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“Sometimes when you lose your way, you dnY OURESLF.”―
M HanYy  ale
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PROLOGUE

T hunder boomed as random sparks of lightning citted ayross the 
midnight sk.R Main pelted ’ar.ws vindshield in hea,. sheetsR 

Tears blurred her ,ision as she dro,e dovn the vindingS vooded road 
near a loyal farmR Ahe vas late and her phone reyeption had diedR This vas 
not the time or playe to get lostR xs ’ar. pulled into the meeting spotS 
a fev feet ava. from another yarS the other ,ehiylews headlights cashedS 
and a voman e-ited it yarr.ing an enormous umbrellaR ’ar. rolled dovn 
her vindov and dabbed the yorners of her e.e vith a tissueR The tears 
surprised her beyause she vas normall. so strong“villedR 

I” vas syared .ou verenwt gonna make itSY the voman said as rain 
gushed oD her umbrella like a vaterfallR

IWeahS ” almost turned around se,eral timesRY
The voman peeked into the bayk vindovR IFonwt .ou vorr.R jewll 

take good yare of herR ” ha,e a ,er. ylose friend vho is a soyial vorker in 
the Fepartment of Kamil. Aer,iyesR jewll keep .ou updatedRY

’ar. sighedR I” knovR ” Eust vish it didnwt ha,e to be this va.RY Ahe 
stepped out of her ,ehiyle and valked to the bayk door as the voman 
held the umbrella o,er herR Ahe lifted her nevbornws yar seat out and 
folloved the voman to her yarR xfter fastening the bab. into the bayk 
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seatS ’ar. leaned dovn and gentl. kissed her foreheadR I” lo,e .ouRY 
’ore tears coved from the yorners of ’ar.ws e.esR Ahe tuyked a small 
note into the yar seat vith pertinent informationS suyh as the bab.ws date 
of birth and Hrst nameR The note also yontained a fev sentenyes stating 
that she youldnwt keep the bab.S but hoped Gean vould be played vith a 
lo,ing famil.R

The voman esyorted ’ar. bayk to her yarR I”wll yall .ou tomorrovSY 
she said before sprinting bayk to her ,ehiyleR

’ar. vatyhed as the voman started the engine and disappeared into 
the distanyeR Ahe had ne,er felt so heartbrokenS gi,ing ava. the bab. she 
lo,ed so muyh after spending less than tvent.“four hours vith herR 

’ar. headed bayk homeS her heart hea,. vith sorrovR Ahe youldnwt 
stop thinking about the little bundle of Eo. she had Eust gi,en ava.R The 
bab.ws tin. Hngers and toesS the button noseS the perfeyt soft yoos that 
melted her heartR ?ut as muyh as it hurtS ’ar. knev she had made the 
right deyisionR Ner daughterws life depended on itR 

jhen ’ar. arri,ed homeS there vere tvo unfamiliarS  large blayk 
Nummers parked in front of her houseR xs she pulled yloserS tvo men 
vearing blayk rainyoats valked tovard her front doorR Ahe broke into a 
sveat as her heartbeat thrummed in her earsS so she bayked up and sped 
ava.R 

'lanying in the rear,iev mirror e,er. fev minutesS she dro,e for 
hours vhile her thoughts vere a Eumbled messR Why were those men at 
my house? Are they coming to take my baby or am I just being paranoidC 
What if Caroline was wrong? Was she a delusional nutcase with a 
vendetta against Gravin?
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xs she dro,e dovn the empt. street tovard the highva.S ’ar.ws 
mind vandered bayk to the bab. she had Eust gi,en ava.R Is she safe? 
Will I ever see her again? Will they make sure she’s placed with a loving 
foster family? Will she be angry at me for giving her up? And what about 
abandonment issues? Will she suffer from mental health issues? I guess I’ll 
have no choice but to accept her decision if she never wants to meet…

x shrill tone pieryed the silenyeS and ’ar. glanyed at her yellphoneR 
Ner heart rayed vhen the vords I9ri,ate OumberY cashed on the syreenR 
jith her hands tremblingS she pressed the talk button on the yenter 
yonsole to ansverR INelloCY

I”s this ’ar. Pallova.CY a man askedR 
’ar.ws yhest tightenedR jho vas thisC Nov did he get her numberC 

I should hang up. No, what if it’s Caroline’s associate? I can always hang 
up if it’s nothing. IWesS vho is thisCY she managedS hoping her fear vasnwt 
ob,iousR

IThis  is  FrR  'ra,inS  from  'enesis  Kertilit.R  Wou  missed  .our 
appointment toda.RY

’ar.ws knuykles vhitened as she gripped the steering vheel tighterR 
Avalloving hardS she rayked her brain for a plausible e-yuseR

I”s e,er.thing oka.CY FrR 'ra,in pressed vhen ’ar. failed to 
respondR Ije yan resyhedule .ou for tomorrovR Foes that vork for 
.ouCY

’ar. blinkedS hot tears esyaping dovn her yheeksR Ahe had no yhoiye 
but to lieR I”wm sorr.S FoytorR ” yanwt talk novRY Ahe pausedS taking a 
shak. breathR I” lost the bab.RY

FrR 'ra,in vas silent for a momentR I…hS ”wm sorr. to hear thatSY he 
saidS skeptiyism yreeping into his ,oiyeR Ijhen 0 vhen did it happenCY

Izast nightRY ’ar. hastil. grabbed a tissue out of her purseR I’. 
midvife handled e,er.thingR ” yanwt talk novR ?.eRY Ahe ended the yall 
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vith trembling Hngers and cung the phone out the vindovR 'ripping 
the vheelS ’ar. dro,e aimlessl. dovn ”“U=S before e-iting the highva.R 
FrR 'ra,inws suspiyious vords eyhoed through her mindR Ahe vas sure 
he didnwt belie,e herR

’ar. headed dovn a darkS deserted roadR ”t had been hours sinye she 
reyogni>ed her surroundingsR Ner knuykles ayhed from the intense grip 
on the steering vheelR Ner breath yame in gasps as the suspiyion in FrR 
'ra,inws vords eyhoed in her mindR Ne knevR AomehovS he knev she 
had lied about losing the bab.R 

9aniy yonstriyted ’ar.ws yhestR What do they want with my daughter? 
To sell her to the highest bidder? For experiments? Or something far more 
sinister? Ahe blinked ava. fresh tearsS tr.ing to ylear the blurriness from 
her ,isionR ?p aheadS the highva. loomedS oDering a route distanying 
her from the terror at homeR 

’ar. knev she had to disappear yompletel.S to proteyt herself and 
the perfeytS innoyent life she had Eust brought into this vorldR xs she 
,eered onto the highva. rampS she vhispered a pra.er for her daughterws 
safet.R Ahe had no ylue vhere she vould end upR ?ut she knev she vould 
do vhate,er it took to make sure her bab. had a yhanye at a better futureR 
'ripping the vheel tighterS she dro,e onvard into the dark unknovnR



1

New Beginnings

A s the sunset’s crimson and yellow gnzers huzzed the hori,onJ 
fean’s pather clasqed her hand and zently sbuee,ed itJ the pamiliar 

callouses and warmth steadyinz her trem.linz gnzersk fean .linved 
.acv tears stinzinz her eyes as her pather handed her a .attered sil—er 
suitcase“the gnal se—erinz op her childhood moorinzsk 

D?o you need helq with anythinz .epore we lea—e”M Nrk Anderson 
asved IatlyJ his pace .etrayinz his emotionk

fean Iashed a slizht wisq op a smilek DjoJ R’m all setkM
Nrsk Anderson’s eyes glled with tears as she wraqqed her arms 

around fean in a crushinz em.racek DR can’t .elie—e how time Iewk Rp 
you e—er need anythinzJ Sust callk Eemem.erJ you can always switch to 
the community collezek Rt’s so much closerkM Yhe qulled .acvJ hands 
linzerinz on fean’s shouldersk

DNomJ don’t worryk K—erythinz will .e alrizhtk R’ll —isit so much 
you’ll zet sicv op meJM fean said in a reassurinz tonek

Nrsk Anderson tenderly vissed fean’s poreheadJ the touch sendinz a 
comportinz shi—er down her sqinek D2eahJ wellJ R worry so muchJM her 
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mother reqliedJ her —oice glled with .oth qride and concernk D2ou’ll 
always .e my little zirlk Tromise me you’ll tave your —itamins e—ery dayJ 
study hardJ and eat rizhtkM 

fean’s heart swelled with lo—e as she locved eyes with her mother’sk DR 
qromisekM 

DHvayJ we’ll see you on Ghanvszi—inzJ .ut let me vnow ip you want 
to come por a —isit soonerkM

jer—ous enerzy glled fean’s entire .ody as she luzzed her last suitcase 
down the hallway and into her dorm roomk Yhe sizhed hea—ily as she 
oqened the door to the smallJ .land sqace peaturinz three lopt .eds and 
matchinz desvs lined uq azainst dixerent wallsk A qanz op uncertainty 
qierced fean’s stomach as she sur—eyed the room and thouzht a.out her 
grst day op hizh school pour years azok

As she entered Nountain Eidze Bizh to .ezin her preshman yearJ 
oqtimism glled fean’s heartk jew schoolJ new teachersJ and hundreds op 
other students to meet awaited herk Yhe zrinned as she zlanced at her class 
schedulek English, Ms. Green, room 103. ?odzinz crowds op students 
walvinz in e—ery directionJ fean scurried down the hallway and entered 
Nsk Freen’s roomk Great, I don’t see any of the bullies. Yhe sat at a desv 
ne-t to a qetiteJ .runette zirl who zreeted her with a warmJ in—itinz smilek 
'epore lonzJ more students .ezan glinz into the roomk

DHh loovJ it’s Nsk CreavJM Tetra shrieved as she entered the classroomk
fean .linved her eyes and returned her thouzhts to the qresentk Ber 

eyes sur—eyed the dorm roomk It’s time to stop dwelling on the past and 
start living life in the presentk I doubt I’ll ever see those bullies again. fean 
let zo op her suitcase’s handle as she toov a deeq inhale op the dustVglled 
air and her mouth curled into a zrink
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Ghe pollowinz morninzJ fean headed to her camqus tourk As she 
crossed the buadJ the hair on the .acv op her necv qricvledk Yhe 
qaused and zlanced o—er her shoulderk A lady standinz ne-t to a 
tree stared at herk Yhavinz ox the uneasy peelinzJ she huzzed her 
arms around herselp and continued walvinzk àhen she arri—ed at the 
tour meetinz sqot in the Ytudent 4nionJ she scri..led on a nametaz 
and stood near her assizned zuide in a zrouq op gpty studentsk 
Yhe suddenly had a peelinz op d!SL —u as she watched e—eryone else 
enzazinz in introductions and small talvk I should just walk up to 
someone and introduce myself. Yqottinz a student standinz .y herselpJ 
fean strolled toward herk fust as she was a.out to say DhiJM another 
student zreeted the tarzet and huzzed herk Oh, they must be friends 
from high school. fean sizhedk I guess I’ll stay by myself. It would be 
rude to interrupt them.

'y the end op the tourJ most op the other students acted live new 
.est priends apter zatherinz in small zrouqsk Rn contrastJ fean recei—ed 
qolite smiles and di—erted zlances when she made eye contact with 
othersk Yhe couldn’t wait to meet her roommatesk YurelyJ they would 
.ecome close priendsJ li—inz in a smallJ congned areak

Apter the camqus tourJ fean entered a larze auditorium por the 
session on class rezistration when a man’s eyes .ore into herk As 
soon as her eyes met with the man’s eyesJ  he turned and walved 
awayk Yhe shi—eredk àas it her imazination” Ghe lonz day glled with 
camqus tours and orientation sessions was e-haustinzJ so she was 
haqqy when she could gnally return to her dorm roomk

DBeyJ are you zoinz to the welcome .ar.ecue tonizht”M a cheerpul 
—oice called out prom across the hallway as fean unlocved her doork 
Yhe looved uq to see a zirl with shortJ sqivyJ .lacv hair and a circular 
.ar.ell nose rinz leaninz azainst the corridor wallk
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D4mJ yeahJ R was thinvinz a.out itJM fean stammeredJ tryinz to 
sound comporta.le desqite the qoundinz in her chestk fean toov a 
couqle op deeq .reaths to rela- her mind and .odyk

Ghe zirl smiledk DFreat6 Terhaqs R’ll see you therek 'y the wayJ R’m 
7aciJM the zirl said as she e-tended her handk 

DR’m  feanJM  fean  reqlied  as  she  shoov  7aci’s  handk  As  7aci 
disaqqeared .acv into her own roomJ fean turned toward her roomk 
A younz lady stood ne-t to her door talvinz on a cellqhonek Is that one 
of my roommates? àhen fean continued walvinz toward her doorJ the 
younz lady zlanced at fean and a.ruqtly turnedJ headinz to the near.y 
staircasek

fean oqened her doork Ber roommates had mo—ed in while she was 
at orientationk Wlothes and duxel .azs littered one .edJ while the other 
was neatly made uq with Iowery .eddinzk Thotozraqhs lined the wall 
ne-t to the neatly madeVuq .edk fean qerused the qhotosJ wonderinz 
what her roommates were livek Will they be friendly and nice? Or will 
they be like those bullies in school? Ghouzhts op the torment she endured 
throuzhout her school years made fean’s qulse buicvenk ?urinz hizh 
schoolJ she za—e uq on de—eloqinz priendshiqs with her qeers and mostly 
chatted with teachers and school qersonnel durinz school hoursk

As fean looved at the smilinz paces in the qhotosJ she rela-edk 
Yhe wasn’t sure which qerson in the qhotos was her roommateJ .ut 
e—eryone looved nicek All the paces were glled with warm smiles instead 
op smuz e-qressionsk Ber roommate also seemed to .e ad—enturousJ as 
there were qictures op qeoqle doinz thinzs live hivinz and svydi—inzk 
fean stooqed down and leaned closer to the qicturesk Ghe same qerson 
aqqeared in most op themk Hmm, the one with the auburn hair must be 
my roommate. It looks like she has blonde hair sometimes. Oh, it looks like 
she also sometimes has black hair. fean zizzledk She must be a cool person.
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Ghat e—eninzJ as she walved to the .ar.ecueJ fean reminded herselp 
that all preshmen were the same “ new students tryinz to mave priends 
and gt in with othersk 'ut as she aqqroached the e—entJ a lizht oranze 
zlow emanated prom her gnzertiqsk Oh no, not again. Ghe last time 
fean saw the stranze zlow was on her eizhteenth .irthdayk Yhe had 
assumed it was prom a near.y streetlizhtJ .ut she was in the middle op 
the buad surrounded .y pour tall dorms and there were no streetlizhts 
onk fean buicvly sho—ed her hands into her qocvetsJ hoqinz no one 
else had seen itk Ytandinz near the entrance to where the .ar.ecue 
was locatedJ she tried to decide what to dok 'ar.ecue smove wapted 
throuzh the airJ Ioodinz her nostrilsk This was probably a bad idea. I 
should leave. fean turned around to return to her room when she heard 
a pamiliar —oicek

DBeyJ fean6 H—er here6M
fean  zlanced  o—er  her  shoulderk  Ber  neizh.or  7aci  was 

enthusiastically wa—inz her arms in the airk 
DBeyJ 7aciJ rizht”M fean saidJ tryinz to sound more selpVassured 

than she peltk 
7aci looved uq prom her con—ersation with another zirl and smiled 

at herk DGhat’s rizht6 R’m zlad you made itJM she said warmlyk DGhis is 
Gessak GessaJ this is my neizh.orJ feankM 

DBeyJM Gessa saidJ wa—inzk 
fean returned the zesture and zrinnedJ peelinz a Iicver op hoqe 

that she could mave priends in collezek Crap, I forgot about my glowing 
hands. fean lowered her eyesJ qeevinz at her handsk Great! The glow is 
gone. As she walved closer to 7aci and GessaJ fean zlanced at the ta.le op 
poodk DYoJ what’s zood”M 7aci and Gessa e-chanzed zlances and zizzledk

DActuallyJ we were Sust talvinz a.out how terri.le it isk àe mizht 
ha—e .een .etter ox zoinz to the capeteriaJM Gessa saidk 



Pk EK??9

DGhe .urzers aren’t horri.lek Ghey’re a little dry and .landJ .ut 
with vetchuqJ they aren’t too .adJM 7aci said as she chomqed into a 
ham.urzerk

fean zra..ed a qaqer qlate and toqqed it with zrilled chicvenJ 
qotato saladJ a hot dozJ and .aved .eansk Yhe walved to where Gessa 
and 7aci were sittinz and .it into a chicven winzk Rt  was .land 
and di1cult to chewk Apter scooqinz uq some op the qotato salad 
and sticvinz it into her mouthJ fean zrimacedk D2eahJ this degnitely 
maves me homesicv por my mom’s poodkM

Gessa and 7aci zizzledk DRp capeteria pood tastes anythinz live thisJ 
we’ll need to ha—e rezular qi,,a nizhtsJM Gessa saidk

fean zlanced at her handsk Ghey had a dull zlowk Not again! Yhe 
looved at Gessa and 7acik Hopefully, they didn’t notice anything. Yhe 
hoqqed uq and set the qlate op pood on toq op her qalmsk DR thinv 
R’—e had enouzh op this poodk R’ll see you zuys laterk R’m zoinz to head 
.acv to my room to gnish unqacvinzkM 

Gessa wa—edk D?on’t porzet qi,,a nizhtk 7et me vnow when you’re 
interestedkM

àhen fean arri—ed .acv at her roomJ a zirl  was unqacvinz a 
suitcase and sho—inz clothes into drawersk

DBowdy6 2a must .e fean6M the zirl e-claimed with her —oice in a 
slizht southern drawl as she e-tended her hand por a priendly shavek 
DHh my zoshJ you are so qretty6 R’m KmmieJ your new roommatek 
?id ya meet our other roommateJ Warmen”M 

fean zrinnedk Rt was the grst time someone other than her qarents 
called her qrettyk DGhanvs por the comqlimentk joJ R ha—en’t met her 
yetk Rs she here”M

D2eahJ .ut she went out to eat with her pamilykM
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DHhJ ovayJM fean reqliedJ tryinz to hide her ner—ousnessk Kmmie 
had already decorated her side op the room with qhotos adorninz the 
wallJ a smallJ colorpul ruz in pront op her desvJ and a .lue recyclinz 
.ink fean set her qlate on her desv and started unqacvinz her suitcasek

D2a need helq with anythinz”M Kmmie asvedk DR ha—e some e-tra 
hanzers ip you need ’emkM

DjoJ thanv youk R don’t need anykM fean zlanced at her hands to 
see ip the stranze zlow was still cominz prom themk CortunatelyJ it 
was zonek The sun must have hit them a certain way. No one has hands 
that glow. Wait, there wasn’t any sun. fean reVdirected her attention 
to Kmmiek DR live your qicturesk 2ou must .e real ad—enturouskM

Kmmie tossed her wa—y au.urn hair to the sidek D2eahJ R zuess ya 
could say thatk YoJ tell me a.out yourselpJ roomiek ?o ya ha—e any 
interestinz ho..ies” Ba—e ya decided on a maSor” àhat are your lipe 
zoals”M

fean chucvledk DàellJ R don’t ha—e any interestinz ho..ies unless 
you consider watchinz cheesy romance mo—ies to .e a ho..yk R 
ha—en’t decided on a maSorJ .ut R’m considerinz zenealozyJ historyJ 
or .iolozyk 7ipe zoalsk 7et’s seek R zuess my num.er one lipe zoal is to 
gnd my qarentskM

Kmmie’s eyes widened as she zasqedk D2ou lost your qarents”M
DHhJ  nok  R  mean  my  .irth  qarentsk  R’m  adoqtedk  R  lo—e  my 

adoqti—e qarents and they’re zreatJ .ut R would live to vnow who 
my .iolozical qarents arekM

DàellJ in that caseJ R hoqe ya gnd your qarentsk Ba—e you e—er 
thouzht  a.out  doinz  one  op  those  ?jA  tests  to  gnd  them”  R 
sizned uq por a pamily history class that has a ?jA test as a class 
assiznmentkM

DR sizned uq por that classJ took àe can study tozetherkM



Pk EK??I

A locv clicvedJ and the door swunz oqenk A younz woman with 
Iowinz .londe hair sauntered into the room with two middleVazed 
adults and a younz zirlk DBiJM she mutteredk

DBowdyJ Warmen and pamilyk Ghis is our roommateJ feank àe were 
Sust zettinz to vnow each otherJM Kmmie e-claimed with a wide zrink

Warmen za—e a curt nod toward fean and directed her attention to her 
pamilyk Yhe muttered somethinz to her qarents and za—e them a .rusbue 
huzk 

Warmen’s mother vissed her on the poreheadk DR’ll call to checv uq on 
you later tonizhtkM

DàellJ you .etter hurry ip you want to .eat tra1cJM Warmen saidJ 
zlancinz at her watch as she oqened the door por her pamily to lea—ek 
D'yekM

fean’s shoulders tensed as Warmen slammed the doork Hopefully, she’s 
just tired. She doesn’t seem nearly as friendly as Emmie. fean chucvled to 
herselpk This will be interesting. They seem like polar opposites. Emmie has 
more of a grunge vibe while Carmen is a high fashion princess. And me, I 
am … well, I don’t know what I am. I guess I’m somewhere in the middle. 
I wonder which part of the roommate questionnaire caused them to put us 
together.

Apter her qarents leptJ Warmen zra..ed her chair and drazzed it near 
fean and Kmmiek DYoJ what did R miss”M Yhe slid a small mirror out op 
her qocvet and held in pront op her paceJ smoothinz her hairk

DàellJM Kmmie said with e-citement in her —oiceJ Dshe’s adoqtedJ and 
zuess what” àe Sust pound out that we’re .oth enrolled in the same 
pamily history classkM

DWoolJM Warmen reqliedJ sliqqinz the mirror .acv into her qocvetk 
DRs pamily history suqqosed to .e interestinz” R still ha—e to choose two 
more classeskM
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Kmmie’s —oice glled with delizht as she sbuealedJ DHohJ you 
should degnitely Soin us6 àe can study tozetherJ and trust meJ it’ll 
.e an easy AkM

Apter a .riep qauseJ Warmen shruzzedk DNay.e R willJM she saidJ 
her —oice tinzed with a hint op uncertaintyk

DYoJ are you zuys zonna Soin any clu.s or qledze a sorority”M 
Kmmie asvedk

DR’m qledzinz my mom’s sororityJM Warmen saidJ tossinz and 
Iu1nz her hairk

fean tilted her headk Hmm, a club might be a good idea. It would 
be a great way to meet people. DR ha—en’t looved at the listk Are there 
any interestinz clu.s”M

Kmmie’s eyes lit uq as she scrolled throuzh the clu. descriqtions 
on her laqtoqk D2a name itJ  there’s a clu. por itk  ArcheryJ danceJ 
dramaJ gzure svatinzk 2a’llJ  there’s e—en a 4CH watcher’s clu.JM 
she saidJ chucvlinzk DHohJ there’s an en—ironmental clu.J took R’m 
degnitely zonna Soin thatkM Kmmie hoqqed uq and headed to her 
closetk DYqeavinz op whichJ R’—e noticed par too many qlastic .azs 
cominz into this roomkM Yhe emerzed with two cotton can—as .azs 
and handed one to fean and Warmenk DNy zipt  to youk  Gave it 
whene—er you zo shoqqinzJ so you won’t need to use a qlastic .azkM

DGhanvsk Rsn’t there somethinz in a couqle op days where the 
clu.s set uq ta.les with inpormation” R’ll qro.a.ly stoq .y there to 
see ip anythinz interests meJM fean saidk

DWoolJ R’ll zo with youk àanna Soin usJ Warmen”M
DYureJ R’m down por checvinz it outJM Warmen saidJ qullinz a 

hand mirror out op her qursek DYoJ where is e—eryone prom” R’ll startk 
R’m prom 7os AnzeleskM
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DGhat’s a zood buestionk Ny qarents were militaryJ so R sqent a lot op 
time in dixerent countriesk R li—ed in —arious states as wellk Ge-asJ UirziniaJ 
Ala.amak àe sqent the last two years in NontanaJ so R zuess that’s where 
R’m prom nowJM Kmmie saidk

fean hesitatedJ her eyes downcastJ and her shoulders slumqedk DR li—ed 
in Nontana my entire lipeJM she mutteredJ ru..inz her arm as she leaned 
.acv in her chairk

DWoolk R lo—eJ lo—eJ lo—e Nontanak Hx toqicJ .ut R Sust noticed 
somethinzk feanJ what color are your eyes”M Kmmie asvedk

D'rownJ why”M
DHhJ R didn’t mean anythinz .y itk Ghey’re .eautipulJ .ut your quqils 

suddenly started loovinz closer to yellowk R don’t vnowk Rt mizht .e the 
lizhtinzJM Kmmie saidk

fean shuddered and scrunched her pace uq in worryk Ghere seemed 
to .e somethinz stranze haqqeninz to her eyes in the qastJ .ut she could 
ne—er gzure out what it wask Yhe opten thouzht she was imazininz thinzs 
or that the lizhtinz axected her eye colork DR thinv my eyes mizht loov a 
little dixerent in dixerent lizhtinzsJM she said as she .ounced her lez uq 
and downk I’m not sure what’s up with my eyes. People keep mentioning my 
eyes changing colors. Perhaps it’s time to invest in some color contact lenses. 
At least then my eyes will stay one color. But what will I do about the glow 
in my hands? I can’t wear gloves every day. Yhe hoqqed uqk DBeyJ zuysJ 
R’m zoinz to run to the .athroomkM

As fean cautiously walved down the dimly lit hallwayJ a sudden surze 
op gery tinzles eruqted on her delicate svinJ sendinz shi—ers down her 
sqinek Tanic zriqqed herJ desqerately qleadinz por this not to haqqen 
nowJ not in this momentk 2etJ an otherworldly zlow emanated prom 
her trem.linz handsJ zradually creeqinz uq her arms live ethereal —inesk 
fust a pew steqs away prom reachinz the sanctuary op the .athroomJ her 
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—ision palteredJ .lurrinz the world around herk Ghe Ioor seemed to lunze 
toward herJ ruthlessly qullinz her down as her .ody collaqsedJ trem.linz 
uncontrolla.lyk

Amidst the chaosJ  a cacoqhony op —oices swirled around feank 
DYomeone call an am.ulance6M one —oice cried outJ its tone laced with 
alarmk Dàhat’s on her arms”M another —oice buestionedJ the curiosity 
tinzed with peark DRs she .reathinz”M echoed a —oice laden with worryk 
Caces etched with distress encircled her prazile pormk ?arv tendrils op 
unconsciousness en—eloqed feanJ drazzinz her deeqer into its enizmatic 
realmk

fean qeeled oqen her hea—y lidsJ her eyes met .y the qiercinz za,e 
op emerzency medical techniciansk Ghe sterile scent op antiseqtic glled 
her nostrilsJ minzlinz with the scent op pear hanzinz in the airk DR’m 
sorryJM she utteredJ her —oice glled with a mi- op —ulnera.ility and 
determinationJ as she zinzerly sat uqk Gavinz a deeq inhaleJ she tried 
to calm her racinz heartk DR’m gneJM she reassured e—eryoneJ her words 
carryinz a hint op degancek

Hne op the KNGs oxeredJ Dàe can transqort you to the hosqitalkM
DjoJ that’s ovayk R’m gnekM
A Iicver op dou.t qassed throuzh his eyesJ the uncertainty clear in his 

tonek DAre you sure”M
àith a nod and a paint smileJ fean reqliedJ her —oice steadyJ D2eahkM 

As she strolled .acv to her roomJ her mind squnJ tryinz to mave sense op 
what had Sust haqqenedk Noments azoJ a gery rash had eruqted down 
her armsJ its eerie zlow qrecedinz a wa—e op weavness that pelled herk jowJ 
her svin was qerpectly smoothJ the eqisode almost live a paded nizhtmarek 

Ber thouzhts dripted .acv to her hizh school .iolozy classk  A 
lecture on a-olotl salamanders stucv in her mindk Ber teacher had 
descri.ed their e-traordinary a.ility to rezenerate damazed tissue at a 
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qhenomenal rateJ unlive any other animalk Yhe had leaned porwardJ 
enraqtured .y accounts op the amqhi.ians rezrowinz se—ered lim.s with 
an em.ryonicVlive qowerJ unleashinz mysterious cellular pactors to heal 
without scarrinz within weevsk

fean couldn’t iznore the qarallel or the reality she may har.or her 
own internal reser—oirJ allowinz tissue rezrowth and selpVreqair .eyond 
normal human constraintsk Terhaqs a buirv op zenetics or lonzV.uried 
e—olutionary lezacy had Iiqqed that switch por herk Nore buestions than 
answers remainedk 'ut she was determined to unra—el the .iolozical 
secrets .ehind this stranze zipt and whether its orizins held deeqer truths 
a.out her yetVunvnown lineazek Rt was no lonzer a.out wantinz to 
disco—er inpormation a.out her .iolozical pamilyk Rt was now a.out 
needinz to gnd itk
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Exploring New Territory

TEN YEARS AGO

A  heaviness  settled  in  Jean’s  gut  as  her  third-grade  school 
group ascended the museum stairs. Head down, clutching her 

permission slip, she lagged behind her exuberant classmates. After a 
few steps, her squinted eyes drifted up to the clouds, losing herself 
in endless daydreams about traveling to other worlds.

“Jean! Pay attention,” Ms. Wilkenson scolded. 
Jean slid her group assignment card from her pocket and sighed. 

Of course, she got stuck with her least favorite people. The Srst 
was Petra, the class know-it-all who loved making fun of her. Petra 
was also the tallest and most athletic girl  in the class,  which was 
probably why she felt as if  she could boss everyone around. The 
second enemy in-charge was Petra’s best friend, Amber. Although 
not as tall,  Amber always followed Petra’s lead. Khe dressed like a 
fashion icon and often walked with a rhythmic stride, as if she was a 
model on a fashion show runway. 



R. ED114Q

As the museum doors slid open, a chill slithered down Jean’s spine. 
Khe lingered outside, wary of the strange symbols marking the entrance 
while her classmates charged ahead.

“Dw, Jean’s going to infect the exhibits with her weirdness,” Petra 
sneered, knocking into Jean’s shoulder as she walked by. Jean winced. 
The other kids erupted in laughter. Heat ?ushed Jean’s cheeks. Khe 
tried to ignore their teasing, but their words pierced like darts. 

“Okay,  quiet  everyone.”  Ms.  Wilkenson  glanced  up  from  a 
clipboard, grabbed the whistle dangling from the cord around her neck, 
took a deep breath and blew into the whistle. Ms. Wilkenson was a 
stout woman who barely stood taller than most of her students. “Guiet, 
everyone. Make sure you’re with your assigned chaperone group.”

Petra faced Jean and stuck out her tongue before raising her hand 
and skipping toward Ms. Wilkenson. “Mrs. W, Jean is in the wrong 
group.”

Ms. Wilkenson wagged her Snger. “Ktop your nonsense. Khe’s in the 
right group. Eemember, if you become separated from the class, Snd 
the nearest museum employee. They will know how to locate us.”

Petra wildly waved her arm. “Mrs. W.! Mrs. W.! Jean’s eyes are 
glowing.”

Ms. Wilkenson sighed as she peeked over the edge of her wire-frame 
glasses with her beady eyes. “WhatF Her eyes are growingF”

“Nlowing. Her eyes are glowing. They look like a spooky monster,” 
Petra said, leering at Jean as her mouth twisted into a smirk.

The entire class erupted in laughter, and Jean could feel her skin 
crawl as all eyes were on her. “'reak!” someone yelled.

Jean turned away from Petra and sighed. Now, she’s making up stuff 
about my eyes. What’s next? I’m so sick of her. The sun is in my eyes. 
Doesn’t she know what sunlight is?
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Ms. Wilkenson rolled her eyes and blew her whistle. “Guiet down, 
everyone. Iow, V have one more thing to mention before we get started. 
Anyone who does not stay with their group and follow the chaperone’s 
instructions will not participate in the class pijja party.” Ms. Wilkenson 
glanced over her shoulder as the museum tour guide approached the 
class. “Okay, it looks like they’re ready for us.”

As Jean walked toward Ms. Uronson, Amber snuck up behind her, 
yanking her ponytail, pulling her curls taut. Petra and Amber giggled. 

Ms. Uronson turned towards the girls and smiled. “What’s so funnyF”
“Oh nothing. Just a friend 6oke,” Amber said.
“zou don’t want to share the friend 6oke with your momF”
The tour guide displayed a wide, cheerful smile as she greeted them. 

“Welcome, everyone!” she sang in an overly perky voice. “The Srst 
exhibit is my absolute favorite in the entire museum. Vt’s the space 
exhibit. The space exhibit will surround you with a digital galaxy as you 
explore the room. The exhibit also features human-like holograms, and 
a IAKA-powered telescope along with rocks and other particles from 
outer space. Dn6oy.” The door slid open.

As soon as Jean entered, a rush of warmth Slled her body. Khe paused 
in front of an illuminated display titled “Are We AloneF” Vnside the glass 
case, a miniature 7'O hovered above a model farm as a farmer stood, 
gaping in shock.

Jean imagined herself ?ying o; into space, free from the bullies and 
the constant teasing. Khe wandered toward the end of the room, away 
from her chaperone group, and stared at the ceiling as stars glistened and 
planets rotated around the sun. Then she closed her eyes and imagined 
what it would be like to venture into outer space. 

After ten minutes, Jean made her way to the holograph area. As she 
approached it, a female holograph appeared above a short pedestal and 
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spoke in a smooth, electronic-sounding voice. “Hello, my name is Anta. 
V can teach you about space exploration, planets, the sun, galaxies, or 
asteroids. Which one would you like to learn about todayF”

Jean waved her arms through the hologram. Khe couldn’t believe how 
much it looked like a real person. “Planets.”

Anta nodded. “Nreat! V will start with Katurn.” A holographic image 
of the solar system surrounded Jean and a video of Katurn joomed to 
the front. Anta explained Katurn’s features and provided details about 
its rings and its place in the solar system. Jean watched the video in awe. 
Kpace always fascinated her, but she had seen nothing like this before. 
The hologram was so realistic that she felt like she was standing on 
Katurn’s surface, gajing up at its stunning rings. Wow, it would be so cool 
to be an astronaut. They get to go to other planets.

As Anta explained the di;erent planets, a strange sensation ?owed 
through Jean’s body, causing her to shudder. Vt seemed as if her legs 
were melting into the ?oor. Khe tried to ignore the feeling and focus on 
the presentation, but it distracted her. After 6iggling her legs, they were 
normal a few moments later.

When the presentation about planets ended, Jean didn’t hear her 
classmates’ usual loud chatter. A chill shot down her spine as she realijed 
she was completely alone. The silence was deafening and the dim lights of 
the exhibit room ?ickered ominously, casting eerie shadows on the walls. 
Khe swiveled around and her eyes searched the empty exhibit room. Her 
heart raced as panic set in. Khe dashed out of the exhibit room, crashing 
headSrst into a lady. “Korry,” Jean mumbled.

The lady chuckled. “Always watch where you’re going, Jean.”
Jean glanced up at the lady, who had a huge smile, brown skin, and 

short, cropped, curly hair. Khe appeared to be the same age as Jean’s 
teacher and reminded Jean of the military lady who came to the school 
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for career day. How does she know my name? Maybe I misunderstood. She 
must not have said Jean. Jean shrugged before sprinting away to Snd her 
classmates. 

As Jean looked toward the end of the hall, a kid resembling one of 
her classmates entered an exhibit. Khe hurried down the hall and darted 
in behind him. Khe was mistaken0 the kid she saw wasn’t in her class. He 
was 6ust someone visiting the museum with his parents. 

A grassy, piney scent pierced Jean’s nostrils. On one side of the room, 
there was a large sign that read “Plants of the Tundra” hanging above a 
wide variety of lichen and moss. As Jean studied the vegetation, she read 
about how the plants survive in such frigid environments. Jean reached 
a Snger toward one plant when she heard laughter. Khe turned around 
and saw Amber and Petra standing behind her, pointing and laughing.

“Ooh look, weird girl is playing with moss,” Petra said as she shoved 
past Jean. Amber and Petra laughed. “That’s why she gets a new mom 
every year. Khe’s so weird.”

Jean sighed. “9eave me alone,” she whined.
“9eave me alone,” Petra mocked as she leaned over close to Jean’s face. 

Jean pushed her away. Turning toward Amber, Petra exclaimed, “1id 
you see what she didF” 

“zeah,  she must be tryin’  to start  a  Sght.  zou should tell  Ms. 
Wilkenson.”

Petra’s nostrils ?ared as she leaned close to Jean’s face. “Vs that it, 
freakF zou wanna SghtF V’m ready right now.”

Jean quickly walked away toward another part of the exhibit that 
explained the tundra climate. Petra and Amber followed her, but she 
dashed into a small, unmarked room and pulled the heavy door shut. 
Jean leaned forward, resting her ear against the door.

“Khe’s in there!” Petra exclaimed.



R. ED1142

The door’s lock clicked. Jean kept her ear pressed to the door as 
the mu—ed sound of Petra and Amber’s laughter decreased. 'inally, 
silence Slled the air. Eelieved, Jean turned the doorknob and pushed 
on the door, but it didn’t budge. 

“Help!”  Jean  banged  and  kicked  the  door.  “Help  me!  Yan 
somebody help get me outF” Jean grabbed the door handle and 
shook it as she slammed her other Sst into the door. The door still 
did not budge, and it seemed as if no one could hear her. 1espite the 
icy air clawing at her skin, her body temperature warmed, eliciting a 
shudder. Khe glanced at her arms. There was a yellowish hue to her 
skin. Khe collapsed onto the frigid, hard ?oor, tears streaming down 
her face. Why don’t they just leave me alone?

As the tears ?owed, Jean thought about her life over the last few 
years, moving to and from the homes of strangers. Three months 
ago, she moved into the Anderson’s home and they had been so nice, 
buying her a closet full of clothes and treating her like a member 
of the family. Khe’d never met a more loving couple, although she 
still kept a bag packed with her favorite clothes and toys to be ready 
in case she had to move. And now, she was stuck alone in a room, 
wondering if she would ever get out. 

Two hours passed, and Jean’s stomach rumbled. Khe glanced 
toward the door. There was a thermostat perched near the corner 
which displayed a temperature of 4… degrees 'ahrenheit. Jean stood 
up and yawned as she stared at her Sngertips,  which appeared a 
bright red color. A bone-chilling terror coursed through her veins as 
she frantically banged on the door and screamed. Two minutes later, 
the door lock clicked. A medium-build maintenance man wearing 
dark blue overalls  peered down at Jean. “What are you doing in 
thereF”
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Jean’s heart pounded in her chest as if it was trying to escape. 
Khe darted out of the room and slammed into a tour guide wearing 
a  purple  blajer  with blue trousers  and high heels.  “Korry,”  she 
mumbled.

“This little lady was locked in tundra storage,” the maintenance 
man said.

The tour guide eyeballed Jean. “Oh, no! zou poor dear. zou feel 
okay, sweetieF Iot too coldF”

Jean shook her head and ?exed her Sngers. Her skin still tingled 
with unnatural warmth.

The tour guide grabbed Jean’s hand and faced the group she was 
leading. “Dxcuse me, everyone. V need to help this young lady Snd 
her group. Yontinue looking around the tundra exhibit, and V will 
be back shortly.” As they exited the exhibit, the tour guide paused. 
“zou’re sure you don’t need a blanketF”

“Io,” Jean murmured.
“Well, your hand feels pretty warm. zou’re not an icicle, so you 

couldn’t have been in there too long, huhF 9et’s go Snd your group. 
Who are you here withF”

“My school.”
The tour guide’s forehead creased with concern. “Kweetie, what’s 

the name of your schoolF”
Jean lowered her head. “Dxplorers Dlementary,” she said, sni—ing.
“Okay, honey, let’s go to the information desk and page your 

group. What grade are you inF”
“Third.”
As soon as Jean arrived at the information desk, she saw Ms. 

Wilkenson and her classmates walking toward them.
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“Jean! What did V tell you about staying with your groupF 1idn’t you 
hear the pageF 1o you know how much time we had to spend looking 
for youF” Ms. Wilkenson exclaimed.

“Oh, the poor dear was trapped in the tundra storage room for a short 
while, but she’s not cold and there are no signs of frostbite. Vt’s good 
we got to her before too long. Vt looks like she was only in there for a 
few minutes,” the tour guide said, placing a comforting hand on Jean’s 
shoulder.

Ms. Wilkenson shook her head and clicked her tongue. “Dveryone, 
this is why V tell you to remain with your group and to contact a museum 
worker if you get lost. Vt’s for your own good. There are lots of places 
where you can get hurt.” Khe pivoted toward Jean. “zou’ll stay with me 
from now on. Io pijja party for you either.”

Petra and Amber giggled as they whispered to each other.
Jean sighed. “Uut Ms. WilkK”
“'reak!” Petra yelled, and Jean’s classmates roared with laughter.
“Dveryone, quiet down. Petra, V better not hear one more word from 

you. Our next stop is the cafeteria,” Ms. Wilkenson said.
After eating, the class gathered by the entrance. Ktill shaken, Jean 

stayed close to the teachers as they left the building. As soon as Jean 
stepped through the door, Petra shoved past, ramming her lanky body 
into a marble pillar. Jean winced in agony as her arm struck the cold, 
unyielding marble. “Ow,” she cried out, clutching her wrist as a sudden 
tingling energy surged through her body in response. Her wrist swelled 
to two times its sije.

Ms. Wilkenson rushed to Jean’s side. “Komebody alert the museum. 
Net a medic,” she yelled, her hand applying pressure to Jean’s bruised 
and rapidly swelling wrist. “Are you okayF Yan you move your handF Try 
moving your Sngers.”
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Jean’s body tensed as she stared at her wrist without saying a word.
Kuddenly, Ms. Wilkenson gasped. Jean’s wrist moved, the veins 

beneath her skin shifting and wriggling, creating the illusion of a 
miniature marble running through them. Her eyes widened as the wrist 
returned to its normal sije. 

Jean stood with her mouth gaping open as she ?exed her Sngers. 
Within moments, the bruise and pain had disappeared.

Ms. Wilkenson pressed on Jean’s wrist with her thumbs. “Eapid 
cellular regenerationL” she murmured. “Uut howF” 

Out of nowhere, the military lady Jean saw earlier ran over to Ms. 
Wilkenson and tapped her on the shoulder. “Dxcuse me, Ms. Wilkenson, 
we need to talk,” she whispered.

Ms. Wilkenson nodded and the two women strolled away from the 
students, carrying on a conversation out of Jean’s earshot.

Petra gawked, stammering “'reak!” under her breath. Around Jean, 
the others shrank back in dismay and horror. 

Jean trembled, waves of fear and exhilaration crashing over her. What 
am I? The question echoed in her mind. Khe had no answers, only the 
bewildering experience of undergoing a rapid metamorphosis into an 
unknown existence.
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Family Greetings

ONE WEEK AFTER ORIENTATION

J ean sat hunched at her desk in the dorm room, scribbling the 
answers to her calculus assignment while taking breaks, staring 

out the window at the morning sun. Ugh, wake up,  brain! Stop 
daydreaming about soaring through starry skies,  and focus!  I’ve 
read this same calculus equation fifteen times now, and it’s still not 
computing. 

Emmie sat sprawled in the middle of the yoor, cutting out photos 
of recNcling bins and gluing them to a poster. CearbN, “armen stood 
in front of a mirror, applNing mascara to her long lashes.

I’”m all done,Y Jean said, slamming her notebook shut.
Emmie glanced at Jean. I!aNW ?anna help me vnish this posterxY
Jean walked oSer to Emmie and sat neAt to her. I'ure. ?hat do 

Nou want me to doxY
IDdd these stickers around the edges,Y Emmie said, handing Jean 

a pack of green stickers.
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Ds Jean opened the stickers, a sudden knock at the door caused her 
to Tump.

Emmie glanced at the door. IEApectin” someonexY
Jean nodded. ICo.Y
IGeN, “armen, Nou eApectin” someonexY
ICope.Y
Mhe knocks continued. I’ guess ’”ll get it.Y Emmie hopped up and 

opened the door and Jean”s parents were on the other side, their arms 
oSeryowing with bags of groceries.

IBood morning. ’s Jean herexY Krs. Dnderson asked.
Jean hopped up and ran oSer to the door. I?hat are Nou guNs doing 

herexY
Krs. Dnderson chuckled. I'urpriseWY 'he planted a kiss on Jean”s 

forehead.
I?e  come  bearing  gifts  of  food  and  snacks,Y  Kr.  Dnderson 

eAclaimed, raising his arms.
IGere, let me help Nou,Y Emmie smiled as she grabbed a couple of 

bags out of Kr. Dnderson”s hands. I’”m her roommate, Emmie, and that 
girl glued to the mirror is the other roommate, “armen.Y

IGi,Y “armen said without looking awaN from the mirror as she 
puckered her lips and applied lipstick.

Jean grabbed a few bags from Krs. Dnderson and set them on her 
desk. IMhanks for eSerNthing, but ’ reallN don”t need anNthing. ’ still haSe 
a ton left oSer from last week.Y

Kr. Dnderson chuckled. IMhat”s what roommates are for,Y he said 
with a wink. IMo help Nou eat Nour food and snacks.Y

Krs. Dnderson wrapped her arm around Jean”s shoulder and pulled 
her close. I4esides, we missed Nou so much. ’”ll haSe to trN real hard to 
stop mNself from coming here eSerN week.Y
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Ds the Dndersons helped Jean unpack the groceries, her heart swelled. 
Mheir Sisit reminded her of how luckN she was to haSe them as parents. 
'uddenlN, a verN tingle erupted on her skin. 

