motioned a hand toward the door, indicating that he should leave. Did he note a hint of sadness,
or regret in her eyes, briefly, or was he seeing things?

“That’s, that’s it?” He said lamely.
“That’s it. You enjoy that free day.”
Still somewhat dazed and elated from reading her mind, he hesitated a brief second, then

stood to leave. The unfiltered lighting out in the main hall was blinding and disorienting. The sun
glaring off the ocean through the windows at the end of each hall even more so. He felt like he
could hear the gulls shrieking and the waves crashing against the rocks way too loudly than what
it was supposed to be. Was this a side effect of the Dep and TP? Overstimulation,
over-sensitivity? If so, they hadn’t warned him.

He left the main quad in search of Dodger and the rest of them. Sometimes he finished
his training session before her, sometimes the other way around. She would be jealous of his free
day. In fact, the last few days had been tense between them, ever since she found out that his
punishment was a salt bath while hers was a shock to the arm. He tried explaining that it was no
fun being locked in silent darkness for hours on end with nothing but your thoughts and your
breathing, but he knew in his heart he wouldn’t win this argument. He hoped for her sake that her
TK was coming along so she wouldn’t have to be shocked anymore. She also hadn’t earned
nearly as many tokens as him, not that either of them really gave a shit about tokens. It was such
an obvious ploy to get them to be good little soldiers, and yet, she glared and scoffed whenever
he pulled out his token collection, and refused to take any when he offered some to her.

He headed to the basketball courts, which were all vacant except for two of the older kids
he didn’t know playing one-on-one. He must be the first one of his pod to be done today. He
decided to sit on the rock and wait for her and the others.

Dodger can you hear me? He reached out for her mind. No response, he didn’t really
expect one.

***

That night he had a dream that he was in the tank, and then he was floating out of his
body again. Higher and higher he went, and he gave in to the feeling of weightlessness, closing
his eyes and spreading out his phantom arms like a bird. But then suddenly he was being pulled
down as though by a giant magnet, down through the floors of the main quad. When he fell to
the first floor he kept going, and then he was pulled underground, to basement floors beneath that
he didn’t even know existed. No windows, and dim yellow ugly lighting permeated everything.



The walls were even greyer and grimier. And now he was being pulled through a thick metallic
door into what looked like a surgical room. There were two surgical beds, each inhabited by a
sleeping form. He couldn’t tell who they were, they were covered by a white sheet. There were a
few doctors and nurses milling around, hovering over the sleeping bodies, wearing surgical
masks so all he saw were their eyes. It was stifling hot, and Rodger saw that the heat was coming
from a raging furnace in the corner.

Something was not right here, he had a deep sense of foreboding, like he was about to see
something he was not in a million years supposed to see.

The door behind him opened and two cloaked figures came in.
“You’re late.” One of the doctors said. “Quick, get prepped for surgery.”
“Yeah well, our bird was delayed.” One of the cloaked figures said dryly
A nurse brought over two more wheeled beds, arranging them in a row next to the

occupied beds.
One of the cloaked men approached the sleeping form and gently caressed its cheek. The

other man turned toward the corner where Rodger was floating
Noticing this, the doctor asked, “What are you doing? I said, prep for surgery.”
“Something’s not right,” he replied. “We’re being watched.”
Rodger panicked, heart leaping to his chest. The hooded man started toward him quickly,

anger apparent on his shadowy face.
Rodger awoke then, gasping, soaked in sweat, sheets damp, his heart still hammering. He

glanced over and saw that Dodger was still asleep in her bed, snoring softly. She could sleep
through a thunderstorm.

He lay there for a long time, watching the moonlight and clouds drift slowly across the
ceiling. He would tell her about it in the morning. Whatever that was, it wasn;t a normal dream.
Had to have been real. Whatever was about to happen in that surgery room, it wasn’t good. He
had almost gotten used to being around evil people, had started to even accept that this was his
life now, and that maybe if he did good, performed well, he would go home one day. Was he a
fool for thinking this way? What if it was all a lie, and they were fattening him and the others to
eat one day like a bunch of vampires? He felt sick at the thought.

Then why go through all the trouble to train them? To teach them to harness these
abilities? It made much more sense that they were to become some type of super-soldier. He
thought bemusedly of the Marvel films and comics he and the other orphans had sometimes
watched and read.

Yeah, me and Dodger are the next super-heroes. Sure, Rodge, I think you’re still dreamin.

***
Mrs Sigsby and Dr. Hendricks stood over the two sleeping forms in one of the operating

rooms. Rodger and Dodger had been put under with a powerful sedative and were breathing
softly in parallel gurneys.



“Well, what did I tell you Dr.” Mrs. Sigsby was saying, “these two are coming along
quite nicely. And the results of the DNA test confirmed my suspicions. Mother was bloodline,
somehow had escaped Project Oaktree and multiple kill orders. Sarah Cheswich was on the run,
probably knew she wouldn’t be able to keep that up much longer, especially with two little ones,
hence the orphanage. Found dead not long after, most likely died fighting our agents.”

“Could you salvage any of her organs?”
“Bitch made sure not to give us anything. When she saw that it was over, she burnt

herself to a crisp using some old magicks. Organs beyond saving.”
Hendricks snorted, “disloyal even in death.”
“Well,” Sigsby waved her hand as though shooing a pesky fly, “ancient history at this

point. These two,” nodding at the two beds, “her legacy, will prove handy. Which is lucky for us,
because I want to move forward our launch date.”

