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For the real Bex, my hero. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 1 
 

Bex thumped the snooze button instinctively. She cracked open one of her sleepy silver-grey 

eyes but quickly shut it again, turning over on the pillow and pulling the cover over her head. It 

was Saturday; she could catch another hour of sleep if she wanted to.  

 

But before she had the chance to doze off, Bex heard the validation beep of her dorm door 

keypad and the quiet whoosh of the hydraulic as it opened. She craned her head to see who 

could be there. The spiky strawberry blonde hair of her roommate Robyn McInnis looked like a 

halo in the doorway. “Bex!” she whispered hoarsely, running over to the bed, “what on earth are 

you still doing in bed?!”  

 

Bex propped herself up on one elbow, rubbing her eyes. “What do you mean?”  

 

Robyn shook her by the shoulder. “It’s like five minutes to eight! Remember? Practice?”  

 

Oh, no. Dress rehearsal. How could Bex have forgotten? Suddenly wide awake, she jumped out 

of bed and shimmied into her uniform, a one-shouldered bodysuit, purple and gold, with a single 

sleeve that went down to her wrist, and ankle-length leggings. Robyn already had hers on under 

her pullover. Bex ran her fingers through her wavy amber locks, taming her hair into a ponytail. 

She was glad she had put the rest of her things in her duffle the night before as she threw the 

strap over her shoulder. She turned as she was about to go out the door and dashed over to her 

desk. Bex picked up her good luck charm, a particularly fine marble with a unicorn design, and 

gave it a swift rub. She looked at the photo of her parents, smiling by the cake at a long ago 



 

 

birthday party. They had been on a classified assignment since Bex joined The Academy four 

years ago. Bex rued the distance separating her and her parents more than ever. Bex glanced 

anxiously at the photo of her big sister, Beatrix, holding a snorkel at the beach in Hawaii and 

smiling broadly, her golden hair and golden eyes shining in the tropical sun. Bex could feel the 

pit gnawing at her stomach again. Everything she knew about competing in Apian Dance she 

had learned from her sister. But a month had gone by since Bex had heard from her. Bex was 

increasingly worried that Beatrix had been kidnapped.  

 

“Come on!” said Robyn, interrupting Bex’s reverie, grabbing her by the arm and yanking her 

down the hall. “If we don’t make it by lockdown, I swear I’ll…” she shook her fist menacingly.  

 

“Don’t worry!” said Bex. “We’ll be there by eight.” 

 

At the end of the hall, Robyn went to turn right at the door marked ‘Exit’, but Bex pulled her left. 

A sign said ‘Authorized Personnel Only’. “I’ve got an idea,” Bex said. 

 

Bex’s fingers raced across the keypad on the wall. There was a muffled whirring and click as the 

door unlocked, then the hydraulics kicked in and it swooshed open.  

 

“How on earth did you get the pass code to that?” Robyn asked, sprinting through the opening. 

The girls jumped down the steps two and three at a time.  

 

“That’s for me to know and you to find out!” hollered Bex, her voice echoing in the long narrow 

tunnel. The girls raced down the corridor, Bex counting off the branching tunnels under her 

breath. “One left, one right, two right, two left, three left, four left. OK, take a right here.” Bex 

crossed her fingers, hoping that the underground gate wouldn’t be locked. They were in luck.  



 

 

 

They stopped at the bottom of a ladder. Bex peered at the stenciled letters painted beside the 

ladder many years ago. “This is it,” she said. “Be quiet.” They clambered up the rungs, trying to 

keep their leotards clean. Bex crossed her fingers again, this time hoping the cover to the 

manhole could be budged from underneath by one anxious fifteen-year-old girl. Again, she was 

in luck. After a quick look around to make sure they weren’t being watched, Bex threw her duffel 

through the hole in the floor and hoisted herself up and out. She bent down and grabbed 

Robyn’s hand.  

 

“Nice work,” said Robyn, looking around at the wide hallway with tall ceilings. “Right inside 

CeDSMA.”  

 

CeDSMA, the Center for Dance, Sports, and Martial Arts, was the central building at The 

Academy. The Academy was the premier institution of the national military school system, 

founded by The Federation to quell The Insurgency and prevent a second full blown civil war. 

On the south side of CeDSMA, toward the dorms, were rows of studios, locker rooms, and 

training simulators. But the heart of the facility was the enormous performance gymnasium. It 

was three stories tall and just as deep, with rows of bleachers that reached to the second-story 

level. The few chairs on the instructors’ dais were typically used by a handful of teachers and 

trainers. The gym was designed so that hoops, nets, mats and apparatuses could emerge or 

disappear behind the walls and floor with a flick of a switch at the control panel. Often the room 

was set up as an indoor obstacle course when the outdoor one was unavailable. The floor itself 

actually had several layers -- hardwood, a gymnastic mat, and underneath it all, a pool, used 

more for scuba and water rescue training than competition. Cadets at The Academy spent a lot 

of time at CeDSMA. They had to be tough as well smart if they were going to defeat The 

Insurgency and win the war.  



 

 

 

Today, the gym was set up for the Apian Dance competition. The blue gymnastic mat floor was 

a vast expanse, extending the full length of the building. Platforms of various sizes and shapes 

jutted out from differing levels on the walls. Another platform and an acrobat’s bar were 

suspended from the ceiling. Shinda Singh, a Seventh Year and a friend of Bex’s, was adjusting 

the equipment. The tall be-turbaned Sikh gave Bex and Robyn a relieved glance as they slipped 

in behind the other girls warming up just as Ms. Caspar came through the door on the 

instructors’ dais, one story above floor level in the middle of the far wall. Bex could faintly hear 

the bell from the dining hall across the commons chiming six, seven, eight o’clock. That was 

close.  

 

The crisp voice of Ms. Caspar came commandingly through the speakers: “Cadets, please be 

seated.”  

 

Bags were stuffed under benches and warm-up jackets tossed into corners. The girls raced to 

their positions. Bex and Robyn sat next to each other alongside their third teammate, Robyn’s 

younger sister Jenny, who had saved them a seat. Jenny shook a be-freckled finger at Bex 

menacingly, but she smiled as Bex tousled her strawberry blonde hair. They faced the 

instructors’ dais, which seemed a mile away. Their coach looked tiny from where they were 

sitting, but imposing nevertheless. Ms. Caspar’s ramrod-straight posture was visible across a 

football field.  

 

“Girls, as you are aware, tomorrow’s competition against Big Sky is a qualifier for nationals. 

Moreover, it is a matter of pride. Prior to last year’s defeat, our record against Big Sky was five 

consecutive victories.” The girls glanced at each other out of the corners of their eyes, sharing 

knowing looks about ‘the incident.’  



 

 

 

Bex winced. She was in no small way connected to last year’s ‘incident’. Her sister, Beatrix, 

used to be the captain of The Academy’s fourth Apian Dance team.  But Beatrix had DQ’d out of 

last year’s match against Big Sky, costing The Academy an important win. Beatrix was expelled 

and sent to juvenile detention, which even for The Academy’s strict military standards was 

extreme. Bex still felt sick about it. But not because of the loss, or even the expulsion, not 

anymore. A month ago, Beatrix’s regular letters to Bex had stopped coming. A week or two 

without a letter was not unusual, but as the third week came and went Bex had started to 

become anxious. She tried to track Beatrix down in the juvenile detention system, with no 

success. Now Bex was sick with worry, wondering what her sister had been hiding, if she had 

ever really been in juvie in the first place. Bex prayed that nothing terrible had happened to her. 

 

Ms. Caspar continued on. “I expect your best today. I expect your all tomorrow. I expect The 

Academy to reclaim our proper place in this rivalry: the top.”  Mr. MacGowan, the Academics 

Head, let out a whoop and a couple of loud claps from the spectators’ gallery but sheepishly 

sank back down into his chair under the wilting gaze of Ms. Caspar.  

 

“Our first round today in Apian Dance will be Mariyah Somoon’s team versus Gisele da Silva’s. 

Take your positions.” Two of The Academy’s four varsity competition teams took to the floor for 

their practice match. Tomorrow, against Big Sky, all of The Academy teams would be wearing 

their home colors of iridescent purple on gold, but for practice today, to avoid confusion, half of 

the teams were wearing their away uniforms of gold on pearl white. Bex looked down the bench 

and figured it was not a coincidence that her rival team for this practice match was wearing the 

away colors; Cezanne Bizet and her teammates were vain, and the white uniforms suited the 

tall cool blondes better. Bex smoothed down the legs of her body suit while she sat, making 

sure the hems at her ankles were exactly even. She was glad they were wearing the home 



 

 

uniform purple and gold. Mariyah and Giselle faced off in the center of the gym, about 10 paces 

apart, each flanked by their two teammates. Ms. Caspar cued the DJ. The music started up. 

 

Bex’s foot was tapping as she watched the dance unfold, the two teams of three people each 

facing off with passion and precision. The rules to Apian Dance were simple, but there was a lot 

of room for the competitors to be creative within the rules. They had free use of the space, 

including the tiers of platforms and the acrobatic equipment. The team either did the same steps 

in unison as a group (called ‘synchros’), or complementary steps that rhythmically played off 

each other (called ‘dynamics’). Apian Dance uniforms were designed to accentuate whether or 

not the dancers were in sync. The sleeved arm and the bare arm looked different in motion. It 

took a lot of a work to make all three team members look crisply in unison for the synchros, an 

area where a lot of teams lost points. Synchros were a count in length, dynamics three counts. 

Short, long. Modified Morse code. The first round of a match, the teams would use the code to 

dance out a word or phrase. During the second round, they would dance back the word of the 

challenging team. The tricky part was managing to get points on the first round for form and 

technical difficulty while still paying close enough attention to the other team’s dance to decode 

it for the second round.  

 

Bex leaned over to speak in Robyn’s ear so that she could be heard above the music. “Mariyah 

does the same moves every time. Straight for the platforms. She copied that from my sister 

when they used to compete together.”  

 

Robyn nodded. “Bo-ring. It’s a good strategy, though. You can see the opponent better than 

they can see you if you can stay above them,” Robyn said, scowling. She wasn’t too fond of 

Mariyah. Never a strand of gleaming black hair out of place and her pert little nose in the air all 

the time. She was a tough competitor, though. Perfect timing, perfect balance. When she had 



 

 

been on Beatrix’s team along with Gisele, the three of them had been unstoppable. With 

Mariyah’s exotic Korean features, Gisele’s towering afro-brazilian physique, and Beatrix’s 

golden curls, on paper it should have been impossible for them to execute synchros, but they 

had nailed them. Catching the attention of Bex and Jenny on the bench beside her, Jenny made 

a serious face, tilted her head slightly back, and looked down her nose at her teammates, one 

brow raised, a look they had gotten from Mariyah many times. They all laughed, but quickly cast 

a wary eye towards Ms. Caspar and focused back on the performance.  

 

It was a clean rehearsal. At the end of the second round Ms. Caspar awarded points and gave 

her critiques, then called up the next two teams, Cezanne Bizet versus Bex Blixen. Cezanne 

knocked into Bex’s shoulder as she walked past, staring Bex down with her icy gaze. “You Fifth 

Years are lucky you got here by eight.”  

 

Robyn jutted her chin forward. “What’s your point?”  

 

Cezanne looked smug. “Hah. You Fifth Years wouldn’t even be here, if it wasn’t for the incident 

last year against Big Sky. Don’t get sloppy and make us lose tomorrow.” She turned her back on 

them with a flip of her blonde ponytail and caught up to her teammates at the start zone.  

 

“She’s a real piece of work,” Robyn muttered. Jenny made a snooty look and flipped her hair 

dramatically, which got another laugh from her teammates. But Bex’s chuckle was half-hearted. 

Her team was the youngest varsity team by two years – Cezanne, Mariyah, and Gisele were all 

Seventh Years, and graduating in the spring. Bex was only made captain of the fourth varsity 

Apian Dance team after her sister Beatrix had been expelled. The responsibility weighed heavily 

on her shoulders. Still, Bex wasn’t going to take any flak from that nasty witch Cezanne. She 

straightened her back and smiled at her teammates.  



 

 

 

“Right,” Bex said, rubbing her hands, and pushing down her worries as best she could. “I think 

it’s about time we hit ‘em with the Krypton Roundhouse, don’t you?” Robyn nodded and smiled, 

punching her fist into her palm as they took the floor. Jenny balled up her hand and pumped her 

elbow toward her waist, like yes! The Krypton Roundhouse was their best new move. 

 

Bex took her place at the center of the gym and faced off against her rival, keeping her 

expression blank. Cezanne was a worthy opponent. She used the space well. Her teammates, 

Suzette Zaleski and Kismet Kozlova, never missed a cue. And there was no denying that 

Cezanne’s team was the best looking. They were all the same height, tall, blonde, and lithe. 

They were envied for this. Competing head-to-head with Cezanne on textbook dance was a 

losing proposition.  

 

But Bex had no intention of competing with textbook maneuvers. The music started up. When 

Cezanne led her team onto the first platform, Bex made her move. Robyn and Jenny followed 

Bex under the platform into a simple synchro. It worked; Cezanne was visibly ticked off to have 

to relinquish the platform and drop back to the floor in order to see Bex’s team. Especially when 

Bex took the platform herself. Technically, the block didn’t get them any points, but it scored 

with the crowd. Bex and her team did another simple synchro and, when she was sure Cezanne 

was watching, Bex gave her a little wink. It was time for the Krypton Roundhouse. 

 

Their starting position was in line, three across, Bex in the center. She dropped into a 

candlestick, back on the floor, legs piked, feet pointed towards the ceiling. Her knees coiled to 

her chest as Robyn jumped onto the soles of her feet. Bex’s legs acted as a springboard as 

Robyn vaulted into the air, doing a spinning roundhouse kick they’d picked up in karate. Robyn 

grabbed the trapeze, maintaining a spinning helicopter with her legs. Meanwhile, just as Bex’s 



 

 

legs straightened, Jenny dove from the other side, grabbing Bex’ ankles, swinging in a circle 

palms down onto the soles of her feet and into a classic break dance King Flare. Jenny vaulted 

off to the other side and into a pirouette, Bex pushed up into a handstand then launched onto 

her feet with a reverse caterpillar, and Robyn back-flipped into a tiger crouch in the center. The 

Krypton Roundhouse. The landing was a bit uneven, but a ripple of oohs and ahhs came up 

from the crowd and Bex knew the move had done the trick. This was the move that was going to 

get them to nationals, the move they had been working on during their free time for more than 

three months. Bex’s team finished with a classic crowd pleaser – a cascade of caterpillars into 

back flips -  and went back to the start zone to quickly huddle up for the decode and strategize 

for the second round.  

 

Robyn was smiling, but she looked concerned. “Now what? We totally kicked their skinny butts 

the first round, but we don’t know whether that was a synchro or a dynamic when we were down 

in the dark under that platform.”  

 

Bex smiled. “Oh, but we do.”  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 2 
 

“We couldn’t see Cezanne’s team. But we could hear them. Their feet hit the platform in unison. 

It was a synchro. We’re spelling ‘Cezanne’ in the decode round. Zero points to them for 

creativity.” Robyn clapped Bex on the back. “And they couldn’t see or hear us while we were 

under the platform, so maybe that threw off their decode. Nice, Bex, real nice. I’m liking this new 

strategy. Let’s do this thing.” Jenny looked over her shoulder at Cezanne and stuck out her 

tongue as they took to the floor for the second round.  

 

Bex and her team took the match and came in second for the day. Cezanne had to settle for a 

tied third with Gisele. Mariyah led her team to the top place, as usual. Everyone was in good 

form and the mood was confident for the next day’s competition. 

 

The other girls headed for the locker room to change, but Bex motioned Robyn and Jenny over 

to the bleachers. “Kung Fu is next,” she said. “Let’s watch for a bit. We might get some ideas for 

next month’s match against Austin College. They always judge more in favor of physicality than 

musicality.”  Out on the floor, the boys’ kung fu team could be seen clustered around Bex’s 

friend Shinda, wearing his kung fu uniform and a black athletic turban. He was not known to 

raise his voice. His apparently placid demeanor made him an unlikely head captain of The 

Academy’s martial arts division, but they were undefeated and practically shoe-ins for a repeat 

of the national title. Up on the dais, Mr. Li, their martial arts instructor, leaned into the 

microphone. “Let’s go, Singh,” he said. “We need to be done by noon.” Shinda turned to the 

dais and bowed. Then, to Bex’s surprise, he picked out little Cyrus Cohen to face off against 

Sven Svenson, who everyone called The Viking.  Sven looked it – at nearly six-and-a-half feet 



 

 

tall with thick blonde hair down to his back and piercing blue eyes, it was easy to imagine him 

jumping off a Viking ship with a sword in one hand a mace in the other, bent on destruction.  

 

In the military school system, every cadet had to compete. Even people like Cyrus, who clearly 

had gotten into The Academy on his brains, not his brawn.  

 

“Well, we’re not going to learn anything about physicality from that twerp,” said Robyn. “This is a 

joke. Let’s get out of here.”   

 

Bex shook her head. “You never know when you might learn something,” she said. Robyn 

sighed and slumped back down on her seat. “Besides,” Bex continued, “Cyrus was a friend of 

my sister’s.”  Robyn and Jenny leaned forward with rekindled interest. Beatrix might now be 

viewed as a pariah by the student body, but her friends were never boring. Anyway, Robyn and 

Jenny were loyal to Bex and they knew how much she missed her sister. 

 

Cyrus was short and skinny with messy brown hair. He was outmatched from the start of the 

fight, but despite being stronger, faster, bigger, and just better, The Viking could not get Cyrus 

to stay down. Bex watched intently as the improbable fight wore on. The best she could figure, 

Cyrus stayed in the battle simply by the element of surprise. He blocked when he should have 

attacked. He threw a hit and a kick at the same time, which was awkward and not particularly 

effective, except to confuse his opponent, since there was no standard counterattack to a move 

like that. And eventually, Bex could see in The Viking’s eyes that his own pride was becoming 

the enemy, since he could not quickly squash so unseemly an opponent. His face became red 

and his nostrils flared, and finally he fired off a barrage of punches that didn’t stop even after 

Cyrus was flat on his back on the floor, forearms covering his face.  

 



 

 

Shinda jumped in between them as Mr. Li’s voice came booming over the loudspeaker, “Cadet 

Svenson, attacking an opponent after he is down is an automatic DQ. Hit the showers. I’ll 

decide what to do with you later.”  The Viking’s fists were still clenched as he glared at Cyrus. 

Shinda held up a palm in a gesture of peace, but also of warning. “You need to learn when the 

fight is over, Sven.”  The Viking clenched his teeth, and stormed out of the gym. Shinda reached 

a hand down to Cyrus, pulling him up and patting him on the back. He turned to the rest of his 

team. Bex could just make out what he said. “Tomorrow we are fighting for The Academy, not 

ourselves. Sometimes there is more honor in a loss than a win.” He pointed out two more 

opponents and the practice started up again. The next couple of fights were fairly uneventful, so 

Bex and her friends grabbed their things and headed out of CeDSMA and back towards the 

dorms. 

 

At dinner, Bex, Robyn, and Jenny had a table to themselves in the corner. “After all this time, it 

still doesn’t add up,” said Robyn, twirling her fork on her plate and leaning in to whisper. “I don’t 

give a crap what Cezanne says. Your sister was the lead Apian dancer. She had all the records. 

Mariyah clearly just copies her moves to this day. And then last year, in the leadoff dance at Big 

Sky against The Chameleon, that Margaretta Lafayette-Fontaine, Beatrix DQ’s out of the 

competition? And gets expelled? Come on.”  She took a vicious bite of the salad. Jenny raised 

an eyebrow and looked over at Bex. No one talked about ‘the incident’. Cadets were afraid to. 

The harsh judgment of Beatrix, expelling her from the school and sending her to juvenile 

detention, had been so extreme, people decided to just leave the issue alone rather than risk 

stirring up any trouble for themselves.  Life at The Academy was hard, but it ensured an officer 

level job in the military upon graduation. Delinquents came to an uncertain fate.  

 

Bex’s eyes blazed. She leaned in toward the other two heads conspiratorially. “I’m starting to 

think Beatrix may not have really been expelled after all.” The look on Jenny’s face said ‘finally, 



 

 

we’re getting somewhere.’ Bex hissed under her breath. “I think she’s been kidnapped.”  

 

Robyn’s eyes went wide. “No way. How do you know?”  

 

Bex hesitated before plowing ahead. “I don’t know. But something just does not feel right. I used 

to get letters from Beatrix – supposedly from juvenile detention – once a week. But a month 

ago, the letters stopped coming. Sometimes Beatrix would skip a week, but never more than 

two. So last week I went back through her all of her letters to try to learn more about the place 

where she was being held. I realized she was being vague from the beginning, although I hadn’t 

noticed it before now. I don’t know why she was playing her cards so close to her chest. But 

now, every time I try to call the number of the detention center where she’s supposedly being 

held, I get the run around – ‘conversation is not permitted at this hour’, ‘she’s in the yard’, ‘it’s 

mealtime’, whatever. And listen to this – the video recording of that competition against Big Sky 

where she was DQ’d isn’t available on the main network, or the security network, or in the 

mainframe archive. I wanted to have a look at that video again myself, to see if somewhere in 

there was clue to what’s happened to her. Someone has made sure that performance can’t be 

seen. I’m starting to wonder whether Beatrix was ever at that detention center in the first place.”   

 

Jenny nodded. Everything at The Academy was recorded. With the Insurgency in Seattle still 

threatening to secede, a potential second civil war brewing, and spies imagined everywhere, 

security was paramount and discipline was tight. As a military school designed for the sole 

purpose of training the officers who would eventually put down The Insurgency once and for all, 

The Academy and its sister schools across the country were natural targets for terrorist attacks. 

Now, not all of the school’s video recordings were public, of course, but if you knew the right 

people…well, you could get your hands on just about anything. If Bex hadn’t been able to dig up 

the tape of Beatrix’s performance, clearly special measures had been taken by someone very 



 

 

high up.  

 

Robyn rubbed her hands. “A mission, finally. We’ll find Beatrix, don’t you worry. This place was 

getting boring anyway.” She punched Bex in the shoulder. “But why didn’t you tell us sooner?” 

Jenny furrowed her brows in agreement. Robyn became almost angry. “We could have been 

helping you all this time!”  

 

Bex looked at her friends with gratitude. “I didn’t want to get you in trouble.”  

 

“Ridiculous,” said Robyn. “I don’t know how, but we’ll find your sister.” Jenny threw her arm 

around Bex and gave her a friendly squeeze.  

 

Robyn drummed her fingers on the table. “Now, at the very least, we’re going to need a hacker. 

Someone good. Someone we can trust. We’ve got to get our hands on that video file.” They 

smiled. “Shinda.” Bex, Jenny and Robyn found him in the dining hall and slipped him a note. 

There were still a couple of hours before curfew.  

 

Few people were in the library on a Saturday night, so they could discuss Beatrix’s mysterious 

disappearance in peace. They had their physics assignments out as their cover, though, just in 

case someone happened by and started getting nosy. Shinda stroked his well-groomed beard, 

finally growing in his last year at school. ‘”I never really thought about it before, but here’s what I 

think is strange,” he mused. “The school made it out like Beatrix was expelled, right? But then 

they made you, her sister, dance captain of the fourth varsity team in her place, as a Fourth 

Year Cadet -- which as far as I know, has never been done before. If they thought she was such 

a delinquent, why would they have promoted you? I think you have friends at the top of this 

school, not enemies.” Bex was silent. Clearly, this angle had not occurred to her. “And maybe, 



 

 

whoever hid the video of that performance is trying to protect you. I’m not sure I like the idea of 

digging around for something when we’re not sure what it is we’re trying to find. I don’t want to 

put you in danger.”  

 

Robyn was indignant. “Look, enough time has already been wasted as it is. No one has heard 

from Beatrix in a month. We know what we’re looking for, we’re looking for her!”  

 

Shinda was totally unruffled by this outburst. “Granted. All I’m saying is, I don’t think we’re 

seeing the whole picture yet. We need to be careful.”  

 

Bex crossed her hands on the table. “I’ve been careful so far, haven’t I? But I can’t find Beatrix 

alone. I need your help, and you’re graduating in June. We have to get to the bottom of this 

soon, before something terrible happens to Beatrix, if it hasn’t already. And here’s another thing 

–- let’s say I’m right. Let’s say Beatrix was never at juvenile detention, and now she’s been 

kidnapped, and it’s being covered up, and there was something in that performance that The 

Academy doesn’t want anyone to know about. Let’s say I do have some friends here higher up,” 

she shook her head, still digesting this idea, “but clearly, my family has some enemies 

somewhere, too. It all came to a head against Big Sky last year, right? And they’re going to be 

here tomorrow. If there is some connection to Big Sky, tomorrow is going to be our best chance 

to find out what that connection is.”  

