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PROLOGUE

Plunge, May 2011

After an eight hundred year search, here she was, at his side, her hand in his.  He had dreamt of this day since the moment they had met innumerable millennia before:  the day they would be reunited.  He had just never imagined she could really be his Soulmate.

And Archelaus had not said a word.  He had let Samuel care for her, worry over her, and be responsible for her these last eighteen years without ever a hint that Samuel was playing Sentinel to his own Soulmate.  He made up his mind to deal with Archelaus later.

For now, he was lost in her memories, and she in his.  It was the touch…that touch had started it all.

He had taken the Plunge and appeared in the theater, guessing his human form was perhaps nineteen or twenty, and immediately made his way into the balcony area, catching his reflection in the glass overlay of a movie poster.  There was no time to appreciate the well-built, brown-haired, hazel-eyed youth reflected in the glass; he was on high alert and had to see to his Task immediately.

The theater was dark and the balcony darker, the previews on screen casting a dim blue glow over the audience.  It was difficult to find her amongst the teens grouped together in the back, but he was not there to get to her.  His current directive was to stop the smoking man.

And then her voice rang out in the balcony, and there she was at the end of her row of friends yelling down to the balcony’s edge at the smoker:  “Hey, dude!  Put out your fag!”

The smoking man turned around and held up his cigarette.

“Yeah, you!” she shouted.  “This is an old theater, man…we don’t need it catching fire just so you can suck a fag!”

Her friends were laughing openly, given that she was an American and they knew those words meant something completely different to her.  She was using the British vernacular both for her own amusement and in the hopes of making a spectacle of the smoker, and it was working: others in the theater were craning their necks around to see what all the commotion was.  

Samuel was standing by, fully alert and tense as a muscle after the hundred yard dash.

Sounds like she’s finally come out of her shell, he thought, his attention still focused on the smoking man.

The man made a great show of taking another drag from his cigarette, and Samuel saw Britannia elbow his Task, encouraging her to keep up her tirade.

She needed no encouragement, and her distinctly American accent rang out once more.  “Dude, seriously…put out the cigarette, okay?  You’re ruining the previews for everyone!”

Shouts could be heard from around the theater, and though some were directed at his Task to demand that she shut her trap, the majority were insisting the cigarette be put out.

The smoker raised his cigarette once more and visibly crushed it against his ashtray.  The theater erupted in cheers.  

Harrison leaned around Britannia to clap his American friend on the back.  “Guts, lady.  And plenty of ‘em.”  His Task only smiled and sat back in her seat, settling in to watch the previews.

And still Samuel stood perched at the edge of the aisle, admiring the tough, confident young lady his Task had become while trying not to admire how beautiful a woman she was turning out to be.

The high alert was officially over.  He had taken the Plunge to extinguish the cigarette set to burn down the theater, killing his Task and her friends, but she had tended to it herself.  Knowing he could not very well be recalled in a theater full of people, he allowed curiosity to get the better of him; he had not seen her up close through substantive eyes in almost six years, and had been entirely absent these last eight months.
He snuck up the aisle way to her row and slid quietly along the line of chairs until there was only one chair between them when she suddenly glanced up at him in his approach.  He gave a little sideways smile and patted the chair between them.  She nodded, her eyes wide with interest and a quirk to her eyebrow.  He sat.

He could feel her eyes on him and it was not a little disconcerting, knowing he had helped this young woman live her life from womb almost to present.  His appearance flashed to the forefront of his mind.  He was not at all certain whether he should be grateful or dismayed that he had been deposited into a human form that would be widely acknowledged as attractive.  It had certainly caught the attention of his Task, anyway, and as she had grown into such a lovely young lady herself, he found her attraction mildly perplexing.

He turned to look at her and found her staring brazenly and openly at him.  His head whipped back to the front and he pretended for a moment to watch the preview on the screen before him, but the pull of her gaze was too strong and he turned back.  Still she stared at him, curious, eager, the suggestion of a smile gracing her lips, and in that moment he made a conscious decision to stare back.

Gone were the blemishes of early youth, replaced by smooth, porcelain skin.  Her eyes still played chameleon and today were the warm, Irish green of her form-fitting cashmere sweater.  Her heart-shaped face was framed by wispy blonde locks – a more beautiful blonde than he had ever remembered seeing them – that fell well beneath her shoulders in long, airy layers.  She looked natural, innocent, and beautiful, and he found that he did not mind in the slightest this excuse to examine her more closely.  He was actually beginning to fear she would look away.

And then she did, though she peered at him every few moments from the corner of her eye.  He attempted to regain his composure and involve himself in the start of the movie now rolling on screen, but he could not help stealing glances at her.  He bit down on his turned-in lips and squeezed his eyes closed…and then she leaned toward him.

“Aren’t you going to say hi?” she breathed over her shoulder.  He turned to face her and then glanced down at her hand, resting palm-up on the armrest between them.  She had nerve, he had to give her that.

He looked back into her eyes and, without a word, raised his hand so she could watch it descend to touch her own.

Suddenly the world was spinning off its axis.  
This was his Soulmate.  
It might have been a moment or it might have been an age, but the memories that passed between them were both endless and tangible.  She radiated warmth and he felt an electricity between them, emptying the contents of their minds into one another.

She gasped and it almost caused him to withdraw his hand, but he felt the memory of his Plunge into this very theater course from his fingertips into hers, and she looked up.  A tear streamed down her perfect cheek, and he brushed it away with the fingertips of his other hand.

“Who are you?” she whispered, pleading.

“I’m yours.”  It was the strangest answer, but he knew it was Truth, better than anything he had known during the balance of his remembered existence.  More than that, he knew she was his.

The tap on his shoulder made him jump and he withdrew his hand from hers, turning to see who might have invaded this moment of his discovery.  He did not see her reach again for his hand, nor did he see the look of fear etched across her features borne of his releasing her.

Archelaus did not have to explain who he was, now in human form; Samuel knew Archelaus had come to recall him.  “No,” he proclaimed, a bit too loudly for the silent theater.  “I’m staying.”

His mentor only shook his head, his eyes flashing a near-murderous rage at Samuel’s defiance.  “You’re being recalled.  Meet me in the foyer.  You have one minute.”

Samuel turned to his Task, grasped both her hands in his, and felt utterly helpless as he watched the tears slip from her eyes.  “I’m sorry…so sorry.  I love you.  Don’t forget.  I love you.  I’ll be back for you, I swear it.”  He raised his hands to her cheeks, wiping gently at her tears as best he could with his thumbs, and then kissed her sweetly, softly, tenderly on her exquisite lips…lips he knew belonged to him, and him alone.  “I love you, Cory.”

He stood, releasing her, and backed away.  She shook her head, pleading silently for him to stay, and he felt a single tear edge down his own cheek as he tilted his head, hoping she knew just how helpless he was to remain.  He then turned and fled the balcony, feet not stopping until he reached the foyer, and approached Archelaus in a rage.

“You knew!” he bellowed.  “You knew who she was!  All this time, and you knew!  How could you –”

“There’s no time, Samuel.  You’re being recalled.  Calm yourself, or it will be painful.”

Samuel was desperate.  “How much time?” he begged, his voice breaking as he choked back a sob.

“Less than thirty seconds.  I’m going now.”  Archelaus stepped back from his subordinate and took a deep breath as a shiver passed through his form.  The body he had finished with wavered and disappeared.

Samuel heard a door open up above.  He knew without seeing that she had come after him, and as he looked up from the foyer to the balcony’s mezzanine, he caught the swish of her long blonde hair before the tremor passed through him…and he was gone.
Chapter 1
Cory loped gracelessly down the hall toward Mr. Lindstrom’s Biology class, eager for her next glimpse of Lindstrom’s teacher assistant, Matt McCourt, who also happened to be a senior, captain of Fairmont’s basketball team, and an auburn-haired demi-God.  Her pulse raced every time he came into view – considering she sat less than ten feet from his TA station, that was at least once each weekday for approximately fifty minutes – and she would self-consciously swish her long, dishwater blonde hair so it more effectively covered her bashful, blushing fourteen year-old face.

When she reached the classroom door she paused to peer around it and see if Matt had yet settled into his chair, hoping to find him already seated and thumbing through papers that might contain her handwriting.  Immediately she felt someone bump into her back.  She cursed her delay in passing through the doorway when it registered that she had prevented others from continuing on, but froze solid when she turned to apologize to the person whose movement she had halted:  Matt McCourt’s crystal-clear light blue eyes were staring back into her own marbleized green eyes, and his hard, square jaw, perfectly capped by a small cleft in his chin, had dropped open in surprise at her random stop.

She murmured a stuttering apology, cursing herself once more for sounding, to her own ears, like a complete imbecile, and stumbled awkwardly toward her seat, staring intently at the checkerboard tiles on the floor.  Her book bag caught on the side of the desk as she attempted in vain to drape it around the back of her chair, and she willed one of the black tiles beneath her feet to open up into a black hole and swallow her, ending her embarrassment and her klutziness once and for all.  
Apparently her will was not strong enough.

After a moment of yanking on the strap of her backpack it broke free, hitting a nearby classmate.


“Watch it,” he muttered, rolling his eyes.


She found herself apologizing for the second time in as many minutes.  “Sorry.”


The classroom, like all the others at Fairmont, seemed cold and sterile.  The Biology classroom, though, was always the worst, filled as it was full of metal and glass instruments, microscopes, organic items like bones, branches, and butterflies pinned to boards, and surrounded by hard-topped black work stations.  A little bulletin board décor might have done wonders for the classroom, but Mr. Lindstrom was not one for what he considered “fluff.”


Cory peered around the room.  None of her friends happened to have Biology with her, so she sat alone and daydreaming.  She imagined romantic escapades with Matt on deserted islands (with lots of kissing, but not much else), replayed every moment of every basketball game she had attended just to see him play, and recalled every move he made and every girl he danced with at every stag dance she had been to during the whole of this, her freshman year.  Occasionally Mr. Lindstrom would call on Cory to answer a question – he was sure she understood something about Biology, considering she aced most tests – but found her repeatedly distracted.  After a few giggles from around the room he would often give up attempting to garner her attention and call on a different student.  Based on her faraway expression today, he did not even try.

Today, rather than engage in her usual fantasies, Cory examined herself in the tiny mirror attached to her pencil case and tried not to sigh at her reflection.  Thanks largely to its color, her hair always appeared stringy – even when freshly washed – unless she spent hours bleaching it out.  Her figure was all angles, from her bony knees to her severe cheekbones, with breasts that started young and then immediately stopped far short of the goal.  Her lips seemed both pointy and pouty, and she wondered briefly if anyone would ever want to kiss them.  Then, rather than allow herself to despair over her adolescent appearance, she opened up her textbook and doodled spirals onto the notebook next to it.  She stopped partway through class, slamming her notebook closed when she realized she was now scribbling Cory McCourt again and again across the page, and settled into her old daydreaming-about-Matt-in-just-his-basketball-shorts standby.

With only a few weeks left of the school year, every day and every period seemed to drag on endlessly…with the exception of Biology, which zoomed by.  Biology had the advantage of nature appreciation:  a living, breathing statue of Zeus.  It was all too soon, though, that class was nearing its end, and Mr. Lindstrom was turning time over to his teacher assistant to hand back some tests.  Matt moved to the center of the room and began calling out names so people could make their way to the front and fetch their papers.  A dozen names in, his gorgeous bottom lip parted from his equally gorgeous top lip, and his sweet, deep, velvety voice spilled from his achingly beautiful throat…


“Cory.”


How she hated her name!  Most girls, she reflected, had a feminine, even sexy name:  Alicia, Victoria, Alexandra, Jessica, and the like.  Others had cute names ending in an “ee” sound:  Kelly, Ginny, Jenny, Carrie, names like that.  But Cory?  Not cute.  As ever, the same “luck” that had haunted her since conception had held out when her parents had bestowed her name upon her, and continued to hold out to the present day with her tendency toward tripping over her own two feet and making an embarrassing spectacle of herself.  She had been given a name she had hated her whole life – a boy’s name – and as such had been confused with other, male Corys in her classes.  Worst of all, at the age of 6, she had herself been mistaken for a boy.  She had not been certain during that particular incident whether to blame her parents for her name or her mother for her inability to cut her little girl’s hair, but she had strictly forbidden her mother ever to draw near to her hair with scissors again from that moment forward.

She rose clumsily from her desk and headed for Matt’s outstretched hand, reminding herself it was the paper for which she was aiming and not his lightly freckled face.  The desire to reach out and stroke his spiky, fire-colored, close-cropped hair almost overwhelmed her, but in the end, sense – and a desire not to further humiliate herself before her peers – won out.  She snatched the paper from his hand and suppressed a hormonally-induced shiver as she strode back to her seat.  When she turned back toward him to watch him extend his taut, muscled arm to the next student, her heart skipped a beat:  he was executing his signature facial expression.  His face was angled downward just slightly, and he was looking up at the student before him from under his lashes, his eyebrows raised, his eyes an ocean of intensity.  Cory concealed the tiniest of sighs.

She could not imagine ever being more in love with anyone than she was at that very moment with Matt McCourt.  He was complete perfection, radiant and awe-inspiring, and everything she had ever dreamed of in a man…at least, as far as she could tell.  Their age gap was insurmountable agony to her, and she wanted nothing more than to hear his voice, like heavy silk, slide over her cheek as he bent to kiss her, whispering her name.


“Cory.”


She blinked, horrified both by the miserable man’s name that had shattered her fantasy, and by the fact that Mr. Lindstrom had had to actually call out to her to jar her from her daydream and awaken her to the surrounding near-empty classroom.


“Are you okay, Miss West?”

Her mouth bobbed opened and closed three times, and she mentally scolded herself for appearing rather like a fish.  “I’m fine.  Sorry.  Daydreaming, I guess.”


“I’d guess,” agreed her teacher.  “Just keep pulling those A’s and I won’t say another thing about it, all right?”


“Sure, sir,” she replied, and turned to gather up her books.  She chucked her textbook into her bag and it immediately toppled out again onto the floor.


Mr. Lindstrom paused, a twinkle in his eye.  “Might want to be more careful with school property, you know.”  


Cory’s cheeks colored.  “I…I’m sorry, natural klutz.  Maybe you noticed.”


He chuckled.  “Not once.”  On his way back to his desk, he threw a quick comment over his shoulder:  “You have a good day now, all right?  No more colliding with other students or catching your backpack on chairs, you hear?”


Had it been anyone else under any other circumstance, Cory thought she might have died of shame, but Mr. Lindstrom had known her since childhood; he and his family had attended the same church as she and her family for as long as she could remember, and he had always seemed like he could have been her good-natured uncle.  She smiled in his general direction, rolled her shoulders back, and headed for the door.  She wondered idly how much time she had left to get to Algebra, but her thoughts turned immediately to the distant figure of the tall, handsome redhead she had glimpsed picking his way through the courtyard at the center of the school – a quadrangle more commonly known as the “quad” – and she was lost in an absent daydream once more.

Chapter 2

He was with her when they swaddled her tightly and she was placed in her mother’s outstretched arms; he had rolled his eyes at her name, too.  He was with her when she had spilled her milk and cried inconsolably for half an hour when she was four, and with her when she had asked her grandfather to take off the training wheels at seven.  He was with her still when she had grazed a carport pole on that same bike at ten, following her to urgent care with her broken finger and home with a splint bandaged tightly to it, suffering along with her parents as she had practiced her left-hand-only piano exercises for two full weeks.  He had stayed by her side during the tonsillectomy, whispering reminders in the surgeon’s ear, and sat with her in the recovery room while the nurse injected morphine into her hip, stroking her hand as she slept.  He bit his lip when the needle jabbed her and quietly mentioned to the nurse that the morphine might be more effective administered intravenously.  It was.  

In fact, there was never a moment he had not been with her in some sense.  Perhaps not in the human sense, but there, nonetheless.


Funny, he thought, that so many people always seemed to feel so alone, attended to as constantly as they were…that they simply could not imagine one soul – their own – could be so important.

It seemed only yesterday Cory had been assigned to him, and he remembered well the discussion he had with Archelaus regarding his newest Task.

“They’re pregnant!” he had said and waited for further instruction, though he had already come to understand he was on his own with this one.


“Why do people say that?  They’re not.  She is.”


“Fine.  She’s pregnant.  But I can’t read the end of the debate.”


“For a reason.”


“What reason?” he had begged of his mentor.  “That one’s mine.  I’ve seen all of mine start to finish.”


“A very good reason.”


“This is ridiculous, Arch.”


“Not here.”


Samuel grunted.  “How can I work if I don’t know what I’m working with?”


“Maybe it’s time to try something new.”


“Since when was this about me?  We’re talking about a human life here…”


“It’s not entirely about you.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You don’t need to, Samuel.”


“Of course I do!  It’s been six centuries, Archelaus, six!  What more could I possibly need to learn?”


“Plenty.  Patience, for one.  This is practically endless, you know.  And there is no Progression without challenge, no growth without opportunities for development, no change –”


“That’s not fair to the Task,” Samuel argued.


“It’s perfectly fair.”


“Not in that realm.”


“That realm is temporary.  By nature it isn’t fair.  You’re thinking like one of them, all this talk about ‘fair,’ but you need to remember, nothing is fair there.  The Task is what matters.  You know that.  You’ll have everything you need.”


Samuel sighed.  Archelaus had never been cryptic before, but in this realm everything had its reason, and Samuel had learned to accept that a few centuries ago.  There was no point arguing.


They sat in silence for a moment, Samuel pondering the Task before him, Archelaus his normal quiet, contemplative self.  


“Boy or girl?”


“First decision.  The rest will follow.”


“At least explain the debate.”


“You have the backstory, Sam; what further explanation do you require?”


“Only to be reminded why people debate this in the first place.”


“Now that’s the real mystery, isn’t it?  We can’t ever understand that kind of logic – or fear – until we’ve experienced it, I believe.”


“Have you?”


“In a fashion.”


Samuel shrugged.  “Well I have.  Thousands of times.”


“Never personally, and not like that.”


“Neither have you, and anyway, that’s beside the point.”


“No, Samuel, that is the point.”


They sat quietly a few moments more, listening at the Partition to the debate.  Some days he won, some days she won, some days the doctors won, but most often it seemed no one was really winning.  Samuel glanced at Archelaus from time to time, waiting for him to say something – to offer an opinion – but good old Arch just sat and watched.  The quiet never bothered Archelaus.  To him, human conversations bore neither commentary nor opinion until they had ended.  This one was far from over.

After another quick peek at Archelaus, Samuel wondered how many millennia would have to pass before such silences became comfortable to him.  He supposed he had time.

And then, before he knew it, the decision was made.

“Game on!”  He smirked at Archelaus, who rolled his eyes at the expression.  “So…what is it I’m supposed to learn being kept in the dark on this one?”

“You’ll see.  Just stick to what is right, and I don’t anticipate any difficulties.”

“For me or for the human?”

“Yes.”

Samuel clicked his tongue.  “Right seldom translates to easy there,” he half-mumbled, jerking his head in the Partition’s direction.

Archelaus looked at him as if to say “I know,” but snorted softly instead and said “Dismissed.”


Since then every trauma, every tear, every whispered hope brought him back again…just as they had with each Task before.  He was always nearby, and there was most always something to do.  So it had been for the last eight hundred years, and so it would be until everything was finished.  That was his Job, after all.


During his Cycle, he had never imagined the possibility of Jobs.  In the Earthly Realm – more commonly know as “ER” to the Heavenly Host – he had not made peace with God.  Truth be told, Samuel had not allowed himself to feel any sort of divine presence strongly enough to either believe in or recognize God’s existence.  After the loss of both his wife and daughter, and in part because of all the death he had seen during the Baron’s War, he had rejected organized religion altogether.  Here in the Heavenly Realm, though - “HR” to the locals – it had not taken him long to understand and accept everything he had known Pre-Cycle, and it did not take long or him to choose which Job would be his…nor did it take long for him to acknowledge how much he still had not learned, a trait that had helped him substantially in his Progression.  He had Fallen three times since then, and instead of the hopelessness others felt when they had been unsuccessful, he had viewed the return to his Job as an opportunity for further Progression.  Most of the time, anyway.  


Archelaus encouraged patience.  Samuel had always been easy-going, fun-loving, hard-working and sincere – at least Post-Cycle, when he had realized he could relax a little – keeping current with the trends of humanity and engaging himself in even the most difficult of Job-related Tasks.  Patience, however, was not his strong point.  Very few could survive Falling without finding their Soulmates, let alone trying a second or a third time.  Most joined the Halflifes, becoming what the Tasks called ghosts, and Archelaus could not bear to see that happen to young Sam.

Samuel was not young, of course, by ER standards, but HR looked on him as something of a willful adolescent.  Samuel thought Falling had toughened him up, Archelaus believed that it was the patience Samuel learned that would ultimately give him the most strength, and the Statisticians, of course…well, they were not saying anything.


Archelaus had just backed away from the Partition when Samuel approached.


“Maybe it’s a girl thing, Arch, but that guy’s a putz.  I don’t know what she sees in him, first of all – ”


“ – She’s 14 – ” interrupted Archelaus.


“And he’s a player!” Samuel interjected into Archelaus’s interruption.  


“I hate when you use their terms,” Archelaus grumbled.


“He knows exactly what he does to girls.  In fact, he plays it up for all it’s worth, and then completely ignores his effect on the target.”
Archelaus lifted an eyebrow.  “You wouldn’t have done the same thing in such a Cycle?”


Samuel caught himself and paused for one of his regular moments of sincere reflection.  “That’s one of my shortcomings, Arch.  I’m too busy with my own Task.”  Archelaus smiled indulgently and waited for Samuel to continue.   “This one’s grown on me.  I just don’t want to see her get hurt.”


“Aah, but she will get hurt, Samuel…over and over again.  It is the nature of that realm.”


Samuel sighed and returned to the Partition.  Old Arch was always right, thanks to eons of experience and wisdom unparalleled amongst the Sentinels’ Managers – or most Managers, for that matter.  Samuel turned back to his mentor.  “Tell me, Arch, are you the oldest soul there is?  Because I admit, I don’t know many older – or wiser – than you.”

Archelaus smiled again, this time with added mirth.  “Not by any stretch, my young friend.  Not by any stretch.  But I appreciate the compliment, if I may take it thusly, and trust that after a few millennia, you’ll be every bit as wise as I.  Of course, I’ll be infinitely more wise by then…” he trailed off, laughter in his voice.

Samuel smiled and shook his head, half in amusement, and half in admittance that he would never catch up.  He allowed himself a moment’s relief at the fact that in HR, the only soul to whom a soul was compared was one’s own, and then turned back to the Partition.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Cory found Abbey during the break and engaged in rapid-fire pontification of the specific qualities of Matt’s eyes while sitting on one of the planters in their usual area.  Both girls were giggling and did not seem to notice that their small group of friends had collected around them and were busily swapping out textbooks from their lockers for the next two periods…nor did they notice a similarly-sized gathering of girls haughtily staring them down.  Samuel was at the ready, milling around between them, unseen as always.


“…I know, and his hair…” said Cory as three of the girls came forward.  Abbey put her hand on Cory’s arm to quiet her as she caught sight of the trio headed their way.  Her dark eyes were full of consternation, but Cory had noticed the look and stopped talking even before Abbey’s hand met her arm, following her friend’s brown-eyed stare.  They sat in silence, the butterflies fluttering madly from Cory’s stomach to intestines and back again, as they waited for the final approach.


Samuel’s gaze was fixed, his jaw clenched, doing the only thing he could do:  watch and wait.
Chapter 3

The shortest of the three, a popular dark-haired curvy girl named Michelle, came to within inches of Cory’s legs.  She peered down the length of her ski-chute nose, obviously relishing the opportunity to look down upon her subject, and glanced over her shoulder, confirming that she was still flanked by her other two friends.  “Cory, right?” she sneered, very obviously knowing to whom she spoke.  Her two taller, both-blonde friends looked on Cory with disdain.

“Uh, yeah,” Cory stammered, rising to her feet.  Samuel felt the tiniest jolt of amusement as she stood, knowing that she had been taught it was appropriate to stand when addressed.  She had no idea that she had just leveled the playing field by towering six inches over her adversary.  Samuel’s delight was short-lived; Michelle’s friends closed the gap defensively the moment she was standing.


Michelle was notably eager for a confrontation, and her angst was palpable now that she was forced to look up at the source of her frustrations.  “Look, I don’t know you, but I do know that you have a thing for Matt McCourt, okay?  You need to understand that not only is he off limits, but that he would never go for someone like you.  So I don’t want to hear that you’ve been talking about him, that you’ve been going to any more of his games, or that you even looked at him funny in that class where he’s your TA, because he and I are going out now.  Even if we weren’t, he wouldn’t give you a second look.  You do know that, right?”

It doesn’t matter how old a girl gets, Samuel thought, in what age they live, or what their circumstances…they have an amazing knack for being catty in the ER.


Cory had not flinched, though she was clearly – at least to Samuel – agitated.  He knew her well enough to know that when she was flustered, she sometimes misinterpreted questions, and the briefest of sad smiles crossed his face as he heard her reply:  “I didn’t know you two were going out.  Good luck with that.”  

Michelle snuffed, rolling her eyes.  “I don’t need luck.  Now stay away from him.”  She turned and pushed her way between her two friends, both of whom glared one last time at Cory.  Once the trio met up with their clique, the entire group sauntered away.


Still looking in their direction, Cory found she was holding her breath.  She let it out and muttered to Abbey, “Yeah, that’ll be particularly difficult, considering he’s my TA.”  She sat back down on the planter and turned to Abbey…who was standing over with their group, watching awkwardly from afar.  Samuel watched Cory’s jaw slacken.  She sat for just a moment to collect herself, let out a sigh, grabbed up her book bag and walked to her locker, up against the wall and in amongst her group of friends.  He wished she had barreled through, thanking them for their loyalty with as much sarcasm as she could muster.  Instead she spun her combination lock, retrieved her 3rd and 4th period books, zipped up her bag, then moved to stand on the outskirts of the group and listened to their chatter until the bell heralding the next class pealed its metallic tone.


Abbey walked up behind Cory, who was headed in the same direction.  “Sorry about that, Core.  I didn’t want to intrude.”  She shrugged and looked sheepish as she spoke, motivating sympathy from her friend and a locked jaw from Samuel.  It was times like these that made living someone’s life alongside them the most difficult:  times when a Task was manipulated into tending others’ emotions when they should be busy protecting their own.

“I know.  No worries.  Not really something you want to be in the middle of,” Cory offered, giving her friend an out.


“No,” Abbey agreed, “but I bet you didn’t want to, either.”


“I could’ve made it through the day without that,” admitted Cory, and then finished, “but anyway, I’ll see you later…gotta get to Algebra.”  Only Samuel noticed that Abbey quickened her step in the opposite direction, clearly wanting to leave the incident behind even if it meant leaving her closest friend behind with it, and he closed his eyes.


When he opened his eyes he was back at the Partition, and Cory was seated at her desk with her Algebra book open doodling on another piece of notebook paper.  So far it contained a four pointed star, a trail of hearts decreasing in size until almost too small for the human eye to discern a heart, and the lyrics to a Simon and Garfunkel song.  He had enjoyed their music a couple Tasks ago, though the oddity of Cory’s attachment to the folk music of four decades prior was not lost on him.  He was familiar with the song, particularly since she had inscribed the chorus on the inside panel of her backpack during her English class a few weeks prior:  “So I’ll continue to continue to pretend my life will never end and flowers never bend with the rainfall.”  This time she was scribbling the first verse:  
“Through the corridors of sleep past shadows dark and deep, my mind dances and leaps in confusion.  I don’t know what is real, I can’t touch what I feel, and I hide behind the shield of my illusion.”


Sometimes he was not sure whether she was his oddest Task to date or just had a really old soul, and other times he was positive she was being Recycled.  He had even asked around to try to learn more, since he had been denied access to her Book, but no Muse claimed her lyrical scribbles and no Scribe would open her Book to him…or let him get anywhere near it.  The Consultants, of course, informed him he was on a need-to-know basis since he had been left without Book access, so as usual he just took note of the doodles and returned to the Partition.


His friend Benjamin approached.  “Saw you come through,” he said, jerking his head toward the Partition, “but I confess, I’m wondering why you were in the ER again in the first place.  Your Task was daydreaming in an Algebra class.”

Samuel shrugged.  “You never know if it’ll be crucial.”


“It’s a doodle, Sam.  If it was an alert, you’d be notified.”


“I know.”  Samuel gestured absently with his hand.  “It’s not like I have any other Tasks right now.  Since I’m so limited, I’m, well…limited.”


“I’ve never been limited before.  That’s got to be rough,” Benjamin sympathized.  “You’re going to need a Sabbatical after this one, man.”


“Tell me about it,” laughed Samuel.  “I may need it before the Task is over if we don’t get through the teenage years quickly.  Try running adolescence blind.”


“I have,” chuckled Benjamin.  “It was called my Cycle.  Why do you think I don’t ever plan on being Recycled?”


Samuel smiled blandly, then turned suddenly somber.  “Tell me something, Ben.  You’ve heard of Simon and Garfunkel, right?”

Benjamin quickly considered his Tasks.  “Which period?”


“ER 1960’s…mostly U.S. and Europe.”


Benjamin shook his head.  “Sorry, I was in Israel.  Why?”


“Come with me to the Partition, will you?” asked Samuel.  They peered through, and Samuel pointed out Cory’s backpack.  “Lyrics to a song.  Now, why would a fourteen year-old Task want that on her school bag some forty years after it was written?  It’s not like it would mean anything to her peers.”


“It means something to her, Sam.  You know her better than I do; does she worry much about the opinions of her peers?”


Samuel considered.  “No, not especially,” he conceded, “and maybe not enough.  It just seems to me she’d be better served by forming attachments to the popular culture of her own period.”


“Eldest?” queried Benjamin.


“Spot on,” Samuel acknowledged, mildly surprised.

“Well, there you go.  The HR Statisticians Cycled me as an eldest, too.  Eldest kids don’t have the benefit of older siblings to teach them about pop culture.  They depend on their parents, and I’m guessing her parents started late.”  Benjamin paused.  “All things considered, isn’t it preferable that she esteem the music of her parents’ period more highly than what they’re listening to these days?”

“Point taken.”  Samuel offered a sardonic grin.  “You ever take a listen to that stuff?  Awful.”  He was well-familiar with the music on the airwaves flying about Cory’s head, and was suddenly grateful that she was tuning into that of her parents’ generation.


“Hey, Sam, I’d love to hang around and talk Tasks, but I need to meet with my Processor for a Book review.  Will you have time once your Task is in bed?”

“Who knows?” Samuel bristled ever-so-slightly.  “I’m on a need-to-know with this one.  But if you don’t mind interruptions, sure…I’ve been meaning to ask you about your last Sabbatical, anyway.”


With a smile, Benjamin shook his head.  “That was, what, a century and a half ago?  If you had questions, couldn’t you have asked me before I returned to work?”


“Why?” Samuel grinned.  “Come on, Ben, it’s not like we don’t have plenty of time here.  No need to rush, right?”


“Unless, of course, I wind up Unbound tomorrow, you poor, poor schmuck.  See you in a blink.”  And Benjamin was gone.


Samuel approached the Partition once more to check on Cory, who was dutifully taking notes in her fourth period World History class.  He always got a kick out of watching humankind “teach” World History…especially when even the textbooks got it wrong.  Take the discovery of Newfoundland, for example:  historians credited John Cabot, an old friend of Samuel’s from the first time he had Fallen, as having landed on the shores of Newfoundland when in fact he had only ever made it as far as Greenland.  The longitudes had proved so much closer together, and his navigator so inept, that he had virtually collided with Greenland in ER 1497.  The time, place, and situation were incredibly well-known to him…more so because he died on the Matthew during that same voyage and had looked grumpily down upon his friend after he had returned to HR.  After having realized Mariah was not his Soulmate, the discovery of a New World had more than occupied the remainder of his time as one of the Fallen, and no amount of lecturing in a high school history class could ever express the fervor and excitement of the discovery period, the lunacy of the Tudor line, or the passion behind Europe’s conquests and mad drive to own this New World and all it was purported to contain.

No high school teacher on the planet, or Ivy League professor of history, or even a decorated historian could explain what leading a human life during that period really entailed.  Except, perhaps, Dr. James Foundling at Ohio State University, but he was on Sabbatical and had an unfair advantage.

And then Cory was headed to lunch, and Samuel sat through another half hour of gabby, giggling girls griping about oblivious teenage boys.  He concurrently wondered what more they could possibly expect from his sex at that age and speculated on just how alone Cory might be feeling even though she was surrounded by her friends.  She had been denied entrance to the “popular” group back in grade school – an ordeal all its own that made him cringe even to think about – and had sort of fallen in with this group.  It was not that they did not all get along…it was that no one had ever really taken the time to get to know Cory the way she deserved to be understood.  Then again, it was always difficult to look on a Task as a Sentinel.  A Sentinel knew infinitely more about their Task than even the Task itself most times and tended to be a bit biased as to the worth, luminosity, and uniqueness of the human life entrusted to them.

Cory was particularly extraordinary, of that Samuel was certain.  He recalled very clearly the times she had actually heard Halflifes mourning their losses or attempting to relive their favorite Cyclical moments, though she had no idea what it was to which she was attuned.  None of his Tasks – and generally few of which he had ever been made aware – could hear ghosts…especially extraordinary because she could not conceive of their existence.  She was special, and it tore at his heart to see her so often unnoticed or misunderstood.  She seemed to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders (which he imagined was standard amongst Tasks who sensed or heard Halflifes).  Her smiles, while sincere, seemed so often without mirth, and her countenance was clouded by her deep and distant thoughts even when she was not caught up in her daydreams.  She had a distinctive soul and he knew she would blossom with the right support and understanding, but outside of her family members – who themselves displayed frequent and regular obliviousness – such support was not forthcoming.  Her mother, Samuel knew, could even be unintentionally cruel, thanks to her emphasis on appearance and an intense self-absorption.  
Samuel could not remember a Task who needed him more.  Ironic, then, that her Book was so untouchable.

Spanish came and went, and then English…the class Samuel loved attending most with Cory.  She excelled at English, both in writing and interpretation, and though he was sometimes disappointed by her teacher’s sporadic misreadings of Cory’s analyses, he loved to read her work and listen to her during discussions, studying the intricacies of her developing mind.


He was especially glad he had stayed with her that day, for it was just as she was preparing to board the bus for home that she was dealt another blow:  a lumpy, frumpy, mean-spirited hag of sixteen who rode the same bus as Cory called out to her just at she was lining up to step on.  Cory’s head whipped around and the girl yelled, “Hey, turn around really quick, will you?”  Baffled, but suddenly concerned there might be something sticking to her clothing or a stain on her jeans, she turned around so her back was to the dark-haired menace.  Immediately she heard cackling laughter from both the girl and friend standing alongside her, and then their exchange.

“See?  What’d I tell you?  Biggest ass you’ve ever seen, right?”


“It’s enormous!”  

While a wave of anger washed over Samuel, a wave of nausea hit Cory.  Hard.

Chapter 4
The two girls walked toward the end of the line of boarders laughing, and Cory was left red-faced and humiliated, surrounded by her chuckling fellow freshman and a handful of sophomores choking back their laughter, waiting with a lump in her throat to climb aboard the bus.


Samuel stood stolidly in the aisle at her side the whole way home, wishing with all his might that for just this one moment he could cause that horrible girl the pain he knew Cory must be suffering.  He wanted dreadfully to squeeze Cory’s shoulder, hug her to him, or let her weep on his chest, but without substance he could do nothing more than whisper in her ear that this too would pass, and that she was beautiful and proportionate and strong and above all of this.  He mourned the tear that slid down her cheek as she stared emptily out her fingerprint-smudged window.  
So engrossed in her pain was Samuel that he missed the dejected-looking “elderly” Halflife she saw on a city bus stop bench and the moment of empathy she showed in the half-hearted wave of her hand.  The old man returned her wave with a look of surprise and confusion, but Samuel never noticed a thing, and his intent to meet up with Benjamin that evening as she lay sleeping never once crossed his mind.  He had a Task and his Job needed to be done…but more than that, Cory needed him, so as she tossed and turned in her bed late that night he sat by her side, and when she finally fell into a restless sleep he lay down on the floor next to her bed, listening to her breathe.  It would have to be enough, because it was all he could do.  
For Cory, it was enough.  She slept.

The light of dawn streamed through the sheers floating around her window when Cory woke in the morning, but nothing about it seemed as bright or glorious as it usually did.  The world felt a little colder, a bit emptier…or maybe that was just her heart.  She heaved a considerable sigh and watched her chest collapse as the breath left her, deliberating on whether or not she would be attending school that day.  Duty and routine won out, and she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stretched her arms above her head, resting her clasped hands on her scalp as she brought her arms back down.

She shuffled down the hall to the bathroom and just as she was reaching for the door, one of her younger brothers streaked into the room ahead of her and slammed the door behind him.  When the shock had worn off, she felt both her fists beat against the door and heard her own angry voice – a roar just beneath the surface – demanding he remove himself at once…but it all seemed so far away.  She turned and leaned her body against the door, pressing the palms of her hands against her eye sockets.  Summoning such anger when all she was really feeling was gloomy and depressed had cost her her strength, and rather than stand and argue with her demonic shrimp of a brother, she padded back across the hall carpeting to her bedroom and collapsed once more into bed, closing out the light of day with her eyelids.

“Morning, Sunshine,” her father called through the doorway.  She turned her head toward the door, and then back over her other shoulder to glance at her alarm clock.  7:12!  School started in just over half an hour and she would have to catch the bus in fifteen minutes!  She leapt from her bed, took the fastest shower on record, and pulled on her favorite pair of jeans and a black tunic-length t-shirt, scrambling frantically for her ballet flats.  Her hair was wet and she was relegated to a quick ponytail to keep it from soaking the back of her collar, so she wrapped an elastic around her hair, dusted on some powder, blush, mascara, and a little lip gloss, and grabbed a frosted strawberry toaster pastry on her way out the door.

Cory realized two things about halfway down the front walk:  she had forgotten to bid her parents farewell, and had also neglected, more importantly, to bring along her backpack.  She opened up the front door once more, snatched up her book bag, yelled a casual “’Bye, Mom, ‘Bye Dad!” and was off to the bus stop.


The other two kids who rode the bus to and from her stop were sophomores and both male, so as usual, the waiting-for-the-bus conversation consisted of two boys talking sports and completely ignoring the silent, younger girl standing a few feet from them.  Cory did not mind; it gave her time to contemplate the day before her, to say a quick prayer that the evil harpy from yesterday’s bus ride would find another way to get to school today, and to decide on the best course of action to make it painfully obvious that she was completely ignoring the man of her dreams.  After a couple minutes, she shook her head.


The day was destined to suck.


…And then she had the distinct impression that the wicked witch had missed the bus, and all would be well.  It made no sense whatever, but she could not shake it.  Hmm, she thought, Wouldn’t that be something?

The bus pulled up, Cory and her bus stop compadres got on, and lo and behold, no depraved snothead.  Maybe it won’t be that bad a day after all, she allowed herself to hope.  I guess we’ll see…
*
*
*
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Cory was part of a group of eight girls who spent their school hours together, but today, she could not remember feeling more alone…at least not since the sixth grade.  She kept having random, fleeting thoughts like “Everything will be all right,” and “In the great scheme of things, this is all so petty and stupid and not worth worrying about,” but ultimately she dismissed those thoughts as ridiculous platitudes and wound up feeling low and very alone.


Her friends gathered around after lunch as usual, gabbing, giggling, and gossiping, staking claims on boys they would never get up the courage to speak to, and just generally behaving like a bunch of fourteen year-old girls.  She was in love with Matt – whatever that meant – just like they loved various male members of the student body, so Cory could not understand why she seemed such a poor fit for the rest of her group.  She had it in her to gab, giggle, and gossip with the best of them, and yet…She did not necessarily feel any different from Jenny or more mature than Delya or “beyond” any of them, but she wondered if she came across as believing herself somehow superior since she often found herself wholly and frustratingly unable to contribute to their conversations.

Suddenly they went silent, the circle of girls looking in her direction, and she blinked a few times, wondering what it was she had missed.  Danielle, a willowy redheaded friend of hers, raised her eyebrows expectantly, and when Cory stood dumbfounded, asked (apparently for the second time) “So, should we skip the baseball game after school, or did you want to chance it?”

“Chance what?” Cory asked.


“Chance Matt being there and you pissing off Michelle,” Sarah, the other of her redheaded girlfriends, retorted.


Cory blinked again.  “Well, it’s not like he even plays baseball,” she replied with the slightest hint of sarcasm, “and it’s no crime, my being in the same general area he’s hanging out in…after all, he’s still my Bio TA, and I can’t do anything about that.”


Danielle shrugged.  “So should we all meet up over by the gym after school?”


A chorus of voices rose in agreement, and not a split second later the bell to end lunch rang.  English once again followed Spanish, and school was mercifully over for the day.  A cell phone lay buried at the bottom of Cory’s book bag – “only for calling home”, her mother so often reminded her – and she fished it out, dialed her home number, and left a message for her mother explaining that she would be walking home after staying to watch a baseball game.  The game would last about an hour, the walk home was hardly a mile, and though neither Cory nor any of her friends honestly had much interest in sports, it was a good way to kill an afternoon and fend off their homework for a few hours more.  Not to mention there would inevitably be a treasure trove of hot guys in attendance.  Not a bad way to spend an afternoon, staring at cute boys and then enjoying the fresh air during an after-school stroll.  Plus, when she passed Moore Avenue, she could almost imagine Matt’s house at the crest of the hill…

Most of the group had congregated outside the gym by the time Cory arrived and they only had to wait another couple minutes for the remaining three to appear.  By the time they had reached the bleachers alongside the baseball field five minutes later, Cory had counted no fewer than twelve topics that had been touched on by the girls’ after-school chats.  Sometimes they spoke so quickly, changing topics at such a rapid-fire pace, it made her head spin.


They climbed the bleachers, choosing a spot nearer to one end, about halfway up, and stowed their book bags alongside them, shielding their eyes from the afternoon sun glaring off the metal benches.  Cory hunkered down, preparing mentally to sit through the game – her least favorite sport was baseball – hoping she could manage the boredom for the sake of spending a little more time socializing and a little less time in front of her textbooks.

People filed in, filling up much of the available space on the bleachers:  parents, siblings, friends, and fellow-student supporters alike had come out in droves for what was to be one of the last Varsity baseball games of the year.  The group of girls had been settled for some minutes (and a few were reclining against their comrades, already stooped in gossip) when Michelle, again flanked by a large number of young women, paraded through the crowd and up into the next set of bleachers…followed by none other than Matt McCourt and his friends.  She scanned the crowds for other members of her clique, her lips pursed, when suddenly her eyes alighted on Cory and her expression soured.  Cory, who had seen her headed toward the bleachers, was studiously ignoring both Michelle and Matt, though ignoring the latter was considerably more struggle.

The game had begun and people were still settling in, eager for action and for scandal; sports games were always good gossip-generators.  Abbey was in the midst of an Algebra class anecdote when she cut herself short and nudged Cory.


“Michelle’s totally staring at you, you know,” she muttered from between her barely-moving lips.


Cory rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, so?  Again, it’s not like I’m anywhere near Matt.”


Her friend Lisa blanched.  “Do you have to be so obvious?” she demanded.  “She could totally see you say his name just now.”


“This is ridiculous,” Cory continued.  “Maybe I was talking about a doormat, or saying my hair was matted, or, I don’t know!  It’s just ludicrous!  Why should I care what she thinks, anyway.  I’m staying away from him, right?”


Her friends shrugged collectively and Abbey picked up where she had left off.  In response, Cory tightened her jaw and had to remind herself to laugh at the appropriate parts of Abbey’s tale.  She was relieved when one of the Fairmont Wolverines hit a home run so she had something to ooh and aah over other than Abbey’s juvenile tale.  Her friends’ lack of understanding and sympathy toward her plight – being forcibly separated from the drop-dead gorgeous man with whom she was so in love – was grating on her.  As much as she liked to think she was above what she considered teenage childishness, she found herself descending into her own take on immaturity:  brooding sullenness.  Life was not fair, the world was out to get her, and no one understood her.

She sighed.


This too would pass.


A fly ball ended the game, and the Wolverines won with a final score of four to one.  The stands were full of crazy, boisterous celebrations that died down after a good five minutes, when bags were collected, bleacher cushions packed away, and the area began to clear out.  Cory waited to climb down from the stands until she was sure that every last one of Michelle’s friends had gone and left her seat with Lisa and Erica, her two remaining friends still collecting their things and gathering the determination to head home.  Erica explained that her mother was coming to pick her up and asked Lisa and Cory if they wanted a ride; Lisa immediately agreed, and Cory, as was typical, immediately declined.  She wanted to walk, and neither Lisa nor Erica was terribly vexed knowing that Cory’s grumpiness would not be accompanying them home.


The high school property line ended in back up against a strawberry field and the owners had politely allowed the students to use their field as a portal into the residential areas for the walkers.  It seemed that the students understood their good fortune in circumventing the main street in and out of the school and had kept themselves in check crossing through the fields; the field owner had never had to complain about any destructive teenagers, and since they had been allowing the crossing for over a decade now, continued to hope they never would.

Cory knew her good fortune – the fields helped her bypass an extra  two miles to her home – and tiptoed carefully between the rows, pausing only once to admire the small red sun-warmed fruits growing amongst the leaves.  She admired anyone who could get a garden to grow, remembering how bitterly she had failed in her own attempt to grow sunflowers in the West’s yard back in the third grade.  Green thumbs were hard to come by.


The fields ended abruptly at a chain link fence at the end of an undeveloped cul-de-sac and the road took students along a seven foot high brick wall for close to a mile with breaks every now and then for traffic to turn onto side streets.  The wall kept a number of large backyards from the students’ view, and Cory reflected on how quickly the flowering vines, not half their current size when school began, had shot up the wall during the year and were now clinging to it tenuously, as though they knew they could carry their own weight but enjoyed a steady lean-to.  The bright purple flowers were blooming, looking ever-more vibrant against the washed-out green of the leaves in the stark afternoon sun.  She wanted to pluck one of the flowers and tuck it into her hair, but then considered a host of what-ifs:  what if someone she knew drove by and laughed?  What if an authority figure caught her pulling off a flower and took it upon themselves to tell her off?  What if every girl who passed pulled off just one flower to put in their hair and there were none left to beautify the vines or the long brick wall?  Cory left the flower where it was and plodded on.

