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To Chloé

Chapter 1

“We here at Solstice High strive for academic excellence,
encouraging at all times you pupils to do your best. One day,
when you are older and out in the real world, you will look back
on these days of school and think of them as the best days of
your life.”
And so on, and so on . . . I couldn’t help noticing how
every year Mr. Devlin seemed to make the same speech, trying
to motivate the idle masses of youth—of which I was a proud
member—into academic exertion. I truly felt that someone
should have taken him to one side, patted him on the back, and
informed him that he was fighting a losing battle.
But there was something compelling about Devlin, with
his cold, gray eyes and finely plucked eyebrows, something
appealing and passionate in his words that could be measured
by how much he spat while barking them out. He was extremely
charismatic. But, then again, so was Mussolini.
“He must be feeling like such a god up there on his little
podium,” Rochelle whispered in my ear, and we both laughed
quietly.
Rochelle is one of my best friends, a quarter of our little
group. With chocolate waves of hair, wicked blue eyes, and
constantly pouting lips, she looks like something out of a fashion
magazine. The problem is that she knows this only too well and
tries to impose her own little, one-party state onto the rest of us
peasants. “An iron hand in a velvet glove” is how she describes
herself.
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My frank psychoanalysis was cut short by a low cough to our
far left. I turned in that direction, scanning the throngs of blearyeyed teenagers until my gaze met that of Ms. DeMona. Looking
into her eyes could be compared to David’s looking into the eyes
of Goliath after forgetting his sling back at home. With a tangle
of dark curls rivaling that of a maenad and a piercing stare that
would make Medusa jealous, she is what we students called the
scourge of the hallways. Or, in the curt manner of my blue-eyed
friend, “Satan’s gift to high school.” Pursing her lips, she raised
one eyebrow in a demonic manner, and I instantly sat up straight
and faced the stage.
First day of senior year and already I was wishing it were
the last.
I gave Devlin my full attention, observing the handsome man
thundering down on the quivering freshmen, hands gesticulating
wildly in the manner of Evita. I could see easily over the heads
of those in front of me because of my height. Beanpole was the
word most people used for me, and it was true. There’s nothing
physically remarkable about me: I’m just a tall, skinny guy with
boring, brown eyes and wavy, black hair. My skin, though, is
really white and smooth, and this is the only aspect of myself I
regard without some degree of contempt.
“What’s your first class?” Rochelle asked, as oblivious to
DeMona as she was to most things in life.
“Math . . .” I muttered, fighting back a groan. I regarded
numbers as my own personal enemies. They were discriminative,
I thought, for there was only one acceptable answer, and all
others deemed wrong; a numerical apartheid in my indignant
opinion.
“Don’t worry,” Rosh purred, and I could tell by her tone she
was smirking. “Daphne and Jonas have math with you.” I had to
admit that made the idea of logarithms just a bit more bearable.
“And . . .” she went on, and I was puzzled by the mirth in her
voice, “so does Julius.” I flushed a deep red and fought back the
desire to physically assault my busybody friend.
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A second cough to our left, but I didn’t even bother looking at
DeMona again, for the meaning was clear. Detention on Friday,
and the day was just starting.
Some people feel the need to down life like Rochelle does
cocktails, but I prefer to amble pleasantly along. Smell the roses
and all that jazz. Hell, I can’t even be bothered to get a driver’s
license, and that small trait I find to be a big indication of one’s
psychological profile. Welcome to my so-called life.
***
“Matt, you’re doing it again!”
Daphne’s remark caught me off guard, and I snapped out of
my momentary stupor to stare into her vivid, green eyes, eyeing
her cheeky grin with suspicion.
“Doing what?” I thought I had feigned surprise quite
accurately, widening my eyes and arching my brows.
“Staring at Julius!” She giggled, tearing down all hope I had
as an actor.
For the second time in just a few hours I felt the need to
hit someone, but I just turned the other cheek and looked down
at the doodles on my page, otherwise known as math notes.