 

Shinda nodded. “You’re right, we probably won’t get a better opportunity to gather some 

intelligence. So, tell me what you’re thinking.” Bex looked relieved.  

 

“Ok, then, here’s the plan. One, we need to make sure we don’t miss a thing, so Shinda, please 

get a shadow video feed on everything, and I mean everything, that gets recorded tomorrow. 



 

 

Two, we need to keep an eye out for anything, or anyone, unusual. I hate to say it, but that goes 

for Academy people as well as Big Sky. Something strikes you as strange, even if you’re not 

sure why, make a mental note.” Jenny looked pensive, but, as usual, said nothing. “Finally, this 

may be our only chance to force the hand of our foes,” she paused, “or our friends, for that 

matter.” The room got even quieter. Robyn was impatient. “What do you mean?” “Just this,” said 

Bex. “Tomorrow, our word will be ‘Beatrix’.” Everyone at the table sat back, but then Jenny 

smiled.  

 

“Nice,” said Robyn, “Real nice. Everyone will be shocked. But only those who know what really 

happened will be appalled. Shinda, make sure that video is in HD. When we review the tape, 

we’re going to need to see people’s faces.”  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 3 
 

Back at the room, Bex picked up her lucky charm, the unicorn marble. Cadets were allowed one 

small personal item to keep in the dorm. Bex herself wasn’t sure why she had picked this over 

her other treasured possessions, except that the marble was beautiful, and it reminded her of 

her sister, and she had had it as long as she could remember. She and Beatrix had collected 

marbles as kids, not really to play with, they just liked the patterns. Bex hadn’t hesitated a 

moment, though, when she was packing to follow her sister to The Academy. It was like the 

marble itself had decided to come along. Bex looked at the sphere again for perhaps the 

thousandth time, holding it up to the light to better see the design inside. The marble was a 

swirled, opalescent white. It played with the light in such a way that it appeared to be in motion 

even when at rest, and although as hard as a diamond and surprisingly heavy for its small size, 

the marble almost looked like it was made of water. And within its depths, if held up to the light 

just so, could be seen a silvery unicorn, racing at full gallop, its mane and tail blowing behind it 

in the wind.  

 

“Robyn?”  

 

“Mmm?” Robyn did not look up from her physics assignment.  

 

“Do you ever feel like there’s something really important that you need to remember, but it’s just 

out of reach?” Bex asked. 

 

Robyn jammed her finger down onto the screen in front her. “You mean like calculating the path 



 

 

of an electron? I’ll be lucky if I pass this test. I wish they wouldn’t schedule these things for the 

day after a competition.”  

 

Bex was about to reply that that wasn’t exactly what she meant, and tell Robyn about her 

recurring dream with a unicorn named Shekinah and the message she could never remember, 

but she couldn’t find a good way to begin telling such a crazy-sounding story. She was sure 

Robyn would just laugh. Instead, Bex mumbled “Yeah, I know.” On impulse, instead of putting 

the little sphere back down its usual place on the windowsill, she started picking open the deep 

hem on the single sleeve of her uniform, and when the hole was just big enough, creating a 

small pocket inside the sleeve, Bex tucked the marble inside. I’ll need the good luck tomorrow, 

she thought. Bex picked up her netbook. “Look, I’ll quiz you, then you quiz me, and then we 

need to get some sleep.” One benefit of The Academy’s nearly impossible pace was that it was 

hard to lie awake at night worrying. Bex and Robyn fell asleep almost immediately after lights 

out. 

 

*** 

 

The dream was always the same. Bex was a little girl again. She stepped into a dimly lit room. 

As the door shut silently behind her, its bright beam winking out, the lights far above seemed 

like stars. 

 

A voice was at her side, calling her by name. Bex turned to say, as if to an old friend, 

“Shekinah!” The unicorn’s glossy neck was soft and warm in Bex’s embrace, her mane and 

flanks such a rich silver that she seemed to glow.  

 



 

 

The unicorn leapt into the air then looked back, beckoning. Bex felt excited and sad at the same 

time. “I don’t know how to fly…” she said. But even as Bex spoke the words she knew they 

weren’t true. She put one foot forward. Another. She jumped into the air. The floor disappeared 

into the twilight as she soared upwards. With a laugh she shouted, “Race you to the moon!”  

 

Bex always landed just ahead of Shekinah. She had a million questions to ask, but the 

expression in the unicorn’s eyes gave Bex the feeling that the fun was over before it ever had 

the chance to begin.  

 

Shekinah’s voice was kind. “Bex,” she began, “this might be hard for you to understand. How 

old are you now, child?”  

 

Bex stood up as tall as she could. “I’m five!”  

 

Shekinah lowered her velvet nose, brushing the child’s cheek. Bex waited, sure that her friend 

was going to say something important, something she must remember.  

 

Bex felt something small and smooth in her palm. She wasn’t sure how the glimmering object 

had gotten into her hand. It was too dark to see what it might be. The unicorn opened her mouth 

to speak, but Bex couldn’t hear her, as if they were suddenly underwater. Panic gripped her gut, 

it was like she was looking at Shekinah down the wrong end of a telescope. “I can’t hear you!” 

she tried to cry out, but the words stuck in her throat. Then suddenly Bex was blinking in the 

morning sun, back in her bed at the dorm, hand clenched tight.  

 

Every time, Bex held her breath before opening her hand. And every time, it was empty.  

 



 

 

*** 

 

The alarm always went off too early. Cadets at The Academy didn’t get much of what could be 

called free time. Monday through Friday started with calisthenics in the Commons at 5:30 in the 

morning, sharp. Breakfast at 6:30. Academic classes began at 7:30 and went straight through to 

12:30, when there was an hour for lunch. Physical classes, including martial arts, weapons 

training, sports, and dance, started after lunch and went to 17:30. There was a half-hour break 

before dinner and dinner was mandatory. It was briefing time on current events, updates on The 

Insurgency and the progress of the skirmishes in the northwest, and school news and 

announcements. 19:30 to 21:00 was practice or rehearsal –- all Cadets belonged to at least one 

of The Academy’s competition teams. Study hall went to 23:00, when it was strictly lights-out.  

 

Despite the crushing schedule, all the Cadets in the military school system had fought hard to 

be there. When the threat of civil war with The Insurgency out in Seattle had increased over a 

decade before, The Federation government opened The Academy for elite high school students 

as a fast track to a commission in the military. The following year, the middle school was 

opened, and students as young as eleven years old were accepted. The testing for enrollment 

was extremely rigorous, with a four-day math, science, and computing exam, along with two 

weeks of grueling physical tests. Candidates had to score highly on both to even be considered. 

No preference was given to military family members or relatives of past students. Over a 

thousand kids would compete for a single spot. In the end, there were fifty Cadets per class, or 

350 in the school all together ranging from ages eleven to eighteen. After two years of even 

more superior performance from Academy Cadets than The Federation had expected, nine 

other schools were opened around the country, except in the northwest, where the hostility was 

only continuing to escalate and there were rumors of an attempt at secession.  

 



 

 

There was no place in the country that offered education and training like The Academy and the 

other military schools. Parents would get special tutors for their children in hopes of increasing 

their chances of passing the entrance exams. Public and private elementary schools would 

advertise how many of their former students had been accepted by a military school. Families 

would pin their hopes on getting a child in. But in the end, most had to be turned away empty 

handed. Only the best of the best ended up becoming a Cadet.  

 

In that kind of company, it wasn’t easy to get an edge. So, back when Bex was still captain of 

the junior varsity dance team, she worked out an arrangement with Mr. MacGowan, the friendly 

Academics Head. He left the door to studio D unlocked for her at breakfast and lunch. She and 

Robyn and Jenny would bring their food to wolf down on the way to class later. They used the 

couple of precious extra hours to work on their routines, inventing new sequences and 

perfecting old ones, coming up with words that were tricky to decode, and brainstorming on 

spatial strategy. If Shinda was in the building tinkering with the facility’s software and systems, 

he’d stop by and watch for a couple of minutes and give the girls some feedback.  

 

He was the one who had given them the idea for the name of the Krypton Roundhouse. “Balle 

Balle!” came Shinda’s voice from the door, the first time he spied them working on the 

maneuver. “That’s some move. You looked just like a 3d orbital.” The girls looked blank. “You 

know, the electron path?” He unscrolled the screen on his wrist relay, and brought up the 

periodic table, tapping his finger on Krypton. “See? Look at the 3d orbital. Jenny, you’re the 

toros circling in the center, with that king flare. Looks wicked.”  

 

The day of the competition, Bex was glad to know that she had Shinda at her back behind the 

scenes. In the moment it had seemed like a good idea to pick “Beatrix” as their code word for 

the competition –- but was it?  She felt anxious. Robyn and Jenny were the most loyal friends. 



 

 

Bex crossed her fingers as she saw them coming towards her, and hoped she was not about to 

put them in harm’s way. She fingered the little glass sphere she had tucked into the single 

sleeve of her bodysuit for good luck.  

 

The two schools looked magnificent as they marched in from opposite ends of the hall, The 

Academy’s purple and gold against Big Sky’s burgundy and white. Everyone stood at attention 

as the flag was raised and the national anthem was sung. Or almost everyone. Jenny caught 

Robyn’s eye, and tilted her head in the direction of Big Sky’s Vice Principal, the dour Mr. 

Causey, whose hand was conspicuously placed at his side, not over his heart. Robyn raised an 

eyebrow in response. The rivalry between the schools was intense, but they were both training 

grounds for The Federation’s military. Out in the real world, the world that was at war, they were 

on the same side. With the Insurgency in the Northwest getting bolder, The Federation needed 

all the help they could get, not only from The Academy and Big Sky, but from the whole military 

school system. So why was Big Sky’s vice principal treating the flag with contempt? Robyn and 

Jenny took mental note number one. 

 

The rivalry with Big Sky was the best kind. Their opponents trained hard, competed well, and 

always brought a challenge. This year, in what seemed to be a strange twist of fate, Bex was 

slated to compete against her sister’s old rival, The Chameleon, Margaretta Lafayette-Fontaine. 

Her white-blonde hair had not changed since the incident with Beatrix the year before, and 

neither had her flair for the dramatic. They called her The Chameleon because with a slight turn 

of her head she could go from plain to elegant, or with a change of expression from goofy to 

menacing. This would be the first time Bex would be competing against her head to head in a 

varsity match. The adrenaline kicked in as their event was called and they faced off on the floor.  

 



 

 

The Chameleon’s team was good. Very good. They had developed some creative maneuvers 

and they used the space well, leaping across the floor dramatically. But Bex’s team was better 

today, and she knew it. She used their athletic advantage on the platforms, and they hit their big 

moves with precision. As they went into the Krypton Roundhouse, a cheer went up from the 

crowd.  

 

Bex smiled. For the moment she was absorbed in the thrill of the match and had forgotten about 

their plan. They were spelling the “r” in Beatrix, the music jumping, the crowd on its feet. Then, 

without warning, the lights blew out. The music went dead. Shouts came out from the seats. 

Over the noise, Bex heard Robyn above her, still on the bar, cry “Bex! Watch out!”  She rolled to 

one side and felt someone brush past her. She thought she heard footsteps. Bex leapt to her 

feet, only to feel fingers grasping at her arm out of the darkness. She dropped away and rolled 

again, trying to keep her wits in the pitch-darkness.  

 

Bex thought of her sister and felt afraid. She gripped the good luck unicorn marble that she had 

tucked into her sleeve, and it reassured her a little. She heard footsteps coming at her from both 

sides. Her mysterious enemies loomed shapeless in the darkness. She could hear the chaos in 

the auditorium and knew her assailants were planning to use it against her –- but she also knew 

they should be running out of time before the emergency power kicked in.  

 

So she grasped the unicorn marble, clenched her fists, waited until she could hear that her 

attackers were almost on top of her. She jumped into a roundhouse kick. Her heel found its 

mark and she heard a dull crack as someone let out a groan. 

 

Without warning, her palm grew warm. The orb in her hand blazed, white light streaming 

through her fingers and turning her hand a glowing pink. And the strange thing was, as she 



 

 

jumped, she seemed to be gathering upwards momentum. She felt an old joy, a memory trying 

to break free. Her dangers completely forgotten, she laughed. And then, she flew.  

 

Her hand glowed with the light from the orb. She shot straight up, swooped left, zagged right, 

then brought her feet to rest on the highest platform, dimly illuminated in the glow from her 

hand. The emergency lights flickered and came on with a dull fluorescent glare. The auditorium 

was in disarray. Ms. Caspar’s voice boomed in a particularly commanding fashion over the 

loudspeaker. “Cadets, please retake your seats and await further instructions. Remain calm.” 

She stared at Bex for a long moment before turning to consult with Mr. MacGowan and the 

other instructors on the dais.  

 

Bex looked down at her clenched fist with surprise. She held her breath before opening it, like 

she always did after her dream. But this time, her open hand was not empty.  



 

 

 

Chapter 4 
 

Her good luck charm. The little unicorn marble was there in her palm, gleaming faintly with a 

silvery light that seemed to emanate from the racing unicorn within. Her dream flooded back to 

her. Had she held the key all along?  

 

Bex shook her head, tucked the small glass globe back into the hem of her sleeve, and 

clambered down off of the platform. Robyn and Jenny were waiting for her, looking pale. “Thank 

goodness you’re OK,” Robyn said, relieved, but staring hard at Bex. “I saw that,” she whispered 

as the medic team approached.  

 

The Chameleon loped over. “Hey, are you OK?” she asked, looking a bit shaken. Robyn 

stepped quickly between them, saying, “She’s fine.” The Chameleon opened her hands in a 

gesture of acquiescence. She looked earnestly at Bex. “You know I want to win,” she said. “But 

under fair conditions. Safe conditions, for that matter. But this is just a game, you know?” Jenny 

crossed her arms and looked at Margaretta through narrowed lids.  

 

The ice-white blonde decided to ignore the unspoken jabs. “I’m just saying, in here, we’re rivals. 

But out there,” she flung her arms wide, “things are getting more serious. There might not be 

much more time for games. This didn’t feel like a game today, did it? I want you to know out 

there, I’ve got your back.” 

 

Bex was not sure what to make of this unexpected gesture, particularly considering that Beatrix 

had been DQ’d during her match against The Chameleon, only to be expelled and then 



 

 

disappear. It did not seem like it could be coincidence that now Bex’s dance with The 

Chameleon had turned into, what – an attack? a kidnapping attempt? Robyn and Jenny took 

mental note number two. Bex had to agree with Margaretta on at least one point, however. The 

games did seem to be over.  

 

Bex was startled to hear a voice behind her and turned around to see Cezanne. “Why don’t you 

shut your trap, Big Sky?” she snarked in Margaretta’s direction. Cezanne had her same old 

sneer on her face. “Seems lucky for you that the lights went out while you were losing, doesn’t 

it? That’s a pretty dirty way to defend your title.” But Margaretta didn’t appear to pay her any 

attention. Bex wasn’t sure what to make of this outburst either. She certainly didn’t expect 

Cezanne of all people to jump to her defense. Academy first, right? But it didn’t feel right. Jenny 

and Robyn took mental note number three. 

 

Bex was spared an awkward silence by the arrival of the medic team, who after a quick exam 

gave her the thumb’s up. There was not an opportunity to resume the interrupted conversation 

with Margaretta because Ms. Caspar had both schools file out through tight security. But the 

screen came up empty. No strangers, no uninvited guests, nobody missing, and no 

explanations. Immediate curfew was imposed and the students were told that the competition 

might be permitted to resume the following day.  

 

Jenny figured there would be no idle staff around to check on whether everyone was in their 

own room and decided to risk staying over with her big sister Robyn and Bex at the Fifth Year 

dorm. Bex was on her wrist relay. “Shinda? Can you get access to the central system from your 

room to start processing our video shadow?” Shinda answered in the affirmative. “Sweet. I’ll 

wait to hear from you, then. Hmm? Yeah, someone, or I should say, someones, came after me. 

No, no, I’m OK. Don’t worry. Talk to you later.” 



 

 

 

Bex turned to see two pairs of blue eyes boring right into her. “OK, Bex,” said Robyn, crossing 

her arms, “spill.” Bex hesitated. Robyn leaned in, tilting her head. “Don’t be like that. There’s no 

way you jumped up to the top platform from the floor. I saw something light up. How did you do 

it?” 

 

“Well…” Bex cleared her throat. She was certain she was about to sound crazy. She decided to 

get right to the point. “I flew.” 

 

“Yeah, yeah. But how? Cyrus’s mini rocket? I thought the prototype for that thing was the size of 

a toaster. There’s no way you could have hidden that.” Robyn looked annoyed. 

 

Bex tried again. “No, no, nothing like that. I mean, I flew. I jumped into the air, and then… well, I 

flew.” 

 

Bex’s face went red, and she brushed her hair out of her face with a scowl. She knew it 

sounded like she was covering up for something. But it was hard to get started explaining using 

a marble from a unicorn to fly.  

 

“Bull,” barked Robyn. “How do you expect us to protect you if you won’t tell us the truth?” That 

touched a nerve. Bex took a step forward.  

 

“You calling me a liar?”  

 

Robyn jumped off the bed. “You calling me a fool?”  

 



 

 

Bex felt miserable but her voice continued to rise. “What kind of friend doesn’t believe you when 

you tell them the facts?”  

 

It was looking like things might come to blows. Fortunately, Jenny leaped between them, 

brandishing a textbook. “Hey!” Robyn and Bex cried. “Watch where you’re swinging that thing!” 

 

Jenny opened the physics book and thumped two fingers down emphatically on the title for 

Chapter 13, “Molecular Binding Propulsion Theory (MBP)”. Students dreaded MBP, the exams 

were diabolically hard. There was widely accepted speculation among cadets that the entire 

wartime school system, including The Academy, was really designed for the sole purpose of 

trying to crack this critical scientific theory.  

 

In controlled tests, the MBP concept had worked underwater, although the practical applications 

were thus far limited. By using a device to rapidly freeze water, a jet of ice could be created 

below, behind, or above a swimmer, effectively pushing him or her in any direction. However, 

the large volume of ice created presented obvious challenges, especially since it would float to 

the surface, and the unstable prototype devices risked encasing the swimmer in a solid prison of 

ice. But the theory was, if a way could be found to temporarily cause air molecules to condense, 

it could be used as a means of flight. But all experiments had failed. And nobody knew what 

would happen if a chain reaction was triggered that caused the air molecules to actually bind, 

but fears were that it would be catastrophic. 

 

Jenny cocked an eyebrow and smiled. Bex laughed. “You can’t possibly be suggesting that I, 

who barely managed to pass the exam on this chapter, have solved the riddle of MBP?!”   

 

Jenny shrugged as if to say, ‘why not?’ 



 

 

 

“Hah. I’ll believe that when I see it,” said Robyn “Why don’t we stick to the plausible here and try 

to find out who went after you? Let’s see if we can recreate the attack. Jenny, you stand over 

here. Bex, you get down on the floor. I’ll stand up here on the bed.” Everyone got into place. 

“Now, the lights cut out. I shout ‘Watch out!’ What happened next?”  

 

Bex was all too happy to drop the argument and lay down on her back and closed her eyes, 

relying on her physical memory. She rolled away from Jenny, then stood up. “I felt something 

brush past right as I rolled,” she told them. Bex opened her eyes. 

 

Robyn nodded. “So there’s no way whoever it was had been in the stands when the lights went 

out. They couldn’t have gotten to you that fast.”  

 

Bex said, “You know, I think they must have known our routine. Because mid-Krypton 

Roundhouse is the only time I’m on my back.”  

 

Robyn nodded. “So whoever it was, must have been at the rehearsal. What happened next?”  

 

Bex touched her arm. “Someone grabbed at me. So I dropped and rolled, like this.”  She 

demonstrated. “That threw them off briefly.”  Bex pointed to either side. “Then I heard two sets 

of footsteps, coming from opposite directions. When they got close, I jumped. I gave one of 

them a good kick. I think I cracked a rib.”  

 

“Nice,” said Robyn, looking down at the scene. “OK, well we don’t know whether the two that 

came at you at the end were the same as the ones who brushed past you first, or different 

people. But we know we’ve got at least two thugs to watch out for, probably three.”  



 

 

 

Jenny raised her hand in a sign of four and pointed at the ceiling.  

 

“You’re right,” Robyn said. “Probably four, because somebody had to cut the lights. And I’ll tell 

you something else,” Robyn jumped off the bed. “The Chameleon showed up on the scene 

awfully fast once the lights came on, trying to act helpful. I don’t trust her. Especially considering 

what happened last year.” Jenny nodded in agreement. Bex considered this.  

 

“What Margaretta said was strange,” Bex said, “but it’s not that strange that she was closest –- 

we were competing against her, remember? Anyway, she definitely wasn’t at rehearsal, so I 

don’t see how she could have known our routine. I seems like an incredible coincidence, but I 

don’t see how she’s one of our culprits.” Robyn didn’t concede this point, but she didn’t have 

evidence to press the issue, either. “I guess the rest will have to wait until curfew is lifted and 

Shinda can show us that video.”  

 

Bex flopped down on her bed. She flicked the unicorn orb into her palm from her sleeve, and 

held it up to the light. She had always thought it was just a marble –- an unusually fine one, sure 

–- but just a marble, nonetheless. She drew in a breath and decided, implausible or no, her 

friends deserved the truth. The whole truth. 

 

“Robyn, Jenny, have a seat. You’ll really have to suspend disbelief for the next part.” Bex told 

them about her dream, about how when she was little, a unicorn had taught her how to fly. She 

passed them the marble, which they inspected in detail, admiring how it deflected the light from 

the lamp. Bex gave the thrilling account of her airborne escape from her would-be captors. She 

found herself getting excited again. She could fly! She had held the key, her unicorn marble, all 

along.  



 

 

 

Jenny listened quietly, eyes wide, and shrugged her shoulders like, why not? Robyn pursed her 

lips. “Huh. I’ll find all of this a lot easier to believe when I see it. Are there any open spaces 

around here that aren’t under video surveillance?” 

 

Bex was itching to fly again. They were hatching plans on how to sneak out to do an MBP flight 

demonstration when they heard a dreaded sound. The keypad outside their door beeped in 

validation and the door whooshed open. In strode the last person they expected to see.  



 

 

 

Chapter 5 
 

Ms. Caspar’s commanding presence seemed to fill the room. The door slid shut behind her.  

 

Bex and Robyn leaped to attention. Ms. Caspar took a seat at Bex’s desk. “Cadet Blixen, Cadet 

McInnis –- I should say, Cadets McInnis. Come out from under the bed please, Jenny. At ease.” 

The three girls sat down on Bex’s bed, eyes wide. Jenny was as white as sheet. Caught 

breaking curfew! By Ms. Caspar! She would get detention for sure. This could be cause for 

expulsion. 

 

But apparently Ms. Caspar had more important things on her mind. She started the recording 

device on her wrist relay. “We are taking statements from everyone in any way connected with 

today’s incident. Please don’t be alarmed. Answer my questions clearly and truthfully.” She 

directed her next comments to the wrist relay. “This interview is being conducted at 5:23 p.m. on 

November the first, 307th Year of The Federation, with Fifth Year Cadets Bex Blixen and Robyn 

McInnis, and Fourth Year Cadet Jenny McInnis.”   

 

“Cadet Blixen, please describe your location and actions at the time that the lights went out in 

CeDSMA during this afternoon’s competition.” Bex took a deep breath, then described the 

Krypton Roundhouse. Ms. Caspar nodded, then turned to Robyn. They answered Ms. Caspar’s 

questions without hesitation. But Bex soon realized that Ms. Caspar was carefully skirting 

questions indicating that Bex had been a target, or the incident more than a prank. Odd. 

Eventually, Ms. Caspar concluded the interview and turned off the recorder on her wrist relay. 

There was a long pause.  



 

 

 

“Robyn, Jenny, I’m glad you’re here,” Ms. Caspar continued. ”It was a mistake to let Beatrix 

work alone. I should have sent Mariyah and Gisele with her. But at the time…” Her voice trailed 

off. Bex was stunned. What did Ms. Caspar mean, work alone? Her dance instructor took up the 

thread again. “Bex, I will tell you something now that perhaps I should have told you many 

months ago. But things have been moving more quickly than we anticipated.” She pressed her 

fingers lightly against her temples, then put her hands in her lap. 

 

“It’s best if I start at the beginning. When The Insurgency gained momentum in its movement to 

break up The Federation more than 10 years ago, the military school system was started. Our 

armed forces were under-staffed and under-funded, and our entanglements abroad had left us 

vulnerable to the threat of civil war. The schools, starting here with The Academy, were a way to 

fast-track new life into the defense system. What wasn’t anticipated was the degree to which 

science was going to be accelerated as well. Bringing together the best and the brightest from 

around the country at such a young age, with their almost naïve vigor for approaching complex 

problems, has meant that many of science’s seemingly unsolvable puzzles have in fact been 

solved. Just consider, at Bay School they were able to develop cold fusion. At Austin College, 

they have made headway on time travel, albeit on a particle basis. At Big Sky, they have 

developed engines for moving at near light speed in micro-atmosphere, micro-gravity 

environments. And here at The Academy, the list of discoveries is longer than the rest of the 

schools combined. Theories that foiled the great minds of science for a century or more have 

been solved within the last decade by adolescents. Our Cadets have changed the face of 

scientific discovery forever.” Even Ms. Caspar seemed genuinely impressed. 

