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Chapter One
 
 
 
Still nothing.
I close the laptop, but my eyes linger on the Hong-Kong Cavaliers sticker I’d slapped on it a month ago. It’s a reference from one of my favorite movies—the 1984 cult-classic, The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension starring Peter Weller, Jeff Goldblum, John Lithgow, and Christopher Lloyd. The movie was well before my time, but my dad was a fan, and his attempt to get James aboard the Banzai bandwagon had inadvertently converted me instead.
I stare at the sticker as one of Buckaroo’s classic lines runs around my brain. It doesn’t hold a candle to the riddles Eli is always dropping, but for some reason I can’t shake the part in the movie when he stops his concert—yeah, he’s a rock star, physicist, ninja, test pilot, and neurosurgeon (only in the 80s, right?)—to comfort a crying woman in the audience. After putting a spotlight on her and getting her name wrong, people start to boo her. And that’s when he says, “Hey, hey, hey. Don’t be mean. We don’t have to be mean, because remember, no matter where you go, there you are.”
Deep, huh?
And then she tries to shoot herself.
But the words are stuck in my head nonetheless, and they won’t leave.
No matter where you go, there you are.
Thanks, Buckaroo. But where IS she? Where is Nicole?
Nicole. The dark-skinned Jamaican beauty I fell in love with the moment my eyes touched her—which was last Halloween when she showed up at Kennedy as a transfer from Oxnard. Our time together had been short (less than a month, actually), but it had sure been eventful. Then, on Black Friday, her family moved to Florida where her sick mother could get some cutting edge treatment from a local specialist.
We’d stayed in touch, talking almost every day, and though I had no idea where it could all lead, I felt that our relationship was actually growing stronger.
And then, a couple of weeks ago, she dropped off the grid without a peep. She wasn’t responding to my calls, texts, emails, nothing. No new updates on any of her social media platforms either. It’s like she just vanished, and of course I’m driving myself insane imagining all the different scenarios that could be to blame for her sudden silence. Like her kidnapping and subsequent hold for ransom. Or being trafficked as a sex slave…
But, hey, wherever she went, there she is.


No help. At all.
I turn away from the laptop and grab my phone.
The first day of my senior year starts in an hour. I kick my shoulder pads out of the way and storm out of my bedroom, missing those chestnut eyes and the sweet music that is her voice so much that it physically hurts.
Or maybe it’s an ulcer.



Chapter Two
 
 
 
The summer went by fast. Too fast. Especially for the last regular summer I’ll probably ever have. Next summer will probably be spent getting ready for college—assuming I get accepted to one, but that shouldn’t be too great a challenge since I have no interest in following my older brother into the Ivy League. No, plain old community college will suit me just fine (if mom and dad have any money left over for my education, that is).
I let out a sigh as I sit down at the kitchen table.
“You okay?” mom asks with a raised eyebrow.
“Yeah.”
She turns her back to the sink and stares at me.
“What?”
She shakes her head. “I just can’t believe you’re a senior already.” And a faint touch of sadness caresses her eyes. “It all went by so fast.”
I don’t know what to say to that. It didn’t seem all that fast to me. Though when I’m in her shoes, I guess I’ll probably think the same thing. But I’m still in high school, and I don’t want to think about getting old right now. It’s depressing.
“Have you heard from Nicole?” she asks, pausing some home video she’s watching in her head of me crawling around in loaded diapers.
“Uh…” I pick up a piece of toast and begin to butter it. “Not today.”
“How’s her mom doing?”
“I don’t know.”
She turns back to the sink and lets the moment pass. I think she can sense my unease and decided to give me space. I love her for that.
“How’s your shoulder?” she asks instead.
I hurt it in practice last week. Took a big hit from Pete after catching a pass over the middle. The idiot almost separated my shoulder and ended my senior season before it even started. But it wasn’t really his fault. He’d just been watching the ball and went for the interception. It was Phil who led me into him with a bad pass.
Football practice has been in full swing for a while now, and we’ve already had three scrimmages. Our first regular season game is tomorrow at home right after school. Coach gave us off today to rest up.
“It’s okay,” I say. I think of Jeremy who broke his arm in practice last year, and the pictures Laz took of his bone sticking out. With the way Pete’s playing after coming off the injury he sustained in the scuffle with Spider’s gang at the theater, I figure I’ll be seeing even more broken bones this season. The guy is possessed.
“You need to watch out for that boy,” mom is saying, “it looks like he’s trying to kill whatever he hits.”
I smile. “He is.”
“Even his friends?”
“If you have the ball in your hands, you’re not his friend,” I say through a mouthful of toast. I wash it down with a glass of milk as mom pushes a plate of eggs between my elbows.
Matt comes stumbling into the room like a zombie and collapses into the empty chair beside me. “Where’s dad?” he asks, rubbing his eyes.
Usually my dad is already at the table reading the Doomsday Chronicles (at least that’s how he thinks of today’s world news).
“He had to go in early today,” Mom answers, sliding my twin’s eggs across the table.
It’s never good when dad has to go in to work early. Means we’re facing some financial turbulence. And speaking of finances, I’m almost tapped out myself after all the food and drinks I got for everyone at the beach the other week. Spent nearly everything I had, but it was worth it. Since I don’t surf, and that’s pretty much all everyone else did this summer, I had started to feel a little left out, so showing up at the beach with food was my way of reminding them I was still here.
“Is everything okay?” Matt asks, sensing the same impending weather.
Mom just smiles. “Everything’s fine.”
A horn blasts outside.
“That’s Jude,” I say, shoveling the last couple forkfuls of egg into my mouth. I grab my plate, put it in the sink, and run out of the kitchen.
“Just hold on a second,” my mom calls out.
I stop, my left hand on the front door, my right pulling my backpack up over my shoulder.
“Come back here and give me a kiss.”
What? I share a fleeting glance with Matt before slowly making my way back through the kitchen. A kiss? What’s going on? We’re strictly a fist-bump family. Hugs and kisses are reserved specifically for when James goes off to another semester of higher learning. I start to wonder if everything really is okay.
“C’mon, get over here,” she urges. She’s looking at me strange, and when I got close she wraps her arms around me and kisses my forehead.
I can tell, in that moment, as I step back and our eyes meet for an instant, that she’s struggling with time. At how quickly it’s passing her by. Does it seem just like yesterday when she was entering her own senior year of high school? Is she asking herself how it had all gone by so fast? Is she suddenly realizing that her own story is probably half-written, and maybe even missing her own parents as she remembers them standing in her shoes and thinking the same things about her?
But again, I don’t want to consider memory and mortality and all the people we lose and leave behind. Not right now. Not with Nicole’s mom struggling to stay alive and Eli’s father having just dropped dead last year.
Last year…
It was exactly last year, I realize. On the first day of school.
I make a mental note to see how Eli’s doing today, how his family’s doing and if there’s anything they need. Not that I have much to offer, but…
The horn echoes up and down the street again.
“Bye!” I grab my Raiders hat. “Love you.”
“See ya’ turd,” Matt hollers after me, trying to lighten the mood. His fancy school doesn’t start until Wednesday.
I flip my hat backwards and run out the front door and down the driveway. As I slide into the front passenger seat of Jude’s sports car, I catch my mom watching me from the window.
I wave and close the door.



Chapter Three
 
 
 
What’s up?” Jude asks three blocks later. I’m staring out the window, thinking.
“Nothing.” But then I face him. “My mom was acting all sentimental and weird this morning.”
He seems to consider this as he passes a struggling station wagon. “Well, it is your first day of twelfth grade. You’ll be eighteen soon, then off to college, then married with kids, then putting mom in a nursing home. She’s probably just realizing—” He stops in midsentence as another idea comes to him. “Or maybe she had a dream that you died today and has all kinds of bad juju about you driving off to school with me.”
And as if to add credence to the latter, he presses on the gas and speeds through a stop sign I’m not even sure he saw. A delivery truck slams on its breaks as we fly past.
When I finally loosen my death grip on the door handle, I find myself thinking about how close I’ve already come to kicking the bucket. That whole incident at Phil’s “football” party after our final game last season could have ended a lot worse had Eli not shown up, throwing himself into Spider’s wolf pack so that Nicole and I could get away. They’d had Nicole’s shorts down, and they’d hit me on the head hard enough to give me a dose of temporary amnesia. Poor Eli had gotten himself beat to a pulp for his trouble, ending up in the hospital. And then, of course, there was the night at the theater when we ran into Spider and his gang again. That time it had been Pete, Nicole’s dad, my dad, and my oldest brother James who came to our rescue. And just in the nick of time, too. After I broke his nose, Spider had been about to spill my guts with a switchblade.
Spider.
Just the thought of that freak gives me chills. The way he looked at us, his eyes soulless and black like a shark’s… He’s the reason Nicole transferred from Oxnard in the first place, because the twenty-year old junior drop out with the spider web tattoo around his neck wouldn’t leave her alone.
I still have nightmares about him. But the one that gets me the most is actually one that Nicole had. When we were at Denny’s that one rainy morning (before the theater showdown), she said she dreamt Eli never showed up to save us that night, and Spider’s thugs didn’t stop hitting me until my face was gone.
Until my face was gone…
I shudder and throw the guy who raped my girl out of my head. He’s in jail now, and she’s in Florida. She’s out of his psychopathic reach, and even if he ever were to get out, I’m almost positive her military dad would just put him into the ground and be done with it.
“What about Nicole?” Jude asks, breaking into to my private musings. “Have you heard from her yet? I haven’t seen her post anything in a while.”
A twinge of suspicion accents my question: “You follow her accounts?”
“I wouldn’t use the word ‘follow.’ Just check in from time to time is all.”
“Why?”
“Dude, relax. She’s your girl. Besides, I’m not interested.”
“Right.” I look back out the window, unsure if I should remind him of his supposed unwavering devotion to Mary Valdez. Man, he’s got it bad for that senorita, but thus far all his plans to woe her have failed. And Mary’s sister Martha would have it no other way.
He starts to laugh.
“What?”
“Remember the first day of school last year?”
“Yeah, I was just thinking about that. Eli’s dad died.”
Jude’s smile falters. “Oh yeah, forgot about that.” But then his smile flashes back. “No, the Maggie-Julie Hanson brawl. Remember that?”
Now I do smile. “She slept with her boyfriend.”
“Some guys get all the luck,” he replies, shaking his head.
But that gets me thinking about how much has changed since last year. “She’s different now.”
“Yeah, all that hanging with Eli. Now I’ll never get into those tight pants of hers.”
That makes me frown. “Dude…”
“Yeah, yeah. My heart belongs to another, I know.”
That isn’t why his words bother me, but I let it go. I think he’s just trying to sound cool, but being able to “score” with a girl doesn’t make anyone cool in my book. “Remember when Cho ran over Savannah’s dog?”
“And Eli prayed for it?” Jude stares ahead, his mind’s eye going through last grade’s highlight reel. “Man, can you believe that was a whole year ago?”
But I know what he’s thinking. The time to woo Mary’s heart is quickly evaporating. Though if the miraculous were to ever happen, Martha would detonate. Thinking about it makes me chuckle.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
We pull into Kennedy High on the first day of a new school year. For the last time.