Daphne, a fiery redhead with a matching temperament, was just
as direct and unforgiving as Rosh in terms of being up-front,
and sometimes even deadlier, causing the two girls to clash
constantly. It was a good thing the fourth member of our little
entourage, Jonas, was a jock who had the build of someone in his
twenties, allowing him to pull the girls apart easily. I remember
one time he had to manhandle Rochelle and pin her arms behind
her back after Daphne called her, in other words, a member of
the oldest profession. Jonas, with his bulging arms and cool,
honey eyes, was oxymoron personified. As he eyed Daphne and
me from across our little worktable, musing whether protection
was needed, I wondered at how such a big guy could be so calm
and collected.
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“Mind your own business, Daphne,” I answered calmly.
“Remember what happened to Pandora?”
“No,” was her simple reply.
I sighed, remembering that Daphne was not as intellectually
inclined as Jonas and I were.
“Well, what about the curious cat then?” I simplified, and
she chuckled darkly.
I found my mind wandering again, something it does of its
own accord whenever presented with tedious and trivial things
such as math. I couldn’t even bear the sight of the logarithm
problems before me. In my head, I decreed that whoever had
invented logarithms should have been stoned to death, preferably
with small stones so the punishment lasted longer.
As my mind wandered, so did my eyes, and they drifted back
to the shape of Julius Fontaine just a few tables away. I had no
way of confirming it, but I was pretty sure he would have made
Adonis feel pretty shabby about himself. It disgusted me that
whenever I looked at him or thought of him, my references turned
out tired and clichéd, but there was no other way of looking at it:
his face was composed of eyes clear and green, a lighter, calmer
shade than those of the redhead, like a sunlit meadow; a straight,
regal nose; and a jawline seemingly chiseled from stone. Dirty
blond locks framed his face, and in that instant he grinned and
shook his head, causing my heart to skip a beat. I wanted to look
away and yet I found that my eyes had been disconnected from
my nervous system and remained locked on him, refusing to miss
a second of such beauty. His eyes locked on mine . . .
All of a sudden, I found myself under my desk, scattered
papers drifting lazily around me, and with racing breath I tried
to figure out how I had come to be there. Daphne’s laughter rang
loud and clear through the startled silence, and I didn’t hesitate
to lash out with my foot and teach her a lesson, cutting her laugh
into a short yelp. Revenge tasted all too sweet on my lips, but
the moment was short-lived as I wondered how long I could hide
under the desk.
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“Matt,” Mr. Ed, the short, stocky, yet adorable math teacher,
called to me from his desk, squinting behind thick, round glasses.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, sure, Mr. Ed, I lost my . . . my . . .” I stammered,
cursing myself for my remarkably lacking improvisational
skills. “ . . . pencil.” I managed weakly, sliding back up onto my
chair and turning red again.
I resisted the urge to glance at Julius again, sure he was laughing
along with the rest of the classroom, calling out names I didn’t care
to repeat. I was at the point in my personal and high school career
that names didn’t affect me anymore: They just bounced off. Sticks
and stones and all that. And, if anyone stepped too out of line, I
introduced them to a little something I called Jonas. Or Rochelle,
for that matter, for she had earned a formidable reputation for
randomly lashing out at strangers, even teachers.
“Smooth, Matt, smooth,” Daphne said from across the table,
and I made a mental note to have a few words with Rochelle
later on.
***
“What’s up with this?” Rochelle asked, voicing the question I
had been thinking.
It was recess, a glorious taste of twenty-minute freedom, and
crossing the patio we had found the door to the P.E. changing
rooms barred shut with a “No Trespassing” sign. It was a
beautiful day, sunlight gleaming across the patio and small
lawn surrounded by school buildings. Looking around at the
towering displays of academia on all sides, I realized how much
we resembled inmates enclosed by prison cells. Kids lay on the
grass, soaking up the sun in the last days of summer, collars
unbuttoned and skirts hitched up, a portrait of youthful beauty
and frivolity. Red blazers used as pillows and tartan skirts
clinging lightly to smooth thighs, there was a sort of still-life
beauty to my surroundings.
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“Didn’t you listen to Devlin this morning?” Jonas’s words
brought me back to reality, and I turned to see Rochelle stare at
him as if he had asked a rhetorical question. “Right,” Jonas went
on, sighing. “I forgot you were too busy rebelling against ‘the
man’ to pay attention. Well, it seems there was some sort of gas
leak and this room’s been closed down.”
“Wow, that’s like the only weird thing that’s ever happened
here,” Rosh mused, and I agreed. For such a large and
prestigious school, the institution had maintained a spotless
record on everything from overfriendly student-teacher liaisons
to technical malfunctions in the IT department. “Let’s have a
look!”