 

“However, we did not expect this outcome, which means we did not adequately prepare for it. 

We have attempted to keep quiet about the pace of discovery by downplaying it, hiding in the 



 

 

open, so to speak, choosing not to run the schools like part of the secret service. We could not 

afford to do otherwise, but strategically it was also the right decision -– we feared the creative 

process would be damaged if Cadets were made aware of it, rather than allowing it to unfold 

organically as it had done. But this decision also carried a growing risk, because one can only 

hide in the open for so long. And, in fact, it appears that we had been noticed. Perhaps we lost 

our cover much longer ago than we allowed ourselves to believe. I did not agree with continuing 

the program after what happened to Beatrix. But it was not up to me to decide.” Bex noticed for 

the first time the weary look around their leader’s eyes, the white at her temples that had not 

been there when Bex first arrived on campus at the age of eleven. She could not wait any 

longer to ask the question that had been causing her heart to thump against her ribs.  

 

“But what did happen to Beatrix? Where is she? Why haven’t I heard from her?” she choked 

back a sob. “Is she OK?”  

 

Ms. Caspar continued in a softer tone. “Beatrix had come up with a powerful new theory on 

teleportation. As far as we were aware, it was only a theory. But it became clear at last year’s 

match against Big Sky that she was going to use it in the Apian Dance competition.” Bex smiled 

ruefully. Her sister always was a bit of a show-off. “We could not let something like that, with 

powerful weapons-grade applications, get out into the open. There would be no way to contain 

the kind of publicity that a stunt like that would generate. So I had to disqualify her before she 

could complete her routine. The expulsion was a ruse. We sent her immediately to the 

Pentagon to begin working on practical applications of her findings. Really, until somebody 

solves Molecular Binding Propulsion, it’s the most important breakthrough in physics since 

Newton’s laws.” The girls were very careful to look casual. Bex dared to hope. “So, she’s just 

been at the Pentagon, working on classified material?” Then a cloud passed over her brow. “But 

then why are you telling this to us now?” 



 

 

 

“Beatrix was at the Pentagon. At first. And then, a month ago…she disappeared. Some said her 

formulation was unstable and she simply failed to rematerialize. Her research was halted and 

the project was covered up. But others believe she was intercepted, perhaps by The 

Insurgency. Our intelligence on how far they have developed this technology themselves is 

limited at best.” Ms. Caspar sighed. She handed Bex a plain manila envelope. 

 

“I didn’t give this to you, you understand?” Bex nodded. “Once, this school protected our Cadets 

from the outside. Until they were trained. Until they were ready. But,” at this she stood up, “The 

Academy was not designed to protect our students from the inside. The enemy is no longer 

outside our gates. He is here, and he is stronger than I feared. I can no longer protect you like I 

had hoped.” She walked over to the door.  

 

“I cannot stay longer without arousing suspicion. But, a word of advice: Be careful whom you 

trust. Friends do not always appear as friends at first, though foes often do. For a while longer, I 

must do what I can for this school. But know that you can count on me.” With that, she turned 

and disappeared through the door, which closed quietly behind her.  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 6 
 

There was a stunned silence in her wake. The walls of The Academy had been their fortress. 

Physically, nothing had changed, but it felt like a hole had been blown straight through the walls. 

The girls fell small and afraid. Robyn stirred first. “What’s in the envelope?” she asked, trying to 

sound excited. Bex slid a thin sheaf of papers onto her bed. On top were a few sheets of 

Beatrix’s handwritten notes and formulations. Her handwriting was terrible, as always, and there 

were doodles in the corners and on the margins. The formulas were elegant, but they made 

Bex’s head swim. A tear slid down her cheek and splashed onto the page. Was her sister still 

alive? Jenny threw an arm around Bex’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze.  

 

“This is Greek to me. We’re going to need someone to help explain this,” said Bex. “I say Cyrus. 

Agreed?”  

 

Robyn and Jenny nodded. Bex gently put the notes aside, finding below a copy of a typed 

memo, on Academy letterhead. It was addressed to a Dr. Iago Andronicus, at the Pentagon. 

The subject line was “Suspected Mole”. It was dated several months ago. Ms. Caspar outlined 

her concerns for the ongoing safety of the school, and especially for one of her former students 

who was now working with the CIA. Although she could not definitively say who within the 

school was a sympathizer with The Insurgency, she was sure that at least one was acting as a 

mole. The memo was short and no other details were given.  

 

“That gives me the creeps,” said Robyn.  

 



 

 

“We need back-up,” said Bex. The girls smiled.  

 

“Shinda.” 

 

After some deliberation, they decided the roof of CeDSMA would be the best place for the MBP 

demonstration and some planning on what to do next. Robyn relayed Cyrus. “Yeah, meet us on 

the roof. At 1 a.m. Hmm? Why are you being such a fraidy-cat? You know how to time the 

security cameras. Look, I know it was you who set up that prank over the intercom system last 

fall…Sure, consider that a threat if you want. You can consider this a promise –- get your sorry 

butt up on the roof by 1 a.m. tonight, or I’ll kick it into next week!”  

 

Robyn switched off her watch. “That kid is afraid of his own shadow,” she grumbled. “How he 

made it into this school, I’ll never know.”  

 

Bex smiled. She liked Cyrus. “His IQ is off the charts. We need brains as well as brawn. I’ll send 

Shinda around his way to pick him up. Cyrus will be fine.” 

 

Later that night, after the school was asleep, the girls threw on their combat uniforms. Unlike 

their iridescent, one-sleeved uniforms for competitions, these bodysuits cloaked them in black 

from head to toe, including masks up their eyes and full-length gloves. Bex liked to call them 

their ‘ninja suits’. Robyn and Jenny followed Bex into the hall. She entered the code for the 

“Authorized Personnel Only” door. They slipped down into the tunnels below the school.  

 

It was easier to climb up through the ventilation ducts than mess with the security cameras in 

the hallways. Jenny drew a small sleeve of tools out of her pocket when they reached the air 

intake and quickly had the grate removed. They were free out on the roof. She left the grate 



 

 

leaning against the opening; they’d close it again on the way out. The girls melted into the 

shadows and waited for the boys to arrive. The night was cold and clear.  

 

Soon, a door creaked open and two figures emerged. At over six feet tall, wearing all black, with 

a black turban and his black beard, Shinda looked quite menacing with only the whites of his 

eyes glinting. Bex was glad he was on their side. Cyrus had on his same old beat up tennis 

shoes, which used to be white and now were grey. His laces were untied. He pushed his 

glasses up on his face and looked up and around nervously as he came out of the door. He 

grabbed at his chest in alarm when Bex appeared out of the shadows gave him a slap on the 

back. “Oh Cyrus, don’t worry,” she said.  

 

They sat down. Bex passed Cyrus Beatrix’s notes. His anxiety was instantly forgotten and he 

was like a kid at Christmas. “You guys! Look at this!” Cyrus cried. “I knew it, I knew she had 

been working on teleportation. But she never let me a get a look at her formulas. This is… 

awesome.”  

 

“I’m glad you like it,” said Bex, “because you need to build us a device -– one we can carry, 

Cyrus –- that will allow us to teleport.” He was taken aback. “I need time, I need lab space, I 

need -–”  

 

Bex cut him off. “You won’t have any of those things. We need it now. And, you need to let us 

know whether it is possible to intercept something –- or someone -– mid teleport.” Cyrus sighed. 

But he smiled.  

 

Bex handed Shinda Ms. Caspar’s letter to the Pentagon. Shinda let out a low whistle. “What do 

you need?” he asked. 



 

 

 

Bex folded her hands. “All you have to do,” she replied, “is hack into the CIA.”  The Sikh was 

silent but continued stroking his beard. Bex went on. She told them about their afternoon -- the 

attack, their assessment, the visit from Ms. Caspar. “So,” she summed up, “we need to find out 

who the mole is, or more likely, who the moles are at this school. My money’s on whoever 

staged that attack today in CeDSMA. We need to find out what we can from them, covertly, 

about who is behind my sister’s disappearance. Likewise with the CIA. And then, we need to 

save Beatrix.” Put step-by-step like that, it almost sounded doable.  

 

“Well,” Shinda started, “I think I can help on the first part.” He unscrolled the video screen from 

his wrist relay. “This is footage of the competitors’ benches during your routine. I thought it was 

weird that this team was wearing headbands –- that hasn’t been in style for ages. And this crew 

is obsessed with their appearance.” He zoomed in on Cezanne, along with her teammates 

Suzette and Kismet. “Then I filtered out the color, and increased the contrast to the max.” 

Shadows appeared on the headbands. Shinda zoomed in again. “See that? They’re small, but 

there are goggles under there. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were night vision goggles.”  

 

Robyn clenched a fist. “That COW! Shinda, do you have footage from when the lights came 

back on?” He fast-forwarded through the next minute. The screen went dark. A flash shot up the 

screen, swooping left, then zagging right. He looked at Bex.  

 

“More on that in a minute,” Bex said. Shinda put the video back to real time as the lights came 

back on.  

 

“Yeah,” said Robyn, “Just like I thought. Look -– Cezanne and her cow friends Suzette and 

Kismet are already out on the floor. I’m sure they’d say they were coming over to help. But 



 

 

Suzette looks like she’s holding her side. I think we know whose rib you cracked. That’s the best 

thing that happened today.”  She gave Bex an affectionate punch in the shoulder.  

 

“And do you see?” said Bex. “Margaretta is still where she was when the lights cut out. She 

froze -– which is just what you would do if you were taken by surprise.”  

 

Robyn snorted. “Be careful who you trust –- that’s what Ms. Caspar said. And that Big Sky is not 

our kind.”  

 

Bex shook her head. “We’ll see.” 

 

Jenny held up her hand and wiggled her fingers in a sign of four. “Right,” said Bex. “Shinda –- 

any thoughts on who cut the lights?”  

 

He nodded. “That was a bit less obvious. But I have a theory.” He flicked over to another video 

file, this one showing the instructors’ dais. “This is from the start of your routine.” Shinda 

zoomed in on the face of Dr. Causey, the Big Sky vice principal. “He doesn’t look too pleased 

when he sees your routine is starting out ‘B-E-A’. So that’s suspect to begin with, just like we 

thought.” Shinda zoomed back out. “Now you can see Dr. Causey get up and duck out through 

door at the back of the dais.”  

 

“Aha!” said Robyn. “I knew he was up to no good. He didn’t even put his hand over his heart for 

the national anthem.”  Jenny nodded in agreement and crossed her arms, leaning in to get a 

better look. 

 



 

 

“Then this,” said Shinda, flicking over to another file, “is from the hallway. Dr. Causey goes into 

the bathroom. From there, I lose him. But I don’t see anybody else in the halls around the right 

time.”  

 

Bex shook her head. “But how would Dr. Causey be in touch with Cezanne? And why? That’s 

really odd. Can you check the email logs for anything that might help explain?”  

 

Shinda nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. There’s just one more thing I want to show you,” he said, 

pulling up another video file. Bex had to fight back tears as she saw her sister Beatrix on the 

screen, golden curls bouncing as she took to the floor with her teammates Mariyah Somoon and 

Gisele da Silva. The Chameleon was there, too, facing off against Beatrix with her teammates in 

tow. It was Beatrix’s last competition, the showdown against Big Sky that led to her ‘expulsion’ 

and her top-secret work at The Pentagon. The music started up, and the dance began. In the 

synchros, Beatrix and her team moved like one being. They always racked up huge points for 

that. It was awesome. But Shinda zoomed in on Ms. Caspar, sitting on the instructors’ dais, like 

always. “Look, right there,” Shinda said, hitting pause. “Something in the rafters caught Ms. 

Caspar’s eye. I can’t find a single video angle that shows what it is. But look what happens after 

that.” Shinda unpaused the video. Ms. Caspar gestured abruptly to the DJ. The music scratched 

off. The competitors continued for another half-bar, but ground to a halt to look up at the dais. 

On the video, they could hear Ms. Caspar’s voice over the sound system. It hurt Bex as much 

today as it had a year ago. “Cadet Blixen, you are disqualified.” Beatrix ran a few steps forward 

toward the dais, protesting loudly. Ms. Caspar interrupted authoritatively. “The DQ is final. Wait 

for me at my office.” A rumble went through the crowd. Beatrix threw her shoulders back, shook 

The Chameleon’s hand, then gave Mariyah and Gisele a quick hug before marching out of the 

gym, head held high. It was the last time Bex had seen her.  

 



 

 

“Does that help?” asked Shinda gently. 

 

Bex shook her head, brushing a tear away with the back of her hand. “Thanks so much for 

finding this Shinda, really. Ms. Caspar must have seen Beatrix’s teleportation device in the 

rafters and that’s when she caught on to what Beatrix was about to do. It’s been tough thinking 

Beatrice was in juvenile detention all this time. I guess Ms. Caspar made me dance captain to 

try and make it up to me.”  

 

“All right,” said Robyn, not unkindly. “A little less conversation, a little more action. I’m freezing 

my derriere off up here with all this talk. What I really came here to see was how you did that 

slick trick to escape.” The other four all looked at Bex expectantly. She fidgeted with her sleeve.  

 

She stood a little apart from them, and slid the marble into her palm. But the glass sphere was 

cold and dark, and her body felt heavy, her feet like lead anchored to the roof of the building. It 

was ridiculous to think she was just going to jump up and fly. What was she supposed to do 

next? 

 

“Um, now that it comes right down to it, I don’t know how to start,” she said, laughing nervously.  

 

“Fine,” said Robyn, jumping from foot to foot and shaking out her arms, “Let’s recreate some of 

this afternoon’s drama and see if that will help. I’ll be that cow Cezanne.” Bex and Robyn were 

often paired off as sparring partners during their martial arts training. Sometimes they would 

parry to settle an argument. Bex was taller, but Robyn was fast. It was an even match. Robyn 

stood ramrod straight then smacked her right fist into her left palm as she bowed. She was 

always looking for a fight anyway. “I’ll pin you to the ground and take that marble right out of 

your hand.”  



 

 

 

Bex returned the bow, a spark twinkling in her silver-grey eyes. “Go ahead and try it.”  



 

 

 

Chapter 7 
 

The rooftop was silent except for the soft sound of shoe soles brushing against shingle as the 

two military-trained cadets circled each other. The moon peeked up above the horizon, full and 

orange, a harvest moon, casting its light on the bronzed mane of one and illuminating the pale 

orange tresses of the other.  

 

Robyn’s attack came forth like a shot. Bex blocked, then kicked. The fists and feet of both came 

in a flurry of blinding speed. Suddenly, Robyn was knocked on her back, but she kicked up feet 

first and came sailing back towards Bex in an arc, arm coiled for a blow. Her punch grazed 

Bex’s shoulder as Bex leaped backwards into a flip. In the joy of the battle Bex’s body felt quick 

and light. Her spirit soared. Her hand glowed. She looped through her flip and like a firecracker 

sped into the night sky.  

 

The wind rushed past her face, her amber hair trailing behind her. Bex flipped back again, raced 

to the left, dodged to the right. She looked down to see Robyn staring up at her, open-mouthed. 

Bex braced a hand out in front of her, then dove. She stopped in time, her hand fractions of an 

inch from Robyn’s chest, but her landing was a bit off kilter, and she tumbled into her friend, 

knocking her down. Robyn shook a fist at her, but she was laughing. 

 

There was a moment of awed silence. Cyrus sat down with a thud and swayed like he might 

pass out. Jenny put a hand on Cyrus’ shoulder, and it wasn’t clear whether it was for his support 

or her own. Shinda came over, extending a hand each to Robyn and Bex.   

 



 

 

“I’m sorry to say it,” said Shinda, “but I wouldn’t have believed it unless I’d seen it.” He shook his 

head. “You flew! You can fly! That was amazing. I want to see that again.”   

 

Now confident, Bex winked at him, looping backwards off of the edge of the roof. Her friends 

gasped, running to the edge. A moment later she shot straight up into the sky like a rocket while 

her friends gaped. The cold night air on her face and hands was exhilarating. She felt like a 

comet as she sped on. Finally she raced back to the roof, landing lightly on her feet.  

 

“H-how did you – d-do you - ??” Cyrus could hardly choke the words out.  

 

Bex looked sheepish. “Jenny thinks I’ve cracked MBP. The truth is, I don’t really know. It has 

something to do with this.” Bex opened her hand, the marble shining like a star in her palm. 

 

Shinda chuckled. “MBP? I should have asked you to help me with my physics homework, not 

the other way around.” He smiled.  

 

Cyrus was grinning ear to ear, clutching Beatrix’s notes to his chest. “First this, now that? I 

mean, its amaztous, it’s stupending, its… its…” He shrugged.  

 

“I know,” said Bex. “If you can squeeze it in around building our teleportation device, try to figure 

out how I manage MBP without even trying. I have the feeling it’s going to come in handy.” 

 

They made plans to meet, same time, same place, the next night. They slipped back into the 

building the way they had come.  

 



 

 

Just as the “Authorized Personnel Only” door whooshed shut behind them back at the dorm, 

Cezanne, Suzette, and Kismet came around the corner, nearly running right into them. “Nice 

PJs,” snipped Cezanne, sizing up their combat uniforms. “You’re up awfully late.”  

 

Bex raised an eyebrow. “One might be permitted to make the same observation about you,” she 

remarked, making as if she was going to continue walking past down the hall. Cezanne grabbed 

Bex’s arm, pinching it cruelly. “Not so fast. What are you three up to? It would be a shame if Ms. 

Caspar found out you were out after curfew, wearing combat uniforms when we’re not 

scheduled for drills.”   

 

She started to twist Bex’s arm. Jenny’s freckled hand whipped out and pulled Cezanne’s pinky 

back, forcing her to release her grasp.  

 

“How dare you,” hissed Kismet, giving Jenny a dirty look. Jenny’s face clearly said ‘Bring it on’.  

 

Bex stepped forward so she was right in Cezanne’s face. But she did not raise her voice. “You 

rushed to my defense earlier, now you’re threatening to DQ me? Whose side are you on, 

Cezanne?”   

 

Robyn walked up to Suzette. “Why don’t you mind your own business?” she said, poking her 

right in the rib. Suzette gasped and stumbled into the wall. Robyn cracked her knuckles. “Huh. I 

guess I don’t know my own strength,” she said. Cezanne did not try to stop them again as 

Robyn, Jenny and Bex walked off down the hall.  

 



 

 

Bex breathed a sigh of relief when her dorm room door closed behind them. “Well, that was a 

strange coincidence. If that’s what it was,” she ruminated. “We’ve got to be more careful.” She 

yawned. Robyn had already changed into her PJs and crawled into bed.  

 

“When is the part when we get to kick their skinny butts?” she asked.  

 

Bex flicked out the lights. “Not yet.” 

 

*** 

 

The dream was different now. It was late morning on a grassy field. Bex could see, on a faraway 

hilltop, a lightning storm. It was upside down, sending sparks crashing up into the sky. A boom 

rolled towards her like thunder. There was movement within the cloud, a boiling and clashing. 

She could see the mist flow like fog down the hillside, growing as it came toward her, the sound 

within it like an earthquake. It was an awesome scene. From the heart of the great smoke she 

heard a familiar voice cry out, “Let slip the dogs of war!”  

 

Bex awoke on the alert. Finally, something was going to happen. 

 

*** 

 

The competition was allowed to resume. Bex and Margaretta brought their teams out to the floor 

to start the meet. But Bex’s mind was elsewhere, and the routine had lost its edge, since the 

audience had already seen most of it. They eked out a solid performance, but The Chameleon 

was the clear winner. The teams shook hands afterwards. For an instant, The Chameleon’s 

mask was dropped. She looked as though she was about to say something, right as Bex’s hand 



 

 

grasped hers. There was an earnest expression on her face. But the moment passed, the flat 

smile was put back on, the window was closed. “Good match,” Margaretta said.  

 

Thanks in large part to a dominating performance in martial arts by The Academy, headed by 

Shinda, the school ended up reclaiming its title. Apian Dance, though, was a loss, and not just 

because Bex’s team fell behind. The JV team had to fill in for Cezanne because Suzette was 

indisposed. But Bex was distant and impatient the whole day. She had more important things to 

be doing. As she thought ahead, the hours in class seemed very long, and the time to plan 

seemed very short. You’ve got to keep it up, she told herself. Otherwise, people will suspect, 

and you’ll endanger the mission. 



 

 

 

Chapter 8 
 

Classes were long, but the days flew by. They took time at night, usually on the CeDSMA roof, 

to plan and train. It had been easy for Shinda to track down some email correspondence in the 

school’s central system between Dr. Causey and Cezanne, including veiled references to plans 

for the attack on Bex; it turned out Dr. Causey knew Cezanne’s father, who happened to be the 

Big Sky accountant. But there were no further details there and it seemed both Dr. Causey and 

Cezanne were being careful about mentioning for whom they were working or why Bex was a 

target. Cezanne herself was unusually quiet as the weeks went by. Bex decided to take 

advantage of the unexplained respite from her rival and not worry about it. 

 

Two more competitions, one with Bay City and one with Austin College, came and went without 

incident. All of the extra training had made Bex, Robyn, and Jenny tighter than ever, and they 

walked away with clear first place wins in Apian Dance at both meets. But they had to fake their 

enthusiasm on the podium. Once, the competitions had meant the world to them. Now they had 

more important things on their minds. 

 

Their plans were coming together. Winter break was only a week away. They had told The 

Academy and their parents they were all going to Cyrus’s grandparents house for Christmas (in 

their 80’s, the grandparents were two of the few guardians of cadets who were not involved in 

the war effort in some way). Meanwhile, Cyrus’s grandparents thought he was going to snow 

rescue training in Utah. The rest of their parents were all on assignment; Bex’s parents had 

been on a classified mission since she joined The Academy.  

 



 

 

Bex helped Mr. MacGowan store the weapons after archery practice and etched the code for 

the hangar door into her memory. Jenny repaired one of the Jeeps in the garage that wouldn’t 

be needed again until summer and wouldn’t be missed, and Robyn swiped the Jeep’s keys. The 

two of them would periodically slip by the garage, tucking supplies into the back -– food, water, 

extra clothes, scuba gear, climbing equipment, a navigational device, netbooks, and a few other 

odds and ends they might need.  

 

Hacking into the CIA was more difficult, especially since Shinda had to cover his tracks to avoid 

a counter-hack. But he had found traces and fragments of Beatrix’s project in the CIA 

mainframe. And a familiar name always seemed to crop up wherever Beatrix’s name was found: 

Dr. Iago Andronicus. It was not the first time Shinda had seen that name – Dr Andronicus was 

the addressee on Ms. Caspar’s letter expressing her concern about an Insurgency mole at the 

school. Shinda plotted a course to Dr. Andronicus’ office starting far outside the Pentagon’s 

perimeter. It took days to plan how they would get in and how they would get out. Shinda was 

far from convinced that his plan would work. But Bex was counting on him.  

 

Cyrus, meanwhile, worked feverishly from Beatrix’s scribbled notes. His room was littered with 

debris from prototypes, which he carefully dismantled every day in case prying eyes were 

watching. He created a soup can-sized version of his rocket, which he left intact as a cover, in 

case anyone came by and started snooping around. But the piece de resistance was his 

teleportation interceptor. Ms. Caspar’s hunch had been right. You could interrupt mid-port and 

deflect or capture. But he had little luck cracking the mechanics of MBP and how Bex could fly. 

There just wasn’t time. 

 

Bex practiced flying. She could go in any direction, frontwards or backwards, or even upside 

down. Jenny and Robyn found out the hard way that if they stood too close to Bex when she 



 

 

took off, they would get the wind knocked out of them as the air molecules rushed together to 

provide upward thrust. After dropping the marble once mid-flight and having a nasty fall, but 

luckily with no broken bones, Bex fitted it into the palm of a surplus black fingerless glove that 

went up to her elbow.  

 

It was Friday night after finals. Curfew was extended, and cadets were out and about on the 

campus, saying their goodbyes until the new year. Bex, Robyn and Jenny took advantage of the 

lax security and made their way over to the weapons hangar. Bex punched in the code, and 

they silently slipped through the door.  

 

They had worked out the plan for their supply-gathering in advance, so they moved in total 

silence to complete the mission in under 60 seconds. As soon as the door was shut, they 

peeled off the snow pants and ski coats they had on over their combat uniforms. They each 

grabbed four of everything: one for each of them, one for each of the boys, and the rest for 

backup. They had four hip holsters with laser pistols, four thigh holsters with straight knives, and 

four arm holsters with electro grenades. They each filled a backpack with ammo before donning 

the ski gear over everything. They slipped back through the door and ambled as nonchalantly 

as they could towards the garage. It wasn’t far.  

