Book Two: Garden of Roses

By Joseph A. Gill

“There was a boy who had the faith to move a mountain


And like a child he would believe without a reason


Without a trace he disappeared into the void and


I’ve been searching for that missing person.”



~ Michael W. Smith, “Missing Person”


Rich: “I’m lamenting. I’ve lost my innocence.”


Cromwell: “You’ve lost that some time ago. If you’ve only just noticed, it


  couldn’t have been very important to you.”



~ Robert Bolt, “A Man For All Seasons”

Year: 2223 C.E. (formerly known as A.D.)

~1~


Chase Woodcock sat in the middle of a bustling office, waiting patiently. His eyes closed, he enjoyed the air conditioning which was a welcome relief from the oppressive July heat and humidity outside. As he rested his weary head against the back of the tall armchair, he thought. And he had much to think about.


He reflected on the last week, which he had spent at Camp Heritage. It had been a wild and crazy week. Although he really didn’t want to go to summer camp in the first place, he actually enjoyed himself despite all of the odd happenings: meeting the communist lifeguard, Andy, getting beat up in a capture-the-flag game, finding the mysterious golden Amulet of Yendor with Ben, and Mike getting arrested for drug possession. These events made for a very interesting week.


A door opened next to him, interrupting him from his thoughts. Opening his eyes, Chase saw Officer Tudor, his parole officer, step out of the door and smile.


“Come in,” the tall police officer said kindly.


Chase got up and followed the man into his office, closing the door behind himself. Officer Tudor went behind his desk and sat down, motioning for Chase to do the same.


“Good morning, Officer Tudor,” Chase said, taking his seat.


“It’s Monday,” the officer pointed out. “Monday mornings are never good mornings.”


Chase chuckled politely.


“Okay, Chase, let’s cut to the chase. Sorry, no pun intended.” The officer smiled at his own joke.


“Yeah, I’m sure,” Chase replied, good-naturedly.


“But leaving all jokes aside, let’s get down to business. This is, what, your second time checking in with me?”


Chase nodded. He was required, as a term of his parole, to check in with Officer Tudor twice a month for the next three years.


The big police officer smiled. “Good. Is Mrs. Talbot here, by any chance?” Mrs. Talbot was Chase’s foster mother.


Chase shook his head. “No, she had to run some errands in Frederick, so she dropped me off here and she’ll be coming back to pick me up when she’s done.”


 Officer Tudor nodded. “That’s fine. So tell me, Chase, how was summer camp? You only got back two days ago, didn’t you?”


Chase nodded. He didn’t want to reveal everything that had happened at summer camp, so he told him simply, “It was okay. It wasn’t as bad as I had imagined. I made a few friends, and earned a few merit badges.”


“That’s good,” Officer Tudor responded. “You look like you got quite a suntan from being outside all last week.”


“Yeah,” Chase agreed, “And I also got quite a bit of sunburn as well.”


Officer Tudor nodded sympathetically. “That’s too bad. Oh well, that’s the price you pay for a good time, I suppose.” He paused for a moment to look over Chase’s file, which was lying open on the desk in front of him. “Well, it looks like you haven’t gotten yourself into too much trouble since I last saw you, so that’s good. Is there anything you wanted to talk to me about?”


Shaking his head, Chase answered, “Nope, I can’t think of anything. Life is going great.”


“Are you looking forward to starting school this fall at Urbana High School?”


“Not really,” he replied, “But no one likes school. I mean, it’ll be okay, but it’s not like I want to go back to school or anything.”


“I see,” Officer Tudor said, closing his file. “Well, it looks like you’re doing just fine. I hope you keep this up.” He stood up and went to the door. “Goodbye, and good luck with school.”


Chase stood up and went out the door. “Thanks very much, Officer Tudor.” With that, he started to walk towards the exit of the police barracks.


All of a sudden, though, Officer Tudor remembered something. “Chase!” he called out. “Wait, there’s one more thing I forgot to tell you.”


Chase turned around and came back. “Yeah?”


“It looks like you won’t be required to be active in a Boy Scout troop after all.”


“Really? Why?” One of Chase’s probation requirements was that he needed to be active in a Boy Scout troop for three years.


“Did you, by any chance, browse the internet this morning?”


Chase shook his head, wondering what this had to do with anything.


“Well, it appears that the Boy Scouts have been shut down by an executive order from President Ferraro. Something about the Act of Loyalty, I don’t really know why.”


Chase was taken aback. He knew about the Act of Loyalty, but only vaguely. “What do you mean, they were shut down?”


“Well, it appears that President Ferraro insisted that the Chief Scout Executive, the head of Boy Scouting, cease teaching morality and Christian values in the Scouting program. Apparently he refused, and President Ferraro retaliated by shutting down the whole organization.”


“I didn’t think the President could do something like that to a private organization, could he?”


“Well, apparently President Ferraro interpreted this refusal as an affront to the Presidency, and he used the Act of Loyalty to shut them down. The whole issue is pretty complicated, and I don’t even understand it too well.”


Chase nodded slowly, feeling vaguely disappointed at the elimination of one of America’s best-known and most respected organizations. “That’s a shame,” he commented, but he then shrugged. “Oh well, that’s life. I’ll see you next month, Officer Tudor,” he said while walking away.


Officer Tudor watched until Chase was out the door. Then he turned around and returned to his office.


Chase waited just outside of the barracks for about five minutes, before his mother returned from grocery shopping. Lisa pulled her minivan up to Chase, and the boy got in the passenger seat.


“So how was your meeting with Officer Tudor?” Lisa began as she drove the minivan out of the parking lot and onto the highway.


Chase shrugged. “It was okay. Nothing much interesting happened, although I did learn that I won’t be going to Boy Scouts anymore.”


This news surprised Lisa. “Really?” she asked, “Why not? Did Officer Tudor dispense with that requirement for your parole?”


Chase shook his head. “Nope. Actually, he said that the Boy Scouts have been shut down.”


Lisa was even more shocked by this. “Really? Did he mention why?”


“He said that it had something to do with the Act of Loyalty.”


Stunned, Lisa was silent for a moment. Finally she mused, “I wonder why I didn’t read about this in the papers this morning. This should be front page news, if it’s true.”


“Yeah, it kind of surprised me too,” agreed Chase. “But what is it about this Act  of Loyalty? I had heard some stuff about it, but what is it really?”


“Well, Chase, the Act of Loyalty basically makes the government into a totalitarian state – the President becomes the king, and anyone who doesn’t do what he says will be shut down somehow. The Act officially says that anyone or anything that disagrees with the government could be considered a threat to the domestic safety of this country. But this Act can be easily abused. I certainly hope that President Ferraro didn’t simply use this Act to advance his own agenda in this case.”


Chase thought about this for a while. “Officer Tudor did mention that the President didn’t want the Boy Scouts to teach morality or Christian values.”


“The President is also a vocal advocate of gay rights,” Lisa added. “I think that might have something to do with it, since the Scouts do not allow gay leaders.”


The conversation died out for a while, each person thinking their own thoughts. Lisa stole a glance at Chase, who was sitting most serenely in the passenger’s seat. ‘There’s something different about him,’ she noticed. Ever since returning from summer camp, Chase had been polite – even talkative, which was a change for the better from how sullen and sarcastic he had been prior to camp. ‘Maybe he’ll adjust well to living here,’ Lisa thought hopefully. She wondered what had precipitated the change in her foster son’s attitude. He hadn’t said much about his week at summer camp since being home, but it was evident that he had enjoyed himself at Camp Heritage.


They both sat there silently for a while, listening to the hum of the highway as they drove home. Finally Chase said, “I’m going to miss Boy Scouts. But, that’s life I suppose.”


“Speaking of that, when we get home, can you take your clean clothes out of the dryer?”


“How in the world did my talking about Scouting lead you to doing laundry?”


Lisa smiled. “I have a mother’s mind, what can I say.”


Later that morning, Chase was folding his clean clothes and putting them away in his dresser. As he was doing this, his mind wandered to the topic of Mike. ‘I wonder where he is right now,’ he thought. He considered giving his friend a call, but since he didn’t know if he was in jail or at home, he decided not to. He figured that he would eventually find out what happened to his friend.


Just then, another thought occurred to him. What if Mike told someone where he had gotten the drugs? That could mean major trouble for Chase…perhaps even back to jail. They would most likely believe Mike, and since Joey could back up the story that Mike got the drugs from Chase, then that would surely mean adversity for the former juvenile delinquent.


Naturally, Chase became a bit distressed while thinking of these thoughts. ‘I’ve got to talk to Mike,’ he thought. He soon decided that after folding his clothes, he would call the Connors to see where Mike was, and he would try to talk to him as soon as possible.


He was jarred out of his worries when an object fell out of the pocket of one of his pairs of shorts. Putting the shorts down, he bent down to pick up the object. It was a pouch of some kind, made out of synthetic leather. Printed onto the leather was a design that looked vaguely like a coat of arms, with the letter “M” prominently displayed on the shield, with the words “Totus Tuus” written on a banner beneath the shield.


Turning the pouch around, he saw that a note was stuck to the back. He unfolded it and read the following:


“Chase,


This is for you. I hope it brings you peace.


From, Mike.”


The note was written in Mike Connor’s handwriting. This piqued Chase’s curiosity, so he opened the pouch and dumped out the contents into his hand.


What fell out were beautiful white beads, strung together on an exquisite sterling silver chain. It looked remotely like a necklace, but the beads were arranged in sets of ten, and there was another small strand of beads hanging down, with a crucifix at the end of them. Chase had never seen anything like it, so naturally, he had no idea that what he was holding was one of the most powerful sacramentals in the Church. 

Chase held up the rosary and looked at it. He had seen a few of them hanging from car windows, but he didn’t know what they were used for. He was about to put it back in the leather case when he spied a woman on one of the medals, the one where all three strands of beads intersected. Upon closer inspection, Chase noticed that it looked a lot like the woman on Mike’s Miraculous medal.

Finally, after examining the object, Chase shrugged and put the rosary back in its case and tossed it on his dresser. He made a mental note to ask Mike about it whenever next saw his friend.

Chase went into the kitchen, where he grabbed the portable phone and the phone book to look up the Connor’s phone number. Lisa was sitting at the table in the dining room, reading the newspaper.

Chase had just begun to search through the expansive phone book when Lisa said to no one in particular, “Hmm, this is interesting. Mike Connor got arrested the other day for possession of marijuana.”

Immediately, Chase froze. He came into the dining room and demanded, “Where did you hear about that?”

“There’s an article about it on page A-8. Isn’t he our next door neighbor?” she commented, returning to the paper.

“Yeah, he’s our next-door neighbor. What does it say about him?” Chase asked tensely. He knew that Lisa would soon ask a barrage of questions.

Lisa’s face soon darkened considerably. “That’s interesting. It says that he was caught with a Ziplock bag full of pot at Camp Heritage in Pennsylvania.” She looked up at Chase. “Isn’t he in your troop?”

“Yeah,” Chase responded pensively, taking a step back. His face displayed his nervousness.

Lisa nodded and continued reading the article.

“Does the article say what happened to Mike after he got arrested?” Chase inquired anxiously.

Lisa shook her head. “Nope, it just says that his trial is set for next Monday.”

“God, now everyone knows about it,” he mumbled, stepping back once more. He grabbed the phone and the phone book, and quickly turned to go to his room.

He stopped immediately, however, when he heard his name being called.

“Chase, come back here for a moment,” Lisa ordered.

Chase had never heard his foster mother use this tone of voice. He immediately complied, returning to the dining room, and staring at Lisa with a fierce look.

“Okay, Chase. I’m sure you knew about this before you left Camp Heritage. Why didn’t you tell us about this when you got home? And also, where did he get the drugs? I always thought that Mike was a really good kid.”

“Look, here’s what happened. Apparently he got the drugs somehow, I have no idea how, but a kid named Matt saw him smoking pot on Friday, and he told Mr. Longer, and that’s how he got arrested. As for why I didn’t tell you, well, quite frankly, it doesn’t concern you at all.”

Lisa sat back in her chair, thinking. “I believe it does concern me. I should worry about you if you’ve been at summer camp with a pot smoker. Did you hang out with Mike a lot during the week?”

Chase nodded. “Yeah, actually he was my tent mate. But trust me, I didn’t have anything to do with his drugs.”

Lisa sighed deeply and looked out the window. “I don’t trust you at all. I’ve known the Connors since they moved in about ten years ago. They’re all upstanding people, good Catholics, and I couldn’t imagine any of them doing drugs.” She turned her gaze to Chase, a gaze that bore into him. “There’s something more to this. Mike isn’t a drug dealer. I don’t know what’s going on but whatever it is, it will be exposed to the light. What else do you know about this?”

“Nothing. Why doesn’t that answer satisfy you?”

“Why should it? You’ve lied to me before.”

“When have I lied to you? Name once.”

“I know all about how you beat Joey up last month, after the basketball game. I was talking to Mrs. Connor the other day, and she told me the whole story. So how can I trust you after all that? I don’t even know how many other lies you’ve told me…”

At this point Chase stood up abruptly and stormed out of the room, muttering as he strode away, “I don’t have to take this crap.”

“Come back, young man, I’m not finished speaking with you!” Lisa shouted after him, but to no avail. Chase was already up in his room, slamming the door behind him.

Lisa simply shook her head as she leaned back in her chair.

Once in his room, Chase dialed the Connor’s phone number on the portable phone that he had grabbed just before he made his rowdy exit from the dining room.

The phone rang twice before Catherine Connor picked it up on the other end.

“Hi, is Mike Connor there?” Chase asked.

Catherine sighed audibly. “Who is this?”

“This is Chase Woodcock, your next-door neighbor.”

“Uh, I don’t think Mike is really in the mood for talking to you right now. But I’ll tell him that you called.”

“Okay, that’s fine. If he doesn’t want to talk, I understand it, but I think there are some things that we should clear up with each other. I’ll try to be at his trial next Monday, so I guess I can talk to him then.”

“That’s fine. See you Monday then.”

“Goodbye.”

Catherine hung up the phone in her kitchen and sighed once again.

“Who was that?” asked her brother, who was sitting at the kitchen table.

“That was just Chase,” she replied, sitting down. “He wanted to talk to you.”

Mike nodded solemnly. He had gotten out of jail on Saturday, his parents paying the $500 bond. Now he was just sitting at home, waiting for his trial. His parents had forbidden him to go anywhere, so he was virtually under house arrest until next week.

Catherine looked at her brother, noticing how much he had aged in the past few days. Not matured, but aged. His once-bright eyes were now duller, his enthusiastic spirit gone, his face showing the burden that he carried. He looked like he had lost any reason for living, and now he was not living, but merely surviving.

In a short while she stood up. “Well, it’s about time to start making lunch,” she said quietly, going to the refrigerator.

Mike’s voice made her turn around, “Catherine?”

“Yes, Mike?”

He looked up at her with empty eyes. “I love you.”

Catherine smiled out of empathy. “I love you too.”

“You won’t desert me, will you?”

Catherine shook her head. “No, Mike, I’d never desert you.”

He nodded slowly.

Catherine’s heart was breaking as she could see how much pain her brother was in. She could only sigh as she turned away.

~2~

That Friday, Chase went over to Mike’s house to meet with him, Bobby, Charlie, and Joey, to discuss what to do about the discovery of the Amulet of Yendor.

It had been preoccupying Chase’s thoughts for the past week. On one hand, he was terrified of Ben. He knew that Ben might be mentally unstable; after all, he did threaten to shoot Mike out by the grove of trees. On the other hand, if what Ben said was true, that the Amulet of Yendor could help Darkness take over the world, then someone had to stop him. But how do you stop a madman with infinite power?

Chase arrived at the front door of Mike’s house. After knocking on the door, he waited for a moment before Catherine opened it and invited him in, saying, “Joey and Mike are upstairs.”

Chase went up the stairs and, upon finding Mike’s room, went in. He found Mike reclining on his bed, engrossed in a conversation with Joey, who was seated on the floor. As soon as the door opened, however, they stopped talking and both stared at Chase with unkind eyes.

Chase looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Mike. I really am.”

“That’s bull, Chase,” Joey interrupted angrily, voicing his pent-up anger. “You knew exactly what you were doing. You corrupted the innocent.”

Chase hung his head. The words that he spoke were true.

Mike took a deep breath and spoke up. “Chase, I’m not ready to forgive you yet. But it was my own stupid fault for smoking pot anyway. I should have recognized the attack from the devil.”

“Well, Mike, good luck with the trial and everything, and God’s will be done,” Chase commented.

Mike laughed darkly at the irony of his comment. “Very funny. I don’t want God’s will to be done if His will includes me being thrown in jail, remember?”

“Yeah, well, you said it first.” Chase paused for a moment. “There’s still one thing I don’t understand. If Matt had seen the marijuana when we were taking it out to the grove of trees, why didn’t he tell Mr. Longer immediately, and get all three of us in trouble?”

“I think,” offered Joey, “That Matt didn’t really get a good look at what we had in our hands as we walked out there. After all, if you didn’t see the bag closely, it would be hard to tell what was in it.”

Just then, Bobby and Charlie walked in. They both cast a steely glance at Chase, then sat down on the floor over by Mike’s bed. Chase grabbed a chair from Mike’s desk and sat in it, and the meeting began.

“This has been a crazy past week,” Mike began. “I really haven’t had much time to think about what we should do about Ben and the Amulet of Yendor. Any suggestions, guys?”

The room was silent for a moment before Chase spoke up. “It seems to me that during our entire past week at summer camp, we only got into more and more trouble whenever we thought that we could figure something out on our own. So my suggestion is to stay out of this matter. If Ben was just crazy, then we don’t need to worry, because nothing will come of his disappearance. If Ben was telling the truth, then we couldn’t stop him anyway, because he’s got infinite power with the Amulet, or so he says.”

“So what you’re saying,” clarified Charlie, “Is that we should sit idly by while the entire world is taken over by some guy with a necklace.”

Everyone stared at him. Yup, that was just about correct.

Then Bobby chimed in. “I kind of agree with Chase. There’s no way that we could stop this guy on our own, and even if we decided to tell someone about Ben, who would we tell? Or, more importantly, who would believe us?”

“But think of the consequences if we’re wrong,” Joey added. “If we don’t do anything, then Ben might destroy the whole world. If we try to stop him, although we might all die, we just might succeed in stopping him. There’s always that chance.”

“But how do we explain this to our parents?” Chase countered. “I could just imagine one of you guys going home and saying to your folks, ‘Hey, Mom and Dad, I’m just going to go save the world from some crazy guy that I met at summer camp. Don’t bother waiting for me for dinner, I might be gone for months or years. If I die, I leave all my belongings to you.’ Don’t you think that everyone will think you’ve lost your sanity?”

“Well,” Bobby threw in, “If you’re Charlie, you don’t need to worry about that. Everyone already thinks he’s insane.” Everyone laughed at his sarcastic comment.

“Okay, guys, does anyone else want to make a suggestion, comment, or snide remark?” Mike asked, acting as the unofficial emcee. No one bothered to say anything else, so he concluded, “Okay, then, let’s take a vote on what to do. Everyone who wants to tell the authorities about Ben, raise your hand.” No one moved. “Okay, everyone who wants to do nothing, raise your hand.” Everyone but Joey raised their hands. “Everyone who wants to go after this guy, raise your hand.”

Joey raised his hand on this last one.

“Looks like we do nothing, and hope that Ben was a big lunatic,” Mike concluded.

Joey could only shake his head. “I just know that this is going to come back to haunt us.”

“Just as well, it’s out of our hands,” Chase replied.

“Don’t you care about anyone but yourself?” Joey said, not very kindly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Yeah, perhaps you’ll live a nice, comfortable life here in Windsor Knolls, while the entire world burns in flames because you didn’t take the time to bother catching a madman with an extremely powerful artifact.”

“Look, Joey, weigh the pros and cons to doing anything. We’d be taking an awfully big risk to bother doing anything about Ben.”

“So you’re going to be so selfish that you can’t be bothered with such small matters as the end of the world.”

Chase took offence at this last statement. “You can’t tell me that you’d be willing to risk your life for something that may or may not be true.”

“Jesus said, ‘No greater love hath a man than to lose his life for his friend.’ Try taking that to heart, instead of your selfish attitude.”

“Why are you picking on me?” Chase asked indignantly. “Everyone else in this room agreed with me. I don’t know where you get this idea that I have a selfish attitude.”

“I don’t know,” Joey replied sarcastically. “Perhaps it’s because through your own stupid fault my best friend is about to be sent to jail. If you weren’t so selfish in the first place…”

“Don’t make me beat you up again,” Chase threatened, moving to the edge of his chair.

“Yeah? I’d like to see you try.”

At this point both Charlie and Bobby leapt to their feet, ready to break up the fight that was brewing between these two.

“Come on guys,” Bobby said hastily, trying to calm the tempers that were flaring in the room. “Both of you are pretty shaken up by last week’s adventures, so let’s cool down. Let’s go, Chase.” With that, Bobby, Charlie, and Chase went out of the room in a hurry.

Joey watched until all three were out of hearing range, then he sighed deeply. Looking at Mike, he noticed that his friend looked lethargic, almost depressed. “Mike, what’s wrong?”

Mike lay down on his bed, staring at the ceiling. “Joey, I can’t believe what I did. I wish there was some way to take it back. Looking at you and Chase go at it once again, I realized that I did more than send myself to jail for sure. I hurt you, my family, and everyone else who was important in my life. Man, one stupid mistake and my whole life is ruined!” He sighed and rolled over. Then, under his breath, he uttered something that Joey could never imagine him saying. He whispered softly, “Damn Chase. It’s all his fault.”

Joey looked heavenward, but he was too wounded to pray. Instead, he turned and left the room, softly closing the door after himself, leaving Mike alone once again.

Three days later, Chase showed up at the Frederick County Courthouse. His parents had no idea that he was there. In fact, he had to sneak out of his house and catch a ride from Mr. Longer to get there at all. After the quarrel with Lisa on Friday, the two were hardly on speaking terms.

He and Mr. Longer arrived there just after the trial began. They quickly took their seats in the back of the courtroom, while they could see that Mike was already on the stand. A lawyer was questioning him about the drugs.

“As you, your honor, already know, Michael Connor has entered a plea of guilty to the charge of possession of marijuana,” the lawyer said, speaking to the judge. “We have already proven that the fingerprints on the bag were his, and from what it looks like, the bag had been buried for some time, judging by the amount of dirt on the outside of the bag. There were other fingerprints on the bag, but unfortunately due to the moisture of being in the ground, and the effect of the dirt, the fingerprints have become unidentifiable.”

Chase felt a stab of fear – those other fingerprints were his.

The lawyer continued, this time speaking to Mike. “All right, young man, let’s be cooperative here, and perhaps you can get some leniency from the judge. How did it happen that these drugs came into your possession?”

Chase’s fear increased. Would Mike tell the story about the burying of the drugs right here in front of the judge? Chase looked right at Mike.

Mike returned the gaze, staring long and hard at his former tent-mate in the back of the courtroom. Finally, he looked at the lawyer and said softly, “I plead the fifth.”

Chase sat back in his seat, visibly relieved.

“Now come on, Michael, you can tell me. Remember, if you don’t tell me, the judge may not go easy on you. So let’s try this again. Where did you get the drugs?”

Mike looked drained, but he kept his composure and again said softly, “I can’t say. I plead the fifth.”

Chase wondered how much longer Mike would hold out. His friend looked totally exhausted up there in the chair, with the entire assembled throng staring at him like ravenous wolves. In reality this was because Mike couldn’t sleep at all last night, he was so worried about the trial. To Chase, however, his friend looked ill, depressed, and out of energy. He was lacking his usual enthusiastic spirit about him.

“Your Honor, I have no more questions to ask him,” the lawyer said in conclusion. “Judge him as you see fit.”

The judge, an older woman, turned to Mike’s family and said, “Is there anything that the defense would like to say as a closing argument?”

Mr. Connor stood, as the spokesman for the defense (Mike opted not to have a lawyer), and replied, “Your Honor, all we ask is for mercy. This is Michael’s first offense against the law, and as witness to his character, anyone in this room can tell you that Michael is one of the most loving, kind, generous, and obedient person that they have ever met. He really is a good kid, and I’m sure that this was only an adolescent lapse in judgement. Please be merciful. The defense rests.” With that, he sat back down, and Mike came down from the chair and sat by him.

The judge took a moment to come to a decision. After about two minutes time, the judge finally said, “Having weighed all the evidence, I have come to a conclusion. Recall that three years ago, President Ferraro launched a campaign to rid our nation of its chronic drug problem. This included mandatory six-month jail sentences for first offenders, no matter what the drug or the amount. I have considered this, but I also trust the testimony of Mr. Connor, and I have taken into consideration his plea for mercy for his son. So in light of all of these factors, I have decided to sentence Michael Connor to four months in the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center, without parole. After this time, he will be on probation for two years before this offense will be expunged from his record. Case dismissed.” With a pound of her hammer upon the gavel, the case was ended and Mike Connor was taken away in handcuffs.

Chase stared long and hard at the door through which Mike exited the courtroom. He wished that there was a way, some way, to undo what was done, or at least to apologize once again to his friend. Unfortunately, there was no way.

“We’d better get going,” Mr. Longer commented in his trademark Kentucky accent. “I’ve got to get to work.”

Chase nodded sadly, and followed Mr. Longer outside and to his pickup truck.

Once on the road, Mr. Longer said, “That’s really too bad about Mike. Such a nice kid. I hope his time in jail doesn’t affect him negatively.”

Chase snorted, not in a good mood at all. “Look at all the time I spent in jail, and it hasn’t affected me negatively.”

Mr. Longer looked at him briefly. “I won’t comment on that.”

“Hey, what are you insinuating? That jail has affected me negatively?”

Mr. Longer shrugged, so Chase dropped the subject but continued talking. “As I was saying, it really is too bad. I was looking forward to starting high school with him this fall. But I guess that won’t be happening now.”

Mr. Longer was quiet during the rest of the ride to Chase’s house.

~ 3 ~

That same day, Tom Talbot was in a business meeting with the board of directors for Powernetworking Technologies. It was a very tense meeting. The company had been losing financial stability as of late, and many investors were growing tired of waiting for the company to finally turn a profit. The directors called this particular meeting to discuss the company’s current financial problems.

“You see here, these graphs demonstrate quite dramatically the projected decline that this company is headed for,” Mr. Randall, the treasurer of the company, explained to the assembled audience. He was standing at the front of a room, with a PowerPoint presentation at his back that displayed several graphs upon a screen. “If our decline continues, we will have to declare bankruptcy by December, at the latest. There is still hope, however, if we can secure enough contracts to last us through August, we might be able to turn a profit on the third quarter.”

A gentleman in a well-pressed suit spoke up. “How many contracts would be necessary?”

“The way I see it,” the treasurer replied, “It depends upon how big each contract is. It could range between fifteen and thirty.”

“And if we are able to secure these contracts and turn a profit, what then?”

Mr. Randall smiled, trying to reassure the board of directors that this company still had hope. “If we are able to secure enough contracts by August to turn a profit, then there’s a good chance that investors in our company would be encouraged by it. If investors are encouraged, then our stocks might rebound. If our stocks rebound, we’ll be able to have more cash flow in our company, and as you all know, more cash flow means that business is growing.”

Tom spoke up at this point. “I see your point of view, Mr. Randall, but I must ask you: what happens if we do not secure enough contracts by the end of August?”

“In all likelihood, Mr. Talbot,” he replied gravely, “That would mean that we would need to file for bankruptcy.”

“Isn’t there a significant risk, though, in trying to fool investors like that?”

“Yes, I would certainly say so,” the treasurer replied. “If we get out now, cut our losses and declare bankruptcy, we might be able to salvage a little bit of the company. If we try to go for the contracts, and fail, then there would be no salvaging this company. We would surely lose everything we’ve ever put into Powernetworking Technologies.”

“Then you’re presenting a fairly grim picture,” Tom concluded.

Mr. Randall nodded solemnly.

There was silence for a minute while the seven members of the board of directors mulled over this new information given to them by their treasurer. Finally the president of the company spoke.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, I propose that we take a vote on what to do: either we cut our losses now and declare bankruptcy, or we try to hold on for one more quarter and hope for a dramatic, and miraculous, recovery. All those in favor of the first solution, say Aye.”

No one moved, which greatly surprised the president.

“Okay, then, all those in favor of the second proposal, say Aye.”

Almost in unison, all seven people in the room cried, “Aye!”

The president shrugged. “You people know that you’re all putting your jobs, and a significant amount of prestige and money, on the line here. If we are to succeed, we all need to work doubly hard until the end of the third quarter, if we’re still around by then. This is going to require a lot of teamwork, ingenuity, and a whole lot of courage. I wish you all good luck. Meeting adjourned.” With that, everyone returned to their work.

Somehow this last speech by the president was counterproductive. Instead of inspiring confidence in everyone present, Tom felt almost sick. The company was taking an extreme risk. If they all failed, it would have disastrous consequences. Tom had invested approximately three-quarters of his wealth into this company. In fact, he was paying his mortgage on the expectation that his stocks would one day increase in value. If this company failed, Tom would probably have to declare bankruptcy himself.

He looked up heavenward as he returned to his desk. ‘Oh, God, my life is in your hands,’ he whispered anxiously as he continued his work. He was going to work his hardest during these next few months, but there was no guarantee that he would reap any rewards.

That same day, at around noon, Lisa was sitting at her dining room table, filling in the daily crossword puzzle in the newspaper.

“Hmm,” she mused out loud, staring intently at the clue, “An eleven-letter word for eating a lot of food.”

All of a sudden, she was interrupted from her thoughts by a ring on her doorbell. “I wonder who that could be,” she said to herself, while rising from her seat to get the door.

Upon opening it, she found a strange-looking woman was standing on her porch. She was a young woman, with perfectly tidy blond hair and she was wearing a tight black dress with a black pullover.

“Can I help you?” Lisa asked, suddenly feeling self-conscious for still being in her pajamas.

The woman nodded crisply, then stepped inside, uninvited. “I’m looking for Chase Woodcock. Does he live here?”

Lisa nodded, but she was a bit taken aback by this strange woman. “Yes, he lives here, but who are you?”

The woman laughed a hollow laugh. “Forgive me, I am so rude. My name is Vicky Volkmar, I’m the guidance counselor for Urbana High School, where Chase will be attending this fall.”

“And why are you here?” Lisa asked, still feeling uncomfortable by this woman.

“I’m here to meet with Chase about high school. You know, schedules, lockers, protocol, that sort of thing. For the most part, I don’t usually go to the students’ houses. There are usually orientations held for incoming freshmen. But since Chase is a former juvenile delinquent, we need to make special accommodations for him. Would you mind if I met with him, and you, for a short while right now?”

Lisa was still on edge with this woman, but she decided to let her meet with Chase. She turned to go up the stairs, when something occurred to her. “Excuse me, Ms. Volkmar, what sort of ‘accommodations’ are you going to make with Chase?”

“Well, the school system has mandated that Chase must pass through a metal detector every morning before he is allowed into the school building, and also his locker will be searched once a week for drugs and weaponry. There are others things, too…”

“Ms. Volkmar, doesn’t that go against the Bill of Rights? What happened to no unreasonable searches or seizures?”

“There is nothing unreasonable about what we need to do to protect the safety of our schools,” the woman replied tartly. “Chase is a hazard to society, as he has already proven. I think it best for the rest of our students to take these extra safety precautions.”

“That’s outrageous! Chase isn’t a mass murderer.”

“I’m sorry, but rules are rules. I don’t make the rules, I only abide by them. Now may I please meet with Chase?”

Lisa rolled her eyes. From her years of being a secretary, she had learned never to fight a bureaucracy, because the bureaucracy always wins. “I’ll go get Chase, he’s in his room,” she finally said unkindly, ascending the stairs to go to Chase’s room.

Once there, she knocked on Chase’s door. “Chase!” she called from outside the closed door, “There’s a woman here who needs to meet with you.” She waited a moment, but heard no answer. Knocking louder, she called, “Chase, are you in there?” Again, silence. Finally, she opened the door, and beheld an empty room.

She came down the stairs and said to the woman, “I don’t know where he is. How about I call you and we can set up a time to meet?”

Ms. Volkmar shook her head quickly. “No thank you, that’s quite all right,” she replied tartly. “I’ll have my people call your people and we’ll set up a meeting. Well, it’s been nice chatting with you, but I really have better things to do. Goodbye.” With that, the woman turned and walked out the door.

Lisa slammed the door behind the woman. “Good riddance,” she commented after the door was shut. “I wonder where Chase is, though. I told him not to go out today without telling me…”

Ten minutes later, Chase arrived home, thanks to Mr. Longer. He tried to be as silent as possible entering the house, because he knew that Lisa wouldn’t take too kindly to his sneaking out that morning. He managed to get into the house quietly, and he took of his shoes at the front door, to minimize the noise. Quickly he dashed up the stairs.

Once again, however, he forgot that the fourth step squeaks. So he stepped on it, and it made quite a noticeable noise.

Lisa, who was in the dining room, heard the squeak. “Is that you, Chase?” she called out.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Chase replied, nonchalantly coming back down the stairs and into the dining room.

“So where were you all morning?” Lisa asked kindly.

Chase shrugged. “Oh, just in my room, listening to music.”

Suddenly, Lisa’s eyes turned fierce. “You lied to me again! How dare you! Let’s try this once more. Where were you all morning?”

The youth was unconcerned. “I went with Mr. Longer to Mike’s trial. He was sentenced to four months of hard time. It’s too bad.”

“No, what would really be too bad is if we sent you back to jail, which I’m tempted to do.”

“Why? What did I do that was wrong?”

“Well, for one thing, you sneaked out of the house this morning, even though I told you not to go anywhere without telling me. And just now you lied to me once again.”

Chase went to the kitchen and opened a cupboard, looking for something to eat. “Oh, come on. What I did wasn’t so bad.”

“Excuse me Chase, but I’ll be the judge of that. Look, buddy, I defended you this morning. You’d better not prove me wrong.”

“What do you mean, you defended me?”

“A woman from the school system was here earlier. She wanted to see you about some extra security measures that they were going to put in place for you. Can you believe that they want to make you walk through a metal detector before you go to school, and they’re going to check your locker weekly for drugs? I thought that was outrageous. I told Ms. Volkmar, the counselor, that you didn’t need those kind of safety measures, that you were reforming your life so you wouldn’t be a hazard to society. Maybe I should have taken those words back, though. It appears that you’re back to your lying, devious ways.”

Chase shrugged. “You know, if I were them, I would be afraid of me, too.”

“Yes, I can see that. Chase, you are the only one who can change yourself. But I think that I deserve an apology for your behavior this morning.”

“Okay. Sorry. Whatever,” Chase responded, unemotionally.

“And I also want you to promise never to lie to me again, or to deliberately disobey me like that again.”

By this time Chase was walking away. “Whatever,” he said, obviously paying no attention to his foster mother.

Lisa could only sigh as Chase walked away.

It was well after ten o’clock p.m. when Tom Talbot finally arrived home after a very long day at work. Immediately, he went up to his room, where he found his wife in bed, reading a novel.

He dropped his briefcase and jacket by the door, causing Lisa to look up. “Hello, dear. You certainly worked late tonight.”

Tom smiled, a smile of relief that he was finally finished his work for the day. “I’m sorry, honey. But we’d better get used to that, because I’ll be working late a lot more in the future.”

“Tough day at work? I know you had the board meeting today. How did that go?”

“Well, we voted not to declare bankruptcy.”

“That’s wonderful!” Lisa exclaimed.

“Perhaps,” Tom responded, much more subdued. “But instead, now we need to work doubly hard for the next few months. If we don’t secure enough contracts through August, then we’ll have to declare bankruptcy later, and lose even more money. So there’s a lot of pressure on all of us at work.”

Lisa nodded, rising to embrace her husband. “I hope it gets better for you.”

“I hope so too,” Tom said, holding her tightly. “But let’s not talk about work now. How was your day?”

“It was all right. Although…” She took a deep breath before continuing. She didn’t want to upset Tom any more that necessary, since he was already under a great deal of stress from work. However, she thought that he ought to know about the day’s activities. “Chase deliberately disobeyed me and sneaked out of the house to go to Mike’s trial. Then he lied about where he had been.”

“Yes, that’s right, Mike’s trial was today. How did that go?”

“I think Chase said something about him being sentenced to four months in jail.”

Tom shrugged, looking out the window absent-mindedly. “That’s too bad, he’s such a nice kid. He doesn’t deserve that.”

“No, he doesn’t, but what about Chase? He lied to me, he disobeyed me…”

Tom ran his hand through his hair, thinking. “Okay, okay, I’ll talk to him. But I’m no miracle worker. Don’t expect an immediate change in his behavior.”

Lisa nodded, so Tom left her to go and find his foster son.

“Chase, are you in here?” Tom called, peering through the partially opened doorway into his foster son’s darkened room.

“Yes,” came the reply from the dark.

Tom walked in and turned on the light. He found Chase lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling.

“Your mom tells me that you sneaked out of the house this morning.”

“She’s not my mom,” Chase pointed out matter-of-factly.

Tom decided to try a different tactic. “Chase, do you want to be sent back into the system? Or we could always try to find your brother, Chad, and you could go live with him. We just want to make you happy. So if your life here isn’t happy, please, tell us what we can do for you. I’m sure Lisa would be more than pleased to ship you off somewhere else.”

Chase looked at him for the first time. “No, I’d like to stay here.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear you say that. But in order for you to do so, you must show respect to myself, and to my wife. That includes not lying or disobeying us. Do you think you can do that?”

“Whatever.”

Tom had no idea if he was getting through or not to his son, so he decided to let it be for the moment. He walked out of the room, but not before he turned around and said, “And by the way, you’re grounded for a week.”

~ 4 ~ 

Mike Connor had never felt so alone or afraid in his life, not even when he was walking through the woods with a gun to his back. After his trial, a police officer had led him to the police station, where the officer cuffed his ankle to a metal folding chair. There he sat for the entire day, doing nothing but watching the people in the office hurriedly rushing from one place to another, obviously too busy to pay any attention to the lonely boy in the bright orange jumpsuit.

Finally, at half-past nine o’clock in the evening, the same police officer uncuffed him and led him to a waiting police car, where he was gruffly thrown in the back seat. The officer then drove the car to the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center.

At the detention center, he was taken to a small room and left there, with a tall, old man.

The man said nothing for almost fifteen minutes, as he was busy filling out paperwork and doing almost everything he could to ignore the prisoner sitting before him. Finally, however, he abruptly looked up at Mike and set down his pen.

“Okay, Mike, welcome to the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center. You’re here for four months, correct?”

Mike nodded, staring angrily at the man. Although in reality, he was more mad at himself.

“Good. You’ll be briefed more tomorrow about what your life will be like here at this establishment, but for now you’re probably tired. So we’re going to show you your cell.” The man hit a button on his intercom machine on his desk, and speaking into it, said, “Officer Logan, could you come here for a moment? Mike Connor is ready to be taken to his cell.”

In a minute, the same officer that had accompanied him to this cursed place appeared at the door of the office. He motioned for Mike to follow him, so he did. The officer led the boy to a small, filthy cell that contained one bed, a table, a chair, and a toilet. The cell was surrounded on two sides by other cells, both of which were occupied.

“Here is where you will stay for the night,” the man instructed, unlocking the cell door and swinging it wide open.

Mike felt like he was at the dog pound as he silently went into his cell and lay down on his bed. The door was shut and locked, and Mike Connor was in jail.

The next day was bright and sunny, but Joey really couldn’t enjoy it. He was sitting in the reception room of Urbana High School, waiting for the school counselor.

In a few moments, the door opened and a woman called out, “Joey, you can come in.” Joey rose and entered into a small but homey office. It looked like a traditional psychiatrists office, with mellow colors and a couch near a window, with a plethora of potted plants around the room. Joey stood in the center of the room, unsure of what to do.

The woman, a school counselor by the name of Laura Harris, instructed the nervous boy, “Have a seat. Don’t be worried. I’m not going to bite your head off.”

Joey sat down on the couch. “I don’t even know what I’m doing here.”

The woman smiled in a friendly manner. “I know you must be very confused. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Yeah, I guess I am pretty confused, but I don’t even know what I’m confused about.”

Mrs. Harris nodded gently. “Well, how have you been doing this week? What have you been feeling?”

Joey shrugged, calmly. “I don’t know. It’s a mixture of anger, sadness, and confusion. I guess I don’t understand why it had to happen.”

“Joey, even good people sometimes fall. Your friend Mike was a very good person, but he only made a bad choice. Everyone makes mistakes once in a while.”

“I know,” Joey interrupted. “But I looked up to him. I thought that he had it all together, he was the most saintly person I knew. But why should I try to be good now? It makes no sense.”

“You can’t tell me that you’ve never made a mistake in your life.”

“Well, yeah, I’ve made mistakes, but there’s a difference between a mistake and a crime, you know?”

Mrs. Harris nodded, understandingly. She could see that Joey was deeply shaken up by the recent events. “Why don’t you talk about your anger now. Who or what are you angry at?”

“I’m angry at myself, for one. I saw Mike when he was high on pot. I should have done something, but I had never him high before, so I thought he was just acting stupid. I’m also angry at Mike, for doing something so completely thoughtless like that. But most of all, I’m really angry at Chase…” He stopped suddenly, realizing what he had just said.

“Who is Chase?” Mrs. Harris asked innocently.

Joey looked off into the distance. “Chase is a guy who I thought was turning his life around. But instead, he betrayed Mike.”

“It seems to me that you need to release your anger toward these people in order that you might get over the shock of this event,” the counselor chastised gently.

“But how am I supposed to do that?” Joey countered, with an edge in his voice.

“Forgive them. Let go of the anger.”

Joey stood up abruptly. “I knew I was wasting my time with coming to you. Look, can’t a guy be angry for once?”

“Joey, you can be as angry as you want, but anger prevents healing. You’re confused now, confused and angry that your best friend was arrested. I would be too, if I was in your shoes. But now you have to move on, get past this. Look, here’s my suggestion for you. Why don’t you go find some of your friends and do something together this afternoon? It would be good for you to be out and about.”

Joey shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. Thanks for your time, anyway.”

“You’re welcome, Joey,” Mrs. Harris replied, smiling broadly. “I always have time for you. Remember, it’s only four months, then life will be back to normal.”

“Okay, I’ll try to remember that,” he replied, managing a weak smile. “Goodbye, have a nice day.”

“You too.”

With that, Joey left.

~5~

The next day was Wednesday, August 1. It was a beautiful, bright, sunny day, as a warm wind swept over the land. Many people in Windsor Knolls were outside on this gorgeous day, mowing lawns, swimming in the swimming pool, and simply enjoying the warm weather.

It was on this day, at about one o’clock in the afternoon that Sarah and her brother Danny arrived at the baseball fields adjacent to Windsor Knolls Middle School. They were ready to do a little bit of batting practice on the well-manicured field. Sarah was carrying with her a bucket of baseballs and two baseball gloves, and Danny had in his hands two aluminum baseball bats.

Both Sarah and Danny were excellent ballplayers. Sarah had played junior varsity softball for most of the spring for Urbana High School. At the end of the season, she so impressed the coaches that she was moved up to varsity, even though she was only a freshman. She made second team all-star as a first baseman. Danny, meanwhile, was an all-star shortstop on his traveling team. Both brother and sister loved the sport, and they often competed against each other just for fun.

On this day, they were going to have a home run derby. Sarah started out as pitcher, and Danny grabbed the lighter of the two bats to hit.

He grounded Sarah’s first pitch into right field, but then he smacked the next two over the relatively short 230-feet left field fence.

“Oh, baby, beat that!” Danny exclaimed as his second home run cleared the fence by about ten feet. “Look at that shot!”

“Get back in the box,” Sarah said, shaking her head in amusement at her brother’s showboating. “You won’t hit another one out of the infield.”

“Bring it on,” he challenged.

And indeed she did. The next pitch was a sharply breaking curveball of some sort, and Danny could only manage a weak popup to shortstop. The next two, as well, were good for only weak grounders.

“See? Who’s the bomb, now?” Sarah taunted good-naturedly.

“Keep pitching, you’ll mess up sometime,” her brother retorted.

Her next pitch was a fastball, with nothing on it. Danny took a mighty swing, but it was a bit too uppercut. The ball rocketed out towards center field, but it landed less than five feet short of the fence.

Their competition was interrupted by the sound of applause coming from the hill behind the backstop. Both turned around to see that Charlie and Bobby were coming towards them, carrying their baseball gloves.

“Nice hit, Danny,” Charlie commented. “But what can I say, the pitcher is a girl!”

Sarah blushed, but quickly retorted, “I’d like to see you try to hit off of me. You’d strike out in three pitches.”

“All right then,” Charlie replied, taking up the challenge. “Let’s play a game. How about you and Bobby versus Danny and I?”

Everyone agreed to those teams, so they quickly took their places in the field. Sarah and Bobby would be up to bat first, and Danny took the mound with Charlie playing at shortstop.

Danny was just about to throw the first pitch when they heard a squeaky voice say from near the first base dugout, “Hey, can I play with you guys?”

Matt Anconquista was standing by the fence, clutching his small baseball glove.

“Yeah, I guess so, but then the teams would be uneven,” Bobby commented. “How about if you go find someone else to play, then you can play.”

“Okay,” Matt agreed. “How about Joey?”

Bobby shook his head. “We already tried him. He’s at a dentist appointment or something like that.”

“Okay, then, how about Chase?”

There was silence across the field.

“Uh, that may not be such a good idea,” Sarah finally said, recalling their encounter on the basketball courts.

“Yeah, I don’t think we should ask Chase if he wants to play,” Charlie agreed.

“Why not?” asked Danny, who had also been at summer camp. “I don’t have anything against him. He seems like a nice guy to me.”

“Let’s just say that he has a very competitive spirit,” Charlie explained.

“I don’t care,” Danny said. “We need another player, so let’s ask him anyway.” With that, he and Matt started walking down the street towards Chase’s house.

“We’re going to regret this,” Charlie said, shaking his head. He bent down and picked up a baseball that was lying on the infield grass, and tossed it to Bobby. “But while we’re waiting here, we might as well play catch.”

It was only a short walk down the street to Chase’s house. Matt knocked on the door of the house, and in a minute, Chase answered the door.

“Hey, Chase, want to play baseball with us?” Matt asked in his mouse-like voice.

Chase thought for a moment, then replied, “Well, to tell you the truth, I’m grounded. But you know what, that doesn’t really matter. Sure, I’d love to play baseball with you guys. Let me grab a glove. I think Tom might have an old one that I can use.” With that he closed the door for a moment, to fetch his baseball glove.

Danny and Matt were wondering what he meant by ‘that doesn’t really matter’ when he reopened the door, holding an old, tattered glove. “Okay, let’s go.”

“Wait a second,” Danny exclaimed. “You said you were grounded?”

Chase shrugged as he started to walk towards the baseball field. “Yeah, so what?”

Danny and Matt followed him. “But if you’re grounded, doesn’t that usually mean that you can’t leave the house?” Danny asked. He had heard of Chase’s reputation as a lawbreaker, and he didn’t want to have any part in helping Chase to disobey any more rules.

“My foster parents are stupid,” Chase explained. “So I don’t think it’s necessary to obey their rules.”

“Well, what did you do to get yourself grounded?”

Chase laughed. “All I did was sneak out of the house to go to Mike’s trial. Can you believe they had a problem with that?”

Danny gave him a look. “Let’s think about that. You got grounded for sneaking out of the house, so what are you doing today but sneaking out of the house. Hmm, I wonder if you’ll get grounded again?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Chase chided. “It’s no skin off your back if I get in trouble.”

Danny shrugged his shoulders as they arrived at the field. “Okay, whatever you say.”

The others were waiting for them, and when they arrived, they all quickly picked teams. It would be Chase, Matt, and Charlie against Danny, Sarah, and Bobby. Charlie’s team was in the field first, so Charlie took the mound and they started to play.

Sarah was up first, mainly because she was blazing fast and not a particularly good hitter. She fouled off one pitch into the thick patch of weeds past third base. On Charlie’s second pitch, she hit a slow roller down by third base.

Chase ran over to grab it from his position behind second base. By the time he got there, Sarah was safe at first by a mile, so he tossed the ball back to Charlie.

Charlie looked at Sarah at first and smiled. “That was a pretty weak hit,” he commented, jokingly.

“That was a pretty weak pitch,” she returned, grinning back at him.

On the first pitch to Bobby, he swung mightily and sent a line drive to the right of Chase. Chase fielded it on one hop and fired to Matt at first, nailing Bobby by a step. Sarah moved up a base.

Sarah was straying off of second base, so Chase dashed in to keep her close. Charlie’s first pitch to Danny was high.

“You’re a pretty good athlete,” Chase commented as nonchalantly as possible to the girl on base.

“Thanks,” Sarah replied, smiling bashfully. “It runs in the family.”

The next pitch was a strike that Danny swung mightily at and fouled off, straight back to the screen.

“You’re a pretty good athlete yourself,” Sarah complemented. “When you’re not beating people up,” she added with a smile.

Charlie wound up and hurled. Ball two, outside.

“Don’t worry, I’ll try not to beat anyone up today. I think I’ve used up my quota for the year, especially after summer camp.”

Ball three, too high.

‘Wow, he’s much more polite today,’ Sarah thought to herself as she danced off the base. ‘What a change from a month ago.’

Strike two, right down Broadway.

“Come on, you should have swung at that!” Bobby exclaimed, watching the action from just behind the backstop.

Danny looked back smugly. “Don’t worry, I’ll hit this next one.”

Charlie wound up and threw the full count pitch. It was a perfect pitch: slightly low, good speed, no break. Danny swung mightily and sent a rocket to center field.

Charlie whirled around, praying that the ball would land before it went over the fence. No such luck, however. The ball just barely cleared the fence and rolled into the woods behind center field.

Danny threw his hands up in exultation as he rounded the bases. “What a shot!” he shouted in jubilation. “Two run home run puts our team ahead 2-0!”

Charlie glared at him as he touched home plate. He grabbed another ball from the bucket and slammed it into his glove.

“It’s okay, Charlie,” Matt said from his perch atop first base. “Just get Sarah out.”