I considered myself quite an articulate person, yet I found
myself dumbstruck at her rash comment.
“Are you crazy?” Daphne snapped, voicing my thoughts
exactly. I nodded. “What part of gas leak don’t you get?”
“Oh, come on, don’t be such cowards!”
I was about to explain to my friend the fine difference
between cowardice and common sense when she continued, “It
must be Devlin and DeMona’s love nest!”
“Right,” I snorted. “Because Devlin doesn’t have a private
office!”
“And DeMona’s not a frigid psycho!” Daphne added.
“Besides,” Jonas started, hoping to settle the discussion,
“the door is probably . . .” As he spoke, he grabbed the door
handle, and with no resistance the door swung open, revealing
the gleaming white interior of the changing rooms. “It should
be locked,” he muttered darkly. “This door should be locked if
there is a gas leak going on inside.”
“See!” Rochelle cried out gleefully, blue eyes sparkling with
obvious excitement. “Well, losers, I’m going in. You guys can
do whatever you want!”
And without another word, she marched straight in with
determined steps and chin held high. Shuffling our feet
and grumbling about having her committed, the three of us
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followed suit, quickly closing the door behind us before anyone
spotted us.
The changing rooms looked just the way I remembered
them, with polished white tiles and rows of wooden benches,
metal lockers on the right wall, and a large mirror on the left.
Nothing seemed to be amiss: no foul-smelling taint in the air
and no sign of the work of a gas engineer. Daphne had flicked
on the lights, and with uneasy steps we crossed the sterile
room, searching through the wood and tiles for something out
of place.
At the far end of the room, a door led into the small
P.E. office, and Rochelle, apparently the leader of our little
expedition, swung the door open and waltzed right in. As usual,
we followed the feisty brunette, hoping to entertain her childish
fantasy a few minutes longer and then make a quick and discreet
getaway. But as soon as I crossed the threshold, I found myself
frozen in place, staring at the room before me. Was I in the
wrong room? But it couldn’t be. We had crossed the only other
door of the changing rooms that led into the P.E. office. But,
sure as Rochelle was a reckless lunatic, this was most definitely
not the P.E. office.
It wasn’t the office full of sports equipment and spilled
coffee I had known for the past four years but a completely
different sort of room. Large, plasma monitors lined the walls,
and there were at least ten computers displaying all sorts of
information. Bizarre-looking machines I couldn’t even begin
to describe cluttered what little room was left, humming and
beeping busily. I couldn’t even figure out where to look first.
It was as if I had stepped into some other dimension from The
Twilight Zone.
“This isn’t the P.E. office . . .” Rochelle whined.
“More like the inside of the Death Star,” Daphne whispered.
“What is all this?” I asked, hoping for some sort of explanation
as to why our gym office had been transformed into some hightech, gadget-aplenty spy headquarters.
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“Ew!” Rochelle suddenly cried out, pointing at a small,
plastic box containing little white rats, running this way and that,
standing on hind legs, and sniffing the air.
“A lab,” Jonas murmured, walking toward the rats and
peering at them intently.
One of the rats stopped and eyed him uncertainly, head
cocked to one side, apparently as confused as the rest of us. The
rat moved on, curiosity quenched, and Jonas did too, walking
toward a computer screen and tapping a few quick keys. Whereas
I was constantly frustrated by technology, I was pretty sure Jonas
could make a computer dance the samba if he wanted it to.
“It’s information on some sort of experiment,” he explained,
and we moved next to him. To be honest, I couldn’t make out a
thing from the huge paragraphs of small print. I waited for Jonas
to give us the condensed version. “Something about messing
with genes and alleles . . . A theory on tapping into undeveloped
human characteristics overtaken by dominant alleles . . .
Something called Project Manticore.”
“You mean our school is running underground experiments?
Please!” Rochelle said and, to emphasize her nonchalance at the
idea, leaned against a wall.
Obviously it was a bad idea, for her back pushed down a
big red button, and from everything I’ve read and seen about
big red buttons, they are best left unpushed. A red light started
flashing from nowhere, and a loud alarm began ringing, causing
Rochelle to jump in surprise.
“Oh, great, Rosh,” Daphne snapped. “Way to get us busted!”