Dr. Hendricks didn’t reply, but glanced up at her skeptically, and then started rummaging
in shelves and removing beakers and other chemical equipment.

“The shortage of psy children these days is becoming quite worrisome. We need this pod
ready and soon. They may even be able to salvage some of the last pod’s failures.”

“Right, who is left at this point? One of the boys?”
“Michael. The last one, probably shacked up in some hole, hiding. Not wanting to

proceed alone. The most recent bodies are being moved down into the harvest room as we
speak.”

“And you think this next pod will be ready for launch in…?”
“I give it three weeks. I want these two communicating non-verbally. They are twins, so a

blood transfusion should be safe.”
“Prepping that as we speak.” Hendricks approached Rodger with a syringe and took a

blood draw.
“Three weeks is awfully quick, the TP’s haven’t even been introduced to Screening or

Pushing. And Nick’s TP is still weaker than the girl, the little Asian one.”
“Minha. Yes. Nick’s pride and rebel streak is still getting in the way. It’s time to really

break him.” She made a mental note to tell Stackhouse to give Nick a higher bar and time in the
Choky for every failure to reach it.

“Speaking of rebel attitude, the girl’s got a streak herself,” Hendricks nodded toward
Dodger’s sleeping form.

“Oddly enough, for her it seems to be fuel, giving her TK strength. Stackhouse is on top
of it. Is the cocktail ready?” She seemed impatient. Hendricks mixed Rodger’s blood with the
beaker that housed other ingredients that would baffle mainstream chemists. This was old
alchemy, lost lore that their cult had preserved over millennia.

The beaker fizzed and the once whitish fluid became a fluorescent pink.
“It’s gonna make the girl sick as a dog for a while,” Hendricks said as he drew the fluid

into a fresh syringe. “You factored that into your 3 week time frame?”



“She’s a tough cookie, she can handle it,” Sigsby said, smirking a bit. “She will have to
handle it.”

Hendricks injected Dodger with the bright fluid. Her body convulsed for a bit, her face
breaking out in a sweat, before settling down. She moaned softly, as though she was having a bad
dream.

***

And sick as a dog she was. Dodger spent the next morning in the dorm bathroom puking
her guts out, until there was nothing left to puke, but she continued to dry heave. At some point
Kalisha heard the noise, and drifted in, still sleepy.

“Poor baby,” she knelt down beside Dodger who was bent over the toilet, and held her
hair back, stroking it.

“Fuckers…I think…gave me something,” Dodger moaned, still leaning over the toilet.
“When I had a stomach flu, mama made me camomile tea. Want me to see if I can get the

kitchen staff to rustle up some -”
“What’s going on?” Rodger asked from the door, hesitant to enter the girls bathroom.
“We’re all family here, come on in Rodger,” Sha said. “Your sister is losing her lunch, or

what’s left of dinner last night I suppose.”
Then the words that weren’t words came into his head.
Rodger, tea! Camomile.
There was no mistaking it. It was Dodger’s voice, but, in his head.
“Did you? Did I hear?” Rodger stumbled for the words, moving forward into the room.

Dodger, still hunched over the toilet, looked over at him, bloodshot eyes wide with surprise, just
as confused as he was.

“Rodger, tea.” She croaked aloud, now, throatily.
“Uh, right, I’ll go ask the staff downstairs.”

Dodger was allowed the day off, and had returned to bed, and was sleeping on and off,
fitfully. Rodger skipped breakfast and had sat by her bed, holding her hand. Unfortunately
though he wasn’t given the day off, and had to go to the Blue Room for his training session.

“I’ll be right back as soon as I’m done,” he said quietly, not wanting to wake her.
Today it was Stackhouse in the Blue Room, Rodger’s least favorite.
“Middleton, sit.” Stackhouse motioned toward the chair by the singular table in the room,

his face stern and unreadable as ever.
Rodger sat, he was over playing games with these people, especially Stackhouse. Dodger

had told him enough about him. Luckily he mainly worked with the TK’s.
Stackhouse remained standing on the other side of the table, but as he spoke he began

pacing about the room. “There are other applications to telepathy besides reading minds. As you
will soon learn, you can project thoughts with other TP’s, or learn to communicate non-verbally.



But you can also learn to mask your thoughts, or hide from being potentially read by another.”
He paused briefly and eyed Rodger with a curious expression. “You will come to find, that there
are beings — not quite human like you or me — who rely on the mental activity of others to
locate them. These are beings without eyes, but have a radar for thoughts. It is these that you will
naturally want to learn to hide from. To hide your thoughts. Are you following me Rodger?”

Rodger slowly nodded, although he wasn’t quite sure where this was going. What beings
was he talking about?

“Are you…talking about, like…ghosts?” Rodger asked tentatively. Again Stackhouse
eyed him with an unreadable expression.

“You’re not far from the mark. Not ghosts in the classical sense, but for the sake of
introduction, let’s say they are like ghosts, but we would use the term, ‘astral beings.’”

There was a knock on the door, and one of the techies poked his head into the room.
“Sir? I’ve got the other TP’s?”
“Yes, bring them in.”
Kalisha and Luke entered the room. Rodger was quite glad to see them. The techie left

and returned with two more chairs.
“Yes, yes, sit, all of you. I was just explaining to Middleton here the theory behind the art

of ‘Screening,’ and why that might be important. Setting up a Screen, Rodger, is the act of hiding
oneself from lower astral beings by essentially going very still, slowing down the body
processes, and allowing the mind to go totally blank. These two have already had a few lessons
in Screening, but I’m sure you can catch up quite quickly. If the three of you can create an
effective Shield around you, confusing the enemy, that can provide the opening for the TK’s to
go in for the kill.”