It was not long until she was passing Moore, and she could not help herself:  she turned to look down the street knowing Matt lived there, and she imagined once again that she could just see his house at the top of the hill…even though she knew full well his house was just out of her sight line.  She could envision his mother welcoming her warmly into their living room, sinking into his family’s couch while he sat beside her with his arm around her, and coming and going as she pleased, having been absorbed into his family as his significant other.  Of course, she had never been inside their living room and did not even know if there was a couch there (though she felt it safe to assume), had never met his mother, and would never, ever be Matt McCourt’s girlfriend.

Cory heaved a gigantic sigh and continued on her way.


Moments later a car passed by, slowing as it drew near so that she could clearly see Michelle glaring across Matt from the passenger side, his driver’s-side window down and music blaring.  Cory’s eyes began to roll and she closed them tight, catching herself just as her gaze was arcing to the sky.  Just my luck, she thought, taking the next few steps with her eyes squeezed tightly…and immediately she tripped over a crack in the sidewalk, falling forward palms-first onto the pavement.
Chapter 5

Hands scraped and left knee bleeding through a new hole in her favorite jeans, Cory sat down on the sidewalk’s edge to curse her clumsiness and tend her wounds.  She hoped that Matt’s car had already turned the corner so they had not seen her eat it on the concrete and decided that she was going to walk double-time to get home; she had already had enough of this day.


Her mother greeted her when she entered the house, glanced at Cory’s scrape, and directed her to a glass of water on the kitchen counter.  Cory caught the gentle shake of her mother’s head when she had noticed Cory’s scrape and huffed sadly, then grabbed the water and downed it, relishing the cold liquid sliding down her throat after her long, hot walk home. She snatched a washcloth from the linen closet on her way to her room, slung her backpack onto her bed, flipped on her stereo so she could lose herself in a Simon and Garfunkel CD, then headed to the hall bathroom to shed her jeans and scrub out the scrape on her knee.  It hurt like fire, but she scrubbed and scrubbed until she was sure she had rubbed and bled out every last speck of dirt, and then sat on the closed toilet lid watching a small trickle of blood ooze from her knee down her calf.  She could never be a cutter herself, but there was a certain fascination, she noticed, watching one’s blood flow…particularly during periods of anger or depression.  This qualified.


She wiped up the last dribble of blood, rinsed her cloth and her hands once more, haphazardly stuck a Band-Aid on her knee and headed back into her room, swinging the door partially closed behind her.  Paul Simon was singing about a couple couched in their indifference and measuring the borders of their lives with bookmarkers in “Dangling Conversation.”  She stretched out on her forest green coverlet and reclined with her hands behind her head, contemplating the borders of her own life.  

Her brothers Joe and John, Jr. were nine and eleven respectively, and little demons both.  Her mother spoiled them mercilessly, she had been so excited at the prospect of raising sons.  Unfortunately, it seemed to Cory, her mother had been less keen on having a daughter…at least, outside of enjoying the opportunity to dress up a little girl.  Cory sighed.  Such was her mother’s obsession with appearances that it extended even to hair bows on newborns and brand-name apparel on children.  Cory was interested in neither and had proved a great disappointment to her mother.  

Also, the age-old adage about mothers-and-sons and fathers-and-daughters certainly held true in the West household:  she would always be Daddy’s Little Girl, and her brothers would inevitably grow up with a serious oedipal complex.  Cory’s father had always been down-to-earth, sensitive and understanding, logical and grounded.  Her mother, on the other hand, was an excellent match for him, being in many ways his compliment.  Unfortunately, she had not always been the most supportive or sympathetic wife…or mother.  It baffled Cory that even though she and her mother were of the same sex, they seemed to have such difficulty understanding one another.  Though Cory tried to pinpoint the vast differences in their personalities to the setting-in of her teenage years, she feared they had really been grossly divided by their personalities long before Cory entered adolescence.

Audrey West had considerable expectations for her daughter, perhaps because Cory was the eldest of three, but more especially because she was a girl, and Mrs. West had equally considerable expectations of herself.  Women were supposed to grit their teeth and barrel through, show themselves to be strong and capable, and lead by example in all things…without ever a strand of hair found out of place.  
She recognized her own weaknesses, including impulse buying, a short temper, and a tendency toward quick judgment, but more often than not she shrugged off her weaknesses as those traditionally belonging to women as a species.  She refused to admit, however, that her emphasis on appearance was a weakness; in her world, the perceptions of others were to be carefully and skillfully molded such that no one could imagine Audrey West was not the woman they knew.  
No one could be allowed to guess that her parents had divorced when she had been a young teenager, to presume that her father had been an abusive alcoholic, or to deduce that her single mother had made regular trips to a juvenile detention center to visit her incarcerated older brother.  Not a soul outside her family would ever entertain the idea that as a young woman Audrey might have been relegated to wearing her older brother’s hand-me-downs as she worked part-time in a local grocery store to help stabilize the ailing family’s finances.  Further, none should ever know that her successes in life were due to long, lonely nights forsaking friends in favor of studies to garner her status as high school valedictorian so she could attend college on scholarship.  Cory believed her mother should be proud of such things and consider them accomplishments; her mother believed them dirty little secrets belying her current social status and had locked them up in the back of her own personal skeleton closet, the only evidence of their existence being how she now stressed appearances.

Cory sighed.  She did not always want to be strong and very seldom wanted to lead…particularly by example, if it meant that there would be many eyes upon her.  The farther she could be from a critical eye, the better; that way there would be no one to judge, condemn or disparage her character or abilities.  She much preferred her dad’s way of doing things, which was generally to logic through his difficulties and acquiesce genteelly when it came to all things unimportant.  Jack West was a man of principle and action – when it was important – and one to let insignificant issues roll off his shoulders like raindrops on an umbrella, comfortably situated under cover of his indifference…the one quality of her father’s that often made Cory just plain nuts.

As the song changed to “The Boxer” and the sunlight dimmed ever so slightly in her bedroom, Cory lost herself in the music and closed her eyes, shutting out the homework stuffed in her backpack but nagging at her brain, and the bickering of her younger brothers in the hall outside her door.  It was not long before she was catnapping the afternoon away, the last image in her mind’s eye a boxer – bearing the gashes of many a glove on his youthful cheeks – stomping away from another lost fight.  Consumed by his anger and shame, he faded into sunset on a deserted Jersey street…and she faded into quiet repose on her comforter seeking solace from the deeds of the day.
Chapter 6

“Rough twenty-four?” asked Benjamin, almost managing to hide the smirk playing at the corners of his lips.


“You forget, you know, just how exhausting it is to be a teenager!  It’s a miracle any of us survive,” mused Samuel.  He stepped forward briefly to the Partition to make certain Cory still slept, and then returned to Benjamin.  “Sorry about last night,” he offered, “but it was bad.”

“Try living through the Crusades,” Benjamin snuffed.


Samuel rolled his eyes.  “I did.  I just didn’t have to go.  Too busy with the Baron’s War.”  He paused a moment considering, and then, “You know, I suppose we just had a different set of problems back then.  I mean, as a teenager – and for the majority of the Tasks I’ve worked with – our major concerns were shelter, sustenance, and sickness.  Nowadays teens are inoculated against everything as children and the plague that killed my brother and sisters has been all but eradicated, so illness isn’t much of a concern.  They even have sprays to open a clogged nose when you catch a cold!  Starvation in these United States, at least amongst the majority, is virtually a non-issue, and whereas I was raised and lived in a small thatched roundhouse with a dirt floor and five other people as a teen, well, just look at the home Cory lives in!  She has her own room!”


Benjamin chuckled.  “Apples to oranges, Sam.  You’re comparing thirteenth century England to modern America over seven hundred fifty years later…to an entire generation of youth completely disconnected from their families. They do have a different set of problems.  I’m guessing you weren’t teased by other village children as a child for rag-wrapped feet, whereas these kids are mocked mercilessly for wearing the wrong shoe from the wrong store at the wrong price during the wrong season.  Teens these days are forced to examine their own emotional states – by which they’re completely confused – since they really have nothing better to do…no needs to make certain are met.  And what is the emotional state of an overgrown child consumed by hormones and thrust into a social scenario where they are surrounded by others in the same terrorizing circumstances?”

“Agony.”


“Pure agony,” agreed Benjamin.  “So.”  Samuel smiled.  Apparently it was time to change the subject.  “You wanted to hear about my last sabbatical, right?”


Samuel shrugged.  “I really do, Ben, but perhaps some other time?  Running my Job blind is really doing a number on me, and I just feel like – particularly during the teen years – I need to be ever-present.  Do you mind if I take a raincheck?”


“Not at all.”  Benjamin smiled.  “Like you said, it’s only been a hundred and fifty years.  We have plenty of time.”


“And we must wade through this slime.”


Benjamin shook his head.  “You and your rhyming.  Are you planning to put me through this again?”


Samuel grinned.  “Only sometimes…now and then.”


“I know, I know…you could go on like this for hours.”


Samuel’s grin grew wider.  “Well, Cory’s asleep, so I’ve got a moment to stop and smell the flowers.”


“Even for you that was bad, Sam,” retorted Benjamin, catching another twinkle in his friend’s eye.


“I know.  Sometimes I am.”


In mock disgust, Benjamin made to leave.  “See you, Sam.  Back to the job at hand.”


Samuel raised his hand in a cursory wave, and shouted after his friend, “All part of the plan!”


“Terrible!” yelled Benjamin from a distance.


“Unbearable!” Samuel agreed loudly after him.


Back at the Partition Cory was up, showered, dressed, and almost out the door to catch the bus.  Samuel hated playing catch-up, so he vowed to buckle back down and pay closer, more careful attention.  He rode next to her on the bus, perched and invisible on the empty seat beside her.  He accompanied her to her locker and to the traditional meet-up with her girlfriends before classes.  After listening to a few moments’ gossip, he was relieved when the bell rang to signal the five minute rush to first period.  He attended both of her first two classes this morning, grouchily sizing up Matt McCourt yet again, muttering things like “pretty boy” and “pansy” under his breath.  Samuel had just stepped back into the Heavenly Realm after Biology, in fact, when Denise, a friend and Consultant, came rushing toward him.

“Get back down there,” she said, waving toward the Partition.


“What’s going on?  Is this a high alert?” demanded Samuel.


“GO, will you!” she ordered, and without another word he stepped right back through the Partition.
Chapter 7

Cory had her back turned to the open quadrangle in the center of the school and had not noticed Michelle and her friends drawing nearer.  Samuel, however, watched the large stride and strong gait of Cory’s short adversary as she moved through the quad in Cory’s direction and felt the adrenaline course through him.  He tried to steady himself, realizing that if this had been a true emergency – a high alert, as the Sentinels called them – he would have been formally notified by Archelaus of imminent danger to his Task and prepared for a job-related Fall, more commonly known as a Plunge.  As it stood now, he was back without form and likely only there for Cory’s support and his own reference.

Michelle had bridged the gap between herself and her rival in mere seconds, before any of Cory’s friends had even taken note of her, and grabbed a hold of Cory’s right shoulder, spinning her around so that they faced one another.  Samuel could see that Cory had been caught completely off guard as her backpack dropped to the ground on her right, its textbooks sliding out onto the pavement.  Michelle was standing inches from her foe, her face as close to Cory’s as she could manage given the height difference.

“I thought I warned you about showing up to games,” she began.


Cory was befuddled.  “Yeah, about his basketball games,” she replied incredulously, forgetting as always, Samuel noted with a bittersweet shake of his head, to consider how her tone might come across to an opponent.


Michelle bristled, more so because her friends had joined her at her side and she could not be seen to have taken any backtalk.  “Are you just too stupid to figure out that you need to stay the hell away from him, period?”


If any time was a time to argue, thought Samuel, this was not it.  But Cory was a rational girl and seemed to have somehow decided it appropriate to rationalize her behavior to the fired-up young woman before her.  “I can’t possibly stay away from him all the time.  After all, I was already at that baseball game when you two showed up.  If you didn’t want me around him, you could’ve left when you saw me.”  Samuel cringed.  Apparently Cory’s rationale did not extend farther than explaining her brand of logic; if it had, she would have zipped up her mouth the moment Michelle had tried to end the conversation with a pronounced “period”, logic dictating that this was an argument she could only extend…not win.


“Look, I don’t leave, you got that?  I do what I please, when I please.  You, on the other hand, will stay away, or you will wish you’d never been born.  Matt McCourt is mine, and I don’t want you – or your friends – anywhere near him.”  Michelle had turned to leave, and Samuel immediately wished Cory had just let her be on her way.

“Michelle, I’m not between you and your ambition, all right?  I’m not trying to get in your way.  You can do whatever you want.  I just want to live my life,” Cory finished lamely.


LeAnn, one of the tall blondes who had been flanking Michelle only a couple days before, was back…and apparently a bit brighter bulb than her fearless leader.  “So are you saying you think Michelle is ambitious, going out with Matt?”  She took a step closer to Cory, but with her own friends directly behind her, Cory had nowhere to go and stood her ground.  “You think she had to try to win Matt?” insisted LeAnn, now eye-to-eye with Cory.


“That’s not what I’m saying…” Cory began.


“Sounds to me like that’s exactly what you said.”  The other blonde, Veronica, had apparently been emboldened enough by LeAnn’s contribution that she felt she, too, had something to offer.  “If that’s not it, go ahead and explain what you do mean.”


Cory sighed grandly, never dreaming for a moment that even a sigh might serve to enrage the troupe of girls before her.  Samuel knew immediately that they had interpreted it as a reflection of Cory’s opinion of their intellect rather than recognizing it for what it truly was:  an effort to collect herself.


“Well?” LeAnn pushed, incensed.


Cory took a deep breath.  “Look,” she began again, “if Michelle and I were ice cream flavors, I’d be vanilla and she’d be Rocky Road, okay?  It’s kinda like…”

“Rocky Road?” sneered Michelle.  “Are you saying I’m some overloaded mess?”


“No, of course not,” said Cory, shaking her head and trying not to giggle nervously at the thought.  “I just meant…”


“What did you mean?” pressed Veronica.


“Yeah, because I’m seriously losing patience here,” added Michelle.


“I mean I’m ordinary, okay?  I’m nobody.  I could never come between you and Matt because I could never be enough.  I’m vanilla.  Plain, boring, insignificant.  You, Michelle, you’re…I don’t know, some gourmet dessert.  Rocky Road may have been a bad choice, its more like Chocolate Fudge Brownie, luscious and exotic and…”


Michelle interrupted her.  “I don’t have a clue what the hell you’re talking about, just so you know.  In fact, you kinda sound like a dyke.”  The blondes with her laughed shrilly at the smear, and Samuel felt his insides churn.  “You’re not making any sense, and I’m really sick of standing here trying to figure out your retarded lesbian babbling, so let me just say this:  I don’t ever want to see you within a hundred yards of my boyfriend again.  Transfer out of his class if you have to.  Just stay away.”  With that, she turned on her heel and strode back to her clique, her two companions trailing behind, looking down their noses at Cory like they had narrowly avoided a pile of dog feces.


Cory did not know whether to be angry, humiliated, or just dumbfounded.  Samuel, though, was sick with rage and disgust.  Once again Cory’s friends had left her hanging and she had been insulted and ill-treated, in part because no one seemed to understand either how she thought, or her manner of self-expression.

A large vocabulary was not always a blessing.


Samuel found himself praying fervently, in the awkward silence betwixt Cory and her group of friends, that they would sympathize and commiserate with her, or at the very least malign Michelle and convey their astonishment at the unfairness of the situation.  Deep down, however, he knew he was in for a great disappointment...and it was confirmed the moment Cory turned back to her group.
Chapter 8

Sarah started in.  “Well, she did tell you to stay away, Core.”


Cory blinked.  “I…what?”


Erica was quick to agree.  “Sarah totally warned you yesterday, you know.  We all tried to.  We didn’t have to go to the game.”


“And like I said yesterday,” Cory leapt to her own defense, “I can’t control who shows up to what extra-curricular activity.  Besides, it’s not like I got up and went over to sit by him or anything.”

“No, but you were there,” argued Sarah, “and obviously, as far as Michelle was concerned, that’s more than enough.”


Cory could not believe this conversation.  All she had wanted was someone to mutter “What a bitch” when Michelle had walked away, yet here were her friends siding with the enemy.  And then it got worse.


Abbey, whom Cory considered her closest friend, chimed in:  “You can’t afford to piss her off again…seriously.  I mean, maybe you could go in to one of the counselors during lunch and see if you could switch Biology classes or something…just to make sure you don’t step on any more toes.”


“Are you serious?” asked Cory in amazement.


“Well, yeah,” Abbey retorted.  “I think you really need to take care here, Cory.  Because a) she’s not someone you want to make an enemy of, and b) its really not fair to us to get lumped into the same crowd by her group just because you have a thing for some senior.”


“Lumped into the same crowd?” protested Cory.  “But you guys are my friends!  You are my crowd!”  She looked around the group for support but none was forthcoming.  Jenny and Lisa looked at their feet, Delya was staring over her shoulder at the lockers, Danielle and Erica were looking uncomfortably at one another, and Sarah and Abbey both had a cruel sort of sympathy etched into their features.  Cory knew then that she had been warned; anything that might drag her group of friends further from the idol of popularity would not be tolerated, including her own friendship in their circle.

Well, she thought to herself, squaring her shoulders, at least we’re clear.

Samuel’s reaction – like the reaction of a man rather than a woman, Samuel had noted during centuries of study – was more physical:  he felt his body shaking with empathetic pain and wanted desperately to hit something…to beat in a locker door until his fist was bloodied or fling a metal trashcan halfway across the quad.  He was not sure whether to be grateful or upset that he currently lacked substance.  
He had Fallen for a particular girl a few centuries back – Mariah – who had turned out to be every bit as gossipy and prone to self-preserving cruelty as these young women.  If there had been a Greyhound bus in the court of Henry VII, Mariah would certainly have thrown a dozen different courtiers under it.


But Samuel was convinced that his anger at this particular moment had nothing to do with his own poor selection when he Fell that first time.  He believed it was purely compassionate concern for his Task…a deep understanding of, love for, and commitment to a Human Life he had watched develop from a babe in the womb to a young lady full of life and spirit.  So full of her own compassion for those around her was Cory that she could actually hear Halflifes bemoaning the end of their Cycles.  He felt as strong an instinct as Cory’s parents to protect her and sincere anguish knowing that at this moment in her Cycle, all he could do was to hope she felt his presence and could hear his words of comfort.  His anger having lessened, his heartfelt concern took over, and he found he was unable to pry himself from her side for the rest of the day.  

That evening she stood alone – as far as she could tell – in her bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror.  The chintzy pink floral wallpaper plastered on the walls looked like Pepto Bismol under the harsh bathroom lights, adding to the contrast between the sugar-coated appearance of the room and the pale, mildly green complexion reflected in Cory’s countenance.  Samuel was well-prepared for what came next:  Cory always cursed herself for not having said what she wished she had and would often tell off an invisible foe in the bathroom mirror, finally exhausting her anger.  Samuel was never sure whether to egg her on or calm her down, but she always seemed to feel so much better after she had had it out with herself that he generally let her be…and sometimes even contributed.

“Well, look who’s here,” she had started, a sarcastic sneer playing at her lips and the corner of her brow, “joining us on the less-popular side of the tracks, eh?  Don’t you know that your precious popularity takes a hit every time you’re seen in this corner of the quad?”  Samuel could not help but smile.  She had a gift for facial expressions, and at the moment her lips were scrunched and she looked like she smelled skunk.  “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company today?  No, wait, let me guess…you’re here to rebuke me for my very existence.  Right.  Well, then, fire away.  Can’t string a simple sentence together?  Couldn’t phrase an intelligent slander if your life depended on it?  Well, sweetheart, I’d do it for you, but I simply refuse to have a battle of wits with an unarmed person, you obnoxious, mean-spirited hag!”  Now Samuel was chuckling outright.  He loved the fiery streak she had that no one else ever saw.  There was intensity, passion, and cleverness just under the surface of this quiet, unobtrusive girl, and though he was sometimes thankful – under certain circumstances – that she buried her fervor, he often wished she would do as she dreamed and just let everyone have it!
“Tell me, Cory,” she was saying now, looking intently into the mirror, “why is it that you always come up with this stuff after the fact?  Couldn’t you blast them then and there…just once?”  She heaved an enormous sigh, culminating in her flopping down onto the fuzzy pink toilet seat cover and slumping sideways against the tank.  Examining her own reflection over her shoulder, she leaned her mouth against her fist and wondered why the tears had not yet come.  Maybe it’s because I’m too busy examining my pores to cry, she surmised.  But that was not it.  Cory could feel her confidence ebbing and numbness flooding in.  Samuel watched the change in her features, but mostly in her eyes as they darkened and seemed to sink farther into her skull.
“No, no, no, Cory,” he said.  “That’s enough of that.  No moping or self-pity tonight.”  She sighed.  “Please.”

She turned to sit properly on the toilet seat and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees, rubbing her hands up and down over her face.  He knew it was too late.  She had been consumed by melancholy.

“Cory, listen to me.  I know it seems unbearable now, but you’d be amazed how quickly all this passes.  Next thing you know, you’ll be away at University and this will all feel like a bad dream.  I promise.”  Samuel knew he was helping to breed Senioritis in Cory even as a freshman, but it was a technique Sentinels had been using for years to help their most downtrodden Tasks through the agony of high school, and in the great scheme of things, three more years really was not much.
The rest of the week Samuel suffered along with Cory as she interacted with her “friends”, watching her go from secure and self-assured to absent and anesthetized over the course of the next few days.  He waited patiently for another passionate outpouring in the mirror but was disappointed each day when it did not come.  Friday was a relief, knowing she would be home enjoying a family-only weekend amongst those who loved and supported her…even if she was not always completely understood.  
After all, he surrendered, who is?
Chapter 9
Cory seemed lucid again over the weekend, alone with her family once more, and they had noticed nothing unusual about her behavior…nothing that would belie her emotions or reveal her situation at school, amongst her friends. The weekend was full of the usual, banal weekender stuff:  the Wests had attended a ridiculous cartoon film on Friday night, giving Cory a chance to lose herself in a bathtub-sized Sprite and a Volkswagon-sized, lard-laden order of popcorn.  Saturday consisted of yard work and wasted time on the internet and Sunday brought lectures on the internet as an Implement of the Devil to Encourage Immorality and Idleness.  (“After all, idle hands are the Devil’s tools.”)  At least the Wests had decided to make homemade pizza Sunday night for dinner.  Any day with Jack West’s homemade pizza could not be counted a total waste.
Once Monday rolled around again, however, Cory found herself falling quickly back into inattentiveness and emptiness.  This was particularly worrisome considering there were only two weeks left of her freshman year and finals were barreling down upon the students.  Cory would need to be focused, she imagined, never having tackled finals before, and she hoped fervently that Friday’s upcoming stag dance – the last dance of the school year – might loosen her up.
It was mid-week when Lisa suggested they all get ready together at her house for the dance and no one even considered turning her down:  she lived in a home so large and grand it even had a staircase inside a turret, earning it the nickname “Lisa’s Castle” amongst the girls.  Cory often thought that had wealth equated to popularity at Fairmont, Lisa Newson would have been amongst the school’s top 10 most popular students.  None of the girls’ parents had ever complained about a pre-dance “prep party” at the Newson’s mansion home, either, in large part because they understood it was a good reminder to the girls that higher education was inordinately valuable…and if that college education led to a career as a heart surgeon, like it had for Todd Newson, all the better!
Samuel dreaded such times, not only because Cory would be attending a serious draw for Unholies, but because it was such a miserably girlie experience, well outside his realm of interest.  Each member of the group of girls was in the habit of bringing half their wardrobe to their pre-dance gatherings so that they could help one another decide which outfit would be the most flattering…and the sexiest.  They also brought a sweater or two along with their clothes, hoping to be able to walk innocently out the door under the watchful eyes of Mr. and Mrs. Newson.  By five o’clock on Friday afternoon, all eight girls – and about a hundred different articles of clothing, along with twelve curling and crimping and flat irons, nine bags and cases full of makeup, and thirty pairs of shoes, to Samuel’s great dismay – were comfortably sprawled around Lisa’s enormous bedroom, bathroom, and vanity.  Janet Newson, Lisa’s mother, had half a dozen frozen pizzas baking in the oven and a couple twelve-packs of Diet Coke and Diet Sprite (“It has to be diet, Mom!”) chilling in one of the kitchen’s two oversized refrigerators.  

It took over half an hour for the group to decide on their individual outfits, and Samuel was forced to choke back raucous laughter as they assessed themselves:  Sarah was dressed in the world’s most impractical heels, Delya’s color choice for her top reminded Samuel of Amsterdam, and Erica selected a simple white tank top, slashed in the center, between her overly-voluptuous, obviously tissue-stuffed breasts.  Though Samuel knew the dance would be a struggle for him, he prepared himself to be amused when some of that tissue worked its way out.  Lisa, as usual, was hiding a headache-producing florescent chartreuse tube top under a lightweight blouse, hoping her conservative parents would not notice, and Jenny, also as usual, was wearing…well, whatever everyone told her she should wear.  Samuel shook his head at her lemming-like personality.  Danielle’s tank top was sheer, and she had strategically placed a lace demi bra underneath it.  She tended to be more daring than the rest, and Samuel found himself utterly embarrassed for her…again.  Abbey had donned a short, swishy black skirt with a spaghetti-strapped black and white tank while Samuel wondered idly for what occasion she thought it was she was dressing, and Cory had settled for her standard:  a tiny, fitted blue t-shirt and a pair of equally tiny khaki shorts with strappy-but-comfortable sandals.  She was not as covered as Samuel might have liked, but he supposed he should feel grateful he was not Danielle’s Sentinel.
Once they were well-clad and had covered themselves to appear as modest as possible, they tromped downstairs to the kitchen to hork down pepperoni and sausage pizza and gulp vast amounts of calorie-free fluids.  Jenny pointed out that they were consuming so much fat with the pizza that it did not really matter whether or not the soda was diet.  Lisa countered by stating that just because they were eating a calorie-laden entrée did not mean they should add insult to injury with a soft drink when a zero-calorie option was available.  Cory just rolled her eyes; her metabolism had never made calorie-counting an issue, and she supposed she ought to be grateful…but really just did not care.

All too soon for their digestive purposes, they were stomping back upstairs to Lisa’s boudoir, consolidating their extra clothing into various piles to free up floor space for the almost-insurmountable task of “Hair and Makeup.”  Samuel could take no more and stepped back through the Partition.  It was now well past six o’clock, and the dance started at seven, but no one was concerned; showing up on time for the beginning of a stag dance was like arriving late to your own wedding…it just wasn’t done.
Irons were plugged into every outlet around the room and Cory held her breath each time another set of prongs slipped into its outlet. She was sure that one of these times they would single-handedly manage to knock out the regional power grid.  Once the irons were all “safely” heating but haphazardly propped on makeup cases, books, shelves, and unworn shoes, she let out a tiny sigh of relief:  electricity still flowed.

The room was a flurry of activity, with hair ornaments being tossed to and fro and lipsticks chucked back and forth across the open space, all to the beat of a heavy baseline from a song Cory did not know pumping through the surround-sound system embedded inside Lisa’s bedroom walls.  After flat-ironing her own hair, Cory borrowed some blue hair mascara and swiped it across the lower layers of her tresses, making it appear as though her hair was blonde on top and royal blue underneath.  The mascara weighed quite a bit less when it was returned to its owner, but no one would mind – not on the night of a stag dance.

As the clock neared seven the room reached a point of absolute frenzy.  Lipstick was blotted, powder was reapplied, gloss was tucked into jeans’ pockets, second coats of nail polish were being blown frantically by both matte and shiny lips, and Danielle was nearly in hysterics, trying to find something that would remove the mascara she had managed to smudge onto her upper eyelid without removing the sparkly shadow she had spent so long applying.  By seven-fifteen, however, all activity had ceased, and the girls were sitting back against walls and lying on the bed or propped on chairs admiring their work, chatting idly as though they had been beautiful and dressed to the high-school-nines all evening.  All that was left was to tidy up and wait, and Samuel finally returned to sit by and listen.
“What if Matt’s there tonight?” asked Abbey suddenly.  “What do we do?”

Everyone turned to stare at Cory.

“Uh…w-w-w-we…dance?” stuttered Cory, wondering how exactly she had been supposed to answer that question.

“Are you sure,” countered Abbey “that you wouldn’t rather just leave?  We can always go to Denny’s or something…”  She trailed off, but the look on her face made clear to Cory that the only person who would be going to Denny’s was Cory…by herself.

“Completely.  If Michelle wants to start something, we can take it outside.  And it’s not like there’s some restraining order out against me.  I can’t help the fact that I attend the same school he does, or that I happen to attend dances that the school puts on.”  Or that I exist, thought Cory bitterly, or that I’m completely smitten with someone else’s brand new boyfriend.  It’s not like I planned any of this.

“It’s just that we all know how you feel about him,” ventured Jenny, reading Cory’s mind.  “I wonder if maybe your feelings for him are keeping you from being, you know…totally sensible.  I don’t know.  If it’s just me, I’ll shut up.”  She looked around for support, and found plenty.  The majority of the girls were nodding their heads.

Cory was abashed.  “Fine.  I’ll try really hard not to be noticed, and if Michelle starts to make a stink, I’ll just throw in the towel and hit up Denny’s.”  Samuel was not so certain, but Cory paused and looked at the group, then transitioned into a new subject.  “Just in case, when we get to the dance, can we get our group picture taken right away?  I don’t want my hair and makeup all messed up or, like, sweat stains in our last group photo of the year for the very last stag dance.”

The mood of the girls relaxed considerably once the conversation had changed to picture-taking and their appearances.  “Oh, totally,” agreed Erica.  “In fact, we should probably get going soon so no one’s hair collapses before we get the pictures done.”  Cory tried hard not to roll her eyes; everyone knew that the only girl who had spent the bulk of her time dressing by curling her hair was Erica herself.

Lisa chimed in.  “Does everyone have their stuff together?”  The question was more a request than an inquiry; the piles of girl stuff still lay strewn across the floor space.  “Okay, let’s take it out to the cars!”

Everyone gathered their mounds of clothing and grooming items and started making their way for the door.  Both Mr. and Mrs. Newson would be driving to the dance, so the girls each chose a car, dumped their things haphazardly into the trunks, and piled in.  Ten minutes – and three raucous songs – later, the vehicles pulled onto the long high school drive headed toward the streamer-bedecked gym where ear-splittingly loud music ebbed from the open front doors.  Cory found herself wondering fleetingly why music at dances had to be too loud to think or to hear your friends speak and then shrugged.   Honestly, that doesn’t seem quite so bad, she thought absently, and followed her friends through the doors.  

Meanwhile Samuel braced himself, fighting back the nausea and dread, and followed in after her.  He knew what was waiting for them, even if Cory did not.
If the music was loud outside, it was nothing compared to the painful assault on their teenage ears once the gaggle of girls had flocked through the gymnasium doors.  The inside of the gym was pitch dark, its blackness broken only by the occasional swirling trail of colored light emitted from a light feature attached to the DJ’s turntable.  The intent of the lighting – or lack thereof – was to create the ambience of an LA club.  Instead, it felt like a rave in someone’s over-large, unfinished basement.  A mass of twisting, sweating bodies moved as one in the center of the gym with the most popular students at the center of the throng.  Like the concentric circles made in a lake by the naughty boy who drops a giant rock to disturb the fish, the teens in the multitude were less and less popular the farther away they were from the center.

As one, the girls moved to a side room off the gym to have a group picture taken, waiting only a few moments before it was their turn to pose together for the shot.  Cory forked over her nine dollars to purchase the picture at a pay station across the room once the camera had flashed, and it was finally time for the girls to dance.  They headed back into the dark, sticking close to one another, Cory’s friends eager to be awash in the music and out amongst the excited – specifically male – bodies, one of which Samuel watched grope for Cory as she walked past.  
Samuel’s fears were confirmed:  the boy was possessed.  

Chapter 10
Samuel turned green and was back through the Partition in a blink, sick and sweating, desperate but impotent.  There is only so much…he thought miserably, his head in his hands.  And that’s the extent, right there.
As they drew near to the mob in the center of the room, each of the girls became more and more agitated in turn, their collective excitement reaching nearly a fever pitch as they wormed their way toward the middle of the gathering.  A classic song started up as the girls neared a safe dancing spot for their popularity level, and as the music commanded them to jump, they leapt high with the horde around them, feeling the heat of the group envelop them, their nubile young bodies immediately beginning to glisten with perspiration.  
A mob mentality had seized upon the masses as it did at every dance, and the air was rank with pheromones.  Even the most timid of Fairmont’s students was easily infected by the heat and the tangible hormone rush the mob exuded.  Within moments of the girls reaching their dancing destination, a smaller group of senior boys had made their way over to the primed and perspiring freshmen and Cory suddenly found herself the object of one member’s attentions, feeling the friction of his pelvis grinding against her derriere.  She was, as usual, instantly uncomfortable and vaguely aware of Lisa on the other side of the boy, the whole of her friend’s body pressed against the back of the boy’s.  All three were moving together as one in time to the thrumming bass of some indistinguishable song.

Minutes later Cory again found herself wedged between writhing bodies but this time she was facing Delya, and each of the girls had a nameless, faceless senior behind them, continuing their grind.  Cory was becoming a little unhinged as she was passed around from boy to boy; the students around her appeared to her mind as so many meat lollipops.  She had the distinct impression that the half-dozen adult chaperones milling about were horrified and disgusted by the sexually-charged display before them but imagined none of them were prepared to say a word to any of the sex-crazed teenagers, caught up as they were in their indecencies.   Though she knew this to be just “what a girl did at a stag dance,” she could not help but feel a mild nausea deep in the pit of her stomach.  When the song ended, a small group of juniors approached and the partner shifting began all over again, this time with Cory stepping away to dance by herself, alone as she could manage to be amidst the grappling group.  Partners came and went in a whirl and there seemed an unending supply of hot, supple bodies against which her fellow students could grind and sway.  With a start, she noticed one of those sweaty male bodies belonged to none other than Matt McCourt, currently pressed against Danielle, his strong arms protruding from a tight white “wifebeater” tank top and resting on Danielle’s shoulders.
A combined wave of both fear and hormones washed over.  As horrified as she had been of her surroundings and the collective behavior of her fellow dancers a moment before, the temptation was now too great. Without allowing any further thoughts of meat-Popsicle degradation to warn her away, she stepped forward toward Matt and slipped quietly around behind him, pressing herself against his back.  Feeling additional contact, he reached one hand behind him to grab the back of her left thigh.  She shuddered.  Here she was, flouting the command she had received only days before, but his warmth, his smell – expensive cologne tinged with the yeasty scent of fresh baked bread – and his gorgeous, glistening, freckled skin were enough to make her dismiss any fear of repercussion.  She wanted him, and when he released Danielle a moment later to face her, she dared to wonder if maybe, just maybe, he wanted her too.

He towered over her, his hair a mess and his eyes full of desire, and she silently begged whatever Beast rules over Men at high school stag dances that this moment might never, ever end…that she could remain right there, her heaving body squashed against his lithe, sinuous torso, their pelvises pressed together, her mind lost in their intimate connection.  

He frisked his hands down the sides of her body and ogled her in full.  It felt obscene, and suddenly she was herself again.  One smell of his breath shattered the illusion that he had any real interest in her; he was drunk beyond belief and stank of cheap booze.  His eyes showed not the slightest spark of recognition that she was anyone – or anything – other than a female, and she was horrified, searching wildly for an escape route.
She was so involved in her own disgust, however, that she failed to notice the enraged glare of a pair of eyes in the center of the throng, flanked by two more sets of eyes ready to follow their leader into battle.  The only thing that saved Cory from a catfight at that very moment was a sudden lurch of Michelle’s stomach, followed by a desperate need to expel its alcohol-soaked contents.  Michelle and her friends headed in haste to the girls’ bathroom on the far side of the gym, but the distraction of intoxication-related nausea would not shake Michelle’s determination:  That miserable, ordinary girl could not be allowed to get away with defying her orders and worse…touching her man.  By the time Michelle was through with Cory, she determined Cory would wish herself dead…or rather, that she had never been born in the first place.  Right after Michelle finished vomiting, that was.
Chapter 11
Samuel was studiously engaged in avoiding anything other than the briefest and swiftest of glances at the Partition as Archelaus passed.  Archelaus paused and asked, the humor seeping into his voice, “Hard to watch, is it?”
“Un-be-lieeeeeeev-able,” came Samuel’s reply.

“What are you doing here, Sam?” asked Archelaus, shaking his head.  “You could’ve asked someone else to keep an eye on her while she’s there.  I know how upsetting it can be to see your Tasks embroil themselves in that sort of madness.”

“I can’t.  Denise warned me about that Michelle girl, and I don’t know if she’ll be sick enough to have to head home, or if she’ll want to stay and make trouble for Cory.  I need to be nearby.”

“I’m sure Benjamin would be happy to watch for you for a few hours, and if the Consultants aren’t terribly busy at the moment, I know Denise would be willing; she already has an idea of what’s going on there, anyway.  You might consider someone else standing by, just until it’s over,” shrugged Archelaus.  “We all know how you feel about demons, and after your last Fall, none of us can blame you.”
Samuel hated remembering back to the amputation of his leg; he had been possessed for only a few hours, and the memories haunted him even now.  “It’s not just the demons, Arch…though I admit that’s a big part of the difficulty.  It’s the dancing…the way they writhe and wriggle and…it just makes me cringe.”  He paused.  “Of course, I’ve never been big on dancing anyway,” he grumbled quietly, “not after that wedding back in ’87.”

“’87, ’87,” mused Archelaus.  “Which wedding was that?”

“ER 1487,” answered Samuel, “to Mariah.”

Archelaus laughed heartily.  “Aaah, yes.  The de Vere girl.  I confess it was – amusing – to see you stumble over your own two feet in front of Henry VII.  Not every groom makes such a showing for himself before King and Court on his own wedding day, Sam.”  
Fall, June 1487

The tile floor was rushing toward his face; he had just released the hand of his bride a moment before and turned to traverse the empty space betwixt his feet and the benches lined up against the wall when he felt the tiles scrape against his nose and forehead. He barely had time to wonder what the damage to his face – and his reputation – would be when the laughter began, first from the courtiers’ children (now closest to his line of sight, being that he was sprawled on the floor), and then from the courtiers themselves.  
He sat up to brush himself off and saw the stricken, embarrassed look on his beloved’s oval face…and then the stern expression of his new father-in-law, John de Vere, stubbornly refusing to look down at his daughter’s fallen husband.  It was the laughter of the king himself – Henry VII of the Tudor line – that echoed most clearly in his brain, however, ricocheting off the stone walls to bombard his humiliated consciousness.  
Samuel was not accustomed to the sensation of shame…that pain originating in the pit of his stomach, emanating from his core and welling up his esophagus to beat its way to his now cherry-red cheeks.  It was both disconcerting and degrading, and when he stood straight and tall, his chin tilted upward in an attempt to command the respect he feared had vanished, the situation worsened:  “You, sir, have made Our day,” said Henry, chortling.  Samuel closed his eyes, trying to be composed.  “We would watch you attempt to conclude your wedding dance…at your leisure, of course, and providing…you are not…injured…”  
A king had no need to hide his jubilation at someone else’s blatant idiocy, and Samuel had been laughed at by his king.  He had brought disgrace on himself and his new family and, though now desperately concerned for his performance, could not possibly decline the dance.  Instead he was forced to slog through it, enduring the jeering of the wedding party and all those in attendance.  Yes, humiliation was new to him…and decidedly unpleasant.
“Oh, come on, Sam, laugh a little.  That was over four centuries ago, and even Mariah herself laughs about it these days!”
Samuel snorted.  “Yes, well, she would, wouldn’t she?  She wasn’t the one who toppled onto her face.”

“No,” Archelaus agreed, “but she was mortified…and she’s moved on quite well since then.”

“She had over forty years in that convent to get over it…plus the last four hundred years.  I’m sure she has moved on,” Samuel grumbled again, ambling as casually as he could to the Partition to have a look.  His expression changed and he immediately shook his head.  “Revolting.”

“They’re young, Sam.  Not a one over 19.  Your Task isn’t yet 15,” he reminded his junior.

“Ann was my wife, gave me a daughter, and had returned to the Heavenly Realm by her age, Arch.  Don’t tell me how young they are,” Samuel stated, contempt seeping into his voice.  He was not certain whether it was contempt for his first wife’s circumstances, for the actions of the youth on the other side of the Partition, or for Archelaus’s attempts to raise his spirits.  
Regardless, the memories overtook him once more.

Cycle, September 1259

Sweet little Ann lay in their marriage bed, her arms folded across her chest, her face pale and hollow, her chest stilled.  A wet nurse had been called for Agnes – so Ann had named their little girl before she had slipped away – and Samuel stood against the far wall stiff and straight, his arms wrapped around him, his face a mask of calm.  

The midwife was engaged in the traditional weeping, wailing, and gnashing of teeth, but Samuel found he had no stomach for it and wanted to drive the woman from the house.  Though he thought he understood the intricacies of life and death, child bearing and delivery, he realized numbly that he was trying to stem his own pain by adopting hatred for this woman who was supposed to introduce life, not snuff it out.  She had been called upon to bring his baby into the world…and in so doing, his wife had left it.  He knew deep down it was not her fault, that she had done her best to stop the bleeding, and that fourteen was a tender age for a woman to birth her first child…but he preferred anger to lamentation, and so let it consume him.

“Get out of my house!” he had screamed.  “Back to your village, witch!” he had cursed her.  He had wanted to say worse, to condemn her young daughter to the death his wife had suffered, to damn her soul to the fiery pits of Hell and cast her there himself.  In the end he had returned to his place against the wall and watched her tend his newborn babe, sobbing her apologies while she cleansed his daughter of her mother’s stain.  He felt desperate, empty…alone.
“None of these kids will ever have to live a life like that.”

“True,” conceded Archelaus, “but almost inevitably, nine months from this evening in that Earthly Realm one of those young ladies will be introducing one of those young men to their offspring, and not even you were a teenager with your first.”

“Only because I was too busy apprenticing to marry as young as I ought,” Samuel argued.  “Anyway, it’ll be their own fault.”
Archelaus raised an eyebrow.  “Yes, though there is no fault where their child will be concerned.  Only opportunity for Progression.”

Samuel huffed.  “What are we even talking about, Arch?  Really?”

Archelaus smiled and shook his head.  “The fact that you, son, have a lot on your mind right now, and this is not necessarily the best place for you.  I am going to ask Denise to relieve you so you can perhaps visit one of the Processors…or at least take a little time to yourself to sort out your streaming memories.”

Samuel sat stolidly for a moment, and then sighed.  “Yeah, maybe you’re right.  I’ll go ahead and sit by for a while once Denise arrives.  I don’t usually get this worked up, you know.  Maybe I do need a breather.”
Denise was there in a flash, smiling and eager to take on a temporary role as back-up Sentinel, and Samuel was off on his own, his thoughts adrift in the stormy sea of memory.  He tried desperately to steer them through the waves, away from the jagged rock of his possession, but like the Titanic, the ocean of tempestuous thought was smashing him against the iceberg of his most horrible memory and ripping him bow to stern before he could even get his hands on the wheel.
Chapter 12
Fall, May 1917
The pain had consumed him, the fire in what remained of his left leg as close to unbearable as any pain he had ever felt, and when he had passed Charlotte on his way into surgery, she had smiled and told him she would be there for his recovery.  He had not even had a chance to speak to her yet, to ascertain who she was…if she was the One.  As they lifted his mangled body from the stretcher to the table, however, all thought of Charlotte left him and he silently cursed the Determiners for their selection.  He had wanted a strong body, maybe that of an orderly or a soldier on his way to recovery, yet here he was, a Tennessee teenager screaming like a little girl as the surgeons probed his injuries, begging for relief from the unspeakable anguish of his war wounds.  
A mask was placed over his face and a pretty young nurse tipped a bottle of ether onto the mask, bringing what he hoped would be blessed relief…
He awoke periodically to flashes of insufferable agony, his bones on fire, his life’s blood ebbing from both his abdomen and the stump of mangled flesh surrounding his femur, and he pleaded for further relief.  The morphine took effect quickly and he began his descent into the easy obliviousness he sought so desperately…until the demons overtook him.
It was different than when he had enjoyed his mead seven hundred – or even five hundred – years before, different than when he had joined the mob marching on Washington, angrily demanding rights for their fellow human beings.  Those times he still had some semblance of control, retained some suggestion of himself.  

