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	To Fox & Dana,

	Thank you for making us want to believe. 
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1. Psychological Warfare

	 

	Mina

	 

	 

	Marian Kelly died in a one-car accident near her home in Turtle Lake, Montana, on August twentieth, at the age of forty-two.

	Marian is predeceased by her parents, Rand and Millicent “Millie” Kelly, and her brother, Christopher. 

	Marian was born in Prospero, California, and studied Psychology at the University of California, San Francisco. She held black belts in multiple martial arts and was an accomplished member of the Turtle Lake Hunting Club.

	 

	I skipped the details of Marian’s perfunctory funeral service, put the newspaper clipping back in the plain, unstamped envelope it had arrived in, and filed it out of sight; not that this did anything to clear the smudged print from my vision. Alone, it was unsettling. In a stack of six other recent obituaries of other Splinter hunters, in six other anonymous envelopes with my name stamped on the front, it sent a very clear message.

	I’m no stranger to death threats. At the time of Marian’s death, it had been less than a month since the Splinter posing as my father told me to my face that if Ben or I fought back again, if we even tried to run, the humans would be wiped out of my infested little town of Prospero completely. 

	I’d fact-checked each obituary as it came in.

	Every one of the hunters had died under circumstances that looked very much like suicide. Most of the obituaries didn’t say so, exactly, but after the few that did, omissions of the cause of death and euphemisms like “one-car accident” and “chemical overdose” were easy enough to decipher. Sometimes, when the deaths had been a little more bizarre or had occurred on slow news days, there were more details to be found when I looked up the rest of the news sources in the area.

	These weren’t suicidal people. They weren’t quitters. Wondering how someone could possibly have made it appear as if Drake Tymon had slit his wrists and throat alone in an industrial freezer that was later found barricaded from the inside was filling my head quite effectively with distractingly disturbing scenarios.

	But the thing bothering me most about the obituaries was the fact that all seven of their subjects were currently loitering around my bedroom.

	Sometimes, if I stared directly at them for long enough, they seemed to remember that they were supposed to be dead and vanish accordingly, albeit temporarily. Otherwise I could see them, silently and blankly watching me work, as clearly as I could see my bookshelves, my bed, and the stark beige walls and end tables that, until recently, had held my very large and very useless anti-Splinter amulet collection.

	Nightmares are no more new to me than death threats. That’s not what these were. A hunter would die and join the rest of the hallucinations in my room the day after the obituary arrived, and then another one would die and join him without fail. If things carried on this way, my room was going to become unmanageably crowded quite soon.

	It wasn’t even as if I were going to miss the hunters. A few of them, like Drake, I’d known pretty well years ago, but I’d stopped assuming they were still alive—never mind still human—long before they’d turned up dead. Others, like Marian, I only knew by reputation in the first place.

	Not knowing them well only made it stranger that they were here, after everything I’d lived through and lost without having suffered from any sensory distortions before.

	Ready? The text scrolled across my phone’s screen after Ben’s name.

	Almost, I texted back.

	I wasn’t looking forward to conducting the upcoming meeting for my entire Network, a roomful of people who had nothing in common other than their knowledge of Splinters and their confidence in my judgment and clarity of perception. Ben had insisted, though. A lot had changed, and people needed to be brought up to speed.

	Billy was gone, lost to the Splinters, if we had ever even had him. Whatever had been passing for my absentminded ally had been manipulating us to breach the peace, such as it was, for no one knew how long. 

	Ben hadn’t even met some of the others yet. Our discovery of portals to other parts of the world in the Splinter Warehouse had put an end to the Effectively Certain Non-Splinters list, or had reduced it to a uselessly small number of people. The only people in town I could really be effectively certain of anymore were myself and Haley, since we’d both recently been ripped directly out of replication pods. That wasn’t enough to work with, so I’d had to downgrade my entire Network to Extremely Probable Non-Splinters and start training myself to live with that, because the alternative was not getting anything done at all. 

	Ben was stubbornly under the impression that Haley’s presence on the list alone qualified her as a Network member. I disagreed. 

	Most important, we now knew more terms of the Splinter-Human treaty and exactly how precarious our position was. Two human-on-humanoid Splinter kills by the same human would mean all-out war, and Ben and I each had one strike already. And no matter how careful we were, Billy and any like-minded Splinters would find a way to incite that war sooner or later. We were counting on an unforeseen miracle to make the human side a significant power before then.

	As someone who doesn’t believe in miracles, this wasn’t news I would enjoy delivering, even on my best day.

	I finished up some new touches on the map over my desk—the new world map I’d posted under the map of Prospero to track probable Splinter activity at the other portals—and blinked hard, hoping the illusion of the hunters would fade out at the usual time. Their faces were already getting blurry around the edges, right on schedule.

	That was something, at least. I was going to be able to function for another day. If my Network, the few humans invested in finding or building that miracle, found out what was happening to me, it would probably be the end of what hope we had. They would give up on the one thing they all agreed on, my reliability, and maybe they’d be right to do it. I’d probably do the same in their position.