Rodger exchanged glances with the others. This was a lot to take in. Rodger didn't feel
especially ready to take on an enemy, whether real or otherwise.

“Now, unless you are a skilled meditator, it's going to be hard to make your mind a
complete blank. But a good starting point, when you sense someone or something trying to
penetrate your mind, is to throw up a Screen such as a fake memory, or a fake desire, such as the
fervent need to go to the restroom, and let this take up your whole being. Or visualize a dense
fog that clouds all other thoughts and feelings. There are many ways to throw off the penetrator,
and in the end what matters is not the content of the screen so much as the will to keep it going,
this is a battle of wills, the penetrator versus the blocker. Let’s pair off, Lucas and Kalisha you
will work together, and Rodger you will be with me. Each will take turns trying to penetrate
through the defenses of the other’s mind.”

Rodger’s gut went cold; he thought about his vision of the basement room, seeing
something he shouldn’t have, he thought about almost being seen by one of the hooded figures.
He thought about his pod planning to fight back, somehow, against the Institute. As Stackhouse
took a seat across from him at the table, he couldn’t help but feel guilty, guilty, guilty.

Stackhouse eyed him with a smug look, like a cat getting ready to play with a mouse.



“Have you got your Screen picked out?” He asked. “Once you do, fix it firmly in your
mind’s eye. Remember, all those hours in the Dep should be strengthening this inner sight.”

Rodger imagined himself enclosed inside a glass cube, the walls on all sides, opaque,
fogged up like sky over the ocean that had become his home, his cage, his prison, an island of
fog. He closed his eyes tightly.

“OK Middleton, here I come.”
At first, there was no change, other than a slight buzzing, then a slight pressure, like the

onset of a headache. Then he felt a very definite alien presence inside of him, something he
would never be able to describe in words. He felt it feeling around his mind like tentacles,
looking to gain footing.

I can’t let my pod down, he thought, and tightened his box further.
There came a tapping on his box.Tap tap. Quiet at first, then louder. TAP TAP. His cube

started to rattle, then to visibly shake. Cracks began to form on the sides of the cube, branching
out, making ugly crackling noises like firecrackers. The pressure increased in his head, now
throbbing, now a full blown headache.

Rodger cried out, “No!” Then it happened. The cube shattered around him into a
thousand pieces, and water rushed in, drenching him. The water was glowing, its surfaces
reflecting moving images - memories - he saw Dodger vomiting into the toilet, and Sha holding
her hair back. He saw the basketball court, playing with his friends, laughing about something,
he saw dinner in the cafeteria, he saw himself floating in the tank, Carla’s face smiling at him.

He was drowning in the visions, but at Carla’s face and the feelings it brought up in him,
he heard laughter, cold and distant. At this he started fighting back, limbs thrashing to the
surface. In a moment of strange brilliancy he imagined a log in the water, which had become a
raging river, and there a log appeared. He grabbed onto it, scrambled to the top, straddling it like
a horse.

Now that he was above the torrent, riding his log like a canoe down the rapids, the
visions faded into obscurity, becoming a phantasmagoria of loose sounds and images,
disconnected and too transient to glean much from.

Rodger opened his eyes…
Stackhouse stared intently back at him, face impossible to read.
“Hmm, not bad for your first time.” Stackhouse said, making a mark on his clipboard.
Don’t think you can hide from me.
Again Rodger’s stomach went cold with a jolt. For the second time today it was another

voice in his head - only this time - Stackhouse’s.
Secrets don’t last long here.
The look Stackhouse was giving him was of someone being denied a certain pleasure,

like their favorite ice-cream wasn’t on the menu tonight. Surprisingly, Rodger was able to return
his gaze. Just a few days ago he would have been too intimidated. Something was changing, he
was getting tougher, he was growing up, quickly. There was no other choice - sink or swim.



Stackhouse, eyes narrowed and still focused on Rodger said, “OK, let’s switch partners.”
He stood up  to go examine the others.

***

The following afternoon, instead of being done at lunch, Rodger and Dodger were sent to
the Orange Room. Dodger was still pale and shaky, but no longer vomiting and on the verge of
fainting. The room was divided down the middle  by a thick wall of glass. They sat on opposite
sides of the glass, staring at each other. Then the glass darkened and became a black wall,
blocking all sight beyond it.

Rodger closed his eyes and did what the instructor had told him to do. He imagined a sea
of black nothingness, interrupted only by the image of Dodger’s face. Then, with every bit of
will power, he formed the words and threw them at her.

You could really use a shower. I can smell you from here.
On the other side of the glass, Dodger smiled, and replied in his mind.
Bite me.

***

The next few days were a blur.  The pod was given extra training sessions after lunch,
which made Rodger feel worked to the bone. By the time he got to bed he crashed out like a
light. Thankfully he didn’t have any more dreams that were not dreams, or what he understood
now to be astral projections.

Morning training was now done in pods, the TP’s and TK’s separated into two groups.
Rodger, Kalisha and Lucas would take turns reading the other’s mind, first without attempting
any blockage, then with setting up a screen and attempting to bypass it. They were also given an
hour in the Dep a day to work on Screening, slowing the breathing and heart rate down, blanking
the mind, the goal being to become totally blank and statuesque. Rodger found this incredibly
difficult, his naturally anxious mind refusing to cooperate.