This was sheer terror.  It was Legion, and they sought to take advantage of his tenuous situation, feeble and desperate as he was, to torture him until his mind became unhinged.  Though individual demons took possession of the bodies of those influenced by mind bending-and-altering chemicals and fluids, or even psyche-injuring emotions, Legion – a gathering of particularly vicious demons unnumbered – touched only those influenced by the strongest of drugs in the weakest of conditions.  They were almost always under the direction of a devil – one who could recognize the Fallen for the Angels they had been.  
Legion devoured his psyche, intent on his destruction, turning his world upside down and backward while they laughed inside his brain, taunting him with swirling images of evil, suffering, and degradation:  the rape and throat slashing of a child of one of the Disinherited by a fellow officer…Mariah’s grief-stricken and hopeless wailing as she stood in a puddle of blood pooling at her feet…the eyes of a young slave as he watched his mother be whipped to death by her master for some infraction so small as to escape all memory.  All of it came in snatches, lying in dark disarray at the corners of his mind to keep him from remembering who he was and what he was doing in that hospital bed.  
They had used the pictures from his memory to separate him from reality, merging his wild and wicked thoughts with the screams and moans of his hospital mates, promising death and yet not delivering.  He had thrashed and battered his cot, shrieking from fear and crying out for an officer’s pistol to release him from Legion’s impious grasp and his own depraved memories, praying for relief.  It was then that he felt the Diphenhydramine, an anti-allergen to correct what the doctors believed was the morphine’s effect, entering his bloodstream through his right arm, pushing out the screeching Legion as though through his skin as they cursed him and taunted him, ridiculing him for being weak and requiring medical help to force them from him.  They kept him locked in their claws until the very last moment when the anti-allergen finally seeped into his brain and thrust them out, leaving him limp and gasping, the waves of pain surging afresh through his veins, but his limbs and his consciousness blessedly free from their attack…

It was all Samuel could do to pull himself free of the hold the memory had on him.  He had been wary of so many things where his Tasks were concerned, all stemming from his Cycle or one of the three times he had Fallen for some girl, hoping she was the One.  Cory had managed to dredge up every emotion he had ever approached with cautiousness, from humiliation to loneliness and despair – even his fear of situations where demons were ever-present.  He found himself intensely grateful that Cory did not drink, had not experimented with drugs – Rosemary, a Processor, had stayed with her through her appendectomy, just in case any roving demons had decided they wanted in on the action – and was generally restrained enough in both anger and grief that she was not terribly susceptible to demons…except at dances.  This time, unusual for Cory, she had let her guard down, gave in to her passions, and credited her absorption into the mentality of the mob and its resulting empty hunger to hormones rather than demonic control.  He knew that, as a Human, it was likely she would never understand that that vacant, hollow look in the eyes of those around her was evidence not of overwhelming hormone surges but of possession, and it turned his stomach.  

He was fraught with worry about her, having actively relived his own experience with Legion, and after considerably less time than he knew Archelaus would have liked, he was back at the Partition with Denise seeking an update.  The dance was nearing its end and it seemed Cory had narrowly escaped a tussle with her adversary.  Michelle had been vomiting – sans entourage – in the ladies’ room when Cory had entered to blot her perspiration, pull back her hair, and to give silent thanks that she had escaped the miserable letch of whom she had been so enamored.  Michelle was so violently ill she had not even noticed Cory was there…although Cory had certainly noticed Michelle, and even allowed herself a quick grin at the intoxicated teen’s predicament as she headed back to join her friends, a moment of vindication in a torrent of disappointment.

The DJ announced the last song of the evening, bid everyone a fond farewell and a safe and sober drive home, (“Wishful thinking,” Samuel scoffed,) and started closing up shop as soon as the final song had begun to play.  It seemed he, too, struggled with the multitude of teenagers and was relieved to finally be heading home.  Samuel was equally relieved; he had managed to survive another high school dance, and so had his Task…barely.  He considered absently the reception she would receive Monday morning, but put it out of his mind as he watched Cory climb exhaustedly into the back seat of Lisa’s mother’s Lexus with Sarah, Erica, and Abbey to head home.  

Cory, he knew, was not the type of girl who found it easy to keep her mouth shut, so he was not surprised when he heard her relate her encounter in the bathroom with Michelle.  “Holy cow, she was so drunk,” she scoffed.  “I wish you guys could’ve seen it.  I don’t think she even recognized me, seriously.  Kinda makes me wish I’d slapped her across the face…it’s not like she’d even remember!”  The girls laughed shrilly, still high on the energy of the evening though their bodies were worn out, but Samuel thought he caught an unpleasant gleam in Abbey’s eye and reminded himself to keep his eye on her.  Cory was dropped off at the West’s first, causing Samuel to contemplate what Cory’s friends might discuss in her absence, and found the thought unpleasant and unnerving.  He was almost glad to leave them behind, but for the warning nagging at the edges of his brain.  Meanwhile Cory stumbled through the door, thanked her mom for waiting up, and then staggered heavily up the stairs to bed, wanting to avoid mentally processing the evening until she had more energy the next day.  Samuel saw that she had not even twitched after the first half-hour of sleep and, contented, he left her on her side of the Partition to tend to his own thoughts and musings. 
Cory never imagined that Abbey had spent hours on the phone all weekend with each of her friends in turn, discussing Cory’s actions at the dance, her interactions with Matt, and finally her comments about Michelle after the dance…which had turned rapidly from “I wish I’d slapped her” to “I slapped her full-on across the face!”  Worse yet, it had become “I slapped her full-on across the face, and she just stared blankly and drunkenly back at me.  I swear, that bitch won’t even remember it by tomorrow morning!”  Of course, Cory had said no such thing, but that did not matter to Michelle when she received a phone call from some girl named Abbey Gaumer on Sunday evening.  Michelle had made her own series of phone calls, the first being to her boyfriend, Matt; together they had formulated a plan to humiliate Cory first thing Monday morning…or at least by the end of second period.  
Chapter 13

Cory had missed Abbey that morning as she had been rummaging through her locker, but bid her other friends a quick good morning and packed up her book bag in preparation for the day’s classes.  She ambled slowly from first period to second, for the first time dreading being in Matt’s presence.  She settled into her seat, and when he finally arrived in the classroom, she felt nothing like the star-struck awe she had every other time he had passed through Mr. Lindstrom’s doorway.  This time his very existence made her feel dirty and used.
Biology that day was an entirely ordinary experience.  Very seldom did anything happen in Biology that required additional thought or discussion, and this day was no different…until ten minutes before the bell rang.  Mr. Lindstrom explained that his teacher assistant would be passing back some papers and that the students would then be free to start on the evening’s homework.  He turned the time over to Matt, who worked his way through a considerable pile.

For the first time since she had fallen for him, Cory was not waiting with bated breath for her name to be called…for the opportunity to be within arm’s reach of Matt McCourt once more.  In fact, her stomach was in knots as he got closer and closer to the bottom of the pile and had not yet called on her, hoping he would find her paper and call her forward soon so she could relax and ignore him once more.  As luck would have it, her paper was apparently last in the pile, giving her all the more time to wind herself up.
She blinked when she heard her name called.  Had she heard that right?
“Cory MCCOURT.  Is Cory MCCOURT here?”  Matt looked around innocently over the heads of the freshmen in the class as Cory felt the color drain from her face.  “I repeat, this paper belongs to Cory MCCOURT.  Is she here today?”


Mr. Lindstrom looked up.  “Cory M–…who?”  He blinked a few times himself, and then walked the few steps to be by Matt’s side and look at the paper.  “Do you mean West?”


“Sorry, sir, no.  McCourt.  It says right here…over and over and over and over.”  He looked up innocently at Mr. Lindstrom, now staring at a sheet of notebook paper – in Cory’s own handwriting – stapled to the top of a Biology worksheet.

Chapter 14

It did not take long for Mr. Lindstrom to piece together the fact that this was not merely accidental, but he was unwilling to believe that Matt had been intentionally malicious.  He tore the top paper from the other and walked to Cory’s desk, depositing the worksheet on it as he passed to his own desk at the rear of the classroom, still holding the incriminating notebook paper.


Cory had not drawn breath since Matt had first called out her name in conjunction with his own, and she wondered vaguely if she might pass out from the shock and shame now consuming her.  Matt had returned to his corner desk, ostensibly to look over more papers, and the room was abuzz with sound, some of the students whispering, others snickering behind their hands.  She sat completely still, as though carved of stone, staring straight ahead, not daring to unclench the muscles in her thighs that had locked around the chair in which she sat.  Swallowing became a challenge and her once-sharp mind felt dull and slow.  I handed it in, she thought miserably.  I can’t believe I…

Mr. Lindstrom’s voice came from the back of the room.  “Miss West, could I see you for a moment?”  She could tell he was attempting to sound natural, but his voice instead sounded tinny and strained, and all conversation in the room ceased instantly.  Her chest tightened with the fervent, miserable wish that he had waited until after class to summon her.  She stood stiffly, her muscles aching with the effort of first releasing and then using them, and walked somberly toward Lindstrom’s desk.  The distance seemed vast, her own personal Last Mile.  The silence in the room was both palpable and deafening.


Cory could feel the students listening intently at her back to Mr. Lindstrom as he began his quiet, halting speech.  “Cory, can you tell me how that doodle wound up stapled to your homework?” he inquired, not looking up.  “Because I have the distinct impression that that isn’t something you’d have done…” he trailed off, raising his eyes to meet hers.

“It wasn’t,” Cory whispered, averting her eyes.  “I didn’t…wouldn’t…”  A sob caught in her throat and she stood motionless, breathing through it.


“Do you know how it got there?” he asked quietly.


“I don’t,” she replied, staring at a point just behind his head.


“I hope you don’t mind if I ask my TA, because I simply cannot imagine…”  He sighed, and just as Cory was about to plead with him to leave Matt out of it, he added “Well, we’ll see.”  He looked to the front of the room, caught Matt’s eye, and motioned with his hand to summon his assistant to the back of the room.  The classroom had recommenced their whisperings only a moment before, but when they noticed Matt crossing the room, they were silent once more.


Cory could not bring herself to turn in Matt’s direction as he approached, so she stood rooted to her spot, her stomach knotted and nauseous.  He stopped less than twelve inches from her side opposite his mentor and looked curiously at Mr. Lindstrom, behaving as though nothing was amiss.  Mr. Lindstrom’s nostrils flared.

“I realize that the bell is about to ring,” he began, “but I’d like you both to remain here once it does.  Please disregard…”  He was cut off by the jarring sound of the mechanical bell and instead of continuing, pursed his lips and waited for it to finish.  The classroom cleared out more slowly than usual, and when Mr. Lindstrom noticed that his students were taking their time to leave in hopes of hearing another juicy tidbit, he sent Cory and Matt to their desks to retrieve their bags and directed them to return to his desk.  


Cory felt as mechanical as the bell had sounded in her ears.  She wanted nothing more than to dash from the room and lock herself in a bathroom stall until the school day ended, but was forced to repeat her death march back to Mr. Lindstrom’s desk, her things in tow.  Matt had tidied, stacked, and replaced papers in some cubby holes and so returned to Mr. Lindstrom’s desk a few moments after Cory, who was busy trying to control the shaking that had suddenly seized her.  Her hands were clasped in front of her, the nails of her right digging into the palm of her left hand, hoping the pain would jar her body into remaining stationary.

Mr. Lindstrom turned dark, cold eyes toward Matt.  “Mr. McCourt, where on earth did that paper come from?” he demanded.  “Miss West has stated that it certainly did not originate from her.”


Matt suppressed a smile.  “Well, I thought that was her handwriting, Mr. Lindstrom.  At least, it looked like hers, and I’ve graded a lot of papers with her name on it.”


“Which name is West, Mr. McCourt, but you know that all too well, don’t you?  And if not her last name, you certainly know, at the very least, that it is not McCourt.  Unless you confuse everyone you meet with one of your relations?”  Mr. Lindstrom’s anger was obviously growing by the moment, but Cory was not interested in his anger…she was too involved in her own hurt.


“No, sir, I know that,” Matt answered uncomfortably.


“What is it that you know, Mr. McCourt?  Miss West’s proper last name?  That Miss West is indeed not your family member?  Or perhaps how it is that that doodle came to be stapled to her worksheet, and on the bottom of the pile?” he asked again through clenched teeth.  “Allow me to add, Matt,” he practically spat, “that if I don’t get an answer from you immediately, I’ll be forced to assume that you’re lying through your teeth, and act accordingly.”  His threat hung in the air.

Matt went white, suddenly realizing the gravity of his own situation.  Michelle was not there to share the blame, so he decided to foist it all onto her.  “It was my girlfriend’s idea, Mr. Lindstrom.  I guess some friends of hers found that paper a few weeks ago – it slipped out of Cory’s notebook…it…it slipped…”  His voice faded as he noticed the livid look on his teacher’s face.


Lindstrom stared him down.  “It slipped from Miss West’s notebook, don’t you mean, Matt?  A little more respect for the young lady, if you please?”


“It…it slipped out of Miss West’s notebook,” Matt corrected himself, “and one of them must have picked it up…”  He shrugged.  “I guess C…Miss West and my girlfriend have some issue with each other – Miss West here has been spreading some rumor – and my girlfriend thought maybe this would…I don’t know,” he finished lamely.


Cory was sick, her mind reeling.  A rumor? she doubted, trying to wrap her mind around whatever it was Matt was talking about.


“So what you’re telling me,” Mr. Lindstrom interjected, “is that you decided to avenge your girlfriend on my student in my classroom during my class by publicly humiliating her.  Does that about cover it,” he said, summing up.  It was not a question.


“Yes, sir,” Matt replied, looking at the floor.


Cory had not moved a muscle.


“Well, then,” sighed Mr. Lindstrom, allowing himself to sit back into his chair, “it appears that you owe Miss West an apology, Mr. McCourt, no matter what rumors are flying through the school about your girlfriend.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “I might also contend that any young lady who would seek revenge by embarrassment rather than be apt to resolve her differences through one-on-one conversation is not the sort of girl to whom one should attach oneself.”  He eyed Matt warily, and then turned to Cory.  “I don’t know what sort of tiff you may be embroiled in, Miss West, but if I were you I would expect a full apology from Mr. McCourt, and then plan to stay as far away from this girlfriend of his as possible.  I find it patently offensive that she – and you, Mr. McCourt – would sink so low, whatever the reasoning behind it,” he concluded, his eyes last on Matt.  With a wave of his hand and a tone of disgust, he ushered them out.  “You’re both dismissed.”

Cory watched as Matt raced for the door, and he was through it and halfway to the quad before Cory had even reached the threshold.  She had not supposed Matt would apologize – Mr. Lindstrom would have had to insist on it then and there, but for no apparent reason he did not insist on it – and it was actually her preference that Matt not ask for forgiveness; it would have meant he would have stopped and spoken to her, and she wanted to be about as far away from him as she could get.  If I wasn’t over Matt McCourt after Friday, thought Cory, well…it’s done.  I am.  I’ve been crushed like a pill bug underfoot, and if I never see him again, it’ll be too soon.  By the time she had started across the quad toward her locker, Matt had rejoined his friends…and his girlfriend.  He was animatedly recounting the tale of Cory’s second period discomfiture, she could tell, to the wild, raucous laughter of all about him.  

And then she saw something that made her stomach drop into her knees:  one of those individuals was Abbey.
Chapter 15

Abbey was sitting on one of the quad’s picnic tables near Michelle, leaning in toward the tale, the better to hear it.  One of the girls in Michelle’s clique nudged her as Cory started past, and she turned slowly toward Cory’s passing form, her face an unreadable mask.


A chill ran through Cory as she guessed that the very same look had graced the face of Judas when we went in for the kiss.


She stopped at her locker, still shaking, and it reminded her to check the palm of her left hand.  Though she had not broken the skin, it appeared the nail marks there would not soon fade, and she winced at the lunacy of the reference.  She had to regain control now, for the day she compared her own petty pain to that of Jesus Christ would be the end of her immortal soul, she could feel it.

Suddenly it dawned on her:  here she was, at her locker and between classes…and none of her friends were nearby.  Not a single solitary one.  Jenny was not digging around in her locker for her third period textbook, neither Sarah nor Erica were standing by, locked in one of their regular and intense conversations about the many merits of the football team, and Delya, Lisa, and Danielle were nowhere to be seen.

Cory was alone.  

So very alone.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
* 

Meanwhile, Benjamin was trying to calm his friend.  “They’re teenagers, Sam.  We’ve been over this.  You can’t have a rational, mature conversation with a naturally irrational, immature being.  It’s just not possible.”


Samuel was raging.  “Then why did he even try, Ben?  He was useless!  Utterly useless!” glowered Samuel.  “Why not just call the kid the louse he is and demand he apologize then and there?  And how could he possibly think Cory could be the source of any rumor?”


“You have to treat someone like an adult and expect them to act like an adult in order to turn them into an adult.  This isn’t just about your Task; that boy is someone else’s Task, too.  And where that rumor is concerned, you yourself have told me your Task has a big mouth!  She may not have slapped that girl or told anyone she did, but she is the source of the rumor, Sam.  She did say something to those girlfriends of hers – and I use the term loosely! – ” he added to quell Samuel’s glare.  “But she did make a comment about wanting to do it or wishing she had.  Something like that amongst teenage girls is as good as gold.”


Samuel dropped his head into his hands.  “Look, Ben, I know you have nothing invested in this – ” 

“You’re right,” agreed Benjamin, interrupting before his friend could continue, “I have nothing invested in this Task of yours.  She’s just a girl experiencing a human life Cycle on the road of Progression, and someday a handful of eternities from now will finally be Unbound.  But she’s a member of Creation, and she needs her Sentinel to keep a level head right now.  You may be riding side saddle on this, Sam, but you’re not the one going through it, and you need to learn to separate yourself a little better, no matter how much anything from her Cycle reminds you of your own, or one of the times you Fell.”  Samuel opened his mouth again, but Benjamin barreled on.  “This is not about you!”

But Samuel was already reliving the memory.

Fall, December 1829
“We trusted him, Lizzie.  I voted for the man.”

“I understand, Samuel, but that is the key.  You voted for him, and these policies must be supported, whether or not we believe they are best.”

Samuel was enraged.  “That is not how it was meant to work.”  Lizzie, the daughter of a plantation owner, could not wrap her head around the idea that a government worked any other way; her father had been master of the plantation, and Jackson was now master of the United States.  “Listen to me, Lizzie:  he betrayed us.  You stood with me during the campaign and listened to him give speech after speech after speech about how things would be different.  He told us that he would change everything, that Adams’ presidency would be well in the past, and now this?  Andrew Jackson’s spoils system is shameful, and he has betrayed every single solitary man who voted him into office.”

Lizzie was unfazed.  “I’m certain President Jackson is doing the best he can with the government that President Adams left to him.  It will just take some time.”

Samuel could not understand how Lizzie was not just as offended as he had been.  “He’s reforming these United States into something we will not even recognize, given enough time.”  He held Lizzie’s upper arms, staring into her eyes.  “He has betrayed us.  I am disappointed, I am disgusted, and I fear for the lives of the slaves your father continues to beat while Jackson sits in the White House offering government salaries to family and friends.”

Lizzie looked as though she had been struck.  “Don’t you dare speak of my father that way again, Samuel.”  
Even his wife was betraying him for her father.
“It’s the truth, Lizzie, and you can be damn certain I will be more involved in politics from this point forward.  I will not be betrayed by my president, nor will I betray my fellow human beings sitting idly by while they are abused and murdered for cotton’s sake.”

Lizzie wrenched her arms from his grasp, bit hard on her lower lip, and stormed from the room.
“You knew this about me!” he called after her.  “You knew how I felt!”  She was gone.  “I will not take this lying down!” he bellowed, hoping she could still hear.

There was no response.

He fell into a chair to monitor his pulse.  Thirty-five was too young for poor health.  He cursed the Determiners, the president, and Stephen Jackson; they would find a way to kill him, he knew, individually or together.  Lizzie certainly was not the One, and if he focused on throwing out of office the man who was so quick to betray his country, perhaps he could make this Fall worthwhile yet.


Samuel bit down on his lip – hard – and took a deep breath, processing the inspired words of his friend.  It was true; Cory needed him to keep his wits about him, no matter how offended he was on her behalf.  She had been betrayed once more and needed his words of wisdom and the quiet calm of his companionship, perhaps now more than ever.


He nodded his accord with the advice his friend had offered, clapped Benjamin on the shoulder, who in turn squeezed Samuel’s own, took one last deep breath, and stepped back through the Partition.

Chapter 16

Cory had seen neither hide nor hair of any of her friends since she had arrived at school that morning.  It was not until after school, as she was collecting the textbooks from her locker, that they had finally appeared.

“Hey,” she said, by way of greeting.


“Hi,” Jenny ventured, but she took a step backward when a raised eyebrow from Erica quelled her.


“What’s going on?” asked Cory.  “Haven’t seen any of you guys all day…” she trailed off, waiting.  Unseen beside her, Samuel, too, was waiting, praying that this was not going to turn out the way he feared:  a replay of three years prior.


Erica stepped forward.  “We told you, Cory…we just can’t let ourselves be stuck in the same category, what with you being such a joke and all.”

At least she’s direct, thought Cory with a vested disassociation, shutting down any remaining emotions.  “So you’re telling me this friendship is over?” she queried, seeking both clarification and the official decree.  She was already numb and ready to get this over with so she could race to catch the bus.


“It’s not like we can’t be friends with you,” Sarah began, “just that we can’t be seen hanging around you.”  She pursed her lips, and pushed on.  “Anyway, you totally gave Abbey the ‘in’ with that group when you went off about how you slapped Michelle – ”

“No, no, no, hang on,” interrupted Cory.  “I never said that I slapped her, I said – ”


“What you said doesn’t make a damn bit of difference,” Erica cut her off.  “What got back to Michelle was that you were telling all these people that you slapped her across the face, and she’s pissed as hell, Cory.  We don’t want her pissed at us.”  The girls could see Erica was working herself up, so Sarah put a hand on Erica’s arm and took over the tirade.

“Look, Cory, you decided to go to the dance, and instead of leaving when you saw that Matt was there, you danced with him.  You actually danced with him.  Then you got all high and mighty when you saw Michelle was drunk and talked up how you wanted to deck one of the most popular girls in school, not to mention the fact that all of us were worried this was going to happen and even warned you about it beforehand!”  Sarah paused to stare at Cory, challenge in her eyes.  Cory was not about to offer anything.  “So the bottom line is this,” Sarah continued, “it’s not like we’re all suddenly not friends, per se, but we all agree,” she said, gesturing at the half-dozen girls before them, “that it would probably be better if you found some other circle to hang out with, you know, regularly.”  She finished with a shrug that communicated finality rather than indifference.

“’Kay,” nodded Cory.  “Then I guess I’ll…I’ll see you guys around.”  She turned to walk away and heard one of the girls – she was not sure which – call out her name behind her, but she hurried on, refusing to process what had just happened and focusing instead on scurrying to catch the bus.

Chapter 17

Samuel waited with bated breath for another passionate outpouring in the mirror once Cory was safely home and alone, locked in the bathroom…but it did not come.  “Come on, let ‘em have it,” he encouraged her, but two empty eyes stared back into their own reflection, and Samuel knew he had gone unheard.  Cory had checked out.  He ached in her stead.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Samuel had stood directly in front of Cory during the onslaught, hoping that his presence would deflect the blows landing on his Task at each of the girls’ cruel words.  Cory had stopped trying to explain, stopped trying to defend herself and instead appeared to be imploding, physically and mentally.  Her shoulders hung low and hunched like an old woman in prayer, her head drooped to the ground as if it were a flower wilting in the sun from intense heat and lack of water, and her eyes were dark and downcast, empty but clouded over, a winter sky before a snowstorm.  He grieved for her as her friends, one by one, turned against her, blaming her for their troubles, trials, and tribulations, and he screamed and shouted at them each in turn, attempting to make them feel his words and drive them away with the fierceness of his once-warrior’s soul, but they continued their blitz.  They had ambushed her at the end of lunch, when she had least expected it, and now it was fifteen minutes into class, but half the classroom’s female population was missing from their chairs.
He had been further infuriated when Mrs. Noh had approached the scene, seen that the girls assailed his Task with every wicked word in their arsenal and that Cory had folded – she was virtually unresponsive – and had allowed them another few minutes to “finish their business.”  She had not wanted it to continue in her classroom, so she had left them there without the benefit of adult supervision excepting Samuel himself. He knew Cory had felt further abandoned as she had watched her teacher – the one adult she believed could save her – walk away, leaving her to face the attacks of all nine girls completely alone.
Samuel had turned to face Cory as another girl started her rant and wished for just a moment that Sentinels were allowed to see one another and interact with each other in the ER so he could understand what might even then be happening in Cory’s favor.  Unfortunately, such interactions were only to be had before these situations occurred, or after they were over.  It was generally impossible to see a being without substance in the Earthly Realm, of course, but the rule kept Sentinels from focusing on another Task’s side of a story and properly alert to their own Task.  It also forced them to imagine how the circumstances would affect only their Task’s Progression.  In times like these, however, when it was almost ten-to-one – and Samuel was flying blind – it would have been helpful to him to know when Cory would finally be released from this emotional onslaught so he could help her tend to her wounds.
As well as Samuel knew her – and arguably, that was better than anyone, having lived almost every moment of her life as her shadow – he had never seen this look on her face before:  the only way he could think to describe her expression was that of total despair.  She was hollow, the shattered remnant of a previously whole human being, ripped, shredded, and torn to pieces by cowardly children, left alone as an outcast in that stinking social cesspool called puberty .  
It did not matter that Cory had set herself up for this, that she had tried to cover her own foolishness by lying to her friends.  What mattered to Samuel was that she certainly did not deserve this:  a gaggle of angry girls battering her with their words from all sides, a united front of emotional torture.  Cory’s own best friend was among them and, indeed, the source of this commotion.  The situation’s origins were a red herring to Samuel, whose only interest was in protecting the heart and sanity of his Task as she trembled emptily before them, a delicate, unsheltered flower raped by a raging whirlwind.

Cory had done the unthinkable:  she had written her best friend Seline a note calling another of their friends a whore.  No matter, of course, that Cory had no idea what that word meant. If someone had asked her, she would have explained that it was someone who dressed in the morning specifically to impress boys.  In other words, Cory had been jealous.  Her parents were far older and more conservative than those of the girl in question, so Cory’s childhood wardrobe had been current and label-ridden, but boring at best; Cathy, the girl she had still-unknowingly offended, was from a family well-to-do, with a mother who followed trends, fads, and seasonal styles and had made certain her daughter was as well-dressed as the queen of England.
The word had actually originated with Audrey West.  She had retrieved Cory from school one afternoon and happened upon her daughter and a few other girls waiting for pick-ups.  When Cory had buckled herself securely into the passenger seat, Mrs. West had glared through the windshield for a moment, then turned to her daughter and pointed at Cathy:  “I can’t believe what some mothers let their girls get away with.  That girl looks like a whore…like she’s waiting around to be picked up by some guy.  That’s just offensive!” she growled, her conservative religious nature at the forefront.  Rather than ask the definition of “whore”, Cory had absorbed the comment.  In her mind, and in conjunction with the sentiments that had followed, she was already certain the word meant a well-styled girl looking to further electrify the boys that already flocked to her.  With that as Cory’s definition, Cathy had certainly earned the title.
The next day in class she was passing notes back and forth with her best friend Seline and mentioned that Cathy was a whore, taking pride in using such an adult word to describe one of their circle of friends so accurately.  Seline had an older sister and consequently her definition of “whore” was very different from Cory’s definition.  Cathy’s incredible popularity was well-established at their elementary school, so Seline figured Cathy might be interested to hear about someone spreading a dissenting opinion about Cathy’s perfection...particularly if such information might further her own recognition amongst her peers.
Cory was confronted a few days after writing her note to Seline by a couple of her friends, asking what Cory thought about Cathy.  Cory told them she thought Cathy was “cool,” and when they asked if she thought Cathy was a slut – a whore – a tramp, she had vehemently denied feeling that way.  Being the eldest child in the West family, the words “slut” and “tramp” were foreign to her…she had no older siblings to school her in such language.  She had recognized the word “whore,” though, and assumed that the other two words meant something similar, so not wanting to be thought jealous over Cathy’s appearance and ability to draw male interest, she had mustered an air of shock at the idea.  At eleven, it had not ever crossed her mind why her friends would ask such a question.  She was too naïve to imagine that her best friend could ever betray her.  The girls had returned to the larger group, and suddenly Cory was a horrible beast of a girl, and a liar to boot.  
And so it was that they had gathered together on this day to confront their eleven year-old comrade and tear her figuratively limb from miserable limb, leaving her wretched and alone.  They could not conceive that she deserved any less.

And Cory could not bear to explain.  It would have been futile, banded together as they were in a self-righteous mob, pretending to protect one another from Cory’s nastiness.  If Cory was to become their scapegoat, there would be nothing she could do – as evidenced by the fact that every girl she considered a friend in the entire world, including her best, was directly before her now, seeking to take her down.  She fought their fire with an icy numbness, escaping into the quiet solace of her wandering mind, and vowed not to let them see her tears.  Samuel, of course, had craved her tears, wanting so much for them to see how they hurt her, to face the damage they were doing rather than dismiss Cory as a cold, hard, unrepentant monster of a girl.  By stemming the flow of her tears, she was unwittingly confirming their ideas about her.  It encouraged them to further insult and assail her, hoping that Cory would exhibit some sign of having been sufficiently demeaned so that they would know their machinations had been effective.
She refused to cry, and when Mrs. Noh reappeared to bring her students back to class, they turned from her as one, leaving her both symbolically and literally behind them.  She stood planted in her place, feeling as though her ribs had been kicked in the moment the last girl rounded the corner toward her classroom, and she gasped for breath, beginning to hyperventilate.  Her eyes darted wildly about, and she broke into a run toward the bathroom, collapsing in a corner of one stall and heaving gigantic, grief-stricken sobs.  They had gutted her, she was convinced; as she leaned over the side of the toilet and vomited the contents of her stomach she saw red, the putrescent stench of her insides invading her nostrils and clinging to her clothes.  It took a moment of panic before she realized the red stain in the toilet water was not blood but tomato sauce from her recently-eaten, cafeteria-cooked spaghetti lunch, but she felt no relief wash over her…only another wave of nausea, causing her to throw up until there was nothing left to expel.  The sobbing continued, interspersed with dry heaves onto the tiled floor of the girls’ bathroom.  She wanted to die, and Samuel had been rushed through a Plunge.
“Everyone all right in there?” a man’s voice called from outside the bathroom.

“Uh…yeah,” Cory had cried out in return, her sobs stunned into ceasing.

“Is someone sick in there?” asked the voice.

“A little bit,” she replied weakly.  “I’ll…I’ll be right out.”

“Hurry up, then, and I’ll take you to the office,” he rejoined.

“Oh – okay,” she answered back, and then stood, wiped her face, the front of her shirt, and a spot on the floor with a mass of toilet paper.  She flushed it quickly, praying it would not back up the decades-old toilet.  Once the toilet’s contents had disappeared, Cory had wiped her tears on her sleeves, splashed her face with a few handfuls of cold, tinny-tasting tap water, and patted it dry with too many paper towels.

She emerged from the bathroom into daylight, temporarily blinded.  Before her stood a janitor she did not recognize, probably close to retirement age, with a bulbous nose and scraggly brown hair stuffed up under an old baseball cap.  “You okay?” he asked pleasantly, his chubby face full of concern for the girl.
“I…I think so.  I just…I don’t feel well,” she shrugged.

“You don’t look well,” he chuckled lightheartedly.  “Let’s get you to the front office, shall we?” he smiled, motioning up the hall.

“I guess,” she said, hesitating, but her stomach gave another little lurch at the thought of rejoining her classmates in Mrs. Noh’s classroom, and she nodded.  “Yeah, that might be a good idea.”

“I’ll follow you,” offered Samuel, and he did just that, pushing a wheeled bucket along in front of him, his hands on the handle of a mop protruding from the mostly-empty bucket.  They continued down the hall and he apologized for the noisy racket the casters were making.

“I don’t mind,” she said, offering a sad smile in return.  “It helps me forget about…about my stomach.”

“We all have bad days from time to time,” offered Samuel, “and some are worse than others.  Especially when your stomach goes along with it.”  He looked at her with an odd tenderness for a stranger, she thought to herself, but it was not uncomfortable; she knew he was sincere.  He continued:  “It always gets better, you know, after that initial blow to your stomach.  Just has to work its way through your system…mill around in you for a while until you beat it and get your strength back.  Sure is no fun in the meantime, but it always gets better.”  It seemed to her heart at that moment that he was talking about a whole lot more than her stomach ailment, saying exactly what she most needed to hear.  She looked at him skeptically, wondering if he somehow knew more than he was saying.  “Trust me.  I’ve got a bunch more years on ya,” he laughed, a secret smile playing at his lips.
He let her go a few feet from the office door, bid her well and turned to leave, pushing his mop and bucket in a wide arc on the pavement to reverse his direction.  “Thank you,” she said, her hand on the door knob, not daring to turn back toward him in case his sympathy made her cry.

“Any time, Miss,” came his reply, and she waited until she could no longer hear the sound of his casters skidding noisily over the ground before she plunged through the door and into the peaceful escape of the student-free front office.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Stinking girls, Samuel grumbled to himself as Cory climbed into bed that night.  Three years doesn’t make much difference, I guess.  His heart sank as he watched Cory settle in beneath the covers, her eyes cold and dead, dreading the emptiness she had assumed but knowing it was how she protected herself.  He lay down next to her on the bed, wishing he could smooth her forehead and lend her an ear…or a shoulder.  Impotent to do either, he turned to lie on his side, watching over her as she nodded off into a tormenting world of unhappy dreams.
Chapter 18

Betwixt studying, finals, and end-of-year craziness, the last few days of school were a blur to Cory.  She found she only really missed her friends the day the school delivered yearbooks to the students’ second period classes.  Like everyone else, she had preordered hers six weeks before.  Now, as she thumbed through the pages full of professional photos of people she neither knew nor cared for and candid shots of popular and affluent teens she would never speak to in a book no one would sign, she could think of at least a half-dozen better uses for the fifty dollars her parents had “invested” in this book of soured memories.  

She flipped to the senior section of the book, found the page with Matt McCourt’s picture, and ripped it clean out of the book during a lull in her second period’s conversational frenzy.  The noise set 3 dozen pairs of ears percolating, and Matt watched dumbfounded as she carefully stood from her chair – this would be a very bad time for me to trip over my own two feet, she thought, steadying herself – and walked to a trash can, letting the single sheet of heavy paper slip from her fingers and flutter down into the wastebasket.  It’s official, she smirked to herself. I’m over him.

The day before school let out Cory watched students milling about the quad exchanging signatures and leaving written reminiscences – one-liners and novels alike – and she came to a decision:  it would be far more satisfying for her to watch the pages of her yearbook go up in flames than to beg for yearbook signings.  She resolved to burn her yearbook in her own personal bonfire as a year-end celebration.  So consumed was she by this idea that she hardly noticed the school day had ended, and in only 24 short hours she would be free.


Nothing about her last day was memorable.  Her teachers had no wise words to share, the morning announcements provided only reminders for summer school, which Cory would be taking online in order to knock out a basic Health class, and the excitement displayed by her fellow students was not the least bit contagious to her.  When the final bell rang at the end of sixth period, she gathered up her nearly-empty book bag and headed for her bus, boarding quickly, sitting near the back and refusing to acknowledge the Fairmont populace outside celebrating their freedom as the bus pulled away from the curb.  It was only once the school was completely out of sight that Cory felt the relief of the school year’s end wash over her and she smiled, her furrowed brow finally relaxing.

The door to the West’s home was standing open when Cory arrived, and she immediately smelled the heady scent of her mother’s famous chocolate chip cookie bars.  Mrs. West knew they were her daughter’s favorite, and there on the kitchen counter sat an expensive china plate piled high with them:  enormous rectangles of thick, chewy, brown sugary-and-buttery chocolate chunk bars, inevitably to be accompanied by a back-of-the-fridge cold, extra-full glass of two-percent milk.  Cory could not remember an afternoon starting out this perfectly in a very long time.


Over cookies, she and her mom talked about Cory’s day, her finals, her upcoming Health class, and discussed the family’s summer plans.  They would be taking their traditional family vacation to a ski resort at the end of the season, when the rates were cheap but the views were breathtaking, and the very idea of their laid back, regular family getaway relaxed her to the core, wrapping her heart in soft combed cotton and swathing her soul in comfortable, cool silk.  Only one thing could make it better.

“Mom,” she began, cutting off her mother’s vocalized daydreaming, “would you mind if I did something…odd…tonight?”


Mrs. West’s eyebrows knitted together briefly, her eyes narrowing.  “I suppose not, but may I ask what it is I’m allowing?”


Cory looked sheepish.  “I…was kind of thinking of…having a bonfire in the backyard.  You know, with all my school papers and junk from the year.  Maybe roasting some marshmallows over the flames.”  Her mother raised her right eyebrow, but the corner of her mouth lifted, too.  She continued.  “I was hoping to maybe get some good use out of all that crap after all, and I can’t think of anything better than turning it into dessert.”


A chuckle burst from Mrs. West’s nostrils, and she grinned.  “Your dad has an old aluminum bucket in the garage…the one we use for the Christmas tree every year.  I think that’ll serve nicely as a paper-burning bucket.  I’ll ask him to dig it out for you when he gets home.  If I knew where it was I’d let you go grab it yourself, but you know your father and that garage…even he doesn’t know where anything is!”  She paused.  “You’re not planning on burning anything important, are you?”


Cory thought of her yearbook and shook her head.  “Nope,” she replied honestly.  “Nothing important.”  Mrs. West raised her eyebrow again.  “I promise.”


And so it was that half an hour after her brothers were in bed, Cory placed the front and back covers of her yearbook in the bottom of the West’s Christmas tree bucket, tossed in a heavy layer of the yearbook pages she had quietly torn from those covers in the bathroom after dinner, and then topped the lot with a mess of notebook paper, returned homework, and typewritten assignments and set the whole thing ablaze.  Her father had found her a canister of lighter fluid somewhere in the depths of his jam-packed excuse for a garage and her mother had dug out some fireplace matches – extra long – when she had realized her daughter would be dousing her paperwork with the fluid.  “Can’t be too careful – Jack,” she had started saying to Cory, but turned to her husband to finish.  Apparently Mrs. West was not too keen on her fourteen year-old daughter playing with lighter fluid.

That fabulous flammable potion sure makes a difference! Cory thought as she watched the flame ignite in a burst of heat and light.  She even caught sight of her two younger brothers staring side-by-side from their bedroom window on the second story, chapped by the fact that they were missing out on such a destructive activity.  Cory smirked in their general direction and yelled “Mom!” at the top of her lungs just to watch her brothers scramble away from the windowpane.  Her mother came to the back door and asked if everything was okay, to which Cory replied that she thought she had seen an opossum, but it had turned out to be a cat.  The night just kept getting better.

Cory took some time to reflect as the flames danced before her eyes, wishing for a moment that she had not disposed of that yearbook page during Biology.  She would have loved to watch Matt’s face light up once more – literally – but then she remembered the look on his face as the page had found its final resting place in the garbage, and she shrugged.  It had been worth it…particularly considering she still had Michelle and Abbey’s pages reserved for a grand finale.  


Once the fire had consumed most of her papers – and that miserable yearbook along with them – Cory set the remaining pages atop the blaze and watched them burn and curl and turn to ash.  She smiled and then set to enjoying some marshmallows, finding herself too impatient to toast them properly and instead letting them catch fire.  She blew them out and wolfed them down, blackened bits and all.  The burned parts did not bother her; in fact, just knowing that they had been singed by the flames symbolically destroying all memory of her freshman year made them taste exquisite.


As the fire died, Cory checked to be certain that neither her parents nor her brothers were watching her from the windows, and when she found the coast was clear, she did a crazy, jubilant dance around the aluminum bucket to a tune only she could hear.  It was a wild, ridiculous, bizarre little boogie, but it sated her need to whoop and holler, and as she doused the ashes of her yearbook – rifling through them to make sure it was now wholly unrecognizable – she smiled openly, eager to enjoy the next eleven weeks to the fullest.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Benjamin snuffed, a silly grin on his face, and backed away from the Partition, Samuel at his side.  “She really is an odd one, isn’t she?”


Samuel was beaming.  “I prefer to think of her as unique.”


“That too, I suppose,” Benjamin chortled.


“Hey, now,” Samuel started, “You’re not laughing at my Task, are you?  This would be laughing with her, right?”


Benjamin elbowed his friend gently in the ribs.  “A little sensitive, are we?”


Samuel elbowed him right back.  “I think she’s cool, Ben.  How many fourteen year-old kids do you know would send their high school yearbooks out in a blaze of glory?”


Benjamin shrugged.  “One…now.”  He tilted his head and looked at his friend, his expression warm and open.  “Are you familiar with Henry David Thoreau, Sam?”


“As a writer, or an acquaintance?”


“Writer.”

“Not too.  Lizzie would be, though.”


“How is Lizzie?” asked Benjamin, getting off track.


“Fine, I think…haven’t talked to her in a century or so.  She’s a Muse, and pretty busy, from what I hear…”  Samuel trailed off.


“I was sure she was the One,” said Benjamin.


“Yeah, so was I,” agreed Samuel.  “I Fell pretty hard for her.  But such is life, right?”  He, too, shrugged.  “So, you were saying about Thoreau?”


“Aaah, yes,” smiled Benjamin, his memory jogged.  “I wonder if I’ve ever shared with you my favorite of his quotes?”


“Not to my memory,” Samuel replied.  “Fire away.”


“It’s perfect for your Task,” said Benjamin.  “Check it out:  ‘If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.  Let him step to the music he hears, however measured or far away.’”  He stepped back and inclined his head slightly like he was taking a bow.  “Spot-on, right?”


“Actually,” Samuel answered, rolling the quote around in his head, “I’ve never had a Task to whom it might better apply.”  He paused.  “Sometimes you’re brilliant, Ben, you know that?”

“I know,” Benjamin grinned, and then added, “And modest, too.”


Samuel sniggered.  “Yeah…too bad it’s only sometimes.”

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*  

Cory finished her online Health class – final and all – in less than two weeks and earned herself an easy A.  No one could claim that she had really applied herself to bring this to fruition, as the coursework seemed remedial at best, but she had faithfully dedicated a few hours every morning to her studies…after she had managed to drag herself out of her bed sometime around nine each day.  Relief swelled within her when she clicked the “send” button to submit her final, and her parents were not in the least surprised at the A grade they received in an email report the following week.

The Hallelujah Chorus sounded in Cory’s head:  now the summer could begin in earnest.  

Once it began it was a whirlwind of activity, though it yielded plenty of time for Cory to sleep in.  The boys had two back-to-back sessions of swimming lessons.  There were weekly trips to the library to restock the West children’s piles of imagination fodder.  Cory spent a full three days in the kitchen with her mom and a bunch of old-fashion canning supplies at the stove making everything from tart raspberry freezer jam to crunchy dill pickles, jarred pasta sauce to creamy zucchini soup, and everything in between.  The next thing the West family knew, Cory’s fifteenth birthday was upon them.
This year Cory’s father had surprised her with tickets to a local production of Hamlet (and quickly quelled his sons’ complaints at attending a Shakespearean play), and sushi was on the menu for dinner, which meant dinner would be had out; sushi was one thing Audrey West refused to even attempt making for her family.  Cory’s favorite food was sushi – more specifically, salmon sashimi – and as much as she loved watching Hamlet die a miserable, lonely death twenty feet from her seat, the buttery taste of the salmon on her tongue (the salt of the soy sauce and sting of the wasabi heightening it to near-perfection) alone was enough for her to pronounce her fifteenth birthday “truly fabulous.”
A week later the boys were still reliving Hamlet’s sword fights, and then it was time to pack and make ready for the family trip to the mountains.  Her mother was all abuzz with the preparations, frantic as she finished a third load of laundry (“But I need my Ann Taylor jeans!”), packed both her own and her husband’s clothing, and ran to the nearest mega mart to pick up extra sunscreen, bug repellant, charcoal, matches, bandaids, snack foods, and water bottles.  Cory watched in awe as her mother juggled all the responsibility inherent in making the arrangements for a family of five to spend a week in a cabin in the forest, wondering if she herself would be racing about just as frenetically a few decades from that very moment.  She rather doubted designer jeans would be a priority.
Once Mr. West had packed up the family SUV, Mrs. West had run back inside not once but three times for various random items – “My Coach purse!” “My Oakleys!” “My Lancome lip balm!” – and after John and Joe had smacked each other half a dozen times for taking up too much space with the books, action figures, and handheld video games belonging to each one, they were finally on their way.  The drive was six hours, most of it well outside any cities, and so when Cory looked up periodically from her Stephen King short story collection to see what sort of progress they had made, there was very little but fallow fields and acres of well-planted farmland for her viewing.  It was not until they had approached the tiny town of Riverdell that she could identify any specific landmarks, but when they passed the Rogers Family Confectionary – a beautiful nineteenth century farmhouse painted fire-engine red and home to a family candy-making business – she knew it was time to put down her book and enjoy the ride.
Perhaps it was the sound of a book closing that jostled Jack West’s brain into speech, for he suddenly addressed his daughter for the first time since the trip began.  “What are you reading, Core?”

Cory’s brow furrowed as her brain processed the odd idea that her father had spoken…and asked about her book, no less!  “Uh…I…it’s a Stephen King thing.  A bunch of short stories.  It’s called Night Shift.”

Silence from the front seat.  Just as Cory was about to shrug and begin staring out the window, her father opened his mouth once more.  “What’s it about?”

Her eyebrows knitted together again.  “Um…you mean the whole thing?”  Didn’t he hear me tell him it was a short story collection just two seconds ago?
“Sure,” came her father’s simple reply.  
This was getting awkward.

“Well, there are lots of different stories in it,” she replied, choosing her words carefully.  She did not want to insult her father’s intelligence, particularly since he seldom struck up conversations about, well, anything.

“Okay, then, the story you just read.  What was it about?”  His voice was tentative and she was eager to reassure him that she wanted to continue their chat.

“I think you’d actually have liked the one I just read,” she said, perking up.  “It was about a guy – a hired assassin – who gets this package from some crazy toymaker, and when he opens it up, it’s just a bunch of these little army men, tanks, choppers, what-have-you – ”
“Toy helicopters?” he asked, suddenly more interested.  Mr. West was an avid builder of model airplanes and he had recently taken an interest in model helicopters, as well.  “Were they remote-operated?”

“No, no, actually, everything just sort of came to life on its own and started shooting at the main character – ”
Mrs. West interrupted, reaching over to pat her husband’s leg.  “It’s horror, honey,” she said, smiling indulgently at her spouse.  “Not your kind of book.”

Mr. West ignored her.  “So, then what happened?”

Cory glanced at her mother who had once again turned her attention to the road before them.  “So, um, this guy is running all over his apartment trying to get away because even though super-tiny bullets won’t kill him, they still hurt, and suddenly the tanks and choppers are firing missiles at him, and some of the soldiers have flame-throwers – ”
“COOL!” yelled John and Joe from the back seat in unison.