	But even if I couldn’t see a difference between the walls and furniture that constituted my room and the dead people that my brain had decided to superimpose in front of them, at least I still knew the difference. I still knew what was rational and what wasn’t. Before the first hunter had appeared, the evidence of my senses had been the basis for almost everything I thought and did. It was going to be difficult to get used their new fallibility, just like the fallibility of the ECNS list. But as long as the inner workings of my mind were in working order, it was worth at least trying to do my job.

	Or that’s what I told myself, for the thirty-seventh time, when I recognized Ben’s knock on the front door above. 

	
2. What I Did On My Summer Vacation

	 

	Ben

	 

	 

	My life flashed before my eyes.

	More than anything, I regretted how little there was to flash. 

	“Brakes, brakes, BRAKES!”

	In Mina’s defense, she did hit the brakes before she could knock over the stop sign, but not before she drove the front right wheel of my mom’s SUV up onto the curb. The car jolted to a stop, and, not for the first time since Mina had asked me to show her how to drive, I was glad I was wearing a seatbelt.

	After a second’s consideration, she said, “Sorry.”

	“Don’t worry about it. You’re still learning,” I said.

	“Not very quickly,” she grumbled.

	She was having another one of her bad days. She was having them more frequently, days where I could tell she hadn’t slept and she was more on edge than usual. It had to be what happened to her in the Warehouse, some kind of post-traumatic stress. I still remembered yanking her from that pod, watching the tendrils that had burrowed beneath her skin, into her mind, trying to make Mina one of them, dissolving away in trails of green slime.

	Splinters. The word brought up feelings of disgust and hatred. They made her this way. They broke her. I couldn’t fix her, not yet. That was bound to take a lot longer than the nearly-healed gash in her side and the burns on my legs. But at least I could try to make her feel better.

	“Yeah, well nobody’s perfect. My mom’s been driving for more than twenty years and I’m still amazed they haven’t taken her license away,” I said. “You should’ve seen us driving up here. She tried to steer the U-Haul into a drive-through and ran down a guy dressed like a chili dog. Squashed him like a bug.”

	Mina goggled at me for a moment, then said, “You made that up.”

	“Replace ‘ran down a guy’ with ‘barely clipped a guy with her side view mirror,’ ‘squashed him like a bug’ with ‘ran over part of the sign he was carrying’ and ‘chili dog’ with ‘chili cheese dog’ and you’ve got it,” I said.

	Much as she tried not to let it, I caught a hint of a smile sneak through.

	“Maybe if we want to make it to Kevin’s on time and alive and without having to explain to your mother how you allowed an unlicensed driver to damage her SUV, you should drive,” she said.

	“Fair enough,” I said. We got out and switched positions. Though the SUV made a terrible clunk when I reversed it off the curb, it still drove fine. So neither my mom nor Mina would kill me. Not today.

	Not bad.

	That just left the rest of Prospero, California, to look out for. 

	Back when Mom and I were just visiting, that was a stress I thought I could live with. Now that we were effectively imprisoned here for the rest of our lives, surrounded by Splinters, I hoped I could handle it. I was pretty sure I could handle it. Whether or not I actually could was something I’d yet to figure out. 

	The Splinters’ plan for us was working, so far. Shortly after our break-in at the Warehouse, they’d made a job offer to my mother. Nothing too flashy, a clerical position at town hall, but she jumped at the opportunity as a way of getting out of her rut in San Diego. They even lined up a nice, affordable little house for us that coincidentally happened to be right across the street from the Todd family.

	I’m sure this was Mina’s father’s way of keeping an eye on me.

	We made it to Kevin’s place a few minutes after I took over. Compulsively, I looked to the backseat. The bags of binders I’d so meticulously put together were still there. In them was everything we knew about Splinters; all of Mina’s notes and lists, the brief history of them we’d been able to put together, and a world map of other possible Splinter cities we had seen linked to the Warehouse. Spread out among the group, everyone would know everything.

	Mina caught my hesitance. “There’s no reason to be nervous. Everyone here already knows of the existence of Splinters. You don’t have to win them over.”

	“I’m not worried about winning them over. I’m worried about winning you over,” I said as I began to get out of the car.

	“You know I know about Splinters,” she said, getting out and helping me gather up bags.

	“You know that isn’t what I meant,” I said.

	She said nothing. I took that as a yes.

	The meeting was all my idea. Mina’s Network was a loose collection of individuals who knew about Splinters and helped her undermine their efforts. Until this point, Mina had kept all of the members on a need-to-know basis, distributing only scant bits of information as she saw fit. When it became clear we were facing the possibility of an all-out war with the Splinters, I argued that it would be a good idea to get everyone as prepared as possible to put up a unified front. 

	Eventually, I was able to talk her into at least this one get-together so I could meet everyone.

	Kevin made it clear that he was providing his parents’ backyard for the meeting strictly as a friend and not as a Network member. His claim of neutrality didn’t set the best tone for our purposes, but it was the safest place we had.

	We had just started up the walkway to his house when we heard it. A god-awful squeal of metal and gears mixed with what sounded like a machine-gun coughing. An ancient sedan that looked to be held together by rust and duct-tape rounded the corner, followed by a cloud of blue, black, and white that occasionally belched out of the tailpipe. Whoever was driving was doing a rather remarkable job, considering that the driver’s compartment was murky with white smoke.