Dodger, Nick and Minha were together in the Red Room, crushing soda cans, lifting
objects in the air, creating projectiles with sharpened pencils or thumbtacks, the goal being to get
them to fly across the room and stick into the target like shooting an arrow. Minha was by far the
best, a natural, which made Nick feel self-conscious and pressured, although he never wanted to
admit it. Stackhouse was still raggin’ him, shocking him with the bracelet. Dodger by now pretty
much matched him in skill, and was getting shocked less and less. She was learning to channel
her anger in the right way, distilling it down to a pinprick of force that would shoot out her eyes,
or as she was starting to learn, could come out of her open palms, so that more force on an object
could be achieved by incorporating a kind of karate like movement in the air, an open-palm
thrust.

The afternoons were now taken up with Orange Room sessions, Rodger and Dodger
strengthening their mind-to-mind communication. The others were given extra sessions in the



Red and Blue Rooms. More adults started showing up, to watch them, showing interest, taking
notes on their clipboards or tablets, taking pictures on their phones. People they didn’t recognize,
who must have flown in via helicopter, which still came and went every few days. There was
always something in their look that scared Rodger, the kind of look of a predator staring down its
prey.

“I’ve been thinkin’” Nick said to the others one evening on their boulder by the
basketball courts, as the sun was setting and the sky faded from orange to purple, “that black
helicopter could be our ticket out of here. We get good enough at our skills we could take down
the pilot, fly that sucker out of here.”

Kalisha snorted, “anyone know how to fly that thing? You got a pilot’s license we don’t
know about Nicky boy?”

“Well, no but -”
“Then we’d be dead the second we took off, assuming we got it off the ground at all.”
“Ok so we hold the driver hostage, threaten to close his windpipe, the three of us,” he

pointed to the other TK’s, “if he doesn’t fly us out of here.” There was a new franticness in
Nick’s tone these days, Rodger assumed it had to do with Stackhouse giving him a hard time.

The group was quiet for a while, taking this new idea in.
“You forget that we have these trackers,” Kalisha said, rubbing the back of her shoulder

blade. “Someone is probably always monitoring where we are. We all head down to the beach on
that side of the island at once, it looks fishy. There’s never any reason to go down there.”

“I just wish I knew what this was all leading up to,” Lucas added in. “Have you guys
noticed that one of the older pods disappeared? The 14’s I believe. Haven’t seen them in the past
few days. Kids come, they get trained, they leave. But we haven’t seen them taken to the
helicopter. Only brought here from it.”

Now seemed like a good time for Rodger to tell them about his astral vision. He had told
his sister, but not the rest of them.

He explained how he had seen two kids, comatose or dead, lying still in some basement
operating room. How the two hooded figures stood over them, and the doctor preparing for
surgery.

There was a long silence after this, the group looking worried, mulling over this new
information.

“But it makes no sense.” Lucas continued, “if they wanted to kill us, why train us at all?
They could have killed us from the start. Clearly we have something they need.”

“They want us for something, to make us assassins or whatever, and then if we die on a
mission, they cut us open like lab monkeys,” Dodger said, rolling eyes, “great.”

“Maybe they are vampires, drinking our blood.” This was Minha. They all looked at her.
She so rarely spoke up that when she did, they all took notice.

Minha shrugged. “I read vampire fiction back home. It was like that, they gain the powers
of the victim whose blood they drink.”



Lucas, frowning and scratching his chin, said, “so…what you’re saying is they want our
psychic powers. They aren’t psychic themselves, so  they build up kids like us, special kids, and
then when we get really good, they kill us and steal our powers for themselves.”

There was a heavy silence, the weight of this thought sinking like a stone to the terrible
depths of the sea below.

“Fuck that shit,” Nick said, breaking the silence, and hopping down the rock. He picked
up the basketball and slammed it off the backboard, letting it rebound wildly. “My helicopter
idea is starting to sound better isn’t it?”

***

The day came, about a week later, where the pod learned what they were training for. It
was the queen bitch herself, Ms. Sigsby, who approached the pod of twelves in the cafeteria as
they were finishing lunch. Her graying hair was in a tight bun and lips were pursed as usual. She
had the look of someone who hadn’t smiled in years.

“All of you, follow me.” And without another word, she turned and headed for the door.
The group exchanged weary glances.
“I don’t suppose she’s prepared a scavenger hunt for us?” Dodger said.
“Camp fun n’ games.” Kalisha added, rolling her eyes, as they got up from the table and

followed the woman out into the main hall.
She led them to the elevator rather than the stairs. That was new. She used a keycard to

open the elevator doors, motioned everyone inside, and pressed a button. Rodger felt the elevator
descending down, his stomach tightening. He wished he hadn’t just eaten lunch.

Could’ve waited till we had a chance to digest, He said silently into Dodger’s head.
Don’t lose your lunch, bro, she replied. Over the last week and half the two of them had

mastered non-verbal communication.
The doors opened on the same floor Rodger had seen in his dream. They were

underground, no windows, only sickish yellow lighting. She led them to a different room with
much larger double doors.

Inside was a large open space, what looked at first like an ice skating rink, only the ice
had been replaced by dirt. The rink was circular, ringed by a wall of see-through plastic. In the
middle of the dirt arena was a ball and chain, like something out of Gladiator. The sight of it sent
Rodger a further wave of fear.

“Welcome to the Pit.” She lined them up in the viewing space along the outside of the
wall. They were joined by Tony, the mean techie who had slapped Rodger on their second day
and who had injected him with the chip implant.