 

Despite a few awkward encounters running into a people wishing them season’s greetings, they 

made it to the Jeep without complications but with their hearts in their mouths. The weapons 

and ammo were stored in an empty space carved out under the back seat. They breathed a 

sigh of relief as they headed away from the garage and back towards the dorm.  

 

“Think we’ll be able to pull off a clean getaway?” asked Robyn, turning up her collar and shoving 

her hands in her pockets.  



 

 

 

“Easy as pie,” said Bex, sounding more confident than she felt. She hoped Cyrus was ready. 

They were meeting for the last time on the roof of CeDSMA that night. He had promised to show 

them something good.  

 

The girls were keyed up as they snuck out of their room and through the “Authorized Personnel 

Only” door into the tunnels below the school. They did not notice the shadows that slipped in 

behind them.  



 

 

 

Chapter 9 
 

Jenny left the air intake uncovered, as usual, on the roof of CeDSMA. Shinda and Cyrus were 

already there waiting for them. Shinda was again in black from head to toe. He had a sword in a 

sheath strapped to his back, handle jutting up over his shoulder. His eyes glittered in the light of 

the high half-moon. Cyrus was pale, and thinner from burning the candle at both ends, with dark 

circles under his eyes. But he had managed to find some black shoes somewhere. He had 

coated his glasses in anti-glare. He didn’t look imposing, exactly, but even Robyn thought he 

looked a tiny bit less of a wimp. Why were his hands empty, though? thought Bex. What about 

his teleportation demonstration? Bex felt their plan slipping through her fingers. But she took the 

opportunity to say something she felt needed to be said. 

 

She looked at each of them in turn.  

 

“There isn’t a good way to thank any of you for everything you’ve already done,” she started. 

“And instead of offering thanks, I’m asking you to risk almost certain expulsion, and possible 

conviction of treason, in the face of grave danger. You can say no now, and I will still always 

count you a loyal friend. But if you say yes, please know that somehow, I will make it up to you. 

You are not throwing away your career and risking your life for nothing.” Bex had no idea how 

she would make good on that promise. But she knew she would have to find a way.  

 

Shinda’s sword rang as he withdrew it and held it before her in an almost ceremonial stance. 

“This sword and he who wields it are at your service to victory or death,” he said. He paused, 



 

 

then sheathed the weapon and stood at ease. “After what I’ve seen, I’m no longer sure whose 

side I’m on. But either way, Beatrix deserves better than this. You can count on me.”  

 

Cyrus pulled on the collar of his shirt nervously. “It sounds better when you say it, Shinda,” he 

said. “But I’m in, too.”  

 

Jenny just gave Bex a hug.  

 

“This place is boring anyway,” said Robyn.  

 

But even as the words left her mouth, an electric zap came from the opening for the air intake. 

Robyn was struck on the shoulder and she dropped like a stone. A dozen cadets poured out of 

the hole left by the grate, laser pistols cocked, led by Cezanne. Suzette stood over Robyn’s 

body and gave her a sharp kick to the ribs. “How do you like me now, bitch?” she hissed. Robyn 

stared at the sky, glassy-eyed. Suzette clicked the pistol over from ‘stun’ to ‘kill’. Jenny’s eyes 

narrowed with rage. 

 

They were outnumbered and under-armed. But Bex smiled a tiny smile to herself. She did have 

one ace up her sleeve. It was about time to play it. She put her hands up in feigned defeat. 

Someone barked, “Drop the sword!” Bex nodded at Shinda. He placed the sword carefully on 

the roof, then he, too, raised his hands. Cyrus looked like he was going to faint.  

 

Cezanne motioned several of the big cadets over to Bex, her pistol trained right at Bex’s chest. 

“We need her alive,” Cezanne said, taking a good look around. “She doesn’t have the rocket. 

Tie her up.” Bex flexed her hand so she could feel the marble against her palm under the glove. 

So, Cezanne thinks I’m using Cyrus’s rocket, Bex thought to herself with a smirk. She waited 



 

 

until one of Cezanne’s goons, The Viking, Sven Svenson, had a hand on her. Then, with all her 

strength, Bex jumped straight up. As she shot into the air, she heard shingles rip up off the roof 

from the sudden condensation of air beneath her. Her captors were yanked up and knocked into 

each other from the force of the vacuum, then they fell back and hit the deck with a thud, 

grabbing their chests, eyes bulging, fighting to breathe. Shinda kicked up his sword with a flick 

of his foot, and in a flash knocked Suzette’s gun out of her hand. Jenny caught it mid-air and 

aimed at Suzette’s forehead.  

 

“This thing still set to stun?” Jenny asked fiercely, anger shattering her habitual silence. 

 

Bex dove back, grabbing Cezanne by her ponytail. She hadn’t ever flown carrying so much 

weight, and her balance was off, but she managed to sway unevenly above the other cadets. 

They gaped at her in disbelief. Some of them had lowered their weapons instinctively.  

 

“Call off your dogs, Cezanne,” said Bex, giving the girl a shake. But Cezanne cried, “Don’t listen 

to her! Fire!”  Bex blocked the stun rays with her captive, then threw Cezanne’s inert body into 

them like bowling pins.  

 

“Run!” she shouted to her friends. Jenny cold cocked Suzette on the side of the head with the 

laser pistol, dropping her to the ground. Bex buzzed down and scooped up Robyn, following the 

other three into the service door that Shinda and Cyrus always used. As she clanged the door 

shut behind her, Bex threw down an electro grenade that soldered the door shut and brought a 

pile of rubble down behind them. “That won’t hold them for long,” she said. “Run to the garage. 

Don’t bother about cover. We’re leaving now.”  

 



 

 

Using the unicorn marble’s flight power as a crutch, Bex bounded along behind the others like 

she was on the moon, with Robyn draped over her shoulder. They careened down the staircase 

and out the front door of CeDSMA, setting off the alarm. When security showed up, they tried to 

stop Cezanne’s goons, not even seeing Bex and her friends, who were already off down the 

lane. But the first security officers to arrive on the scene were outnumbered and quickly 

overpowered by Cezanne’s thugs, and the chase was still on. Bex forced herself not to look 

back, even as what she hoped were just stun rays came crackling by her from behind. It 

seemed everyone who hadn’t yet left for winter break was pouring out into the commons to see 

what was causing the commotion. So much for a quiet getaway.  

 

They saw the flashing lights before they heard the sirens. The garage was in sight. The cold 

night air was like needles in their lungs and their legs were on fire as they sprinted towards the 

door. There was no time to bother with the entry code. Shinda drew his sword and splintered the 

access door with a single mighty blow. They hopped into the Jeep. Jenny grabbed the keys 

from Robyn’s pocket and started the engine. Bex hit the keypad at the side of the garage door 

with a single shot from her laser pistol, and the heavy door groaned as it started rolling slowly 

upwards. They could hear the security vehicles screeching to a halt around the building, and 

see flashing lights in the garage door’s growing opening. Bex strapped Robyn into the seat next 

to her. Jenny gunned the engine and reached for the clutch to throw it into gear as soon as the 

opening was wide enough. A voice on a bullhorn commanded, “Come out, with your hands up!” 

Cyrus stood up in his seat. Jenny shook her head in exasperation and yanked on his leg, nearly 

pulling him back down. But he kept his ground, extending his arm downwards, aiming for the 

center of the Jeep with his palm, spreading his fingers wide. He shouted, “Hold on!” He seemed 

to crank his forearm like a shotgun. For a fraction of a second, there was a sound like a million 

people running on bubble wrap. The garage door yawned open wide. “Come out, with your 



 

 

hands UP!” came the bullhorn again. Officers lined the opening, and stood at the door. But 

when they stormed the building, all they found were tire tracks. The Jeep was gone.  



 

 

 

Chapter 10 
 

Bex felt all twisted and turned inside out. She tried to move her hands to rub her eyes, but she 

couldn’t, they weren’t there. Bex was overcome by an overpowering desire to take a deep 

breath, and started to panic when she couldn’t. Then there was a nauseating feeling, like 

rushing to the surface of the ocean from deep underwater. There was sound like a million snaps 

clasping together.  

 

Bex drew in the sweetest breath of her life, then another, and another. Her vision came back all 

at once, like a TV being turned on. It was not the inside of the garage at The Academy. They 

were in the middle of a field. Her companions were gasping for air around her like fish. She 

patted Robyn on the shoulder. “At least you got to skip that, whatever that was,” she muttered 

under her breath. “Let’s get you back on your feet.”  She massaged Robyn’s temples and palms 

gently, coaxing her out of the temporary paralysis caused by the stun ray. Robyn blinked her 

eyes and sat up straight, rubbing them.  

 

“What the hell was that?” asked Shinda, regaining his breath, and looking at Cyrus with a 

combination of hostility and amazement.  

 

“Ah…” Cyrus smiled sheepishly. “Just a little teleportation. We’re a few miles outside of D.C.”   

 

Robyn shook her head, still dazed. “And I missed it. Rats.”  She put her head on Bex’s shoulder. 

“Thanks, though.”  

 



 

 

Jenny counted her fingers and toes, just to make sure they were all still there.  

 

Bex looked at Cyrus with admiration. “But how did you do it? I didn’t even see the device.”   

 

Cyrus rolled up his sleeve, revealing several rows of incisions down his forearm, some still 

showing sloppy stitches. “Trust me,” he said, “The enemy’s getting his hands on this over my 

dead body.”   

 

There was an awed silence. Without needing to say anything, they all knew with greater clarity 

something they had already known somewhere deep down -– there was no going back, it was 

only going to get more dangerous from here. But, now that they were really out of the school, 

now that the first step had really been taken, it also felt like they had nothing to lose. 

 

The Jeep was still running. Jenny turned off the headlights, drove underneath some trees and 

parked. She tossed Robyn the keys. “Thanks, sis,” Robyn said. They made camp quietly, 

huddled together in the tent. It was cold, but it wasn’t safe to make a fire. All eyes were on 

Cyrus for a full explanation. He pushed his glasses up and smiled.  

 

“It really is pretty cool. You know how most matter is actually just empty space, with electrons 

circling around the nucleus in solar-system-scaled orbits?  And you know how light is both a 

particle and a wave?”  Everyone nodded along, remembering pages in textbooks during 

agonizing hours of study. “Well, scientists always thought that what you had to do to teleport, or 

time travel, or a bunch of other things that mess with space and time, was to go at the speed of 

light, go fast enough that a particle becomes a wave. But actually, the whole particle/wave thing 

doesn’t go just one way. If you slow down to a near stop, particles take on properties of a wave, 

too. So, to disappear, all you really have to do is hit the pause button on the electrons. The 



 

 

matter seems to evaporate, because suddenly the electrons aren’t binding all the nuclei 

together to form molecules. To teleport from that point isn’t so hard, all you have to do is deflect 

the waves in the same direction. Then, just hit the start button. The electrons start whizzing 

around, the molecules snap back into place, and there you are.”   

 

“You make it sound easy,” said Bex. “What’s the catch?”   

 

Cyrus frowned. “Well, there are a few ways it can go wrong. If the waves aren’t deflected in 

sync, they scatter all over the place and the matter can’t rematerialize. We’re talking about 

trillions of waves traveling together at once, in a pattern, so it’s not so easy to keep them 

synchronized, although it’s not quite as hard as it sounds, either –- inertia tends to keep them 

wanting to move together. If you rematerialize into the middle of a wall or a tree, that will kill you. 

And, the matter can only stay paused for so long. For one person, maybe two minutes. For our 

Jeep here, about 60 seconds. Gravity starts pulling waves together very slowly at first, but once 

it gains momentum, it moves exponentially faster. And if you have all that matter collapsing in 

on itself, with no whizzing electrons pushing against each other to keep it from condensing, well, 

you get an instant black hole. It’s worse than an atomic bomb.”   

 

“Huh,” said Bex, gears in her head clearly turning, “I wonder if this helps explain MBP at all, how 

the air molecules rush together. And what would happen if it gets overdone, I wonder?”   

 

Cyrus nodded. “I’m sure you’re onto something. At some level, you would create a wake of 

micro black holes, and the kind of destruction that would wreak would be, well, cosmic.”  He 

shook his head. “But I needed Beatrix’s formulas to get even this far. Man, would I love to talk to 

her.”  

 



 

 

Bex really wished her sister could have seen everything they had accomplished so far. “That 

brings me to my next question, Cyrus.” Bex hesitated. “What… what happened to Beatrix?” 

 

“Well,” said Cyrus, holding up fingers one by one for each point, “If you know if something is 

going to be teleported, and you know exactly when it is going to be teleported, and you know 

exactly where it is going to be teleported, you can intercept it. But I’m talking exactly. You have 

to be in the right place, at the right time. So, you could put a container right in the teleportation 

path, and capture somebody by rematerializing them in just the right place. But the chances of 

doing that by accident, particularly considering how few people are even familiar with Beatrix’s 

theories, are basically nil.” Bex thought on this.  

 

“And what are the chances that she just…dematerialized and never came back?”   

 

“It’s possible, like I said. But I’d say highly unlikely. All of the correct formulations to keep the 

waves in sync were right there in her notes. I’ve only been able to scatter the matter and 

prevent it from rematerializing by really forcefully trying to interrupt it.” 

 

Bex frowned. “So, either way, somebody either kidnapped Beatrix or scattered her. It wasn’t an 

accident.” Her face was pale.  

 

“That’s the conclusion I came to,” said Cyrus. “And I’d put my money on kidnapped. Her 

theories are too valuable for someone to want to wipe her out.”   

 

Robyn stirred impatiently. “Let me get this straight,” she said. “We’re dealing with high-level 

scientific maniacs, with top-secret clearance, inside the Pentagon, who have access to theories 

that can implode the whole universe?”  



 

 

 

Cyrus nodded. “Maybe only implode the Milky Way galaxy, but yeah, that’s about right.”   

 

“On the other hand,” said Robyn, tilting her head and grinning, “right now we’re the ones with 

the goods to implode the galaxy. I say it’s about time we show these pretenders where they can 

get off.”  

 

Shinda took a deep breath. “OK, guys, this is what we’ve got to do.”  He outlined his plan. He 

didn’t mention that he thought their chances of success were about a million to one.  



 

 

 

Chapter 11 
 

They listened attentively to Shinda’s plan, to approach the Pentagon from the river and sneak in 

through an old sewer pipe. “You’re amazing, Shinda,” said Bex. “But why don’t we just teleport 

into Dr. Andronicus’ office? It might be simpler.”   

 

Cyrus hated having to let her down. “Sorry, Bex,” he said. “To try to get into a space that small, 

filled with furniture, well, I’d risk killing us all. We could rematerialize half way through a wall or 

into a desk. There’s no way I can calculate it that tight.” He hung his head.  

 

Bex gave him a pat on the back. “No worries,” she said. “Can you get us out of there, then?”  

 

Cyrus picked his head up. “No problem.”   

 

“OK,” said Bex. “We know what we have to do. I say we all try to get a good night’s sleep. I’ve 

got the first watch. I’ll tag you after a couple of hours, Shinda.” All but Bex crawled into their 

sleeping bags and were asleep practically before their heads hit the ground. Bex picked up her 

sleeping bag and ducked out of the tent.  

 

The night was overcast. Bex thought it might snow. She couldn’t see much, just some 

farmhouse lights flickering in the distance. It’s amazing how rural it still is so close in to the city, 

she thought. She hoped the dark night would prevent spying eyes from finding her little band as 

she snuggled down into her sleeping bag, leaning against one of the wheels of the Jeep, tucking 

her knees up to her chest. Her breath wafted like smoke. The field was filled with the quiet night 



 

 

noises of nocturnal creatures. An owl hooted, and she allowed her thoughts to drift among the 

trees.  

 

Had she dozed? Bex was suddenly aware of a gap in the clouds slipping slowly across the sky 

to reveal a pale half moon. A glimmering moonbeam shone down onto the field, creating a pool 

of light just beyond where Bex was sitting that exposed each blade of grass in sharp relief. It 

was absolutely quiet. Bex could see a shadow moving far across the field. She watched and 

waited.  

 

The shadow seemed to possess a silvery glow all its own. Bex was sure she had seen that glow 

somewhere before, if only she could remember. It was coming closer. At first she heard nothing, 

but then she could feel a faint vibration through the cold, hard earth. It felt like hooves hitting the 

ground.  

 

The shadow stepped into the moon’s pale beam. Bex saw flanks steaming in the cold winter air, 

a rich silver mane fluttering in the breeze, a horn shining cold like steel. But the unicorn’s gaze 

was kind. “Do not be afraid.”  Bex did not hear the words, but she felt them, like a warm 

embrace.  

 

The clouds continued to slide across the sky. The moon was shrouded again. The beam winked 

out. Bex rubbed her eyes. Had it been a dream?  But her newfound courage was too real. She 

got up and walked forward into the field. There were hoof prints in the grass.  

 

She looked down at her wrist relay. It was just after two. Bex poked her head into the tent. 

Shinda was closest to the opening so she tugged his foot gently. He turned over, hoisting 

himself onto his elbow. He slung his sword over his shoulder and joined Bex outside. She 



 

 

walked with him over to the Jeep.  

 

“Are you okay?” asked Shinda, looking down at his friend. “You look dazed.”  

 

Bex laughed quietly. “I’m great,” she said. “Look, Shinda, I know you think this is a fool’s errand 

we’re on tomorrow. And I know you’d do it anyway, even if you thought it didn’t have a chance, 

just because you think it’s the right thing to do. But have faith in your plan. It’s going to be OK.”  

She patted him on the arm. “Right, I’m off to bed.”  Shinda’s expression was inscrutable as he 

watched her duck into the tent.  

 

Jenny had the last watch, so she whipped up a quick breakfast. They broke camp and tucked 

their things away into the Jeep. Jenny turned on the radio, but quickly flicked it off again. The 

news bulletin of the day was about “armed and dangerous subversives” who had robbed The 

Academy. Bex wished she had thought to leave before sunrise; it was a little conspicuous 

driving across the field in broad daylight. But they did not appear to have been seen as they 

joined up with a dirt track and then turned onto the main road. Bex did not see anyone in the 

farmhouse windows. There was smoke coming from the chimney.  

 

They were in Potomac, north of Arlington. It was a wooded area, with farmland giving way to 

grand old homes and estates. They wound their way down to the river below the falls, parking 

the Jeep in some dense brush and stripping off their outer layer of clothing down to their dry 

suits. They began strapping on oxygen tanks, checking their breathing apparatuses. “Hold on a 

sec, guys,” said Cyrus, checking the GPS on his wrist relay. He closed his eyes, repeating their 

present coordinates quietly to himself. He opened his eyes. “The teleportation device is set to 

respond to my thoughts,” he said. “So, even if someone did get hold of it, they wouldn’t be able 

to use it, at least not without major modifications. Anyway, we’re all set to teleport back to this 



 

 

location. Just remember, we all have to be linked together in some way, whoever’s not will be 

left behind.”  

 

Bex nodded. She kicked at some ice at the river’s edge. “This water’s awfully cold,” she 

remarked. “Everyone stay close behind Shinda, and don’t dally. Let’s go.”   

 

The river was low and slow. This approach to the Pentagon would have been impossible in the 

spring, when the river would be high and churning with snowmelt and rain. Even with the dry 

suits, the cold was a shock. The water was murky, hiding their presence from prying eyes, but 

also making it tough to stay together. Bex was behind Shinda, his fins slipping in and out of her 

view. The motion of the water at least kept them all headed in the right direction. But it was cold, 

so cold. Bex couldn’t feel her fingers or toes anymore. The sound of her breathing apparatus 

was hypnotic. Breathe in, breathe out. Kick, kick. Follow his fins. She had no idea how Shinda 

was going to find their entry in this murk. But her worry was only half-hearted, numbed by the 

cold. She left it up to Shinda and kept on. Kick, kick. Breathe in, breathe out. Ignore the cold. 

Focus on his fins. Breathe in, breathe out. She hoped Robyn was still behind her. She tried 

looking back, but the water was too cloudy to see. The sluggish Potomac pushed them 

downriver.  

 

Shinda clocked off their distance by the bridges. Near where they entered the river, they went 

under the large highway overpass. Then, farther downriver, was the little Chain Bridge. Finally, 

when his hands and feet were numb with cold, his heart rate down to 30, the landmarks started 

coming fast. The Key Bridge. The little Roosevelt Memorial Island Bridge. Then the second 

large highway overpass. He had a decision to make –- risk the narrow waterway between 

Columbia Island and the mainland, or stay in the wide river and risk missing the turn in at the 

south end of the island. He decided it was best to turn in now. It was unlikely anyone would be 



 

 

looking in the cold Potomac River for kids in scuba gear. Shinda faced upriver, treading water, 

now fighting the river’s insistent flow. Bex almost ran into him. He pointed towards the west, 

indicating she hug the riverbank and wait. In this way, he waved on Robyn, Jenny, and Cyrus, 

then kicked fast to retake the lead.  

 

Shinda almost immediately regretted his choice, but it was too late to turn back. As it was, he 

hoped he could get them out of the river before hypothermia set in. But the water was very 

shallow. It was hard to find places where they could stay truly submerged. It was an agonizing 

final half-mile for all of them, imagining spying eyes bearing down on them, all of them totally 

exposed to the sky. Now I know how the fish feel, thought Bex. Kick, kick. Breathe in, breathe 

out.  

 

Shinda tried to get a good look at his wrist relay, but with the face mask and the water, the 

screen was basically indecipherable. He knew the entrance was nearby, somewhere. He 

peered into the murk again and again, hoping he hadn’t missed it. And, finally, there it was. An 

old sewer drainpipe, long unused. Again, Shinda paused, fighting the current, directing his 

friends into the dark gaping hole one by one. He kicked past them, taking the lead, turning on 

his headlamp. He had memorized the turns they must take but his brain was fuddled by the 

cold. And what if the diagrams he had seen were no longer even correct? But it was no use 

worrying about those things now. Shinda counted off, passing two branches on the left, one on 

the right, another on the left. He turned. The others followed the eerie glow from his headlamp. 

At least the water was getting warmer.  

 

They swam one, two, three hundred yards. Shinda swam a few more body lengths, knowing he 

would be anxious to rise too soon. A few more kicks, then he surfaced. He pulled back his face 

mask to get a better look around. Bingo. Shinda emitted a tiny sigh of relief as he looked back to 



 

 

see four heads pop up above the surface.  

 

“So?” asked Robyn, spitting out her breathing apparatus, teeth chattering, and whipping off her 

facemask. Her lips were blue. “Can we g-g-et the heck outta here before I l-literally freeze my 

butt off?”   

 

Shinda nodded. “Follow me.” 

 

Over to one side of the pipe was a service platform with a ladder leading up. Shinda hoisted 

himself out, crouching to give the others a hand out of the water. They peeled off their dry suits 

revealing nondescript government-issue uniforms, and did jumping jacks to warm up, trying to 

avoid making too much noise. Cyrus winced, rubbing his arm.  

 

“You OK, man?” asked Bex.  

 

“Fine, fine,” said Cyrus. “The cold’s just a little hard on these new scars, that’s all.” 

 

They chucked their gear into the water, hoping the Potomac would remove all traces of their 

arrival. They donned dark glasses and earpieces, and phony clip-on ID badges. The disguises 

were terrible, especially for Shinda, who stood out in most crowds anyway, thanks to the Sikh’s 

dark skin, black turban, and groomed beard. But the disguises didn’t have to work for long.  

 

Shinda scrambled up the ladder, the others close behind. But when they got to the access door, 

it was locked. Shinda pushed on it, twisting the handle. But it was no use. And their scuba gear 

was at the bottom of the Potomac. They were trapped.  

 



 

 

But Jenny was unfazed. She pulled out her little tool kit. She tinkered around a bit. It was 

looking a bit useless to the others. But then there was a satisfying snick as the lock slid back 

into the door. She gave the others a smile and a thumbs up. Then she gave the door a shove 

with her shoulder, and it shuddered, nearly swollen shut from the damp, and swung open into a 

dank basement hallway. They filed out, shut the door and locked it behind them.  

 

Shinda consulted a diagram his wrist relay. “The hallway to the right has apparently been closed 

off since the diagrams I have were drawn up. We’re going to have to go up a couple of extra 

floors, then cross back down. But we’re behind the main security at the entrance. This way.”   

 

Bex’s blood was pounding in her ears as they went down halls, past doors, through doorways, 

up stairs, down more halls. The place was huge. Every person they passed, she was sure, 

would find them out. But no one questioned them as long as they looked ahead, walked 

purposefully, and kept a brisk pace. She resisted the growing urge to run.  

 

An agent came out of his office, nearly running into them. He looked at Shinda’s badge.  