Charlie looked calm as he took his place on the mound once again. He quickly got ahead of Sarah at 1-2, but on the fourth pitch, she lined one over Matt’s head down the first base line. By the time Matt had chased it down, Sarah was standing at second base once again.

Chase nodded at her, obviously impressed. “Nice hit,” he said.

“Thanks, once again.”

Ball one to Bobby.

“What grade are you in, Sarah?” Chase asked, trying to make conversation.

“I’m going to be a sophomore,” she replied. “How about you?”

Ball two, a bit too high.

“I’ll be a freshman at Urbana.”

“Cool! We might be in some of the same classes.”

Ball three to Bobby.

“Come on, Charlie, throw a strike,” Matt shouted.

Charlie heard him, but he was unable to do so. He bounced his next pitch, walking Bobby. The pitcher was obviously frustrated by his inability to get the final out (they played two outs per inning). Charlie was scowling on the mound. After Danny got settled into the batters box, he wound up and hurled his fastest pitch.

Only it wasn’t over the plate; it was heading straight to Danny’s head. Luckily, he was able to throw himself to the ground before it clocked him on the side of the head. When he got up, however, he looked furious.

“And you said that Chase was too competitive,” Danny called angrily to the pitcher as he grabbed the baseball and tossed it back to him. “I think you’re the one who’s too competitive. You could have killed me!”

“At least then you wouldn’t hit any more home runs off of me!” Charlie yelled back, still looking upset. He slammed the ball into his glove, then went into his windup.

Danny swung at the pitch and hit a sharp ground ball to Matt. The ball glanced off of the younger kid’s glove, rolling across the infield. He quickly picked it up, but he had no play. Everyone was safe, and the bases were loaded.

Sarah ran in and grabbed a bat, leaving a ghost runner at third base. As she dug into the batters box, she said, “Please don’t throw at me. I don’t have very quick reflexes.”

Charlie smiled. “No, of course not. I would never throw at a girl.” With that, he wound up and hurled a pitch.

It was a curveball that didn’t curve. Sarah was right on it and laced a ground ball into right field. Chase dashed out onto the outfield grass to grab it.

Bobby, meanwhile, was trying to score from second on the hit. Chase saw this and he let loose a rifle throw from the outfield straight to home plate, where Charlie was stationed. He caught the ball on one hop and easily put the tag on the sliding Bobby. This ended their half of the inning, with Sarah’s team ahead, 3-0.

Danny was pitching for his team. He threw only one pitch to the first batter, Matt, who grounded out softly back to the pitcher. Chase was up next.

Danny grinned as he faced this batter. He knew it would be a tough matchup. His first pitch was a bit outside, and Chase didn’t swing at it.

After the pitch, Chase stepped out of the batters box and took a couple of practice swings. Stepping back in, he called to the pitcher, “Come on, pitcher, give me something to hit!”

Danny reached back for something extra, then hurled a good, hard fastball. Chase liked what he saw, so he swung at it, but he was a little bit late.

“How’d you like that one?” Danny taunted.

“I liked it just fine. Throw it again, if you dare.”

Danny nodded, an evil grin spreading across his face. He wound up and pitched the ball, another hard fastball, right down the pipe.

This time, Chase was right on it. He swung mightily, and the ball exploded off of his bat, sailing up into the mid-afternoon sky. It cleared the fence by a good twenty feet.

All of the players on the field watched the ball fly over the fence. “Wow,” commented Charlie, “That was an amazing hit!”

Chase rounded the bases quickly, not even bothering to make a snide remark to the pitcher. When he had arrived at home plate, Danny called out to him, “I need another baseball.”

Chase went over to the bucket that was sitting in the third base side dugout. Peering inside, he discovered that there were no more left. “There are no more baseballs left!” he called out to the pitcher.

“I guess we’d better go find the ones that we’ve hit into the bushes,” Danny suggested.

With that, they all split up to find the lost baseballs. Sarah and Chase went out to the woods behind the center field fence to look for the balls lost out there. It was a challenge to navigate across the thick weed and vine covered ground, and it would be even more difficult to find any baseballs that were lost in the entanglement of the forest.

“Man, where are they all?” Chase exclaimed in frustration as he tried to shove the weeds and vines out of the way with his shoes.

Sarah was looking, as well. “You could always run home and grab some baseballs from your house, since you live the closest to the field.”

Chase laughed cynically. “Yeah, right. I’d better not go home anytime soon.” Noticing Sarah’s confused look, he continued to explain. “I’m already grounded for sneaking out of the house to go to Mike’s trial, and now I sneaked out of the house this afternoon to come play baseball with you guys. When I get home, I’m going to be hung, drawn, and quartered. It won’t be pretty.”

“So I guess you don’t get along with your parents very well?”

“Well, for one thing, they’re not my parents. I didn’t give them permission to invade my life with their stupid rules and whatnot. I don’t need to be accountable to anyone, especially them.”

“Well, seeing as how they are feeding you and keeping a roof over your head, I wouldn’t be too hard on them,” Sarah said gently. “Oh, look, I found one,” she commented, picking up a dirty baseball from underneath a patch of ferns.

“Easy for you to say. I’ll bet you’ve got great parents.”

Sarah smiled. “For the most part. Honestly, though, the one thing my parents and I fight about is how much time I spend playing sports with the guys. They want me to do girlish things like blab on the phone for hours and put on tons of makeup and stuff.”

Chase looked at her and laughed. For the life of him, he couldn’t imagine what Sarah would look like in tons of makeup and a dress. She was certainly a tomboy in every respect. Maybe that’s why he felt strangely comfortable around her, and attracted to her personality; not as a lover, but as a friend.

“But you know,” she continued, “I really do have great parents. But I know the Talbots a little bit, and they seem like nice people.”

“To you, maybe. But I grew up with no rules, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Give them a chance,” Sarah encouraged. “They’re just concerned about you. Remember, they’re new at this whole parenting business.”

Chase laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Giving the ground one final cursory gaze, he concluded, “We’re not going to find any more baseballs here. Let’s just go back with the one you’ve found and hope that the other guys have found more.”

With that, they both turned back and started hiking through the forest once more, around the outside of the outfield fence.

“I must say,” Sarah said, “That was an incredible home run that you hit. Where’d you learn to play baseball?”

Chase smiled. “Thanks. We played lots of sports in the detention center. All sports: baseball, basketball, football, and more. It kept us out of trouble, or so they said. It really didn’t matter how much sports we played, we still got into fistfights and trouble anyway.”

“After seeing you fight, I’m sure you probably did well in all your fights.”

Chase shrugged, looking as if he really didn’t want to talk about it. “When you’re in an institution like that, it’s dog-eat-dog. If I didn’t beat anyone up, they’d beat me up. It’s really pretty common to be in fights.” He looked off into the distance and said quietly, “That’s why I’m so worried about Mike…he wouldn’t be able to hold his own if he got into a fight.”

Sarah was silent for a moment, as if gathering courage to ask a question. “Chase, what happened at summer camp? Danny didn’t want to talk about it, and I’m sure the same goes for Bobby and Charlie.”

Chase stopped walking and looked at her. “Mike got caught with pot. He had been smoking it in the grove of trees.”

“Yeah, I know that much,” Sarah said, frustrated that no one would give her a complete answer. “But where did Mike get it? He doesn’t know any drug dealers…heck, he was homeschooled. I didn’t think he even knew what drugs were.”

Chase laughed. For some reason, he felt like he could tell Sarah everything. “Well, to tell you the truth, he got them…”

He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t admit his guilt to anyone. Something held him back from telling her the whole story.

Sarah, however, was an astute girl. She noticed how uncomfortable he looked. Softly, she finished his sentence, “From you. He got the drugs from you.”

Chase looked away. “Yeah. I’m so sorry. He did it without my permission. I didn’t want him to. Please don’t tell anyone – only Joey, Mike and I know.”

Sarah reached up to put her arm on Chase’s shoulder. “I won’t say a word,” she promised solemnly. “Now, let’s play some more baseball,” she said, walking away, toward the field.

The other players were waiting on the field when Chase and Sarah came over. They all soon took their places and resumed playing.

Charlie was at bat. Danny wound up and pitched. Charlie hit a soft popup to short, where Bobby hauled it in easily. Inning over, Sarah’s team ahead 3-1.

Everyone switched places before they noticed that Matt was still standing off to the side of the field, looking quite confused.

“Matt, what’s up? Why aren’t you in the field?” Charlie asked from the pitcher’s mound.

Matt looked around the field before responding, “How many runs are we down by?”

“We’re only down by two runs.”

Matt gave the field one last look before saying, “It’s too hot out here. I’m going swimming.” With that, he left the field.

Charlie gave him a strange look as the younger kid walked away. “We’re only down by two runs,” he said to himself, not quite understanding Matt’s rationale for leaving.

“Actually, it is pretty hot,” Bobby chimed in. “I think I want to go swimming as well.” With that, he walked off the field.

“I heard it was going to be a hundred degrees today,” Danny said. “It’s too hot for baseball out here. I’m going swimming.” He too walked off.

“I agree,” Sarah added. “Chase, if you want, you can come over to our house. We have an in-ground pool that you can come swimming in.”

“Sure, I’d love to,” Chase replied. Both of them walked off the field, taking the baseball bats and the bucket of balls with them.

Charlie couldn’t believe what was going on. “It’s not too hot to play baseball!” he exclaimed out loud in frustration, but no one paid any attention to him. He could only watch them walking away, until he was all alone on the baseball field.

Danny and Sarah lived in a house that looked exactly like every other house in the development. It was a tidy two-story brick-and-siding house, with nothing unusual about it, except for the fact that it had a small swimming pool in the yard.

“My parents aren’t home, but we can go swimming anyway,” Sarah said, as she pulled a key from beneath their “Welcome” mat and unlocked the door. “Come on in,” she said, and both her brother and her new friend went in. “Danny, can you get one of dad’s old bathing suits from out of his dresser for Chase to use?”

“No,” Danny replied, walking away. “Get it yourself.”

Sarah could only look at Chase and roll her eyes. “You’re lucky you don’t have any little brothers,” she said with a smile. “I’ll be right back.” She quickly dashed upstairs to find the bathing suit.

Chase wandered into the kitchen, where Danny was preparing a snack for himself of cookies and soda pop. When Danny caught sight of his guest, he asked politely, “Do you want any cookies or soda?”

Chase shook his head. “No, thanks.”

“That’s good, I wasn’t going to get you anything anyway.”

Chase was taken aback by this younger kid’s sarcasm. “God, you’re sarcastic.”

“I’m just not afraid of you,” he replied, bringing his plate of cookies and his soda can out to the deck just outside of his back door. “That’s all it is.”

“Why would you be afraid of me?” Chase asked, following him outside onto the deck.

“After all I’ve heard about you? I mean, you did just get out of jail less than two months ago. And all those fights you’ve gotten in? But that doesn’t bother me. I’m tougher than you are.”

Chase laughed at his bold comments, especially since Danny was not that big – maybe as big as Mike, if not shorter. “You’ve got no idea what toughness is, shrimp.”

“Shrimp?” Danny imitated, offended. “Let’s see what you’ve got. Bring it on.”

“I’m not going to fight you, Danny.”

“Okay, then. A battle of a different sort.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you like ping pong?”

Chase shrugged. “I guess so. I’ve never really played, but it can’t be too hard.”

Danny laughed at his naivete. “If that’s what you think, then I challenge you to a best-of-five tournament in ping pong, right here, right now.”

Chase looked around, then pointed out the obvious: “You don’t have a ping pong table.”

Danny gave him another look, one of those ‘how stupid can you be?’ looks. “It’s in the basement. Let’s go. I’ll whip your tail in ten minutes.” He opened the door and went in, followed by Chase. They went straight to the basement where a ping pong table was already set up, complete with a ball and two paddles.

The battle began.

It was quite a challenge for Sarah to find her dad’s old bathing suit. Apparently he had put it in a small box in his closet with a bunch of other ties, shoes, and old clothes that he never wears anymore. Once she had found it, she quickly went downstairs and out to the deck, which was next to the swimming pool.

Understandably, she was surprised to see Danny’s snack out on the picnic table on the deck, but no sign of either her brother or Chase. She had gone back into the house when she heard shouts of jubilation coming from beneath her feet. ‘They must be in the basement,’ she thought, heading downstairs.

Once down in the cool abyss of the basement, she discovered that they indeed were down there, locked in an intense ping pong tournament. Sarah stayed inconspicuously in the stairwell, not wanting to interrupt their game. So she sat and listened.

Fifteen minutes later, it was over. It wasn’t even close. Chase had never played this sport before in his life, and of course, since it was Danny’s family’s ping pong table, he’d had lots of practice.

“Good game,” Danny said, trying to hide a gloating smile.

Chase barely nodded, but he was smiling broadly as they walked towards the stairs. “Yeah, good game. Whatever. You picked the one sport that I’m not good at.”

“Wait,” Danny exclaimed, “I thought that was every sport that you’re not good at.”

Chase glared. “You think you’re not afraid of me yet? Just wait until I’m finished with you,” he said jokingly, chasing him to the stairs.

He stopped abruptly, however, when he ran into Sarah, standing on the bottom step of the stairwell.

She smiled. “Don’t worry, he beats me almost every time, too. Come on, I’ve got a bathing suit for you,” she said, leading the way up the stairs.

Chase smiled, but deep inside, something was amiss. He was having great afternoon with some friends, swimming, playing baseball, hanging out. So why was it that he was feeling uneasy? ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he remembered, ‘I’ll be in trouble when I get home. That’s what’s making me nervous.’ He decided, however, to ignore that uneasy feeling and try to enjoy the day.

The three kids went into the pool immediately. The cool water was a welcome relief from the oppressive heat of the day. Chase lay there in the shallow end, floating around comfortably. He still wasn’t a good swimmer, and after his water experiences at summer camp, he wasn’t particularly keen about venturing into deep water.

“So Chase,” Sarah began, while floating on a raft in the deeper section, “Are you going to be in honors, merit, or directed classes this year?”

Chase shrugged. “Beats me. I haven’t yet met with anyone about my classes. I hope I’ll be in merit, but I don’t know if my grades are good enough. I have to maintain a C average as a term of my parole, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem. How about you?”

“I’m in honors for mostly everything. Although, this coming fall, I’ll be taking phys ed, and they don’t have honors for that.”

Chase chuckled. “I’d bet if they did have honors phys ed, I’d be in that class.”

“Are they doing anything special for you, since you used to be in jail?”

After thinking about it for a minute, he responded, “Actually, yeah, but it’s more for you. They’re going to check me for weapons every day, and search my locker once a week. At least, that’s what someone told me.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Sarah exclaimed, but then she thought of something and asked meekly, “You’re not a murderer, are you?”

Chase laughed out loud at this question. “No, no, not at all. Drug violation, that’s all. Nothing much.”

“Really? That’s interesting. How’d you get into the drug business at such a young age?”

“I didn’t really have a choice. When I was little, my parents both died, so I was sent to live with my brother in West Baltimore. My brother, Chad, was a drug dealer, but the Social Services people didn’t know that. So to make a long story short, Chad made me do some drug runs for him, and on one of those occasions, I accidentally sold some drugs to an undercover cop, who arrested me. That’s about it. I spent almost five years in jail.”

“Why did you get such a harsh sentence when Mike only got four months?”

“Well, first of all, I was selling drugs, which is a much harder penalty than just having them. Also, I had much worse drugs than just pot.”

“Wow,” Sarah said. This was the first time that she had heard the complete story of Chase’s former life, and just the fact that she was talking to a former juvenile delinquent was hard to comprehend. To Sarah, Chase didn’t seem like the type of person who would end up in such trouble. He seemed so polite to her, so kind…she couldn’t imagine him dealing drugs in the slums of Baltimore.

Danny finally broke the serious mood by asking his sister, “Sarah, do Mom and Dad know that we have a convicted criminal over our house? I think they might have a bit of a problem with that…”

“Hey, Danny,” Chase interjected, “What they don’t know can’t hurt them.”

Sarah laughed at the friendly bickering between the two of them.

“You can’t talk to me like that,” Danny said, indignantly. “After all, I’m a first class scout, and you’re not even a tenderfoot.”

“You’re not a First Class Scout,” Chase said.

“Yes, I am. I can show you my scout shirt for proof…”

“No, I mean literally. You’re not a First Class Scout anymore. You’re not even a boy scout anymore.”

Danny turned to Sarah and deadpanned, “All those drugs must have screwed up his brain. He’s not even making any sense anymore.”

“No, I’m serious. Hear me out,” Chase said. “A week ago, President Dean Ferraro ordered that the Boy Scouts of America be shut down because they excluded homosexuals from their organization. I’m not surprised that you haven’t heard about it; the media has been pretty shady about most of the President’s more infamous acts.”

“Then where did you hear about this?” Danny demanded.

“My parole officer. He’s got the inside scoop on these kinds of things.”

Both Danny and Sarah were silent for a while. It was true that this was kept hush-hush in the media, mainly because the media itself was afraid of the President, who, through the Act of Loyalty, essentially pushed his will upon the rest of the nation. Even the scout leaders, such as Mr. Longer, hadn’t been notified of the elimination of the Boy Scouts yet. 

“They can’t do that!” Danny finally blurted out. “We should protest! They can’t take away our rights! What about the First Amendment, freedom of assembly? How can the President do something like that?”

“I don’t know, Danny, I really don’t know,” Chase responded.

There was another minute of silence as everyone mused upon this. Finally Danny concluded, “Well, that’s too bad. I wish there was something we could have done, but I suppose not.”

“Trust me,” Chase replied, “It’s not worth it to try to fight the system.”

Chase had a most delightful afternoon, swimming, eating, and hanging out with Danny and Sarah. That evening, he was invited to dinner at their house. At around five o’clock pm, Sarah ordered three pizzas from a local pizza joint, to be delivered a half-hour later, when her parents would arrive home from work. For the next half hour, the three of them passed the time playing virtual reality games on their V-4 Machine.

At nearly five-thirty, the pizzas arrived, and about two minutes later, both parents came home.

“Mm, something smells good,” their father called out as he walked through the door. “We’re home!”

Immediately, Danny leapt up and turned off the V-4 Machine and ran to greet his dad and mom. “Hey, mom and dad.”

Sarah went into the kitchen and started bringing plates, forks, and cups into the dining room to set the table. Chase followed her.

Following his nose, their father came into the kitchen, sniffing the air deeply. “Thanks for ordering the pizza,” he said, before noticing Chase standing in the corner. He had seen him around boy scout functions, but he had never gotten the opportunity to formally meet the boy. “Hello, I’m Bruce. Who might you be?”

“Oh, forgive me, I’m so rude,” Sarah interjected. “Chase, this is my father, Bruce. Dad, this is Chase Woodcock.”

Chase offered his hand, and the man shook it. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” Chase said politely.

At that exact moment, Sarah’s mother entered the kitchen. She was a bit taken aback by the presence of the tall youth standing in the kitchen, and she took a step back when catching sight of Chase. “Who are you?” she asked, slightly coldly.

“I’m Chase Woodcock,” he replied, extending his hand. She shook it, but there was no smile on her face when she did so. It seemed almost like she was disgusted by the sight of the stranger in her kitchen.

“This is my mother, Barbara,” Sarah explained. “Hey, Mom and Dad, can Chase stay for dinner?”

“Sure,” Bruce replied cheerily.

Barbara, on the other hand, stared stone-cold at Chase and said to her daughter, “Sarah, can I see you privately for a minute?”

Sarah cast an unsure glance at her friend, then followed her mother into the next room, where they spoke in hushed tones.

“Sarah, who is this person? And why is he in our house?”

“He’s just a friend of mine. I played baseball with him today.”

“Why do you always insist on bringing all these boys home?”

“He’s a nice guy. It’s not like he’s my boyfriend or anything. What’s the big deal?”

“It’s abnormal, that’s what it is. Girls your age should be hanging out with other girls, not playing sports with the guys.”

“And who made this law?”

“Come on, be reasonable. These little boys aren’t always as innocent as Mike and Charlie. And what’s with this guy, his bleached hair, and that chain around his neck…he looks like he just got out of jail.”

“Well, actually…”

“All I’m saying is that you need to stop bringing home every boy who you meet on the streets.”

“Mom, you’re ridiculous. I don’t just bring home random people. Chase is a cool guy once you get to know him.”

“Well, I’m not going to kick him out now that your father is letting him stay for dinner. But from now on, you’d better not invite any of your guy friends home before checking with me.”

Sarah nodded, so they both went back out to the dining room, where the three men were already seated and waiting for the women. They quickly sat down, and after grace, they began to eat.

“So, Chase,” started Bruce, doing the traditional parent thing of asking all types of useless questions to unsuspecting guests, “Are you new in the area? I’m surprised I’ve never met you before. Usually Sarah knows all the guys in the neighborhood as soon as they move in.”

For that comment, he got a kick underneath the table, courtesy of his daughter.

“Actually, yes,” Chase replied, ignoring the underhanded insult to Sarah. “I just moved in here in late June. I used to live in Hagerstown.”

“Really?” the father said. “What caused your family to move down here?”

“Well, actually, I’m an orphan, so I was placed with a foster family down here in Windsor Knolls.”

Danny coughed, knowing that wasn’t the complete story.

“Don’t choke there, buddy,” Chase remarked, being very tempted to kick him underneath the table. Unfortunately he was too far away.

“You know, dad, life can be very strange sometimes,” Danny said, out of the blue.

Bruce gave him a curious look. “How so?”

“Well, you see,” he began, “Often times appearances can be very deceiving. For example, if someone didn’t know me very well, they would think that I couldn’t hit a 230-foot home run. But as it turns out, I often hit home runs. And take the lowly earthworm, for another example. At first glance, the earthworm appears to be totally useless. It’s just long and slimy like a big wet noodle. But in reality, the worm is a very important part of every ecosystem. It aerates the soil, and it helps in decomposition of plant matter. So appearances can often be very deceiving.”

“What are you getting at?” his father asked, totally confused.

Danny smiled a very sly smile. “Well, would you believe that one person at this table just got out of jail recently?”

Understandably, the table was silent as their parents’ eyes turned to Chase, while Chase and Sarah glared at Danny.

“Did you get arrested again, Danny?” Sarah said dryly, but no one laughed.

“Is this true?” Barbara demanded.

Chase ignored her and glowered at the younger boy. “Shall I kill you now, or can I wait until after dinner?” There was nary a smile on his face as he said this.

Bruce ordered, “Answer us, Chase. Did you just get out of jail, or is Danny full of hot air?”

“Well, although he is mostly full of hot air, it is true. In Hagerstown I was at the Juvenile Detention Center there.” He scowled at everyone who was sitting at the table.

“Can I speak to you for a minute,” Barbara hissed to her daughter. She practically dragged Sarah into the kitchen. Once inside, she shut the door to the dining room and shouted, “Did you know that he was a criminal before you brought him home?”

Sarah nodded.

“Oh for heaven’s sake!” her mother exclaimed, throwing her hands up in frustration. “What were you thinking, bringing home a delinquent? He could be dangerous! What if he had harmed you or Danny? Did you ever think of that?”

“Oh, Mom, you find something wrong with all of my friends.”

“That’s not true.”

“Oh yes it is. Remember, you disliked Charlie because he once hit a golf ball into our house by accident. And you hate Joey because he threw away that ham sandwich you made him, even though the bread had mold all over it. And remember those messages on the answering machine? You used them as a reason to dislike Mike…”

“Yeah, so what? It’s quite different when you bring home a criminal!”

“Has he done anything against you personally?”

“He doesn’t have to! To protect the safety of this family, you will never associate with that boy again. Understood?”

“Mom, you’re being ridiculous…”

“Am I?” she practically screamed. “I already don’t like you bringing home every boy in the neighborhood, but now you have to bring home a delinquent! You will NEVER again talk to or see that boy. Is that clear?”

“Mom…”

“Go to your room!”

Sarah turned and stormed out of the room. Barbara managed to compose herself enough to go back into the dining room, where everyone had heard her entire tirade. Chase immediately got up from the table. “I can take a hint,” he said, not even bothering to say goodbye as he brushed past Barbara and out of the house.

Danny was feeling quite low. He hadn’t meant to cause such a ruckus in the house. He was only trying to inform his parents of Chase’s past – after all, they would have found out sooner or later. He thought he’d better wait a while before apologizing to Sarah.

Chase, meanwhile, quickly left the house. He wasn’t particularly mad at Danny, because he knew as well that sooner or later, they would have found out that he had just gotten out of jail, and it was probably better that it came sooner than later.

On the other hand, he was saddened by being kicked out of their house. When would he ever get out from underneath the shadow of his past?, he wondered. ‘What do I need to do to prove to these people that I’ve changed?’ he thought in frustration.

He kept walking without even caring where he was going. Finally, he stopped walking and looked around. He didn’t want to go home for fear of facing Lisa; it wouldn’t be pretty when she discovered that he had sneaked out of the house once again. Because of this, he decided not to go home at all. Instead, he walked over to the nearby park where he sat on the swings and thought about life.

‘It isn’t fair,’ he mused. ‘I’ve done everything right since I’ve been back from camp. I haven’t beaten anyone up. I’ve been nice to people. When will they all forget about my past and realize that I’ve changed?’

An image flashed before his mind: an image of a woman, a beautiful woman in a cloak.

‘Where have I seen that woman before?’ he wondered, before it came to him.

The Rosary.

‘Oh,’ he thought, although he didn’t realize that this was a movement of grace, prompting him to call upon the aid of the Blessed Virgin Mary. As a result of his lack of knowledge, he could only resolve, ‘I really have to talk to Mike about that necklace…’

But grace is a persistent thing. Again, in his mind, the thought came up, ‘Perhaps you should pray…it couldn’t hurt.’

“Mike prayed, and look what happened to him!” Chase exclaimed out loud, standing abruptly. “God, I’m losing my mind. I guess I’d better just go home and face the wrath of Lisa.” With that, he began the long journey home, knowing that he wouldn’t receive a warm welcome.

It was about nine o’clock when Danny finally knocked on the door to Sarah’s bedroom. She hadn’t been out of her room since she was sent there by her irate mother.

“Come in,” she called out weakly.

Danny opened the door a crack, and after seeing that she wasn’t ready to chop his head off, came in. “I just wanted to apologize for what happened at dinner.”

Sarah, from her position of reclining on her bed, looked at him without anger. “I forgive you. It was probably better that we got that out in the open before they found out later.”

“I was just surprised that Mom overreacted in the way that she did.”

“You’ve known our parents for long enough; Dad’s the laid-back one, and Mom freaks out over the littlest thing. Her reaction doesn’t surprise me at all. Besides, it’s not so bad. I can still talk to Chase at school.”

“That’s true. Well, this may be the first time in history that we aren’t in total disagreement over something.”

Sarah laughed, lightening the mood. “I suppose I could find something to get mad at you about. For example, why are you in my room? Get out of my room, you twerp!” She leapt from her bed and chased Danny out of the room, both of them laughing all the way.

“She took that well,” Danny said to himself as he walked off.

Unfortunately, Chase knew that Lisa wouldn’t take his disappearance too kindly. Indeed, it was about seven-thirty when he finally came home. Unlike previously, he decided not to try to lie his way out of this one. He marched right into the living room, where Lisa was watching some television in her bathrobe.

“I’m home, Lisa,” he said, plopping himself down in a reclining armchair.

Lisa turned the television off and turned her entire attention to her foster son. “Where were you today?” she asked him flatly.

“Well, I actually had a pretty good day. First I went to the park to play baseball with some of the guys, then since it got too hot, I went over Sarah and Danny’s house, where they had a pool. We played ping pong, V-4, and lots of stuff in the pool. But then, their parents kind of kicked me out of their house…”

“Really? What for?”

“Well, Danny decided to tell them that I had just gotten out of the juvenile detention center, and they didn’t take it too kindly. Sarah’s mom had a fit, and she forbade Sarah from ever talking to me again, because I’m a former criminal. I think she was being pretty unfair.”

“I don’t think so. In fact, I’d very much like to throw you out of the house, but unfortunately I can’t do that.” She sounded hurt when she said this.

Chase didn’t know how to respond. “Why aren’t you yelling at me?”

“Why should I? I’ll let Tom do the yelling. Apparently you don’t pay any attention to me when I yell, anyway.”

Chase was very surprised. He was all ready for a huge fight with Lisa, with lots of yelling and screaming. Instead of getting mad, though, she seemed like she was saddened.

“I don’t know why you can’t abide by a few simple rules,” she continued, staring straight ahead. “Tell me, Chase, are you unhappy here? Because if you are, we’d be pleased to give you back to the system, or we could find another family for you.”

“I don’t need your rules,” Chase said softly, not wanting to upset the woman. “I really don’t need to be held accountable to you or anyone else. Look, I’ve changed my life around. I’m not going to be doing anything wrong in the future. So you don’t need to be my baby-sitter. I can take care of myself.”

“I really have a hard time believing that,” Lisa responded frankly. “Once you prove that you can be obedient and trustworthy, then we won’t be so hard on you. But since you’re living under our roof, you’re going to obey our rules. Understood?”

“Yeah, I understand,” Chase replied, getting up and meandering into the kitchen. After all, he was still pretty hungry from his lack of dinner. “I just don’t agree.” He opened a cupboard, searching for food.

“Do you know how worried I was when I couldn’t find you around dinner time?”

Chase shrugged, grabbing a box of snack crackers. “Sorry. You really shouldn’t have worried; I can take care of myself. Trust me, there ain’t anyone in the world who would bother messing with me.”

“Yeah, but I worry about who you might be messing with, or beating up.”

Chase laughed at that comment. “I really won’t beat anyone else up in the future, okay? I promise.”

“Well, although I don’t trust you, I accept your promise.”

“Of course, shooting them might be another option…”

“Chase!”

Chase walked off laughing, “I’m just kidding!”

When Tom got home, he yelled enough for two people. He and Chase had a huge argument about the youth’s behavior, and they came to no conclusion.

Although, Chase was grounded for two weeks.

~ 6 ~

A cool breeze swept across the land in late August, as the trees were beginning to hint of vivid hues of red and orange. The sky was blue on this particular Monday, and it looked like the perfect day to do anything that one pleased. Unfortunately, almost nobody could enjoy the day, because of one reason and one reason alone.

It was the first day of school.

On this Monday, Chase Woodcock was sitting alone in the back of the school bus, headed to Urbana High School for his first day of his freshman year.

He had his head down, still fairly tired from having to wake up at six in the morning to catch the bus by six-fifty. Briefly he glanced around the bus. He didn’t see anyone that he knew; only thirty unfamiliar and unfriendly faces. Putting his head back down, he closed his eyes and leaned against the seat in front of him.

Presently he heard a friendly voice say from beside him, “Hey, Chase, is this seat taken?”

Chase looked up and saw that Sarah was standing there, smiling. He smiled back, and replied, “No, you can sit here.” After she had sat down, he asked her, “I thought you could never talk to me again.”

“Well, I’m not supposed to,” Sarah admitted, “But my parents won’t find out if I just talk to you on the way to school. So, what classes do you have?”

“Let’s see…” Chase said, thinking. “Biology, English, Phys Ed, and Algebra 1. Luckily I’m in all merit classes, and no directed.”

“Cool, what time is your Phys Ed class?”

“Second period, right before lunch.”

“Awesome! That means I have phys ed and lunch with you. This semester is going to be great.”

The bus came to another stop, where Bobby and Charlie got on. They both immediately came to the back of the bus and sat in the seat in front of Sarah and Chase.

“Hey, Sarah, I thought you weren’t allowed to talk to Chase,” Bobby pointed out.

Sarah looked around. “You guys aren’t going to tell my parents, are you?”

“That depends on how much money you’re going to give us.” Charlie elbowed him in his ribs. “No, of course not.”

“That’s good. You know, you guys are going to really like high school.”

“I hope so,” Charlie said, “Because I didn’t like middle school at all. I had just finally started to become popular when we had to graduate. Now we’re all the low people on the totem pole. I heard that seniors are pretty mean to freshmen.”

“If they mess with you, they’ll have to answer to me,” Chase said forcefully, and quite seriously, too.

“Chase,” Sarah said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Please try not to get in trouble more than once a week.”

Chase gave her a funny look, then burst out laughing. “More than once a week? I’m not going to get into trouble at all. Don’t worry about me.”

At nearly seven forty-five, the bus arrived at Urbana High School. Everyone piled out quickly, anxious to start the new school year. The horde of students raced into the immaculately clean and beautiful school building, each having to step through a metal detector on his or her way through the doors. Although originally only for Chase and a few other students deemed dangerous, the metal detectors were now required by federal law for every school in the nation, based upon a law passed only three days before school was to begin.

Chase hurried through the metal detectors and went straight to his locker. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, on which was inscribed the combination. He knelt down (for he had the lower locker of the two rows, which were stacked upon each other). Talking to himself, he tried to open it.

“Let’s see here…Forty five to the right…ninety-three to the left, thirteen to the right again…darn! Why didn’t it pop open?” he exclaimed as he tugged on the lock, but it didn’t budge.

Presently he became aware of another person towering over him. He looked up to behold a girl, tall and beautiful, with flowing blond hair and bright blue eyes. Her teeth seemed to sparkle as she smiled at him. “Can I give you an hand with that?” she asked in a sweetly silky voice.

Chase nodded, so the girl knelt down next to him, and while looking at the paper, deftly and quickly unlocked the lock. “There you go,” she said to him, and Chase put his notebooks and backpack inside.

“Thanks,” Chase replied, standing up alongside the girl. “My name’s Chase, by the way.”

“Hi, I’m Crystal,” the girl said, once again smiling broadly.

Chase thought that he had never seen such a beautiful person in the entire world. He could only stand there, looking deeply into her sky-blue eyes and her fair complexion. Time seemed to slow to a halt as they both stood there, looking, not at one another, but into one another.

Finally, Crystal broke the trance. “What are you doing?” she asked.

Chase suddenly became aware of how strange that must have looked to see two people staring at each other for a while. “Why, what are you doing?”

“Well, I was waiting for you to move so I could get to my locker. My locker is right above yours.”

Chase took a step back so she could reach her locker, and he was hotly embarrassed. “Oh, sorry,” he said contritely.

Crystal laughed disarmingly. “Don’t worry about it. I think you’re pretty sexy, too.” She grabbed her books and slammed her locker closed. “What class do you have first?”

Chase thought for a bit as they started to walk down the hall. “Biology.”

“Would you like me to show you where the biology lab is?”

“Sure,” Chase replied, secretly rejoicing, “but I don’t want to make you late for class.”

“Don’t worry about it, we have ten minutes until first period,” she replied. “Come on, I’ll show you the way.”

Chase couldn’t be happier. Here he was, walking down the crowded and noisy hallway with the most beautiful girl in school, and not only that, but he’d see her every day since their lockers were so near each other. This was a perfect beginning to the school year, he thought, and this might be the beginning of a beautiful relationship.

As it turned out, Joey was in Chase and Sarah’s Phys Ed class, second period. There were about twenty students in the class, and Sarah was one of only two girls. Most girls decided to take home economics class instead of phys ed.

All of the students were assembled in the gymnasium, wearing sports clothing. The teacher, a total jock named Coach Kausch, was briefing them on the class.

“I don’t want any of you to think that this class is going to be an easy ‘A’,” he was saying in a gruff manner, pacing back and forth. He looked the part of the ultimate sports jock. He wore grayish sweats with a whistle around his neck, and although he was in his late 40s, he still looked fit and trim. “You are all going to have to put out your maximum effort in this class, every day, all semester, for me to give you a good grade. I don’t care how naturally talented you are. I already know that some of you won’t be very good at sports,” he was looking straight at Sarah when he said this, “But nonetheless, I hope you will all try your hardest in this class, no matter how good you are.”

“Did you see how he was looking at me when he said that?” Sarah whispered to Chase, who was sitting on the bleachers next to her.

“Yeah. That guy reminds me of Andy, the communist lifeguard.”

Sarah laughed. Danny had told her all about the communist lifeguard.

Unfortunately, Coach Kausch heard her snickering. “You, young lady!” he shouted, pointing to Sarah, “What is your name?”

“Uh, Sarah,” she responded.

“Okay, Sarah, would you like to be my volunteer today?”

“Uh, okay.” She got up and came down from her perch on the bleachers to stand next to the coach.

“Okay, folks. Today, before we play any sports or anything, we’re going to test your strength, speed, and agility. We’ll do that in three ways: the mile run, lifting weights, and climbing the rope to the ceiling of the gymnasium. Sarah, I’d like you to be the first one to climb the rope. You need to climb all the way up to the ceiling and ring the bell that’s hanging there. Can you do that?”

Sarah nodded confidently.

“Okay, I’ll be timing you. Ready, get set, go!”

Sarah wasted no time in dashing to the rope and leaping onto it. Quickly, she raced up the rope, one hand over the other. In less than twenty seconds she rang the bell and deftly descended. Then she ran back over to where Coach Kausch was standing.

Coach Kausch hit the button on his stopwatch and his eyebrows went up. “I’m very impressed, Sarah. You’ve by far beaten any other young woman who’s tried this. You’ve climbed that rope in less than forty-five seconds. That was amazing.”

Sarah’s smile was broad as she returned to her seat in the bleachers.

“Next victim,” the coach called out.

No one volunteered, so the coach pointed to Joey, who was sitting next to Sarah on the other side. Reluctantly, Joey came down from the bleachers and stood next to the coach.

“Ready? Go!”

Joey was off and running. He quickly leapt high onto the rope and began climbing. Hand over hand, he made his way about halfway up to the top, when he suddenly lost his grip. For a moment, he seemed to be floating in mid-air, before he started to fall. He tumbled all the way to the ground, landing hard on the wrestling mat that was stationed beneath the rope for safety. He lay there for a minute before Coach Kausch came over to him, followed by the rest of the class, who were curious as to whether Joey had died or not.

“You okay, kid?” the coach asked, leaning over him.

Joey slowly opened his eyes and moaned. “Oh, dude, that hurts.”

The entire class broke into laughter at this. Honestly, it was pretty funny to see Joey lying there on the ground, moaning like a dying bird.

“All right, all right, let’s get back to business,” the coach instructed gruffly. “Sarah, since you’ve already climbed the rope, can you escort Joey to the health office so he can get some ice for whatever hurts? Everyone else, let’s continue with our class. Get back to the bleachers, you all.”

With that, class continued. 

Right after Phys Ed class, Chase met Sarah in the cafeteria for lunch.

“So how was your first class?” Sarah asked, opening her brown bag and pulling out a slightly squashed tuna fish sandwich.

“You mean Biology?” Chase asked between bites of potato chips. “Not bad, I suppose, but we didn’t do anything. My teacher, Mrs. Thornton, didn’t do anything but go over the rules for the class and the equipment we’d be using this year. It wasn’t too interesting. Except for the dissecting stuff. That was kind of cool. I like sharp knives.”

Sarah chuckled. “Yeah, the first day of school is always kind of boring. How did you do in the rope climb in Phys Ed?”

“Well, I couldn’t beat your time, but I did okay. There was only one guy who beat your time, and he couldn’t have been more than ninety pounds. He was quick and light.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe that Coach Kausch didn’t think that I was good at sports,” she said. “I suppose he must think that softball is for sissies, or else he must not have remembered how good I was last year on the softball team. He’s probably just a male chauvinist pig.”

“I guess he just doesn’t know you too well,” Chase replied, nodding understandingly.

Just then, Sarah caught sight of Joey limping past their table, carrying a tray of food. She called out to him, “Joey! Come sit with us.”

Joey managed to slowly make his way over to the table, and he sat down next to Sarah. “Hey, guys.”

“You look awful!” Sarah exclaimed, noticing how slowly he was moving.

He nodded. “I feel awful. My back is killing me.”

“Yeah,” agreed Chase, “You fell from like fifteen feet up. That looked like it hurt a lot.”

“I could have died. In fact, I thought that I did die. When I looked up, and saw Coach Kausch, I immediately thought, ‘Oh, God, this must be hell, because Coach Kausch is here too.’”

Chase and Sarah laughed raucously. They had only been in high school for one day, and they had already found a teacher to bash. What good is high school if you can’t make fun of your teachers behind their backs?

Suddenly, a silky voice interrupted their laughter. “Mind if I join you?”

The threesome looked up to see Crystal standing at their table, holding a tray and smiling sweetly.

“Sure,” Chase replied, smiling back. Crystal sat next to him. To start conversation, Chase asked her, “So how were your classes this morning? You had English and Algebra, right?”

She nodded pleasantly. “Wow, I’m surprised you remember.” They had discussed their class schedules as they walked to Biology that morning.

“Of course. I remember lots of random stuff.”

“Well, English was okay. We’re going to be reading Beowulf for the next month. It looks pretty difficult.”

Chase nodded sympathetically. “Yeah, that’s a challenge to read. I read it two years ago. Good story, though.”

For some reason, Sarah and Joey couldn’t believe that he had just said what he said. Perhaps it was because they couldn’t see the former juvenile delinquent reading one of the most profound and perplexing pieces of ancient English prose. It took all of their effort to keep from bursting out laughing at his comment.

“You read Beowulf?” Joey asked incredulously. “That’s hard to believe.”

Chase gave him a funny look. “Why is that hard to believe?”

“You’re not the type of guy to read the ingredients on the back of a ketchup bottle, let alone a masterpiece like Beowulf.” 

Sarah laughed at his comment.

Chase shrugged, unconcerned by his skepticism. “Well, I really don’t care if you believe me or not. But it’s a pretty fascinating story about a legendary conqueror who fights dragons and ogres and stuff. You should read it sometime.”

“Whatever. I’m going to get some more chocolate milk, I’ll be right back.” With that, Joey got up slowly and limped off to the cafeteria line again.

Crystal looked impressed that Chase had read one of the greatest pieces of English literature. “Did you really read Beowulf? What else have you read?”

“One of my favorites was George Orwell’s book, ‘Animal House’. That was a classic. Of course, another good one is ‘Pride and Prejudice.’ I enjoyed that one. But, I would have to say that my all time favorite book is ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.’ That was hilarious.”

Crystal laughed at the inclusion of that last book on his list. “I read that book, too. I thought it was pretty funny. Wow, you’re more cultured than you look.”

Chase laughed. “You get a lot of time to read books when you’re locked up in the juvenile detention center.”

Both Sarah and Crystal were taken aback by this comment. Sarah couldn’t believe that he would actually admit to the most popular girl in the school that he was a criminal, and Crystal was shocked that such a nice guy like him could end up in jail.

But then, Chase started laughing. “No, I’m just kidding. I’ve never been in the juvenile detention center. But I could have fooled you with the earring and the chain, couldn’t I have?”

Crystal laughed, and Sarah just gave him a very strange look. Chase glanced over to Sarah and cast her a gaze saying, ‘Please don’t tell her how big of a liar I am.’ Luckily Sarah decided to say nothing but laugh unconvincingly.

“You’re funny, Chase,” Crystal said sincerely. “But you know, you should lose the chain and the earring. Keep the wild spiky hair, though. It looks cool. Maybe if you did it like this…” She reached up and started messing with his hair.

Meanwhile, Sarah could only stare on in amazement. Chase must be truly enamored by this girl to lie like that, and then to let her run her hands through his hair. It was almost like they had been friends for years, even though they had just met that morning. Besides, Sarah knew that every guy’s hair is precious; no one touches it unless they’re someone very special, like a hairstylist or a girlfriend. Sarah was amazed that they were so comfortable around each other already.

In a minute, Joey came back to the table, hobbling slowly, trying not to move his back any more than necessary. He slowly sat down and started drinking his chocolate milk.

By this time, Crystal was done messing up Chase’s hair, and she had continued eating her lunch. Upon noticing Joey’s pronounced limp, she asked him in a slightly disgusted tone, “What happened to you?” It was obvious that Crystal didn’t like Joey. This dislike had been going on for several years, and it had come to a head last year when Joey asked Crystal out, and she refused him unkindly. So to Joey, her cruelty wasn’t surprising.

“Why?” he replied, bitterly. “Do you want to make fun of me?”

Chase, who knew nothing about their history, answered for him. “He fell off the climbing rope in gym class this morning. It was pretty funny. He got about halfway up when he lost his grip, and he fell a long way, like fifteen feet, to the bottom.”

Crystal smirked. “What a klutz,” she concluded, harshly. One could tell that she took great pleasure from insulting Joey.

Joey simply glared.

Luckily, at that exact moment, Sarah conveniently looked at her watch. “Oh, goodness, look at the time. We’d better get to our next classes.”

Everyone at the table arose and left, headed for their next classes.
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The week passed as normal. School was uneventful, even boring, and filled with a lot of homework.

Catherine hadn’t yet started her senior year schoolwork yet. She was home-schooled, so she had the pleasure of beginning when she felt like it. She and Mike usually waited until after Labor Day to begin. On Saturday, however, she and her mother drove up to Mount Saint Michael’s College, the school that she hoped to attend in a year. The college was holding its annual open house, which provided prospective students a chance to tour the college and find out more information about the establishment.

It was a beautiful day, the first of September. Mount Saint Michael’s College is tucked away within the Appalachian Mountains that rise across the northern section of Frederick County, Maryland. The college is a picturesque, turn-of-the-twentieth-century kind of college. The dormitories and school buildings are covered in faux-stone, and the whole college is surrounded by forest and parkland. In all, this is one of the most beautiful campuses in the country.

After the boring session in the morning (the financial aid stuff, mainly, since college now cost well over $200,000 for four years), and after a delightful lunch in the dining hall, all twenty prospective students and their parents toured the campus.

The tour guide, a MSM student by the name of Julie, was talking about their main educational hall, the Knott Building.

“And here is the Knott Building, home of sixty-six classrooms. This is where most of our classes are held. This building was built in 2064, after a tornado blew down the old Knott Building…”

Catherine wasn’t listening to the student guide. Instead, she was busily flipping through the college’s course catalogue. There was something missing, especially from a Catholic college.

“And this next building is known as the Science Building. It is used for all of our science classes, as you could have probably guessed. It was built in 2089, at a cost of over $1.2 million dollars…”

“Excuse me,” Catherine interrupted, not removing her eyes from the catalogue. “I’m kind of curious about something.”

Julie stopped walking and turned around to face her. “Ask away, that’s what I’m here for.”

“As I was searching through this course catalogue, I noticed that this college doesn’t offer a theology major, or even a theology minor. Am I missing something?”

The guide shook her head. “No. We don’t offer a theology major or minor. Were you interested in one?”

Catherine nodded. “Well, actually, I was. This is a Catholic college, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes it is, but we try not to emphasize that fact. It cuts down on enrollment, you know? If you’re looking for some theology courses, we have a good Comparative Religions class. That’s under the General Studies section. We also have a course in philosophy where you can study the writings of some of the greatest thinkers in the history of religion, such as Charles Couran, Martin Luther, Arius of Alexandria…”

“Wait a second, all three of those people were excommunicated!” Catherine exclaimed. “How about St. Thomas Aquinas, Augustine, maybe a little J.R.R. Tolkien…”

Julie laughed. “Oh, God, no. Most people consider their opinions too antiquated to be worth studying. But moving on folks, to your left, you can see Dorm One. This is the home of Sigma Alpha Epsilon, one of the most popular fraternities on campus. Dorm One is also one of the most wild and party-happy of the dorms. Oh, by the way, as a side note, this college was ranked one of the top twenty-five party schools in the nation by Playboy magazine…”

Catherine shook her head in frustration. The only reason she would be attending this college in the fall was because every other good, orthodox Catholic school in the nation has been shut down, closed, or corrupted. She turned to her mother and whispered, “Luckily I’ll be commuting. I won’t have to become acquainted with all the sin on campus.”

She walked up behind Julie, and asked quietly as they walked across the quad, “How many students come to your Sunday liturgies?”

“Well, we have two optional liturgies on Sunday, one at ten a.m., and the other at 11:45 p.m. for all the students to recover from their hangovers before coming to Mass. Our average weekend Mass has about fifteen students. That’s pretty good, isn’t it?” Julie smiled as she continued walking. The worst part about that statement was that she was sincere when she thought that fifteen people for a Sunday Mass was good attendance.

Catherine was shocked. Out of over two thousand students, only thirty came to Mass on Sunday. And this was one of the best Catholic schools in the nation. She shook her head and returned to her mother’s side.

The guide led the group up a small hill to a beautiful building with immense glass windows on all sides. “This is the Spinnenweber Student Center, the hub of all student activities,” Julie explained. “There are three pool tables, many video games, a full bar, foosball, and lounging areas. This is where most of the students hang out all the time. We hold all sorts of activities in here, like parties, dances, tarot card readings, movie nights, all sorts of stuff.”

Catherine sighed inaudibly. ‘I can’t believe I’m going to come to this den of evil,’ she thought sadly.

After the student center, the tour passed by the chapel, which was being totally rebuilt. “This is the Mount Saint Michael’s Spiritual Chapel,” Julie explained, motioning to the half-built structure. “As most of you know, the chapel was blown up just three months ago by some members of a mysterious group known as the Revolution. We’re right now in the process of rebuilding it, although it’ll probably take another three years and a whole heck of a lot of money to complete.”

Once again Catherine spoke up from the back of the crowd. “How does the college view the Revolution?”

Julie took a while to carefully choose her words before responding. “We don’t know very much about the group. I don’t personally know anyone affiliated with it. But I can tell you that we’re launching a complete investigation into the Revolution, and we can assure you that we have warned them never to set foot onto this campus again. I think we’re all safe here, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Yes, but what do you personally feel about them?”

“Well, I think they’re dangerous. I wouldn’t like to meet them. I also definitely think that their group must be Satanic in origin. Why else would they blow up a chapel?”

Catherine was very tempted to reply, ‘Your whole college is Satanic in origin!’ Luckily, she had more prudence than that.

“Okay, folks,” Julie concluded, bringing the group back to the parking lot, “This ends your tour. I hope you all had a good time today, and thanks for looking into Mount Saint Michael’s College! We hope you decide to make this establishment your choice for higher education.” With that conclusion, the group dispersed.

Catherine and her mother, Susan, walked sadly to their car. Once out of earshot from everyone else, Susan said softly to her daughter, “This college doesn’t seem like a good place for you to attend.”