“OK Tony, bring in the Crank.” Tony nodded curtly and disappeared. A minute later he
and another techie entered the Pit through a side opening, carrying a stretcher that looked to hold
a body. They laid the stretcher down by the ball and chain, dumped the body unceremoniously
beside it, and attached the chain around one of its ankles. Rodger couldn’t get a good view of the



body, but even from far away he saw that its skin was covered in purple bruises and infected
looking sores. Its clothes were filthy rags, and it was almost completely bald. The techies quickly
removed themselves and the now empty stretcher, closing the side-door behind them.

“Wake it up.” Was Sigbsy’s next command through her walkie.  From another trapdoor
somewhere, a sniper rifle appeared, and fired a silenced  round like a sharp puff of air. The dart
hit the subject and immediately woke it, with a start. It cried out a horrible animal wail that sent
Rodger’s blood cold. The twelves stood there frozen in awe, transfixed. The creature — for
Rodger had a hard time thinking of it as human — jumped to its feet, lurching wildly like a
drunk. It tried to run but got only as far as the chain around its ankle allowed, about 15 feet from
the ball wedged into the ground, before falling back with a grunt. It stood up again, trying to drag
its left leg along, and retreated a bit, and as the slack in the chain allowed, it started pacing back
and forth like a guard dog. Saliva flew from its mouth. It was missing both eyes, the sockets like
dark holes rimmed with dried blood.

“What is that thing!?” Dodger cried, unable to hold back any longer.
Sigsby replied,  ‘ what you’re looking at is the possible future of humanity. Cranks, we

call them.” She spoke calmly, as a scientist would speak about their latest research. “They suffer
from a disease we call ‘the Flare.’’  As she spoke an image popped into Rodger’s head of humans
being hooked up to machines, wires sticking out of every orifice, chips and nodes dotting the
body like tumorous growths. Kalisha and Luke turned and looked at him and at each other, they
had seen it too.

Sigsby continued, “Sensory organs eventually degrade, and many are blind or deaf, or
partially so, but due to er, certain properties of the disease, they actually develop an acute sense
for mental activity, the psychic field that we all emit through our thoughts and emotions. This is
why Screens important, when going up against them, as Stackhouse explained. They are like a
dog that smells your fear, in other words.”

Rodger wished now that he had taken those lessons more seriously.
“Now, I know you probably have many questions, but for now just know that you will

have to fight these beings, these Cranks, and soon, when we deploy you into the battlefield.
There is a time war that humanity is blissfully unaware of. This disease, this degradation,will
befall all of mankind if we do not stop it in its tracks. I told you all when you first arrived that
you are here to serve humanity. Well now is your chance. EVerything we’ve done has been for
the greater good, even if it has seemed cruel at times. Trust me on that one.” She paused, looking
between the 6 of them, making eye contact where possible.

“Why is this disease such a threat? I’ve never heard of the Flare. Is it contagious?” Luke
asked breathlessly. He was very pale, as Rodger imagined he must be as well.

“That’s all the briefing we will allow, and that you need, for the moment. Tony will
escort you into the pit. Let’s see what you’ve learned. Tony?”

“Follow me,”Tony said, motioning toward a side door into the pit. None of them moved.
“And if we don’t?” asked Nick, his arms folded around his chest.



“Yeah, uh, I prefer my afternoons to not include fighting creepy zombie thingies.”
Dodger added, the pitch of her voice rising.

“Then I bring out the shock bracelets you’ve all grown to love so much, and go you in
there anyway.” Tony said, sneering.

“Look,” Sigsby added, “this one is tied up, like a dog. We’re starting slow. In real time
situations they won’t be. So one step at a time.” She moved around them as she spoke, taking up
the rear and blocking their exit, Tony still holding the door open.

“Let’s just go you guys,”  Minha said quietly. They all looked at her. Her eyes were
narrowed and she was looking directly at the Crank, which was still grunting and pacing,
seemingly unaware of any of them. “We can take him.”

“But Minha,” said Kalisha. “Are you sure you want to do this?” She put a hand softly on
Minha’s shoulder. A tear rolled down her cheek.

Minha simply shrugged, grabbed Kalisha’s hand and squeezed. Then she stepped into the
ring.

“Ah shit you guys,” Nick said, his face sweaty, eyes, darting, feet pacing back and forth.
He followed her into the ring. The four remaining looked at each other, and some higher force,
some inexplicable bond formed right then. Acting on impulse, they held hands in a circle, heads
together like a huddle. Rodger closed his eyes and felt a power swelling up in him, that he knew
to be the combined energy of his friends and family, linked together by love formed over being
in an impossible situation over the past weeks, the pod being his only link to love and humanity
and decency among a nest of vipers and vampires; evil adults that looked at them like cattle to be
milked. And he knew, then, that he would step into that ring and fight that creature, not just for
himself but for the six of them.

“Well, we can’t let Nick and Minha have all the fun, now can we?” Kalisha said.
They broke the huddle and one by one entered the ring.
The six now stood in a semi-circle around the edge, giving the Crank in the middle plenty

of space. It had tired of tugging uselessly at the chains and was now bent in a squat, arms folded
around its knees, breathing and wheezing heavily. Rodger now felt sorry for it.