Jean tugged her sleeSes down, hiding the glowing lesions creeping up 
her wrists. 'he edged awaN from her parents” gaqes.

I!ou feeling okaN, honeNxY Kr. Dnderson asked after Jean grimaced.
I!eah, ’”m goodWY 'he opened her mini;fridge and pretended to be 

engrossed in organiqing its contents to aSoid eNe contact.
D stabbing pain shot through Jean”s abdomen, and she doubled oSer 

with a gasp. Krs. Dnderson rushed to her side. Jean waSed her o<. 
IJust a little heartburn, no biggie,Y she said through clenched teeth. Ger 
parents shared a worried look as Jean turned awaN from them, hiding her 
glowing, trembling hands.

Dfter enduring the agoniqing episode, her parents” suspicion lingered 
in the air like a heaSN fog. 'he silentlN cursed the untimelN yare;up, her 
frustration boiling within. ESerNthing had been proceeding seamlesslN, 
like a calm riSer yowing steadilN. 4ut now, her accursed sNmptoms 
had resurfaced, disrupting the tran=uilitN. Jean broiled with frustration. 
?hN couldn”t she Tust be normal for one daN with her familNx Ger 
abnormalitN had sabotaged eSerNthing in her entire life. 
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The Ultimate Test

A lthough it had only been a month into the semester, Jean couldn’t 
imagine her life without her roommates, who had become her 

best friends. As the sunrise painted the sky with oranges and yellows, 
Jean, Emmie, and Carmen hurried to their family history class at the 
University of Montana. Jean wore a pair of brown hiking boots, blue 
jeans, and a gray sweater, while Emmie and Carmen wore T-shirts and 
shorts. As Jean tugged the heavy door to the natural science building, 
she turned around. “Wait, where’s Carmen?”

Emmie shrugged.  “Oh, there she is,”  Emmie said,  pointing to 
Carmen standing near the side of the building, playing with her silky hair 
as she conversed with a young man. “Who’s that cute guy she’s talking 
to?”

Jean glanced at her watch and shrugged. “We only have two minutes.”
“Carmen, come on,” Emmie yelled. “Girl, Carmen, get over here! 

Y’all, we’re gonna be late.”
Carmen hugged the young man she was speaking to and ran to catch 

up with Emmie and Jean.
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“Have you guys started the family tree assignment yet?” Carmen 
asked.

Emmie scrunched her brows and tipped her head. “Wait, who were 
you talking to?” 

“Oh, that was Mark. We just met, and he told me about a party this 
weekend. Of course, I expect you to join me. Anyway, about that family 
tree assignment, I already have a family tree prepared.”

Jean sighed. “I don’t have information about my biological family, so 
I guess I’ll just research my adoptive family.”

Carmen pouted. “I didn’t know you were adopted.” 
Emmie rolled her eyes. “Really, Carmen? Remember her parents? 

They look nothing like her,” she said.
“Oh, right. Anyway, have you been able to get your adoption records? 

They usually have useful information you can use in your research.”
“Uh, no. I don’t have any birth information.” Emmie and Carmen 

stared at Jean, waiting for her to continue. “It’s a long story,” Jean said, 
shifting in her seat. They really don’t need to know my mother abandoned 
me. I mean, it’s not a big deal, but it’s none of their business. Carmen 
probably wouldn’t care too much and Emmie … well, I don’t know how she 
would feel, but I don’t want her to feel sorry for me.

“Well, ladies, we are oqcially late,” Emmie exclaimed as they entered 
the classroom Nlled with auditorium-style seating.

“Thank God for air conditioning. I thought I was going to melt. 
Can you believe how humid it is out there?” Carmen said as she 'uickly 
wrapped her long blonde hair into a bun and plopped down into the 
nearest empty seat. 

Emmie giggled. “Ya’ll better get used to it. With all this global 
warming, we’ll be part of the tropics in a few short years.” 

“I haven’t even noticed,” Jean said. 
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Emmie slid a notebook out of her backpack and fanned herself with 
it. “How could you not notice? We’ve been in a heat wave all week.”

Jean pointed toward the front of the room. “Who’s that man?”
“I’m not sure. Oh, wait.” Carmen pulled out a copy of the course 

syllabus. “Today is DSA testing day. It looks like you’ll get some info 
about your bio family.”

“Yeah.” Jean slumped down in her chair. I need to learn about 
my heritage, but how will Mom and Dad feel? I don’t want to hurt 
their feelings. And what type of mother dumps her newborn baby in a 
park? What if my biological parents are terrible people? What if they’re 
criminals? If I came from a terrible family, does that mean I’m terrible 
too? Is it better to know my genetic background? I have great parents. Do 
I really need to meet by bio parents? Strange things have been happening 
and they may have answers, but at what cost?

A seven-foot-tall man with stark white hair and light blue eyes stood 
behind a podium and tapped the microphone. “Good morning, ladies 
and gentlemen. My name is Dr. Krenik. I am the head of the genealogy 
department. Today, we are going to administer a DSA test. Although 
the test is not mandatory, it will help you greatly with your family 
history assignments. Don’t worry. There is no pain involved.” Dr. Krenik 
chuckled. 

“We will simply swab your mouth and insert the results into the 
machine  on the  table  over  there,”  Dr.  Krenik  said  as  he  pointed 
toward the long table behind him. “The machine will analyLe your 
DSA on the swab and print a report in a few 'uick minutes. That 
report will contain information about where your ancestors came from. 
The attached computer will upload your DSA information to an 
international database and compile a list of other DSA test takers who 
share DSA with you. Years ago, you would have needed to wait months 
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for this type of information. Sow, we can provide immediate results. 
Any 'uestions?” 

$oud  chatter  Nlled  the  room.  Many  students  spoke  about 
the  di1erent  places  where  their  ancestors  came from based  on 
information from their parents. 

“Okay,  hearing  no 'uestions,  I  would  like  to  introduce  my 
assistant, 9iva Mooley, standing to my right. 7he will  swab your 
cheek and enter your information into the DSA analyLer. We’ll start 
by having everyone in row one taking the test to line up near the 
machine.”

9iva glanced at her watch. “Okay, let’s get started, everyone. Row 
one,” she said, waving her arm forward.

A  young  man  named  Jacob  approached  Jean,  Emmie,  and 
Carmen. “We’re having a contest.  You write the locations where 
your ancestors came from and the percentages. Whoever is the most 
accurate wins the pot. BP to enter.”

“I’ll pass,” Jean said.
“Are you sure? The more people who enter, the more you can 

win,” Jacob said, fanning the dollar bills in his hand.
Emmie pulled a dollar from the front pocket of her backpack and 

handed it to Jacob. “7he doesn’t know anything about her family, 
but I’ll enter.”

Jean rolled her eyes. “Gee, thanks for making me feel so much 
better, Emmie,” she groaned. “This assignment is going to suck.”

“Girl, I get it. I moved around so much, I barely know most of 
my family. Hey, after today, you’ll know something about yours,” 
Emmie said.

“If I decide to take the test,” Jean hu1ed. What do you do when 
you want to know something and don’t want to know at the same time? 
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“Girl, you need to take the test. 0esides, how else are you gonna 
complete the assignment?”

Of course,  Emmie’s  right.  I  have no choice but to complete the 
assignment  if  I  want  to  pass  this  class.  “I’m  going  to  ask  the 
professor.” Jean strolled up to :rofessor Higgins, who stood at the 
side of the room while Dr. Krenik answered 'uestions. “Excuse me, 
:rofessor Higgins?”

:rofessor Higgins turned, peering over her wire-frame glasses. 
“Yes?”

Jean rubbed her  palms against  her  pant  legs.  “Um, I  have a 
'uestion about the family history assignment. I’m adopted, and I 
was wondering if it’s possible for me to just complete the assignment 
for my adoptive family’s tree. I’m not sure if I want to do the test.”

“One moment.” :rofessor Higgins walked over to the podium. 
“Excuse me,  Doctor.  I  just  want to make an announcement to 
the class. Okay, everyone, your family tree can be for anyone you 
consider family. That includes an adoptive family. However, you get 
ten bonus points for taking the DSA test and the ethnicity research 
portion of the assignment is more for your beneNt. The best way 
to learn your ethnicity is to do the DSA test. Sow, you are free to 
research any ethnicities you want, but the best way to get the most 
out of the family history class is to learn as much as possible about 
yourself.” :rofessor Higgins warmly smiled at Jean.

Jean scampered back to her seat.
“7o, you’re gonna take it?” Emmie asked.
“I’m not sure.” Jean sighed. “I’m still deciding.”
Emmie leaned in, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Do it! 

This is your chance to learn about your heritage, plus you get bonus 
points. It’s a win-win,” she exclaimed.
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“I already know a lot about my heritage,” Carmen said, her voice 
Nlled with conNdence. “My grandmother researched my family tree, 
so it’s an easy A for me.”

Jean furrowed her brow. “You’re so lucky. What do you know 
about your family?” 

“Well,” Carmen began, her tone slightly hushed, as if revealing a 
secret. “One of my grandmothers immigrated from Ireland, but her 
father is Russian. My other grandmother is Sative American. $et me 
know if you have 'uestions about genealogy. I learned a lot from my 
grandmother.”

“Hey, Jean, wouldn’t it be funny if we found out we’re related? 
I went to school with a guy whose mother found out she was her 
co-worker’s sibling after taking the DSA test,” Emmie said.

“So o1ense, Emmie, but I seriously doubt we’re related. Don’t 
get me wrong, I would love having you as a sister, but I think it’s safe 
to say we’re not related.”

“Well, you’ll never know who you’re related to if you don’t take 
the test,” Emmie said in a sing-song voice.

Jean let out a resigned sigh. “Ugh, Nne. I’ll do it. 0ut when it says 
you are not my sister, you owe me a latte,” she said, giggling.

Emmie’s eyes widened as her mouth curled into a gentle smile. 
“Ya won’t be sorry. I’m so excited for you!”

“Okay, everyone in row 2% who’s taking the test can line up in the 
front,” :rofessor Higgins instructed.

Carmen hopped up. “That’s us. Are you ready?”
Jean froLe. “So.”
Emmie wrapped her arm around Jean’s shoulder. “Come on. It’ll 

be fun.”
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As Jean strolled to the front of the room, her heart raced. There 
was an exit door near the front and she stared at it, wondering if she 
should leave. “Well, you go Nrst.”

Emmie stepped forward. “Carmen, let’s show Jean how easy it is.”
“I’ll go Nrst.” Carmen hopped in front of Emmie and sashayed 

over  to  9iva.  After  9iva  swabbed the  inside  of  her  cheeks,  she 
instructed Carmen to sit in the chair next to the DSA analyLer while 
the machine processed her results. Carmen sat down and smiled at 
Jean. “7ee, that wasn’t too bad. All you need to do is get swabbed and 
sit next to the machine. It doesn’t hurt at all.”

After ten minutes, Dr. Krenik pulled Carmen’s results from the 
analyLer and handed them to 9iva. 9iva showed the report to Carmen 
and explained how her DSA showed she had ancestors from Ireland, 
Greece, and Italy. After Emmie took the test and got her results, Jean 
slowly approached 9iva to be swabbed. Her entire body shook with 
a mix of nervousness and excitement. 

9iva inserted the swab into Jean’s mouth. “Hold still.  I’m not 
gonna be able to get your results if you keep moving around like that.”

Jean froLe. 7he didn’t realiLe she had been moving. After being 
swabbed, she sat and waited. Within a few minutes, 9iva pulled the 
printed copy of Jean’s results and approached Jean.

“Okay,  your  report  shows  your  DSA is  from the  following 
regions… 22I Sigeria, JI 7outhern :hilippines, JI 7cotland, JI 
Sorway, PI Wales, 62I unK Wait, that’s weird.” 9iva frowned as she 
stared at the report. “Hmm, why does it say that?”

Jean scrunched her brows and stood. “Is something wrong?” 
“It’s just that I never saw this before. 7ometimes, we see a tiny 

percentage as  undetermined, but your report has an exorbitant 
amount.”
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Jean stared intently at 9iva, her eyebrows furrowing in confusion. 
The Luorescent lights overhead hummed softly, casting a sterile glow 
across the room. The faint scent of antiseptic lingered in the air as 9iva’s 
Nngers fervently tapped the machine’s buttons. 

“Um, Dr. Krenik, can you come here, please?” 9iva’s voice cut 
through the 'uiet room, breaking the silence. Her footsteps echoed 
softly as she strolled toward Dr. Krenik, the sound of her shoes against 
the linoleum Loor. 

Dr. Krenik, a tall Ngure with a conNdent stride, sauntered over to 
9iva, his white lab coat swaying slightly. The sound of his footsteps 
merged with 9iva’s, creating a symphony of anticipation. 

“What’s going on?” Dr. Krenik in'uired, his deep voice resonating 
through the room. 

9iva held up the report and Lipped through it. The crisp pages rustled 
in her hands, the sound almost drowning out the machine’s soft hum. 

“It didn’t analyLe all her DSA,” 9iva explained, her voice tinged with 
concern. “Is it broken?” 

Dr. Krenik reached out and snatched the test results from 9iva’s 
hand. His eyes swiftly scanned the report. “Whose test is this?”

9iva pointed toward Jean, her Nnger trembling slightly with unease.
Dr. Krenik studied the results. After reading them, his eyes met Jean’s 

with an intense stare. Unnerved, Jean turned her back to him.
“I can’t believe it. After all these years K I Nnally found one of the 

missingK” Dr. Krenik walked toward Jean and waved his arm. “Young 
ladyK”

Carmen looked up after reviewing her test results and edged closer to 
Jean. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I think I’m just gonna leave. This was a bad idea,” Jean 
said, a shiver running down her spine. 7he Lung her backpack hastily over 
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her shoulder and strolled toward the exit, eager to escape his penetrating 
gaLe. As Jean reached for the door handle, there was a sudden vise-like 
grip on her wrist. Heart racing, she whirled around to Nnd Dr. Krenik 
clutching her arm, his face mere inches from hers. 

“$et go of me,” Jean cried out as she tried to pry his Nngers o1 her 
arm. Why is he grabbing me? I need to get out of here. Jean gasped as 
her breathing intensiNed. 7he looked around frantically before spotting 
:rofessor Higgins. “He won’t let go of me,” Jean cried out, her voice 
trembling.

:rofessor Higgins darted over to Jean.
“He won’t let go,” Jean said as she struggled to pull Dr. Krenik’s hand 

o1 her wrist.
“$et go of her! Release her right now!” :rofessor Higgins grabbed 

Dr. Krenik’s hand and pried it o1 Jean’s wrist.
$oud chatter Nlled the room. Jean staggered toward the door and ran 

out of the auditorium, rubbing her wrist. 7he could still feel the imprint 
of Krenik’s grip burning into her skin. Carmen and Emmie followed 
closely behind her.

“OMG, what was that about?” Emmie asked.
“I have no idea.” Jean looked over her shoulder at her classroom door 

and saw Dr. Krenik staring at her through the door’s glass window. “$et’s 
just get out of here. That guy really creeps me out.”

Carmen stu1ed her test results into her backpack. “Do you want me 
to go see what that was about? I can talk to the professor.”

Jean shook her head and took a deep inhale. “So. I just wanna leave. 
My hands are still shaking.”

“When’s your next class?” Emmie asked.
Jean sighed and glanced at her watch. “In two hours. I think I’m 

going back to the dorm until then. I need time to decompress.” 
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Seeking Answers

A fter Jean left, Emmie stood outside the Natural Science building 
next to Carmen, squinting against the harsh mid-morning sun. 

Her stomach churned as she watched Jean’s pgure grow smaller as she 
scurried across cam“us.

Emmie scrunched her brows. IY’m worried. kou thiny she’s oya?”j
IShe “robabl? Uust needs some alone time.j Carmen glanced at her 

“hone. IY thiny Y’m going to grab some coDee at the Student Mnion 
before m? next class. Wo ?ou want to come”j

Emmie sighed. Iva?be Y should checy on Jean.j
Izasn’t that doctor cree“?”j Carmen asyed, scrunching her face. IY 

wonder what that was about.j
Emmie shiTered as the memor? of his ic? stare sent chills down 

her s“ine. As someone who barel? ynew famil? members be?ond her 
“arents, she couldn’t hel“ but s?m“athi'e with Jean’s “light. Ikeah, Y 
feel so bad for Jean. Ohis was her chance to get information about her 
WNA and the? messed u“ her test.j Emmie’s heart ached for her friend, 
remembering her own childhood loneliness. As a militar? yid, she had 
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moTed eTer? two ?ears, neTer settling long enough to build lasting bonds. 
She craTed an enduring sense of belonging. Ohe test failure had crushed 
Jean’s ho“es of anchoring herself with blood ties after …oating adrift for 
so long.

IRr “erha“s it was Jean who messed u“ the test,j Carmen suggested. 
Her ga'e wandered awa?, aToiding Emmie’s “robing e?es. Ikou haTe 
to consider the “ossibilit?. She’s alwa?s been a little diDerent, hasn’t 
she” va?be there’s something “eculiar in her WNA that disru“ted the 
machine. And that doctor, well, he must haTe sensed something was 
amiss.j

Izhat do ?a mean,  diDerent” She seems “erfectl? nice to me. 
Sometimes she seems a little timid, but Y don’t thiny she’s that diDerent 
from an?one else.j

Carmen held u“ her hands in mocy surrender. IRya?, forget Y said 
an?thing,j she said, shoTing o“en the Student Mnion door. 

IActuall?, Y’ll catch u“ with ?ou later. Y’m gonna head bacy to the 
Natural Science building to see if Y can taly to Wr. Lreniy,j Emmie said. 
She had to taly to that doctor and pnd out what reall? went wrong. 
She couldn’t let Jean lose this chance. ETer?one deserTed answers about 
where the? came from and the famil? waiting for them. 

Carmen shrugged as she ta““ed an a““ on her cell“hone. IYf ?ou sa? 
so.j

Emmie’s mind raced as she Uogged across cam“us. She had to be tactful, 
but also “ersistent when she questioned the doctor. I know, I’m gonna 
ask him what was wrong with her test and if she can take it again. Wait, 
he was acting really creepy, so I’ll need to make sure I keep my distance.
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As Emmie headed toward the classroom, she saw Wr. Lreniy standing 
in the hallwa? talying on his cell“hone. After he sto““ed talying and 
sli““ed his “hone into his “ocyet, she a““roached him. IExcuse me, Wr. 
Lreniy. Y was ho“in’ we could taly more about m? friend Jean’s test 
results. Ohe? were undetermined.j

Ohe doctor’s e?es narrowed, his ex“ression unreadable. Izhere is 
she”j

IMh, she left. Mm, is it “ossible for<j
Ikoung lad?, Y cannot discuss her test with ?ou. Ohat’s conpdential 

information. zhere is she”j
IY don’t ynow. =ooy, is there an? wa? she can taye the test again”j
Ize are not doing retayes at this time.j Wr. Lreniy turned abru“tl? 

and walyed awa?.
Emmie’s  shoulders  slum“ed  in  defeat.  Ohere  was  depnitel? 

something strange ha““ening, but getting answers out of the stern 
doctor seemed unliyel?. She had to yee“ digging. Maybe I’ll talk to the 
professor about what happened or buy Jean a commercial DNA kit. I won’t 
stop until this is resolved.
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Revelations

J ean sat on her bed, leaning against the back wall as she thought 
about the day’s events. Is something wrong with my DNA? Maybe 

instead of worrying about a DNA test, I need to go to a doctor. Jean 
took a deep breath and closed her eyes. People inherit all types of 
things from their parents. I don’t feel as if something is wrong. Who am 
I kidding? I know something’s wrong. What if I inherited a terrible 
disease and I’m slowly dying without realizing it? This is crazy. I had a 
chance to get information about my bio family and the machine broke. 
Yeah, that must be it. The machine couldn’t read my DNA because it 
broke. Should I see if I can take the test again or just forget about it?

Jean glanced at her watch. Oops, I’m late for class. She hopped 
up and jogged across campus to her calculus class. As she crossed a 
campus parking lot, she saw Ziva loading the DNA analyzer into a 
black van. Her breath stuck in her throat and her palms grew sweaty. 
She took a deep breath and approached Ziva. “Excuse me, do you 
remember me from the DNA testing?” Her voice was shakier than 
she had intended.
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Ziva turned, her piercing gaze sending a chill down Jean’s spine. “Oh, 
yeah. How could I forget you?” she mumbled as she shoved the analyzer 
further into the back of the van. “I don’t know what was going on with 
that old man. He should have retired a long time ago. I’m so glad I won’t 
have to deal with him anymore.”

“Right, um, I never received my report,” Jean’s voice continued to 
tremble.

Ziva’s eyes narrowed as she huWed. “Yhat?”
Jean took a deep breath and straightened her posture. “I never 

received  my  DNA  report.  Cou  said  something  about  it  being 
undetermined.”

Ziva looked Jean up and down.
“Tan you give me my report?”
“If  you insist.”  Ziva reached into a box in the van and pulled 

out a manila qle folder. “I take no responsibility for the incomplete 
information on your report.” She shoved the folder toward Jean. “I 
assume this is what you’re looking for. Cour test results are in this qle, 
along with a list of people who took the test and share DNA with you.”

“'hank you,” Jean said as she stuWed the results into her backpack.
“Cou can leave now,” Ziva said as she waved Jean away. She climbed 

into the van, slammed the door, and Vuickly backed up before speeding 
away.

“Right.” Jean strolled to her calculus class, wondering about the 
incomplete information in her report. Other students she passed seemed 
so carefree as they chatted with each other and laughed or walked with 
determination. I didn’t hear her say anything about undetermined DNA 
to any of the other students. What’s wrong with me? Why am I so different? 
What does undetermined even mean? Maybe I should see if I can do 
another DNA test. No, they took the machine away. Jean sighed. I don’t 
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know, maybe I should just skip calculus. Jean swung her bag oW her 
shoulder, almost hitting another student. 'he other student gasped. 
“Sorry, I’m so sorry,” Jean said. She put the backpack back on her 
shoulders and entered her class, sitting in the seat closest to the door.

Ugh, why did I come here? I can’t concentrate. Jean tapped her 
qngers on the desk until she saw the professor looking at her. She 
unzipped her bag, pulled the test out, then slipped it back in. I’ll 
wait.  I need to focus on class.  His voice is  so monotone. I’ll  be glad 
when this is over. Oh, I just thought of something. Although the test 
was undetermined, it did have some information. She lifted up the 
-ap of her bag. No, I’ll wait. Let me try to concentrate on class and 
pray I don’t fall asleep.

After class, Jean met up with Emmie and Tarmen at the Student 
Fnion in a lounge area with round tables in the center of the room. 
4eeting at the Student Fnion after classes had become their daily 
routine. Jean loved meeting there to discuss the day’s events while 
people0watching. She often grabbed a snack and bottle of water from 
the vending machine before qnding a seat at the only empty table. 
'en minutes after sitting down, Tarmen and Emmie approached 
Jean.

Jean waved at them, smiling. “Hey, guys.”
Tarmen plopped down into the chair closest to Jean. “I’ve been 

waiting all day for this.”
“…or what?” Jean asked.
“Oh, don’t act like you don’t know.”
Jean scrunched her eyebrows as she bit into a cheese puW. “Huh?”
“Yhat happened with your DNA test?”
Emmie piped up. “Ceah, Jean. Yhat happened? Yhy did that 

doctor grab you like that?”
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“I don’t know, but I saw that lady, you know, the assistant. Anyway, 
she was loading the machine into a van when I was on my way to class 
and I asked her for my test report.”

Tarmen raised a brow. “Yell, what did it say?”
Jean slumped down in her chair. “I don’t know. I haven’t looked at 

it yet. I’m almost scared to look.”
Emmie and Tarmen glanced at each other with a shocked expression.
“Don’t you want to know?” Emmie scooted her chair closer to Jean.
“Ceah, butP” How should I tell them I want to know, but I also don’t 

want to know. Does that even make sense? 
“Okay,” Tarmen said, tapping her skinny, manicured qnger on the 

table. “Hand it over.”
Jean slowly unzipped her backpack, pulled out the qle folder, and 

tossed it onto the table.
Tarmen snatched up the folder and opened it. “Okay ladies, let’s 

learn about Jean.” Tarmen silently read the report and suddenly gasped.
Tarmen slid the report across the table to Jean. “'here’s a list of 

people you share DNA with. 'hey’re your biological family.”
Jean -ipped through the pages, glancing at the list of names and 

their corresponding percentage of shared DNA. Novar, 1086 cM, Susan 
Cartwright, 786 cM. She smiled as a rush of excitement shot through her 
body. Some names had photos next to them. Jean sVuinted as she looked 
to see if she resembled any of the matches. “'hey’re my family.” After all 
these years, she qnally got to learn about her family. She was able to see 
what they looked like and where they came from. After scanning some 
of the family names, she saw a section called “Ethnic Origins” and read 
a word she had never seen before. “Xook at this. 'he doctor’s assistant 
mentioned something that was undetermined, but it says potentialP” 
Jean picked up the report and held it close to her eyes.
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“Yhat? Qotential what?” Emmie stood, walked behind Jean, and 
peered over her shoulder.

“Qotential 2eno ethnicity,” Jean muttered with a Vuizzical look in her 
eyes. Jean stared at the crumpled lab report, reading the words “potential 
2eno ethnicity” over and over. 2eno. 'he unfamiliar term gnawed at her 
mind. 

“I never heard of that country,” Tarmen stated as she slipped a mirror 
out of her bag and started touching up her lipstick.

Emmie’s eyes widened. “2eno? As in P alien?”
Tarmen giggled. “Seriously, EmmieB —uit jokingB”
“I’m not kidding. 2eno means alien.”
Jean looked up from the report. “Cou mean illegal alien?”
Emmie tilted her head forward and peered over her wire0rim glasses. 

“I mean alien as in outer space alien. Cou know, the kind from another 
planet.”

“Jean’s an alien from outer space?” Tarmen sVuealed.
A group of football players wearing grass0stained jerseys chatted and 

joked while seated at a long table nearby. After Tarmen’s statement, 
they Vuieted down. A broad0shouldered player with short red hair and 
a mischievous glint in his eyes called out, “Alien? Jean’s an alien?” He 
elbowed the teammate next to him, a tall and muscular young man with 
dark skin, eliciting laughter from the other teammates.

“Hey, which one of you is Jean?” the red0haired player continued, 
scanning the cafeteria with curiosity. His teammates joined in, their eyes 
searching the room. 

Jean’s skin prickled with the sensation of being under scrutiny. She 
stuWed the test results into her backpack and hopped up from the table. 
She hurried out the door and headed toward her dorm. 'he hairs on the 
back of her neck stood up as the distinct sensation of someone following 
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her emerged. She glanced over her shoulder at Tarmen and Emmie. 
“Not cool bringing up those memories, guys.”

“Jean, waitB Slow down. Yhat memories?” Tarmen asked.
“Jean, I’m sorry. 5ut you’re the one who said 2eno. I just told 

you what it means,” Emmie exclaimed.
Jean stopped walking and turned to face Emmie. “'he report says 

undetermined. Cou called me an alien.”
Emmie huWed. “Cour report says possible 2eno origin. 2eno 

means alien. Don’t blame me for what your report says.”
“It’s not possible. 'here’s no such thing as aliens. Anyway, it was 

probably a mistake. 'hat dumb machine was probably broken.” Jean 
swiveled around and continued walking. Aliens. Hmm, who would 
think … wait … what if I’m really an alien?! That would explain why 
I never fit in or understood humans. Haha, yeah right. I know I have 
a weird imagination, but that’s just crazy. 

'he ground seemed to drop from beneath Jean’s feet.  2eno? 
She gripped her arms, digging her nails in to feel something solid, 
anything to anchor her. A 2eno? 5ile burned the back of her throat. 
…lashes of news footage bombarded her6random F…O sightings, 
aliens abducting humans for twisted experiments,  those chilling 
black eyes staring out deqantly. 

Her stomach roiled and twisted. How can I be one of them? She 
searched her murky childhood memories, seeking any hint, desperate 
for an alternate explanation. 5ut many memories lent support to her 
alien ancestry. Have I been spending my whole life in denial?

Jean plopped down onto a wooden bench and sVueezed her eyes shut, 
pressing the heels of her palms against them until bursting colors gave 
way to darkness. She focused on steadying her breaths, in and out, slow 
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and deep. It did nothing to steady her stampeding heart or untwist the 
knots coiling through her insides.

Who am I now? Do I even know myself at all? Xenos are the enemy 
… aren’t they? No, I am Jean. My actions define me, not my blood. 
Yith stubborn determination, she clung to the tattered remains of her 
identity, afraid to examine it too closely in case it disintegrated in her 
hands. She had to believe that still meant something, even if the world 
disagreed.

Tarmen tapped Jean on her shoulder. “Jean, let me see your report? 
I just want to see something.”

Jean sighed as she yanked the report out of her bag and handed it to 
Tarmen. 

Tarmen perused the report’s contents and looked up at Jean with 
widened eyes. “Jean, did you read this entire report?”

Jean shrugged. “Yell, I didn’t read all of it yet. Yhy? Yhat’s wrong?”
Tarmen pointed at a page on the report. “It names your birth father. 

His name is Azon. It doesn’t give a last name.”
Jean’s heart skipped a beat, and she froze as she glanced at Emmie. 

“HowP”
Tarmen looked down at the report again. “And there’s something 

else.  It  looks  like  you also have a  brother.  'he report  says  he’s  a 
half0sibling. It gives more information about him. It says his name is 
Kale Daniels, and he lives in Seattle, in the Tapitol Hill district.” Tarmen 
handed the report back to Jean. “See, the information is there,” Tarmen 
said as she pointed to his proqle in the report.

Jean stared at the report, which now had crumpled pages from being 
stuWed in her bag. “I guess I was so bothered by the undetermined 
information, I forgot to read the rest,” Jean mumbled. After !8 years, this 
sheet of paper qnally connected her to the missing pieces of her origins. 
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“Azon.” Her heartbeat Vuickened as she said his name, wondering 
what he looked like and who he was. Did he know about her? Did 
he wonder about the baby daughter he never got to raise? 

…urther  down  the  report,  another  name  leaped  oW  the 
page6Kale Daniels.  Her brother. Jean broke into a wide, tearful 
smile. She had a brotherB A cascade of Vuestions -ooded her mind. 
Yas he older or younger? Yhat was he like? Yhat traits did they 
share? She thought about what it would be like to meet her family. 
Jean imagined showing up on their doorstep, introducing herself, 
and seeing her own smile re-ected in their faces. 'he fantasy qlled 
her with exhilaration. She became increasingly excited about the 
possibility of meeting them. “I’m going to do it.”

Emmie and Tarmen looked at each other. “Do what?” they said 
simultaneously and giggled, realizing they had the same thought.

Jean grinned. “Okay, I know it’s crazy, but I’m going to do it. I’m 
going to Seattle. I’m gonna meet my brother.” Jean’s smile seemed 
to qll her entire face. She pulled out her phone and started searching 
for Kale Daniels online. “I’m leaving tonight.”

Tarmen’s mouth gaped open. “Fh, are you sure that’s a good 
idea? I mean, what if that’s not really his name? Yhat if he’s some 
sort of psychopath?”

Emmie scrunched her face. “Or a serial killer,” she chimed in. 
“:uys, this is my one chance to meet family. Xook, I think I found 

him. It says he owns a tattoo parlor. 'hat’s pretty cool.”
Tarmen shook her head. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t reach out 

to him. 4aybe call him on the phone or email him. I mean, it would 
be pretty creepy if some unknown relative just showed up at my front 
door. I don’t know what I would do.”
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Jean sighed. “Cou don’t understand. I’m his sister. Yhy would he be 
creeped out by me? 5esides, I’m going to meet him in a public place. 
4aybe I’ll tell him I want a tattoo.”

“Cou really want a tattoo?” Emmie asked.
“No P I don’t know. 4aybe.”
“I think you should take the time to think about this. At least go 

with another person. If you wait until Saturday, I’ll ride there with you. 
Emmie will come too. Right, Emmie?”

Emmie brushed her palms together and -ashed a huge smile. “Ca’ll, 
a roomie road trip sounds like fun. I’ll bring the snacks and we can play 
car games. If ya can wait until the weekendP”

“I’m just too excited to wait. 5esides, I have a meeting on Saturday.” 
Jean looked up from her phone. Tarmen was staring at her with a 
horriqed look on her face. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you guys updated. Hey, 
I’ll even share my :QS with you so you’ll know where I am at all times.”

“I don’t feel good about this. I mean, how would you feel if things 
were reversed? Yhat if an unknown relative showed up here after getting 
the DNA results?” Tarmen asked.

“I’m not sure how I would feel, but I believe I might think it was cool 
to meet a biological relative.”

“And, at least one of your roommates would welcome that relative 
with open arms.” Emmie wrapped her arm around Tarmen’s shoulder. 
“Tarmen, she said she’ll share her location. She’ll be okay. 'his is her 
chance to meet family. And if she goes missin’ or somethin’ bad happens, 
at least we’ll know where to look.”

Tarmen sighed. “Yhen are you leaving?”
“I’m not sure. I want to look into something before I leave.” 
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Yhen Jean returned to her room, she spent hours scouring online 
genealogical archives and reading about aliens. Names of her DNA 
matches swirled in her head as she pored over census records and funeral 
ledgers, determined to unravel her genetic puzzle. She couldn’t think 
about her studies until she uncovered answers about her heritage. Only 
then could she still the relentless Vuestions echoing through her mindM 
Yhere did she come from? Yho were her people? Yhat was she? And 
why did her mother abandon her?

She searched through her closet, trying to decide which bag she 
should take on her journey. After qnding a large duWel bag, she tossed 
it onto her bed and sat down, qngering her test printout. She thought 
about the number of times she moved with everything she owned 
stuWed into a small, raggedy duWel bag. She leaned against the wall 
and daydreamed as she thought about her thirteenth birthday. It was a 
special moment for her. Her parents entered the room singing “Happy 
5irthday.” 4r. Anderson tapped the alarm clock as 4rs. Anderson 
hugged Jean and sat on the edge of her bed.

4r. Anderson grinned. “Yelcome to the teenage years. How does it 
feel?”

“I don’t know. I guess I feel the same way I felt yesterday,” Jean said 
as she wiped her eyes.

“Yell, we have a surprise. 'here’s something we’ve been working on 
for a while now and we qnally have a court date.”

“A court date?”
4r. Anderson smiled. “'hat’s right, baby girl.” He turned toward 

4rs. Anderson. “Do you want to tell her, or should I?”
“Ooh, I can’t wait any longer,” 4rs. Anderson said. “Remember 

when we talked about making you a permanent part of our family?”
“Ceah.”
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“Yell, it’s qnally gonna happen. Cou are oOcially going to be an 
Anderson. Ye have an adoption hearing scheduled next week.” 

Jean smiled. “I can’t waitB” …inally, she was going to be part of a 
family. She never had to worry about being taken away and placed 
with a diWerent family again. 'his was the best birthday. Jean peeked 
at the small mirror on her nightstand and grinned. Although she was 
going to be adopted, her grin reminded her of 4rs. Anderson’s grin. 
Nothing else looked the same. Jean wondered what others would 
think once they became a real family. She was so diWerent from the 
Andersons. “Fm, 4om, am I old enough now?”

“Old enough for what?”
“Old enough to qnd out what happened. I mean why am I not 

with the mom who had me?”
4rs.  Anderson  sighed  and  glanced  at  4r.  Anderson.  4r. 

Anderson  nodded.  “Yell,  I  guess  it’s  time  for  you  to  know 
something.” 4rs. Anderson paused. “Fnfortunately, we don’t have 
much information about your biological family. No one knows who 
your birth mother is. 'he only thing we know is that a young man 
found you alone in a park. Cou were so tiny that you couldn’t have 
been more than a few hours old. I’ll be right back.” 4rs. Anderson 
left the room and returned carrying a neatly folded piece of paper. 
“Cou were wrapped in a blanket with this note,” she said, handing it 
to Jean.

Jean held the note between her qngers for a minute and took a 
deep breath before carefully unfolding it.  “Qlease take care of my 
beautiful baby and give her a wonderful life. 'o my Jean, please know 
I will always look after you from afar. …rom distant soils, you bear 
unseen potential. Do not let the fear of others dim your brightness 
within. Fntil we meet again.” 
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4rs. Anderson wrapped her arm around Jean’s shoulder. “I’m so 
sorry. I wish I could tell you more. Everyone deserves to know where they 
came from.”

“'hat’s okay. Cou’re my family now.”
After thinking about her thirteenth birthday, Jean smiled. Her 

parents’ love warmed her heart. How would they feel about her search for 
her biological family? She never wanted them to feel as if they were being 
replaced by her biological parents. They will always be my family. I just 
want answers. Jean paced around her dorm room, her trembling qngers 
gripping her cellphone. Her heart rate leaped higher as she considered 
telling her parents about qnding information about her brother. Yould 
they be worried?

Jean chewed her lip anxiously. 5eneath her nervousness, a current of 
excitement surged through her veins. She couldn’t wait to tell her mother 
and took a deep breath as she dialed her number. 

“Hi honey. How’s everything?”
“Qretty good. I really like my roommates and my classes are going 

well. :uess what? I found out I have a brother.”
After a brief silence, 4rs. Anderson let out an elated gasp. “Oh my, 

you found your birth family?”
“Ceah, well, we took a DNA test in one of my classes and they gave us 

a list of people who share DNA with us. 4y list included a brother who 
lives in Seattle.”

“Ooh, that’s greatB I’m so happy for you. 4aybe you’ll get to meet 
him one day. Cou know, your dad and I have always been supportive of 
you qnding your biological family.”

“I know. Actually, I’m thinking about driving to Seattle to meet 
him,” Jean said, her heart pounding in anticipation of her mother’s 
reaction.
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A stunned silence followed. Jean gripped the phone tighter, palms 
sweating.

“Cou’re driving all alone to Seattle?” 4rs. Anderson asked, her voice 
rising in alarm.

Jean released a deep sigh as her shoulders tensed. “I know what you’re 
thinking, but I’ve been waiting my whole life to learn about my family. 
I mean, you’re my family, too. 5ut I have Vuestions that only they can 
answer.”

“Honey, please be reasonable. Cour dad and I can go with you next 
weekend.”

“'hat doesn’t work as well for my schedule. I was actually thinking 
about going this evening.”

4rs. Anderson gasped. “Yhy so soon? Ye can’t make it tonight.”
“'omorrow is my free day. I don’t plan to stay long. I just want to go 

there for the day, meet him, and then return home.”
“Youldn’t the weekend be better?”
“I have a meeting for a group project on Saturday.”
“I still think your father and I should go with you,” her mom pleaded. 

“It’s just not safe traveling so far alone.”
“4om, I know you’re worried, but this is really important to me. I 

can do this by myself. Qlease try to understand.”
“5ut honeyP”
“'his is more than just meeting my brother. It’s about discovering 

who I am and where I come from. I need to do this myself. I promise 
I’ll be careful. I’ll call you as soon as I get there.” Jean held her breath, 
waiting for her mother’s response.

4rs. Anderson let out a resigned sigh. “Okay, honey. I can see how 
much this means to you. Qlease call me the moment you get there safely. 
Cou know how I worry about you.”
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After qnishing her assignment, Jean grabbed her tote bag and headed 
to her car. She strolled across the parking lot, rummaging in her bag, 
searching for her car key fob. She was so lost in thought about qnding 
her brother that she didn’t notice the lone qgure standing near her car 
until she hit the unlock button. 'he headlights -ashed, illuminating the 
man’s face. Jean froze. It was Dr. Krenik. 

5efore Jean could react, Dr. Krenik took a couple of steps toward her. 
“Yait, I need to talk to you.”

Jean’s heart hammered against her ribs. Yhat was he doing here? 
How did he know which car belonged to her? She wanted to run, but 
her legs were frozen in place. 

Dr.  Krenik inched closer.  'here was an unsettling urgency in 
his  voice.  “It’s  very  important  that  you  listen  to  me.  Cour  test 
results6there’s something you must know.”

Qanic -ooded Jean’s veins. She fumbled with the door handle before 
pulling it open and diving inside. Her tires sVuealed as she peeled out 
of the parking space. As she sped away, she tightly gripped the steering 
wheel and continuously checked the rearview mirror until Dr. Krenik’s 
qgure shrunk out of view. Yhat did he want from her? And why did it 
seem like he refused to stop until he got it?

Jean’s pulse jumped as she sped into the night, with Dr. Krenik’s 
cryptic warning plaguing her thoughts. She hoped the trip to see her 
brother would provide answers, but it left her with troubling Vuestions 
instead.



7

Twisted Highway

J ean sped toward the ramp to Interstate 90 and hopped onto the 
freeway toward Seattle. An orange hue klled the sby as the sun 

Fegan to set. ,ortunately’ there werenct many iars on the hxghway’ 
so Jean felt she should Fe aFle to mabe good progress Fefore xt got 
too darb. She planned to knd a hotel at the krst sxgn of e“haustxon.

After a half hour’ Jeancs phone rang. HAnswer iall. ”ello’C Jean 
saxd.

varmencs Woxie iame through the iarcs speaber. H”ey. ?here are 
youRC

H”x varmen. NememFer’ I told youR Icm headxng to Seattle to 
knd my Frother.C

HI really thxnb you should waxt. Are you sure you donct want to 
iall krstR Itcs not too late to ihange your mxnd.C

Jean sxghed. HEope’ I already deixded.C
H”ey’ Jean’ Icm here too’C Kmmxe saxd. Hvarmen has you on 

speaberphone. I agree wxth her. If you waxt untxl the weebend’ we 
ian go wxth you. vome Faib and wecll start mabxnc plans.C 
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HIcm already halfway there. Anyway’ I thxnb xt wxll Fe Fetter xf I 
go alone. I donct want to siare hxm away xf a group of us shows up.C

Hjou bnow Icm e“ixted aFout you meetxnc your Frother’ Fut xtcs 
safer to traWel xn groups’C Kmmxe e“ilaxmed.

Hjou sound lxbe my mom.C
Hjour mom wxll totally bxll us xf anythxng Fad happens to you. 

NememFer what she saxdR She told us to loob after her FaFy and xf 
anythxng happened’ she would iome after us’C varmen saxd.

Jean gxggled. HIcm pretty sure she was Oobxng.C
Hjeah’ well’ iall us as soon as you get there. If we donct hear from 

you’ wecll iome loobxng for you.C
Hqr’ wecll iall the polxie’C Kmmxe Guxpped.
H!uys’ Icll Fe obayP I promxse.C Jean ihuibled. HAnd I gaWe you 

aiiess to my !TS xnformatxon. jou should haWe reiexWed an emaxl. 
Tlus’ Icll iall as soon as I reaih Seattle.C

Kmmxe ihuibled. H!xrl’ you FetterPC
After endxng the iall’ Jean turned her attentxon to the road. She 

had lxttle e“perxenie drxWxng when xt  was Wery darb. Bo ialm her 
nerWes’ she Flasted musxi whxle the darbenxng sby fell oWer the Mat 
e“panse of the iountrysxde lxnxng the freeway. 

Suddenly’ a Frxght lxght Mashed xn her rearWxew mxrror. Jean Flxnbed. 
Ugh’ turn off the bright lights, idiot. zqq'. She gasped as somethxng 
pummeled xnto her iar lxbe a thunderFolt’ sendxng her xnto a dxVVyxng 
spxral. Strugglxng to regaxn iontrol of the iar’ Jeancs kngers sGueeVed 
the steerxng wheel as her heart pounded agaxnst her ihest and her 
entxre Fody tensed. SGuealxng txres pxeried her ears Fefore her front 
Fumper irumpled agaxnst the dxWxder wxth a sxibenxng irunih. Bhe 
axrFag e“ploded xn her faie lxbe a krm pxllow to the nose. Beeterxng and 
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topplxng’ her iar rolled upsxde down and sbxdded wxth an agonxVxng’ 
metallxi sireeih’ landxng wxth a Fone4Oarrxng thud xn a dxtih. 

Jeancs entxre Fody melted xnto her seat. She peeled her eyes open 
and wrxggled her arms and legs. Bhey were soft and woFFly’ as xf they 
were gelatxn. After a iouple of mxnutes’ they stx…ened. ,ortunately’ 
Jean only felt a lxttle sore and attempted to ilxmF out of her iar. As 
she struggled to unfasten her seat Felt’ a Frxght lxght shone xn her 
wxndow. Oh good’ someone is here to help me. Jean sGuxnted as the lxght 
xntensxked. Bwo darb SL-s pulled to a halt a short dxstanie away from 
her iar. 

Bhe sound of multxple sets of heaWy Foots poundxng the graWel 
xntensxked as seWeral men approaihed Jeancs iar. qne man irouihed 
down ne“t to Jeancs iar and peered xnto her wxndow. Bhe harsh shadow 
of the headlxghts Fehxnd hxm made seexng hxs faie dx6iult’ Fut Jean 
iaught a glxmpse of hxs hard’ green eyes. She opened her mouth to 
speab’ Fut the man Guxibly turned away Fefore she iould say anythxng.