 

“Agent… Singh?” he said. “I haven’t seen you here before.”  

 

Shinda snapped to attention. “We’re here for a briefing, sir.”  

 

The agent furrowed his brow. “Oh? I didn’t hear about any briefing.”  Shinda faltered, unsure of 

how to continue.  

 

Robyn spoke up. “It’s on The Academy situation, sir. Special assignment.”   

 



 

 

The agent looked them over. They did look like teenagers to him. It made sense. “I see. Well, 

good luck.”   

 

“Thanks, sir,” said Bex, as they hurried off down the hall. “Nice one,” she whispered to Robyn. 

“That was close.”  

 

They didn’t meet with any other obstacles on the way to Dr. Andronicus’ office. The office had a 

kind of antechamber, so they ducked out of the hallway and out of sight. Jenny put her ear up to 

the door to the main office. Nothing could be heard within. She crouched low, opening the door 

slowly, laser pistol in hand. She glanced around the room. It was empty. She motioned the 

others in.  

 

“Well, we’re here,” said Shinda, relieved. Bex pulled on gloves and started opening drawers. 

“Shinda, take the lookout at the door. Cyrus, make sure that teleportation device is ready at a 

moment’s notice, who knows how much time we have in here. Not much, I’d guess. Then help 

me look for anything related to Beatrix, or teleportation.”  

 

Shinda stepped back out into the antechamber. Robyn started quickly going through a file 

cabinet. Cyrus paused for a moment, closing his eyes and repeating the coordinates to himself, 

then started scrolling through the files on Dr. Andronicus’ computer. Jenny stood still, staring at 

the bookcase.  

 

“What’s the hold up, Jenny?” asked Bex, not looking up from her files. Jenny turned to look at 

Bex, then turned back to the bookcase.  

 

“There’s nothing in here related to Beatrix,” said Robyn. ”But this might come in handy.” She 



 

 

held up a file labeled “Lafayette-Fontaine: Classified”. Robyn slid the folder down the back of 

her shirt.  

 

“Seriously, Jenny, what are you doing?” Bex paused, exasperated, looking at her friend, still as 

a statue and still looking at the bookcase. Bex cocked her head and looked, too. She wasn’t 

sure what, but something definitely did not look quite right.  

 

Cyrus had found a bunch of correspondence from Dr. Causey, and a folder entitled 

“Teleportation”, on Dr. Andronicus’ computer desktop. Better take these for later, he thought, 

saving them to his zip drive. He looked up, and seeing the others staring at the bookcase, he 

glanced at it, too. “Have you all gone insane?” asked Robyn in exasperation. “It’s not like they’re 

keeping Beatrix in a bookcase.”   

 

Jenny didn’t pay Robyn any attention. She walked slowly over to the bookcase as if in a trance, 

fixated on one tome that was oddly askew, right at eye level. Bex’s disquiet redoubled when she 

realized the weird book was their own Academy physics text. It was leaning against the other 

books on the shelf at what was a distinctly unnatural exact 45 degree angle. Bex got a pit in her 

stomach as Jenny reached out her hand. Bex was sure something terrible would happen if 

Jenny touched that book. It shouldn’t have been there. But it was like her mouth was glued shut. 

Jenny grasped the book by its spine, then tilted it upright.  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 12 
 

There was a clunk, like something heavy unlocking, and a faint whirring of gears. The bookcase 

shuddered. The books should have shaken, or even fallen, but they didn’t. They weren’t real. It 

wasn’t a bookcase at all. Slowly, it slid back into the wall. A computerized voice said, “Good 

Morning, Dr. Andronicus. Welcome.”   

 

At the sound of the voice, Shinda bounded through the door, sword in hand. “This wasn’t on any 

of the building plans I saw,” he said darkly. Quickly, Bex peered in, taking at a glance in a small 

but crammed laboratory, filled with unnatural equipment, cruel devices, and something that 

looked like an incubator. But her gaze locked on a dimly lit glass cube at the back of the room. 

She saw the crown of a curly golden head resting on the up drawn knees of a figure seated on 

the floor. She ran over, calling, “Beatrix!”  

 

But the figure did not seem to hear her, and did not move a muscle. Bex banged on the glass. It 

seemed miles thick, only thudding dully. She became frantic. “Beatrix!” she cried. She rapped 

on the glass so hard her knuckles bled, streaking the impervious prison. Bex spied a keypad at 

the base. She drummed on the buttons randomly, angrily, tears streaming down her face as the 

calm computerized voice repeated, “Incorrect entry. Please press cancel and try again. Incorrect 

entry. Please press cancel and try again.”  Finally, Bex slammed her fist down on the keypad. 

“Beatrix! Why can’t you hear me?”  The figure never moved.  

 

Bex jumped to her feet, grabbing the nearest heavy object she could find, a large computerized 

device with many protruding arms and cables. She flung it at the cube with all her strength. It 



 

 

glanced off and hit the floor, shattering in a shower of sparks. The computerized voice said. 

“Unauthorized entry attempted. Security sequence activated.”  Robyn looked around anxiously, 

expecting agents to jump out of the walls. But nothing happened, and that was worse.  

 

Jenny had tears in her own eyes as she grabbed Bex, preventing her from breaking her hands 

against the cell’s unflinching walls. Bex struggled on. “Beatrix,” she cried, smacking her palm on 

the glass, “I don’t know how to save you.”  

 

“I do,” said Cyrus, sprinting through the lab to the enclosure, GPS up on his wrist relay, furiously 

calculating hundredths of degrees and thousandths of inches. Bex realized what he was about 

to do. “Cyrus, wait! What if you rematerialize half way through the wall? There’s no room for 

error! You’ll be killed!” Cyrus shrugged. “I wouldn’t have any of this without her,” he said simply. 

“We won’t get another chance. Shinda, watch the door.” Cyrus closed his eyes for a moment, 

then placed his hand over his heart. He cranked his forearm like he was firing a shotgun. There 

was a sound like a million people running on bubble wrap.  

 

In the blink of an eye, Cyrus was gone. Another blink, and he was inside the cube. The sound of 

a million snaps closing together. It was loud inside that tiny space, but also strangely muffled, 

like a thunderstorm in snow. Cyrus was afraid to open his eyes. He took a breath and looked 

down. From inside, he couldn’t see the lab. The walls of the cell looked solid white, with no 

interruption, stretching off into eternity. It was too bright, and cold. Beatrix cowered on the floor 

in thin hospital scrubs, hands up as if to ward off a blow. “I don’t care what you say,” she said. “I 

won’t tell you. Never.” Cyrus put a hand on her shoulder. “Beatrix.”  

 

Beatrix looked up, stunned. “I must be dreaming,” she said. “Cyrus? Cyrus Cohen?”   

 



 

 

Cyrus gave her his hand. “It’s me,” he said.   

 

Beatrix stood up, throwing her arms around his neck.  

 

“But how on earth…?”   

 

He smiled. “There’s no time to explain.”   

 

Beatrix smiled, a real smile, a flash of something starting to burn in her golden eyes. “You found 

my notes, didn’t you? I swear, everyone’s after my little party trick.”  But she winced as she said 

it. “Too soon for jokes.” Her shoulders sagged. “Let’s get out of here.”  

 

Cyrus closed his eyes for a moment. “Just hold my hand,” he said. Then he aimed his palm at 

his heart again. In an instant, they were back in the lab.  

 

Bex ran over, holding her sister tight. “Little Bex,” said Beatrix, feeling like crying, but finding she 

couldn’t. “You found me. You really found me.”   

 

“Bravo,” came a cold voice from the doorway.  

 

“Welcome, Dr. Andronicus,” chimed the computer’s voice. All eyes were on the man as he 

stepped into the laboratory’s wan light. The doctor’s head was entirely bald. He was not tall, but 

formidable, his steps powerful and calculated. He smiled, but his mouth was cruel, the too-bright 

teeth like fangs. His eyes were so pale as to be almost entirely white. There was no looking 

away from them. Everyone in the room felt their courage drain out through the floor.  

 



 

 

“Well, isn’t this touching. A family reunion. And some little friends along as well. Quite a party. A 

pity I wasn’t invited.”  Dr. Andronicus looked around the room, taking in the damaged 

equipment, the empty cell. His jaw clenched. “As you can see, I’m not rude enough to miss a 

gathering in my own house, as it were. Especially one I’ve been waiting for. Yes, I’ve been 

waiting for this moment for quite some time.”   

 

Dr. Andronicus strode past Shinda, Robyn, Jenny, Cyrus. Beatrix shrank back. Bex stood firm in 

his path. “At first, when my plan to bring you here, by force, shall we say –- I hear you lost that 

competition, pity –- when that plan failed, I was furious. But sometimes we see that fate deals us 

a better hand than we dealt for ourselves. And in fact your sister served as the perfect bait, 

bringing not only you, but your little friends here as well, and I didn’t have to pay off a soul. I’m 

surprised, disappointed really, that it took you so long to get here, to walk into my little trap. Not 

particularly worried about your sister, were you, Bex Blixen? But as you can see, you should 

have been.” His voice lowered. “You should have been.” Bex could feel the words reverberating 

in her brain. The horrible thought preyed greedily upon Bex’s doubts that she had left her sister 

too long, that she should have come sooner, that she should have done…something…anything. 

Bex became paralyzed with doubt and fear. It was her fault. It must have been.  

 

The doctor took a syringe out his coat pocket, holding it up to the light, and giving it a flick with 

his finger. “Seize them,” he said calmly. Agents marched into the room double-time, surrounding 

Bex’s friends. Dr. Andronicus leaned in to whisper to Bex, “You’re not sure you ever truly loved 

your sister.”  The doctor ignored Beatrix, who was long beaten down, weak and exhausted. Or 

so he thought. Beatrix’s eyes hardened when she saw him approach Bex. She lunged, 

smacking the needle out of his hand and sending it skittering across the floor.  

 

“You’ll never do to her what you did to me!” she screamed.  



 

 

 

One of the agents was about to clap handcuffs on Shinda’s wrists, but the sound of the syringe 

clattering to the ground seemed to snap him out of a trance. His sword sang as he drew it. 

“Death first!” Shinda shouted, cleaving the agent before him in two before the agent’s hand 

could find his gun.  

 

Jenny winked at the agent reaching for her wrist, handcuffs in hand. Robyn said, “Sorry, 

Charlie,” to the agent grasping at her. And this was where the arduous training for Apian Dance 

at The Academy rang true. In unison, they dropped, spun, knocking the agents out at the knees 

with outstretched heels. Cart wheeling, they grabbed the agents’ guns, pistol-whipping them in 

the head and leaping from their support hand onto a table in the center of the room. Their every 

movement in unison, the dual target dazzled the agents looking on briefly, but long enough. The 

sisters had assessed the room, the distances, the targets, in the counts while they turned. 

Synchronization happened easily for them. They had each grabbed their own laser pistols from 

their holsters, so with the two snatched from the downed agents, there were four cocked and 

loaded, pointing in every direction like a compass. Back to back, they locked elbows, then 

dropped into a spin, firing with precision. While Cyrus and Shinda fought on unscathed, agents 

dropped to the ground, one, two, three, four. Another agent had grabbed a piece of pipe that he 

was wielding with some skill, but he was no match for the Sikh’s steel. Cyrus dealt his captor a 

crushing knockout blow to the head with his clenched fist.  

 

Dr. Iago Andronicus’ white eyes blazed with hate. “Enough! You have cost me too much 

already.” He reached for Beatrix’s neck with his bare hand.  

 

Bex shook Dr. Andronicus’ false doubt and fear away. She knew he was a liar. She did not 

know how her sister’s story was going to end, but she knew it did not end here, in this sick 



 

 

laboratory, in the grasp of a madman. She reached out her palm, the small orb blazing from 

beneath the glove. She leaped into the air, then came barreling straight down at the evil Dr. 

Andronicus. “Not today,” she said. For a moment, she saw his white eyes flicker green with 

greed as he realized she was flying. He knew her secret, knew that MBP was no longer a 

theory, it was real. Then she slammed into his chest, knocking the wind out of him as he 

crashed to the floor and slid through the lab on the slick of agents’ blood, destroying equipment 

left and right in a shower of sparks.  

 

Cyrus grabbed Beatrix’s hand. The friends all joined arms. Alarms were ringing, and they could 

hear the sound of many boots thundering up the hall. “Bex, take my hand!” cried Cyrus. Bex 

dove towards him. He cranked back his forearm. Right as he released, she grabbed his hand. In 

an instant they were gone.  



 

 

 

Chapter 13 
 

They rematerialized in the clearing by the river. The winter sun was low in the sky. Bex, still mid-

flight, had lost the propulsion of the air in the lab, and crashed to the riverbed, dragging Cyrus 

and the rest down with her like dominoes. But they were all there. Beatrix, too. They had made 

it. Bex’s euphoria quickly fizzled when she realized they had nowhere to go. They had nowhere 

to hide.  

 

Bex ripped off the sunglasses, the earpiece, the name tag, and chucked them all into the middle 

of the river. The others did the same. Shinda cleaned his sword, drying it on the grass. They 

hopped into the Jeep and Robyn started the engine. In the absence of a better plan, they 

headed back to the same field where they had spent the previous night.  

 

The news bulletins on the radio had become more extreme. There had been a “terrorist attack” 

on the Pentagon. It was believed to be connected to the recent events at The Academy and was 

being blamed on Insurgency spies, former Academy cadets. The stability of The Federation was 

being threatened. Citizens were authorized to kill any of the suspects, believed to be armed and 

very dangerous, on sight. A reward of one million dollars was being offered for the capture, 

dead or alive, of any of the suspects. Bex Blixen, Robyn McInnis, Jennifer McInnis, Shinda 

Singh, and Cyrus Cohen were all mentioned by name, and described in detail.  Jenny flicked off 

the radio. “Huh,” said Robyn, “what do you want to bet Cezanne is imagining what she can do 

with five million bucks?” She seemed to be pleased with the figure. “But they really shouldn’t call 

me a redhead. These locks are strawberry blonde, thank you very much.”   

 



 

 

But Bex could see that Robyn’s jokes were not enough to put her friends at ease. She looked 

down at Beatrix’s curly head, resting on her shoulder, her sister collapsed with exhaustion. They 

would need to find a hideout, and soon. A reward of a million dollars apiece put them all in 

danger. And teleporting could only keep their enemies at bay for so long, and was in any case 

dangerous. As they drove past the farmhouse by the field, Bex thought she saw a curtain flicker 

in an upstairs window. She looked again more closely, but saw nothing.  

 

They camped out in the trees as the sun went down. Shinda asked Cyrus to reenact that 

knockout punch from back at the lab, which made Cyrus smile. Despite their dire predicament, 

there were congratulations all around on the victories of the day. Bex looked at her sister with 

relief. Beatrix was looking a bit brighter. Bex hated having put them all in danger, but she figured 

the difficult conversation about what to do next could wait until morning.  

 

Bex again took the first watch as her companions slept. She intently watched the fields, the 

woods, willing the unicorn to appear. But time passed, with only the rustle of underbrush and the 

hooting of an owl, the call of a loon and the high-pitched speech of bats. Bex became lost in her 

thoughts, going in circles, trying to make plans, always coming back to the same problem -– 

they had nowhere to hide. The unicorn did not appear. The night wore on. 

 

With a start, Bex realized that someone was seated beside her, leaning against the Jeep only a 

foot or so away. Her pulse raced furiously. They had been found! How long had this mysterious 

stranger been sitting there? She realized that if he was armed, she would not have time to reach 

for her laser pistol, still in its holster at her hip. She could not bear to turn to face him.  

 

His arm moved. He was holding something in his hand. Was it a gun?  Suddenly, it was 

illuminated as with fire. Bex remembered hearing someplace that if you’re being shot at, you 



 

 

see it but don’t hear it. So this was it, then. After all they had been through, she was being shot 

in the dark by a stranger.  

 

She clutched at her gut, but felt nothing. She looked more closely at the object in the man’s 

hand out of the corner of her eye. It was a pipe. He was lighting it. The match’s glow illuminated 

the stranger’s face, briefly. Square-jawed and stubbly. He looked at Bex, and his gaze was like 

the sea while the sun is still bright, but a storm brews on the horizon. As he shook out the 

match, he stared off to through the fields. Her pulse slowed. She felt that, maybe, the storm in 

his eyes did not brew for her.   

 

The stranger spoke. “I’m Amos Malone.”   

 

There was a silence. He turned and looked at Bex. “I’m B-,” she stopped herself, remembering 

there was a million dollar bounty on her head. “Bryn Smith.”  She said it firmly, and held out her 

hand. The man took it, gave her hand a firm shake, staring at her intently. Bex’s hand trembled 

slightly, but she held his gaze. 

 

“Bryn, eh?” He did not appear convinced, but he chose not to pursue the matter. He did not say 

anything else, and Bex, unsure of what to do next, likewise remained mute. Side by side, they 

watched the night. The stranger again broke the silence. “I own this land. My father owned it 

before me. His father before him. My forefathers have tilled this earth and raised sheep here 

since The Revolution, over 300 years ago.” Bex got the feeling this was a long speech from a 

man of few words. It was a statement that did not demand a response. Again, they lapsed into 

silence for many minutes. Amos puffed on his pipe. Bex wondered whether to reach for her 

laser pistol. Dutiful citizen or no, her friends might well be in danger. She watched and waited.  

 



 

 

Amos finished his pipe, tapping his ashes out on his boot. “Now,” he said, standing up and 

reaching for his pocket, “I would rather not be found with dangerous terrorists squatting on my 

land.” Bex jumped to her feet and drew her pistol, training it on his chest in an instant. Amos 

was unruffled as he tucked his pipe away, patting his pocket. He looked Bex in the eye. “I’d 

much rather have some guests to stay. For the holidays.”  He looked at Bex, raising an 

eyebrow. Something that could almost be mistaken for a smile played around his eyes.  

 

Bex was dumbfounded. Was this a trap?  If it was, it wasn’t a very good one. She was tempted 

to trust this Amos Malone. If she had a better plan, maybe not. But she did not have a better 

plan. And they were going to need allies, clearly. He seemed worth the risk. She clicked the 

safety on her pistol and put it back into the holster. “I’m inclined to agree with you, Mr. Malone.”  

He nodded. She turned. “I’d better go get my friends.” 

 

Her friends were not inclined to agree with Mr. Malone. Shinda thought they should leave and 

Robyn thought they should take this man, whoever he was, captive, and use the house as a 

base. “He knows we were here! He knows what we look like! We might as well make use of 

what we have, now that we’ve been found out.”  

 

But Bex was adamantly against taking advantage of someone who had helped them already, 

unwittingly or no, and put her foot down. Her heart in her mouth, she wondered if her friends 

would follow her lead, but Cyrus began rolling up his sleeping bag, saying, “Look, I don’t love 

this idea, but what’s to stop us from taking different measures later if we need to? There are six 

of us and one of him.”   

 

“One of him, that we know of,” countered Robyn, but she began rolling up her sleeping bag, 

nevertheless. 



 

 

 

Beatrix had distanced herself from the tent, pulling a small, dark object out of her pocket, and 

disappearing among the trees. She stared at Amos Malone, unobserved, for a time before 

slipping back to the group. “It’s OK, Bex,” she whispered, reappearing while the others packed 

up their gear. “He’s not one of Them.”  Bex felt her spine tingle as she heard her sister’s words. 

Who were They, exactly?  Perhaps their work had just begun.  



 

 

 

Chapter 14 
 

It was still dark. Amos had them park their Jeep in the barn, behind some hay. He brought part 

of his flock over to their campsite, and the sheep slowly erased all trace of their presence there. 

The farmhouse was large and Amos turned over several of the upstairs bedrooms to Bex and 

her friends.  

 

In the morning, Amos laid out a big farmer’s breakfast on the large oak table in the kitchen. 

Eggs, ham, mushrooms, toast, and steaming cups of coffee. The boys dove in, but Robyn and 

Jenny refused to touch their plates. Bex tried some small talk, something she was never any 

good at. “How’s the weather?” she asked. 

 

Amos put his fork down. “Cold, in the 20’s.”  “Uh huh.”  Silence again, except for the clink of the 

forks on plates.  

 

The only one who seemed to be at ease, besides the farmer, was Beatrix. She was clearly 

enjoying her toast with marmalade, cupping her coffee in her hands with a smile, looking around 

the kitchen, taking in the pans hanging from the ceiling, the long granite countertop, the deep 

stone sink. She frowned as her eyes settled on the portrait on the wall. “I’m sorry about your 

wife, Mr. Malone,” she said softly. The room fell silent and all eyes were on her. 

 

Amos looked at Beatrix in surprise. She went on. “I worked with her, at the Pentagon. Before…”  

Beatrix trailed off, hanging her head. Bex looked at Amos again, seeing for the first time the 

golden band on his finger. The storm she had seen in his eyes the night before drew closer.  



 

 

 

“Please,” said Amos, his voice wavering slightly, “what happened to Christine?”   

 

Beatrix looked up towards the ceiling. A few tears brimmed in her eyes, but she wiped them 

away, taking a deep breath. “No, of course, They never told you. They wouldn’t. Christine was 

already working with Dr. Andronicus when I arrived at the Pentagon, about a year ago. She was 

experimenting with advanced bio-camouflage and I was there to continue my work on 

teleportation. Dr. Andronicus was in charge of most classified military experiments. 

 

“Christine showed me some of her work. It was pretty amazing, really. She had unusually high 

levels of melanin in her skin, and she found, by studying cuttlefish camouflage mechanisms, 

that she could actually change her skin color. Her eyes, too. Aside from her hair, she could alter 

her appearance at will. The uses for that, if her unique abilities could be transferred to other 

people, say with implants, or gene modification, were obviously very valuable for espionage. 

She was funny, she loved to try to trick me into believing she was somebody else and see how 

long it would take me to find her out.  

 

“At first, working there was incredible, despite the strain of being on a secret assignment and 

having to pretend to the world like I was stuck in juvenile detention. The budget was literally 

unlimited. The pace of research was blazing. Dr. Andronicus was in regular contact with Mr. 

MacGowan, Dr. Causey, all of the heads of the military schools, keeping updated on the latest 

scientific developments. And anything we needed, we got. Dr. Andronicus made sure of that. It 

was too good to be true.  

 

“About a month ago, I was finishing up reviewing some test data I had run at the lab late one 

night. I happened to walk past Dr. Andronicus’ office and noticed the light was on. I needed to 



 

 

ask him about getting some new software to run more advanced simulations. But when I got to 

the door, I realized he was on the videophone with somebody. The screen wasn’t facing me. But 

the voice on the line was…” Beatrix shuddered. “Beautiful. And evil.”   

 

She shuddered again. “I never found out who that voice belonged to. He didn’t speak like 

someone from The Federation. But the Man with the Beautiful Voice was clearly giving Dr. 

Andronicus orders.  

 

“I heard him instruct Dr. Andronicus to move the bio-camouflage project forward to the next 

level, whether Christine was willing or not, and there wasn’t time for her ethical hesitations. I 

didn’t know what that meant. Then. I wish I had never found out. But I didn’t like the sound of it 

at all. Dr. Andronicus was still on the videophone when I slipped back out into the hall. I didn’t 

think I had been noticed.  

 

“Christine and I only ever saw each other at the lab, but that didn’t seem like a safe place to tell 

her about what I had overheard. So I offered to take her teleporting with me. I figured we could 

just head off to the National Mall for a few minutes late one night, I could let her know what I’d 

seen, and then we’d come right back.  

 

“She was all for the idea. ‘I’ve worked here for two years, and I’ve never seen the monuments, 

can you believe it? I wish Amos could come, too,’ she said. It was hard for her, the separation, 

the work being classified. It was hard for me, too.” Beatrix paused, giving Bex’s hand a squeeze. 

No one said a word. 

 

“We never made it to the Mall. We rematerialized in the back of a van. Dr. Andronicus had 

intercepted us. He started off with some line about teleporting into the nation’s capital being a 



 

 

security risk, but I asked him why he didn’t just mention it back at the lab, since he clearly knew 

where we were going. Then he dropped the ruse. His goons put us in handcuffs. ‘You work for 

me. Don’t try to escape again.’ he growled.  We hadn’t been trying to escape; it never occurred 

to me before then that we had been trapped in the first place. Christine said she thought slavery 

had been abolished two hundred years ago. He hit her. And then he laughed.” Amos’ jaw 

clenched. But the storm did not break. Not yet. 

 

Beatrix wiped away a tear. “He kept us in cells. In cages. That’s when I found out what he really 

wanted out of Christine’s project –- shape shifting. She was totally opposed to it. The theories 

were untested and were full of gaping holes, and there were years of study to be done before 

tests could be performed safely on live subjects. But that did not stop Dr. Andronicus.  

 

“Christine held out, refusing to perform the experiments he was demanding. He would withhold 

food, put her in solitary confinement. Finally, when he was trying to cajole her for the thousandth 

time, she spit right in his face. ‘I’ll starve before I do an experiment for you again!’ she told him.   