Dodger turned her head toward him sharply. You’re pitying it, I can feel you.
Rodger nodded.
Well don’t, it's either us or him.
Right then Rodger realized something about his sister that he hadn’t seen before, and it

disturbed him - a certain callousness - perhaps to balance out his over-sensitivity. They were
always like that, a perfect balance of opposites, complementing each other. He filed the thought
away, now he would have to rely on her callousness to get through this.

Minha, out of left field, had taken the lead. “We close his windpipe. Me, Nick and
Dodger. The rest of you guys set up a screen so that we can get close enough.”

“A Screen, right,” Kalisha said. “Easy enough to do while floating in the tank. Bit
distracting with this…thing…in front of us.”



“Minha’s right,” Nick added. “We gotta get closer. No way my TK can hit him from
here.”

“Do you think it can hear us?” Luke hissed. “Maybe we should speak quieter.”
It hadn’t made any sign of hearing them, or that it had noticed their presence at all.
“We step forward together, one step at a time, holding formation.” Minha said.
“OK, on the count of 3,” Kalisha said, “one…two…three.” They all took a step forward,

hands linked together to the person next to them. No movement from the Crank.
Kalisha muttered again, “one…two…three.” Another step, all in formation. They were

now about twenty to thirty feet away from the Crank. And this time, it stood up, sniffing the air
like a dog. A shiver went through the group. Something was happening between them, Rodger
felt like he was sharing a common emotion, a common pulse undulating between them,
transforming them into a singular entity.

Now he spoke up, “I hate to say this, but I think the TP’s have to get in front.”
“Rodger’s right,” Luke said. “TP’s in front, Screening as one, TK’s right behind, you can

stick your arms through our gaps, over our shoulders.”
“Yes! Perfect.” Minha said.
The Crank now knew something was up and was pacing back and forth, huffing and

puffing, letting out little shrieks. Rodger put every effort in forcing down the fear, and focusing
on the group energy, the power that was building inside that was greater than him.

They formed two rows. TP’s in front, hands linked. Fighting every instinct in him,
Rodger closed his eyes and pretended he was in the Dep. Floating in the warm salt tank, perfect
blackness, perfect silence. He slowed his breathing. He felt the others slowing theirs as well. In
about twenty or thirty seconds - although time was ceasing to to flow normally - his racing heart
slowed down as well.

When the rapid thumping in their chests became an even thump….thump… like distant
drums, a wall of light began to form around them, a wall of dancing purple and white streaks.
Rodger had to fight not to give in to amazement, which he knew would break the field.

Another step forward, they didn’t have to communicate it, they simply knew. Mind blank,
breathing deep and slow, focusing on the warmth of the grip in his hands, the biofeedback, the
group energy, the love for his friends, for his sister, his only real family.

Sparks flying around them, the wall of light extending higher into the sky.
As the screen grew, the Crank started to look confused, like it had lost its target. Its

pacing slowed, and it had gone back to leaning forward, arms hugging its chest like someone
about to vomit.

It’s working! Dodger’s voice in his head.
I…can’t…look. Rodger replied, keeping his eyes closed. Thoughts slowed. Be…my…eyes.
Two more steps and then we will attack.
Rodger stepped forward, knowing Kalisha and Luke would follow.
One more step.
Now!



The TK’s thrusted their arms through the gaps between the TP’s heads, wrists up, palms
out, focusing all their will, emotion and concentration on the Cranks neck, willing it to close.
The Crank let out a choked scream, extending its body like a board, flailing again at its neck.

Fear mixed with pity rippled through them, the screen faltered, Rodger opened his eyes to
see that the blind Crank had sensed their position, and was scrambling towards them. It got close
enough that Rodger could feel his hot breath and sweat, could smell his rank, like dried blood,
sweat and old urine,  but just as it was about to reach out to swipe at him, the TK’s sent another
shock wave of energy that knocked it back.

“Everyone back, we need to regroup!” someone was yelling. Rodger didn’t need to be
told twice.

They broke formation, everyone scrambled back to the edge of the wall.
“I hope you’re enjoying this!” Dodger yelled, red-faced, in the direction of where Sigsby

and Tony had sent them into Pit. They were nowhere to be seen, probably viewing from some
safe vantage point through a tinted window.

They huddled against the wall. Dodger spoke now to the group. “Ok, I know we don’t
want to kill this…thing…person, whatever it is. But the longer we hesitate, the longer it suffers,
and the more we are at risk. We need to put it out of its misery. The way you do with a sick, old
pet.”

“I had a cat back home, Jerry, that was old, no longer eating, almost blind. We had the vet
put it to sleep.” Luke said.

“See?”
The rest of them nodded grimly.
“We almost had it,” Nick added, a glint of fire in his eyes. “Hold the wall a little longer

and he’s ours.”
They got into formation.
The next few minutes were a deeply unpleasant experience for Rodger and his pod. But

he held it together this time, holding the Screen, becoming one with the wall of pulsating purple
and white light slowing his body processes down to a zero point, becoming like the statue that
stood in the quad, the winged angel with its arms up to the sky, that he walked past everyday, and
he realized suddenly why it was there, and the feelings it was to evoke in them.

This time the wall didn’t falter, the Crank didn’t see them coming, and when they were
about twenty feet away, the TK’s unleashed their pulses of fury. The Crank struggled against an
invisible enemy, making confused swipes at his neck, and then finally collapsed, eyes wide,
bugging out, tongue lolling out, its choked attempts at breathing ceasing until all was still.

***

Two weeks until the Jump.



Their success against the Crank only earned them more attention from the trainers on
staff. The following day an evening training was added to their schedule - close quarters combat
(CQC) and basic weapons training, taught by a burly barrel chested military man named
Mitchell.