H!et her out of there’C the man yelled.
Another man stepped forward. HAre you sure we should moWe herR 

'oWement ian mabe some xnOurxes worse.C Who is that? Bhe Woxie 
sounded famxlxar’ Fut she dxdnct bnow why. Bhe man irouihed down 
xn front of Jean. H5onct worry’ wecll get you out.C 

H!et out of the way’ old man. If what you saxd xs true’ xtcll tabe more 
than a tumFle to Freab her Fones.C Bhe man motxoned to some of the 
other men standxng nearFy. Hjou two worb on gettxng her out. !erard’ 
see xf therecs a saw or somethxng xn the trunb we ian use to iut her out.C

Bhe man wxth the famxlxar4soundxng Woxie stepped away and made 
a phone iall.

HI got somethxnc to iut the Felt.C A Furly man reaihed xnto the SL-cs 
gloWe iompartment and pulled out a seat Felt iutter. H5onct moWe.C ”e 
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reaihed through the Froben wxndow and slxied her seat Felt  xn 
seWeral plaies. 

Jean Freathed a sxgh of relxef after Fexng released from the Feltcs 
txght hold. What did he mean about it taking more than a tumble to 
break my bones? 

Bwo other men iame and pulled Jean out of the iar and laxd her 
on the ground.

Jean sat up’ leanxng on her elFows. She was relxeWed to Fe alxWe 
and out of her mangled Wehxile. As she loobed around’ a SL- wxth a 
irumpled front Fumper sat parbed a few feet from her iar. ,oggxness 
klled her head. I’m supposed to exchange information. Something 
doesn’t feel right.

Bhe man wxth the green eyes irouihed down xn front of Jean and 
studxed her faie for what seemed lxbe foreWer.

Jean ileared her throat. H”elloRC
Hjoucre Jean Anderson’ arenct youRC 
Jeancs throat was unusually dry. HLh7C
Bhe man wxth the famxlxar4soundxng Woxie returned. HIs she obayR 

Bhxs wasnct what we dxsiussed. ”urry’ get her out of there.C
Jean turned toward the man who stepped forward. ”xs Woxie was 

famxlxar. She loobed up and reiognxVed the ireepy man’ 5r. Drenxb.
Bhe  green4eyed  man  raxsed  a  knger  to  sxlenie  5r.  Drenxb. 

H5oitor’ you ian leaWe now’C he saxd and turned to address Jean. 
H'y name xs Agent Smyte. Itcs my understandxng that you toob a 
5EA test today. Is that iorreitRC

Jean stared at the golden pxn on Agent Smytecs txe. It was a siythe.
Suddenly’  Agent Smyte graFFed Jeancs  Oaw and sGueeVed xt’ 

forixng her lxps to peel apart. HI wxll not asb you agaxn. 5xd you tabe 
a 5EA testRC he saxd’ releasxng Jeancs Oaw from hxs grxp.
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Jean tremFled wxth fear’ and her heart raied. She ioughed and 
ileared her throat. HLh’ yeah. zut xt was xnionilusxWe.C

Agent Smyte smxrbed. Hqh’ I FelxeWe there was more to xt than 
that.C ”e stood and turned toward the men standxng Fehxnd hxm. 
Hqbay’ letcs get out of here.C

A Furly man pxibed Jean up and iarrxed her toward the SL- xn 
hxs arms. ”er heart pounded. She wrxggled and leaned to the sxde 
Fut iould not get away from hxs txght hold. Suddenly’ a loud engxne 
roared and a sleeb motoriyile sped toward them. Jean sexVed her 
ihanie to esiape. She thrashed xn the mancs arms’ bxibxng her legs 
and sGuxrmxng to loosen hxs xron grxp. HFet go of me’C she sireamed’ 
drxWxng her elFow xnto hxs rxFs.

Bhe man grunted xn paxn’ Fut he dxd not release her. Jean twxsted 
Wxolently and was aFle to wrenih herself halfway out of hxs grasp. 
zefore she iould iompletely Freab free’ the man slammed her agaxnst 
the SL- and shoWed her xnsxde xt.

A motoriyile swerWed’ nearly iollxdxng wxth the man who iarrxed 
Jean. Bhen’ xt  slxd aiross the graWel Fefore iomxng to a iomplete 
stop. Bhe rxder hopped o… the motoriyile’ turned toward Jean and 
the men’ and remoWed hxs helmet. Bhe rxder was a man wxth a lean’ 
musiular Fuxld who appeared to Fe xn hxs early twentxes. ”xs haxr 
was a mop of short Flaib iurls that framed a ihxseled faie. ”xs eyes 
were a lxght Frown’ lxbe iaramel. ”xs lxps were full and iurWed xnto a 
smxrb as he walbed toward Jean.

Jean Fanged on the wxndow. H”elpPC she yelled. HTlease help mePC
Bhe young man from the motoriyile stepped forward. H?hatcs 

goxng onRC
5r. Drenxb nodded at the young man’ ilxmFed xnto hxs iar’ and 

droWe away.
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Agent Smyte walbed toward the SL- and motxoned to two Furly 
men standxng nearFy. H5eal wxth hxm.C

Bhe  men  strode  toward  the  young  man’  thexr  heaWy  Foots 
thuddxng on the paWement. Bhe young mancs musiles tensed as hxs 
sharp eyes traibed thexr adWanie. As the krst man reaihed for hxs 
shoulder wxth meaty kngers’ the young man sexVed the mancs arm 
xn an xron grxp’ yanbxng hxm o… Falanie Fefore delxWerxng a saWage 
punih dxreitly Fetween hxs eyes.  zlood erupted from the mancs 
shattered nose as he irumpled to the ground.

zefore the young man iould reait’  a  short  Fut solxdly Fuxlt 
attaiber wrapped hxs thxib arms around hxm from Fehxnd’ sGueeVxng 
Wxixously. Bhe young man grunted as he droWe hxs heel hard xnto 
hxs attaibercs groxn. vursxng xn paxn’ the attaiber released hxs grxp. 
In one smooth motxon’ the young man grxpped hxs attaibercs arm’ 
sGuatted’ and heaWed the Furly man oWer hxs shoulder’ slammxng hxm 
Frutally agaxnst the paWement. 

Bhree men rushed toward the young man. ”e launihed xnto 
motxon’ unleashxng a Farrage of preixse FlowsHa lxghtnxng Guxib OaF 
to the krst mancs throat’ followed Fy a spxnnxng bxib that sent hxm 
Myxng xnto the wall. ”e then dropped to the ground’ sweepxng the 
ne“t mancs legs from under hxm and strxbxng hxm wxth a Guxib elFow 
OaF. Bhe young man slammed hxs heel xnto the thxrd mancs stomaih’ 
sendxng hxm to the ground wrxthxng xn paxn.

Bhe man who put Jean xn the Faib seat of the SL- turned around 
and faied the young man’ who then hxt hxm wxth a sxngle punih’ 
bnoibxng hxm out. Agent Smyte hopped xnto the other SL- and 
sped away.
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Bhe young man helped Jean out of the Wehxile. HFetcs get out of here 
Fefore these goons wabe up.C ”e graFFed her hand and hurrxed her oWer 
to hxs motoriyile. H”ere’ tabe thxs’C he saxd’ handxng her hxs helmet.

Jean hesxtated Fefore reaihxng for the helmet. So, I have two choices. 
Stay or … well, he definitely looks like the better option.

HItcs not safe for you here. ?e need to leaWe.C
As Jean slxd the helmet onto her head and ilxmFed onto the Faib 

of the motoriyile’ a bnot formed xn her stomaih. She swallowed hard’ 
tryxng to push away the rxsxng waWe of fear threatenxng to ionsume her. 

Bhe young man hopped onto the motoriyile and glanied oWer hxs 
shoulder. HIcm Jamal.C

Hopefully, I won’t fall. Jean wrapped her arms around Jamalcs waxst 
as he reWWed the Fxbecs engxne. Hqh’ Icm Jean.C

As they peeled away’ leaWxng the mysterxous attaibers wrxthxng xn the 
graWel’ Jean txghtened her grxp around Jamalcs waxst. HBhanb you’C she 
saxd Freathlessly. She bnew nothxng aFout thxs stranger Feyond hxs name. 
zut somethxng xn hxs ionkdent’ steady Woxie set her nerWes at ease. 
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Running from Danger

J ean felt safe with her arms wrapped snuggly around Jamal’s waist. 
As they picked up speed, the wind pummeled her face, so she 

leaned forward, catching a whix of Jamal’s woodsy cologne miSed 
with sweat. buddenly, the motorjike verked and slid as its front tire 
rolled o“er a large pothole. Jean’s chest tightened and her jreathing 
jecame strained. bhe tapped Jamal on the shoulder. P”ull o“er.H

P?uh!H
P”ull o“erTH Jean yelled.
As Jamal  stepped on the  rear  jrake  control,  his  motorcycle 

shook.  Ehey  reached  the  side  of  the  road  and  climjed  ox  the 
motorcycle.  Ehe speed of  Jean’s  jreathing intensiNed,  and she 
stumjled sideways, plopping onto the ground as the steady hum of 
tires rolling on pa“ement echoed in the jackground. After steadying 
herself,  Jean sat on her knees and leaned forward jefore taking 
se“eral deep jelly jreaths. That was scary. I thought for sure I was 
going to fall. This has to be the worst night of my life. I wish I was at 
home in bed.
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A worried eSpression marred Jamal’s face. PRh crap. Are you okay!H 
he asked as he rujjed his hand through his short, jlack hair and sLuatted 
down neSt to Jean.

Yeah, now that I’m not on a motorcycle going 100 miles per hour with 
a stranger who … Jean glanced at Jamal and tilted her chin. P?ow’d you 
do that!H

Jamal scrunched his eyejrows and frowned. PCo what!H
Jean sighed. P9ou vust took down something like twenty men,H she 

eSclaimed. Is he some type of hitman? Or in a gang or the mafia? Should 
I try to flag down the police?

Jamal shrugged and shot her a crooked grin. PO guess all those kungWfu 
lessons my parents forced on me Nnally paid ox.H 

As she continued taking a series of deep jreaths, Jean shut her eyes 
and curled into a jall.

PAre you sure you’re okay!H
PO’ll je Nne.H
PRkay, O’m going to check out my jike. Ket me know if you need 

something.H Jamal slid a small 6ashlight out of his pocket and circled his 
motorcycle while repeatedly glancing in Jean’s direction.

PCamn,H Jamal eSclaimed.
P0hat’s wrong!H Jean hopped up and strolled o“er to Jamal.
PEhe front jrake rotor jroke. Ehere’s no way we’ll make it much 

further on this jike. 0e’ll ha“e to hike it.H Jamal mo“ed his jike jehind 
a jushy area ox the shoulder. PO’ll come jack to get it later.H ?e pointed 
toward a cluster of lights in the distance. PO jelie“e there’s an eSit with 
some motels nearjy. Ot’s not too far. 0e can crash for the night.H

Jean and Jamal jegan walking along the highway’s shoulder. As they 
walked, Jean’s eyes darted jack and forth toward the highway’s tra3c 
while Jamal rujjed his hands together. PRoh, winter is coming. Ket’s 
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hurry to get out of this cold.H ?e lowered his vacket ox his shoulders 
and held it toward Jean. P?ere, take this.H

Jean shook her head and scrunched her jrows. P9ou’re cold!H
PRf course. O think it’s around UB or MB degrees. 0hat, you’re not 

cold!H
Jean shrugged. PDo, O feel Nne.H Ot suddenly dawned on Jean that 

she ne“er felt cold. bometimes, a 6eeting chill would pass through 
her “eins, jut it always dissipated within minutes. P9ou don’t think 
we should call a taSi or something!H

P0e’re so close to the eSit.  0e can make it there jefore a caj 
gets here. And, it’s  too cold to stand here. At least O’ll  warm up 
jy walking,H Jamal said as he pulled his vacket jack up onto his 
shoulders. Pbo, what was going on with you and those men!H

Jean  shrugged.  PO  ha“e  no  idea,H  she  mumjled,  her  “oice 
tremjling with fear.  PEhe whole  thing was  really  weird.H  Jean 
glanced around the empty road. PO think they were trying to kidnap 
me.H

P0ell, if we run into them again, O’ll take care of them for you.H
PO don’t doujt that.H
Ehey continued to walk until they arri“ed at a small hotel. PRh 

no,H Jean said with a worried look on her face.
P0hat’s wrong!H
PO don’t ha“e my phone.H bhe slipped her hands into her pockets 

as if searching for her phone. Why am I doing that? I never keep my 
phone in my pocket. POt must je in my car.H

PO ha“e a phone. Also, the hotel has one.H
PO know, jut O also had a jag with clothes and things.H Jean stuck 

her hands in her pants pockets. PO don’t ha“e my money.H
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PCon’t worry. O’ll get us a room. 9ou don’t mind sharing, do you! 
O’ll get one with two jeds. Of that’s not a“ailajle, O’ll sleep in a chair or 
something.H

PO promise O’ll pay you jack.H Jean secretly wished she could ha“e her 
own room. After all, Jamal was a stranger. zut, she had no money and 
she was too eShausted to think ajout anything. ?e seemed safe enough 
and he did vust sa“e her life.

PDo worries. Co you want to jorrow my phone!H
P…m, that’s okay. O was going to call my mom, jut O can wait until we 

get to the room.H
Jamal slid his phone out of his pocket and wa“ed it in front of Jean. 

PAre you sure! O don’t mind if you use it.H
Jean hesitated. P…m, okay. Ehanks.H Jean raised her arm to graj the 

phone, jut Jamal lifted it higher in the air away from her.
P?ey, make sure you return it. Of you steal my phone and run away, O 

know people.H
P'“en if O run, O’m sure O won’t get “ery far. O mean, with your kung 

fu skills and all, O’m sure you’ll take me down.H
Jamal chuckled and handed the phone to Jean. PRh, jy the way, my 

numjer shows up as a pri“ate call,H he said.
PEhanks.H Jean stepped away out of earshot of Jamal and dialed her 

mother’s numjer. Ehe call went straight to “oicemail. P?ey, Com, this 
is Jean. O vust wanted to let you know O stopped at a hotel on my way 
to beattle. O jorrowed someone else’s phone. Anyway, O vust wanted to 
update you. O’ll try to reach you again later. Ko“e you.H

After checking into a doujle room, Jamal jought Jean a pair of 
leggings and a sweatshirt from the hotel’s gift shop. …pon entering the 
room, Jean’s hands tremjled as she scanned the room with a worried 
eSpression. What have I gotten myself into? Maybe I should have had him 
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drop me off at the hotel and go on his merry way. I’m sure he has a friend 
or family member nearby who can pick him up.

Jamal slid past Jean. PAre you okay!H
Um, not really. I’m in a hotel room with a complete stranger. Of course, 

I’m not okay. P…m, yWyeah. O’m fWNne.H
PAre you sure! Cayje O’ll get a separate room.H
He’s already done so much for me. Maybe I can borrow his phone and 

text his information to my parents. P…m, that’s okay. Van O see your OC!H
Pbure.H Jamal slid his dri“er’s license out of his pocket and handed it 

to Jean.
PEhanks. Van O jorrow your phone again! O vust want to make sure 

my parents know who O’m with.H
PRf course,H Jamal said, handing his phone to her.
Jean snapped a picture of the license and sent a teSt message to 

her parents with the image. After returning the phone and license, 
she carried her new clothes into the jathroom and locked the door. 
Let me make sure it’s really locked. bhe viggled the doorknoj se“eral 
times jefore showering and changing her clothes. zefore lea“ing the 
jathroom, she grajjed a towel and wiped away the steam from the 
jathroom mirror. Jean stared at her re6ection, eSamining her familiar 
features and searching for signs of alien otherness. zut all she saw was the 
same ordinary human. bhe jlinked a few times. ?er eyes appeared to je 
a more golden orange than their usual jrown. Maybe I’m just tired. bhe 
rujjed her Nngers against her face. ?er skin shimmered with a warm, 
golden hue.

Jean continued to study her re6ection in the foggy mirror, puEEled 
jy the 6eeting changes in her eyes and skin. A whisper in the jack of 
her mind wondered if the CDA test had unlocked something hidden 
deep within her genome. bhe sighed, jrushed her hand o“er her arm, and 
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pinched her skin. Is it true? Can I really be half-alien? Jean’s heart rate 
soared, so she took a few deep jreaths to steady it. No, it can’t be true. I 
look human. I feel human. Aliens aren’t real.

Jamal tapped on the jathroom door. PAre you okay in there!H
Jean shook her head as she tried to clear her racing thoughts and 6ung 

the door open. PRh, yeah. O’m sorry.H
PDo worries.H Jamal sat down on the small sofa. PEake as much time 

as you need. O was vust worried.H
Jean sighed and sat on the edge of the jed farthest from the door. 

PJamal, do you jelie“e in aliens!H
P0ait, you didn’t see an alien in the jathroom, did you!H Jamal 

hopped up and peeked into the jathroom.
Jean giggled. PO’m serious. Co you jelie“e aliens eSist!H
P0ell, there’s a lot of space out in outer space. 0ouldn’t it je a waste 

if humans were the only ones!H
Jean sighed. PO suppose.H
PO mean, O jelie“e in a lot of wacky stux, so O’m projajly not the jest 

person to ask,H he said with a slight shrug, his “oice tinged with a hint of 
amusement.

PRh,  that’s  okay,H  she  replied,  her  shoulders  slumping  with 
disappointment. P9our insight is helpful. ?a“e you e“er taken a CDA 
test!H

POf you’re pregnant, it’s not mine. 9ou’re cute and e“erything, jut we 
vust met, and O jarely touched you.H

Jean laughed so hard a few tears fell out of her eyes. bhe wiped her eyes 
with her slee“e and cleared her throat. P0ell, anyway, it’s not important. 
O shouldn’t ha“e said anything.H

Jamal looked at Jean curiously. POf there’s something going on, feel 
free to tell me. Cayje O can help.H
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Jean hesitated. He’ll probably think I’m crazy. 
PDo pressure. Of you don’t want to tell meFH
PRkay.H Jean took a deep jreath and rujjed her palms across her 

thighs. PCon’t laugh, jut O think those men were after me jecause O 
took a CDA test.H

Jamal leaned forward. P0hy!H
Jean shrugged. PO don’t know, jut O think it may ha“e something 

to do with my jiological parents.  O  ne“er met them jecause O’m 
adopted. On fact, O was on my way to meet my jiological jrother 
in beattle. 0ith what happened, it’s now more important than e“er 
that O Nnd my jiological family.H Jamal studied her closely. Why did 
I say something? He doesn’t believe me. He thinks I’m delusional.

POf you want, O can go with you. O don’t ha“e any plans and O can 
take care of things if those men show up again.H

P9ou’“e already done so much. O’m sure O’ll je okay.H 
PO lo“e an ad“enture. zesides, how else will O get that money you 

owe me!H
Jean  giggled.  P0ell,  O  guess  it  will  je  fun  to  tra“el  with  a 

comedian. Are you sure it won’t je a projlem! 0on’t your, um, 
employer ha“e a projlem if you skip out on work tomorrow! Rr are 
you a student!H

POt’s your lucky day. O vust happen to je free tomorrow.H Jamal 
winked at Jean as his mouth curled into a slight grin.

P0ell, O don’t want to je held responsijle if you lose your voj. 
0hat do you do for a li“ing, anyway!H

PO could tell you, jut then O’d ha“e to kill you.H
Jean rolled her eyes. P9ou couldn’t come up with anything more 

original than that!H
PKook, O do underco“er work. O can’t pro“ide details.H
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Jean’s eyes widened as she cocked her head. P9ou’re a police o3cer!H 
bhe imagined him walking around a police station wearing a jlue 
uniform with a gun at his hip.

PO may ha“e already said too much. 9ou’“e had a long day. Ket’s talk 
after you get some rest.H Jamal’s phone rang, and he glanced at it. P'Scuse 
me, O need to take this call.H ?e left the room and closed the door.

Jean hopped up and pressed her ear against the door. bhe o“erheard 
Jamal say e“erything was okay, and she was safe. Who is he talking to? Did 
he tell someone about me? A few minutes later, the doorknoj rattled and 
Jean sprinted to the jed on her toes, slid under the co“ers, and sLueeEed 
her eyes shut vust as Jamal opened the door. bhe lay still, struggling to 
slow her racing thoughts. 

A few minutes later, Jamal’s phone juEEed. ”eeking through jarely 
parted lids, Jean saw Jamal frown down at his phone. ?is vaw clenched 
tight as he read a teSt message. 0ith a tense glance at a seemingly sleeping 
Jean, he deleted it and sho“ed the phone in his pocket. Jamal stared at the 
ceiling with a hard glint in his eyes.

Jean closed her eyes. He seemed bothered by that message. What’s 
going on? Who is he communicating with? ?er weary mind spun, eroding 
her jrief sense of security. bhe had wanted to jelie“e Jamal was simply a 
good bamaritan who sa“ed her jy chance. zut now, unease gripped her. 
0hate“er they were facing, this was only the jeginning. Ehe danger was 
still out there and she didn’t know if her supposed protector was jeing 
completely honest.
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Missing Person

E mmie and Carmen lay in their cozy beds, lost in deep slumber, 
when suddenly, Emmie’s phone alarm blared, slicing through 

the peaceful silence of the room. With a groggy haze enveloping her 
mind, Emmie picked up the buzzing phone parked next to her in 
bed, letting out a soft groan. After she pried her heavy eyelids open, 
she squinted at the screen, the soft glow illuminating her sleepy face.

Carmen rolled onto her side, rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?” 
she questioned, her voice still laced with drowsiness.

Emmie  released  a  boisterous  yawn.  “Uh,  six-thirty,”  she 
grumbled, her voice quavering as she descended the ladder of her loft 
bed. Her arms shook with fatigue as she lowered each foot, searching 
blindly in the dark for the next rung. 

Carmen’s squinted gaze wandered over to Jean’s empty bed. 
“Jean’s out already?”

Emmie nodded, her memory slowly awakening. “Remember? 
She went to meet her brother.”
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“Oh, right,” Carmen muttered. “I wonder if she made it there yet. 
Did you check the tracker?”

“I’ll check it now.” Emmie opened the tracker and searched for Jean’s 
location. “Hmm, that’s strange.”

“What?”
“Her location ain’t updated in hours,” Emmie muttered, confusion 

clouding her features as she sat at her desk, staring at her phone. 
Carmen slowly climbed down her ladder and leaned over Emmie’s 

shoulder, rubbing her eyes. “That’s so weird. It’s totally frozen.” She 
reached over Emmie’s head and tapped the screen, but the tracking icon 
stubbornly remained still on the map. “Is it not working?”

“I don’t know…” Emmie frowned. “I never had issues before. Look, 
the time stamp keeps glitchin’. See.” She held the phone up to Carmen’s 
face. The erratic timer jumped sporadically before the app abruptly 
crashed. Emmie rebooted her phone. For a split second, the screen 
:ashedM Tracking Terminated. She gasped as her eyes widened. “Did it 
delete?”

“Let me see.” Carmen yanked the phone out of Emmie’s hand. 
“What did you do? Did you press delete?”

“I didn’t do nothin’. I just restarted it.”
Carmen released a deep sigh. “You must’ve done something. Now I 

can’t even Gnd the app.” She tapped on the phone’s screen, the sound 
echoing softly. Binutes passed as she searched through the applications 
and Gles, her brows furrowing. “Something’s not right. I just tried to pull 
the backup Gle, but it’s corrupted. Kood news, we know her last location 
before it stopped working. 8ad news, it was the middle of the highway.”

“Well, that’s where we’ll go then. It’s not far. We should drive there 
just to make sure there isn’t a problem. We’ll be able to make it back 
before class if nothin’s there.”
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Carmen let out an exasperated sigh, her eyes rolling in disbelief. “So, 
let me get this straight. We’re just supposed to drive to the middle of the 
highway and park? I don’t think so.”

“We’ll drive to the area and return if nothin’s there. I know which exit 
sign it was near. It’s not that far. Of course, you’ll need to drive ’cause I 
don’t trust my hooptie on highways.” Emmie poked out her bottom lip. 
“!lease, Carmen,” she whined. “This may be a matter of Jean’s life or 
death.”

“Why don’t we call the police?” Carmen asked, her voice tinged with 
concern.

“Let’s just make this one quick drive,” she replied hastily, the urgency 
clear in her voice. “Then we’ll go to the police.”

Carmen strolled over to her closet and rummaged through her 
clothes. “Well, let me shower and get dressed.”

“Just throw on some clothes. You can shower when we get back.”
“Are you crazy?” Carmen exclaimed, her voice rising in disbelief. 

“You expect me to go out looking like this?” she asked with her arms 
outstretched as she turned around in a circle.

As Carmen drove toward the interstate, her knuckles turned white as she 
gripped the steering wheel. Her eyes darted anxiously, searching for any 
sign of Jean’s car. 

“I don’t want to scare you, but is there a chance…” Carmen’s voice 
trailed o0, her words swallowed by the weight of uncertainty. She took a 
deep breath, the air heavy with anticipation, before continuing, “Jean’s 
dependable. She wouldn’t forget to call us like she promised. If she didn’t 
make it…”



JEAN'S DISCOVERY 61

Emmie  directed  her  eyes  to  her  phone  and  then  back  up  at 
Carmen. “Don’t be so negative. I’m sure she’s Gne. Baybe she’s in an 
area with a poor connection or her phone died. Let’s clear our minds 
and talk about somethin’ else.” 

“I’ve been thinking about something. Don’t take this the wrong 
way, but I’m not sure how I feel about having a roommate who’s an 
alien.”

Emmie’s eyes widened as she gasped. “Carmen, she’s our friend5 
Nothin’s changed, and she’s human, too.” She didn’t know what to 
think about what Carmen had said. Did she feel the same way about 
other people who were di0erent? Of course, being part alien was a 
unique type of di0erent, but still…

“Like I said, don’t take it the wrong way,” Carmen said, pursing 
her lips. “Anyway, do you think there’s a chance she went to her home 
planet?”

Emmie rolled her eyes. “Ya mean Earth? Her home planet is Earth5”
They drove on, a cloud of tension hanging in the air as they 

continued in silence. Scenery blurred past them, a mix of industrial 
buildings and vast expanses of open Gelds. The sound of their tires on 
the pavement provided a steady rhythm, punctuated by the occasional 
honk of a passing car. 

After what felt like an eternity, they arrived at the designated area 
that pinged Jean’s location. The surroundings were a blur of concrete 
and asphalt, the air heavy with the scent of exhaust. Emmie’s heart 
raced as they pulled to a stop, their destination looming before them. 
Her eyes widened as she pointed at a large tow truck with :ashing 
lights parked on the shoulder. “Wait, is that her car on the truck?”

“It looks like it, but I don’t see Jean.” Carmen pulled over and 
parked in front of the truck. “Wow, her car was totaled.”
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Carmen and Emmie approached the truck. The tow truck driver 
was  busy  securing  Jean’s  car  to  the  truck.  He  had  a  gru0 face 
with a salt  and pepper beard and he donned a gray :annel shirt 
and loose-Gtting, grease-stained jeans that barely hid his beer belly. 
Emmie tried to get the driver’s attention by waving her arms.

“He doesn’t see you.” Carmen jogged toward the driver, yelling. 
“Excuse me. This is our friend’s car. Where is she?”

“I don’t know nothin’ about yo’ friend,” the driver said without 
looking up.

Carmen  inched  closer  to  Jean’s  car.  “Was  she  taken  to  the 
hospital? Did an ambulance

come?”
“Look lady, the only thing that was here when I got here was that 

piece of a car.”
As the driver turned to leave, Emmie rushed forward, blocking his 

path. “!lease, can you tell us somethin’? Anything at all? Was there 
another car involved in the accident or did you see someone pick up 
a girl?”

“There were no signs of another damaged vehicle. 8ut…” The 
words died on his tongue as his eyes narrowed.

“What?” Emmie’s body tensed as nervous energy :owed through 
her veins. “You noticed somethin’?”

The driver glanced suspiciously around before answering in a low 
tone. “Bight’ve been nothing, but I did see a dark Hummer parked 
on the shoulder by the vehicle. Tinted windows. Soon as I pulled up, 
it sped away.” The driver started walking toward his truck.

“Wait5” Emmie dashed toward the driver, :ailing her arms. “Did 
someone named Jean order the tow?”
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“I only receive pick up location and vehicle description from the 
service center. Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I’m on the clock,” he 
said, continuing toward his truck. 

Emmie stepped forward and lunged between the driver and his truck. 
“I’m sorry to take up ya time, but can you tell us somethin’? !erhaps, 
what might have happened?”

“Look, lady, I don’t know what happened. It’s pretty obvious this 
car :ipped over after being rear-ended. Now, you might wanna call the 
hospital about your friend.” With savage force, the tow truck driver 
shoved past Emmie, causing her to stumble backward and slip, falling 
onto the gravel road. Then he climbed into his truck and merged onto 
the highway as he drove away.

As Emmie sat on the ground trying to regain her composure, Carmen 
grabbed her hand and helped her to stand. They watched the tow truck 
as it drove away. For a few moments, they were silent.

Carmen sighed heavily. “Should we call the police Grst?”
Emmie shook her head no. “I agree with that a-hole. I think we should 

call hospitals. If she’s not in a hospital, then we should Gle a missing 
person’s report.”

“Hey, check the app. Does the tracker show movement?”
Emmie glanced at her phone. A subtle movement of Jean’s vehicle 

traveled along the map. “Yeah, it’s moving now. Her phone must be in 
her car.”

Carmen and Emmie raced to call every hospital within a 3—-mile 
radius, their hearts pounding with anxiety. They had to Gnd Jean, and 
fast. As they called each hospital, they received the same responseM no 
Jean Anderson. Their worst fears were becoming a reality4Jean was 
missing, and they didn’t know where she could be.

Emmie’s heart sank. “What do we do now?”
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Carmen took a deep breath. “We Gle a missing person’s report. I knew 
we should have stopped her from going.” 

A wave of disappointment washed over Emmie. She had thought it 
was great that Jean was going to learn more about herself by meeting 
her biological family. !erhaps she should have tried harder to encourage 
her to wait. Or perhaps she should have gone with her. She would have 
missed a few classes, but maybe she could have helped with whatever 
happened. Two people are stronger than one. “I don’t think we could 
have done anything. She was determined. 8esides, we didn’t know this 
would happen.”

As they drove to the nearest police station, Emmie couldn’t help but 
wonder what could have happened to Jean. The thought of her dear 
friend hurt or lost somewhere was almost too much to bear. “Do you 
have her parents’ number?”

“No.”
“I’ll search for it online and try to reach them. Baybe they know 

somethin’.” Emmie entered Jean’s name into her phone and found 
her parents’ contact information. She dialed the number for Brs. 
Anderson. There was no answer, and the voicemail picked up. “Hello, 
Brs. Anderson. This is Jean’s roommate, Emmie. I was wondering if 
you’ve spoken to Jean. We haven’t been able to reach her and we’re 
worried. You can call me at the number on the caller ID or send a text.” 
Emmie ended the call and turned toward Carmen. “That didn’t sound 
crazy, did it?”

“No, it was Gne.”
As they entered, the police station’s stale air and harsh lights made 

hope feel fragile, but Emmie clung to it with every Gber of her being as 
she followed the stern oJcer to his desk. His face remained stone-like as 
he typed Jean’s name and description into the computer.
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8eside Emmie, Carmen’s neatly manicured nails dug into her palms. 
“It’s been over twelve hours since she left,” she exclaimed, raw panic 
creeping in.

Emmie slid her own clammy hand over Carmen’s, stopping its 
trembling. Carmen responded with a Grm squeeze, conveying her 
wordless thanks.

As they walked out of the police station, Carmen whipped around to 
face Emmie, eyes :ashing. “This is all your fault5” she exclaimed, jabbing 
a Gnger at Emmie’s chest. “If you hadn’t encouraged Jean to go meet 
those … those aliens, she would be safe at school right now5”

Emmie recoiled. “That ain’t fair5 How was I supposed to know 
somethin’ bad would happen?”

Carmen threw her hands up in exasperation. “It was a terrible idea 
from the start5 Didn’t you think about why Jean was abandoned as a 
baby? Baybe her mother was scared of her or maybe her alien relatives 
were dangerous5 And now they’ve probably abducted her, or worse5”

“You’re lettin’ your imagination run wild,” Emmie retorted, hands 
curling into Gsts. “It was probably just a car accident.”

“Just a car accident? Then where is she? And why did that truck 
driver see someone speed o0 in a tinted SUV?” she shrieked. “Face 
it4Jean searching for those aliens led to her disappearance5”

Emmie stepped forward, eyes burning with fury. “The only thing 
I need to face is Gndin’ my friend5” she shouted. “And standin’ here 
pointin’ Gngers ain’t helping5” 

She whirled on her heels, stalking away toward Carmen’s car as tears 
pricked her eyes. Why was she attacking her when Jean needed them 
most? They had to stick together, not tear each other apart. Emmie could 
only pray their splintering friendship could hold long enough to bring 
Jean home safely. She had to believe they would Gnd Jean, navigating 
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safely back from whatever unknown darkness had swallowed her. Until 
Jean returned, she refused to entertain alternatives. 
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Building Relationships

T he following morning, Jamal ordered a rental car to drive to Kale’s 
InynitA prt tattoo Sarlor in .eattleW baiting for it to ke delivered, 

Jean sat on a kench in front of the hotel, swinging her legs kacu and forth 
while Jamal stood nearkA, watching for the carW .he focjsed her eAes on 
the Savement as she thojght akojt the Srior daAW How did he happen 
to show up when someone was trying to kidnap me? That was a strange 
coincidence. Maybe I should get a ride back to campus. I can borrow money 
to get home and pay it back through a funds transfer app or mail it to him. 
Wait, why did he have a Georgia license? 

Jean glanced jS and tjgged on Jamal’s “acuetW H?eA, Jamal, can I asu 
Aoj something”O

Hxf cojrseW bhat’s jS”O Jamal sat on the kench neDt to JeanW
HGon’t Aoj thinu it wojld ke ketter for me to go home” I’m sjre Aoj 

have SlentA of things to do with Aojr “ok, and I’m sjre Aoj can’t wait to 
get kacu home to YeorgiaWO

HYeorgia”O
Hbell, AeahW Rojr license said Aojr home was in YeorgiaWO
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HEightW These daAs I’m more of a nomadW It’s keen two Aears since 
I’ve keen thereW I travel arojnd the cojntrA for woruWO 

Jean raised a krowW Hpnd that woru is what”O
Jamal gestjred toward the road and smiledW Hxjr ride’s hereW 

EeadA to meet Aojr krother”O
Hzm, I sjSSose,O Jean sighed as her mind wanderedW I’m not 

sure if I should go. What if he rejects me? Will he think I’m weird 
for showing up at his shop? I wonder if he knows about me. What if 
he’s been looking for me his entire life? He might be happy to see me. 
Anyway, I guess there’s no turning back now. I need to focus on the 
positives. He might have information about my birth family. Maybe 
he can introduce me to them. Yeah, I need to go.

bhen theA arrived at the destination several hojrs later,  Jean 
Seeued ojt the window and hesitated kefore eDiting the carW  p 
vagje jnease needled the kacu of her mindW .he gaXed at the SeoSle 
Sassing kA, sjddenlA strjcu kA how diNerent she felt from themW 
.ince learning akojt her qeno G…p, it was as if an invisikle karrier 
seSarated her from the rest of hjmanitAW TheA went akojt their lives 
okliviojs to aliens in their midst while she now Cjestioned her own 
identitA and Slace in the worldW

Jamal grinnedW HRoj readA” be can alwaAs tjrn arojndWO
HI didn’t come this far for nothingWO Jean Sjshed the door oSen 

and climked ojt of the cakW ?er heart raced as she walued toward 
the tattoo SarlorW bhen she reached the door, she inhaled deeSlAW 
.he frowned as a man with geometric facial  tattoos strode SastW 
The maruings seemed almost ' alienW Vojld theA ke some uind of 
qeno code or sAmkols” pn indicator of secret alliances jnunown to 
ordinarA societA” The thojght sent a shiver down Jean’s sSineW ?ow 
deeS did this hidden world eDtend” 
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Jamal reached arojnd Jean and Sjshed oSen the heavA glass doorW 
zSon entering the tattoo Sarlor, Jean looued arojnd the shoSW 8jmes 
resemkling kleach miDed with kjrned rjkker assajlted her nostrilsW 
There was a large akstract mjral on a side wall and a small receStion desu 
near the entranceW ?ard rocu mjsic SlaAed over sSeauers karelA covering 
the hjmming engines of tattoo gjnsW 

Jean walued jS to the receStion desu and kegan MiSSing throjgh a 
tattoo catalog on the cojnterW p large Sartition seSarated the receStion 
desu from the kacu of the shoSW p few minjtes later, a Aojng woman 
covered in tattoos came from the kacuW

HVan I helS Aoj”O 
Jean folded her arms as her kreath stalledW Hzm, AeahW zh, Kale 

GanielsW Is he here”O
Hxh,  Aoj  wanna  see  Kale”O  The  Aojng  woman  tjrned  and 

disaSSeared  to  the  kacu  of  the  shoSW  H?eA,  Kale,O  she  shojtedW 
H.omeone’s here to see AojWO

.everal minjtes later, a slender man in his late twenties aSSeared from 
kehind the SartitionW ?is daru krown hair was stAled in a mid9fade and 
colorfjl tattoos Seeued akove the collar of his T9shirt and decorated his 
armsW H?i, I’m KaleW ?ow can I helS Aoj”O

Jean stared at him as everA mjscle in her kodA froXeW It’s him. I think I 
can see a slight family resemblance. We have the same nose and face shape. 
What should I say? 

HVan we go somewhere Srivate”O Jamal asuedW
Kale hesitated and looued at JeanW Hzh, sjreWO ?e led them to a small, 

cljttered o—ce at the kacu of the shoSW H?ave a seatW bhat’s this akojt”O 
Jean almost triSSed over a koD on the Moor as she sat down in the chair 

in front of Kale’s desuW .he inhaled deeSlAW HGo Aoj rememker tauing a 
G…p test”O



KW E7GG6!

Kale scrjnched his thicu eAekrowsW HReahWO
Jean tjrned toward JamalW HbellW zm'O
Jamal stood jSW HI’m gonna leave Aoj two aloneW Jean, I’ll wait for 

Aoj ojtsideWO Jamal left the o—ceW
Jean rjkked her hands on her Sants, smoothing themW Hbell, jm, I 

thinu Aoj’re mA krotherWO 
Kale leaned kacu in his chairW H?ow’s that”O
Hbell, I toou the G…p test AesterdaA, and Aoj showed jS as mA 

half9krotherW Gid Aoj see that”O
Kale clenched his ysts, unjcules cracuing jnder the SressjreW H…o, I 

didn’t see itWO
HxhWO Jean’s heart sanu, her face growing hot with emkarrassmentW 

.he lowered her eAes toward the Moor, wiSing her clammA Salms on her 
“eansW Crap, I should have listened to my roommates. He must think I’m 
some type of obsessive stalker.

HI’m sorrAW I thojght mA settings didn’t allow others to see mA 
informationWO 

Jean stoodW HI’m sorrAW I can leaveW I didn’t mean to'O
H…o, that’s ouaAW .taAWO Kale leaned forward, resting his elkows on his 

desuW H.o, tell me akojt Aojrself, .isWO
Jean raised her eAes and relaDedW Good. He’s okay with me being here. 

Hbell, I “jst started college a few months agoW BA last foster Sarents 
adoSted me after I sSent Aears in the sAstemW pnd now I’m “jst trAing 
to learn more akojt mA familA historAW I don’t unow anAthing akojt mA 
kio Sarents kecajse I was fojnd akandoned at a SaruW bhat akojt Aoj”O

H?mm, I’m a tattoo artistW I’ve owned this shoS for seven AearsW I have 
a cojSle of gjAs woruing for meWO

Hbhat akojt Aojr childhood” zm, do Aoj unow pXon” ?e’s listed 
as mA fatherWO
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Kale glared at Jean withojt klinuingW Hbell,  I  sSent mA entire 
childhood in foster careW I was never adoStedW BA mom Sassed awaA soon 
after childkirth and I ended jS in the sAstemWO

H.o, we were koth foster uidsW Go Aoj unow pXon”O
Hbhen I tjrned eighteen, I aSSlied to “oin the armAW TheA reCjired 

me to taue a G…p testW That was nine Aears agoW The armA was mA 
dream%the onlA Slace I ever imagined kelonging,O Kale mjttered, 
scowlingW HIt was riSSed awaA kecajse of G…p from pXonWO

Jean kristledW HRoj don’t unow pXon’s the reasonW xjr G…p came 
from koth SarentsWO

Kale slammed his Salm on his desuW HThe jndetermined Sart came 
from him5 If his freau genes hadn’t miDed in with mA mother’s, I 
wojld’ve keen clearedWO

?eat Mooded Jean’s cheeus at the venom in Kale’s wordsW HGon’t call 
it freau G…p5 ?e’s ojr fatherW ?e’s a Sart of jsWO 

H.ome father,O Kale kellowedW H?e akandoned js5 0jt his rotten 
G…p stjcu arojnd “jst long enojgh to rjin everAthingWO 

Jean’s eAekrows shot to her hairline as she fojght to steadA her 
frjstrationW HIt’s jnfair to klame pXon for choices ojtside his controlW 
be don’t unow his fjll storAWO

bith everA word, Kale’s face grew more redW H?is storA” I unow all I 
need to unowWO

Jean let ojt a deeS sighW HGid theA saA sSeciycallA whA theA re“ected 
Aoj” Gid theA saA it was from Aojr G…p test resjlts”O

Kale shrjggedW H…oW I never got an answer, kjt half of mA ethnicitA 
came kacu as jndeterminedWO

HBine was jndetermined tooW bell, U1L was jndeterminedWO
Kale sat silent for a momentW HU1L” That’s strangeW be onlA inherit 

ï3L from each SarentW ?ow do Aoj have U1L of jndetermined G…p”O
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HI don’t unowW This is all new to meW The test conyrmed we share 
the same fatherWO Jean leaned forward and rested her head on her 
SalmW H?mmW I’m not that mjch closer to getting information akojt 
mA Sarents than I was kefore the testW Go Aoj unow anAthing akojt 
ojr father”O

Kale sighedW Hzh, not reallA,O he mjmkledW HThe onlA thing 
I  unow is  that mA mother went to a fertilitA clinic owned kA a 
well9unown doctor%a GrW  YravinW  I  saw his  name in mA kirth 
recordsW I’m sorrA I can’t ke of anA helSWO

HGo Aoj thinu that doctor might have information akojt ojr 
father”O

HI dojkt itWO Kale shifted forward in his seat and started yddling 
with a Sen ketween his yngersW HI never thojght akojt thatW I’m not 
sjre whA he wojld have information akojt himW I’m sjre he had 
information akojt mA mother since she was his SatientWO ?e leaned 
kacu in his chair, almost tiSSing it overW 

HI wonder if mA mother might ke connected to him alsoWO
H?ow”O
Jean shrjggedW HI’m not sjre, kjt it might ke worth investigatingW 

I  mean,  maAke  ojr  father  was  a  sSerm  donor  at  the  clinic  or 
something liue thatWO

Kale remained silent with a klanu eDSressionW ?e focjsed his gaXe 
on the door as if he was trAing to ygjre ojt a reason to leaveW

HKale, can I asu Aoj something”O
Hbhat”O Kale asued, directing his glance toward JeanW
HxuaA, this maA ke a strange Cjestion, kjt'O Jean straightened 

her SostjreW  HGoes Aojr kodA have anA jniCje anomalies” 8or 
eDamSle, sometimes other SeoSle saA theA’re cold, kjt I never feel 
that waAWO
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Kale stared klanulA at JeanW H7verAone has a diNerent reaction to 
temSeratjreWO

HJet me kacu jS for a secondW pfter I got mA resjlts, I did some 
researchW G…p stands for deoDArikonjcleic acidW It’s a molecjle that 
contains genetic information encoding all traits Sassed from Sarents to 
oNsSringWO .he drew a sSiral G…p sAmkol in the air with her yngerW 
HG…p is made jS of Sairing njcleotide kases%adenine, thAmine, 
cAtosine, and gjanineW The order of these kase Sairs maues jS genes 
that determine eAe color, height, disease risu, and so onW It’s liue natjre’s 
kljeSrintW bhen Aojr G…p was Magged, it liuelA means those kase 
chemicals had sections that didn’t match normal, eDSected hjman 
genesWO Vjrling her liSs downward, Jean sighedW HI unow everAone reacts 
to temSeratjre diNerentlA, kjt I also seem diNerent in hot weatherW 7ven 
when it’s I33 degrees, I don’t feel hotW There has to ke something in mA 
G…p cajsing that reactionWO

Kale’s Siercing eAes narrowed in thojghtW Hbell, I don’t unow akojt 
hot or cold temSeratjres, kjt I have great eAesight that’s akove averageW 
It reallA helSs with mA tattoo kjsiness, and it’s the main reason I thojght 
I’d maue a good armA sniSerWO

Jean raised a krow and gave Kale a cjriojs stareW H?mmW I thinu I 
wojld liue to SaA that GrW Yravin a visitWO

Kale scrjnched his krowsW HEeallA” bhA”O
H?e might have information akojt mA mother and ojr fatherW 

BaAke we can ynd ojt what’s wrong with ojr G…pWO
HI want nothing to do with pXon,O Kale hjNedW HIt was his fajlt that 

mA G…p was not good enojgh for the armAW pnd if he reallA cared akojt 
me, whA didn’t he come get me so I didn’t have to staA in foster care”O

H?ow do Aoj unow it was his fajlt” Roj inherited G…p from koth 
SarentsWO
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.tretching his arms forward, Kale cracued his unjculesW HI unow 
which G…p came from himWO

Hxh,O Jean looued at the Moor and sighedW HI don’t unowW I “jst 
feel so lostW It’s hard to eDSlainWO Jeaning forward, Jean rested her 
head in her Salm as she glanced at Kale and strjggled to hold kacu 
tears yghting to ke released from her eAesW  plthojgh she longed 
to learn more akojt her qeno heritage, dojkts Slagjed herW bas 
emkracing these newfojnd roots a ketraAal of the loving Sarents 
who raised her” Gid she even kelong in the hjman world anAmore” 
0jt when she imagined never discovering that missing Siece of 
her identitA, her heart achedW .he strjggled to ynd her Slace, torn 
ketween two worldsW 

Kale was silent for a moment, shifting in his seatW ?e made eAe 
contact with Jean, and his eDSression softenedW HxuaA, maAke I can 
helS,O he said as he stoodW HJet me see if I can clear mA schedjle and 
maue a cojSle of Shone callsW I can’t maue anA Sromises, kjt I might 
ke akle to taue Aoj to see GrW YravinWO

Jean’s eAes Serued jSW HEeallA”O
Kale strolled toward the doorW ReahW I gjess I hate seeing mA sister 

in so mjch desSairW 0jt are Aoj aksoljtelA sjre”O
Hpkojt what”O
Hpre Aoj sjre Aoj want to do this” Roj never unow what can of 

worms Aoj’ll oSenW .ome things are ketter left aloneWO
HI jnderstand what Aoj’re saAing, kjt I “jst want answersW If mA 

kio Sarents end jS keing terrikle SeoSle, I’ll “jst go kacu to mA lifeW 
0jt at least I’ll have answers and unow where mA G…p came fromWO

H?mm, I get it,O Kale said as he reached for the doorunokW HI 
rememker keing liue Aoj onceW Rojng, naKve, withojt a care in the 
worldWO Kale slid his Shone ojt of his Socuet and left the roomW
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Jean frownedW Kale’s words stjngW .jre, she was AojngW 0jt she never 
thojght of herself as keing naKveW xuaA, maAke it was naKve to hoS jS and 
drive to see an jnunown krother in an jnfamiliar locationW pnd maAke 
it was naKve to trjst someone Aoj “jst met and share a hotel room with 
himW 0jt Aoj can accomSlish nothing withojt tauing risus, right”

pfter a half hojr, Kale retjrnedW HxuaA, I cojldn’t reach mA neDt 
client to cancelW I’ll do his tattoo and then I have to clean jS the shoS 
kefore I leaveW It will ke uinda late when I’m done, so it might ke kest to 
head ojt to the doctor’s o—ce tomorrow morningWO
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Unanswered Calls

A fter returning home from the doctor, the Andersons headed to 
the living room. Shadows stretched across the plush brown carpet 

and consumed the room’s corners. Mrs. Anderson switched on a lamp, 
casting a warm glow on the photos lining the aged walls. She focused on 
Jean’s “fth grade school photo, wishing she could reach through time 
and protect that innocent girl from the world.