Chapter Four
 
 
 
Figures, I think again. Mr. Yoder is my homeroom teacher, and though I’ve known this for a couple weeks, I’m just now beginning to feel the full weight of its reality.
I walk into room number 104 and spot an open desk near the back. On my way there, I pass Morgan and give her a quick smile, wondering if she still has the hots for Eli even after he rejected her advances.
I slide into my new (and what will be my last) school desk, dropping my bag on the floor beside me. Looking around, I spot Paul and Becky (I can’t believe they’re still together), Stoner Brent (who looks to have only excelled at his habit), and Savannah Turner ( I wonder if her dog is still okay or if Eli’s magic touch had only postponed the inevitable). There are a few kids that I don’t recognize and figure them to be transfers. A few more I do recognize, but their presence is insignificant to me.
Mr. Yoder then walks to the front of the classroom and begins to welcome us to a new year.
His voice has all the vocal intricacies of a game of golf, and I find my mind drifting before he’s even two sentences into his opening speech.
I’m thinking about Nicole, of our first kiss by Eli’s shop. And then I’m thinking of where she could be.
No matter where she went, there she is.


Maybe I can get something more helpful from Eli. I think he may be in the room across the hall.
“—is all you have in this life. Everything else about you will be forgotten as you slide into the hereafter,” Mr. Yoder is saying.
“What’s all that we have in this life?” I ask Derrick, who’s sitting next to me.
He rolls his eyes. “Our legacy.”
I look back to Yoder.
“Why not make this year the start of that legacy?” he asks. “Preserve yourself by engraving your name in history that you might live forever.”
I raise my hand. I really can’t help it.
It’s obvious he’s annoyed at having his pre-scripted monologue interrupted so soon, but then that’s the point, isn’t it?
“Yes, young Thomas?” he asks, not doing a very good job at hiding his frustration and further aggravating me with his veiled reference to my lesser familial, social, and academic status.
“Why is it that our school teaches us evolution and atheism, which are both theories, while mocking theism and creationism, which are also theories? If both views are theory, why not teach both and let us decide which theory makes more sense to us?”
Mr. Yoder smiles. “Because, Thomas, history has made it quite clear the destructive power of religion. Millions have been slaughtered under its various flags, each religion claiming their god to be the one true god and death to all those who disagree.”
I frown. “So you’re saying that if you were to teach the theory of creation, we might assume there is some grander authority that governs all things, an authority we might just be accountable to? But that the destiny such realization suggests, depending on its interpretation, could lead to bloodshed?”
Mr. Yoder chews over my words for a second, his discomfort visibly growing. “Yes, Thomas, the belief in God is dangerous, for once a person gets it in their head that God has commanded them to do this, that, or the other thing, no matter how repulsive or wrong that thing is, there is no deterring them.”
I look down at my desk and begin tracing its surface with my finger. I can feel him smiling, believing his point to have been made, the argument won. “I guess you’re right about that,” I respond, looking up.
His smile grows even wider.
“I guess it is better to teach people that there is no moral authority in the universe, that we are all the products of some random accident, animals destined to live and die with no final repercussions on how we choose to treat others.”
Now his smile fades.
I continue. “Without a sense of purpose or destiny or any meaning at all, I suppose all we have is our legacy. But then why should we care about the legacy of a meaningless existence?”
“I never said life was meaningless,” he interjects, possibly thinking of the kids in the class who might be teetering on the edge of suicide.
“Yes you did.”
“I did not. And you’re getting out of line, mister.”
I sigh. Of course I am. I’m always the one out of line. But I find myself still talking nonetheless. “You think that the idea of God is dangerous, but I think history shows that a belief in no God is even more dangerous. If there is no moral authority, if there is no reason or purpose for life, if there is no destiny or afterlife, and man’s core belief is that only the strongest are fit for survival, then what is to stop people like Stalin and Mao from ‘cleansing’ the world of the weak and vulnerable? From Hitler’s T4 Program? From turning people into slaves?” I squint. “That’s not what you’re saying, is it, Mr. Yoder? That the weakest of us are simply fuel for the engines of the fittest?”
His face darkens.
Everyone in the class is on the edge of their seats, waiting to see how he’ll respond. And maybe, for the first time, some even find themselves wondering if their lives truly do have some meaning or purpose. After all, the alternative is…pointless.
“That is quite enough, Thomas.”
“So you aren’t going to answer the question?”
“I’m warning you for the last time,” he threatens.
“The greatest intolerances of the twentieth century were carried out by people who believed that religion caused intolerance. Did Soviet Russia or Communist China or the Khmer Rouge bring about your utopian atheism, or did they just bring more oppression? I’m just saying that one theory gives life value while the other strips it away, and I don’t understand why you’d choose to promote the one that leads to nowhere but then turn around and try to get us to behave like we believe the very theory you denounce. It’s all very confusing.”
I feel like I’ve said all this before.
“Thomas, take off your hat,” he says.



Chapter Five
 
 
 
A murmured chorus of “saved by the bell” echoes through the classroom when the bell rings. But it isn’t a song about me or even them. Rather it’s a mocking tribute to Mr. Yoder’s inability to defend a moral standard in an accidental universe. As I slip out of the room, careful to avert Mr. Yoder’s death ray glare, I can’t keep from smiling. It was going to be an interesting year, and I can’t wait until Eli gets to him.
I head over to my last new locker (unless Mr. Yoder finds his revenge in failing me this year) and introduce myself. “Hello, Locker,” I whisper, wondering how many times it will take the brunt of my frustration. My last locker, which is down the hall a bit, has a few dimpled dents that just happen to line up with my knuckles. But the way the metal is already bent near the bottom of this locker, I figure it’s already been through plenty of someone else’s tribulations already. Maybe I should go easy on it.
You think so, huh?
There’s that voice again. Nicole said she hears it too. I think it’s the Universe’s secret agents out to ruin me, to push me into despair and doubt.
I’m sure the year will be a breeze. Nothing to worry about…
The voice is very sarcastic.
I tell the psychic soldiers to take a hike and dial in the combination that’s written on the piece of paper I got from homeroom, but the handle wouldn’t budge. I pull as hard as my fingers will allow, but there’s simply no play at all. I try entering the combination a few more times, thinking I must be off a number or two, but still nothing.
“Figures,” I mumble.
“Hey, Perfect Tommy,” Pete hollers as he storms down the hallway. “Ready for tomorrow?”
Perfect Tommy is a character in Buckaroo Banzai. I made the mistake of showing the guys the movie back in June, thinking they would like it as much as I did. But they had no appreciation for it whatsoever, and now they like to make fun of me by calling me Perfect Tommy all the time. “Yeah,” I answer, not even bothering to address the nickname. And then I instinctively rotate my sore shoulder.
A cloud of worry casts a shadow over his face. “Are you okay? Did I mess up your shoulder on that hit?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“Dude, I didn’t see you coming at all. I was just going for the INT, I swear.”
“I know Pete. It’s fine.”
“So you’re good for the game?”
Pete has been foaming at the mouth for tomorrow’s kickoff since July, I think. “I’m ready.”
He slaps me on the shoulder, and I wince. “Well, I was ready,” I mutter.
“Sorry, man.”
The bell rings.
“Who’d you have for homeroom?” he asks, backpedalling for his first period class.
“Mr. Yoder.”
“Yuck!”
“Tell me about it.” I try the combination one last time as I call out, “Have you seen Eli?”
He shakes his head. “Not yet.” Then he turns and runs down the hall.
“Problem, Thomas?”
I spin around to find Principal Rossini standing behind me.
“That was the first period bell,” he continues. “You’re late.”
“I know. My locker won’t open.”
He puts out his hand, and the expression on his face tells me that I’m an idiot who has only used the summer break to get dumber. I hand him the slip, and he adjusts his glasses to read it. It’s a whole performance, too. He’s extending his arms, squinting, peering over the top of his glasses… It’s like it’s the first thing he’s ever tried to see through a pair of spectacles and isn’t quite sure how they’re supposed to work.
He works the combination with his clumsy fingers, and I can’t help picturing him as the red alien with long alien fingers that Christopher Llyod played.
The first attempt fails, and I smile behind his back.
Then his second attempt fails, and I smile even more.
“Hmm.” He stands back and examines the slip again. “I’ll have maintenance look into it,” he finally yields. “Get to your class, and tell the teacher what happened if he or she gives you trouble.”
“Thanks,” reply. I adjust my backpack and walk away.
As I approach the door to my next class, I’m hoping I’m not about to walk into another altercation. Yeah, I just won the last two showdowns, and I have Principal Rossini as my wild card for this tardiness, but I’m growing tired of all the tension.
The door is closed, so I have to open it and interrupt this teacher’s introduction monologue too.
“You can wait in the hall, young man,” the teacher says as soon as my foot crosses into her room.
“But my locker—“
“I don’t care. You can wait in the hallway until I’m ready to accept your apology.”
O-kay… I close the door and sit down against the wall. I pull out my phone and check again to see if Nicole has answered any of my messages.
Nope.
Where are you?