“In the field, you won’t always have time to harness your psychic abilities.” He said on
their first night. “If an enemy gets close, you will need to defend yourself the old fashioned
way.”

They would partner off and practice chokeholds, how to throw a proper punch, kick, how
to block and defend. They were taught what to do against an enemy with a knife. And on the
third evening they were taken to an indoor shooting range. The guns had a customized locking
mechanism that Mitchell only disengaged when he was safely out of the room and behind a
bullet-proof one-way mirror.

Rodger went to bed terribly sore all over but feeling more powerful and confident than
ever before. They were all terribly frightened about what exactly they were training for, but after
a while stopped speculating, as this led nowhere, the staff refusing to answer any questions, and
so they gritted their teeth and simply focused on training, channeling their hatred for the adults
into their skills.

Screening lessons for the TP’s were replaced by Pushing lessons. It was possible to
“Push” a thought into someone’s head as if it was their own, and if you got real good you could
convince the target to do something they wouldn’t normally do. Stackhouse revealed how it was
like sending a message telepathically but in a way that mimicked the target’s voice, matching
their frequency.

Stackhouse gave them an assignment, “now obviously it works best when the target is
unprepared, unsuspecting. So over the course of the next few days I want you to practice on each
other as you go about your day, and we will report back to class any successful or failed attempts
to Push each other.

Rodger, who had always had a natural gift for mimicking voices, discovered a talent here.
He convinced Kalisha that she had an itch on her arm, which she absent-mindedly scratched.
And he pushed a thought into Luke’s head to pick up the fork rather than the spoon at dinner the
next night. When Luke proceeded to try and fork up some of his minestrone soup, he sheepishly
glanced around at the others, to find that Rodger was staring at him with a knowing grin.

“Oh, you son-of-a…” Luke said, but then grinned back. “I would say get the heck out of
my head, but I suppose I still need to get inside yours.”

“What just happened?” Dodger asked, looking between them, confused.
“Maybe it's best you didn’t know,” Kalisha said, knowingly, patting her hand like a

mother. “Just the latest mind trick. It’s all fun n’ games now but Pushing seems like it could lead
to some scary places.” Rodger and Luke’s grins disappeared, and a somber mood came over the
table. Rodger had an image of a strong Pusher forcing him to put a gun to his own head.
Suddenly he lost his appetite.



“Probably why they introduced Pushing and combat training last;” Luke mused in a low
voice,  “don’t want us getting too good and Pushing one of the adults into doing something to
themselves.’

“Not a bad idea,,” Nick sulked.

***
Night before the Jump

Sigsby spoke to the pod of twelves in the briefing room, with Stackhouse standing behind
her, arms folded across his chest and an unreadable expression on his face.

“You may think, or it may seem that we’re merely testing your ability to survive and to
harness your rare gifts.  But I assure you -there is a bigger picture here, something that you must
now know in full.”

She paused, as if waiting for one of the children to speak. When none did, she continued.
“The public is not aware that its government is in the hands of powerful technology.

Technology that can catch a glimpse of the future. Well, a future that will come to pass, if we do
not change it.

In this future that we have seen, solar flares have ravaged the planet, which, due to global
warming and the hole in the ozone, had no way of protecting itself. As well, a new disease will
be inflicted upon the people, a disease called the Flare, which you got to see up close and
personal.  The Flare slowly strips one of their humanity, until they are nothing but a  bloodthirsty
zombie, less than an animal.

In short, the future of humanity is not pretty, we call this future “Scorched Earth,” or the
Scorch, for short. But enough history lessons. What is important is where you come in. See, even
more miraculous than seeing into the future, is the ability to actually go there. Not in body, mind
you, but via astral travel. You see, this future is not physical, as yet, but it exists in 4D space,
what we call the Astral realm. Every so often, a portal will open up between 3D and 4D, and
allow us to send agents there. Your bodies will stay, but your mind and astral body will go to this
probable future. The physics is all quite complicated, I’m afraid. All you need to know is that
you are humanity’s only hope. You and other gifted children like you. Adults cannot make this
jump, our brains are not plastic enough, we get fried in transit. It must be children, and it must be
psychic children, because only they have the capacity to handle something called a Doctrine.

You see, when humanity in the future realized that they weren’t gonna make it, their
elected leaders got together and preserved the very best of their culture, their records, their
achievements, their most important memories, all distilled down into several data discs called
Doctrines. The Doctrines, we suspect, were then stored in the very minds of a chosen group of
individuals, leaders, who then put themselves into a cryosleep, in order to preserve the Doctrines
from decay. They are the last shred of hope to save humanity, to rebuild anew, from the seeds
housed in those Doctrines, that lie dormant in the data within.



It’s simple really. Go there, go to them, across the Scorch, find the Doctrine, and bring
back what you can here, to our timeline, and we can find out what went wrong, and save us from
ever going down that road. It would be like the Flare and the Scorching never happened. You
must do this.”

She paused again, taking a deep breath, having said the whole speech very quickly, like it
was rehearsed. She looked now between the six children, eyes lingering on each one, waiting for
someone to speak, but hoping that they did not.

Rodger felt like his mouth had gone completely dry, his tongue an old dried up root.
Them, the last hope for humanity? Just a couple months ago his biggest problem was being too
shy to talk to girls, and struggling in math class.

“We wish we had more time to train you, but like I said the portal system opens and
closes at specific windows of time, and the next opening is tomorrow morning. We need you
guys to make that window, we cannot afford to wait for the next, we are running out of time.”