“I agree,” Catherine said, “But what else can I do? Every other college is a den of evil as well. You just can’t win.”

“I know, but I hope you don’t lose your faith at a Catholic college.” They got into their car and started to drive down to the exit of the campus. “Be prepared to stand up for the Faith if you end up going here. I’m sure most, if not all, of your classes will contain some heresy or something that opposes the Faith.”

“I know, I know. I’ll probably be the only one who cares about the Truth or defending the Catholic faith.” Catherine seemed resigned to this fact. “It’s up to me to fight for true Catholic beliefs.”

They drove onto Route 15 South, heading home. It was about four p.m. as they left the college. They drove in silence for a while, each thinking their own thoughts, before Catherine finally voiced the concerns that they had both been thinking about.

“Society is going downhill, isn’t it?” she said.

Her mother nodded. “It sure seems that way, and President Ferraro is leading the way.”

“He’s really that immoral?”

“Oh, I suppose I didn’t tell you. Just last month, the President shut down the Boy Scouts of America, because they wouldn’t allow gay scout leaders. It just keeps getting worse.”

Catherine gasped. This news truly had been disseminated only by word of mouth, because all of the media sources were afraid of President Ferraro, so they would never print anything that might present him in a bad light. “That’s awful!” she exclaimed.

“It is, but I think President Ferraro is only a symptom of the cancer in our society. The problem with our society is even more deep than we see with all these symptoms.”

“Then what do you think the problem with our society is?”

“Just immorality, pure and simple. There are no new sins in our society (people aren’t that creative), but the immorality in our culture is on a much wider scale. For example, gay couples now comprise a full one-fourth of all ‘marriages,’ quote-unquote. There are now five thousand children killed daily by abortion. Cloning is now becoming popular with parents who want to genetically engineer their children. Our drug problem is worse than ever, despite President Ferraro’s efforts to halt drug abuse. The gap between the rich and the poor keeps growing larger every day. The government is trying to take away any mention of God in society.”

“Someday, all this is going to come back to haunt us,” Catherine surmised. “I just hope that I’m not around when God’s wrath comes upon us.”

“That’s not to mention all that’s going on in the Church,” Susan continued. “The Church in America is virtually under the thumb of the government. You heard about the brutal murder of Cardinal Stevens. That was almost certainly organized by the government. After all, the Cardinal publicly berated the government for some of its more immoral activities.”

Catherine had heard all this before, so she simply nodded. “I guess I’m really pretty sheltered from the world’s problems, being home-schooled and all. It all seems so overwhelming, all the things that are going on in the world. But there’s one thing that really worries me a lot.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m concerned about the Revolution. They seem to be some secret group of Satan worshippers who have a tendency to violence. When I first heard about their bombing of the chapel on campus, I didn’t think too much about it, but after actually seeing the destruction that they wreaked, it seems that they might have a more dangerous agenda than just dancing around in the middle of the forest at night.”

“How so?” her mother asked, intrigued.

“It seems to me that the Revolution is the KKK of the twenty-third century, maybe mixed with Masons. Just judging from the fact that they tried to destroy the chapel, I think they’re out to get Catholics, and they might use violent means to accomplish their goal.”

“That might be true,” Susan agreed, “But from what I know about it, and if what everyone says is true, we’re dealing with something more than just a revamped version of the KKK. If they are truly cohorting with the devil, then they could be more powerful, much more powerful than the KKK or the Masons ever were. I remember after reading the news report about the explosion of the chapel, no one ever found signs of explosives in the remains of the chapel, and no one can remember seeing anything suspicious there. This makes me open to the possibility that perhaps they blew up the chapel using witchcraft or sorcery.”

“That’s very frightening,” Catherine commented. “I thought paganism died out in the twenty first century, coinciding with the resurrection of the Catholic Church.”

“That’s why these folks call themselves the Neo-Pagan Revolution. It’s a resurrection, of sorts, of the same form of paganism that was prominent in the twenty-first century, although this Revolution is much more powerful. It’s sort of a mixture of New Age elements, some of the old pagan ideas from ancient Greek and Roman times, and a whole heck of a lot of anti-Catholicism thrown in there. I think that’s why they’re so dangerous this time around. In the past, the New Age movements have been nothing but baloney, full of garbage like ‘realizing the god within yourself,’ and a lot of worshipping nature. Nothing with any real purpose. This Neo-Pagan Revolution, however, has a purpose: to destroy Catholicism and any semblance of religion in society.”

“Wow,” said Catherine, overwhelmed. “So it seems that the Church now has two enemies: society, and the Revolution. Both are out to destroy religion, just in different ways.”

“Yeah, it’s all pretty scary, if you ask me. Yesterday afternoon I went onto the internet to look this stuff up, just because I was curious. It seems that the Revolution is more powerful than I had originally thought. Their Internet site was a totally freaky web of sites dedicated to Satan, Darkness, witchcraft, and other stuff. That’s where I found out all this information that I’m telling you. Although they don’t explicitly say that their anti-Catholic, one could figure it out pretty easily.”

“That’s really very frightening,” Catherine said, musing on this information.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed. “But we must trust in the Lord. In times like these, the Church can experience a renewal, a new Pentecost. Just look at history: after the Protestant Reformation, the Church went through Trent and strengthened many of its doctrines. After the scandals of the twenty-first century, the Church held the Third Vatican Council, and this led to a great Renaissance of Catholicism. Now we’re in the time of trial in our Church and in our world. We have to fight against the forces of evil, and we will prevail; after all, we have Christ’s promise that the gates of hell will never prevail against our Church.”

On that hopeful note, the conversation ended. As Susan and Catherine passed through Frederick, they spontaneously and enthusiastically decided to spend some mother-daughter time together (actually, Susan needed to run some errands, so she dragged Catherine along). After this, they went out to dinner at a fast food joint, before they finally headed home.

It was about seven-thirty when they finally arrived at home. As soon as they walked into the door, they noticed that the television was blaring quite loudly. Greg called out from the other room, “Susan! Catherine! Come here, quickly!”

Susan wondered what this was all about. Her husband didn’t usually watch television (he called it a first-class window box to hell), so this was somewhat unusual. Both she and Catherine rushed into the living room, curious as to what was going on. They found Greg sitting on the couch, intently watching the television, which was tuned to CNN.

“President Ferraro is about to give an address to the nation,” he explained, staring at the screen.

Catherine and Susan hurried to sit down on the couch next to Greg, and they, too, watched the television with baited breath.

In about five minutes, President Ferraro came onto the screen. He sat down at a desk, and began to give his address to the nation.

“Good evening, friends and fellow Americans,” he said, reading from a carefully scripted speech. “I have decided to address the nation this evening for several reasons that have been on my mind lately, as I am sure these issues have been often on your mind recently. So without further ado, may I address these issues and inform you of the United States Government’s official position on these things.

“First, the Act of Loyalty has been on many people’s minds lately. I am well aware that this act is controversial, so this is why I have decided to clarify many citizens’ misconceptions of this Act. I have even heard that some of you might be worried that the Act is limiting your freedoms as Americans. Let me assure you on the contrary, however. You will, in essence, have more freedom with the Act of Loyalty. The act states, and here I quote, ‘Anyone deemed dangerous to the peace and security of the nation can be prosecuted, and if necessary, executed for treason.’ This act is for all of your benefit. It assures that you can live without fear of any more terrorist activities in the future. This act makes it easier for the FBI to find and eliminate potential threats in our nation.

“Does this act infringe on your Constitutional right to freedom of speech? In a sense, yes. Ordinary citizens should certainly refrain from making empty bomb threats and the such, or else they will be prosecuted. However, on the whole, this act brings about more freedom in the lives of everyone else in this great nation. We can now live in the freedom of knowing that the government is taking care of your domestic safety, so hopefully, we will never be the victims of another terrorist activity.”

“That’s a lie!” Greg exclaimed, looking flushed. “We’re surrendering more of our freedom to the government; that doesn’t lead to more freedom!”

“Besides,” agreed his wife, “Bomb threats are not all the Act forbids. The Act really makes it illegal to ever criticize the government.”

“Shh!” Catherine ordered. “He’s still speaking.”

They all turned their attentions back to the television set. “I hope that clarifies everything about the Act of Loyalty for you,” the President was saying. “Now, my second topic for tonight’s discussion is the constitutional separation of church and state and freedom of religion.

“As most of you know, we all worship in different ways, and some of us choose not to worship at all. This is perfectly acceptable, and in America, we respect everyone’s differing forms of religious expression. However, it has come to my attention that organizations such as churches and the like have been trying to often push their beliefs onto those who hold other opinions. This proselytizing goes against the freedom of religion which we cherish as Americans. We should never be excluding people from anything on the basis of religion. This is why several weeks ago, I personally signed an executive order which demanded that the Boy Scouts of America be shut down. Prior to this, I had requested that the Chief Scout Executive cease in teaching Judeo-Christian values. This is unfair to those of differing religions who may not believe in the Judeo-Christian idea of God or ascribe to the moral teachings of those churches. The Chief Scout Executive flatly refused, so to prevent any lawsuits or problems, I saw the best solution to be to shut down the organization.

“This news may be shocking to some of you who consider the Boy Scouts to be a venerable old institution, but allow me to ask you, how can we continue to let such an organization continue to exist when it consistently prejudices itself against women, homosexuals, and against those of differing religious and moral backgrounds? Organizations such as these are a detriment to our society because they teach intolerance and prejudice.

“However, we cannot stop there in our quest for true religious freedom. In many places, people of differing religions find themselves inundated with religious messages. I myself, in the course of a day, find many offensive religious symbols such as billboards, signs outside of churches, the very fact of certain religious holidays, and the public wearing of religious articles. These things have the capabilities of offending our brothers and sisters who do not share our personal beliefs.

“Therefore, I have petitioned Congress to pass a law forbidding all forms of religious expression in public, such as evangelization efforts, tee-shirts and other articles of clothing such as necklaces and crosses, praying in public, internet websites of faith, and all other potentially offensive expressions of belief. Violation of this ban on public displays of religion could include fines and jail time.

“Some of you out there, I’m sure, find this hard to accept. I assure you, however, that I am not in any way infringing upon your right to freedom of worship. You have every right to worship in the way that you see fit, so long as you worship in private, and your worshipping does not offend anyone. So over all, this law would reduce conflicts between those who choose to hold personal religious beliefs, and those who do not.

“Thank you for your time tonight. I felt that these things have been pressing on my heart, and I wanted to share them with you, so that you can be informed as to where our nation is headed. Have a good night.”

Greg flipped off the television and sat there, stunned. Minutes passed because no one wanted to move. It was hard to accept what they had just seen. Finally, Catherine broke the silence.

“Is he the anti-Christ?”

Greg laughed, easing the tension in the room. “I don’t think so, but let’s ask Fr. Jerry tomorrow what he thinks about all this. He’ll give us an orthodox answer.”

The next morning was Sunday. Like every Sunday, the entire Connor family loaded into their white minivan and drove the short distance to Saint Mother Theresa of Calcutta church in Windsor Knolls, Maryland.

Saint Mother Theresa of Calcutta parish was under the careful guidance of Father Jerry Farmer, a very holy man. He was a young man, for a priest, but full of wisdom and sage advice.

After the Gospel was read on this particular Sunday, Fr. Jerry rose from his pastor’s chair and walked slowly to the lectern. From his perch in the sanctuary, at the lectern, he looked out at the assembled congregation. There were fewer families sitting in the congregation now, especially since his sermon three weeks ago, which was a harsh condemnation of contraception.

He took a while before beginning his sermon. He knew that what he was about to say would be suicide, perhaps figuratively, but perhaps literally.

Fr. Jerry took a deep breath before starting his sermon.

“Brothers and sisters, I’m sure that many of you heard last night on CNN that the President made a speech. In case you didn’t hear the speech, I’ll summarize it for you. The President made it clear, on national television, that he is launching a crusade to eliminate all public displays of religion. This includes praying in public, the wearing of religious articles, and other evangelization efforts. Failure to obey this policy could result in fines or jail time.

“My friends, I know this comes as probably a shock to you. I myself am pretty shaken up by this. However, it’s not as if we couldn’t see it coming. The plain and simple fact is that the general attitude in society is anti-God. Most people ascribe to the belief that if it feels good, do it. And when we publicly display our belief in God, this doesn’t feel good to those people with no morals. So, instead of changing their lives by our witness, they decide to simply get rid of our witness, so they never have to think about God and all the sin that they’re living in.

“This may sound depressing, like there’s no hope for society at all. I assure you, this is not the case. But changing society will not be easy. Unfortunately, that is precisely what we, as Christians, are called to do. Wait a minute, let me clarify that. We’re not just called to do it, we’re required to do it.

“That’s not saying it won’t take suffering and sacrifices. But in the end, perhaps not until we’re in heaven, will we see the fruits of our witness to Christ. Just think, if it weren’t for the sacrificial witness of the first martyrs of our Church, it’s doubtful that the Church would have experienced such growth. Likewise, it is required that we must be willing to give up our lives, get arrested, and pay fines for the sake of the Kingdom.

“So in conclusion, I encourage all of you to disobey this law, and flaunt your disobedience, in a respectful manner. Wear clothes with religious messages, pray out loud in public places, and never stop speaking of God to others who don’t believe. I know this is a potentially dangerous request, but true Catholicism may be hazardous to your health. Just remember that through it all, God will be with you and He will bless you generously for your efforts. May the peace of Christ be with you all.”

He returned to his seat amidst thunderous applause.

After Mass, the Connors stopped to speak with Fr. Jerry.

“That was an incredible homily, Father,” Greg said, shaking the younger man’s hand.

“Thank you,” the priest replied, smiling. There was something about the way he smiled, however, that revealed the burden that he was carrying of trying to be a holy priest in such difficult times. “I must admit, however, that I was almost tempted not to give it. If word that I gave a sermon criticizing the government reaches the ears of any officials, I might be hauled off to jail. Just remember what happened to Cardinal Stevens.”

Greg remembered it all too well.

“But as I got up to the lectern after the gospel,” the priest continued, “And I saw your family sitting there, as always, I decided to give the sermon. I knew that if you could be there, in church, still trying to strive for holiness after all that’s gone on in your family during the past three months, then I could certainly put my life on the line to speak the truth.”

“Thank you for those kind words, Father,” Greg replied. “Please, if you find the time, would you mind visiting Mike in jail? I think he really needs some words of encouragement now. Unfortunately, the jail has a rule that we can only visit him once per month. But since you’re his pastor, and he can’t visit with us, he’d probably really like to see you.”

Fr. Jerry nodded sincerely. “I’ll make a point of it to visit Mike sometime during the next week.”

“Thank you,” said Greg. Silently he thanked God for sending such a wonderful priest to this parish to comfort his family during their difficult time. “By the way, would you be so kind to grace our house with your presence for dinner on Saturday, say, about six o’clock, right after the five pm Mass?”

Fr. Jerry looked up to the sky as he mentally tried to remember his schedule. “I think that should be fine, but let me assure you, the pleasure would be all mine.”

“Okay, that’s wonderful!” Greg exclaimed. “We’ll see you Saturday!” With that, the two men shook hands and said their goodbyes, before Greg went off to his car to join the rest of his family, who was waiting.

Fr. Jerry stood there on top of the stairs that led to the church, watching Greg walk away. He was suddenly reminded of the Gospel passage that was read at today’s Mass: “I am sending you out like lambs among wolves.” Fr. Jerry always found it spiritually enriching to speak with people like Greg – people who lived completely in the world, but who had somehow managed to fight against the forces of darkness which must surely attack his soul daily. The good priest had always admired their entire family for being so totally Catholic and orthodox. It gave him hope to see families who actually had their priorities straight. ‘In these days, it was becoming harder and harder to find a family that prays together, doesn’t contracept, and supports the Church,’ he thought wistfully. After he watched the Connor’s minivan drive out of the parking lot, he returned to the sacristy to unvest.

~ 8 ~

Tuesday was the next school day for everyone (Monday was Labor Day). Overall for Chase, it was a very peculiar day. It all started in English class, right after lunch.

Chase’s English teacher was the most boring woman on the entire planet. Even her name was boring: Jacqueline Smith. On this particular Tuesday, she began the class by standing in the front of the room, holding her hand up to get silence.

Once the class was quieted, she droned in her monotone voice, “Good afternoon, class. Today we will be starting to study one of the most classic pieces of literature ever written: ‘Tale of Two Cities’ by Charles Dickens. This is one of the most exciting books you will ever read.”

Chase snickered at her incredible lack of enthusiasm when saying this.

The teacher continued, “Bryce, would you be willing to pass out the books? They’re in a box in the closet.”

“Sure thing, Mrs. Smith,” replied a sandy-haired boy from across the room. He got up and went to the closet which was located in the back of the room.

“Now, to give you all some background on the novel,” Mrs. Smith continued.

Chase started to doze off. When Mrs. Smith was speaking, it usually meant that half the class was asleep.

“This book was set during the French Revolution. The two cities referred to in the title were London and Paris. These two cities were truly in contrast during the late 1700s. London was reaching its peak, as the Industrial Revolution brought good business and commerce to the city. Paris, on the other hand, was in the midst of a chaotic time. The government was unstable, people were afraid for their lives from the Reign of Terror, and famine and poverty swept across the land. This was what Dickens was referring to in his famous first line, ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…’”

Her voice faded as she caught sight of Bryce stepping out of the closet. “Excuse me for interrupting, Mrs. Smith, but there is no box of books in this closet.”

The teacher sighed. “Okay, let me take a look.” She went to the back of the room and into the closet.

The class relaxed once the teacher was out of the room. Charlie, who was sitting two seats up from Chase, found a rubber band in his desk and decided to shoot it at Chase, who was sound asleep. Chase woke up with a start when he was hit on the forehead by the projectile.

“Hey!” he exclaimed.

Charlie smiled mischievously at him. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. But hey, you shouldn’t be sleeping in class!”

Chase shrugged his shoulders apathetically. “I can’t pay attention in this class. Mrs. Smith is the most boring teacher I’ve ever had.”

His friend nodded sympathetically. “I agree. She ought to make a tape of her giving lectures, then sell it as a cure for insomnia.”

Chase chuckled. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Her blabbering on is even more boring than Cletus. And the unfortunate part is that we have to read Charles Dickens in this class. He’s the most awful writer ever to become world-famous. I can’t believe that she’s assigning that book to us.”

Charlie’s countenance suddenly changed to one of horror, and he stared into the distance. Chase turned around to behold the very large figure of Mrs. Smith standing right behind his desk, scowling at him.

“Oh, uh…did you hear all of that?” Chase said meekly.

“If you’re so bored, how about you going with Bryce to the office to search for the books? It’ll be more interesting than listening to me blabber on, as you say.” Luckily for Chase, his teacher looked almost amused rather than angry. She was trying her hardest to hide a smile for the young mischief maker.

Chase looked around, and became conscious that the entire class was staring at him. “Uh, okay Mrs. Smith. I’ll go help bring back the books.” He got up and went to the front of the room, where Bryce was waiting for him. Then they left the classroom.

Once out in the deserted hallway and out of earshot of Mrs. Smith, Bryce introduced himself. “I’m Bryce, by the way, as if you haven’t figured it out already,” he said with a friendly smile.

“And I’m Chase,” he replied, shaking Bryce’s hand. “I hope you know the way to the office, ‘cause I sure don’t.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Bryce replied, looking confidently ahead. “My sister is a senior at this school, so I’ve been in this school many times before.”

They both went to the office. Upon reaching the place, they went into the reception area of the office. Ms. Volkmar was sitting at the desk in the area. As Chase and Bryce walked in, she looked up and got a smug look on her face.

“Won’t you have a seat, Chase. Who is this other young man that you’ve brought with you here this afternoon?” she asked in an oily voice.

“I’m Bryce,” the kid said.

“Won’t you both have a seat,” Ms. Volkmar said. She rummaged through some papers on her desk, pretending to be busy with work. Meanwhile, she was tsk-tsking and shaking her head. “Chase Woodcock, I’m not surprised that you couldn’t make it through two weeks without getting in trouble. I’m only curious – what did you do this time?”

Chase was a bit unnerved by this strange greeting. “Excuse me, Ms. Volkmar, but what in the heck are you talking about?”

The counselor shook her head in a prudish manner. “No need to pretend that you’re innocent, Mr. Woodcock. We’ll get to the bottom of whatever it is that you’ve done.”

Chase just rolled his eyes. It was obvious that Ms. Volkmar automatically assumed that since he was here in the office, he must have done something wrong. He was getting quite tired of always being suspected of everything.

Luckily, Bryce came to the rescue. “Uh, Ms. Volkmar, we’re just here for some books. Mrs. Smith is looking for a box of ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ in paperback. She said that you’d know where they were.”

Ms. Volkmar looked up, surprised and hotly embarrassed. “Oh, I see. Well then, I’ll check to see where they are.” She got up and straightened her blouse, then disappeared through a door in the side of the reception area.

Chase became aware that Bryce was giving him a confused look. “What was that all about?” Bryce asked.

Chase shrugged and rolled his eyes in frustration. “Ms. Volkmar already doesn’t like me. She always thinks that I’m up to something.”

“From what I’ve heard about Ms. Volkmar,” Bryce commented, “She’s that kind of a person that you don’t want to get on her bad side.”

Chase nodded in agreement. “I know. Unfortunately I get on a lot of peoples’ bad sides for just having come out of jail.”

Bryce didn’t flinch a bit. “Really? That’s interesting. What’d you do to get yourself there?”

“Drug dealing. Don’t worry, I really have changed. It’s just that some people won’t ever let it go, the fact that I just got out of jail.”

Bryce looked impressed. “That’s pretty cool, Chase. I’ve never met anyone who’s been in jail.”

At that moment, the door opened once again and Ms. Volkmar stepped out. “The box of books can be found in Storage Closet Three, right down the hall on your right.”

“Okay, thanks,” Bryce said, standing up.

Ms. Volkmar watched them both leave the office before she sat back down at her desk, still flustered and embarrassed for suspecting Chase.

Both boys walked down the hall, past Storage Closets One and Two, before reaching Storage Closet Three. Bryce opened the door and walked in, followed by Chase. After groping along the wall for a minute, he found a light switch and flicked it on.

They found themselves in the middle of a small closet, filled on all three sides with tall shelves that stretched to the ceiling. Every square inch of those shelves was covered with brown cardboard boxes of every shape and size. Unfortunately, the boxes weren’t labeled, so the boys couldn’t know which box contained the books that they needed.

“Oh, sheesh, how are we supposed to find the right box?” Chase exclaimed.

Bryce shrugged, looking around at the multitude of boxes that filled the shelves. “I guess we’d better start checking every box until we find the one that we need.”

Reluctantly Chase agreed. Starting with the lowest shelf, they both began to take down the boxes, open them up, and check the contents to see which one held the paperback books.

Fifteen minutes and one stepladder later, they were almost through.

“This must be the box,” Bryce said in frustration, as he stood on the stepladder and handed one of the last boxes down to Chase.

Chase grabbed the box and set it on the ground. After opening it, he shook his head. “This isn’t it,” he said, handing it back up to Bryce. “How many more do we have up there?”

“Just one,” Bryce replied as he took the box and put it back on the top shelf. “It’s the biggest, though. They were pretty stupid to put the biggest box on the top shelf.”

“What can you say, they’re bureaucrats,” Chase joked, “They never use any common sense.”

Bryce grabbed the biggest box and started to carefully remove it from the top shelf. Unfortunately, the biggest box acted as a keystone to an arch, that when removed, the entire structure would collapse. As soon as the box was moved, the thin wood shelves started to snap. In a loud crash, every box in the small closet tumbled to the ground and spilled their contents across the floor.

From all the way down the hall, in the office, Ms. Volkmar was dictating a letter to her computer when she heard the tremendous crash. Immediately she knew that Chase must have been involved. She leapt to her feet and high-tailed it to the closet.

Neither Chase nor Bryce were hurt in the collapse of the closet. Immediately, Bryce directed, “Chase! You’d better get out of here before someone catches you in here; they’re likely to suspect you for this mess.”

Chase shook his head. “No, I’ll help you clean up. It’s the school’s fault, anyway. We could have been hurt from this accident, maybe we should sue the school system…”

Bryce looked at him angrily, which surprised Chase. “Look, get out of here. Someone probably heard the crash and is now coming to see if everything’s all right. Why don’t you step out of this closet and stall anyone who wants to get in here. I’d bet Ms. Volkmar is on her way here right now.”

“But wouldn’t it be faster if I helped you clean up?”

Bryce replied fiercely, “Get out!”

Chase was a bit taken aback by his attitude, so he waded through the boxes and spilt papers to the door, where he struggled to open it (for there was a lot of flotsam blocking the door), before stepping out.

Just as Bryce had predicted, Ms. Volkmar was headed right towards the closet.

“Chase! What was that loud crash I heard?” Ms. Volkmar demanded.

Chase looked away, trying to feign everything. “What crash? I didn’t hear a crash. You should probably get your hearing checked.”

Ms. Volkmar stifled an urge to slap him right across his sarcastic face. “The crash that came from your general direction. What was it?”

Chase smiled, still playing the part. “Oh, that crash. I think someone must have set off a bomb on the second floor. It certainly didn’t come from this closet.” He was standing against the closet door so that the counselor couldn’t get in.

“Do you know how badly I’d like to hit you right now?”

“No, tell me, how badly do you want to hit me?”

Ms. Volkmar uttered a growl of frustration. “Open that door right now, young man, or I’m calling your parole officer.”

“You don’t know the number to my parole officer,” Chase said with a smile. He was trying to stall for time, to allow Bryce to clean up as much as possible.

“Yes, but I’ll call your house and your mother will give me his number.”

Chase laughed. “My mom? Oh, she’s been dead for almost nine years. Unless you have a direct line to heaven, you’re not going to get into contact with her.”

Ms. Volkmar could see that this conversation was going absolutely nowhere.

All of a sudden, from inside the closet, there was a sound like a muffled explosion. A bright flash of light went off inside the closet, and smoke seeped out from under the door. As soon as the noise, light, and smoke appeared, however, they all disappeared.

Both Ms. Volkmar and Chase jumped back from the door, terrified. The tall woman at once opened the door, and was shocked to see that everything was neat and tidy inside the closet.

 Bryce was inside, sitting peacefully on the box of books that they had been looking for. Every other box was in its place, carefully arranged on the tall shelves. Ms. Volkmar stepped into the closet, but after looking around for a minute, couldn’t find anything out of order.

Chase was probably even more amazed that all of the boxes were neatly placed upon their shelves, giving no evidence that they had totally collapsed just two minutes prior.

“Well, please accept my apologies,” Ms. Volkmar said stiffly. “Everything looks like it’s in order in here.”

“That’s the second time today that you’ve owed me an apology,” Chase pointed out. “I think you should stop suspecting me for stuff.”

Ms. Volkmar narrowed her eyes at the young man. “Chase, I’m going to catch you in the act one of these times. You can’t go a whole year without getting in trouble. The statistics say, once a criminal, always a criminal. I’ll catch you, mark my words.” Immediately, she wheeled around and went out of the closet, returning to her office.

Chase was still a bit confused. “How in heavens name did you clean up this room so fast?”

Bryce simply smiled an eerie smile while sitting on the box.

Chase took a step back in fear. “Bryce, what’s going on here?”

Bryce laughed jovially. “Don’t worry about it. Hey, while we’re out of class, do you want to go have some fun?”

“What kind of fun?”

Bryce shrugged. “I don’t know, let’s make a little trouble. I’ve got an idea, let’s find a way to make Ms. Volkmar really mad.”

Chase shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m kind of on probation, so I can’t risk doing anything that might get me in trouble. Besides, Ms. Volkmar already doesn’t like me very much.”

“For being a former criminal, you sure are a wuss.”

Ouch. That one stung.

“Okay, Bryce, what kind of trouble are you talking about?” Chase asked. Something about this conversation was making Chase uneasy. His conscience was screaming in his ear, ‘No! Don’t listen to him!’ but Chase was ignoring it.

Bryce smiled mischievously. “Follow me. Let’s make this day a little more interesting.” With that, Bryce went off down the hall, followed by a very reluctant Chase Woodcock.

Chase followed him down the empty corridors of the school, until they came to the end of a hallway. Along the wall, there was one last door, an old rusted metal door. “This is the door,” Bryce said, his eyes gleaming devilishly. “Go ahead, open it up.”

Chase was somewhat wary of what might be behind the door. “Why? Is something going to jump out at me?”

Bryce laughed disarmingly. “No, of course not. Look, I’m not going to get you in trouble or hurt or anything. We’re just going to have a little harmless fun. Go ahead, open the door.”

Chase slowly reached his hand out to the doorknob. He tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s locked,” he explained.

Bryce shook his head. “No, it’s not locked. Let me try.” He placed his hand on the doorknob and stood there for a moment. To Chase, it looked like he was muttering something to himself. Suddenly, though, he turned the doorknob, and the old creaky door swung open, displaying the stairway down to the basement of the school. “Follow me,” he instructed, leading the way down the dark and musty stairwell.

Briefly Chase wondered how he unlocked the door, but he followed Bryce closely into the dank and smelly basement. It appeared that no one had been down there for quite some time. The only light shed into the basement came from the slightly open door at the top of the stairs.

“What are we doing down here?” Chase asked in a hushed tone, slightly disgusted by the surroundings. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and moss seemed to be growing on the walls. He half expected to find a human skeleton down there.

“Trust me, this is the best way to drive everyone in this school completely crazy,” Bryce replied, wandering along the wall of the basement, apparently searching for something.

They walked along the wall, with Bryce carefully scanning it to find something, and Chase trying not to step in something gross on the floor. It was very dark down there, and he couldn’t see very well.

All of a sudden, Bryce exclaimed, “Aha! Here it is.” He stopped walking and pointed to the wall.

Chase stopped as well and squinted at the wall, trying to make out what it was that Bryce was so excited about. There appeared to be a square metal panel on the wall of some sort…it was a fuse box!

Deftly, Bryce opened it and with one quick flick of his hand, shut off all the lights to the school. Then, he searched for another button, and upon finding it, pressed it. Alarms sounded, as all of the sprinklers in the school went off, showering the entire school with water.

“Let’s get out of here! Follow me closely,” he ordered, running through the dark basement and up the stairs. Chase followed, only because he was afraid of getting lost in the dungeon down there. Once they were out in the hallway, Bryce closed and locked the door.

They ran through the hallway, getting soaked from the sprinklers going off. They were headed to the front door, when they suddenly spotted Ms. Volkmar standing just outside the front door, looking in the opposite direction.

“We can’t go out here, Ms. Volkmar’s out there!” Chase exclaimed, turning around and running the other way, followed by Bryce.

They turned a corner and headed to the alternate exit. Since they were already soaked, Bryce decided to try to use the floor as a makeshift slip and slide. He threw himself down on his stomach and still went sliding across the wet floor. Chase ran after him, which was hard to do on the slick tile floor.

They turned another corner when they ran into Bobby and Charlie. Quite literally, ran into them. They crashed into each other and crumpled to the ground. Quickly, however, Chase and Bryce leapt to their feet and continued running to the exit, laughing all the way.

Bobby and Charlie sat there, dazed for a moment, and still getting showered by the sprinklers. Finally they scrambled to their feet and made their way to the exit.

Chase and Bryce found themselves outside in the back of the school, alone. Everyone else was meeting in the front of the school, like they always did for fire drills. They were laughing like maniacs, because maniacs often laugh.

“That was actually pretty fun,” Chase said between hysterical laughs.

“Told you so,” Bryce replied. “Let’s go around to the front and inconspicuously join our class. They’ll never know we’ve been gone.”

So they did just that. The two troublemakers went around to the front of the school and joined their class, which was somewhat hard to find in the large group of over two thousand students. But no one had even noticed their disappearance, and they weren’t even the last ones out of the school (Bobby and Charlie were).

So that’s how one of the greatest pranks in the history of Urbana High School was pulled off, and the perpetrators were never discovered.

The main result of this prank was that Chase and Bryce became good friends.

That same day, Tom Talbot was busy working in his office when all of a sudden, a file flopped onto his desk. He looked up to see who had tossed it there, only to find Mr. Randall, the treasurer of Powernetworking Technologies standing in front of his desk.

“What’s this?” Tom asked, picking up the manila folder.

“The third quarter treasurer’s report,” the man replied tersely. “Take a look at it and tell me what you think.”

Tom opened it up and started glancing at the papers inside. After about a minute, he closed the folder and placed it back on his desk. “That doesn’t look good.”

“No, it doesn’t. It doesn’t look good at all.” Mr. Randall paced around the small office nervously. “The bottom line is, we’ve failed.”

“We’ve failed?”

“We’re done for. We weren’t able to secure enough contracts by the end of August to save the company.”

Tom was silent for a moment. There was nothing to say to that. For Tom, this news meant that he had lost all of his money, and now he will lose his job. Naturally, he was shocked by the realization that he would lose everything that he’d ever worked for.

Mr. Randall continued. “This is the thing that we had all been hoping wouldn’t happen. But I suppose we were all living in some dream world. I could have seen this coming for at least six months. I knew we wouldn’t save this company.” He looked like he was near despair.

“Have you told Mr. Rice yet?” Tom asked, worriedly. Mr. Rice was the company founder and president.

Mr. Randall shook his head. “No, and I’m not going to. There’s still one more option that will at least postpone the inevitable implosion of this company.”

Tom knew that he wouldn’t like this idea. “What is this option?”

Mr. Randall leaned against the wall and sighed. “We’re going to doctor up the treasurer’s report.”

Tom couldn’t believe his ears. “What!?!” he exclaimed.

“I can’t see any other way. If we do this, we might be able to save this company. It’s our last-ditch effort.”

Tom was silent. This was crazy, trying to fool investors by blatantly lying to them. Besides that, this plan could land them in jail on charges of fraud.

“Trust me,” Mr. Randall continued. “I don’t like it either. But do you have a better idea?”

Tom adamantly shook his head. “No. I won’t go along with this. How many other people have you told about this magnificent plan of yours?”

“You’re the only one.”

“Good. I’ll pretend that this conversation never happened, and no one will have to know about what you were planning to do.”

Mr. Randall replied forcefully, “Why don’t you want me to do this?”

“Because it’s illegal, for one thing. You’re putting all of our necks on the line if you do your deceitful plan. But another thing, it’s immoral. We can’t lie like this. Don’t you have any integrity?”

“Tell me, Mr. Talbot, which is more important: to bend your principles once and keep your money, or be dirt poor, humiliated, and out of work but still have your integrity?”

“I choose integrity,” Tom nearly shouted, rising from his seat to face Mr. Randall.

“Okay, Mr. Talbot, may I present to you our present situation. If this treasurer’s report gets to the public, here’s what’s going to happen. You will be cast out of your job and unemployed. And surely you know how badly our economy is doing; how likely is it that you’ll be able to get another good paying job nowadays? Furthermore, picture all your wealth gone, your family evicted from your house because you can’t make the mortgage payments, the humiliation of having lost all of your wealth. Your foster child will likely be taken from you because you can’t afford to put a roof over his head. Can you survive on your wife’s salary only? Probably not. So you see, if you’re willing to undergo all this for the sake of your integrity, go ahead. Blow the whistle on me. Call the cops and tell them that I’m about to commit fraud.”

Tom sat back down, silently. Was a good reputation worth losing your son, your home, your job?

“Just think about it, Mr. Talbot. I really don’t care if you support me or not. But if you want, you can get out now. Sell all your stocks and get out of this company. At least you’ll salvage something, but I’ll bet dollars to donuts that you’ll be hauled off to court for illegal insider trading.”

Tom was once again silent. In any case, this was an incredibly bleak proposition. After thinking it over for a moment, he said quietly, “Do what you need to do. I wash my hands of the whole matter.”

Mr. Randall picked up the file off of Tom’s desk. “Good. I’m glad I have your support.” With that, he brusquely left the office in a hurry.

Tom sat there for a moment, stunned. He couldn’t believe that he had just given Mr. Randall permission to commit fraud, and perhaps send both of them to jail. But what else could he have done? He was caught between losing everything he’d ever worked for, and losing his integrity. What’s a man to do?

Finally, Tom got back to work, his heart confused and saddened.

Back at Urbana High School, classes couldn’t continue because everything in the school building was totally soaked from the sprinkler system. The principal decided to let everyone go home early that day, so everyone was mulling around outside of the school building, waiting for the busses to arrive to take them home.

It was a long wait, so Chase decided to take a walk around the school property. There were some excellent athletic facilities at the school, so Chase decided to check them out. First he went over to the track and football stadium. This was a magnificent arena, especially for a high school. Rows upon rows of bleachers lined the field, which had several brick restrooms and concession stands. The field was immaculately green, and it was surrounded by the asphalt track for running events. Chase looked at it for a while, admiring its beauty, before moving on.

Meanwhile, Joey was sitting on a bench right outside of school, alone and away from the large crowd of students. He was really missing Mike just then, and wondering how he was doing. It had been a month and a half since Mike was jailed, and he had only been able to visit him once, in late August. He couldn’t wait until two and a half months from now, when Mike would finally be let out.

As he was sitting there, he reached his hand into his pocket and felt his Rosary beads in there. ‘I might as well pray while I’m sitting here,’ he thought. With his hand still in his pocket, he started the Rosary silently, trying not to let anyone notice that he was praying.

At this same time, Chase was wandering over to the baseball field. It was a very nice field, complete with lights just beyond the outfield fence, well manicured grass, crisp white lines down right and left field, and two colorfully painted dugouts.

As Chase gazed out from behind the chain link backstop, he pondered what it would be like to play baseball on that field. He had lately been considering trying out for the baseball team in the spring. After all, he was a pretty good ballplayer. He might have a chance to make the team.

He stepped out onto the field to get a better view. “Wow,” he said to himself as he stood at home plate, gazing across the expansive field. “It would be great to play baseball here.”

Suddenly, he noticed some commotion going on behind the first base side dugout. It sounded like some people were laughing behind there. Being the curious type, Chase decided to find out what was going on back there.

He sneaked up quietly to the dugout, then went around back.

The three people back there looked up, startled, as soon as they heard Chase. There were two rough, older boys and a gothic-looking girl back there. Their appearances were frightening enough, but they were doing something that terrified Chase.

They were smoking marijuana.

Chase just stood there, totally shocked to stumble upon their pot party. The three smokers, as well, were very surprised to have been discovered.

Finally the girl took a long drag off of her joint. Blowing the smoke out slowly, she looked lethargically at Chase, before saying unkindly, “What do you want?”

Chase took a step back, trying to resist the awful memories that came rushing back to him. “Uh…nothing. Sorry to bother you.” He started to walk away backwards, still staring in horror at the drug.

One of the older boys, tattooed and covered with body piercing, started coming towards him. “Hey, kid, you want any pot or anything?” he asked in a very stoned tone of voice.

Chase stopped walking and looked at the drugs, longingly.

Joey suddenly felt a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He was in the middle of the third Sorrowful mystery, the Crowning with Thorns, when he felt the need to pray even harder. Leaning back on the bench, he closed his eyes and increased the intensity of the prayers, which, unknowingly, were helping Chase Woodcock resist a very severe temptation at that exact moment.

Chase shook his head. “No, man, I’m not really into drugs. I’ve got stuff to live for.”

At this, the three stoned older kids laughed. “You don’t know what you’re missing,” the girl said as Chase started to walk away.

“Oh, trust me,” Chase said to himself very sardonically, “I do know what I’m missing.” He walked off the baseball field and did not turn around once as he tramped back to the school. He could vaguely remember a story about a lady who walked away from a bad place, but turned around and became a pillar of salt. Somehow, in a sideways sort of way, Chase felt pleased that he was able to resist the druggies’ offer. But there was one thing that confused him – why did he walk away? In the past, he would have quickly taken the joint and enjoyed it. What was different about today that he didn’t take the drug?

He recalled Mike telling him something once, “Drugs don’t produce happiness after the pleasure wears off.” Hmmm, what a curious thing to say. Is that why he rejected the drugs today, because he’s searching for happiness?

Chase would never know that it was only through Joey’s prayers that he was able to resist the temptation.

Joey, meanwhile, was feeling drained as he made his way through the fifth Sorrowful mystery, the Crucifixion of Our Lord. He had been praying intensely hard, but for what? Or who? He had offered his Rosary up for Mike and his safety. Perhaps Mike needed extra prayers today. Joey couldn’t be sure.

All of a sudden, he heard a voice that brought him out of his meditative state. “Hey, Joey, what’re you doing?”

Joey jumped a little bit, and upon opening his eyes, he noticed that Charlie and Bobby were standing there, wondering what he was doing. And honestly, to any bystander, it probably looked a little bit strange that he was closing his eyes and mumbling to himself on a bench.

Joey quickly stood up and said as nonchalantly as possible, “Nothing. I wasn’t doing anything at all.”

Bobby gave him a scrutinizing look. “You’re lying. You were praying.”

Joey shook his head defiantly. “No, I wasn’t praying.”

“Yes, you were. I’ve seen Mike pray like that all the time. But see, the thing is, Mike isn’t ashamed to admit it.”

Joey hung his head.

Bobby smiled, though, and changed the subject. “I just came over here to tell you that our bus is here. We’d better get on.” With that, they both walked away.

Joey simply stood there, recalling a scripture passage in his mind, “Those who deny Me on earth, I will deny before My Heavenly Father.” He felt very low. Why was it that he was so ashamed to show his faith to his friends? He could only mentally berate himself for being so cowardly as he slowly made his way over to the bus.

That afternoon, Lisa Talbot came home from work extra early, at around two o’clock. There was something that she had been meaning to do for a while, but she didn’t want to get caught. She had a sneaking suspicion that Chase might be hiding something in his room. Ever since she had asked her foster son where Mike had gotten his drugs, and he answered her very evasively, she had been wondering whether he had drugs stored in there.

After setting her briefcase down in her room and quickly changing out of her work clothes, she made her way over to Chase’s room. She first went through his dresser quite thoroughly, searching underneath every article of clothing there. Finding nothing, she quickly moved on to the bed, getting to her knees and searching underneath of it, pulling out everything that was under there and scattering it across the floor.

All of a sudden, however, she froze as she heard the front door open noisily. Someone came bounding upstairs, and within a few seconds, Chase Woodcock appeared at the door, looking a bit surprised to see Lisa on her knees and the mess scattered across the room.

“What are you doing in my room?” Chase asked, suspiciously.

Lisa got up and dusted herself off. “Nothing,” she lied, brushing right past Chase on her way out the door.

Chase followed her down the hallway. “Don’t lie to me. It looked like you were searching for something in there. What were you looking for?”

Lisa walked into her room. “Drugs,” was all she said before closing the door on Chase.

“And what gave you the idea that I had drugs in my room?” he persisted.

Lisa opened it once more. “Because you haven’t been trustworthy thus far in our relationship, so naturally, I suspected that you were hiding something. Now let me ask you a question: how are you home so soon? It’s only 2:15. You shouldn’t be out of school until well after three o’clock.”

“There was a mechanical failure and all the sprinklers went off, so they let us out early.”

Suddenly, Lisa looked up and sniffed the air. “Why do you smell like smoke?” she asked.

Chase uttered a foul word. The smoke from the people smoking marijuana must have soaked into his clothes when they were wet. He replied honestly, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“You were smoking pot, weren’t you? I’ll bet you either took your stash to school so I wouldn’t find it, or you got some from the potheads at that delinquent school of yours.”

“No, I wasn’t. You’re jumping to conclusions,” he replied with very admirable patience. “Some of my friends were smoking cigarettes around me, and their smoke got onto my clothes.”

“That doesn’t smell at all like cigarette smoke,” Lisa retorted harshly. “That smells like something else…perhaps marijuana smoke.”

Chase had to come up with an excuse quickly. “Uh…I think what you’re smelling is a chemical burn that I got from Chemistry class.”

“You’re not in Chemistry class,” Lisa pointed out. “I think, once again, you’re lying to me.”

“Where’s your proof?” Chase said harshly. “Okay, I suppose those were two really lame excuses. But in all honesty, I don’t smoke pot anymore. And I don’t think you should be going in my room anymore, either. If we’re trying to build trust, that doesn’t exactly inspire me to trust you.”

“Once you stop lying to me, then we can start building a trusting relationship. But since you live under my roof, I believe that I’m allowed to search your room if I have good reason to suspect you for something illegal.”

Chase rolled his eyes. There was no way to prove that he was innocent, so why bother fighting with Lisa? He knew he couldn’t win. Shaking his head, he walked to his room to put away the junk that was strewn across his floor.

Lisa watched him walk away. ‘Someday,’ she thought to herself, ‘I’ll catch that boy with proof.’ Then, she sighed sadly. ‘I wish there was a way to get through to him.’

~ 9 ~

The next day, Fr. Jerry Farmer drove out to the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center to visit with Mike.

After checking in, he was led to a small room inside the jail where there was a table and two chairs. A guard stood in the corner of the room, keeping watch over the proceedings.

Fr. Jerry sat down in one of the chairs and waited. He wasn’t sure what to expect when he saw Mike. It wasn’t often that he visited a jail, and even when he did meet with prisoners, they were usually hardened criminals. Mike, however, wasn’t a hardened criminal; in fact, no one would have ever imagined that he could go to jail. Fr. Jerry wondered if he had managed to survive for the month and a half that he had already been there.

In a few minutes, Mike was brought in. Fr. Jerry was a bit taken aback by what he saw. Mike was wearing an orange jumpsuit, and he was handcuffed. He sat down without a smile, facing his pastor. Instead of his usually friendly demeanor, the boy seemed to be scowling at the priest as they sat at the table for a minute, not saying a word.

Finally Fr. Jerry spoke. “Hello, Mike. Your parents asked me to pay you a visit, to see how you were doing. How has it been in here?”

Mike sat back in his chair and looked at the priest coldly. After a minute of uncomfortable silence, he replied, “It’s been miserable.”

“Really?” the holy priest asked, sympathetically. “Why is that?”

“What are you, some idiot?” Mike retorted harshly. “I’m in jail. That’s why I’m miserable.”

Fr. Jerry was shocked to hear the usually respectful youth speaking with such unkindness. “I’m sorry to hear that, but know that everyone at the parish is praying for you.”

“Yeah?” he said sarcastically, “Well, your prayers ain’t doing any good.”

“Mike, I know this month and a half has probably been pretty rough on you,” Fr. Jerry said kindly.

“You know what? That’s really easy for you to say, sitting out there in your comfortable life in the rectory. I’m the one who’s going through living hell. You can’t sit there telling me how much you’re praying for me. That means nothing to me. I don’t care about your prayers. I just want to get out of this hellhole. Unless your prayers can help speed up my sentence, then you might as well shove them up your…”

“Mike!” Fr. Jerry exclaimed, shocked to hear the youth speak like that. Silently, he quickly uttered a prayer for the boy. “What’s gotten into you? I know that it can’t be easy to be in here, but if you offer it up, this can be a time of spiritual…”

“Shut up with that crap,” Mike interrupted. “You just try being in here and making it a time of spiritual growth. You haven’t been beaten up every day. You don’t know what it’s like to know that for the rest of your life, you’re going to be labeled as a criminal, an outcast, a reject of society. You don’t know the half of what goes on in here. Don’t give me that God-talk. Why didn’t God stop me before I did what I did?”

“Mike, you need to forgive yourself for what you did. Have you been to confession since you were arrested?”

Mike shook his head, still scowling.

“Would you like to me to hear your confession? That would be a good way to start the process of forgiving yourself, to know that God forgives you for what you did.”

“I could care less about God anymore.” There was something final about the way he said that statement that ended the conversation right there.

Fr. Farmer sighed. He was amazed at how quickly the boy had changed. Just two months ago, he would have thought that Mike would go on to do wonderful things in the world. He was polite, friendly, and prayerful, well liked by all who met him. How he had changed – now the boy that sat before him: emaciated, bruised, scowling, uncaring of the things of God. Perhaps all he needed was time, the priest reasoned. He probably needed time to think things through, time to forgive himself for his misdeeds. And he needed prayers. Many more prayers.

“Well, Mike, is there anything I can do for you while I’m here?” Fr. Jerry asked. “Do you want to talk about anything, or is there something that I can tell your family or friends?”

“Yeah, there is. You can tell Chase Woodcock to go to hell.”

Fr. Jerry slowly stood up. “Mike, might I suggest that you might see the psychiatrist at this jail. They might be able to help you to heal these feelings of hatred and unforgiveness that you’re harboring. Hang in there, you’ll be out of here soon.” He started to walk towards the door before turning back around. “And Mike, we’re all here for you. We won’t desert you in your time of need.”

Mike showed nothing on his face that he had heard the priest.

Fr. Jerry left, his heard full of sadness for the fallen saint.

That afternoon, a man walked into Archbishop Bannon’s office, where the Archbishop was sitting at his desk, finishing up a phone call.

Once the Archbishop was off the phone, he said to the stranger standing in his office, “May I help you?”

The man nodded, with a very serious expression on his face. “Yes, you can. My name is Jones, and I work for the FBI. It has come to my attention that one of the priests of the diocese is leading an insurrection against the United States government.”

The Archbishop was understandably confused. “Really? This is news to me. May I ask who this priest is, and what crime he has committed?”

“Your priest, a fellow by the name of Farmer, Jerry Farmer, preached a sermon last Sunday that encouraged his congregation to disobey the law forbidding public religious expression. We will not have any of your priests encouraging the general public to disobey any laws. This is tantamount to treason.”

The Archbishop nodded. “I understand. I will reprimand him, and I assure you that he won’t do anything like that again.”

“That’s not why I’m here. I want you to permanently remove this priest from the active ministry.”

“That’s absurd!” Archbishop Bannon shouted, immediately standing up to face the man. “Fr. Farmer is one of the holiest and most faithful priests in the diocese. There’s no way that I will ever do that.”

“Are you aware, Your Eminence, that we had already warned Cardinal Stevens that Fr. Farmer had been bordering on treason with his sermons against abortion and the homosexual agenda? This is not the first time that we’ve had problems with this particular priest, but this will be the last time.”

The archbishop’s face went white. He knew exactly what he was insinuating.

“So I suspect you’ll be willing to do this peacefully, Your Eminence?”