 

Amos smiled a heartbroken smile. “That’s my girl.” 

 

“I don’t know if I should go on,” said Beatrix, “but it’s probably better if you know.”  She took a 

deep breath. 

 

“After that, Dr. Andronicus snapped. He said, ‘If you won’t do it, I will.’  He grabbed her. He 

strapped her down on the table. He made me watch. He didn’t even use any anesthetic…”  

Beatrix had to wipe away many tears, but she continued her story. 

 

“He implanted something into her abdomen. It was huge. She screamed for a while, but I think 



 

 

she finally went into shock. He had her hooked up to all of these electrodes, and after he had 

closed the incision, he flipped a switch. She convulsed horribly. It seemed like she couldn’t 

breathe. Different parts of her body would change, into, into, I don’t know what. I think he was 

trying to shape shift her into a beast. Her arm or leg would change, and then snap back, like her 

body was fighting to stay human. But it was too much. She literally turned to water. Christine 

slipped away through a drain in the floor.”   

 

Amos slammed his heavy fist down on the table. He stood up, and stormed out the door.  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 15 
 

Bex squeezed Beatrix’s hand, more grateful than ever that they had found her alive, and 

seemingly just in time. It was awful to think of Amos worrying about his wife over the last month 

the way Bex had worried about her own sister, only to find out that she had been killed in such a 

terrible way.  

 

“You know,” said Shinda angrily, “I’m starting to think The Insurgency might be onto something. 

If that’s the way our government is treating people, I’m not at all sorry I left The Academy before 

they had the chance to make me an officer.” 

 

“I’ll say,” said Robyn. “Look, Bex, apologies for being a pain about staying here. Now that I know 

what happened, I can’t believe I wanted to tie up Mr. Malone and throw him down his own 

cellar.”  Jenny nodded, and tucked in to the formerly suspect breakfast.  

 

“It’s OK,” said Bex. “You’re just looking out for us. But you remember what Ms. Caspar said? 

‘Friends do not always appear as friends first, but foes often do.’ We are going to need help. Not 

everyone is going to be an enemy. So we have to ask questions first, before we shoot. We have 

to know which side they’re on.”  

 

“Speaking of sides, which side are we on?” asked Cyrus, waving a half-eaten piece of toast. 

“The Academy, Ms. Caspar, Mr. MacGowan, and the rest, Big Sky for that matter, the whole 

military school system, are on the side of The Federation. Not to mention my parents, your 

parents, and just about everyone else we know. We’re going to take sides against them?  With 



 

 

a bunch of anarchists?” 

 

“We’ve been told The Insurgency is made up of anarchists. But we’re being called terrorists on 

the news ourselves. Who knows what other lies we’ve been told?  Anyway, I know for a fact that 

Ms. Caspar had no idea what Dr. Andronicus was doing to Beatrix.”  Bex put her arm around 

her sister. “She wrote to Dr. Andronicus to tell him she was worried there was a mole at The 

Academy that was putting Beatrix in danger. So I’m sure she never imagined this was going to 

happen when she sent you to the Pentagon on assignment.” 

 

Beatrix nodded in agreement. “Ms. Caspar was proud to send me there. She would never be on 

the side of Dr. Andronicus. But I’m afraid her letter might have tipped him off.”   

 

Beatrix lowered her voice, looked over her shoulder. The others leaned in. “The question is, 

whose side is Dr. Andronicus on? Not the President’s. Not The Federation’s, even though Dr. 

Andronicus pretends to be on their side, and pretends very well. But Dr. Andronicus obeys the 

Man with the Beautiful Voice.”  Everyone in the room felt a chill, even though a fire was 

crackling in the hearth.  

 

Bex shook the feeling off and turned back to Cyrus. “I’ll tell you whose side we’re on,” she said. 

“We’re on the side that’s for this country. So in that, we’re Federalists. But we’re also on the side 

that’s against Dr. Andronicus and whoever in the government is with him. So in that, we’re 

Insurgents. And, I’ll tell you who is on our side. Anyone –- Federalist, Insurgent, or otherwise -– 

who wants to bring down Dr. Andronicus.”  

 

“Count me in,” came a voice from the door. Amos stood there, his eyes red, his face streaked. 

He had a shotgun slung over his shoulder.  



 

 

 

“You know we’re in,” said Shinda.  

 

Jenny gave a little salute.  

 

“That’s right,” said Robyn. “Let’s do this thing.”  

 

 “We’ve got two weeks until winter break is over and the next meet is scheduled at Big Sky,” 

Bex said. “We need to have our plans set by then. I’m sure Dr. Andronicus is looking for us, but 

we’re so close to the Pentagon, it’s the last place he’ll look. We’ll take our chances and stay put.  

 

“Cyrus and Beatrix -– I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about. And we have got to figure out 

MBP. Whatever else you two can come up with in the next two weeks, I’m sure we’ll use it.”  

They nodded.  

 

“Robyn and Jenny,” Bex continued, “we need to be armed to the teeth. Whatever munitions 

you’re imagining, double it. And we need another vehicle. Don’t get caught.”  The sisters 

bumped fists.  

 

“Shinda, you’ve already hacked into the CIA, so the next part should be easy. We need to 

access whatever presence the Insurgency has online. I’m not sure exactly what we’re looking 

for, but I’ve got a hunch you’re going to find something useful. Just keep your eyes open and let 

me know what you find.” He smiled and cracked his knuckles.  

 

“Mr. Malone, you’re with me,” Bex told Amos. “We’re plotting a course out west.”  And on her 

mental checklist, she thought, I’ve got a couple of calls to make. Ms. Caspar said I could count 



 

 

on her, and I need her now, more than ever.



 

 

 

Chapter 16 
 

Bex couldn’t sleep. She looked over at her sister, who was sleeping peacefully. She was thinner 

than the last time she had seen her, at the fated competition against Big Sky that had started 

the whole adventure, although they didn’t know it then. Bex felt ill, thinking of all Beatrix had 

been through, and all she might have to go through on the journey ahead of them. She wished 

they could rest much, much longer before beginning their search for allies to defeat their enemy. 

But she was glad to have Beatrix back by her side. She would make sure Dr. Andronicus would 

never get his hands on her again.  

 

Bex looked at the clock. 1 a.m. It wasn’t time for her to take over the watch yet, but she was 

restless. She threw on her jacket, taking pains not to disturb Beatrix, and headed downstairs to 

the porch, avoiding the creaky step and closing the door quietly behind her. Bex sat down next 

to Robyn, who was sitting in the shadows, laser pistol in her lap.  

 

“You’re early,” said Robyn.  

 

“Can’t sleep,” said Bex, drawing her own pistol and settling in against the wall. The two sat 

together in comfortable silence for a while, listening to the familiar night noises of the 

northeastern countryside.  

 

Robyn toyed with the hem of her sleeve. “Can I ask you something?” she began.  

 

“Of course, anything.”  



 

 

 

“Have you seen the unicorn again? Since you were a kid, I mean.”  Bex thought back to the 

night before they broke into the Pentagon, and the dreamlike quality of the appearance of 

Shekinah out of the mist in the field behind the farmhouse. Had it been real?   

 

“I think so,” she finally answered. “Once, maybe. Why?”   

 

Robyn ignored Bex’s question and went on with her own. “Did it speak to you? In actual words, I 

mean.”  Robyn went on examining the hem of her sleeve.  

 

“Yes, she did,” said Bex. “She told me not to be afraid.”   

 

Bex still could feel the courage those words had given her. She closed her fist tight around the 

little orb, tucked into the palm of her glove.  

 

“Well, you give me some hope that I’m not going crazy,” said Robyn, finally looking up. 

“Because lately, I’ve been dreaming about a tiger.” She took a deep breath. “A tiger who left 

some mighty big paw prints on the grass on the lawn, right over there.” Robyn pointed, and 

paused. She reached into her pocket. “A tiger who gave me this.”  Robyn opened her hand.  

 

Bex was stunned. Resting in Robyn’s palm was the near twin of her own unicorn marble. But 

instead of a starlit glow, Robyn’s gleamed with amber fire. Bex looked at her friend 

questioningly. Robyn nodded, extending her hand. Bex took it, holding the small sphere up to 

the night sky, allowing the moonlight to filter through. In the glass she could see the a tiger 

aflame, looking like it was about to leap straight into Bex’s lap, a snarl on its lips. She hefted the 

marble in her right palm, her own in her left beneath the glove. Surely they were a pair. Bex 



 

 

thought back to the small dark object she had seen in Beatrix’s hand the night they rescued her. 

She wondered how many more of these marbles might be out there. I’ve got to have a word with 

her, thought Bex. She placed the strangely heavy sphere back in Robyn’s hand.  

 

Bex was not sure what to say. Then Robyn closed her fingers, and winked at Bex. “Watch this.”  

Robyn picked up a handful of dried leaves that had blown into the corner of the porch between 

the railing and the wall. She held her hand open, becoming very still as she closed her eyes. 

When she opened them, the leaves in her palm burst into flames, white hot and crackling. 

Robyn blew into her palm, creating a tongue of fire that turned to ash and floated away.  

 

“That was AWESOME!” said Bex, a little loudly for the wee hours of the morning. Robyn 

shrugged, but was obviously pleased. “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” said Bex, 

punching Robyn in the shoulder.  

 

Robyn chuckled quietly. “But what does it all mean? Unicorns and tigers?”  

 

“And bears, oh my,” said Bex. “I really have no idea. Although, I do think the unicorn tried to 

explain things to me, once upon a time…I’ve tried to remember, and I can’t. But I have a hunch 

that Dr. Andronicus made some serious enemies somewhere along the way.” Bex fell silent. 

Robyn could see the wheels in her head turning. Bex finally shook her head. “It’s like a puzzle 

with a big piece missing in the middle. I know it’s all connected somehow. But I just can’t see it.”  

She sighed.  

 

“But can we trust the unicorn and the tiger?” asked Robyn, rolling the marble from finger to 

finger. “Are they safe?”  

 



 

 

Bex didn’t hesitate. “Yes and no,” she said. “Yes, we can trust them. I don’t say that just 

because we have to. I know Shekinah is a friend. And no, they’re not safe. It’s hard for me to 

really describe a unicorn, but believe me, it’s not all balloon hearts and rainbows. Anyway, did 

the tiger seem safe to you?”  

 

Robyn shook her head. “I was afraid. Not like she was going to eat me. But because she 

wouldn’t, not because she couldn’t.”  

 

Bex seemed satisfied. “All the better. We don’t want safe allies. We want dangerous ones.”   

 

Robyn stretched her arms above her head, and yawned. “It’s been quite a night already. Time 

for me to go to bed.”  She stood up, brushing the dust off her pants. She was about to go in the 

door when Bex stopped her. “What was the tiger’s name?” she asked.  

 

“Terpsichore,” said Robyn. “She said her name was Terpsichore.” 



 

 

 

Chapter 17 
 

The time went by fast. From the outside, all was serene as usual at the old farmhouse. But 

inside, it was a hive of activity. The group made plans, reviewing everything they could 

remember from Dr. Andronicus’ laboratory. Robyn pulled out the file she had swiped from his 

desk labeled “Lafayette-Fontaine: Classified”, hoping for some juicy secret. She was 

disappointed to find that all that was in it were some notes from Dr. Causey saying he was 

keeping an eye on her. Apparently he believed she might have some information that would be 

useful for Christine Malone’s research. Amos’ jaw clenched. He folded up one of the pieces of 

paper and tucked it into his pocket. “I’m keeping this,” he said in a way that left no room for 

discussion. There was little else in the file, and it seemed that they had come to a dead end. 

Bex thought back over her brief conversation with The Chameleon, and was not so sure.  

 

Beatrix reviewed the teleportation file that Cyrus had copied onto his zip drive. The news was 

not good. “At first, I couldn’t figure out why Dr. Andronicus had so many calculations on 

scattering the particles once they became waves. After all, that’s what you’re trying to prevent 

when you’re teleporting, and the waves are actually surprisingly resistant to being scattered. 

Inertia is effective at keeping the patterns in place. But then I found this.” Beatrix golden eyes 

dulled as she pulled out a printout of blueprints for what looked like an oversized laser pistol. “I 

think he’s trying to turn the wave phase of teleportation into a weapon of disintegration.” Cyrus 

looked at the blueprint with new eyes, aghast.  

 

“He could wreak havoc with that thing,” he said. “And what happens to those particles when 

they’re traveling free like that? Matter is discreet. It can’t be created or destroyed –- just 



 

 

rearranged. Those waves either transmit energy or have to rematerialize somewhere. Nothing 

good can come of this.”   

 

Beatrix agreed. “You’re right, but I really hope that’s where it ends. I’m afraid it’s probably much 

worse. There aren’t many notes on the subject, but I think it has finally occurred to Dr. 

Andronicus that if he doesn’t unpause or scatter the waves, they’ll collapse into a black hole. 

Not much use as a weapon, unless he wants to commit suicide. But if he can figure out how to 

control a black hole, then we have a very serious problem indeed.”   

 

The others looked dismayed. Bex knew it sounded crazy, but there was only one solution. “We’ll 

just have to beat him to the punch,” she said.  

 

Beatrix looked at her sister, her eyes started to shine again. “We need to figure out how to 

control a black hole before he does.”   

 

Amos muttered under his breath, “It’s the Cold War all over again. I wonder what Niels Bohr 

would say about this.” 

 

Cyrus passed his zip drive over to Shinda. “You’ve looked into this kind of thing more than I 

have,” he said. “There are a bunch of emails in there from Dr. Causey. But I can’t make heads 

or tails of it.”  The Sikh spent hours combing through the files, and crosschecking them against 

the CIA mainframe. The trail became warmer, and he hacked into the Big Sky database. He 

referenced The Academy database, too, which was familiar territory. What was a hunch became 

a lead, and then the facts cascaded together into an explanation. At dinner that night Shinda 

revealed his findings:  

 



 

 

“Benoit Bizet, Cezanne’s father, is the Big Sky accountant and therefore working directly for Dr. 

Causey. Not usually a very interesting job. But when Dr. Causey hired a friend as the contractor 

to build the laboratory for the school, and that contractor not only went over-budget but made 

some big mistakes that needed to be demolished and rebuilt from scratch, that left a pretty huge 

hole. And if you’re Dr. Causey and you want to hide that hole in the books, suddenly the 

accountant’s job becomes pretty interesting pretty fast, if you get my drift. Apparently 

Accountant Bizet was up for the job of cooking the books. For the first year Big Sky was in 

operation, the books looked clean as a whistle, even though they were totally crooked. 

 

“A hole on the books that size can only be hidden for so long. But when The Federation got 

wind of it, suddenly Big Sky got a huge government grant. Right from the Pentagon. And that 

hole just went away. Pretty convenient, huh? I’ll tell you this, though -- Dr. Andronicus is 

slippery. I can’t find his fingerprints on any of it. There’s no concrete proof. But I’m sure 

somehow he’s behind that huge influx of cash from the Pentagon. It saved Dr. Causey’s butt 

before a budget scandal broke and ended his career, and Mr. Beignet’s.” 

 

Bex ruminated on this. “It’s strange,” she said. “It’s Federation money, to a Federation school. 

So why all the secrecy? Why the cover up?”  

 

Beatrix shook her head. “I tell you, Dr. Andronicus is working at the Pentagon, but he’s not 

working for the Pentagon. He only makes it look that way. Really, he obeys the Man with the 

Beautiful Voice.” 

 

Jenny gave Robyn a look. Robyn jumped into the conversation. “It’s the same with Dr. Causey,” 

she said. “I’ll never forget the look on his face when we were singing the national anthem. He 

definitely was not singing along. He might be working at a Federation school, but he’s not 



 

 

working for The Federation. I think he’s working for Dr. Andronicus.” 

 

“Well, we’re talking millions of dollars that he got from the government to cover up his contractor 

friend’s mistake,” said Shinda, “otherwise he would have been fired. So his paycheck is certainly 

coming from Dr. Andronicus, whether he’s taking orders from him or not.”  Shinda put his fork 

down, with a disappointed look on his face. He did not like going forward, and he did not see 

clearly how the next piece of information was relevant. But he could not risk leaving out 

something that might be important. 

 

“Remember how when we were in Dr. Andronicus’ laboratory, and he talked about how -– I’m 

sorry about this, Beatrix –- using you as bait for his trap worked better than taking Bex by force? 

Well, that got me to thinking, why would Cezanne want to help Dr. Andronicus in the first place 

and harm you, Bex?  She’s competitive, but kidnapping is beyond a normal rivalry. Our fight with 

Cezanne on the CeDSMA roof that night was over the top. But it didn’t add up. Based on the 

accounting cover up alone, it would be Dr. Causey who would owe Cezanne’s dad a favor, not 

the other way around. It didn’t make sense why Cezanne or her father would feel compelled to 

help Dr. Causey repay his debt to Dr. Andronicus.” 

 

“So there had to be more to the story. On a hunch I decided to have a look at The Academy 

enrollment files from six years ago, the year after Big Sky received the huge government grant. I 

did some binary code forensics. You know how museum curators can use discreet X-ray 

imaging tools to see if an artist painted something else on a canvas before the final picture? It’s 

a good way to test for a counterfeit. Anyway, if data is overwritten, it can leave a ghost 

impression like that on the machine. I looked through every cadet’s file. And only one had a 

ghost. Cezanne Bizet’s.” Shinda could see that his friends weren’t grasping what this implied. 

So he forged ahead. “That year, The Academy was going to accept a First Year cadet by the 



 

 

name of G’iz Beignet, from Seattle. That is, she was accepted before someone went in and 

altered the file. G’iz Beignet became a ghost. Cezanne Bizet became the First Year in her place. 

G’iz was from the northwest, anyway – Insurgency territory. I guess they figured she was 

expendable.”   

 

Jenny furrowed her brows and drew her finger menacingly across her throat. Robyn muttered, “I 

always knew that cow Cezanne was a cheater.”   

 

Bex frowned, making a mental note of the name G’iz Beignet, the person inadvertently wronged 

by The Academy. “So Dr. Causey repaid Mr. Bizet by getting his daughter into a military school. 

I guess it would have been too obvious to accept Cezanne into Big Sky.”   

 

Cyrus cut in. “Or less strategic. A spy in two locations is better than two spies in one. From Dr. 

Andronicus’ perspective, I mean.”   

 

Beatrix clenched her fist. “And it deflects the blame,” she said. “Ms. Caspar would take the flak if 

it was ever found out that enrollment at The Academy had been tampered with. I’m starting to 

get tired of her getting set up by these creeps.”  Bex thought back to their conversation with Ms. 

Caspar the day of the interrupted competition. “I think she knows more than she lets on. Let’s 

hope so.”  

 

In the wee hours of the night, when not on watch, Robyn and Jenny crept like shadows through 

the surrounding countryside. In their combat uniforms they were virtually undetectable. They 

stayed away from properties with dogs, and focused on outbuildings where supplies had been 

stored away for the winter. Jenny’s little toolkit came in handy time and again. She took to 

relocking doors behind her to prevent arousing suspicion. Mirroring their approach from back at 



 

 

The Academy, they first would scope out a target. Back at the farm they would plot their 

strategy. Several days later, they would zero in, always in and out in under sixty seconds, 

moving in unison and in silence. It became like a game, and they stockpiled an arsenal. They 

were going to roll out of that farm armed to the teeth. 

 

“You know,” said Robyn to her sister one night while she was keeping Jenny company on her 

watch, “I’ve been thinking about our fight back at Dr. Andronicus’ lab.”  Jenny held up a fist, 

which Robyn bumped good-naturedly. “Right on. But I’ve been thinking we could be even more 

efficient if we could keep our hands free. I almost slipped when grabbing that second laser pistol 

from that goon you dropped.” Jenny raised an eyebrow, then cocked her arm like Cyrus did 

when he was going to teleport. “No way,” said Robyn, laughing. “Nothing that crazy. I’m not 

covering these arms with scars to turn into a half-robot with laser arms. I was thinking 

something more like a cuff, or a sleeve. Something removable.” Robyn reached into her pocket. 

“It would be handy to have something that could hold this,” she said, holding up her tiger 

marble. “And some fuel. You never know when it might be handy to light something on fire.”   

Jenny pulled out a little sketchbook and a pencil, scratched out some diagrams, then showed 

them to her sister. “Exactly,” said Robyn. “Let’s start work on this tomorrow.”  

 

When it came to MBP, Cyrus and Beatrix almost spoke their own language, flying back and 

forth in the scientific stratosphere. They chattered and argued excitedly about different theories 

for hours at a time. Beatrix turned the unicorn marble over in her hand, rolling it back and forth, 

feeling its heft, holding it up to the light. “You know,” she said to Cyrus, “I don’t think MBP can 

be so different from teleportation. Somehow, the electrons must be slowing down so the air 

molecules can rush together and condense. Either that or a gravitational pull is created that 

overcomes the electrons’ natural repulsion. Or both…”   

 



 

 

Cyrus nodded, rubbing his arm. “What about gravitational magnetics? I know that theory was 

thrown out decades ago, but it’s it what your teleportation formulas reminded me of.”   

 

Beatrix sat back and mulled this over. She smiled. “Look at this.”  She sprang up to the easel 

they had set up in their makeshift laboratory in the farmhouse’s den. Her pen flew across the 

page. Formulas appeared with almost a musical flow. Cyrus looked on intently.  

 

“Wait, wait!” he exclaimed, grabbing a pen and scribbling in the margins. “What if, instead of the 

electrons slowing down, they’re speeding up?”  

 

Beatrix crossed out one of her formulas and began again, her handwriting deteriorating as she 

became more excited. “And at a certain speed, they can reduce the circumference of their 

pathway!  The molecules actually shrink and change shape, and become polarized.”   

 

Cyrus scribbled on. “And once they become polarized, they start drawing other molecules 

towards them. It starts a chain reaction. The atmosphere condenses.”   

 

Beatrix drew a dramatic swirl on the page. “And you can fly! We’ve got to show this to Bex and 

the others.”   

 

Everyone was called into the den. The easel was a complete mess, and Cyrus and Beatrix kept 

talking over each other. But eventually the others got the message that MBP had been cracked. 

“But how I am actually flying?” asked Bex after an hour of beating her head against a brick wall 

trying to understand the formulas. Beatrix passed the unicorn marble back to her sister. 

“Somehow, this sphere is acting as an electron accelerator. I know what it’s doing, but I still 

don’t know how. We just don’t have the equipment to analyze it.” Bex nodded pensively. I hope I 



 

 

have the chance to talk with Shekinah about this someday soon, she thought.  

 

Shinda did his research, but there just was not a lot to find online regarding the Insurgency. 

Whether they were trying to stay off the grid, or it was The Federation keeping them off the grid, 

was very hard to tell. Still, the Insurgency was not a boogey-man - it did actually exist. From 

what Shinda could tell, their HQ was still out in Seattle, where the movement had originally 

begun over a decade ago. This relieved Bex a bit, since Seattle was where she had spent her 

childhood, before the war, and she knew the lay of the land. But she had never traveled there 

except by plane, so Amos’s experience on the road came in handy plotting their route. They 

decided to be direct and stick to main roads in order to avoid unwanted attention.  

 

Bex took the last watch the night before they would leave to head west. As the night wore on, 

Bex again willed the unicorn to appear. She strained her eyes staring off into the shadows under 

the trees. The hours ticked by, but there was no sign of her. Bex wanted a sign, a confirmation 

that they were on the right track. She was not at all sure that their next step was the right one. It 

felt like everything was happening way too fast. But in some corner of her mind, Bex knew they 

could never really be ready for what they were about to do.  

 

Bex was disappointed about the limited information they had been able to learn about the 

Insurgency. Nevertheless, she had a strong idea that since they needed to find people willing to 

go after Dr. Andronicus at the Pentagon, the Insurgency ranks were a good place to start 

recruiting. So, armed only with a hunch and a hope, they were making their way out to Seattle. 

Since Federation agents were after them, Insurgency territory was a better place to be hiding 

out anyway. On the way out west, Bex had to get messages to at least three people –The 

Chameleon from Big Sky, Margaretta Lafayette-Fontaine; and Mariyah Somoon and Gisele da 

Silva, Beatrix’s old teammate. Despite Robyn’s protests, Bex thought there was a good chance 



 

 

these old rivals could be turned into allies. There were a few scores to settle, too; Cezanne and 

Dr. Causey had been getting away with far too much mischief as far as Bex was concerned – it 

was time to rattle their cage a little. And they were all going to be at the Big Sky campus in two 

days’ time. Bex and her friends weren’t going to get another chance like this to kill two birds with 

one stone, and there was a price on their heads. The time for waiting was over. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 18 
 

Their departure day was upon them. The sun was high, the afternoon cold and clear. Amos left 

a message with his farmhand, saying he would be gone for several weeks. “Jeremiah is a 

capable guy. He’ll mind the sheep, and won’t ask any questions,” Amos remarked. They stowed 

as much food and water as they could between knives, pistols, ammo, and electrogrenades, all 

stockpiled under seats, inside doors, and anywhere else there was space in the Jeep and 

Amos’ old pick-up.  