I lean my head back against the wall, close my eyes, and manage to fall asleep.



Chapter Six
 
 
 
When the bell finally rings, and I’m liberated from the concentration camp that is trigonometry, I race to my locker and find the maintenance guy kneeling in front of it. There’s a toolbox beside him that’s getting kicked all over the place by the herd stampeding up and down the narrow hall.
“Bad timing, bro,” I say, shielding him from a trio of hefty bodies about to trample him.
He looks up at me and nods. “This one yours?”
I hold up the piece of paper with the combination on it. “According to this.”
“Can I see that?” He reaches for my top secret code.
“Sure.”
Picking up a binder, he flips to a marked page and compares the code from my sheet to his paper. It looks like he has every locker combination in the school right there in that code book of his. He quickly works the dial, and the door opens.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he mutters. “We never changed this locker. It’s still set to last year’s combination.”
“There are different combinations?”
He stood, and I realize that I recognize him from last year. I’d seen him setting up chairs, lining the sports fields, vacuuming the halls, and fixing stuff out on the roof. I don’t know his name though. He looks to be in his mid to late thirties, has brown hair, and a deep tan that tells of a lot of time spent outdoors.
“Yeah. Each lock has four preprogrammed codes. We just cycle through them. But we must’ve missed this one.”
Of course you did, I thought. The Universe wouldn’t have it any other way. “What’s the box for?”
“In case it was jammed, and I had to break off the handle. I have spare parts in there.”
The door is only open a few inches, but then he swings it wide and—
We both freeze.
There, resting upright on the top shelf…is a bullet.
Standing silent for a second, no longer aware of the backpacks bumping into us, we contemplate what looked to me like a brass rocket ship. It was as big as my hand. Finally, I whisper, “Is that—”
He cuts me off. “Yup.” Then he reaches in and grabs it. “Would you look at that,” he whispers, rolling it back and forth in his hand.
“That’s big, isn’t it?” The only thing I know about guns is from the movies.
“It’s a .50 cal,” he answers, “for an M2 machine gun.”
“Is that like an AR-15?” I ask.
He smiles at my ignorance. “No, Tommy. The AR-15 is a semi-automatic civilian rifle that generally uses .223 ammunition.” He holds the cartridge up to the hallway’s fluorescent lights. “An AR-15 will put a hole in your head. This thing will take your head right off your shoulders.”
I take it from him, feeling its cold weight in my own hand.
“You know who this locker belonged to last year?” he wants to know.
I think about it, racking my brain. “Braylen Cox, I think.”
Again the bell rings.
He looks down into his binder and reads off a string of numbers. Then he presses a button on the back of the lock while rotating the dial. There’s a soft click, and he shuts the door. 
“Okay, try it again.”
Peeling my eyes off the military-grade ammunition, I spin the dial back and forth again. This time, however, the door opens without a problem.
“There you go,” he says, and he bends over to pick up his box.
“How do you know so much about guns?” I ask.
“Used to be in the military.”
“Really?”
“Yup.” He turns to walk away.
“Wait,” I say, “what’s your name?”
“Henry.”
I’m about to introduce myself when I realize that he’d already called me by my first name. “How do you know my name?”
He smiles again. “I go to all the football games. That game winning touchdown last season was legit. You’ve got some good moves.”
“Thanks.”
“See you around.” His eyes drop to the bullet in my hand and lingers just a moment too long. There’s concern there, and that bothers me.
“Thomas,” a familiar voice suddenly snaps behind me.
I turn to find Principal Rossini. Again.
“That was the bell, mister.”
“Yeah, I heard that.” I don’t mean to sound sarcastic, sometimes it just pops out. “But Henry just got my locker open. He said the combination wasn’t switched over from last year.”
“That’s fine then. Just get to class.”
“Yessir.” I toss my bag into the locker and slam it shut.
But as I go off to my next class, I can’t help wonder what the chances were of the bullet being left in the only locker needing the maintenance guy to get into. Did Braylen leave it in there as a prank? Maybe. But Henry would’ve found it over the summer when he changed the combination. I saw his binder, and my locker had been crossed off his list just like all the rest.
But by the time I reach my next class, Nicole had already reclaimed most of my brain space.



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I can’t repeat one word of what was said in the next two classes. The only thing I’d been able to think about was Penny Priddy (Buckaroo’s love interest) tied up with a poisonous alien snail crawling toward her face. I kept imagining myself finding Nicole too late, just as Buckaroo had found Penny too late. But the good guy aliens had given Buckaroo some sort of power that brought her back to life when he kissed her. And as far as I know, the power of love alone wouldn’t be enough for me. Guess I’d need a good guy alien from Planet 10, too.
“Tommy!” Maggie yells, snapping me out of my daydream.
“What?” She, Pete, Jude, and Eli are sitting at the cafeteria table with me.
“What is that?”
She’s looking at the bullet that I’m absentmindedly rolling around on the table.
“It’s a bullet.”
“Where’d it come from?” Pete asks.
“It was in my locker. Standing up like this.” I sit it upright like a rocket ready to launch.
“Wasn’t that Braylen’s locker last year?” Jude wonders.
“I think so.”
Maggie leans forward. “Yeah, it was.”
We all look at her a second, remembering that she’d been sleeping with him last year.
She blushes, embarrassed, and quickly tries moving the conversation along. “Do you think someone put it in there?”
Pete laughs. “Obviously someone put it in there, Maggie. Unless you’re suggesting—”
But Eli cuts him off. “She’s not.”
Eli’s sitting across from me, and I watch his face suddenly turn serious. Something behind me has captured his attention, and I turn to see what it could be.
At first I don’t see anything, but then movement at the far end of the cafeteria draws my eyes—someone quickly making their way out the doors.
When I turn back around, Eli looks even more troubled.
Jude and Maggie are talking about the parking lot incident with Braylen and Mary at last year’s homecoming (Pete and I had been in the football game, so we only heard about it after the fact) and are so caught up in that memory that they don’t noticed Eli’s sudden interest in whoever just left the cafeteria.
Jude says, “I don’t want to talk about Braylen Cox anymore,” and he reaches for the bullet.
I hand it over.
“You know,” he says, studying it, “if you were to open your mailbox and find a bullet standing there, you could assume it’s a message. You get in your car and there’s one standing on your dashboard—message. You find one on top of your doghouse—message.”
Pete looks at him. “So you’re saying someone put this in his locker as some kind of threat?”
I shake my head. “The combination wasn’t changed from last year. I couldn’t even get into it.”
Jude passes the ammunition over to Pete. “Even more evidence that it’s a message.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’d be a lot easier to get the old combo than the new one, right? You should find Braylen and ask him if he ever gave someone else his combination.”
“Or if he left it there,” Maggie adds.
But Pete rejects that theory. “You don’t accidentally leave something like this behind. At least not standing upright in the middle of an empty shelf. If it was forgotten, it would’ve been on its side, rolled up in the corner or something.”
I turn my attention back to Eli who’s been sitting strangely silent through all this. “What do you think, Eli?”
But instead of answering me, he stands up. “Sorry, guys. I gotta go do something real quick.” He takes his tray and speed-walks across the room.
“Dude, what’s with Scooge?” Jude asks, using his nickname for Eli.
I shrug. “I think he saw someone.” 
Pete’s eyes widen. “A girl?”
“No. Some guy who left in a hurry.”
Then Eli’s fast pace turns into a run, and he throws himself into the cafeteria doors, banging them open as he chases after the guy.
Pete frowns. “What the heck?”
“He probably just saw the guy drop a five dollar bill and is trying to return it,” Jude explains, rolling the bullet back to me.
Actually, that’s a pretty good explanation. It’s totally something Eli would do.
“Do you think you should tell Mr. Rossini?” Maggie asks as I slip it back into my pocket.
“What would he do?”
“Yeah,” Jude laughs, “he’d probably suspend Tommy just for having it.” He takes a bite of his chicken finger.
We sit in silence for a moment before Maggie notices that I haven’t gotten anything to eat.
“Aren’t you hungry?” she asks.
“No.”
“Because of the bullet or because you’re worried about Nicole?”
My eyes dart to hers.
“Jude told me you haven’t heard from her in a while.”
I then shift my gaze to blabbermouth before conceding with a shrug.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” she offers. But I detect the slightest hint of doubt in her eyes. I recall a recent Johnny Depp interview I read in which he said something like: when acting a scene, if the eyes don’t portray what the mouth is saying, then the lines don’t even matter. And I think Mr. Depp would’ve been totally unconvinced by Maggie’s line.
“I don’t know,” Pete says. “If I were you, I’d be pretty upset, too. I mean, it’s been how long since you heard from her? No social media updates at all? She just went dark like that?” He snaps his fingers. “I’m telling you, either she went into witness protection, ran away from home, or is in the hospital—”
“Pete!” Maggie yells, slapping him across the arm. “Stop it!”
He rubs his arm. “Hey, watch it. Big game tomorrow. Might be scouts.”
But I lower my head. “He’s right.”
“No he’s not,” Jude disagrees. But again, the eyes…
I stand up. “Something’s wrong.”
Pete nods. “Uh-huh.”
“Okay, okay, listen…” Jude reaches into his pocket and pulls out his cell. “I’ll see if I can find anything out. My dad has a lot of contacts. I’m sure he can make a call or two and see if—”
“See if what?” Maggie demands.
“If anything. Trace her phone, grab her call history, search for incident reports, school attendance, I dunno…”
Pete just stares at him. “Your dad have friends in the FBI or something?”
“Something like that.”
I don’t know how I feel about having someone digging through Nicole’s personal information, but what if something did happen? What if she is in trouble?
The bell puts an end to our meeting.