“Look!” Jonas shouted, pointing at the door, which was
swinging shut on some mechanical hinge. “Quick!”
We bounded across the room, my heart beating louder than
the alarm, red flashes searing across my vision. We managed
to slip past the door just in time, and an automatic lock clicked
into place. Our relief was short-lived, though. As we made our
way across the white changing rooms, I noticed a faint hissing
noise.
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“Stop!” I barked, and the others did so. The hissing became
louder, and I turned to my left, catching sight of an orange fume
seeping in through the air vents.
“The gas leak!” Daphne cried, and the four of us raced
across the room, leaping over wooden benches and sliding over
polished tile. We reached the door and Rochelle pushed at it
violently, to no avail.
“Idiot!” Daphne hissed, shoving Rochelle aside and grabbing
the handle. “It opens the other way!”
She pulled at the door, but again it was no use. Rochelle
would probably have come up with some quick insult had she
not been staring at the other end of the room. I spun on my
heel to do the same, and my heart skipped a beat as I saw an
orange nimbus slowly grow and spread toward us. The gas was
advancing fast, and we were locked in with no windows or other
means of escape.
Jonas was plowing his shoulder against the door, grunting
with the effort, with no apparent result. Rochelle started banging
on the door, shouting for help, tears collecting in her eyes, while
Daphne uttered her own shrieks, but I suspected the bell had
rung already and no one could hear them scream. I was frozen
in place, unable to move an inch, staring at the orange tide as it
lurched toward us, like a sentient being intent on crossing the
last few meters and engulfing us.
I began to taste the foul smell in the back of my throat,
burning through my nostrils and stinging my eyes. This isn’t
how it’s supposed to happen, I thought over and over again. I
shouldn’t die like this!
And then the orange wave was on top of us, around us,
sweeping through my lungs, making me keel over, coughing,
a disgusting smog that choked my mouth. I felt like I was in
an orange sea, and suddenly everything was swimming and
melting, till I had to force my eyes shut.
I waited for an end, some indication that it was finally over,
but there was nothing but pain. Relentless pain, not like cutting
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or bruising yourself, but a pain like fire that coursed through my
veins, setting every cell alight.
It seemed like an eternity, but slowly, excruciatingly slowly,
the pain decreased. I managed to open my eyes, tears bursting
onto my cheeks, and even though my vision was blurred I
managed to see the gas dissipate, the orange recede into the
nothingness from which it had come.
Someone groaned beside me, and I realized I was lying on
the floor, practically in a fetal position, and Rochelle was slowly
uncurling herself next to me. I reached for the wall, placing my
weight on the gleaming tiles as I stood on shaky legs, trying to
find my balance and swallow the bile in my throat.
After a few minutes of groggy stumbling about, the four of
us managed to pull ourselves together and stare at each other
silently. Nothing had prepared me for this, and not knowing
what exactly “this” was made it even more mystifying. But at
least I was alive, and for that I was grateful.
A clicking sound made us all turn back to the door; it swung
open suddenly. We’re saved! And then Devlin’s livid face
appeared, his head surrounded by glowing sunlight like some
terrible angel, more furious than I had ever seen him. Or maybe
not . . .
“Kids,” he spat through clenched teeth, “you’re in big
trouble.”
“Busted,” I whispered and instantly regretted it as Devlin’s
eyes bore their full wrath down on me. Honestly, I thought,
sometimes I suspect my mouth and brain work in different
directions.
***
Devlin’s office was large and immaculately clean, the way an
obsessive-compulsive might arrange his room. Papers were
stacked neatly on his oak desk, suspiciously expensive rugs
adorned the floor, and a large window behind the desk overlooked
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school grounds. Wood paneling and crystal figures all added to
the regal ambience so out of place in a high school. And there,
on his throne of black leather, sat the Almighty, as we called
him. He used every possible curse word acceptable for underage
ears, and we were so subdued by his thundering rampage that
we didn’t even dare wipe at the flecks of spit that landed on our
faces.
“I can’t even think of a word to describe what you kids did!”
he cried out, banging his fist on the table and making Rochelle
jump in her seat. “Actually, yes, I can: stupid! Incredibly stupid!
And dangerous! Did you not hear me today in the assembly,
warning you to stay away from the changing rooms!? No, I’m
sure you were too busy rebelling against ‘the Man’ to notice,
huh?”