 

They were getting ready to pile in when Jenny held up a hand. “We’ve got a little going away 

present for everybody,” said Robyn, smiling. “I’m not going to defend the wrapping job.” The 

sisters passed out an unadorned lightweight metallic sleeve to each of their companions. “It’s a 

hands-free laser pistol,” said Robyn, holding out her arm, flicking open the cuff, and clasping it 

around her forearm. “Watch this.”  She held out her hand, palm down in a karate gesture, 

pointing all four fingers and her thumb at a nearby stump. Then she flicked back her hand, and 

a series of lasers shot out in rapid succession, hitting the stump with precision. She flicked her 

hand back, and the lasers stopped. “We thought it might be useful to make it semi-automatic,” 

Robyn explained. Shinda clasped his cuff on his wrist, paused, then drew his sword. He spun, 

brandishing the sword towards the stump. With a flick of his wrist, the sword pointed towards the 

sky and the stump lit up, hit by a series of rapid-fire laser shots. Shinda re-aimed his sword, and 

the lasers stopped as quickly as they had begun. He dropped the sword back into its sheath. 

“I’m going to have fun with this one,” he said. “Thanks.”  

 

Bex smiled, giving each of the girls a quick hug. “Yes, thank you.” she said. “OK, guys. Let’s 



 

 

go.”  

 

Bex hopped into the truck with her sister and Amos. The others piled into the Jeep. Bex buzzed 

Robyn on her wrist relay. “You all ready to roll back there?”  

 

Robyn radioed back, “Roger that!” as she revved the engine.  

 

By now they had heard the Jeep described a dozen times on the radio, so they had taken the 

precaution of repainting it black and swapping out the license plates with the plates from Amos’ 

car. Shinda’s turban and beard were likely to draw attention, so he napped in the back seat, 

keeping his head down, agreeing to take the late night shift of their 30-hour drive to Big Sky. 

  

Bex would break into a sweat every time they needed to stop for gas. They had brought some 

reserve fuel with them, but that really needed to be saved for an emergency. In the anonymity of 

Amos’ country farmhouse, she had felt an illusion of safety. Now they were so exposed. The 

price on their heads had doubled to $2 million apiece. But what was it Ms. Caspar had said? 

About hiding in the open? That was all they could do for now to avoid attracting attention. Keep 

cool, she told herself. Keep cool. 

 

Slowly, the miles clocked by. Pittsburg, Cleveland, South Bend, Chicago, Cedar Rapids, Sioux 

Falls. Bex saw unfriendly eyes in every town. They stopped in cities when they had to stop, 

hoping to lose themselves in crowds. The open spaces were more nerve-wracking, when they 

became something an observer might really stop to look at. Bex would periodically see a black 

SUV behind them in traffic and was sure it was following them, but then after 20, or 50, or 100 

miles, it would turn off the road, and she would breathe a sigh of relief. She told herself she was 

just being paranoid. Amos periodically consulted a battered map. Jenny monitored their 



 

 

progress on the NAV system. They drove always at the speed limit, moving carefully, searching 

the rear view mirror, holding their breath.  

 

About 100 miles outside of Big Sky, Cyrus relayed Bex, and they pulled off the road into a field. 

“This is about as far as I can take us without risking triggering a black hole,” said Cyrus. Bex 

looked around. The field was wide open, no fences, no ditches. Hills rolled alongside, strangely 

familiar to Bex. There was easy access to the highway. All good. But it was so close, so very 

close to the Big Sky campus, hardly a head start. She knew they would not be able to rely on 

teleportation forever as a means of escape. She crossed her fingers, thinking, third time lucky. 

“That’s fine,” she said out loud, giving Cyrus a smile. “Thanks.” 

 

As the sun set, they pulled into an affluent suburb. There was an arboretum on the hill behind 

the Big Sky enclave where they could park their vehicles unseen. Everyone got out to shake off 

the long hours on the road. Bex climbed a tree, a pair of binoculars slung around her neck, while 

the rest silently started making camp.  

 

The tree’s bare branches didn’t obstruct her vision at all. Bex could see many gleaming lights 

through the windows of the visitor’s dorm. Good -- the cadets from The Academy had arrived on 

schedule. At the front gate and at the dorm doors, Bex could see sentries at their posts, pacing, 

sitting, bored. One was talking to someone on his wrist relay. Business as usual. She trained 

her binoculars on the gymnasium. She could not see any exterior sentries. And unlike CeDSMA, 

the gymnasium was not at the heart of the campus, but towards them, to the back. There was a 

service gate in the wall of the compound.  With a little luck, they should be able to get in 

undetected.  Bex flicked the lens covers back over the binoculars and slid down the tree with a 

smile.  

 



 

 

“So far, so good,” she said, sitting down with the others. “Everything looks just like we talked 

about.”   

 

Amos passed her a sandwich. “But how are we getting in?”  

 

“Trust me,” she replied. 

 

Robyn looked over at Amos and shrugged. “Bex has her ways.”   

 

Shinda was hunched over his netbook, fingers clattering quickly over the keys. “Did you get the 

video?” asked Bex, sitting down next to him and Cyrus, trying carefully to mask her anxiety.  

 

“Just… a… second…” he replied, with a few clicks of the mouse. “Here you go.”  

 

On his screen was video of the inside of Big Sky’s gymnasium. There was Ms. Caspar, 

overseeing the rehearsal from this afternoon. Cezanne and her team were on the floor. As 

usual, close to the start of their performance, they headed up onto the first tier of platforms. Bex 

reached over and hit pause, then pointed at the screen. “See that, Cyrus? This is when you 

need to be ready. After the sixteenth count. Right when Cezanne claps her hands. Make sure 

you take all the measurements you need when we get inside.”  Cyrus nodded. Beatrix gave 

Cyrus a big hug. “Ha!” she laughed, as quietly as she could, golden eyes twinkling. “The cow 

gets busted for what I never got the chance to do!” 

 

“We’ve got a video loop running on the gymnasium security system from 2 until 4:30 a.m. in the 

morning,” said Shinda, handing the net book to Cyrus so he could study the performance again. 

“After that, we risk catching somebody’s attention.”  



 

 

 

Bex considered this. “In that case, we’ll move out of here at 3. That should give us enough time. 

And how are we doing on that email?”   

 

Shinda smiled, his teeth glinting very white in the dark. “Oh,” he said, “I think we’ll get the 

reaction we want out of Dr. Causey. Look at this.”  Shinda flicked through the screen on his wrist 

relay, bringing up a draft message, in all appearance straight from the Pentagon, signed by Dr. 

Andronicus, warning him of a planned teleportation stunt that would blow Dr. Causey’s cover. It 

looked flawless. Bex gave his shoulder a smack of approval.  

 

“All right,” she said.  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 19 
 

Bex had assigned herself the third watch. She was back up in the tree, periodically scanning the 

school with her binoculars. All looked as it should. She watched the sentries switch shifts at the 

front gate. No one could be seen at the service gate toward the back.  

 

At 3, Bex roused her friends. They closed down camp in silence. Everyone was dressed in 

black, laser pistols in their holsters. Cyrus checked their coordinates one more time before they 

made their way through the trees and down the hill.  

 

They moved single file from cover to cover, crouching low as they came out of the trees. They 

carefully spaced out their movements as they approached the compound wall. It was already 

past 3:30 when they got to the gate. But so far, they moved unseen. 

 

Bex counted heads, then counted again. “Where’s Beatrix?” she asked, mouthing the words 

with barely a sound. A tap came on her shoulder. There was her sister, right at her elbow. Odd 

she hadn’t noticed her. But this was no time for questions. 

 

Bex went over to the control panel at the side of the service gate. She hit several keys, waited 

for a beep, hit several more. A door in the gate slid open with hardly a sound. Bex stepped 

through the doorway, laser pistol first, scanning left, then right. The coast was clear. She 

lowered the pistol and poked her head back outside, beckoning the others in behind her. Amos 

was impressed. The look on Robyn’s face said, I told you!  

 



 

 

They moved like shadows down the alley between the wall and the back of the gym. Again, Bex 

tapped out a sequence on the entrance keypad. There was a sickening pause where nothing 

happened. But then they heard the sound of the lock shifting back into its cradle, and with a 

hydraulic whoosh, the door stood ajar. Thank you twice, Ms. Caspar, thought Bex. I owe you 

one. And instead, I’m about to cause you nothing but trouble. 

 

Inside the main hallway, Robyn stopped in front of the monitor showing the schedule for the 

competitions later in the day. Apian dance was scheduled as the first event and slated to 

perform second was Margaretta Lafayette-Fontaine vs. Cezanne Bizet. Robyn clenched her fist 

and glanced down at the orb in the laser cuff on her wrist. “Now do we get to kick their skinny 

butts?” she asked.  

 

“Yup,” replied Bex. “Don’t let them escape.”  

 

They made their way quietly down one down one hall then another, laser pistols at the ready. It 

looked like they had the place to themselves. But as Bex put her hand out to open the door to 

the main gym, the door opened of its own accord. She stood face to face with a startled security 

guard.  

 

Without hesitation, she fired her laser pistol, set to stun. The security guard froze, hitting the 

ground like a board. Bex scanned the room with her pistol and, seeing no one, dropped to one 

knee, placing two fingers against the man’s neck. Finding a pulse, she grabbed him under the 

arms. Robyn grabbed his feet. They took him to a storage closet and gagged him, tied him up, 

and sat him on the floor. Bex was about to shut the door, when she tilted her head, and looked 

at him again. “I’ve got an idea,” she said. She motioned Amos into the room. “I think that uniform 

will fit you,” she said.  



 

 

 

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” said Amos, smiling. “Give me a minute.” 

 

“Sorry about the inconvenience,” said Bex, patting the guard’s bare shoulder. “But we can’t have 

you spoiling our plans. I’ll make sure you get out. Don’t worry.”   

 

When they went back into the main gym, Cyrus was already up on the first tier of platforms, 

taking measurements on his wrist relay. He continued clambering upwards to the top tier, again 

carefully noting the exact coordinates. Shinda, meanwhile, was at the instructor’s dais, sitting in 

Dr. Causey’s chair, watching the room. The view was clear, both to the platforms and to the 

student seating. Excellent. 

 

Beatrix stood off to the side, a wistful expression on her face. Bex walked over. “What’s up?” 

she asked.  

 

“Oh, it just seems like another life, the last time I competed,” Beatrix said softly. Bex looked at 

her watch. There was very little time. But enough.  

 

“C’mon,” she said. “Amos has probably never even seen Apian dance. Let’s challenge Robyn 

and Jenny right now.”  Beatrix didn’t even pause to answer, and ran out to the floor.  

 

In the gym’s twilight, the two sets of sisters faced off. They agreed on vivace, paused in silence, 

and counted off. The air was electric as both teams began with slow synchros, toe to toe. As if 

on cue, the second bar exploded into staccato dynamics. The teams whirled around the floor, 

circling each other in wide sweeps with flips and pirouettes, flares and grand jettes. It was more 

wild and compelling without music, just the thud of feet hitting the floor, of hands hitting the 



 

 

platform, rising in a tremendous crescendo.  

 

Robyn and Jenny ended four counts ahead of Bex and Beatrix. Jenny dove and somersaulted 

onto her back, coiling her legs in to act as a springboard. Robyn ran and jumped onto her 

sister’s feet, coiling herself, and as both pushed off, she flew into the air as if on springs, flipping 

once, twice, three times, before going into a layout at the crest. She could not resist blowing a 

tongue of flame from her hand as she swan dived back to the mat. The crowd of three gasped.  

 

Bex and Beatrix, meanwhile, had begun twirling like tops in accelerating pirouettes. They looked 

almost like ice skaters, they moved so fast. While Bex remained rooted to the spot as if on a pin, 

Beatrix gradually spun towards her, gaining speed. For a moment, it looked as if they would 

collide –- the onlookers were sure the next move would be to burst apart like a firecracker. But 

at the last moment, it seemed there was only one whirling dervish on the floor. Then Beatrix 

seemed to separate out the other side, and continue moving across the floor. In exact unison 

they slammed their raised feet to the floor as anchors, bringing all motion to an abrupt stop. The 

spectators were dazzled.  

 

Amos clapped his hands a few times. Even Cyrus and Shinda, who had seen them compete 

many times, were impressed. Bex turned to her sister. “I keep meaning to ask you – how did 

you do that?!”  

 

Beatrix looked playful, pulling a black marble out of her pocket, flicking it up in the air and then 

snatching it out of the sky as it fell. “You didn’t really think I told Dr. Andronicus everything, did 

you?” Beatrix placed the marble in Bex’s hand. She turned on the backlight of her wrist relay, 

holding the marble in front of it. At first, it appeared to be solid black. But when shifted just so, 

Bex could glimpse within the outline of a great black cat.   



 

 

 

Then Bex caught looked past the marble and caught sight of the time. It was 4:28 a.m. They 

had two minutes left before the live video feed came back on. “Run! Everyone! To your places!” 

Bex cried. 

 

Beatrix disappeared. The others scattered in all directions. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 20 
 

Bex and Beatrix sat in the shadows under the student bleacher seating. Visibility wasn’t great, 

but it would have to do. There was only room for Shinda and Cyrus in the rafters by the lights 

and they had to have a clear view of everything, or the plan would be ruined. So Bex and 

Beatrix made every effort to keep still as they watched and waited, peeking between the slats.  

 

The others were hidden throughout the gym. They had watched as the lights came on, the 

systems were checked, the athletes had warmed up, the students had filed in to take their 

seats. In the bustle, no one had noticed the stowaways. Shinda breathed a small sigh of relief 

as he saw Dr. Causey take his place on the dais. He was heartened to see Amos nonchalantly 

take his place at the door, looking exactly like a military school security guard.  

 

Beatrix looked on intently to catch glimpses of Mariyah Somoon and the others in their first 

performance. She leaned in to talk in Bex’s ear over the music. “I liked having Mariyah on my 

team. No imagination, but she could execute. I see she’s still using my old moves.”  Bex 

nodded.  

 

“Do you think that Mariyah will see things our way? She doesn’t seem the type to take a risk.” 

Bex asked.  

 

Beatrix shrugged. “It could go either way. But whatever Mariyah decides, I think Gisele will go 

along. Mariyah is the one I have to convince.”   

 



 

 

Mariyah easily took home a win for The Academy on the first round.  Bex tensed as The 

Chameleon and Cezanne brought their teams to the floor. She wished she could see Dr. 

Causey. Had the first step of the plan worked?  Only Shinda would know. 

 

As Cezanne and her team took their places, Shinda hit send on the fake email from Dr. 

Andronicus at the Pentagon, marking it ‘urgent’. He watched Dr. Causey’s face. Would he 

ignore the blinking light on his wrist? But no, he did not ignore it. Dr. Causey’s face flashed 

surprise, anger, then alarm as he checked his wrist relay. He looked over to the teams on the 

floor, then back to his watch. He seemed to make a decision, he tried to wave to the DJ. But it 

was too late. The music had started.  

 

The teams leaped through the first bar of music. The song was a hit, and the teams started out 

with flashy moves that got the crowd on their feet. Up in the rafters, unnoticed, Cyrus aimed his 

hand at the lowest platform. At the end of the second bar, Cezanne and her team leapt onto it, 

with a series of popcorn flips. Suzette and Kismet faced each other, dropping to one knee. 

Cezanne did a back flip onto their raised knees, and clapped. 

 

Right at that moment, Cyrus cranked his arm like a shotgun. Beneath the music, there was a 

sound like crackling bubble wrap. The three girls disappeared.  

 

Faster than the blink of an eye, they reappeared on the top platform, still in formation. The 

crowd gasped. The girls continued on for moment, not quite realizing what had hit them. Dr. 

Causey finally got the DJ’s attention, and the music scratched to a halt. Cezanne looked 

around, stunned. But it was too late. Everyone had seen her teleport to the top platform.  

 

“How dare you steal that research!” roared Dr. Causey from the instructors’ dais. Cezanne 



 

 

stared at him across the gym, mouth open. The crowd fell into an uneasy silence. The principal 

raged on. “I should have known you’d stab me in the back. A traitor and a cheat turns into a 

double-cross. You shouldn’t even be in this school.”  

 

Cezanne looked as though she had been slapped. “But I, I didn’t-“ she sputtered. Dr. Causey 

pointed a finger at her. Spit flew from his mouth as he choked out the words. “Don’t even try it. 

He just told me you would betray us.”  The cadets squirmed uncomfortably in their seats. Who 

was the vice principal talking about? 

 

Ms. Caspar calmly stood up. “Decorum, Dr. Causey, please,” she said firmly, her ramrod 

straight posture more prim than ever. “Am I to understand that you have been in covert 

communications with one of my students? On classified material?”  

 

Dr. Causey’s eyes darted back and forth. He knew he had been trapped by his own words. He 

grasped at a straw like a drowning man. “You have no right to address me in this manner, at my 

own school!” he yelled at her. He started laughing nervously and kept on talking through his 

gasps. “Especially when your precious Academy is harboring Insurgency spies!”  

 

 The tension that had been building in the room broke on Dr. Causey’s accusations like a wave 

in a storm. A brawl started, beginning in the bleachers where Sven Svenson The Viking and 

both schools’ martial arts teams were sitting. Afterwards, some people said that the Big Sky 

cadets had started it, looking for a fight and calling The Viking a dirty Insurgency spy, and others 

said The Academy had started it, calling Dr. Causey a liar, and a few were sure that someone 

had just tripped accidentally and the whole thing was a big mistake. But however the riot 

started, it spread throughout the student body like wildfire, and no cadet left that gym without 

having thrown a punch.  



 

 

 

The riot was the perfect cover. Bex and her friends emerged from hiding. Bex darted into the 

hallway, opening the supply closet door. “Don’t ever say I wasn’t true to my word!” she shouted 

to the surprised security guard, still in his underwear.  

 

Cezanne and her crew tried to sneak out the back in the confusion. But they were noticed. 

Robyn and Jenny dropped out of a recess in the wall like a pair of black cats. Jenny wagged a 

finger, ah-ah-ah.  

 

“Not so fast,” said Robyn.  

 

Kismet, already on edge, snapped. “You!” she screamed, stretching out her fingers like claws 

and lunging at Robyn.  

 

But the sisters were not the same rivals Kismet had known. Their life in hiding had made their 

reflexes faster, their movements surer, and they did not waste time with the nonessentials. With 

a twist and a kick flicked from the knee, Robyn dropped Kismet to her back with a thud.  

 

Cezanne squared off tensely. Robyn and Jenny stood still, staring down their foes with their 

hands at their sides. Suzette gave Kismet a hand up. Cezanne’s brow furrowed with rage. 

“You’re trying to ruin us,” she cried. “It won’t work.”   

 

Robyn’s eyes smiled. “It already has, you dirty cheating cow.”  

 

Cezanne attacked without warning, but Jenny was waiting. While Cezanne’s blows fell wide into 

empty air, Jenny dealt a chop to her gut that knocked the wind out of her. Kismet and Suzette 



 

 

jumped into the fray, but for every one of their blows that did not find a target, two of Robyn’s 

and Jenny’s did.  

 

Shinda could see at the other end of the gym Dr. Causey was trying to use the chaos as a 

means of escape. He was pushing his way through the teachers in a panic, knocking them 

down left and right as he rushed to the door. But Amos was waiting for him. He let the vice 

principal rush nearly past. For a man used to catching spring lambs, it was no trouble for Amos 

to grab the unsuspecting man by the back of the neck, giving his wrist a little flick that dropped 

Dr. Causey to his knees. “You’ve been a naughty little man,” said Amos, his smile wry but his 

eyes cold.  

 

Beatrix had found Mariyah and Gisele by the benches. She was speaking quickly but calmly. It 

was impossible to tell from the look on Mariyah’s face what she was thinking, aside from 

surprise at seeing her old team captain who was supposed to be locked up in juvenile detention. 

But Beatrix kept on talking earnestly, periodically drawing on her palm with her finger, then 

pointing to her wrist relay.  

 

Cyrus and Shinda dropped down from the rafters to the top platform. Shinda was aching to jump 

into the fight, but he calmed his thoughts. He must protect Cyrus, or none of them would 

escape.  

 

Bex could see Margaretta from across the gym, but in the midst of the riot she could not catch 

her eye. The crowd had spilled out onto the floor, equipment was turned over, and there was no 

way Bex was going to be able to fight her way through in time. She looked down at her palm. 

“No point in hiding, now,” she said to herself. She leaped into the air.  

 



 

 

From her new vantage point, high up and clear of the crowd, she took in the situation. Robyn 

and Jenny were handling Cezanne. Amos had Dr. Causey. Cyrus and Shinda were in place and 

out of danger. Beatrix was talking to Mariyah. It looked like their plan was going to work. She 

swooped over to Margaretta The Chameleon, who had taken refuge with her team on the low 

platform. The sight of a cadet streaking through the air brought the brawl to a halt as quickly as 

it had begun. The crowd buzzed at the sight of the infamous escapee and enemy of the state. 

Some were clearly contemplating the $2 million bounty for her capture. But Bex’s old rival 

looked almost relieved to see her.  

 

All eyes were on Bex as she alighted on the platform, facing The Chameleon. “You once told 

me you had my back. I’m here to see how true that is.” Margaretta looked over at Dr. Causey 

being handcuffed, then over to Robyn and Jenny beating up Cezanne’s team. Her face was 

blank. But there was no time to try to figure out what The Chameleon’s stare might mean. 

 

Bex turned to the crowd. “I have one thing to say.” She flew up into the air, hovering, palm 

extended to the floor. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”  Cyrus and Shinda leaped down from 

the top platform to stand by Margaretta. Bex continued, “Not everyone in The Federation is your 

friend.” Amos and Beatrix jumped onto the platform like cats. “Not everyone in the Insurgency is 

your enemy,” Bex said.  Robyn and Jenny did a back flip, joining the others on the platform. Bex 

finished her speech. “Whether we are your ally or your rival is up to you.” Bex hung in the air in 

silence.  

 

A glint caught Margaretta’s attention. A security guard in the bleachers was training his laser 

pistol right on Bex’s heart. A spark lit in Margaretta’s eye. From a chain around her neck, she 

drew a green sphere that she clasped in her hand. For a moment, Margaretta’s skin looked like 

the surface of a pool where a rock has just been dropped in. The ripples widened, gaining 



 

 

speed. Then her body seemed to swell like a wave, a great Pacific roller. Her features rushed 

like water and the crowd drew back in alarm as beneath a shimmering haze a great white 

dragon was taking shape. She snatched Bex from the air with a glittering outstretched claw. Bex 

gasped, then shouted, “Grab Cyrus!” The dragon extended another claw. “Hold on!” Cyrus 

managed to squeak as he drew back his forearm. The guard shot wildly, but the blast hit the 

wall at the back of the gym. They were gone. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter 21 
 

Instead of reappearing in the trees on the hill behind the Big Sky gymnasium as Bex had 

planned, they materialized in the field 100 miles outside of town. It was the longest teleport any 

of them had ever done, and they were all fighting for air. The great white dragon crashed to the 

earth with alarming force, nearly crushing several of the others. But like a candle being blown 

out, the dragon disappeared, and it was only Margaretta lying on the grass, chest heaving.  

 

Bex staggered to her feet and went over to Cyrus, giving him a hand up and a smack on the 

arm. “What the heck, Cyrus? We were supposed to rematerialize behind the school first. What 

about our vehicles, our supplies? We’re in the middle of this field like sitting ducks.”  Cyrus 

looked like he was going to give her a smack back, but thought better of it. “What do you want, 

for me to murder Margaretta?” he replied testily. “There wasn’t room in the trees for a giant… 

whatever that was. She would have rematerialized half way through a tree and been killed.” He 

brushed off his hands.  

 

“Look, I had the coordinates for the field,” Cyrus explained. “There wasn’t time to come up with 

anything else. So here we are. Some of us can go back for the Jeep and the stuff.” Bex didn’t 

have anything constructive to add. She didn’t like splitting up, but Cyrus was right.  

 

Bex was making up her mind on who to send back to Big Sky for their vehicles and supplies 

when Jenny grabbed her elbow. She pointed down the road to the east. Bex squinted and 

shaded her eyes with her hand. There was the glint of morning sun on a car or an SUV. Or 

maybe several black SUVs. Then Jenny pointed down the road to the west. Again the glint of 



 

 

sun off of something moving down the road. There was a slight bend in the highway, and then 

Bex could count them clearly as they rounded it –- one, two, three, four black SUVs, all heading 

their way. In a minute they would be on top of them. Bex didn’t like the look of it at all. She 

thought back to the black SUVs she had seen in the rearview mirror on their drive from 

Potomac. It had not been coincidence after all. They had been followed.  