	“Ah. They’re here,” Mina said. The car lurched to a stop within inches of my mom’s SUV. Then it jolted forward, tapping the bumper hard enough to rock the vehicle back and forth. I winced as I jogged back to the cars.

	A tall boy with shoulder-length black hair and an old army jacket stepped out of the driver’s seat, looking first at the van, then at Mina. His red-rimmed eyes and easy smile reminded me uncomfortably of Billy.

	“Hey, Mina, hey…” he said, snapping his fingers.

	“Ben,” I said.

	“Yeah, Ben, cool. This your car?” the boy asked.

	“No, my mom’s,” I said.

	“Well, shit,” he said. He looked at my mom’s SUV appraisingly. “I think you’re fine, really. Barely kissed ya. I know a guy who could buff it out if there’s any real—”

	“I’ll be fine,” I muttered. “I don’t really think—”

	“Wait, you’re the Eagle Scout, right?” he asked, that easy smile disappearing astonishingly fast.

	“I never made it that far,” I corrected. This didn’t improve his mood. He looked to Mina.

	“How can you trust this guy? You do know that the Scouts in all their forms are the earliest levels of indoctrination into the New World Order’s personal strike force? This guy could be—”

	The passenger door opened, nearly falling off and letting out a wall of white smoke. A cheerfully placating voice called from within, “Oh come on, Greg, that’s no way to make friends now, is it?”

	Out of the passenger side came what was easily the most patriotic Goth girl I had ever seen, wearing a black tank-top cut high enough to show her stars-and-stripes belly-button stud and a tight black micro-skirt that would have left little to the imagination if she were still sitting. Her skin was even paler than Mina’s, probably helped along by a fair amount of white makeup, and her dyed black hair was streaked with bright red and blue to match her lipstick. She smiled a broad, toothy smile when she saw Mina and me.

	“Don’tcha worry ’bout Greg there, Ben,” she said, striding over to me and hopping slightly to put a friendly peck on my cheek. “He gets grumpy and super paranoid when he’s high, but he’s a big teddy bear, I swear!”

	“I prefer the term ‘aware,’ Jules,” Greg clarified as he reached through where there should have been a rear passenger window and pulled out a grocery bag of snacks.

	Greg Nguyen and Julie Kaplan.

	Mina had warned me they were a bit eccentric.

	She almost smiled as she approached them, refraining from rolling her eyes as she too received a red and blue kiss on the cheek.

	“Are Billy and Aldo already here?” Julie asked, pulling a stylized, almost antique umbrella from the passenger seat and opening it to shade herself from the sun.

	I looked at Mina. “You didn’t tell them?”

	“Tell us what?” Greg asked.

	“I thought that was what this meeting was for,” Mina said.

	“But this was something pretty important; you could’ve gotten it out of the way first,” I said, irritated.

	“Tell us what? Are Billy and Aldo okay?” Julie asked.

	I looked to Mina, she looked to me. Neither of us wanted to say it right away.

	“Aldo’s fine,” Mina said.

	“Billy’s more complicated,” I clarified. They both looked confused. “We’ll explain it when we get inside.”

	“I can’t believe we’re doing this here. This is enemy territory,” Greg said as they followed us up the walkway to Kevin’s house.

	Mina tried to change the topic. “So did you have a good Fourth of July, Julie?”

	“Why is this enemy territory?” I asked.

	“Yeah!” Julie said brightly, twirling a red section of her hair. “But I’m really looking forward to Halloween. More my colors.”

	“Kevin’s a part of the Prospero machine, his dad’s got his fingers everywhere,” Greg said.

	“Black is a much better color,” Mina said a bit louder.

	“Kevin saved our lives,” I said.

	“It is, but we really gotta do some proper shopping for you one of these days,” Julie said.

	“And that absolves him how?” Greg asked when we reached the front door.

	I wouldn’t go so far as to call Kevin Brundle one of my favorite people, but he was a good guy, and Mina believed in him. Hearing Greg trash him put me on the defensive.

	Thankfully, seeing this argument about to explode, Julie pressed the doorbell.

	“Please be presentable, love?” she pleaded.

	“I am presentable,” Greg sulked.

	“Not now you’re not,” she said.

	He forced an almost cartoonishly wide smile. She nodded her approval.

	I looked to Mina. She simply confirmed, “This is normal.”

	Haley opened the front door seconds later. Seeing her, healthy, mostly happy, and mostly smiling made any bad feelings I had go away. She had had some unsteady days after we brought her out of the Warehouse, rehabilitating her and telling her everything that had happened. She had an even harder time pretending that she remembered everything since her “return,” but she was a good actress. 

	At least we were still friends.

	“Hey guys,” she said, giving Mina and me warm hugs. Mina resisted only slightly. Looking to the others, Haley kept smiling. “Is this everybody?”

	“Yes,” Mina said.

	“Cool,” Haley said. “Aldo’s upstairs taking out all the bugs and cameras you guys planted.”