The Archbishop sunk back into his chair, shocked. He knew that Fr. Farmer was one of the most courageous, orthodox, holy priests in the Archdiocese. It would be terrible to have to remove him from ministry. But what else could he do, to protect his safety? He didn’t want to end up like his predecessor, Cardinal Stevens…

“Yes, yes, I’ll do whatever you want,” the Archbishop finally managed to mumble.

“Good,” Jones replied. “I’ll expect that we won’t have any more problems with Father Jerry Farmer. Thank you very much for your time.” With that, the man left.

That day, Chase was walking through the cafeteria, carrying his lunch tray, when Bryce called out to him from down the way a bit. “Chase! Come sit over here,” he called.

Chase smiled as he saw his friend. As he was making his way down there, he passed Sarah, Joey, and Bobby, who were sitting at a table together.

“Hey, Chase, pull up a seat,” Sarah invited, jovially.

“Sorry,” Chase replied, not slowing his walk. “I’m going to go sit with Bryce.”

Once he was past their table, the three friends exchanged quizzical looks.

“I don’t like that Bryce fellow,” Joey said to the others.

“I don’t know Bryce,” Sarah added, “But if he’s anything like his older sister, than I don’t like him either.”

“Why not?” Bobby asked. He had never gotten to know Bryce very well in middle school.

Sarah leaned in closely. “It’s rumored that his family is a member of the Revolution,” she whispered.

It was quite humorous to watch Bobby nearly jump sky-high at this revelation. His green eyes wide, he practically shouted to Sarah, “Do you mean the Neo-Pagan Revolution?”

Sarah nodded solemnly, but Joey added, “That’s just a rumor. No one knows if that’s true. I just don’t like him because he’s a troublemaker. Remember last year’s steady stream of pranks in Spanish class last year?”

Bobby’s face registered surprise. “Bryce did those pranks? Wow, that’s impressive. He never even got caught for any of them.”

“What happened?” Sarah asked, unaware of what went on last year.

“Well, just about once a week we’d find some kind of prank that went on in Spanish class. Most of them were harmless, like whoopee cushions, and stuff like that. But there were a couple of pranks that could have been dangerous. For example, one day, a fluorescent light bulb fell from the ceiling and crashed onto the desk in front of me. Luckily no one was sitting there, or else they would have been seriously hurt. There were others, too. The only reason I found out is because one day I overheard him telling his sister about what he had been doing.”

“Then why didn’t you tell someone about it, if you knew Bryce was behind all those pranks?” Bobby asked.

“Well, for one reason,” Joey replied, “They wouldn’t have believed me, since there was never any proof. In fact, I still don’t know how he did a lot of those pranks. And the other reason is because I didn’t want to get on his bad side, in case he decided to play a bunch of dangerous pranks on me.”

Bobby was silent for a moment, thinking. Finally he said, “I wonder if Bryce had anything to do with the sprinklers going off yesterday.”

Joey shrugged. “Perhaps. But since we have no proof, we really can’t say.”

Just then, Joey heard his name being called from across the cafeteria. He turned around in his seat to see Bryce standing up, holding up an orange. “Hey, Joey, want an orange?”

Joey stood up and turned around to face him. “Sure,” he replied, “Toss it to me.”

Bryce reared back and threw the orange across the cafeteria. Strangely enough, he threw it like a curveball (which is extremely hard to do with an orange), and so when Joey went to catch it, it curved at the last moment and sailed past him.

The airborne orange flew across the table and directly nailed the open carton of chocolate milk that Sarah had been drinking. The milk went flying onto her, completely covering her and soaking her shirt.

The entire cafeteria burst into laughter at seeing this accident. Joey was very hotly embarrassed. “Nice catch,” Bryce called out mockingly. Both he and Chase were laughing raucously.

Joey sank into his seat, humiliated. “Sorry,” he mumbled to Sarah.

Sarah, luckily, was taking it all in stride. She smiled and stood up, acknowledging the laughter of all those at her table. “Thank you all. And for my next trick, I’m going to disappear and come back wearing a new shirt,” she announced to the laughing throng, who laughed even harder at this.

Joey watched, embarrassed, as Sarah got up and walked away in the direction of the girls’ restroom. “He did that on purpose,” he muttered.

Bobby nodded in agreement. “Who knew you could put a spin on an orange. Well, you learn something new every day.”

Joey cast a glance at him. “Thanks for your support,” he said sarcastically.

Meanwhile, Bryce and Chase sat back down and resumed their lunches, still laughing. “That was a good one,” Chase was saying, when a certain person came up to his table.

“May I sit here?” Crystal asked in her silky-smooth voice, already placing her tray next to Chase, across from Bryce.

Chase nodded and smiled broadly. He was pleased to spend as much time as possible in Crystal’s magnificent presence. 

“I saw your nice toss of that orange,” she commented to Bryce. “It’s always nice to see Joey totally humiliated.”

“I really didn’t mean to make it hit that other girl,” he replied. “But yeah, any chance to make Joey look bad is cool.”

“Hey, what did Joey ever do to you?” Chase asked, trying to defend the youth. “He’s not such a bad guy.”

“He’s such a dork,” Crystal replied with a chuckle. “It’s a wonder he has any friends with his bad attitude.”

Chase shrugged. He didn’t see the need to press the issue any more.

“So, Crystal, what did you think of our little shower yesterday?” Bryce said, grinning mischievously.

Crystal shot them both a surprised look. “That was you?” she asked incredulously.

They both nodded.

She looked impressed. “That was really cool. Heck, it got us out of school early. I hope you pull more pranks in the future. That’ll make this school year not so boring after all.”

Bryce pulled on his necklace absent-mindedly. “I’ll see what we can do. Someday, they’re going to catch me, so I have to be careful.”

Chase caught a glimpse of the golden chain around his neck. “What’s that you’re wearing around your neck?”

Bryce pulled out the medallion from underneath of his shirt. It was a golden five-pointed star, set inside a circle. “It’s called a pentagram.”

Chase had never heard of a pentagram before. “A what? What does that mean?”

“It’s a pentagram. It’s just a religious symbol, but I can’t say that too loud, or I might be arrested. You know, that delinquent president of ours really has no idea what he’s talking about with the separation of church and state. No where in the Constitution does it even mention a ‘separation of church and state.’”

“What religion are you?” Chase asked, not wanting to get into a political discussion at the moment.

“Humanist,” he replied, although neither Crystal nor Chase had any idea what that meant.

“Hmm, that’s interesting,” Chase said to himself, still looking at the medallion. “Can I get one of those?”

Bryce shrugged and took the necklace off. “Sure, you can have this one. I’ve got another one at home.”

Chase gratefully took the item and put it on, not knowing the great significance attached to the pentagram.

“Yeah, President Ferraro is pretty much a bum,” Crystal agreed. “Unfortunately we don’t have another presidential election until seven years from now.”

“I know. It was the stupidest thing to make it ten years between elections,” Bryce agreed. “I heard that next up on the chopping block is the second amendment. Apparently, the President is pretty much guaranteed to repeal the right to bear arms within the next year or so. That makes it kind of rough for militant groups like us.”

“Why? Are you planning a civil war within the next few years?” Chase asked sarcastically.

Bryce cast him a glance that was hard to understand, and said cryptically, “You never know what might be necessary. The government doesn’t like people like you and me.” Suddenly, however, his countenance brightened considerably and he said, “I did think, though, that it was good that President Ferraro shut down those Boy Scouts. Talk about a worthless institution.”

Chase didn’t comment.

“Hey, Chase,” he continued, “Do you want to come over to my house after school to play V-4 games or something like that?”

Chase shrugged his shoulders. “I guess so. What games do you have?”

“Red Demons, Hellfinder, and a few others.”

“Hmm…I’ve never heard of those games.”

Bryce smiled slyly. “That’s because they’re only sold on the black market.”

Chase looked impressed. “Wow, you must have contacts.”

He nodded. “I do.” Standing up, he smiled and said, “You’ll soon find out that there’s a lot more to me than you’d first expect.” Suddenly, he spotted two people walking by their table, a boy and a girl. Calling out to them, he said, “Hey! Don’t I know you guys?”

Both youths stopped walking and looked at him. Upon recognizing Bryce, they both broke out into wide grins. “Hey, Bryce! How’re you doing?” the boy asked, coming over to him, followed by the girl.

Chase was taken aback by their appearances. Both the boy and the girl were dressed in extreme gothic style, with blackened hair and makeup on. Their clothing, too, was completely black, and the girl was wearing a short black lacy dress with black leather knee-high boots. They were both covered with body piercing in just about every possible place that could be pierced.

“Chase, this is Jason, and his girlfriend Andrea,” Bryce introduced.

They both gave Chase a dirty look, which was fine with him. Chase didn’t want to get any nearer to these strange people than was necessary.

“Man, it’s good to see you guys. How was your summer in Roswell?”

The girl looked like she was about to be sick as she said, “It was a most spiritual experience.” Apparently looking sick was how she expressed joy, or something like that.

“She looks like an alien herself,” Crystal whispered to Chase, who laughed out loud.

“Yeah, man, we’ve got totally different class schedules,” the boy named Jason said, sounding as if he were drugged up. “So we won’t be seeing you too much this semester. But dude, come by our regular meeting place once in a while. We didn’t see you out there last week.”

Bryce shrugged. “I know, I know. I’m a delinquent. So shoot me.”

“I wouldn’t say that to someone who looks like he just might,” Chase whispered to Crystal, who giggled.

Jason looked at his watch. “Hey, speaking of class schedules, shouldn’t you be getting to class?”

Chase looked at the clock and leapt to his feet. “Oh, no! We’re late!” With that, Chase, Crystal, and Bryce departed from the cafeteria.

Once in the hallways, Crystal departed to her class, and Bryce and Chase went to their lockers. On the way there, Chase said, “Those people looked like total nutcases. What’s with the heavy gothic look?”

Bryce chuckled at the observation. “Yeah, they’re pretty hard-core. Actually, they’re really big bums, but I like them anyway. They make me feel almost normal.”

Chase rolled his eyes. “Well, I’ll meet you at the bus later today after my last class.” With that, they both reached Mrs. Smith’s English class, so they went in, and the teacher yelled at them for both being late. Oh well.

 That afternoon, after school, Chase went to Bryce’s house, after first getting Lisa’s permission by calling her from a pay phone in the school. He took Bryce’s bus out to a secluded part of the Harvest Ridge subdivision. Chase was surprised by his surroundings when the bus finally reached the top of Bryce’s driveway.

Stepping off the bus, he found himself facing a driveway that meandered deeply through a richly wooded lot. The lot was so much forest, in fact, that he couldn’t see the house from the road. Although it was the middle of the afternoon, it was fairly dark as they began to walk down the paved driveway.

A white owl hooted eerily as the two boys walked to the house in silence. For some reason, this forest was giving Chase the creeps.

In a short while, forest cleared and the house came into view. It was an old house, but not dilapidated. It had two stories, completely covered in a wooden exterior, with a thatched roof. A minivan sat in the driveway, and smoke was coming out of the chimney, despite the fact that it was not cold outside.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Bryce said cheerfully as they went up the rickety old steps and onto his front porch. “You’ll have to wait out here for a minute. I need to check something inside.”

Bryce went inside, and Chase was left on the porch. Gazing out into the woods, he noticed how secluded this house was. ‘If these people wanted privacy, they certainly got it,’ he thought. Perhaps that’s why this house looked so creepy; it looked like the kind of house that you’d expect a crazy reclusive old man with a shotgun to live in.

Suddenly, there was a noise that sounded like an explosion in a sound effects factory that emanated from inside the house. Chase was wondering what in heavens name the noise could have been when two seconds after this, the front door reopened and Bryce appeared in the doorway. “Come on in, I want you to meet my family.”

Chase looked at the façade of the house once more, still wondering what that odd noise was. Shortly, however, he shrugged his shoulders and followed Bryce inside.

The inside of the house was very beautiful, as it appeared to have been renovated in the eighteenth century Victorian style. A lofty staircase greeted Chase as he stepped into the foyer of the house. Looking up, he noticed that the house had very tall, vaulted ceilings. Over all, it was a remarkably beautiful house.

A pudgy, graying woman came through a doorway that was adjacent to the stairway. Spying Chase, she smiled broadly, coming over to him while wiping her hands on the white apron that she was wearing.

“Greetings! You must be Chase,” she said sweetly. She reminded Chase of a grandmotherly figure.

“Yes, I am,” he replied, extending his hand.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said, shaking his hand. “I’m Joyce Trigger. Welcome to our house. I’m not sure where the other kids are, but I’m sure you’ll find them somewhere.” Turning to Bryce, she said, “Melissa is still not feeling very well, so please don’t bother her.”

“Okay,” he replied. To Chase he explained, “Melissa is my older sister. She’s a senior at Urbana, but today she had to stay home today ‘cause she was sick. Want to check out my V-4 game stash?”

Chase nodded, still looking around at the amazingly beautiful foyer of the house.

Bryce led the way into the living room, which was exquisitely decorated as well. In the center of the room was a small V-4 machine. There was already a little kid with blond hair using one of the sets of mask and gloves.

Bryce went up to the kid and nudged him with his foot. “Drew, your time is up on the V-4 machine.”

The kid turned around and put his mask up on his forehead to see who nudged him. “What are you talking about, Bryce? I just got on here. And who’s your friend?”

“This is Chase, and he just got out of jail, so I highly suggest that you get off that V-4 machine before he hurts you.”

Chase laughed at that.

Drew squinted his eyes to get a better look at Chase. Then, suddenly, he put the mask back down over his eyes and resumed playing. “At least he looks more normal than your other friends,” he commented.

Chase gave Bryce a look. “I must agree, after seeing that Jason kid at lunch today.”

Bryce nudged his little brother a bit harder. “Get off. Mom said we could use the V-4 machine.”

Reluctantly, Drew relinquished control of his mask and gloves, handing them to his big brother. “Fine,” he said, sulkily, as little kids often do. “You can have the stupid V-4 machine.” With that, he went out of the room.

Bryce and Chase both put on a mask and a pair of gloves and prepared to play Hellfinder. “Prepare yourself,” Bryce warned. “There’s a reason why this game is only sold on the black market. Here goes,” and he flicked the switch to start the game.

Nothing happened at first, and Chase could see only blackness.

All of a sudden, though, a terrifying creature leapt up onto the screen. It was a horrible demon, with red and black flesh that was partially rotting away and covered in open wounds that were infested with white maggots. The demon’s face was most horrifically disfigured and twisted in a most disgusting way. The demon made a loud screech; a primal yell that chilled Chase to the bone. He could almost smell the burning flesh as the demon leapt at him.

In a flash, Chase leapt to his feet. “Oh my God!” he exclaimed in horror as he ripped the mask off his face and threw it to the floor.

Bryce hit the pause button on the game and laughed at his friend’s reaction. Flipping his mask up, he said with a smile, “That’s why the game isn’t sold in stores. Pretty intense, huh?”

Chase stared at the V-4 machine, wide-eyed. “That wasn’t intense, that was terrifying!”

“Do you want to keep playing that game, or choose another one? I do have some normal games, too…”

“No, that’s all right. We can keep playing this game,” he replied weakly, still trembling from the fright.

“Cool,” Bryce replied, handing him his mask. Once Chase had put it back on, Bryce hit the resume button, and they continued playing.

Chase had a great time over at the Triggers’ house. After playing V-4 games for an hour and a half, he had dinner over their house (they served lasagna, in case you were wondering), and then Mrs. Trigger drove him home.

“I’m home,” he called out as he walked through the door of his house.

“Oh, hi, Chase,” came Tom’s voice.

Chase made his way into the dining room, where he found Tom busily poring over numerous sheets of papers from his work. Apparently he decided to bring his work home so that he could be near his family.

“How was your time at Bryce’s house?” Tom asked, not moving his eyes from the stack of papers before him.

“It was fun,” Chase replied. “We played a bunch of cool V-4 games, most of which are only sold on the black market.”

This piqued Tom’s curiosity. He glanced up at his foster son, and immediately caught sight of his golden necklace. “What’s that hanging around your neck?”

Chase took the medallion out from underneath his shirt. “It’s a cool necklace that I got from Bryce.”

Tom stood up and went over to his son, trying to get a closer look at the object. Suddenly, however, his countenance became one of horror. “Take that off right now!” he demanded.

Chase looked at him quizzically. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“That’s a pentagram.”

“So?”

“Do you know what a pentagram is a symbol of?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Not really. I just thought it was a pretty cool necklace.”

“A pentagram is a new age, pagan symbol. I want you to take that off right now and get rid of it. There’s no place in a Christian household for a pentagram.”

Chase took it off, but still held it in his hand. “I think we ought to get one thing straight right now. I’m not a Christian. I don’t believe in God, or Jesus, or anything like that.”

“Then what are you?” Tom countered. “You’ve got to believe in something.”

Chase tried to think quickly. He had really never considered religion, but he definitely knew he didn’t want to be a Christian. Mike was a Christian, and look what happened to him. On the other hand, he didn’t think he was quite an atheist, or an agnostic. Buddhism and Islam and all those Eastern religions were too weird for him. So what was left?

After a few seconds of stare-down, Chase blurted out the first thing that came to his mind, “I’m a humanist.”

Tom raised an eyebrow at this. “Really? And what is a humanist, may I ask?”

Chase shrugged. “Beats me. I think it has something to do with believing only in the power of humanity, or something like that.”

“But if you don’t know what it is, how do you know you’re a humanist?”

“I don’t know, it sounded good,” he replied, walking away before Tom could ask any more questions for which he didn’t have answers.

This left Tom quite bemused. He sat back down and prepared to resume his work, but for some reason, there was a little voice inside that wouldn’t go away.

‘You say you’re a Christian, but do you act like one?’

It was true that Tom hadn’t been to church since Easter, and that perhaps he didn’t always pray, but he was a Christian, wasn’t he? He believed in God, and Jesus…

He suddenly felt immense guilt for many things. First, for not attending church for so many months. “Maybe we should go to church this Sunday,” he said to himself, quietly.

But mostly, there was a little nagging thought about work. What Mr. Randall was doing, in doctoring up the treasurer’s report, was dishonest. And he knew that he was the only one who could stop the lying. But was it worth the cost?

‘What would Jesus do?’ his conscience said, obnoxiously, as consciences do best.

‘Jesus would make our stock prices rise, magically,’ his own mind countered. He chuckled at his own thought. ‘Well, I’d better get back to work. I’ll worry about these morality issues on Sunday.’

Chase went to his room, and tossed the pentagram on his dresser when something caught his eye. He noticed, ironically, that the medallion landed right next to the Rosary that was sitting on his dresser.

Picking up the Rosary, he looked at the lady on the medal. She looked so beautiful, so kind and friendly. Chase suddenly had an intense longing to find out who this woman was. Surely Christianity couldn’t be so bad if this lady was a saint. Chase had no way of knowing that this woman was the Queen of all Saints.

Chase put the Rosary back on his dresser.

~10~

That Saturday, Fr. Jerry Farmer had just finished praying evening prayer at around four fifteen p.m. He closed his breviary and just sat there, in the quiet solitude of St. Mother Theresa of Calcutta Church. He gazed upon the tabernacle, which contained the living God in the flesh, and wondered how much more of this he could take.

It had been an extremely difficult week. First, three of his parishioners had been fined for wearing religious articles publicly, and one of them had called the parish to request that Fr. Farmer would pay the bill. The holy priest knew, however, if he paid the bill of this one person, soon every member of that parish would request that the priest paid their fines. So Fr. Farmer had to refuse him, and the man angrily cursed at the priest and promised never to come to church again.

This past week, as well, he continued to receive mail filled with hatred and condemnation, and even one death threat, for the sermon that he had preached against contraception a while back. This didn’t make him concerned for his safety; instead, it only made the holy priest more concerned for these people’s souls.

World news also weighed on the priest, who made a point to always pray for those in the world who were in distress. In China, the Church was being persecuted ever more firmly, with priests and nuns being shot on sight. The United Republic of Africa had just recently adopted a one-child policy, and mandatory sterilizations of all those who were diagnosed with the AIDS virus. The European Union grows more powerful by the day, wielding in their grasp an atheistic, communistic-like power over all of Europe, which has been leading to famines and poverty all across the great continent. South America was involved in one of the most brutal wars that this planet had ever seen: a truly continental affair. Luckily, not one of the countries in South America had the technology to build a nuclear weapon, but rumor has it that Russia and China might team up to start a war against the growing power of the European Union.

Finally, there were always the rumors. He had heard more rumors recently regarding his status with both the government and the Archbishop. It seemed that several disgruntled Catholics had been trying to get this holy priest in trouble for his staunchly orthodox stand on so many issues that it was virtually impossible to tell where he’d be in trouble first: the government for his vocal criticism of life issues, or the Archdiocese for his sermons denouncing the watered-down Catholicism that so many of the other priests had succumbed to preaching.

Glancing at his watch, Fr. Farmer decided to dash over to the rectory to grab a snack before preparing to celebrate the five o’clock Mass. He arose from his seat in the front pew, genuflected devoutly, and then left the Church.

He arrived at his back porch to find that a mysterious package sat there; a brown paper package, about as large as a shoebox, tied with string.

At first Fr. Farmer thought that it might be a bomb, but after examining the return address, he discovered that it wasn’t.

“Hmm, this is from the Archbishop’s office,” he mused to himself, picking it up and going inside. “I wonder what in the world this could be.” He sat the box on his dining room table and began to untie it. He found that it was a brown cardboard box, and he quickly tore that apart to get at what was inside.

What he saw inside the box both startled and confused him. There sat a small bell, a Bible, and a half-consumed wax candle. Along with these items was a letter.

He took a step back from the box, immediately knowing what this meant. “Oh, dear God, please don’t let it be what I think it is,” he prayed aloud, as he picked up the letter and began to read.

As he read the letter, his face went white. His immediate suspicions were confirmed.

Father Jerry Farmer had been excommunicated.

Meanwhile, at the Connor home, Susan was busy cleaning up for the arrival of the priest that evening, when her husband walked in from mowing the lawn, clutching the mail.

“Catherine, you have a letter,” Greg called out to his daughter.

Catherine, who had been dusting, came into the foyer, where her father handed her the letter. Immediately, she saw that it was from Mount Saint Michael’s College. This piqued her curiosity, so she quickly ripped the envelope open and read the letter.

“Well? What is it?” her father queried.

Soon, Catherine’s face lit up in excitement. “It’s official. I’m now going to Mount Saint Michael’s College, full tuition, room, and board free!”

“That’s wonderful!” her father said, excitedly. “Susan,” he called out to his wife, “Did you hear that? Catherine is going to Mount Saint Michael’s College!”

Susan came into the foyer, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “That’s great!” she said, embracing her daughter in a giant hug. “You should write to Mike and tell him that.”

Catherine nodded, sadly. “Yeah, I think I will. I only wish he was here to celebrate this with me.” The thought of Mike cast a darkened pall over her joy.

Susan looked away, knowing how painful it was for Catherine to think of Mike. “Well, we’d better finish cleaning up. I should check on the chicken du vin.” With that, she returned to the kitchen.

Catherine nodded and dashed up to her room to put the letter away, before returning to her task of dusting.

No sooner had she picked up the dust rag than there was a knock at the door.

“Now who could that be?” Susan said from the kitchen, once again picking up the dishtowel to wipe her hands. “Fr. Farmer shouldn’t be here yet, it’s not even five-thirty.” She headed to the door, but Greg got there first and opened it.

Standing on their doorstep was none other than Father Jerry Farmer, holding two suitcases and a sheet of paper in his hands. Needless to say, both Greg and Susan were surprised to see him there.

“Fr. Farmer!” Susan exclaimed. “We didn’t expect you so early. I thought you were celebrating the five o’clock Mass.”

The priest sighed. “I thought I was, too. It’s a long story, do you mind if I step inside to tell it to you?”

She moved out of the way to allow the priest to come in. The three of them, joined by Catherine (who was quite curious to hear this story), went into the living room, where Fr. Jerry set his suitcases down and all four people had a seat.

The priest gave the letter to Greg before explaining, “I know I’m here early. I had just finished praying Vespers when I returned to the rectory from the Church, and noticed a suspicious package on my doorstep. Upon opening it, I found that it was from the Archbishop’s office, with a letter that officially excommunicated me.”

This was shocking news to the rest of the family. “My gosh!” Susan exclaimed, breathlessly. “Why would they do such a thing?”

Fr. Jerry shrugged and sighed, “I’m not sure. They didn’t explain it in the letter. However, I would certainly guess that it has something to do with the sermon I preached last week.”

Greg looked at him very seriously. “At least you haven’t ended up like Cardinal Stevens.”

Fr. Farmer returned the look, adding, “Yet.”

While this conversation was going on, Catherine was noticing that Fr. Farmer had lost his usually jolly demeanor. He looked as though he was at the end of his strength, that he couldn’t go on…he looked somewhat like what Mike looked like as he was preparing for his trial.

“Well, Father, I’d imagine you should lay low for a while. Feel free to use our home for as long as you need. You can stay in Mike’s room, if you like.” Greg was silent for a moment, shaking his head at the arrogance of the Archbishop’s office to excommunicate such a holy and innocent priest as Father Farmer. “You must be totally shaken up by this.”

He nodded. “I am, but not totally surprised. In the back of my mind, I always knew I’d someday get the proverbial slap from the Archdiocesan brass. I suppose I just never expected something so drastic as excommunication.”

“I had been under the impression that Archbishop Bannon was a godly man, and a strong leader…this would be totally out of character for him to do such a thing.”

“I agree, but you’d be surprised how much the Church has to answer to the government. Perhaps this excommunication is a blessing in disguise – after all, I could have been executed or thrown in jail.”

“I suppose that’s looking on the bright side,” Greg replied sarcastically. “Can you still celebrate Mass and hear confessions?”

Fr. Farmer shrugged. “Yes, and no. Technically I can, because an excommunication is only valid if it’s approved by the pope. But I’d better not do anything publicly, or I might risk further wrath from the government.”

“I’m still surprised that the government would be so concerned about public displays of religion. What does it matter to them whether or not we wear crosses?”

“One can clearly see the hand of Satan in this,” the priest responded wisely, sitting back in his chair. “The devil is hoping to use the government to accomplish something that he himself couldn’t do: eliminate God from this world. But it’s impossible to separate people’s hearts totally from all thoughts of God. The Creator is evident in every one of His creations, and as much as the devil can’t stand it, people were made with an innate desire for the Lord.”

“I agree. And if anything, I think this is separating the wheat from the chaff. True Christians will be public about their Faith, and weak Christians will be forced to decide if they truly believe in God, or not.”

Fr. Farmer nodded. “As Saint Paul says, ‘Where sin abounds, grace abounds all the more.’ I’ve already heard about three parishioners who have been fined for public displays of worship. This is a type of martyrdom, and although we may never have to give up our lives for our Faith, these people have already given a powerful witness to the truth, at personal cost. And as we all know well, the blood of martyrs is the seed of Christians. Or in this case, it may be the fines or jail time of martyrs that is the seed of a new breed of Christians.”

“As true as that is, Father,” Susan chimed in, “Martyrdom is never pleasant. So the sooner we get out of this time of persecution, the better.”

At that moment, the buzzer on the oven rung. “Excuse me,” Susan said, rising from her seat and going to the kitchen to check on the kitchen.

“So, Father,” Catherine began, trying to change the subject. “Did you get a chance to visit Mike this week?”

The priest nodded sadly, recalling his disastrous meeting with the youth.

“How’d it go?”

Shaking his head, he replied, “Not so well. He seemed very, very angry with himself and with God. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that it wasn’t even Mike in there. I’m not sure where that good, holy kid went. I wanted to help him, but he didn’t want my help. He wouldn’t even go to confession. We need to keep praying for him.”

With tears glistening in her eyes, Catherine leaned back on the sofa. She uttered a silent prayer for her brother. Oh, how she wished that he would be okay, that he would keep himself holy in jail!

“Hate to interrupt, but dinner’s ready,” Susan called from the kitchen.

All three of them made their way out of the living room.

“I know Mike’s absence is hard on you, Catherine,” Fr. Farmer said quietly to her, as they went into the dining room. “But I promise, I’ll do everything I can to help you through this difficult time.”

Catherine managed a smile as they all sat down around the dinner table.

Imagine Chase’s surprise when Tom announced to the family that they would be going to church on Sunday morning.

Tom had just come down from taking a shower that morning, wearing a suit and tie. The smell of fresh pancakes filled the dining room as he came in and sat down. Both Lisa and Chase were already awake and enjoying their breakfast.

Lisa was the first one to notice his choice of clothes. “You look nice this morning,” she said with a smile, as she began to serve him a stack of pancakes. “What’s the occasion? Do you need to go in to work today?”

Tom shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, I’m not going to do any work today. I’ve decided that we need to start observing the third commandment.”

Chase raised an eyebrow at this. “I sure hope you haven’t been murdering anyone lately,” he said dryly.

It took Tom a minute before he understood what he was saying. Laughing, he replied, “No, no, that’s the fifth commandment. The third commandment says ‘Keep holy the Sabbath day.’”

“Since when did you become a churchgoer?” Lisa asked. It was obvious to Chase that they never discussed religious topics at home.

“We live in a world that is losing its morals,” Tom explained, “And I think, that in order to remain good people, we need to call upon God for His assistance. Which is why I think we need to go to church today.”

Lisa looked at him strangely for a moment, surprised to hear her husband suggest such a thing. “Does this have anything to do with your job?”

“Yes, a little bit. But I think we owe our dues to God in both good times and bad. That’s why I think we ought to start going to church on a regular basis.”

Suddenly, however, she broke out into a smile. “I think that’s an excellent idea. What time are services?”

“Ten thirty,” he replied, finishing the last bite of his pancakes. “I suggest you both get dressed up a bit. We should look our best to go to the house of God.”

Something about this whole conversation had been irking Chase. Perhaps it was because he had his hypocrisy sensors up, but he definitely didn’t want to be caught dead in any kind of church on this beautiful September morning. “Uh, do you mind if I say something?” he asked politely, putting down his fork and preparing to do battle.

“That depends. Is it going to be desultory, rude, sarcastic, or otherwise offensive?”

Chase shrugged. “Beats me. I never know what’s going to come out of my mouth before I say it.”

“Well, this discussion is already closed. Sorry. Our minds have been made up. We are going to church whether you like it or not.”

“For the record, I don’t like it,” he replied tersely. “Isn’t it pretty hypocritical of you to only turn to God when you need something? It seems to me that you’re only going to church in the hope that by doing so, God will somehow miraculously save your company.”

Tom immediately recalled his theory that Jesus would make the stock prices rise magically. He felt the sting of hypocrisy.

“Besides,” his foster son continued, “I refuse to be a hypocrite. I don’t believe in God, so what use would it be for me to go to church?”

“Well, it would be obeying your parents, excuse me, foster parents, which would be a good thing,” Tom countered.

“Dude, if you want to go to church, be my guest. Just don’t drag me along.”

“First of all, don’t call me dude,” Tom said, raising his voice, “And secondly, we’ll drag you wherever we feel like it.”

“Your rules are all totally stupid and arbitrary. I don’t think I need to obey any of them. Look, just leave me alone, why don’t you?”

“We’re responsible for your welfare, so we really can’t leave you alone. And going to church will help you to become a man with integrity, so we owe it to you to drag you to church with us. Even though you might not like it now, you’ll thank us for it later.”

Chase shook his head defiantly. “I highly doubt that. I really don’t want you to be responsible for me. Look, for many years when I was much younger I was able to take care of myself perfectly fine on the streets of Baltimore in much worse conditions. So I think I’m perfectly able to be responsible for myself.”

“Yeah, how responsible were you when you got arrested?”

“That wasn’t my fault!” he practically shouted. “I didn’t really get a choice in the matter.”

“Perhaps not, but you’re still coming to church with us, whether you like it or not.”

“I don’t like it, and I’m not coming,” he responded, leaving the table and heading up to his room.

Tom looked at his wife when Chase had left the room. “He’s coming, mark my words.”

And that morning, Chase Woodcock was seen attending morning services at Providence United Methodist Church.

“This stuff looks disgusting,” Mike Connor said quietly, looking at the heaping helping of steaming muck that had just been plopped onto his tray for dinner.

“Yeah, well, we’re not a gourmet restaurant,” replied the fat black lady in a hairnet who was serving the inmates that evening.

Mike took another look at the greenish glop, and tried very hard not to throw up while moving down the line to grab a lukewarm carton of milk from a large crate. He went away from the mess line as quickly as possible and tried to find a seat in a secluded corner of the cafeteria. He soon found one in a corner and sat down, not anxious to eat dinner at all.

He looked around at the other inmates there, who were all much rougher than he was. The detention center was not a nice place to be – everyone was cruel, perverted, and unkind. Mike had never been so lonely in his entire life. He had been in there for almost two months, and he had hated every single minute.

He cast one more cursory glance around the cafeteria, to make sure no one was looking at him. Everyone was busy in their own miseries to notice the lonely boy in the back, which was fine with him. He didn’t want to associate with any of these slimeball criminals if he could help it.

He quickly reached into the breast pocket of his orange jumpsuit and pulled out a letter that he had received today. Tearing it open, he read the following:

“Dear Mike,

How are you? It seems like ages since I’ve last seen you, even though it’s only been two weeks. I just wanted to write to you to cheer you up, and to tell you about some of the news that’s been going on around here lately.

On Saturday, I received my confirmation letter from Mount Saint Michael’s College. It’s official! I’ll be attending their institution next fall. Luckily I’ll be commuting; it doesn’t seem like a particularly Catholic place, and I’ll certainly have to be careful, or else I might lose my faith in the heretical theology classes they have. But I know that it’ll be a great chance to evangelize, and I look at it as a chance to be a white martyr.

You’ll probably be surprised to hear that Father Farmer was excommunicated. I’ll bet you’re shocked, huh? So were we. Do you remember when I told you about President Ferraro’s new law forbidding the public displays of religion? Well, Fr. Farmer preached a sermon that basically encouraged disobedience of this law. Archbishop Bannon got wind of his sermon, and he excommunicated him. So now, Fr. Farmer is staying at our house indefinitely until we can figure out a way for him to safely become reinstated (I hope you don’t mind – he’s using your room). We don’t want him to end up like Cardinal Stevens, you know.

Speaking of Father Farmer, he told us that his meeting with you didn’t go too well. We’re very sorry to hear that. Please, I beg you, go to confession as soon as you can. He’s going to make another visit in a couple of weeks, maybe you can talk to him then.

Well, other than these interesting events, not too much is going on around here. We all miss you terribly, and we pray for you constantly. Keep the Faith – I know it’s difficult, but please, for my sake, come back to us the same as when you left. I want to see that friendly, warm, kind boy who left us.

I love you tremendously.

Love,

Catherine.”

Tears were welling up in his eyes as he folded the letter back up and shoved it into a pocket in his jumpsuit. ‘I can’t cry here,’ he thought, ‘Everyone will see, and then they might beat me up again.’

He didn’t notice that someone had been reading over his shoulder. “Was that from your girlfriend?” came a mockingly deep voice from behind him.

Mike whirled around to see a tall kid who looked like a football player towering over him. He managed to swallow his tears and say in the toughest voice he could muster, “No.”

“Yeah, right. You’re a liar,” he replied, spitting out curse words like they were watermelon seeds. “Have you done her yet?”

“What?” Mike asked in a trembling voice. He wasn’t sure if he heard him right, and if he did, he didn’t want to know what he was insinuating.

“You know, have you done her yet?” To emphasize his point, the husky boy made a very explicit gesture.

All of a sudden, Mike understood what he was saying. Something wrong, very wrong.

He leapt out of his chair and plowed right into the husky kid, throwing him to the ground. “No one says those things about my sister!” he shouted, trying in vain to throw a punch at him.

It was in vain because the husky kid was so much bigger and stronger than him that it was Mike who was getting a creaming. The kid threw Mike off of him, slamming his head into the ground, then proceeding to pounce on the smaller boy, pounding his body with fists.

It took ten minutes for counselors to finally end the brawl.

That night, Mike was allowed to go to his bed early. He lay there on his smelly, disgusting mattress, his head pounding and aching from the beating that he took. ‘That’s the third one this week,’ he thought in agony.

As he lie there, feeling abandoned, he was wishing that someone would be there to bandage his wounds and give him some Tylenol, but more importantly, to heal the wounds in his soul. His memory wandered back to the time when Catherine was so kind and gentle to bandage Joey’s cuts and bruises that he received from Chase’s brutal hands.

‘Chase!’ he thought bitterly, angrily. ‘It’s all his fault as to why I’m in here. If it weren’t for him and his fixation with drugs, I wouldn’t be in this hell-hole. Why did that creep have to get into my life? I tried to change him for the better, but he ended up corrupting me and sending me to this place of torture.’

Anger is a dangerous thing when it remains unchecked. And Mike’s anger at Chase Woodcock had been brewing for two months now, ever since he was arrested on that fateful day in July. Although it was true that Chase was somewhat to blame for corrupting the innocent, Mike still refused to forgive him and accept the consequences for his own actions. It was because of this unforgiveness that Mike was as miserable as he was, and this attitude is what caused Mike to hate the things of God.

Anger is what caused this once-holy boy to remain in the mire of sin.

~ 11 ~

That Friday, Bryce spent all day talking about how great his party was going to be.

“Dude, this is going to be the biggest party of the year,” he said excitedly to Chase as they were standing at Chase’s locker, waiting for him to fetch his books for English class.

“I know, I know already,” Chase said, smiling. “You’ve been saying that all day. I believe you.”

“Well, are you going to come?”

Chase slammed his locker shut and slung his backpack over his shoulder. “Sure, I’d like to. When is it, where is it, who’s going to be chaperoning…”

“Why do you care about that?” Bryce asked, suspiciously.

Chase didn’t want to admit that he was somewhat afraid of Jason and Andrea. He had seen those two around school lately, and every time he passed them, they looked stoned, sullen, and angry, which is not a good combination at all. “Uh…you know, ‘cause Lisa’s going to ask, and I don’t want to lie to her,” he said, quickly making up an excuse based on a half-truth.

Laughing, his friend replied, “You’re afraid of your old woman? Don’t worry about it. The party’s going to be at my house, next Friday, whenever you want to come over. It’s going to be a great party, you should really come.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to Lisa about it when I get home. I’ll tell you on Monday if I can come,” he replied as they arrived at the classroom. “Well, another hour of torture,” Chase said, resignedly, as they stepped through the doorway and into English class.

After class, Chase was back at his locker, preparing for the final class of the day, when he saw Crystal approaching her locker, for the same reason. His heart immediately surged with joy upon seeing her face. He had been thinking about her more and more lately, as they ate lunch together almost every day, and passed each other frequently in the halls. He was beginning to wonder if this was the right time to ask her to go out with him. ‘Well, this is as good a time as any,’ he thought, as his nervousness increased.

She smiled at him as she quickly turned to the correct combination on her lock and popped it open.

“Uh, Crystal, can I ask you something?” Chase said quietly, not wanting anyone else to overhear their conversation.

Crystal turned to look at him with her sparkling turquoise eyes. “Chase, you’re shaking,” she said concernedly. “Are you cold or something?”

Chase shook his head nervously. “No, I’m fine. Why? Are you cold? Can I offer you my jacket?”

She chuckled at this. “I’m fine, but you look very nervous. What was it that you were going to ask me?”

“Well, you see,” he stammered, “I was wondering if you…you know…”

Crystal laughed. She was clearly enjoying watching him go through all this for her. “Yes? What is it?”

Finally Chase took a deep breath and blurted out all in one breath, “I was wondering if you were busy tonight, ‘cause if you weren’t, I just wanted to know if there was any chance that you’d be interesting in doing something with me, you know, like going out for a pizza or something like that, but you don’t have to say yes, because I can understand if you’re busy or you just don’t like me like that, but I would really like to go out with you.” He was completely out of breath when he finished this extremely long sentence.

Crystal was impressed. “Wow, how did you manage to say that run-on sentence in one breath?”

“You’re changing the subject!” he exclaimed good-naturedly.

Crystal looked at him sweetly. “Chase,” she said sincerely, taking his hands in hers. “I would love to go out with you tonight.”

“You would?” he said excitedly.

“Sure. Any place you want to go. How about you pick me up at six-thirty?”

Chase was smiling broadly as he agreed. “Absolutely! See you tonight!” With that, he left to go to his final class, riding on cloud nine.

At exactly six-thirty, Lisa’s minivan drove up Crystal’s driveway. Crystal was sitting outside on a swing on her front porch, wearing a short but attractive pair of shorts and a designer tee-shirt. While getting out of the passenger’s seat, Chase waved to his new girlfriend, and she waved back.

She got up and came over to the car. “Hi, Chase,” she said, giving him a brief hug.

“Hey, Crystal,” Chase said with a bright smile, returning the hug. “Ready to go?”

She nodded sweetly, so Chase opened the back door to the minivan, and after they both climbed in, they departed.

“Crystal, this is Lisa,” Chase introduced, gesturing to the woman driving them. “Lisa, this is my, uh…” He leaned closer to Crystal and whispered, “Are we girlfriend and boyfriend yet?”

Crystal chuckled bashfully. “Yeah, I guess so, if you want to be.”

He smiled gladly as he said to his foster mother, “And Lisa, this is Crystal, my girlfriend.”

“Pleased to meet you, Crystal,” Lisa replied politely. “I would shake your hand, but since I’m driving, that would be difficult to do.”

“That’s okay, Mrs. Woodcock,” Crystal said, politely laughing at her joke. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

“Uh…my name is Mrs. Talbot, not Mrs. Woodcock,” Lisa corrected.

“Oh, sorry,” Crystal apologized, figuring that she must have been involved in some funky divorce thing.

Chase explained, “I was adopted. That’s why our last names are different.”

“Really?” she asked, intrigued. “What happened to your real parents?”

“They died in a car crash when I was younger. I don’t remember them at all.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. That must have been awful. But I thought you said that you had just moved here…were you in an orphanage before this year?”

“Well, sort of,” he replied, looking up to the ceiling to avoid having to lie to her.

“Wow, you’ve had a rough life.”

“You have no idea.”

“And yet you still turned out pretty well.”

Lisa coughed from the front seat, knowing just how bad Chase had been.

“By the way,” Crystal continued, “Where are we going?”

Chase laughed. “I thought you’d never ask. Lisa suggested Ledo’s Pizza in Urbana, so I thought we might go there. Is that okay?”

Crystal nodded. “Sure, I love Ledo’s Pizza.”

All of a sudden, everyone heard a loud siren that seemed to emanate from behind their minivan. Lisa looked in the rearview mirror of her car and exclaimed, “Oh, darn it!”

The car slowed to a halt as they moved to the road’s shoulder, followed by the police car, lights flashing and siren blaring. An officer got out and went over to the car.

Lisa looked quite sheepish as she rolled down her window, but her face lit up when she recognized who it was that was approaching her car. “Officer Tudor!” she exclaimed to the policeman. “Funny to see you here today.”

The lanky police officer smiled broadly, upon recognizing the driver of the speeding vehicle. “Hello, Mrs. Talbot. Good to see you here. How are you doing this fine day?”

“I’m doing pretty well,” she replied, trying to be friendly so to avoid getting a speeding ticket. “How are you?”

“I’m doing fairly well. Can I see your license and registration?”

Reluctantly, Lisa rummaged around in her purse and pulled out her license and registration information. Handing them to the officer, she pleaded, “Couldn’t you just give me a warning, since we know each other pretty well?”

“Ma’am, when I’m on the job, we aren’t friends. Besides,” he added with a smile, “You were going fifteen miles over the speed limit. On this small road, that’s pretty darn fast.” He started making some markings on his ticket pad. “So, how’s Chase doing?”

Lisa glanced at the back seat, where Chase was slumped in his seat, looking quite embarrassed and wanting to disappear. “He’s doing quite well. Actually, I’m taking him to dinner with a girlfriend of his.”

Officer Tudor glanced in the backseat, and caught sight of Chase and Crystal for the first time. “Oh, hello, Chase.” To Crystal, he said, “I’m Officer Tudor, Chase’s parole officer.”

Crystal gave the police man a strange look, as if trying to tell whether he was joking or not. “Uh, and I’m Crystal. Nice to meet you.”

Officer Tudor quickly finished filling out the ticket, which he tore out of his pad and handed to Lisa. “Here you are. Sorry about the ticket, but you were driving too fast. Hope to see you soon, but under better circumstances,” he finished, chuckling softly at his own joke. With that, he went back to his police car and drove off.

Lisa pulled out into traffic once again, this time going much more slowly.

“I’m very sorry about that,” Chase said, completely humiliated that his foster mother would get a ticket on their first date.

Luckily Crystal laughed it off. “Don’t worry about it. But was he serious when he said that he was your parole officer?”

“No, of course not,” he replied nervously. “Officer Tudor is a funny guy, that’s all. He was just trying to joke around.”

Lisa cleared her throat once more from the front seat, but everyone ignored her.

Chase breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Good,’ he thought. ‘At least my secret’s still safe for now…’

That evening, Lisa went shopping, leaving the couple alone in the pizza parlor. They found a seat and ordered without too much trouble. While waiting for their food to arrive, they became engrossed in the most interesting conversation.

“So if two of your best friends are hanging off of a cliff and you could only save one, which one would you save and why?” Crystal asked hypothetically.

Chase took a moment to think of the answer. “Well, my two best friends would probably be Bryce and Mike Connor. And I’d have to save Mike, just because Bryce could take care of himself if he were dangling precariously from a cliff.”

“Really? I don’t know Mike Connor, so I don’t know what he’s like.”

“Well, he’s a really nice guy. I think that’s the only way to describe him. Or, I should say, he was a nice guy. He kind of got arrested.”

Crystal gave him a funny look. “How do you kind of get arrested?”

“He really shouldn’t have been arrested. Mike was this major Jesus freak who got caught with pot in the wrong place at the wrong time, so he was arrested. But I don’t think he’s a physically strong person, so that’s why I’d save him first. Bryce would be able to hang onto the cliff for a longer time.”

Crystal chuckled at this analysis. “I’d have to say that if you and Bryce were both dangling off a cliff and I could only save one, I’d probably save Bryce. Don’t take that the wrong way, but if I saved you, our relationship would be forever altered and it wouldn’t be the same.”

“But wouldn’t our relationship also be altered if I fell off the cliff to my death?”

Crystal laughed. “Yes, I suppose so. Hmm, maybe I would choose you…”

She kept talking, but Chase was gazing off into the distance at someone who was sitting across the restaurant, trying to catch his attention by waving furiously.

“…after all, that would be putting a value on human life, wouldn’t it?” she finished, before noticing that he was staring off into the distance. “What are you looking at?” she queried, turning around in her seat to look at whatever Chase was gazing.

“Don’t let him see you looking at him,” he replied, turning his attention back to Crystal. “So on a less philosophical note, are you going to Bryce’s party next Friday?”

“Yeah, probably. He keeps going on about how great it’s going to be, so I figure I might as well go and check it out…”

Once again Chase looked over Crystal’s shoulder, and saw Smiley coming towards them, grinning like usual.

“I don’t know about Jason and Andrea, though. I hope they’re not going to be there. That couple scares me.”

“I agree,” Chase replied distractedly.

Smiley approached their table. “Hey, Chase!” he called out, good-naturedly. “Why didn’t you wave back when I was waving to you?”

“Who’s this?” Crystal asked, smiling at the cute little kid.

“This is Matt, also known as Smiley,” Chase replied, rolling his eyes. He really didn’t want to have the Invasion of the Little People on his date with Crystal.

“Hello, Smiley,” Crystal replied.

At that exact moment, the waitress brought out their pizza (pepperoni and extra cheese). After the food was set down, Chase said to Matt, not too kindly, “Maybe you should go over with your parents. Your food must be here by now.”

“Chase, why are you being mean?” he asked innocently.

Chase motioned for his young friend to draw close to him, and he said quietly, “You’ll understand when you’re older. You see, when a guy likes a girl, they need time to be alone and just talk. That’s what we were doing before you showed up here.”

Matt looked sad, but he nodded and started to walk away slowly, obviously disappointed.

“Chase, that wasn’t nice,” Crystal chastised. “You made that kid sad.”

Chase was silent for a moment. “You mean you didn’t mind him here?”

“No, not really. He was kind of cute.”

Once again, he was silent, thinking it over. Finally, reluctantly, he called out after the younger boy, “Okay, Matt, you can come sit with us if you want.” 

Matt immediately perked up and raced back to their table. Pulling up a nearby chair, he sat down at their table and grabbed a slice of pizza. “Thanks, Chase!” he said, biting into his piece.

“No problem,” he replied, trying not to smile at his enthusiasm. Both he and Crystal grabbed a slice of pizza and began to eat.

“So, Smiley,” Crystal said, after daintily wiping her mouth with a napkin, “What grade are you in? Second, or third?”

Smiley cast her an angry glance, although he looked more humorous than angry. “I’m in sixth grade,” he growled in his mouse-like voice.

“Oh, sorry,” she replied, a little embarrassed. “So how do you know Chase?”

“We were in boy scouts together,” he explained, “But unfortunately they got shut down.”

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Crystal replied, “What was the whole story behind it?”

Chase explained all that he knew about the shutdown of the Boy Scouts, and for the rest of the meal, the threesome discussed current events and conspiracy theories, both of which seemed to be intertwined in today’s society.

At the end of the meal, after Matt had left to rejoin his parents, and Crystal and Chase were getting ready to leave (Lisa was waiting outside in the car). They had just stood up and gathered their jackets when the waitress brought them the check.

Chase took one look at the piece of paper and immediately knew that he had forgotten something very important: money. He didn’t have a penny with him at that moment. Looking around nervously, he didn’t know what to do. Suddenly, an idea struck him when he glanced out the window at Lisa’s minivan. She must have some money!

“Uh, Crystal, if you’ll excuse me for a minute, I need to go get something,” he hastily said before quickly exiting the building.

Crystal knew exactly what he was going to do, so she went up to the counter and quickly paid for the whole meal. She was coming out of Ledo’s Pizza just as Chase was coming back in, clutching a twenty dollar bill.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered,” Crystal said with a smile, leaving Chase hotly embarrassed.