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
I didn’t see Eli the rest of the day, and when the final bell rang out and I caught up with Pete and Jude, they hadn’t seen him either.
“Scooge is acting strange today,” Jude says, skipping down the front steps.
I trail after him. “You think it’s because of his dad?”
He stops and turns, and I actually see compassion flash in his eyes. “Maybe.”
“There’s Laz,” Pete says, pointing to the curb. Laz is standing there waiting for Martha to swing around and pick him up. But Pete’s intention isn’t really to bring attention to Laz but rather to the girl standing next to him.
Mary.
Jude almost trips down the remaining steps when he catches sight of her, and I can’t help laughing at him. Pete gives me a high-five.
“Dorkfaces,” Jude hisses, looking around to see if anyone else saw him stumble.
Of course, that only makes me and Pete laugh harder.
As we walk to Jude’s car, we wave to Maggie who is talking to Amber and Heather. Then I scan the other faces around us. I recognize almost everyone I see, even if I can’t remember their names. I see Morgan again. I see Amber and Janice, Norm, and I even see Will Harper pulling out of the parking lot in what looked like a brand new Mercedes.
“I think his car is nicer than yours,” Pete says to Jude, also catching sight of the future Harvard grad.
But Jude doesn’t even notice the car. He’s too busy looking back over his shoulder at Mary, hoping she’d send just a single glance his way.
“Dude,” I tell him, “Martha would skin you alive and feed you to the sharks.”
“She might do that anyway,” Pete remarks. “Her and her crazy reverand.”
He’s right. It isn’t just Eli that’s catching judgment from the church leaders anymore. Now their searing eyes hold revulsion for anyone found in Eli’s company.
Jude smiles. “Don’t worry about Martha. She’ll come to her senses.”
I sneer. “About Eli?”
“No, about me. No one could take care of her sister like I would.”
We hop into his car and leave the first day of school in the rearview.



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
Two blocks from Pete’s house, I notice Jude glancing in his side-view mirror.
“What is it?” I’m sitting behind him, and Pete’s riding shotgun.
“That car’s been following us since we left school.”
Pete begins to turn in his seat.
Jude shouts, “No, don’t—”
But it’s too late. Pete turns completely around and stares back at the tail.
The car suddenly veers right and disappears down a side street.
“You idiot!” Jude yells, slamming his palm against the wheel.
Pete’s face grows red. “What?”
“What do you mean, ‘what’? If someone says, ‘don’t look now, but there’s someone behind you,’ you don’t look!”
“But you didn’t say not to look!”
Jude waves him off with a sigh. “Unbelievable.”
“Who do you think it was?” I ask. My heart’s beating a little faster than normal, which tells me that on some level I believe something is off.
“I don’t know, but we’re gonna find out.” He turns right at the next street and floors the gas.
We fly down the road, houses passing by in blurs, until the car—a faded blue Chevy—shoots right out in front of us.
Jude hits the brakes and swerves, barely missing the old car. But in that frozen half-second, when both drivers lock eyes and brace for the inevitable impact, there is recognition.
Jude slows to a stop as the Chevy races away.
“What the heck,” Pete cries, “they’re getting away!”
But Jude just turns in his seat and looks at me.
“What?”
But he doesn’t answer. He turns back around and drives to the next stop sign.
“You know who it was,” I realize.
He doesn’t say anything for a minute, and then he finally nods. “It was Zilch.”
“Zilch?” I ask, confused. “Your crony friend from last year?”
“Friend is way too nice a word.”
“Partner in crime, then?” If he doesn’t think I know about his shady dealings last year, then he’s underestimating Team Banzai.
Pete runs a hand through his hair. “You sure it was him?”
“I know that unibrow anywhere.” He brings the car to a stop in front of Pete’s house.
“Why would he be following you?”
Again, Jude looks back at me.
“What?” I’m growing frustrated with his secret suggestions.
“Pete! Get in here!”
We all turn to Pete’s front door and see his mom standing there with a baseball bat in her hands.
“Mom!” Pete jumps out of the car, ready to break something…or someone. “What’s going on?”
“There’s a mouse in the kitchen!” she screams.
Pete’s shoulders drop as he relaxes and then turns back to us. “Call me later. I want to know what the heck is going on.” He points at Jude. “I know you know something.” Then he shifts his focus to me. “And you get a good night’s sleep. Big game tomorrow. Huge game tomorrow. And you never know…those scouts just might be as impressed with your twinkle toes as they are in this one man wrecking crew.” He stabs his thumb into his own chest.
 “Just remember who’s supposed to be catching the ball, okay?”
He frowns at my reference to last year’s game when he cut across the middle on a broken play and put his knee between my legs. “I said I was sorry about that.”
“Yeah, you’re always sorry, and my body’s always sore.”
“Come on, Pete!” his mom yells again.
He slaps the car, and Jude pulled away. 



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
Okay, talk. What’s going on?” I climb over the front seat and sit beside Jude.
“I don’t know.”
“Bull.”
He sighs. “Last year, I had Zilch and Stucco put a new phone cover in Mary’s locker.”
My brow wrinkles, not following. “Okay?”
“And by ‘put’ I mean break in and place.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying they’ve been known to break into lockers and leave things in them.”
“You think they put the bullet in my locker?”
“I think he’d be my prime suspect.”
I turn this over in my head. “Pete said it could be a message. A threat.”
He nods. “That could explain why he was following us.”
I shake my head as if doing so might help something fall into place. “But what message would he have for me? I don’t even know the guy!”
“Zilch is hired help. He doesn’t do anything on his own. If he did it, it’s because someone put him up to it.”
“Well, he’s your…” I search for the right word and ultimately settle with, “associate. Can’t you just ask him? Offer him more money than the other guy or something?”
“Maybe.”
“How would he get an M2 round, anyway?”
“Whoa! Looks who’s a gun expert all of a sudden,” he sings.
“The maintenance guy told me. He was in the military. He said something like that would take your head right off.”
Jude ponders this. “Interesting.”
“You don’t think it could be Terrence do you?” I ask, thinking of Maggie’s creepy stalker that Pete beat up.
Jude drums his fingers across the wheel. “I don’t know… Eli gave him a pretty good deal fixing up his ride and all.”
“Yeah, well, maybe the fishing boat sank. Maybe his truck broke down. Maybe he’s got nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. Maybe he can’t get thoughts of Maggie out of his head.”
“When’s the last time anyone checked his status on the app?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t even thought about him all summer.” But that’s not totally true. I often think of the part I played in the whole spray painting operation. It was ill-advised and against Eli’s advice. And instead of protecting Maggie, it had almost gotten her killed.
“So you think Terrence comes back and hires Zilch to pass along a message?”
I pull the brim of my hat down, shielding my eyes from the sun. “Why me though? Why wouldn’t it be Pete? I didn’t do anything.”
“Knowing Zilch, he could’ve just got the wrong locker.”
“You think it might’ve been Terrence that Eli was run out of the cafeteria today?”
Jude looks at me. “You think that has something to do with this?”
I shrug. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Although, if it was Terrence that had showed up in the cafeteria and Eli saw him watching Maggie… And there goes my imagination. “You think he’s okay?” I whisper.
“Eli?” He turns the Mustang onto another street. “I’m sure Eli is fine.”
I hope so…




Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
As soon as I get inside, I run to my room and jump on my laptop. I check all Nicole’s accounts and find nothing new. Pete’s words at lunch come back and haunt me.
Witness protection. Runaway. Hospital.


I knew I could scratch off runaway. There’s no way she’d leave her mom. No way. She’d told me how scared she was of losing her, how much she loved her.
Witness protection? Maybe if Spider had been connected to some kind of international crime ring and she was being asked to testify against its leaders. But that seemed more outlandish than red aliens from Planet 10 trying to get Buckaroo’s Overthruster. Spider was dumber than dirt, and no one would trust him to walk their dog let alone expose him to sensitive information.
That left the hospital, which could mean any number of things. Had her mother’s health taken a turn for the worse? Had there been an accident? A fire, a crash, carbon monoxide?
I remember talking to Pete about Terrence the night of his payback, telling him I didn’t know what I would do if some predator started skulking around Nicole in Florida. Pete said he knew what I would do. Said I’d hop a flight to Florida with my Louisville Slugger. I’d agreed with him.
And now I’m very close to doing just that. I don’t know how I’d pay for a ticket, and I’m not about to ask my parents for money, not with the financial woes I suspect are coming. I could maybe ask Jude if I could borrow some… But then would mom and dad let me fly to Florida during my first week of school? Would Pete? Could I do what needed to be done in a weekend?
I Google her name and no news articles pop up as a result. I guess that’s good. I then type in her address, and Zillow doesn’t have her house listed for sale. Though I guess with how quickly they moved, they could’ve been renting it.
I can barely take it anymore. Worry is consuming me, my imagination haunted with worst case scenarios better left to horror movies. I need something to take my mind off her, at least until Jude’s dad has time to put out his feelers.
I look at the clock on my wall. It’s a little after four. There’s still over an hour before dinner, so I grab my headphones and tell my mom I’m going for a walk.
“Be back for dinner,” she calls after me.
“I will.” I know she wants to talk about school, but she can wait until dinner. I’m not ready to tell her someone put a bullet in my locker. Not with the way she’d acted this morning.
But as I walk down the street, syncing my headphones to my phone, I begin to think about that. If Jude was right and it was a dream that had her all upset, then what would the odds be of me finding a bullet in my locker the very next day? Am I actually living out her dream?
A series of chills races up my spine, and I have the sudden urge to run home and lock myself in my room for the rest of the day. What if she’s like Sandra Bullock in that movie where her husband dies and then she wakes up the next day, only it’s the day before her husband dies? What if my mom already lived through this day and saw it happen? What if I do die today?
My cell rings and interrupts the guitar solo that was providing the score to my paranoia.
It’s Eli.
He wants to know if I can meet him at the Surf Shop.
Funny thing is…I think I was already heading there.



Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
When I get to the Surf Shop, I find it locked with the closed sign in the window.
What the heck?
I take the headphones off my ears, letting them hang around my neck, and check my phone to make sure I haven’t missed a call or text cancelling our rendezvous.
Nothing.
I walk around the shop, but there’s no sign of activity. Peering through the windows, I can see that it’s dark inside.
I look up and down the beach, squinting against the sun. A few gulls glide over the water’s surface, and I can make out a few surfers sitting on their boards further out. Other than that, the beach looks empty. Is Eli one of the surfers out there? Had Maggie stopped by for some evening surfing before I could get here?
I can’t tell, but I don’t think Eli would just stand me up like that.
I’m about to take my shoes off and walk down the beach for a better look when a lone silhouette suddenly materializes in front of the water and starts walking toward me. I can’t make out who it is because the sun is directly over them and sending a line of bright orange fire ripping over the surface behind them. The sparkling light looks to be absorbing the figure, creating the illusion that they’re walking out of the sun beam and stepping onto the beach.
I take a step back, shielding my eyes with my hand. The way all the different elements are positioned makes it seem as if the sun is spotlighting this one person, singling them out from all else.
I raise my phone and snap a picture. If only the person was holding a surfboard we could blow it up and frame it in Eli’s shop. It looks like something out of a super hero movie—cue the slow motion and the soundtrack.
When I look down at the picture—and it is indeed a truly epic shot—I think, Forget the surfboard, the dude needs a cape.


When I look back up to see who the mysterious person is that has managed to catch the sun’s gaze, I find Eli standing right in front of me.
“Hey, Perfect Tommy,” he says, smiling (it never feels like a dig when Eli called me Perfect Tommy).
I look over his shoulder, but the sun’s golden ray across the ocean is now empty. I shift my gaze left and right, but there’s no sign of silhouette man.
“You okay?” Eli asks, noting my puzzlement.
“Where’d you come from?” I ask.
“I was just talking with my father.”
And just like that I’m pulled into the moment—his moment. My shoulders slump and my eyes soften. “I’m sorry, Eli. How’s your mom? How’s Tabitha and Jimmy?”
He tilts his head as if he’s considering me. Then the corner of his mouth pulls the rest of his face into a thin smile. “I was talking with my heavenly father, but you’re right, today is the anniversary of my earthly father’s passing. I’ve been thinking about him a lot.” He turns and looks out over the waves. “I miss him,” he whispers. “Tabitha and Jimmy even more so. Mom most of all.”
“Is that why you disappeared today?”
He motions me toward the bench beside the Surf Shop door, and we both sit. “No.”
“No?”
He shakes his head. “There’s something else that I had to discuss with my father.”
“Did it have to do with that person in the cafeteria?”
He nods.
“Who was it?”
He turns and studies me with those all-seeing eyes. “It was Zilch.”
I sit up straight. So it wasn’t Terrence. “He followed us home today,” I blurt out.
Again, he nods like he knows this, but I don’t know how that’s possible unless Jude or Pete talked to him since. “Did he put the bullet in my locker?” I’m not sure how he would know that either, but Eli seems to have the inside track on…everything.
Another nod.
“Why?”
“Tommy,” he says, holding my gaze with his own, “it’s going to be okay.”
I blink. “What’s going to be okay?”
But then his phone jingles.
“It’s Mom,” he reports, reading the text. “She wants me to come home.”
That prompts me to look at the time on my own phone, and I see that I should be getting back, myself. “Why did you want to see me?”
He stands. “I was thinking about you while I was praying, and I just wanted you to know that everything is okay.”
What is he talking about? “Do you mean with Nicole?”
“I mean with everything, Tommy.”
“Do you know something about Nicole?”
“I know that wherever she is, my father is watching over her and that you don’t have to worry.”
Okay, that’s a little better than Buckaroo’s philosophy, but I’m still not convinced.
“Listen,” he continues, “there’s a storm coming, but God is a fortress, and you can trust Him to be your shield.”
I feel my face blank. “I don’t know what that means.”
A patient smile paints his face. “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Do you think Terrence might be back? Do you think we should warn Maggie?”
“The bullet was meant for you, Tommy.”
And then he just leaves me standing there to grapple with another Shepherd riddle. I look back to the ocean, my mind spinning, and notice the footprints.
Starting where silhouette man had been, the footprints stretch up the beach and stop right in front of me.
 
I manage to avoid talking to my mom, and think she might be okay after all. Maybe she didn’t see my fate in a dream last night. Or maybe as the day wore on, the dream wore off. Either way, she made no attempt to hug or kiss me before bed.
I’m lying on my back and staring at the ceiling, my mind racing a hundred miles per hour. I have like four movies playing in my mind at the same time. One has to do with a predator staking Nicole and somehow getting her into a dank basement. Another features a new boyfriend that she sleeps with in the hopes that another sexual experience might replace the one forced on her by Spider (something I advised against and turned down myself).
I do the only thing I can laying helplessly in bed. I pray. Seems to work for Eli, he’s doing it all the time.
I fall asleep talking to God, and before I know it, I’m in the middle of that nightmare where Spider and his minions beat my face off.
He’s standing over me, looking down. His eyes are on fire, and it looks like there are people swimming in the glowing rings around his soulless pupils. The veins in his neck bulge, sending shimmers through the spider web. When he talks, it sounds like a hundred voices are all talking at the same time. “Hello, Tommy. I am going to eat your face.”
Then he bends over and opens his mouth. Only it isn’t filled with regular human teeth, but shark teeth.
I feel them sink into the side of my face. Feel them squeeze shut, digging into my gums. Then he’s pulling back and tearing my flesh away.
I scream.
Somewhere behind me, I’m aware of the rest of his gang having their way with Nicole. Her screams compete with my own. They echo through a dark and empty alley, but there’s no one around to hear us.
No one to come save us.
After he’s done with my face, he starts on my stomach.
We keep screaming…



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
Are you okay?” Mom asks as she slides a stack of pancakes in front of me. My father, looking over his newspaper, eyes me suspiciously. I guess they notice my detached disposition.
“Weird dream last night.”
Her eyebrows peak, and she shares the briefest of glances with Dad. “I had a strange dream the other day, too.”
Maybe Jude was right then. “What was it?” I ask.
She smiles and sits down across from me with a cup of coffee. “Oh, just some scary nightmare is all.”
“Is that why you were acting strange yesterday?”
She feigns surprise. “Was I acting strange?”
I roll my eyes.
“Think you might still be asleep, is that it?” Dad asks me, flipping the page.
“No, just feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone.”
He folds the paper down. “What happened?”
“Nicole was kidnapped by aliens.” It’s not a lie. After I woke up from the Spider nightmare, I managed to fall back asleep and have a PG-rated nightmare. Which I’ll take any day over the other one.
For a second, my parents just stare at me. Then they look at each other and burst into laughter.
I stab a flapjack with my forth. “It wasn’t funny. Red aliens took her to Planet 10.”
They laugh even harder.
“Red aliens took her to Planet 10,” my dad repeats, slapping his knee.
“Then what happened?” Mom wants to know, barely able to get the question out.
I’m not about to tell them about Eli’s surf board that can bend space-time, not after their reaction to simple red aliens. “Eli saved her.”
Wiping the tears from her eyes, she says, “Seems he’s been doing that quite a bit lately.”
I don’t know if she was referring to him saving me and Nicole from Spider’s gang, or his saving Maggie from drowning last month. I don’t think she knows about the whole Terrnace ordeal, but mothers talk so who knows. I’m sure my parents know a lot more than I think they do.
“What was your dream?” I ask her again, not really sure I want to know. Again, Sandra Bullock.
The question sobers her up real quick, and he smile fades as she sips her coffee. My dad goes back to his commentary on the end of the world.
There’s a storm coming.
But why I subconsciously connect whatever my mom is about to say with Eli’s words last night, I have no idea. But for some reason I feel they’re linked. Paranoid? Maybe. Hopefully. “Did something happen to one of us?”
She nods, and then says she doesn’t want to talk about it yet. It’s “too fresh still”.
Matt walks into the room, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Talk about what?” he yawns.



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
I walk through the hallway, accepting high-fives and fist bumps from my fans. I love walking around the school in my jersey on game day. It’s probably the closest I’ll ever feel to celebrity status.
I see Henry at another locker and walk his way. “Another combo not working?” I ask him.
He looks up. “No, a piece of the handle on this one broke, so I have to break the whole thing off and put in a new one.” And with that he pulls down on the wrench he has locked on the handle and snaps it off with a loud crack that startles the people around us.
He shows me the piece of the handle that’s broken. “The little lip here snapped off, so when you pull down on the handle, there’s nothing to lift the bar that releases the door.” He then takes a small hacksaw blade from his toolbox and slides it into where the handle used to be. He uses it to lift the bar, and the door swings open. “Big game today,” he says.
“Yeah.”
He picks up a nut driver. “Any leads on who might’ve left you the present?”
“Maybe.”
His eyebrows go up. “Really?”
I look around the hallway and see Eli talking to Martha over by her locker. I can’t imagine what they could be talking about.
“Does this person have anything against you?”
I’m about to shake my head when Eli suddenly turns and looks at me, his gaze cutting through the hall traffic.
The bullet was meant for you, Tommy.