	“You bugged the Brundle house?” Greg asked with a raised eyebrow. “Nice.”

	Haley looked at our bags of food. “Please tell me somebody brought meat. Kevin’s got the grill going and has about six different kinds of tofu browning as we speak.”

	“We’ve got you covered,” I said, pointing to the bags Mina carried, showing off some packages of frozen burger patties.

	“Thank God,” she said. “Get those to Kevin before he decides to put up a fight?”

	“Sure,” Mina said, leading Greg and Julie to the backyard. I was about to follow when Haley gently grabbed me by the wrist.

	“Can I talk to you for a sec?” she asked.

	“Sure,” I said.

	She looked back and forth nervously, clearly wanting to talk but unable to put words to her thoughts. I asked, “Have you been doing all right?”

	She tried to laugh it off. “Yeah, sure. Between my mom wondering if I’m bipolar and the others from the theater being pissed at me for dropping out of Alexei Smith’s terrible play at the last second and not dropping out of the troupe completely so I can spy on him, I’m just dandy.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “You don’t have to do that.”

	“I know I don’t have to, but I want to. Mina says he’s one of the key Splinters in town, and I want to make him pay for what happened to me. It’s just so hard when I have to make up for the months where my body wasn’t mine. I have to constantly fight to remember what memories are mine and what were hers. I have to remember how to walk again. I’m just so angry all the time.” she said.

	“It’s all right to be angry,” I said.

	“But I never used to be! I was happy. I liked being happy, and now I barely remember what that’s like anymore. I don’t know if I’d even be able to do this if it weren’t for you and Mina,” she said.

	I made to put my arm around her shoulders.

	She dodged away, then looked up at me, ashamed.

	“Oh God, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” she said. “It’s not you, I swear.”

	“It’s okay,” I said, trying not to sound too hurt.

	“No, it’s not, I don’t have any problem touching you… I mean, I don’t have any problem with you touching me…” she paused, laughing angrily as she stomped on the floor. “This isn’t coming out right. It’s just, you used to do that to her, and when you do that, I remember how she used to feel when you did that. It made her more excited than anyone should be.”

	“Okay, note to self: do not put arm around Haley’s shoulders,” I joked.

	She smiled back at me. “Thanks. I mean it’s really sweet. Just give me some time to not be weird about it?”

	“Of course,” I said. “So is there some approved physical act of comfort I can do as a friend?”

	“Hugs are okay,” she said. In response to this, I wrapped her in a bear hug, lifting her off her feet and spinning her around. She laughed. I laughed. It felt good.

	“Better?” I asked.

	“A little, thanks,” she said as she looked into my eyes fondly.

	That moment right there, alone in the foyer of Kevin’s house, felt pretty close to perfect.

	It might have even ranked perfect had Aldo Kessler not chosen the next moment to walk down the stairs beside us, shielding his eyes exaggeratedly with one hand.

	“I saw nothing, continue doing whatever it is you were doing,” Aldo said as he walked to the backyard, smiling a bit smugly.

	Haley and I shared a nervous laugh. I said, “This is going to be interesting.”

	 

	***

	 

	Though it came with a brief lecture on the horrible conditions of factory farms and the health benefits of vegetarianism, Kevin gamely cooked the hot dogs and hamburgers we’d brought. It would have been a pretty nice barbeque had we not spent most of the time recounting the story of what had really happened over the summer. It was a long, tiring process, made more difficult by Mina’s uncharacteristic reluctance to help tell the story.

	I understood she wasn’t wild about full disclosure, but usually, once a decision was made, she was only too ready to take the lead whether she liked it or not.

	Not today.

	She would pipe in whenever I got something wrong, or if there was some important detail she thought I’d missed, or if I prompted her, but for the most part the story was mine to tell.

	“Poor Billy,” Julie said after I’d finished. “He was one of the good ones.”

	“One of the good Splinters,” Aldo clarified. “He was trying to set us up all along.”

	“Maybe, but he was still our friend, I think,” Julie said.

	“If you’re really going to split hairs, he was actually just trying to set up Ben and Mina. The rest of us were pretty clear,” Greg replied.

	“If his plan had succeeded, Prospero would be Splinter City right now,” I said. “He was setting us all up.”

	“According to her Splinter dad,” Greg said, pointing at Mina. “Maybe Billy really was helping you all along. Maybe he really helped you defeat some Splinter plot we can’t see yet.”

	“He was setting us up,” Haley said. “She knew it. She was being led along, thinking that capturing Ben and Mina meant she was going to help lead in a new era of Splinter dominance over mankind.”

	“Like they don’t have that already?” Greg said, flipping to the page of his binder with the world map of Splinter locations. “Thebes. Rome. Baghdad. Jerusalem. This is some serious Chariots of the Gods shit, man. Like the Eagle Scout said, they’ve been here from the start, molding us into their own little puppets, just waiting for their moment to take over.”

	“Doubtful, love,” Julie said as she flipped to the same page in her binder. “Look at this distribution. If they wanted to take us over by now, they coulda done that already, easy. The fact that we’re not all slaves or Splinters ourselves means they’re either incapable of taking us over, or they just don’t want to, and goin’ by what Haley and Mina’ve said about bein’ taken by their pods, I don’t think it’s ’cause they’re incapable. They’re probably just, like, tourists.”