“Anyway, the guy thinks he might actually get away, but it turns out there’s also a scale model of an atomic bomb, and – ”
“Honey, that’s incredibly morbid,” her mother interrupted again, turning around to face Cory.  “I’d really rather you didn’t talk about such things, especially around your brothers.”  Cory clenched her teeth but said nothing.  “And I really don’t think you should be reading Stephen King, Core.  It’s not healthy.  A girl your age should be pouring over teen love stories, not gory blood-and-guts horror novels.”  She turned to her husband.  “Tell her, will you, honey?”

“If your mother doesn’t want you discussing horror stories around your brothers, fine, but read what you want, Cory.  Better Stephen King than some trashy romance novel,” offered Mr. West.
Cory could hardly breathe surrounded by the tension she had generated.

Neither Mr. nor Mrs. West spoke again on the way up the mountain.  
Chapter 19
The mountain road was long, winding, and slow.  Switchbacks were everywhere, and John and Joe amused themselves in the back seat by slamming into each other at every turn, Joe irritated not only because he weighed less than his brother and could not do as much damage on the switchbacks, but because it seemed their were more left turns than right, meaning he was hammered far more often.  Cory had had years of experience tuning them out and, studiously ignoring them, enjoyed the changing foliage, growing ever more green – and ever more full of evergreens – the higher they climbed.  At about six thousand feet Mr. West opened up the front windows and Cory could feel that the temperature had dipped down by at least twenty degrees compared to the summer heat at home.  The air flowed over her bare arms and she shivered with pleasure, reaching to wrap a blanket around her shoulders.  She had no desire to request that her parents roll up their windows; the air was clean, fresh, and saturated with the scent of pine, just the way she recalled it smelling every year since before she could remember.
Once they had reached the seven thousand foot marker, the excitement in the car had become palpable.  Even Mr. and Mrs. West forgot their irritation and had begun to smile.  In just a matter of minutes they would be driving past the lake.  A few minutes more, and they would be checking in at the resort.  After check-in, they would head to one of the resort’s outlying cabins, dump their things, and it would be time to light the charcoal and cook the bratwursts.  It was the same every year and always wonderful.

Like any teenager, Cory loved the popular excitements – amusement parks, mall trips, and sporting events, to name a few – but something about the outdoors called to her.  It whispered to her soul, made her feel alive, refreshed, and eager for anything and everything life had to throw at her.  It was here, among the trees, that she would be restored, she knew.  Here she was free.
The resort gave them a cabin only a few hundred yards up the hill from one of the lake’s tiny piers – one they had never stayed in before – and the view from the cabin’s small balcony was exquisite.  The cabin was equipped with a little charcoal barbecue on wheels, and while Mrs. West and her children struggled under the weight of their belongings, slogging slowly from the car to the cabin, Mr. West was already stacking the charcoal just so underneath the grill insert, his trusty long-handled lighter tucked into the waistband of his jeans.  Mrs. West rolled her eyes, but a smile played at her lips.  “Those had better be some really good bratwursts,” she said, raising a characteristic eyebrow, “because your hiking boots are really heavy inside this duffel!”

Cory’s father blinked rapidly, then came to himself and rushed forward to relieve his wife of her load.  “Trust me, they will be,” he grinned as he grabbed hold of the baggage.  He carried it a few paces up the stairs and onto the cabin’s balcony and summarily dumped it at the door, turning back to the grill to light the charcoal.  Audrey sighed, hefted the duffel once more, and disappeared inside the front door, children in tow.

The cabin was rustic, built some four decades prior, but it had all the comforts of home and slept six comfortably…one more than they needed.  Mr. and Mrs. West would occupy the rear bedroom, as always, while John, Joe, and Cory would sleep in the first; it had both a queen and a full-sized pull-out couch bed, which Cory often found to be more comfortable than the queen.  While her brothers dropped their bags on the bed and raced back out to the barbecue, Cory took her time unpacking.  In her experience the charcoal took at least fifteen minutes to heat up and turn the appropriate shade of gray for bratwurst cooking, and this way she could take advantage of her brothers’ absence and put her things in the drawers of her choosing.
It was then that she heard the strangest of noises, as though the pipes in the bathroom were jittering; like they were backing up and going to expel their contents into the old-fashioned claw footed bathtub.  She left her room slowly, making her way cautiously toward the bathroom, and peered inside, a cold blast of air hitting her in the face.

She glanced around the room, and then her heart stopped:  sitting on the edge of the tub was an old woman clutching a bouquet of wildflowers and moaning as she rocked herself.  It was not just the woman’s presence that had her frozen in place.  It was that she looked…insubstantial, somehow.  Cory opened her mouth to ask how the woman had ended up in the West cabin’s bathroom when the lady began to mumble, incoherently at first, and then more clearly:  “He’s gone, gone, he left, he’s gone…”

Her heart going out to the bizarre woman, she took a step toward the almost-spectral figure.  “I…I’m sorry…who…?” she began.

The woman looked up at her, horror etched into her face, and then her entire figure wavered and disappeared.
Chapter 20
The room was immediately quiet and calm, but a second chill – and a wave of nausea – crept from the bottom of Cory’s feet through the pit of her stomach and up to her neck.  She closed her eyes to steady herself but thought better of it.  Her eyes shot back open.  She stumbled backward from the bathroom into the hall and then turned and ran out the front door of the cabin.

Her mother smiled as she came streaking out the door, but narrowed her eyebrows at the expression on Cory’s face.  “Are you okay, Cory?” she asked.  “You look a little green.”  Cory was breathing hard.  “Don’t tell me you’re getting carsick after all these years…”

Cory shook her head.  “I think I’ve just been reading too much Stephen King.  This sounds mad, but I think I totally just hallucinated.”

Her mother snuffed.  “Well, it was a long trip, you’re tired, and too much Stephen King will do that to anyone.”  She raised a condescendingly gleeful eyebrow once more.  Cory tried not to roll her eyes.  “So, what it is you’re hallucinating?”

“Ghosts,” came Cory’s reply.  “I heard the pipes in the bathroom going nuts, and when I went in to check it out, I swear I saw an old lady sitting on the bathtub.”

“In the bathtub?” scoffed Joe.  “You’re NUTS!”

“I said on the bathtub, twirp,” snapped Cory, her lips pressed together.  “Anyway, you heard Mom…it was the horror stories.”

Her brothers looked at one another, smirking.  “Sure it was,” said John.

“Right,” Joe mocked.

“That’s enough, boys,” Mr. West jumped in.  “You two go into the cabin and bring me the big cooler.  I want to get the brats on the grill.”

“My brain just isn’t working, I guess,” Cory mused aloud as her brothers disappeared through the doorway.  “I’ve heard voices before, but never actually seen anything.”
Her mother turned her head slowly toward her daughter.  “You’ve been hearing voices?” she asked gingerly.

Cory flashed a toothy grin.  “Just kidding, Mom.”  She turned toward the cabin, hoping her mother would miss her guilty expression.  Except for every year we come here, out on the lake, she thought to herself.  But those are more like whispers on the wind…children splashing, families laughing, fishermen eager for just one more catch.  And whether I’m delusional or not, she reflected, at least those don’t scare me.

The next morning Cory pulled her jeans and a fitted t-shirt on over her swimsuit, slipped her feet into both her socks and some backless tennis shoes, and emerged from the cabin out onto the balcony, leaning against the railing.  She contemplated the goings-on of yesterday evening:   the train-like snores of her father reverberating off the back bedroom walls, the echoes of her brothers’ excited voices during the family Uno games after dark…and she tried not to salivate remembering the scent and taste of the two mustard-and-sauerkraut-smothered bratwursts she had downed at dinnertime.  Her ghostly visitor was all but forgotten, waylaid in the deep recesses of her mind, and this morning she felt as renewed as she had when they had arrived the day before.  She loved breathing in the fresh – albeit thin – mountain air and listening to the somehow gratingly charming squawks of the Steller’s Jays.  She was the first up and knew she would also be the first down to the lake, relishing the thought of dipping her feet in the near-frigid, pristine waters.

When she heard the stirrings of her family in the cabin at her back, she grinned fiercely, pounded rapidly and obnoxiously on the front door, and then flew down the steps of the little cottage toward the lake, leaping over tufts of tall grass and little clumps of sagebrush.  She ran like the wind, surrounded by a cool morning breeze, and at every breath she caught another waft of forest perfume:  pine, vanilla bark, morning dew and rich earth.  As she plunged down the hillside she glanced over her shoulder and could see the door to the cabin just cracking open.


Cory was ahead, though, her feet already pounding against the boards of the short pier.  When she reached the end she stopped dead, teetering ever-so-slightly on the edge.  The water was so dark from algae and lake vegetation that it made a perfect mirror for the blue of the sky, fooling the eye into believing the water might actually be just as blue, and all the trees, cabins, boats, and even the far-off mountain ranges reflected on its mirrored surface.  She was almost afraid to dip her feet in the water for fear of causing ripples but kicked off her shoes and stripped off her socks anyway, flopping down onto the pier’s edge.


Her family would be close now, so she dunked her feet into to icy water and shivered, an electric chill crackling and surging up her calves.  Any minute now, she thought.  Any minute…


Two more sets of feet came pounding down the planks, slowing as they neared her.  John and Joe.  In an instant she was hit in the back by a flying shoe and summarily pummeled by three more, her brothers using her back as their target, but she was too content to react the way they would have liked.  A moment later John flew over her head, making his sister his hurdle, and the splash from his cannonball was magnificent.  Joe was a bit more reserved, holding back from fear that the water would steal his breath, and asked Cory just how cold it was.

“Not bad at all,” she shrugged, a revenge plot for the shoe stunt taking shape in her mind.  “Much warmer than last year, anyway.”  It was the vilest of lies, but she held her giddiness in check, and Joe prepared himself – at his sister’s word – to dive into the lake.  As he pushed off the pier, she yelled “I LIED!” at the top of her lungs, and not a split second after the splash came the gasps and shrieks of her youngest brother.


“I hate you!”  He sputtered, shivering grandly.  “It’s f…f-f-f…FREEZING!”


“Well, YEAH!” she retorted, shaking with laughter.  Joe might have splashed her right then in retribution, but John was already on top of him, dunking him beneath the surface.


“That was a dirty trick,” said her father in her ear, making her jump.  Cory had not even noticed her parents creeping up behind her.  Jack West ruffled her hair.  “I wholeheartedly approve.”


“You’re terrible, Jack,” said her mother, though she was laughing.


“I know,” her father agreed.  “So, ladybug, you gettin’ in?” he asked, turning back to his daughter.


“I guess,” Cory replied, standing up.  “I just need to take off my clothes first…” she trailed off, starting to unbutton her jeans.


“Now why would you want to go and do a thing like that?” asked her dad, a twinkle in his eye.  Cory froze, and her father took a step toward her.


“Oh, no, no, no.  Come on, Dad.  No, no, no, no, no…”


“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” yelled Mr. West, and the next thing Cory knew she was flying off the end of the pier into the icy lake, the water closing over her head, her body screaming its protest at the cold.


Her head broke the surface – she had not gone deep – and she loudly but jubilantly cursed her father for his cruelty.  He, in turn, took an ostentatiously deep bow, and she continued to bellow, hoping to distract him from her mother, who was now preparing herself to shove him into the lake.

As he rose from his bow, his mother took a tiny running head start and pushed him as hard as she could with both hands.  He did not have a chance.  The look of disbelief that registered on his face in the split second before he hit the water was almost as delightful to Cory as his spluttering once the cold had taken hold of him.  “I-I-I…you…holy cow, it’s COLD in here!”  He dog paddled back over to the pier.  “You help me out of here right this instant, wife!” he commanded, though gleefully, and although his sweetheart knew exactly what she was in for, she played along, bracing herself for the consequences of her actions.  The moment he had her hand in his, he yanked her bodily from the pier and she tumbled headfirst into the water, letting out a massive whoop when she surfaced.


“Feels good!” she proclaimed, though her teeth had already begun clacking.  “And anyway,” she added, “you’re so predictable!”


“Ooh, you’re in for it now!” shouted Mr. West, and suddenly the entire family was splashing and playing and shivering together in the glacier-fed lake, laughing at each other’s antics.


Cory broke away from her family for just a moment and swam a few strokes toward the shore, thankful that her skin had adjusted to the cold and, though she continued to shiver, that her body had gone a bit numb.  She took as deep a breath as she could manage and plunged below the surface of the lake, squeezing her eyes closed to the deep green of the water.  As she felt her body begin to rise to the surface, she let out a portion of the air in her lungs, managing to stay submerged, and allowed herself to be cradled by the cold and swallowed up in pure silence.

If she had been under the water another few seconds, her father would have paddled furiously to where her head had slipped beneath the surface to search for her, but she surfaced, gasping to reclaim the breath she had released to keep herself down.  Under the water she could imagine that time had stopped, that the world had ceased to rotate and was waiting for her reappearance to remind it to turn once more.  She thought about how her limbs drifted with the currents, and how she had been encased in silent solace...and then her shivers became so violent that she shrugged off her romantic thoughts and swam for the pier.


Once out of the water, she peeled off her saturated jeans and pulled her dripping t-shirt over her head, casting them to one side.  Cory stretched out her frozen limbs on the time-softened wood beneath her to warm in the morning sun and breathed deeply, closing her eyes.  If she concentrated hard enough, she could hear as she did every year the giggling of other children, the casting of fishing line and complaints of grumpy fishermen, and the splashing and swimming of families not her own.  Those sounds had always seemed somehow sad, shadows of what once had been and was no more, but they were familiar and peaceful.  She drowned her mind in their white noise and opened her eyes to watch the clouds roll by overhead.

Mrs. West, able to stand the cold no longer, made her way back toward the pier herself, jarring Cory from her thoughts as a thousand tiny water droplets from her mother’s lake exit splashed onto her sun-warmed body.  “Mom!” she complained, and her mother chuckled.


“You’ll live,” she smiled, “but I just might freeze to death!  Move over, will you?”


Cory squirmed sideways, leaving just enough room on the pier for her mother to lie next to her.  Mrs. West stretched out just as Cory had done, shading her eyes from the bright sky overhead.


“Perfect day for this, eh?” asked her mother, the question rhetorical.


“Mmm,” Cory agreed unnecessarily.


They stared into the blue together, seeking faces in the cloud formations and enjoying one another’s company, mother and daughter.  After an indefinite amount of time, Audrey West turned her head toward her daughter.

“So, kiddo…what’s on your mind?”


Cory sighed.  “I don’t know, Mom.  At the moment, mostly just that that cloud at about ten o’clock is impossible to make anything out of.  I keep staring at it, but it just doesn’t look like anything.”  She paused.  “Guess I’d fail an ink blot test, huh?”


Mrs. West smiled indulgently at her daughter.  “You’re right.  I can’t make anything of it either.  But that one at three o’clock looks a lot like the Cadbury Bunny.”


Cory did a double-take looking at the sky.  “You mean, as opposed to your garden variety bunny rabbit?  Why so specific?”


“Because it looks like it’s wearing a bowtie.”


“Isn’t that the Easter Bunny?  Does the Cadbury Bunny wear a bow tie?” Cory was perplexed.


“Look, kiddo, I’m PMS-ing and I’ve got chocolate on the brain.  If it looks like a rabbit with a bowtie, I’m thinking ‘bunny who lays rich, creamy, chocolaty Cadbury eggs’.  It doesn’t matter whether the actual Cadbury Bunny wears a bowtie or not.”


Cory considered it and then nodded, her hair tangling as it rubbed on the planks beneath her head.  “You win.  It’s the Cadbury Bunny.”


They lay still a moment more, pondering the slowly shifting masses of white cotton candy gracing the heavens.  “Cory, really…how are you doing?” ventured her mother.


“Fine,” came her reply.  “I’m with my family in the forest, I’m fifteen years old, my body is thawing after a nice cold swim...what else is there?”


Her mother shrugged mentally and changed tack.  “Are you excited for your sophomore year?” she prodded, hoping to delve more deeply into her only daughter’s psyche.

“Not especially,” confessed Cory.  “No more so than I was for freshman year.”


“Why not?” asked her mother.  “What’s the matter?”


“Nothing, Mom, no reason,” she concluded, not wanting to discuss her social issues with anyone just now…particularly her mother.  She knew her mother would keep after her for more details, though, so she did the only thing she could:  expound in a different direction.  “If it were going to be my senior year, maybe that would be different.  Then I’d have something to be excited for.  Instead, I’m starting the second quarter of my high school career, and I think I’ve already got Senioritis.  Doesn’t give a girl much to be excited about.”


Her mother had majored in English in college, and had the unpleasant tendency to correct Cory’s grammar at every turn, so Cory tried not to cringe when her mother pointed out that the correct expression “just then” would have been “much about which to be excited.”


“So, you’re not excited because you have Senioritis?” asked her mother earnestly after a few minutes more of soaking up the sun.


“Yeah, Mom.”  She eyed her mother suspiciously.  “Why do you ask?”


Her mother shook her head.  “I saw Delya’s mom, Dolores, at the grocery store a couple weeks back.  She mentioned that you weren’t spending much time with your friends anymore.  I mean, I know it’s the summer and all, but…well, I talked to George Lindstrom in church last Sunday, and he said something about some difficulty you’d had with a group of girls and one of their boyfriends – ”

Cory winced and cut her off before she could go on.  “Mom, it was nothing.  Don’t worry about it.  Delya and them, well, we’re just very different kinds of girls, and that thing with Michelle and – ”  She still could not bring herself to say Matt’s name, even knowing that he had graduated.  “And her boyfriend…that was nothing.”


“Can you at least tell me what happened?” urged Mrs. West.  She looked at her daughter with pleading eyes, and Cory wondered briefly if this was just further evidence of her mother’s Church Lady syndrome:  insatiable gossip-hunger.


Though she thought better of it, Cory relayed a much-shortened version of the Tale of Matt McCourt, as she had come to think of it.  She mentioned having doodled her name on a paper, later “found” and used by Matt to embarrass her in Mr. Lindstrom’s class, talked briefly about Michelle asking her to “stay away” from Matt, ridiculous and impossible as that was given her class schedule, and hurriedly explained that she would be staying away from senior boys in the future.  She lay quietly on the pier then, awaiting a response from her mother, and when none came, she studied the skies once more.


A response proved forthcoming after all as her mother opened her big, opinionated mouth a minute later.  “Maybe you should have been looking at boys your own age, Cory.”  Cory winced again.  She had admitted as much moments before, but she knew that once her mother began, there would be no stopping her and no use arguing.  “And even though you couldn’t change your class schedule,” she continued now, an edge to her voice, “would it have been so hard to just stay out of his way?  You know, head the other way when you saw him coming?”  Cory’s heart sank as she waited for another barb, but the final blow was the lowest.  “And really, Cory, how could you write something like that down on paper?  That was a damn fool thing to do!  Anyone could have found it, it was a fabulous source for poking fun, and it appears that whoever did find it used it for just that:  to embarrass the living hell out of you.  Haven’t I taught you better than that…that you don’t write anything down that you don’t want anyone else to come across?  Why do you think I advise you to be careful when you write in your journal?” she demanded.

No one could ever make Cory feel like the world was against her quite the way her mother could.  All she could do was nod, throw out the occasional “I know, Mom,” and agree with what was obviously her mother’s assessment:  that Cory was a criminally thoughtless idiot.  
She doesn’t understand.  
The thought entered her head suddenly and she closed her eyes, holding it tightly in her mind.  She supposed she had two options:  get up now and walk back to the cabin, which would inevitably lead to her mother to calling after her and insisting she return for further beratement, or wait until her mother felt she had had the last word and excused herself from the pier, leaving Cory to sulk over her own foolishness.  Just because she doesn’t get it doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a valid point, she argued with herself.  
She loves you, Cory.  She just expresses it differently.

That’s true, Cory relented in her mind.  But now what?  

Chapter 21
Ultimately Cory figured the quicker, less-painful choice would be to sit silently on the dock until her mother had finished, and Mrs. West did just as Cory had anticipated she would.  Less than five minutes later Cory was alone again on the pier staring mindlessly at the clouds, losing herself in the sweet sadness of the whisperings around the lake.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

“She saw it, Arch, I’m telling you.  She saw that Halflife in the bathroom clear as day.”

“We’ve always known she was sensitive,” replied Archelaus, dismissing Samuel’s fervor.  “She’s been hearing their whisperings since she was small.  And she’s hearing Halflifes, not Unholies.”

“You’re not listening, Arch.  Saw.  I said ‘saw,’ not heard.”


Archelaus shook his head.  “Saw, heard, it makes no difference.”


“It makes a considerable difference, and you know it,” interrupted Samuel.  He would not be so easily dissuaded from pursuing this discussion.


Archelaus felt his stomach knot, wondering just how much he was able to disclose.  “There have been…a few…in the last decade or so that have seen, Samuel.  They are more, shall we say, open to visions.”


“She’s one of them?  Is that why I’m not allowed to read her Book?” Samuel asked, his interest peaked.


“All I’m saying is that her circumstances are ripe for this kind of thing, Samuel.”  Archelaus was clearly avoiding the topic of her Book, but since Samuel felt in the dark about Archelaus’s current direction, he let his mentor finish.  “She’s young – a teenager – and full of angst.  She is among the Sacred.  She has heard the whisperings and moanings and verbalized yearnings of Halflifes before and often, if I remember correctly, and she was alone and already wound up, thanks to Mr. King.  We had expected her to see at some time or another, and just as we had also expected, she has already dismissed her vision as folly.”

“But if she sees again, she won’t be so quick to dismiss.  What do I do then?” Samuel asked.  “Archelaus, please, I need to know.  Is she a prophetess?”


Archelaus tried not to roll his eyes.  “Obviously she cannot see the future, Samuel.  And before you ask, she is not a psychic, either – she can communicate with the Heavenly Realm neither at will nor by accident.  Any communications betwixt Cory and members of HR are via the usual channels, and the Consultants have that under control.”


“Is she under the influence of a Muse?” asked Samuel.


Archelaus shook his head.  “They inspire and sometimes offer visions, but not of the disembodied.”


Samuel set to pondering once more.  “And you’re seeing this more often?  She’s not the only one?”


A cloud passed over Archelaus’s gaze as he answered.  “I see it more often than you know, Sam.  All is well, and you needn’t worry yourself over her vision.  Just stay alongside her and all will continue well.”


Samuel was not easily given to frustration with his manager, but he felt incredibly perturbed that his access was so limited to the account of Cory’s Cycle.  Never before had one of his Tasks heard a ghost – a Halflife, as the angels called them – let alone a Task who had seen one!  Yet here he was, his Task smack in the middle of her hardest years, an adolescent suddenly seeing things to which she should have no sensitivity.  On top of that, she had a friendless and quite possibly dire situation awaiting her upon her return to school and a mother who spoke harsh words when words of comfort were required, rather like a wicked stepmother in a twisted fairy tale.  No wonder so many storybook mothers were dead!  He was going out of his mind with worry for his Task and his manager was completely indifferent, and completely unhelpful.  

Cory had fallen into slumber some time before and Samuel decided to steal away from the Partition just long enough to check in with an old friend, Caitlyn, who he had heard had just taken leave from her job as a Muse to prepare for a sabbatical.  He found her seated outside her Counselor’s office reading one of her own Progress reports, letting out loud, sporadic sighs.


“Cait!” he called, striding toward her.  “How’s my old friend, eh?  Ready for your vacation?” he asked, ribbing her with his elbow.


“Oh my goodness, look who’s here:  Sam.  It’s been four centuries, and now you come around?” she laughed, her voice like the tinkle of wind chimes.


“I couldn’t let you head off to ER without hassling you just a little, could I?  All those times you could have inspired me to create a masterpiece or invent something to change the world, yet you left me to my own devices?” he prodded her, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  “Well, I wasn’t about to repay that favor,” he grinned.


“Hey now, Sam, you had your hands full every time you Fell, and besides, how do you know it wasn’t me who inspired you to turn to charcoal back during your Cycle?” she joshed.  That would have been impossible, of course; Caitlyn’s specialty was music.  She was most famous in the Heavenly Realm for offering Abel the Musings of the Viola da Gamba Sonatas, although she had had some opportunity to work with Chopin, as well.  

“That’ll be the day,” replied Samuel, “when you have something to offer me about iron production.”


“Okay, so that wasn’t me, but I may very well know the Muse who did!” she smirked smugly.  “Don’t you go taking all the credit!”


Samuel smiled benignly and sat beside her, letting out a sigh.


“Tough Task?” she asked, trying to sound casual.


“No Book,” he answered.


“No Book?” Her jaw dropped and she turned to face him.  “How in ER could they give you a Task without the Book?”  Her expression was full of bewilderment.  “Even I need access to my Tasks’ Books.  Otherwise that’d be…well, practically impossible!”


“Not impossible,” countered Samuel, “only very, very draining.”  He looked into her eyes and asked the question he had thought to ask when he first heard she was taking time off.  “I’m guessing you’re a little drained, too, Cait.  Why the sabbatical?”

She closed her eyes, breaking their eye contact, and dropped her head ever-so-slightly.  “Sometimes…sometimes it gets to you,” she answered.


“What?  When they don’t listen?  Don’t pay attention?”  He blinked rapidly a few times as he stared at her Progress report, trying to guess her feelings.  “Or is it that you come up with all these brilliant ideas and can’t use them for yourself?”


“Jerk,” she murmured in reply.


“I’m being sincere!” he protested.  “I don’t mean that you’re selfish, Caitlyn…in fact, if anyone struggles with selfishness, it’s me!”  She looked up at him again, hoping to read earnestness on his face.  “Really, Cait, how many times have I Fallen now?”


The corners of her mouth lifted.  “I don’t know, Sam…two?  Three?  Four?”


“Three,” he grumped back, but smiled just the same.  “It’s not that I think you’re seeking fame and fortune, or that your Progression is halted, nothing like that.  I just…I really am curious.  It’s been nearly a millennia since you were in ER.  Why now?”


Caitlyn let out a sigh so large, he could scarcely imagine her lungs held so much air.  She looked up at him from beneath her eyelashes and asked simply, “How long have you got?”


Samuel glanced back at the Partition and replied, “As much time as you need.”


“Well, then, sit back,” she smiled sadly.

Chapter 22

Samuel made a big show of getting comfortable, leaning back in his chair, stretching grandly and changing positions a few times, crossing and uncrossing his legs.  Once Caitlyn’s eyes had turned up to match her smile when she recognized he was intentionally trying her patience, he pronounced himself ready to listen.

“A couple of ER years ago I gave a sweet young boy of poor circumstance the most beautiful of Musings.  In fact, I consider it my most perfect piece to date.  It’s not very often a piece of my own music leaves me speechless…breathless.  This one…it really was amazing, Sam.  And he was inspired.  Lifted.  His gift was endless, and I was thrilled.  It was an opportunity for me to really impact his Progression, and maybe even the Progression of the lives he touched.

“He lived on a street in the outskirts of a ghetto, and one day on his way home from school he took a beating from a couple of the neighborhood kids.  I offered him a Musing that night to soothe his soul, and he used it to help facilitate his hate.  He joined a gang – ‘for protection,’ he told his mother – and still I hoped to stir him to a better life through his music.  He was offered the chance to study music and its composition and declined, turning instead to ‘gangsta rap’.”  She laughed mirthlessly and shook her head.  “My song – my perfect Musing – lived on in his heart, but he shut it out at every turn, beat it back every chance he got.


“Instead he signed a recording contract with some record label to rap away his troubles and sold out completely.  Thick gold chains, ludicrous clothing, fast cars, fast women, every stereotype you can imagine.  He became a crack addict, too, and never left the gang, even including a few of its members in his entourage...”


“Cait, come on now, that’s painful, I know, but some people make progress walking the low road.  The high road isn’t for everyone, and each Cycle has its unique trials,” Samuel interrupted.

Caitlyn’s eyes narrowed.  “Are you through trying to make me feel better?”


Samuel blanched.  “Go ahead,” he concluded.


“Three weeks ago my Task, his girlfriend, and two members of his entourage were murdered in a gang-related shooting outside an L.A. nightclub.”  She let the statement hang ominously in the air for a moment, and then continued.  “His girlfriend was entering the second trimester of her pregnancy.”  She barked a cold laugh, and it came out like a strangled sob.  “The baby would have had perfect pitch.”


Samuel, like all the angels in the Heavenly Realm, was well-accustomed to the end of human Cycles and was immediately perplexed.  “You had Book access, didn’t you?  You had to know that nothing would come of your Musings, Caitlyn.  You knew he was going to be murdered…right?”


Caitlyn shook her head and closed her eyes tightly, as though by shaking her head, she had made herself dizzy.  “There were these sections – chapters, really – that would come along, and they’d be blank.  Parts of his Book were just…missing.  I’d be reading along, and then BAM!  Nothing.  Like everything had stopped.  All the future pages just erased themselves, and the words would await a Scribe’s hand, almost like he had no Destiny.  Of course, the Scribes took the Book back immediately and I could catch up again in an ER day or two, but I was completely unprepared.  I’d read just a few days before about his presence at his girlfriend’s bedside when she delivered their son, and the next thing I know, he’s been the subject of an execution-style gang hit.”

Samuel was hanging on her every word, wondering if somehow her Task’s odd Book situation might be similar to Cory’s.  “Did you ever ask the Scribes what the matter was?  Why the Book turned up blank?”


“You know how the Scribes are, Sam:  ‘You’re on a need-to-know basis…’”


“’And you don’t need to know,’” finished Samuel, the irritation creeping into his voice.  Since having been assigned Cory as a Task, he had felt his regular calm deteriorate into regular exasperation with the Scribes.  “You know, I used to be okay with that, but now I can’t think of any other statement that makes me bristle more than that one.”


“There’s a little more to the story, Sam,” Caitlyn began again, and Samuel was hooked.  “He asked for me.  Last week.  I guess he’s completed his realm readjustment and wanted to meet his Muse.”


Samuel blinked.  “Have you spoken to him?”


“I considered it,” Caitlyn confessed, “and even went in to see a Counselor about it.”  She waved her Progress report in front of Samuel, but when he reached for it, she snatched it back.  “No way, Sam.  Sorry.”  She shrugged.  “I guess I haven’t made enough progress to meet with him.  My Counselor said – and I’m pretty sure she’s right – that I’d only berate him for his stupidity and wastefulness.”  She sighed.  “I was really hoping I was a bigger person than that, but that original Musing…it took me almost three hundred years, you know.”


“That’s a serious investment for a Muse.  I think I’d be inclined to have my say, too.”

Caitlyn nodded.  “It really was beautiful.”  She glanced sideways at Samuel, a tiny twinkle in her eye.  “Want to hear it?”  She tried to sound casual, but there was no ignoring the hope in her tinkling voice.


“Yes, please!” Samuel felt honored.  Never before had a Muse offered to share a creation with him, and he was instantly eager to experience one.


“Close your eyes,” prodded Caitlyn, and in the next instant, Samuel’s ears were filled with the most exquisite, haunting melody he could ever conceive.  It had the power of Everest, the magnificence of a stately Sequoia, the grandeur of a wave at high tide, and the delicacy of a butterfly’s wings, all wrapped in the melodious voices of Heaven, Earth, and all the Angels.  It ensconced him in beauty and was, at its pinnacle, the essence of Love and Truth.  He prayed fervently that it would continue forever – that he could somehow draw it out by sheer will – and then it faded gracefully away into pure, unadulterated silence.


When he opened his eyes he saw Caitlyn reaching toward him, and she brushed the tears from his cheeks; he had not even been aware that he was weeping.  Mildly embarrassed by his display, he tried to banish his tears but found they still flowed freely, and he took a breath to steady himself in the hopes of regaining control over his tear ducts.  “I’m sorry,” he breathed, wiping the last of his tears from his eyes.

“Please, don’t be,” begged Caitlyn.  “I’ve always felt the same way about it.”


“I…really, Cait…there aren’t words…”


She smiled, contented.  “I know.  Thank you for not having any.”


He took her hand in his and they sat in silence together, not needing speech to share their thoughts.  After a time, he turned his eyes to her.


“Is that why you’re going on Sabbatical?”


She nodded solemnly.  “It is.”  She looked away for a moment, her index fingernail caught between her teeth.  “I need a break.  I need some inspiration myself, you know?  Need to get out there and…and find some way to process – to understand – today’s world.  I don’t know if I could handle watching it all go to waste again.  And it will.  Look at ER.  It’s different now, not like when you or I Cycled.  I need to…to be aware.”


He stood and pulled her to her feet as well, then into an embrace.  “It’ll be good for you, Cait.  Something new, or at least a change.”


“That’s exactly what my Counselor said,” Caitlyn granted him, and grinned toothily.  “Besides, guess where I get to go?”


“Oh, no.  Do I want to know?” asked Samuel, teasing her.


“This is a good one.  You of all people will love it…or at least be bitterly jealous.  I’m off to Jolly Old England to teach music to little children in a country school!”

“You?” mocked Samuel gently.  “You’ll never convince anyone with that horrible accent you do!”


“I don’t have to,” she sneered, “and thanks for that, by the way.  As it stands, I’ll be a recently-relocated Canadian teacher ‘hoping that England’s countryside will inspire me to compose a new body of work.’  Brilliant, huh?”


“You’ll love it,” agreed Samuel, “and you’re right…I’m jealous.”

Chapter 23

Early in the morning on the day the Wests headed home Cory awakened with a terrible pain in her abdomen and was immediately gripped by nausea.  It was all she could do to stagger to the bathroom and empty the contents of her stomach – chili and cornbread from dinner – into the toilet.  She felt dizzy and miserable even after vomiting and tried to lie down gently on the cool bathroom floor, but was so lightheaded she practically dropped onto the linoleum.  It was not until after dawn that her mother woke suddenly, thanks primarily to Samuel, and found Cory asleep next to the toilet bowl.  When she awakened her daughter to take her back to bed, Mrs. West noticed how hot Cory was to the touch and sat awake by her daughter’s bedside for the time remaining until morning.

Audrey West packed her daughter’s things the next morning and Jack West loaded them into the SUV, his wife hovering around her firstborn like a hummingbird to a primrose. No one saw Samuel hovering just as close.  They wondered if perhaps she had come down with the stomach flu, or if maybe all the twists and turns on the winding mountain roads had somehow thrown off her equilibrium, but thanks to the heard and unheard words of Samuel, it was the tender abdomen that concerned them most.

Not two hours before the Wests were due to reach their home, Mr. West had to pull off the freeway so that his daughter could dry heave on the side of the road.  He and his wife hurriedly discussed their options, not wanting to scare their daughter or concern their young sons.  Once Cory had climbed back into the car, Mrs. West clambered into the back seat with her teenager and pressed gently on the left side of Cory’s abdomen.  Cory squirmed a little, and squirmed a bit more when her mother pressed on the center of her abdomen…but when she screamed and writhed with pain at her mom’s gentle pressure applied to her right side, a knowing look passed between Mr. and Mrs. West in the rearview mirror and with one accord they decided silently to pull off at the next sign of an emergency room.  They were fairly certain their daughter had appendicitis, and equally as certain it was preferable to attend to it sooner than later.


It proved to be a wise choice.  When the emergency room physician who attended to Cory at Foster Memorial addressed them in private after her examination, he was grave.  “You did the right thing, stopping.  An hour or two more, and your daughter’s appendix would have ruptured.  She’s in a great deal of pain, and rightly so; this is one of the worst cases I’ve encountered without it having ruptured already.”  Samuel nodded, unseen.  He remembered a death on the eve of a battle some seven or eight hundred years ago, a young man eager to fight for his king who never saw combat thanks to the same agony Cory was now facing.  Some of his fellow soldiers had thought the boy’s death was an omen, a sign from God that their cause was unworthy.  Samuel had taken it as a sign that the practice of medicine left something to be desired.  He was grateful now as he stood by Cory that the medical field had progressed.

When the doctor announced to his patient the need for an appendectomy – and explained, at least in part, the seriousness of the situation – she took a moment to consider, not whether she would have the surgery, but what might have triggered the need for it.


“Can I ask you something?” she requested, speaking to the doctor in private.


“Of course,” he permitted.  “What’s on your mind?”


“Is it possible for stress to cause appendicitis…or at least exacerbate it, if it’s already happening?”


A flash of amusement crossed the doctor’s face.  “I suppose it might aggravate the condition, but to my knowledge, no such studies have been performed.”  The young woman before him looked mildly perplexed, and rather than consider that one so young might have enough on her mind to truly trouble her, he countered with a smile.  “Now may I ask you something?”  She peered up at him, her face wane but expectant.  “Do any of your friends use the word ‘exacerbate’, or is it just you?”

He had hoped she might answer him with a shy smile or an embarrassed chuckle but she surprised him once more as she looked gently and miserably into his eyes and asked, “What friends?”

Chapter 24

Twenty minutes later Cory was on a gurney, an IV embedded in her left arm, being rushed into an operating room.  When the anesthesiologist asked her to count backward from 100 as he injected a cocktail of drugs into her veins, she had only reached ninety-seven when she felt the wave of oblivion wash over her and knew nothing more for hours.

The next week was a blur of medicinally-induced dreamless sleep, a hazy trip home over bumpy roads, increasing rather than decreasing abdominal pain, a return-trip to the local emergency room, and an additional surgery to eliminate the infection that had taken hold of her wound.  She remembered finding it hard to understand how, in a world where the need for sterility was understood, she could have wound up with such an infection.  It had happened nonetheless, and Samuel was there to whisper calming words in her ear and to encourage the doctors, nurses, and hospital staff at each and every moment.

Cory was released from the hospital the second time exactly two days before her sophomore year was to begin and she felt both horrified and relieved to know she would not be starting her second year of high school alongside her peers.  The rumors would fly, of course, given the dramatic ending to last year, but Cory hoped – as did Samuel – that when she finally arrived to embark on her tenth grade experience, she would have been all but forgotten by those who would wish her ill.

Her first week of school was spent primarily on the living room sofa.  Cory’s mother would not hear of her daughter milling about the house when her body “might still be fighting infection” and required her daughter to take up residence on the couch with only a pillow, blanket, a handful of books, and a remote control to keep her company…outside of Samuel, who sat rigid, nervously watching his Task flip channels and turn pages.  He could not imagine that she would suddenly turn blue or have a seizure, but he was there…just in case.


Mrs. West was quick to refill Cory’s water glass with anything her eldest requested, from ginger ale to cranberry juice to her own homemade rosewater-yogurt lassis, an Indian recipe she had revised and turned into a sort of smoothie.  She offered her daughter all sorts of tidbits to munch, asked after, shopped for, and prepared Cory’s chosen meals, and never seemed to tire of playing the personal chef and housekeeper to her child, so long as her daughter’s only departures from the comfort of the couch were trips to the bathroom or for her daily shower.  Cory was reminded countless times that week, thanks in great part to the actions of her mom, that though her mother did not always understand her, she most certainly loved her.

John, Jr. and Joe were quick to complain that school had already been in session a week and they were forced to attend each and every day while their elder sister lay sprawled on the couch, waited on like a modern-day Cleopatra.  John rolled his eyes every time his mother offered his sister another of her tasty vittles, and Joe whined like a starving seagull when his mother commanded him to put down a blender full of her newest lassi variation:  mango.  Both boys proclaimed the situation to be patently and wretchedly unfair, and both parents told the boys, in so many words, to get over it.  As their father regularly made so abundantly clear with his favorite question:  “When is life ever fair?”

The second week of school came all too quickly, though, and Cory was preparing once more to face an onslaught of teenage drama.  Armed with her schedule, Simon and Garfunkel-imprinted backpack, and a doctor’s note excusing her from physical education for the first four weeks of school, Cory boarded the bus on Monday morning and was as relieved as Samuel to see that no one gave her so much as a second look.


Her schedule was unremarkable.  It included the usual American History, English, Geometry, Spanish, and Dance in place of P.E., but it had been time to choose an elective, and Cory had selected Drama.  She hoped it would prove a good outlet for her frustrations, a place to be herself – at least on stage, if not amongst other members of the class – and was virtually the only period she had been looking forward to all summer. 

Mrs. Amstad, her Drama teacher, caused her to think twice about having enrolled in the class when she had pulled Cory aside after taking attendance.  “I know you have a valid reason for not having been here last week,” she began, “but don’t think for one minute that that will excuse you from any upcoming assignments.  I told them last week,” she said, gesturing to the class behind her, “and I’ll tell you now, this isn’t some ‘easy A’ sort of elective.  I expect you to work your tail off in here the same way you would in any other core class, and since you’re a sophomore and over half these kids are freshman, I’ll look forward to papers twice as good as theirs, scenes memorized twice as quickly as they do, and first-rate performances from you.”  Cory did her best not to look intimidated.  Samuel did not bother hiding his intimidation.

“I’ll try not to disappoint you,” breathed Cory.


“Don’t try.  I thought I just told you I expect more than that,” concluded Amstad, lifting her right eyebrow in a way that reminded Cory of her mother.  “And although it was due today, you’ll have until Wednesday to submit to me a three page paper – typewritten, double-spaced, one-inch margins, twelve point Times New Roman type – on why you chose this class and what you expect to take away from it.”  Cory’s eyes widened briefly, but she nodded.  “Here’s a monologue,” Amstad continued, handing Cory a half-page of lines while Cory wondered absently, but not a little worried, what a monologue was.  “Performances start Wednesday, but you’ll have until Friday when everyone else has finished.  In other words, you’re last, so make it memorable.”  With that she waved her hand to dismiss Cory, who stood at her side a moment longer, wondering if she had really just seen her Drama teacher dismiss her with a wave of the hand.  When Amstad did not look up again or acknowledge Cory’s continued presence, Cory turned on her heel and headed back to her chair.  

She whipped out her notebook and copied down what she could remember of her assignment, then casually asked a nearby freshman to explain the meaning of the word “monologue”.  “That thing you’re holding,” replied the freshman, who seemed a little surprised that he had been spoken to by a sophomore, and a female, at that.  “It’s like a bunch of lines.  You know, someone kinda talking to themselves, only out loud.”
Cory tried not to smile, but Samuel did not bother then, either, to hide the smirk consuming his face.  “Don’t most people talk to themselves aloud?”

The boy’s eyes narrowed in thought.  “I guess.  I pretty much just talk to myself in my head, though.”  He glanced back at her and his cheeks immediately colored.  “Not that I, like, talk to myself much, or anything like that,” he protested.  He then turned to his male freshman neighbor on his other side, hoping to strike up a conversation to draw him away from the one in which he had become so uncomfortably engaged.  Cory grinned.  Mrs. Amstad is intimidating, she thought, not quiet little Cory West!
She studied her monologue for a few minutes while Amstad announced to the class that they would spend the period practicing their monologues for one another and helping each other to memorize them, so Cory set her mind to committing hers to memory.  It was a simple speech.  A woman was at a graveside chatting with her apparently long-dead husband about life’s happenings and whereabouts of their two children.  It was bittersweet, relatively short, and by the time the bell rang to announce the end of class, Cory knew it from start to finish and could recite it without a hitch.
The balance of the day saw Cory attending the rest of her new and painfully boring classes, catching up on her missed assignments with ease and expedience during those classes, and running over her lines to pass the rest of the time.  She rehearsed during her break and lunch and all the way up until she arrived at the locker room doors for her Dance class, the last period of the day.  The monologue vanished from her mind, however, when she stepped through the doorway and spotted Abbey and Michelle pulling on their dance clothes, flanked by LeAnn and Stacy, another of Michelle’s very popular friends.  Swallowing through a tight throat, she glanced at the row of lockers before her to find her own.  It was amongst all the others belonging to the girls enrolled in sixth period Dance, but it just so happened that Cory’s was directly next to LeAnn’s.  
She approached cautiously, her face a mask, and yanked her doctor’s note and lock from her book bag, tossing the bag cavalierly into the locker and closing and locking it, her eyes focused to the front.  She could almost feel LeAnn’s eyes boring into the side of her head.
Samuel hated the girls’ locker room.  He resented the tunnel vision that was forced upon him whenever women in Cory’s vicinity were in various states of undress, primarily because he had seen his share of naked women during the course of his lives and felt confident that he could view a naked form without it distracting his thoughts.  Occasionally, however, he would spy a bikini-clad woman at the beach during Cory’s family trips to the ocean that reminded him of Ann…or Mariah…or Lizzie, and he was reminded why part of Progression was mastering one’s own desires.
He sat on the end of a bench staring at a nearby wall and was grateful that Cory’s stint in the locker room would be exceptionally short today, as she would not be dressing for her dance class.  As she left for the classroom he followed quickly after her, relieved when his vision opened back up as he passed through the doorway.  It was not really necessary for Sentinels to walk through doorways or circumvent obstacles (unless they had adopted a form), but old habits died hard, and he could almost convince himself he was tangible when he avoided solid objects.

Cory had introduced herself to her instructor and was now in possession of both a list of dance-related clothing she would be required to purchase and wear for each class period, and a release form – a sort of waiver of responsibility for the school – for Cory’s parents to sign, stating that they would hold the school harmless should Cory be injured during class.  He read it over her shoulder and snuffed, knowing full well that no such document would ever hold up in a court of law.  The Wests could still sue the pants off Fairmont High School if ever their daughter was injured by something her teacher directed her to do.  But Samuel also knew that the administrators hoped that if ever it came to that, the Wests might think back to the waiver they had signed and might believe themselves powerless.  Samuel had come to know Mrs. West well enough to be certain she would never let Fairmont off that easy.
His Task watched the class proceed through their stretches to some basic ballet poses, and thanks to the blank expression on her face, he knew she had gone back to repeating her monologue over in her mind.  Mrs. Amstad had obviously intimidated Cory, and as she was naturally the type to care about the sort of impressions she made on others, she had taken the charge to have her monologue well-prepared very seriously.  Samuel enjoyed watching Cory’s face as she reviewed her lines – the occasional twitch of an eyebrow as her mind inserted an expression into her review, the slight tremble to her lip as she contemplated a need for tears in her scene – and was jarred from his intense watching as the bell rang for the girls to change into street clothing.  With a sigh he followed Cory back into the locker room, quelling at the way the world closed around him, and encouraged her to move with all haste in fetching her backpack and making her way toward the bus.