Kalisha was the first to finally speak up. “What about the others? The kids before us?
They got sent there too? Where are they? What happened to them?

Sigsby frowned. “Unfortunately, when an astral body is killed in 4D, it's not like a dream,
you don't just wake up here. Your body here goes into a coma-state. More or less brain dead, just
enough to keep the vitals running, but no one home. We pull the plug. Most children…didn’t
make it. Some are still there, based on their brain activity. You may run into them. We hope you
do. The more the merrier. And that’s why you must work together, and we’ve been pleased with
the promise you six have shown in that regard.” She gave a thin smile at these words, but Rodger
was still back on the part of most not returning and going into a coma. He noticed how she
quickly glossed over that part.

Luke seemed to be on similar lines - “A, a coma? So you’re sending us on a suicide
mission.”

“Ah hell no!” Nick injected.
“Easy.” Stackhouse said, eyeing Nick coldly.
Rodger and Dodger exchanged glances, eyebrows raised.. He heard her voice in his head:

these adults are absolutely insane.
What do we do? He sent back.
We fight back. We plan something tonight. No way I’m going through some portal. I don’t

believe this story for a second about saving humanity. Most likely they want to kill us and harvest
our organs.

Sigsby continued as if all was normal, as if she were telling them the itinerary for a trip to
Paris. “Your jump will take place tomorrow morning at precisely 8:30. After breakfast you will
be escorted to the Jumproom. No use in hiding or running, we have trackers on you, you will
remember, and this is, after all, a very small island. You would be wise to cooperate to the fullest.
Again, your mission is simple, if not easy. Head north across the Scorch. Find the remnants of
the last Great City, then head east. There is a special building on the far side of the city where we
know the Doctrines have housed themselves. Find them, obtain the Doctrines, as many as you



can hold. The Doctrine is your ticket back into your body. Return with what we want, and you
can have your lives back, we promise you that. You can go home to your families and friends and
this will all have seemed like a long, strange and admittedly disturbing  dream.”

She stood up, came around the desk and handed each of them a folder.
“This folder has pictures of the Great City. Study them tonight. See you in the morning.”

And with that, she marched out of the room.
The children remained where they were, still too stunned to move. Stackhouse broke the

spell, his beefy arms across his chest.
“Out.” He barked, pointing a thumb at the door. “Straight to your dorm.”

***

There was no planning anything. Not long after the six of them had returned to their
rooms, someone released a knock-out gas onto the entire floor. The twins were lounging in their
beds when the gas crept in through the crack under the door. Covering their faces with their shirts
they stood by the window, trying to breathe fresh air, but it was only a matter of time before all
went dark.

Gas-masked agents came for the pod of twelves and transferred them to the Jumproom,
on the top floor, the walls painted black, and the room filled with high-tech looking reclining
chairs hooked up to electrodes which fed into a enormous device that resembled an MRI
machine, with a cylindrical hole in the middle. There were 6 cylinders angled out from the
center, and light shot out from each one to the chair opposite it. The chairs were spaced equally
out around the room along the wall. Various technicians milled about, adjusting monitors and
typing coordinates into computers.

Sigsby opened the door and led the team of masked men in, each carrying one of the
children.

She barked orders, announcing which child was to be placed in which chair, making sure
to put Rodger and Dodger in adjacent chairs. Dr. Hendricks gave each child an injection of
glowing orange liquid, designed to stabilize the body while the soul made the jump.

The central machine was turned on, and a loud hum overtook the room, making the adults
have to yell to be heard. The light emitting from the six radiating cylinders shone even brighter
and took on a bluish glow.

“Standby for my call!” Sigsby yelled to the room. She walked out and entered a small
side room, a viewing booth with a wall of thick plexiglass that opened into the jumproom. Here
it was quiet.

She made the call on her tablet that always made her nervous, no matter how many times
she had to do it.

A pale face with sunken eyes with slits for pupils like a reptile appeared on the tablet.
“Yes,” its voice hissed.



Sigsby spoke to her superior, “Greetings sir. We are ready with the next batch of
Jumpers.”

“Show me.”
She held the tablet out to the plexiglass wall to show her caller the scene below.
“Very good. Six in total I see. Their ages?”
“All twelve. All TP or TK or a combination of both.  There are a set of twins that we are

especially hopeful of. From one of Oaktree bloodlines.”
The pale face licked its lips at the word ‘bloodline,’ and sneered slightly.
“Hopeful? Hope is something we have yet to afford ourselves, after your failures, again

and again. You have yet to breach the Impossible City, let alone start incarnating our Doctrines
onto Earth.  You speak of hope, while Mars continues to burn, our people continue to rot. I will
speak of hope when I have reason to believe it. Send them over immediately.”

Her screen turned black as her caller cut the connection. She released the breath she
didn’t realize she was holding. For a moment, in the privacy of the viewing booth she allowed
herself to hang her head in shame, remembering acutely how she was just as much a prisoner in
this as her subjects before her. But she didn’t entertain these feelings long, and bottled them up
quickly, an attribute that had served her well in this business. Making sure her bun was tight and
straightening the non-existent creases in her blouse, she then spoke into her walkie: “We have the
green-light. They are expecting them”

“Copy that,” came a reply.
The loud hum reached a fever pitch, the blue lights shone even brighter, until there was a

sharp flash, and six souls left their sleeping forms and were drawn to the lower astral realm.

**End of Chapter 2**