They both went out of the restaurant together and loaded into the minivan.

“I’m really sorry about tonight,” Chase said on the way home, looking very remorseful. “It didn’t quite turn out as I had planned.”

“Why not? I had a great time.”

“Well, there was the speeding ticket, then Matt came and interrupted our meal, then you had to pay for the dinner.”

“That didn’t matter. I just like being with you,” she replied, snuggling much closer to her boyfriend.

Chase looked up, surprised and pleased. He put his arm around her and they enjoyed each other’s presence all the way home.

~ 12 ~

The next day, Tom Talbot stormed into Mr. Randall’s office as soon as the treasurer arrived for the morning. Closing the door tightly, Tom quickly started pacing back and forth around the office, searching fervently for something.

Naturally, Mr. Randall was a bit surprised by this sort of greeting on a Saturday morning, when he thought that he might be the only one in the office at this time. “Excuse me, Mr. Talbot, but can I help you with something?”

“Is this office bugged?”

Mr. Randall gave him a strange look. “Not to the best of my knowledge. Why? You look a bit on edge. What’s going on?”

Tom stopped pacing and just stood there, staring at the wall, trying to gather his thoughts. “Mr. Randall, I had an attack of conscience recently.”

Shaking his head understandingly, he replied, “I understand how bothersome those things can be. You’ve just got to do your best to ignore it.”

Tom wheeled around, his eyes boring into Mr. Randall. “That’s exactly it!” he exclaimed. “We need to stop this fraud. We can no longer ignore the imminent fact that we are going to be bankrupt. It’s better to be bankrupt than bankrupt and in jail. So this ‘doctoring up’ of the treasurer’s report needs to be retracted before it goes public.”

Mr. Randall leaned back in his chair and nodded pensively. He was quiet for the longest time before replying, “You’re too late. They’ve already gone public.”

Shocked, Tom started backing away from the treasurer’s desk. “No, this can’t be…” he whispered. “I thought it wasn’t until next Friday.”

“I thought it would be prudent to release the report earlier,” he replied unemotionally. “That way, the stockholders would gain some sort of confidence in Powernetworking Technologies, and perhaps they might decide to buy our stocks instead of frantically selling them.”

“So what are we to do now, since we know that we’ve just committed a felony?”

Mr. Randall shrugged. “You do what you want. I fully expect to get off scott-free for this. I think it’ll be Mr. Rice who’ll take the blame for our crime.” Throughout this entire conversation, the treasurer had been so nonchalant that Tom was starting to become worried that he had sold his soul to the devil.

“You’d better be right,” he replied feebly, moving towards the door of the small office. “Because if you’re not, I’ll be seeing you in jail.”

Mr. Randall gave him a dirty look as Tom exited the office.

Somehow, the situation in his company had gone from bad to worse, if that was possible. Tom sincerely doubted that they could get away with what they had done, and besides, Mr. Rice was innocent – he shouldn’t be held accountable for the dishonest actions of the treasurer. But what could he do?

‘Nothing,’ he concluded, sadly. ‘Absolutely nothing but let this cancer run its course.’ With that, he decided to go home, for there was no use working anymore. It would all be futile, since nothing could save this company now.

That afternoon, Joey showed up at the Connor’s doorstep.

Catherine answered the door, and was very surprised to see the boy standing there, especially since she hadn’t seen him since Mike’s trial. “Joey!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

The boy looked almost embarrassed to be there. “Well, uh, I heard that Father Farmer was staying here, and I was wondering if he could hear my confession.”

“Sure, I suppose so. I think he’s out right now, visiting the home of a parishioner, but he’ll be back in ten minutes, so you can come in and wait for him.”

“Thanks,” he replied humbly, coming in and closing the door behind him. Catherine led him to the living room, where she sat down on one sofa, and urged Joey to sit on the other, which he did. There they sat in silence for a while, each thinking their own thoughts.

Catherine was thinking of how different Joey now looked. Perhaps it was because he was now in high school, but something about him had definitely changed – innocence? Joy? It was hard to identify what was different in the boy. But Catherine knew that for Christians, both innocence and joy can be renewed and purified, even when lost and sullied by sin. Thank God for the Sacrament of Penance.

“Did you know that St. Theresa of Calcutta parish has confessions at this time every Saturday? Why didn’t you go there?” Catherine queried, trying to start a conversation.

Joey laughed cynically. “Not anymore. That new pastor, Fr. Mike Burgoise, has already abolished regular confession times. Let’s just say that he leans a bit too much to the left.”

“Hey, no badmouthing priests,” Catherine chided gently. “They do bring us Christ, after all.”

“Oh, please,” Joey said, rolling his eyes. “It’s one thing to badmouth a priest, it’s quite another to badmouth a heretic.”

Catherine opened her mouth to retort, but closed it again. Softly, she asked, “Is he really that bad?”

Sadly nodding, he replied, “Is denial of the Real Presence heretical enough for you? And that was at his first Sunday Mass…I can imagine his future sermons.”

“I guess I haven’t heard anything about Fr. Burgoise. I haven’t been going to that church since Fr. Farmer came to live with us. It’s great to have a priest around; we can go to daily Mass and confessions whenever we want. It’s only a shame that he’s not allowed to do anything publicly.”

Joey nodded, and the conversation died out.

A thought occurred to Catherine, a thought that was a result of a movement of grace. “So Joey, how have you been lately?” she asked quietly, trying to probe into the boy who had changed.

Joey uncharacteristically sighed. “Not so well, I suppose. The transition to high school has been tougher than I expected, and it seems that…well, you probably understand better than I do, but I’ve kind of been lonely without Mike. I mean, Sarah and Bobby and Charlie are great friends, but still…”

“I know what you mean. I’m lonely around here without Mike.”

Joey nodded in agreement, acutely feeling the loss of his friend.

“Just remember, Joey, that it’s only a couple more months until he’ll be back.”

“I know, and I keep holding out hope that he will be back, but I can’t help thinking that he might not be Mike, you know what I mean?” he said, leveling with her. “Even before he was taken to jail, it seemed that he wasn’t himself – not the Mike that we used to know, anyway.”

“All we can do is hope,” Catherine agreed, looking even deeper into Joey’s eyes. It seemed that the loss of Mike wasn’t the only thing weighing on his mind. “Joey, what else is wrong? It looks like there’s something else bothering you.”

Joey shrugged.

“Come on, Joey, I’ve known you for ten years. There’s something else, isn’t there?”

“Well…” he began, but at that exact moment, the front door opened and Fr. Farmer stepped into the room.

“Oh, please excuse me,” the priest apologized. “Am I interrupting anything?”

“Well, I was about to propose to her, but you just ruined the moment,” Joey deadpanned.

Fr. Farmer looked at his watch. “I’m free for the next half hour. Would you like me to perform your wedding?” he joked.

“Maybe in a few years,” Joey replied with a laugh. To Catherine, he said seriously, “What I was about to say…”

She was listening with sincere attention.

“…Is a matter for the confessional,” he finished with a smile. “Which brings me to the entire point of my visit here. Father, would you mind hearing my confession?”

“No, not at all,” Fr. Farmer replied. He quickly fished his portable stole out of his pocket and draped it around his neck. Sitting down on the sofa next to Catherine, he said to her softly, “You’re going to have to leave now.”

Quickly realizing that she was lingering, she arose and exited the room, saying, “Whoops, I wasn’t quite paying attention. Sorry.”

Once Catherine was well out of hearing range, Joey began. “Forgive me Father, for I have sinned. It has been quite a while since my last confession. I think it was sometime during Lent.”

Fr. Farmer nodded, signaling him to continue.

“Since that time, I’ve been a prideful, depressed, cowardly jerk. That just about covers it, doesn’t it?”

Fr. Farmer paused for a moment before replying, “Could you be a bit more specific?”

“Well, I can think of a few examples of each. For one, I refused to be kind to a guy who just got out of jail when I was at summer camp. I pretty much was totally mean to him.”

Raising an eyebrow, the priest asked, “How did a convict get to summer camp with you?”

“I think it was a term of his parole, or something like that. He was a juvenile delinquent, so they made him join Boy Scouts. Come to think of it, he lives next door. His name is Chase Woodcock; perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

This was turning out to be a truly odd confession. A little disconcerted, Fr. Farmer asked, “He lives next door?”

Joey nodded, and noticing the priest’s uncomfortable demeanor, he added, “You don’t need to worry about him. He’s not really dangerous. Although, he was the one who provided Mike with the marijuana. Oh, that’s another sin I need to add: I’ve been refusing to forgive this guy for sending Mike to jail.”

 “Hmm…this certainly is a surprise…” the priest mused, a bit taken aback by this revelation. Quickly, however, the Holy Spirit inspired him with the right words that he needed to say. “Now, Joey, it is good that you’ve come to this sacrament. Not only does Confession give you the assurance of God’s forgiveness, but it also will give you the grace to forgive others. Remember that old maxim, ‘To err is human, to forgive, divine.’ This is very true because the ability to forgive is a special grace from God. Human nature wants revenge – we want complete justice for everyone who has ever offended us. However, we are never more God-like when we can truly forgive someone. So might I suggest that you offer all of your prayers and good works this next week for this Chase fellow and for the grace to truly forgive him.”

Joey nodded at this admonition.

“Now what was the part about being a cowardly jerk?”

For the first time in this conversation, Joey hung his head in shame. “I was too afraid to admit to my friends that I was praying.” He sighed heavily. “I’m even embarrassed to wear anything religious for fear of what my friends will think of me.”

Fr. Jerry chuckled. “That’ll at least save you some money and jail time. But seriously, it seems that you’re more worried about your fickle friends’ opinions than on the unchanging God.”

Once again, Joey nodded, turning his head in shame to avoid the honest gaze of the priest.

“Evangelization is a tricky thing, though. It requires not only courage, but also a good dose of prudence. To have one without the other is useless. A lot of people lack the courage to stand up for their faith, so don’t think that you’re alone in your struggle. As a matter of fact, I struggled with that same thing growing up.”

“Really?” Joey remarked in surprise. To hear such a holy man admit to his struggles was both surprising and refreshing. Joey had always assumed that Father Farmer was just born holy.

The priest nodded. “Indeed. I used to have numerous Protestant and atheist friends growing up, and they would always take the Lord’s name in vain. It always bothered me when they did it, because of how much respect I had for the Lord. But I could never find the right time or place to say anything about it. So, I was too cowardly to stop these people from sinning by taking the Lord’s name in vain.”

“So how did you gain your courage?”

“Well, when I joined the seminary, I stopped hanging out with those people, so the problem was solved,” he replied frankly, chuckling a bit.

Joey managed a smile.

“Always remember that your life is the greatest witness that you could ever give to your friends. However, pray for courage and prudence in your life. And have someone to hold you accountable.”

“What do you mean?”

The priest leaned back in his seat. “Everyone needs friends in the Christian life who lift you up and help you to be holy. It’s okay to have some friends who aren’t striving for holiness, but it’s also important to befriend someone like Mike or Catherine who can encourage you to be courageous. I would definitely say that Mike was courageous in living out his faith.”

Joey was silent for the longest time, before saying softly, “I just hope that Mike is still as courageous in prison…”

Fr. Farmer could see that it wouldn’t be prudent to discuss his recent visit to the jail with Joey. Instead, he replied, “We must always hope. The day that we lose hope is the day that we’ve lost our reason to live.”

Sadly, Joey nodded, pursing his lips in resignation.

“Is that all of your sins?”

“Yeah. All the important ones anyway.”

“Then for your penance, pray a Rosary for Chase, and for the graces of forgiveness, courage, and prudence. Now say the Act of Contrition.”

Joey did so, bowing his head as he said the heartfelt act that expressed his deep sorrow for the times he has failed to witness for the Faith.

“…and through the ministry of the Church, may God grant you pardon and peace, and I absolve you of your sins in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” Father said, repeating those healing words that he had said so many times. “Go in the peace of Christ.”

Joey looked up and smiled. “Thank you, Father.”

Sarah caught up with Chase before school on Monday while Chase was at his locker, gathering his books for Biology.

“Hey, Chase! How’s it going?” she greeted happily.

Looking up, Chase smiled when he saw his friend. “Hey, Sarah. Haven’t seen you around much lately.”

“I know,” Sarah agreed, slightly wistfully. “Well, we’ve all been busy. Cross country season has already started, you know.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you were on the cross country team,” Chase said, slamming his locker shut. “Wow, you’re a two-sport athlete.”

Sarah blushed but smiled. “Yeah, well, you know…so how was your date with Crystal last Friday?” she asked, changing the subject.

“How did you know about that?”

“I’ve got my sources,” she replied, mysteriously. “Actually, Joey told me. I’ve got no idea how he learned about it.”

“It actually went pretty well,” he replied, starting to walk towards his first class, followed by Sarah. “We went to Ledo’s Pizza in Urbana. It was a nice evening.” He gazed off into the distance, thinking of Crystal. “I really like her,” he said dreamily. “She’s such a hottie.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say, lover boy.” She tried to think quickly of another topic to talk about as they approached the Biology lab. “So how about those Baltimore Orioles?”

“It looks like they’ve got the wild card almost locked up. I think they’ll be facing Cleveland in the first round of the playoffs.”

“I hope so. Cleveland only has a one game lead on Kansas City in the Central division.”

Chase nodded, but didn’t say anything. He was busy wondering why Sarah seemed to be following him.

“I can’t wait until we start playing soccer in gym class,” Sarah said randomly, again quickly changing the topic.

Reaching the door of the lab, Chase turned to face her. “Don’t you have a class that you need to be getting to?” he said, almost accusingly.

“Yeah, it’s right down the hall from here,” she lied, when in reality her class was completely across the school.

“You’re a terrible liar,” Chase pointed out. “You have history class this morning, and it’s on the other side of the school. So why have you been acting so strange this morning?”

Sarah decided to tell him everything that had been on her mind. “I heard about Bryce’s party.”

“How did you hear about that?”

“News gets around fast in this school. But never mind how I found out about it. You shouldn’t go.”

Chase was insulted. “Why not? Are you jealous that I’ve been hanging out with him and Crystal more than with you?”

Sarah shook her head. “No, no, it’s not that at all. Chase, Bryce’s family is rumored to be a part of the Revolution.”

It took Chase a minute before he finally understood what she had just said. “Do you mean the Neo-Pagan Revolution?”

Sarah nodded solemnly.

“Hmm, that would explain about Jason and Andrea…” he said to himself. To Sarah, he replied, “That’s pretty surprising.”

“Chase, those people are dangerous, from what I’ve heard. They’re Satan worshippers, and…”

At this point Chase interrupted. “Yeah, but at least Bryce’s parents don’t hate me because I used to be a delinquent.”

Sarah felt the sting in that sideways insult, but she continued to exhort her friend to stay away from him. “Chase, I’m only trying to look out for your best interests. Trust me, Bryce is a bad influence. People like that should be avoided. Didn’t you hear about how the Revolution blew up a building on the campus of Mount Saint Michael’s College? They consider people like me and Joey and Bobby and Charlie as enemies. Who knows if they’ll do something dangerous again?”

Chase immediately thought back to his week at summer camp, and how frightening it was to be held captive by Ben, a member of the Revolution. Somehow, however, his experience of Ben didn’t change the fact that he was friends with Bryce. “Bryce would never do something like blowing up a building or holding five kids at gunpoint,” he responded, although Sarah didn’t know the story of Ben. “Bryce is a very nice guy, and so is the rest of his family.”

“Nice guys do bad things too,” Sarah replied, recalling Mike.

“Yeah, I know, but come on. I’m not going to ruin a friendship if he hasn’t actually done anything to anyone.” He glanced at his watch. “Look, you’d better get going. I’ll talk to you later.” With that terse goodbye, Chase went into the Biology Lab, and Sarah reluctantly went to her class.

Chase had been thinking about Sarah’s warning all week. He kept going back and forth between knowing that Sarah’s fears were groundless, and the experience that he had at summer camp. Although, he must admit, Sarah herself admitted that it was only a rumor that Bryce’s family was a part of the Revolution, so it may or may not be true.

It did make a lot of sense, though, when considering Bryce’s friends Jason and Andrea, and also considering some of the strange occurrences that had occurred when he was with Bryce. For example, when the boxes in the closet all collapsed in school, how did they all get cleaned up so fast? Perhaps Bryce used some sort of sorcery to clean up the closet.

Wait a minute, his rational side countered, this sort of magic only happens in fairy tales. No one can really do this sort of thing in real life. So, there must be some sort of rational explanation for the closet becoming orderly so quickly.

Besides, there was no need to jump to conclusions about Bryce and his family. They all seemed like top-quality people, very nice and friendly. To immediately suspect them of Satan worshipping would be absurd.

In the end, Chase was not swayed by Sarah’s arguments, and he decided to go to the party, after all. Besides, Crystal was going to be there, and he wanted to be as close to his girlfriend as possible.

There was still one hurdle that he needed to climb before he could go: ask Tom and Lisa.

So, on Thursday evening, after dinner, Chase approached his foster parents, who were both sitting on the sofa, drinking tea and chatting. Tom looked quite depressed, as he had been looking for a week. Lisa was trying to cheer him up when Chase interrupted them.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Chase said kindly, flashing his best (fake) smile and hoping that they’d be kind and let him go to the party.

“No,” Lisa replied, wondering what he could possibly want to speak to them about.

“Good,” Chase replied, still grinning away. “I just wanted to ask you both a question.”

“Go ahead,” Tom said, raising an eyebrow in suspicion.

Chase looked at his foster parents, thinking only of how demeaning it was to have to grovel at their feet just to go to a party. Still speaking sweetly, he said, “There’s a party this Friday, at a friend’s house. I was wondering if I could go.”

“Whose house, what time, who’s chaperoning…,” Lisa asked.

“Bryce’s house, seven thirty, and his parents will be there,” Chase replied.

“Sure,” she replied quickly. Chase immediately breathed a sigh of relief.

Suddenly, Tom spoke up. “Wait a second. Wasn’t Bryce that kid who gave you the pentagram?”

‘Oh no, here comes the smackdown,’ Chase thought sadly. “Yeah, that was him.”

“I don’t think it would be okay for you to associate with people who carry around pagan, new-age symbols. I could only imagine this party: Ouiji boards, seances…”

“Dear, aren’t you overreacting a bit?” Lisa questioned. “I’m sure it’s just a harmless teenage party.”

Tom scoffed at the idea. “Sorry, but my teenage parties were hardly harmless. And add to that the idea of the demonic, and I think that it would be very irresponsible of us to allow Chase to attend this party.”

Lisa shrugged, which Chase interpreted as the end of the conversation.

“Lisa!” Chase exclaimed, becoming desperate. “Try to convince your husband!”

Lisa again shrugged, unconcerned with Chase’s problems. “Why? I agree with him.”

“Oh come on, both of you are being ridiculous!” he said, raising his voice. “Bryce is a cool guy, and nothing unchristian is going to happen at this party.”

“No,” Tom said firmly.

“Don’t give me more of your crappy rules,” he insisted. “I can take care of myself.”

“NO!” Tom shouted. “AND THAT’S FINAL!”

Chase almost cowered at his foster father’s exclamation, but instead he stormed out of the room and went upstairs.

Tom and Lisa waited for a moment, before they heard the door to Chase’s room slam.

“I thought they outgrew those tantrums by the time they were three,” Tom commented sardonically.

“Dear!” Lisa exclaimed, having pity on the boy. “Give him a break. He’s finally found some friends, and he’s disappointed that he can’t hang out with them.”

“Should I have let him go?”

Lisa was silent for a moment before replying, “No. You did the right thing.”

~ 13 ~

The next day’s events would have repercussions that would change the history of the entire world, and yet it started out as just a normal Friday.

Chase was noticeably quiet during lunch as he sat at his normal table along with Bryce and Crystal. Both of his friends noticed this, but they didn’t press him about it.

Finally, though, about halfway through the meal, Bryce finally turned the conversation to his party that night. “There’s going to be a lot of people at this party,” he commented nonchalantly. “Practically the whole class is coming.”

“Except me,” Chase mumbled.

“Yeah, I meant to ask you whether you were coming or not. So why can’t you come? Is it more of your parents’ stupid rules?”

Chase nodded, still angry at Lisa and Tom from last night’s argument.

“Dude, you’ve got to ditch your folks. They’re obviously way too uptight. They don’t let you do anything.”

Chase didn’t say anything; he didn’t want to admit to anyone that he had already been considering that option. It was beginning to be intolerable to live in that house with two people he didn’t know and who didn’t understand him at all. Certainly he didn’t want to go back to jail, but he wondered who else would be willing to take in a lonely fifteen-year-old boy with a troubled past. It seemed that as much as he wanted to run away, he had nowhere to go.

“Seriously, though,” Bryce said, leveling with him. “You can take care of yourself. Screw your parents. I’ll tell you what: I can have my folks pick you up if you’re willing to sneak out of your house.”

At this Chase perked up a bit. “Sounds good to me,” he replied, wanting to get as far away from his foster parents as he could. “What time?”

“Seven fifteen.”

Chase nodded happily, although a little voice in his head was insistently yelling at him not to do this. As he has done all of his life, though, he managed to ignore his conscience. “Thanks. It’s getting pretty bad with Tom and Lisa. I know they’re still rookies at this whole parenting business, but they seriously must want to make my life miserable or something. I mean, they’re always looking over my shoulder, telling me what to do, and all that. Can you believe that they actually made me go to church for the past two Sundays?”

For some reason both Bryce and Crystal found this riotously funny. They both started laughing quite hard, perhaps because they could never picture their friend darkening the hollowed grounds of a church with his presence. “Oh, man!” Bryce exclaimed. “Your folks really do push you around. I could never live in a house with parents like that!”

“Doesn’t that go against the whole freedom of religion thing?” Crystal commented while giggling softly. “Maybe you should report them to the government and get them arrested for forcing you to worship God!”

Chase chuckled at the suggestion. Granted, it would be pretty interesting to see Lisa and Tom hauled off to jail in handcuffs, but it still wouldn’t solve the problem of where Chase would go to live. So, chuck that suggestion out the window.

The conversation continued, but Chase wasn’t paying attention. He was wondering if he could survive much more of his foster parents. Immediately, the face of the woman on the Rosary flashed before his mind. Almost as a reaction, he thought vividly, ‘God, who is that woman?’

Although he didn’t necessarily mean it to be, this was the first prayer of his life.

At around four o’clock, Tom was packing up his briefcase to go home for the weekend. As he stood at his desk, surveying the mess of papers spread out before him, he uttered a silent prayer of thanksgiving for still having a job, at least for the time being. He knew, however, that it was only a matter of time before he would have to search for a new one.

He had just closed his briefcase and started to walk out the door when he caught sight of Mr. Rice, the company president, storming through the halls, as expression on his face that Tom had never seen before. Mr. Rice looked almost as if he were an animal being hunted.

As the company president passed by Tom, he said almost inaudibly, “Tom, conference room, now.” He continued walking, and Tom could only wonder what this meant.

Naturally, he immediately jumped to conclusions as he made his way to the conference room. ‘This company must be finished,’ he thought in paralyzing fear. ‘What will I ever do now? That means I’ve lost most of my savings, and our family will probably be forced to move…’

 He found that the conference room was empty, except for himself and Mr. Randall. Taking a seat, the men stared uncomfortably at each other for a few minutes until Mr. Rice came in and slammed the door behind him.

Pacing back and forth, the company president began, “Mr. Randall tells me that you had knowledge of the doctored reports prior to their release to the public. Is this true?”

Tom nodded, knowing exactly what was going to come next.

“Well, then, it’s time to pay the piper. The feds have found out about our little scheme, and they’re out for blood.”

“How’d they find out about it?” Tom queried meekly.

“Apparently the IRS has had their eye on us for over a year now. Some investors, upon seeing our doctored report, decided to notify the government, because you have to admit, we’ve gone about two years without making a profit, so all of a sudden, we break even? To me, that’s cause for alarm right there.”

Mr. Randall sat there, stone-faced. Tom could only hang his head in shame.

“So basically, the government is going to arrest someone from this company for fraud, and it isn’t going to be me,” he finished, glaring at his two employees.

There was silence for a moment before Mr. Rice added, “The cops have been called, so let me just tell both of you that I hope you get maximum sentences for this crime. You both have completely humiliated me and the rest of the honest employees of this company.”

At this point, Tom stood up, horrified at the prospect of being sent to jail. He looked at Mr. Randall, who gave no indication that he was worried in the least bit. Backing away slowly, the reality of the situation began to sink in.

Forget being bankrupt. Money was the least of his problems. He was now facing jail time, the loss of his son, the humiliation of his family. He eyed Mr. Rice warily, whispering as he reached the door, “This can’t be happening…this can’t be happening.”

“If you get a head start now, perhaps you can evade the cops for a while,” Mr. Rice suggested sarcastically. “Enjoy your last few hours as a free man, Mr. Talbot.”

Tom had to get out – away – anywhere. He ran out of the conference room, dashing past confused employees and out of the office building.

He was out of breath when he reached his car. Where was he going to go? There was no way that he would be able to go home. He couldn’t face his wife, whom he loved dearly, knowing that in a few hours they would be homeless and childless. Climbing into his car, he just wanted to get away, to wake up from this awful dream that had been plaguing him. Surely this had to be some sort of nightmare – one of those scary ones that truly frighten the stuffing out of you, but then you wake up and everything’s okay.

Naturally, Tom was in a state of shock as he pulled his car out of the parking lot and onto Route 15 South, heading into downtown Frederick. Horrific thoughts of suicide ran through his head, thoughts that under normal circumstances would be dismissed easily as passing fancies. These, however, tended to linger and become more and more appealing as he continued to drive.

“Well, I’ve already poured my life down the tubes, so I might as well go all out,” he said out loud, not thinking clearly at all. Hmm, what could he do, knowing that he’ll be going to jail for a very long time? He had a virtual license to do whatever he wanted, because there was no way that he could screw up his life any more than it was already screwed up.

‘Ah, screwing,’ he thought disjointedly, immediately calling to mind prostitutes that he had seen on the streets of Baltimore.

He continued to drive, as fast as he wanted, down Route 15, dangerously weaving in and out of the heavy traffic that clogged the roads at this time every day. Soon, he was at a crossroads: the route he was on split in two directions; one went to Baltimore, and the other went to Washington, DC. Recalling the prostitutes, he decided to go to Baltimore, quickly pulling out of traffic onto the ramp for Interstate 70.

There was less traffic on this road, so he put the pedal to the metal and gunned it, with speeds reaching one hundred miles per hour. Whizzing by the cars that looked only like colored blurs, he thought of misery only.

“You’re only going to be free for a few more hours,” a dark little voice reminded him. “There’s no hope for you now.”

Tom was in no position to argue. He still couldn’t believe that he had been so stupid as to not report the blatant fraud that Mr. Randall had committed. It seemed, only a week ago, that he would never be arrested, even though he was a passive participant in a crime. Jail seemed like something foreign, something that only happened to drug dealers and murders…not to upstanding Christians like Tom Talbot.

Depression and confusion filled his mind, and he couldn’t think clearly at all as he flew down the interstate. He only wanted something that could remove him from the reality of what had happened and what was imminent.

Darkness settled on his soul.

It was getting later into the evening when Tom found himself flying down the back roads of North Baltimore. His car radio was blasting noise from a heavy-metal rock station. Normally, he wasn’t a fan of such music, but on this occasion it seemed to fit. The noise helped him to not concentrate on his problems.

He ran a red light at Falls Road and Colespring Lane, narrowly missing an SUV in the intersection. ‘Hah!’ he thought mockingly, ‘If I don’t get arrested for fraud, I’ll at least be arrested for reckless driving.’

Vile voices were whispering in his ear, seizing their chance to destroy any hope of repentance. ‘Your life has been worthless…’

He believed it now. Everything he had ever worked for, everything he had ever hoped for, every dream he had ever had, was leading up to this miserable and humiliating  moment. “Is that why I’ve been left to die here?” he cried out, although no one could hear him.

Pulling his car into a shopping center, he double-parked his car and got out. Spotting a liquor store along the strip mall, he immediately went there. As he entered the brightly-lit store, marveling at the wide varieties of liquid life destruction, a crazy glee welled up from within him.

“A perfect place to destroy what’s left of my ruined life.”

Chase was able to quietly leave his house at ten past seven, and he walked down the corner of his street, where Lisa wouldn’t be able to see him. The sun was beginning to set, casting longer shadows across the ground. A strange feeling pervaded him this evening; a very mysterious feeling, and one that Chase had never felt before.

Perhaps it was because he kept feeling a strange attraction to the woman on the Rosary. Chase had seen pictures of her before, and there was something about her… something remarkable that was inexplicable.

His guardian angel knew that since Chase was an orphan, he was looking for a mother. This is why he found Mary so attractive: she, the woman clothed in the sun, was a mother most perfect. Alas, however, since grace only builds upon nature, the guardian angel had no way of communicating this to Chase, who did not know about the things of God.

After Tom had stocked up on seven bottles of alcohol, of various kinds, he climbed back into his car, still completely sober. He wasn’t going to take a sip just yet. Perhaps, he reasoned, if he got stoned drunk enough, he might kill himself and be spared the living hell that he would inevitably undergo.

He was out of his mind. It was that simple, and it was that complicated.

Pulling out of the parking lot, the reality of the situation suddenly hit him as he pictured his wife’s face in his mind’s eye. He started to cry as he drove down Union Avenue, not knowing if he’d ever see his beloved Lisa again. “I love you, Lisa!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, over the blaring music.

The sun was setting in a magnificent display of colors and shapes, all across the sky. Tom rolled down his car windows to get a better view, and was immediately blasted by a gush of wind entering the car. Becoming enraged at his situation, he yelled out to the beautiful evening sky, “God! Why have You done this to me? Why am I going to lose everything I’ve ever worked for? Why are You putting me through this?”

As usual, God was mysteriously silent.

“Why won’t You answer me?” he shouted, furiously. “Wasn’t I a good person? I tried to make a good living for my wife, I always obeyed the rules, I’ve even started to go to church on Sundays! Hell, I even took a bitch of a child into my home! Isn’t that enough for You?”

The silence of the sky only enraged the man even more.

He was so confused, angry, and depressed that he couldn’t think straight. He pulled off the road, wanting to destroy something very badly. Grabbing his burglar deterrent club, he leapt out of his car and began to assert his anger upon the windshield of the car next to him, smashing it into pieces. The burglar alarm went off, but he didn’t care as he continued to demolish the car. When he was done, he chucked the club down as hard as he could and screamed, “What did I do to deserve this?”

Blinded by passions, enraged and despairing, he looked around to see where he was. He soon spotted a bar across the street, the Route Eighty-Three Club.

‘This was more than coincidence,’ he thought, wondering how he could have pulled off the road directly in front of a saloon. ‘I have a date with destiny.’

As expected, the Trigger’s van pulled up at seven-fifteen. Chase got in and sat in the back, behind Bryce and Mrs. Trigger.

“So you managed to sneak out, huh?” Bryce said, a mischievous smile spreading across his face.

“Yeah, Lisa’s a little preoccupied to worry about me right now,” the youth replied. “Tom didn’t come home tonight, and she’s pretty worried about where he could be. By the way, thanks for picking me up tonight, Mrs. Trigger.”

Joyce Trigger smiled and replied, “You’re welcome.”

“Dude, you’re lucky,” Chase said to his friend. “You’ve got great parents. My folks would never let me even have a friend over, let alone a party. They’re such prudes.”

Mrs. Trigger nodded understandingly. “You know, Chase, some people don’t remember what it was like to be a teenager. I do, though, and my parents were strict, prudish Catholics. We always said the Rosary and went to daily Mass, the whole nine yards. I remember that I hated every minute of it. That’s why, when I became a parent, I decided not to be that way to my children. I want them to be free, independent adults, capable of making their own responsible choices, instead of just being copies of their parents. I know that I’ve had a lot more freedom and enjoyed life a lot more ever since I stepped out of the shadow of my parents, left the whole religion business behind, and decided for myself what was important in my own life.” She paused and said, “Sorry, that sounds like a sermon, doesn’t it?”

“No, that’s interesting,” Chase replied, mulling it over. After a pause, he blurted out, “Yeah, that’s actually the reason that they wouldn’t let me go to this party tonight; because you guys have different religious beliefs than we have.”

“What do you mean?” she asked darkly.

Chase realized that he had said too much. “Uh, nothing, nothing at all.” He was remembering an old adage that someone told him: never talk about religion or politics to your friends. They might not be your friends anymore if you do.

“Okay, whatever,” Bryce concluded, lightening the mood. The setting sun reflected off of the chain that was hanging around his neck. Chase was almost sure that he was wearing a pentagram.

‘Maybe Sarah was right…’ he was beginning to think, as an uneasy feeling came over him. ‘Maybe these people are part of the Revolution.’

The van pulled into their driveway, which in the evening dusk looked completely dark. In fact, Mrs. Trigger had to put on her headlights as they went along.

“I wonder if Crystal is here yet,” Bryce commented, drawing Chase out of his thoughts. “I know I won’t see you all evening if she is.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, come on!” he exclaimed, getting out of the car. “Everybody knows you two are going out together.”

This surprised Chase, who had been keeping their relationship secret, just between the two of them. “Really? How could you tell?”

“You know she only puts up with me at lunchtime so that she can sit with you,” he replied with a smile, jokingly. “Besides, it’s pretty obvious.”

Chase shrugged. He had no idea how it could be obvious since they weren’t a very physical couple. In fact, they have only held hands a few times, and never in school. That was fine with him, however. He didn’t expect to see much of Bryce at his party anyway, since he might be hanging out with that strange duo, Jason and Andrea.

They both went inside the house, which was darkened, but they could hear music coming from the basement. Tramping down there, he could see a bunch of people hanging out down there, listening to pop music blaring loudly from a couple of speakers. Chase noticed that Jason and Andrea were there, but luckily they were sitting in a corner by themselves.

Almost as soon as he reached the bottom step, Crystal spotted him and called out. “Hey, Chase!”

Running over to him, they embraced briefly at the bottom of the stairs.

Bryce, who was watching this, commented, “You see, Chase, you’re much too obvious about it. If you really don’t want the entire world to know about your relationship, you need to be more subtle.”

Chase could see that Bryce wanted to demonstrate. “Go ahead, O Great Love Expert Bryce.”

He came up to Crystal, put his arm around her, and suddenly dipped her deeply. “Oh, Crystal, I love you,” he said, mimicking Chase. Pulling her back to her feet, he said simply, “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“I like my way better,” Chase replied with a smile.

“Fine, don’t take my advice. But if you’re relationship is too obvious, no other girls will be flirting with you.”

At this point, Crystal spoke up. “That’s a good thing, Bryce,” she said, smiling. “I don’t want any other girls all over my boyfriend Chase.” She put her arms around his neck and lay her head on his shoulder.

“Suit yourselves,” Bryce said with a laugh. “I’m going to go talk to some other people, so I’ll chat with you two later. Bye.”

He left, leaving the couple alone and standing at the bottom of the stairwell.

“Hey Chase,” Crystal said soothingly, “Let’s go somewhere private. I don’t want to be down here with those freaks,” referring to Jason and Andrea.

Chase smiled, feeling content to be anywhere with Crystal. “Sounds good,” he said. “Sounds real good.”

It was already dark by the time Tom stumbled out of the Route Eighty-Three Club, sufficiently inebriated but not yet fully drunk. He managed to make his way over to his car without getting run over as he crossed the street. Opening his car door, he pulled out a bottle of vodka and closed the door. ‘It’s too early to go home,’ he thought incoherently, as he started to walk down the avenue.

The world seemed to be spinning as he took his time wandering up the hill, unable to walk in a straight line. A few people passed by him, but they only gave him a cold look and walked away. It was apparent that displays of public drunkenness such as these were frequent in this part of town, and people didn’t give a second thought to a drunk wandering around their neighborhood.

Tom opened the bottle and poured some down his throat. It went down easy, feeling good to the despairing man.

He was feeling chilled, although the night was still fairly warm. In his mind, he felt numb – a good sort of numbness, such as one might experience in the moment before he drifts off to sleep. His senses were being dulled by the alcohol as he drank, but he didn’t care. It seemed that for the moment, he had forgotten his problems, forgotten why he was walking around the streets of Hamden half-drunk anyway.

He soon made it up to Falls Road, where all the whores hang out at night, selling their wares. He passed by them, taking gulps on the bottle as he went. Soon, the world became only a blur of colors as he went by.

The prostitutes and the pushers all watched him stumble by, too busy in their own businesses to have compassion for a worthless man.

Tom felt at peace, a peace that he had never felt before. When a man chooses his own destiny, be it for better or for worse, the peace that results is overwhelming. So it was no surprise that Tom was at peace, for the devil is often very sly at making people think that peace means that life is going well.

Indeed, the demons hovering around Tom were constantly on the attack. They shot all sorts of thoughts into his head; thoughts that made perfect sense to a drunken madman.

“Enjoy yourself now, because in a short while, it’ll all be over.”

“Your life has been worthless; you’re a sorry excuse for a human.”

“Everything you’ve ever worked for is now gone…”

Grace was moving, too, as it always does in response to sin. However, the demons were powerful enough to prevent any thoughts of repentance from filling the confused mind of Tom.

‘I’ve already made my choice,’ he thought somewhat sadly, knowing that with every swig from the bottle, he lowered his chances of repentance and fell deeper into the mire of sin and depression.

It was now almost completely dark, with only the neon lights emanating from shop windows casting an eerie glow upon the crowded streets that Tom now walked. He walked on, finishing off the bottle and casting it by the side of the road.

The pounding in his head reached a crescendo as he walked down a side street to get to Hickory Street. His knees became wobbly as he found the world turning into a giant, revolving blur. Nothing mattered anymore as he quickly crumpled to the ground and passed out on the sidewalk in front of Saint Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church.

Gazing up at the sky, Chase knew that he had never been happier in his entire life than he was at this moment. He was lying on the ground in a clearing behind Bryce’s house, staring up at the starry night sky. The warmth of Crystal’s hand in his wordlessly expressed their affection towards one another. Her rhythmic breathing was the only sound that disturbed the silence of the crisp, clear evening.

The beauty was overwhelming. Because of the beauty and peace, Chase was closer to God than he had ever been, but he was still unaware of His presence as the couple snuggled together even closer.

Finally, Crystal broke the silence. “Chase, have you ever wondered about God?”

Chase mused on the question. Certainly, he could almost feel God’s presence out there this evening. “Yeah,” he replied concisely.

“I mean, lying out here tonight, in the beauty of God’s cathedral, I think that this must prove the existence of God. No chance accident could have produced a night as beautiful as this. It’s almost like all of creation is showing off just for our pleasure.”

“That’s very poetic,” he observed, impressed.

Crystal blushed, and gave his hand a squeeze. “So what do you think of when you think of God?”

“I don’t know if you’d like my musings on God.”

“Go ahead, tell me. I won’t laugh, I promise.”

“Okay, but I’ll just warn you. I’m not a very profound guy. My idea of a deep thought is the daily comic strips in the newspaper.”

Crystal laughed at this.

“Hey! I thought you said you wouldn’t laugh,” Chase said, pretending to be offended.

“Sorry, I lied. Go ahead, tell me what you wonder about God.”

Chase took a deep breath, then looked up to the stars and began. “I’m really not sure about the whole God idea. I mean, it’s a great little thought, and a cool thing to wonder about, but I don’t know if He exists. After what I’ve went through, it’s a little hard to accept the idea of an all-loving God.

“Well, I guess you don’t know what I went through, so you probably have no idea what I’m talking about. I’m not even sure that I know what I’m talking about. But anyway, when I was little, I was a good kid. Don’t laugh, I really was.”

“Chase, you’re not a bad kid now,” Crystal interjected, looking sincerely at him.

He sighed. “I guess not, but…well, I was. I did a lot of bad things. But I’ll save that story for later.

“Anyway,” he continued, “Back to God. When I was little, I used to pray every night. It wasn’t anything great, like praying for world peace, but I really, truly believed in God. I can remember when my grandma died – one of the few memories I have of my parents – I saw my mother crying. I started to get sad, too, because I didn’t want my mom to be crying. So I came up and gave her a big hug, and then just sat there on her lap, and said a prayer for her that she would be happy again. I must have been only three or four. But I believed in God back then.

“And then my parents died. I guess that really wasn’t when I lost my faith, because I was probably too young to really understand what was going on. I still prayed to God, and I also talked to my mom and dad, because I was sure that they were in heaven.”

His voice cracked at the end of this, and Crystal thought she saw him wipe away a tear.

“But anyway, then they put me with my brother, Chad. This was when I lost my faith. Chad abused me; there’s no other way to put it. He beat me almost every day. I would go to bed hungry every night, in a smelly bed in a small room in his apartment. Next door, I could hear him whoring all night long. At first, I prayed every night to get out of there. It was so miserable. He sent me to school every day, and if I didn’t come right home afterwards, he would throw stuff at me and beat me. I still have some scars where he threw a hot fire poker at me. How he got a hot poker, I’ll never know. We didn’t have a fireplace, you know, since we were in an apartment in Baltimore. Must have been one of his kinky sex tools or something. Who knows.

“Anyway, I’m getting off topic. Life was so awful during that time. If I was older, I would have run away. But I didn’t know anyone anywhere, so I really couldn’t run away. I didn’t want to end up on the streets, ‘cause I probably would have ended up dead if I did. So I stayed with my brother for four horrific years.

“For the entire first year there, I prayed to God that I would get out of that hellhole. But nothing ever happened. No one ever came to help me. None of my teachers ever found out that I was being beaten and starved; Chad made sure that I would have a good excuse for every cut and bruise. Plus, he threatened to kill me if I told anyone that he was being beaten. For a six-year-old, this was pretty terrifying.”

At this point Crystal interrupted. “Why did the Social Services people put you there in the first place?”

“They didn’t really know any better. Chad did have a job, and he didn’t have any former convictions, so he seemed like the best one to take care of me. They couldn’t have known that he was a drug dealer in his spare time.”

Crystal could only look at him with sympathy.

“So anyway, about God, when I finally figured out that my prayers weren’t being answered, I stopped praying. If God was so good and loving, how could he allow me, and I was an innocent child at the time, to be so abused and mistreated and not help me? So that’s why I really don’t have a high opinion of God. Anytime the idea of God seems appealing to me, I just keep having flashbacks to unanswered prayers and beatings in the bathroom, by my constantly stoned brother. I guess you could say I don’t believe in God.”

“Then what do you believe in?” Crystal asked gently. “Everyone has to believe in something.”

Chase exhaled, and a cloud of steam issued forth from his lips. “Wow, it’s gotten pretty cold out here,” he remarked. “Do you want my jacket?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Well, what do I believe in? I believe in having fun with friends. I believe in love. I believe in this; laying here with you, on the grass, looking up at the starry night sky. That’s what I believe in.” He paused and looked away. “This is what I should have been doing when instead, I was locked in my room, beaten and starving.”

Crystal didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. What do you say to a person who has had more misery in his young life than most people ever have?

Chase chuckled. “I know exactly what Mike would say if he were here, having this conversation. He would say, ‘That’s too bad that you don’t believe in God, because God is my best Friend.’ Well, look where that friendship got you, Mike.”

There was a pause as each thought their own thoughts. A shooting star flew across the sky, bringing a smile to their faces.

“I’m sorry,” Crystal finally said, softly.

“For what?” Chase asked, with a raised eyebrow. He turned his head to look at her.

“I’m sorry that you had such a miserable life. You’re right, I don’t understand. It just makes me sad that everything had to go that way for you.”

For some reason, this made Chase feel a little better. “Thanks,” he replied humbly. It occurred to him that this was the first time anyone had ever said that they were sorry for what had happened to him.

“You know, Chase, I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re…different.”

Chase chuckled. “That could be good or bad. Wait, didn’t I have this conversation once before? Oh, never mind, that one was with Mike.”

“I’m going to have to meet this Mike fellow,” Crystal commented. “You keep talking about him so much.”

“You’ll meet him sometime in November. I’m sure you’ll like him. Everyone likes him.”

“Cool, I can’t wait.” She paused, then resumed her previous line of thought. “You’re not like the other guys who have asked me out.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, take Joey for example. He asked me out last year, but he’s such a self-absorbed jerk that I can’t stand him.”

“He’s not that bad,” Chase said, trying feebly to defend him.

Crystal laughed cruelly. “Oh my god, yes he is. The only reason he wanted to go out with me was because I’m popular. He thought that by using me, he could become popular, too.”

“Are you sure that’s really the only reason why he wanted to go out with you? I mean, you’re beautiful, intelligent, and very nice, so he might have been attracted to you for those reasons.”

She shook her head defiantly. “Nope. He’s just like every other guy: immature, narcissistic, and completely a jerk. Except for you, Chase. You’re not like that. You’re the most mature guy I know.”

Chase blushed but remained silent. They moved a bit closer together, partially because it was a chilly evening, but mainly because they just wanted to be closer. The sky was now an inky black color, scattered with bright stars on that crystal clear night. It was the perfect setting for romance.

After a few minutes of silence, Chase said, “Crystal, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

He gazed up to the sky, staring at the stars, which tonight seemed to form a brilliantly shining rosary against the night sky. “What do you want to be when you graduate?”

Crystal took a moment before replying, “I’m not sure. I probably want to work with children, maybe as a teacher. I love little kids. I want to have six or seven of my own. How about you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’d like to be a politician. Either that or a meteorologist. In either case, I can lie through my teeth and still get paid.”

Crystal laughed. “No, seriously. What do you want to do?”

“Whatever makes the most money with the least amount of work,” he answered honestly. Once again, Crystal laughed. “Really, I don’t think about stuff like that. I can barely handle thinking a week in advance, let alone years. I try to live in the now, seize the moment, that sort of thing.”

“That’s a good way to be,” Crystal said, “But I find that if I don’t have hopes and dreams, then the present makes no sense. Like, why will I ever need to learn Chemistry? It makes no sense unless you look at the big picture. If I do well in Chemistry and all of my other classes, then I can get into a good college and achieve my dream of becoming a teacher.”

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” He paused for a moment, searching for the right words, but since he couldn’t find them, he said with a smile, “This conversation is getting way too philosophical for me. So how about those Baltimore Orioles?”

Laughing, Crystal replied tongue-in-cheek, “Just like a guy. Can’t handle any conversation deeper than sports scores.”

Wiggling closer to her and chuckling, Chase responded, “That’s why I love you. You understand me perfectly.” He turned his head to look into her eyes, which were gazing back at him. Time seemed to be in slow motion, as he leaned over to her and their lips touched gently.

Grace was, at this very moment, moving quickly, knowing that Chase and Crystal’s current state of tender love could soon turn to temptation, and perhaps sin. So, since God has a sense of humor, He decided to help get this couple out of their near occasion of sin.

They held onto their kiss for a minute, enjoying every second of it. Chase’s hands found their way over to enrapture Crystal in a tight embrace. Crystal returned the favor by gently caressing Chase all over.

At that exact moment, they both heard a familiar voice call out to them, “Hey, you two! Get a room!”

They suddenly looked up, and were surprised to find Bryce hiking through the woods towards them. “What are you two doing out here?”

Chase quickly stood up and helped his girlfriend to her feet. “We should ask you the same question. Don’t you have a party to be at right now?”

“I don’t know, I just felt like coming out here.” Bryce didn’t know that it was grace that prompted him to walk out there at just the right time. “You guys are missing a great party in there,” he commented.

“Yeah, well, you interrupted a great party out here!” Chase exclaimed, prompting everyone to laugh.

Crystal shivered from the chill in the air. “Hey, Chase, let’s go in now. I’m getting a bit cold out here.”

Chase agreed, as it was becoming a bit too frigid out in the night air. They followed Bryce back to the house to enjoy the rest of the party.

Fr. George Restrepo looked out the window of the rectory and wasn’t surprised to see Tom slumped over, unconscious on the sidewalk. This part of town always had some drunk or druggie strewn along the road, and the church of St. Thomas Aquinas seemed to be a popular place to pass out in front of.

He shook his head, offered a brief prayer for the man, then called the police.

 Tom awoke just before the police car got there. He somehow managed to pull himself to his feet, and looked around to see where he was.

Through double vision, he could see the police car driving up the street towards him. The memories of how he got there came rushing back to him, and he immediately understood. “They’re coming after me!” he exclaimed, still partially in a stupor, and uttering a word foul enough to curdle milk.

He didn’t bother wondering what to do. Instead, he immediately started running, which was very difficult to do since he was still completely drunk.

In a swerving pattern, he ran across the grounds of St. Thomas Aquinas and over to Union Avenue, miraculously not tripping over anything as he tried to hurry back to his car.

The policeman didn’t bother chasing after him, despite the fact that he had seen exactly where the drunken man went. He was too busy that night to worry about a drunk when there were drug dealers to arrest.

Tom soon found himself back at his car. He fumbled around in his pocket for the keys, and quickly unlocked the door and got in.

Breathing heavily, Tom looked around carefully to make sure that the officer hadn’t followed him. Finally satisfied that he was safe, he reached into the passengers seat and opened a bottle of scotch. After taking a sip, he tried to decide what to do.

‘Well, now that I’m completely wasted, I might as well end it all,’ he thought somberly.

“Do it!” he heard almost audibly from the devils assigned to condemn him.

He took another swallow from the bottle, then looked into the distance. He wished that he could kill himself – it would make things so much easier and end all this crap that he’d go through. But something was holding him back from doing so.

It was the thought of Lisa.

Even in his depressed, drunken state, he couldn’t bear the thought of how Lisa would feel if he took his own life.

“Ah, Lisa, Lisa, Lisa…” he mumbled, incoherently. “You will make it all better.”

He started the car and started to drive home, drinking all the way there.

It was a miracle that Tom was able to make it home in the first place. After speeding dangerously and almost crashing several times on the way home, he was completely bombed out of his mind as he got out of the car and went into his own home, taking one last look at it from the front yard. He knew that in all likelihood, this will be that last time he was here before he would be hauled off to jail.

It was nearly eleven o’clock when he crazily burst through the front door, saying nothing but simply standing in the foyer.

Lisa heard the door open (she was sitting in the living room) and breathed a sigh of relief. “Tom, is that you?” she asked as she got up to go meet him.