Mrs. Anderson pulled her phone out of her purse and tapped on the 
screen. TIhat’s strange. ” have a missed call from a private number.D

Tyid the? leave a voicemailkD
T” can’t  get into m? voicemail.  And it  looxs lixe there’s  a  teYt 

message, but it’s not downloading. Pou’d thinx with all this newfangled 
technolog?, the?’d be able to maxe something that would worx right half 
the time. Jean was supposed to call, and ” haven’t heard from her. ” hope 
nothing’s wrong.D Mrs. Anderson’s hands trembled as she tapped her 
daughter’s name on the phone’s glowing screen. Hutting the phone to 
her ear, she listened to the sound of Jean’s voicemail message. TCe? Jean. 
”’m calling to maxe sure ?ou’re oxa?. Lall or teYt me. Eove ?ou.D
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Mrs. Anderson sighed. TSomething’s not right. Cer phone went 
straight to voicemail. ”’m reall? worried.D Mrs. Anderson repeatedl? 
dialed Jean’s number. Roicemail again. TJean, hone?, this is  ?our 
mom again. Hlease call me as soon as ?ou can.D

TShe hasn’t been gone that long. Ir? to relaY. ”’m sure she Fust has 
her phone oq,D Mr. Anderson said, looxing up from his tablet over 
his reading glasses. TVur girl’s probabl? Fust distracted b? catching 
up with her brother,D Mr. Anderson oqered calml?.  TEet’s  not 
assume the worst.D

T” can’t relaY. 3our calls and still no answerk Ihat’s not lixe her. 
Nven when she’s in class, she sends a 0uicx call bacx later message.D 
Mrs. Anderson sat stiW? on the edge of the sofa and massaged the 
tension strangling the bacx of her necx.

TEet’s give her -K more minutes. ”f we don’t hear from her, ”’ll 
pull up her roommates’ numbers from the director?. 6e’ll see if the? 
heard from her.D Mr. Anderson pressed his tablet oq and walxed 
toward the xitchen. T”’m concerned too, but worxing ourselves up 
into a panic won’t help.D

Mrs.  Anderson’s thumb hesitated over her daughter’s  name. 
What if Jean lay injured somewhere, unable to answer her phone? Or 
what if she’d been assaulted after stopping at a gas station, like that 
girl on the news last month? Cer stomach twisted into a thousand 
xnots. TEet’s go to Seattle. ”’m sure she won’t mind. 6e can meet 
her brother and treat them to dinner.D

Mr. Anderson let out a deep sigh. TCone?, ” don’t feel up to 
driving to Seattle, especiall? after all that bloodworx.D

Ihe sofa’s coarse <oral fabric pricxled Mrs. Anderson’s arms as she 
hunched over the too=bright screen of her phone, wishing it would ring 
and light up with Jean’s name. Ihe ticxing of the oax grandfather clocx 
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in the hall seemed to grow louder as she strained her ears for a ringtone 
that never came.

DING DONG! DING DONG!
Mr. Anderson strolled from the xitchen carr?ing a glass of orange 

Fuice. TAre ?ou eYpecting a pacxagekD
T'o.D
Mr. Anderson hurried to view the securit? feed, his pulse increasing 

at the sight of two men and one woman at the door. All three were 
wearing militar? fatigues and had serious facial eYpressions. TLan ” help 
?oukD Mr. Anderson asxed shaxil? into the microphone.

A man’s deep voice came through the speaxer. TPes, we need to talx 
to ?ou about ?our daughter, Jean.D
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Lost and Found

A fter leaving the police station, Carmen and Emmie headed back 
to campus. Upon arriving on campus, they parked the car and 

marched to their dorm. Emmie peeked over her shoulder. Someone 
seemed to follow them. She edged closer to Carmen and whispered. “I 
think that girl is following us.”

Carmen whipped her head around. “What girl?”
“Shh … don’t look.” Emmie picked up her pace.
“It’s probably just a coincidence. There are a lot of students on 

campus and some of them live in our dorm. Also, it’s not like there aren’t 
other dorms next to our building.” 

Emmie sighed. “I guess you’re right.” As she walked, Emmie couldn’t 
shake the feeling that they were being followed. She quickly peeked over 
her shoulder and saw a petite girl with a university hoodie pulled snugly 
around her head.

When they arrived at the dorm, Emmie scanned her ID to unlock 
the door and entered, with Carmen following closely behind. When the 
door was almost closed, the girl following them grabbed the handle and 
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entered the building. Emmie and Carmen rode the elevator to their Yoor 
and walked to their room. 

“See, I told you we weren’t being followed,” Carmen said as she sat 
at her desk and sighed. “I can’t believe I missed two classes today.”

“Jeah, but I can’t think about classes now. I’m gonna make some 
Yyers with Oean’s picture and post them around campus if we don’t hear 
from her before tomorrow.”

“Lkay, and I’ll meet with the resident advisor to let her know what’s 
going on. I’ll ask her to put letters in everyone’s mailbox asking anyone 
with information to contact us or the police.”

“I’m surprised you wanna do somethin’ to help znd the alien,” 
Emmie said sarcastically.

Carmen slumped her shoulders. “Fook, I need to apologiBe for what 
I said about Oean earlier. I really didn’t mean anything. I just … I guess I 
felt scared realiBing aliens actually exist. I mean, I’ve heard stories about 
alien abductions and UHL sightings, but it was still strange learning Oean 
might be part alien. I like Oean. She’s a good friend and if she’s part alien, 
I can accept that.”

Emmie’s lips curled into a smile. “Apology accepted.”
A few minutes later, someone knocked on the door. Emmie opened 

it to znd the girl with the hoodie standing there. Nlonde strands of hair 
peeked out from the front of the hoodie. Emmie’s eyes widened. “Lh, 
can I help you?” 

“'i, is Oean here?” 
Emmie and Carmen glanced at each other. Carmen hopped oV her 

bed and walked over to the door.
“She’s not here. Can we help you?” Carmen asked.
The girl shifted her weight, slowly rocking from side to side. “Lh no, 

I really need to speak with Oean. Do you know when she’ll be back?”
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“We actually don’t know where she is or when she’ll be back.” 
Carmen’s face scrunched up in worry. “'ave you seen her today?”

“9o, I don’t think so. I never met her before, but I need to tell her 
something. It’s really important.”

Emmie grabbed a small notebook oV her desk. “I can take a message 
and pass it along to her when she comes back.”

“9o, that’s okay. I should go.” The girl turned away from Emmie and 
Carmen.

“Do you wanna leave your number?” Emmie asked.
“9o.” The girl glanced at her cellphone. “I should … I have to go.” 

The girl spun around and scurried down the hallway toward the elevator.
Emmie slammed the door. “That was weird.”
“Jeah, what do you think she wanted?”
Emmie peeked out the door. “I don’t know. =aybe we should follow 

her.”
Carmen shot Emmie an incredulous look. “Jou want to stalk her?”
“It’s just strange that she suddenly came here after Oean disappeared. 

We never saw her before and she refused to provide information,” 
Emmie huVed. “Jou don’t have to go with me, but I’m going.”

“Lkay, but let’s keep our distance because we don’t want her to see 
us. We need to hurry before we lose her.”

Emmie and Carmen rushed downstairs and darted out of the dorm. 
The sun was beginning to set, casting a warm glow across campus. 
Emmie squinted as she scanned the walkways, searching for a petite 
zgure in a school hoodie. The campus was abuBB with students milling 
around or walking in various directions. =any of them wore university 
hoodies and sweatshirts.

“I guess we lost her,” Carmen said, leaning forward with her hands 
on her thighs as she wheeBed.
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“Fet’s keep looking.” Emmie headed toward the Student Union, 
with Carmen following closely behind when she saw a girl wearing a 
school hoodie entering the building. “I think that’s her,” Emmie said, 
pointing. 

Emmie and Carmen sprinted toward the girl. When they reached her, 
Emmie tapped on the girl’s shoulder. “Excuse me.”

The girl swung around, and the hoodie slipped oV her head revealing 
long, black hair. “Jes?”

Emmie gasped. “Lh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”
The girl smiled. “9o worries.”
“=aybe we should go back. It’s too late. I don’t think we’ll znd her,” 

Carmen said.
Emmie rotated around, scanning the crowd of students when she saw 

another girl in a school hoodie ducking around a corner near the science 
building. Emmie tugged at Carmen’s arm and pointed in that direction. 
“Lver there? She just went around that building,” she said.

“Are you sure?”
“Jeah, I caught a glimpse of her face. 'urry, let’s go?” Emmie dashed 

toward the building, determined not to lose her.
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Following Clues

E mmie’s gaze stayed glued to the back of the girl’s hoodie as she 
led them farther and farther from the bustling campus center.

“We’re going to get caught,” Carmen muttered.
Up ahead, the girl paused at a crosswalk. Emmie quickly steered 

Carmen behind a telephone pole, heart pounding. The girl strode 
toward  a  small,  brown,  two-story  building  with  one-way  glass 
windows on the outskirts of campus. With a swift glance over her 
shoulder, the woman slipped through the unmarked entrance and 
disappeared. 

Emmie tugged Carmen across the street toward the ominous 
building. Upon arriving at the building’s entrance, Emmie’s brow 
creased with worry. “Should we just wait here until she comes out?”

Carmen shrugged. “Maybe. How long do you think we should 
wait?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t want to just stand here all  day.” 
Squaring her shoulders, Emmie tugged on the door, but it didn’t 
open. “Ugh, I guess we have no choice but to wait.”
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“Yeah, but I refuse to wait here all day. Anyway, this whole thing is 
weird. I really don’t think…” 

The door to the building swung open, and a woman with a wide 
smile stepped forward. “I’m sorry about that. Chuck is usually here to 
greet applicants, but he had to step away for a moment. I hope you 
weren’t waiting long.”

“Um, no,” Emmie said.
“Great,” the woman said, gesturing toward the entrance. “Come in. 

My name is Aris.” 
As Emmie and Carmen entered the building, the sleek metal walls 

and glowing blue screens looked high-tech compared to the nondescript 
exterior. Strange symbols and diagrams dotted some screens. A small 
robot whirred past them, carrying a tray of medical vials, nearly causing 
Carmen to leap back in fright. 

Carmen leaned close to Emmie’s ear, whispering. “This is way more 
than just some student group. What is this place?”

Emmie shrugged. If this girl doesn’t hush, she’s gonna get us in trouble. 
How am I supposed to know what this place is? I ain’t been here before. 

Aris led Emmie and Carmen toward down a long hallway until they 
reached a rectangular table with a stack of clipboards holding white 
pieces of paper. Upon reaching the table, she picked up tablets. “Who 
referred you?”

Carmen stood motionless with her mouth gaping open. 
“Um, Jean Anderson,” Emmie muttered.
Aris scrunched her brows. “Who?”
“Jean Anderson,” Emmie said.
Aris perused the tablet,  tapping it with a slim stylus for a few 

minutes. “Okay, enter your full names and contact information,” she 
said, handing the tablet to Emmie. 
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Gripping the glowing tablet tight, Emmie typed her name on the 
signup sheet, hungry to discover the truth. A nervous exhilaration 
Xooded her veins. If this mysterious group had some connection to Jean 
and her Feno DNA results, Emmie surmised the secrets they uncovered 
might prove even wilder than she imagined. Carmen stood motionless 
with her mouth gaping open. 

After Emmie and Carmen entered their information, Aris took 
the tablet back, scanning their information with pursed lips. “Jean 
Anderson, you said?” Her eyes narrowed. 

Emmie’s mouth went dry. “Y-yes, our roommate.”
—ingers Xying across the screen, Aris asked in a too-sweet voice, “And 

she referred you personally? Recently?” 
“Um, well, not exactly bL“ Emmie froze as the woman held up one 

long Pnger.
“4et me just … conPrm something. One moment.” With a thin smile 

that didn’t reach her eyes, Aris stepped away, heels clicking down the 
hall.

Carmen gripped Emmie’s arm, her face growing leached of any color. 
“Oh no, we shouldn’t have come. What if they call the police?” she 
whispered harshly.

Emmie shook her head, swooping nervousness twisting in her gut. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll just say it was a mix-up if anything happens.”

Carmen’s eyes widened as if they were going to pop out of her head. 
“Mix-up? A mix-up? So what, there was a mix-up and we followed the 
wrong person? Or was the mix-up that we gave the wrong referral name? 
Blease enlighten me.”

As the minutes passed without Aris’ return, Emmie’s forehead 
creased with concern. What will we do if security comes? It’s my fault. I 
got us into this mess. Maybe we should just leave.
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5efore Emmie could reply, Aris reappeared through an automatic 
sliding door wearing a bright, toothy grin. “So sorry, just had to double 
check your referral’s  status.  All  set  now8 4et  me take you to our 
orientation room…” Bressing her hand against a panel, the wall shifted 
open, revealing a cavernous room. Sharp tingles spread over Emmie’s 
skin as they entered. The conference room contained a long, glowing 
table with a Xickering holographic display at its center. 

Emmie released a huge breath of relief. 
Aris handed them a clipboard with an application attached. “—ind a 

seat. When you’re done with the application, add your name to the list 
on the front table. We interview one at a time in the order of names on 
the list. We don’t accept everyone for the program, but you can always 
apply next year. Good luck.” Aris left the room.

A short table with snacks sat at the back of the room, and there were 
several short square tables arranged in a rectangle. Carmen and Emmie 
sat at one table and began Plling out the application form.

Carmen whispered to Emmie, “What are we applying for?”
Emmie shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. If they give you an o6er, you 

don’t have to take it.”
Carmen giggled. “In that case, I might as well have fun with it. 4et’s 

see, favorite hobbies. Hmm … I guess that would be going to parties.”
A tall man with broad shoulders walked to the front of the room. 

He cleared his throat and spoke into the microphone on the podium. 
“Good morning, everyone. Thank you for coming out here today. My 
name is Mr. Johnson, and I’m one of three interviewers for the program. 
5efore we begin, let me explain the selection process. Our organization 
is highly exclusive, and it’s important that we recruit a variety of people 
with unique skills. We’re especially looking for individuals with strong 
physical and mental capabilities, as well as exceptional problem-solving 
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skills.  If  you  have  a  special  talent  that  Pts  a  need  within  our 
organization, we are more likely to select you. After the interview, we 
will complete full background checks. If we select you for the next 
phase, you will be required to submit to physical and psychological 
exams next week. Blease note, there is a conPdentiality agreement at 
the end of your application. You must read and sign the agreement 
before your interview.” 

A young man raised his hand. Mr. Johnson nodded. “What’s the 
expected time commitment?” the young man asked.

“During the Prst G weeks in the program, you will be required 
to attend training sessions every weekend. Then you will be assigned 
to a cohort based on your skills and interests. The cohorts may have 
additional training requirements.”

Carmen leaned over to Emmie. “Sounds like boot camp to me,” 
she whispered. 

Emmie giggled. “What do you know about boot camp?”
Mr. Johnson cleared his throat and continued. “After you complete 

training, you can pick your schedule based on your availability. As this 
is a volunteer organization, there is no minimum time requirement. 
The program is not for everyone and you can quit at any time. Many 
of our volunteers enjoy the experience and become employees of 
our parent company after graduation. Now, all of you are here only 
because a friend or family member referred you to our organization.”

Carmen scrunched her face and mouthed the word, “Oops.”
“I trust each and every one of you to maintain the secrecy upon 

which we built this organization, whether or not you are selected as a 
member. The interviews will begin in a few minutes.”

Carmen scooted her chair back. “We should leave,” she whispered.
“Why?”
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Carmen’s face scrunched up in disbelief. “Are you serious?” She 
leaned closer to Emmie, whispering. “That girl  we followed isn’t 
even here. Secret organization? This might be some type of cult.”

“We’re here now. It would be weird if we just got up and left. 
5esides, she mentioned Jean. She might know something about her. 
This can be our chance to Pnd her.”

Carmen sighed. “Okay, but I have a bad feeling about this. I think 
we’re just wasting our time.”

After Mr. Johnson left, Emmie and Carmen continued working 
on their applications. When Emmie Pnished Plling out the form, she 
glanced around the room to scope out the competition. There was 
a diverse group of students. One young man standing at the front 
writing his name on the completion list appeared to be seven feet tall, 
while a young lady walking toward the back of the room appeared 
to be only four feet tall.  Some students sat quietly while making 
nervous body movements, such as leg taps, while others introduced 
themselves and chatted with others.

A young man with a slender, muscular build sporting a blond 
buzz cut approached Emmie and Carmen. “Hi ladies. So, are you 
ready to go to war and tackle the anti-Feno forces?”

Carmen gasped as her eyes widened. “War?” 
The man chuckled. “I’m just messing with you. Don’t worry. 

Students don’t do any frontline work.”
“Wait, is this some type of military group?” Carmen asked.
The young man slid out a chair and sat down next to Carmen. 

“Your referral didn’t brief you? We’re not aIliated with the military. We 
just work protecting Feno. Everyone has di6erent tasks depending on 
their strengths. Some people do computer network security, while others 
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might act as a covert bodyguard. I believe there are other jobs as well. 5y 
the way, I’m Marc.”

Emmie leaned forward. “Hi Marc. I’m Emmie and she’s Carmen. 
How did ya hear about this organization?’

“—rom my parents. They work for them and I grew up knowing many 
Feno. What about you ladies?”

“Our roommate Jean…”
A voice boomed through a microphone. “Marc Rayments.”
“I guess I’m up. It was nice meeting you ladies,” Marc said as he stood.
Carmen ogled Marc as he sauntered away. “I would love to know 

more about him.”
Emmie leaned close to Carmen. “Do you think Jean’s Feno DNA is 

why that girl was looking for her?” she whispered.
Carmen shrugged. “How would she know anything about her test 

results?”
“I don’t know, but I believe we’re on the right track.”



14

The Doctor’s Prescription

J ean woke up to a crick in her neck and shoulders. Her body ached 
as she stretched her arms. Maybe I should have let Jamal have the 

air mattress. Surely, the sofa would have been more comfortable. She 
could withstand extreme temperatures, but the attack and sleeping on 
an uncomfortable air mattress caused every muscle in her body to ache. 
Kale insisted on putting her and Jamal up for the night at his cramped 
apartment. She wouldn’t have gotten much rest in a -veTstar hotel bed 
either. Dhoughts about what Gr. zravin would reveal about her parents 
and her heritage clattered through her head all night.

Jean glanced around the apartment. zra“tiTstyle art adorned the 
walls and the simplistic, modern furniture appeared weathered. Jean 
couldn’t help but wonder if he had snagged most of it from a garage sale. 
Several tattoo magaYines littered the coAee table. Jean grabbed one and 
began ?ipping through the pages.

”Eou don’t look too good. Nre you okay'I Kale asked as he stood 
in the kitchen near something steaming on the counter. ”How do you 
drink your coAee'I
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”R don’t really drink it.I Jean yawned. Her stomach grumbled 
repeatedly. ”Go you have any cereal'I

”Rt’s in the cupboard over there. Hope you’re okay with bran 
?akes.I

Jean sighed. ”Fm, yeah, that’s -ne.I 
Jamal peeled open his eyes and sat upright. ”Dhat coAee smells 

good,I Jamal said as he walked into the kitchen. ”Rf you don’t mind 
making a Luick stop at a fastTfood Moint, R’ll pass on the bran ?akes.I

”Oot a problem,I Kale said.
”Jamal, can R borrow your phone' R want to see if R can reach my 

mom.I
”Sure,I Jamal said as he handed the phone to Jean.
Jean dialed her mother’s number, but the call went straight to 

voicemail. Dhen she dialed her father’s number. Dhe call also went 
to voicemail. ”Dhat’s really strange.I

”1hat’s wrong'I
Jean took a deep breath. ”0or some reason, my parents aren’t 

answering. R’m starting to worry. Rs there a callback number R can 
leave for them'I 

”Bet’s try to reach them later. Dhat’s my work phone. R’m not 
supposed to give out the number.I

Jean glanced at Kale with pleading eyes.
Kale shook his head. ”R don’t give out my number either. Sorry.I
Jean sighed. ”Fgh, R wish R had memoriYed my roommates’ phone 

numbers. R promised to call them.I 
”Eou’re putting too much pressure on yourself, Jean,I Kale said 

gently as he handed her a spoon for her cereal.  ”Eour family and 
friends are probably worried. 2aybe this isn’t the right time to 
search for someone who is nothing to you.I
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Jean looked up at him, surprised by his words. ”Oothing' Dhey 
mean everything to me. 2y biological parents are a part of who R am. 
R wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for them.I

Kale huAed. ”Rt’s not like it de-nes who you are today.I
”2aybe you’re right,I Jean said. ”!ut R can’t shake the feeling that 

there’s something R need to know. Rt’s like R need to -nd the missing part 
of me.I

”Kale, give up, man. She’s determined to go,I Jamal chimed in.
Nbout an hour later, as the three of them got ready to head out the 

door, Kale started shu5ing around the kitchen. Jean heard the clamor 
of pots and pans and cabinet doors opening and closing. ”Kale, are you 
ready' R would like to get there early. Hopefully, he won’t be too busy.I 
Jean and Jamal stood by the door.

”Fm, okay.I Kale sighed and continued -dgeting around in the 
kitchen.

Jamal peeked into the kitchen. ”Hey, Kale, are you coming'I
Kale sighed. ”1here’d they go'I Kale mumbled.
”1hat’s wrong'I Jamal asked.
”R  can’t  -nd  my  keys.  R  know  they’re  here  somewhere.I  Kale 

continued searching around the kitchen. ”Book, if R can’t -nd them, R’ll 
pay for a taxi.I

”Bet me help.I Jamal started looking inside drawers and cabinets. He 
found the keys perched snugly behind cereal boxes. ”Here they are,I he 
said as he tossed them to Kale. 

Kale, Jean, and Jamal headed to Gr. zravin’s o“ce in Kale’s shabby black 
truck. Jean sat with Kale in the front, while Jamal sat in the back along 
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with some art supplies and tattooTrelated gear. ”2an, R really miss my 
bike,I he muttered after something banged his shin when Kale took a 
rough turn.

Kale wasn’t the talkative type, and Jean was too tense about the 
impending meeting with the doctor to chat. NltTrock music blared from 
the radio. ”Go you mind'I asked Jean, pointing to the radio.

”Oo, turn it to what you want.I
Jean turned oA the music. 
Kale stopped by the nearest driveTthru restaurant which was a local 

chain Jean had never heard of before. Jamal ordered two egg and 
cheese Cnglish mu“n sandwiches and orange Muice. ”Jean, do you want 
anything' 2y treat,I Jamal said.

”Fm, no. Dhat’s okay.I Jean caught a whiA of bacon and other 
delicious smells. ”1ell, if you insist, maybe R’ll have the egg, bacon, and 
cheese sandwich.I

Jamal chuckled. ”Oow, R’m not forcing you to get something.I
Dhey arrived at Gr. zravin’s clinic, an unremarkable brown building, 

made more so by being next to a colorful hipster cafe. Dhe receptionist 
looked up when the three of them entered and raised one of her thinly 
penciled eyebrows at Jean. ”9an R help you'I

”Fh, yeah. Rs Gr. zravin in' He treated my mother so, um, R wanted 
a followTup with him about that.I

”Go you have an appointment'I
Jean glanced at Kale. ”Fm, no. Sorry.I
Dhe receptionist rolled her eyes. ”R’ll have to see if he’s available. Have 

a seat. 1e don’t usually have time for walkTins. 2ake sure you make an 
appointment next time.I

Jean couldn’t stop her leg from bobbing up and down, and soon 
someone’s hand wrapped around hers.
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”Oervous much'I asked Jamal. ”R’m not Mudging or anything. R know 
it’s a big deal for you.I

”Rt is, yeah.I Jean paused to collect her thoughts for a bit. ”Eou know, 
you didn’t have to come in with us. !ut R’m glad you did.I

Jamal shrugged. ”Oow, R’m curious to see how this all turns out. Nnd 
R could never leave a damsel in distress, even if she’s not in so much 
distress anymore.I

Jean giggled. ”jeally' R’m a damsel now'I
Jamal moved his lips into a crooked grin. Nt that moment, the 

receptionist appeared and escorted them to a small room.
”9ome in, come in, please have a seat,I said a nerdy, yet friendly voice. 

Rts owner was a weathered and balding man wearing a gaudy, goldT?ecked 
tie highlighting a mismatched ensemble of clothing. His movements 
were stiA as he gestured toward empty chairs. ”So, what can R do to help 
you'I

Kale should start since he knows his mother was a patient. Jean looked 
at Kale. Why isn’t he saying anything? Well, I guess I have no choice but 
to say something if I don’t want to be here all day. ”Fm, Gr. zravin, my 
name is Jean Nnderson, and this is my halfTbrother, Kale. 1e were in 
the foster care system at an early age, so we don’t know much about our 
biological parents. Kale said his birth mother came to you for treatment 
and R thought that maybe my birth mother did as well. 1e Must want to 
-nd out what we can about them, especially our father. 1e thought you 
might have some information.I

Gr. zravin rested his chin on his -ngers once she was done and peered 
at Jean over the top rim of his glasses.

”R am sure the three of you are aware of patient con-dentiality and 
the privacy laws we must follow. R need consent from patients before R 
release their information to a third party. Nnd in your case, you don’t 
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even know for certain that your mothers were patients here. Dhere’s a 
strong possibility that R never treated them.I

”Oo, my mom de-nitely came to you,I said Kale. ”2y birth record 
information lists your name as her doctor.I

”R’m sure you think so, 2r. Kale. However, that doesn’t count as 
de-nitive proof.I

Jean and Kale glanced at each other. ”9an you see if you have their 
names on -le'I asked Jean, half desperate and half annoyed. ”R took a 
GON test that proves R’m related to a 2ary zalloway. She’s listed as my 
mother. Kale also has a GON test proving his relationship to his birth 
mother.I

”Nnd if you do have them as patients, then direct family members can 
reLuest their information on their behalf if the patients are unable to do 
so themselves,I said Jamal. ”Rn fact, if you withhold this information, 
you can be sued for misuse of privacy laws by a good lawyer. Rf you want, 
R can call my attorney so you can speak to him right now.I Jamal winked 
at Jean.

Dhe doctor’s face blanched a bit at Jamal’s revelation, but he Luickly 
recovered. ”0ine, R suppose R can at least check our records for their 
names. Gid you say 2ary' Nnd what was the other name' Nnd please 
give me a rough timeline of their visits to this clinic.I

”2ary zalloway,I said Jean. Gr. zravin’s eyes glimmered with 
recognition. ”She would have come to this clinic at least eighteen years 
ago.I

”Nnd my mom, 2elanie Ganiels, would have come twentyTnine years 
ago,I Kale said.

”Nh yes, 2ary zalloway. Dhat name rings a bell, at least. R don’t 
remember 2s. Ganiels, but R can check our records.I He started by 
searching his computer, then shu5ed to a -ling cabinet and continued 
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his search there. ”2any of our older records are kept in an oAsite storage 
facility, but there may be some information in our backup records. R’ll 
be right back.I Dhe doctor left the o“ce.

”Rs all that legal stuA you said true'I Jean whispered to Jamal as the 
doctor searched his cabinet.

Jamal chuckled and leaned close to Jean’s ear. ”Hell if R know. R do 
have an excellent lawyer, though.I

”JamalPI
”Hey, it worked, didn’t it'I
Dhe doctor returned to the o“ce holding two -les. ”R believe R 

have something here, yes. 0iles for one 2elanie Ganiels and one 2ary 
zalloway.I Gr. zravin sighed as he ?ipped through the -les. ”!oth have 
the same paternal code. Dhe father was a man named NYon. R’m sure 
most of my information is outdated.I 

Jean’s heart leaped. She was about to -nd out more about her birth 
parents than she had ever known before. !ut the doctor’s followTup 
made her heart plunge back down again.

”Fnfortunately, there’s not much relevant information to help in 
your search. 2elanie Ganiels had endometriosis, while we diagnosed 
2ary zalloway with an ovulation disorder. 1e treated both with our 
Juno package, which includes a collection of alternative remedies and 
medicines sanctioned by the laws of good practice in Seattle. !oth 
underwent in vitro fertiliYation. Uh, there’s a note in the 2ary zalloway 
-le. R lost contact with her Must before she was due to give birth. Nh, 
that’s right, R remember her. She practically disappeared into thin air. R 
couldn’t -nd a trace of either her or her baby. 1ell, R suppose the latter 
has now been accounted for.I

Gr. zravin smiled faintly at Jean, although she didn’t notice him with 
the storm of emotions in her mind. Jamal snatched the -les from the 
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doctor. ”Rs that really all you have, Goc'I Jamal started ?ipping through 
the folders. ”1hat about Jean’s father' 1here’s that information'I

”1hat do you think we are, the 0!R' 1e’re a fertility clinic,I Gr. 
zravin huAed. ”Nnd these are very old cases you’re inLuiring about. 
!esides, a name like NYon isn’t very common, either as a -rst name or 
a surname. R’m sure you have plenty of resources you can make use of to 
-nd out more about him. !ut he wasn’t a patient here, so you won’t -nd 
much about him in our database. Dhere’s nothing more to be said.I

Kale shoved his chair back with a Merk. ”Dhen R guess we’re done here. 
Dhanks, Gr. zravin. Oice meeting you. 9ome on, guys, let’s go.I

Jean slowly arose from her chair. That was a waste of time. Well, at 
least I got to meet my brother. Ns she extended her hand to thank Gr. 
zravin for his time, her eyes drifted to his tie. Dhat’s when she saw it. 
Bost among the ?ecks of gold on the tie was a tie pin. Rt was a golden 
scythe‘the exact same one she’d seen on Ngent Smyte. She Merked her 
hand back in shock and whispered to Jamal. ”He’s with themP Dhe men 
who tried to kidnap mePI

Jamal rushed toward Gr. zravin. Dhe doctor slid a syringe from 
inside his coat sleeve and raised his arm, aiming the syringe toward 
Jamal’s arm. Jamal shimmied to the side, grabbed the doctor’s wrist, 
twisted it with a deft ?ick, and pierced the doctor with the syringe. Gr. 
zravin grunted in pain as the pale green contents of the syringe ?ooded 
his veins. He scrambled toward a small wooden box on the shelf behind 
him, but Kale Mumped in front of him while Jamal shoved him. Kale 
grabbed the box and pulled out a navy blue syringe from inside it. Gr. 
zravin stumbled back into his chair, choking and coughing from the 
eAects of the green liLuid.

”So, what do we have here'I Kale said, waving the blue syringe in 
front of the doctor. ”Hmm 8 is this the antidote, Goctor' Rs this what 
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you’re reaching for'I asked Kale casually as the doctor trembled and 
struggled to breathe. Kale leaned close to the doctor’s face. ”1hat was 
in that syringe' 9yanide'I

Dhe doctor nodded and reached his arm toward Kale. ”Jlease, R beg 
you 8 the antidote8I

Jamal sat in the guest chair and propped his legs onto the doctor’s 
desk. ”2aybe if you help us, we’ll help you. Jean, tell the doctor what 
you want.I

Jean trembled. ”Dell me about my parents, Gr. zravin. Nnd tell me 
the truth this time.I

Dhe doctor gasped in -ts and spurts until Kale inMected a sliver of the 
antidote, Must enough for the doctor to become coherent.

Dhe doctor took a deep breath and sighed. ”Eou want the truth' 0ineP 
Guring my work as a fertility specialist, R conducted genomic research. 
R made great advances in my thirty years of work. Ndvances in science 
and medicine that will make humans more resistant to cancers and 
environmental problems. Ndvances in science that will make‘I

Jamal ?ung his legs oA the desk. ”Stick to the point, Goc, or you’re 
not getting the rest of the antidote.I

”Eou young people are so impatient these days,I the doctor exclaimed 
with a raspy voice. ”R spent most of my life as a clinical geneticist, and the 
bulk of my research focused on merging human GON with that of the 
Sepids.I Dhe doctor tilted his head back as he gasped for air between each 
word. ”Rt wasn’t easy merging the GON of two diAerent species. Rt took 
a lot of trial and error.I

”Goctor, please, what does that have to do with me'I Jean exclaimed.
”Dhat’s what R’m trying to explain. Fsing various genetic engineering 

methods, we successfully merged GON from the Sepids’ sperm with 
GON in human eggs from the fertility clinic. zenesis Sector has very 
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advanced labs. Nfter con-rming fertiliYation and the embryo has 
reached the blastocyst stage‘I

”R don’t want a science lesson,I interrupted Jean, and Gr. zravin 
grumpily paused. ”1hat do you mean by Lthe Sepids’'I

”Dhat is what we called the aliens we experimented on.I
”Say what'I Jamal backed away in shock and gave Jean a curious 

look. ”1hat do you mean, aliens' Dhe ones from outer space' Bittle 
green men and all that' Eou’re Moking, right'I

Jean  realiYed  only  then  that  until  that  point,  she  hadn’t 
mentioned anything about her and Kale’s alien origins to Jamal. She 
shot Jamal an apologetic look. ”1hy do you call them Sepids'I

”Dhat is  what we called them when R Moined zenesis  Sector. 
R assume it has something to do with some similarities they have 
with cuttle-sh, which belong to the order Sepiida in the animal 
kingdom.I

”Nnd what is zenesis Sector' Rs that the group you and Ngent 
Smyte work for'I

Dhe doctor took a ragged breath and cleared his throat, as though 
preparing for a long speech. ”Eou must know that with climate change 
worsening by the year and the increasing rates of cancer, it has become 
harder for humans to survive on this planet. Soon, it may well be 
impossible. Eears ago, in anticipation of this outcome, the government 
sanctioned a secret organiYation called zenesis Sector. Dhe purpose of 
zenesis Sector is to -nd a way for humans to survive the worst outcomes 
of global warming and the most deadly diseases. R was in the genetics 
subdivision of zenesis Sector. 1e have known about the existence of the 
Sepids, and their abilities, for decades now. 2y Mob was to -nd a way to 
evolve humankind by genetically mingling human GON with that of the 
Sepids with the end goal of making humans stronger and more resistant 
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to illness and environmental changes. Nnd if we can eliminate diseases 
like cancer, everyone bene-ts.I

”Dhat’s awful,I said Jean. ”Eou’re messing around with fate.I She 
glanced at Gr. zravin. His face seemed to become redder with every 
second.

”Rt’s  not all  bad. 1ouldn’t it  be great if  his  work leads to less 
suAering'I Kale asked.

”jight. 2y work bene-ts humanity,I spat Gr. zravin before he 
coughed nonTstop. His hands trembled as he lifted a mug to his mouth 
and took a couple of gulps of water. ”1hether the planet burns or 
endures a new ice age, humans are not genetically eLuipped to survive 
such harsh conditions.I

Jamal cocked his head. ”R still don’t understand. 1hat does this have 
to do with Jean'I 

”Jean is a product of our research,I the doctor said, staring at Jean as 
he lifted a brow. ”Cxtreme heat and cold don’t bother you, do they' Eou 
must have noticed it by now. Nnd perhaps you have heightened senses' 
Ur an innate resistance to physical inMury' Eou possess these powers 
because of your Sepid GON.I

Jean’s mouth gaped slightly open as the blood seemed to ?ow from 
her face. ”So you experimented on my mother'I

”1ell, not directly. 1e created the modi-ed embryos from your 
mother’s eggs and those of many others. Rn the beginning, we weren’t 
successful  and lost  a  lot  of  embryos.  1e were able  to perfect  the 
techniLue and eventually achieve a W4N success rate.I

Jamal stood and paced. ”1ait a minute. Nre you saying Jean is half 
alien' R didn’t realiYe she was one of the8I

Why does he keep interrupting? Jean held up her hand in front of 
Jamal. ”Goctor, where’s my mother' Rs she still alive'I
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Goctor zravin sighed. ”R wasn’t lying before when R said R lost 
contact with her Must before you were born. 1e retrieved your mother’s 
eggs and fertiliYed them in vitro with the Sepid sperm. R believe there 
were about -ve embryos from your mother’s eggs. 1e scheduled an 
appointment to implant two of the embryos into your mother and each 
of our research gestational carriers. 1e only implanted two embryos into 
your mother and one of the research carriers, 9aroline Nrcher, before the 
remaining embryos were stolen.I

”So, Jean has more siblings'I Jamal asked.
Jean rolled her eyes in exasperation. ”Bet the doctor continue,I she 

huAed.
Dhe doctor leaned forward, gasping for air and almost falling to the 

?oor. Jamal rushed over to the doctor and caught him before he landed 
on the ?oor. ”Dhank you.I

”Goes he need another dose'I Jean asked.
Kale Mabbed the doctor in his thigh with the antidote -lled syringe. 

”zo on doctor. 9ontinue.I
Dhe doctor took a deep breath and cleared his throat. Ns he spoke, 

his voice was so slow and monotone, Jean was scared he was going to 
fall asleep or pass out any minute. ”R don’t know what happened to the 
missing embryos. Uur original plan was to keep 2ary as a patient and 
refer her to our pediatrician so that we could observe your progress as you 
grew up in the outside world. Dhe research gestational carriers agreed 
to surrender the babies to us as soon as they were born. Fnfortunately, 
9aroline sought to undermine our operation. She stole many of our 
-les, along with a case full of froYen embryos, and escaped from our 
facility. 1e later discovered that 9aroline was an undercover operative 
from a rival organiYation. 1e also lost contact with 2ary. She seemed to 
disappear into thin air.I
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”1ait,  one  heavily  pregnant  woman  outsmarted  a  whole 
government agency like that'I asked Jamal, the admiration evident 
in his voice. ”She must have been a real badass.I

This is starting to sound like a spy drama and not the glamorous 
kind I’d like to be in either, Jean thought to herself as the doctor 
frowned at Jamal before continuing.

”Cventually,  we  were  able  to  track  your  mother  down. 
Fnlike  9aroline,  she  wasn’t  trained  in  the  art  of  evading  our 
investigative measures. 1hile we never found 9aroline again, we 
did intercept your mother. Uf course, 2ary claimed she had no 
idea where you were‘that blasted 9aroline had prepared for such a 
contingency‘and so we have been searching for you and the others 
born from the stolen embryos ever since. Ns for your mother, R don’t 
know what happened after zenesis Sector’s agents interrogated her. 
R assume they made sure she wouldn’t be a problem in the future.I

”Go you mean 8 they killed her'I Jean’s eyes widened.
Dhe doctor simply shrugged. ”Ns R told you, R don’t know. She 

was no longer relevant to my research, so R didn’t care to -nd out. 
Nnyway, R wasn’t privy to that information.I

”jeal ray of sunshine, aren’t you'I Luipped Kale. 
Jean glanced at Kale before turning back to Gr. zravin. ”1hat 

about Kale' Have you been looking for him too'I
Dhe doctor glared at Kale. ”1hen he was born, we still hadn’t 

perfected the merging process. Dhe mixture was still not there yet, still 
suboptimal. He didn’t have all the Lualities we wanted. !ut with you, 
2iss Nnderson, we -nally got it right. 1e were able to inMect twelve 
percent more Sepid GON into your genetic makeup compared to your 
brother. Nnd that made you the perfect merging of the two species. 
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Dhat’s why we continued to search for you and your missing twin. 1e 
also don’t know what became of the stolen embryos and research -les.I

”Gid you hear that, Kale'I Gr. zravin turned to an increasingly 
irritated Kale as Jean struggled to process everything she had Must heard. 
”Eou’re less than secondTrate compared to your sister. How does it feel 
to be an experimental reMect'I

”Jiss oAPI Kale raised his -st and swung it toward the doctor’s smug 
face, but Jamal grabbed his wrist, stopping him Must in time. 

Gr. zravin coughed weakly as the cyanide in his blood continued to 
take its toll. 

Jean continued her interrogation as the ?urry of activity Merked her 
back into the present. ”Rs my father NYon still alive' Nnd where is he'I

”NYon is still alive, yes. His GON is far too important to our research. 
Ns for his location8I Gr. zravin went silent.

”Dhis isn’t the time to be coy, Goctor,I threatened Kale, dangling the 
antidote precariously from his -ngers. 

”R believe NYon is still being held at the zenesis Sector facility here 
in 1ashington state. Rt’s hidden in the forests around the base of 2t. 
Ndams, but you’ll never -nd it on a map. Nnd even if you did, the 
security‘I

”Eeah, we get the picture, Goc,I said Jamal, shoving him forcefully to 
shut him up.