Had we been in a less life-threatening situation, I might have
been inclined to smile at that last comment, but it would have
been a shame to survive a gas attack only to get my head ripped
off by a red-faced principal.
“I should expel you four right now!” My stomach lurched
at the idea. My mother worked herself to death in order to send
me to this school, and I wouldn’t have been able face her with
the pink slip. “But I won’t. I’m just glad you kids are okay.” He
sighed and relaxed in his chair, and I calculated how long it might
have been till his head exploded from the exertion if he had kept
up the scolding. “Now get out of my sight.” I was suspicious at
how easily we were being let off, but I wasn’t stupid enough to
compromise that by saying anything.
Clearly, Jonas did not share my survival instinct, for as
Devlin waved us away and Daphne, Rochelle, and I turned to
leave, he remained frozen in place, glaring at the Almighty with
steely determination. That was incredibly unnerving, for not only
was Jonas a blank slate most of the time—never registering the,
I supposed, few emotions that colored his soul—but he might
have made Devlin reconsider his stance on the no-expulsion
issue. Devlin looked up from his papers, raising one of his fine
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eyebrows in disbelief. I imagined his face resembled that of
Stalin, ordering one of his comrades into action and receiving a
haughty “Thank you, but no”.
“I’m sorry, sir,” Jonas began, and I nudged Rosh in the hips
to remind her to close her gaping mouth, for it wasn’t particularly
attractive. “But what exactly was that gas in there? And what
about that lab? Shouldn’t we be having some sort of medical
checkup? I mean, we did inhale a lot of it.”
“I shouldn’t even be explaining to you, but the orange gas
wasn’t the danger. It was just a sort of . . . disinfectant to clear
away any remains of the previous leak. And that lab was just part
of the new renovations being done to the school. We’re installing
a new computer room in that building and moving the P.E. office
elsewhere. We were meaning to surprise the students with it next
semester, but I guess the cat’s out of the bag.”
“How lovely!” Rochelle jumped in, smiling sweetly at
Devlin while grabbing Jonas firmly and pulling him back with
her. “Well, we’ll be off then! Don’t want to miss even more
lessons, now do we?”
Daphne and I nodded our heads vigorously, and Devlin raised
his eyebrow again. I began thinking about what a fine set of
eyebrows the man possessed when Rochelle walked past me and
carried me off with her. As the thick, oak door swung shut behind
us, I looked over my shoulder and saw Devlin reach for the phone,
dial a number, and whisper sternly, “Marilyn, get me the twins.”
***
“What the hell was that!?” Rochelle exclaimed, punching Jonas
on the shoulder. We had returned to the patio, for God had
mercifully timed our exit from Devlin’s office with the start of
second break. “Were you trying to get us into trouble?”
“Look who’s talking!” Daphne cut in, shoving past Jonas to
glare at Rochelle. “You’re the maniac who got us in there in the
first place!”
12

Solstice High

“Girls,” Jonas said, slowly but forcefully, ordering the socalled ladies down. I found it funny when reading old books
how females were referred to as the “gentler sex”, when in my
experience there was nothing even remotely gentle about them.
“What happened, happened, and we all followed Rochelle.
The strange thing is Devlin’s fishy excuses. Disinfectant gas?
Computer lab? My goldfish could come up with better lies!”
“Still,” Rosh added, placing her hand on her hip to make it
clear he wasn’t getting away so easily, “you could’ve waited a
few days before interrogating the Almighty!”
“But that gas!” Jonas was showing an uncharacteristic
palette of emotions. “They might be running illegal experiments
in there!”
“Well,” Daphne began, “we all inhaled that gas, didn’t we?
And I don’t know about you, but I feel perfectly fine.”
“I’m feeling kind of queasy . . .” Rochelle mumbled,
squinting her eyes and cradling her belly, but I laughed at this.
“That must be the burrito you had before school,” I pointed
out, and she smiled, remembering said burrito. “I told you not to
eat Mexican for breakfast.”
We all laughed at this, and the tension evaporated instantly.
The bell rang just then, announcing the coming onslaught
of work. We made our way toward one of the buildings, and,
though the sky was still beautifully void of clouds and the sun
shone on our backs, I felt a cold chill run down between my
shoulder blades.
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