	“Body-snatching tourists,” Greg clarified.

	They were odd, but they were observant. I was beginning to see why Mina kept Greg and Julie close.

	“Really, though, can we trust this information? Can we trust you?” Greg asked, flipping through the pages.

	“Hey,” I protested.

	“Don’t feel special, Eagle Scout. I don’t trust any free information; it doesn’t stay free for long, and it’s rarely true,” Greg said. “I mean, look at it from our point of view. You guys were here over the summer, we weren’t. You could’ve all been taken over and are just setting us up to be drawn in next to your web of drones.”

	“Then why aren’t we all jumping you now?” Haley asked, irritated.

	Greg shook his head. “Don’t ask me to explain how a Splinter’s mind works. You should be able to do that better than anyone.”

	Haley got out of her chair, her fists balled. If Aldo hadn’t spoken up, I’m sure things would have gotten ugly fast.

	“Throwing around accusations like this isn’t going to get us anywhere. Now I’m as much a fan of feeding Greg’s paranoia as anyone, but he does have a point. Where do we go with it from here?” Aldo asked.

	“High school,” Mina said simply.

	I looked to her, grateful. This was her show; she had to lead it. She still looked tired, unsteady, but she began to speak firmly. She was in her element.

	“Unquestionably, Prospero High School is the most dangerous place in this entire town. Splinters want to lead long, full lives and, as such, take the youngest forms possible. We will be surrounded every moment of every day by potential enemies. But we do have an advantage now that we have never had before. We know there is dissension within the Splinters’ ranks. It is possible we will be able to turn this conflict to our favor.”

	“Any ideas on how to do that yet?” Greg asked.

	“Not yet. As soon as I’ve come up with any ideas, I will keep you… informed,” Mina said, vaguely. This caught me off guard. We’d discussed a few plans so far on how to pin down the movements and members of the Splinter Council itself so we could get a closer look at their relationship with the dissidents. I didn’t know why she was holding back.

	“Can I say something?” Kevin asked. Normally one with an opinion on everything, I was surprised he’d been quiet throughout the entire meeting thus far.

	“Please,” I said.

	He stood up and smiled, nervously clapping his hands together once.

	“I’ve no love for the Splinters. In fact, it seems they’ve done everything possible over the years to destroy my family. They took my brother. They’ve twice had people think I was a murderer,” he said, looking at Haley. “They’ve done terrible things to this town, to all of us in one way or another. We’ve got every reason to be angry with them. But let me ask you, is it really necessary that we fight them?”

	He raised his hands almost immediately to try and quiet the six voices of argument, my own included, that came up in the wake of his question.

	“Please, please, hear me out,” he said.

	“So says the son of a collaborator,” Greg said. For the first time, Julie did not look like she wanted Greg to shut up.

	“My father and I have many disagreements. The Splinter issue is key among them,” Kevin explained. “What I want you to consider is the scale of this problem. This isn’t a Prospero issue. This isn’t even just an American issue. This is something that encompasses the entire planet. This is not a fight that can be won by a half dozen kids with a few cameras and improvised flamethrowers. This cannot be won through violence. The only way this fight can truly be won is through raising awareness of the problem. Let people know what is going on, people on the outside. Fighting it here, like you’re suggesting, is only going to end in sadness and death.”

	He looked at us, so earnest, so kind. “You’re good people. You’ve got good lives ahead of you. Don’t end them here, not like this.”

	Haley stood to speak against him. “We can’t do that. If this were about saving the rainforest, or cleaning the air, I’d agree with you. But this is different. They’re stealing our lives. They took me out of my bed, in the middle of the night. I was hooked into one of their pods for three months. They violated me on every level, and you want me to back down? No way. That is not going to happen. If you want to be a coward, be my guest. But I am going to fight this, on my own if I have to.”

	“You won’t have to,” I said, hoping for Mina to back me up. She didn’t, instead looking at Haley as if she were concerned for her.

	Kevin looked utterly defeated.

	 

	***

	 

	The meeting broke up pretty fast after that.

	I honestly didn’t know if we had accomplished anything.

	Aldo and Haley were with us. Kevin was not, though he still wanted to be our friend. Greg and Julie were believers, but I could also see why Mina called them Network “casuals.”

	So, basically, we were right where we started.

	Mina and I were the last to leave. We helped clean up, gathering up the two binders that had been left behind, by whom I couldn’t tell.

	Kevin walked us to my mom’s SUV, looking sad, but still holding onto that faint optimistic smile of his. 

	As Mina loaded things into the back of the SUV, he pulled me off to the side and said, “Be careful, brother. Keep an eye out for them, and keep a level head; you might be the only one who can keep them safe.”

	“You could, too,” I said. “If you were with us.”

	He shook his head. “I’m sorry, brother, I’m just not up to it.”

	I wouldn’t call him a coward, it wasn’t the right word. I did, however, feel sorry for him.