Kale turned toward Jean. ”R can tell what you’re thinking, Jean, and R 
can’t believe R’m saying this, but R’m siding with the doctor on this one. 
Dhe place will be heavily guarded, and we’re Must three people. Rt’s too 
dangerous.I

”Kale, NYon is our father. He’s the only bio parent we have leftP 1e 
need to rescue him. Dhey’re treating him like some sort of lab rat.I Jean’s 
voice had a steel edge to it as she stared at Kale with pleading eyes. 
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Jamal nodded his head in support.
”Eou do realiYe your life will be at risk if we do this'I Kale asked.
Jean sighed. ”R need to do this. !esides, we’ll have Jamal with us. He’s 

really strong. He fought a lot of men at once and saved my life.I
Kale sighed. ”0ine, but you’re coming along for the ride, sunshine,I 

he said as he Mabbed the remaining antidote hard into Gr. zravin’s leg. 
”Nnd don’t even think of giving us any wrong directions if you value your 
life. R’m taking the remaining cyanide for good measure.I 

Jamal peeked out the o“ce door. N tall young woman stood at the 
inside front desk, speaking with the receptionist. ”Bet’s wait until the 
hallway is clear before we leave. Goc, is there a back door'I

”Fh, yeah,I Gr. zravin said as he gently massaged his leg.
”R’ll go out -rst and distract the lady at the desk by telling her R need 

to schedule an appointment.I
Jamal grinned. ”zreat idea, Jean. Eou can go out the front and we’ll 

leave with the doctor out the back door.I 
Nfter  the  patient  at  the  front  desk  left,  Jean  approached  the 

receptionist. ”Hello, R need to schedule a followTup appointment with 
the doctor.I 

”Ukay, the doctor didn’t bring your chart. R’ll go grab it.I
”Uh, that’s okay. R forgot R need to check my schedule. 9an you give 

me a list of possible dates and times' R’ll call back as soon as R get home.I 
”Sure.I
Ns soon as the receptionist turned toward her computer, Jean glanced 

in Jamal’s direction and nodded. Jamal and Kale Luickly led Gr. zravin 
out the back exit.
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Emmie’s Test

E mmie and Carmen clutched stacks of ygers featurinJ ’eanws 
smilinJ face and balked throuJh the qustlinJ ,uadp .ausinJ to 

.in ygers to cluttered qulletin qoardsp siJn.ostsp and treesA “ cris. 
bind fouJht to steal the ygers from their handsA

Emmie a..roached a small  Jrou. of students chattinJ bhile 
sittinJ  on  the  labnA  xE”cuse  mepM  she  saidp  leaninJ  dobn  and 
handinJ them a ygerA xHg roommate is missinJA va?e gou seen herTM 
Nhe students dro..ed the yger on the Jroundp shook their headsp 
and returned to their con?ersationsA Emmie turned tobard CarmenA 
xBo one caresA Nheir fellob student is missinwp and theg couldnwt care 
lesspM she huWedA

xNheg donwt knob her like be doA Iesidesp this is a larJe cam.usA 
Khat are the odds theg bould see her e?en if she basnwt missinJT R 
donwt think therews a Jood chance bewll Dnd her this bagAM

x“re gou saginJ gou banna ,uitTM
xRwm not saginJ be should ,uitA “t leastp not getA Rwm saginJ that be 

should qe realistic and not e”.ect to Dnd her qg handinJ out ygersA R 
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meanp do gou reallg think she is banderinJ around cam.us after qeinJ 
in a horriDc car crashT R donwt think sopM Carmen saidA

xSou canwt qe sure bho mag ha?e informationA Hagqe another 
student bitnessed the accidentA zr .erha.s shews roaminJ around 
cam.us after suWerinw from amnesia qecause of the car accidentAM

Carmen chuckledA x4eallgT Sou donwt reallg qelie?e thatp do gouTM
xRwm 'ust saginwp gou ne?er knob bhat gouwll DndpM Emmie said as 

she sho?ed a yger at a student .assinJ qg herA Nhe other student qatted 
his arm at the ygerp forcinJ it to yoat throuJh the airA xKe bonwt Dnd 
angthinJ if be donwt lookAM

xR  donwt  mind  lookinJA  R  'ust  think  be  need  to  ad'ust  our 
e”.ectationsAM

“fter can?assinJ for a cou.le of hoursp Emmie recei?ed an email 
notiDcation on her .hone from the VtarliJht zrJani5ationA Vhe read the 
notiDcation and smiledA xRt looks like R made the cutAM

Carmen scrunched her qrobsA xNhe cutTM
xSeahp check gour emailA R 'ust recei?ed a link from that secret societg 

to schedule mg health e”amsA Nell me bhich date gou .referA Nhen be 
can Jo toJetherAM

Carmen slid her .hone out of her stglish leather .urse and scanned 
her email messaJesA xR donwt see angthinJA Hagqe theg didnwt select me 
for the ne”t ste.AM

xCheck gour V.am folderAM
xR didA BothinJws thereAM
xNheg miJht not ha?e notiDed e?ergone at the same timeA 1ee. 

checkinJAM
Carmen siJhedA xR bonder bhg theg didnwt .ick meAM
x’ust kee. checkinJ gour emailAM Emmie bas e”cited aqout the 

o..ortunitg to 'oin the VtarliJht zrJani5ationws student Jrou.A “s she 
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scheduled her health e”amsp she noticed an o.tion to consent to an 
xenhanced e?aluationAM Curiousp she checked the qo”p bonderinJ if it 
had angthinJ to do bith the stranJe tech she Jlim.sed at the inter?iebA 
Vhe couldnwt bait to see bhat bas in store for her and if it could lead her 
to ’eanws bhereaqoutsA

Nhe ne”t morninJp Emmie bent to a small medical oXce to com.lete her 
.hgsical and .sgcholoJical e?aluationA “ nurse led her to a sterile e”am 
room containinJ ad?anced medical e,ui.ment bith qlinkinJ liJhts and 
trans.arent screens dis.laginJ streaminJ dataA “fter standard testsp the 
nurse .ulled out a metallic de?iceA xNhis bill assess gour qioloJg on a 
microsco.ic le?el bhile JatherinJ qaseline neurochemistrg readinJspM she 
e”.lainedp .ressinJ it Jentlg to Emmiews neckA

Emmie  yinched  as  a  cold  sensation  s.read  under  her  skinA 
7oreiJn=lookinJ Jra.hics of her ner?ous sgstem materiali5ed on a screenA 
Nhe nurse addedp xKe need to fullg analg5e a recruitws ca.acities if theg 
bant to sgnchroni5e bith ne”t=Jen auJmentation JearAM

“fter .sgch e?aluations came the Dtness testsA Nhe machines bere 
unlike ang Jgm tech Emmie had e?er seenA Vleek qiometric sensors 
ma..ed her qodg as she 'oJJed on a treadmill bith yoatinJ inline skatesA 
Nheg had her bear a ye”iqle suit that enaqled full=motion holoJra.hic 
trackinJ of her muscle mo?ements durinJ strenJth testsA

KalkinJ qack alonep Emmie Ja5ed u. at the Drst faint stars binkinJ 
into ?iebA Vhe smiledp imaJininJ herself sa?inJ aliens from the e?ils of 
the borldA Iut bith a startp she reali5ed she left her room so ,uicklgp 
she forJot her moqile de?iceA ver ste.s slobedp smile fadinJA 7or all the 
e”citinJ .ossiqilities o.eninJ u. from this o..ortunitgp Emmie ho.ed 
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she bouldnwt com.letelg lose touch bith the .eo.le she alreadg cared 
aqout mostA Vhe staJJered qack to the dormp bhere Carmen bas qusg 
studginJA x“ng nebsTM

Carmen rolled her egesA xBoAM
Emmie draJJed herself u. to her qedA xKhatws bronJ bith gouTM
xBothinJA  Rwm Jlad theg didnwt  .ick meA  R  en'og ha?inJ mg 

beekends freepM Carmen saidp tossinJ her hairA x“re gou sure gou 
reallg bant to do thisT R bas lookinJ at some stuW online aqout ?enos 
and alien aqductionsA Rtws reallg scargA Sou should read this one Jugws 
storgA Rwm JoinJ to send gou a linkA ve bas ke.t aqoard a s.aceshi. 
for D?e hours qeinJ .oked and .roddedAM

Emmie chuckledA xve bas .roqaqlg dreaminwAM
xBop itws trueA Rwm JoinJ to send gou the linkAM
xYonwt qotherA “t Drstp R basnwt sure R bas interestedp qut nob 

R reallg think Rwll en'og qeinJ a memqerA Rwm deDnitelg intriJued qg 
the bhole mgsteriousness of itp qut those e”ams bere intenseA Nheg 
took so much qlood and theg e?en had me do one of those inkqlot 
testsAM Emmie .lo..ed dobn onto a chairA xzhp R forJot to tell gouA 
R s.oke bith one of the other a..licants aqout ’eanA Vhe qelie?es the 
orJani5ation mag qe .rotectinw herp qut she doesnwt knob for sure 
qecause e?ergthinJ is so to. secretA

xKellp R reallg need to studgpM Carmen said drglgp bith her eges 
focused on her la.to.A

xzkagA zhp R almost forJotA Rwm su..osed to meet Yabn and 
Nodd for dinnerp angbagAM

xKhoTM  Carmen  askedp  castinJ  the  sliJhtest  Jlance  tobard 
Emmie qefore returninJ her Ja5e to her la.to.A
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xzhp thegwre a cou.le of students R met bhile takinJ tests for the 
orJani5ationA va?e fun studginJA Igep roomieAM Emmie ho..ed u. and 
left the roomA

“s Emmie strolled tobard her dinner meetinJp a barm antici.ation 
Dlled her heartA Nhe ?iqrant cam.us liJhts illuminated the ,uadp castinJ a 
colorful Jlob on her .athA Nhe Jentle qree5e bhis.ered throuJh her hairp 
carrginJ the scent of fresh qlossoms from nearqg JardensA E”citement 
tinJled in her DnJerti.s as she gearned for the .ossiqilitg of forJinJ neb 
connectionsA Setp dee. bithinp she cherished the familiar barmth of old 
friendshi.sp not bantinJ to let them sli. abagA 
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Into the Genesis Den

J ean, Jamal, Kale, and Dr. Gravin set of hor tSe Genesis cebtor ’ase 
in Kalews van. Kale and Jean sat in hront, kSile Jamal peyt an eue on a 

’ognd Dr. Gravin in tSe ’abp. Dr. Gravin kas yositioned so tSat Se Sad 
a viek oh tSe road in hront and bogld Aive direbtions kSen Kale ’arped 
at Sim hor tSem.

znu otSer dau, Jean miASt Save AaTed kisthgllu at tSe tSibp horests 
tSeu drove yast ahter leavinA tSe bitu limits oh ceattle. ESeu Aloked 
enbSantinAlu in tSe karm Sges oh tSe settinA sgnws liASt. qmmie kogld 
Save sCgealed at tSe bSanbe to Ao treppinA amonA tSe trees Sere or to 
blim’ some oh tSe Aentler sloyes in tSe reAion. Jean kondered Sok sSe 
and Marmen kere harinA ’abp in -ontana. -au’e kSen tSis kas all over, 
tSeu bogld bome ’abp Sere hor a mgbSIneeded vabation. 

Jean idlu skitbSed tSe radio bSannel to sometSinA kitS less tkanAu 
bogntru Agitars in it.

1t kas alreadu niASthall kSen tSe Genesis cebtor ’ase 0nallu bame 
into viek. zs Dr. Gravin Sad mentioned, it kas indeed kell Sidden 
’eSind a hape mogntain kall tSat reabSed N''' heet SiAS and kas bovered 
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kitS a varietu oh realistibIloopinA holiaAe. ESe ’ase kas imyressive, Aiven 
tSe eWtensive area it obbgyied. ESe ’gildinAs inside kere ’lobpu and 
modernIloopinA and stood at odds kitS tSe tall 0r trees tSat Arek ogtside 
tSe ’ogndaru kalls oh tSe bomyleW. 

z yair oh Agards barehgllu katbSed tSe main Aatekau into tSe bomyleW 
in a small sebgritu ’ootS. Kale skitbSed of Sis liASts ’ehore yarpinA tSe 
van in a small blearinA sgrrognded ’u bedars and yines. “rom tSere, tSeu 
Sad a blear viek oh tSe entranbe to tSe habilitu kSile sahelu Sidden ’u tSe 
bover oh tSe trees and tSe darpness. ESeu kere also har enogAS hrom tSe 
bomyleW to ’e ogt oh ranAe oh anu searbSliASts it miASt Save. ?Sen tSe 
enAine 0nallu stoyyed kSirrinA, Kale tgrned tokard tSe rest oh tSem.

”?e sSogld ’e sahe Sere. 1wm AoinA to rebon tSe yerimeter, and 1wll 
tape Dr. cgnsSine alonA kitS me in base 1 Save Cgestions. Man uog tko 
stau kitS tSe van gntil 1wm ’abpBH

”xeaS, 1 tSinp kewll ’e 0ne,H said Jean, AettinA ogt hrom Ser seat to 
stretbS Ser leAs. ”xog Ao on aSead.H

Jamal and Kale Cgibplu gntied Dr. Gravin ’ehore Kale draAAed Sim 
of into tSe trees tokard tSe bomyleW. Jamal katbSed tSem Ao gntil tSeu 
kere ogt oh siASt and tSen sat in tSe doorkau to tSe ’abp oh tSe van.

”jrrr, it sgre Aets hrostu ogt in tSese horests at niASt, SgSB 1tws a 
Aood tSinA 1 ’rogASt alonA some eWtra lauers.H …e reabSed into tSe van 
and Ara’’ed one 2abpet Se Sad kitS Sim, ’ehore remem’erinA tSat Jean 
kogldnwt need one. ciASinA, Jamal lamented, ”come yeoyle Save all tSe 
lgbp.H

Jean looped at Ser Sands. ESeu kere alreadu ayyroabSinA tSe 0eru 
bolor oh tSe sgnset tSeu Sad 2gst driven tSrogAS. cSe Alanbed at Jamal. 
…is mogtS SgnA oyen as Se hobgsed Sis eues on Ser Sands.

Jamal Arinned. ”co, uogwre SalhIalien, SgSB 1 kas konderinA kSu 
tSeu;H
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”?SatB ?Su tSeu kSatBH
”OotSinA. 1tws not imyortant.H
Jean siASed. ”1wm sorru 1 didnwt tell uog a’ogt it ’ehore. 1tws 2gst, 1 

bogldnwt mape it sognd riASt in mu Sead, uog pnokB 1 mean, Sok do 
uog 2gst tell yeoyle uogwre some pind oh alienISgman Su’ridB znd 1 ; 
1 didnwt kant uog to tSinp 1 kas braTu or sometSinA.H cSe tgrned akau, 
tkirlinA a strand oh Ser Sair.

Jamal AaTed at tSe habilitu entranbe hor a ’it. ESen Se bSgbpled. ”1 
mean, tSerews a sliASt bSanbe 1 kogld Save tapen uog to an asulgm instead 
oh Mayitol …ill ih uogwd told me tSat. jgt tSinAs are startinA to add 
gy ’etter nok. ESose men at tSe brasS kSo kere ahter uog, uogr spin 
bSanAinA bolor kSen tSinAs Aet a little bSillu, tSe stgf tSat Dob kas 
sauinA ; itws still braTu, ueaS, ’gt itws a pind oh braTu tSat mapes sense, uog 
pnok kSat 1wm sauinABH

Jean AiAAled. ”Oot reallu, ’gt 1 tSinp 1 do, ueaS.H
”…eu, Jean, listen. 1wm AgessinA uog Savenwt told too manu yeoyle 

a’ogt tSis. jgt ih uog kant to reallu vent, to 2gst Aet it all ogt tSere, kell, 
1wm killinA to Sear uog. znd 1wm sgre tSe koodland britters arognd Sere 
konwt mind, eitSer.H

Jean tSogASt a’ogt it. …e Sad a yointZ sSe Sad ’een ’ottlinA gy 
everutSinA sSe Sad ’een tSrogAS in tSe last hek daus. znd tSeuwd onlu 
pnokn eabS otSer hor a hek daus, ’gt in tSat time, Sewd saved Ser lihe at 
least onbe and Selyed Ser 0nd ogt tSe trgtS a’ogt zTon and Ser motSer. 
1h tSere kas anuone sSe bogld bon0de in, ih onlu to Sely sort ogt tSe tanAle 
oh tSogASts in Ser eWbited ’rain, it kogld ’e Jamal. 1t also Selyed tSat Se 
kas easu to talp to. And I kind of like his look, sSe tSogASt kitS a smirp.

co Jean told Sim everutSinA a’ogt tSe series oh events tSat Sad 
obbgrred ever sinbe Urohessor …iAAins Sad Ser blass tape tSat hatehgl DOz 
test ’abp in -ontana. cSe desbri’ed tSe inbident kitS Krenip and !iva, 
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tSe revelations hrom tSe DOz test resglts, and tSe drive to ceattle, kSibS 
ended in tSe brasS. 

”ESe reason 1 debided to ma2or in AenealoAu and hamilu Sistoru is 
’ebagse 1 kas adoyted. 1 mean, donwt Aet me kronA, ever sinbe 1ris and 
Grant znderson toop me in, tSeu Save ’een tSe pindest and most lovinA 
yarents 1 bogld ever kant. Oo matter kSat 1 0nd ogt on tSis 2ogrneu, 
tSeuwll alkaus ’e mu mom and dad. jgt ’ehore tSem, 1 kas 2gst anotSer 
hoster pid drihtinA in tSe sustem, movinA hrom Some to Some, and it 
sgbped tSat 1 didnwt pnok kSere 1 bame hrom.H 

”qven nok, pnokinA a’ogt zTon and -aru Gallokau and Genesis 
cebtor, 1 still heel a ’it inbomylete. 1 kanted to ’ebome a AenealoAist so 
1 bogld Sely otSer hamilies 0nd ogt kSere tSeir roots kere, so tSeir lives 
kogldnwt sgbp lipe mu uears in hoster bare did. 1t miASt sognd sayyu and 
bSeesu to some yeoyle, ’gt itws trge.H Jeanws AaTe landed on Jamal, kaitinA 
hor Sis siAnatgre kisebrabp or tSe siASt oh Sis trademarp brooped Arin. jgt 
Se kas oddlu silent, as tSogAS Se Sad ’een yroyerlu listeninA tSrogASogt 
Ser rebogntinA oh events, so sSe bontinged.

”znd nok 1wm a’ogt to 0nd ogt a’ogt tSe alien yart oh mu SeritaAe. 
?Sen 1 kas a pid, 1 gsed to Aet ’gllied ’ebagse yeoyle said mu eues Aloked 
hgnnu or mu spin bSanAed to odd bolors. 1 didnwt pnok kSat tSeu kere 
talpinA a’ogt. ?Sen 1 looped in tSe mirror, everutSinA seemed 0ne. 1 
mean, everuone loops a little diferent in tSe sgn, riAStB RtSer pids balled 
me a mgtant hreap. znd 1 Sated tSat yart oh meZ 1 gsed to tSinp it kas 
all kronA. ESat I kas all kronA. jgt nok, ih 1 ban 0nallu see kSat mu 
hatSer is trglu lipe, kSat Sis side oh mu Aenetib lineaAe is lipe ; it kill 
heel right, tSis time. znd 1 kill heel riASt, hor a bSanAe.H Jean stoyyed to 
deeylu ’reatSe in tSe brisy horest air. 

Jamal kaited hor Ser to slok dokn a little more ’ehore Cgietlu 
bSiyyinA in. ”1 donwt reallu pnok kSat to sau. xogwve Sad it rogAS. Damn, 
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1 kogldnwt kant to ’e in uogr sSoes, alien yokers or no. jgt at least 
tSinAs are loopinA gy nok, riAStBH

Jean Alanbed at Sim aAain. …e kas 2gst abbeytinA everutSinA sSe said. 
Oo Cgiys, no 2gdAment, no dog’ts. cSe Sad to admit tSat sSe liped tSis 
side oh Sim, even ih it kas temyoraru. ”xog ban kalp akau at anu time, 
Jamal. ESis isnwt uogr hamilu kewre 0ndinA anskers a’ogt. ESis isnwt uogr 
0ASt aAainst Genesis cebtor.H

Jamal bSgbpled. ”3m, no. …ok kogld uog 0ASt of a Arogy oh ’iA 
’ad men kitSogt meBH Jamal bSgbpled. ”jesides, 1wd Aet lost in tSe 
koods real Cgibp ih 1 kalped akau nok.H

”…eu, 1wm seriogs4 1 ayyrebiate uogr Sely and all, ’gt uog bogld ’e 
relaWinA at Some instead oh sneapinA into Genesis.H

Jamal stared into tSe distanbe. ESen Se sohtlu syope. ”?Sen 1 kas 
uognA, lipe, really uognA, tSe Aovernment sSiyyed mu dad of to some 
kar in tSe -iddle qast. -au’e it kas 1raC or 1ran, 1 donwt pnok. Uoint is, 
Se never bame ’abp. -u mom Aot some oh Sis tSinAs kSen tSe soldiers 
bame to tell gs Se kas pilled in abtion, ’gt a ’gnbS oh trinpets bogld never 
reylabe Sim. 1 Agess 1 pnok kSat itws lipe to not Save a hatSer in mu lihe 
and to not Save a hamilu tSat heels bomylete.H

ESe sognd oh sometSinA rgstlinA in tSe kind 0lled tSe air, and 
moments later, Kale and Dr. Gravin retgrned.

”Kale, Sok does it loopBH Jean asped.
”1t sSogld ’e yrettu easu to Aet in. ESe dob and 1 kill Ao tSrogAS tSe 

sebgritu Aate in tSe trgbp. xog and Jamal rgn alonA tSe riASt side oh tSe 
trgbp. 1wll tru to distrabt tSe Agards so uog ban sneap in. ESere are a ’gnbS 
oh tall keeds. …ide tSere. 1wll teWt Jamal kSen itws sahe to bome ogt.H

z little kSile later, Jean AaTed ogt tSe kindok as tSe van sloklu 
rgm’led tokard tSe entranbe to tSe bomyleW. …er ’reatS stalled kSen 
it reabSed tSe AlarinA liASts at tSe entranbe and sloked to a Salt. z 
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mgsbglar sebgritu Agard ayyroabSed tSe driverws kindok kSile anotSer 
one katbSed hrom tSe ’ootS.

Kale 6asSed tSe surinAe kitS tSe Areen liCgid at Dr. Gravin and 
nodded Sis Sead. ”Oo hgnnu stgf, Dob. ESese yeoyle konwt bare ih 
uogwre dead or alive.H

Dr.  Gravin rolled dokn Sis  kindok. ”1wm Dr.  Jenson Gravin, 
zssobiate Direbtor oh tSe zyollo Uro2ebt. …erews mu identi0bation,H said 
tSe dobtor hrom tSe yassenAerws seat in hront. ”ESis uognA man is kitS 
me. …ews mu assistant hrom tSe blinib.H

ESe Agard slid a yalmIsiTed ta’let hrom Sis yobpet and tayyed tSe 
sbreen. zhter readinA its bontents, Se leaned horkard, yeerinA into tSe 
veSible. ”1 donwt Save uog on mu list hor todau.H

”1 pnok.H Dr. Gravin bleared Sis tSroat. ”3S, tSis kasnwt a ylanned 
visit. 1wm sorru hor not ballinA 0rst. 1 need to 0nisS tSe medibal testinA. 
ESeu kant reyorts tomorrok morninA.H

ESe Agard sSined a small, ’riASt 6asSliASt on ’otS Dr. Gravinws and 
Kalews 1Ds to eWamine tSem. …e tSen toop ogt a sbanner hrom Sis bSest 
yobpet and sbanned tSe dobtorws riASt eue, holloked ’u Kalews. zhter 
loopinA at tSe iris sbanner readogt hor bon0rmation, Se yobpeted it and 
said, ”1 need to bon0rm tSat itws opau hor uog to bome in kitSogt ’einA 
on todauws list. xog pnok ke Save stribt yrotobols.H

”1 gnderstand.H
ESe Agard steyyed akau hrom tSe trgbp and syope kitS someone on 

Sis bellySone. ceveral mingtes later, Se retgrned. ”?ewll need to searbS 
uogr veSible, Dr. Gravin.H …e tSen motioned to tSe otSer Agard to Sead 
tokard tSe ’abp oh tSe van.

”Rh bogrse, ke Save notSinA to Side,H said tSe dobtor kitS Sis keap 
smile.

”…eu, gnlobp tSe door,H balled ogt tSe sebond Agard.
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”RS riASt, tSat door 2ams a ’it, SanA on,H said Kale, as Se oyened Sis 
door and started blim’inA dokn hrom Sis seat.

ESe 0rst Agard slid a Agn ogt oh Sis Solster and aimed it tokard Kale. 
”Donwt Aet ogt,H Se uelled.

Kale rotated ’abp to a sittinA yosition in Sis seat and sSgt Sis door. 
”“ine, 2gst Aive it a sSary tgA at tSe Sandle. Eru not to ’reap it, opauBH

?Sen tSe tko Agards 0nallu uanped tSe door oyen, tSe sebond Agard 
blim’ed into tSe ’abp syabe oh tSe van and eWamined its bontents. zhter 
Se blim’ed ogt aAain, Se Aave a bgrt siAnal to tSe 0rst Agard, kSo said, 
”zlriASt, uog ban Ao in,H ’ehore lettinA tSe van tSrogAS tSe entranbekau.

ESe van brakled tokard tSe yarpinA lot and stoyyed in a syot tSat 
kas less lit gy ’u streetlamys. zhter Kale and Dr. Gravin Aot ogt oh tSe 
van, tSeu stood tSere hor a kSile, Kale bSebpinA hor yatrollinA Agards 
kSile Dr. Gravin Alanbed at Sis katbS. zs soon as all tSe Agards leht, Kale 
sent a teWt to Jamal.

Jean and Jamal syrinted to kSere Kale and tSe dobtor stood.
Kale Arinned. ”Good, uog made it.H
”xeaS, tSe distrabtion kitS tSe vanws 2ammed door Selyed,H said 

Jean, kSile Jamal sgrveued tSe area. ”zre uog Agus sgre tSat yart oh tSe 
entranbe ke sngbp tSrogAS kasnwt bovered ’u bamerasBH sSe asped.

Dr. Gravin bogASed and bleared Sis tSroat. ”ESe sebgritu bameras 
normallu yoint akau hrom tSe Agards kSile tSeuwre in tSeir yost, so 1 
donwt ’elieve tSeu Save tSem aimed tSere.H

”qnogAS kitS tSe bSitbSat. ?e need to Sgrru ’ehore someone sees 
gs,H Kale said, Ara’’inA tSe dobtor and ygsSinA Sim horkard. ”zlriASt, 
Dr. cgnsSine, kSibS kauBH

zhter AivinA Kale a kitSerinA loop, tSe dobtor led tSem tokard tSe 
’iAAest ’gildinA 2gst aSead oh tSem. jgt instead oh AoinA to tSe ’riASt 
and Alassu area tSat kas tSe main entranbe, Se led tSem alonA tSe leht side 
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oh tSe ’gildinA, yast a hek more bars and some Seavier veSibles to 
kSat eventgallu ended gy ’einA a side entranbe. Dr. Gravin tSen 
yglled ogt a bard on a lanuard Se kas kearinA. …e skiyed tSe bard 
aAainst a detebtor near tSe entranbe, kSibS gnlobped tSe door.

”ESis is tSe entranbe tSe maintenanbe staf gses,H said Dr. Gravin 
as tSeu holloked Sim inside. ”-ost oh tSem sSogld ’e ’abp in tSeir 
livinA Cgarters at tSis time. 1h ke bontinge alonA tSis servibe borridor, 
ke kill soon 0nd ogrselves in tSe elevator lo’’u, kSere ke ban abbess 
tSe researbS 6oors.H

”Oo elevators hor gs, tSogAS,H said Kale. 
Jamal nodded in aAreement. ”xeaS, ke donwt kant to annognbe 

ogrselves. xog sSogld ’e 0ne kitS a hek 6iASts oh stairs, riASt, DobBH
ESe dobtor Argm’led in aAreement.
Erge to Dr. Gravinws kord, tSe dra’, sSa’’ilu lit servibe borridor 

soon Aave kau to tSe mgbS sleeper Seart oh tSe main ’gildinA. Jean 
Sad to inSale sSarylu at tSe siASt oh it.  ESe kalls and hgrnisSinAs 
Aleamed kitS tSe bold Alare oh a yristine boryorate ’gildinA, and 
tSe hek yotted ylants tSat Aave tSe ylabe a sem’lanbe oh lihe kere 
arti0bial.  ESe sSary 6goresbent liAStinA onlu served to mape tSe 
ylabe heel tSat mgbS more sterile as it re6ebted of tSe syotless kalls 
and tSe darp tiled 6oor. 

Jean peyt Ser steys liASt as sSe holloked Dr. Gravin, Kale, and 
Jamal tSrogAS tSe starp Salls. Too easy, kSisyered a voibe in Jeanws 
mind. …er yglse Cgibpened and Ser senses yribpled kitS gnease. 

ESe ’are bonbrete kalls  leebSed all  karmtS hrom tSe narrok 
syabe. “ek deborations and hgrnisSinAs obbgyied tSe Aloomu syabe. 
Jean toop anotSer deey ’reatS. ESe air kas Seavu and stale. We can 
do this, sSe reassgred Serselh. ?e’ve come this far, and we can finish 
this thing. 
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Dr. Gravin Aave tSe silveru elevator doors one last lonAinA loop ’ehore 
leadinA tSem to tSe emerAenbu stairkell. ESe time Sad bome to desbend 
into tSe lionws den.

We’re coming for you, Azon. And we’re going to get you out of here. 
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The Fifteenth Door

J ean thought back to the time during her English Lit class in high 
school when she had to read Dante’s Divine Comedy. She barely 

made it through the ,rst bookM Inferno. fost oH the details were lost 
Hrom her memoryM but she recalled that most oH that book was about 
Dante slowly descending through the nine circles oH Aell. I wonder if 
I’m going down my own circles of Hell now.

pt least one verson she was with might haGe agreed with her. Dr. 
xraGin was already vanting by the time they e“ited the ,rst stairwell. W”e 
haGe to walk through this corridor to reach a set oH stairs in a diFerent 
area oH the buildingM? he saidM leaning against a wall Hor a breather.

WIineM but remember to aGoid the main hallwaysM okayT? said Jamal. 
Dr. xraGin slid down and vlovved onto the nearest stev. Ae vulled 

a handkerchieH out oH his vocket and dabbed the beads oH sweat on his 
Horehead. WK don’t know how much longer K can go.?

Jamal wravved his arms under Dr. xraGin’s armvits and liHted him 
uv to standing. W”e don’t haGe time to rest. Lean on me Hor suvvort.? 
Rhe doctor’s breathing intensi,ed.
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WDo you think giGing him more oH the antidote will helvT? Jean 
asked.

Jamal shrugged. WK already gaGe him the entire Gial. ”e really need 
to hurry.?

ps they walkedM an eerie silence hung in the airM deGoid oH any signs 
oH liHe. pirCconditioning units whirred at lowered intensity while 
emvty desks were strewn with notevads and viles oH documents to 
be dealt with on another day. Rhe vlace Helt rive Hor hunting by some 
disillusioned oqce worker.

Rhey reached the  ne“t  stairwell  without  incidentM  although 
something was bothering JeanM and she couldn’t vut her ,nger on 
it. Rhe ne“t leGel they walked through resembled a museum gallery 
more than an oqce. Rhe lighting was warmerM and the walls were 
lined with Hramed documents ,lled with unrecogniNable writing. Kn a 
style reminiscent oH the alvhabets Hrom Jean’s psian 'ultures course 
in collegeM the letters were written in a loovy and cursiGe manner. 
Sleek disvlay cases housed strange artiHacts with enigmatic markings. 
She insvected some oH themM hoving to innately recogniNe something 
within their structuresM but nothing came to mind. WAaGe you seen 
anything like these beHoreT? she asked 1aleM who shook his head in 
resvonse.

WRhey’d make me belieGe in aliens eGen iH K didn’t know eGerything 
K do nowM? commented Jamal. Wpny idea what they’re HorM DocT?

WRhose triOes aren’t releGant to my researchM? Dr. xraGin huFed 
beHore moGing on.

pnother stairwell descent laterM they were in a leGel occuvied by 
science laboratories ,lled with eVuivment that looked nearly as alien as 
the earlier artiHacts had. Something about the return to harsh and cold 
Ouorescent lights helved Jean ,gure out what was bothering her. This 
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has been way too easy. She driHted toward Jamal as they Hollowed behind 
1ale and the doctor.

WSomething doesn’t Heel rightM? she whisvered to him. W”here are all 
the veovleT ”e should haGe seen someone by now.?

Jamal locked eyes with JeanM and she could tell he was thinking the 
same thing. WK don’t knowM? he saidM shaking his head. 

ps she walkedM the hairs on Jean’s neck vrickled. We’ve come too far 
to turn back now, but… She strained her ears Hor any unusual soundPthe 
vounding oH HootstevsM distant conGersationsM anything.

fany oH the labs they walked vast contained diagrams oH body vartsM 
like something out oH a biology book. Rhey avveared human at ,rstM but 
when Jean took a closer veekM the vrovortions and Heatures were wrong. 
Rhe limbs were stretched and OuidM the shaves oH the organs weren’t 
the sameM things were in the wrong vlacePshe wished there were some 
victures where eGerything was vut togetherM Bust so she could get a vrover 
vreGiew oH what her Hather would look like when they saw him. 

Jean inhaled deevly to slow her breath. W”hen did the Sevids come 
to EarthT pnd Hor how long haGe we known oH their e“istenceT? she asked 
Dr. xraGin.

W”e haGe known about them since the early seGentiesM not long aHter 
the ,rst moon landing. ”hether they were here on Earth beHore thatM we 
don’t know. Rhey won’t say either.?

WK used to think it was strange how the aliens in Rj shows could 
always sveak English verHectly aHter landing hereM? remarked JamalM Wbut 
K guess that’s how they are in real liHe tooT?

Wpvvarently our eForts to decivher their language are making some 
headwayM? said the doctorM Wbut yesM their grasv oH our language is 
much better than ours oH theirsM Hor the time being. So what little 
communication we haGe with them has been in EnglishM unHortunately.?
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Jamal Hurrowed his brows. W”hat do you meanM unfortunatelyT?
WphM here we are. xiGe me a moment.?
Rhey had arriGed at a door that was thicker and tougher than 

anything else they had seen inside the building. fade oH imvosing 
steelM it looked like something a highCtech bank Gault would haGe. Dr. 
xraGin again vulled out his cardM tavved it on a detector on the sideM 
and entered a vasscode into the keyvad below it. Rhe door clunked 
oven with a heaGy thud.

WCast this door are the svecimen containment unitsM? said Dr. 
xraGinM  again stovving Hor breath.  WKH  K’m not mistakenM pNon 
should be in unit  number ,Hteen.  Rhis  is  the most  secure area 
in the HacilityM  Hor obGious reasons.  Dut contrary to how it  may 
avvearM the containment units were designed to be as comHortable 
and accommodating Hor the Sevid svecimens as we can manage.?

WRhey’re vrisoners in hereM? said Jean coldlyM looking at the steel 
door. WKt doesn’t matter how accommodating you are iH they don’t 
haGe their Hreedom.?

Dr. xraGin’s Horehead glistened with beads oH sweat as he leaned 
against the nearest wall  and wived his head with the back oH his 
hand. WKt’s really not as bad as it may seem. pll their needs are met 
and they’re vrotected Hrom organiNations that don’t want them here. 
Ceovle who hunt them and would vreHer to see them dead.?

Jean rolled her eyes. WJust take us to pNon.?
Rhe doors in the vassageway beyond were all made oH similarly 

thickM sturdy steelM and had numbered keyvads on them as well. Rheir 
Hootstevs echoed as though they were walking inside a cryvtM and the dark 
surroundings added to the ovvressiGe atmosvhere. ”hen they reached 
the ,Hteenth door Hrom the entranceM Dr. xraGin stovved in Hront oH 
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the keyvad and then glanced in their directionM as though asking Hor 
vermission. 

Jamal saidM Wxo onM oven the door.? 1ale simvly nodded. 
Jean’s vulse soared as she stared at the door. pNon was somewhere 

behind that imvenetrable door. fere stevs away. pHter all this timeM 
all the reGelations and dangerM she would ,nally see her Hather’s true 
Hace. 

Dr. xraGin sighed with reluctanceM then tavved a vasscode on 
the keyvad with shaking ,ngers. Rhe lock to the door ovened with 
another heaGy clunkM and Jean held her breath in anticivation. She 
e“haled sharvly as the door smoothly slid oven.

Kn the center oH the roomM crouched down on the OoorM was a 
being that looked like a Belly,shM or a cuttle,shM trying to assume the 
Horm oH a human. Ais skin was vale and silky and shimmered with 
a dull seaCgreen translucence. Kn the right lightingM his long and thin 
limbs could be mistaken Hor tentacles. Ais elongated HrogClike hands 
were bound in Hront oH himM and the tight cuFs binding them were 
chained to a link embedded in the concrete Ooor oH the cell. p black 
cloth bag coGered his headM and Jean Helt an oGerwhelming urge to 
yank it oF. She wanted to see his HaceM no matter how diFerent it 
might be.

WpNonT? she called outM her Goice shaking. She thought she saw 
the black bag shiHt in her direction. Aer heartbeat racingM Jean moGed 
to enter the roomM but the door slid shut beHore she could. Rhe Horce 
was so intense that it knocked her oF balance. 

Jean was suddenly aware oH seGeral  heaGily booted Hootstevs 
ravidly avvroaching their grouv. Rhe Hour oH them turned around 
to ,nd themselGes surrounded on both sides oH the vassageway by a 
mi“ oH xenesis Sector agents and militaryClooking troovs.
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Of course, it was a trap. It had to be. The doctor must have tipped 
someone off somehow. Perhaps opening the door triggered an alarm? I 
knew this was way too easy. Urgh! And we walked right into it!

p Goice she neGer wanted to hear again yanked Jean out oH her 
thoughts.

Wfiss pndersonM it is so good to see you again. K hove you’ll be more 
cooveratiGe this time.?

Rhe dark rectangular sunglasses. Rhe imveccably varted hair. Rhe 
thin line oH a mouth. pnd the golden scythe tie vinM the only glint oH color 
on a harsh black and white suit. Kt was pgent SmyteM standing at the head 
oH the grouv oH agents blocking them Hrom the way they’d come in.

p lumv oH thread Hormed in Jean’s throat. Rhey were travvedM seGeral 
Ooors and innumerable Heet undergroundM in a tov secret goGernment 
Hacility that was more than cavable oH making them disavvear without 
a trace. She had reached the lowest vits oH AellM Bust as Dante had in 
Inferno.

W3ou led them right into our hands with minimal trouble. K knew K 
could count on you to deliGerM as always.?

Jean thought pgent Smyte was addressing Dr. xraGin. Dut he wasn’t. 
W”ell done E pgent Daniels. ”ell doneM? pgent Smyte saidM clavving 

his hands.
Jean gasved as her eyes widened. W1aleT?
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Organization Rules

T wo days after completing her tests for the organization, Emmie 
was asleep in her dorm room when there was a knock at the door. 

She groggily peeled open her eyes. The knocking continued. She glanced 
at her phone. It was 1:30 a.m. Carmen was sound asleep, so Emmie 
trudged to the door while rubbing her eyes. She leaned in and pressed 
her eye against the peephole and gasped. Dr. Krenik stood on the other 
side smiling and holding a medium-sized brown box. Emmie yawned and 
cracked open the door.

“Good morning, Emmie. I apologize for waking you, but I wanted 
to welcome you to the Starlight Organization. Here’s your welcome 
gift,” Dr. Krenik whispered, handing the box to Emmie. “The box also 
contains your cohort and training information. Have a good day.”

“Really? Thank you!” Emmie said, yawning. After shutting the door, 
Emmie carried the box to her desk and 4icked on her desk lamp. Hoping 
to not disturb Carmen, she gently pulled the tape oj the box and opened 
it. Inside, there was a sleek black tablet with the organization’s logo 
emblazoned on it. She picked it up, admiring its smooth surface, and 
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pressed the power button. A message popped up on the screen. 
“Emmie,  congratulations  on passing  your  tests  and 8oining  our 
organization. This tablet contains information you will need for your 
training sessions and provides a direct connection to your superiors. 
Bour Jrst assignment is to meet your cohort at the designated location 
on Saturday morning at N:00 a.m. Lest of luck, Dr. Krenik.”

Emmie glanced over her shoulder at Carmen and set the tablet 
on her desk. She looked in the box and found a black folder with 
directions, supplies, a logo T-shirt, and a name tag. As Emmie removed 
the supplies from the box, there was a small notecard at the bottom 
of the box. She picked it up. Her name was on the front in scratchy 
handwriting. Emmie unfolded the note with trembling hands. They 
have Jean. Don’t trust anyone. We’re working on getting her back. 

Emmie’s chest tightened. What? Who has Jean? Suddenly, bright 
sparks shot oj the note. She grabbed the note by a corner, ran to the 
bathroom, and 4ushed it down the toilet. She stood in the bathroom 
listening for any signs of an explosion, but heard nothing. 

Emmie perused the tablet’s contents to see if there was information 
about Wean. The tablet contained details about her cohort, training 
agendas, and seminar material. 'one of the information mentioned 
Wean. After a couple of hours, Emmie fell asleep at her desk. Vater 
that morning, she heard a camera click and awoke to Jnd Carmen 
rummaging through the box. “5hat are you doing?” 

Carmen held her cellphone over the box in one hand as she picked 
up an item with the other hand. 

Emmie grabbed Carmen’s wrist. “Bou’re takin’ pictures of my 
stuj?”

“5hat’s the big deal? I saw the box and was curious,” Carmen 
scojed as she pulled her arm away from Emmie’s grip.
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Emmie  snatched  the  box  out  of  Carmen’s  hands.  “That’s 
conJdential information!”

Carmen rolled her eyes. “Relax, it’s not like I’m going to steal any of 
it. I’m not a thief.”

“5ell, it’s from that organization we applied for. They accepted me 
and I have to keep everything conJdential.”

Carmen sighed. “I know. I signed a conJdentiality agreement, too.”
“Beah, but they didn’t accept you, so I can’t share any information.”
“They’re 8ust supplies.  So, when’s your Jrst training session?” 

Carmen asked, a biting edge to her tone.
“Early Saturday morning.”
Carmen scojed. “They’re not trying to waste any time, are they? The 

whole thing seems ridiculous.”
Emmie glanced at  Carmen as  her  blood boiled.  “5hat’s  your 

problem? It’s not my fault you didn’t get in.”
“I 8ust think it’s stupid, that’s all,” Carmen hujed, Jsts clenched at 

her sides. “5e both did the same interviews and tests. How am I not good 
enough, but you are?”

“I don’t know. Aaybe they knew I would be more dedicated than 
you.”

Carmen  let  out  a  harsh  laugh.  “Beah,  I’m  sure  your  parents’ 
government connections had nothing to do with it.”

Emmie could feel her face getting hotter. “I gave a great interview and 
earned this on my own merits.”

“Beah, right,” Carmen snorted. “5ell, don’t come crying to me when 
they take up all of your weekends and work you to death.” Carmen 
stormed oj to the bathroom and slammed the door shut.
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Family Confrontation

“K ale?” Jean turned to look at him, but her half-brother was 
already walking away from their group, calmly joining the 

agents next to Agent Smyte. Kale turned around and glared back at her, 
his hazel eyes suddenly cold. 

“Kale, what is he talking about?” Jean asked, but he didn’t reply. Dr. 
Gravin scuttled into position next to him. “Kale, please, tell me!” She 
hadn’t minded his characteristic silence before, but now it stung her 
nearly as much as his betrayal did.

“Agents, restrain our two guests,” instructed Agent Smyte, “and keep 
your weapons trained on them. That young man can be a handful if you 
give him an inch.”

Jamal stepped forward. “What, are you still sore because I beat your 
sorry—oof!” A soldier gut punched Jamal, forcing him to his knees.

“Kale,” Jean’s voice trembled as she called out, her eyes darting 
around the room, “what the heck is wrong with you?” She strained 
against the unyielding grip of the muscular hands, pressing her forcefully 
onto her knees. The musty smell of dampness Elled the air, mingling 
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with the acrid scent of fear. “These people, his people, captured and 
imprisoned our father! 1ou saw him su‘ering in that cell right there! 
They’ve been hunting us ever since we were born! Why are you doing 
this?”

“Ah, have you forgotten what I told you, Hiss Anderson?” said 
the doctor, his voice no longer weary. “We only searched for you. 
We never 8hunted’ Kale because we never wanted him. Bis genetic 
makeup is Uawed, subpar, like all the specimens we produced before 
the embryos in your group. Kale and the other rejects can never reach 
your level of aptitude and abilities.”

“I’ve had enough of you,” grumbled Kale. “I’m regretting giving 
you the rest of the antidote.”

“After all the torture you’ve put me through. Who knows what 
type of permanent damage you caused? I feel like I’m going to pass 
out any minute.” Dr. Gravin turned toward Agent Smyte. “1ou 
should have told me this man was working for you. It would have 
saved us so much unpleasantness!”

“With the way you both get along like a house on Ere, I doubt 
it,” said Agent Smyte. “'o, I always intended the two of you to be 
di‘erent ways to net the same prize. And I think it’s safe to say the 
results speak for themselves.”

Jean attempted to stand, but the men holding her down were too 
strong. “Kale, you disgust me. I can’t believe you betrayed me like 
this,” she spat, her voice shaking. “1ou’re my brother!” 

Agent Smyte smirked. “Vnce the army rejected Kale, leaving him 
disillusioned and drifting, we didn’t hesitate to hire him. Nven with 
suboptimal levels of Sepid D'A, he was a useful asset for us. And 
he still is.”
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Jean’s eyes were like daggers as she processed Kale’s betrayal. “1ou 
knew. 1ou knew who our father was, where he was, this whole time 
and—”

“Vf course, he knew,” interrupted Agent Smyte. “Be was a key 
operative in the mission that led to the Sepid Azon’s capture by 
Genesis Sector Eve years ago. Kale was the one who led your father 
into our trap, just as he did you.”

“Why, Kale? Be’s your own blood.” Tears stung Jean’s eyes and 
she stubbornly blinked them away. This is not the time to cry.

“It’s  because of his  blood, actually.  Vr,  to be more speciEc, 
his D'A.” Agent Smyte was gloating, without restraint. “Azon is 
apparently a leading Egure in the Sepid colony that came to Narth. 
Bis family line contains some of the purest and most powerful 
genes of their kind and is highly sought after for the Genesis Sector 
studies and development. We had his D'A on Ele from a previous 
encounter. In fact,  that’s how we determined its immense value. 
4ut without the source, our supply was limited. Vf course, Azon is 
impossible to catch when he doesn’t want to be found.”