She was completely shocked and almost let out a scream when she stepped into the hallway and got a glimpse of the dirty, smelly, disheveled drunk. “What happened to you?” she demanded in horror.

Tom didn’t reply. He dropped the bottle of scotch on the floor, not caring that it shattered as it hit the tile. He ran up to his wife and embraced her in a tight hug. “Oh, Lisa, Lisa, Lisa,” he said over and over again. Holding his wife gave him a comfort that everything would be all right.

Lisa managed to pull herself away from the insane man. Casting a glare at him, she said coldly, “What happened to you? You look horrendous!”

“It was awful,” he started to say, coming closer to her, while Lisa backed up even more. “They’re going to be coming here soon, and they’ll take me away, so hold me now.” He reached out to embrace his wife again.

Lisa pulled back, smelling the alcohol on his breath. “You’re not making any sense, Tom.” Suddenly, she felt afraid for her life – that Tom might become violent, although he had never been so before.

He looked to her with pleading eyes. “I know, Lisa, I know. I wish someone would just take my life, and do it quickly. I would do it myself, but I know how sad you would be if I killed myself.”

Lisa’s eyes grew wide. “I’m calling the police,” she announced, going to the phone.

Tom ran past her and ripped the phone out of the wall and hurled it across the room. It smashed into a hundred pieces as it hit the wall. “Don’t call the police!” he shouted. “I don’t want them to get me!”

Lisa started to cry despite herself, because of her fear. “Why, Tom, why? Tell me why they want to get you! What happened?”

Tom didn’t respond. Instead, he started to walk away. When he reached the hallway, he stopped and leaned against the wall. “You’re going to have to live with your mother, when they take me away.” He suddenly wheeled around and looked at her with angry eyes. “It’s all over now, you know. My life. Your life. And that disobedient jackass, Chase. He’s going to have to go back where he came from.”

Meanwhile, the Trigger’s van had just pulled up to the bottom of the Talbot’s driveway. Chase got out, but was in no hurry to go home.

“That was a great party, Bryce,” he said.

“Thanks,” Bryce replied. “I’m glad you could come. Now you just have to face your parents. They’re going to be ticked because you sneaked out.”

Chase rolled his eyes. “Don’t remind me,” he said with a smile. He quickly shut the van door and headed towards his house.

 “Tom, did something happen at work today? Is that why you’re upset?” Lisa gently asked, trying not to upset the drunken man any more than necessary.

Tom slowly turned to face her, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I let you all down. I’ve failed to be a good husband and father,” he said, choking back sobs.

Lisa was surprised to hear this type of self-castigation, especially since she still had no idea what he did that was so terrible. “Don’t say that,” she soothed. “You’re still a wonderful husband.”

Tom looked past her at the steak knives hanging from a shelf in the kitchen. He was severely tempted to make use of one, to go out like a man.

At that moment, the front door opened very slowly, since Chase was trying to sneak back into his own house. He managed to get inside, but he soon noticed that both of his parents were glaring at him, expecting an explanation.

Being a juvenile delinquent, Chase knew how to push the blame off of himself. He immediately looked to the ground to think of some good excuse when he noticed the shards of glass lying in a pool of scotch.

“Oh, wow! What happened here?” he inquired, standing right in the doorway so he didn’t have to step on any broken glass.

Tom ignored his question, but angrily demanded, “Where were you tonight?”

Chase decided not to beat around the bush. “I sneaked out of the house to go to Bryce’s party, yes, the one you forbade me to go to. Go ahead and punish me. I had such a great time tonight that I’m glad I disobeyed you.”

This incensed his foster father. “You bastard!” he screamed. “This is the last time that you’ll ever disobey us!” He started coming closer, looking as if he might become violent.

Chase started to back away, losing any boldness that he had. He backed into the dining room, which was adjacent to the foyer.

“I’m sick and tired of putting up with your friggin’ lying and disobedience! This is the last time you will ever disobey us again!” He gave a mighty heave and pushed over the china cabinet in the dining room, causing a huge racket.

At this point Chase felt fear – more fear than he had felt when Ben had a gun to his back. At the same time, though, he felt enraged. This man wasn’t his father, so what right did he have to constantly boss him around like this? Luckily, he was prudent enough to keep his mouth shut for the moment.

“We set down a few simple rules for you to follow, so why can’t you follow them?” he ranted, following Chase who was going around the dining room table. “Why do you always have to be such a problem child?!” He punctuated that sentence with a very foul word.

Chase kept backing up until he was in the hallway. “Lisa, what’s wrong with Tom?” he asked her, terror lining his voice.

Lisa simply gave him a look of concern that said, ‘I don’t know any more than you do.’

A drunken Tom continued following him around the house, into the living room. “I’ll get through to you one way or another. Apparently grounding doesn’t work; you always find ways to sneak out of here. I don’t think Lisa and I should have to be your constant baby-sitters!”

“Then don’t be,” Chase said softly, but with growing intensity. “I didn’t ask for your rules to invade my life. I can take care of myself. I don’t need you two!” he finally shouted.

Tom picked up the nearest thing, which happened to be a terra cotta lamp, and hurled it at Chase in a rage of fury. The boy was able to duck out of the way before the object smashed into the wall. “If you can take care of yourself, then get out!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “Get out! We don’t want you anymore!”

Chase gave him a stony glare for a moment, as if deciding what to do. Suddenly, he turned and bolted out of the room, down the hallway, and out the front door.

Lisa reappeared in the living room, with a sorrowful expression on her face. “Tom, I called the police on your cell phone. They’ll be here any minute.” She started to weep. “I don’t know what happened to you, but you need to get a hold of yourself.”

Tom stood stock-still for a moment, slowly sobering up and suddenly realizing what he had done. He uttered another foul word and said, “I need to go after that boy.”

“No, Tom!” Lisa pleaded. “Don’t make things worse for yourself.”

Her husband didn’t bother to listen. He tore past her and out the front door.

Chase was afraid. He had just seen Tom come out and get into his car. It was obvious that his foster father was going to follow him; either to kill him or to bring him back home. Both of those were frightening propositions. So he did the only rational thing to do in a situation like that: run.

And so he ran. It was dark, and there weren’t many streetlights in Windsor Knolls, so he stayed on the sidewalk as he ran. He had never run so fast, but to Chase, everything was moving in slow motion from the incredible rush of adrenaline that he received.

Tom’s car, however, kept pace with him. Chase was almost to the main road when the car reached him. The passenger’s side window rolled down, but Chase was too terrified to bother looking in, for fear of what might be looking back at him.

Instead, Chase decided to cross the road and dash off into the woods on the other side, although he had no idea where he was. Behind him, he could hear that Tom had slammed the brakes on the car and he was getting out, presumably to follow him. Chase didn’t dare turn around.

He ran through the forest, not knowing where in the world he was headed. Carefully dodging the low-hanging tree branches and pricker bushes, he continued to run as fast as he could. The adrenaline rush was beginning to wear off as he went deeper into the forest. He knew, however, that he couldn’t stop. He could hear Tom’s stumbling footsteps behind him.

The night seemed to envelop him as he continued to run further into unknown territory. He could be anywhere, for all he knew. Not being from the area, he had no clue as to where he could be. But there was no way that he could ever stop running.

This went on for another ten minutes, before the footsteps behind Chase had ceased. He ran on for another five minutes, just to make sure that he wasn’t being deceived, and so that Tom would never be able to find him ever again.

Finally, Chase was so exhausted that he could run no more. He finally stopped running, and looked around. Nothing looked familiar; he could have been in Maine by then, and not have known it. He decided to continue walking straight into the woods. Sometime he would find a road or house or something.

He had been walking for a half an hour. It was nearly midnight by the time he entered a clearing in the center of the woods. It was a large clearing, surrounded by pine trees. It immediately looked familiar. ‘Uh oh, I hope I haven’t walked all the way to Camp Heritage,’ he thought tiredly.

He crossed the huge clearing, still feeling like he had been here sometime before. When he reached the other side, he suddenly realized that he had been there before: just that evening! He was in Bryce’s backyard!

Encouraged by these thoughts, and motivated by his complete and utter exhaustion, he found the path that led up to the house. And indeed, there it was: he had walked all the way through the woods to reach Bryce Trigger’s house.

‘I hope they’ll take me in,’ he thought, looking up at the house. ‘I hope they don’t send me back home. But knowing Mrs. Trigger, she probably won’t. Good, at least I’ll have a place to stay for a while. Maybe only for tonight, but I’ll take what I can get.’

Haunting owls hooted as he went around to the front of the house climbed the staircase that led to the porch. He was so exhausted that he didn’t bother to knock on the door; instead, he opened it (it was unlocked, for some reason) and stepped inside, closing it behind him.

Bryce was walking through the hallway at that exact moment, holding two bottles of soda in his hands. Or, at least, it looked like he was holding two bottles of soda. As he came closer, it became apparent to Chase that the bottles were floating in mid-air, suspended a few inches above Bryce’s outstretched palm.

Bryce jumped a little when he saw Chase standing at the door. “Oh, hey Chase. Glad to see you again,” he said plainly, as if nothing unusual was occurring.

His friend looked at him, then at the bottles, then at him again. Bryce finally took away his hand, leaving the two bottles completely suspended in mid-air.