	I got in the car with Mina and began to drive us home. I didn’t even know where to begin.

	“Did it go as well as you had hoped?” she asked.

	I tried not to laugh. “No, it didn’t. I was expecting some help from you,” I said.

	“You were doing a perfectly adequate job,” she said.

	I continued. “I was also expecting some honesty. Why didn’t you tell them about the plans?”

	“The plans aren’t ready. I don’t want to say anything unless I am certain it will work,” she said.

	“We told them we were going to be completely honest with them,” I said.

	“No, you told them that. I’m sorry Ben, I really am, but I don’t think I can promise them that. Not yet, maybe not ever,” she said.

	“What about me?” I asked. “Do I get complete honesty yet?”

	She looked at me for a long time with that cold, appraising look she always took on when considering something very grave.

	Finally, she said, “I would trust you with the whole truth more than anyone I know.”

	That didn’t answer my question, and she knew it. Still, I knew it was all I was going to get out of her, so I let it pass. A faint trace of a smile crossed her face. It was hard not to smile back when she did that.

	“Come on, let’s get you an energy drink,” I said, transforming that trace of a smile into a full-blown grin. It was enough to let me hope that things were looking up.

	
3. Things I’ll Never Say

	 

	Mina

	 

	 

	I’d come to dislike keeping secrets from Ben more than just about anything, short of the Splinters themselves. The secret that was most on my mind, though, other than how little mind I might have left… I was sure he’d understand why I couldn’t tell him that one. 

	I hoped he would, anyway.

	The Splinter reject before me, the one whose findings my earliest research was based on, was still alive.

	Or he was as of two years ago, when we cut off contact. When I cut off contact. Considering that he trained every one of the dead hunters currently haunting my bedroom, I was pretty sure that if anything had happened to him, I’d have a copy of his obituary, or at least a picture of his body; he’d kept off the grid long enough that even obituaries probably couldn’t find him. I’d never been planning to use the signal he gave me in case I ever needed to talk to him again, but luckily, I couldn’t forget it either.

	I don’t forget things.

	So with school about to start and the hallucinations as strong as ever, if not stronger, I called in to the San Francisco Chronicle and took out the personal ad he’d dictated to me.

	 

	Experienced carpenter offers sanding, finishing, and polishing services to amateur craftsmen.

	 

	Sanding away the Splinters. Ha ha.

	The other messages I wrote that morning were quite a bit longer and a lot more explicit. They felt more ungainly and exposed in my bag on the way over to Aldo’s than incriminating photos or illegal weapons, weighed down with all the heavy, dangerous words that I never use.

	Probably the only person who liked being in Aldo’s house less than I did was Aldo, and I ran a quick calculation of exactly how many minutes were left before I could reasonably insist that I had to go home for dinner before knocking on the door.

	“What?” Aldo’s mother answered when she opened it, slightly more irritable than even her standard fashion. I could smell fresh peroxide in her chronically chemical-burned hair. “He’s downstairs,” she said, forcing a miniscule smile for me.

	“Thanks, Mrs. Kessler.” I matched the curve of her mouth and hurried past her toward the stairs. She returned to the kitchen table and the hushed conversation with Aldo’s father that I’d apparently interrupted.

	Both Aldo’s parents were skinny and withered-looking, with the tough kind of muscles underneath that other people, people who don’t have to account for the possibility of having to fight everyone they meet, probably wouldn’t notice.

	Aldo had never noticed anything Splintery about them, but whether human or Splinter, they both gave me the strong impression that one legal authority or another was the only thing preventing them from using those tough, skinny muscles to try to snap my neck.

	Aldo’s house and mine had the same floor plan, and we both called the one room at the bottom of the stairs our own. I don’t know if the clutter along the way in Aldo’s house of old junk mail and boxes of packaged food and Mrs. Kessler’s collection of bath and massage gadgets was better or worse than the empty sterility of my own mother’s decorating style. In both places, it was always a relief to get that basement door closed behind me.

	“Aldo?” I asked the empty room.

	“Just a sec,” Aldo called from the adjoining half bathroom. After closer to six and a half seconds, he opened the door and turned a little to his left to strike what was probably supposed to be a jaunty pose. “What do you think?”

	I visually scanned him for some new invention, maybe a wrist-mounted, electric dart gun or a near-invisible modified Bluetooth, but found nothing.

	“Of what?”

	His smile flickered and then stabilized again with an eye roll.

	“Of the outfit.”

	“Oh.” I looked again over the black undershirt, the almost unwrinkled blue button-down hanging untucked down to the front pockets of the newly-washed pair of dark, only slightly faded jeans. The hole-free tennis shoes were securely double-knotted. 

	“No hazards that I can see,” I confirmed for him. He kept his unnatural sideways posture, waiting for something more. “You didn’t get it dry cleaned, did you? Because you know those chemicals are flammable.”

	“How does it look?” Aldo snapped, dropping the pose.

	I thought about the letters in my bag, the dead people in my room, the ad in the paper, the smirk on my mother’s face at breakfast that morning when she’d shared the latest town gossip about Sheriff Diaz’s fictional alcohol problem. We both knew the only reason he’d been found wandering the streets confused last week was because he’d just been let out of the pod to satisfy the latest draft of the treaty. I thought about how my Network couldn’t scatter fast enough after our most recent joke of a meeting. 