“So you used Kale to get to him?”
“0sed?”  Agent  Smyte  spewed  an  ugly  bark  of  a  laugh.  “Kale 

practically volunteered! 0nlike Azon, we always knew where Kale was. 
We actively surveilled him ever since he was born at one of our facilities. 
When Kale took the D'A test for his entrance into the army, I was 
notiEed at once. And I suspected that Azon might have been too, given 
their genetic connection. So I approached Kale shortly after his rejection 
by the army and told him that his birth father would try to contact 
him. Kale was so bitter and angry about the rejection, and he blamed his 
father’s genes for his failure. It wasn’t diLcult for me to recruit Kale to 
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our cause and to convince him to set a trap for your father. We have held 
Azon captive in that cell with us ever since.”

Agent Smyte continued, “Whew, all that was a mouthful! Does 
anyone have a spare bottle of water?” Be casually took a canteen from 
a soldier and gulped from it, blatantly ignoring the tense atmosphere in 
the passage. When he was done, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve with 
relish. “Vkay, enough with the exposition. Kale, escort that young man 
to his cell, would you? I would like a word with Hiss Anderson.”

Kale nodded bluntly and avoided Jean’s glare as he grabbed Jamal by 
the arm and led him away with a few of the soldiers following closely 
behind. Jean expected Jamal to say something, to Eght his way out of 
the clutches like he did when they Erst met, but he didn’t even put up a 
struggle. Jamal’s just letting them take him away? She choked back a sob, 
frowning at the retreating Egures. Ugh, this is all my fault. Jean lifted her 
shirt collar up to her eyes, wiping the Uowing tears away.

Host of the other agents and soldiers dispersed as well. Soon, Jean 
was alone with Agent Smyte and the guards who were restraining her. 
The dark passageway was utterly su‘ocating with its bleakness.

Agent Smyte walked closer to her, the echoes of his footsteps feeling 
like small stabs at her body. Be crouched down in front of her and tilted 
her face toward his with a cold Enger.

“I can tell it’s been a long day for you, so we’ll let you get some rest. 
We have an extensive to-do list on our hands to go through tomorrow for 
your testing, and you’re going to need every ounce of your alien-hybrid 
strength for it.”

Jean scrunched her brows. “What are you going to do to me?”
Be brushed a lock of her brown hair away from her face, then jerked 

his hand back when she snapped at it with her teeth. Dismissing her 
attack with a laugh, he said, “Still feisty, are we? 'ot bad. And as for 
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tomorrow’s plans, well, why would I ruin all the fun by telling you what 
they are?” Be stood up with a wicked grin on his pencil line of a mouth 
and gestured to the guards. “1ou can take her away now.”

0nlike Jamal, Jean wriggled and struggled as hard as she could to 
release the guards’ grip. She screamed every curse her frenzied mind 
could think of at Agent Smyte’s retreating back while the guards 
dragged her down the passageway. Vnce Smyte was out of sight past 
the thick steel entrance door, she continued screaming at the guards. 
“Where are you taking me?! Eet me go! What are you going to do to 
me!” They were about as responsive to her struggles as the dark concrete 
Uoor.

The guards didn’t drag her for long. After a few minutes, they 
roughly shoved her into another nearby cell along the passageway. As 
Jean stumbled to the ground, she heard a familiar voice. “Jean! Bey, are 
you alright?”

Jean turned around. Jamal’s blue eyes rolled as the agent at the door 
Ered a taser at him. Be shuddered and contorted, a faint smell of burned 
cloth coming from him, before he collapsed on the hard Uoor with a 
thud. 

“Jamal!” Jean rushed to Jamal’s side and waited for the small tremors 
still rippling through him to stop before turning him over. She anxiously 
pressed an ear to his chest and exhaled in relief when she heard his heart 
beating. She turned toward the door. “1ou animals! Bow could you—”

CLANK. The door slid shut with a heavy Enality, and the dark 
passageway outside disappeared from view. With a small grunt, she 
pulled Jamal’s body toward the nearest wall and propped him up against 
it. Knowing that it might be futile, she then went to the door and banged 
her Ests against it anyway. She tried to bang out all her frustration and 
pain, but the door was as unresponsive as the guards who had thrown her 



JNA'CS DISOVRNY1 3C3

into that cell. Allowing the tears to release from her eyes, she returned to 
Jamal.

“Are you okay? Why didn’t you Eght back? 1ou fought all of those 
men before. What happened?”

Jamal didn’t respond, even when she shook him. 4eads of sweat clung 
to his forehead. Jean gently wiped them o‘ with her palm. With a ragged 
sigh, she left him there and scooted over to the opposite wall of the 
cell. She leaned against it, hugged her knees, and curled up into a ball. 
The tears Uowed freely, and she let them, wishing they could take the 
hopelessness out of her as they fell.

What’s going to happen to us now? What are those “fun plans” Agent 
Smyte has in store for me? What am I going to do?

She let out another cry of frustration.
Can anyone get us out of this place? No, because nobody knows we’re 

here. No one except… A familiar face swam into view of her mental eye. 
4rown hair cropped short like they did in the army, cold hazel eyes, 
angular features a bit like her own. Kale.

“Why, Kale?” Jean asked out loud to nobody in particular. “Bow 
could you betray us like this? Yemember, being alone in foster care with 
no mother or father? I know what that was like. We have so much in 
common. I thought you enjoyed having a sister. Did you ever have any 
actual feelings toward me or was it all one big lie?”

There was no response. With Jamal still out cold, Jean buried her face 
in her crossed arms. She couldn’t stop thinking about Kale’s betrayal.
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DNA Connections

W hen Jamal regained consciousness,  Jean was still  in the 
same curled up position, wallowing in her distress on the 

opposite side of their cell.
“Jean? Ugh,  that  taser  really  did a  number on me.  Hey,  are 

you okay?” Ignoring the lingering fogginess from the taser blast, 
Jamal crawled over to Jean’s side of the dingy cell. “Hey, c’mere,” 
he murmured, gently wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Jean 
tensed before allowing herself to uncurl against him. Her curly hair 
brushed along his jawline as she settled her head against his chest. 

“I promise, no one is going to lay a hand on you, Jean. At least 
not if I can help it. We’re getting out of here. Both of us. I just need 
you to trust me. Can you do that?”

Jean nodded almost imperceptibly against his  shoulder.  She 
leaned into him further, the tension draining from her muscles. 

Jamal let out a deep exhale. He had no solid plan yet, but with Jean 
needing him, he was ready to move heaven and earth to turn his words 
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into reality. For now, he held her close as they took mutual comfort in 
their embrace. “You okay?” 

Jean kept her head lowered. “Let’s see, I’m stuck in a cell waiting to 
be experimented on. What do you think?” The air was stale and metallic 
on Jean’s tongue, hints of mildew and unwashed bodies permeating the 
enclosed space. She glanced around at the gray walls, dingy and scarred 
with age. Rough edges of the stone bricks surrounding them grated 
against her skin whenever she leaned back. 

“I’m sorry, Jean. I wish I could have done something.”
Jean clicked her tongue and stomped away. “Why didn’t you do 

something? You didn’t even try to -ght back. You just did what they 
wanted. And now we’re stuck here in a cell for who knows how long.”

“Wait, what? Look Jean, I can’t kungKfu my way past bullets, you 
know. And how was I supposed to know that your halfKbrother would 
stab us in the back like that? I mean, sure, qale was all —uiet and broody, 
but I thought he was a decent guy.” Jamal trailed oG and walked over to 
the wall near Jean and leaned against it.

“I’m sorry. I’m just so irritated right now,” Jean huGed. “I really don’t 
mean to blame you.” She sat down with her knees up, wrapping her arms 
around them.

Jamal slid down, sitting next to Jean. “Look, we’ll -gure something 
out, alright? This is a di!cult situation, but I’ve gotten out of way worse 
messes than this, especially with…look, just, don’t give up hope, alright? 
I promise you, we’ll get out of this one too.” When that burst of pep 
talk had absolutely no eGect, he banged his head against the wall with 
another, more frustrated sigh. “5od, this is going to suck.”

After Jamal’s chatter died down, an uncomfortable silence diGused 
throughout the cell, made even more unbearable by the stark walls and 
rough 6oor. Whether there was some kind of soundproo-ng material in 
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the room, or due to how thick the surrounding walls might have been, 
no noises of any kind could be heard from outside. The small viewing 
slot in the door was shut as -rmly as the rest of the door.

The  room wasn’t  completely  —uiet,  though.  There  was  a  low 
muttering that resembled a growl emanating from Jean’s mouth. She 
leaned on her side against the wall, muttering to herself, wondering if 
there had been signs of qale’s true allegiance that she’d missed.

You couldn’t have seen this coming, Jean. I wish we could have prepared 
you. Then this betrayal wouldn’t hurt so much. Yes, I understand the pain 
of being betrayed by your own kin. And that pain is what Kale must have 
felt as well.

“Why? Because the army kicked him out when they found out he was 
half-alien? That’s not our father’s fault! It’s not Azon’s fault that Kale was 
an experiment made from his DNA!”

That’s not how Kale saw it, I imagine. To him, the army was a desirable 
place where he might have felt belonging. It was hard to blame them for 
his misfortune when he still wished to be with them. Far easier to blame the 
unknown father figure who had nothing he wanted.

“But that’s not fairz None of this is fair. If anyone’s to blame, it should 
be the 5enesis Sector…wait, who is this? Who are you?” Jean blurted 
out. She sat upright, widening her eyes in a panic, and looked around the 
cell. There was nobody else there except for Jamal, who stared at her with 
his mouth gaping open as if she was something out of a horror movie. 
Oh, I must be losing my mind. Now I’m hearing voices.

It seems this prison has stripped me of my manners. Hello, Jean. I am 
Azon, your genetic father.

“But M how? Where are you? I saw you chained up in your cellz”
“Jean? Who are you talking to? I mean, it’s a pleasant change from 

all your growling earlier, but I’m the only one here.” Jamal looked as 
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confused as she felt. In the awkward silence that followed, the other voice 
began speaking.

And I am still in those chains, for the time being.
“But I can hear you, even through all the thick walls in this placez”
Jamal inched closer to Jean. “Hear who? Who can you hear?”
Jean raised her palm in front of Jamal’s face. “Wait, Jamal. Let me 

listen.”
It seems that human hearing is not so sensitive to speech that is below a 

certain frequency. I am communicating with you at one such low frequency, 
better suited for transmission through several layers of material. Whether 
you realized it yourself or not, you were speaking to yourself at such a 
frequency earlier, which is why I assumed I could reach out to you with it.

It then struck her. She had been muttering to herself about qale. She 
must have switched to an inhumanly low pitch of voice while doing it. 
No wonder Jamal thought she was growling. She took a deep breath and 
tried it again. “You mean something like this?”

Yes, although it will transmit better if you speak closer to the wall of your 
cell.

Jean placed her cheek against the wall, and Jamal turned away with a 
huG. “5reat, she’s back to growling at the wall now,” he said. He stared in 
bewilderment as she carried on an intense, oneKsided conversation. With 
M herself? Jamal was confused.

“How did you know it was me? Could you see me from under that hood 
you were in?”

Not clearly, no. But when you called out to me after the doors to my 
cell opened, I knew you were of my kin, just like your brother, Kale. Our 
people have a deep connection to our close family members, which allows us 
to identify them from a short distance even without visual contact. There 
are harmonics in the voice that we can pick out to identify our relations—I 
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could find you in a group of over fifty others, even if I had yet to meet you 
or lay eyes on you.

“And I can do this too?”
“Whoa, wait a minute,” Jamal interjected, scooting closer. “Who 

exactly are you talking to?” 
You certainly have the potential for it. But whether you have the ability 

itself, I cannot confirm.
For the -rst time in what felt like an eternity, Jean smiled to herself. 

“You know, for the longest time, for years, I thought I would never discover 
who my father was. And now, here we are, talking to each other through 
concrete walls like it’s the most natural thing ever.”

Jean didn’t respond to Jamal’s —uestion, continuing her cryptic 
dialogue. Jamal waved a hand in front of her eyes. Nothing. It was like 
she was in a trance. Unease trickled down Jamal’s spine. “Come on, Jean, 
you’re really freaking me out here,” he said. “What’s going on?” He 
grasped her shoulder, giving it an urgent shake. 

Jean’s ga9e refocused, drifting over to Jamal. “0y father…I can hear 
A9on talking to mez Leave me alone,” she exclaimed breathlessly before 
launching back into their exchange.

“Woah, woah, slow downz” Jamal interrupted again. “A9on? How are 
you hearing him? Where is he?”

Jean scooted further away from Jamal. “Jamal, please stopz”
Jamal sat with his mouth gaping open, staring at Jean. “Okay, I’ll 

leave you alone.”
It’s a special moment for me as well, Jean. For all of us.
“All of us…” Jean remembered the long list of names she saw on her 

DNA test results sheet. “There are more like us still here on Earth? How 
many?”

Many more, yes. At least 15,000 of us arrived here.
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“That many? But we would have noticed so many aliens showing up 
here at once! Where are the rest of them?”

We are everywhere, I would imagine. Some of us are here in this 
country, scattered across its area. Others are in places all over your world. 
Most of my kin—your kin—are near a city called Tucson in a place called 
Arizona. I would love to introduce you to them one day, our family, should 
you wish to meet them.

“Our family.” Jean repeated it softly to herself a few times. Each time, 
a light of hope sparked in her eyes, and the cell felt just a bit less hopeless. 
She didn’t just have a father, but a whole family related to her, on Earth. 
In Ari9ona, of all places. She couldn’t wait to meet them.

“Azon, I saw many artifacts and writings I believe are from our kind, 
but I couldn’t understand what they were saying or showing. Could you … 
could you tell me about my heritage? About your, no, our people?”

Of course. Back on Tlatzin, I was a scholar and a teacher. Nothing 
would give me greater pleasure.

In the brief pause that followed, Jean imagined that A9on was 
clearing his throat like one of her professors back in 0ontana. The 
thought of it brought a welcome chuckle to her lips.

Where to begin? Our people are what we call tlatmolpaii. I think in 
your language, you would say terraforms. We are beings whose existence, 
whose livelihoods, whose culture, are based on a strong connection with the 
land and the sea on which we live, and the natural resources that come 
from it. A9on’s voice swelled with pride as he continued. From the time of 
our earliest ancestors, we lived in harmony with our world Tlatzin, taking 
from it and giving back to it with moderation. The scientists on Earth have 
a name for this: mutual symbiosis.

Our people could always change our physical traits to better adapt to 
the environment we are in. Whether that is because we are tlatmolpaii, or 
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whether we could only be so due to this ability, is something we still debate 
about. Because of this, our people had an astounding variety of forms and 
shapes, depending on whether we lived on land or sea, in forests or plains, on 
mountaintops or underground. Many of us who came to Earth lived in the 
seas and shallow waters on Tlatzin, which is why we still have something 
of an aquatic appearance. 

“I saw some pictures in the artifacts. They reminded me of pictures we 
have of the species humans descended from. Were those pictures of your 
ancestors?”

They could be from our ancestors or from related people who lived in 
different environments at the same time. As I said, we can vary greatly 
in form depending on where we live. It was also because of this enhanced 
adaptability that we could live on Tlatzin for as long as we did. Even when 
the planet broke, even when it slowly began to die, we still lived on its surface 
and tried to nurse it back to health. Well, some of us did.

“Your planet … broke? How? Why?”
There was a long pause. Jean didn’t know, but A9on was sighing in 

sadness at the recollection of the next part of his story.
The trouble started thousands of years ago, but fairly recent within the 

timeline of our people’s existence on Tlatzin. As I said before, we had lived 
in harmony with our world since the time of our ancestors. We believed 
that the ideal livelihood was one of coexistence with Tlatzin and its natural 
resources.

But at some point, a new ideology, or belief system, grew in popularity 
among our people. Maybe it was because our population had grown too 
much, or Tlatzin had done something to earn our ire. Whatever it was, 
the new ideology dictated that Tlatzin was not a neighbor to coexist with, 
but a thing that we owned, a resource to be exploited and used.

“Subdue the world and have dominion over it.”
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Something like that. Did you find that in one of our artifacts?
“No, I read it in a book from here, on Earth. So what happened?”
The new ideology took hold among us,  and it  soon became the 

dominant one that our people followed. As a result, the old traditions 
and culture of coexistence were replaced with new ones of  harvest 
and conquest. It was not all bad, I suppose. The more we took from 
Tlatzin, the more we discovered about it, and the more inventions and 
technological advancements we made. But in doing so, our numbers 
grew even larger, and we consumed even more. Year after year, we 
ate away at Tlatzin’s resources without control, without caution. The 
wisest and most knowledgeable of our kind could foresee that, in time 
to come, they would be depleted, and our livelihoods would suffer for it.

“Then you could have stopped it, couldn’t you? If you knew what 
was going to happen?”

Sadly, many of us still clung too firmly to the new ideology, to the 
belief that we were, as you said, in dominion over Tlatzin. We kept 
warning them, but those with the power and influence to make the 
necessary changes ignored us or didn’t give our warnings the urgency 
they required. Some believed that the problem would be solved by future 
generations. Some even discredited us, claiming that we were seeking 
to misinform everyone in order to cause unwanted destabilization of 
our society.

“That sounds depressingly familiar.”
And during all those years, Tlatzin’s core was being depleted further, 

and its resources were dwindling faster than we could hope to replenish 
them. The surface of the planet became harsher, less desirable to live on. 
Without its core at full strength, Tlatzin’s magnetic field couldn’t shield us 
from harmful cosmic radiation, and its inner heat could no longer sustain 
our planet’s desired surface temperature. We continued to adapt even as 
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the surface of Tlatzin started to resemble the barren wasteland it would 
eventually become. And we could see that our efforts were ultimately futile.

“So you had no choice but to leave?”
Indeed. We were advanced enough to build the necessary spacecraft 

and equipment we needed to evacuate those of us who knew what was 
coming. We also had technology to find desirable exoplanets that we could 
travel to within the galaxy. Earth was not the only one our spaceships 
traveled to.

It was painful, having to say goodbye to Tlatzin, a planet that had 
hosted us, had nurtured us for so long. It was more painful knowing that 
we had wronged it so much in return, that it was suffering because of us. 
But it was our best option for the survival of our people. At least, we like to 
think so.

Only about half of our people who left for Earth lived long enough 
to reach it, even though our lifespans extend into centuries. Much of the 
information I just told you of has been passed down along generations 
of our people born during the journey and from books and journals 
we brought with us. And as for Tlatzin … it must have become an 
uninhabitable husk by now, a spent shadow of its former self.

Jean let A9on have a moment of silence for his home world.
“So … why did you choose Earth?”
We had two main reasons. One was that your planet has a large 

concentration of nitrogen in its atmosphere, which is what we breathe to 
survive. The other was that your planet had, when we first found it, large 
bodies of water that were also near sizable stretches of natural vegetation. 
We lived in similar surroundings back on Tlatzin, so we felt that Earth 
would be one of the easier planets for us to adapt to. Relatively speaking, 
of course. We still had to undergo a significant change in our bodies.

“Why? Didn’t Earth have everything you needed?”
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Earth’s gravity is about twice that of Tlatzin’s atmosphere. Besides 
the  nitrogen,  many  other  chemicals  that  make  up  your  natural 
resources are very different from what we had. Your water is much 
denser than ours, for instance, and has other altered properties.

“That sounds like a lot to adjust to. How did you manage it?”
The journey here was long enough for those of us in the spacecraft 

that came here to undergo strenuous simulations that evolved our 
bodies to be closer to the dominant lifeforms on Earth. To give you an 
idea of what it entailed, when we left Tlatzin, we were closer in form 
to the animals you call jellyfish than we were to humans.

“What? But you look so human now! You had to grow a skeleton 
and everything while in outer space?”

We already had skeletons, but we did have to adjust their shape 
and strengthen them, yes.  Still,  the journey being so long had other 
consequences. According to our information, when we first saw Earth, 
most of its  surface was green, blue,  and healthy. When we finally 
arrived, the land was infested and overrun with constructions of metal 
and glass, and the waters were turbulent and polluted with chemicals 
we had not accounted for. And the planet’s surface temperature had 
risen to dangerously high levels, far more than we could have predicted. 
It made for … an ominous arrival.

“What happened?”
Sadly, although we arrived on this planet in peace, looking once 

more for coexistence like our traditions of old, the humans who found 
us had other ideas. Ever since we landed, your government, as well as 
others, has gone to great lengths to capture and study us.

Dr. Gravin and other scientists like him have used my DNA, and that 
of many others of our kind, for experimentation. I believe they hope to 
merge our species together and by doing so, make humans more resistant 
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and adaptable to the changes to come from humankind’s destruction and 
overconsumption of your planet’s resources.

“Right, things like resisting heat and cold and having advanced 
hearing.”

That is just a small taste of your abilities—you are capable of so much 
more. For instance, were you to find yourself in a sudden cold snap, your 
body can secrete a layer of cryoprotectant through your blood and around 
your vital organs that would prevent you from freezing.

“Really? That sounds amazing!”
It is, as I understand the expression, very cool.
Jean groaned. Even alien fathers couldn’t resist making dad jokes.
But yes, Dr. Gravin and the other scientists aim to give humans our 

ability to resist extreme temperatures, our enhanced vision, hearing, and 
other senses, our camouflaging and regenerative abilities, and many more 
traits that our kind have.

“Dr. Gravin’s work is immoral. You aren’t rats to be experimented on.”
Certainly, but he is not the greatest concern of mine, and neither should 

he be of yours. After all, immoral though his work is, he is ultimately driven 
by the betterment of humankind. Which is a benevolent goal that I can 
endorse, even if I dislike his methods. No, the bigger threat for us is people 
like Agent Smyte.

“Agent Smyte? I mean, yeah, that man’s a nasty piece of work, but why 
do you see him as such a threat?”

Agent Smyte wants our DNA, but he doesn’t care for the salvation of 
our species, and he’s not doing it for the good of humankind. To him, our 
genes and our abilities are a weapon to be used in battle. He wants to give 
his soldiers a tactical advantage in any conflict they might choose to engage 
in. Humans with advanced senses, able to withstand extreme conditions 
in the harshest environments on Earth, able even to resist many kinds of 
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physical trauma and injury. Imagine such abilities being deployed in a 
setting of war.

“He could walk over pretty much anyone who tried to stop him.”
Indeed. And from what I can tell, aggressive humans with such power 

in their hands are the worst kind of threat to humankind, as well as to the 
rest of the planet.

“And Kale, knowing all this, still helped him?”
I understand your hatred of Kale, but you must also understand, Jean. 

Before Agent Smyte, your brother was cast aside by society, labeled a freak 
and worse. I don’t know if you had the same experience, but he never 
recovered from his tormented childhood.

Freak. That word resonated with Jean. It became her nickname after 
the class trip to the Natural History 0useum. Her peers yelled the word 
whenever she walked down the school hallway and called her the name 
whenever they addressed her. The class bully spread a rumor that Jean 
was an abandoned baby because of her freakish nature. Even with the 
incessant bullying Jean endured during her childhood, she would never 
turn her back on her family the way qale did. 

And Kale never had a stable family to give him the love and affection 
he deserved. He bottled up that hurt, that anger inside him, without an 
outlet, without someone who could relieve it. It was no wonder that when 
Agent Smyte offered acceptance and friendship, Kale readily took it. And 
I sense that Kale still doubts the path he has chosen. There is still hope for 
him.

“You’re just saying that because he’s your son. I’m amazed you have 
forgiven him.”

Perhaps it’s because I know he is a good guy who just needs to find his 
place in this world. It might also be because I could never stay angry at my 
own children, no matter what they do. Someday, you will understand.
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It felt like they had been talking for ages. Jean was suddenly aware of 
how tired she was. Not having any means to tell the time, she assumed it 
was late in the night. She glanced at Jamal who was curled up in the fetal 
position sound asleep. Rubbing her eyes, she felt a big yawn coming and 
let it happen. “Thank you for everything you just told me, Azon. We may 
be in a hopeless mess right now, but at least I can die knowing more than I 
thought I ever would about my heritage and my roots.”

I should hope you will not be dying anytime soon, though, Jean.
“But we’re all in prison cells, several miles underground, in the middle 

of nowhere. And Genesis Sector wants to do God knows what to me and 
you. The future doesn’t look great right now.”

The future looked bleak to me as well until I discovered that one of my 
children wants to free me from this place. This has given me added strength 
of will and a bit more physical strength. You have my thanks for that, Jean, 
and I promise you, we will find a way to escape.

Those were the last words Jean processed before she closed her eyes 
and sleep overcame her like a rush of thick fog.
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War Zone

A fter an undetermined amount of time passed, the cell’s door 
clicked open. Several guards stepped into the room with Kale 

following closely behind them. One guard pulled Jean to her feet and 
dragged her toward the door. She glanced at Kale’s smug face. He should 
have devil horns perched on his head. They would be perfect for someone 
with his evil nature.

Kale pointed at Jamal. “Bring him too.” 
Two guards grabbed Jamal. With no resistance, Jamal followed the 

guards out of the cell. 
Kale approached Jean and walked next to her. “I’m sorry. I wish you 

wouldn’t have found me and gotten into this mess,” Kale whispered into 
Jean’s ear.

“I never would’ve thought you would betray me like this. We’re 
family.” Jean remembered what Azon had told her about forgiveness. If 
anyone had a reason to not forgive Kale, it would be him. What Kale did 
to Azon was far worse. Maybe I can consider forgiving Kale, but no one 
ever said anything about forgetting what he did.
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“I tried to stop you from coming here.”
Jean huGed. “It didn’t seem that way to me. I mean, if you had told 

me they were going to trap me to use for their twisted experiments, I 
might have thought twice about coming.”

Kale fell  behind Jean as  they entered a  laboratory.  An intense 
ammonia smell stung Jean’s nostrils. The laboratory was crowded with 
guards and agents dressed in medical gear standing near Agent Smyte and 
Dr. -ravin. With a nod, Agent Smyte greeted the guards leading Jean 
and Jamal. In one corner of the room, a pair of guards restrained a man 
who appeared to be middle?aged. “Keep Azon there. I’m going to start 
with the girl Yrst,” Agent Smyte said.

Azon turned toward Kale. “Why did you bring her hereP qou know 
what they want.”

Kale approached Azon. “If you want to see who to blame, look in the 
mirror.”

“Don’t make your sister pay for our battles.”
“Shut up, old man,” Kale huGed.
“I know you blame me for your failures in life, but at least consider 

me for some of your successes.”
Kale turned his back to Azon and marched away. Then he grabbed 

Jean’s arm and helped a guard drag her to a medical bed in the middle 
of the room. Nanic swelled inside Jean and her breath 'uickened. I can’t 
believe I was ready to forgive him! She lifted her legs and attempted to fall 
to the Coor, but Kale’s grip was too strong. Jean writhed as the two men 
strapped her ankles and wrists to the bed. 

Dr. -ravin walked over to the bed carrying a large box of syringes and 
other medical supplies. “Jean, this is your chance to save the world. qour 
DVA is very important for the advancement of modern medicine.”

Jean twisted her body and screamed. 
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Dr. -ravin motioned to a guard. “Hover her mouth and hold her 
still.” !e leaned down toward Jean with his face inches from hers. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll sedate you so you won’t feel a thing. This won’t take 
long. We’re 9ust going to extract samples from your DVA, blood, and 
bone tissue. We’re using it to synthesize a serum. That serum will boost 
immunity and cure cancers in humans worldwide. And that’s 9ust the 
beginning. We’ll be able to do amazing things, thanks to you.”

Jean’s heart rate increased, and she struggled to breathe against the 
weight of the guard holding her in place. She took a deep breath and 
exhaled. Dr. -ravin and his assistants began preparing the tools and 
e'uipment to perform the procedures. Suddenly, there was a loud boom 
9ust outside of the room. 

Agent Smyte peeked out a window on the door. “Nroceed, Doctor. 
Bartow and Thompson, go see what that was.” Soon after Bartow and 
Thompson left, loud gunshots erupted from the hall. Agent Smyte 
snarled. “We don’t have all day, -ravin. Nick up the pace.” Agent Smyte 
dashed across the room and darted out the door.

Dr. -ravin pulled out a syringe and Ylled it with a clear li'uid. Jean 
glanced at Jamal. !e met her terriYed gaze and winked. Then he raised 
his linked arms before spinning around and driving his elbow into the 
stomach of one of two guards restraining him. The guard doubled over 
with a loud grunt. Before the second guard could react, Jamal delivered 
a swift uppercut to his 9aw and kneed him in the groin, knocking him to 
the Coor. 

Another guard approached. Jamal ducked to avoid a Cying bullet 
from the guard’s gun and swept his leg around, kicking the feet from 
underneath the guard. As the guard plummeted to the concrete Coor, 
Jamal delivered a forceful chop to his neck, rendering him unconscious. 
Jamal grabbed the guard’s gun oG the Coor.
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Two guards rushed toward Jamal. !e Yred the gun at the guards, 
striking one in the chest  while  the other  successfully  dodged the 
bullets and continued running forward. Jamal dashed toward the guard, 
grabbed his outstretched arm, and twisted it, Cipping him onto his back. 

Jean glanced at Azon standing with a huge grin on his face. When she 
turned back to look at the doctor, she saw him running toward her with 
the syringe. Jamal grabbed the doctor by the arm and Cung him into the 
nearest wall, causing the syringe to Cy out of his hand and crash onto the 
Coor. The force was so great that the doctor immediately passed out.

Azon’s expression changed, and he morphed into the humanoid 
creature Jean Yrst saw when he was in the cell. !e whistled. Azon’s 
eyes met the guards’ gazes, and in a mesmerizing display, he deYed 
gravity, eGortlessly levitating toward one of them. In a split second, his 
forehead collided with the guard’s nose, causing an audible crunch. As 
the remaining guards attempted to capture Azon, he dodged and weaved 
out of their reach with an agility that was beyond any human. 

With his hands still restrained behind his back, Azon suddenly leaped 
into the air, tucked in his legs, and lifted his arms around in a full circle. 
It looked as if his shoulders had dislocated and realigned without pain 
or discomfort. With his hands now in front of him, Azon helped Jamal 
Yght and overpower the remaining guards.

During the Yght, Kale leaned against a wall,  standing with his 
Ysts clenched. When Jean looked up at him, he sighed and started 
handcuMng the knocked?out guards to each other. Jean was relieved. She 
was happy to see her brother helping Jamal and Azon instead of Yghting 
against them. Suddenly, someone grabbed Jean’s arm and stuck a needle 
into it. Jean turned her head and saw Dr. -ravin standing by her side. 
“JamalX” she yelled. Before Jamal could do anything, the laboratory’s 
door burst open and a Cood of men and women Ylled the room. They 
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appeared to be led by an African?American woman who scanned the 
room and pointed at Dr. -ravin.

Dr. -ravin ran in the opposite direction, but he was unable to get 
more than a few feet before some of the woman’s people captured 
him and handcuGed his wrists behind his back. The woman continued 
searching the faces in the room. “Where is heP Where’s SmyteP” she 
asked. 

As everyone searched for Agent Smyte, a man rushed into the room. 
“!e’s gone.”

“WhatP What do you mean, he’s gonePX” the woman yelled.
“!e escaped.”
“Well, what are you waiting forP -o Ynd himX” she cried. A group of 

her people hurried out of the room.
Azon appeared beside Jean. She watched as he gently pulled the 

syringe out of her arm and unfastened her restraints. !e helped her 
oG the bed and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “I greet you, 
daughter.”

Jean smiled and returned the hug. During the embrace, she glanced 
at her father. !is eyes appeared to be a vibrant golden orange, similar to 
the way her eyes looked at the hotel.

The woman who led the group of people approached Jean.
“Thank you for saving me.”
The woman nodded.
Jean sighed. “0m, I’m Jean.”
“qes, I know. I’m Cary -alloway. I’m the lead operative for the 

Starlight Organization. We Yght against anti?Deno practices, such as 
those of the -enesis Sector.”

Jean nodded as she listened, but grogginess from whatever was in the 
syringe overtook her. “Wait E what did you say your name wasP”
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“Cary -alloway.”
“Oh, why does that name sound familiarP” Jean lowered her head 

toward the ground and tried to gather her thoughts. “Cy mother.” Jean 
glanced up at Cary. “Cy biological mother’s name is Cary -alloway.”

Cary smiled. “That’s right, Jean. I’m your mother.”
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Mary’s Journey

EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO

W ith every mile down the lonely highway leading her farther 
away from her baby girl, war raged violently inside Mary’s 

soul. All her hopes and dreams for motherhood battered relentlessly 
against her terrifying reality. Every time she passed an exit, the urge 
to turn the car around screamed within her weary mind. I spent so 
much time and money on having a baby. How could I abandon her? 
Did I really have no choice? Were there other options? What if I left 
the country? I don’t know. Maybe this is the best option for now. Ugh, 
I’m so tired. I can’t even think straight. I can’t go home yet. This is 
what’s best. Right. This is what’s best for now.

Tears returned, kowing down Mary’s cheeH. Ker heart shattered 
anew  with  each  passing  mile  between  them.  Minutes  later,  a 
weathered wooden sign for a campground came into view. As she 
pulled into the campground, sobs shaHing her frame, the decision 
sat liHe a boulder in her chest. 
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zhe parHed in a gravel lot next to a few other cars. The dense forest 
surrounded her, tall pines and leafy oaHs swaying gently in the night 
breeBe. A bird’s evening song warbled through the trees. Creathing in 
deeply, Mary rolled down the windows, inviting the invigorating aroma 
of pine and camp“re smoHe into the car. zhe reclined her seat bacH, the 
tension in her muscles uncoiling against the support. Ker eyes drifted 
shut to the natural lullaby of rustling leaves and chirping cricHets. As she 
surrendered to sleep, the vivid sparHle of stars danced across her closed 
eyelids. 

When Mary woHe up several hours later,  she dialed ?aroline’s 
number. 

An empathetic voice answered the call. ”Ki Mary, how are youIY
”Well, j’ve been better,Y Mary said, staring absently out the window.
”j’m so sorry. j wish there weren’t such cruel people in this world.Y
Mary sighed. ”Geah. Well, j’m !ust glad you let me Hnow Jravin’s 

plans before it was too late. j shudder to thinH what he would have done 
if he had gotten his hands on my baby.Y

”1id everything worH out oHay with the social worHerIY
”Geah, j dropped her oX yesterday.Y
”Jreat0 j’m meeting with my friend Naron in a few days and it would 

be great if you could come too. j met him through my advocacy networH 
and he’s been worHing for Oeno rights for 6' years by helping them get 
!obs and housing. Kis wife, Velia, is originally from TlatBin.Y

”What’s the meeting aboutIY
”Ke’s expanding his advocacy program. j don’t have details yet, but 

j’m sure he’ll go over everything at the meeting.Y
”3h, oHay. 1o you Hnow when they’ll provide an update about NeanI 

j’m sorry. j don’t mean to change the sub!ect, but j !ust can’t stop 
thinHing about her.Y
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”j’ll call today for an update.Y
Mary dabbed her “nal tear in the corner of her eye with a tissue. 

”ThanHs. j’m not sure about the meeting, but text me the information.Y 
As the call ended, the last glowing embers of a nearby camp“re dwindled. 
The family that had tended it for hours wandered oX to bed, their 
laughter drifting through the trees?a reminder of the simple !oys she 
may now never experience with her own child.

zuddenly, hot anger pulsed through Mary’s veins. Vo family should 
endure this torment. I won’t stop until that doctor pays for what he’s doing. 
I will find a way to expose his experiments and put an end to his medical 
practice. I don’t care how long it takes. 

@or all the victims with missing loved ones trapped in a vicious 
machine beyond their  comprehension,  Mary Hnew she had to do 
something. And for the baby girl whose tiny hand would never hold her 
own A she would Heep “ghting until !ustice was won. They deserved at 
least that glimmer of hope.
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Clearance

A fter instructing her people to clear out the Genesis Sector base, 
Mary drove Jean to the Starlight Organization’s base several 

miles away. The orange-dressed sun peeked over an immense concrete 
structure with few windows. The building’s dingy facade let it fade 
into an industrial area’s background. A large electric fence surrounded 
the building. Small security cameras sat perched on every corner of the 
building’s roof and atop every window. 

As they pulled up to the base, Jean grinned. Not only had she met her 
biological parents, but they were amazing. Her father was a wonderful, 
caring being who accepted her, even though he had nothing to do with 
her existence. And her mother spent most of her adult life working to 
protect other species. What could be better than that? Still, Jean felt 
awkward sitting next to her biological mother. She called Mrs. Anderson 
her mom and wasn’t sure about the best way to address Mary. Should she 
call her Mom? Also, Mary didn’t seem to have a warm persona like Mrs. 
Anderson. I wonder if she’s like me and just takes longer to warm up to 
people.
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After parking the car, Mary stepped outside to speak with some of 
her men. Jean got out of the car and stood motionless as she was still in 
shock from everything that happened. A hand rested on her shoulder 
and she turned around. Azon stood behind her in his human form. 

“Jean, you were very brave.”
Jean shrugged. “I didn’t do anything except try to stay alive.”
“Bravery  is  about  more  than  physically  defending  yourself. 

Bravery is about not giving in to fear and doubt.”
Mary returned. “There’s no sign of Agent Smyte.”
Jean scrunched her brows and sighed.
“Don’t worry, Jean. We have our best people searching for Smyte. 

I’m sure we’ll Knd him soon.”
jale inched closer to Mary after reading a message on his phone. 

“I Lust received some intel. Smyte’s planning an escape in jrenik’s 
boat.”

Jamal stepped in front of jale. “Really, jale? Why should we 
believe you? You’re the one who led us straight into the lion’s den.”

“This is not the time to argue with each other. jale stood with us 
at the Genesis base and he’s on our side now,” Azon said.

“That’s what’s important,” Mary said. “Xook everyone, anti-Ueno 
practices  are  illegal.  The  P.S.  government  is  after  Smyte  and 
Gravin. They became rogue and started their own sub-government 
organization doing human and Ueno experiments. We believe they’re 
doing  it  to  create  a  type  of  superhuman who can  help  further 
their goals of achieving world domination. After discovering the 
experiments, the government ended their employment, but they qed 
before we could arrest them. Pnfortunately, we don’t know everyone 
involved in their organization, and we suspect there are multiple 
locations around the world.”
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“Pm, Mary. Ph, Mom. Can we speak privately?” Jean asked, her 
voice trembling.

“Sure.” Mary’s eyes misted when Jean called her “Mom.” She led Jean 
to a small conference room near the lab. “Do you mind if I give you a 
hug?”

Jean shook her head and rushed into Mary’s arms. Mary held her, 
tears spilling down her cheeks as she stroked Jean’s hair. They held each 
other tightly for a couple of minutes. 

“I’m so sorry,” Mary whispered, her body shaking. “You have every 
right to hate me. The story we planted was so terrible. 7lease know, I 
never abandoned you.”

“I never hated you. You gave me life, and I knew you did what you felt 
was best. I have great parents, so things worked out in the end.”

Mary pulled back with her eyes Kxed on Jean’s eyes and clasped her 
hands. “So, tell me. What would you like to discuss?”

“I guess I have !uestions about my birth and why I ended up in foster 
care. My parents said someone found me in a park. I was wondering what 
happened.”

“Well, that’s a long story, but I can give you the short version for 
now.” Mary sighed as she wiped a tear from her cheek with the back 
of her hand. “My original plan wasn’t to abandon you in a park. I saw 
Dr. Gravin as a patient due to fertility issues. A few months after he 
implanted an embryo in me, one of his former employees contacted me 
and told me that my husband’s sperm was not used to create the embryo. 
She explained what Dr. Gravin had done and warned me that you were in 
danger. She said Gravin planned to take you and use you in experiments. 
Of course, I deKnitely didn’t want that to happen. So after you were 
born, I had an ac!uaintance claim to Knd you in a park. Jean, please know 
I did what I had to do.”
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“I understand. I always wondered why you didn’t want me.”
“There was never a time I didn’t want you, but I was happy to see the 

court approve your adoption when you were thirteen.” Mary winked.
“You knew about that?”
“Xet’s Lust say sources kept me informed. If I couldn’t be in your life, 

I wanted to at least make sure you were okay. And sometimes I was in 
the background watching.”

“In the background? Wait, I knew you looked familiar. Was that 
you? I mean, were you at the museum ten years ago?”

Mary chuckled. “You remember8 Yes, that was me. I did a little 
peeking  into  your  life  occasionally  to  make  sure  you were  okay. 
Sometimes, it was better to see things with my own eyes,” she said with 
a wink.

“What about Dr. Gravin? Didn’t he wonder what happened to me?”
Mary  grinned.  “I  told  him  you  were  stillborn.  I  got  a  fake 

death certiKcate and fake medical records through my hospital and 
government connections. I don’t know if he really believed me, but 
he didn’t seem to suspect anything until your DNA test pinged the 
system.”

“I’m starting to regret taking that test.”
“Oh, don’t say that. We got to meet because you took it. Jean, I spent 

years working for the government Kghting against men like Smyte, 
Gravin, and the Genesis Sector regime. I kept you safe by keeping an eye 
on you in the background. After your DNA test came in, I sent Agent 
Walker to make sure you stayed safe.”

Jean scrunched her brows. “Agent Walker?”
’I’ll be right back.” Mary left the room and returned with Jamal. 

“This is Agent Walker, but you may know him as Jamal.”
“You knew my mother all along? WhyB”
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Mary’s phone buzzed. “I need to take this call. Agent, please show 
Jean to a room where she can rest for the evening.” Mary hurried out of 
the room.

“I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you. I was aware of jale’s betrayal of Azon, 
so I couldn’t reveal my identity in case he was still loyal to Agent Smyte.” 
Jamal guided Jean to a small room with a bed, desk, and chair. “I’ll go 
pick up some pizza.”

Jean sighed. “I still don’t understand. I would have kept your secret.”
“I’m sorry. It was safer to not know. And if jale was against your 

father, there was a chance he would have a problem with you, too. 
The risk of compromising our entire organization was too great.” Jamal 
gently kissed Jean on the forehead. 

Jean scrunched her brows and stepped back.
“Oh, um. I’m sorry.” Jamal rubbed his hands together.
“You know, I Lust thought about something. Mary said something 

about making sure I was safe. She looks so familiar. I keep thinking I may 
have seen her before.”

“Maybe you have seen her or someone who looks like her. Xook, I 
know you’re hungry. I’m gonna go get the pizza,” he said before leaving.

While resting in her room, Jean was startled when one section of 
the wall qickered, becoming a transparent digital window displaying 
a lush, mountainous landscape. Her eyes grew heavy, as if they had 
weights pulling them down. She yawned as drowsiness washed over her. 
Before long, she plopped onto the bed and fell asleep. After a half hour, 
she heard someone breathing. She peeled her eyes open. Agent Smyte 
towered over her, his thin lips curled into a sinister smile. Before she 
could move, he shoved a moist cloth over her face. Suddenly feeling 
exhausted, Jean was unable to keep her eyelids open, and everything 
turned to blackness. 
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Blindsided

J ean awakened to discover that Agent Smyte had driven her to an 
unknown dock with rows of a wide variety of boats. Some were 

old and others were new. There were also boats of varying sizes. Jean 
blinked and fought to keep her eyes open. Agent Smyte opened the 
passenger door and pulled Jean from the car. He forced her forward 
and led her down a timber ramp toward the water.

Agent Smyte searched the rows of boats with his eyes. “Where’s 
that idiot?” he hu,ed.

SuddenlyD  someone whistled.  Jean and Agent  Smyte  turned 
toward the direction of the sound. Kr. xrenik stood on the deck of 
an oldD shabby tugboatD waving his arms. “What is that? That’s all 
you got?” Agent Smyte yelled.

Jean laughed. “SurelyD you don’t eRpect to get far in that thing.”
“Shut upD” Agent Smyte grunted. He shoved Jean and pulled her 

forward toward the vessel. They made their way up to the wheelhouseD 
where Kr. xrenik was attempting to start the engine. After climbing 
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aboard the boatD Agent Smyte approached the doctor. “This is the boat 
you were talking about? How are we supposed to get anywhere on this?”

“This was all N could get. jothing else was available on such short 
notice.” Kr. xrenik paced. “Nt’s not like we have access to our old 
amenitiesD being government outcasts and all.”

Agent Smyte pulled Jean over to the corner beside an old wood heater 
and Jean winced as coarse rope stung her wrists while the agent tied 
her up. She wriggled her arms and rubbed her wrists togetherD trying to 
become unbound.

“N guess you won’t be able to synthesize my KjA nowD” said JeanD 
spitting out the words through gritted teeth. Her body tensedD so she 
took a deep breath to clear her mind. What can I do? Jamal’s not here to 
help. If I can’t escape, I’ll end up like Azon, wasting away in a cell for years 
while experiments are conducted on me. Jean studied her surroundings. 
There didn’t seem to be much on the boat that she could see besides a 
small heater and a few life Gackets. I need to come up with a plan. Maybe 
I can get him to let down his guard if I pretend to surrender. Jean leaned 
against the wall and closed her eyes.

“There will always be other doctors to take Fravin’s place.” Agent 
Smyte smirked while he tightened the rope around Jean’s wrists. Then 
he sighed. “N need a drink.”