Cory was delighted that she would have the last period of the day virtually free for the next month and was already planning on completing the majority of her homework during Dance.  She was also thrilled by the idea that she would not need to set foot in the locker room for the duration of that time, (as was Samuel,) as she would keep her backpack with her and dart off to the bus as soon as the “change” bell rang.  She would be the first in line for the bus each day, could grab the seat of her choice, and would be happily engaged in either reading Stephen King or listening to Simon and Garfunkel on her iPod well before the bus ever departed for home.
Her father was eager to hear about her first day of school that evening, but her mother was far more concerned about whether or not Cory had taken her time going from class to class, and if her Dance teacher had given her any grief about being excused from participation for the next four weeks.  Cory reassured her father that her first day was had been relatively painless, and her mother that her abdomen had caused her relatively little pain.  She was not about to admit to her mother, though, just how tired walking about campus had made her for fear her mother would demand the doctor keep her out of school another week.
She spent the bulk of the evening in her room pounding out a three page Drama paper on her laptop and performing her now-memorized monologue for her full-length-mirrored closet door.  Samuel tilted his head as he stared at her mirror image and missed seeing his own image; he had never quite gotten over his own lack of substance in the Earthly Realm.  So disconcerted was he, in fact, that he chose instead to wonder why the vast majority of homes built in the ER 1980’s had mirrored closets.  
Cory, meanwhile, felt ahead of the game in all her other classes, and Samuel reflected on the sad state of public education, seeing that a fifteen year-old girl could begin school a week late and be more than caught up on the very day she began.  He had had no formal education during his Cycle, of course, and no time to pursue it during any of his three Falls, but he had watched other Tasks engage themselves in formal learning and envied for Cory the schooling that students received back in the mid-to-late eighteen hundreds.  

As she lay in bed whispering her lines aloud late into the night, Samuel began to wonder if his Task would ever just shut up and fall asleep…but eventually her body needed to rest, even if her mind still desired activity, and she closed her eyes and rolled onto her side.  Samuel, too, had memorized her monologue by now and did his best to keep from repeating it to himself while she slept.  He concluded then that no matter how fond Cory became of her Drama class, it was destined to be at best an irritation, and at worst wholly exasperating…particularly when he found himself committing a woman’s lines to memory.
*
*
*
*
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*
*
*    
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Mrs. Amstad’s class was during third period, and Cory wasted no time heading in the direction of the school’s performing arts building when the bell to begin morning break rang, scurrying around a group of wandering freshman and bursting through the classroom door to wait there until break ended and Drama class began.  Her teacher looked up from her desk when the door to the room opened; she was not accustomed to anyone visiting the classroom earlier than necessary, and was doubly surprised to see the young woman she had done her utmost to terrify just the day before looking bright-eyed and cheery.  Cory crossed directly to Amstad’s desk and plopped down her typewritten paper, then turned to find a seat on the other side of the room and pull out her monologue.

To her student’s back, Mrs. Amstad said “And I’ll suppose you’ve memorized your monologue already, too,” a sneer in her voice.

Cory stopped and was still as a statue, wondering why a teacher would feel the need to use such a challenging tone.  She turned slowly and unconsciously stood a little taller.  “I have.  Would you like to hear it?” she asked, hoping she did not sound quite as pompous as she feared.

Mrs. Amstad had thrown down the gauntlet and Cory had plucked it up from its place at her feet, so the woman could no nothing more than allow Cory to prove herself.  “Go ahead,” she offered, sounding a little amused.  “Let’s see what you think you’ve got.”

Chapter 25
Cory drew a slow breath, focusing herself.  “Where would you like me?” she inquired as blandly as she could.

“Anywhere you’d like to perform,” replied her teacher, the dull edge of dare tainting her words.

Cory moved toward the front of the room, making sure she would be visible around Amstad’s desk, and pushed the small podium at front out of her way and off to the side.  She leaned her face into her right palm, grabbing around the front of her right elbow with her left hand in a gesture of thoughtful consideration, and then glanced at random around the room.

Amstad smirked.  “You can begin any time you like, you know.”

Cory released her pose and looked her teacher square in the eye.  “I already had.”

This time it was Mrs. Amstad’s turn to be daunted.  “Well, then, I didn’t mean to interrupt.  Go ahead.”

Cory nodded keenly and began again, face to her palm, one arm wrapped around the other, looking about furtively.  When she dropped her hand to clutch her other arm in a sort of self-hug, both Samuel and Amstad noted at the same time that she had tears streaming down her cheeks and her voice cracked as she began her lines.

“I’ve missed you, you know,” she started.  “How many years has it been now?”  She huffed, stroking up and down her arms as though cold, and looked around a bit more, then focused her attention back toward the floor in front of her.  “The kids are good.  Jan’s had three of her own – of course, I’m sure you know that – and Noah has two.  They visit from time to time, always coming and going somewhere…somewhere.”  Her head came up and her eyes gazed into the distance, glazed by the old age she was portraying so beautifully.
“I always imagined we’d grow old together, Burt,” she said, looking back down toward the grave Samuel could almost see in front of her.  She groaned as she began to kneel before the headstone, changing her mind – very much in character – partway into the kneel and sitting on the floor instead.  “Instead you’re here, and I’m old.  And it’s just not fair.”

Samuel glanced at Mrs. Amstad and found her completely spellbound.  Perhaps she was not quite as tough – or as untouchable – as he had originally thought.  Eight hundred years and I’m still misjudging people, he thought with sour amusement, but his attention was immediately drawn back toward Cory, crying openly now, managing to speak even through her tears.

“It’s not right!  You slave over twenty years for those people, and what do you get in return?  Black lung, a tombstone, and a wife raising your two children without you.  I tell you it’s not fair!  We were put on this earth for something better!  Something beautiful!  I…I just…”  She sighed deeply.  “I’m sorry, my love.  I really do miss you.  Every time I see Jan’s kids making mud pies, I wonder what you would have added to them to make them extra-special.  Each time I watch Noah tossing a ball to his boys, I imagine what it would have been like to see you taking your grandsons to their first Yankees game, explaining the rules of baseball while they ate hot dogs and you pointed out a first baseman catching a ball just like their Dad catches theirs.”  She ran her fingers over the air in front of her, pantomiming the headstone and sweeping imaginary dirt from its ridges.  “But you are there for all those things, aren’t you?”  She rose slowly and uncomfortably from her seat, looking as though she had been afflicted with arthritis for decades.  “Well,” she said, brushing some well-pretended soil from her skirt, “I suppose I best be on my way.”  She turned toward the door but stopped short, looking partway over her shoulder at the grave that had blossomed in the minds of both her teacher and Sentinel.  A single tear rolled down her cheek.  “I’ll see you soon, love.  Just not soon enough.”  She turned back to go and headed toward the door, catching herself before she reached it and spinning on her heel to face Mrs. Amstad while she wiped the tear streaks from her cheeks.
“And…that’s all,” she shrugged her shoulders absently.
“Well,” Amstad started, and then stopped dead.  Samuel noticed she was carefully recomposing herself.  “That was…unexpected,” she finished, her features hardened and unfeeling once more.  “Miss…West, isn’t it?”  Cory nodded.  “What do you have during second period, Miss West?”

Cory’s brow furrowed.  She’d been waiting for her instructor to comment on her performance, not to ask about her schedule.  “E-E-English,” she stammered back, crossing the room and stopping just shy of Mrs. Amstad’s desk.

“And your teacher?” Amstad questioned her, though she was busy shuffling through papers on her desk instead of looking at her student.

“Mrs. Carr.”

Mrs. Amstad found the paper she was looking for – a powder blue preprinted half sheet – and wrote on it for a few moments without any further acknowledgment of the young woman standing before her.  When she finally did look up her expression was unreadable.  “I’d like you to take this to the front office,” said Amstad.  “I think, being a sophomore, you might be more comfortable in my Drama 2 class.”

Cory blinked a few times.  She was not sure what she had expected, exactly, but it was not this.

Samuel stood just behind her, grinning ear to ear.  That Amstad woman had had no idea what she was up against with Cory, and he was delighted by her change of tune…as well as his knowledge that her humble pie was bitter as dandelion leaves.  She could pretend – as she was doing even now – to be indifferent to the talent his Task had shown, but even if Cory had been oblivious, Samuel knew how awed Amstad had been by Cory’s performance.
Mrs. Amstad had gone back to her paperwork, and Cory was still standing before her.  Her mind was spinning, but she had enough clarity to open her mouth once more.  “Does…does this mean you think I’m any good?”

Amstad looked up, rolling her eyes.  “You’re a far sight better than anyone in this class, and as a sophomore you should’ve been in Drama 2 anyway, so don’t get too excited, Miss West.”  A small smile invaded the right corner of her mouth.  “Now go get that to the office; you’ve got a new third period English class to get to.  I’ll see you in my second period tomorrow.”  Cory waited for a wave of the hand to dismiss her again, but when it did not come, she grabbed up her things and headed to the front office just as the bell was ringing to end the morning break.

Cory’s class change was instant, and she made it to Mrs. Carr’s third period English class not five minutes after the class had begun, her proffered late-excuse from the front office immediately dropped into the waste basket by Mrs. Carr herself.  Cory noted with satisfaction that third period English with Carr was exactly the same as second period English had been, and with even greater satisfaction that none of the girls she had known freshman year – friend or foe – were in Carr’s third period.  She was given a seat near the back of the classroom and Samuel sat in an empty chair adjacent to Cory’s, still grinning like the proverbial skunk.
Neither Cory nor Samuel could imagine that the day would get any better, but as the students were breaking into groups to analyze some passages from a Shakespearean play and the girl directly next to Cory – Cassie, “short for Cuss-on-dra” – struck up a conversation on the way out of class, an already wonderful day turned fabulous.  Mrs. Carr was particularly fond of Shakespeare, and the majority of the works she had chosen for the class to study in sophomore English that year were his:  As You Like It, Much Ado About Nothing, Macbeth, and Othello.  They would begin with Macbeth and would be reading aloud regularly in class, much to Cory’s delight.

It was Cassie, however, that truly transformed the day for Cory.  As they walked from Mrs. Carr’s class to fourth period, they discovered they had Geometry together, too, and so would be able to walk in somebody's company from third to fourth period each and every day.  Better still, their conversation quickly became passed notes during Geometry about who they “hung out with”, and when Cory admitted that she was seeking a new, more mature group with which to spend her time, Cassie immediately extended an invitation to join her and her group of five other self-proclaimed studious-but-socially-inept friends.  Cory’s heart swelled within her to near-bursting.  Samuel, meanwhile, breathed a sigh of relief:  two days into school – and a week late at that! – Cory’s ego had been reinflated like a hot air balloon, her English teacher had announced a personal obsession with Cory’s newest interest (“Which I plan on inflicting on my students at every possible moment,”) and Cory had friends.
Samuel spent the first ten minutes of Cory’s lunch period alongside his charge, acquainting himself as she became acquainted with Cassie, Chelsea, with whom she discovered she would share her Drama 2 class, Bethany and MaryBeth – Beth and MB for short, and to distinguish their similar names – and Jared and Cameron, the two male members of the group.  He noticed Cameron’s instant infatuation with Cory and tried for a moment to perceive Cory through Cameron’s eyes, but all he could see was his teenage Task finally content with her high school experience.  He left her in private to enjoy her new friends, returning to the Partition to seek out his own friend, Benjamin, for some happily unrelated conversation.  Finally.
Chapter 26
It was not too many days before Cory felt she had been fully absorbed by Cassie’s group, but as time passed and Cory found a place amongst her new friends, Samuel noticed he was feeling more personally depressed than thrilled for this Task.  As she was considerably happier, he spent more and more time back in the Heavenly Realm catching up with old friends with the hope that they might lift him from his funk.
A few weeks into school, Cory sat at lunch with her comrades and Samuel sat nearby, listening halfheartedly and contemplating his upcoming meeting with a Counselor to discuss his Progression.  Cameron had taken his now-usual spot next to Cory and – his interest apparent to everyone in the group but Cory herself – was seeking information.  “Really, Cory, I want to know:  if someone asked you who you were, what would you say?”

Samuel thought it an odd question, particularly coming from a fifteen year-old, but it had been the first conversation surrounding Cory in days that had drawn his attention, so he listened intently for her answer.  Characteristically, his Task took her time answering, a dozen expressions crossing her countenance before she finally opened her mouth to speak.

“I’d tell them I’m nobody…but I am someone.”  If it had not been Cory speaking those words, Samuel would certainly have cringed at the eye roll-inducingly enigmatic declaration.  Cameron, however, appeared to be even more intrigued than he had been a moment before and Samuel let slip a small sigh, knowing that her proclamation had been completely unassuming…and that it confirmed her improving sense of self.
He left them to their conversation and headed back to the other side of the Partition, milling about aimlessly as Cory passed her day in ER.  Every time he checked on her, she was content, even happy.  Having friends and pursuing interests made all the difference in the world to a teenager, Samuel knew, and finally Cory was comfortable.  Cassie and her friends were a little different – odd by their peers’ standards – but spoke intelligently, made excellent grades, and had warmly welcomed Cory into their circle.  Why, then, am I so stinking grumpy? Samuel harrumphed.
For every day of her happiness, in fact, Samuel found himself more and more irritable.  The more she smiled, the more cantankerous he became, moping and complaining and sitting petulantly beside the Partition drumming his fingers on the nearest unyielding surface.  He was well and truly cross and his friends had begun to notice.

One ER afternoon, Samuel’s friend Benjamin approached the Partition and paused to chat.  And how it is that Ben always seems to know when I’m grumpy? he grumbled.  He glanced at his friend and thought, Any time but now…
“Looking a little down in the mouth, Sam.  Everything all right?” asked Benjamin before Samuel could even say hello.

“Fine,” Samuel replied tersely.

Benjamin rolled his eyes grandly.  “Why the long face?”  He took a moment to peer through the Partition.  “Your Task seems to be well.  Is there something the matter that I’m not seeing?”

“I said we’re fine, Ben.”

“We’re?  No, no, no, she’s fine, Sam.  You most certainly are not.”  Benjamin waited for his friend to respond but after a moment of silence continued himself.  “You’re not usually like this about a Task, you know.”
Samuel knew his friend’s comment was intentionally leading, but he bit anyway.  “Like what about a Task?” he fired back.

“Mama Bear.”

“What are you talking about?” grumbled Samuel, knowing full well what Benjamin was intimating.

Benjamin also knew Samuel understood.  “Mama Bear, Sam.  Your claws have been out for so long and your Task has been crying on your intangible shoulder for so many years, you don’t know what to do with yourself now she’s gone and got herself happy.”

“Who asked you, Ben?” Samuel muttered through clenched teeth.

Benjamin ignored him.  “You know how teenagers are, Sam.  You’ve had enough teenaged Tasks, and you were one yourself less than a millennia ago.  You remember what that’s like.  One day thrilled, the next devastated.  One year fulfilled, the next in anguish.  She’ll need you again tomorrow, or next week, or next year, or three minutes from now.  You can get those claws back out then, and whisper your words of comfort, but you have to remember, Sam:  she’s not a kid anymore.”

Samuel felt like he had been slapped.  He opened his mouth to protest, to ask Benjamin to leave, to agree, to…anything, but nothing came out.  Instead he sighed and turned back to the Partition, hoping that if he ignored Benjamin long enough, his friend would move on.

Benjamin, however, was not willing to let it go just yet.

“She’s always going to need you, Sam.”

“She doesn’t even know I’m here,” Samuel protested, staring studiously through the Partition.
“That never bothered you before.”

Samuel clenched his jaw again.  “She’s different.”

“Yes, Sam, she is different, but only because you haven’t Tasked such a regularly-tormented soul through the hardest years of her Cycle.  So she sees Halflifes.  That’s not what sets her apart to you.  It’s that she requires more for whatever reason, and you’ve doled it out in spades.  Now that she doesn’t require as much – anything, at this particular moment – you’re feeling useless – ”

“Enough, Ben,” Samuel cut in, “I didn’t ask for your input – ”

  “But I’m giving it to you anyway as a friend.”  
Samuel loosed his jaw just enough to say what was really on his mind; his friend had hit on it when he had used the word.  "I do feel useless, Ben.  Never in eight hundred years of work as a Sentinel have I ever felt useless.  Less necessary at various points, of course, but not…useless.”
Benjamin placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “You do know why I won’t shut up, don’t you?” he asked, a twinkle in his gaze.

Samuel eyed him suspiciously.  “Why?”

“I miss that wretched rhyming of yours.  You have got to snap out of this funk, Sam.”  He smiled and withdrew his hand.  “I know how much you’ve invested in this kid.  So much that you can’t see the library for the books.  I can’t even fathom running a Task blind; you’d feel like you have to be there every minute of every day just in case anything ever happened.  But she’s growing up, and you have got to relax a little and do like you used to:  help out the rest of us when she’s hunky-dory.  Visit with your HR friends.  Go check up on Cait in the UK.  Anything but pace and grumble and feel pointless and alone here at the Partition, you big, self-pitying lug!”

Glancing through the Partition, Samuel caught an exchange between Cory and her father.  Benjamin stopped to watch with him.

Jack West was passing by the hall bathroom and swore he could hear his daughter talking to herself inside.  He had heard it all before.  Cory had no idea he had ever stopped at the bathroom door to listen to one of her rants, but if she had known, she would have been both mortified charmed by the fact that he had been so curious about his growing girl.  Today, however, it was Mr. West's turn to be mortified.  His baby girl was muttering to herself in the bathroom, and then suddenly, clear as day:  "Out, damned spot!"

It took him a moment to process what he had heard, but his mind grasped suddenly upon Lady Macbeth, and he grinned, a tad bit relieved.  He rapped once on the door and then stepped back, leaning casually against the wall with his arms folded across his chest.  The door opened and Cory peered out.

"Yes?" she asked, holding her towel.

"Are you rehearsing Lady Macbeth in front on the mirror?" he asked, his grin shifting sideways and showing a boyish dimple.

"No," replied Cory, mildly confused.  "Why do you ask?"

Jack West's eyebrows knitted together.  "Well…that thing about the spot.  Weren't you quoting Lady Macbeth?  ‘Out, damned spot?’"

"Oh, that!"  Cory laughed.  "You heard that?"  Her cheeks colored slightly, but she plowed on.  "I guess I was quoting her, but I wasn't practicing or anything.  We're reading Macbeth in English."

Her father prodded her further.  "If you're not rehearsing, why are you quoting Lady Macbeth, ladybug?" he asked, an air of amusement in his tone.

"Oh, well…I…oh, geez, I have this huge pimple coming in, and I was using some acne cream on it!"

"You…" began Mr. West, but that was as far as he got before he erupted in laughter.

Cory chuckled openly at his mirth.  "That's what you get for listening at bathroom doors, Dad," she chided jovially.

"You know your little girl is growing up when she uses the word 'damn' and you actually appreciate it!"  He paused.  "Well, that, and she's getting pimples."

"Dad!" shrieked Cory, feigning indignance.

"Oh, honey, you're beautiful, and I don't see this alleged pimple anywhere.  But your sense of humor…wow, kiddo, you really are growing up."  Mr. West looked long at his formerly little girl's face and then shook his head.  "Look at me, getting all sentimental over my baby using the word damn."  He chuckled a final time.  "All right, enough of that.  Go put some more cream on your zit."  Cory's father turned on his heel to continue to the stairs, and Cory watched him leave.  Just as she was about to head back into the bathroom, she heard him call up to her, presumably from the bottom of the stairs:  "Love you, ladybug!"

"Love you too, Dad," she yelled back, and closed the door quietly behind her so she could continue scrutinizing her teenage face in the bathroom mirror…this time with a smile.

Samuel turned away from the Partition to face his friend, looking Benjamin in the eye.  Benjamin noticed immediately that Samuel’s eyes were misty.  
“What if I miss something?” Samuel half-whispered.

“Important?”

“Just…anything.”

Benjamin shook his head gently.  “You will, but it will be all right.  She’ll be all right.”  He caught the flicker in Samuel’s gaze.  “And so will you.”

Samuel stood as still as stone for a few moments more and then nodded slowly, taking a step away from the Partition.  He was ashen and looked thoroughly downtrodden.  Benjamin elbowed him.  “And while you’re relaxing,” he chuckled but then turned serious, “maybe you ought to consider checking in with a Counselor.  Maybe pick up a current progress report.  It helps to know where you stand every once in a while.”
Samuel’s insides tightened.  He hated progress reports.  Either he was not nearly as far along as he thought he should be, or he was too far along for his own comfort.  His Soulmate was still out there somewhere and he could not bear the thought of being Unbound without her.  It had been nearly a hundred years since he had last been inclined to Fall for any special girl, and though he knew Archelaus encouraged great study and only a single Fall, Samuel felt more disposed to find her through trial and error.  By playing the numbers.

“Yeah,” he shrugged noncommittally, “it’s been a few decades since I checked in with my Counselor.  I keep meaning to, and even making appointments, but...Well, I suppose I should swing by there at some point.  Just to get an update.”

“Hey, you’ve had a lot on your plate,” joshed Benjamin.
“Now, just you wait…that’s my gig!” protested Samuel, a smile returning to his lips.

Benjamin was heartened, “And I’m sure you’ll…” but then faltered.  “Crap, Sam, what sort of reply could end in big?  I hate this game.”

“You can try your best, Ben, but you’ll just sound lame.”

“See, now why can’t I do that?” huffed Benjamin.  “That was a good one.”

“Maybe it’s just not in your nature to have fun,” Samuel smirked.

“Great, now I’ve gone and got you started,” Benjamin began, “And don’t you dare try rhyming that with ‘farted,’ or I’ll kick you.”

“Actually,” said Samuel, “I was thinking more along the lines of ‘I’ve got to go and it’s time we parted,’ but ‘Better than smelling a telltale sign I…’ would’ve been good, too.  I knew you’d catch on eventually, Ben.  Only another half-millennia and you’ll be set!”


“And a few more eternities from now, you’ll be set, too,” replied Benjamin, “if you check in with your Counselor.  See where you are.”

Samuel nodded.  “I promise.”


He had no idea yet about the Halflife, or that his promise was already broken before he had even had a chance to make it.
Chapter 27

It was only a few days before Cory entered the theater portion of Fairmont's Performing Arts Center for the first time that Archelaus warned him:  the Fairmont PAC housed a Halflife.  Samuel stuck by Cory, waiting patiently and intently for his Task to have an encounter.  Given Cory's history he was sure it would not take long, and he had been right.

The students had been allowed to put themselves into trios and then assigned scenes based on their selections.  Cory and Chelsea had immediately clung to one another as scene mates, and when the class had made their choices and one lone girl remained, they invited her to be their third.  Frances had started at Fairmont just that year, having moved from out of state, and though she had her own group of friends outside Drama, none of them were in the class with her.  She was grateful for the invitation to join Cory and Chelsea and perfectly happy to take on a role as their director while the two girls acted opposite one another.

Mrs. Amstad handed out scenes and Cory was mildly disappointed to see that they were from one of Amstad's own books of "scenes for teens."  The scenes were basic, silly, and memorization would be a piece of cake.  Most of the students were thrilled to be given such trite and easy work, but Cory was disappointed.  She had worked hard to prove herself when she had first joined Amstad's class.  Scenes like these made that difficult.  Cory and Chelsea were playing Sally and Joan, two sisters fighting over a sweater.  The group read through the scene, and once they had gone through it two or three times, Mrs. Amstad explained that the directors would need more space than the classroom allowed for blocking the scenes - for deciding which actor would stand, move, or sit where and when - and would allow them to head into the theater auditorium for more freedom of movement while they rehearsed.


Cory had never set foot in the theater.  Her previous friends had been more interested in sports games (and the boys who played them) than in the performing arts, so she had not attended any of the performances that had taken place there the year before.  She was excited to see where she would be performing, eager to cross the stage and imagine herself the star of the show, an entire audience of people standing in ovation after her performance.  


Her excitement was short-lived.  
She entered the theater with her classmates through a back door in the stage and crossed downstage in order to hop off into the house, planning to claim some seats with her group members…but the moment she crossed the threshold of the door, she stopped.  The temperature in the theater had changed.  It was far more air conditioned than the classrooms, but it seemed like the very atmosphere had changed, as well.  Her arms erupted in gooseflesh and she felt a chill slink up her vertebrae and lock onto the back of her neck with its frozen claws.  

She heard a metallic clanging sound deep in the theater originating somewhere above the auditorium seating.  It was followed by cursing, the cantankerous voice of an adolescent male changing its pitch at random.  She crept forward to the edge of the stage apprehensively, wondering if the owner of the voice was preparing to heave heavy objects over the side of a wobbly catwalk or drop lights on unsuspecting audience members.  
The most worrisome moment came, though, when she realized that no one else heard a sound.  Not an eye batted, not an ear perked, not a complaint issued forth from the mouths of her scene mates.  No one could hear the repugnant language - or the racket being made by its speaker - but her.

“What’s wrong?” asked Chelsea, reacting to the consternation written on her new friend’s face.  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Not seen, thought Cory, heard.  She did a double-blink and then apologized to Chelsea and Frances.  “I’m fine.  I thought I…I don’t know.  Theaters are just kinda creepy, you know?” she shrugged dismissively.  “So, where do you want to practice?”

Frances led the way to an area of the audience in the stage left corner of the auditorium as Cory glanced furtively up to the now barely-visible catwalk suspended high above the seating.  It blended seamlessly with the lights so that the audience members would not notice its existence, and other than being a giant metal walkway up above their heads, there seemed nothing remarkable about it.  It was so unremarkable, in fact, that neither Frances nor Chelsea ever gave it a second look.

The girls commenced running their lines with Frances occasionally correcting their inflection, and Cory began to relax.  She was used to odd, disembodied voices thanks to years at the lake, and nothing about the young man’s occasional cursing gave her much pause.  Had she been any other girl, thought Samuel, she’d have run screaming from the auditorium a split second after setting foot onstage, but Cory...He hated going on about how she was “different” and “special”, but he could not think of a single more effective word to describe her.  After all, none of his other Tasks – or any of the Tasks belonging to his Sentinel friends – had ever heard a Halflife.  His insides were clenched as he waited to see if she might catch a glimpse of this one.
Chelsea was wrapping up the last few lines of the scene when Cory heard what sounded like a gunshot:  a monstrously large metallic boom filled her ears, loud enough to cause her to spring from her chair.  Her lack of grace once again evident, she caught her foot betwixt the seating, carpet edge, and a concrete step and tumbled to the carpeted aisle, too frightened to rub her scraped, screaming elbow.  Chelsea and Frances were dumbfounded.

“Uh…Cory?  You okay?” asked Frances, completely baffled.

“I…I…ow,” finished Cory, finally paying attention to the pain shooting through her arm.

“What the heck happened?” Chelsea asked, offering her a hand up.

“I’m…I’m an arachnophobe.  Totally thought I just saw one crawling on the chair next to me.”  She paused.  “Must be hallucinating.”  Cory laughed tentatively, and the other two girls followed suit.
“Next time point it out,” chuckled Chelsea.  “That way I can tell you whether or not you’re allowed to be scared.”

Flopping back into her seat, Cory glanced once more at the catwalk and then turned to the pair before her.  “Can I ask you guys something?”

“Of course,” replied Chelsea while Frances looked at her expectantly.

“Do either of you believe in ghosts?”

Chelsea put her hand on Cory’s arm while she gushed, “Of course I do!  Totally!”

Frances, on the other hand, shrugged.  “Not really, but I do believe in the possibility of people leaving behind, what would you call it?, a ‘residual energy’ in the place where they died.”
“Have you two ever heard anything about this theater being haunted?”

Chelsea started to laugh.  “I forgot…you didn’t take Drama 1, did you?”

Frances had completed the prerequisite at her former high school and had not heard the tale Chelsea was now itching to relay, so she and Cory sat together listening intently to the ghost story Chelsea now performed.  She adopted a hunched posture, spoke just above a whisper, and dropped the normally high, sing-song pitch of her voice to one slightly lower and intentionally eerie.

“Mrs. Amstad tells this to all the first-year Drama students.  None of us know if it’s really true, but everyone is always talking about how stinking cold it is in here, and sometimes the seniors say there are weird noises in the theater during rehearsals.  The techies even talk about strange things happening in the booth or up on the catwalk.  Well, obviously on the catwalk,” she interrupted herself, “but I’m getting ahead of my story.”
“Before you go on,” Frances cut her short, “is this going to give me nightmares?”

“Only if you’re super-skitzy,” Chelsea grinned.  “Anyway, like twenty years ago or so, there was this kid – a techie – who was working after school one day on a rehearsal of…I think it was ‘Cinderella the Musical’ or something.”

Cory could tell that Chelsea’s asides were starting to get on Frances’s nerves, but Cory was riveted.

“His name was Jeremy, and he was fifteen years old, just like us.  I guess it was just as hard to be fifteen twenty years ago as it is now.”  Cory hid the smile creeping its way up to her eventual crows’ feet as Frances rolled her eyes at another tangential addendum.  She had learned by now from her new set of friends that Chelsea was famous for her editorial comments.
“So, they were doing this musical, and there was a dress rehearsal the night before the play.  Everyone was there onstage.  I guess this kid was up on the catwalk trying to hang a disco ball for some dance sequence when he leaned out too far…  The next thing anyone knew, the disco ball had shattered on the floor below in a mad crunch of glass and Jeremy was dangling from the catwalk up above the seats.  They said he was pissed off at first, swearing like a sailor, but then he realized that he couldn’t climb back up.  As he lost his grip on – well, whatever it was he was hanging on to, I guess we’ll never know for sure, right? – and felt himself slipping, he let out this horrible, deathly shriek and plummeted to the chairs below, where he severed his spine on the edge of a seat and crushed his skull against the stone floor amidst the screams of all the girls on the stage.”
Frances raised an eyebrow.  “So, which was it?  He severed his spine, or his skull was crushed?”  The right corner of her mouth raised to match its companion brow.  “And by the way, this floor is concrete, not stone.”

Chelsea huffed.  “Whatever it is and however he died, he was a mess.  He broke a bunch of chairs and bled all over the place and by the time anyone could even get down off the stage to get to him, he was already dead,” she resumed her eerie voice, “a look of terror etched onto his fifteen year-old features.”

Frances also huffed, but her expulsion of air was courtesy of her amusement.  “That’s rather dramatic, don’t you think?”

“Well, that’s the story Amstad tells,” shrugged Chelsea, attempting to be cavalier but displaying a distinctly frosty demeanor.  She turned to Cory, who looked aghast.  “Pretty awful, huh?  I mean, seriously, dying the night before a performance while trying to hang a disco ball.  Kind of a pathetic way to go, right?”

Cory smiled at her friend, but her eyes were not in it.  “Yeah, that officially sucks.”  Since they had been discussing the ghost story, Cory made no effort to disguise her blatant stare at the catwalk.  “That’s pretty high,” she mused, the bile rising in her throat.  “He fell head-first, you say?”
“Yup,” Chelsea concurred.  “He didn’t have a chance.”

“And he still haunts this theater?”

Chelsea knew when she had reeled someone in, and though the story had always sounded mildly preposterous to her, she was eager to have hooked her newest friend.  “Totally.  They say that even when they try to run the heater in here, it’s always freezing.”  She glanced down at her arm, grateful for her body’s own response to the room temperature; she raised her bare flesh for Cory to see the goose pimples spanning the length of her forearm.  “Check it out.  I’m cold right now.  Maybe Jeremy’s here with us.”

“Yeah, that’s awful,” said Frances, gathering the pages of her script.  “Boy plummets to his own death in theater, drama teacher spends next two decades telling every student she has just to freak them out.  Sick stuff.  If its okay with you guys, I’m going to head back to the classroom, pack up my stuff, and wait for class to end.”  She rose but turned back to her group members, still seated.  “Can you two be memorized by Friday?” she queried, her question more a demand than an expression of curiosity.

“Of course,” replied Cory, shaking off her uneasiness.  Chelsea only nodded.

“See you both tomorrow, then,” Frances said over her shoulder as she climbed the stairs onto the stage to get back to the classroom.

“I don’t think she believes it,” Chelsea stated unnecessarily, watching Frances go.  She turned to her friend.  “You do, don’t you?”

Cory squinted up at the catwalk once more, fighting back dread.  For the briefest of moments, she thought she caught a glimpse of a sandy-haired young man peering over the catwalk edge squinting down at her, but she blinked and he was gone.  “I do,” she stated unequivocally.  “Doesn’t take much to make a believer out of me.”
Her friend’s eyebrows twitched.  “So, do you believe in ghosts in general, or just in Jeremy?”

Cory took a moment to deliberate over just how much she would tell her newfound friend, and decided on simple, basic truth:  “Ghosts in general.  And it’s not just belief.  It’s knowledge.”  

Samuel had followed the eyes of his Task to the walkway above their heads to glare at the ghost now scrutinizing him when he felt the bottom drop out of his stomach.  Cory knew.  “Thanks a lot, Halflife!” he yelled up at the ghost.  The eyes glowering down at him disappeared again over the edge of the catwalk, and Samuel followed Cory back to the classroom.
Chapter 28

Though Cory was generally oblivious to the attention of the opposite sex, Samuel knew she could not help but eventually notice Cameron’s interest.  He hovered over her whenever he could, laughing a little too loud at her jokes.  He found excuses for token forms of bodily contact and gazed at her with giant puppy dog eyes anytime she was in view.  Cameron was smitten, and slowly Cory began to figure it out.  She had never had a boyfriend, but Cameron was bright and kind, a tall, good-looking, well-built guy with strong features, and incredibly attentive, so when he asked during break one morning if she would consider being his girlfriend, she offered a wide-eyed and mildly-disbelieving acceptance, tempered by an “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure!” he said, his amusement clear.  “You’re…you…Cory, you’re one of the coolest girls I’ve ever met, and…I like you.  I mean, like you, like you.  So, yes, I’m sure.  Are you sure?”


She did not want to insult him by hesitating so she blurted out “Yes!” and fell into his arms for a comfortable hug.  After all, it’s not that I’m unsure, she mused, it’s just that I’m not sure-sure.  I do like him.  
Fifteen is a little young to tie myself down to one guy, she argued with herself.  There are plenty of fish in the sea, and now I’ll have to ignore them all.  Samuel nodded once he had finished speaking.
But teenage relationships don’t last very long anyway, right?  Cory looked up into Cameron’s big hazel eyes and nestled against him, letting him wrap her in his strong arms.  She felt wonderful:  warm and protected.  Any ambivalence or misgivings still clinging to her psyche melted away as she felt his hands caress her back while they stood in their first embrace.
Nearby, Samuel rolled his eyes.


It seemed Samuel was rolling his eyes a lot these days.  It did not matter how many Cycles he experienced vicariously through his Tasks; like a mother who forgets the misery of pregnancy long enough to want another child, he always seemed to forget the misery of teenage life when presented with a newborn babe to Task.


He watched Cory embark on her first relationship Cameron and felt mildly nauseated by their cliché cuteness.  Cameron walked her to and from most of her classes, sat with his arm around her during breaks and lunches, and bestowed innocent kiss after innocent kiss on her cheeks, forehead, and lips.  He introduced her to his parents, barely managing to hide his glee at having Cory for a girlfriend, and played the strong, silent, gentlemanly type when she introduced him to Mr. and Mrs. West.

“You’re just jaded,” Benjamin smirked one day, egging him on.  “During your Cycle – and your Falls, for that matter – you were Mister Nasty, Sam.”


“ ‘Mister Nasty’?” asked Samuel, his voice dripping with sarcasm.


“You know what I’m talking about,” replied Benjamin.  “You couldn’t wait to get your hands on Ann, you weren’t even married yet and you were all over Mariah every time Henry held court – ”  Samuel opened his mouth to protest, but Benjamin cut him off.  “And you took advantage of Lizzie’s romantic nature not a week after you met her!  I’m sure you’d have hopped right into bed with Charlotte if you hadn’t been all shot up…and as it was, the only thing you could think to do to find out if she was your Soulmate was make out with her.  Mister Nasty, Sam.  That’s what you are.  A cad.”

Samuel gave his friend a sly grin.  “Nothing wrong with being a cad, so long as you outgrow it eventually, right?”  He snuffed.  “‘Mister Nasty’, though?  Come on.”


“My point is that there are innocent people in this world, and the fact that your little Task has latched on to one of them should be a comfort to you, not something to sneer at,” concluded Benjamin.


Samuel exhaled all the breath in his body and rubbed his eyes, followed by a long, luxurious stretch.


“Nothing to say?” asked Benjamin.


Samuel smirked.  “Just trying to irritate you, Ben.”  His smirk turned toothy.  “Look, I know you’re right, and I’m grateful he’s not, well, me…it just seems so cheesy.”


“Again,” Benjamin asked, “would you rather he were predatory?”


“Of course not!” protested Samuel.


“All right, then.  Shut up and let the lady have her innocent love affair.”  He winked at Samuel.  “Unless, of course, you’re considering Falling all over again and feeling just a little jealous?”


“Well, Ben,” Samuel replied, “I’d consider it, but that might be too zealous.”

It was Benjamin’s turn to roll his eyes.  “Not again.”


Samuel grinned ear to ear.  “If not now, when?”


Benjamin had to exert all his energy not to crack a smile.  “That’s my cue.  I’m outta here.”  He turned from his friend to make a quick exit.


“Oh, come on, Ben.  What have you to fear?”


He could hear his friend call back to him from the distance, “Enough!”


So of course Samuel yelled back “Tough!”

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Only a few weeks later Cameron walked Cory to her fifth period class as lunch ended, his class being only a few doors down, and leaned in for a quick goodbye kiss.  Cory surprised him when she caught him around the neck and drew out their kiss, wondering for a moment if she planned to part her lips…but then she pulled back, giving him another quick peck on the cheek.  He smiled, sighed just a little, and adjusted his glasses before he headed to his own class, a slightly mystified, mildly geeky grin on his face.  He was smitten.  Samuel fought the urge to roll his eyes for the millionth time and instead turned to Cory’s classroom…to find two moderately-popular girls peering out the window at Cory and talking behind their hands.  How obvious can you get? he gritted his teeth, immediately on edge.  Many a rumor had begun courtesy of much less.

Unlike his Task, he was not surprised when two days later a flock of popular types were to be found eyeing her with disdain or smirking as they leered at her body.  She was intercepted by Beth and MB on the way to her locker and blanched at the concern on their faces.


MB immediately launched into a tirade:  “Cameron’s not here, he doesn’t know yet.  There’s this rumor going all around school that you and Cameron are, you know, ‘together’ because they saw you making out before class the other day – ”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cory interrupted her.  “We are together!  What are you talking about?”


Beth chimed in, “No, we mean together-together.  Like, getting together.”


Cory was becoming irritable.  “We’re together all the time!”


MB resumed control of the conversation quickly; it was clear she and Beth were not getting through to their friend.  “Sleeping together, Cory.  Sleeping together.  Everyone is saying you’re having sex.”

Chapter 29

Cory was white as a sheet and her jaw hung halfway to her knees.


“You could’ve been a little gentler about it, MB,” said Beth disappointedly, but then turned back to Cory.  “No one has, like, said anything specifically about where or when or anything – at least, not that we’ve heard – but some girls said they saw you guys all over each other after lunch the other day when he walked you to class.”

Latching on to fury rather than shock, Cory protested, “That’s ridiculous!  All over each other?  He’s never even French-kissed me!”


“Really?” asked Beth, sincerity in her voice.


“Really!” Cory confirmed, beginning to raise her own.


MB looked perplexed.  “But…everyone is saying you were totally making out!”


“Then everyone is an idiot!” barked Cory, now beyond frustrated.  She turned on her heel so she could face the pack of teens in the distance who were even now staring her down.  “And I wouldn’t put it past any of those…those…popular creeps to spread around lies like that!” she boomed, hoping just a little that at least one of them was close enough to hear her.  “Jerks!” she yelled, and turned back to her friends, pushing past toward her locker.


Cameron appeared about five minutes later looking stricken.  “Jared…” he started but faltered, then took a breath and began again.  “Jared just told me.  You okay, Core?”

“Fine,” she grumbled without looking at him as she chucked one of her textbooks into her locker.


Not fine, said Samuel in Cameron’s ear.  Say something to her.


Cameron put a hand on her shoulder.  “Um, look.  It’s really nothing, okay?  They’re all just a bunch of stupid teenagers with nothing better to do than talk crap on everyone else.”  Samuel raised his eyebrows, pleasantly surprised by Cameron’s wisdom…until he continued.  “Anyway, they picked you as their scapegoat last year, right?  It’s not like that was going to change anytime soon.”


If Samuel had had form, he would have banged his head against a locker.


“So I get to be the school scapegoat until I graduate?” demanded Cory, lost between tears and fury.  “This is my teenaged lot in life?  They need someone to crap on, and I get that privileged position by default?”


Samuel spoke to Cory this time himself but Cameron must have been listening; at almost the same moment he managed to speak Samuel’s words to Cory verbatim.


“I really, really care for you, Cory.  That’s why I’m here.  None of this matters.  Not to me, and not in the great scheme of things.”


Samuel stared at Cameron with eyes as big as dinner plates and took a step back.  Meanwhile Cory and Cameron continued their conversation, but Samuel heard nothing.  He feels about her like I do, he thought, blinking slowly against the revelation.  He loves her like I do.  
What does that say about me?  
Chapter 30
He turned his head to look at Cory.  But that can’t be right.  She’s a sweet kid…not my Soulmate.

Hoping against hope that Cory would be fine, Samuel passed in a daze back through the Partition and sat down, his mind reeling.  Archelaus was by his side before he had a chance to look up.


“You are looking just a little green again, Sam.  Is something the matter?” 


Samuel considered his mentor.  “May I ask you something?”


Archelaus cocked an eyebrow.  “Of course, Samuel.  What is on your mind?”


Samuel hesitated, then plunged ahead.  “That you’re aware of, are Sentinels ever assigned their own Soulmates as Tasks?”  He did not notice the twitch at Archelaus’s left temple.


“Why would you ask that, Sam?”


“Sometimes I…well, sometimes I wonder if maybe Cory…”  He let his voice trail off.


Archelaus shook his head.  “I cannot imagine that it would be the preference of either Heaven or Earth to assign people their own Soulmates, Samuel.  If either were to discover who the other was to them, reassignments would have to be made, and we would be a number of Sentinels short while others were overworked and playing catch-up with their new Tasks’ Books.  I realize that you have Fallen three times now and each was unsuccessful, so I imagine you are now hoping once more to find your lost lady, whoever she may be.  But I fear, Sam, that you may be imagining connections based on your longing and not on common sense.”

“But isn’t it possible?  Mightn’t a Sentinel, a Muse, or even a Consultant be the Soulmate of the person they’re responsible for?  Just because watching over someone is part of the job doesn’t mean that someone can’t be more…significant.”


Archelaus shrugged.  “If I had a Sentinel assigned to their Soulmate under my watch, I believe it would be safe to assume that I would be well-aware of that fact, would it not?”  Samuel mirrored his shrug and Archelaus changed tack, deflecting the question.  “I warned you a number of millennia ago, Samuel – you and your Soulmate – that finding one another PreCycle was not in the your best interest.  You knew then as Spirits and you know now as a member of the angelic host that it was unlikely at best that you would find one another again, but you made your decision and insisted that your love would be strong enough to carry you through.”


“I don’t remember any of that,” Samuel argued, concentrating desperately to try to remember his PreCycle experience.  Try as he might to recall, though, there was nothing before his Cycle…nothing before he became Sam.  The only inkling of PreCycle that remained was that elusive Truth:  he had a Soulmate somewhere, and he wanted nothing more than to be with her when he was finally Unbound.


“You promised one another you would find each other, reunite…and there was nothing I could say to dissuade you.”


Samuel bristled.  “Of course not, Arch!  Love for a Soulmate is endless, eternal, undying and unyielding!  How could I possibly walk away from the woman I had already loved for an entire eternity?”

“It was not an eternity, Sam.  It was a space of incalculable time…and it came to an end.  You both knew that it would.  Each of you would Cycle, you would be separated, and neither of you would know the other once you returned here.  You would be different people then.  You would retain your Cycle identity, and you have, Samuel.”


Archelaus was right.  Whatever or whoever he had been before his Cycle, Samuel was now Samuel, with all the experiences, knowledge, and know-how of an earthly Cycle and a heavenly Job…not to mention three intermittent incidents as one of the Fallen.  Until this moment, Samuel had always believed he could find his Soulmate simply because she existed, and because they had shared so deep a love for such an infinite amount of time.  Now he was beginning to despair.  Archelaus could see his subordinate deflating before his very eyes.


“I am sorry, Samuel.  There is a distinct possibility that you might indeed find her someday, but for now you have a Task, and she needs you.  Once her Cycle has ended, perhaps I can arrange for a sabbatical, pending approval by a Processor, of course.”  Samuel smiled at Archelaus’s formality – most of the Angels in HR referred to Processors simply as “counselors” – but his heart was not in it.  “Or you could conceivably take a few decades off to select another woman to Fall for.  Even if she proves not to be your Soulmate, you would likely enjoy your life in ER for however many years you continue to live.  Barring that, ReCycling is always a possibility.”


Samuel shook his head, more to shake off the platitudes Archelaus spouted than to disagree.  He had been unwilling to admit to himself, let alone anyone else, that he yearned with an unspeakable desperation to find his Soulmate, to have her restored to him and he to her.  He longed to be with her, to learn all about her Cycle and even her Post-Cycle experiences, to catch up and reconnect, but mostly to have the love of his eternity with him as they progressed toward becoming Unbound.  His heart ached dreadfully imagining he might have to continue on alone, knowing she was making the same journey but that their eternities might never intersect.

Archelaus rested a heavy hand on Samuel’s shoulder.  “Do not think on it now, Sam.  Get back to your Task, and if you continue to care for her as you always do, as I told you before she even emerged from her mother’s womb:  I don’t anticipate any difficulties.”


Samuel nodded curtly, his expression blank, and stepped back through the Partition.


*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Cory’s medical excuse expired the following Monday, and after a weekend of sullen moping, Samuel was relieved that Cory would finally have an opportunity to release some of her pent-up frustration through dance.  He sat on the toilet seat Monday morning while Cory showered, listening to her sing from behind the curtain.  As usual it was Simon and Garfunkel, and he recognized the lines from “The Boxer” as she sang:  “I have squandered my resistance for a pocketful of mumbles – such are promises:  all lies and jest.  Still a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest...”  