Chase passed out.

~~~PART    TWO~~~


“It was not so long ago that man declared, ‘God is dead.’


He wasn’t dead then, but it certainly seems now that the American government is


   trying to kill Him.”



~ Drema Wolfe, quoted in the Baltimore Sun


“You talk about Jesus, how He set you free


You talk about a Savior, how He died for me


I don’t understand it, what you’re talking about


All I feel is pain, please, help me now!”



~ Tait, “Talk About Jesus”

~ 1 ~

When Chase awoke, he found himself lying on the floor in Bryce’s bedroom. He had no idea how long he had been sleeping, but judging by the fact that the sun was streaming brightly through the curtained windows, he guessed that it was fairly late in the morning.

He got up and wandered downstairs, still in a state of shock from the wild events of last night. In fact, he wondered if everything was just a bad dream. Perhaps he had a bit too much alcohol to drink last night at Bryce’s party, and then just passed out. Yeah, that must have been it. All of his memories of Tom chasing him through the woods must have been only nightmares.

Wait a minute, he realized as he reached the bottom of the stairs, he didn’t drink any alcohol at the party. Maybe someone drugged the Coca-Cola? It must have been Jason and Andrea. They would do something like that, he reasoned.

He stood in the foyer of the house, at the base of the stairs, trying to decide what to do and where to go. He figured that he should probably get some sort of breakfast before he headed home.

Chase was about to go to the dining room when he saw Melissa descending the stairway. “Good morning, Chase,” she said, coming down the stairs. “I hope you had a good night’s sleep last night.”

“Yeah, I did,” he replied, following her into the dining room. “But I really don’t remember much of what happened last night. I had some strange nightmares, though.”

Melissa wasn’t surprised. “I’ll bet, especially after the night you had.”

They entered the dining room to see Bryce and Mrs. Trigger finishing up a pancake breakfast. Upon seeing his friend, Bryce’s face lit up. “Hey, Chase, it’s good to see you in a better state than last night. Want any pancakes?”

“Sure, I’ll have a couple,” he replied, sitting at the table. Mrs. Trigger got up to fix him his breakfast. “So what happened last night? How did I end up sleeping on the floor of your room this morning?”

“I was going to ask you the same question.”

 Chase was surprised by this answer. “The last thing I remember clearly was your party. I was pretty sure that you dropped me off at home, but even that memory is fuzzy.”

Bryce laughed. “Well, we did drop you off at your house. But you came running through our front door at half past midnight last night. I said hi to you, and then you just fainted. So Dad and I dragged you up to my room, where you’ve been sleeping.”

Chase’s face went white as he said this. “Oh no, last night actually happened!” he said quietly to himself.

“What happened last night?”

Chase called to mind the awful memories, cringing as he did so. “When I got home, I went inside. Tom and Lisa were standing there, staring at me. All of a sudden, for no reason whatsoever, Tom completely went berserk on me. He started chasing me around the house, throwing stuff at me and telling me to get out. I finally was able to get out of the house, but he followed me in his car. I ran off into the woods, and he started chasing me on foot. I must have been running for a half of an hour before I found your house. That’s when I barged in on you.”

Mrs. Trigger placed a plate of pancakes on the table in front of the youth. “That’s terrible!” she exclaimed. “Why did your dad flip out on you? There must have been some reason.”

“Well, I noticed that there was a broken bottle of booze lying on the floor of my house. I suppose he must have been drunk.”

Mrs. Trigger shook her head and softly tsk-tsked.

“All I know is that I’m never going back there again,” Chase finished firmly, setting his face and forcefully shoveling a forkful of pancakes into his mouth. “I’ve always hated those people, and now I know they’re crazy.”

“Well, you’re welcome to stay here for as long as you like,” she offered. “At least until you get your feet back on the ground, in terms of where you’re going to live.”

“Thanks,” Chase replied, smiling gratefully. “You folks have been really nice to me.”

At that moment, Drew walked in, and promptly sat down at the table. Although he said nothing, it was obvious that he was waiting for some pancakes. Mrs. Trigger pretended not to notice him; after all, the little kid needed to learn some manners.

“I thought that your folks were religious people,” Bryce observed. “Why would they get drunk and drive you out of your own house?”

Chase shrugged. “I still don’t know. I don’t even know what I did that was so wrong. I guess they didn’t really want me after all.” He sounded resigned to that fact, but not saddened.

Bryce snorted. “They’re just like all the other Christians – hypocrites. All of those Jesus-worshippers are like that.”

Chase immediately though of Mike.

“Bryce!” Mrs. Trigger exclaimed. “You don’t know that. Let’s not judge all Christians by the mistakes of a few of them.”

Bryce shook his head defiantly. “I have never met a Christian who practices what they preach.”

Melissa, who had been listening in on the conversation, nodded her head slowly. “I agree with you, Bryce. There’s no one who practices all that they preach. But no one’s perfect, and until you are, I don’t think you should be criticizing them.”

Bryce shrugged, unconvinced.

Everyone ruminated on these pearls of wisdom for a while, before Drew broke the silence by demanding, “Hey, don’t I get any pancakes?”

“How about asking politely?” his mother reprimanded gently.

“Forget it,” he replied with an attitude. “I’ll get them myself.” He stood up and faced the stack of already-made pancakes that were keeping warm off to the side of the stove. “Besides, I need to practice.”

It took his mother and Bryce a moment before they realized what he meant. They tried to stop him, but it was too late.

The little boy held his hands out in front of him and commanded in a loud voice, “Veni! Veni!”

Bryce cried out, “Not in front of Chase!” but his brother had already uttered the words.

At once, a pair of pancakes seemed to fly off the stack and immediately land into Drew’s hands. With a satisfied smile on his face, he sat down and placed the pancakes on his plate and began to eat them without syrup. Drew looked like he did this sort of thing every day, commanding inanimate objects to suddenly fly into his hands with the utterance of a magical statement.

Chase could hardly believe what he had just seen. He looked at Bryce with wide eyes, then stood up, upsetting his chair, and started to back away slowly.

Bryce meanwhile, had a strange gleam in his eyes as he stared at his frightened friend.

“I had always suspected something about you guys,” Chase said, his voice trembling. “Sarah warned me about you…”

Bryce laughed, sending a chill down Chase’s spine. “Sarah!” he said, smirking. “What does she know about us? She likes to meddle in other people’s business. Don’t pay any attention to her.”

At this point, Mrs. Trigger put up her hand to get her son to stop talking. Speaking softly and kindly, she said, “Chase, there are some things that you should know about our family.”

“I’ll say!” he practically shouted. “What sort of strange people are you?”

Mrs. Trigger smiled warmly and motioned for Chase to take a seat.

“I’ll take a seat once I find out what’s going on here,” he responded, fear flickering in his eyes.

“Have you ever heard of the Neo-Pagan Revolution?”

Chase nodded, still wary.

“Chase,” she offered soothingly, “Let me explain some things to you. Our family belongs to a worldwide organization called the Neo-Pagan Revolution. We do some things that might seem odd to the rest of the world, but in reality, it would be quite normal if everyone had the kind of openness of mind that we have.”

“Yeah, Mom’s a witch!” Drew interjected, smiling innocently.

Chase just looked at them for a moment, before uttering, “Dear God, what did I get myself into?” All in all, it hasn’t been a good past couple of days for him. He was too confused to think about anything, but he managed to ask, “So how did you do that pancake flying thing?”

“You see,” Mrs. Trigger continued, “It’s really very easy to manipulate reality if people only learn to use their wills properly. It is possible to tell our wills, not to conform to reality, but to change reality to conform to our will.” She looked with motherly concern at him. “I can understand if you want to leave now. I’ll bet that you’re probably pretty uncomfortable here, now that we’ve told you the truth about our family.”

Chase immediately wanted to get out of there. Somehow, despite the fact that everyone was looking perfectly serene and everyone was kind to him, he felt desperately afraid for his soul. He immediately thought of his options: he figured that he probably couldn’t go to Mike’s house. The Connors wouldn’t take too kindly to housing the boy who was responsible for sending Mike to jail. He considered going to Sarah’s house, but then he remembered how her parents kicked him out. He would never go back home. That left him with no other options. “I would go somewhere else,” he replied sullenly, “But I have nowhere to go.”

“Well, as I already said, you’re free to stay here for as long as you need to,” the woman finished.

“Chase,” Bryce beckoned, “Come have a seat, and let me explain more about the Revolution to you.”

Warily, Chase righted his chair and sat in it. “I’m listening.”

“First of all, forget every misconception that you’ve ever had about us.”

Chase was silent, still listening.

“The Revolution is really a way of being. It’s not a religion, per se, since we don’t really believe in anything.”

“Right, you said you were humanist or something like that.”

Bryce shrugged. “Yeah. Although, I really have no idea what that means.”

Chase allowed himself to smile.

“I prefer to call ourselves ‘mystical agnostics.’ That’s a much better term, since we are much more than a community of nonbelievers.”

“Then what are you, really?”

Bryce looked him straight in the eyes, and replied with sincerity, “Let me explain something to you. Christianity, for twenty-two hundred years, has been a negative influence on humanity. It has led to all sorts of oppression, and it’s kept people in mental and physical bondage on the basis of nothing but superstition. We, the Revolution, are nothing more than the freedom from the chains of Christianity. We offer a new outlook on life, and a new, more authentic way to exist.”

“Chains of Christianity?” Chase queried. “Superstition? What, exactly, are you referring to?”

Bryce shook his head, frustrated by the lack of Chase’s understanding. It was clear to Bryce that his friend was still shackled by the religious chains of small-minded people. “Christianity has always told people what to think. It was always a crime and a sin to think for yourself. They threatened people with the notion of hell if they didn’t comply. People like the Pope took advantage of the uneducated, small-minded people to gain temporal power. It’s all about power, really, since churches have always had leaders to keep the people docile while they go about wielding power. We offer people freedom from that sort of oppression, with no doctrines or dogma or threats of damnation to shackle people to this earth. Without those chains, we have found that our minds can truly soar, and humanity can reach new heights.”

For a brief instant, everything that he had experienced since that fateful day in the forest with Ben made perfect sense. That was it – freedom – that he was looking for. True freedom was very attractive to Chase.

Unfortunately, Chase didn’t understand that true freedom comes from the ability to always choose the highest good. Chase’s definition of being free was being able to do anything that he wanted to do. This crucial mistake often has eternal consequences.

Then, however, a thought came to him. ‘Wait a minute,’ he thought, as his cynical nature kicked in, ‘When Ben was leading us through the woods with a gun to our backs, was that freedom? And when Ben mentioned something about controlling people’s thoughts, is that his version of being free? Something doesn’t make sense here.’

Bryce had been silent while Chase was thinking, observing his friend’s reaction to the explanation of the Neo-Pagan Revolution. To his chagrin, Chase did not look happy.

“Bryce, I don’t believe you. Look, I’ve already had a bad experience with the Revolution, and there was no freedom involved.”

“But look what we’ve accomplished!” Bryce exclaimed, becoming animated. “You yourself saw the two pancakes fly into Drew’s hands. We can manipulate reality! Our Revolution philosophers have discovered the meaning of life. This isn’t weird, it’s a higher state of being.”

Chase looked at him oddly. “So, what is the meaning of life, if you’ve figured it out?”

Bryce rolled his eyes. “That’s a whole other discussion. But for now, I hope you understand that we’re really not as odd as you originally thought.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Chase replied with a smile. “But look, I’ll respect your traditions if you’ll respect my religion, or lack thereof.”

“Deal.”

Chase pushed himself away from the table, and he noticed that all of his fear had mysteriously abated. “I can’t believe that all this is happening to me. Yesterday I was miserable, living in a house with two crazy geysers. Now I find myself with a new family, who completely freaks me out, but in a good way. It’s all been so crazy.”

Bryce nodded, understandingly. “You’ve had a busy few days.”

There was a pause of silence, before Mrs. Trigger exclaimed in a burst of joyful energy, “Well, this certainly has been an interesting breakfast! Now, can you all help me clear off the table?”

Everyone groaned good-naturedly. What an anticlimactic ending to an interesting past couple of days.

Little did Chase know that his adventures had just begun.

~ 2 ~ 

Monday morning came around, and Chase found himself on the school bus, ready to endure another week of drudgery. ‘At least’, he consoled himself, ‘I’ll get to see Crystal today.’

He went to the back of the bus, where he sat down next to Sarah, who was engrossed in reading a book. She looked up and smiled when she saw Chase.

“Hey, Chase,” she greeted, putting her book back into her backpack.

He nodded in response, wishing that he could tell her about what happened over the weekend. He knew, however, that Sarah would not be happy to hear that he was living at the Triggers’ place, so he kept silent.

Sarah, on the other hand, was only trying to be friendly and make conversation, so she asked him, “So how was your weekend?”

“My weekend was fine, not particularly interesting,” he lied. “How was yours?”

“It was okay. I tried to call you, but your line had been disconnected for some reason.”

This piqued Chase’s curiosity. “Really? I wonder why our line was disconnected. But why were you trying to call me?”

“Charlie, Bobby, Danny, and I were going to play football, and we were going to invite you.”

“Oh,” he replied, “I would have liked to play.” He knew that his line was most likely disconnected because Tom ripped the phones out of the wall during his drunken rage, but he couldn’t tell Sarah that.

Sarah looked at him with suspicion, but decided to change the topic. Unfortunately, she chose the one topic that Chase didn’t want to discuss. “So how was Bryce’s party on Friday?”
 
Chase shrugged. “It was pretty good. His friends are kind of weird, but I had a good time with Crystal.”

“Hopefully not too good a time,” Sarah hastily added, concerned for his soul.

Chase smiled but said nothing.

“So,” she continued, in a friendly manner, “Was there anything diabolical at the party? Any Ouiji boards, tarot cards, seances, stuff like that?”

Chase smiled slyly. “No, nothing of the sort. We just went out to the middle of the woods at midnight and worshipped the devil for a while, that’s all.”

Noticing Sarah’s horrified look, he quickly added, “I’m just kidding. We didn’t do anything like that at all.”

Sarah punched him in the arm. “Don’t joke about stuff like that!” she exclaimed. Suddenly, though, her expression changed and she observed plainly, “You need a haircut.”

“How could you go from a conversation about Satanic rituals to a comment about my hair?”

She shrugged. “I just noticed it. You’re looking pretty shaggy.”

“So? What do you want me to do about it?”

A smile came to her lips. “I could give you a haircut if you wanted me to.”

‘Dear God,’ she prayed quickly, ‘Please let him accept.’

Chase was a bit incredulous about her offer. “Have you ever given anyone a haircut before?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “I give Danny haircuts all the time.”

“And look how ugly he is,” Chase said, jokingly.

“I’m just helping him out, you know. If I gave him good haircuts, all the girls would be chasing after him. I’m sure he wouldn’t want that, so I’m just looking out for his best interest,” she replied, causing Chase to chuckle. “But seriously, I’ll cut your hair if you want me to.” There was an ulterior motive to Sarah’s persistence. She had begun to become concerned about how much Chase has been hanging out with Bryce. Being the astute girl that she was, she knew that Bryce wasn’t a good influence on the impressionable youth. Sarah was simply trying to counteract the bad influences of Bryce.

The Blessed Mother, as well, was interceding powerfully for her son Chase. From her prayers, grace was issuing forth in abundance upon the conversing people in the back of the school bus.

“Yeah, okay, I guess so,” Chase agreed. “I’ll let you mess up my hair.”

Sarah laughed. “Cool. Why don’t you meet me in the park by the playground after school today?”

“Okay. Are your parents still not letting me in your house?”

Sarah nodded, resignedly. “Yeah, they’re still pretty uptight about it. That’s why we have to meet in the park.” Briefly she wondered if disobeying her parents would be morally right if by doing so she could help save Chase’s soul. She quickly dismissed the thought, however.

Chase nodded, as the bus pulled into the school parking lot. “I’ll meet you after school, then.”

It was around three-thirty in the afternoon on a windy October day that Chase went to the Windsor Knolls Park. He found that Sarah was already there, sitting peacefully on the picnic bench, gazing out across the horizon at the fast-moving white puffs of clouds. Upon seeing her friend, Sarah broke into a wide smile.

Chase walked up and sat next to her on the picnic bench. “I’m ready,” he said with mock gravity. “My hair may not survive this adventure, but I think we should at least try.”

“Oh, don’t be such a pessimist,” Sarah said lightly. She got up and opened her hair-cutting kit, which contained scissors, razors, combs, and hair spray, among other things.

Off in the distance, Chase could see Danny at the basketball courts, practicing his shots. ‘When you’re as good as Danny is,’ he thought absent-mindedly, ‘You really don’t need to practice. He’s a natural.’

A swift breeze blew across the land, sending shivers down Chase’s back. ‘God, it’s getting cold out here,’ he mused. ‘Maybe I should stop wearing shorts everywhere…’ Indeed, the weather was turning colder, and almost all of the leaves were off the trees and scattered across the once-green grass. Fall was in full swing.

His thoughts were interrupted when he heard the sound of razors being turned on.

Sarah must have noticed him jump a bit. She said calmly, “Don’t worry, I’m a pro at this.” With that, the hair started to fall from the razor that was being used to carefully sculpt his coiffure.

Once again, they could hear the distant sounds of a basketball thumping on pavement. “Are you or Danny playing any sports this fall?” Chase asked, trying to make conversation.

Sarah nodded, still moving the razor briskly across the combed-up hair. “Yeah, we’re both playing soccer. I’m on junior varsity this year again, which is too bad, but since I’m still a sophomore, I suppose it’s to be expected.”

“If you’re as good at soccer as you are at baseball, I’ll bet you’re great.”

Sarah chuckled. “I’m not. I play midfield, but I don’t really have the endurance to be a great soccer player. But I’m decent. Besides, I haven’t had too much time to practice lately; I’ve been kind of busy.”

“Really? With what?”

“School, family, lots of stuff. My family is going camping next weekend along the Appalachian Trail.” The Appalachian Trail, or AT as it’s affectionately known, is a long hiking trail that stretches from Maine to Georgia, encompassing more than two thousand miles.

“Wow, that’s cool. Do you guys go camping often?”

“Yeah, at least three times a year. We want to get one more trip in before the weather turns pretty cold. Turn your head a little bit…that’s good.”

“That’s neat. I’m not a big fan of camping. I don’t like to rough it any more than I have to. Just give me a TV, some video games, and keep the phone handy in case I need to order a pizza. That’s what makes me happy.”

Sarah laughed at this. “Oh come on, you, the boy scout extraordinaire, not liking camping?”

“Unless you can bring an air-conditioned tent, I’d prefer to hang out at home.”

Sarah decided to go out on a limb in this conversation. “I like camping because it’s a great way to get in touch with God. It’s easy to see the Creator in His creation.”

As if on cue, a brisk breeze whisked past, causing a flurry of vividly colored red, yellow, orange, and brown leaves to dance at their feet.

Chase remained silent, thinking. He absent-mindedly picked up a handful of acorns that were lying on the ground beneath the picnic table.

The sun was slowly sinking towards the horizon. They both noticed that the shadows around them were growing longer as the days grew shorter.

Presently they both heard someone approaching them from their right side. Looking over, they saw Danny coming towards them, covered in sweat and breathing heavily from his exercise.

“Hey Chase, haven’t seen you in a while,” Danny greeted. “What’s up?”

“Not much. Hey Danny, tell me how my haircut looks.”

Danny examined the youth’s bleached hair. While doing so, his face showed forth displeasure.

“Uh oh, did your sister screw up? Do I have a Mohawk or something?”

Danny shrugged. “You really couldn’t get any uglier than you already are, so I guess it doesn’t look too bad.”

Chase knew he was joking, but he threw an acorn at the boy anyway. Danny quickly dodged it.

“Oh, by the way, Sarah,” her brother said, “Did you get the message from Mom that you need to make dinner tonight? She’s going to be working late again.”

“Hmm…” she mused out loud. “I wonder what we have in the fridge…”

Chase smiled slyly. “I know a great little recipe that you should cook. I learned it from the Triggers.”

“Uh oh,” Danny interjected, “If it’s from the Triggers, I’ll bet it has hemlock in it!”

Chase shook his head and chuckled. “Nope, no hemlock.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Sarah said, knowing that she was setting herself up for a joke. “What’s the recipe?”

“Well…it starts out with some eye of newt and wing of bat…”

Sarah hit him immediately. Danny, on the other hand, laughed.

“Hey, it makes a great love potion!” Chase said, knowing how much it annoyed Sarah that he kept joking about the Neo-Pagan Revolution. “You know what John Lennon once said, ‘All you need is love.’”

“Yeah, Jesus said that too,” she replied, starting to smile.

“Oh? Did Jesus have any hit songs, too?”

“No, but he did have a Number-One best-selling book. It’s called the Bible.”

Chase laughed out loud at this. It was becoming an absurd conversation, but everyone was enjoying it.

“Oh, yeah, the Bible,” Chase replied. “Never read it. Wait a second, you’re trying to lure me into another one of your religious discussions.”

“You’ve got it,” Sarah replied, smiling brightly. “You’re a smart fellow; you figured out what we were trying to do.”

“And who knows,” her brother added, “That razor that Sarah’s holding could really be a tool to brainwash you into a Christian.”

“I knew she had an ulterior motive when she was so insistent upon cutting my hair,” Chase concluded with a laugh. “Speaking of hair cutting, shouldn’t you be cutting my hair, instead of just standing there, holding the razor?”

Sarah clicked the razor back on. “Sorry, I got sort of distracted by our weird dialogue.” With that, she continued with the haircut.

At that exact moment, all three of them were surprised to hear a friendly voice call out from behind them, “Hey!”

Chase immediately recognized the voice, and he turned around, almost causing Sarah to cut off his ear.

“Hold still, Chase,” she commanded, “Unless you’re not particularly fond of your ears.”

Danny laughed at this.

Crystal came jogging up to the threesome. Before she got there, however, they were greeted by a beautiful retriever dog, who was happily wagging his tail and panting. His coat shone in the afternoon sun, causing him to look like a truly regal dog. The animal quickly jumped up onto Danny, trying to lick his face in a dog-gesture of friendship.

“Woah, down boy!” he cried out in surprise. “Sit! Sit down!”

The dog didn’t obey, but continued to stand up on its hind legs, leaning against Danny.

Chase thought that it was amusing how the dog was almost as tall as the boy.

Crystal jogged up and immediately called out, “Down Pio! Down boy!”

The dog, ever obedient to his mistress, came over to Crystal and sat down, still smiling dogishly.

“I see you’ve met my dog, Pio,” Crystal said to Danny, who was trying in vain to brush the dog hair off of his clothing.

Chase reached out his hand and gently stroked the dog, careful to keep his head still so that Sarah could keep cutting his hair. “I didn’t know you had a dog,” he commented. “He’s very handsome.”

“Thank you,” Crystal said modestly. “I got him about three years ago. He’s my puppy, yes you are, aren’t you?” She knelt down and started speaking in baby-talk, like many people do when speaking to dogs, while rubbing him gently behind the ears. “You’re my baby, aren’t you, pupster? Yes, you are. You’re so cute.”

“Uh, it’s just a dog,” Sarah pointed out quite dryly. “It’s not going to respond to you.” Both boys laughed at this comment.

Suddenly realizing how silly she must have looked, Crystal stood straight up and dusted herself off. “Obviously you don’t have any pets,” she commented coldly, although Chase laughed even harder at this. His girlfriend allowed herself a smile.

“So what brings you to these parts, Crystal?”

She shrugged. “I was just out for a jog, walking my dog. Enjoying the day. It certainly is a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

Chase nodded, while Sarah fished a spray-bottle out of her bag. “It sure is. Fall is a beautiful time around here. I never could appreciate beauty being in the city. There really isn’t that much beauty in Baltimore, unless you consider graffiti beautiful.”

“The colors of the leaves are like God’s graffiti,” Sarah added.

“Thanks,” Chase replied sarcastically. “Now I’ll never be able to enjoy the fall leaves again. I’ll only be able to think of God being doped-up with a giant spray-paint bottle.”

“Sorry,” she replied, chuckling softly.

All the while, Crystal had been eyeing what Sarah was doing to Chase. “Are you giving him a haircut?” she asked, with a slightly disgusted tone of voice.

Sarah nodded, giving her a look. “Isn’t that what it looks like I’m doing?” she said sarcastically.

Crystal said to Chase, sounding somewhat insulted, “Guys hair is sacred space. Not just anyone can fool around with it, and I thought I was the only girl who could touch your hair.”

“Do you give haircuts?” Chase replied, a slight smile coming to his lips. He was both amused and honored by his girlfriend’s jealousy.

“Well, no…but I could try.”

“That’s exactly what Sarah’s doing – she’s trying. Is she succeeding?”

Crystal went around in front of Chase to get a good look at him. “No. You look hideously ugly,” she said, jokingly.

“Geez, people!” Chase shouted in mock frustration. “Are you all trying to give me a complex or something? Is it really that bad?” He looked to Danny for his opinion.

Danny nodded solemnly, trying to stifle a smile. “It really is that bad.”

Chase could only roll his eyes. “I guess I’ll be wearing a hat for the next few weeks,” he said resignedly.

Danny laughed. “And on that note,” he said, turning, “I need to leave. I’ve got homework to do. See you all later.” With that, he walked away.

He could hear Chase’s voice call out, “See you later…ouch!”

Sarah’s voice commented nonchalantly, “I hope you didn’t need that ear.”

Laughing, Danny called out as he walked away, “That’s sick!”

A minute later, Sarah was done with the haircut. She gathered up her things and told Chase, “There you are. You look great.”

“Thanks much,” he replied. “How much money do I owe you?”

Sarah waved it off. “Not a thing. Trust me, it was my pleasure to cut your hair. We had some pretty funny discussions.”

“Yeah, we did, didn’t we?” Chase replied with a smile, gazing off at the sun which had dipped just below the tree-line. Glancing at his watch, he exclaimed, “Yikes, it’s getting pretty late. I’d better go home.”

“So should I; I’ve got dinner to cook,” Sarah agreed.

Crystal nodded as well, so the three of them split up and went their separate ways.

During a delicious dinner of fried chicken, Bryce commented to Chase upon noticing his new look, “Did you get a haircut today?”

Chase nodded. “Yeah. How does it look?”

“Ugly.”

Drew burst out laughing.

“Just kidding,” Bryce added quickly. “You look fine.”

Chase tried to frown as best as he could. “My ego is completely destroyed today. You’re the third person that’s told me I’m ugly.”

“You’re not only ugly,” Drew added, “You’re fat, you’re ugly, and no one likes you.”

“Drew!” Mrs. Trigger exclaimed angrily.

Chase, however, laughed. “Ahh, the Triple Crown of insults. You got that from me, didn’t you?”

Drew nodded, beaming that he had just insulted one of his brother’s friends.

Chase just shook his head, smiling.

~ 3 ~

The week passed uneventfully. Chase was adjusting well to living in the Triggers’ house. There was no more magic going on; at least, Chase didn’t see any. Apparently Mr. and Mrs. Trigger told their children not to practice any black magic while Chase was around. Even though they were pagans, at least they were polite.

On Thursday, however, something did happen. Something strange and disconcerting.

It all started after dinner. Once the table was cleared off and the dishes were done and the food was put away, everyone headed upstairs, one by one, until only Chase was alone at the dining room table. He didn’t mind, though, since he had homework to do. He had a big biology test on Friday, and he needed to know his genus and species name for over thirty different plants and animals. He opened the book and sat at the table, going over the material again and again to try and get it into his head.

He had been at this task for about a half of an hour when he heard a friendly voice call out to him, “Would you like to come with us tonight, Chase?”

Glancing up from his book, he was surprised to see Bryce standing before him, looking quite sharp. He had apparently just showered (judging by the fact that his hair was wet and combed), and he was wearing a nice pair of khakis with a white polo shirt, covered by a red sweater. He looked like he was going to a fancy restaurant, but since they had already eaten dinner, that option was out of the question. Chase had a bad feeling about this; he could only wonder where he was going that he was so dressed up for.

Cautiously he asked, “Might I ask where you’re headed? You’re awfully dressed up.”

Bryce nodded. “Actually I’m pretty dressed down; you should see my sisters. But we’re…” he paused, knowing that Chase wouldn’t be thrilled with the reply. “We’re going to our coven. Would you like to come?”

Chase didn’t know what a coven was, but he had a premonition that it had something to do with the Neo-Pagan Revolution. “Uh…no thanks. I’m not interested.”

Bryce shrugged, since he had been expecting that reply. “Okay, suit yourself. I just thought you’d like to see what we’re really all about. But that’s okay, maybe another time.” He turned and began to walk away, saying, “Don’t wait up for us. We’ll be back pretty late.”

Chase said nothing. He had an overwhelming desire to pray as he watched his friend walk away.

‘But I don’t believe in God,’ he reminded himself.

He heard some rustling going on in the foyer, as if everyone in the family was donning coats and jackets for their evening excursion. Shortly, however, he heard the door open and shut, and the whole house was quiet. The Triggers were gone.

It was an eerie feeling to be in the dark, creepy old house all alone. He looked around the tall dining room, feeling very lonely and afraid.

‘This is ridiculous,’ he reminded himself. ‘There’s nothing here that could harm me in any way.’

He tried to resume his studies. He was reading about leaf lettuce, trying to memorize its Latin name, when he heard a thump coming from the kitchen.

He immediately leapt up from his seat, ready to run, his heart beating furiously.

‘Wait a second,’ his rational side countered. ‘That was probably only the ice in the freezer shifting around. What am I getting so worked up about?’

Telling himself this over and over again seemed to work. He sat back down and tried to breathe calmly for a minute or two, to calm his heart down. After three minutes of this, sitting in silence listening with the ears of a cat, he calmed down enough to resume studying.

Then there was an even louder thump directly above him, in the master bedroom, followed by a slow, long creak.

In a flash Chase was out of his chair and out the door, not even bothering with a coat despite the frigid weather outside.

‘This is crazy,’ he thought to himself as he stormed off the porch and down their driveway. ‘I’ll never get any studying done tonight. I’m just too wired by all the noises in that freaky old house.’

He really had no idea where he could, or should, be going. He briefly considered going to Matt Anconquista’s house, but he didn’t know where he lived. He just didn’t want to be in that house all alone. For all he knew (and in fact, he suspected), the house was haunted or cursed. Heck, pagans lived there – that’s enough ground to believe that their house is enchanted. He wasn’t about to spend any time alone in a house that might have something lurking in the closets…

He, once again, was filled with an irresistible urge to pray.

‘Maybe I should go home and get that necklace…’ he thought, referring to the Rosary that Mike had given him. ‘Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I should probably tell Lisa where I’m staying, anyway. Besides, I have some belongings at home that I need to get.’

He started heading towards Windsor Knolls, wishing that he had brought his jacket. It was darn cold out there.

It was half-past seven, already dark, when the Triggers’ minivan arrived at the end of a long gravel driveway. About seven other cars were parked at the end of the driveway, and their minivan pulled in beside the last one. The funny thing about the driveway is that there was nothing at the end of it. No house, no shed, nothing; just a trail that led through the forest. The Triggers all piled out of their vehicle, and after locking it up, began to hike along the trail.

The well-worn path led them, single-file, across a land bridge that separated two fairly large ponds. Once they were off the land bridge, there was a stairway that led up a steep hill. They slowly climbed the stairs. Upon reaching the top, they were out of the forest, and in the midst of a well-manicured field of grass. The field was sharply slanted, since they came in on the slope of a hill. To their left, the hill sloped up until it reached a crest, where the rest of the Revolution was gathered, circling themselves around a bonfire.

The Triggers quickly hiked up the hill to the top, where they were warmly greeted by the rest of the members of the Revolution.

Jason and Andrea were there, standing side-by-side in the shadows behind the other members of the Revolution. They were both dressed completely in black clothing, with an evil look painted across their faces.

The crest of the hill was a truly beautiful sight. It overlooked much of Windsor Knolls, and many people in their houses could glance out their windows and see the bonfire from a distance. From atop the hill, one could look out at the forest behind them, where they came from, and on a sunny day, a person could gaze upon the Appalachian Mountains and even Mount Saint Michael’s College from their perch on the tall hill.

On top of the hill, four candles were already lit, and they had been placed carefully on the north, south, east, and west sides of the hill. Nearer towards the north side of the circle was a small altar set up. On the altar was a small mound of salt, a goblet of water, a lit candle, and a thurible of incense. The diameter from the north side of the circle to the south side was about fifty feet.

After about ten minutes of mulling around, the group began to quiet down and take their places on the outside of the large circle, forming a semi-circle around the circle, leaving the North side vacated of people. Once everyone was completely silent, a man dressed completely in black came up over the crest of the hill from the north side, and stood at the altar in silence. The man was the High Priest, and he was carrying with him a heavy athame.

Two minutes of silence ensued, before the High Priest scooped up some salt in his hand, and solemnly proceeded to the south candle. He intoned in a loud voice the following haunting cry:

“Creature of Salt, where thou art cast, no spell or adverse purpose last.

Not in complete accord with me, as I do will, so mote it be.”

He sprinkled the salt at the base of the candle as he said this. Returning to the altar, he picked up the water and processed to the west candle. Here he anointed the ground with the water, while saying,

“Creature of Water, where thou art cast, no spell or adverse purpose last.

Not in complete accord with me, as I do will, so mote it be.”

After this, he went back to the altar. He took the candle from the altar and went to the east candle. Waving the candle above the ground, he called out:

“Creature of Fire, this charge I lay, no evil in thy presence stay.

Not in complete accord with me, as I do will, so mote it be.”

He returned to the altar and took the incense to the north candle, saying,

“Creature of Air, this charge I lay, no evil in thy presence stay.

Not in complete accord with me, as I do will, so mote it be.”

Returning the thurible to the altar, he stepped back and proclaimed in a loud voice, in unison with the entire assembled throng:

“Oh gracious Cerridwen, goddess of all things, be with us here as we celebrate your season.

“Oh Great Cernunnos, god of nature, be with us here as we celebrate your season.”

Just then, a bell rang three times from out in the distance. The High Priest made the sign of the pentagram with his athame, before facing the eastern candle and calling out to one of the pagan gods, “All hail to thee Amaetheon!”

The assembled throng cried out in one voice, “So mote it be!”

The Priest then turned to the South and called out again, this time to Govannon. The people responded in the same manner. The Priest then moved on to the west and the north, invoking the protection and help of the gods of Dylan and Hu. Finally, after this was completed, he returned the athame to the altar, laying it so that the tip pointed to the west.

There was another moment of silence, before Jason stepped forward into the circle and apart from the rest of the congregation. By the light of the western candle, he read off of a paper the following reading:

“We have seen God purify Himself, spiritualize Himself still more, become paternal, compassionate, a benefactor of the human race, a philanthropist, but nothing could save Him! Don’t you hear the bells? Down on your knees! The sacrament is being carried to a dying God!”

He paused for a moment before resuming. “Now this God is dead! You higher men, this God was your greatest danger. It is only since He lay in the grave that you have risen again. Only now the great noon-tide comes; only now the higher man becomes lord!”

He stepped back into his place in complete silence, before the priest began to intone over and over again, “E Ho Evom Him!”

Gradually, the people began to take up the strain. “E Ho Evom Him! E Ho Evom Him!” was chanted louder and louder, until it resounded and echoed throughout the entire forest.

The incantation resonated over and over again, filling the circle with powerful, diabolical spirits. It was these spirits who were being invoked, and as usual, they came with their evil to spread among the assembled throng.

Finally, the High Priest picked up the athame from the altar and traced the sign of the pentagram in the air. The incantations slowed to a halt, and when everything was silent again, the Priest called out, “Within this sacred grove will our goddess dance among us. Only when, at last, the spirit of Diana is with her children shall thou be free.”

All responded, “So mote it be!”

The High Priest then turned from the people, who all faced to the north. The Priest prayed in a loud voice:

“There ye shall assemble, who are feign to learn all sorceries who have not yet won my deepest secrets. To these I will teach that which is as yet unknown. And ye shall be free from all slavery and as a sign that ye be really free, ye shall be naked in your rites and ye shall sing, feast, make music and love, all in my presence.

“For mine is the ecstasy of the spirit and mine is also the joy of the earth. For to this end I have given you a new law, which is love. Keep yourselves undefiled, and strive ever towards the highest ideals. Let neither fear of death, nor fear of life, keep you from these ideals. For yours is the Cup of the Wine of Life, which is the giver of immortality. I give knowledge of the Eternal, and beyond death I give peace and freedom. I demand no sacrifice, no oblation, no gifts, for I am above all as Mother of all, and my love is poured out upon the earth.”

Mrs. Trigger intoned from her place in the circle, “Behold! All acts of love and pleasure are from myself; therefore, let there be beauty and strength, power and compassion, honor and humility, mirth and reverence within you forever. For behold, I have been with thee from the beginning, and I am that which is attained at the end of desire.”

At this, the congregation burst out into a low incantation of “E Ho Evom Him!”

While the incantation was being murmured, the high priest went over to the fire and knelt before it. Taking in his hands a chalice of water and wine, he blessed it using beautiful words. After doing so, he put it down and raised a small loaf of bread, again blessing it with a haunting phrase.

After doing so, the crowd grew silent. The Priest took the chalice and the loaf, and moving to the four candles, poured a bit of the wine and crumbled a bit of the bread onto the ground, in an oblation to the Four Winds. After he had done this, he placed the remaining bread in the fire, and he consumed the remaining wine.

Almost on cue, the wind blew out each of the four candles. The priest closed the coven with the words, “By this holy flame, the circle disappears and can be found no more. All things as they were from the beginning of time, except the acts worked here within, by ritual and rhyme.”

The coven was then over. As in many pagan rituals, they borrowed heavily from the Catholic rites of Holy Mass, in a sideways manner. However, this coven was anything but holy. The devils that were leashed upon the world in this ritual would remain here on the earth for years to come, trying viciously to condemn souls to the eternal damnation of Hell.

Chase was dreadfully cold by the time he reached his old house. It had been a twenty-minute walk, and he was quite underdressed for the occasion. He wasn’t surprised to find all of the lights off in the house, but as he drew closer, he was surprised to see that on the front lawn, a “For Sale” sign was posted.

‘Tom must’ve been arrested,’ he guessed, ‘And without his income, Lisa probably couldn’t afford the house,’ he reasoned as he walked by the sign and onto the front porch.

Chase was vastly surprised that the front door opened on the first try. ‘Hmm, if no one’s home, how come the door is open?’ he wondered, flicking on the lights in the foyer. He took one step and stopped, because he heard a crunching noise. Looking down, he gasped when he saw that the same broken shards of glass were still lying on the foyer floor, in a pool of liquor. “Why has no one cleaned this up yet?” he said aloud, as a creepy feeling started to overwhelm him. “What’s going on here?”

He stood there for a moment, staring into the house, which looked particularly intimidating because of the shadows cast by the one solitary light. Not a sound came from any living creature in the house, including Chase, who had been holding his breath.

Slowly, Chase exhaled. ‘Something’s not right here,’ he thought, but he managed  to overcome his fear and step over the broken glass. He proceeded to the stairs and ascended, flicking on the stairwell light as he went up. He soon went to his old room, and discovered that nothing had been disturbed in the room. It looked exactly like it had when he last left it, almost a week prior.

Quickly, Chase grabbed an old duffel bag that was stored beneath his bed, and he began to shove his few belongings into it. Mainly he packed his clothing, with a few other personal items. When he got to the Rosary, sitting on his dresser, he paused for a moment to look at it once more.

The beads seemed to shimmer in a glistening white color because of the moonlight streaming through the window of the darkened room. For some reason, it seemed to be almost enchanting to Chase. After staring at it for a minute, he decided to put it in his pocket, instead of his duffel bag.

He finished piling his clothing into the bag and zipped it up. Then he stood there, wondering if there was anything else he should grab before he left.

Standing there in the moonlight, he began to feel a creepy feeling come over him once again. It began to cover him like a cloak, becoming heavier and heavier by the minute. There was something about being in this house – and the Trigger’s house, as well – that made Chase feel on edge.

It was a diabolical presence that made Chase feel this way, but he wasn’t aware of this presence. The only reason that the devil was unable to attack Chase was because he was carrying the blessed Rosary on his person.

Still, Chase was uneasy about being there in his old house. ‘I’ve got to get out of here!’ he thought urgently, making his way to the door of his room.

His heart was racing from the unseen presence as he ran down the stairs, flicking off the lights and grabbing his jacket, which was hanging on the coat rack near the door, on the way out.

Once outside in the crisp night air, Chase stood on his front lawn and put down his duffel bag, in order to put on his jacket. He gazed once more upon the façade of his old house, wondering what that mysterious feeling was. This was the second time he had felt terrified, for no good reason, in a deserted house that evening.

He had no way of knowing that the devils that had been loosed upon the world through the coven atop the hill were now prowling around Windsor Knolls, looking to wreak havoc on the lives of unsuspecting souls.

‘That was weird,’ he thought, shaking off the creepy feeling. Once his jacket was on, he picked up his duffel bag, and wondered where else he should go that evening. After all, it was only about eight-thirty. ‘I’m not going back home,’ he thought. ‘The Triggers’ house gives me the willies. I guess I can just go to the park and hang out for a while.’ And so that is what he did.

After the coven, and after everyone else had dispersed, Jason and Andrea approached the High Priest, who was de-vesting at the edge of the forest.

The High Priest looked up when he heard them coming, acknowledging them with a nod of his head.

It was Jason who spoke first. “Good evening, sir. If I could have a moment of your time, Andrea and I have something that we need to discuss with you.”

The High Priest finished taking off his robes and looked at them unemotionally. He appeared, to them, to be sizing them up. Finally, he spoke in a low voice, “Speak then.”

Jason was a bit afraid of the man, although he was not physically large or dominating in any sense. He knew, however, that the High Priest knew all sorts of black magic, which he has been known to use upon anything with which he was dissatisfied.

Timidly, he began. “I know it isn’t our place to be saying this sort of thing, but both Andrea and I feel that the Revolution is acting too slowly in achieving its goal.”

The man looked silently at them for a minute, showing no emotion on his face. Finally, he said quietly, “You are correct in saying that it isn’t your place to meddle in such matters. However, I will hear you out. Why do you say such things?”

“Sir, we have the Amulet. I thought this guaranteed our success. So what are we waiting for?”

“Young Jason,” he replied, his eyes boring into them, “Our goal of eliminating all of the remains of Christendom is much more difficult than simply leading a crusade to kill all of the Christians. Do you know what happens when you cut down a thistle plant?”

“Sure,” he replied darkly, not understanding what this had to do with anything. “It will grow back.”

“The same is true with Christianity. If you cut it down, it will simply grow back, but not only that, it will grow back thicker and stronger than before. If you simply cut down the Christians without pulling out their roots, they will return, more powerful, leading more souls astray on the path that they call Righteousness.”

“So how are we to do it? How do we eliminate Christians? It seems that a massacre is a great idea.”

“It isn’t. Remember that our purpose isn’t just to kill Christians, but it is to lead all souls into the domination of our Dark Master. If we kill Christians, we’ve lost souls that could be put to better use if they were damned.”

Jason nodded, frowning. “I understand what you’re saying, but with all due respect, you still haven’t told us how we are to accomplish this task.”

The man was silent. Instead of replying, he slowly reached down and picked up the athame that was lying at his feet. He held the weapon in both of his hands, examining the blade, and seemingly ignoring the two youths standing before him.

“Uh, sir?” Andrea said softly, trying to bring the High Priest’s attention back to the matter at hand.

He set the athame back at his feet. “All in due time, all in due time,” he said calmly.

At this, Jason became slightly annoyed. “Sir, you have been saying that ever since you acquired the Amulet. If something doesn’t happen soon, Andrea and I might take matters into our own hands.”

The High Priest looked at him sternly, striking fear in Jason’s heart. “Do your own will, and you can consider yourselves anathema. I am here to do the will of the one whose mediator I am. It is he whom you speak against when you say such things.”

Jason thought it prudent not to say anything else. He returned the priest’s stern gaze with a glare of his own, before walking away. Andrea followed her boyfriend, not bothering to glance at the priest as she went her way.

The priest watched them both depart through the forest. After they were out of sight, he went back over to the bonfire, which was now down to only a few glowing embers. Staring at the embers, he began to scry.

Scrying is a technique that had been employed for thousands of years by pagan worshippers. It involves gazing into an object, such as a glowing ember, to still the conscious mind, and thereby allowing contact with the psychic mind.

The High Priest was an expert at scrying, as he had been doing it for many years. In a minute his conscious mind was still, and a voice spoke to him from within his mind.

“Greetings, my good and faithful servant. What is it that you request from me today?”

The priest smiled when he heard the voice of the demon that had been within him for quite some time. The demon was a frequent companion of his, and one that he contacted often to gain wisdom in the ways of magick and the pagan arts.

“Dark Master, I have a query for you this night.”

“Speak,” the demon commanded, his voice comforting.

“We are in possession of the Amulet of Yendor, if I am correct. How, then, is it that we have not made more progress towards our goal?”

The devil laughed a diabolical, gruff laugh. “You ask me a question that you have just been asked! How intriguing!”

The priest only focused harder on the ember, ignoring the devil’s comment.

“I will tell you,” the creature within responded after a moment. “There is more resistance from the Side of Truth in this place. We are still not strong enough; a few of those Christians are resisting the urge to join the Darkness. This is enough to break our power. Be patient; they cannot last much longer.”

“Thank you, O Master,” the High Priest replied, turning his gaze from the ember and breaking his connection with the otherworld. As he walked out of the circle, he gazed around at the town of Windsor Knolls, from high atop the hill.

“Just think,” he said out loud to himself, darkly cheerful, “Someday soon all of those souls will be ours!”

Until then, he was willing to be patient.

~ 4 ~

The next day was Friday, October eleventh. The Connors had just sat down to dinner, along with Father Farmer, who had spent the day involved in prayer and the visitation of the sick and elderly. Everyone was tired from their labors that day, and they were grateful for the respite that dinner afforded them.

After a blessing given by Fr. Farmer, the family proceeded to eat.

“So how was everyone’s day?” Greg started out, stabbing a piece of a baked potato on his plate.

“Wonderful, dear,” Susan answered, automatically, as she cut up her chicken filet.

“And you, Catherine?”

Catherine took a sip of her milk before responding. “Same old, same old. High school is getting dull, mainly because I’m really getting a bad case of senioritis. I can’t wait for this year to end so I can get on with my life!”

Greg chuckled at this, recalling his own senior year of high school. It was, for him, a great experience which he didn’t want to ever end, but he could understand his daughter’s impatience. After all, being homeschooled, she didn’t have the opportunity for so many of the things that normal students look forward to: senior prom, graduation, all those great transitions in life. These things are one of the major sacrifices that need to be made by anyone courageous enough to be home-schooled for high school.

“Don’t slack off,” her father encouraged with a smile. “Just remember to do all things to the best of your ability, even if it’s completely useless like your senior year in high school.”

“Dear!” his wife exclaimed, playfully slapping him on his arm. “That’s not encouraging, to tell her that nothing she’s now doing will make any difference in life.”

“Well, how much do you remember from your senior year? I don’t remember much, except that I spent most of the time partying and hanging out with friends. I can’t even remember one single thing that I learned in school during that time. Although, I did learn a lot of other stuff. Like how to do laundry. That’s an essential part of any college student’s life.”

“You didn’t learn how to do laundry, you learned how to put off doing your laundry,” his wife shot back with a smile. “You washed your clothes, what, once a month?”

Greg shrugged. “I figure, hey, there are two sides to every article of clothing. Therefore, if you turn them all inside out and wear them twice, you only have to do your laundry half as often!”

Fr. Farmer and Catherine moaned good-naturedly.

“That’s disgusting,” the holy priest commented, faintly smiling. “And it really doesn’t make for good dinner table discussions.”

“Sorry,” Greg apologized. “Let’s change the subject. So, Father, how was your day today?”

Fr. Farmer looked very serene as he replied, “My day went well. After Mass and morning prayers, I visited a few parishioners who are in nursing homes. That’s always a sad task; I am sometimes the only visitor to most of the residents in that place. Sometimes I’m the only thing that stands between them and euthanasia.”

Greg thought it remarkable that the priest looked so calm after going through such an emotionally draining experience as visiting the dying.

The priest then continued. “But I’m truly grateful to the Lord that He has allowed me, in His generosity, to bring a bit of hope and cheer in the lives of such forgotten people.”

“I sure hope I never end up in a place like that, forgotten and suffering,” Catherine commented soberly.

Fr. Farmer looked at her gently. “That’s what every person says when they’re young, including the residents of those nursing homes.”

Noticing that the conversation was taking a depressing turn, Greg changed the topic once more. “Father, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

“Go ahead,” he replied, taking a bite of his chicken.

“Have you considered asking Archbishop Bannon if you could be reinstated?”

The priest was silent for a while, chewing thoughtfully. Finally he replied not unkindly, “Why? Are you kicking me out?”

“No, no, not at all,” Greg answered hastily. “You’re always welcome in our home. I just thought that it might be best if you were reinstated in the diocese, so that you can resume your pastorship of St. Theresa’s. I’ve heard that the parish is really suffering in your absence.”

Fr. Farmer decided to level with his host. “Greg, let me explain to you a little bit of how this diocese works. First of all, for me to be reinstated, it would almost certainly require that I apologize for the sermon that got me kicked out in the first place, which I would never do. Even if I were to apologize, I might not be reinstated because the diocese is almost totally under command of the federal government. If, by the grace of God, I was reinstated, I would almost certainly end up in some parish out in the mountains of Western Maryland. That seems to be the land of exile for any priests who create any waves in the diocese. Although that isn’t a bad option, my place is here – with my people in St. Theresa’s parish. If you would prefer, I am open to the option of myself getting my own apartment. But I wouldn’t feel right apologizing to the diocese for preaching the truth, so there would be no way that I could ever be reinstated.”

Greg was silent for a minute, mulling this over. At length he questioned, “Isn’t it wrong, though, that you aren’t beneath a bishop?”

“I am still under a bishop – Archbishop Bannon. Remember, I’m not technically excommunicated, because only the Pope can do that, and the Pope isn’t going to back up Bannon in this case. So I’m still technically a priest of this diocese, under our bishop. It’s just that the bishop hasn’t given me an assignment, that’s all. I like to think of this as a sabbatical.”

Greg thought for a minute, then shrugged. “Okay. You’re more than welcome to serve your parishioners here. Our house is at your disposal for as long as you want.”

“Thank you,” replied the holy priest, smiling graciously. He knew that it was unlikely that he would ever be reinstated, so the Connor’s house would probably become his permanent residence. All in all, however, it wasn’t a bad place to be. Every night the good priest thanked God for the friendship of this inspiring and generous family; for a roof over his head and food on the table; and for the gift of the holy priesthood.

So it was with the Connors that he remained.

The weekend passed uneventfully, and Monday morning rolled around again, as it always does.

At lunchtime, Joey, Bobby, Sarah, and Charlie sat together as they always did.

“Sarah, I need to talk to you,” Joey began abruptly as he set his tray of cafeteria food down across from her.

Sarah thought it was curious that Joey looked so…concerned, perhaps? It was hard to tell why. “Okay, do you want to go somewhere private?”

“No, this is fine right here. I want Bobby and Charlie to hear this.” He sat down, and everyone was quiet for a moment before he began, speaking intensely, “How’s Chase doing?”

Sarah thought that this was an odd way to start a conversation. “Uh…I don’t know. I guess he’s doing okay. I haven’t really talked to him in a week. Why do you ask?”

“Did you read the papers this morning?”

Sarah shook her head, with growing concern. She had never seen Joey so intense.

“The papers this morning had a small article on page C-12 that said that Tom Talbot is dead. The police apparently found him lying in the middle of the woods out near Harvest Ridge, dead of alcohol poisoning. He had been dead for some time when they found him.”

“So?” Sarah had no idea who Tom Talbot was.

“So Tom was Chase’s foster father!”

Her eyes opened wide in surprise. “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice rising to a crescendo.

Joey nodded. “I know because they live right next to the Connors, so I got to know them a little bit. I’m sure that it was Chase’s foster father they found in the woods.”

There was a silence for a moment, before Sarah slammed her fist on the table. “That makes sense!” she exclaimed. “Remember when we were playing football last weekend, and I tried to call him to see if he could come? His phone lines had been disconnected. Also, there was a ‘For Sale’ sign in front of their house. These things must be connected.”

“I’ll bet that Mrs. Talbot is probably selling the house and moving away, since her husband is now deceased,” Joey theorized. “So what’s going to happen to Chase?”

“Or what has already happened to him?” Sarah added. “He has been getting on the bus at a different stop ever since…ever since last Monday! Perhaps he’s living with someone else?”

“But who could it be?” Joey asked, although he already knew the answer.

Sarah nodded. “Bryce.”

At this, Bobby piped up, “Why do you both care so much? I thought you didn’t like him.”

Joey was silent. That was a good point that his friend brought up. Finally thinking of a reason, he replied, “I’m just trying to do what Mike would do if he were here. I know that Mike would always be concerned about Chase’s soul, especially since he’s hanging out with Bryce.”

Bobby smiled, realizing, “So it’s no longer What Would Jesus Do; it’s now What Would Mike Do?”

“Well, Jesus would probably work some kind of miracle,” Joey added, “Like multiplying loaves and fishes or something like that. We don’t need any bread, we need a conversion!”

 Bobby laughed at this irreverent observation. “Right,” he said sarcastically. “I’m pretty sure Jesus could procure those, too.”

“But to be serious,” Sarah admonished, still concerned about Chase, “What if you’re right, and Chase is staying with Bryce? That would be terrible. Bryce is a bad influence on anyone, especially someone so confused as Chase.”

“Sarah, why don’t you just let Chase choose what he wants to do?” Charlie said seriously. “Why are you so hell-bent on his conversion? Whoops, bad pun.” He laughed at his own joke. “But really, how come you’re so sure that your faith is the right one?” He was saying this partly because he was playing devil’s advocate, but also partly because he believed that no one should force his or her personal morality on anyone else.

“Damn relativists,” Joey muttered under his breath, referring to Charlie, though no one heard him.

Sarah took a deep breath before countering this attack. “Charlie, friends don’t let friends go to Hell…”

“That sounds like it should be on a bumper sticker,” Charlie interrupted sarcastically, enjoying this argument.

“Shut up,” Sarah snarled, surprising everyone else at the table with her tone of voice. She quickly realized what she said, and apologized, “Sorry, Charlie. Hey, I made a pun of my own!”

No one got it.

“It’s from an old tuna fish commercial,” she explained.

Still no one laughed.

Sarah took a deep breath. “Okay, well then. That went over like a lead balloon. But anyway, what were we talking about? Oh yeah, conversions and stuff. Look, we all come from different faith backgrounds here. I’m Methodist, you’re Lutheran, and Joey and Bobby are Catholic. I really don’t want to get into a big theological argument here. But you know what, I daresay that we’re all at least trying to obey the ten commandments, and we’re all trying to follow the straight and narrow, right? But Bryce, I’m pretty sure, is a member of the Revolution. That means he’s kind of disobeying commandment number one, ‘Thou shalt have no other gods before Me,’ remember?”

“Who are you to judge him?” Charlie retorted quickly.

“I’m not judging him, I’m judging his actions. You know the old adage, ‘Love the sinner, hate the sin’? I’m just concerned for his soul, you know. I’m not saying it’s impossible to reach Heaven as a pagan Satan-worshippers…although it’s got to be pretty darn hard. We have more opportunities, as Christians, to love God and be nice to our neighbors.”

“I agree with Sarah,” Joey chimed in. “I think we have a responsibility to help save the souls of our neighbors.”

Charlie gave him a look that said, ‘You should be the one to talk!’, thinking about how often he was so cowardly about his faith. Prudently, however, he kept silent.

“I think I’ll go talk to Chase later today,” Sarah resolved. “I’ll ask him where he’s staying, and I’ll see if there’s any way I can get him to leave Bryce’s house.”

Joey nodded, and the conversation ended right there.

Sarah wasn’t able to talk to Chase that day, which was probably for the better, because Chase wasn’t in a particularly good mood that day. He sat alone on the bus ride home, and when the bus reached the Triggers house, Bryce, Melissa, and he exited the bus and walked to their house in silence.

Once inside the house, Chase went straight to Bryce’s room, not saying a word to anyone. Bryce and Melissa, meanwhile, went into the dining room, where they proceeded to sit down at the table and begin their homework. Drew was already there, working on a math worksheet that his teacher had given him for homework, a steaming mug of hot chocolate by his side. Mrs. Trigger, as well, was there, balancing the checkbook at the dining room table.

 It was a tradition in the Trigger household that everyone would come in after school and gather around the dining room table to do homework, and talk about their day.

Mrs. Trigger looked up from her work when her children sat down at the table. “Bryce! Melissa! Hello!” she greeted, cheerfully, as always. It must have been a genetic thing that Mrs. Trigger was so chronically cheerful, always smiling and being kind to everyone. On this particular day, she asked as Bryce and Melissa slung their backpacks over their chairs, “Would either of you like some hot chocolate?”

They both nodded, so Mrs. Trigger got up and went into the kitchen to prepare some. While she was in there, she asked to her son, “Is Chase around?”

“I don’t know,” came the reply from the dining room. “He was awfully quiet on the way home, and now he’s upstairs, probably in my room. He seemed like he was in a bad mood for some reason.”

“Really? Do you know why?”

Bryce shrugged, but since you can’t see a shrug through a wall, he added, “Beats me.”

Being the good mother she was, Mrs. Trigger immediately wondered what could be troubling Chase. ‘Maybe I should go see if he wants to talk about anything…’ she mused, filling two mugs with water for the hot chocolate. ‘Yeah, I probably should. Especially since Chase is an orphan, he probably needs a motherly influence in his life.’ With that, she quietly intoned, “Continuare,” to use a bit of magic to cause the hot chocolate to continue making itself, and she went upstairs to check on Chase.

Chase was lying on his makeshift bed, which was nothing more than a mattress, a sheet, and a blanket, on the floor of Bryce’s room. He was staring at the ceiling, trying not to think of his day.

There was a knock on the door. Without changing his expression, he said, “Come in.”

The door opened a crack, and Mrs. Trigger’s face appeared. “Just checking to see how you’re doing,” she said, smiling softly. “I noticed you didn’t join us downstairs at the table.”

Chase rolled over, so not to face Mrs. Trigger. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

As all good mothers know, the words “I don’t want to talk about it” really gives permission for parents to be nosy. Mrs. Trigger opened the door all the way and came in. She sat down on Bryce’s bed and didn’t say anything for a while, just looking at the boy lying on the floor. She was experienced enough at parenting that she knew he’d eventually tell her everything that’s bothering him.

Surely enough, after about two minutes of silence, Chase rolled back over to face the woman. “Are you just going to sit there until I tell you what’s wrong?” he asked unemotionally.

“Exactly,” she replied with a disarming laugh. “You’re getting to know me pretty well.”

Chase, however, didn’t laugh. He was looking worried, in fact, which was odd since he was normally a very carefree fellow. He looked at her for another minute, trying to decide whether he could trust this woman, who was really no more than a stranger to him. Even though he had lived with her for over a week, he was still uncomfortable with how much she was trying to be a mother to him, although he needed one desperately. He still didn’t know how she would react to what he was about to tell her.

Finally, he took a deep breath and decided to tell her everything. “Mrs. Trigger, you’ve been so nice to me for the time that I’ve known you, but…” Something was holding him back from finishing the sentence. Instead, he finished it in his mind, ‘…but I don’t want to live here anymore.’ Although the Triggers had treated Chase like one of the family, he still felt very uncomfortable about living in a house of people who he really didn’t know that well, and who were known to be members of the Neo-Pagan Revolution.

“But what?” Mrs. Trigger gently prodded. There was another period of silence, as Chase tried to quickly decide what to say to her.

Mrs. Trigger looked away, so not to make the boy feel like he was under scrutiny. She looked around the floor of the room, which was a total disaster area; the rug itself was hardly visible underneath the scattering of books, papers, a few pieces of sports equipment, dirty clothes, and all sorts of other jetsam and flotsam.

It was then that she spied something on top of everything else that caught her eye. It was a piece of paper, but it had a big red “F” written atop it. Mrs. Trigger bent down and picked it up.

After gazing at it for a moment, she turned to Chase and asked, “Is this the big biology test that you took last Friday?”

Chase nodded somberly, looking very unhappy.

“So is this why you’re so upset? Because you failed the test?”

“Yes,” he lied. He was good at lying, so Mrs. Trigger never suspected the real reason why Chase was unhappy: he didn’t want to continue living with the Triggers.

Mrs. Trigger gazed long at the test, before abruptly standing up and exclaiming, “You really didn’t study for this test too much, did you?”

Chase shrugged. “I guess not. It was kind of hard to study last Thursday, ‘cause this house was giving me the creeps.”

Mrs. Trigger nodded sympathetically. “I know, this house can be frightening if you haven’t lived in it for a while.” She resumed her previous energy level and continued. “But if you want, I can arrange for you to retake the test, since it wasn’t your fault that you failed.”

‘That woman’s good cheer is amazing,’ Chase thought to himself, as he found himself beginning to smile. “How?” he asked, with a glimmer of hope.

She shrugged. “Well, I’ll just…” she said, trying to think quickly. “Okay, I’ve got it. I’ll just call the teacher and explain the situation. I’m sure that she can be reasonable and let you retake the test.”

“Sure,” Chase said, a grin beginning to spread across his face.

“Not only that,” she continued, “We’ll all help you study. I know you’re intelligent, Chase. You can get good grades if you really try.”

Chase nodded. There was something contagious about this lady’s attitude that brightened up his day. Perhaps it was her energy, or her kindness. Whatever it was, Chase was beginning to rethink his desire to leave the Triggers’ house. ‘Maybe I could learn to live with these people,’ he thought, almost gladly. ‘Maybe these people could even one day become my family.’ Oh, how he desired that – to have a family that accepted him, understood him, wanted him. Even though these people were fairly strange, and perhaps they were even devil worshippers, they were beginning to be like a family to Chase.

“I think I’ll go call the school right now,” Mrs. Trigger continued. “What was your teacher’s name?”

“Mrs. Thornton,” Chase responded.

“Okay, I’ll go call Mrs. Thornton now,” she said on her way out of the room.

Once she was out, Chase sat up and shook his head, amazed that devil worshippers could be such nice people. Although he was still uncomfortable with their house, and their black cat (aptly named “Lucy” – short for “Lucifer”), and their religion (or whatever it was – way of life, so they called it), he was slowly warming up to the idea of having these people as a kind of surrogate family.

Ten minutes later, Mrs. Trigger burst through the door again, smiling widely. “Good news, Chase,” she announced. “Mrs. Thornton was a very nice woman, and she was willing to let you retake the test on Wednesday.”

“That’s great,” Chase replied happily, but with less energy than Mrs. Trigger had.

“It is indeed. Well, you’d better start hitting those books if you want to get a good grade. If you want any help studying, I’d be more than happy to quiz you.” She turned and started towards the door, but abruptly stopped and turned around. “By the way, if you want any hot chocolate, I have some made for you downstairs at the kitchen table.”

Chase smiled. He could have really used some hot chocolate right then. “Thanks, don’t mind if I do.” He grabbed his Biology textbook before following her out of the room and downstairs.

On Wednesday, Sarah came up to Chase after Biology class, as the boy was at his locker. She cornered him, in a sense, and began to question him.

“Hey Chase, how’s life going at home?” she asked, with nary a hint of accusation or unkindness in her voice.

He grabbed the books he needed for the next class and stood up to face her, closing the locker by kicking the door shut. “Oh, hey Sarah. How ya doing?”

“I’m fine. Hey, let’s walk and talk,” she suggested, starting to walk in the direction of Chase’s next class. Chase walked along side of her. “So, Chase, I read in the papers the other day that your dad died. I’m very sorry.”

Chase gave her a funny look. No one had told him about Tom’s death, and since Chase rarely read the paper (unless he was truly bored), he had no way of knowing.. “Really? I haven’t heard about it…” As soon as these words escaped his mouth, he realized that they were a mistake.

“You don’t know about the death of your own father?” Sarah countered, seizing the opportunity to force Chase to be honest with her.

Chase stopped walking and looked up to the fluorescent lights in the ceiling, trying to avoid his friend’s piercing gaze. “Okay, Sarah. You’ve got me trapped. What else do you know, and what else do you want me to tell you?”

“Well, I know you’re not living at home anymore, and if I had to bet money on it, I’d guess you’re staying with Bryce’s family. Am I right?”

Chase nodded, still not looking her in the eye.

“So are they really members of the Revolution?”

Again Chase nodded, not saying a word.

“So why are you staying with them? Don’t you know that it’s not safe for you our your soul to live there?”

“And why not?” Chase replied, harshly. “They’re a hell of a lot nicer than your parents, let me say that.”

Sarah was quiet for a second before saying, “Nice people go to hell, too.”

Chase was growing impatient with this conversation. “Have you anywhere better for me to live? Your house, perhaps? I’d be willing to come live with you folks.”

Sarah was quiet, for once having nothing to say. She knew that her parents would never allow Chase into their house.

“See?” Chase finished, growing angry. “Look, Sarah, most people see me as a life that can just be thrown away; that I’m no good because I used to be in jail. I’ve had to deal with this all my life. I’ve always been an outsider; I’ve never fit in anywhere. So now, I’ve finally found a family who will accept me for who I am, and I’m not going to give this up for the whole world.”

At first, Sarah was taken aback by this outburst, but she could see something deeper than his external anger – an old wound, that she had just reopened. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

Chase shook her off and looked away. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone off on you like that. I know you’re only trying to look out for me, but I really can handle myself.”

Sarah nodded, trying to understand what was going on in the beautiful, confused mind of his. “All right, I’ll get off your case. But if there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know.”

“Thanks, Sarah. You’re a good friend.” There was true sincerity in the way that he said this.

Sarah smiled and looked at him for a minute before bursting out, “You’re not going to do something sappy, like hug me, are you?”

Chase grinned. “Only if you wanted me to.”

“That’s okay; spare me. I have to get to class anyway, so I’ll see you later!”

“Bye!” he called out, as she walked away.

~ 4 ~

“So, Chase,” Mrs. Trigger began, before shoveling a spoonful of peas into her mouth, “Did you get the results of your make-up test back in Biology?”

Chase nodded, humbly trying to hide a smile. “I did, in fact.”

“And?”

A giant grin broke out across his face. “I got a B plus.”

“That’s excellent!” she gushed, in a friendly way. “I knew you could do it.”

“I couldn’t have done it without your help,” he replied. It was true; Bryce, Melissa, and Mrs. Trigger spent all afternoon on both Monday and Tuesday preparing him for the test by quizzing him with flash cards, drilling everything into his head.

“Quick, Chase,” Bryce said, “What’s the scientific name for frozen peas?”

Chase recited the name without hesitation.

“I’m impressed,” his friend replied, smiling.

“So, Frank,” Mrs. Trigger addressed her husband, on a completely different note, “I was considering talking to the Priest tonight, wondering if I should say something about how slowly we’re proceeding.”

Chase immediately remembered that it was Thursday evening. ‘Oh, no!’ he thought with disdain, ‘They’ve got another coven tonight. I guess I’ll be stuck in the house all alone again tonight.’

“I wouldn’t do that, Mom,” Bryce warned. “I was talking to Jason and Andrea today, and they said that they tried to express their frustration last week, and apparently he threatened them with black magick.”

‘Hmm, maybe I could watch TV tonight,’ Chase thought, completely ignoring the conversation taking place.

“I wouldn’t second-guess the High Priest,” Mr. Trigger agreed. “He’s taking the Revolution where he feels it’s best to go. I would trust his judgement.”

‘I wonder if I could go over Crystal’s house,’ Chase thought, hoping that he could.

“Even so, I wonder why we’re not proceeding with more vigor. I thought that we were now able to do anything we pleased, now that we have the artifact.”

‘Oh, wait, Crystal has judo lessons tonight. Darn it, that cancels that plan,’ Chase mused, disappointed.

“I agree with you, dear. I really do, but I don’t think we should press the issue. If we don’t act within the will of the Master, all will be for naught.”

‘Hmm, maybe I could meet up with Sarah in the park or something, and just hang out…’

“Hey, Chase, want to come tonight to our coven?” Bryce asked, not putting Chase under any obligation or pressure.

Immediately, Chase was about to say no, but soon he became aware of other thoughts in his head. ‘Why not? It couldn’t hurt to expand your horizons.’

‘Hmm, I’ve never thought of it that way before,’ his mind answered. ‘I guess it couldn’t hurt.’

‘Oh, yes it could,’ a bit of grace answered in his mind. ‘You’re dealing with more than mere trickery here. There’s something diabolical going on within the Revolution, and you don’t want any part of it.’

‘Why not?’ his mind countered, playing devil’s advocate (literally), ‘I already know that I don’t believe in God or devils. What could be the harm in a little invoking of the spirit within?’

‘Don’t go, I’m warning you…’

For once in his life, Chase actually listened to his conscience, that little voice of God within his soul. “Sorry, Bryce, but not tonight. I don’t feel like I can take much more weirdness in my life right now.”

“Just what are you insinuating?” Bryce said, raising an eyebrow. “That we are weird?”

“Well, you certainly ain’t normal.”

“But that’s a good thing. We’re all a little different in one way or another. Just look at you. How many people have ever been in jail?” All of the Triggers knew about Chase’s past, although he never discussed it openly. That was just one of those taboo topics in the household.

Chase shrugged. “Different is not the same thing as weird.” Something popped into his head, and he blurted out, “Like, Mother Theresa was different from everyone else, but she certainly wasn’t weird.” As soon as this sentence came out, he wondered where it came from. “Woah, how did I make an analogy with Mother Theresa?” he thought out loud, surprising even himself.

Bryce was quiet for a minute, and Chase couldn’t read his facial expression as to whether he was angry or amused. Finally he replied, with a mixture of both, “Okay, you can be Mother Theresa, and I’ll be happy being weird.”

Drew laughed. “You already are pretty weird, Bryce.”

Chase burst out laughing at this, while Bryce only glared at his brother.

“Peace out, people,” Melissa commented. “Sheesh, Bryce, don’t get so uptight. You know he means that as a complement.”

“No I don’t,” Drew clarified. “He is weird.”

“And you’re not?” Bryce countered.

Chase laughed again at this. “Good comeback,” he said sarcastically to his friend, who was beginning to crack a smile. “Not everyone can insult as well as Drew can.”

Drew was beaming.