“There’s something in the cabin belowD” Kr. xrenik said.
“WellD then that’s where N’m going. Watch her.” Agent Smyte left 

through the door and headed down the ladder to the lower cabin.
After Agent Smyte leftD Jean opened her eyes and Kr. xrenik returned 

to working on starting the boat. 'inallyD the engine roaredD and he steered 
the boat away from the dockD driving it toward the middle of the lake. 
After the boat seemed to steadily head in the right directionD he sat down 
and became preoccupied with his cellphone.
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Seeing Kr. xrenik distractedD Jean wriggled and tried to twist out 
of the ropes. Her eyes darted aroundD seeking anything that could 
serve as a makeshift tool to sever the restraining ropes. She turned 
and saw a hot poker sticking out of the heater neRt to her. Hmm, I 
wonder if I can use that to break the rope? I guess it doesn’t hurt to try. 
Jean slowly raised her wrists so that the rope restraints touched the 
hot poker. The rope made a sizzling soundD but it failed to loosen. 
Jean scooted closer to the heater and touched the rope to the hot 
poker again. After a couple of minutesD  the rope ripped apart as 
it caught on …re. Jean tossed the burning rope onto the qoor. She 
frantically scanned the boatD searching for something to use against 
xrenikD before her eyes fell on the poker in the heater. Taking a deep 
breathD Jean touched the poker with her hand. Nt felt cool to her skin. 

With the poker in her outstretched armD Jean stood and dashed 
toward xrenik. Kr. xrenik raised his armsD waving them. “WaitD wait2 
N need to tell you-” 

This man must be nuts if he thinks I’m going to talk to him. Jean 
lunged forward and struck him in the head with the hot poker. He 
immediately passed outD dropping to the qoor. She scurried to the 
wheel and paused as she pondered how to stop the boat. The sky was 
pitch black. Jean sighed. Nn the distanceD she saw the outline of the 
<uay wall. She turned the heavy wheel and tied it to the <uay with 
rope from her restraints.

With  a  sudden  burst  of  energyD  Jean  sprinted  out  of  the 
wheelhouse and leaped down the ladder.  A light appeared from 
around the corner. Jean ducked behind a small pile of large boRes 
and crouched down as Agent Smyte came into view. Jean held her 
breath as she peeked through an opening between the boRes.
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“xrenik2 How long will it take to get there? xrenik2” Agent Smyte 
headed toward the ladder carrying a torch. “Where are you?” Smyte 
raised his torch and looked around as he placed a foot on the ladder. As 
he turnedD the light brightened Jean’s face. He ran toward her.

Jean hopped up and ran from behind the boRes toward the side of the 
boat. 

“Smart moveD Jean. Where are you gonna run to?”
“N won’t let you get away with what you’re doing to my people.”
“!our people?” Agent Smyte chuckled. “!our people? !ou mean 

those monsters? jone of you are people. OurD that’s what you are. !ou’re 
no better than worthless dogs on the street.”

“And what are you doing? Ohasing my KjA to strengthen the 
human race? Nt sounds like we’re not the worthless ones.”

Agent Smyte lunged at JeanD dropping the torch near his feet. Jean 
pushed Smyte to the groundD and they wrestled. The boat swayed 
violently as Jean grappled with Agent SmyteD their …ght carrying them 
dangerously close to the uncovered fuel line. jeither noticed the 
escaping hiss of gasoline rapidly pooling across the deck plates beneath 
their feet. SuddenlyD the boat Golted as it collided with the stone wall of 
the <uayD fracturing the fuel line. Highly qammable li<uid gushed out in 
a spreading tide. 

Still locked in their struggleD Jean and Smyte tumbled hard against the 
deck. The torch Smyte had dropped skittered across the groundD coming 
to rest amidst the growing lake of fuel. joRious fumes …lled the air. 
Jean stood up and Agent Smyte reached for her leg. A colossal eRplosion 
bellowed into beingD generating a wall of intense heat and …ery debris 
as it ripped through the metal hull like paper. The bone>Garring force 
threw Jean o, her feet and qung her into the water like a ragdoll. Within 
secondsD a wall of …re surrounded her.
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Transformations

T he aroma of hot pizza permeated the air as Jamal hurried down 
the hall,  balancing the large, xat boy carefull. in his handsH 

’alfwa. to JeanWs room, he slowedH ?as her door openq ’is pace 
kuicUened as unease ticUled his spineH “pon entering her empt. 
room, Jamal circled slowl.H ”Jeanqj he called outH ’is pulse spiUed as 
he strode into the adMoining bathroomH Where is she? ’e tossed the 
pizza onto the bed and called Iar.H ”Ys Jean with .ouqj

”?hat do .ou meanq Y sent her with .ouHj
”Y Unow, but sheWs not hereH Y went to grab some pizzaH ?hen Y 

came bacU, she was goneHj
”?hatq !ou were supposed to Ueep an e.e on her…j
”Y UnowH Y Must O YWm sorr.H Y guess Y wasnWt thinUingHj
Iar. sighedH ”vUa., let me call .ou bacUHj
Jamal paced up and down the hallwa.,  peeUing into Aarious 

roomsH Kfter RAe minutes, his phone buzzedH Yt was Iar. calling 
bacUH ”!ou Rnd herqj he asUedH
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”Lo, but Y belieAe sheWs with 'm.teH Y thinU thereWs someone from 
the inside who let him in, so we haAe to be Aer. carefulH 7onWt tell 
an.one, but we were able to tracU his locationH ’eWs heading toward 
the docUHj

”vUa., YWm on itHj Jamal sprinted through the building and out 
the bacU doorH ’e hopped onto the nearest motorbiUe and sped 
toward the harborH Ks soon as he arriAed at the docU, he leaped oC 
the motorbiUeH ’e heard a car behind him and turned aroundH Iar., 
Kzon, and Eale climbed out of a Meep and faced the waterH 'eAeral other 
Aehicles pulled up and parUed near JamalWs motorbiUeH ’e turned 
around and sprinted to the end of the Mett.H Yt was so darU, he could 
barel. see as he gasped for breathH VooUing out oAer the water, he 
could hear the gentle lapping of waAes against the shore, and a sudden 
chill ran down his spine as he felt someone standing behind himH

Iar. tapped Jamal on the shoulderH ”7o .ou see an.thingqj
”“m, noHj
”vAer there,j Eale .elled as he pointed at the kua.Ws border while 

standing at the opposite side of the Mett.H ”Y thinU Y see a tugboatHj
”vUa., gu.s, Y see an unoccupied dingh.Hj Iar. pulled a pair of 

binoculars out of her duCel bagH ”VetWs grab it and ride out to the 
tugboatH Y thinU Y see moAementHj

Kfter climbing into the dingh., the group headed toward the 
tugboatH ?ith eAer. step closer, JamalWs heart pounded louder and 
faster in his chestH Iar. lifted the binoculars to her face and peered 
through themH 

'uddenl., a loud boom echoed through the darU sU. as enormous 
waAes shoAed the tugboat into the kua., causing it to burst into xamesH 
The sudden Molt of the dingh. sent Jamal plummeting to the xoorH ’e 
Mumped up and skuinted as he turned toward the RreH ”Jean… Jean, where 
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are .ouqj Jamal .elled as he stared at the burning tugboatH Iar. peered 
through her binoculars, looUing for an. sign of lifeH

Kfter Rfteen minutes, Iar. sighedH ”Y thinU we should head bacUH YWll 
haAe diAers and a search crew come outHj 'he turned the boat around and 
headed toward the docU while Jamal and Kzon stood at the bacU, staring 
at the xamesH

”YWd liUe to help with the searchH Y want to do whateAer Y can,j Jamal 
saidH

”?ait, Y see something moAing in the waterHj Kzon rushed to Iar.Ws 
sideH ”VetWs go bacUH ’urr. and turn the boat aroundHj

Ks the. approached the burning wrecUage, Jamal saw a bod. xoating 
in the waterH ’e skuintedH ”Ys that herqj ’e Uneeled and leaned oAer the 
boatWs edgeH ”Y see something that looUs liUe a bod.Hj

”YWm going to get as close as Y can,j Iar. saidH
Ks the. pulled closer to the bod., it appeared to be amoebaPliUe with 

a head that seemed to change shape eAer. second and bright e.es that 
appeared to be a warm orangeP.ellow colorH 'lowl., the beingWs features 
shiftedH Jamal hopped upH ”YtWs Jean… ’urr.… JeanWs in the waterH 'heWs 
aliAeHj Jamal smiledH ”Y canWt belieAe itH 'heWs actuall. aliAe…j ?hen the 
boat reached Jean, Jamal leaned oAer the side and held out his hand to 
help her upH Jean coAered her chest with one armH

Jean shooU her headH ”I. clothes are goneHj
Iar. searched the boat and found a blanUet under a seatH ?hile 

Kzon, Eale, and Jamal turned their bacUs to Jean, Iar. helped her climb 
onto the boat and wrapped the blanUet around her shouldersH

Jamal watched as Jean looUed down at her armH ’er sUin shimmered 
from the aftereCect of her change into her Feno form.

”7onWt tell me .ouWre Rreproof,j Eale groanedH ”Kre females the onl. 
ones who can do thatqj
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Kzon chucUledH ”Y wouldnWt suggest testing that theor., sonHj
Jamal looUed at Jean as she smiled at her famil.H Iar. turned the boat 

bacU toward the docUH
Jean plopped down on a rough weathered bench and eyhaled as she 

stared at the waterH ”Ys Kgent 'm.te goneqj
Iar.Ws shoulders tensedH ”Y donWt UnowH Yf heWs out there somewhere, 

weWll Rnd himH ?e wonWt stop until we Rnd him or his bod.Hj 
”'o, Y guess YWll Must need to Ueep looUing oAer m. shoulder for nowHj 

Jean imagined 'm.te bursting into her dorm at an. moment with a gun 
aimed directl. at herH

Iar. sat down neyt to JeanH ”Yt might be safer for .ou to wait a while 
before returning to campusH ?e haAe a program where we can giAe .ou a 
new identit. and Ueep .ou hiddenHj

”ViUe the ?itness Brotection Brogramqj Jean turned to stud. Iar.Ws 
faceH

Iar. grinnedH ”Yn some wa.s, but betterHj
”7oes that mean Y wonWt be able to see m. parents or friendsqj Jean 

cleared her throatH ”“h, Y mean m. other parentsH Knd collegeqj
”?e haAe a lot of wa.s to Ueep .ou safe and allow .ou to Aisit famil. 

and friendsH Cor now, the remote option for college will be bestHj
”ThatWs a lot to thinU aboutHj
”Y donWt mean to sound harsh, but .ou donWt haAe time to thinUH Time 

is of the essenceH 1ither .ou come with me now or .ouWre on .our ownH 
Y haAe a personal interest in Ueeping .ou safe, but .ouWre an adultH The 
decision is .oursHj

Jean stared at the ground as she pondered the thought of giAing up 
eAer.thing she Unew in her lifeH 'he loAed college and had Must started 
getting used to managing the dail. grind of college classes and stud.ingH 
TaUing remote classes would be a noAel eyperienceH Knd, although 
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Jean Rnall. met her biological parents, she still wanted to maintain a 
relationship with the parents she Unew and loAedH Knd what about her 
roommatesq The. were her Rrst real friends, and the. had no idea what 
happened to herH ?ere the. worriedq Jean sighedH 'he Unew what she had 
to do, but it would be diDcultH ”vUa., YWll go,j she mumbledH

”Ereat… Jamal will help get .ou settled in .our lifeH Knd donWt worr.H 
This is temporar.H ?e haAe adAanced technikues for Ueeping .ou safeH 
vnce we get .our information remoAed from databases and memories, 
.ou will go bacU to .our normal lifeHj

Jean Unitted her browsH ”Iemoriesqj
”VetWs Must sa., .ouWll be wiped from eAer. s.stem that identiRes .ou 

as an.thing other than .our aAerage human college studentHj
”Fut, howOj
Iar. grabbed JeanWs hand, leading her toward JamalH ”VooU, itWs safer 

for .ou to not Unow eAer.thingH VetWs hurr. and get .ou out of hereH Ks 
Y said, time is of the essenceHj

”?ill Y get to see .ou againqj
”vf courseHj Iar. gaAe Jean a hugH ”“ntil we meet againHj
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New Beginnings

J ean dozed os and on am Jalar dvote ho hie.v demh.nah.onH fe 
veuwmed ho herr  iev yieve hieg yeve So.nSH cie yondeved yig 

hieve yam mwbi a A.S mebvehH ,uhev arrp mie d.d noh iate iev berrkionep 
mo no one bowrd wme .h ho hvabT hie.v robah.onH ,nd mie yam Sood 
ah Teek.nS mebvehmp emkeb.arrg yien iev mauehg yam .ntortedH ,uhev a 
miovh nakp Jean okened iev egem and mi.uhed .n iev meahp hvg.nS ho Seh 
boluovhaAreH fev Araddev yam uwrrp and mie needed ho “nd a vemhvool 
moonH cie rooTed owh hie y.ndoy and may nohi.nS Awh demevhH Bieve 
yam no m.Sn ou b.t.r.zah.on .n hie AreaT and wnuovS.t.nS randmbakeH 

Jean hwvned hoyavd Jalar and Senhrg nwdSed i.lH ”?ahivoolpD 
mie lwlAredH

”fwiO N.d gow mag molehi.nSOD
Jean  gaynedH  Bie  mwn yam  Av.Sih  and mie  kwrred  doyn hie 

y.ndoy miadeH ”Eip wlp ban ye laTe a Aahivool mhokOD 
Jalar biwbTredH ”'aip gow iate ho ya.h wnh.r ye Seh hieveH Enrg 

a uey love iowvmHD
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Jean reaned uovyavd and h.Sihrg bvommed iev reSmH ”…iahO V donxh 
hi.nTLD

”Vxl T.dd.nSH Bievexm a hvwbT mhok ah hie nejh ej.hH Ran gow veabi .n 
hie AabT and SvaA hie hohe on hie KoovOD

Jean vohahed hoyavd hie AabT meah and SvaAAed hie hohe os hie KoovH 
”feveHD

”Eip hiahxm uov gowH Bieve ave y.Sm and ohiev hi.nSm gow ban wme ho 
bonbear gowv .denh.hgHD

Jean mbvwnbied iev AvoymH ”7ow aryagm Teek hieme .n gowv bavOD
”…errp hiegxve hoorm .n lg r.ne ou yovTH Vu gow donxh mee anghi.nS gow 

r.Tep donxh yovvgH Bieve y.rr Ae love okh.onm yieve yexve So.nSH Jwmh 
k.bT molehi.nS ho wme uov noyHD

Jean m.uhed hivowSi hie .helm .n hie AaSH ”7ow yeav hieme hi.nSmO 
…iah hgke ou miadg mhws ave gow .ntorted .nOD Jean S.SSred am mie 
.laS.ned Jalar yeav.nS a miovh Aronde y.S bwh .n a AoA and ravSe 
mwnSrammemH

”1elelAevO V bowrd herr gowH ?wh hienp Vxd iate ho T.rr gowHD
Jean SamkedH I don’t know what to believe anymore. He pretended to not 

know about my Xeno DNA and he knew my mother the entire time. How 
am I supposed to know when he’s telling the truth?

Jalar y.nTedH ”Vxl T.dd.nSH 8ooTp hievexm a roh yexrr d.mbwmm rahevH ?wh 
“vmhp rehxm uobwm on hie Aahivool AveaT and SvaAA.nS a A.he ho eahHD

”Vxte netev eten yovn a y.SpD Jean ma.d am mie iakiazavdrg mr.kked hie 
y.S onho hie hok ou iev ieadH fev ronS bwvrm Koyed wndev hie y.S and 
yeve mh.rr t.m.AreH ”foyxm hi.mOD

Jalar rawSied and Senhrg hwSSed a v.nSreh danSr.nS wndev hie y.SH 
”,ip noH V hi.nT .h yowrd Ae eam.ev ho 0wmh k.n gowv ia.v wk uov noyH cr.k 
on hie bak and mwnSrammem and yexrr Ae Sood ho SoHD
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,uhev dv.t.nS a uey love iowvmp Jalar ej.hed hie uveeyag and kammed 
a m.Sn hiah vead Carlin, Population 3000. Bieg dvote doyn a ronS 
hyoqrane voad Aeuove hwvn.nS .nho a ronSp y.nd.nS dv.teyagH

”…erbole iolepD Jalar ma.d am ie mhokked .n uvonh ou a mlarr 
ioleH ”Bi.m .m  yieve yexrr  mhag wnh.r  .hxm  maue uov gow ho vehwvn 
ioleHD 

”Vhxm r.Te hievexm nohi.nS ieveH Vxte netev r.ted .n mwbi a mlarr 
hoynHD Jean vorred doyn iev y.ndoy and Sranbed ah hie ioleH Vh 
d.seved uvol yiah mie ejkebhed yi.re dv.t.nS doyn a ronSp navvoy 
voad aronS a Aavven randmbakeH Bie iole vemelAred a roS baA.n and 
.h yam mwvvownded Ag a tav.ehg ou mwbbwrenhmH Vh meeled am .u hie iole 
AeronSed .n a uovemhed avea .nmhead ou a demevhH

Jalar wnrobTed i.m tei.breH ”Vhxm boor ieveH Itevgone rooTm owh uov 
one anohiev and hiegxve arr arr.emHD

”,rr.emOD
”7eaip hiegxve e.hiev kavh ou owv ovSan.zah.on ov hiegxve a uv.end 

ov ual.rg lelAev ou moleone yio .mHD Jalar AeSan wnroad.nS Aojem 
ou mwkkr.em uvol i.m hvwnTH

,  doS  AavTed  .nbemmanhrgH  ,  yolan  yeav.nS  an  enovlowm 
boyAog iah y.hi a Av.Sih ml.re mhekked owh hie uvonh doov y.hi 
a ravSe AavT.nS doS uorroy.nS bromerg Aei.ndH cie yarTed hoyavd 
Jalar and JeanH Bie doS van wk ho Jalar and mhokked AavT.nSH Jalar 
veabied doyn and iwSSed hie doSH ”fexm iakkg ho mee gaH Vhxm Aeen 
a ronS h.lepD hie yolan ma.dH

”,nn.ep hi.m .m JeanH ciexm So.nS ho mhag ieve ayi.reHD
”foydgp JeanpD ,nn.e ma.d am mie h.kked iev boyAog iahH
”ferroHD
”Role onp reh le S.te gow hie Svand howvH …exrr Seh gow mole vemh 

Aeuove gow AeS.n hva.n.nSHD
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”Bva.n.nSOD Jean .laS.ned ievmeru .n a Sgl y.hi Jalar hva.n.nS iev 
.n hie avh ou TwnS uwH cwvergp .h yowrd haTe a ronS h.le ho deterok i.m 
mT.rrmH

”Ei geaip JeanpD Jalar ma.dp vwAA.nS i.m “nSevm hivowSi hie hok 
ou i.m ia.vH ”Bieve ave mole hi.nSm ye mh.rr need ho d.mbwmmH 8ehxm Seh 
mehhred and yexrr harT aAowh etevghi.nS rahevHD

Bie hivee ou hiel enheved hie mlarr iolep yi.bi yam bozg and iad 
a bevha.n biavlH Bie mbenh ou uv.ed bi.bTen “rred hie a.vH Jalar AvowSih 
tav.owm Aojem .nho hie iole yi.re ,nn.e mioyed Jean avowndH ,m 
,nn.e bondwbhed hie howvp Jean bowrdnxh ierk noh.b.nS a ravSe baA.neh 
“rred y.hi tav.owm yeakonmH Bieve yeve myovdmp Tn.temp Swnmp and 
mole i.Siqhebi .helm Jean bowrd noh .denh.ugH Bi.m yam noh ioy mie 
ejkebhed ho mkend iev “vmh geav .n borreSep Awh mie Tney mie iad ho 
hvwmh Jalar and iev A.oroS.bar lohievH ,uhev hie howvp ,nn.e mioyed 
Jean ho iev voolH Vh yam a mlarr Awh boluovhaAre mw.he y.hi a hy.n Aed 
and a mlarr dvemmevH Bieve yam armo a mlarr Aahivool ad0o.n.nS hie 
voolH Vn mole yagmp .h vel.nded Jean ou iev dovl voolH

”!aTe gowvmeru ah iolep ionegH N.nnev y.rr Ae veadg moonH Eip 
and hieve ave mole brohiem .n hie bromehH BaTe yiahetev gow needHD

”BianT gowHD
”7owxve yerbolep myeeh.eH 8eh le Tnoy .u hievexm anghi.nS gow 

need ho laTe gow love boluovhaArepD ,nn.e ma.d Aeuove mie reuh and 
bromed hie doovH

Jean krokked onho hie Aed and reh owh a deek m.SiH cie bowrdnxh 
Aer.ete mie yam .n hie l.ddre ou noyieve y.hi a lan mie Aaverg TneyH 
?wh hien aSa.np mie iad no bio.beH 

,uhev d.nnevp Jalar red Jean ho hie r.t.nS voolH ”V iate a mwvkv.meHD 
fe reuh hie vool and vehwvned y.hi a kvo0ebhovH 

”Eip .m lg hva.n.nS mhavh.nS arveadgOD Jean amTedH
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Jalar biwbTredH ”V Tnoy gowxve anj.owm ho Seh mhavhedp Awh hi.m .m eten 
AehhevHD Jalar “n.mied mehh.nS wk hie kvo0ebhov and hwvned .h onH ”V Tnoy 
gow iatenxh iad a bianbe ho mkeaT ho gowv adokh.te kavenhmp mo ieve hieg 
aveHD

Bie kvo0ebhov mi.lleved am a ioroSval ou !vmH ,ndevmon akkeavedH 
cie iad heavm .n iev egem am mie Sranbed ah Jeanp Awh mie #w.bTrg vekrabed 
hiel y.hi a Avoad ml.reH ”Vxl mo Srad gowxve mauepD mie ma.dp iev to.be 
hvelAr.nS mr.SihrgH ”…e yeve mo yovv.ed aAowh gowH V Tekh barr.nS and 
barr.nS and bowrdnxh veabi gowHD

”V yam yovv.ed aAowh gowp hooH N.d gow Seh lg lemmaSemOD
!vmH  ,ndevmon miooT iev ieadH  ”colehi.nSxm  yvonS y.hi lg 

to.bela.rH V donxh Seh a roh ou lg lemmaSemHD
Jean Kamied a iwSe Sv.nH ”…errp hi.m .m lwbi Aehhev hian harT.nS on hie 

kioneH Vhxm r.Te gowxve mhand.nS ieve .n uvonh ou leHD
!vH ,ndevmon akkeaved .n hie kvo0ebh.onH ”f.p myeehieavhp ioy ave 

gowOD
”Nad4 f.p Vxl SoodH V l.mm gowHD
”V l.mm gowp hoopD !vH ,ndevmon ma.dH
”cop yiah do gow TnoyO foy d.d gow “nd owh yieve V yamO Evp do 

gow Tnoy yieve V alO No gow Tnoy aAowh etevghi.nS hiah iakkenedOD
”…errp a n.be radg mhokked Ag and ma.d mie yam gowv A.oroS.bar lohievH 

cie ma.d iev borreaSwe yam y.hi gow ho Teek gow mauepD !vH ,ndevmon ma.dH
”cie armo iad wm mhag ah iev bolkangxm uab.r.hg neav hie wn.tevm.hg uov 

a bowkre ou dagmp mo mie bowrd laTe mwve ye yevenxh .n danSevH ,rmop mie 
kvol.med mie yowrd avvanSe uov wm ho mee gowHD , y.de ml.re mkvead abvomm 
!vmH ,ndevmonxm uabeH ”7owv A.o lol yam tevg n.bep and mie iam gowv 
ml.reH V ban de“n.herg mee a ual.rg vemelAranbeHD

Jean hwvned hoyavd Jalar and lowhied ”hianT gowD y.hi a ml.reH 
”Vxl mo iakkg ho mee Aohi ou gowHD Jean iokked wk and ahhelkhed ho 
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iwS iev lohievxm ioroSvaki.b .laSeH ,uhev yat.nS iev avlm .nho elkhg 
a.vp mie S.SSredH ”Eokmp hi.m meelm mo vearH V uovSoh gow avenxh vearrg ieveHD

Bie ,ndevmonm biwbTred and !vmH ,ndevmon Arey a uey T.mmem .n hie 
a.v ho JeanH Jean vehwvned hie a.v T.mmem and mah doynH

”Jeanp do gow Tnoy yiah arr ou hi.m .m aAowhO …ig doem gowv ohiev 
lohiev need ho Teek gow maueO cie yowrdnxh S.te wm lwbi .nuovlah.onpD 
!vH ,ndevmon amTedH

Jean kawmed and Sranbed ah JalarH ”Vxl noh mwve ioy lwbi Vxl 
arroyed ho magHD Jalar noddedH ”…errp lg A.oroS.bar uahiev iam mole 
wn.#we hva.hmH fexm abhwarrg uvol anohiev kranehH Bieve ave keokre yio 
yanh ho do ejkev.lenhm on keokre r.Te leHD

!vmH ,ndevmon Sv.nnedH ”V aryagm Tney gow yeve yondevuwrrg 
mkeb.arp JeanH Vxl Srad gowv !ol G3 .m Teek.nS gow maueHD

!vH ,ndevmon nodded i.m ieadH ”7eaip mie meelm wk ho hie hamT y.hi 
hiome A.S SwnmH Bieve wmed ho Ae a Swg .n lg Aoyr.nS reaSwe yio ma.d ie 
yam an ar.enH Biah yam aAowh hyenhg geavm aSoH Eu bowvmep no one Aer.eted 
i.lHD

Jean S.SSredH ”…errp noy gow Tnoy ie l.Sih iate Aeen herr.nS hie 
hvwhiHD

!vH ,ndevmon biwbTredH ”V yondev yiahetev iakkened ho hiah SwgH 
!agAe Vxrr rooT i.l wkHD

”Jeanp d.d hieg mag yien gow ban bole ioleOD !vmH ,ndevmon amTedH
”'oh gehHD
”…e ioke ho Seh Jean AabT ho iev novlar r.ue Ag hie end ou hie 

melemhevpD Jalar ma.dH
Jean Semhwved hoyavd JalarH ”Eip Vxl mo movvgH !olp Nadp hi.m .m 

JalarH fexm hie one yioxm Aeen ierk.nS leHD 
”'.be ho leeh gowp JalarH Jeanxm rwbTg ho iate gow .n iev bovnevpD 

!vmH ,ndevmon ma.dH
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!vH ,ndevmon gaynedH ”Vhxm Sveah mee.nS gowp Awh V donxh Tnoy ioy 
lwbi ronSev V ban Teek lg egem okenHD

”ETagp V Swemm Vxrr reh gow So and Seh mole mreek am ronS am Jalar 
kvol.mem V ban harT ho gow r.Te hi.m aSa.nHD

Jalar SvaAAed hie AaS wmed ho mhove hie kvo0ebhov and kwrred .h bromevH 
”'oh a kvoArelH V ban meh hi.m wk uov gow am ouhen am gow yanhHD

”ETagp  Age  !ol and NadH  V  rote  gowHD  Jean and iev  kavenhm 
ejbianSed a.v T.mmemH

,uhev Jean and iev kavenhm ma.d hie.v SoodAgemp Jalar kabTed wk hie 
kvo0ebhovH

Jean m.SiedH ”cop yiah noyO …iah hgke ou hva.n.nS yam ,nn.e harT.nS 
aAowhOD

”…errp Aeuove ye mend gow AabTp ye yanh ho laTe mwve gow ah reamh 
iate mole Aam.b meruqdeuenme mT.rrmH ,rmop keokre y.hi 5eno N', iate 
mkeb.ar mT.rrmH …e yanh ho laTe mwve gow ban wme gowv mT.rrm ho gowv 
adtanhaSeHD
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bianSedHD

”Nonxh yovvgH 7owxrr Ae aAre ho vehwvn ho borreSe and Vxl mwve yexrr 
bahbi clgheH ,nd noy gow Tnoy gowv A.oroS.bar kavenhmH Bi.nSm ban 
onrg Seh Aehhev uvol ieveHD

”V mwve ioke gowxve v.SihH cop herr leH foy d.d hi.m mhavh uov gowOD
”…iah do gow leanOD
”foy d.d gow mhavh yovT.nS y.hi !aIlg A.oroS.bar lohievOD
”…errp lg Aemh uv.end and voollahe .n borreSep ,Tovp yam 5enoH 

V d.dnxh Tnoy .h ah “vmhH fe meeled r.Te a novlar Swgp Awh moleone 
d.mboteved i.m  hvwe .denh.hg dwv.nS owv ramh  geav  ou  borreSe and 
ahhabTed i.lH …ien hiah iakkenedp V yam miobTed Aebawme ,Tov yam 
a kokwrav Swg y.hi a roh ou uv.endm and no enel.emH Itevgone roted 
i.lH V yam hvg.nS ho Seh i.l ho So ho hie iomk.har yien mioyed le i.m 
abhwar akkeavanbe and ejkra.ned yig hie ahhabT iakkenedH V bowrdnxh 
Aer.ete yiah V yam ieav.nSHD

”foy ban keokre Ae mo bvwerOD
Jalar mivwSSedH ”'o .deaH ,Tovxm kavenhm AvowSih i.l ho Iavhi 

ah a tevg gownS aSe and no one iad ahhabTed i.l AeuoveH ,uhev hiah 
iakkenedp i.m uahiev hord le aAowh hie bolkang hiah kvohebhed 
5eno uvol hie iahved and t.orenbe d.vebhed hoyavd hiel m.lkrg 
Aebawme hieg yeve d.sevenhH Bieg yeve i.v.nSp and V akkr.ed uov hie 
0oAH V iad ho So hivowSi an .nhenme and v.Sovowm hva.n.nS kvoSval 
hiah .nbrwded tav.owm uovlm ou lavh.ar avhm andLD

Jeanxm egem Svey ieat.ev am mie hv.ed ho mh.Ke a gaynH ”Ene hi.nSxm 
uov mwvep gowxve a Sveah abhovH V vearrg Aer.eted gow d.dnxh Tnoy V yam 
an ar.enpD Jean ma.d SvoSS.rg am mie bromed iev egemH

”,l V Teek.nS gow ayaTeO Vhxm onrg e.Sihqhi.vhgHD



-H 1INN9MJ
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Training Day

T he next morning, Annie cooked a hearty breakfast of eggs, 
bacon, and wa.esJ After breakfast, lamau ued lean to a uarge shed 

behind the hoIseJ pnside the shed, there was a uarge vInching bag, 
’oor to ceiuing mirrors auong one wauu, a treadmiuu, se“erau yoga mats, 
and weightsJ A water coouer with vaver cIvs verched nearby sat in the 
roomFs cornerJ

”?irst, weFuu start with some beginner martiau arts trainingJ Then, 
pFm going to go do an introdIction to comvIter and network secIrityJj

”ps auu of this reauuy necessaryW p mean, pFm MIst going to retIrn to 
couuege and be a regIuar stIdent, arenFt pWj

”Seuu, yes, and noJ Host veovue wiuu see yoI as a regIuar couuege 
stIdent, bIt there wiuu auways be veovue uooking for veovue uike yoIJ 
Bmyte wasnFt working auone and we stiuu ha“enFt foInd himJj

”Bo, p wiuu be abue to Kght oR a groIv of veovue uike yoI took down 
those menWj

”Eonestuy, lean, pFm not sIreJ DIt pFd be wiuuing to bet that yoIFd 
be abue to do it with far uess training than the a“erage hImanJj 
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”Gkay, thenJ pFm readyzj lean had ne“er done martiau arts before, 
bIt she was wiuuing to uearnJ The discivuine and focIs re…Iired to master 
martiau arts fascinated herJ Bhe suivved oR her shoes and fouuowed lamau 
to the center of the roomJ lamau started by showing her basic kicks and 
vInchesJ Ee auso showed her how to vosition her body and bauance her 
weight e“enuy between her feet for imvro“ed stabiuityJ 

”Yow, uetFs try a combinationJj lamau verformed a se…Ience of mo“es 
in“ou“ing a kick, vInch, and a buockJ lean watched cuoseuy and tried to 
imitate himJ At Krst, she stImbued each time she tried the combination, 
bIt she soon coIud do it verfectuyJ

”-reat MobJ Yow, uetFs try something a bit more ad“ancedJj lamau 
showed lean a more comvuex se…Ience of mo“es that in“ou“ed se“erau 
kicks, svins, and MImvsJ

lean stared in ama'ement as lamau execIted the mo“es with grace 
and vrecisionJ Shen it was her tIrn to try, a sIrge of excitement and 
adrenauine mixed with Incertainty ’owed throIgh her “einsJ ”Emm C 
pFm not sIre aboIt that one,j she said, vIrsing her uivsJ

”VoIF“e got thisJ ?ouuow auong with meJj lamau gIided lean throIgh 
the se…Ience stev by stev whiue she covied his mo“esJ 

Sith each vractice,  leanFs  conKdence grewJ  Eer body became 
stronger and her mo“ements more agiueJ 

After vracticing the se…Ience together se“erau times, lamau ueaned 
against the nearest wauuJ ”Gkay, now try it by yoIrseufJj

lean strItted to the center of the room and comvueted the se…Ience, 
execIting it aumost ’awuessuyJ 

lamau beamed as he ran o“er to lean and high9K“ed herJ ”Bee, p knew 
yoI coIud do itJ VoIFre a natIrauJj 

lean grinned as a sense of vride and accomvuishment washed o“er 
herJ Bhe had ne“er been athuetic or coordinated in the vast, and she had 
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mastered comvuex martiau arts mo“es within a few hoIrsJ Aerhavs her 
fatherFs !YA was starting to reauuy kick inJ Bhe grabbed some water from 
the water coouer and gIuved it downJ

”Gkay, uetFs do some stretching to coou down before uInch,j lamau 
said, drenched in sweatJ Ee grabbed a toweu and wived sweat from his 
forehead before grabbing a coIvue of yoga mats and vuacing them in the 
center of the roomJ

lean veeked at herseuf in the mirrorJ Bhe didnFt ha“e nearuy as mIch 
sweat as lamau and her body temveratIre was stabueJ ThroIghoIt her 
uife, others often tauked aboIt how hot they were after working oIt and 
she tended to wonder why she didnFt feeu the same wayJ After sveaking 
with A'on, it now made senseJ Eer body was adMIsting its temveratIre 
as neededJ

lamau ued lean throIgh a “ariety of yoga stretches on the matJ 
Shene“er lamau toIched lean to correct her form, a gentue Mout of 
euectricity shot throIgh her bodyJ ”8euax deevuy into the stretchJ pnhaue 
throIgh yoIr nose and exhaue throIgh yoIr moIth,j lamau said e“ery 
time he showed her a new stretchJ

After stretching, they headed to the hoIse for uInchJ ”lamau, is there 
any chance p can sveak to my roommates todayW Auso, p need yoI to get 
their vhone nImbers for meJj

”pFm sIre p can arrange a cauu throIgh a secIre uineJ pFuu ha“e Annie 
see if she can Knd their nImber onuineJ p canFt vromise weFuu be abue to 
make it havven today, bIt pFm sIre we can make it havven sometime this 
weekJj

lean grinned from ear to earJ ”Thanks so mIchzj
After uInch, lamau ued lean to a smauu oBce next to the kitchenJ Ee set 

her Iv with an accoInt on the Btaruight Grgani'ationFs vri“ate network 
and showed her how to commInicate with its membersJ ”VoIr biouogicau 
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varents ha“e an accoInt on this system so yoI can send messages 
directuy  to themJ pFm auso going to add yoI to a  vri“ate  groIv 
for veovue who ha“e both hIman and Deno !YAJ This network 
is  comvueteuy internauJ  VoI canFt Ise it  to access vIbuic websites 
or externau emaiu accoIntsJ ThereFs no connection to the regIuar 
internet yoI Ise and yoI canFt Ise Si9?i to access itJj

”Bo, p wonFt be abue to access the system when p retIrn to schoouWj
”Se can set it Iv for yoI at schoouJ VoI wiuu onuy be abue to access 

the system Ising a sveciau tabuet weFuu vro“ideJ VoI wonFt be abue to 
Ise yoIr versonau comvIterJj

”Seuu, pFm guad pFuu ha“e a safe way to contact my bio varentsJj
”Yow, uet me show yoI how to hack into a secIrity system,j lamau 

said, grinning mischie“oIsuyJ
leanFs eyes widened in sIrvriseJ ”ps that e“en uegauWj she asked, a 

hint of ner“oIsness in her “oiceJ
lamau chIckuedJ  ”8euaxJ  p  woIudnFt teach yoI anything that 

woIud get yoI in troIbueJ This is MIst for edIcationau vIrvosesJ SeFre 
Ising a network thatFs strictuy for trainingJ ptFs not reauJj

”Gkay, bIt pFm not sIre pFuu  e“er need that information,j lean 
said, gigguingJ Bhe uogged into the secIre network, eager to message 
her biouogicau varentsJ DIt as soon as she connected, red warning 
uights ’ashed on the monitorJ 

”SeF“e got a secIrity breachzj lamau shoIted, franticauuy tyving 
commandsJ ”BomeoneFs trying to hack into the systemJj

leanFs vIuse svikedJ ”Shat shoIud we doWj
”pFm going to isouate the intrIsion voint and shIt down their 

access before they venetrate oIr KrewauuJj
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lamauFs nimbue Kngers danced across the keyboard, a symvhony of 
clicks and clacks echoing throIgh the roomJ DIt before they coIud stov 
the attack, hackers assaIuted a second section of the networkJ

The reuentuess hackers Inueashed their onsuaIght, striking from e“ery 
angue, uike a swarm of reuentuess beesJ lamau and lean kevt their eyes Kxed 
on the guowing screen as lamau entered code after code, sweat trickuing 
down their temvuesJ

Sith each vassing minIte, the weight of exhaIstion settued Ivon 
leanFs shoIuders, bIt her determination was Inwa“eringJ The battue 
continIed, the comvIter becoming a battuegroInd of digitau chaos and 
Inyieuding defensesJ After what feut uike an eternity, lamauFs Kngers 
restedJ They had buocked the incIrsionJ

As the tension dissivated, lean suImved back in her chair, feeuing the 
weariness seev into her bonesJ A guimmer of triImvh ’ickered in her 
eyesJ ”!o yoI ha“e any idea who was behind thatWj she askedJ

lamauFs exvression suid into a frownJ ”Yo, bIt cuearuy someone 
vowerfIu was desverate for access to this networkJ And we donFt know 
how mIch information they downuoaded before we stovved themJ pFuu 
check with pT to see if we need to mo“e yoI to a new uocationJ ?or now, 
weFuu need to be a uot more carefIu aboIt yoIr training and weFuu stay oR 
the network Intiu e“erything gets sorted oItJj

lean shi“ered, reaui'ing she had Inknown enemies in the shadowsJ I 
will not succumb to fear. I’ll focus on becoming stronger and mastering 
my abilities. The stakes are too high. Failure is not an option. Shen she 
went to bed uater that night, leanFs mIscues ached, bIt her mind bI''ed 
with excitementJ Bhe knew this was MIst the beginning of her MoIrney as 
a Deno9EImanJ
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Fostering Family

T he next morning, Jean heard a few knocks on her door while she 
was getting dressed. She slipped on a robe and opened the door. 

Jamal stood at the other end.
“Good morning, beautiful,” he said with a crooked grin.
“Good morning. What’s up?” Jean asked as she adjusted the robe.
“Well, you were so amazing yesterday that I know you’re ready for the 

next step.”
“Oh, what’s the next step?”
“I’m going to take you to the Bena’s’ home today. They are the Xeno 

family who will teach you some things about your heritage and how to 
manage the extra skills you have because of your Xeno DNA.”

“Are you going to leave me there?”
“If you want, you can spend the day with them and I can pick you up 

in the evening so you can sleep here.”
Jean breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah, that would be great.”
An hour later, Jamal drove Jean to the Bena’s home in a nearby gated 

community. The gated community resembled a fort with an enormous 
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stone wall surrounding it. When they arrived at the Bena’s home, Jean 
gasped. It was unlike anything Jean had ever seen before. The house was 
rectangular and made of stucco. It had two tall, metallic cylinders on 
one side and a garage on the other. A long, narrow driveway led up to 
a beautiful entrance with colorful stained glass.

Jamal rang the doorbell. A young boy who appeared to be about six 
or seven years old opened the door and greeted him with a hug. 

As Jean stepped into the home, the smell  of moist soil,  grassy 
vegetation, and sweet Mowers enveloped her. The otherworldly decor 
immediately struck her. Green vines and exotic planets completely 
covered most walls. The hairs on the back of Jean’s neck stood up as she 
surveyed her surroundings.

Jamal gently placed his arm around Jean’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. 
The Bena family is one of the most respected in the galaxy. They’ll teach 
you everything you need to know.”

Jean nodded, but her legs became shaky as she followed the young boy 
farther inside, leading her and Jamal to a cozy dining room with curved 
organic furniture. The other members of the Bena family sat at a small 
round table in the center of the room. They Kxed their eyes on Jean as 
she entered.

Jean glanced at everyone with a faint smile. I’m surprised to see them 
in their human form. Don’t they like to be in their natural form at home? 
Are they just trying to make me comfortable? They look like normal people. 
I never would have never guessed they were from another planet. 4rs. Bena 
was tall and slender with a silver and black pixie haircut and violet eyes. 
4r. Bena was also tall and slender with a bald head that glistened under 
the soft lights. Their children were two young boys who appeared to be 
less than ten years old. It would be interesting to see what this family really 
looks like in their alien form.
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4r. Bena stood. Uis black eyes sparkled as he spoke. “Welcome, Jean. 
Come, have a seat and make yourself comfortable. Jamal told us some 
things about you, so I will tell you some things about us. I am a doctor 
and my wife owns a coLee shop. We came to this planet as children. Our 
sons were born here. Do you have 5uestions for us?”

Jean shifted in her seat, her stomach twisting into knots. She studied 
the family as they spoke. Their mannerisms were Muid and graceful, 
reminding her of ballet dancers. They seem nice enough, but they’re still 
different. And I’m foreign to them. Do they see me as just another human? 
Or do they feel a connection to me because I’m part Xeno? “…m, do you 
remember anything about where you’re from?”

“Bits and pieces. I remember running around and playing with 
friends. I remember school. It was very diLerent from school on this 
planet.”

4rs. Bena chuckled. “Ah, yes. 4y Earth teacher thought I was crazy 
when she asked a 5uestion and I danced the response.”

Jean’s eyes widened. “What did the other students think? Did they 
make fun of you?”

“At Krst they did, but then I taught them a few lessons. !et’s just say 
they became too scared to mess with me.”

4r. Bena glanced at his wife and smiled. “Our lessons involved 
signiKcant  physical  activity.  Schools  believed  developing  physical 
strength was as important as learning facts. There was no such thing as 
sitting in a room listening to a teacher lecture. We also learned about 
advanced technologies at a young age.”

“Wow, I wish I would have had some of those skills and knowledge.”
“Jean, they were always within you. It was in your DNA. You just 

needed to know how to activate them.”
Jean scrunched her brows. “Uow do I activate them?”
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“That’s what we’re here for. If it’s okay, I’d like to run some tests on 
you. It’s completely your choice, but I believe it will be beneKcial to assess 
your abilities before we try to strengthen them.”

Jean glanced at Jamal and he nodded. “Jean, you don’t need to do it, 
but I agree. It will really help.”

“Will it hurt?”
4r. Bena chuckled. “No, it won’t hurt. But if you’re uncomfortable, 

you can stop at any time.”
“Okay, I’ll-” Jean caught a Mash of something out of the corner of 

her eye. It seemed as if something had sped across the hallway. What’s 
that? Is it some sort of alien pet? Jean turned her head toward the hall.

“4ason7” 4rs. Bena hopped up. “I’m sorry, excuse me,” she said, 
rushing to the hallway. “4ason, what did I say about staying in your 
human form? Get back here7”

Jean was shocked to hear that one kid was running around the 
hallway in his alien form. She never saw him leave the room. 

4r. Bena slammed the door shut. “I apologize. Hids are just - well, 
kids are kids. Shall we begin the assessments?” 

Jean’s mouth went dry. What would the tests reveal? 
“I can stay if you want,” Jamal said.
“No, it’s okay. You can leave.” Jean stiLened in her seat and took a 

deep breath. I can do this. Jamal’s working to keep me safe and he trusts 
the Benas. Everything will be fine.

“Are you sure?”
Jean nodded.
“Okay, I’ll pick you up later. Does Kve o’clock work?”
“Yeah.” Jean’s pulse 5uickened. She wasn’t sure if it was fear or 

excitement running through her veins, but she knew the tests would 
teach her more about herself than she’d ever known.
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After  Jamal  left,  4r.  Bena led Jean to a  large solarium. Bright 
sunlight pierced the glass walls. The air smelled like a mix of salt, 
iodine, and seaweed. An Olympic%sized swimming pool was on the 
outside of the solarium.

As 4r. Bena walked around the room, powering on various 
devices for Jean’s assessment, her eyes scanned the room. A slim 
metallic door in the corner slid open. With his back turned, 4r. Bena 
stood there, pressing buttons on a high%tech console. Uovering over 
his shoulder, a shimmering bluish screen displayed video footage of 
the room. In it, the image of an alien appeared.

Jean stiMed a horriKed gasp as 4r. Bena’s skin rippled, almost 
li5uifying. Uis head stretched and expanded, skull elongating. Dark, 
blank eyes glared from an elongated face framed by tiny 5uivering 
tentacles instead of hair.

Realizing the video showed what was beneath 4r. Bena’s human 
disguise, Jean’s heart seized. That thing examined her with polite 
interest mere moments ago7 Uer pulse raced. I should flee this place, 
these creatures masquerading as people.  I don’t belong here.  Wait, 
what is wrong with me? A part of me is like them. How can I ever accept 
myself if I can’t accept them? Am I a fraud too?