So few people know the actual words to that song, he mused.  Most just sing “lie-la-lie”, and yet here was his Task, singing words with a significance he was not certain she fully grasped.  He found that they were perfect to describe the teenage conundrum, sighed, and rested his head in his hands.
He heard the shower curtain swish open, the metal shower rings grating against the aluminum rod on which they rested, and he looked up…and immediately felt dizzy.  The world closed in on him and he was engulfed by a tunnel vision so tight, he could barely make out a pin-prick of light.  What in ER…? he wondered, shaking his head to try and clear it.  It was no use.
“Oh, come on!” he complained aloud.  “I said I wondered, not that I was going to Fall for her!”  He tried to find Cory at the far end of his field of vision but the world spun as he searched, and he reached for the door, making his exit directly through it since it was still tightly closed.  The moment he had stepped into the hall he could see clearly again and the world reoriented itself.  “This is nuts!” he yelled to the heavens.  “I still don’t have her Book!”

He received no response.

Who could he complain to?  He had suggested to Archelaus only a few ER days before that Cory was potentially his Soulmate, and he knew the rules:  at the point an opposite-sex Angel recognized their charge as attractive, desirable, or even having matured, that was it for nudity.  Even now he found that he could not remember how Cory appeared in the nude after about the age of two, try as he might.  Instead, such memories were now audio-only.  Well, she is growing up, he sighed as he pondered.  I suppose it’s better this way…
Cory emerged from the bathroom a moment later wrapped in a towel and he followed her without thinking to her room, where his vision immediately closed in again.  He staggered backward and fell through the closed door, landing silently and painlessly on his backside, his vision clear once more.  “This is going to take some getting used to,” he grumbled, and sat instead against the wall in the hallway, waiting for her to emerge dressed and ready for school.

Cory’s Monday was perfectly average and it seemed to her that the popular sophomores were studiously ignoring her, which was her strong preference.  She spent the day chatting with her friends, wrapped in Cameron’s embrace, and wearing a coat in the auditorium while she practiced a new scene with a new group, herself studiously ignoring the clanking above her head.  Her first dance class was a decent workout considering she had exercised very little the last number of weeks, and as she headed into the locker room after class to change, Samuel made a sour face and stayed outside:  he did not care for a repeat of that morning’s episode.

When Denise appeared, he knew he had made a mistake.

She worked closely with a few of the Sentinels, and Samuel was one of them.  Her Job as a Consultant was, among other duties, to provide a second opinion, to fill in blanks when a Sentinel had multiple Tasks, and to attend to Tasks like a Sentinel during high alerts.  Knowing that Samuel had been denied Book access with his current Task, she did her best to keep him updated when he missed anything…and he was missing something.
“You’ll see what you need to see,” she informed him, “just get going.  This is borderline Plunge, Sam.”

Without a word Samuel turned on his heel and disappeared through the locker room wall.

Chapter 31
Cory was completely numb but shaking like a leaf, still fully dressed.  Everyone around her was also dressed, so he could see quite clearly the mess before his Task.  Both LeAnn’s locker and Cory’s own were covered in hot pink lipstick, but the bulk of it was on Cory’s, and it was clearly intended for his charge.
The makeup had been used to write awful words all over the lockers, from “bitch” and “slut” to “dyke” and “liar” and myriad other unmentionable phrases, most with four-letter words attached.  The same lipstick had then been shoved into the key slot of Cory’s lock, and try as she might, she could not manage to fit the key into the tumblers to retrieve her things.  The true abuse, however, was not what was written on her locker, or her inability to dress in time to catch the bus.  It was that Cory was surrounded by the girls who had obviously done this to her – Michelle, Abbey, Stacy and LeAnn – and they were behaving as though they were shocked, horrified, and completely innocent.

“Oh, that is so awful,” said Abbey, her eyebrows disappearing into her hairline in an attempt to prove her innocence.

“So sad,” agreed LeAnn, “and they even got my locker too.  I guess they didn’t know for sure which was yours.”

“You poor thing,” said Michelle, obviously doing her utmost not to smile.  “This is just terrible.  Do you have any idea who might have done it?”

Cory turned to Michelle and Samuel could see her summoning the last of her strength.  She looked her square in the eye and said, “As if you didn’t know.”  She then turned to LeAnn and Abbey, now standing next to one another, and shook her head.  “As if you all didn’t know.”  As she turned back to Michelle, she saw Stacy standing back from the group a little, a solemn expression gracing her features as she examined the floor.  Cory took a deep breath, walked a few feet away, and then turned back, addressing the group:  “Screw you all.”  She vanished from the locker room, but Samuel remained for just a moment, watching as Michelle, Abbey, and LeAnn cackled jovially, and Stacy walked quietly and somberly away.

Maybe there’s some humanity here after all, thought Samuel, watching Stacy disappear amongst the aisles of lockers, and he, too, disappeared after his charge.


*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Cory had gone to the front office to notify them of her plight and called her mother to fetch her, seeing as she had missed the bus.  She was not up to walking today...not after this.  A janitor was directed to accompany her to the locker room and cut off her lock.  He had had to wait until the locker room cleared out completely a few minutes after the seventh period swim class had begun.  Once her locker was open and its contents retrieved, he snapped a few photos for future reference as per the principal’s directions, (As though that will ever come to anything, Samuel though angrily,) and explained to Cory that he would remain to clean the lockers and that she could go.  Her mother picked her up, and when she asked her daughter what had happened to cause her to miss the bus, Cory told her that the key to her lock was missing and a janitor had to cut the lock off for her.  

Her mother smiled, grateful that Cory was wise enough not to stress her body any further by walking home on the very day she was allowed to begin to exercise again, but
Samuel’s face fell with the lie.  He knew his Task would rather be berated for losing her key and requiring a replacement lock than tolerate another of her mother’s “playing nicely with others” lectures, but he grieved for her all the same.  The forced smile on Cory’s face let him know that she would be taking this secret pain to the grave, and it made his heart ache on her behalf.  For once he was completely at a loss about what to say to her; he just had nothing to offer.


Back through the Partition he consulted Denise, who had seen everything.  “You’re a girl, tell me what she needs to hear.”  She looked at him strangely, obviously wondering how her womanhood alone would help her relate better to his Task than his Task’s own Sentinel, and he continued, “I’ve tried it all, Dee.  That poor girl has the worst case of senioritis I have ever seen, bar none, and it’s entirely my fault!  What do I say now?  How do I explain to her that she’s strong, beautiful, and admirable?  That she did her very best, and no one could expect any more from her in that utter crap situation?”


Denise shook her head and shrugged, raising her palms as though in surrender.  “I don’t know, Sam.  I really don’t.  But if I were you – and I’m not – I would tell her what you just told me.”


“What if she doesn’t hear me?” he agonized.  He felt as though his heart were in a vise, pounding so hard that if he had been in physical form he would have feared it might rupture.


“She might not!” Denise allowed, and turned his face to look at her.  “But you’ll be there with her.  Your presence will be a comfort, and sometimes that is all you can do.”  She released him and put her hands instead on her hips.  “So you get your rear end back down there and you be with her, Samuel.  Now.”

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*



As he sat by her bedside that night watching her cry herself to sleep on her pillow he told her everything in his heart, reminding her that high school did not last forever and that she had so much more to her than any of those wretched, miserable girls.  Cory, he knew, could never even conceive of doing such a thing to another human being, no matter how much she disliked them.  He told her that he loved her, that she was above their adolescent stupidity, and that she was indeed strong, beautiful, and admirable, just as he had told Denise.  He assured her that he would always be there for her.  That she was not alone.  He wanted desperately to kiss her forehead or stroke her hair, pat her back or hold her and rock her…to be of some physical comfort.  As always, he was left to pray that she had heard and that she could feel him nearby, even if she could not ever feel him at all.

Post-Fall, September 1497

Samuel watched sadly through the Partition as Mariah de Vere – the first girl for whom he had ever Fallen – took her vows.  She will be married to Christ now, he thought lamely.  So much for me.

As Mariah donned her habit in the cold, candlelit abbey, he remembered distinctly all the times she had complained of court life.  The courtiers were notorious for their backstabbing and gossip – as was Mariah at her peak – and they had taken to backstabbing and gossiping primarily about Mariah this last year.  From the moment she had offered him her ultimatum – “Me or the New World,” she had said, her eyes red and bleary, her womb empty once more – she had been the subject of their ridicule.
After all, he had chosen the New World.  In fact, he had died for it.

It was around Mariah’s third miscarriage that the court refused her their pity.  Her personal torture had become a bore to them, and they began as one to spread the most awful, cruelest rumors.

“I heard she is barren and pretends to lose her babes for sympathy.” 
“No, no.  I was told she deeply regrets marrying that whelp and refuses to bear his children, so she drinks a witch’s brew every time he forces himself on her to keep from having his child.”
“I have never heard anything more ludicrous.  It has nothing to do with witchcraft.  It is a tortoise shell, you have my word.  She worries that she shan’t retain her youthful figure and her husband may leave.”

“Not at all.  She has wished he would leave for some time, for it is because he beats her that she bleeds.  If I were to marry a woman so like a plague in her gossip, I would beat her as well.”
But Samuel had been too wrapped up in Cabot’s Northwest Passage to see the pain they inflicted upon the wife he had learned was not the one he sought, and she suffered on her own, not nearly as callous or heartless as she allowed everyone to believe.  She was heartbroken, in fact, and when she had told Samuel about her fourth and final miscarriage, he had hardly acknowledged her, he was so busy mapping the northerly latitude Cabot had advised they take.

He remembered the hurting in her eyes as she tore the map from the table, and the unspoken fear that led her to shatter his inkwell on the stone beneath their feet.  “You do not listen, Samuel!”  But he was busy in his attempt to rescue his map from the ink-splattered floor.  “Look at me!” she screamed, demanding he be with her in the moment.  With a heavy heart he raised his eyes to meet hers.

“Our fourth child is dead, Samuel.  I will not attempt to bear you another.  Your own flesh shall be the only warmth you find in your bed.”

He stared at her, allowing his mind to wander to the longitudes of the map, so much closer together at the top of the globe…
“Did you hear me?” she asked, her shrill voice ringing through the library.  “You must make your choice, Samuel.  Me or Cabot.  Your promise to your wife, or your ridiculous plan to visit the New World.”  There was a dare in her ultimatum, but Samuel was never one to be challenged.  At least, not by a woman.

“Would you prefer to make our divorce legal and binding, or shall I just leave?” he asked, his jaw locked.

“You have shamed me enough,” she replied.  “Do not seek a divorce.”  She turned to leave, an edge to her voice.  “You may go.”
Those were the last words she had spoken to him while still in ER and he could still taste the regret, moving him to a last attempt at tenderness before he boarded the Matthew.  His eyes were full of compassion then, knowing he would be leaving, and he swore to make up to her the agony he had caused.  She stared through him and said not a word, so he leaned in to place a gentle kiss upon her cheek…and she had leaned back ever-so-slightly.  He looked at the ground, composing himself, then looked her in the eye and apologized once more.  “I’m sorry,” he whispered, hoping she would afford him at the very least a glance.  She did not, and he turned to the ship with his head hung low.
Seeing the numbness overtake Mariah as she made her way to the abbey’s alter to kneel before a giant wooden crucifix filled Samuel with guilt.  He was free of the temptation of the New World, though not a little bitter at having died before he had reached it, and now could see clearly Mariah’s wretched despair – to which he had largely contributed – that had brought her to this convent.  He was not certain whether it was the rumors that had broken her spirit, or his own lack of understanding, but he vowed never to allow another woman to feel so alone again.


Mariah had forgiven him, and though they had not spoken in some time, they were on good terms.  She had confessed to her own flaws and he had been surprised to learn that at the time of her third miscarriage she had not been carrying his child.  He held her no ill will, but asked instead for her forgiveness.  Whether or not she was his Soulmate – and she was not – he did love her and certainly wished he had been better to her.


And so as he lie on the floor now next to the bed of his Task, he redoubled his efforts to offer any support she would accept and vowed that they would face the rumors she fought head-on and together.  He would love her fully, as he should have loved Mariah, Soulmate or no.  She was his Task, and that was all there was to it.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


The next day Cory could hear her own footsteps echo through the halls as she walked the last mile to her locker, past the flock of sniggering populars whispering about her behind their hands to one another.  She stared straight ahead, ignoring the torrential hurricane system storming its way through her intestines.  Just before she reached her locker, Jared appeared at her side.

“Hey, Cory, what’s up?” he asked innocently.


She was not sure whether she should believe word had not gotten around, but he seemed so flippant in his morning greeting that she concluded he was not aware of the prior day’s woes and replied, as casually as she could, “Nothing.”  She craned her head toward him, but her eyes were on her locker.  “You?”


She caught his shrug from the corner of her eye, and he leaned against the lockers next to her own.  “Nothing.  But I stopped at Cam’s place this morning on the way to school to walk, and his mom told me he’d been up all night puking.  She asked me to do a favor for Cam:  he told her that if I showed up today, to please tell you he was sorry he wasn’t coming, but he’d try to be better enough to be here tomorrow.  So,” he added, nudging her gently with his elbow, “message delivered.”


Cory felt like she had been backhanded across the face.  Her eyes were unfocused, and she wanted nothing more than to crawl inside the open locker before her and hide there until the day wrapped itself up without her.  She blinked, wondering if Jared really did know, and if Cameron did, as well, and then shook off her fear, imagining that Jared would not wish to be within a hundred yards of Cory had he known what had appeared on her gym locker the day before.  And Cameron, she thought, daring to allow a spark of hope into her heart, he’d be right here beside me if he knew.  I know it.  I know it, she repeated, hoping to convince herself.


“Thanks,” she tried not to mumble to Jared, knowing the more upset she looked, the more he and her other friends would be inclined to ask why.  In less than twenty-four hours’ time, she had gone from relatively secure in her current situation to terrified that her newest set of friends would abandon her once they heard about the Locker Room Incident.  Things had been going too well.  She finally had a close-knit group of friends to whom she could relate, and Cory was scared nigh unto death that she would lose them as quickly as she had found them…that they would walk away in haste, just as her other friends had, when they found she had become not only a subject ridicule, but the subject of ridicule amongst her peers.

The Locker Room Incident was her own personal taboo, and she would neither think nor speak of it in the presence of anyone with whom she felt even the slightest connection.  No one could see the loser she was perceived to be, or the loser that, as a result, she felt she had become.  When she joined her friends a few moments later she was bubbly, lively, and full of mirthless smiles, unbeknownst to any but herself.  She would do her best to keep it that way.


As Cameron was absent, Cory opted to use her break to catch her dance teacher.  Excusing herself from her group, she made her way to the dance classroom and found her instructor engaged in her regular modus operandi:  a good between-class stretch. Cory explained with all brevity the confrontation the day before and requested her teacher issue her a new gym locker.  Before the bell to end break even thought to clang its harsh tone, Cory’s dance clothes were safely ensconced in her new gym locker on the opposite side of the locker room and had been secured with her new combination lock.  “You can’t lose the key this way!” her mother had pointed out.  Yeah, and there are no keyholes someone could jam lipstick into, thought Cory bitterly.

After surviving the day, and a very tense dance class, Cory stood in her traditional spot before the bathroom mirror first berating herself for her poorly-timed wit, and then attacking her attackers with the witty snippets she had spent the last half-day dreaming up.  Tears streamed down her cheeks in branching rivulets and had she not been afraid of severe injury, she felt sure she would have punched the mirror hanging on the wall.  A second reflection in the mirror caught her eye just then, however, and she turned to the smaller mirror on the medicine cabinet, wrenching the door open with such force she nearly tore it from its hinges.  Her heart skipped a beat as it slammed into the larger mirror, but when she heard nothing shatter, she went about her business.

There in the medicine cabinet amongst a host of other generic prescription and over-the-counter drugs was an opened, half-full box of sleep aids; its replacement stood directly behind it, the latter unopened and complete, waiting for its turn to aid in the battle against her mother’s costly espresso habit.  It crossed her mind for a split second – no more – that it would be so easy to make all this high school nonsense go away, and then two things happened simultaneously:  Cory closed the cabinet door, and Samuel came to a screeching halt directly before Archelaus, already begging to take the Plunge.


Cory descended the stairs to the kitchen where her mother was busily preparing the family’s dinner.  She circumvented the kitchen’s island so she could stand directly opposite her mother and waited silently until Mrs. West looked up.

“Yes?” asked her mother, her eyebrow raising and a half-smile touching her lips.  The look on Cory’s face quelled her smile before it could fully blossom.  “Everything okay, Bug?”

Cory swallowed the vomit rising in her throat and stood as still as David in Florence as she pushed herself to ask the question she so dreaded.  
“Cory?” asked her mother again, worry creeping into her voice.

“Mom,” she began, and then cleared her throat.  She started again.  “Mom…can I see a counselor?”

Her mother was dumbfounded.  She asked her question once more.  “Is everything okay?”  This time both her brows raised.

“If everything were okay, would I be asking to see a counselor?” countered Cory.  She immediately realized what she had said – that she had been talking to her mother – and backpedaled.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that.  What I mean is, no, everything is not okay.  I’d like to talk to someone about these things in my head, but I’m kind of hoping for an unbiased ear.”

Her mother blanched.  “Things in your head?  Do you mean voices and ghosts and stuff?”

Man, she has a long memory, thought Cory miserably.  “No, no, no, I mean all these crazy thoughts and feelings and…just teenager stuff, you know?”

Her mother shook her head slowly.  “I don’t know.  Why don’t you tell me?”  She dusted her hands on her apron expectantly.

Cory closed her eyes.  Here we go again.
Chapter 32
“That’s just it, Mom.  I can’t.  I know I can trust you – and Dad – with anything, but there are just some things that I’d like to talk about to someone who is…impartial, I guess.  Someone who isn’t going to worry about their baby girl for whatever it is that’s on my mind.  Just someone who’s…more detached.  Does that make sense?”

Her mother hesitated, and Cory held her breath as she waited for the “Don’t Open Your Skeleton Closet for People to Look Through” speech, but her mother surprised her.  “I’ll talk to your Dad.  I think our health insurance has a behavioral  addendum…five sessions free, something like that.”  She glanced up at her daughter, blinked, then returned her eyes to her work.  “And if not, we’ll find you one anyway.”
Cory was so relieved she wanted to cry.  “Thanks, Mom,” she gushed, trying not to gush too much.

“May I ask you one question, though?” her mother parried, and Cory found she was not sure she wanted to allow it.

“Sure,” she replied, trying to hide the hesitancy from her voice.

“We’re not talking drug addiction, teen pregnancy, criminal behavior, or suicide here, are we?”  Mrs. West’s face was open and earnest, her sincere concern for her daughter surfacing like it had not since Cory’s appendectomy.

“Holy cow, Mom.  You’re totally thinking the worst.  Do you really think I could be a knocked-up criminal drug addict trying to kill myself?” she laughed nervously.  “Because I promise I’m not.”

“Of course not,” answered her mother, “but one of those things might have been on your mind – though probably not all four – so I just wanted to check.”  Audrey West lifted the loaf of bread she was kneading and tossed in into a nearby bowl she had greased minutes before.  “Like I said, I’ll talk to your father.”

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Samuel became concerned early on during Cory’s counseling sessions – of which there were five – that she was getting the wrong thing out of them.  She quickly adopted a “whatever” sort of attitude and when she was with her friends could occasionally be found fighting fire with fire, not always saying the nicest things about those who were cruel to her.  He felt far more worried for her than Cory’s parents seemed to be, dismissing her attitude as a sort of entrance into mild teenage rebellion and a reinstatement of her youthful confidence.
Before he knew it, Cory had turned sixteen, passed her driver’s license test, and was careening down the roads around her home the balance of the Summer in her brand new thirteen year-old car, her friends crammed into every available space (though the passenger seat was always reserved for Cameron if he was riding along).  On a number of occasions she had allowed a friend or two to ride in the trunk, but that was quashed when she narrowly escaped a criminal negligence charge atop her first speeding ticket; if the officer had known she had had both Jared and Cassie lying motionless and silent in her trunk, she would have been in a whole lot more trouble.  As she drove soberly away, her ticket tucked neatly in the glove compartment, she turned on her car stereo to calm herself and the music started up where she had left off:  her favorite Simon and Garfunkel song, “The Boxer.”  She felt nothing as she listened, but Samuel caught the irony all too clearly as they sang:
“In the clearing stands a boxer and a fighter by his trade and he carries the reminders of every glove that laid him down or cut him ‘til he cried out in his anger and his shame ‘I am leaving, I am leaving’…but the fighter still remains.”

Samuel made a mental note that policemen apparently were very sensitive to other people’s Sentinels.  He had not wanted to see her in court, but a ticket to curb her recklessness?  That was fine with him.  Samuel certainly did not want to be rushed into a Plunge to play EMT to his foolish young Task…or any of her friends, for that matter.

As a point of fact, he realized one afternoon as she took the twenty-five mile-per-hour road by her home at sixty, she was really beginning to piss him off.

Soulmate? he derided himself.  What were you thinking?

Chapter 33
Cory’s junior year dawned all too soon, and Samuel was just as relieved as Cory to find that she had no classes with anyone who might want to cause her grief.  Stacy was in her English class, of course, but Samuel found her to be in no way a threat to his Task and was actually happy to see her teacher seat Stacy in the desk next to Cory because it would mean Cory would be less obnoxious than normal.  As relieved as he was by her class rosters, he was every bit as dismayed by the students in her Drama 3 class, many of whom were lewd male seniors.
It was a smaller class, and anyone enrolling as a junior or younger would be expected to take both Drama 3 and Drama 4 one year after the other because they would lay the foundation (according to Amstad) for their college theatrical studies.  Cory was not terribly concerned about studying theater in college; she was more interested in English and History but had a talent for performance and so would use her high school theater classes as an escape from the banality of high school life.

Amstad’s expectations had increased dramatically from Drama 2 to Drama 3.  The students had multi-page papers due at least every other week and the scenes were substantially longer but had to be memorized just as quickly.  Cory knew she was up to the task…and if she screwed up at some point, well, it was not that big a deal.  After all, it’s only high school.

Her first scene was assigned a week after school began, and the actors, their parts, and the directors who would assist them had been previously selected by Amstad; there would be no more “choose your own” in her upper-level classes.  Cory was assigned a scene – as were all her class members – taking place during World War II, a time period somewhat less touched-upon during high school history classes than either ancient wars or the Vietnam War.  The lack of instruction in the greater of the Great Wars was horrendously apparent to Cory when her classmates debated the war’s participants and winners.  

When Cory’s name was called as part of a group, she and two other students collected their scenes and headed to a corner of the classroom together for a read-through.  The scene had been transcribed from an old coming-of-age film called Hope and Glory, and Cory’s character was that of a rebellious young teenage girl in Britain.  Her scene partner, Derek, was one of the seniors who had caused Samuel’s eye to twitch; he would be playing the role of the Canadian soldier who accidentally impregnated Dawn, Cory’s role.  The scene had them deciding together the fate of their relationship and child, all while the second world war raged in the background and the soldier was about to be taken off leave to return to the front.  It was long and overly-dramatic.  Though she had never seen the film herself, Cory suspected Amstad might have been personally responsible for some of the poorly-integrated melodrama.
The director was none other than Frances from the year prior, and though the two had spoken very little since the first scene they had embarked upon constructing in Drama 2, Cory knew her to be both capable and reliable…and even occasionally friendly.

Frances had her actors read through the scene three times to be certain both parties would be comfortable with the scene’s dialogue, timing, and kiss, the last of which caused Cory a surge of nerves.  Assigned to kiss another guy? she pondered to herself, wondering what sort of implication that might have in her almost twelve-month relationship with Cameron.  I suppose if ever I wanted to, here’s my excuse!  Fighting the urge to deliberate over whether or not she actually did want to, she instead considered whether she should be eager or terrified.  There’s nothing wrong with stage kissing, she told herself.  It happens.  Cam will be okay with it, and if not, he’ll deal.  After all, it’s just Drama.
Samuel knew his charge too well not to know what she might be thinking as he watched her face try on a multitude of successive expressions.  “You can stage kiss Derek,” he whispered into her ear, “but make certain you don’t hurt Cameron.  I promise you, you’ll really regret it.”
He cringed as he saw her consider – and then disregard – his warning.
“I’m serious, Cory,” he continued, “you’ll break his heart…and the consequences could be dire.”

The look on her face spoke volumes.  He did not need to read her thoughts – or her Book – to know the exact phrase running through her mind:  It’s just a stage kiss.  He turned away, shaking his head, and returned to the Partition wondering absently just how long this phase would last…and who exactly it might hurt.  It was a painful thought, and he put it out of his mind as he sought adult conversation amongst the other Angels.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Frances was taken ill with a bad case of bronchitis a week after the scene was assigned, but since the first performance was not due until the following week, neither Cory nor Derek felt much pressure to rehearse.  He had agreed to run lines with her to work on their collective memorization, but spent far more of his time texting than working.

Cory did not mind.  As attractive as Cameron was, Derek had an allure about him that she could not quite pin down, try as she might.  He had an eastern European look with a sharp nose, high cheekbones, and wide powder-blue eyes deeply set under a strong brow in pale, pristine skin.  His intense, sculpted features were crowned by a mess of thick dark hair on his head.  He was a football player and had a build to match.  Cory figured he was not even five-and-a-half feet tall, but his broad chest and shoulders and stocky, well-muscled build more than made up for any lack in height.  Had she been judging rationally, she might have declared him good-looking but not her “type.”  She was not, however, judging rationally, given that she had period after period every day to examine him.
The next day Derek caught her studying him, and seemed (at least in her mind) to ask quite randomly whether or not she wanted to attempt the stage kiss beforehand.  He suggested quite casually that they might be more comfortable practicing their kiss without their director hovering over them, and it made perfect sense to Cory.  Cameron had already explained that he trusted Cory, and that he understood the difference between a stage kiss and the sort of kisses they had shared.  Knowing, then, that Cameron would not be concerned, Cory agreed to give it a whirl.

It was when Derek advised that they kiss somewhere more private that her brain began to perk, but she could also see that he had a point; the two of them seated opposite one another in Amstad’s class kissing would be quite a spectacle, and considering that Chelsea was also enrolled in Cory’s Drama 3 class, kissing practice was something Cory could admit she would rather not be witnessed.
Derek proposed they find a quiet, more-hidden spot in the auditorium to rehearse, but Cory was always wary of the possibility of encountering Jeremy in the theater and did not relish the idea of trying not to embarrass herself in front of a senior at the same time she would have to studiously ignore the grunts, bangs, and curse words of a ghost, so she asked if he knew of any other places that might work for their intended purpose.  He then suggested the hallway between the inner and outer doors of the auditorium, and it did not occur to her to wonder why he knew to suggest such an odd, small, and largely-unused space.  She never suspected in her naïve-but-slightly-aroused state that he might have taken any other young woman into that same hallway before, and never dreamed that she would do anything other than enjoy the hormone rush of making innocent lip contact with a new boy for the first time.
Samuel had warned her repeatedly, of course, but she had all but walked away from him in the last few weeks and his words fell on unmindful and involuntarily deaf ears.  All he could do was brace himself for the fallout.

Cory followed Derek into the hallway leading out of the auditorium and they practiced their stage kiss exactly three times that day.  The first was quick and cute, a rush for Cory, and the second innocent but lingering; her heart had begun to race.  The third was more passionate and far too drawn out for a simple stage kiss.
Cory was hooked.

Just as Derek suggested they try again, the bell rang, and it was time to race back to the classroom and pack up their things to head home for the day.  Cameron met her at the door to her classroom to walk her to her car and she made a concerted effort not to seem different to him or let him know how terribly awkward she was feeling.  She wanted desperately to check her lips in a mirror to confirm that no one could tell she had been kissing someone, but determined instead that a simple application of lip balm would erase any telltale kissing signs and not seem terribly out of the ordinary, even though her lips were seldom chapped.

Cory took Cameron home, and as Cameron recounted his day she felt an odd mix of guilt and glee course through her; she had kissed another boy – multiple times – enjoyed it, and gotten away with it.  It was not that she did not care for Cameron, of course…but their relationship had been long, smooth, and not terribly exciting.  She was not bored, exactly, but she certainly was not experiencing the thrill of infatuation that she had when they had first become a couple, either.  So long as no one found out, she surmised she could have the best of both worlds:  the calm, steady support of a good guy, and the crazy, exhilarating rush of a secret tryst.

Cameron would be none the wiser.  He had given her permission, after all, and she could not help it if she enjoyed the scene in which she had been cast.

The following day Frances was absent once again and Mrs. Amstad informed both Cory and Derek, after dismissing the class to rehearse where they would, that Frances would likely be out of school the entire week.  Cory’s stomach did a back flip and she did not dare steal a glance at Derek, wondering if their kisses the day before had crossed his mind at all since they had occurred.  Mrs. Amstad waved them away and Derek stood from his chair, jerked his head in the direction of the classroom door, and sauntered away, Cory following tentatively.  She followed him into the theater and sat one chair away from him as he flounced into a end seat, then built up her courage and asked, “So…are we rehearsing today, then?”
The corner of Derek’s lip curled slightly.  “Which part?  The lines, or the actions?”

Cory tried to appear nonchalant.  “Either.”

Samuel wanted to slap the predatory look off Derek’s face.  “Well, how about we run lines once or twice out here, and then…then work on our blocking – ” he motioned toward the doors only a few feet from him leading into yesterday’s seclusion “ – in there.”

Her shoulders shrugged themselves – she seemed to have temporarily lost control of her body – and she agreed.  “Okay, then,” she said, “your line’s first!”

After they had run the lines of their scene twice through, Derek stood without a word and disappeared through the doorway leading to the interim hall.  Cory assumed he was extending an invitation and, after glancing around to make certain she would not be noticed, left the auditorium through the same doors.

Derek was waiting.

He immediately grasped her arm and thrust her clumsily against the wall, pressing himself against her.  “Are you ready to practice the kiss?” he asked huskily in her ear.

She shuddered.  “Yes,” she whispered, despite the shrieking of her conscience.

He kissed her, softly at first, just little kisses that warmed her through, and then more urgently with long, passionate kisses that caused her to quake though she was not cold.

After a few minutes he pulled back.  “Suddenly I don’t mind rehearsing so much,” he breathed, and her heart skipped a beat.

She was not sure whether his comment had been idle or meant to provoke conversation, but she had to at least agree.  “I know what you mean,” her tentative, riled-up voice squeaked.

They continued to kiss for a few minutes more until she began to worry that someone might come upon them.  “We…” she was gasping, trying to restore oxygen to her brain now adrift and floating, “we should get back.  You know...just in case,” she finished lamely.
He looked her over and Samuel caught a feral glint in Derek’s gaze that made his fists long to make contact with Derek’s squared-off jaw.  We’d better get through this rebellious bit quickly, Samuel thought unhappily.

Derek had learned when not to press the issue, and he relented.  “Whatever,” he gave in carelessly, and Cory looked abashed, which only served to anger Samuel still further.

Both students exited the hallway using opposite doors, Cory reentering the auditorium.  There she found Chelsea, busily rehearsing with her group, and she paused to watch, wondering if her scene would be equally as solid by the time Frances returned.  Her thoughts strayed to Derek’s lips for just a moment, then back to the scene.  Solid?  She highly doubted it.
Chapter 34
Cory and Derek’s rendezvous continued – and intensified – each day, Cory feeling for all the world like she was getting away with something wicked, and she found she rather enjoyed the feeling.  She had never been one to pluck a strawberry from the field behind the school or pull a flower from the vine on her walk home, but she just did not care anymore, and her secret had thus far remained a secret, so she chose to revel in it.

Samuel chose to spend as much time away from her as he could.  Nothing he had to say would make a difference, anyway, and most of the time he did spend around Cory these days he was so angry with her that if he had had physical form, he would have been spitting tacks.

When Frances returned to school the following week Samuel was relieved.  They practiced their scene as normally as ever and Derek did not touch Cory except when Frances’ directing required it.  Cameron was still blessedly unaware of Cory’s indiscretions and things had returned to semi-normal by the time the scene was performed.  Samuel even found himself enjoying the scene, laughing at how his very brief experience as a World War I soldier differed so dramatically from the performance, though his desperate-for-his-Soulmate mind was every bit as intense as the affair had by the two characters.  He was thankful the scene was over and done and not a little thrilled when Cory began a scene from a play by Euripides and Derek was assigned a scene by Aristophanes...in a different group.
His delight was curbed a fortnight later.  Derek snagged Cory as she headed back into the classroom and pulled her into their hallway for an impromptu make-out session.  Not only did Cory allow it to happen, Samuel noted, after overcoming her initial startle she became an active participant.

Samuel left.

The bell to end class rang and Derek slipped out of the auditorium without a word while Cory exited back into it.  As she reached the top of the stairs leading onto the stage and turned to head toward the classroom, she heard a gruff male voice from behind her, shouting.

“Slut!” it called, and she was immediately incensed.  She spun on her heel and stepped to the edge of the stage knowing she had been the last in the theater and that her ridiculer was none other than the ghost of the Fairmont Performing Arts Center, Jeremy.

Cory had never spoken to one of her specters before, but now she was too angry to hold it in.  “What do you know?” she yelled back, fuming.

“More than any of you ever gave me credit for!” he fumed back.

 “I don’t have to give you any credit at all, Jeremy!  I’m a living, breathing human being, and you’re a ghost who’s spent the last twenty years haunting a theater over a disco ball!”

“Go to hell!” he shrieked in response.

“No, Jeremy,” she screamed back, “why don’t you, instead of staying here and wasting the balance of your existence?”

As Cory watched, a body tumbled from the catwalk and she heard a terrible crash in the middle of the auditorium, the sound of seats splintering and bone cracking.  She ran to the area she had just heard demolished, but when she reached her destination, nothing was amiss.  “What the…?” she began, and suddenly felt a wave of ice wash over her.  

Cory turned.  There stood Jeremy behind her, his form a hair’s breadth from solid, staring her straight in the eye.  He smiled.  “I knew you couldn’t be that big a bitch,” he said, but she was frozen stiff.  “What, never seen a Halflife before?”  Her mouthed bobbed repeatedly, but nothing came out.  “You talk like you see us all the time.”

She felt she had tumbled into the deep end of the pool with only a long straw for oxygen.  The pressure in her skull made her worry her brain would implode.  “What’s a Halflife?” she asked, her mind grasping for a foundation from which to process this entirely new experience.

“A ghost.”  He shrugged.  “At least, that’s what HR calls us.”

She blinked.  “What?”  Her hand rose of its own accord to her temple.  “Being a ghost is a job?”

Jeremy rolled his eyes.  “Of course not, stupid.  It’s a choice.”  He tipped his head to one side to look up at the catwalk above and added, “Sort of.”

Cory was struggling to function.  “Look, I’ve got to run,” she said, feeling like an incredible idiot for walking away from a conversation with a ghost when she was sure others would have killed for the “opportunity” to chat with one.  “Uh…can we continue this…another time?” asked Cory, but only for politeness’ sake.
“If you catch me in the right mood,” Jeremy replied, wavered before her vision and vanished, then could immediately be heard clambering across the catwalk over Cory’s head.  “See ya,” he concluded, and the theater was silent.

Cory fled.
Chapter 35
“She what!” Samuel raged, nearly falling over backward.
“You heard me,” confirmed Denise.  “They actually had a chat.”

Samuel was completely flabbergasted, and angry at himself.  He had left because he had not wanted to deal with Cory’s foolishness and had missed seeing something profoundly important:  concrete evidence of Cory’s blossoming understanding of the Heavenly Realm.  “And he told her we call them Halflifes?”  He shivered, wishing again that he had been there to mitigate the damage.  Why didn’t I stay?
“Not that ‘we’ call them Halflifes, Sam.  That HR calls them Halflifes,” Denise sighed.

“And there was no further explanation?  Nothing more detailed?” he pressed.

“She asked,” admitted Denise, “but he deflected it.  Not that he intended to deflect it; he’s just every bit as self-involved as the rest of them.  That’s a Halflife for you,” she concluded.

Flummoxed, Samuel reviewed in his mind Cory’s behavior over the last few months.  Nowhere in her rebellion could he find room for her to have thought enough about someone other than herself that she might actually engage in conversation with a Halflife.  Perhaps I’ve misjudged her, he thought, and she really is just struggling to find out who she is.  Maybe she hasn’t found a filler yet for the void in her identity, a patch for the pain she’s endured at this tender age.  Is she replacing hurt with anger?  Emptiness with upheaval?  He sighed.  I’ll never be Unbound.  Too bloody much to learn about human nature.

 “What are you going to do now?” asked Denise.

He stared into space for a moment and then shook his head.  “I haven’t the foggiest idea yet,” came Samuel’s retort.  “Any ideas for me, Miss Consultant?”

She shook her head as well.  “Inch deep and a mile wide, rememeber?”  She let out a harsh guffaw.  “Ask me the capital of Uzbekistan – it’s Tashkent, by the way – or what medications will treat Adult ADHD, (if you wanted to know, dextroamphetamine is my personal favorite,) but what do you do for your Bookless Task when she has a sit-down with a ghost?”  She shrugged.  “Yeah, Sam…you really got me there.”  Her eyes were wide, her palms upturned.  “I don’t have access to her Book either.”
Samuel ran his fingers through his hair, took a deep breath, and smiled with pursed lips.  “But do you know the actual location of the country of Uzbekistan?” he prodded her, trying to lighten the mood.

She rolled her eyes.  “Central Asia, what was formerly known as the Soviet Union, bordering Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.  Any other questions, smart-aleck?”

He smirked.  “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist showing off.”

She growled to hide her grin.  “You’re on your own, Sam.  Good luck,” she said, patting him condescendingly on the head, and off she went.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
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It had been weeks and Cory had heard nothing from Jeremy…not a swear word, not a clank on the catwalk, not a grunt, a grumble, or a groan.  She wondered if he was avoiding her, and that was just fine, as far as she was concerned.  She was busy enjoying an occasional tryst in the exit hall – once every week or two sufficed – and just generally getting on with her junior year, already drawing near to the end of the first semester.

Shortly before finals she had a different sort of encounter and Samuel watched with renewed interest, hoping to see Cory finally shaken up a bit.

Mr. Braddock, her English teacher, asked them to partner up and read through the first drafts of the papers that would be part of their semester grade.  Stacy turned directly to Cory and asked if they could be partners.

Cory was stunned.  After the Locker Room Incident she could not imagine Stacy wanting anything to do with her.  She was dumbfounded and only nodded her head slightly to show her uncomfortable consent.  They turned their desks toward one another like the rest of the class, and the classroom erupted in a cacophony of noise as sixteen pairs of students began reading their papers aloud.
The girls stared at one another.  Finally Cory broke the awkward silence.  “Did you want me to go first?” she asked nervously, still wondering if Stacy had any ulterior motives in partnering.

“Actually, I’ve heard bits and pieces of your other papers, and I’m guessing you don’t need any help at all,” Stacy corrected her by way of compliment.

So that’s it, thought Cory, immediately on the defensive.  She wants me to fail.  That, or she wants me to help her rewrite her paper.  Cory pursed her lips.  Maybe she didn’t write a paper at all, and she thinks she can rope me into doing it for her.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Stacy interrupted Cory’s mental tirade.  “I really do think your papers are great, and to be honest, I just finished my fourth and final draft, so I don’t really need any help.”  

Cory’s eyes narrowed.  “Then…why me?”  So you can take a nap and not have to do anything in English today?  So you can text your friends and I can just sit here like a big, stupid lump, too unpopular to argue with someone like you?
“I…” Stacy’s voice faltered.  “I wanted to talk to you.”

The bile rose in Cory’s throat.  There could be only one thing they would have to talk about, and Cory did not, under any circumstances, talk about the Locker Room Incident…with anyone, let alone one of the culprits.  She stared down at her desk.  “I’d rather not.”

Stacy lowered her head slightly, hoping Cory would raise her eyes once more so they could be on a level playing field.  “I wouldn’t blame you one bit if you never wanted to even be in the same room with me again.  But I hope you’ll hear me out because I really do want to apologize.  I’ve wanted to apologize for the last, what? year now, and every time I thought about doing it, it just seemed so…so awful, I couldn’t bring myself to admit to it.”
“I don’t know what you’re referring to,” lied Cory, now doodling on her paper.

“The locker room,” Stacy stated unnecessarily.  “Last year in Dance.  When Abbey and Michelle wrote those appalling things on your locker.”

Maybe she did finish her final draft, Cory chewed over in her mind.  I don’t know many kids at this school who can use the word “appalling” in a sentence.  She looked up.

“First I’d like to clarify,” Stacy began, “this isn’t a copout.  I was there and I didn’t stop them, but I didn’t do it, either.  I thought it sucked to begin with, and that it sucked even worse once you came in.”
“Thanks, but I don’t need your pity,” said Cory, doing her best to be angry.

Stacy nodded.  “That’s right, you don’t.  You don’t seem to need anyone’s pity, or friendship, or approval, or…anything.”  She paused, then barreled through.  “I honestly think you’re the most…individual person I’ve ever met.”  Cory raised an eyebrow, looking distinctly like her mother, Samuel thought, but Stacy kept talking.  “I admire that about you.  I just want to be liked and…I don’t know, validated by everyone, so I follow their fads and I laugh at their stupid jokes and I dress the way they do – ” 

Cory cut her off.  “You’re one of the most popular people in this entire school.  I can’t imagine – ”

“Please, let me finish,” Stacy interrupted in return, completely without malice.  “I follow, and you lead…even if not everyone is on board yet.”  She looked sheepish.  “I’ve watched you, Cory, and you’re…” she hesistated, but plowed on, “you’re strong.  Stronger than most of us.  And I’m sorry.  I know you don’t need my apology and you’ve been getting along fine without me saying anything, but I want you to know that I should have stood up to those girls that day.  I should have been as strong as you are, and I’m sorry that I wasn’t.  I want you to know that I will be in the future.”  Her voice caught, and Cory noticed that Stacy’s eyes were suddenly reflecting more of the light in the room.

They were silent for a moment, and then Cory spoke up.  She did not know exactly what to say, so she said the first thing that came to mind.  “Thank you.”

Stacy blinked a few times and looked down at her desk with a sad smile.  “You’re welcome.”  Her voice was barely a whisper, and then there was silence.  Both girls sat quietly for a time, tongue-tied and self-conscious, and then Stacy spoke again.  “Look, I don’t expect us to be best friends or anything, but…tell me about yourself.”  She had a look of such earnestness, such hope for mutual acceptance and understanding, Cory could not help but smile just as sincerely.

Samuel felt the moment yank at his heartstrings, knowing that though the two girls moved in different circles – practically different dimensions – after this day they would be able to call one another “friend.”  Time would tell if Stacy’s kindness and unaffected authenticity would bring Cory back to herself – perhaps even to a better knowledge of herself – and Samuel felt a great faith blossom in his bosom that yes, indeed it would.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Cory made a drastic change in her attitude over the next few months; she was no longer angry and embittered, no longer aggressive and snotty…and she was studiously avoiding putting herself in a situation to be dragged into the auditorium’s exit hallway by Derek.  She had begun to fully appreciate Cameron’s best qualities.  His loyalty, gentleness, and constant consideration warmed her heart, and the ridiculous rush of hormones Derek had afforded, while fun, were far less tempting to her now than Cameron’s warm, protective embrace.  
Samuel swelled with pride, his chest inflating itself more and more fully over the weeks and months, delighted as he was with his Task’s progress.  As much as he loathed the teen years (like most teens did, he noted with paradoxical joviality) he was amazed at how quickly Cory was transitioning from a pest to be squashed underfoot to a young woman ready to defend her place in the world.  The smile on her face had moved its way slowly but steadily to her eyes once more, and it made her countenance glow.  So pleased was he, his closest friends in ER had begun to feign a desire to run every time they saw him coming.  “Don’t tell me I should just stick around and put up with it,” joked Benjamin one day.  “You’ve never been faced with a rhyming braggart!”


With junior year drawing to a close and only a month to go before the year ended, Cory was eagerly anticipating a relaxing summer with her friends and was doing her best to get through her last four weeks as a junior.  Her scene in Drama was from Tennessee Williams’ Streetcar Named Desire – a play Samuel had always found disturbing, but a great opportunity for Cory to showcase her talent by portraying unstable Blanche – and it was on a Friday afternoon only a week after the scene had been assigned that she was able to run it, start to finish, fully memorized.  Lisa, her director, told the group that there was nothing left for them to do and no time to run the scene again, congratulated Cory on her lightning-quick memorization, then dismissed them back to the classroom to pack up.  Cory paused on her way back through the auditorium to steal a drink of water from a fountain, and as she passed by the theater’s exit doors, barely ajar, they popped open to reveal a haughty-looking Derek, a sideways smile plastered across his face as he pulled her roughly into the hallway.

“Look, Derek,” she began before the door had even closed, “I’ve got to run – ”


“Come on, Cory,” he prodded, cocking his head to one side.  “You can take just a couple minutes.  The bell won’t ring for at least that much.”  He drew her to him and she noticed he stank of something indefinable; it was a scent with which she was wholly unfamiliar, rather like burning rope.  Being that they had been in this position before she felt odd fighting him, and unwillingly allowed herself to be brought closer to him and his stink.  “There you go,” he soothed, pressing her against the wall with his body and cupping her face in his hands.  “Plenty of time, right?”


This is nothing like rape, she told herself.  Just because I don’t want to doesn’t mean I should go crazy on him.  She squirmed and struggled gently, hoping vainly that her efforts would discourage him and signal her reluctance, but it was all too clear by the response of his body that her actions had been misinterpreted.  He tilted her head to one side and his own in the opposite direction coming in for a kiss, his eyes glazed, unfocused, and slightly red.

“No, really.  I can’t, Derek,” she protested weakly, not fearful, exactly, but afraid of looking like a fool.  “I really need to go.”


“No, you don’t,” he said, ending the conversation with a forceful and repulsively hungry kiss.

She struggled against him in earnest then, but he held her tighter and pressed against her harder, kissing her deeply.  He tasted of sweet smoke and it made her gag, but he refused to cease his vile ministrations…until the door to the outside world opened.