“Uh… No, I don’t think so.”
“Well, you be careful just in case. I wouldn’t mind knowing where he got the thing, myself.”
“You think it’s a threat, too?”
He shrugs. “If someone put a bullet in my locker, I’d sure take it as a threat.” Then he smiles. “Knock ’em dead tonight.”
Poor word choice, I think.
 
I run into Pete after second period and pull him aside.
“Yo, Perfect Tommy, what’s up?” he asks, noting the distress on my face.
I let go of his jersey. “Did you talk to Jude last night?”
“No. I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer.” Then he laughs. “I wonder if the mouse ate him.”
“It was Zilch that was in the cafeteria yesterday, Zilch who followed us, and it was Zilch who put the bullet in my locker.” But then I backtrack a little and rephrase. “At least we’re pretty sure it was Zilch. Jude had him break into Mary’s locker last year and leave her a present.”
Pete folds his arms. “Why would Zilch want to send you a message? You don’t even know the dude.”
“Jude says someone must’ve put him up to it.”
But Pete’s face is blank.
So I lean in and whisper the name I know will get his attention.
“No way,” he says, suddenly serious.
“Who else could it be?”
“Dude, we heard his conversation with Eli. The little pervert was glad to go.”
“Things can change.”
He thinks about it, chewing on it’s possibility. “But why you? You hardly had anything to do with it.”
I haven’t got an answer for that one yet, but—
“What if it’s one of Spider’s gangbangers?” he counters, stopping my thoughts dead in their tracks.
“I thought they all got the slammer.”
“Maybe he’s got more. He could’ve made a call from prison and set the whole thing up from behind bars. Heck, what else does he have to do all day but think about getting back at us?”
I’m growing very uneasy now. And if Spider can get to us from prison, can he get to Nicole too? Is that why she’s missing? Had he gotten his revenge on her?
“We need to find Zilch,” I tell him.
The bell rings.
Pete flexes his fingers, and I remember when he’d written BANG and BOOM on them. “Okay. Meet me here after next period,” he says. “We’ll find him.”
 
He’s not here today,” Pete says, jogging over to me.
Of course he’s not, that would be too easy. “What do you wanna do?”
“We’ll track him down after the game. Find out what’s going on.”
“Okay.” And now I have to try not to let that Voice in my head drive me insane the rest of the day. What was it that Eli says? Don’t be anxious for anything, but pray about everything?
Something like that.
But, oh, am I anxious. So anxious I’m nearly crawling out of my skin.
Pete must see this, and he plops his hand on my sore shoulder. “Relax. We’ll figure it out. But first we got a game to play.”



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
As the day dragged on, my fellow classmates grew more and more excited for the game. School spirit was sky high, with chants coming over the loud speaker, banners going up everywhere, and worship of whoever was spotted wearing a Rockets jersey.
The last period is about to start. Since the team will be let out early to get ready for the game, I only have to endure another fifteen or twenty minutes before football will consume my mind and the padded person across from me will be my only concern in the world.
I walk past the gym and notice through the window a single person sitting up in the bleachers. Curious, I open the door and stick my head in.
It’s Eli. He’s sitting up there all by himself, his head bowed in prayer.
Wondering if he’s praying about the same thing that had concerned him yesterday, about the “storm that’s coming”, I start to walk across the basketball court. But just then, Phil, our subpar quarterback, grabs my backpack and pulls me back out the door.
“C’mon, I want to go over that play again before the bell rings,” he’s saying.
He’s talking about the play Coach drew up for me last season, the one that nearly rendered me a eunuch after he screwed it up by forgetting to send me in motion.
I take one last look at Eli as I’m drug back into the hallway and find that he’s now staring right at me.
Those eyes. Those all-knowing eyes…
Something is going on. Something is coming. And Eli knows what it is.
The door closes, and he’s gone.



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
By the time the game starts, all the drama of the day has been swallowed by adrenaline. Zilch and the bullet are no longer a thought, Terrence and Spider aren’t a thought, and even Nicole has momentarily lost her seat of honor in my mind.
There is only the game, the smell of the grass, and the feeling of the earth beneath my cleats.
We kick off, sending the ball straight into the sun and out the back of the end zone.
Touchback.
Then Pete and the rest of the defense hold them to a three and out. In just the first three plays from scrimmage, Pete has already given the scouts (and the personal trainers for the other team) plenty to talk about. He’s like a caged lion suddenly loosed.
Coach puts Laz in to field the punt, and I’m sure Martha’s already halfway through a letter expressing her indignation at this decision when Laz somehow snatches the ball out of the sun’s blinding glare and takes it back to the house.
The place goes wild. I mean it erupts.
Coming so close to the championship last season must’ve given everyone cause to dream this year, and expectations are high.
After we kick off and they kneel for another touchback, Pete strip-sacks the quarterback on first down, and we find ourselves with the ball on their nineteen yard line.
Next play is screen pass to me. I catch it, juke the cornerback out of a shoe, and skip into the end zone.
More pandemonium as the crowd bangs their feet on the bleachers and the sound of winning shakes the ground.
It’s music to my ears.
We’re up 13-0 in the first four minutes. The special teams unit goes out to kick the extra point.
“Yeah, Perfect Tommy! How ’bout this?” Pete yells as we jog back to the sideline, flexing and punching himself in the chest.
I’m all smiles, and I can’t help wondering what the scouts thought of that catch and run. Then I look up at the scoreboard, and my smile disappears.
“What’s wrong?” Pete turns to see what I’m looking at, thinking that maybe Phil or some other essential player had gotten hurt on the play.
But it’s not anything on the ground that has my attention. It’s the sky.
“Whoa,” Pete whispers, looking past the scoreboard.
Dark apocalyptic clouds are coming in off the ocean.
Pete jumps up and down. “Gonna get dirty, suckers! Gonna get wet!”
Pete loves playing in the mud and rain. I don’t. If I lose my traction and my ability to cut on a dime, then I’m just average. “I don’t know, Pete. Those look like storm clouds.”
There’s a storm coming.