	The tenuous structure of deals and impasses our world had been built on was shaking more violently than it ever had before, and Aldo wanted to know how he looked.

	“You asked me over for a fashion show?”

	“Hey, you only get one first day of high school.” There was a hint of attempted irony in his inflection, but no double meaning I could find in his words. 

	“Yeah,” I agreed. “You only get one first concussion too. That doesn’t make it worth dressing up for.”

	“Come on!” He punched me on the shoulder with an extra hard thump of frustration. “You’re a girl! You’re supposed to know these things!”

	“I own seven distinct articles of clothing,” I reminded him. “I buy them in bulk.”

	“Okay, fine, but you have eyes, and you go to high school, so you’re the best I’ve got. If a new guy walked in wearing this on the first day, would it make a good first impression on the average people you keep tabs on all day?”

	You don’t get to make a first impression, I wanted to tell him. You don’t get to be the new guy. You were the new guy when your parents gave up on homeschooling you when you were eight, dropped you into Prospero Elementary in the middle of the semester, and you announced that you were approximately three-and-a-half times smarter than anyone else in the room, called Patrick Keamy a plebian, and would have ended up in the nurse’s office after recess if I hadn’t felt like landing myself in the principal’s office instead by jumping in and practicing the beginner’s arm lock I’d just learned. That’s your first impression. You stopped being the new guy when you became the freaky girl’s freakier pet mini-freak, and I’m sorry I can’t fix that and win you the shallow, pointless respect of a bunch of uninformed humans and Splinters pretending to be uninformed humans by picking out a shirt for you.

	But I didn’t say any of that because, before I could start, Aldo grabbed a hairbrush and started re-parting his baby blonde hair on the left instead of the middle, and I saw his ear twitch, that tiny little nervous tic that no other kind of stress, not even being hemmed in by Creature Splinters in the forest at night, could ever draw out of him, the tic that meant that his mother’s mood had nothing to do with my visit.

	I scanned him automatically for the third time, this time for bruises. For better and worse, Aldo and I both have extremely quick-healing, damage-resistant bodies, whether thanks to blind luck or lifelong conditioning, I’m not sure.

	Even more lifelong in his case than mine. At least most of my old scars and clicking, weather-sensitive joints had come courtesy of the Splinters, and not even from the one masquerading as my father. 

	I searched, but there was nothing to be seen but that brittle, determined attempt at a cool, carefree smile of the kind that goes with shallow, pointless wardrobe choices.

	“You look fine, Aldo.”

	The smile strengthened.

	“Are you sure?” he asked. “Because I’ve got this one with pinstripes that’s supposed to make me look taller. Hang on, I’ll get it. You tell me which one works better.”

	“If I do, can I ask you a favor?”

	There must have been something off in my casual tone that more naturally perceptive ears could catch, because Aldo reappeared immediately, shirt draped over his arm as if he’d already forgotten it was there, and didn’t answer with a joke.

	“Name it.”

	Too late to change my mind, I pulled out the four plain, unstamped envelopes.

	“It’s nothing much,” I said. “I’ll probably just need you to stash these away somewhere and forget about them. But if you could, just make sure they get to the right people if…” if I get murdered or go completely insane “…if anything happens.”

	Aldo took the envelopes warily and tried to smile again. “Uh, Mina, is there something you want to tell me?”

	“I told you guys already,” I said. “We’re a lot closer to all-out war than usual. I can’t say exactly what’s going to happen.” 

	“I can tell you what’s going to happen,” he said, turning the envelopes over one at a time to read the names on the fronts.

	Ben. Mom. Kevin.

	“We’re going to put up the biggest fight humanity’s ever given. Unless the laws of nature suddenly stop applying and you decide to bitch out on us, in which case we’re completely screwed.”

	I tried to smile back, even though this was the last thing in the world I wanted to hear.

	“The laws of nature are applying just fine,” I assured him.

	He turned over the last envelope.

	Aldo.

	He raised one pale eyebrow at me.

	“Just in case,” I repeated. “And they’re sealed, by the way. As long as I’m able to ask to see that they’re still sealed, you’d better be able to show me.”

	“Mina!”

	“I know my handwriting, and I know what it looks like traced over. And steam’s not going to loosen it any. I used real glue.”

	“Mina, seriously, don’t even joke about this.”

	“I’m not joking,” I said, and it took no effort to sound absolutely humorless.

	“Uh, okay, rephrasing: Please tell me you are joking about this.”

	His accompanying laugh wobbled even harder than was usual for his half-broken voice, so I eased off the warnings.

	“Hey, we’re still human so far, aren’t we?”

	I thought I’d hit pretty close to my target of a reassuring tone, but Aldo apparently disagreed. The tic at the front of his ear was as rapid as ever—if anything, I’d made it worse—and he had a tight look at the inner corners of his eyes that sometimes came with it, the one that, as far as my stunted intuition could tell, meant something like, Please don’t hurt me; it’s not my fault. 