 

And now they were defenseless, exposed in a field, without their vehicles, weapons, or supplies, 

and no plan or hope of escape. They had come so far, but who was she fooling? They were just 

a bunch of kids.  

 

If this was going to be their last stand, Bex was not going to let them just scatter to the four 

winds. “Everyone! To me!” Bex could see the dark shapes coming closer down the road. “Our 

only hope is to take one of those SUVs. The first SUV to stop, whichever it is, will be our target. 

Robyn and Jenny, you take the east, by those hay bales, and for heaven’s sake, Robyn, use 

them as weapons. Shinda and Cyrus, you take the west. That teleportation device can be used 

as an offense as well as a defense, Cyrus, so don’t be shy. Margaretta, you and Amos take the 

back. Don’t let anyone sneak up on us from behind. And Beatrix, you’re in the middle with me. 

Everyone stand firm and wait for my word.”   

 

The friends took their positions. The sun was high and a haze had risen up from the field. 

Clouds, dense and heavy, gathered on the horizon. The engines of their oncoming enemy 

rumbled closer, closing in from either side. The SUVs stopped with military precision, their 

windows tinted black. For a moment all was still.  

 

A bullhorn crackled. “Bex Blixen, you are an Insurgent and a spy, and under arrest for high 

treason and terrorism against the State. Stand down.” Bex took a step forward. “Tell Dr. Iago 



 

 

Andronicus,” she cried, “the scales of justice are being weighed with the blood of Christine 

Malone and he’s coming up short. Add the blood of my friends at your peril.”   

 

Again the field fell into silence. The voice from the bullhorn came again, “So be it.”  The doors of 

the black SUVs opened like butterfly wings. Bex waited till she saw the boots of the agents hit 

the ground.  

 

“Now!” she cried. To the east, Jenny and Robyn cast a hay bale into the air with all of their 

might. As it flew towards the furthest SUV, Robyn closed her eyes tight, then opened them wide. 

The whole bale burst into flames, arcing through the air like a meteor. From the device at her 

wrist Robyn fed the flame with gasoline. The vehicle was hit and immediately engulfed in a 

fireball. Agents rolled out, trying to put out the fire, but the field was dry and they set everything 

around them alight.  

 

Shinda drew his sword, deflecting shots from laser pistols left and right. As his blade sliced the 

air, he would flick his wrist and shower the enemy before him with blasts from his laser sleeve. 

Behind him, Cyrus aimed his palm at one of the SUVs and cranked his forearm. The vehicle 

disappeared. He pointed at the next SUV down the line and in an instant the first SUV 

rematerialized right in its spot. There was a spectacular sonic boom as the matter fought to 

occupy the same space, the steel twisting and shrieking. Shouts came from the vehicle, which 

was now radiating a terrific heat, the air shimmering around it, and Cyrus cringed to think what 

was happening to the agents inside.  

 

The Chameleon leaned in to Amos and shook his hand. “I’m Margaretta,” she said. “Just 

remember it’s me.” Then, as Amos watched, her hand slipped out of his grasp and disappeared 

altogether. Her arm seemed to wrap around her body as it turned into a slippery olive coil, and 



 

 

suddenly before him was a towering king cobra, 100 feet long, hood flared wide, tongue lashing. 

He shuddered and turned, taking the safety off of his shotgun. He believed she was a friend, but 

he didn’t care to look. A shape shifter?  His blood ran cold as he thought of Christine. He went 

down to one knee and took aim at one of the agents in the closest SUV, and pulled the trigger.  

 

Bex turned, but Beatrix had disappeared. She felt a soft touch on her shoulder, and she heard 

Beatrix’s voice say, “Don’t worry, sis. Just stay clear of our target.”  Bex smiled a little smile to 

herself. Then she flexed her hand and, seeing the blaze from the marble in her palm, flew into 

the sky, dodging shots from laser pistols. Weaving through the air, high above the line of SUVs, 

she could see the agents crouched behind the open doors. She took aim with her laser pistol 

and dove, skimming the line of vehicles, firing one shot after another. A return shot grazed her 

shoulder.  

 

Bex zoomed back into the air. The first SUV that had come to a stop, their target per Bex’s 

orders, seemed to be spitting out its passengers like watermelon seeds. “Nice work, Beatrix,” 

thought Bex. Over the noise in the field she heard the engine turn on and the SUV tossed up a 

shower of dirt as it broke ranks and skidded towards Jenny and Robyn. Bex dared to hope. 

Maybe they were going to make it. 

 

Then a flash of light far down the road caught Bex’s eye. Her heart sank. From her vantage 

point, she could see not only more SUVs, but a tank coming down the road. And then a 

helicopter could be heard taking off somewhere close by. 

 

From there, everything seemed to go wrong. Robyn and Jenny did make it into the SUV, but a 

couple of well-aimed shots from a nearby agent blew out the tires, and it careened onto its side. 

Margaretta kept their backs protected, but the attack from the front was too much, there were 



 

 

just too many agents. After toying with Shinda and Cyrus, a dozen agents stormed them en 

masse. Shinda and Cyrus fought bravely, but were knocked to the ground. The agents didn’t kill 

Cyrus. They just cut off his arm and carried it away. Shinda frantically tried to bind up the 

wound. Bex could see Robyn and Jenny crawling away from the upturned SUV. She didn’t see 

Beatrix. Another squadron of agents was approaching. Then a laser blast hit her shoulder, she 

lost her balance, and careened towards the ground.  

 

Bex hit the earth with a thud that knocked the wind out of her. She could feel the rumble of the 

oncoming tank that she had seen on the horizon. The air pulsed with the sound of the chopper 

coming closer. She could hear Shinda shouting at Cyrus to stay with him, and hurling curses at 

the agents. Somewhere there was an explosion. Amos was firing his shotgun. It was chaos. But 

as Bex finally got her breath back and inhaled, the far horizon caught her eye. She could see 

the hills behind Margaretta as she coiled to strike at another wave of agents. Those hills, 

shrouded in thunderheads, looked somehow familiar. And a faint hope leaped in her heart as 

she saw lightning crackle upwards into the sky.  



 

 

 

Chapter 22 
 

Her shoulder screaming in pain, Bex reached for the dark slick of king cobra scales that whizzed 

past her. She managed to grab hold and swing herself onto the back of the great snake as it 

skimmed the earth at frightening speed. “Greta!” she called out, the snake hissing to a halt, 

looking back with mouth wide and eyes blazing. Bex could see nothing of Margaretta in that 

face and she was afraid. 

 

The great head whipped back and down to be level with Bex. A voice that was like Margaretta’s, 

asked, “Yess?”  

 

Bex summoned her last strength. “We’ve got to grab Cyrus. Then lift me up.” The cobra lowered 

her head in response, and Bex hopped on. 

 

With astonishing speed, they made their way over to Shinda and Cyrus, Bex firing off round 

after round from her laser pistols, Margaretta spitting poison. They bought enough time for 

Shinda to clamber on with one hand, clutching Cyrus with his other. Then Margaretta withdrew 

back into the field, out of range, and rose up to her full height. Bex stood atop the flared hood, 

and cried out, “To me! To me!” 

 

Amos emerged like a sniper from the grass. Robyn and Jenny found renewed strength from the 

sight of their friends, and broke into a run. Bex looked down and suddenly saw Beatrix right by 

Cyrus’ side. They had all survived so far. Perhaps they would still make it.  

 



 

 

All eyes were on the chopper as it touched down before them in the field. The door opened and 

a chill was cast over every heart. Out stepped Dr. Andronicus, his white eyes like two openings 

into a void. Even Margaretta recoiled in terror. But Bex turned to see the storm gathering on the 

hill behind her. It wasn’t over yet. 

 

Still astride the great snake’s head, Bex leaned forward so that Margaretta could feel the 

vibrations of the words she spoke. “Don’t be afraid,” she told her. Tail lashing, hood flaring, 

again the cobra rose up to its full height. Bex looked down at Dr. Andronicus, gloom gathering 

around him like a shroud. She could feel the despair he emanated, how even the agents’ hearts 

cringed as his deep hatred billowed out from around him in wave after wave.  

 

He spoke quietly, but the words could be heard far and wide. “I have come to collect what is 

MINE.”  He took a step towards Beatrix, beckoning her with his cruel gaze. Her shoulders 

drooped. She took a step forward. “Yes, mine,” he repeated, more softly, more sinister. Beatrix 

seemed to shrink as she took another step. 

 

But Bex’s voice rang out clearly. “Lies! Everything you say is lies. The time for your lies is over.”  

Beatrix looked up, as if woken from a trance. Even the agents seemed for a moment to shake 

off the spell.  

 

Dr. Andronicus let out a hollow laugh, devoid of any joy. “No, Bex Blixen, you are mistaken. The 

time for your games is over.” He drew a twisted laser gun from a holster at his side. It gleamed 

an evil green. “Do you see what your sister has given me?” He called the helicopter pilot to 

attention, and looked around to make sure the other agents were watching. “This is Scatterix. 

You see, with one pull of the trigger,” he aimed at the pilot and fired, and with not even a 

murmur the pilot vanished without a trace, “his atoms are scattered like sand on a beach.” The 



 

 

despair around Dr. Andronicus seemed to grow, his pale eyes chilling all around him. “Your 

sister has given me the power to make anyone who stands in my way disappear.” He looked 

with greed at the device in his hand. Then he took aim at Cyrus. “I think you have already 

served your purpose. Stand down, Bex Blixen, or your friend gets it.” 

 

A shower of sparks crackled up from the hill behind Bex as bolt after bolt of lightning smote the 

sky. The gaze of Dr. Andronicus and everyone on the battlefield was diverted to the horizon. A 

great storm cloud swept down the hill with a sound of rolling thunder. And, just like in Bex’s 

dream, from within came a voice crying out, “Let slip the dogs of war!”  

 



 

 

 

Chapter 23 
 

Everyone watched in awe as the cloud roiled and churned towards them like a gale. The edges 

whipped in tatters and streamed away. There was a terrific noise like a thousand freight trains. 

The ground rumbled as if from an earthquake. It looked like a scene from the end of the world.  

 

At the crest of the cloud something gleamed. It looked as though something was about to break 

free. Bex shouted at the top of her voice, “Shekinah!” With a great leap, the unicorn burst forth 

into the sky, streaming a pale mist behind her. Her horn flashed like steel in the midday sun. 

Shekinah raced through the sky faster than the wind, summoning her warriors with great shouts 

as she flew.  

 

“Terpsichore!” Shekinah cried, and from the mist emerged a shadow, rippling through the grass 

of the field. The tiger jumped in an enormous arc, mouth wide, fangs bared, and as she snarled, 

flames streamed from her back and tail. Straight to Robyn’s side she ran, tail lashing.  

 

“Y Draig Gwyn!” Shekinah shouted, and the cloud itself seemed to shift as a glittering white 

figure, too bright to look at, snaked into the sky like a ribbon. In the grass of the field moved the 

enormous shadow of a dragon. The air smelled of sulfur as a blaze burst forth from the beast’s 

nostrils. He beat his wings and hung in the air above Margaretta. The cobra’s eyes flickered.  

 

“Gwaihir!” Shekinah cried, and there was the shriek of a missile as something came screaming 

up out of the cloud and down out of the sky. A great golden eagle with eyes serene like a rock 

pool and talons sharp and curved like scimitars skimmed the cloud at frightening speed. He 



 

 

alighted beside Shinda with a flurry of golden feathers from his mighty wings and he let out a 

battle cry.  

 

“Ajax!” Shekinah called, and there was nothing. For a moment the field was utterly still. A 

depression formed in the grass just before Beatrix. Then with a snarl straight from the depths of 

the jungle, a jaguar appeared, leaping into the air, the sun showing his jet black spots upon his 

gleaming black pelt.  

 

“Devta!” There was thunder in the ground and thunder in the sky as a shining silver pegasus 

broke forth from the mist, hooves beating the ground, wings beating the air. The very earth 

vibrated as she came to a halt at Jenny’s side, nostrils flaring, tossing her mane.  

 

“Mishael!” And finally the storm cloud itself rose up, sparks flying, finally bursting into flame. 

Then the flame took shape above them all, the firebird.  

 

Loping effortlessly through the field where the cloud had lifted was a pack of red dogs, primitive, 

of medium build and compact like compressed springs. Their eyes were blank. Their mouths 

were closed. They did not make a sound. The Dhole, the dogs of war.  

 

Shekinah circled Margaretta’s great coil, and with a leap Bex jumped from the cobra’s head 

astride the great steed. The unicorn looked down at the men on the field. 

 

“Dr. Andronicus,” she began, and he looked up at her unwillingly, with hooded eyes. “I do not 

think Abaddon Apollyon, The Pretender, sent you here today to fight.” At the mention of the 

name, Dr. Andronicus shivered. The unicorn continued. “I rather think he sent you here to 

kidnap and steal. An errand for his dog. But as you can see, whether it is a fight you seek or not, 



 

 

a fight you will have.”  

 

Dr. Andronicus’ eyes flickered with panic and power. “You know nothing of what He wishes. 

NOTHING!” He laughed his hollow laugh. “A fight!” he said, shaking his head, and waving the 

Scatterix. “Children in a playground. That’s all you are. I have already said the time for games 

was over.” He raised the weapon high above his head, and taking aim at the firebird, he pulled 

the trigger.  

 

The Scatterix sent a blast directly into Mishael’s heart. Without a sound there was a puff of 

smoke and a fine dust glittered down on to the heads of those below and onto the field. A tear 

welled up in Bex’s eyes. There was the sound of many clicks as agents reloaded and trained 

their weapons on Bex and her friends. The heavy cannon of the tank swiveled forward, and 

aimed.  

 

“Fear not!” came Shekinah’s voice.  

 

A faint, sweet breeze caressed the brows of the battle-weary friends, and they felt refreshed, 

despite the terrible circumstances. The air around them glittered once again as the dust began 

to rise. And from the dust rose the firebird, larger and more radiant – for he was not just the 

firebird, but the phoenix. Mishael’s fiery feathers rippled. He billowed down like a tongue of 

flame, incinerating the raised Scatterix and the hand holding it. As he swept back, he quelled his 

flames, becoming a shimmering bird, with red feathers so dark as to almost be black. He 

reached out his talons, yet tenderly scooped Cyrus up onto his back and flew with him to the far 

edge of the field in the hopes that the boy might still be saved.  

 

Bex raised a fist. “For Cyrus!” Her friends jumped astride their steeds.   



 

 

 

The battle raged fast and furious. But the tide had turned in Bex’s favor, and Dr. Andronicus, 

clutching his maimed arm, knew it. The dragon and the tiger, guided by Robyn, had set both 

flanks of his squadron alight. The cobra had now swished around behind his forces, blinding 

agents with her poison. Now striking from above on the back of the great golden eagle, Shinda’s 

sword found its mark again and again, his gut cold as he thought of Cyrus. The tank was no 

match for the hooves of the pegasus, and Jenny appeared to guess their enemy’s attempted 

movements before they had the chance to begin. Beatrix and the snarling black jaguar seemed 

to be everywhere at once, appearing and disappearing at will, stopping counterattacks before 

they could do damage. Amos held their ground, steady as a stone, and his shotgun did not fail 

him. Bex and Shekinah led every charge, rallying their friends and pressing their foes through 

attack after attack.  

 

But worse for the agents than the terrifying leviathans raised from myth to life, the silent Dhole 

laid in wait at the fringes, rising up from the grass, allowing none to escape. The red dogs took 

blow after blow, but did not seem to heed the wounds. When the agents saw part of the pack 

destroy one of the SUVs without effort, they panicked. Despite his maimed hand, Dr. 

Andronicus fought towards the helicopter and clambered in, holding something long and bloody 

under his good arm. Soon the chopper was fleeing towards the horizon.  

 

The glittering dragon began to follow the escaping helicopter, but looked over his shoulder, 

questioning. “Not today, Y Draig Gwyn,” said Shekinah. “Not yet.”   

 



 

 

 

Chapter 24 
 

It was over. Half the field was in flames. Not one SUV was left operable, and the tank was 

smashed to smithereens. The agents were dead or had fled. Bex did not see the Dhole, and did 

not want to know what they were doing. She put her head briefly down on Shekinah’s neck, 

reassured by the unicorn’s great strength. Then she jumped to the ground and called her friends 

over. Like a candle being blown out, the massive king cobra disappeared, and there stood 

Margaretta.  

 

Bex walked over to shake her hand, but then pulled her into a bear hug. There were 

handshakes and back pats all around. Jenny did a little touchdown dance. Robyn’s eyes 

glittered as she scanned the smoking field. Beatrix gave Amos a big hug, and though he 

returned it warmly, his eyes were not smiling as he looked off to the horizon where Dr. 

Andronicus’ helicopter had disappeared. Bex put her hand on Shinda’s shoulder. His face was 

blank, and Bex knew he was thinking of Cyrus, carried away by the phoenix, perhaps already 

dead. 

 

Bex turned to address her companions old and new, human and beast. “Do you remember what 

Ms. Caspar said?” she asked  Robyn. “Friends do not always appear as friends at first.” She 

gave a simple bow of gratitude to the great creatures that had emerged out of the mist to save 

them.  

 

Bex turned to Shekinah. “I am hoping that you can stay and explain who Dr. Andronicus is.” 

Beatrix jumped in, “And the Man with the Beautiful Voice.” Bex continued, “And what finally 



 

 

brought you here, and what it is we need to do next.”  Shekinah’s eyes smiled, and she was 

about to speak, when she looked up to see Mishael flying towards them from the far end of the 

field.  

 

“I have good news. The boy is still alive,” he said, in his fiery and strange voice, “but he may not 

be for much longer. We must move quickly.” Devta cantered over. She did not say a thing, but 

looked the unicorn in the eye for a long moment, speaking without words. Shekinah nodded, 

and turned to Bex. “I am sorry to have to leave you again, child,” she said. “But the situation has 

become more serious. I must go to the North, immediately.”  

 

Shekinah lowered her noble head, brushing Bex’s cheek with her velvet nose. “I promise to 

come back. You have done well. You are on the right path.” Shekinah’s words brought a lump to 

Bex’s throat. The unicorn continued. “Dr. Andronicus is a powerful enemy to the state. But his 

greed for knowledge has led him into slavery under Abaddon Apollyon, The Pretender, an 

enemy to all mankind.” The beasts shuddered at the name. Shekinah went on, “My friends and I 

have been watching and waiting to see if Dr. Andronicus would discover the secrets of matter 

and gravity, time and space, wisdom that we have been the guardians of for many ages. Sadly, 

Dr. Andronicus is already grasping at the edges of great knowledge and turning everything he 

finds to evil purposes. Mishael has destroyed the Scatterix, for today. But more and worse will 

come. War is drawing very near. You and your friends have been chosen, and well chosen I 

believe, to prevent our secrets from falling into the wrong hands, where they would surely lead 

to the earth’s destruction.”  

 

Shekinah brushed Bex’s cheek again. “I will leave Mishael to watch over you. He can take you 

to friends who will help the boy.” The phoenix nodded solemnly, his feathers beginning to 

shimmer like heat before a flame. Shekinah leapt into the air. “To the North!” she cried. The 



 

 

dragon, the eagle, and the pegasus followed her into the air. The tiger and the jaguar slipped 

into the grass, which rippled behind them as they coursed the ground. There was no sign of the 

Dhole. 

 

“Come,” said Mishael, and they followed him across the field. Cyrus lay on a soft bed of grass, 

his shoulder bound, his eyes closed. He was breathing shallowly. “Oh, Cyrus,” said Beatrix, 

grasping his hand. Bex had never been more relieved in her life than to see her friend still alive. 

But she could not bear to look at the empty place at his side where his arm should have been. 

“Please,” said Mishael, “You must all hold hands.”  They looked at him questioningly. “You must 

trust me.”  Margaretta reached out to Robyn. Robyn did not hesitate and took the proffered 

hand. The others followed. The phoenix rose up into the air, aflame. Then the flame turned to a 

great cloud of smoke. The cloud descended upon them. There was a feeling that was now 

familiar, and there was the sound of a million people running on bubble wrap. The cloud swept 

away on the wind.  



 

 

 

Chapter 25 
 

Bex and her friends reappeared in an evergreen forest of pines and firs. The thicket was close, 

but that did not seem to pose a challenge for Mishael and they rematerialized gently. The 

friends gasped for breath faintly. “I will see what can be seen,” said the phoenix, addressing 

Bex. His flames quenched for now, his wings a dark red that looked nearly black in the shade, 

he flew into the air and disappeared beyond the trees.  

 

The friends sat down around Cyrus. “We need to stay put for now,” said Bex. “Amos, please 

take first watch.” He nodded, slinging his shotgun over his shoulder, despite being out of ammo, 

and headed into the trees. Bex looked down at Cyrus, who was looking very pale. “I don’t think 

that teleport was good for him, as gentle as it was. Robyn and Jenny, see if you can find a 

stream close by. We should try to give him something to drink.”  To herself she thought, I wish 

we had our supplies. It was going to be dark soon.  

 

Beatrix sat with Cyrus, holding his hand, murmuring quietly to him. Shinda, Margaretta, and Bex 

watched the trees. They had not sat there long when Bex thought she heard something. Shinda 

heard it too. He reached for his sword. 

 

“Halt!” came a cry from directly in front of them. Stepping out from the trees was a young man, 

dressed in camouflage and with long hair held back by a bandanna. He was holding a laser 

pistol, but not aiming it. Yet. “Do not draw your weapons,” he told them.  Suddenly, Bex and her 

friends found themselves surrounded, as more long-haired soldiers in camo emerged from the 

trees.  



 

 

 

“We’re not trespassing,” said Bex, addressing the young man before her. “We need help. For 

our friend.” She gestured, and the man looked briefly at Cyrus. But then he noticed Margaretta’s 

tattered Big Sky Apian Dance uniform. “You’re Federation cadets!” he said suspiciously, raising 

his weapon. The rest of the strangers did likewise. “What are you really doing here? If this is a 

trap, or appears to be a trap, you’ll be killed.”   

 

Bex tried to stay calm. “We were told we’d find friends here.”   

 

The young man snorted. “That is ridiculous. What Federation brat finds friends in Insurgency 

territory?”   

 

Bex’s eyes widened. Insurgency territory? Why had Mishael brought them here? There must 

have been some mistake. Bex had planned on approaching the Insurgency, it was true. But 

carefully. Not barging in on them like this. The young man’s eyes narrowed. “Who sent you?”   

 

Bex was on her guard. Amos, Jenny, and Robyn, not to mention the phoenix, were in the woods 

nearby. She just needed to buy time. “Someone we met on the road. My friend needs help. 

Anywhere we can get it.” The young man did not seem convinced, but he looked at Cyrus again 

and it was clear he was not well.  

 

“Move a muscle, cry for help, send a signal, and you’ll be killed.”  He beckoned to one of his 

companions. “Get the Captain,” he said, and the other fellow disappeared into the trees. It 

seemed there was nothing to do for now but wait. Beatrix did not seem to notice, and continued 

speaking quietly to Cyrus. Margaretta and Shinda remained impassive. Bex looked around, still 

standing. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Despite everything, the smell of the pine 



 

 

was calming, even nostalgic. She had loved to hike in the woods as a kid.  

 

There was a rustle in the trees. Bex lingered with her eyes closed a moment longer. She could 

imagine the young man assessing the situation to his Captain. When she opened her eyes, Bex 

saw an imposing bronzed Amazon with penetrating brown eyes and eagle feathers entwined in 

her gleaming raven hair. This was not at all what Bex expected.  

 

“First of all, you’re dead,” said the Captain, “let there be no mistake about that. No one is 

allowed in these woods without my leave, and you don’t have it. Second of all, you’ve 

interrupted my dinner, which has put me in a very unfavorable mood towards you. So I’m 

tempted to kill you myself, right now. Third of all, this smells exactly like one of Dr. Andronicus’ 

traps,” at this she paused, “and I can see you recognize the name, so there you go. But fourth of 

all, you just might have some useful information for me. So the choice is yours: cooperate and 

die quietly, or don’t, and see exactly how unpleasant I can get.” The Captain had been striding 

forward with each word, and was now only a few paces from where Bex was standing. Shinda 

had caught Bex’s eye, but she carefully signaled ‘no’. She thought to herself, We’re on the side 

of anyone who is against Dr. Andronicus, even an Insurgency warrior chieftess. 

 

“So, what’s it going to be?” asked the Captain, sounding somewhat bored, and looking Bex right 

in the eye. “The easy way, or the hard….” She trailed off, pulling her head back and furrowing 

her brow. Then she took another step forward, eyes opening wide. “Bex?” she asked with 

amazement. “Bex Blixen?” 

 

END PART I 

 

 



 

 

The story continues in The Emissary, Part II of Bex Blixen and The Electroleviathans.  
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