The sleek metallic door slid shut again, cutting oL her view. 4r. 
Bena turned, smiling pleasantly in his human form. “Just about 
ready,” he said. Ue pointed to a large machine with a series of dials 
and screens in the corner.  “This is  a  thermal test  chamber,” he 
explained. “It will allow me to test your body’s response to diLerent 
temperatures.”
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Jean nodded, her mouth dry with anticipation. She had a sense of 
excitement and dread in e5ual measure. What if the test showed no 
special skills or abilities? What if the test caused pain or injury since she 
wasn’t 122G Xeno? Doctors often say you might feel some discomfort, 
although the result is nothing less than pain.

4r. Bena stepped behind the chamber, adjusting the dials. A low 
hum Klled the room. Ue opened the door and motioned for Jean to 
step onto a platform inside the machine. “That will measure your body 
temperature,” he said, pointing to a small screen on the platform.

Jean stepped onto the platform, her bare feet tingling as they touched 
the cool metal. 4r. Bena closed the door, thrusting Jean into blackness. 
She heard a few clicks and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. The 
chamber grew warmer, and a Mush of heat spread across her skin. After 
a few seconds, she no longer felt hot. 

After a few minutes, Jean heard clicking sounds again. This time, 
the room grew cooler, and a shiver ran down her spine. A few seconds 
later, her body temperature stabilized and she no longer felt cold. The 
chamber’s door swung open.

“Very interesting,” 4r. Bena said, scribbling notes onto a clipboard. 
“Despite your human genes, your body responded the same way a 
Xeno’s body would respond. There was no diLerence.”

“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know, but we may be more alike than I realized. Come, 

follow me. Next, I will test your sight and hearing.” 4r. Bena led Jean to 
a small, soundproof booth, placed a set of headphones on her ears, and 
handed her a notepad. “Raise your hand every time you hear a sound and 
write what you hear.”

Next, 4r. Bena led Jean to a small room for an eye exam. She stepped 
into the small room, feeling like she was in a doctor’s oHce. 4r. Bena 
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motioned for her to sit in front of a large illuminated chart on the wall. 
Ue examined her eyes and instructed her to read letters on the eye chart. 

“Well Jean, you did great with the hearing and eye exams. You could 
hear certain sounds that only Xeno people can hear and your eyesight 
is excellent. Are you hungry? This might be a good time for a lunch 
break.”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”
4r. Bena and Jean headed to the kitchen, where 4rs. Bena was 

making lunch for the kids. 4rs. Bena glanced at them and smiled. 
“Uow’s the testing going?”

“Great, but Jean and I are ready for a lunch break before we Knish 
the tests.”

4rs. Bena nodded and gestured for them to sit down at the kitchen 
table. “I made some sandwiches and soup,” she said, placing small plates 
and bowls in front of them. “Jean, would you like to try a dessert from 
my home planet?”

“Yes, that would be great. Thank you.”
4rs. Bena pulled a tray out of the refrigerator and set it on the 

table in front of Jean. There were s5uare desserts that looked like 
marshmallows covered with green coconut. “They’re from an old family 
recipe. Some things had to be modiKed because Earth doesn’t have every 
ingredient that exists on Tlatzin. Uowever, we were able to bring some 
of our plants and cultivate them here on earth. These desserts are made 
from a type of sugar and vegetation that originated from Tlatzin.”

Jean grabbed a dessert oL the tray. As she took a bite, a burst of 
sweetness exploded in her mouth. It was unlike anything she had ever 
eaten. The texture was denser than marshmallows and the part that 
looked like green coconut tasted like a mixture of mango and banana. 
She savored the taste, feeling a sense of wonder at the thought that 
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this dessert had come from another planet. “This is delicious,” she said, 
taking another bite.

4rs. Bena chuckled. “I’m glad you like it. You can take some home.”
“Thank you.” Jean smiled. “I may have to take you up on that oLer.”
“The next test will see if you have the ability to change shape.”
Jean’s eyes widened. “As in shape%shifting?”
“Yes,” 4r. Bena conKrmed. “It’s a common ability among Xeno 

people. Based on your previous test results, it’s deKnitely a possibility for 
you.”

Jean’s heart Muttered with excitement as 4r. Bena led her to a room 
with a large mirror covering one wall. “!ook at your reMection in the 
mirror and try to imagine yourself appearing diLerent. Concentrate on 
changing your facial features.”

Jean stared at herself in the mirror. She took a deep breath and closed 
her eyes. Next, she pictured herself with diLerent eyes, nose, and mouth. 
A few minutes later, she opened her eyes, but nothing had changed. “I 
don’t think I can do it.”

“I think you can. Try again. This time, keep your eyes open. It will 
help with control.”

Jean stared in the mirror, focusing on her eyes. A couple of minutes 
later, her eyes changed from brown to a light%yellow color. “4y eyes 
changed7”

4r. Bena shrieked. “Good job7 Now, try again. This time try to focus 
on your entire body. Think about your feet. Start there and work your 
way up.”

Jean stared at herself in the mirror and looked down at her feet. She 
closed her eyes before remembering the instruction to keep them open. 
After staring at her feet, she shifted her gaze to her legs. Suddenly, her 
legs softened and changed into wavy tentacles, causing Jean to plummet 
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to the Moor. She kept falling back to the Moor as she attempted to stand. 
A few seconds later, her legs returned and she could stand up. She was 
breathless and fatigued, as if she had just crossed the Knish line of a 
marathon. “I don’t know what happened. I was focusing on my face.”

“Don’t worry. Tomorrow, we will focus on how to control your 
abilities. Today, I just wanted to see what you could do, and you did 
great.”

Jean nodded, feeling both exhilarated and exhausted from her 
moment of transformation. She couldn’t wait to explore her abilities 
further, to see what other forms she could take and what other powers 
she might possess. But for now, she needed a break.

“Can I rest for a bit?” she asked, feeling a little lightheaded.
“Of course,” 4r. Bena said. “Take all the time you need. As you 

practice changing your shape, you will become stronger. Eventually, you 
won’t lose energy during your transformations.”

“Good to know.” Jean collapsed onto a nearby couch, closing her 
eyes and taking deep breaths as she tried to regain her strength. She felt 
a wave of gratitude toward the Benas, who had taken her in and given 
her a chance to discover who she truly was. It was a kindness she would 
never forget.
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Inter-Galactic Treats

J amal returned to the Bena’s home to pick up Jean. As Jean walked to 
Jamal’s car, the late afternoon sun cast a warm glow on his handsome 

features. She couldn’t help but notice how his eyes seemed to sparkle. 
Jamal paused when they reached the car. “How did your tests go?”
“I believe they went well. Mr. Bena said I had skills like people who 

are 100% Xeno.”
“Cool. Hey, there’s a neat little restaurant here owned by a Xeno 

and a human. The cool thing about it is that it features food from both 
planets. Would you like to go there for dinner?”

“Sure.” 
Jamal’s face lit up. “So, it’s a date?”
“A date? You’re asking me out on a date?” Jean said, giggling. Sure 

Jamal is handsome—wickedly handsome actually. But I can’t think about 
that now.

Jamal chuckled. “Perhaps. If you want it to be a date,” he said as he 
winked and opened the car door for Jean. 

“I’m Kne with it either way, as long as you’re paying.”
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“xuch.” Jamal winced, and his face contorted with miqed emotions. 
He gestured toward a house a few doors down from the Bena’s home, a 
zuaint little place with a white picket fence. “See that house? A human 
family moved there after adopting a Xeno child.”

As he spoke, a light breeNe rustled the leaves of the nearby trees, 
carrying with it the distant chirping of birds. The sun cast a warm glow, 
illuminating the scene with a golden hue. The scent of blooming …owers 
permeated the air, adding a touch of serenity.

“What happened to the child’s biological parents?” 
Jamal’s eyes clouded with sorrow, mirroring the heaviness in his 

voice. “Go one knows. It’s a haunting mystery. The child’s parents left 
him in the care of a babysitter, but they never returned. Abandoned, like 
a wilting …ower left to wither.”

Oh, he’s a poet now? “That’s so sad. I deKnitely understand what that 
feels like,” Jean said, the words hanging heavy, like a veil of melancholy. 
“I can’t help but wonder - did Smyte and his people have something to 
do with it?”

Jamal shrugged. “It’s possible. We haven’t given up hope they’ll be 
found one day. I was hoping they were at the jenesis Sector, but there 
were no signs of them there.” 

Jamal pulled into the parking lot of the jalacade 2iner. xn the 
outside, the restaurant looked the same as many American diners. It was 
small, brightly lit, and had an old'fashioned Vukeboq on the inside near 
the entrance. 

As Jamal held open the restaurant door, ushering her inside with a 
hand hovering gently along her back, warmth bloomed through Jean. 
Her cheeks …ushed. Could this dinner lead to something more? No, he’s 
probably the type of guy who flirts with all the ladies. Yeah, that’s what he 
is. Nothing but a flirt. I bet he has a dozen women scattered around the 
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country. Her pulse zuickened as she took in the coNy, stylish atmosphere 
around them. As they waited to be seated, the smell of eqotic spices 
danced in the air. A cheerful hostess led Jean and Jamal to a small booth 
near the kitchen and handed them their menus. 

As Jean slid into the booth, her eyes darted around the restaurant 
nervously. 2espite the familiar diner decor, everything was foreign to 
her. She had never been to an alien'human establishment before. 

“2on’t worry, we’re safe here. We’re still in the gated community, no 
outsiders allowed, but-”

“But what?”
Jamal sighed. “It’s Vust that tensions are growing among the Xenos 

over the recent data breach. Many families are on edge, wondering if their 
identities were compromised. Although we encrypt all data, it’s not clear 
how much the hackers could access.”

“So more people might know I’m part Xeno?” Most people won’t be 
able to tell I’m part Xeno just by looking at me. The network hack changes 
things,

“4et’s not worry about the unknown Vust yet.”
Jean nodded. She picked up the menu with shaky hands and perused 

its contents. “xkay, this may seem like a weird zuestion, but is all Xeno 
food safe for human consumption?”

“I don’t know, but everything in this restaurant is safe.”
“So, what’s good? 2o you have a favorite dish?”
Jamal laughed. “Dverything. I like everything. The entr5e I order the 

most often is the moon Ksh marsala. It has a miq of vegetables from other 
planets.”

“Sounds delicious. Maybe I’ll try that.”
“There are a couple of drinks I think you’ll really like. xne is called 

planet fusion. It’s a Vuice drink made with berries from Darth and TlatNin. 
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The other one is sunburst. It’s a carbonated drink with a miq of citrus 
and a citrus'like fruit from TlatNin.”

“I love berries, so I think I’ll get the planet fusion one.”
“It looks like you and I have the same taste in food. That’s one 

common thing.”
Jean blushed as she closed the menu. “Well, I haven’t tasted it yet. I 

might hate it.” 
Jamal chuckled. “True, but I don’t think you will.”
A smile tugged at the corners of Jean’s lips. “Mrs. Bena gave me some 

TlatNin dessert. I enVoyed it. It was delicious.”
“I’m sure you’ll enVoy this food Vust as much.”
“Any updates about Smyte?” Jean asked after the server left with their 

orders.
“Got yet, but an informant inside Smyte’s inner circle said he 

overheard something about Smyte being pulled from the lake. He didn’t 
hear whether they pulled him out alive.”

Jean tensed slightly. “xh,” she mumbled.
“2on’t worry, we’ll Knd out soon enough.” Jamal reached across the 

table and took Jean’s hand. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“xh, you mean like you kept Smyte from getting his hands on me?”
Jamal raised his arm and made a dramatic motion like he was stabbing 

his heart. “xuch, that hurt. You know I didn’t intend for that to 
happen.”

Jean giggled. “Yeah, I don’t zuite know what to think about that. But 
I suppose everything worked out at the end.” Their conversation …owed 
easily as they waited for their food. When their entr5es arrived, Jean 
couldn’t believe how delicious the moon Ksh marsala was. The spices 
were unlike anything she ever eqperienced. “xh my god, this is amaNing,” 
she eqclaimed.



JDAG3S 2ISCxLDEY O0D

Jamal grinned. “See, I told you it was good.” They ate their meal 
in comfortable silence, enVoying the unizue …avors and each other’s 
company. Throughout dinner, Jamal frezuently checked his phone with 
a small furrow in his brow.

“Is something wrong?”
Jamal shook his head. “Just monitoring the latest updates. I’m sorry. 

I don’t mean to be rude. We’re taking eqtra precautionsEincreasing 
security patrols and keeping a close eye out for any suspicious activity.”

After they Knished eating, Jamal suggested they go for a walk in a 
nearby park. As they strolled through the park, the sun began to set, 
casting a warm, orange glow over the trees. Jamal took Jean’s hand and 
pulled her close to him. She could feel his warmth radiating oF of him. 
His phone buNNed. He slid it out of his pocket, the screen’s glow casting 
his features in an ominous bluish light. “Dqcuse me, I need to take this.” 
Jamal stepped away, out of Jean’s earshot. After a terse back and forth 
with the caller, he returned, his face marred with worry.

“Jamal, is everything okay?”
“That was Golan, head of Xeno AFairs. They Knished analyNing the 

data breach and they think it’s best to relocate you to an apartment 
within the Xeno community until we better understand what the 
attackers accessed. It will be safer than staying with Annie.”
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Advancing Skills

T he next day, Jean was more conldent as Jamav droBe her to the 
’ena.s homeS uhe coivdn.t wakt to vearn how to controv the 

sfkvvs knherkted grom her gatherS
Jamav  qaBe  Jean.s  hand  an  encoiraqknq  szieebe  pegore  she 

ste““ed oit og the carS AIgter today, yoi wkvv pe one ste“ cvoser to 
reachknq yoir givv “otentkavS ”.m so exckted gor yoiSM

Jean smkvedS AGe tooSM
GrsS ’ena qreeted Jean at the doorS
A?ood mornknq, JeanS ”.m qoknq to trakn yoi todayS Gy hispand 

qaBe me a wrktten re“ort wkth yoir test resivtsS Ire yoi ready to qet 
startedYM GrsS ’ena.s Bokce had a mevodkc, echoknq ziavktyS 

AXeahS GrS ’ena sakd ” can do thknqs that Heno can doSM
AThat.s rkqhtS We was zikte km“ressed wkth yoir apkvktkesSM GrsS 

’ena ved Jean down the havv as she reBkewed the test “rkntoitS AEe 
worfed wkth a gew others who were “art himan and yoi “ergormed 
skqnklcantvy petterSM
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GrsS  ’ena entered a  varqe  room wkth hkqh cekvknqsS  Gkrrors 
coBered one wavv,  mafknq the s“ace seem eBen more ex“anskBeS 
Rarkois ty“es og ezik“ment-a rocfjcvkmpknq wavv,  qymnastkcs 
mats, pavance peams, a treadmkvv,  and other ltness qear vkned the 
other wavvsS Jean eBen s“otted what voofed vkfe an kce path kn one 
cornerS The center og the room com“rksed a varqe o“en area wkth 
traknknq dimmkes, tarqets, and a short opstacve coirseS

Jean s“in kn a svow ckrcve,  tafknq eBerythknq knS  'erBes and 
excktement dieved wkthkn her and she coivdn.t wakt to qet startedS

A'ow Jean, yoir test  resivts  show yoi haBe “owergiv senses 
and  excevvent  strenqth,  pit  there  ks  one  apkvkty  we.vv  need  to 
worf onSM GrsS  ’ena qestired toward a stranqe contra“tkon kn 
the garjrkqht corner that resempved a Bertkcav wknd tinnevS ”t was 
a  tavv,  trans“arent  champer  sirroinded  py  controv  “anevs  and 
monktorsS AThks ks an antkjqraBkty machkne that wkvv hev“ trakn yoi 
kn qraBktatkonav mank“ivatkonS Ekth “ractkce, yoi wkvv pe apve to ise 
yoir mentav gocis to veBktate opKects and eBentiavvy yoirsevgSM

Jean.s eyes wkdenedS uhe qkqqved knternavvy as she kmaqkned hersevg 
veBktatknq across cam“is to cvassS

A”t.s an extremevy adBanced sfkvv,M contknied GrsS ’enaS AGost 
striqqve  to  mafe  any  “roqress  kn  the  peqknnknq,  so  don.t  qet 
dkscoiraqed kg  yoi can.t master kt  todayS Heno “ractkce the sfkvv 
dirknq earvy chkvdhood, and kt isiavvy tafes them ekqht to ten years 
to veBktate siccessgivvySM

Jean nodded, pit she stkvv  dkdn.t want to gakv  at  her lrst  pkq 
traknknq chavvenqeS

A'ow, vet.s start wkth some warmji“ exerckses,M sakd GrsS ’enaS 
Is they peqan the worfoit, Jean.s mknd fe“t drkgtknq pacf to the 
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antkjqraBkty machkneS uhe was nerBois, pit avso thrkvved at the thoiqht 
og peknq apve to 9oat throiqh the akrS 

Igter warmknq i“, GrsS ’ena had Jean “ractkce pavancknq exerckses 
on the pavance peam and taiqht her how to avter her pody sha“e whkve 
cvkmpknq the rocf wavvS Igter cvkmpknq the wavv, GrsS ’ena had Jean 
“ractkce moBknq aqaknst qraBkty kn the antkjqraBkty champerS Lovvowknq 
the “ractkce, they toof a preaf gor vinchS

Ehen they lnkshed eatknq vinch, they retirned to the traknknq roomS 
GrsS ’ena showed Jean how to moBe a smavv wooden pvocf “erched ato“ 
a tapveS uhe qaBe Jean tk“s gor gocisknq on the pvocf and tovd her how to 
controv each skde og her prakn to qakn controv og the pvocfS

Jean attem“ted to govvow GrsS ’ena.s knstrictkons mivtk“ve tkmes, 
wkthoit siccessS

AVfay, tafe a dee“ preathS Is yoi exhave, thknf apoit the rkqht skde 
og yoir praknS 'ow, concentrateS ”maqkne the pvocf moBknq across the 
tapveSM

Jean qrktted her teeth kn gristratkon as she gakved yet aqakn to moBe the 
smavv wooden pvocfS uhe had peen tryknq to tevefknetkcavvy veBktate kt gor 
oBer an hoir wkth no siccessS AWow do Heno do thks so easkvyYM

GrsS ’ena ta““ed her goreheadS ANvectrkcav skqnavs controv oir 
mentav gacivtkes across neirav networfs and syna“tkc “athwaysS ’it 
gor Heno, many reqkons o“erate at a hkqher pase greziencyS Ehen 
we  ise  tevefknesks,  hkqhvy  eveBated  actkBkty  am“vkles  emksskons  og 
evectromaqnetkc and ziantim enerqy waBes grom the praknSM uhe 
scrkppved a drawknq og orpktknq evectrons and “artkcves on the pacf og 
Jean.s test “rkntoitS AThese emanate oitward, knteractknq wkth evectrons 
orpktknq opKects on a ziantim veBevS ”n e1ect, we mank“ivate the 
“ropapkvkty dkstrkpitkon og “artkcves isknq oir mknds avone to “hyskcavvy 
dks“vace matterSM
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Jean.s  eyes  wkdenedS  Auo yoi controv  opKects  py  avterknq thekr 
movecivar pehaBkorYM

ANxactvy-down to mank“ivatknq atomkc Bkpratkons sym“athetkcavvy 
wkth neirav osckvvatkonsS I si“reme geat og pkojziantim entanqvement, 
mafknq mknd oBer matter zikte vkterav gor oir “eo“veSM GrsS ’ena smkved 
qentvyS AEkth “ractkce, “erha“s yoi can vearn to harness thks, tooS ’it 
don.t vose heart at dkBcivtkesS Xoi are mafknq skqnklcant “roqressS ”t may 
tafe a whkve to eBen mafe the pvocf woppveS Xoi.vv qet thereS Xoi.Be done 
enoiqh gor todayS Cet is try aqakn tomorrowSM

Jean nodded, wk“knq the sweat grom her prowS AOan ” try one more 
tkmeYM

AVg coirseSM
Jean toof a dee“ preath and stared knto the mkrror pegore her veqs qaBe 

oit and she covva“sed onto the 9oorS GrsS ’ena rished to her skde and 
“vaced her hand on Jean.s goreheadS AIre yoi ofayYM

Jean.s pody grobeS A”j” can.t moBeSM
A” wkvv qet my hispand,M GrsS ’ena sakd, dashknq awayS
ueconds vater, GrsS ’ena retirned wkth GrS ’ena py her skdeS GrS 

’ena fneeved downS We “vaced Jean.s wrkst petween hks lnqers, checfed 
her “ivse, and “ivved oit a stethosco“e to vksten to her heartS Igter a gew 
mknites, Jean wkqqved her arms and veqs and sat i“, geevknq emparrassed 
and degeated agter her covva“seS

Auhe.s lneS ” thknf she Kist oBerdkd hersevg,M GrS ’ena sakd wkth a 
comgortknq qrkn as he stoodS AXoinq vady, skt stkvv gor a momentS Locis 
on revaxknq yoir podySM

GrsS ’ena croiched down next to Jean, “vacknq a qentve hand on 
her shoivderS A”t.s avrkqht, dearS Xoi “ished yoirsevg too hard, too soonS 
Con.t worryS ”t ha““ens to the pest og isS Xoi haBe kncredkpve “otentkav, 
pit trie sfkvv rezikres “ractkce and “erseBeranceSM uhe reached her vonq 
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lnqers inder Jean.s chkn, tkvtknq kt i“S A” fnow yoi want to invocf 
yoir apkvktkes zikcfvy, pit qrowth doesn.t ha““en oBernkqhtS Ind to pe 
honest, yoir himan qenes mkqht vkmkt what yoi can achkeBe com“ared 
to a givvjpvooded HenoSM

AVir “eo“ve can mentavvy mank“ivate matter on a movecivar veBevS 
Ee don.t yet fnow kg the rezikred exertkon wkvv oBerwhevm yoir himan 
prakn,M GrS ’ena ex“vaknedS

Jean vowered her eyes as her heart sanfS Kale complained about his 
alien DNA, but my human DNA seems to be the problem.

GrsS ’ena qentvy szieebed Jean.s handS A” onvy tevv yoi thks pecaise 
kt.s km“ortant to fnow and inderstand yoir Bivnerapkvktkes kn order 
to sirBkBeS Cet.s tafe a preaf gor a gew daysS Ehen yoi retirn, we.vv 
tafe kt svower and gocis on strenqthenknq the gindamentavsS Ind more 
km“ortantvy, we.vv ceveprate each ste“ gorward, no matter how smavvS 
VfayYM

Jean toof a dee“ preath and nodded wkth a wks“ og a smkveS GrsS 
’ena.s words vkgted the darf cvoid hoBerknq oBer herS uhe was rkqht apoit 
not peknq apve to transgorm kn a sknqve day, and Jean voofed gorward to a 
gew days og restS uhe vegt the traknknq room exhaisted, pit wkth renewed 
o“tkmksmS 
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Relaxation Mode

T he next morning, Jamal approached Jean while she was eating 
breakfast. “Would you like to go shopping?”

“Um, I don’t have any money.” Actually, I was kind of thinking it 
would be nice to just relax at home today.

“Okay, so I’m not oCering a shopping spree, but if you need anything 
like clothes and toiletries, we’ll take care of it. Aonsider it a welcome 
gift. Xnd it will give you a chance to see a cool mall within the Yeno 
community.”

Well, shopping can be a way to relax, and I can definitely use some new 
clothes. Jean smiled. “zeah, that sounds like fun.”

Xs they drove to the mall, Jean ga-ed out the window, taking in the 
alien district. It was still so new and fascinating to her. When they arrived 
at the mall, her eyes widened. The architecture was all sleek chrome and 
glass, with towering citadelKlike spires. Inside, the stores were a riot of 
colors and aromas catering to various intergalactic tastes. 

Xll mall employees, dressed in their professional attire, bustled about 
the brightly lit shopping center. Ahatter of shoppers and occasional 



R. ED221é1

laughter qlled the air. The tantali-ing aroma of freshly brewed coCee 
wafted from the nearby cafS, mingling with the scent of new clothes 
from the fashion boutiHues. The smooth texture of the polished marble 
joors provided a comfortable surface for the bustling feet of the mall 
patrons, who, like the employees, appeared entirely human.

Jamal led Jean to a clothing store featuring casual wear designed to 
appeal to the eclectic tastes of Yeno. Phe tried on several pairs of pants 
and a few sweaters and tops. !er favorite outqt was a shimmery blue 
top made with a slimming alien fabric that shifted with her form and 
stretchy dark blue …eans. Jean smiled as she rotated in front of a large 
mirror. “BerfectN” she declared, twirling happily.

“zep, everything is perfect. Is that the only outqt you want?”
“zeah, it’s my favorite.”
Xfter purchasing the clothes, they explored shops featuring trinkets 

and snacks from Tlat-in. Xs they browsed the shops, Jean qngered 
an intricate metallic sculpture. “This place is …ust so ' foreign,” she 
murmured. 

Jamal nodded. “It can be a lot to take in at qrst. What are you 
thinking?”

“I guess I’m a little overwhelmed. 2on’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled to 
be here. Vut it’s a huge ad…ustment, you know? I’m seeing things I never 
could have imagined.”

“That’s understandable,” Jamal said. “I remember feeling the same 
culture shock when I qrst came here. It’s diCerent from any other place 
I’ve traveled.”

Jean nodded, exhaling slowly. “I’m really glad we’re becoming 
friends. It helps to talk through all this with someone.”

“XnytimeN” Jamal gave her shoulder a gentle sHuee-e. “3ow let’s go 
get some of those Tlat-in snacks. I think you’ll love themN”
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Puddenly, an alarm blared, pounding into Jean’s ear drums. X 
piercing siren split the air, the sudden shriek …olting her entire body. 
!er heart hammered wildly in her chest as adrenaline jooded her 
veins.  Phe stood paraly-ed, struggling to catch her breath as the 
alarm blared relentlessly. !ands trembling, palms slick with sweat, 
she clutched at Jamal’s arm, her nails digging into his skin. 

Jean’s mind raced almost as fast as her heart.  Was it  a qre? X 
bomb? Xn attack? !er whole body tensed as the noise battered her 
eardrums. Phe tried to run, but her Huaking legs were cemented in 
place. “What’s going on?” she yelled.

Jamal leaned close to Jean as his eyes moved in every direction. 
“!uh?”

“What’s going on?” Jean shouted, her voice Huivering.
“3ot sure. —ollow me.” Jamal grabbed Jean’s hand, leading her 

down a portalKlike staircase. “There’s a bunker below the mall,” he 
yelled. Ptore employees and patrons crowded the stairs. —luorescent 
lights jickered, casting an eerie glow against the colorful walls. Jean 
moved in a da-e, her vision tunneling. The piercing alarm echoed 
in her bones until  she arrived in the dimly lit  bunker where the 
concrete walls mu5ed the noise. Jean leaned forward with her hands 
on her knees and shuddered, taking deep breaths to calm her ragged 
breathing.

Jamal stroked Jean’s back. “2on’t worry. It’s probably …ust a drill. 
They do them a few times a year.”

“Lood to know.” Jean straightened her body and leaned against 
Jamal’s  chest.  !e  responded  by  placing  his  arms  around  her 
shoulders. This feels nice. I could definitely get used to this. Focus, Jean. 
Focus. There are too many important things to focus on. I can’t think 
about having any type of relationship now. It’s not the time or place.
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Xfter  what  felt  like  an  eternity,  a  crackling  voice  resonated 
through the intercom. “Xttention, attention. This was …ust a test 
drill.  I repeat. This was a test drill.  zou may leave the bunker,” it 
announced. 

Jean let  out a  deep and relieved breath,  her  tense shoulders 
softening. X small smile played on her lips as a sense of calm washed 
over her. “I think I’m going to spend a few days staying home,” Jean 
said, her voice tinged with a hint of exhaustion. 

“Pounds good to me,” Jamal said with a wink.

Xs soon as they returned home from the mall, Jean rushed inside 
and jung herself onto the plush living room couch. Phe sank into 
the soft cushion, the fabric conforming perfectly to the curves of her 
weary body. Xnnie had stopped by the apartment to prepare dinner 
for her. Alosing her eyes, she allowed the comforting smells of home 
to wash over her6the savory stew simmering on the stove, the sweet 
scent of chocolate chip cookies fresh from the oven. The day’s chaos 
had sapped all her energy and her eyelids continued to grow heavier.

When Jamal entered the room and plopped down onto the couch 
next to her, Jean peeled her eyes open. “!ey, Jamal, do you ever 
meditate?”

“3ot usually. Well, sometimes I might do a little when I practice 
yoga. Why?”

“I thought maybe it could help me decompress and relax. I’ve 
heard that meditation can be good for the mind and body. I tried a 
little in the past, but I’ve never been good at it. I keep thinking about 
everything,” she said, giggling.
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Jamal smiled warmly. “Get’s try it together.” !e settled beside her, 
his leg brushing against her thigh. “Alose your eyes,” he instructed. 
“—ocus only on your breath, in and out. If thoughts come, let them 
drift away.”

Jean took a deep breath and released it into a slow exhale, the 
lingering tightness in her chest easing. Phe shut her eyes, emptied her 
mind, and allowed herself to simply exist.

Puddenly, there was a knock at the door. Jean opened her eyes and 
scrunched her brows. “Who’s that?”

“Xh, let’s see.” Jamal hopped up and opened the door.
Hary stood on the other side of the door with a wide smile, holding 

a large gift basket overjowing with a wide variety of fruit and snacks. 
Jean hopped up and ran to the door. “Wow, what are you doing 

here?”
“Well, I heard about your new apartment and I …ust had to come 

check it out and bring you a housewarming gift,” Hary said, handing 
Jean the basket. 

“Thanks, it’s …ust temporary.” Jean leaned her face into the basket 
and took a deep inhale, breathing in its sweet fruity aroma.

“Oh, I know. Vut it’s still your own place. !ow is everything?”
“Lood. I’m getting ready to begin my remote classes. Aome have a 

seat,” Jean said, setting the basket on the counter.
“Oh,  I  can’t  stay.  I’m  getting  ready  to  pick  up  X-on  from 

deprogramming and drop him oC for his charter jight to Iceland.”
“Is he moving there?”“3o, we don’t know what Lravin and Pmyte 

did to him and how it aCected his body, so we’re sending him for 
evaluation at one of our facilities. 2on’t worry, he won’t be there long. 
zou’ll get to see him again.” Hary gave Jean a warm embrace.

“Oh, what about Rale? Is everything still okay with him and X-on?”
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Hary chuckled. “zeah, they’re like new best friends. !e might …oin 
X-on after getting some things settled with his business. Xnyway, I hate 
to leave so soon, but I need to get X-on to his jight.”

“Well, it was great seeing you again. Haybe all of us can get together 
for a reunion when everything settles.”

Hary’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I would love thatN We’ll talk later.” Xfter 
giving Jean a Huick hug, she bustled out the door.

Xfter Hary left, Jean slid open the glass door and stepped out onto 
the narrow balcony. Jamal stepped behind her as she took in the sights 
and sounds of the Yeno community. Gaughter drifted from a nearby 
Yeno family at a playground. The mundane scene qlled her with an 
unexpected sense of hope. !owever, as an outsider among humans but 
not fully embraced by Yenos, loneliness crept in. Where did she truly 
belong? Pighing, Jean retreated inside to the comfort of her temporary 
apartment.
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Reunification

T wo months after training with Jamal, Jean returned to college to 
pnish her semester in .ersonW yhen she entered her dorm room, 

the aroma of freshlb vrewed cokee caressed her nostrils, eEo’ing a sense 
of familiaritb and comfortW qmmie sat with her legs .ro..ed u. on her 
des’ and her ebes glued to her la.to.“s screenW The room was eerilb !uiet 
until qmmie turned toward the doorW

YJean” Sou“re vac’”I qmmie s!uealed as she ran u. to Jean, Bung out 
her arms, and emvraced her in a tight hugW Nhe had dbed her hair vlue 
and trimmed it into a short vovW

Jean smiled as she ste..ed vac’ to release qmmie“s gri.W The hug had 
’noc’ed her vreath awabW YSeah, home sweet home,I Jean said, dro..ing 
her vag onto her des’ and loo’ing around the roomW At was strange veing 
vac’ at the dormW Cefore she left, it had felt li’e homeW ?ow, Jean had 
a sense of detachment, as if she were merelb a guest in someone else“s 
homeW qEen qmmie seemed dikerent, vut she couldn“t pgure out whbW Ks 
her ebes scanned the room, Rarmen“s em.tb ved and des’ immediatelb 
gravved her attentionW Yyhat ha..ened to Rarmen“s stukDI
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YUh, she moEed a few wee’s agoW A !uite li’e haEing an entire room 
to mbself, vut it“s great haEing bou vac’WI

YA“m glad to ve vac’W At“s ’ind of weird in here without RarmenW yhb 
did she moEeDI

qmmie shruggedW Y8on“t ’nowW A came vac’ from class one dab, 
and she had .ac’ed u. all of her things and she was nowhere to ve 
foundW A chec’ed the student directorb and saw that she had moEed to 
another dormW ye had some dis.utes avout zenosW Nhe seemed to ve 
uncomfortavle avout the fact bou“re .art alien, so that might ve the 
reason, vut A reallb don“t ’nowW Cut, A“m hereWI

Y1ightWI Jean threw herself onto her ved, landing with a thudW Yyas 
this ved alwabs this hardDI

qmmie giggledW YSe., hard as vric’sWI
8eafening silence plled the roomW Jean neEer rememvered qmmie 

veing so !uiet veforeW YNoHI Should I tell her about my parents? What 
about Jamal? Where do I start? Did someone tell her where I was? Did she 
know I was safe?

Yjm, A don“t ’now if bou ’now this, vut A“m a memver of Ntarlight“s 
student organi'ationWI

YUh,I Jean said, vreathing a sigh of relief as she sat u.rightW YA was 
wondering whb bou didn“t as’ where A wasW Vow did bou pnd out avout 
the Ntarlight Urgani'ationDI

YKctuallb, Rarmen and A were trbing to pgure out what ha..ened 
to bou and someone from the organi'ation sto..ed vb to see bouW ye 
followed her to a meeting s.ot and a..lied, thin’ing we would get a clue 
avout what ha..ened to bouWI

YThose are some ma9or s.b s’illsWI
qmmie giggledW Ver chair screeched as she slid it from under her des’ 

and sat downW YSeah, A was gonna message bou on that secure networ’, 
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vut A pgured bou were su.er vusbW Knd to ve honest, A was vusb tooW 
Theb ’new A was bour roommate, so theb gaEe me u.datesWI

YA actuallb saw bour name in the sbstem, vut A wasn“t sure if it was 
bou or someone else with the same nameW A meant to as’ Jamal, vut A 
forgot,I Jean said, ta..ing her pngers on her thighW

YJamalDI
YVe“s mb uh, friendW yell, accom.anied me in mb search for mb 

vio familb and he hel.ed in manb other wabsWI
YUh, Kgent yal’erW A heard avout himW Sou luc’ed outW Ve“s one of 

the vest agentsWI qmmie ho..ed u. and .ulled a cordless stic’ Eacuum 
out of her closetW YA guess A gotta get used to haEing a roommate againW 
Kt least we“re free to discuss Ntarlight without haEing to worrb avout 
a non0memver oEerhearing us when we“re in our roomWI

YSeah, that“s depnitelb a .ositiEeW 8o bou ’now if theb“re going to 
assign a roommateDI 

Y?ot sure,  vut A“m trbing to see if  one of  the organi'ation“s 
memvers will ve interested in veing our roommateW A sent a grou. 
messageW That wab, we don“t need to worrb avout a random .erson 
veing assignedWI

YA need to get used to cam.us againW A was getting used to remote 
classesW A ’ind of li’ed them, vut it“s great veing vac’ in .ersonWI

YKt least it“s the end of the semesterW 8o bou haEe anb .lans for the 
vrea’DI

Y?ot reallbW A want to relaMW A was thin’ing avout haEing a small get 
together at homeW yould bou ve interested in comingDI

YUf course”I qmmie s!uealed with delightW
Y—reatW A“ll also inEite Jamal and a few other friendsWI
YThat sounds li’e fun, and A can“t wait to meet bour vobfriend, 

Jamal,I qmmie teasedW 
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Jean rolled her ebesW Yqmmie” Ve“s not mb vobfriend, 9ust a good 
friend who hel.ed me outW Cefore A ma’e .lans, let me call mb .arents to 
ma’e sure it“s o’abWI Nhe entered her mother“s numver into the .honeW 

LrsW Knderson answered in a singsong EoiceW YVelloDI
YVi Lom, would bou mind if A inEite some friends oEer during the 

vrea’DI
YUooh, that would ve wonderfulW A“ll start .lanning the menuW Sour 

father will ve so eMcited bou“re haEing friends oEerWI
Kfter ending the call, Jean turned toward qmmieW YAt“s oFcial, the 

.artb is on” Labve A“ll see if mb vio .arents can come tooWI
YSeah, A heard bou met themW A“m so ha..b for bouW This has veen 

such a monumental bearW Sou started college, learned bou“re .art zeno, 
and met bour vio .arentsW Uh, A almost forgot3bou also met bour 
half0vrotherW yhat“s neMtDI

YThat“s a good !uestionW Theb still haEen“t found NmbteW Ve might 
still ve aliEeWI Of course, I hope he isn’t still alive. Is that a bad thing to say? 
To hope that someone had died?

YVe“s a .owerful man, vut he“s onlb humanW 8o bou reallb velieEe 
he“s still aliEeDI

YA velieEe it“s .ossivle, and so does JamalW qEen if he“s not, there are 
others who will carrb on his wor’WI

qmmie sighedW Yyell, vased on what A ’now, he“s certainlb no match 
for bouWI

YA don“t ’now avout thatW Ve has an entire armbWI
qmmie grinnedW YNo do bouW Veb, A was going to head to the cafeteriaW 

8o bou want to comeDI
Y?o, A“m not hungrbW Than’s anbwabWI
Kfter qmmie left, Jean sat on her ved and leaned against the wallW 

Ks eMcited as she was to ve vac’, eEerbthing felt dikerentW Nhe ga'ed 
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around the room that had veen her home for two months vefore 
eEerbthing changedW 4art of her missed the normalcb of her .ast 
college life3stabing u. late, goopng ok with qmmie and Rarmen, 
eating .i''a in the cafeteria, cramming for eMamsW Nhe couldn“t 9ust 
sli. vac’ into that carefree routine nowW Too much had ha..enedW

Nhe BeMed her hands, feeling the suvtle .ower Bowing through her 
EeinsW Ver 8?K and the avilities she .ossessed made her stand a.art 
from eEerbone else on cam.usW yhile her classmates worried avout 
grades and social liEes, she now faced dangers theb could neEer fathomW

Kfter .ondering her new life, Jean un.ac’ed her suitcase and 
tidied  u.  the  roomW  Ks  she  cleaned  around  Rarmen“s  old  ved, 
something wedged vetween the mattress and ved frame caught her 
ebeW Jean reached down and .ulled out something that was hard and 
.lasticW At was Rarmen“s old cell.honeW Rurious, Jean .ressed the 
.ower vuttonW Klthough her conscience nagged at her, Jean couldn“t 
hel. .o’ing around its contents to see if there were anb clues avout 
whb Rarmen leftW Ver ebes widened as she read the last emails saEed 
on the .honeW Une email read, YVere are the .hotos we discussedW Nhe 
caught me vefore A could get more informationW Fet me ’now if bou 
need anbthing elseWI

Jean“s  hands  shoo’  as  she  loo’ed  at  the  .hotosW  Theb  were 
screenshots of information from qmmie“s Ntarlight tavlet, .hotos of 
qmmie, and a co.b of Jean“s missing .erson BberW Nhe too’ a dee. 
vreathW yhb was Rarmen sending .riEate organi'ation information to 
someoneD Nomething wasn“t rightW Gootste.s sounded outside and the 
door loc’ clic’edW Jean sli..ed the .hone into her .oc’et and sat at 
her des’ as qmmie entered the roomW Ver facial eM.ression was vlan’ 
as she .ondered what she should doW

Yyhat“s wrongD Sou loo’ worriedWI
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YjmHI Jean drew in a shar. vreathW Nhe was unsure if she should 
tell qmmie avout the emailW Ginallb, she decided she needed to trust her 
friendW YA found something strange in Rarmen“s ved,I she said, .ulling 
the .hone out of her .oc’et and handing it to qmmieW

qmmie“s mouth hung o.en and her ebes widened as she read itW YThis 
is H vadW 1eallb, reallb vadWI

Jean sighedW YA ’nowW At loo’s li’e she sent a lot of conpdential 
informationWI

Yye need to tell the Ntarlight Urgani'ationW Theb need to ’now that 
information mab haEe gotten into the wrong handsWI

Jean noddedW YA agree, vut we need to ve careful, tooW yhoeEer 
Rarmen sent those .hotos to might ve watching usW Knd A don“t want 
bou to get in trouvle for what Rarmen didWI

Y1ightW ye need to ve discreetWI
YA“ll contact Jamal and let him ’now what ha..enedW At might ve 

harmless, vut it“s vetter to ve safeW Labve he can haEe the organi'ation 
inEestigate things without releasing bour nameWI 

Y—reatW A li’e bour ideaWI
Jean felt a surge of anger toward RarmenW Vow could she ve so 

carelessD Vanding oEer conpdential information can lead to dangerous 
conse!uences, regardless of intentW Ver pngers tremvled as theb .ressed 
on the ’ebvoardW  yith each ’ebstro’e,  she felt  the weight of  the 
situation, her heart racing with antici.ationW 

K few minutes after Jean .ressed send, a message from Jamal .o..ed 
u.W Don’t worry. I removed Emmie’s name and forwarded a copy of your 
message to our top people. I also scheduled an emergency meeting to discuss 
potential risks and solutions.

Jean nerEouslb .aced vac’ and forth, her ebes darting around the 
walls adorned with .hotogra.hs and celevritb .ostersW The faint scent 
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of dust plled the air, mingling with her anMious antici.ationW Ginallb, 
after what felt li’e an eternitb, her .hone .ierced the stillness with its 
shrill ringtoneW yith sweatb hands, she answeredW YVeb, did bou pnd 
out anbthingDI 

Jamal chuc’ledW Y?o, hello, how are bouDI
Jean gas.edW YVuhDI
YNorrb,  9ust  a  little  humorW  Knbwab,  we  hac’ed  Rarmen“s 

com.uter and discoEered information avout a meeting .ointW At was 
a fraternitb house near cam.usW ye a..rehended the man named in 
her email and secured the data he receiEed from herW At doesn“t a..ear 
that he did anbthing with the data betWI

YThan’ goodness,I Jean eMclaimedW Yyere bou avle to determine if 
he wor’s for —enesis or what he .lanned to do with the informationDI

YVe“s not tal’ing bet, vut we“ll get answersW The most im.ortant 
thing is that we contained the lea’WI 

Jean relaMed her vodb as relief washed oEer herW YA can“t velieEe 
Rarmen vetrabed us li’e thatW yhat will ha..en to herDI

YK..arentlb, she left cam.us vefore we could a..rehend her,I 
Jamal saidW Yye“ll continue searching for herW Cut the good news is 
that bou hel.ed sto. conpdential zeno information from falling into 
the wrong handsW Sou .rotected countless zeno liEes todab, JeanW A“m 
so .roud of bouWI

Jean grinnedW Nhe had feared turmoil would result from Rarmen“s 
actionsW Cut than’s to Jamal and his associates,  9ustice had veen 
serEedW 

Y—et some rest,I Jamal urged gentlbW Yye“ll tal’ more tomorrowW 
A loEe bouWI

Jean grinnedW YyhatDI
YVaEe a good night, sweetieWI
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YSou too,I Jean said as she san’ down on her vedW 8es.ite eEerbthing, 
the zenos and their allies emerged strongerW yith each .assing dab, she 
was vecoming more conpdent in her avilitb to tac’le whateEer challenges 
might arise in the futureW Ver 9ourneb was onlb 9ust veginning, and 
she loo’ed forward to learning more avout her ancestrb and her newlb 
discoEered familbW

THE END



Coming Next

The next book in the Uncovered Gene series is Jean’s reunion. Jean will 
meet more of her biological family members and gain more information 
about Agent Smyte and her former roommate, Carmen. There is no 
publication date yet, but subscribe to my newsletter for updates.

Click here to sign up for my newsletter: 
https://authorkredd.substack.com/



Also by K. Redd

The bond between brothers can never be broken – but 
the bond between twins is eternal. For almost every day of 
their lives, Ryan and Brian Wright have been inseparable. As 
identical twins, the brothers have gone through everything 
together. Sharing experiences and milestones along the way, 

and on more than one occasion, using their identical looks to their 
advantage.

From breezing through exams to accompanying their dream girl to 
prom, for Ryan and Brian, sharing each other’s lives has become the 
norm – and little has changed now that they are married men with 
families of their own. Even now, the temptation to switch places to 
escape reality is too good for either brother to resist.

But when a case of mistaken identity leads one of them to disappear 
after being shot, it is up to the one left behind to take his place and search 
for answers. Now, the pressure is on to ?nd his missing twin – but how 
long can the imposter keep up the ruse before his family discovers the 
truthD

Pouble Clay is an intense tale of deception, danger, and the bond of 
brotherhood. qan one man ever convince the world he is really his twinD 
Cerhaps the ,uestion isn’t whether or not he can – but rather, whether 

or not he should.
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