	What “it” was, I didn’t have the slightest idea.

	I’ve never known exactly what to say to that look, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t I need you to run the Network if I can’t, because they don’t trust Ben enough, and no one else has quite the necessary dedication. And it couldn’t be anything as transparently false as everything’s going to be all right.

	So on a sudden, mad impulse, I spread my arms.

	Aldo stared at me skeptically, expecting some trick or surprise test. I couldn’t blame him. I usually avoid non-essential physical contact, even with other humans. I find that too much of it makes it harder to accept, and therefore harder to prepare for, all possible future scenarios involving the other person. I suspect it makes it harder for them to think that way about me too, especially in Aldo’s case. 

	The different kind of risk-taking rush that came from writing those letters and carrying them in public must have left me a little reckless. 

	Or maybe it was another side effect of my malfunctioning brain.

	When Aldo didn’t move to respond, I grabbed him by the collar of the formerly unwrinkled blue shirt and crushed him hard against me.

	After another moment of confusion, he locked his arms securely around my middle, the way he used to in elementary school whenever someone bigger than he was looked a little too hard at us, dropping the envelopes and the second shirt around our feet.

	He didn’t cry. We didn’t say anything, certainly none of the dangerously loaded things securely sealed in those envelopes, so we just stood there, I don’t know for how long. My usually fine-tuned internal clock chose that moment to black out from some mental power surge and reset to 88:88, refusing to count for me.

	I should have been uncomfortably aware of the meager height Aldo had gained in the past six years, how his head now rested just above my breasts, near-nonexistent though they were, how our hips aligned at almost the same level. I should have been worried about the hours this one incident might cause him to waste, pondering useless, impossible scenarios, or about the way he’d very obviously doused himself, in spite of all his good sense, with some kind of sharply sweet-scented aerosol product that I’d probably bought him to use as an accelerant.

	Instead, I counted the slowing twitches of his ear nudging through my black, long-sleeved Costco t-shirt and marveled at Aldo—this one fragile little human, this one tiny ray of human life, human thought, human intelligence that I’d somehow managed to preserve other than myself almost from the very beginning. One tiny, but all-important, perpetually tenuous victory; probably the closest I’d ever come to what it must feel like to hold a baby.

	So much for my designs on passing the provisional backup torch.

	The terrible awkwardness that I’d had no right to expect to avoid finally settled in, and Aldo tried first to disperse it.

	“Not that this isn’t nice and all,” he rasped into my shirt, exaggerating the pressure I was applying to his ribcage, “but now you’re really starting to scare me. I mean, if it wouldn’t be the worst, sickest joke ever made by anyone, I’d ask you who you are and what you’ve done with Mina Todd.”

	I let go then and pushed him backward, hard enough to make him trip into the half-open bathroom door and slide, snickering, down the frame.

	I collapsed to my knees next to him, choking out paralyzing waves of jagged, uncomfortable laughter at the worst, sickest joke ever not-quite-made by anyone. Our overwrought diaphragms made any innocent traces of reflexive eye-watering entirely understandable.

	“Just keep them safe,” I repeated with the first bit of steadiness I could drag back into my voice, gathering the envelopes from where they’d scattered on the carpet.

	“Of course,” Aldo gasped back, taking them and sliding them into one of the many compartments he’d carved out behind his room’s baseboard. I picked up the pinstriped shirt and tossed it to him.

	“Go on,” I said. “I guess I officially owe you some terrible advice.”

	4. Home of the Poets



Ben





I’ve had a lot of first days of school in a lot
of different towns, and I was nervous on every one of them. After a
while I thought I’d get used to them.

I never did.

Every time there were the same questions.

Would I make a good impression? Would I make
friends? Would this finally be the school that sticks?

Of course, this time there was also the fact
that my school was likely swarming with Splinters to consider.

Mom drove me that first morning. She’d told me
she wouldn’t always be able to, not with the schedule she had to
keep at Town Hall, but she wanted to at least drop me off on my
first day. It was one of our few traditions, and it had always been
awkward for me, knowing that we would be having another first day
at a new school within the next year or two.

Given my imprisonment in Prospero, I wasn’t so
sure about that part anymore.

I pulled the folded-up schedule from my back
pocket and studied it.



Period 1: AP American History—Blair, 15

Period 2: Wood/Metal Shop—Finn, Vocational Ed.
Room

Period 3: Physical Education—Perkins/King,
Gym

Period 4: Calculus—Velasquez, 24

Period 5: Biology—Copper, 31

Period 6: Spanish III—Montoya, 03

Period 7: American Lit.—Hansen, 09



Mom was excited that I tested into the AP
History program up here, and it took a lot to hold back my pride.
The bigger surprise had come when I first saw who one of my P.E.
teachers would be. I knew Haley’s mom, my Aunt (but not quite aunt)
Christine, did some coaching at the school, but I didn’t know she
taught P.E. That could be awkward.

Welcome to small town life,
Ben.

“Are you excited?” my mom asked.

“Yeah. I think so,” I said.

“At least, this time, you’ll have some friends
going in,” she said hopefully.
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