If it’s just rain, the game will go on. But if there’s even a single flash of lightning seen from the press box, then the game will be delayed and possibly even postponed.
I look up at the American flag that stands by the main building across the parking lot. The wind is whipping it pretty good and I can hear the snap hooks clanging against the pole from here.
Oh, yea, it’s coming alright.
Pete doesn’t want that. He’s been waiting too long for this day, and I can tell he still has close to a full tank of nitroglycerin left to get out of his system.
The extra point is barely good after the wind pushes the ball sideways.
Then, five minutes into the second half, the rain starts to fall.
Phil ends up tossing two interceptions in the deteriorating conditions, and one of them is run back for a touchdown.
 “This is it, Tommy!” Phil screams in the huddle on our ensuing drive. The wind is blowing harder, the rain splashing off our helmets. “This is your play!”
It’s third and eight on our own forty. It’s 14-14, and the crowd that was so insane fifteen minutes ago has fallen asleep beneath their umbrellas. Or gone home.
We break out of the huddle, and I line up wide left.
“Ready!” Phil hollers, and the offensive line settles down into a three-point stance.
“Set!”
He looks right and then left toward me, then over the defense. And to my surprise, he actually lifts his foot and taps his toe, signaling for me to go into motion. I can barely see it through the veil of falling water.
I jump back, turn, and run across the back of the formation, careful not to slip in the mud. When he calls hike, I’m right where I’m supposed to be, and one second later I’m sitting in a bubble with the other receivers pulling the defenders out of the flat.
Phil pump-fakes left (though I don’t know if anyone can even see him do it, and he’s lucky the ball doesn’t slip out of his hand), then turns and fires a dart right into my hands.
Perfect play. Perfect execution. Perfect pass.
Now it’s time for Perfect Tommy.
I race to the sideline, plant my foot a few inches from the paint, careful not to slide out of bounds, and cut back into the field. The linebacker flies past me and slides off the field and into the line judge. I spin out of the grip of another defender and cut back the other way, bending my knees and getting so low to the ground that my butt is barely above it. One guy goes flying over me while the other turns around to see where I’ve gone. And that’s it. I’ve made three people miss, and all that’s left to do is outrun the safety. Which I do with ease.
Touchdown.
The remaining crowd shouts for joy. They’re back in it.
The team charges me, and Pete picks me up, running me across the back of the end zone. When he finally puts me down, I look into the stands and take in the moment.
I spot Henry right there in the front row clapping, and when he notices me looking at him, he points at me and gives a thumbs-up.
We go into halftime up by seven.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
After a fumble, another interception, and a few missed tackles, we find ourselves barely hanging on to the lead with one quarter to go. It’s only the first game of the season, and we’re still working out all the kinks, but this is just embarrassing. Even with the rain.
The dark storm clouds are now churning right over top of us, and it’s gotten so dark that the field lights have been turned on. Still no lightning though, and so the game must go on.
I keep glancing up into the stands to see if I can catch a glimpse of mom or dad or even my twin, but my mom hates to watch me play football, and my dad probably couldn’t get out of work in time. All the umbrellas make it hard to see anything anyway, but I do manage to spot Eli. He’s sitting up on the top row with his head bowed.
I’m not sure why I’m surprised to see him. I guess I assumed he’d have work to do at the shop or something. It looks likes like he’s praying again.
There’s a storm that’s coming.
Yeah, it’s here.
When Eli said that, I’d taken it to be figurative. But maybe he was actually predicting the weather. Though, if he knew it was going to rain wouldn’t he have brought an umbrella?
A sudden cheer turns my attention back to the game. Laz has just returned a punt twenty yards, setting us up at the fifty.
The special teams unit runs off the field, and I follow Phil back to work, giving Laz a high five in passing.
“C’mon now,” Coach yells, smacking every butt within reach, “let’s put these guys away already!”
First down is a run up the middle for no gain, both lines just spinning their wheels in the mud. Second down is an incomplete pass.
That brings up third and ten at midfield. Up by two in a rain storm isn’t good enough, and a punt here could be disastrous.
“Tommy,” Phil calls me out in the huddle, “I’m going to hit you on a slant. Just get to the sticks.”
I nod. No problem.
I split out wide left. Jeremy is lined up inside of me. He’ll run straight down the field, and I’ll cut under him, rubbing the corner off along the way. As long as a linebacker isn’t sitting in my spot, it’ll be an easy first down.
I check with the ref to make sure I’m onside. He nods his approval.
Then, right before Phil calls hike, I get a particular feeling between my shoulder blades. Like someone’s watching me. I know, I know, there are around two hundred people watching me, but that feeling…
Real quick, I look back up to the stands, expecting to see Eli’s piercing gaze poking me. But his head is still bowed. Shrugging it off, I begin to turn my head around to face the cornerback standing across from me. And that’s when, in my blurred periphery, I catch movement.
Beneath the rain and through all the umbrellas, a figure makes his way down the stands. But then someone with a red umbrella walks in front of him, and he disappears.
I’m too busy trying to see where the person went to hear Phil hike the ball, and I never get off my mark. Instead, I just stand there, frozen.
Until that cornerback across from me lays me out.
When the whistle blows, I shake the cobwebs out of my head, and look around. Phil is getting to his feet, the ball on the ground three yards away from him. The other team is jumping up and down and slapping each other’s helmets.
“Punt team!” I hear Coach holler.
 I peal myself out of the mud and jog off the field. I pull my helmet off and sit on the bench.
Phil comes over and looks at me with baffled disgust. “What the heck, dude?”
“Got held up at the line.” It’s not totally a lie.
He mutters something under his breath and walks away.
Then Pete comes and plops down beside me. “What was that?”
“Thought I saw something.”
“What do you mean? Like a corner blitz?”
I shake my head. “In the stands. I thought I saw—” I stop midsentence.
“What?” Pete asks, and for the second time tonight he tries to see what I’m looking at.
There, on the other side of the field, walking up behind the other team’s bench…
Pete stands, squinting through the rain. “Is that—?”
I wipe the rainwater out of my eyes with my gloved hands.
“He’s got a guitar case,” he mumbles.
“What?” Now I’m standing too. And indeed, the person is carrying a guitar case.
“Why would he have a guitar case?”
I can hear the worry in Pete’s voice, and it scares me. “Who?”
But I don’t need Pete to answer my question, because I finally get a clear glimpse of his face. Even from the other side of the field, I know exactly who it is.
Lightning tears the sky in half, and yelps of surprise spread through the crowd. 
The crash of thunder that follows is like a trumpet announcing the manifestation of my nightmare.
It’s not Terrence.
It’s not Zilch.
It’s not even someone from Spider’s gang.
It’s Spider himself.
The world spins, and the ground seems to roll beneath my feet. But he can’t be here. He’s in prison.
Though if he is here, then maybe he had something to do with Nicole’s disappearance too. Yet, part of me knows that if he’d paid Nicole a visit first, it wouldn’t have been a bullet Zilch left in my locker, but one of Nicole’s fingers.
More lightning and thunder, and the rain is really whipping across the field now. People in the stands are starting to make a run for their cars.
Nobody notices the guy with the guitar.
Was this mom’s dream? Is this how I die? Shot to death in my football uniform?
“I don’t think there’s a guitar in that case,” Pete says, shocked disbelief paralyzing him too.
Yeah, no kidding, Sherlock.
And sure enough, Spider flips the lid open and pulls out a black rifle as he steps out onto the field.
I swear I can see his red eyes from here, that toothy shark grin ready to chew on my face.
The downpour intensifies and further conceals him. He walks within ten feet of a ref, and the ref doesn’t even notice.
The first shot explodes, echoing off the bleachers and across the parking lot. The water cooler behind me cracks.
A few people look around, but most think it was thunder.
Pete throws himself against me and we both go toppling over the bench. He quickly rolls off me, and then we both stand the aluminum bench back up, using it as cover.
“He’s coming for us,” Pete says.
The demon who raped Nicole, almost gutted me, and who beat Eli to a pulp is now at midfield and staring right at us. All the other players are already heading for the locker rooms.
Three more shots ring out, and a hole appears in the bench between our heads.
“We can’t stay here!” I shout over the wind and rain.
But there is nowhere to hide on this side of the field. There’s only a chain-linked fence and the parking lot beyond.
It seems our only hope is that someone else sees him and that that person happens to be carrying a gun of his or her own. No one would dare make a twenty-five yard dash for him without one. We need an armed citizen or a cop, and we need them right now.
“Doesn’t this guy know it’s a gun-free zone?” Pete mutters.
So much for citizen to our rescue.
This is it, I think. But I’m too full of adrenaline to allow the reality of my mortality to sink in.
More holes punch through the aluminum with metal thunks. Spider’s taking his time, shooting while he strolls on over toward us. I can hear him laughing.
I look to my right and notice that two of the refs and my coach are pointing and waving and trying to get the rest of the team off the field. Another person is yelling into their cell phone. They finally see what’s happening. The other sideline and the stands behind it are invisible in the downpour, and I have no idea if anyone over there has figured it out yet.
But Spider’s not here for them.
Thunder booms in the deafening rain and is then followed by another distinctive crack.
“You think he’s almost out of bullets?” I yell to Pete.
“I don’t know, but if you see him reloading, run!”
And as if on cue, he stops shooting and ejects the magazine.
“Go! Go! Go!” Pete yells, pushing me from behind.
I slip in the mud but quickly recover my footing. I take off, stomping through puddles, unable to see more than twenty feet in any direction. Even Spider is just a dark blur standing in the middle of the field—though I’m sure our red jerseys make great targets for him.
“Where are you going?” Pete screams.
But I don’t know where I’m going. Where can I go?
“Hop the fence!”
I don’t like it. That means we’d be running away from his line of fire while staying in his sights. I’d rather be running across his field of vision so he has to anticipate. But I’m not about to split up.
I turn left and head for the fence, pretty sure I’m about to die on top of it.
I look over my shoulder to make sure Pete is still with me and notice a blur streaking through the rain, a trail of splashes chasing after it.
It’s a person.
Someone is actually making a run at Spider’s back! And with the pounding rain, Spider can’t hear him coming!
“You get my message, Tommy boy!” Spider yells crazily. And then, just as he pulls another magazine from his pocket, the person sprinting across the field lowers his shoulder and hits Spider square in the back.
Spider goes sprawling, and the empty gun flies out of his hands, landing in a puddle.
“Look!” I slow down and point to the two shapes.
Pete turns and stops.
Someone is wrestling with Spider in the mud, two bodies squirming and thrashing, exchanging blows.
“Whoever that is, we gotta help him,” Pete shouts.
I go for the gun.