He jumped back, shielding his reddened, watery eyes from the sunshine, and Cory found she, too, had to blink repeatedly for her eyes to adjust.  Just as the world swam into focus, she caught a glimpse of and a giggle from Veronica and LeAnn before the door closed behind Derek, leaving her adjusted eyes to the light and in darkness once more.

Chapter 36

Cory knew better than anyone how quickly information could be dispersed, and though her more popular peers had had no need to spread the Locker Room Incident about the school, Cory knew this would be entirely different.  This would destroy her.

She had only moments to decide what to do before Cameron arrived to greet her after the school day and hitch a ride home with her and she knew in her heart exactly what she must do:  she would have to tell him that Derek had kissed her.  She could only hope Cameron would not ask how often he had kissed her.


Samuel let out a shaky breath as Cory went to collect her things, bracing himself for the backlash   He was too overcome with terror for his Task to pursue the anger that had surged through his nervous system just moments before as Derek had tried to molest a barely-recovering Cory, but he made a mental note to pound on something later.  For now he could do nothing but worry and wait, knowing full well what Cameron would do, what all of their friends would do, and how Cory, who had just begun to find herself, would react.  Samuel had watched Cameron closely during the last eighteen months, had talked openly with George, Cameron’s Sentinel, about his background and temperament, and could discern beyond a hint of doubt that Cory’s life as she knew it was over.  Again.
Meanwhile Cory had begun to shake violently.  There was no time to curse the culprit; whether she liked it or not, Cory was the culprit, and it was time to face the music.  Cameron, on the other hand, was all smiles as he strode into the classroom and slung Cory’s now-packed book bag over his shoulder.  His confidence was quashed by the look on her face.
“Cory, what’s wrong?” he asked, his concern evident in his voice.

She could not look at him.  “I need to talk to you,” she replied, her own voice barely audible.

He looked around the room at the few remaining people there, rolled his tongue around in his mouth, and took Cory by the arm, escorting her from the room.  “Shall we talk in the car?” he asked, already leading her toward the parking lot.

“Sure,” came her simple, solemn reply.  She could scarcely feel her feet as she walked, and found the rest of her body was also slightly numb.  She quaked and Cameron glanced at her, feeling her shudder under his hand, but he asked her nothing.

They reached the car all too quickly – but not anywhere near quickly enough – and once the doors were unlocked, Cameron opened Cory’s door and stowed both their backpacks in the back seat.  Once he was in and belted he looked over at her expectantly, but Cory just started the car and drove to the rear of the line of cars waiting to exit the busy parking lot.

The only sound that could be heard as they made their way out to the street was the rumble of the engine.

Finally, as they turned into traffic, Cory opened her mouth to speak.  “I need to talk to you,” she repeated like a skipping mp3 player.

“I know,” he rejoined.  “What is it?”

“You know that kid Derek in my Drama class?” she asked.  “The senior?”
Cameron blinked a few times, not sure where this was going.  “I think so,” he replied hesitantly.  “Why?”

She had to make him understand.  “The one that I was assigned that kissing scene with.”

“Oh,” he said cautiously, “Yeah, I know who he is.”

Cory was silent.

“Well?” he pressed, “What’s going on?”

A cold sweat broke out on the small of Cory’s back.  “He kissed me again today.”  

Cameron paused.  “Did you kiss him back?”

“No!” she protested immediately.  “I told him to stop, that I didn’t want to…and right then these two girls walked in and saw him trying to make out with me, and he left.”

Cameron raised an eyebrow.  “That’s all that happened?”

Cory only nodded.

“What made him think he could get away with that?” asked Cameron.  “He knows you have a boyfriend, right?”

“Yes,” stated Cory unequivocally.

“Then why would he think he could just randomly start kissing you?”  He knew her well enough to be able to read the guilty expression on her face.  “Has he ever tried before?”

Cory could not believe that Cameron had reached the root problem so quickly and was utterly miserable pulling into Cameron’s driveway, wondering if this would be the last time she did so.  She could not lie to him, even though she wanted so desperately not to hurt him.  She turned off the car and then spoke into her lap.  “Yes.”

“And you let him then?”

“Yes.”

“More than once?”

Cory squeezed her eyes closed.  “Yes.”

Samuel sat unseen in the back seat, pleased with Cory’s decision to be honest though she knew the probable outcome.  He wondered briefly if George was by his side, also unseen, and hoped that he would be able to provide sufficient comfort to the gentle young man in the passenger seat later on.
Cameron surprised Cory.  “I’m guessing it’s been a while since you…since you let him kiss you.”  Since you made out with him, thought Samuel, speculating as to Cameron’s real thoughts.

“Yes,” she replied, looking at him again with eyes full of pleading.

Cameron nodded.  They were both still as stone for a moment, and then Cameron reached over the seat to grab his backpack.

“Cameron?” Cory ventured.

“What?”

“Aren’t you…aren’t you going to say anything?” she begged, wanting him to either forgive her or scream at her, anything to fill the silent void.

Cameron bit his lower lip, then chewed on it for a few seconds.  “What is it you want me to say?”

Cory felt ready to throw up, but she ventured a single phrase:  “Anything you think I should hear.”

A grand sigh escaped his lips.  “Look, Cory…you’ve been different.  This whole last year, you’ve been…I don’t really even have words for it, just…different.  Not you.  Not the sweet, bubbly, thoughtful girl I fell for.  Don’t get me wrong, I’ve noticed you ‘coming back’ a little over the last couple months, but I knew there had to be something going on, something you weren’t telling me.  I don’t know if this is all it was or if there’s more you aren’t sharing, but either way…well, Cory, frankly, it sucks.  What you’re saying is you cheated on me.  Maybe you had a change of heart or whatever, but you still did it…enough to feel guilty.”  He raised his shoulders in defeat.  “You didn’t come to me when you were tempted to cheat on me, didn’t try to fix whatever was wrong with our relationship that made you want to do that, and then you didn’t even tell me about it once it was over.  You hid it and hoped I’d never find out, I guess, I don’t know.  So now you come to me.  Now that you’ve been seen, now that your reputation is going to take a hit for it, now you come and confess.”
To Cory’s credit, thought Samuel, she hasn’t opened her mouth and seems to be absorbing what he’s saying.  Good for her.
Cameron continued.  “So I’m glad you’re going to fix – or maybe you already have – whatever it is that’s going wrong in your mind right now, but this sucks, Core.  I appreciate that you told him no this time, and I’m sorry you had to deal with some guy trying to get on you, and that you’ll have to deal with the repercussions from the ‘cool’ crowd.  But you haven’t really been the best girlfriend for a while, and so I’m sorry to have to say this to you – I really am – but you’re going to have to deal with the aftermath on your own.”

Chapter 37
Cory nodded somberly.  “So it’s over?” she inquired, already knowing the answer.

“It’s over,” he confirmed, and then continued, “I’m sorry you made the choices that you did, Core.  It’s been all about you for a while.  Ironic that just about the time you started getting back to other people, it’s going to go right back to being all about you…whether you want it to or not.”

Deep down, Cory knew she deserved every stinging word Cameron spoke.  He was not trying to cut her down or hurt her.  He was only getting off his chest many months’ frustrations in one fell swoop, and she knew he was speaking as tactfully and carefully as his injured psyche would allow.
“I understand,” she breathed, and a tear slid down her cheek.

“I’m glad,” he said, not ignoring her pain, only choosing to let her suffer it alone.  He opened his door, thanked her for the ride home, and bid her farewell.  “Good luck,” he said, shaking his head at the pitiful creature before him that until only minutes ago had been his long-time girlfriend.  He then turned slowly toward his house and she could see his shoulders sink as he let out a deep breath.  

As he disappeared inside his front door she watched him go and whispered a goodbye to the empty car.
Samuel hung his head, his eyes closing gently.  And so it begins.
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Just as both Cory and Samuel expected, no one came around to her locker Monday morning.
No one spoke to her, in fact, until fourth period English.

Stacy leaned over before class started and whispered “I heard.”  She looked around furtively, and then continued, “I told them to shut the hell up.”

Cory closed her eyes and let out a nervous, snuffling laugh.

Stacy nudged her with an elbow to regain her attention.  “He was high, you know.”

Cory’s head whipped around to face her newest and only remaining friend.  “He what?”

Stacy nodded, checking the clock to see how much time they had to talk before the bell to start class would ring.  It was only seconds.

“He smoked out during lunch.  He and his friends do that a lot.  He also likes to take advantage of younger girls…a lot.  I took the liberty of pointing out to some of my friends that he’s also made out with Ella, Tiffany, and Kristin.”  The corner of her mouth pulled up.  “I think they got the point.”

“Thank you,” gushed Cory, her voice shaky.  “Really.  I can’t thank you enough.”

The bell to begin class rang at the same time Stacy shrugged, a content little smile etched across her features.  On finishing its clang, Stacy concluded the conversation.  “Don’t ever thank me again.  It’s what I should have been doing all along.”

When Cory got to Drama her reception was not quite so warm.  Derek sat in his usual chair leaning casually against the back wall and ignoring Cory’s presence while Chelsea pretended not to notice that Cory even existed.  She had expected nothing more and nothing less, and watching Chelsea chat conspiratorially with some of their classmates, Cory could not help but feel that she deserved nothing more or less.
At home that evening Samuel prodded Cory to talk to her mother, if only to request another set of counseling sessions, but Cory needed no encouragement.  The moment her mother was alone in the kitchen cleaning up after dinner, she asked her openly and without fear if she could repeat the prior year’s counseling experience, explaining that there was more she wanted to get from it…more ways she knew she could grow and change.

After only a split-second’s deliberation her mother agreed, thankful that perhaps her daughter had finally – and relatively quickly, all things considered – outgrown her rebellious streak, hoping the West house would soon return to normal.  Cory had a session set up for later in the week with a brand new therapist by the time she went to bed that very night.

English was Cory’s bright spot again half a day later.  Stacy reached down to retrieve something from her backpack partway into class, and when Cory glanced down, there was a note on her desk.  She slipped it into her lap and opened it gingerly, then smiled as she read Stacy’s invitation:  “Lunch out today, my treat?”
Grinning from ear to ear she turned toward Stacy and nodded her consent.  When the bell rang to dismiss them for lunch they darted out the door and down the hall toward the parking lot, where Cory offered to drive.  “It’s the least I can do if you’re treating,” she claimed, and Stacy relented.  They were in the car and off to the local hamburger dive before half the students had made their way to the quad for lunch.

The food was greasy but the conversation was good, and Cory tried to be less self-focused and asked Stacy all sorts of questions about her life.  Stacy, it seemed, was reluctant to talk about herself, not because she did not want to share with Cory, but because, Cory decided, she was quite feasibly the most humble girl Cory had ever met.  For all Stacy talked about Cory’s strength, Cory saw in Stacy far more admirable qualities – not the least of which was a very clear sense of right and wrong – and Cory was practically bursting with gratitude by the time they arrived back at Fairmont, having missed fifth period completely.

They would never be best friends, never “hang out,” but for Cory, it was enough.  Not because I have nothing, though, she reflected warmly.  Even if I had something, it would still be enough.

Samuel whispered his gratitude in Stacy’s ear as she departed for her sixth period class, each girl going her separate way, their bellies full of French fries and their hearts full of understanding.  He smiled.  Cory will make it through yet, he contemplated, and Stacy – with a little more examination – might just prove to be my Soulmate…
Chapter 38

With less than four weeks of school to go Cory decided that, rather than hang around during breaks and lunches feeling alone, she would spend her breaks in the library and her lunches buzzing to and from home to eat for free.  Wednesday passed – albeit a bit lonely – without incident, and the outlook for Thursday, though generally bleak, was similar.

But after school Thursday Cory went out to her old black sedan to make her five minute drive home and stopped dead ten feet from her car.


Someone had keyed, in giant letters standing out fiercely against the paint on her car, the word “whore.” 


Cory stood frozen in space and time, completely unmoving.  She felt as though she were suffering the medieval torture of pressing, lying underneath the weight of a thousand stones, and was totally unable to draw breath.


As she stood there a crowd began to form around her, whispering, pointing, gossiping, some even laughing openly at the marring of her car.  She saw no one and nothing but the word.


Cory closed her eyes to it, but it was etched in her brain as deeply as it had been in the paint.  She prayed that it was an illusion, that no one had really been cruel enough to deface her solitary mode of transportation to and from school, but her mind flashed back to the locker room, to Matt McCourt’s voice calling her name, to the faces of those who taunted and ridiculed her, and the faces of those she had betrayed.  She knew then that no amount of pleading with whomever ruled over the heavens could erase the word carved into her car.

It would take a body shop.


The thought popped into her head unbidden and she leapt forward to the car, unlocking it, stowing her bag, buckling her belt, starting it, and slamming her door closed in almost one undisturbed motion.  She threw the car in reverse and was careening backward in seconds, the gawking crowd scrambling to move out of her way, and she tore down the drive on a blind search for someone – anyone – who could obliterate the gashes in her paint.

She drove for twenty minutes straight not knowing where to stop, and finally pulled up to a drug store to thumb through the yellow pages dangling from a phone booth outside.  It was simple to find a body shop under “auto” and she called to make certain that they were local, easy to find, and could minimize the damage done.  Once she hung up, she was there in three minutes.


The gentleman who greeted her took a look at her car and then acted, much to Cory’s relief, as though she were asking him to buff out a simple scratch.  He ran his fingers over the atrocity and explained that the scratches were shallower than they appeared, and if she could give him an hour, he would take care of it for her at no charge.  Samuel smiled sadly.  He could see that the paint had been gouged with fervor, and the resulting scratches were very deep.  It would take the efforts of most everyone in the shop buffing and touching up the paint to eradicate the scars on Cory’s car in only sixty minutes, and would normally cost a considerable amount.  He was grateful to the man for sparing Cory further grief, and his heart swelled to watch four burly men hidden from Cory’s view doing everything in their power to restore the hope of a tormented young girl.

With an hour to kill, Cory was not at all sure what to do; her homework was finished through the weekend already, the television in the body shop waiting room was on a channel that toggled between sports and automotive racing, and the magazines on the chairs around her were published for people with similar interests to those currently being touted on the screen above their heads.  She took to staring out the window instead, and a church across the street caught her eye.  I can’t think of any better place for me to sit and think right now, she noted, so she grabbed up her purse and headed out the door, walking the hundred or so paces it took to reach the corner and the crosswalk.  She crossed the street and started toward the church, but as she drew quickly nearer, a dark-haired man outside gave her pause.


“Don’t go in there,” he was murmuring, ignored by those who passed.  “He’s wicked.  Wicked.  Don’t go in there.”


She stopped short as a fellow pedestrian walked through the dark-haired man, whose form wavered and came back together.  The dark-haired man had not flinched, but the walker seemed to have caught a sudden chill as he continued on and rubbed the gooseflesh now starkly apparent on his arms.

The dark-haired man turned to look at her, squinting through his small, watery eyes.  “You hear me.  You see me, too, I know that you do.  You’re looking at me right now.”


Cory nodded, not knowing whether to be afraid or irritated that she seemed to be the only person alive who could see ghosts.


“Don’t go in there, sweetheart.  Don’t even think about it.  That priest is wicked.  Downright depraved.”  He took a step toward her that caused his form to vacillate once more.  “You don’t know what he did.  I do.  I know exactly what he did.  I know what he did, I know what he said, and I know who he did it to.  My wife knew.  Now she’s dead.”


At first unnerved, Cory now realized that this ghost – this Halflife, as Jeremy had called them – could only scare her, not hurt her, so she decided to point out the obvious.  “You’re dead, too.”


“I KNOW I’M DEAD!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, and she stumbled backward as she tried to protect her hearing.  “But here I am, all noble-like, trying to protect idiots like you, and how do you thank me for it?  By reminding me what I’m missing!”


“And just what is it you’re protecting me from?” she countered, beginning to raise her voice.  She looked around self-consciously, thankful that most of the pedestrians now near the church were on the body shop side of the street.


“From the PRIEST!” he shouted, his voice thick with condescension.  “Why aren’t you listening to me?”  He turned toward the church and pointed at the large wooden double doors leading into the chapel.  “He claims he can cast out Unholies, but he invites them in!  He lets them take over...take over...take over his life, his church, his congregation...TAKE OVER!” he shouted again.  If Cory had thought him mad before, now she was certain he was insane.

She took a deep breath and stepped through him, fighting the glacial blast of air that chilled her to the bone as she passed through, and took the half-dozen steps to the front doors of the church two at a time.


“Don’t go in there!” he called again, his voice less shrill and more desperate.


“Good luck with your hauntings,” Cory called in return.  “I bet your wife misses you.”


The dark-haired Halflife looked as though he had been struck by a two-by-four.  His form began to quake violently, moving faster and faster, so fast that just as she wondered if her eyes would eventually cease to see him he was gone.

Chapter 39

Cory let out the breath she had been holding and pushed open the doors before her, absorbing the familiar smells, sights, and sounds of a place of worship.  Organ music sounded in her ears, piped in from another location through speakers in the walls.  A birdbath, presumably filled with holy water, stood off to one side, and the entire inside of the building was decorated in white, wood, and forest green.  Pews stretched from wall to wall with aisle ways every few yards and space for what appeared to be a confessional about halfway along the right wall.  At the front of the chapel was an altar, a giant wooden cross suspended from the ceiling above it.

The church appeared innocent enough, and Cory took a few steps down the center aisle, stopping just three pews in.  She sat at the edge of the pew on her left with her hands clasped between her knees peering at the paintings on the walls, the light fixtures on the ceiling, and the items on the altar, which ranged from a few candles and statuettes to a large Bible and a gold-leaf platter, all resting on an oversized lace tablecloth.  There was nothing unusual about the edifice from what she could immediately see.  In fact, given the musty smell of a building that sits six days a week without visitors invading her nostrils, the church seemed perfectly average.


It was when the priest entered the room from a door near the altar that the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and without seeming to have taken note of her presence, he headed straight down the center aisle toward her, his priestly collar just off-center.  As he drew near she stood quickly, and he extended his hand.  She took it, as she had been taught was polite to do, but his flesh felt slimy against her skin.  She glanced down at her palm the moment he released her hand, but nothing was amiss.

“How can We help you, child?” he asked.  She did a double-take:  he sounded as though he were speaking from the bottom of a well, and as she peered up into his eyes, they seemed unnaturally dark, as though his pupils were on the verge of consuming his irises.


“I...I just...I just wanted a place to sit and think,” she stammered, wondering blindly if the man who had just clasped her hand was really human.  She caught an unpleasantly eager gleam in his eye and shuddered involuntarily.  His lip curled and she took a step backward, banging her the back of her calves against the pew.  Cory caught herself and looked up again at the priest, afraid to let him out of her sight for even a second, when she saw his eyes flicker and waver like those of the Halflife in the street.  The rest of him was undeniably solid.


“You’re welcome here, of course,” he proclaimed, his voice echoing not from the acoustics of the room, but from the pit of his entrails.  “We love receiving new souls into our church.”  He laughed, clearly understanding that she saw him for what he was but that she did not know exactly what that could be, and the sound of his amusement made her feel as though her heart would rend in two.  She clasped her chest, staggering backward and gasping for breath, then scrambled over the top of the three pews that stood between her and freedom.  He stayed rooted, spewing the tar of his laughter far and wide while she stumbled down the front steps and out into the street, landing in a heap on the sidewalk.

The dark-haired Halflife had reappeared to gloat and stood before her now.  He leaned over as though to try to help her up, but instead he glared at her, inches from her face.


“You should have listened,” he said, his voice the edge of a demon’s blade, and thrust himself through her and out the other side.  She struggled to catch her breath, feeling for all the world as though she had just been doused in ice water, and leapt to her feet, running at full tilt to the crosswalk and back to the safety of the body shop.

Chapter 40

She felt sick.  The horror of discovering her car was nothing to what she had just experienced, and she could not bring herself to sit still in the waiting room.  Cory paced back and forth between the chairs, rubbing her face and neck idly but firmly with her left hand...the hand that had not been tainted by contact with the priest.  Her chest ached and her head throbbed.  For a moment she felt so light-headed she was forced to sit down, but she realized it was only because she had forgotten to breathe, and she drank in the air around her.
The boys had knocked over Cory’s pet Cleo’s crystal fish bowl only a few years before, and while her mother had taken Joe to the emergency room to treat the gash on his leg from the shattered bowl, Cory had remained behind to clean up.  She had raced to the sink and filled a clean coffee mug with fresh water, then moved carefully but quickly to little Cleo lying on the floor amongst the shards, clinging to life.  Cleo had barely stirred as Cory had lifted her from the carpeting, her only movement a desperate gasp intended to move water through her gills, and then Cory had dropped her into the mug.  After a few colossal intakes of breath Cleo could function again, and relief had washed over both Cory and her fish.

Now Cory was Cleo.


The door to the body shop opened.  

The same man who had welcomed her to the shop stepped through the door, all smiles, and brought her outside to see her expertly repaired vehicle.  She wept to see it; it looked even better than it had when she had brought it in less than an hour before, and her sobs were of both relief and release, an expulsion of the contents of her petrified heart.  The man was startled when she threw her arms around him and he offered her an awkward one-armed hug in return, reassuring her that it had been an easy job and that there would be no charge.
Thanking him from the bottom of her heart, she jumped in her car and headed home, her tears flowing freely now, the kindness of the men at the body shop having opened the floodgates.  She had no idea who had keyed her car – former friend or current foe – but for the moment, it did not seem to matter.  Her world was topsy-turvy, and fear seeped from every pore.

Is our church like that one as well, and I’ve just never noticed?  Are they all like that?  She dismissed the thoughts before they could consume her and focused instead on making her way back to the relative safety – and sanctity – of her home.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

 Though surrounded by his closest friends – and his manager – Samuel was on the verge of a breakdown.  He paced back and forth at the edge of the Partition reviewing Cory’s experience with the Unholy over and over in his mind, anger, excitement, relief, terror, and shock each battling for ownership of his heart.  His hands shook uncontrollably, and he shook off every reassuring word and gentle touch his friends tried to offer.

Lisette, an old friend and Scribe in whose Cycle Samuel had taken an interest while Sentinel to one of Napoleon’s soldiers, paced with him, a distinctly French lilt to her high, sweet voice.  “All you could do was to warn her, Sam.  You could not control the Halflife.  If he had not been there, she would have heard you, I am certain of it.”  She tilted her head.  “As sensitive as she appears to be becoming, I rather wonder if she’d have seen you trying to bar the door!”

Benjamin stepped forward to offer his input.  “It’s Destiny, Sam.  If that girl hadn’t keyed her car, if she hadn’t picked up that version of the phone book, if she hadn’t gone to that particular auto shop and hadn’t felt the need to prove a Halflife wrong, she’d never have come face to face with a man possessed by a Devil.”  He shrugged and repeated, “Destiny.”


Samuel turned back to Lisette.  “Really, Destiny?  Did you have it in her Book, Lis?”


Lisette looked desperately at Archelaus, who cocked an eyebrow in return.  She opened her mouth, then closed it again.


“It’s a simple question,” Samuel insisted, folding his arms across his chest.  “Did you or did you not have it in her Book?”  Still she remained silent.  “And if you did, why wasn’t I warned?” he asked, turning to Denise.  He spun back to Lisette.  “If it wasn’t in the Book, was it Destiny or not?”


Archelaus stepped between Samuel and Lisette.  “Being a Scribe is not as simple and clear-cut as you imagine, Sam.  There are many variables – ”

“I’m not asking about her Job description, Arch.  I want to know about Cory.  Why didn’t you – any of you – warn me this was going to happen?”  He stopped himself from beginning a rant, processing the ramifications of his next question:  “Didn’t you already know?”


Lisette took a deep breath, and then, “There are certain things you do not know, Sam, and that you do not need to know – ”


He interrupted her with pure reaction.  “She is my Task!  I need to know!”


“I am not talking about your Task!” Lisette retorted angrily.  “I’m talking about – ” 


This time it was Archelaus’ turn to interrupt.  “This discussion is not about the inner workings of the Heavenly Realm.  This is a discussion about the sensitivities of your Task, Samuel.  Please let us stay on the topic at hand.”


“But aren’t my questions pertinent?  If we know she has these sensitivities and her Destiny is clear, why wasn’t I informed?” Samuel insisted, his fists clenched and jaw tight.


“Again,” stated Archelaus more firmly than he had intended, “our immediate concern is the Task’s awareness of other beings, her recent introduction to Unholies being most worrisome.”


Samuel felt ready to explode.  “Less than two ER years ago, when she saw that Halflife in the cabin, you were telling me there was nothing to worry about!”  The look of exasperation on his face came across equally as strongly in his sarcasm:  “Change of heart, Arch?”


Archelaus stood staring expressionlessly at Samuel.  “That is entirely enough, Samuel.  Unless you would like to become the recipient of a forced leave from your Job, you will remember to whom it is you speak and act accordingly.  Such outbursts will not be tolerated.”


For all the things racing through Samuel’s mind, he was finally able to reign himself in when faced with the threat of having to take leave from Cory.  He pursed his lips, took a few deep breaths to further calm himself, and nodded slowly.  He was Archelaus’ subordinate.  Archelaus had a millennium’s worth of experience beyond his own, and Samuel had been rude to his very-experienced manager, mentor, and friend.  “I understand,” he said, taking a softer line, “and I apologize for my behavior.  It was unacceptable.”

Archelaus closed his eyes, looking as though the entire Earthly Realm was weighing upon his shoulders, and gently shook his head.  “It’s fine, Sam,” he said.  “Now all of you, please get back to work.”


They had been dismissed, and Benjamin and Lisette left without another word or a backward glance.  Denise stopped once to look back at Samuel as she made her way toward her desk, sorrow and sympathy in her eyes, but Samuel had already passed through the Partition and was gone.

Chapter 41

As Cory sat on an overstuffed couch in her therapist’s office recounting the last few years’ worth of history, Samuel wandered aimlessly around the room, trying to unbunch his own nerves.  He took his time perusing Dave Johnson’s credentials, allowing himself a smile when he noted Mr. Johnson had graduated from the University of Brighton in the United Kingdom.  Samuel had not had an English Task in some time and missed the country of his original birth. Brighton would be lovely this time of year, he sighed to himself.  Aah, well.  Maybe for my next assignment.

Cory was finishing unfolding her life for a note-jotting Mr. Johnson when Samuel seized upon an idea.  He could not be certain whether it had been his own brilliance or that of an unseen angelic assistant, but it made no difference.  Where his Task was concerned, it just might work.


He leaned over and whispered in Cory’s counselor’s ear and Dave Johnson’s head whipped around, as though he had heard Samuel with his external ears rather than with his internal senses.  It startled Samuel and he waited with bated breath for any further signs that Mr. Johnson had detected his presence, but there were none.


Her therapist looked her in the eye and asked, “Why are you still attending Fairmont?”


The question blindsided Cory, and she honestly had no idea how to answer it.  “I...I don’t know,” she stammered, looking thoroughly befuddled.  “I couldn’t tell you.”


“Because it sounds to me,” explained her counselor, “that you have learned a great many important lessons these last couple of years, and it might be beneficial to you to start fresh in a place where you only have to be the new you that you’re becoming, not be that ‘you’ and battle to make unreceptive people understand that you’ve changed.”


“Change schools?” she asked, bemused.


“Why not?  Maybe even a year abroad somewhere, someplace they speak English so you won’t have to learn a new language at the same time.  It certainly wouldn’t do you any harm.”


Samuel had been thinking of Lizzie; he knew getting away from her home to study had done Lizzie a world of good some three hundred years ago now.  She had detested his political activism, particularly because he was so intensely anti-slavery and had involved himself wholeheartedly in its eradication since England had abolished it two years prior.  Lizzie seemed to have lost a part of herself somewhere along in their marriage, devoted to her husband and their five children as she was.  She was not his Soulmate, he knew that now, but he had made a gross error in his behavior with Mariah and had decided he would do absolutely anything to keep Lizzie happy, including indulging her silly romantic notions...even though it had killed him.
Fall, April 1836


“Please, Sam.  I would do anything for the chance to study under Cole, you know that!”


Lizzie was referring to Thomas Cole, an artist famous for his paintings of the Catskills and for his eleven year strong Hudson River School of Landscape Painting.  Samuel’s wife adored Cole’s work and had striven for the last two years to master his style in her painting.  She was grieved by her failure to do so and consequently desperate to attend the Hudson River School.


“I know it all too well,” he smiled.

“Don’t you do that,” she replied, a sour look on her face.


“Do what?” he asked earnestly.


“Be so...so...so patronizing!” she replied.  “I don’t care if you are fourteen years my senior, you still shouldn’t treat me like a child.”


Samuel leaned his scalp against his hand.  “Truly, Lizzie, I meant no offense.  I do know how much you love his work.”


She sighed, her temper receding.  Lizzie had never imagined when they had married that their age gap would ever cause her to feel less than equal to her husband, and though he had made every effort to help her understand that they were partners, she sometimes found herself leaping down his throat at the slightest provocation.  Especially since they had had children.


She knelt beside his chair, stroking his knee.  “I know what it would mean to this family, Sam, but I think the children would get on well in Albany, and I’m fairly certain you would grow to love it there, as well.  We would be far from my father and his plantation, far from your political ties in Washington, and we could start our lives afresh:  new people, new places, new opportunities to bond again.”


Samuel looked into her bright blue eyes, allowing himself to share the romanticized fantasy with her for just a moment.  “Would it really make a difference for us, you think?  Bring us closer together?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Would it give me my Lizzie back?”


She sprang from her place on the floor at his feet and leapt into his lap, wrapping her arms about his neck and kissing him softly all over his rough, prickly face.  When she pulled back, she took his cheek lightly in her hand and, looking into his eyes, answered with a smile, “Yes, I think it would.”


In less than a month’s time Samuel had sold their residence and acreage and moved his seven-person family to Albany, New York, where he set to tilling, planting, and tending a new farm alongside his three sons.  Their two daughters helped their mother turn the house they had purchased into a home, and Lizzie was already enrolled in the Hudson River School, spending any and every spare moment painting and showering her husband with gratitude.

Nine months later Samuel was on his deathbed with pneumonia, all five of his children, ranging in age from three to nine, weeping outside his bedroom door.  Lizzie knelt at his bedside, tears streaming down her face as the guilt of knowing they had made the move entirely for her sake plagued her.  He demanded she release herself immediately from her remorse and told her he in no way regretted the move; it had brought her back to him.  He coughed weakly and then reviewed his last wishes with her, explaining the family’s finances and how she could access the thousands of dollars he had managed to save to keep their family afloat.  He then closed his eyes, ready to return to HR.


As he lay waiting to die, Lizzie – ever the romantic – began to recite the last lines of Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound as stated by the Demogorgon, and Samuel looked up at her as she spoke:  


“To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; to forgive wrongs darker than death or night; to defy Power, which seems omnipotent; to love and bear; to hope ‘til Hope creates from its own wreck the thing it comtemplates; neither to change, nor falter, nor repent; This, like thy Glory, Titan, is to be Good, great, and joyous, beautiful and free; This is alone Life, Joy, Empire and Victory.”


Samuel had tried not to roll his eyes as he closed them forever to his third life, a tolerant smile plastered on his face.  

What a memory, he thought, the smile of yesteryear returning.

Meanwhile, Cory had begun to tap lightly on the arm of the couch with her fingertips, and her tapping was growing more rapid as she turned the idea of leaving Fairmont over in her mind.  “Wouldn’t that be considered running away, if I just changed schools...or left the country?” she questioned him genuinely, timid laughter in her voice at the idea of skipping town in favor of visiting a whole new continent.  “I don’t want to cop out or anything.”


Mr. Johnson breathed out his mirth with a subtle smile.  “Under other circumstances, perhaps, but I see no reason for you to force yourself to remain in a place you feel unwanted; worse, in a place where you are openly harassed.  As evidenced by your current situation, teenage life is hard enough.  Why make it any more difficult than it already is?”


“But I’d have to make new friends, figure out a new school, deal with all new teachers...” she argued half-heartedly, letting her conjecturing drop off.


Her therapist nodded.  “You would have to make new friends, but I imagine you’d have a far easier time of it than you think, provided the youths you met had no knowledge of your Fairmont reputation.  You’ve made considerable changes in both your life and attitude recently, and though we could certainly work through a few of your issues here in this office, I believe most of the changes yet to be made will come by natural experience in a less-hostile world than that to which you’ve become accustomed.  And as for a new school, new classes and new teachers, well, other than the basic layout of a campus – which you’d have down by the end of week one – you’re going to have new classes and teachers next year anyway, if I’m not mistaken.”  He had a point and he knew it.  


So did she, and she smiled warmly.

Samuel was grinning from ear to ear.  Dave Johnson had heard him, and done him one better:  he had almost managed to single-handedly convince Cory to change schools and get on with her life elsewhere.


“Okay,” began Cory, thinking aloud, “what do I tell my parents?  ‘Hey, Mom and Dad, I need to change schools because I’m the Fairmont scapegoat!’  They don’t know what’s on my plate, and you don’t know my Mom.  That won’t go over well.”


Mr. Johnson considered for a moment and then offered, “How about, ‘Hey, Mom and Dad, I would really love a chance to study abroad, and since this is my last year of high school and my only opportunity, I’d love it if you’d be willing to support that.’ ”


“Yeah, right,” Cory replied, rolling her eyes.  “ ‘And while you’re at it, would you mind forking over the ten or twenty thousand dollars it will cost so I can live out my dream of going to Australia?’ ”


Not Australia, Samuel said to her, England.  You want to go to England.  He stared at her with a deep intensity, willing her to hear him.  Not Australia, England!

He was so busy concentrating on his Task that he missed the distracted look on Dave Johnson’s face; Mr. Johnson suddenly appeared to be looking about wildly for a fly buzzing around his head.  He blinked a few times and offered, “Australia, huh?  Have you considered England?”


Samuel’s head whipped around.  “England would be good, too,” Cory answered her counselor, and Samuel’s head whipped back.

If I had a body right now, he surmised, I’d have tennis-match whiplash!


“And I can’t imagine it would cost your parents tens of thousands of dollars to enter you into an exchange program for a single year,” Mr. Johnson pressed.  “Even if that were the case – and I’m not saying it isn’t, frankly I just don’t know – if your parents could afford it, do you really think, given your recent change in attitude, your request to attend counseling, and your eager petitioning, that they would turn you down?”


Cory stared at the light fixture on the ceiling and slowly, gently began to shake her head.  “No, they probably wouldn’t.”


“Then perhaps you ought to ask,” smiled her therapist.  “And on that note, our time is up.  Same time next week?”


Cory nodded.  “Same time.”


“I’ll look forward to hearing your parents’ answer then.”


So will I, thought Samuel, giddy.  So will I.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Monday morning it was Cory’s turn to leave a note on Stacy’s desk.  When Stacy unfolded it and read its contents she smiled sweetly, making Samuel cock an eyebrow.  The note contained the best news she had ever heard for her new friend:  “It’s official...I’m doing senior year in the UK!”


Stacy grabbed up her pencil and jotted a quick note back, tossing it onto Cory’s desk as the teacher turned to face the whiteboard.  Cory glanced down to find that once again, Stacy had warmed her heart – “So excited for you!!!” – and she knew that, even with three relatively friendless weeks left of school, she had something to really look forward to, and would make it through.  The tunnel’s light consumed her, and she offered Stacy a return smile, settling back into her chair to dream about life in England.

Chapter 42


Cory opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of the room she now shared with Anabelle Addington, the only child of her host family who happened to be just a year younger than Cory herself.  She slowly rolled her head to the side and found Ana still asleep, snuggled under a puffy, lush down comforter.  The right side of her mouth scrunched as she contemplated her next move, not wanting to wake her new roommate.  Instead of rising to greet the day and chance disturbing Ana, she rolled her head quietly to the other side and looked out the window at the glorious Hammersmith cityscape, a hint of the Thames River in the distance.  Her trundle bed creaked, and Ana flopped noisily onto her stomach and nuzzled her face into her pillow, her sand-colored hair a tangled mess.

Cory smiled.


Only two weeks before she had been seated on a plane speeding toward Heathrow International, twisting her flight blanket unconsciously in her hands.  Her window seat afforded her an excellent view of the Atlantic, but as they began their descent her view was blocked entirely by thick clouds, and she grew nervous.


What if they don’t like me, she worried, or I don’t make any friends, or what if I’m not absolutely prepared for their “Upper” school?

Very clearly, she heard a voice in her brain tell her to cut it out.  Everything would be fine.  Life is waiting for you, Cory.


She took a deep, shuddering breath and settled back into her chair, forcing herself to relax and focus on trying to see through the clouds.  Still she twisted the blanket.


When Cory deplaned the Addingtons were waiting for her:  all three of them, Reginald, Margaret, and Anabelle, and all smiling broadly.  Reginald Addington offered his hand, Margaret tucked a stray hair behind Cory’s ear with a shy smile, and Anabelle rolled her eyes at her “mum,” grinning at Cory.  She then stepped forward and did the last thing Cory expected:  Ana hugged her.  Cory had heard tales about the standoffishness of British folk, but Ana seemed incredibly eager to get to know her roommate for the next nine months, and Cory responded warmly.


Once Cory had collected her baggage and Reginald had loaded it only a trolley, and then from trolley to car, they were away, chatting about the weather, the climate differences, and the area.  Cory already felt hopelessly lost:  it was only about fifteen kilometers from Heathrow to Hammersmith, but Cory did not think in terms of kilometers, nor was she at all familiar with British roads...not their names, their orientation, or their left-side driving.  Mr. Addington drove from M4 to A4 to A306 when Cory officially gave up trying to figure out which road was which.  She was fairly certain she would not need to escape her host family and hop a plane in the middle of the night now that she had met them, so it wouldn’t matter anyway, and on the off chance things turned really sour, she figured she could always call a cab; a taxi driver would know how to get to the airport in any event.

The Addington’s flat was very near the Tube, another new experience awaiting Cory.  She was overwhelmed by how very new and different her surroundings were and could not wait to settle in, reset her internal clock to prevent or at least lessen her jet lag, and begin to explore the area thoroughly.


Now as she lie in bed staring out the window, she felt relatively comfortable both with her surroundings, and her place amongst them.  The Tube was old hat – she had learned since her arrival that if ever the situation were desperate, she could take the Tube to Heathrow, but was now certain it would never come to that – and she already had a favorite riverside old-world pub along the Thames Path, where the fish and chips, a dish she had never enjoyed before her sojourn to England, were out of this world...flaky, beer-battered, and perfectly paired with crispy-outside, soft-inside “chips” and malt vinegar.

This, now, was the day to which she had transferred her nervousness:  her first day at Collingham A-level Sixth Form College Upper School.  In fact, she still was not certain how to refer to the school; it seemed to have so many different descriptive names.  Collingham A-level?  Collingham Sixth Form?  Collingham College?  Collingham Upper School?  She had also seen it written “Collingham VI Form” and could not even be certain which way to write it!


Ana stirred, and before Cory had even turned her head heard her roommate ask, “What time is it?”  Cory loved her accent.


“Not sure,” Cory replied.  “Six-thirtyish, I think.”  


“Half past six, love,” Ana corrected her.  Cory grinned at Ana’s use of the word “love”; it was a term of endearment Cory had only ever heard used in a movie, and she was tickled to hear someone close to her own age employ it in everyday conversation.


“Hey,” began Cory, “what am I supposed to call Collingham?  Collingham College?  Collingham Upper School?”

Ana rolled over to face Cory and cocked an eyebrow.  “I’ve never heard anyone but the staff use either of those names.  Try ‘Collingham Sixth’.  Anyway, that’s what we say.”


Forty-five minutes later Cory and Ana were boarding the Tube for the ten minute ride to Kensington.  Ana led the way to the main building of Collingham Sixth which housed, among other things, the administrators; Cory had a seven-thirty appointment with one Dr. Innes, a sort of guidance counselor who would help her settle in to Collingham Sixth, introducing her around and discussing the expectations and mores associated with the college.  Ana bid her farewell and Cory met with Dr. Innes, who immediately began to drone his way through a tour of the private school.  He sounded like he had either memorized or written the brochures both she and her parents had studied prior to her departure.  The bell for classes to begin sounded and she caught sight of students scurrying toward the building through Dr. Innes’s office window, but Cory apparently had a briefing to listen to, and she hunkered down for the lecture.  She was surprised , then, when he motioned for her to collect her things and led her from his office out into the emptying halls.  


“The main building – where all the A-level teaching takes place – overlooks a quiet garden square,” he began.  “The college was originally designed as a large private abode and was built roundabout 1880, but was later acquired by the Gibbs’ Preparatory School.  Today the building contains twenty-seven classrooms, a large study room, extensively-equipped laboratories,” – Cory loved his very English pronounciation of “lab-or-a-tor-ies” – “and an art studio with a darkroom.  We have also a computer laboratory” – there it was again – “and a canteen in the basement, should you prefer to purchase your meals.” 

Cory blinked.  They had stopped.


Dr. Innes asked Cory if she had any questions, at the same time handing her her class schedule and a building map.  Not having a single clue what else she might ask for or about, she shrugged slowly, her eyebrows nearing her hairline and a silly half-smile on her face.  Dr. Innes appeared relieved, waved his hand toward the door in front of which they now stood, and before she had an opportunity to wonder if he planned to introduced her to her first teacher, his pudgy, balding frame was making oddly large strides for a man his size down the hall from which they had come.


She took a deep breath, preparing herself to open the classroom door.  Can I do this? she wondered absently.  Have I made some terrible mistake?  Do I really have it in me to start fresh so far away, to make all new friends and try to succeed in the English educational system at the same time?

Another thought entered her mind that squelched all others:  All you’ll be, you are today.

She plunged through the door of the classroom without further consideration and entered, of all things, her English class.

Chapter 43

The canteen – Cory would have to get used to the English term for cafeteria – was teeming with students at lunchtime, and Cory realized very quickly that the students one year her junior enjoyed their lunch half an hour later than Cory.  That meant, of course, Ana was nowhere to be found, so Cory resorted to entering the line of students purchasing their meals and grabbed a sandwich and a piece of fruit to fill her stomach.  

On her way to an empty table on the far side of the room she was snagged by a pretty, petite blonde who introduced herself as Teresa.  Cory repeated Teresa’s version of her own name in her head so as not to forget the young woman was “Te-ray-zah,” not the American “Teresa.”  


“You’re in my Art History class, aren’t you?  You’re the American?” asked Teresa, as bubbly as a soft drink.


“Guilty as charged.  I’m Cory, and I suppose I am in your class, if you have it fourth period,” Cory replied with a smile.


“I do have it fourth,” said Teresa, confirming.  “So, what do you think?”


“Of Art History,” asked Cory, “or of Collingham?”


“Either,” shrugged Teresa.  “Or both.”


“I love it!” Cory exclaimed.


Teresa nodded.  “Come tell me about it,” she invited, but Cory had no choice, even if she had wanted one; Teresa had already looped her arm through Cory’s and was leading her to a table full of people, all of whom were looking at Cory.


“This is Cory,” Teresa addressed the group.  “She’s an American, and she loves Collingham.”  She grinned, looking a bit like a fox who had snagged a speeding rabbit.  “And she also loves our Art History class,” she proclaimed.  Cory almost expected her to take a bow, but instead she turned back to Cory.  “By way of introduction, there’s Britannia, that’s Katherine, and those three are Robert, Peter, and Harrison.  Don’t bother trying to figure which is which.  They’ll only attempt to confuse you later.”


Cory offered a prize-winning smile and plonked herself down next to Teresa, who had very gracefully taken a seat already.  On Cory’s other side was…one of the boys.  She raised an eyebrow, mimicking her mother.  “So, which one are you?”


“Harrison,” said Peter, the center of his eyebrows twitching.


“Liar,” said Robert.  “You’re Robert.”


“Am not,” replied Peter.  “Who the bloody hell wants to be him?”


“Why you – ” started Robert, but Harrison cut him off.


“Come on, lads, let’s not confuse the American.  From what I hear, they’re confused enough,” he teased.


Cory pretended shock.  “Hey, now!” she scolded him.  “I’ve only just sat down to eat my lunch, and already you’re at it with the American jokes.”


“Yeah, Robert,” Peter scolded him.


Harrison reached across the table and smacked Peter lightly on the shoulder.  “I don’t want to be Robert, either!” he said, starting to chuckle.

Britannia leaned across the table to Cory.  “Boys,” she said, with a mock-conspiratorial air.  “Can’t live with them, certainly can’t kill them.  The prison sentence is too long, and we’re already far too close to being treated as adults by the courts.”


The group absorbed Cory readily, laughing their way through lunch.  Others in the canteen would occasionally glance at the group as their volume increased, but Cory noted with mild discomfort that the people around them seemed somehow afraid of the group with which she ate.  It did not take her long to realize that she was being quickly wrapped up in the private school’s popular crowd.  She was not certain whether she liked or disliked the idea, having so recently emerged from an experience where she was tormented by the popular crowd, but none of her new acquaintances seemed malicious or unkind…only attractive, well-spoken, fun, and full of an energy that enlivened Cory. 


She thought back to Stacy, a person instead of a label, and decided that popularity did not matter.  Maybe they don’t like the labels either? she thought absently.  Perhaps it was her imagination, but she felt that her new friends understood her line of thinking and loved her all the more for it, so she returned her focus once again to their laughter, losing herself in it.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


“There’s nothing for it,” Samuel argued with Benjamin back in HR.  “She’s doing beautifully, and I’m just not needed…again.”


“There is nothing for it,” Benjamin concurred.  “You knew this transition was coming, Sam.  All your Tasks’ transitions into adulthood have been difficult on you.”


“They have,” Samuel agreed.  “Ben, tell me something:  When your Tasks hit this stage, what do you do?  I can’t remember ever asking you.”


Benjamin rolled his eyes.  “Only every time one of your Tasks becomes an adult!”


Samuel sighed.  “Then tell me again.”


“I think of someone besides myself.  There are plenty of other angels who could use a hand, you know,” Benjamin said casually.  “Training new Sentinels, researching for Muses, placing yourself on standby for high alerts, realm readjustment support, the Consultants are always looking for – ”

“The Prayer Hotline?” scoffed Samuel.  “You want me to babysit other Sentinels’ Tasks on the Prayer Hotline?”

“It was only a suggestion,” said Benjamin, dismissing Samuel’s prejudice.  “Besides, I doubt they’d want you anyway, Sam.  They need angels with rational second opinions for the Sentinels, not to mention people who have actually spent some time studying.”