“Don’t forget that I’m bigger than you, shrimp,” Bryce said.

Drew smiled triumphantly. “Yes, but I have Mom on my side!” he declared.

“Not if you keep insulting him,” Mrs. Trigger joined in.

Bryce cackled an evil laugh while staring at his brother.

Drew made a squeal like a mouse and jumped into the lap of his mother, who was sitting right next to the little boy.

Bryce, however, grinned. “I’m just kidding, Drew.”

At that moment, Mr. Trigger looked at his watch. “Look at the time,” he exclaimed. “We’d better get going.” With that, everyone got up and started to clear off the table.

That evening, Chase went to the Windsor Knolls park to meet up with Sarah, Danny, and Charlie to play some basketball. The Triggers dropped him off at around quarter after seven, and after that, they all drove to their coven.

Everyone was already there, atop the grand hill that overlooked the town of Windsor Knolls. Before the coven, however, Jason and Andrea once again sought out the High Priest about the status of the Revolution. They found him on the other side of the hill, facing the forest and getting vested in the traditional garb of the Revolution’s High Priesthood.

“Excuse me, sir,” Jason began.

The man wheeled around. Upon recognizing the two youths, he frowned. “Did you want to speak with me?” he growled, knowing exactly what they were about to discuss with him.

“Yes, it’s about the Revolution,” he began timidly.

“Must you bother me with the same question again?” he replied furiously, a strange sort of hell-fire flashing in his eyes. He turned back around and continued vesting. He was already wearing a long white alb, which he tied around the waist with a cincture. A black, hooded cloak lay on the ground in front of him, which he picked up and began to pull over his head.

“I was only wondering if you’ve had any communications with our Master since we last met. Perhaps regarding a certain aspect of the Revolution that we discussed with you last time…”

“No.” There was something very final about the way he said this word.

Shaking, partly from fear and partly from cold, Jason pressed on. “Does that mean that we are not to expect any action soon?”

The High Priest said nothing, but straightened his robes and looked out into the forest, trying to center his mind upon the sacrifice that he was to offer in just a few moments.

After a minute, Jason gave up and started back up to the crest of the hill, followed closely by his girlfriend. “I swear upon the god of Moloch,” he muttered under his breath, “If nothing happens soon, I’m going to take matters into my own hands.”

“What are you planning to do?” Andrea asked, torn between following the High Priest and being loyal to her boyfriend. The High Priest made it clear, at their last coven, that no action was to be taken by any individual member of the Revolution, until the proper time. Disaster could result from disobedience to the High Priest. On the other hand, she didn’t want to betray her boyfriend and go against his will.

“I don’t know; I’ll think of something. But when I joined this damn coven, I was expecting something to happen. If we’re not actively trying to win souls for our Master, how does the High Priest expect the Revolution to destroy the shackles of Christianity?”

“Jason, I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. If the High Priest finds out that you’re planning something behind his back, I know he won’t be too happy, and he might even pronounce you anathema,” that is, cursed, “and cast a spell upon you. I don’t think it’s worth the risk for you to do something behind his back.”

“Andrea,” he replied, reaching the crest of the hill but standing off from the rest of the gathered assembly, “I think the opposite will happen. Once the High Priest sees how many souls we’ve condemned, he’ll have no choice but to congratulate me! Perhaps I’ll even be moved up to the rank of Priest Simplex. Who knows.”

Andrea shrugged. She knew that it was no use in arguing with her boyfriend. Once his mind was made up, there was no changing it.

She only had to decide whether or not she would go along with his crazy and foolish plan.

“So how’d you manage to get permission to hang out with me?” Chase asked, taking a shot from just outside the three-point range. He missed.

Danny got the rebound and took it out. They were all just shooting around, under the lights, before they played a game of basketball.

Sarah laughed nervously. “Well, actually, I didn’t quite tell them that you were going to be here. I only told them that we were playing basketball with Charlie.”

“Oh, so you lied. Is that moral?”

“I think it’s actually called mental reservation, instead of lying. When I said, ‘Danny and I are going to play basketball with Charlie,’ what I meant was, ‘Danny and I are going to play basketball with Charlie and Chase.’ I just left out that last part.”

Chase shrugged. Who was he to question her morality?

Danny shot. Brick.

“Hey, it’s all cool with me,” Chase commented. “You can lie if you want to.”

“Chase, are you doing anything for Halloween?” Sarah asked, dribbling the basketball back to the three-point line.

“I don’t have any plans, but the Triggers might. It’s their big satanic feast day, you know,” he said, tongue in cheek.

She ignored that last comment. “If you’re not doing anything, do you want to go around trick-or-treating with me and Danny?”

“Can I come too?” Charlie asked, looking up from tying his shoelaces.

“Sure. We can have a big trick-or-treating party. It’ll be cool.”

“Aren’t you too old to trick or treat?” Chase asked, curious.

Sarah blushed, although it was hard to tell under the bright lights of the basketball court. “This is my last year, so I want to make it memorable,” she replied. “Besides, I’m only fifteen.”

“Really?” Chase asked, intrigued. “You’re the same age as I am.”

“Hmm…interesting,” Sarah replied. “Were you held back a grade or something like that?”

Chase nodded, slightly embarrassed at having to admit that fact.

“When’s you’re birthday?”

“March 24th,” he replied. “When’s yours?”

“January sixteenth. That means I only have four months left until I can drive!”

“That’s cool,” Chase said, chasing down a loose ball near half-court. “So do you have your learners permit yet?”

Sarah nodded. “Yeah, I got it last week.”

“She’s a crazy driver!” Danny interjected, “Don’t ever be walking along the sidewalk if she’s driving. She’ll probably run you over.”

“Oh, come on, Danny,” Sarah chided, “I’ve only run over two people in the past week. That’s not a lot. Besides, only one of them died.”

She became aware that both Chase and Charlie were giving her horrified looks. Quickly laughing, she said, “I’m just kidding. I didn’t run over anyone.”

“No,” Danny clarified, “But you did run into that little tree that was too stubborn to move.”

Sarah laughed. “I told it to move, but it wouldn’t listen to me. What was I supposed to do?”

“Uh, Sarah, it’s a tree,” Charlie pointed out, keeping a straight face. “It’s not going to move out of your way, I promise.”

“It was just a little dent, people,” Sarah said, vainly trying to defend herself.

“Yeah, right,” her brother countered. “It’s more like a crater.”

“Hey, peace and love, folks,” Chase said, grabbing the basketball out of Danny’s hands. “Let’s play some basketball instead of fighting.”

“Speaking of driving, why were all the Triggers dressed up when they dropped you off?” Charlie asked, making a connection between clothing and cars that only Charlie could make.

“They were on their way…uh…to a religious service.”

Only Charlie and Sarah knew what he meant by that.

“Did they pressure you to come along with them?” Sarah asked cautiously.

“Hey,” Chase said, getting a little ticked off. “You said that you wouldn’t bother me anymore about that.”

 Sarah just looked at him, waiting for an answer to her question.

Chase stared back, but finally relented. “No, they didn’t pressure me, but they did ask me. And I’ve got to admit, I was pretty curious about what they do there.”

“What’re you talking about?” Danny asked, completely lost.

“I’ll tell you about it later,” Sarah said tersely to her brother. Addressing Chase, she asked, “Why didn’t you go?” She was probing, always probing.

Although Chase knew that she was only trying to look out for his best benefit, she was becoming worse than his former foster parents. At least they didn’t keep bugging him about something that they’d already agreed not to talk about. So naturally, Chase waved off her concern, saying, “I don’t know. I just didn’t. Now can we play some basketball.”

Sarah knew that something more was going on inside of him than he had let on, but she wisely let the matter drop. After this, they played a great game of basketball and then just sat around chatting until the Triggers came to pick him back up at nearly ten o’clock.

After Chase had gone, Charlie went home, and Danny and Sarah were all alone on the basketball courts.

“Boy, I’m tired,” Danny said to no one as he picked up his basketball and started to walk home. He got to the edge of the basketball courts before he realized that his sister wasn’t coming. Turning around, he said, “Aren’t you coming home?”

Sarah wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she seemed to be looking in the opposite direction, deep in thought. Finally, she said, “No. I’ve got to do something first.”

“You know that Mom won’t like it if I come home without you.”

Sarah started to walk off in the opposite direction. “I’ll be home soon. Don’t worry about me.”

Her brother briefly wondered what she was going to do, but soon shrugged and walked off, leaving Sarah alone and in the dark on the basketball courts.

Once Danny was far away, Sarah went immediately to the Connor’s house. Knocking on the door, she was greeted by Mr. Connor.

“Sarah!” he exclaimed, vastly surprised to see her standing there. He hadn’t seen her in several months; not since early June, in fact. “What brings you to our doorstep this evening?”

“I need to talk to Father Farmer. Is he here?”

Greg nodded, and let her inside, closing the door behind her. “He’s in the living room.”

Sarah went, by herself, into the living room, which was dark with the exception of a solitary lamp that was lit. Fr. Farmer was sitting on the couch next to the lamp, reading the Office of Readings in the breviary. He looked up when he noticed that Sarah had walked in.

She went over and sat on a couch opposite of Fr. Farmer. “Father, I need to talk to you about something.”

Quietly, thoughtfully, he replied, “How did you know that I was here?” He had been trying to keep low-key, so naturally he was curious as to how the fact that he was residing at the Connor’s residence had gotten out to the public.

“Joey told me that you were here.”

Fr. Farmer nodded thoughtfully. “And may I ask you your name?”

“Oh, sorry. My name is Sarah. I’m a friend of Mike’s.”

Father nodded again and closed his breviary. “I see. What can I do for you tonight?”

“Well, you know Joey, right? Has he mentioned to you anything about a guy named Chase?”

Fr. Farmer pondered for a moment, before replying quietly, “Yes, he did.” He really couldn’t reveal much more, since it was during confession that Joey had mentioned the youth. The holy priest was always careful to respect the seal of confession.

“Good. You know how he used to live next door to you guys?”

The priest nodded, wondering where this conversation was leading.

“Well, in case you didn’t know, he sort of ran away from home, and he’s now living with a family that practices some kind of strange pagan religion.”

“Are they members of the Neo-Pagan Revolution?”

Sarah nodded solemnly. “Yeah. And I’m concerned about him. I think he should try to find a Christian family to stay with, but he’s unwilling to do that. What should I do?”

Fr. Farmer paused for a minute to carefully formulate his response. Evenly, he replied, “I think it would be imprudent for you to force him to do anything. Continue praying for him, and continue witnessing to him. I agree with you that it’s dangerous to be living in that sort of environment, but there’s not much you can do about his situation. He’s the one who needs to take the initiative to find another family.”

“So I shouldn’t do anything?” Sarah asked, surprised and a little disappointed.

“You should pray. I, too, will pray for this youth’s soul. From what I’ve heard about him, he seems to be troubled. Prayer works wonders, you know.”

She shrugged. “I guess so. I just wish that there was something else that I could do…” Her voice trailed off, and she abruptly stood up. “Thanks for the advice. I guess I’ll just keep praying for him.”

Father Farmer smiled. “You’re welcome. I’ll pray for him as well.”

“Thanks,” she replied, heading for the door. “Have a good night, Father.” With that, she left.

Why Sarah chose to go to a Catholic priest with her troubles, when she herself was Methodist, she would never know in this life. The reality, however, was that Fr. Farmer resolved to offer tomorrow’s Mass for Chase, so therefore, Chase was being prayed for during the prayer of infinite value.

Fr. Farmer offered a brief prayer for Chase, and then reopened his breviary and continued to pray.

The next day, Fr. Farmer woke up bright and early at around seven-thirty a.m. After taking a shower, he went into the living room, which he had been using as a makeshift chapel while he was at the Connor’s house. He prayed morning prayer and made a holy half-hour. Following this, he summoned the family (only Susan and Catherine were home), and he proceeded to celebrate Mass, as he did every day at this time.

On this beautiful, crisp Friday morning, the sun was shining brightly on the altar through a picture window. Fr. Farmer had just finished distributing the Most Blessed Sacrament. After purifying the vessels, he sat down and began to make his thanksgiving before the final blessing.

Closing his eyes, he began an intimate dialogue with the Lord of Lords, now within him in a most sublime way. A thought came to him as he was sitting there, a remembrance of a conversation that he had last night…

‘You need to offer this Eucharist up for Chase,’ grace reminded him gently.

He did so, with his eyes closed, and he began to pray for the confused boy.

In his mind’s eye, a picture started to form. It was a picture of a tree, but the tree wasn’t attached to the ground in any way. In fact, it seemed to float a good three feet above the ground.

The holy priest sat in rapt attention to the image that he was privileged to envision.

The scene unfolded before his mind. The tree was swaying in the wind, swaying ever more strongly. In fact, it appeared that the tree was in the midst of some sort of storm. In the odd way of the mind’s eye, he saw that storm clouds have gathered in the sky, and the tree, being not rooted to anything, was close to being blown down.

All of a sudden, however, a rope appeared, taut, trying to pull the tree back to its standing position. Fr. Farmer, in his mind, looked over to see who was pulling the rope.

Standing on a pad of cement, a woman looked like she was pulling the tree back to its upright position. It wouldn’t be proper to call her a woman, though, since she looked like she was a girl, no older than fifteen. She had dark hair, and a dark, Mediterranean complexion.

Fr. Farmer wondered aloud, in his mind, “Why are you even trying to pull that tree back up? You know that you aren’t strong enough.”

The girl didn’t listen to his words. Her hair flying wildly in the violent wind, she kept pulling on the rope, despite the force of gravity trying to slam the tree into the ground. Amazingly, the tree held steady, at a forty-five degree angle to the ground.

“Can I help you?” Fr. Farmer’s dream-mind asked her. He took a mental step towards her.

The girl turned and looked at him with haunting eyes. Her eyes were captivating, somehow; they were dark brown, but it was what they revealed that was so amazing.

Her eyes seemed to be old, filled with the world-weariness of the ages. She looked upon him with love, and he found himself unable to move.

All of a sudden, a flash of lightning struck somewhere nearby, and Fr. Farmer was jarred out of his mental vision and returned to the Connor’s living room.

He opened his eyes, and the light that was streaming through the window almost hurt.

‘What was that?’ he wondered. ‘What did that vision mean?’

“Chase is the tree,” a Voice answered, a Voice which only he could hear.

Fr. Farmer slowly nodded, not understanding at all, but he got up to give the solemn blessing to end Mass anyway. ‘I’ll ponder that vision later,’ he thought to himself as he read the closing prayer of the Sacred Liturgy. ‘I definitely need to pray about what that means.’

~ 5 ~

In a prison in Hagerstown, a lonely boy was taking out the trash.

‘Another day, more trash,’ he thought cynically. ‘It never ends, does it?’

He yanked and managed to extract the stuffed bag from the trash can. Dragging it behind him, he proceeded to tramp down the hallway, the hallways that Chase had walked through so many times over the years. And now here was Mike, doing the exact same thing that Chase had been doing for so many years.

He sighed heavily, walking along the deserted halls, dragging the trash bag behind him. These four months couldn’t end soon enough for Mike.

‘I wonder what my friends are doing today,’ he thought, loneliness creeping up on him, as it did every day. Every single day, filled with only loneliness and misery. Mike couldn’t recall the last time that he had laughed, or even smiled, for that matter. Every day was just a constant, steady stream of torture, frustration, and regret.

He reached the heavy metal door that led to the fenced-in yard. As he did every day, Mike slammed on the bar to open the door, and it opened, leading him into the bright sunlight of the outdoors.

After allowing his eyes to adjust to the sunlight, Mike dragged the bag of garbage over to the dumpster, where he tossed it inside. ‘Only a thousand more bags of trash,’ he thought angrily. As he did every single day, he berated himself for being so stupid as to smoke marijuana to get himself thrown in jail in the first place. And as frequently as he regretted his mistake, he just as frequently cursed Chase for his role in Mike’s misery.

‘Why did I let myself become friends with that traitor?’ he angrily demanded of himself, knowing that there was no answer to his constant question.

‘I wish there was some way to get back at him…’

The weekend passed uneventfully. Sunday passed and Monday morning came around. It had been just over two weeks since Chase came to live with the Triggers, and he was beginning to become well-adjusted to their lifestyle. In fact, it hardly bothered him anymore, the fact that they were all pretty strange.

On Monday morning, however, a thought struck Chase as he was walking to class with Crystal.

“So how was your weekend?” Chase asked, as they both walked hand-in-hand to Biology class.

Crystal smiled her uniquely sweet smile. “It was wonderful,” she replied. “My dad’s birthday was Saturday, so we had a surprise party for him at my uncle’s house. That was fun.”

“OH NO!” Chase exclaimed quite disruptively.

“What, did you just forget someone’s birthday?” Crystal asked, smiling.

Chase looked like he was about to become sick right there in the hallway. He stopped walking and looked down at the ground, deep in thought. “It’s worse than that…” he remarked.

Crystal gazed at him for a moment, wondering what could be going on in his confused mind. He appeared to be holding a conversation with himself, under his breath. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or do I have to guess?” Crystal said gently, trying to lighten the mood.

She could almost see the wheels furiously grinding in his head as he thought about whatever was troubling him. At length he replied, “I just realized something.”

“Okay…” she said, urging him to explain.

“Something awful,” he clarified, although that’s not much of a clarification. He leaned up against the nearest wall, the gears still turning in his head.

“Did you forget your lunch?” Crystal offered to guess.

Chase simply shook his head, looking more worried by the second.

“Well, are you going to tell me, or should we play twenty questions?” she said, growing impatient. “Okay, first question. Is your problem a plant, an animal, or a vegetable?”

Chase looked up and cracked a smile at this. “No, my problem could send me to jail. This isn’t good.”

This piqued Crystal’s curiosity. “What did you do?” she practically demanded.

Chase looked around, then said quickly, “I can’t tell you now, but I’ll tell you later. See you after classes today,” before taking off down the hallway towards Biology class. Crystal was left standing there, totally confused.

‘Oh, God, this is awful,’ he thought frantically. ‘I just missed my meeting with Officer Tudor on Friday.’ This could lead to the youth being sent back to jail. ‘I’ll bet he’s already heard about Tom’s death…oh, God, he probably thinks I ran away or something.’

‘Wait a minute,’ he countered to himself, ‘I did run away. Oh no, what’s Officer Tudor going to do when I tell him about this?’

This worried Chase greatly all day, so much so that he had to avoid Crystal, lest she pursue him on this topic. Since Crystal didn’t know yet about his past, she certainly wouldn’t understand about the fact that he now had to check in with Officer Tudor every two weeks, as a term of his parole. If the good policeman got wind of his running away, he might decide to send Chase back to jail.

This greatly distressed the youth. The day seemed to drag along, with each moment, Chase was dreading having to face Officer Tudor. He decided to talk to Mrs. Trigger when he got home in the afternoon.

Although the school day was long and dull, it eventually came to a close and Chase went home. On the bus ride home, both Bryce and Sarah became concerned, because Chase was silent, looking quite distraught, but neither of them bothered him about it.

Upon coming in the front door, Bryce, Chase, and Melissa went immediately to the dining room table, where Drew was already hard at work. Mrs. Trigger was there, too, dusting the china cabinet that resided in the dining room.

She turned around when she heard Chase call out, “Mrs. Trigger, I need to talk to you.” There was something desperate about the way he said those words.

Mrs. Trigger looked at him with concern. “What’s wrong, Chase?” she asked.

Chase motioned for her to follow him into the next room, and she did. Once they were both out of the earshot of those in the dining room, Chase began to explain.

“Mrs. Trigger, I’ve told you all about my past. You know how I used to be in jail, for a while. But you also know that I’ve been trying to reform my life and all that. There’s one thing, though, that I had completely forgotten to tell you.

“As one of the requirements for my parole, I have to check in with my parole officer, Officer Tudor, once every two weeks. Well, I just realized that I missed my last meeting with him, which was on Friday. The worst part is that he’s going to ask me about how my parents are, or maybe he already knows that Tom is dead and Lisa probably moved away. In either case, I don’t know what I’m going to tell him. If he finds out that I ran away from home, it might mean,” he sighed heavily, “that I would be sent back to jail.”

Mrs. Trigger was silent for a moment, trying to absorb this information. Finally, she replied, “Well, why don’t you tell him the truth? He might not send you back to jail once he finds out that you’ve been staying with a family as nice as us.”

Chase looked up, in disbelief. “There’s no way I can tell him the truth.”

“Why not? It’s not your fault that your foster dad decided to suddenly become a drunkard and try to kill you. Besides, I should say that we are much more able to take care of you, since after all, we already have experience with teenagers.”

Chase tried to shake her suggestion off, but deep within his mind, he was hoping that Mrs. Trigger would insist on his telling the truth to Officer Tudor.

And that she did. “Come on, Chase, how about this. I’ll come with you to verify your story, and you tell him the truth.” Glancing at the clock over the stove, she continued, “It’s not too late; the police station is probably still open. Let’s go see Officer Tudor right now. Let me go get my keys.” With that, leaving no time for Chase to object, she went upstairs to find her car keys.

Chase shrugged happily. For once in his life, he didn’t feel like he had to face the system alone.

Twenty minutes later, Chase found himself walking into Officer Tudor’s office once more, followed by Mrs. Trigger.

The policeman looked up when he heard the door open. Smiling kindly, he motioned for them to step in, and close the door behind them.

“Good to see you, Chase,” Officer Tudor began after both guests had taken a seat. “I was wondering why you missed your last meeting on Friday. I tried to call your house, but the line was disconnected for some reason.”

Chase nodded, a knot forming in his stomach. He didn’t want to say anything, knowing full well that anything he said could be used against him in a court of law.

There was a long pause, as the officer awaited Chase’s reply. Finally, Officer Tudor spoke again, gently asking, “Well? Why did you miss your last meeting?”

Chase looked at Mrs. Trigger, whose face didn’t register any emotion. Finally, he replied truthfully, “Lisa forgot. So did I.”

 Officer Tudor seemed satisfied at his response. Nodding, he asked, “So how is Mrs. Talbot doing these days?”

There was another long silence.

“Uh, okay, I guess.”

Officer Tudor briefly wondered why Chase wasn’t giving him straight answers. Immediately, he suspected that something was askew. “Chase, you seem a little bit distracted today. Why is that?”

The youth shifted around in his chair, not wanting to divulge the reason.

Turning his attention to the sweet-looking woman in the other chair, Officer Tudor introduced himself. “I don’t believe I’ve met you. I’m Officer Tudor.” He stood up and extended his hand.

She accepted. “Good afternoon. I’m Joyce Trigger, a friend of Chase’s.”

They both sat back down.

Once they had done so, Chase burst out in frustration, “Okay, Officer Tudor. You can stop toying with me. How much do you know?”

“About what?” The officer was totally confused.

“Look,” Chase said, unable to stop the flood of words with which he revealed his current state, “Tom is dead. Lisa has moved. I ran away. That’s why I missed my last meeting. I didn’t want to have to tell you this stuff; I thought you already knew.”

The officer was silent for a moment, before gently asking, “So where are you living now? On the streets again?”

Chase shook his head, dreading his reaction. “No, I’m staying with the Triggers.”

“I can assure you, Officer,” Mrs. Trigger added hastily, unleashing a bit of her natural charm, “We are a good family, and we’ve been taking very good care of Chase since he came to us. We’re willing to keep him for as long as necessary. His conduct has been exemplary, so I ask that you don’t send him somewhere else, if you can help it.”

“Well, I guess I’ll try not to…you said that Tom was dead?”

Chase nodded. “He died of alcohol poisoning after coming home drunk one night. That’s when I ran away; he was trying to kill me in some kind of drunken rage.”

Officer Tudor was stunned. He had been under the impression that the Talbots were good, upstanding Christians. “Can anyone verify this? Did anyone witness him trying to kill you?”

“Yeah, Lisa did. But I’ve got no idea where she is now.”

The policeman mused on this for a moment. He soon stood up and went to the bookshelf in his office, where he removed a book and opened it. Scanning down the page, he soon shut the book and placed it back in its place. “So are you going to continue to stay with the Triggers?”

Chase shrugged. In honesty, he really hadn’t thought too far into the future, since he was content where he was.

“Well, there’s only one way that you can do that: the Triggers have to adopt you.”

Chase looked at Mrs. Trigger expectantly, wondering if she would consent to the idea. Mrs. Trigger said to Chase, “It’s your choice. We’d love to have you join our family, but if you want us to adopt you, it will be permanent.”

Chase looked back at Officer Tudor and asked, “What is the other option?”

“You’ll go back to the system, and you’d probably end up in an orphanage somewhere.”

The boy was silent for a few minutes. On one hand, he was beginning to finally accept the Triggers as his foster family, and they were accepting him as well. On the other hand, though, if he was adopted by them, it would be permanent, and there would be no way that he could ever change his mind.

Finally, he said, “How long do I have before I have to decide?”

“Let’s see…I guess I can give you two weeks, because the paperwork for adoption takes a very long time to push through the bureaucracies.”

Chase nodded, fully aware of the choice that now lay before him. “Okay. At my next meeting, two weeks from now, I’ll tell you of my decision.”

Officer Tudor nodded, accepting the arrangement. As all three people stood up, he shook Chase’s hand, saying, “Well, that’s good. I guess I’ll hear from you in two weeks, then.” With that, they said their goodbyes and parted.

That Thursday, on the bus ride home from school, Chase decided to tell Bryce about his meeting with Officer Tudor.

“…so I told him that I would get back to him in two weeks as to what I’m going to do,” Chase finished.

“So what are you going to do?” Bryce asked.

His friend shrugged. “I’m still not sure. I’m happy living with you guys, but whatever I choose is going to be permanent.”

“I just can’t believe that you’re really considering returning to the system,” Bryce remarked, slightly insulted.

“I’m not considering it,” he said, trying to defend himself, “but I do have to consider that perhaps I’d be better off with another family, like maybe Sarah’s family…”

“Sarah’s family!” Bryce exclaimed, his voice rising in indignation. “I thought they all hated you.”

“Well, yeah, but maybe they’ll come around…”

“If you want my advice, Chase, and I’m sure you don’t, you really shouldn’t fool yourself like that. Any other family is likely to be wary about you, because of your past.”

Chase shrugged, knowing that what he said was the truth.

“And I think that you haven’t given us a chance,” he continued. “I know you’re freaked out by the whole Revolution stuff, but you haven’t really gotten to know what we’re all about. Why don’t you come with us to our coven tonight? Then I’ll stop bothering you about it, I promise.”

Again, Chase shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

Indeed, Chase did think about it, all afternoon. He kept going back and forth, not knowing whether it would be wise for him to attend the coven.

‘I suppose Bryce is probably right,’ he mused. ‘I really haven’t given them a chance. Besides, I’m probably being pretty ungrateful, always refusing their invitations to their covens.’

‘That’s because their covens aren’t good things to go to,’ his conscience countered.

‘Yeah, but what could the harm be in just going once, to see what sort of stuff they do there?’

‘Are you willing to play Russian Roulette with your soul?’

‘Hey, who said I believed in a soul? Even if I did, who cares? What’s all this about a soul, anyway?’

‘You’re playing with fire here, and if you go, you’re likely to get burned.’

‘That’s okay, I’ll just bring that little necklace thingy with me,’ he thought, referring to the Rosary, ‘That’ll provide me with a little fire insurance.’

‘I’m telling you, don’t go…’

‘Damn you, conscience!’ he mentally exclaimed. ‘Fine, just to put my mind at ease, I won’t go. Now, does that make you happy?’

His conscience didn’t reply. Once again, the Voice of God had succeeded in keeping Mary’s chosen son out of harm’s way.

~ 6 ~

That evening, the Triggers arrived early to the coven, to get a good seat around the circle. As the days drew nearer to Samhain, more and more members of the Revolution came to their covens (sort of like the remarkable phenomenon of how Catholic churches are so much more full around major feasts like Christmas and Easter).

On this particular Thursday, the Triggers were greeted by Jason and Andrea, who were standing on the land bridge between the two ponds. They said nothing as the Triggers passed, but they stopped Bryce as he tried to pass.

“Bryce, we need to talk to you,” Jason hissed under his breath.

Bryce detected a sense of urgency in whatever they needed to tell him, so he followed them both off the beaten path and into the woods. They hiked for a while, in the darkness and in silence, before they were out of sight of those walking to the coven. Abruptly, Jason and Andrea stopped and wheeled around. Facing Bryce, Jason began in a low voice, “We have something to tell you.”

Bryce just stared at them, expectantly.

“We’ve decided to take matters into our own hands, in regards to the Revolution.”

“What did you have in mind?” Bryce asked.

“We all agree that the Revolution isn’t acting fast enough,” Andrea added, “We have the Amulet; we can do a lot more than we think we can. The way that Jason and I see it, we need to start pursuing to win souls over for our Master.”

“So what do you propose to do?” Bryce asked again.

Jason smiled, self-satisfied. “It involves a couple of guns, and Urbana High School. Will you be willing to help us?”

Immediately, Bryce didn’t like this idea. “What does the High Priest think about your plan?”

“Look, we’re doing what we feel is necessary,” Andrea said, evading the question.

“Then count me out,” Bryce said with a note of finality. “I don’t want any part of your scheme. I don’t like the idea of killing people to steal their souls. I prefer more subtle tactics…”

“Fine, suit yourself. I just highly suggest not going to school next Wednesday.”

“Don’t try to stop us, and don’t tell anyone what we’re planning to do,” Jason added, with a look that threatened many tortures if he didn’t obey.

“You guys are crazy,” Bryce said, turning to leave, “But I won’t tell anyone. You can do what you want, but don’t blame me for not warning you that you both might end up dead.”

“Then we’ll be martyrs for the cause.”

Bryce only shrugged as he walked away.

Later that evening, after the ceremony, the High Priest was feeling quite disturbed, for some reason. After he had finished unvesting, he returned to the remains of the bonfire, where he attempted to scry.

Since he had been a warlock for so long, scrying came naturally to him. It had taken years of practice, but now, he was able to scry on his first attempt. On this particular night, the demon within him immediately came when he was called.

Even before the High Priest had a chance to speak, the demon greeted him with the message, “I sense a disturbance in our power.”

The High Priest nodded in agreement. “Yes, it appears that we have two rebels among us,” he replied inaudibly, referring to Jason and Andrea. “They have decided to take matters into their own hands. Shall I apprehend them for their transgression?”

“No, no,” the demon responded in a low, raspy voice. “Leave them be. They will receive their recompense in due time.”

“Yes, Master.”

“However, there is something else that I needed to discuss with you…the power of goodness is growing. There are many who still thwart our plans.”

“Yes, Master. How shall I handle them?”

“Patience, patience, and we will take care of every one…there is a certain one, however, by the name of Farmer. He has been a thorn in our side ever since he was a youth. See to it that you can find an opportunity to destroy him.”

“Yes, Master,” the High Priest replied. He knew that this task would take some planning to carry out that command, since he couldn’t simply murder Fr. Farmer in broad daylight.

“I must warn you, though, that his power is stronger than yours. Despite the Amulet, which you have in your possession, he is still more powerful than you are. There is one thing, though, that can help you greatly.”

“Please, tell me what it is, and I will obtain it.”

“The ancient Harappans held in high esteem a black stone, dedicated to their god Kaaba. This black stone can now be found on the island of Elba, where it lies hidden, waiting to wreak its havoc once more.”

“What havoc does this object cause?”

“The black stone is known to draw goodness out of the world and into itself. If you can learn to use this artifact, you will be able to begin our mission of conquering souls.”

The High Priest nodded. “I understand, but may I ask you, where is Elba?”

Suddenly, the scrying ended, as if the transmission had been interrupted. This left the high priest wondering, where is Elba? He knew that it would be nearly impossible to scry twice on the same day, so the mystery of where Elba was would remain a mystery.

Bryce wasn’t the same for the next few days. He seemed to be a bit jumpy; it was as if he was always expecting something to creep up on him. Whenever anyone asked him what was the matter, his response would always be the same: “Wait and see.”

~ 7 ~

It was a dreary Monday morning when the bell rang in the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center, jarring Mike Connor from a fitful sleep. Slowly and deliberately, he sat up on his smelly cot, still aching all over from the fight that he had been involved in during the previous evening.

‘Another day, more crap I have to bear with,’ he thought miserably as he started to put on his filthy tennis shoes.

A woman who looked like a drill sergeant was patrolling the corridor where the cells were located. Upon reaching Mike’s cell, she halted.

“Hurry up, you lazy son-of-a-bitch,” she said, calling him a foul word.

Mike simply cursed at her and went even slower in tying his shoes.

“You better hurry up. You want more tasks?” she retorted. Inmates were punished by forcing them to do work, like doing the dishes or cleaning toilets.

“Screw you and your tasks,” he replied, leaning his back against the wall and staring straight ahead.

“Fine,” she replied. “We’ve got an opening this week on the highway cleanup crew. I’ll mark you down.” She made a note on her clipboard and went away.

Mike let out a foul exclamation. “Why did Chase have to get me sent here in the first place?” he said aloud. “I wish there was some way to get back at him…” A thought then struck him. “Wait a minute, perhaps there is a way…a way to pay Chase back for all the hell that he’s put me through…”

~ 8 ~

Chase awoke naturally. The first thing he noticed was that the sun was high in the sky, as it streamed through the curtains and brightened up Bryce’s room. Chase noticed that his friend was already awake, and probably downstairs eating breakfast.

‘Wait a second,’ he thought, ‘Why is it so light outside…what time is it?’ He sat up immediately and looked at the clock on Bryce’s nightstand.

“Ten-Thirty!” he exclaimed, leaping out of bed and pulling on a pair of pants.

He raced downstairs hastily, only to find Bryce and Melissa sitting at their dining room table. Bryce was reading the paper, and Melissa was serenely drinking a cup of hot tea.

Naturally, Chase was a bit taken aback by seeing them still home. “Bryce! Melissa! We’re late for school!”

Bryce barely glanced at him. “Oh yeah, we are, aren’t we?” he said nonchalantly.

“Shouldn’t you both be running around, getting ready to go to school, instead of lounging around, reading the newspaper?”

“Why? What’s the hurry?”

Chase’s gaze went from Melissa to Bryce and back again. He then took a step back and muttered, “Woah, have I just entered the Twilight Zone or something?”

 Melissa finally looked at him. “Grab some breakfast, if you want.”

Chase was about to head to the cabinet before he stopped. “It isn’t Saturday, is it?” he asked, just to make sure.

“No, it’s Wednesday,” Bryce replied, without looking up.

“Then why aren’t we going to school?”

His friend shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought that we could all use a day off.”

At this, Chase became worried about his sanity; even more worried than he had been when he discovered that this crazy family was part of the Revolution. “Bryce, what’s gotten into you? You’ve been acting pretty strangely ever since…yeah, ever since last Thursday! Look, I need to go to school today. I have a pop quiz in biology today.”

Bryce finally looked up at him, confusedly. “If it’s a pop quiz, how come you know about it?”

Chase rolled his eyes. “Mrs. Thornton always tells us when we’re going to have a pop quiz. But that’s besides the point. What’s up with this, not going to school?”

“Well…” he replied, calmly thinking of a reply. “Ah! Here’s the reason. Mom went shopping this morning, so we have no way to get to school because we only have two cars, and both parents have one.”

Chase nodded but frowned. He understood what he was saying, but somehow it still didn’t make sense. “Why wouldn’t your mom wake us up in time to go to school?”

“Well, I asked her if we could take the day off, and she said okay.”

Chase snorted. “I’m surprised no one’s called the social services people by now,” he muttered under his breath.

“Oh, by the way,” Bryce continued, “I wouldn’t expect to go to school tomorrow, either. I’m pretty sure that the school system is going to give us an impromptu holiday.”

At this, the hair on the back of Chase’s neck stood straight up. He stopped reaching for a box of cereal and wheeled around, to face Bryce, who was sitting quite peacefully at the table, looking at him. “How do you know so much?” Chase practically accused, horrified. “You didn’t pull another awful prank, did you?”

Bryce looked mock-offended. “Me? Am I a prankster?”

Melissa deadpanned, without looking up from her paper, “This is Bryce Trigger we’re talking about, right? The one who left the dead skunk in the ventilation shaft of Windsor Knolls Middle School last year?”

“I never did that!” he exclaimed. “Although, it would make a good prank… Thanks for the idea, Melissa!”

She only rolled her eyes.

Chase cleared his throat. “You’re evading my question, Bryce. What are you talking about, we’ll be having a holiday tomorrow?”

His friend tapped the side of his head. “Clairvoyance. Another beautiful perk to being a member of the Neo-Pagan Revolution.”

Melissa laughed, but said nothing. She knew how untrue that was; Bryce didn’t have clairvoyance at all.

Chase was beginning to wonder when the evil laugh was going to come, and Bryce would suddenly morph into an cruel mad scientist wearing a blood-stained lab coat. “Why do I get the feeling that something sinister is going on here? Are you going to cast some spells on me or something?”

“Well, I wasn’t going to, but now that you mention it…”

“Bryce!” his sister exclaimed, kicking him beneath the table. Turning to Chase, she said, “No, nothing of the sort. I promise you, nothing weird is going on here.”

Chase eyed them warily. Timidly, he said, “I believe you more than I believe Bryce, but what in God’s Name is going on here?”

“Nothing at all,” she replied. “It’s exactly as Bryce said. You’re free to leave at any time, if you’re getting too freaked out by us sitting here. There are no spells blocking the doors or anything.”

“Fine then, I’ll leave,” he replied, his voice trembling. “I’ll walk to school, since you two don’t seem too keen on going there.”

“No!” Bryce exclaimed. “You can go anywhere but there.”

Chase didn’t feel like arguing any more, so he replied, “Fine. I’ll just go to the park or something. I’ve just got to get out of here.” With that, he went to the closet and took out his jacket, and promptly left the house.

About an hour later, Joey was in the lunchroom, enjoying his tuna fish sandwich (well, okay, he wasn’t really enjoying it, but at least he was eating it). He was having an engrossing conversation with Charlie, one of the most fanatical Orioles fans in the universe. Since the Orioles were in the midst of the World Series, they were discussing the chances of the team winning the whole thing.

“I tell you,” Charlie said, already quite animated, “Don’t put Robbie Favazza in at center field. Steven Gill is definitely a better center fielder.”

“He’s got the bat,” Joey agreed, “But I don’t think he has the arm. The Fez definitely is better on ‘D’, and he’s a serviceable hitter. Gill can play DH.”

“Yeah, but he’s got no pop in his bat whatsoever! Gill hit sixty-one home runs this season while Fez hit, what, twelve?”

“Yeah, but Fez also had a lot less playing time. I still say that Fez is a better all-around player.”

“Okay, but if you put Fez in center, who do you put in left?”

Joey thought for a moment before replying, “I would platoon Josh Yearout and Preston Lopez. Either that or put Yearout in left, Lopez in right, and move Jake Spitler to first base.”

“Then what do you do with Nick Ferraro? He’s been our most steady first baseman all year.” Charlie was kneeling on his seat for extra emphasis to his arguments.

“You’re insane to like Ferraro. But we already knew that you were insane, so I guess it’s in your character.”

“Ha, ha, very funny. All right, we’ll compromise by putting Spitler at first base. How about the pitching rotation?”

“It’s got to be…let’s see…Steven Rohr, Jae Caldwell, Kevin Stockbridge, and maybe Mike DeAscanis.”

“That’s pretty good, I guess. At least Sarah would like your rotation, ‘cause Stockbridge is in there.” Sarah was always commenting on what a hottie Stockbridge was, besides being a great pitcher, as well.

Joey chuckled. “Yeah, she would. Hey, speaking of Sarah, where is she today? I haven’t seen her since Phys Ed.”

“She told me that she had to see one of her teachers after. Something about disputing a test result.”

“Oh, okay.”

All of a sudden, Charlie stepped down from his chair. “I’m going to get another soda. You want anything?”

Joey shook his head, so Charlie left and went up to the soda machines.

Meanwhile, Joey took another bite of his sandwich. ‘Actually, this tuna fish isn’t that bad,’ he mused. ‘At least it has chopped onions in it. It’s absolute heresy to make tuna fish without chopped onions.’

He heard some commotion at the doorway of the cafeteria, so he looked up from his sandwich. What he beheld took his breath away.

Jason and Andrea were there, dressed totally in black. Their faces registered nothing but grim determination. There they stood, gazing across the crowded cafeteria, before pulling out three fully loaded semi-automatic handguns.

They took one shot and panic ensued.

“OH MY GOD!” Joey screamed as the first shot was fired, striking a girl in the back. Quickly, almost as a reaction, he dove beneath the table at which he was sitting. Once under there, he backed up against the wall as far as he could go, in sheer terror.

Pandemonium reigned in the cafeteria. Students tried to escape out the fire exit, setting off the alarm, but Jason was a good shot with the handgun, and he managed to kill several of them as they fled to the safety of the outdoors.

Andrea blocked the doorway through which they had come in, and Jason went over to block the other one, shoving the dead or dying bodies out of the way with a swift kick of his foot.

Once both exits were secured, all of the remaining students hid in underneath the tables, and both Jason and Andrea got to their hands and knees and began to search out individual students to massacre.

With the fire alarm still blaring loudly, and students screaming and weeping, the panic in the room reached an audible crescendo. Every so often, a shot would ring out, and the gruesome sound of a body slumping to the ground would be heard.

Joey, meanwhile, was frozen, eyes wide in utter horror. He was too afraid to pray. He could only hope that Andrea would run out of bullets before she reached him.

Alas, she soon made her way underneath the table where Joey was hiding. Poking her head underneath, she said, “Boo!”

Joey tried to squirm even farther away, but as he was against a wall, it was impossible.

She pulled her gun out and aimed it directly at Joey. In a perfectly dark tone of voice, she said flatly, “Do you believe in God?”

Joey’s breath was coming in short, quick pants, as pure adrenaline raced through his system, almost causing him to pass out. In a kind of a daze all he could say was, “Please…please don’t…no, not me…don’t shoot…”

Andrea was gleaning some sick pleasure from watching Joey’s face twisted in anguish. “You didn’t answer my question,” she said more forcefully, protruding the gun farther beneath the table, “Do you believe in God?”

“No, no…I don’t…please, just don’t shoot…I’ll do anything…” His entire body trembled noticeably as he squirmed beneath the table.

“So you don’t believe in God?” she asked, a cruel smile growing across her lips. She was evidently enjoying this game of cat-and-mouse.

“No! No!…anything you say, whatever…don’t, don’t…please…no…”

She put the shooting hand on top of the table again. “I don’t believe you,” she said with cruelty. “I know you believe in God. But that’s okay, I’ll let you live anyway, so that you can live with the shame of knowing that you denied your God!” She was about to walk away, but she turned around again and poked her head beneath the table once more.

“It’s too bad you don’t believe in God,” she said, with a cackle. “I do.”

With that, she left him alone, still trembling in fear. He started to weep bitterly.

Time and eternity seemed conjoined at this moment. The two killers continued to move methodically through the cafeteria, periodically reloading their guns. Although everything was actually happening fairly quickly, all of the students in the room felt like time had been slowed to a halt as they all awaited their own death. There was no where to run, nowhere to hide. The two killers were intent upon killing almost everyone in the room.

Five minutes after the massacre had begun, the fire door swung wide open.

“Police!” a man called. “Come out with your hands up!”

Jason was beneath a table when he heard this being said. He slowly crept out from beneath the table, and quickly turned to take a shot at the police.

Luckily, however, the police beat him to it. One man drew his gun and fired a shot at Jason, and he immediately crumpled to the ground. In that instant, his soul was immediately condemned to Hell.

From her place beneath the tables, Andrea could see that her beloved boyfriend had fallen to the ground, now dead. Instead of waiting for the police to kill her too, she serenely turned the gun around, and shot herself in the head. Her soul joined her boyfriend’s soul in the pit of eternal damnation.

The gunshots ceased. All that was left was the wailing and screaming of those who were wounded. Many people were physically wounded from a gunshot, but everyone’s soul was shattered, as fear and sorrow poured forth upon the earth from the cafeteria of Urbana High School.
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About an hour later, at one o’clock in the afternoon, Bryce turned off the television. He had been channel surfing for about a half-hour, to try to get his mind off of what was going on at his school. Almost every news station, however, already had some kind of footage about the shootings. In all, twenty-seven people lay dead, including the two killers. Terrible pictures were coming in; people bleeding and weeping, others moaning in agony as some of their friends had been killed. Tears were in abundance, as the students and staff tried to come to grips with what had just taken place in their school.

Finally, Bryce had enough of the massacre, so he flipped off the television. He went upstairs to his sister Melissa’s room, where she was reclined on her bed, listening to music, staring blankly up at the white ceiling.

As Bryce walked in, he turned the music off, but his sister didn’t even seem to notice. He took a seat at his sister’s desk, and just stared at her, trying to recollect his thoughts.

At length she spoke. “So how bad was it?”

“Twenty seven dead, six wounded.”

She was silent.

“I wish I could have stopped them somehow, but I didn’t see how. I would have ended up dead if I tried.”

She said nothing.

“At least Chase didn’t have to witness it.”

She sighed heavily. “Yeah, but I’ll bet some of his friends are now dead.”

He nodded solemnly.

She continued after a lengthy pause. “It all seemed so nice when we were at our covens – freedom from the shackles of Christianity, freedom to rise above our miserable human existence, the ability to change reality to conform with our wills. But at what price? The price of blood?”

He just shook his head, in disgust at the whole situation. Finally, he shrugged and got up to go, saying as he did so, “There was nothing that we could have done to stop it.”

About a half-hour later, Mike Connor found himself by the side of the road along Route 70, picking up garbage. All throughout this miserable work, he kept looking for an opportunity; a time that he could escape.

He soon found it. There was a broken-down section of the fence that separates the highway from the residential areas on the other side. It wouldn’t take too much effort to jump over the broken-down part.

And so, after waiting patiently for the warden to turn his back for just a moment, he quietly slipped away from the group of inmates and jumped the fence, quickly hiding within a grove of trees on the other side.

Mike Connor was free.

‘That was so simple!’ he exclaimed. ‘Now I certainly hope that the rest of my plan is that easy…’

He started running, leaving the rest of the group far behind.
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The sun was almost at the horizon by the time Mike Connor arrived in Windsor Knolls. He had taken a route through the woods, thereby keeping himself out of sight of everyone. It took the warden an entire hour to even realize that he was gone (after all, the Hagerstown Juvenile Detention Center wasn’t a maximum-security facility, so none of the wardens there kept a very close eye on any of the inmates).

It must have been almost four-thirty, he reasoned, walking along the stream that ran behind his house.

‘Time to put my plan into action,’ he thought, a strange melancholy overtaking his soul. While he should have been happy that he was finally planning revenge on Chase Woodcock, instead he felt unsettled. Nevertheless, he was prepared to go on with his plan.

He finally came to the path that led to his house. He followed it, but just before he would have been in sight of his house, he veered off to the right. ‘No use going home,’ he thought. ‘Once I’ve finished dealing out my justice, then I’ll say hello to my family.’

He approached Chase’s old house from the rear, noticing that all of the lights were off, and the house looked deserted.

‘Damn it!’ he thought in frustration. ‘Chase isn’t home. Oh well, it’ll make it better if I surprise him.’

He went up onto the back porch of the house, and tried to open their back door. It was locked, so he grabbed a rock and threw it through the glass door. Immediately, it shattered with a loud clatter. Luckily, no one was around to hear the noise.

Evading the broken glass, Mike entered the house, and was surprised to find that there was virtually nothing inside. No pictures lined the walls, there was no furniture, and the television set was gone. Through an open doorway, he could see a china cabinet lying on its side in the dining room, most of the dishes broken within. Only the kitchen still had utensils, food, and other things in it.

In her haste to leave the house, Lisa only managed to take the expensive furniture and some other personal items. She left the kitchen untouched, because she was planning to return at a future date to clear it out.

Mike, meanwhile, decided to examine the remains of the kitchen. Nothing was too appealing there (and some of the food had started to decompose). He did, however, spy a long, slicing knife, which he grabbed and deftly slipped into the breast pocket of his jumpsuit.

‘Hmm, it doesn’t look like Chase is here anymore,’ he thought, guessing correctly. ‘I need to find out where he is, though. Maybe I’ll call someone.’

He went over to the phone and picked up the receiver, but the line was dead.

“Damn!” he exclaimed out loud. He was about to leave the room, when he spotted something lying on the counter, next to the phone. “Ah, a cell phone!” he exclaimed with horrific glee.

He first dialed Joey’s number, but no one answered. He hung up and tried Sarah’s house. This time, he got through, and Danny answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“Danny,” Mike began, not bothering with a greeting. “Can I talk to Sarah?”

“Who is this?” he asked, somberly. It took too much effort to be cheerful, after what happened today at Urbana High School.

“Mike Connor.”

There was a silence at the other end of the line. Danny was trying to figure out if this was a big prank or something. “I don’t believe you,” he finally replied. “Mike Connor is in jail, and you don’t sound like him.”

Mike laughed raucously. It was true, there was something different in his voice – hatred, perhaps? “Okay, you don’t have to believe me. But can I talk to Sarah anyway?”

“She’s not really in the mood to talk to anyone, especially if this is a prank.”

“Okay, then, maybe you can tell me.”

“What?” Danny was getting fed up with this conversation, since he thought it was all a cruel prank.

“Where’s Chase Woodcock staying these days?”

Since he just wanted to end this conversation, he told him the truth. “He’s staying with the Triggers. Anything else you want to know?”

“Yeah, there is. Where do the Triggers live?”

“Harvest Ridge.”

“Good,” he said, laughing.

Wicked laughter was the last thing that Danny heard as he hung up the phone. Whoever was on the other end of the line gave him the creeps, but he shook it off and continued doing his homework.

With a sick kind of happiness (because he was clearly out of his mind), Mike Connor headed off to Harvest Ridge. He had some getting even to do.

It was five o’clock, and Chase was still at the park. He had returned home for a snack at about three o’clock, but then quickly returned here. Both Bryce and Melissa were freaking him out with their strange, nonchalant attitudes towards missing school. Then there was that mysterious comment about getting a holiday tomorrow…

Not only that, there were usually many people in the park at this time of day. Chase thought it strange that the entire park was deserted. At least someone should be jogging or walking their dog, he thought. Something was askew, but Chase just didn’t have any idea what it could be.

Presently he heard the crunching of leaves off to his left. From his perch atop a picnic bench, he saw that Matt Anconquista was coming towards him, but there was something different about the way he was walking, kicking the leaves around. He looked like he was much more subdued, which was quite the opposite of how he normally is, full of energy.

Finally, when Matt looked up, Chase nodded to him in greeting.

Matt smiled, but it was forced. “Hi, Chase,” he said somberly, coming up to him. “How are you doing?”

There was something about that statement…it was less of a conversation filler and more of a sincere question, asking him how he was holding up. Matt sat down on the bench next to his friend and looked up at him with empty eyes.

Confused, Chase replied, “I’m doing fine, although I wish someone would tell me what’s going on.”

Matt nodded in agreement, although he completely misunderstood. “I feel the same way. It all seems so weird. I never thought something like that would happen here.”

At this, the frustration became too much. Chase abruptly stood up, and shouted, “WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?”

Matt again nodded in sympathy. “I’ve been asking God the same question.”

Chase wheeled to face his friend. “I’m asking you that question! Did something happen at school today that I don’t know about? Or was Washington, DC destroyed by a nuclear bomb? Why is everyone acting so strangely today?”

Matt was a bit taken aback by his outburst, and it looked like he was on the verge of tears, but he managed to compose himself enough to reply, “Weren’t you at school today?”

He shook his head. “No, I wasn’t. Why? What went on?”

“There was a shooting.”

Chase was silent. There was nothing he could say.

Matt continued. “Twenty seven people died.” Tears started streaming down his face, but he pressed on, knowing that Chase needed to hear about it. “They say that two crazy people, a boy and a girl dressed in black, came into the cafeteria at lunchtime and started shooting people. It must have been awful.”

“Oh, God,” Chase whispered, taking a step back. Immediately he was able to figure out the rest of the story. “That’s why Bryce didn’t want me to go to school today…but how could he have known about it beforehand? It must have been…yes! It must have been Jason and Andrea…”

“Chase, I’m so afraid. I thought I was safe here in Windsor Knolls. But not anymore. What if it happens again?”

Chase could see how distraught his little friend was. He went over to him and put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Matt. I know this is probably really shocking. It shocks me too. But you’re still safe in your school. Nothing like this will ever happen again.” Chase started to shiver because of the chill of the evening. “Let’s get you back home. Your folks are probably worried about where you are.”

They both started to head towards Matt’s house.

‘Oh, Bryce,’ Chase thought, a certain anger growing within his mind, ‘Why did you have to hide this from me?’

Bryce was outside on his front porch, arranging a group of corn stalks for a Halloween decoration. He had just placed a second bushel of stalks in the corner of the porch, carefully leaning it up against the wall so its aesthetic beauty would be enhanced. Behind him, he heard the sound of leaves crunching. Figuring it must be Chase, he said without looking, “Hey Chase, you’re just in time. Dinner’s almost ready.”

He then stood up and caught a glimpse of the visitor. It wasn’t Chase, after all.

Bryce jumped a little bit to see the boy in the bright orange jumpsuit standing at the bottom of the porch stairs. He looked to be angry, and intent on doing no good. Besides, since he was in a jumpsuit, he must have just escaped from jail, he reasoned.

“Is Chase around?” Mike asked, darkly.

“No, but why do you need to see him?” Bryce asked, warily. He sensed that this youth was up to no good.

“I just do.”

“Fine,” Bryce replied. He didn’t want to get into an argument with a boy who looked like he just escaped from prison. “He’ll be back soon.” With that, he went into his house, and Mike sat down on the porch steps.

Once inside, Bryce peered through a window that was next to the door and watched him. ‘Whoever that guy is,’ he thought, ‘He’s got bad intentions.’

Bryce went straight to the phone and called the police.

Chase’s spirit was disturbed on the long walk home. He felt terrible that one of his friends knew about the shooting before it happened, and yet still didn’t do anything about it. Somehow, because he wasn’t at school, he felt somewhat guilty for what happened, as well. A mixture of anger, confusion, and fear filled his soul.

‘If Jason and Andrea are willing to kill twenty-seven people, then certainly I can’t be safe living with other members of the Revolution,’ he reasoned. ‘I don’t want any part of an organization that condones such acts as that.’

Then, another, more fearsome thought struck him, ‘What if one of my friends died in the shooting? It could have been Sarah, or Joey, or Charlie, or Bobby…oh, dear God, I sure hope not, please not Crystal…’

These are the thoughts that he mused upon as he walked home. It was beginning to grow very cold out there on that Wednesday evening. Around five-thirty, he finally reached the Triggers’ driveway.

‘Almost home,’ he thought, his spirit full of sadness and infuriated with righteous anger. ‘I can’t wait to hear Bryce’s explanation for this whole catastrophe.’

He approached his house, and was surprised to see a figure sitting patiently on the front steps. Assuming it was Bryce, he called out bitterly as he came nearer, “Bryce, I’ve got to talk to you.”

The person replied, “Chase, is that you?”

Chase immediately recognized that the voice didn’t belong to Bryce. It had a certain quality to it – loathing – that caused Chase to become alarmed.

“Who’s there?” he called out to the figure.

The person stepped closer. In the pale light of the twilight, Chase suddenly recognized the person.

“Mike!” he exclaimed, not coming any closer. “What are you doing here?”

Mike just looked at him calmly, giving Chase the creeps. Finally he replied after a minute of silence, “Chase, it’s good to see you.” There was something icy cold in the way he said that.

Neither of them knew that Bryce was watching the entire exchange from a small peephole in his front door.

“Are you out of jail already?” Chase asked, trying to make conversation.

Mike didn’t reply.

“Okay, you don’t seem to want to reply,” Chase said, making his way to the door. “Well, it’s cold out here, so I’m going inside to eat dinner.”

Mike stepped in front of him, not allowing him to pass. “Do you know what hell you’ve put me through for these past three months?”

Chase nodded, sympathetically. “Yes, unfortunately I know it all too well. Now, will you let me pass? I’m hungry, and the Triggers are probably waiting for me for dinner.”

“No, I don’t think you do know what hell you’ve put me through,” Mike replied, once again stepping in front of him. There was a fire of some sort in his eyes, and it was one that Chase wasn’t used to seeing.

Chase stepped back, wondering about this fellow that stood before him. “Mike, are you all right? Have you lost your mind?”

“Yeah, I have,” he replied, “and it’s all your fault,” punctuating that statement with a foul word.

Chase had never seen his former friend like this, so naturally, he grew worried that he might not be too mentally stable. “Okay, what do you want from me?”

Mike drew near, a strange craziness filling his mind. He leaned close to Chase and whispered one word.

“Revenge.”

With that, he quickly reached into the breast pocket of his jumpsuit and extracted the knife. He raised it high above his head, preparing to exact his justice upon the guilty…

Chase could only watch…there was nowhere to run, and fear filled his mind so that he couldn’t move…

During this exact moment, Bryce swung his door wide open and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Ne mortuus sum! Fio queadam!”

The knife plunged its way towards Chase’s chest…

Time seemed to slow to a halt as his life flashed before his mind…

He closed his eyes, not wanting to see what would happen…

He felt a cold sensation pierce his chest. Then it was over.

Chase opened his eyes and was surprised to see Mike holding an icicle with a dull tip. Mike, too, looked at the icicle in his hand with eyes wide in shock.

“Are you okay?” Bryce called from the porch.

Chase nodded, still stunned from what had just happened.

At that moment, the a siren was heard, coming closer and closer. In a few moments, a police car came driving up, lights flashing. Once it got to the end of the driveway, it parked, and a policeman jumped out.

“Sorry I took so long getting here,” the policeman said, coming up to Mike and putting him in handcuffs. “We were all tied up at the school. What seems to be the problem here?”

Chase looked at Mike, who seemed to be very serene as he was being handcuffed. Returning his gaze to the officer, he replied, “There’s no problem here.”

“Has this boy been causing trouble around here?” the policeman asked again, suspicious of Mike.

Mike looked at Chase with a gaze that pleaded with him not to say anything. 

“No, Officer,” Chase replied, “Everything’s just fine here. We’re old friends.”

“Okay, if you say so. Thanks for calling us,” he said, leading Mike into the police car and driving away.

After the police car had gone, Chase turned to his friend, who had been surveying everything from the porch. Coming inside, Chase said, still in shock from almost having his life cut short, “What just happened out there?”

“Beats me,” replied his friend, closing the door behind them. “Who was that guy?”

Chase sighed. “That was Mike Connor, a guy who used to be my friend, before I kind of sent him to jail. I guess he wanted to pay me back for being responsible for his incarceration. But I’ve never seen him like that; I’m pretty sure he was out of his mind.”

Bryce nodded. “He looked that way. I’m glad I was watching; if I wasn’t, you would have been killed.”

“Yeah, what happened out there? Why didn’t he kill me?”

“I cast a spell on his knife. I was actually trying to turn it into a balloon, but I mispronounced ‘Fios’. Oh well, I’ll have to work on that.”

“Hey, I’ll take an icicle. You and your spells saved my life. I owe you one.”

“Yeah, you do, don’t you?” Bryce agreed. Seizing this opportunity, he put one on his friend, “Why don’t you join the Neo-Pagan Revolution? Then we’ll call it even.”

At this suggestion, Chase became incensed. “Never!” he shouted. “You and your crazy group ended up killing twenty-seven people today at my school! Who knows, Jason and Andrea could have killed some of my friends! I’ll never join your diabolical group. In fact, I don’t even feel safe living here with you anymore. What if you guys turn on me and try to kill me?”

“Chase, if I wanted to kill you, I would have let Mike do the job. The Revolution isn’t all about death. Really, I know you don’t believe me, but come on. I just saved your life – and now you say that you can’t trust us with your life?”

“Yeah, but you knew about this massacre before it happened, and yet you didn’t stop it! That makes you just as bad as the killers!”

“Chase, I did what I could. I tried to convince them not to do it, but if I would have gone any farther than that, I would have ended up dead. Both of them know so much more magick than I do, they probably would have turned me into a toad if I tried to stop them. Trust me, I feel just as badly about the shootings as you do.”

“Yeah, right, I’ll bet you do,” Chase replied sarcastically, in a bitter tone of voice.

“I really do. I wish there was something I could have done. But there wasn’t.”

“Okay, whatever. But what kind of organization is this that supports people like that?”

“The Revolution is peaceful, really. You can’t judge an organization by the failings of a few of its members.”

Chase was silent, chewing thoughtfully on that morsel of wisdom. He was beginning to calm down as he listened to Bryce’s reasonable arguments.

His friend continued. “You haven’t really given us a chance. I know that what Jason and Andrea did was horrific, but I promise you that if you come to our coven tomorrow, the High Priest will reaffirm what I’ve been telling you; that the Revolution is a peaceful people.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“You’re free to leave and never associate with the Revolution again.”

Chase was about to agree, but he thought better of it. “Why are you so insistent that I go to one of your mysterious covens?”

“Why shouldn’t I be insistent? The Revolution has shown me the way to true mental, spiritual, and physical freedom. We’re not slaves to laws or catechisms or authority. Why shouldn’t I want to share that freedom with everyone?”

The tree was beginning to be blown over, but then came another last-ditch effort to pull it upright again. Chase said, “But why me? Why am I the lucky one that you’re trying to convert?”

Bryce smiled, as the devil kept feeding him dynamic arguments in favor of the Revolution. “Because you’re my friend,” he said, “and I want to see you freed from the shackles of bondage that have always restrained humanity. Look, you saw what I did outside with the knife. The powers of the Revolution can be used for such good! Don’t you want to share in such power?”

Alas, the wind was too strong, and the tree was tired of fighting. “Look, Bryce, if I go to your coven tomorrow, will you stop bothering me about it?”

Bryce nodded, knowing that after the coven, Chase would never be the same again. “Absolutely. Hey, I’m getting hungry, and it’s been a tiring day. Let’s go have dinner; everyone’s waiting for us.”
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Mr. Connor was surprised to see a police officer at his door.

“Yes, Officer, can I help you?”

The man nodded. “Yes. Is there a Father Jerry Farmer in residence here?”

Immediately, Greg jumped to the conclusion that Father Farmer was about to be arrested. Nervously, he lied, “No…no one by that name lives here.”

“Are you sure?” the officer replied. “A boy named Mike Connor said that Father Farmer lives here, and he needs to see him.”

“Mike’s out there!?!” Greg exclaimed. “Bring him in, bring him in, please!”

The officer shook his head. “Sorry, sir, I’m under strict orders to return him directly to the detention center. The kid begged me to let him talk to Fr. Farmer, so I’m already disobeying by being here in the first place.”

Greg was saddened, but he understood. “All right, I’ll go get Father Farmer.”

Father Farmer was a bit nervous about meeting Mike; after all, his last meeting with him didn’t go so well. He stepped out of the house and saw Mike leaning against the police car that was parked along the curb, a stony expression frozen on his face.

As the priest approached, however, Mike’s countenance softened. The officer stood a ways off, watching the exchange but giving them privacy to discuss things.

Fr. Farmer came up to the boy. “Hello, Mike,” he said sincerely.

“Father, I don’t know what had got a hold of me for the past few months,” he began, sounding much more gentle than he did when the priest last visited him. “Some kind of evil spirit, I guess. But I wasn’t myself, and I want to make it all right again.”

The priest nodded, and took out a portable stole that was in his pocket. After kissing it, he draped it across his neck and waited.

Mike took a deep breath before beginning. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been a long time since my last confession. Since that time I tried to kill a friend of mine…”
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The next evening, Chase found himself walking along the path that led to their coven. He was tightly clutching his Rosary, superstitiously believing that it would protect him from whatever was lurking around at the coven.

Unfortunately, as the family passed over the land bridge between the two ponds, Bryce noticed the crucifix dangling from Chase’s fist. He stopped his friend, and said to him, “You need to get rid of that thing in your hand.”

Chase stopped walking and opened his hand. “What? This? I don’t even know what it is. But it’s kind of nice-looking, don’t you think?”

Bryce grabbed it out of his hand and chucked it out into the middle of one of the ponds. It made a small splash as it hit the water and sank to the bottom.

“Hey, what’d you do that for?”

Bryce looked at him and explained, “That’s one of the shackles of Christianity. You need to get rid of things like that if you’re going to understand the Revolution.”

Chase shrugged, and they both kept going until they reached the roaring bonfire.

That night was October 31, Halloween. To the pagans, this was one of their high sabbats (holy days), known as Samhain, meaning “Summers End” in the ancient Celtic language. Members of the Revolution believed that on this day, the boundaries between the abyss (sort of like Heaven and Hell, although pagans don’t believe in either of those ideas) and the earth were thin and permeable, so all sorts of spirits can pass between the boundary.

There was quite a crowd of Revolutionaries at the bonfire, which to Chase was very impressive. The altar was decked out in ribbons of red and black (the colors of Samhain). Many candles were lit in honor of the dead, filling the top of the hill with a soft glow.

Before the coven began, Bryce took Chase to meet the High Priest who was vesting near the woods.

“Sir, I have someone who would like to meet you,” Bryce began.

The priest turned around to face the boys. In the flickering light from the bonfire, Chase was able to get a good look at who it was.

“Hello, Ben,” Chase said, taken aback in surprise. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Likewise,” Ben, the High Priest, replied. “I am glad that you have come to join us here tonight.”

“Let’s go get a good seat,” Bryce said, heading back up to the bonfire. Once they were away from the priest, he asked his friend in utter confusion, “How do you know the High Priest?”

“We’re old friends,” Chase lied, not wanting to go into the whole story of how he helped Ben find the Amulet of Yendor over the summer.

They soon joined the rest of the Triggers, and they waited for the coven to begin.

It began promptly, with the High Priest coming in the circle. He waited for silence, then gave the following speech:

“As you all know by now, two members of our coven were involved in the murder of twenty-seven innocent people yesterday. I want to make it clear to all of you that a rampage of this sort is never tolerated in the Revolution. I officially pronounce, posthumously, these two members to be anathema!”

There was a round of applause as everyone, especially Chase, was pleased to hear this pronouncement.

“Now, let us celebrate this great feast of Samhain!” With that, a great cheer arose, and even Chase found himself getting caught up in the excitement of witnessing such an interesting event.

The High Priest picked up three golden vessels that were sitting on the altar, and he began to distribute a white, round wafer of bread to each of the members assembled. In actuality, this was the Most Blessed Sacrament, the King of Kings enfleshed, but Chase had no idea what it was.

The Priest went down the line, handing one out to everyone. When he reached Chase, he held out the Wafer and said, “Corpus Christi.”

Since Chase had no idea what it was, he simply said, “Uh…okay.” The priest handed him the Host, and he held it in his hand.

Once everyone had received a Sacred Host, the Priest went back up to the altar and shouted out one word: “Commence!”

With that, everyone went wild. Some people crushed the Host in their hands, and then threw the crumbs into the air. Some threw It to the ground and trampled upon It. Some ate It. Others did things too horrific to mention here. In essence, this was once giant sacrilege performed against the great I Am.

Chase, meanwhile, amidst the noise and hubbub of the sacrilegious Revolutionaries, stood silent, staring at the white Wafer of Jesus Christ Himself. Somewhere from deep inside, a Voice called out to him, “If you do this, the die will be cast, and you will be lost…”

But the wind was too strong, and the tree was falling to the ground with a crash.

Getting caught up in the spirit of the moment, Chase whispered to himself, “Then let the die be cast. I have no regrets.” With that, he consumed the Sacred Host.

Something within him was freed up, just as expected. He was now no longer the chosen son of Mary. Instead, he had made his choice to be the servant of someone else.

Chase heard a voice behind him. Turning around, he saw his friend Bryce, grinning broadly. “Welcome to the Revolution,” he said. “The journey is just beginning!”

THE END!!

Yes, I know this ending leaves you hanging once more! What happens to Chase – is he forever lost to the Evil One? What happens when Mike gets out of jail? What’s this about the Black Stone of Elba? Who survived the school shooting – and who didn’t? All of these questions are answered in the next book, The Onyx of Elba. In the next book, Chase and Bryce go on a journey to give the Revolution the ultimate power, while Mike and Sarah attempt to stop them. Meanwhile, Fr. Farmer embarks upon a personal quest to break the Revolution’s hold on Chase, and Joey has to face his worst enemy – himself. Catch Charlie, Bobby, Sarah, Mike, Catherine, Joey, Chase, Bryce, Fr. Farmer, and all the rest of the gang in the next book, The Onyx of Elba, due out in the spring of 2003.

AND NOW, A WORD OF THANKS…

Well, actually, before I begin with the thanks, I need to clarify something about this book. Yes, I know that this book is very dark and sinister, and not nearly as joyful as my first book. I promise, the next one will be more cheerful. The Neo-Pagan Revolution actually does exist, and almost everything that is in this book about the Revolution has been carefully researched, to ensure accuracy. I am writing to show what a fallacy the Revolution is, not to encourage anyone to become interested with the New Age arts. Please do NOT try any of the rituals of the coven at home (they are all real – trust me, I didn’t want to write it, it freaked me out so much). However, do know that the spells in this book aren’t actually spells at all but harmless Latin words.

AND NOW, REALLY A WORD OF THANKS…

Thanks to everyone who inspired a character in this book. Fr. Jerry Farmer is a combination of two holy priests, Fr. Jerry Francik and Fr. Jim Farmer. Danny is Danny Pfister, and his family is pretty much like I described them here (just kidding, Mrs. Pfister!) The Triggers are real people, and they’re actually one of the nicest families ever, so thanks, Frank and Joyce and Matt and Drew Trigger! Most of the places in this book are real (Windsor Knolls, Harvest Ridge, Urbana High School, St. Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church in Hamden). The conversation about God that Chase and Crystal had at Bryce’s party actually happened, between a guy named Joey Crist and I. All of the names on the Baltimore Orioles are real people in my life, but none of them will ever make the Orioles (just kidding, Steve). Mike Burgoise and Fr. George Restrepo are real people, by the way. I might have forgotten someone…

Thanks as well for my friends here at Steubenville, especially for my roommates William Fortenberry, Pat Whittle, Justin Jackson, Travis Woodfield, and all those other people who constantly make use of my room. It’s a joy to have you all invade my private living space…Thanks also to all of my family and friends back home, who have always supported me in everything I’ve done. Thanks to my vocations director, and to my dad for letting me use his computer. Finally, thanks to Jesus Christ and the Blessed Virgin Mary, whom I love so dearly, for being my best friends in the entire world and for not letting the entire world end while I was writing this novel.

This novel is dedicated to several people: Sister Amelie Cabanas-Brown, Steven Rohr, all of the people at St. Thomas Aquinas parish, and also my Vocations Director, Fr. Jerry Francik.

Peace!

Praised be Jesus Christ, Now and Forever!
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