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
It’s Henry.
He’s on top of Spider and throwing punches into his face. Both of them are covered in mud and it’s hard to tell them apart. But not that hard.
I pick the rifle up out of the puddle and aim it at Spider.
After a vicious strike to the head, Spider stops moving. Henry gets to his feet and shouts over the rain to me. “It’s not loaded!”
I turn the rifle over and see an opening where the magazine is supposed to go.
Sirens scream in the distance.
Pete takes his helmet off, and I think he might use it to cave Spider’s head in.
But then Spider starts getting back to his feet. He looks up at us with eyes right out of my dream and starts swearing at us.
Henry turns his attention to us and yells, “Stay back!”
And that’s when Spider pulls out a knife and lunges at him.
“Look out!” Pete screams.
Henry turns around just in time to do some kind of army ninja move that deflects Spider’s blow. But he keeps coming.
“Come on, monkey boy!” Spider taunts as he swipes the knife back and forth in the rain, the blade hissing just centimeters from Henry’s skin.
My hands are shaking, my heart pounding in my chest. “We gotta do something!”
“Stay back!” Henry yells again. And then, instead of stepping back from Spider’s attack, he steps into it, blocking the blow and thrusting his palm into Spider’s tattooed throat.
Spider bends over, clutching his neck, and stumbles backward while trying to breathe.
“Go get help!” Henry tells us as he pulls his belt out of his pants.
Man, I think, Banzai’s got nothing on Henry.
The belt flashes and snaps and before he even knows what’s happening, Spider is on the ground with his hands bound behind his back. Blood is running down his face.
Henry reaches over and takes the gun from me. “Remington R-15,” he says, holding it up. “Good thing he wasn’t using the M2 that bullet in your locker goes to.”
I look over at Pete and notice his shoulder pads. “Dude.” I reach out and touch the hole that’s in his jersey. Most of the left pad beneath it is gone.
He looks down and sees it for himself. “Whoa…”
“You know this guy?” Henry wants to know.
We both nod. “He’s supposed to be in jail.”
Henry studies the guy with the spider web tatoo on his neck. “He have a specific reason to come after you?”
I shrug. “I kinda fell in love with his ex-girlfriend, and he didn’t like that too much.”
Pete adds, “We had a little run-in at the movie theater last Thanksgiving. The police took him away.”
Henry runs a hand through his soaked hair. “Maybe he got out on parole.”
I step closer to my nightmare. “Did you hurt Nicole?” I shout.
His eyes narrow into slits, and he fixes serpentine eyes on me. “Why? Something happen to your whore?”
I kick him in the stomach.
Henry comes over and pulls me away.
But that opens a lane for Pete, and just like that he’s got his hands around Spider’s throat. “Answer him! Did you do something to her?”
Lightning flashes and lights up his dead eyes as his lips spread into a bloody grin. “I don’t know what you’re talkin about.”
Pete gives him a taste of BOOM, but it’s BANG that knocks him unconscious.
The sirens are louder now, and we can see the blurred lights of emergency vehicles come blinking into the parking lot.
Henry kneels down beside Spider. “You knocked him out cold.” Then he stands and faces us. “You should’ve just run away.”
I frown. “You saved our lives.”
But instead of answering, he suddenly collapses to his knees.
At first I don’t know what he’s doing, but then he pulls his hand away from his stomach and holds it up to his face. It’s red.
“Must’ve nicked me,” he says thoughtfully. Then he turns his eyes up to us, squinting against the rain. “You two played a heck of a game. I think you gave the scouts plenty to think about.”
Then he fell onto his side with a splash.
“No!” We both slide next to him, turning him over and putting pressure on the wound. Blood is coming up through our fingers.
Pete’s telling him to hang in there, and I’m wondering if the first responders can even see us out here in the middle of the field. I stand up and start waving my arms. Hopefully one of the coaches will tell them we’re still out here. Hopefully they even know.
“Hey, Tommy boy.”
I freeze, and electricity races down my spine. Slowly, I turn around and find Spider standing with his hands free, one of them holding the gun, the other the knife. He walks over to where he dropped the extra magazine, twirling his knife, daring me to stop him.
Henry’s belt that he’d used to bind Spider’s wrists is now in two pieces. Either the belt was old and worn, or…
“Don’t have any of your friends to keep me from gutting you this time, do you?” he growls.
I move my head in the direction of all the flashing lights.
He laughs. “They can’t even see us out here in all this rain. By the time they get here, I’ll have your body tied up to the crossbar with your own intestines.”
“What about me, egghead?” Pete calls out, trying to buy us some more time.
Spider smiles and bends over to pick up the magazine, but to all of our surprise, he finds a sandaled foot standing on it, pinning it to the ground.
Eli.
I have no idea how he got here or where he came from, but there he is. He’s saying something to Spider. I can’t make out what it is, but it must have an effect on Spider, because he just stands there listening.
Pete steps forward. “He still has the knife. He’s gonna stab Eli!” He raises his helmet and runs straight for him.
I couldn’t really tell what happened next, but I knew Pete had meant to crush Spider’s skull. He’d gotten a good windup and was bringing it around when—
I ‘m not sure. All I know is that instead of caving Spider’s head in, Pete’s helmet goes flying across the field, disappearing in the rain.
And now Pete is standing still, too.
Police are hopping the fence behind me.
“Put the gun down,” I hear Eli say to Spider.
The rifle falls onto the forty-seven yard line.
“You should get on your knees and put your hands up,” Eli tells him.
And to my utter amazement, Spider does just that.
I step closer, and I swear I can see tears running down Spider’s face. But that’s just the rain, right? But whether they are tears or not, the hatred in his eyes is gone, the fires of hell quenched and replaced by a broken softness I never would have believed possible had I not seen it myself.
Pete’s own face is one of bewilderment.
“What happened?” I ask him.
But he just shakes his head.
Police in tactical gear surround us with guns drawn, and for a second I wonder if any of us will be getting out of here after all. With the pouring rain to confuse things, any wrong move could be misconstrued as a threat.
But that doesn’t happen. Instead, while the medics work on Henry, I watch Spider get a new set of cuffs slapped on his wrists. Hopefully for the last time.
I get the attention of the nearest officer. “Is he going to be okay?” I point at Henry’s still body.
“I don’t know, son.”
“He saved our lives.”
“Do you know him?”
“He’s the maintenance guy. His name is Henry. He was a soldier.”
They lift him onto a gurney and wheel him off the field to a waiting ambulance.
When the questions start, I know it’s going to be a long night. But there’s still the matter of my missing girlfriend, so I start to tell the officer how Spider may have done something to her.
But Eli interrupts me. “Look.” He hands me his phone.
As the rain suddenly slows to a drizzle, I take the phone from him and see that he has Nicole’s Instagram account up. There’s a new picture that was just posted five minutes ago. It’s of her and her mom locked in an embrace. The caption reads: SORRY I’VE BEEN OFF THE GRID FOR THE PAST FEW WEEKS. LOTS OF STUFF HAPPENING. LONG STORY. BUT MOM’S DOING BETTER AFTER A CLOSE CALL. WE ARE ACTUALLY IN EUROPE RIGHT NOW. MY PHONE BROKE AS WE WERE LEAVING FOR THE AIRPORT. FINALLY HAD TIME TO GET A NEW ONE!
The relief that floods through my body is so great that I almost collapse.
Eli puts his arm up around my shoulder pads. “I told you it was okay.”
I look at him. “Was this the storm you were talking about?”
He nods. “One of them.”
“But how did you know?”
But he doesn’t answer. Instead he turns and watches the medics load Henry into the back of the ambulance.
“Is he going to be okay?” I ask him (as if he could possibly know).
He stares into the distance as if trying to see the future, and finally whispers, “No greater love does a man have then to lay down his life for his friends.”
“Friends… I didn’t even know his name until yesterday when he fixed my locker.”
“He did what he was called to do, and his reward will be great.”
The gravity of someone surrendering their life for mine hits me hard, and tears fill my eyes. I’m totally not worthy of such a sacrifice.
Pete walks over. “What did you say to that piece of crap?”
Eli considers him. “The real enemy comes to rob, steal, and destroy. So often the people we think of as our enemies are really just prisoners of war.”
I wipe a tear away. “Are you talking about Spider? He raped Nicole! He beat you to a bloody pulp! He—”
“Needs to repent so that he can be forgiven and set free from the real enemy.”
A gasp escapes Pete’s lips. “Set free?”
Eli faces him. “Do you think there is any sin that God would not forgive? He desires that no one perish, but that all should come to repentance. Even Spider.”
“But—” I start to protest.
“Tommy,” Eli cuts me off, “love your enemies.”
I blink, his words slapping my brain so hard I can barely compute them. “Who are you?” I whisper.
He smiles, and his eyes gleam. The dark clouds have gotten further east now, and the sun is trying to come back out.
“You’ve heard it said that no matter where you go there you are,” his smile grows even larger, “but I say that no matter where you go, I will be with you. Even to the end of the world.”
My mouth drops open, but no words come out. Pete just scratches his head.
Without taking his eyes off me, Eli says to a nearby officer, “Officer, there’s someone over by the bleachers that I think you might want to talk to about all this.”
I look to the bleachers myself, and now that the rain has all but stopped, I can make out Zilch crouching behind a trashcan. When he sees the police turn and look at him, he decides to make a run for it. He doesn’t even make it to the other end zone.



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
It isn’t until after nine o’clock when we finally leave the police station, and the ride home is pretty quiet. I can hear mom trying to suppress sobs in the front passenger seat, and dad just stares blankly at the road ahead. I’m not sure how close today’s events lined up with Mom’s dream, but I’m sure she’s ready for this day to be over. I am.
When Jude heard what had happened, he wasted no time figuring out how he might use the situation to his favor. Quickly calling Laz and getting him to acquire our stuff from the locker room gave him an excuse to stop by his house to pick it up for us. After what was certainly another epic attempt to woo Mary before Martha sent him on his way, he did stop by the police station and drop off our bags.
Which means I have my phone.
As mom and dad struggle to comprehend what almost was (for the second time since Thanksgiving), I’m able to read the texts Nicole had sent me after getting her new phone. She’s okay, and her mom’s okay, and she can’t wait to talk to me. It takes everything I have not to call her right here and now, but it’s like 2 AM across the Pond and so I’ll have to find a way to wait one more night.
When we get back home, Matt is waiting for me. He gives me a huge bear hug that takes me by surprise, and I can’t keep my eyes from filling with emotion. But then he hits me on the shoulder, and the pain it brings takes care of that. I spend about ten minutes filling him in on what happened while mom and dad listen in and get my account of the story for the third or fourth time.
Then I take a shower, washing the dried mud out from under my fingernails and from behind my ears and out of my hair. As the warm water washes over me, I close my eyes and think about what Eli had said the other day.
There’s a storm coming, but God is a fortress, and you can trust Him to be your shield.


I thank God for protecting us, for being our shield. I thank Him that Nicole is okay, that her mom is okay. I thank Him for Eli, and for Henry, and I beg Him to have mercy on Henry, to let him be okay.
After I whisper an “Amen,” I begin to wonder who Eli had been praying for over the last couple of days. He knew a storm was coming, and I’m pretty sure he was trying to work out all the details with God, perhaps interceding on our behalf. But was he praying for me? That God would be my shield? Or Nicole? Or had he been praying for Henry, somehow knowing the part he would play in all this (though how he could possibly know that is way beyond me)?
And then I think about what he told me and Pete on the football field, about who the true enemy is, and I wonder if maybe he could’ve actually been praying for Spider that whole time. Not for his destruction like I would’ve prayed, but rather for his deliverance. I think Eli’s the only guy I know who would pray for the salvation of a guy who’d turned his face into squash. But he told Pete to love our enemies. And who can fathom such a thing? Love Spider? That’s like loving the Devil.
No, I realize. Spider was the Devil’s prisoner, and somehow Eli had set him free by loving him.
I can tell this concept is going to change everything.
I get out of the shower, get dressed, and say goodnight to my family, exchanging hugs (and, yes, even kisses). Then I go to sleep, anxious for tomorrow when I can find out about Henry and talk to Nicole.
As I fade off to sleep, I again struggle with Eli’s words, that the real enemy comes to rob, steal, and destroy, and that sometimes the people we think of as our enemies are really just prisoners of war who need to be set free.
I think of Spider’s face, of the tears running from his eyes—eyes that had just moments before been burning with insane hatred toward me.
If there’s a power that can produce such a change in a person, turning them from Darkness to Light in a mere instant, then maybe it can change the whole world.
I wonder just who this Shepherd boy really is. And this night I don’t dream of Spider chewing on my face, but that Eli is a good alien from Planet 10 who has come to save the world.
Wherever you go, I am with you.
And in my dream, I follow him wherever he goes.
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