Samuel knew Benjamin was teasing him, but teasing was not any fun when there was truth to it.  “You’re a clod, Ben, but you have a point.  I usually jump in and help out with Sentinel training.  Perhaps this time I can study up on…something.  Perhaps mathematics.”


“Mathematics would have been a great idea…five or six centuries ago!”  Benjamin smiled widely.  “Maybe if you’d studied your math just a bit more before you boarded the Matthew, you’d have realized just how stupid it was to try to repair the ironsides at that trajectory!”


Samuel grimaced.  “That was some cold water, Ben.”


Benjamin laughed openly.  “I’ll bet it was.  Stole your breath, did it?”   Benjamin always loved to kid his friend about his various deaths.  “I hear drowning is one of the most painful ways to go…”  He left off, grinning ear to ear.


Samuel was not as amused.  “It is.  Would you like to try it?”


Benjamin quelled his laughter.  Though he knew it impossible to die, or even suffer, in HR, he also knew he might have pushed his friend too far.  “I think you should study mathematics, Samuel.  I think it would come easily to you, and it’ll certainly advance your progression…even if it’s only a little.”

Samuel appeared considerably more relaxed.  “You just saved yourself, Ben.  You can’t drown here, so I was about to cover you in spittle.”


“Not that again,” moaned Benjamin.


“You love it, Ben,” Samuel smirked.


“You’re even rhyming my name now?” asked Benjamin, exasperated.


“Come now, my friend.  Don’t have a cow.”


Benjamin threw up his hands.  “Do what you want, Sam.  Study math, join the Prayer Hotline, train some more Sentinels…I’m getting back to work.”  He turned to go.


“I’ll do what I want anyway, you miserable jerk!” said Samuel to Benjamin’s back.


Benjamin fought the smile from creeping into his voice as he cried over his shoulder, “I’m done!”


Samuel called back, “Have fun!” and immediately thereafter, “and I’ve won!”


“Gotta run!” yelled Benjamin across the distance…and he was gone.


Samuel’s lower lip protruded as he stood thinking.  “Not bad,” he said to no one at all, but before he headed toward the library to start at the beginning of a seventh grade math textbook, he decided to take a quick trip to the Partition to have another look at Stacy.  Cory would be fine without him for a while, and he would check in occasionally.  Until then, Progression called…and perhaps his Soulmate did, too.
Chapter 44

“Mum wants to take us to the opera this weekend.”  Ana rolled her eyes as she revealed her mother’s plot to enrich her family’s lives with cultural experiences.  It had been six weeks since school began, and Cory was now comfortably ensconced in the Addington family, as well as terribly well-liked amongst her new friends.  She enjoyed that she could be herself, and honesty – with a healthy dose of tact – was her new modus operandi.

“I’m happy to go to the opera,” she told Ana, who sighed grandly and then flopped backward onto Cory’s bed.  “I’ve never been.”

“Well, I have,” answered Ana, “and it’s a great bore.  Lots of gargantuan women warbling their lines.  And this one’s in Italian.”  She grimaced.  “I’m taking French…not that I could possibly understand them, anyway, what with all that high-pitched screeching.”  She flipped her long sandy hair over one shoulder and propped herself on her elbows, still on Cory’s bed.  “Then again,” Ana perked up, “I suppose it means we’ll have to go shopping.”  Ana’s mock-innocence made Cory giggle.  “A shame we can’t attend a premiere of the London Opera in jeans, eh?”


Cory was thrilled at the idea of shopping in London – her parents’ seventeenth birthday gift to her had been an obscene sum of play money to take with her to the United Kingdom – but having never been to an opera, let alone a premiere, she had no clue what sort of shopping experience she might be in for.  “What exactly will we need to buy, Ana?” she asked eagerly while trying to hide her eagerness.  Anabelle Addington fed off of Cory’s energy, and Cory did not want to rile up her host family’s daughter too much.


“Oh,” began Ana, batting her eyes, “just a gown...and some hose, some shoes, a handbag, some jewelry, opera gloves, perhaps some new makeup, and we’ll certainly need our hair done.  That sort of thing.”  As cavalier as she was trying to sound, Cory could hear the excitement welling in Ana’s voice.  “And the premiere is this weekend, so we’re going to have to get it all very, very soon.”


So it was that Margaret Addington took her daughter and her young houseguest shopping in London later that week, and Cory spent hundreds of pounds on a shimmery black empire-waisted formal dress, a pair of strappy black satin sandals, a pair of opera-length white gloves, a tiny black clutch with just enough room for a lipstick, powder compact, and a couple of folded facial tissues, and a simulated diamond pendant to wear around her neck, its graduated stones drawing the eye toward a bosom Cory felt was a grave disappointment.

Saturday afternoon was spent at a salon, where Cory’s hair was bleached the most beautiful blonde she had ever seen on her own head, her nails were manicured, and her makeup was expertly applied.  She felt like a new woman as she climbed the opera house stairs, lifting the front of her floor-length gown just enough to keep herself from stumbling on it as she ascended the steps.  Though she could not imagine it as fact, she felt like all eyes were on her as she made her way to her seat.  She did her best to sit as gracefully as she had seen Teresa set herself down so many times, and though she knew she failed utterly in her attempt, the sight from the corner of her eye of a stray lock of her golden-blonde hair put her to rights.  


The opera brought tears to her eyes even as Ana nodded off halfway through, and though Cory could not understand the performers, the supertitles and the summary in her program served to educate her.  It was not the story of La Boheme that moved her as much as it was the angelic voices of the opera singers, however.  When the female lead died of tuberculosis, it was not her death but the melodious strains of her lover’s mourning that caused her to weep.  Never had a seventeen year-old been so grateful for waterproof mascara.


Her experience was matched tit for tat only a fortnight later when Peter invited Cory and their friends on a boating trip to Rutland Water, a local lake with a view of the fourteenth century Oakham castle, and even suggested Cory bring Ana along for the ride to even out their numbers.  Ana was thrilled, more so because she thought Peter terribly good-looking.  “A dark-haired Prince William,” she called him, a gleam in her eye. 


Though the weather had turned cold, the day they headed out was glorious.  The sun broke through the clouds at midday as they drifted slowly across the sparkling surface of the water, and Peter’s mother had prepared a sumptuous spread for lunch.  They ate it peasant-style on the boat, heeding his father’s boisterous warnings about crumbs on his bow as they tore off hunks of hearty bread, sliced slivers of aged cheese replete with crystalline bits, wrapped slices of honeyed ham around them both, and followed up their makeshift sandwiches with ripe red grapes, washing it all down with mineral water.  For dessert Peter’s mother had made a bread pudding which Cory tried politely to decline, but Katherine and Britannia badgered her to the breaking point and she consequently discovered a taste for bread pudding.  “Only Peter’s mother’s bread pudding!” she harassed them back.

That night as Cory lay in bed, Ana having drifted off to sleep after a solid hour of one-sided conversation about the many merits of Peter, Cory smiled the most contented smile Samuel would ever have seen grace her lips…had be been there watching.  

Back in HR, Samuel turned the page of his trigonometry textbook to begin chapter nine.  Stacy would be heading out on a date in just a few hours and Samuel wanted to accompany her.   He was hoping against hope that the young man taking her out would be more interested in Stacy than in himself so he could glean new and interesting things about the amazing woman who had taken such great care of his Task.  In the meantime, chapter nine called.


*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Having had so many paranormal experiences of late, when it came time for Cory to select an area of study, she naturally leaned toward Art History, eager to see some of the apparitions she had encountered expressed throughout different periods of time in artistic creations and hoping that such works might confirm she was not alone in her odd ability.  As Winter break drew nearer, each student group was led by different instructors to visit various areas of London and beyond on field trips.  The Christmas holiday would offer the students the chance to reflect on their experiences in the field, and their various reports and projects would come due when classes resumed in January.

Peter and Robert were part of the law group and would be visiting the Law Courts, while Harrison, whose father was a barrister and had shown Harrison how miserable that path made his family, had chosen the politics group; he would be off to explore the Houses of Parliament.  Britannia was with the modern languages group and was thrilled to be headed to Florence to study Italian language and culture.  Katherine was equally ecstatic; as one of the media studies students, she would be visiting a television recording studio in London.  Teresa and Cory – both studying Art History – were scheduled to visit nearly half a dozen galleries, historical sites, and even a cathedral, where they would examine the exhibits, architecture, and décor, including stained glass windows, tapestries, and design features.

The galleries did not excite Cory; it was Westminster Abbey, the Kensington Palace, and the Southwark Cathedral to which she most looked forward.  Teresa, however, had been to each place many times over and spent more time flirting with tourists than taking notes.

Cory braced herself when she stepped through the massive front doors of Westminster Abbey, waiting to immediately encounter some sort of apparition.  It was difficult to admit, particularly after her encounter with the priest back home, that she was looking forward to another interaction (or the adrenaline rush it produced), but she felt just as fascinated as she was spooked, and was immediately disappointed when none of the people milling about appeared less than substantial.  She dismissed her disappointment, however, as she opened her eyes to the building around her, its massive soaring ceilings drawing the eye forward to an ornate coronation chair where so many kings and queens had been crowned.  A service was underway, so the student group quietly broke up to begin their individual explorations of the site, and Cory headed toward some of the many memorials to literary, religious, and political figures that dotted the aisles.  After wandering for only a few minutes, she instinctively began to feel drawn to a side chapel and noted, passing through the entrance, she was entering the chapel of Henry VII.

The first tomb she encountered was that of Queen Elizabeth I, but that was not the tomb that drew her.  Farther back in the chapel was a tomb labeled as belonging to Mary Stuart, but it was the haggard, angry woman on the other side of the barrier thrashing about that gave Cory goose bumps.  She approached cautiously, looking to be certain no one else was in the chapel with her, and stopped short as the woman’s form wavered and she turned to stare at Cory.


“Yes?” her shrill voice demanded.


Cory froze, feeling for all the world that she had collided with an iceberg.  “I...I...I...” she stammered, not sure what to say.

“Stop your blithering and speak, stupid girl!” ordered the woman.


“Are...”  Cory tried again.  “Are you...are you Mary, Queen of Scots?” she blurted out, barely able to contain her shock.


Mary’s cold, hard eyes stared back at her.  Mary, Queen of Scots, was a Halflife.

Chapter 45

“What audacity!” the woman ranted.  “No ‘your majesty,’ no apology for disturbing Our rest, no – ”


“Please forgive my intrusion,” Cory cut her off, “I just wasn’t exactly certain who you were.  Are.  I mean, you’re obviously right next to...to – ” her brain refused to function properly, but she grasped upon her thought once more “ – to her majesty’s tomb, but...I sort of expected more...regal...attire,” she finished, looking the apparition up and down.  

Though Cory meant no offense the ghost exploded in a rage, beginning a tirade so loud and so long it made Cory debate whether she should plug her ears, curtsy an apology, or run from the chapel.  She felt she had been doused with ice water, the room was so cold.  “We have suffered even as Christ on the cross, been spat upon and hated and rejected and executed without cause, all for Elizabeth’s sake!  These are the rags We were forced to wear!  Even in death, We are to be found beyond and behind Elizabeth’s tomb, cast off and discarded as the lesser of Our kin’s legacy!  You deign to ask Us who We are?  We are an intolerable liability to her majesty the counterfeit queen, sentenced illegally for treason and beheaded at Fotheringhay, Our suffering protracted by three strikes of the axe.  We reside now in Purgatory, thanks to Our wretched association – ”

Cory had selected to combine her options:  she curtsied her apology, covered her ears with her hands, and made her way quickly to the exit, the echoes of Mary’s voice following her as she returned to the main chapel.  Mary’s rage caused her to reflect nervously on the title “Halflife” that Jeremy had told her was another name for ghosts.  Mary, Queen of Scots exemplified the idea of living half a life.  She had never overcome the resentment she felt at being denied the queenship and had since tormented herself by haunting both her own and Elizabeth’s tomb.  It seemed to Cory that she had been offered the highest respect, being buried alongside the queen.  It suggested to her that Mary was recognized as being a rightful majesty as well, her tomb in such close proximity to that of her cousin, but Mary imagined it a punishment to be placed thusly, not able to move on from events that had taken place nearly five hundred years prior.  

There would be no opportunity to quiz her about her existence, to learn new and wonderful things about her as a historical figure...things Cory imagined Mary Stuart might wish to share with the world.  Instead Cory’s heart sank for her.  She knew there was nothing she could say to help her understand that what Mary considered Purgatory was really a half-life of her own choosing.  She sighed, and left to rejoin her group.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


All too soon “Christmas Hols,” as Ana called them, were upon them, and the Addingtons were waving Cory off at the airport so she could spend a week at home with her family.  Margaret Addington gave Cory a wrapped present before Cory headed toward the gates.  “Don’t worry, dear, it won’t set off any detectors,” she had assured Cory, “but don’t you dare look at the monitors when it’s x-rayed.  You’re not to open it until you’re well on your way.”  Margaret and Ana had hugged her while Reginald clapped her on the back, bidding her a safe flight and quick return.  The Addingtons had grown very fond of their houseguest and Ana assured Cory it would be “terribly odd around the flat” until Cory came back.

In her seat on the plane Cory opened her package to find an oversized navy blue hoodie, a giant United Kingdom flag emblazoned on the chest.  She grinned and pulled it on, snuggling into its supple excess and rubbing her bare skin against its fleecy interior.  It was not long until she had fallen asleep.


When she had arrived safely home and was happily discussing with her parents her decision to attend UCLA in the Fall – to which her USC graduate father feigned great shame – Benjamin approached Samuel to let him know of her decision and to assure him, as his friend finished Statistics and moved on to Calculus 3, that all was generally well with Cory.  He had been keeping an eye out for Samuel’s Task while Samuel spent the bulk of his time studying and the remainder of his time at the Partition observing Stacy.  Samuel only nodded distractedly, and Benjamin was suddenly certain his friend was considering another Fall.


“Not again,” said Benjamin, trying not to roll his eyes.


“Not again, what?” asked Samuel, finally looking up.


“Stacy,” Benjamin replied.  “You’re planning to Fall for her, aren’t you?”


Samuel glared up at his friend without raising his head from his book.  “Love to.  Really, I would.  Arch said no.”

Benjamin blinked.  “He...he what?”


“Said no.”


“What, was a fourth one time too many?” asked Benjamin, bewildered.


Samuel heaved a sigh.  “Apparently.”  He paused, and then corrected himself.  “No, it wasn’t.  I don’t know, Ben.  He told me I needed to keep my mind on my Task, but you’ve been looking out for her:  she doesn’t need me right now.  She’s quite happy, and if I’m being honest with myself, she may not need me again, for ER years, even!  Still, Arch says no.  So here I am.  Calculus 3.  Furthering my Progression, and forbidden to seek out my Soulmate.”


Benjamin wanted to justify Archelaus’s actions, but even he knew his attempts were feeble.  “Perhaps he knows something you don’t.  Maybe he already knows Stacy’s not the one, and you’d be wasting your time, or there’s something coming up in Cory’s life you need to be present for.  Maybe?”


“Maybe,” agreed Samuel grumpily.


Benjamin stared at his friend.  “You don’t look nearly as torn up over it as I imagined you’d be.  After all, you’ve been eyeing Stacy for some time.  Aren’t you even the least bit annoyed?”


“Oh, I’m annoyed,” Samuel grumbled, “but there’s little I can do, first off, and second, Stacy’s wonderful, Ben, she really is...but I’m not certain of her, and a fourth Fall might just be the death of me.  I can already see myself giving up entirely if I find she’s not the One, and I doubt you’d ever forgive me if I fell into such a despair I wound up a Halflife...or worse, a Devil.  Picture me as an Unholy.”


Benjamin ignored the suggestion.  “That’s mature of you, Sam.”


“Arch said the same thing.  Quoted Plato, I believe:  ‘Know thyself.’  Though he would quote Plato, wouldn’t he?”  Samuel’s mouth twisted into a scowl, and then relaxed into self-applied oblivion.  “Keep an eye out for her, would you?” he asked Benjamin, referring to Cory.  “Let me know if there’s anything...well, anything I should know.”

Benjamin held up one finger, the universal sign for “wait,” and told his friend, “I almost forgot.  The whole reason I came to see you in the first place is that she’s decided on – and been accepted to – a university.”


“Oh?”  Samuel looked up.  “Which?”


“UCLA.  Starts in the Fall,” Benjamin answered him.


“A Bruin,” mused Samuel, and then he did something Benjamin had not seen in weeks:  he smiled.  “Her father’s going to love that.”


*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


The Mexican restaurant was nearly empty when Cory met with Stacy for lunch shortly before she was due to return to Hammersmith, and Cory gazed at her colorful surroundings; she had not seen a stitch of Latin culture since she had been in the United Kingdom and had forgotten how much she enjoyed the bright, vibrant colors, myriad textures, and rich, spicy foods of Mexico.  The girls sat opposite one another at a large wooden table with no one in earshot to hear their discussion.


After comparing and contrasting their individual experiences as high school seniors – one still at Fairmont, and the other at Collingham Sixth – Cory fortified herself against the conversation she planned to start with the last bite of her tamale.  She then sat quietly, debating over whether this discussion was such a good idea after all.  Stacy noted her silence.

“You okay, Core?” she asked sincerely.


Cory pursed her lips.  “Can I tell you something I’ve never told another soul?” she asked, just as earnestly.


“Of course,” Stacy rejoined.  “Fire away.”


Cory hesitated, then nodded.  “I’ve seen ghosts.”


Silence greeted her revelation.

Chapter 46

Stacy blinked a few times, cocked her head to the side, and pushed aside her disbelief.  “Really?” she asked, “where?  When?”


“A few times.  I used to just hear them, but now I’m seeing them, too.  It started about two years ago when we were up in the mountains on vacation.”  Once she had begun, the words came freely.  “It scared the living hell out of me the first time, but then I saw the ghost of that boy who died in the Fairmont theater, and – ”


“Jeremy?” Stacy cut her off.  “You saw Jeremy?”


“I swear to you, I did.  I even talked to him.  At first I just heard him moving around on the catwalk and I was so freezing cold I thought I was going hypothermic, but one day when I was the only one left in the auditorium he came down for a chat.”


“For a chat?” asked Stacy, one eyebrow raised.  “What could a ghost possibly want to chat about?”


“Well, we argued, really.  I couldn’t figure out why, if he was dead, he’d want to hang around the Fairmont Performing Arts Center, and he was kind of a jerk about it.  He didn’t show up again much after that...at least not when I was there,” she finished lamely.


Stacy nodded slowly, processing what she was hearing.  “Any other times?”


“Well, once I saw a ghost outside a church trying to tell people not to go in, and I went in just to...I don’t know, to irritate him.  To prove him wrong.  Maybe kind of to point out that he should be doing something more with his existence than trying to drive people away from church.  But he was right.”  She swallowed hard, trying to find the right way to phrase the next part of her story.  “There was something really weird going on in that church, Stace.  I’ve been in loads of churches since then, here and in England, but this one just made me feel awful inside, all icky...and then this priest came out from the back, and I swear he was...I don’t know what he was.”


“He was...a priest?” Stacy shrugged, though she leaned forward to hear the story’s conclusion.


“Well, yeah, but...I think maybe he was possessed.  All I know is I practically wet myself trying to get out of there.  It was awful.  I can’t explain how awful it was.  Even Mary, Queen of Scots didn’t scare me like that!”

“Mary...wait, you saw Mary, Queen of Scots as a ghost?”  Cory winced at the incredulity on Stacy’s face, knowing the monumental doubt her friend must be feeling.


“It sounds nuts, I know,” she argued, almost with herself, “but we were in Westminster Abbey, and Mary was just...hanging out around her tomb, pissed as all get-out at Elizabeth.”


Stacy looked her friend in the face, her expression still one of disbelief.  “Queen Elizabeth I?”


“Again, I know I sound like a total crazy person here, but after that, almost every time I went to a historical site or a ‘holy’ place in England – a palace, a historic district with old buildings, a museum, a cathedral, a cemetery – there were ghosts there.  Nothing like that priest, mind you, but they were there, nonetheless.  Not many – they weren’t swarming or anything – but I could see them, hear them, even talk to them!  They call themselves Halflifes, or someone does – I’m still trying to figure it all out – and from what I can tell they’re just hanging around trying to relive parts of their lives.  At least, the nice, non-confrontational ones are.  Some are upset that they can’t have, I don’t know, a do-over, and they’re the ones that get nasty.  Kind of like Mary.”


Stacy sat silently, and Cory was beginning to wonder if her friend was about to get up and walk out.  As usual, Stacy surprised her.  “That kind of makes sense, actually.”


“It...it does?” asked Cory, puzzled.  “Then...you believe me?”


Stacy looked across the room at a garish paper mache parrot perched above another table and nodded slowly, her nodding picking up speed until she looked back at Cory.  “Yeah, I think I do.  I confess,” she chuckled, “it sounds a little weird, but from what I’ve heard about ghosts from television shows and...stuff like that, well, as weird as it is, it still seems plausible.”

Relief washed over Cory like a warm shower after a cold swim, and she began to giggle a little insanely.  Stacy smiled nervously and batted her eyes, but Cory only shook her head and reeled in her reprieve.  I’m not nuts, she told herself.  If Stacy’s heard things before about ghosts acting like they do around me, someone else is seeing them, too.  It’s not just me, and I’m not crazy.


Stacy sat back and analyzed her friend’s sanity, then nodded once more.  “You are documenting all this, right?” she grinned. “Because you know they could do a show about you some day.”


“I haven’t documented it,” Cory said, ruminating over the idea.  “Huh.  Well, that’ll give me something to do on the flight back to England, right?”


The girls paid for their meal, went their separate ways, and Cory headed home to pack, tossing a brand new, untouched journal that had sat on a bookshelf in her room forever into her carry-on.  She resolved to write about her encounters with Halflifes starting tomorrow on the plane.  For now she would spend some time with her family, knowing it would be months before she saw them again.  Her Halflife journaling would have to wait...but, boy, would she have some great stories once they were down on paper.

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Life moved swiftly along after Cory returned to the Addington’s flat.  First semester stepped aside to allow Collingham’s instructors to usher in the second, and betwixt more visits to historical sites and galleries, adventures in the English countryside with the Addingtons and her friends, and the expectations of her teachers, Cory had little time to relax.  With nary a month left until graduation Katherine proclaimed one day over lunch that the group needed a movie day, and further, that they would all be attending together – like it or not – that Friday evening.  So determined was she, Katherine had already gone so far as to purchase seven tickets.

“Can I bring Ana?” Cory asked through a mouthful of food.


“Sexy,” Robert scolded her with his sarcasm.


“Bite me,” she mumbled around her lunch, laughing.  “So?”  Cory turned back to Katherine.


“You know, I thought about that,” she began, “and then I thought, ‘No.’  Not because we don’t want her there, you see, but because I’d only brought enough money to buy the seven tickets before she occurred to me.”  She shrugged guiltily.  “Sorry.”


“No, that’s fine,” Cory replied, wiping her mouth.  “It’s not like I don’t see her every day anyway.  I just don’t want her to feel left out.”


“She’ll be fine,” said Peter, and then he cocked his head sideways.  “And if she feels that badly, send her over to our flat.  I’ll take excellent care of her.”


Cory did her best to look scandalized and threw a French fry at him as the group dissolved in laughter.


When Cory got back to the Addington’s flat after school Friday, she dashed up the stairs and changed at lightening speed out of her itchy uniform and into a pair of boot cut jeans and a green cashmere V-neck sweater.  She ran a brush through her locks and left them long and loose, reapplied her powder and a nude-colored lipstick, and grabbed her purse.  She promised Mrs. Addington she would be home before midnight, kissed Ana on the forehead and promised to take her shopping in London the next morning, then disappeared through the front door.

“Sweet girl,” Margaret Addington smiled after her, and she returned to her mending.


Cory headed to her favorite pub along the Thames Path, pausing to slow her pace as she passed the Hammersmith Cemetery on Margravine Road.  She had stopped there only a month prior when she noticed a child kicking a soccer ball between two rows of headstones, and just as she was about to yell at him to find a new place to play out of respect for the dead, his form shivered.  She had never seen a childlike apparition before, so she stopped and approached the iron gate surrounding the burial plots.  “Excuse me,” she called to him, and he froze, turning slowly to look curiously at her.


“Are you speaking to me?” he asked, looking quickly about him to be certain no one else was present to whom she might actually be speaking.


“I am,” she confirmed.  “Can...can I ask you something?”


“As you will,” he allowed, waiting expectantly.


Cory drew a deep breath.  “How did you die?”


He squeezed his eyes shut and blinked a few times, looking as though he was trying to blink dust from his eye.  “’Twas some thirty years ago now.  A machining accident at work.”


Cory was dumbfounded.  “But there were child labor laws thirty years ago.  You couldn’t have had a machining accident.”


The boy’s eyes narrowed.  “I was but two years shy of retirement,” he countered.


Her mouth suddenly dry and her body short of breath, she asked, “How can that be?  You don’t look any older than eight or ten.”

He laughed mirthlessly, his joviality grating on her already frayed nerves.  “Shows what you know about Halflifes, don’t it?”

Chapter 47

Today Cory peered again through the fence and, seeing no one, continued on quickly to the pub.  She ordered a plate of fish and chips to go, doused them in vinegar the moment they were in her hand, and wolfed them down all the way to the Tube, licking off the bits of sea salt clinging to her lips from the chips.


Cory was not as familiar with London as her friends, so she headed toward Queen’s Gate Place, where number seventeen housed the GCSE department for Collingham, (Cory had yet to learn what GCSE meant, but she knew it had something to do with the British version of secondary education,) and continued on to the Natural History Museum, the agreed-upon meeting place to begin their journey to the movie theater.


After only a few minutes walk the group was in the theater with torn tickets debating over the merits of the balcony seating versus the orchestral seating; the movie theater was one of the oldest in London, one of the few left with a balcony, and for novelty’s sake, the balcony won out.

All seven students tromped up a curving staircase to a mezzanine passing a multitude of vintage glass-encased movie posters, and Katherine led the group through a door to the balcony, then up toward the back of the balcony.  Harrison complained wildly about being so far from the screen, but Britannia reminded him that he had a tendency to disturb others with his commentary during movies...and that the back portion of the balcony was relatively dark.  Everyone knew Britannia and Harrison were involved, but since they had never proclaimed it openly, the entire group ignored it...all except Katherine, who gave Britannia a sly wink.


They sat all in a line in the center of the balcony only a few rows from the back, every other seat a female except for Cory, seated on the end next to Britannia.  She leaned back against the plush red velvet-covered seat, stowed her purse under her chair, and settled in for the previews, due to begin any minute.


The theater darkened and the previews began, casting a blue glow over everything and everyone in both the orchestra and balcony.  It was then that Cory caught a flicker of light in the foremost balcony row; someone had just lit a match.  The flame went out and Cory could make out a faint orange glow emanating from a lit cigarette.  She was not certain just how old the theater was, but she could imagine that even the slightest spark would send the whole place up in flames, so she called down to the smoking man.


“Hey, dude!  Put out your fag!”

The smoking man turned around and held up his cigarette.

“Yeah, you!” she shouted.  “This is an old theater, man…we don’t need it catching fire just so you can suck a fag!”

Her friends were laughing openly, given that she was an American and they knew those words meant something completely different to her.  She was using the British vernacular both for her own amusement and in the hopes of making a spectacle of the smoker, and it was working: others in the theater were craning their necks around to see what all the commotion was.  


The man made a great show of taking another drag from his cigarette and Britannia elbowed her, encouraging her to keep up her tirade.

Cory needed no encouragement, and her distinctly American accent rang out once more.  “Dude, seriously…put out the cigarette, okay?  You’re ruining the previews for everyone!”

Shouts could be heard from around the theater, and though some were directed at Cory to demand that she shut her trap, she felt vindicated by the majority, who were even now insisting the cigarette be put out.

The smoker raised his cigarette once more and visibly crushed it against his ashtray.  The theater erupted in cheers.  

Harrison leaned around Britannia to clap his American friend on the back.  “Guts, lady.  And plenty of ‘em.”  Cory only smiled her satisfaction and sat back in her seat, settling in to watch the previews.


Suddenly her peripheral vision caught movement, and she turned to find an incredibly good-looking young man somewhere around her age making his way toward her.  There was only one chair between them when she glanced up at him, and he offered her a sideways smile, patting the chair between them.  Must hate smokers in closed spaces too, she thought, amused.  She nodded to him, her eyes wide with interest and a quirk to her eyebrow.  He sat.

Only a couple years ago she would have felt terribly awkward gazing at him as brazenly and openly as she was, but he was gorgeous, and it left her speechless.  All she could think to do was to stare at his short, shaggy brown hair, his sparkling hazel eyes, and his statuesque build.  His biceps were evident through the thin fabric of his t-shirt, and his jaw was solid, squared off and incredibly masculine.  She could not help but admire his sharp, defined European features; the high, stark cheekbones, the strong, perfect nose, the line of his jaw as it disappeared up by his ear.  She wanted to stroke up the smooth arc of his neck where it met with his shoulder and trace his jaw line to his full, bow-shaped lips...but she resisted.  He pretended for a moment to watch the preview on the screen before them but she willed him to look at her, and he turned back.  Still she stared at him, curious, eager, the suggestion of a smile gracing her lips.  A thrill went through her as he gazed back.

She felt abruptly self-conscious and looked away, though she could not help but peer at him every few moments from the corner of her eye.  He, too, was stealing glances at her.  No longer able to stop herself, she leaned toward him.  “Aren’t you going to say hi?” she breathed over her shoulder, placing the hand closest to him on the armrest between them, palm-up to encourage the touch she so desperately craved.  
He turned to face her and glanced down at her hand, then looked back into her eyes and, without a word, raised his own hand.  She watched it descend ever-so-slowly to touch her own.

Suddenly the world was spinning off its axis.  
This was her Soulmate.  
It might have been a moment or it might have been an age, but the memories that passed between them were both endless and tangible.  He radiated warmth and she felt an electricity between them, emptying the contents of their minds into one another.
Images flowed through her mind like water through a burst dam and she gasped.  He seemed entirely familiar with everything her mind communicated to him, but he was completely new to her...and yet somehow she knew him better than she knew even herself.

She let herself be lost in his mind and received the pictures that entered her brain with total acceptance.

A hammer pounds away at unknown metal glowing read on an anvil...A girl of thirteen lies dead on a bed in a thatched home with dirt floors, a newborn babe wailing in the arms of a weeping old woman...Oddly dressed soldiers teem through forests and fens butchering men, women and children, Simon de Montfor’s Disinherited...the heat of a blast furnace brimming with charcoal made from the forests of Weardale...Edward I tapping a sword on either shoulder...a violent, bloody, agonizing death at the hands of a terror-inspiring Scotsman...

The pictures changed.

Someone is chasing a giggling girl of sixteen through an immaculately tended garden...the same girl kneels at an altar in an ornate gown of white before a stately cardinal...the tiles of the floor feel rough against a cheek and deep shame colors that same cheek...a multitude of courtiers whisper behind their hands...the giggling girl weeps bitterly, blood soaking the lower portion of her gown...shaking hands with John Cabot...boarding the Matthew, a sour expression on the countenance of the same girl-turned-woman...plunging into the deep blue sea, gasping for breath...
And again.
A sprawling plantation stretches as far as the eye can see, and a bride glances over, innocent and beautiful, as the slaves watch from a distance, their heads hung low...documents fly around a desk and a headline on a nearby newspaper reads “Jackson’s Spoils”...a flock of small children gather around a chair to hear about the evils of slavery and England’s abolitionist movement...the rich earth of upstate New York moves easily beneath the tiller...a finger points to a desk drawer housing a last will and testament while a woman’s voice recites Shelley...
They continue to shift, ebbing and flowing with new thoughts, new ideas...new lives.

The dank space smells of rot, and hundreds of bloodied soldiers lie around the room moaning and screaming in pain...a pretty nurse, her uniform smattered with blood and refuse, strokes a cheek that has broken out in a cold sweat, reassuring its owner that she will be there with him through it all...Legion, darkness, agony, torture, terror, panic, lunacy...the nurse’s hand brushing a lock of hair from a sweltering head, her lips proffering a single disappointing kiss...a needle depositing injection after injection of morphine intravenously, and the blessed sleep descending...

Flashes still of other’s lives lived alongside them, until she sees herself mirrored in his memories.
A glass of milk spills on a dinner table and Cory, age four, is inconsolable...her friends gather round only to drive her away...she sits in a Biology desk with her mouth hanging open hearing her name matched to Matt’s over and over and over...the word “bitch” glares at her from the front of her locker in hot pink lipstick as she turns to push her way through the girls standing around her...Cameron disappears for the last time through his own front door...

And suddenly she is caught up, and it is now.  
He appears on the mezzanine, passing his own odd reflection in the poster glass and making his way onto the balcony, intent on stopping the smoking man.  He is there to save her, but she does not need saving, and he is wondering why he was sent.  His curiosity consumes him and he draws near to her, sitting beside her, reaching out his hand to take hers...

Cory looked up.  A tear streamed down her cheek before she even knew she had begun to cry, and he brushed it away with the fingertips of his other hand.

“Who are you?” she whispered, pleading.

“I’m yours.”  It was the strangest answer, but she knew it was Truth, better than anything she had known during the balance of her existence.  More than that, she knew she was his.
He jerked in his chair and withdrew his hand.  Fear and emptiness consumed her as his fingertips left her grasp and she reached for him again, desperate to touch her only love once more and terrified she might not have the chance.
“No,” he was saying to someone behind him, “I’m staying.”

Though she could not discern the other side of the conversation he was having, her desperation to be with him, to touch him, to hold him was nearing panic as a man walked quickly to and out the balcony door.

He turned back to her and answered the pleading in her eyes by grasping both her hands in his.  She could not stop her free-flowing tears; she knew without his saying that they had only this moment and he would be gone.  
“I’m sorry…so sorry.  I love you.  Don’t forget.  I love you.  I’ll be back for you, I swear it,” he promised.  He raised his hands to her cheeks, wiping gently at her tears as best he could with his thumbs, and then kissed her sweetly, softly, tenderly on the lips…lips she knew belonged to him, and him alone.  “I love you, Cory.”  She almost closed her eyes in defeat, but forced herself to overcome the instinct so she could keep him in her sight as long as possible.

He stood, releasing her, and backed away.  She shook her head, beseeching him to stay without uttering a word, and saw a single tear streak down his cheek as he tilted his head.  She knew he was helpless to remain, but her soul would not accept it; her heart was breaking.  He then turned and fled the balcony and the door closed softly behind him.
Chapter 48
She sat for a moment, her breathing labored, tears streaming down her face, and then leaned in to Britannia.  She mumbled something about cramps and then stood from her seat, moving with an alacrity she had never known.  Cory burst through the balcony door onto the mezzanine, but her Soulmate was nowhere to be seen.  She dashed to the mezzanine railing and searched the floor below, wondering whether the split second of a quivering mirage in the foyer beneath her was an illusion, and then she felt it:  He was gone.  Cory was alone.
Chapter 49

“Samuel, before you begin – ” Archelaus tried to initiate the conversation back in HR, but Samuel was raging.


“How could you possibly have anything to say that I’d want to listen to, Arch?  You knew who she was!  All along, you knew who you had assigned to me, and even when I suspected, you lied to keep me from finding out!”


“I never lied,” argued Archelaus in his own defense.  “I never told you she wasn’t your Soulmate.”


“You intentionally deceived me, Arch.  She is!  Why, in the name of Heaven and Earth, would you deceive me?” shouted Samuel in an absolute frenzy.


Archelaus looked at his subordinate wordlessly for a moment, scrutinizing him.  There was only so much he would be permitted to tell Samuel, so he decided to change tack.  “We never thought she would touch you.  You were never supposed to get that close to her.”

Exasperated, Samuel threw up his hands.  “I don’t care what was supposed to be!” he screamed, coming completely unglued.  “We touched!  She knows, Arch!  She knows who I am now, and worse, she watched me walk out on her!  After countless millennia we find each other,” he ranted, reaching for a chair, “and then you turn me into the monster who walks away!”  He lifted the chair a few feet into the air and flung it as far from him as he could.  It came to rest gently and upright a few yards away.  “Why can’t I break something!” he yelled, running to the chair, grabbing it up again, and trying to smash it against the ground.  As he slammed it again and again against the floor, he managed to choke out only six words:  “What have you done to me?”  His efforts went unrewarded, and finally he set the chair down again, defeated.  He collapsed into the chair, spent, and rested his head in his hands, rocking softly back and forth.


“I know how you must be feeling right now,” Archelaus attempted, but Samuel interrupted him, speaking through his hands.


“You have no idea how I’m feeling right now.  Don’t pretend to understand.”  The bitterness in his voice oozed through the air like sap on an evergreen, thick and sticky enough to catch up anyone who dared draw near it.

Archelaus tried again.  “It was necessary, Samuel.  You were not supposed to find out.”


Samuel looked up.  “A necessary evil?” he queried, hoping to drive home the accusation of a Heavenly sin.


“No,” Archelaus replied.  “Necessary.”  He sighed, shaking his head.  “You would have known eventually, Samuel,” he tried to explain, sitting in the chair that abruptly appeared beside Samuel’s.  “I would not have kept that from you forever.  You were just not supposed to know yet.”  He reached out to pat Samuel’s shoulder but thought better of it and withdrew his hand.  “Even if I had tried to keep it from you, nothing could have prevented you from finding one another eventually.”


“No platitudes,” groaned Samuel.  “Tell me what you’re going to do about it.  Tell me how you’re going to get me back to her.  Arrange the Fall and stop wasting my time.”


Archelaus only stared.


“Arrange the Fall, Arch!  I need to be back there yesterday!”  Samuel’s passion seeped from every pore.  “Archelaus, please!  Now!”


His mentor shook his head solemnly.


“Speak to me!” shouted Samuel.  “Don’t just shake your head!”


“I cannot, Sam.  It is beyond my power to do so.”


Samuel seethed, spewing his wrath.  “How can you say that to me?  You’ve arranged three different Falls for me.  You’ve watched me struggle to find my Soulmate for nearly eight hundred years!  You turned me down with Stacy, knowing full well that I would know Cory was the one at some point – you said it yourself! – and now you deny me?  How can you do this?  We know now!  She knows!  And she is down there all by herself thinking I’ve abandoned her!”  Archelaus could see his subordinate grow more and more crazed.  “Let me go!” bellowed Samuel with every ounce of strength remaining.


Archelaus stood, asserting his status over Samuel.  “If I could, I would send you back right at this moment.”  He pursed his lips.  “I have already told you I cannot.”


Samuel wanted to beat Archelaus bloody, to demand the reason behind the denial, to yell and scream and rant and rave until he drove himself down to ER as a Halflife just to be near her...but there was nothing, nothing at all, that he could do to get back to her.


He looked Archelaus in the eye, not able to bear any further conversation.  “I’ll be at the Partition.”


“No, Samuel, you won’t,” said Archelaus, halting him.  “I’m reassigning her to Benjamin – ” he could see Samuel begin to protest “ – for now,” he continued, “and you are to seek out Denise.  You are being temporarily reassigned to a consultancy.”


“The Prayer Hotline?” Samuel raged.  “You’re taking Cory away from me?”


“You need some time to – ”


“I need Cory!” ranted Samuel.


Archelaus stood tall, his shoulders back.  “You need time.”  He looked at Samuel, doing his utmost to hide his pity, and steeled himself for what he knew Samuel would perceive as further cruelty.  “You are dismissed.”


*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*


Cory stepped back from the mezzanine railing and slid to the floor, gasping.


He’s gone, she panicked.  He’s really gone.

She looked around, her eyes unseeing, and tried to stand, but was so light-headed she tumbled back to the carpeting, catching herself with one hand.  Her other hand went to her head as she tried to steady her breathing.


Someone in a theater uniform appeared alongside her and asked her if she was all right.  She looked up at him, her mind barely registering his presence, and shook her head.  She had begun to hyperventilate in earnest, and he had her sit on the floor and pull up her knees, asking her to place her head between them.  


She began to cry, and her tears rapidly became wild sobs.  Her limbs began to shake, and she was struggling desperately for oxygen.  


Teresa burst through the balcony doors and turned immediately toward the restroom, but noticed movement out of the corner of her eye, and there she found her friend, sobbing hysterically, her irregular breaths shallow and hitched with only a movie theater employee to help her.  Teresa dashed to her side and asked the theater attendant what was wrong, but he only shook his head and said, “I thought maybe you could tell me.”


“She told one of our friends she had cramps,” Teresa shrugged, perplexed.  “I’ve never seen her like this.”  She turned Cory’s face to her own and was instantly alarmed by the emptiness in her friend’s eyes.  “Cory,” she started, trying to get her friend to focus.  “Cory, whatever is the matter?  What’s going on?”

Cory stared through her, her voice barely a whisper as she replied, “He’s gone.”


“Who is gone, love?”


Cory blinked, and another tear slunk down her cheek.  “I...I don’t know.”  I don’t even know his name, she thought absently.  Immediately the urge to vomit seized upon her and she scrambled back toward the poster wall, barely making it to a trashcan before she lost the contents of her stomach.

Teresa was right behind her, stroking her hair.


“Is there anything I can do?” asked the theater attendant helplessly.


“Get her a napkin,” Teresa answered him.


Cory finished and wiped her mouth with the paper toweling the theater employee had brought for her and then looked around at the mezzanine.  She blinked, finally focusing on her friend.  “Teresa?”


“Yes, Cory?” asked Teresa gently.


“I don’t feel so good,” said Cory...and then she fainted.

Chapter 50

Cory awoke some time later, staring up from a hospital bed at Mr. and Mrs. Addington.  Mrs. Addington made a relieved mewling sound and stroked Cory’s forehead.  “Oh, God, I’m so grateful!” she exclaimed.  “How are you, dear?”

Cory was confused for a moment, but it all came rushing back, practically knocking the wind from her chest.  “I’m fine, Mrs. Addington.”


Reginald Addington stepped closer to her bedside.  “Can you tell us what happened, Cory?” he asked, anxious.  “Was it some sort of seizure?”


“Enough, Reginald,” hissed Margaret, and then turned back to Cory.  “What he means to ask, dear, is if this has ever happened before.  Were you overtaken by some sort of peculiar pain?”


Mr. Addington interrupted again.  “Was it some odd fit?”  He stepped back when his wife glared at him.


“I...”  Cory wasn’t sure what to say.  It was a pain of sorts, and she did not want her host family fearing she had suddenly developed epilepsy, nor could she possibly explain what had really happened:  that her entire world had come crashing down around her as quickly and completely as it had been perfected only minutes before.  “I had these cramps...”


Margaret Addington nodded.  Her suspicions had been confirmed.  “We’ll have to have you checked for endometriosis, dear.  Often happens in women of child-bearing age.  I’ve dealt with it myself for years.”  She turned to share a knowing look with her husband.  “Remember after I had Ana and the cyst ruptured, Reg?  I’d stand behind a diagnosis of endometriosis any day.  That sort of pain could take down even the most strapping young girl.”


Mr. Addington nodded, somewhere between relief that his houseguest was not seizure-prone, and horror that his wife was discussing feminine issues with him in front of a teenage girl not of his own flesh.  He wished Cory a speedy recovery and excused himself from the room.


“There, there,” said Mrs. Addington, patting Cory’s hand.  “Everything will be all right.  You’ll see.  Just need a spot of time to recover.  We’ll have you rest up in the flat for a day or so.  No shopping tomorrow.”


Cory nodded absently, glad for the white noise of Margaret Addington’s soothing babble as she became lost in her own thoughts.

Who was he, she wondered, and why did he leave me?  How will I find him again?  She took a deep breath as Mrs. Addington continued to drone on, trying once again to stave off the panic eating at her so she could regain some semblance of self-control.


Whoever he is, she told herself, he will come back to me.  He promised me that.  I will find him again, and once I do, I will never, ever let him go.

Cory drifted off to sleep, her dreams filled with visions of other lives, other times...but always of him.  Through it all, the only thing she heard was his sweet, adoring voice:  I’ll be back for you....I love you.

EPILOGUE

No matter the issue, the prayer, the journal entry, the self-talk, or the conversation, Samuel could not manage to focus on any of his Consultant assignments, and Denise was picking up his slack, doing her best to help him through.


“This is temporary, Sam.  Your manager said it himself.”


Samuel nodded, looking through her, still mourning his loss as fully as he had every day since he had been recalled from the Plunge.

“You have got to snap out of this, Sam.  I’m sorry, but you do.  It’s tearing us all to pieces seeing you like this, and you’re halfway to Halflife already.”


He ignored her.


“If you won’t do it for us and you won’t do it for yourself, Sam, do it for Cory.  She’s not going to want a shell of a man when you’re finally allowed to Fall for her.”


Samuel only closed his eyes.

“Please, Sam, set a goal.  Do something – anything – to snap yourself out of this.  You’re determined to get back to her, we know, but you need another goal to keep you occupied until that can happen.  Maybe pick a new point of Progression, meet with one of the Counselors, or even ask the Scribes if you can check out some of the Books of people whose lives intersect with Cory’s.”


Denise was stunned into silence when Samuel’s eyes opened and stared directly into hers.  She could not imagine that any part of what she said had reached him, let alone made a difference.  “What is it, Sam?” she asked, her eyes wide with hope.


“The Scribes,” he replied.  “Her Book.”  He nodded slowly, the life returning to his countenance once more, his eyes alight with a new fire.  “I’m going to read her Book.”  His smile was impious at best, and it sent a chill through Denise.


“You’ve been running her blind, Sam.  There’s no way they’ll let you read her Book.  Especially not now.  The best you can hope for is one of the Books of those whose paths cross hers.”


“No,” said Samuel, smiling still as he shook his head.  “I’m going to read her Book.  And then I’m going to find a way back to her, and neither Heaven nor Earth can stop me.  Cory is my Soulmate, and no one – no one – can deny me that.”


Fully resolute and with a goal in mind, Samuel took his leave from the Consultants’ department without another word or a backward glance and disappeared to construct his plan.  He would read her Book.  He would return to her.  
This was far from over.

