Chapter 1

Centerville, Nebraska

He supposed that this was coming.

Rafael Antonio de la Varga leaned backwards sharply as Jeremy Pack attempted a wild hooking haymaker.  He kept his hands squarely behind his back, his knees bent, his body loose as he evaded the heavy blow, a blow that would have caught many of the younger boys whom Jeremy bullied flat-footed.  There had been no warning the punch was coming outside of Jeremy’s fast approach across the campus of Centerville High.  After all, this was Jeremy’s last chance to finally “put the fuckin’ mexi-cunt in his place.”  This was the last day of school for both Jeremy and Rafael, and after today, Jeremy would follow in the tradition of his parents and live on the public dole while building a criminal record, and Rafael would move on to bigger and better things, leave Nebraska far, far behind.


This was Jeremy’s last chance to beat him up and have it attributed to a schoolyard fight, instead of felony assault, and this had been a long time coming.  Pack had hated him the first day he came to Centerville because he was so different than everyone else, and boys like Jeremy Pack singled out anyone different from themselves for abuse.  Where they had fair skin or healthy tans, Rafael had the Spaniard’s dark complexion and thick black hair.  Where they spoke their mid-western accented English, he had come to Centerville barely speaking any English at all, just a year’s worth of English classes in high school.  Where Jeremy was built like a fire plug, stocky and pudgy, Rafael was tall and lithe, athletic, built like a panther.  And where they had their brown or blue eyes, Rafael’s eyes were a luminous, almost glowing yellow, which was an oddity even in Spain.  And from that first day, Rafael set the stage for this confrontation, for he ignored Jeremy Pack in a way that drove the dull-witted young man absolutely insane.  Pack was simply below his notice, and he neither rose to Pack’s bait nor even dignified his taunts with a response.  He simply walked by, walked away, not responding in any way unless Pack tried to get physical.  It was then that he acted, but not aggressively, instead using his athletic gifts to evade or avoid Pack’s attempts to physically taunt him, and often doing so in a way that made Pack look like a complete idiot.  The very first time Pack tried it, he ended up on his face when his attempt to push Rafael met with nothing but empty air.  Expecting to make contact and push hard, Pack instead fell flat on his face when Rafael sidestepped the clumsy attempt as easily as he might have opened a cabinet door, and Pack had nothing to push against.


There had been other attempts to bully Rafael into fights, but always before he managed to avoid a physical confrontation, mainly by simply staying away from Jeremy Pack.  Pack was in none of his classes, and Pack was on the football team where Rafael had been on the soccer and baseball teams.  Pack went out and caroused with his friends and engaged in petty crime, getting arrested almost once a month, where Rafael preferred to sit on the back porch of his aunt’s house and play his guitar well into the night, dreaming of the beautiful blue sea and the rugged wooded hills and rocky shores of home.  He also knew that Pack stood absolutely no chance against him in a fight.  There was no real honor in beating down a defenseless fool who knew no better, could not control his base nature any more than a dog could control its impulse to bark at strangers, and unlike Americans with their egos, Rafael didn’t care what others thought about him because he wouldn’t rise to Pack’s bait and fight him.  Many thought he was a coward, but he honestly didn’t care.  He knew that he could beat Pack in a fight, and beat him badly, and that was enough for him.  He had nothing to prove to any of these people, because in just three days, he would leave Centerville and never come back.

Pack made several more clumsy attempts to punch him, which Rafael avoided with ridiculous ease, the thick, homely boy’s arms moving like he was in slow motion.  The tall Spaniard kept his hands squarely behind his back, holding his own wrists as he weaved and dodged, his feet moving lightly under him and always in motion where Pack squared his feet as if he were about to chop down a tree.  Rafael’s gold eyes watched everything Pack did, from the set of his shoulders to the rotation of his torso, from the movements of his arms to the set of his knees, using all those visual cues to guess what Pack was about to do before he even started it. Those skills were learned in boxing and fencing back home in Spain, sports that made him quite slippery in a fight, allowed him to see what his opponent would do by studying the movements of his body.  That allowed him to weave around Pack like he was a toddler, making him look absolutely ridiculous, and silencing the many cheering teenagers that had gathered around to cheer on their hometown football player over the outsider.  They had never seen Rafael do anything like that before.  They knew he was a really good soccer and baseball player, good enough to win Centerville the single A soccer state tournament and get drafted by the Cincinnati Reds major league baseball club right out of high school, but they had never seen him fight, because he had never reduced himself to that level before.  Even now, he refused to fight, but he did so in a way that made Pack look not just clumsy, but ridiculous, and Pack’s fury rose with every missed blow and evaded attempt to tackle or grapple the slippery Spaniard.  Pack started to pant as he tired himself out with his missed swings and failed lunges, the last of which put him on his face on the grass when Rafael slithered aside with light feet.  He rolled up and moved to stand up, but a teacher’s voice boomed across the campus lawn, silencing all the cheers.

“What the hell is going on!” Coach Hart snapped as he bulled students out of his way.  Hart was the football coach, and since Pack had been on the football team for his senior season, Pack knew him very well.


“This fuckin’ mexi blindsided me, Coach!” Pack said from the ground, rolling over on his hip and looking up, pointing at Rafael.


“For the last time, Pack, I am from Spain,” Rafael said in his thickly accented English.  “Not Mexico.  Spain.”


“Shut your fuckin’ cunthole, you fuckwad!” Pack snapped as he rolled up and to his feet.  “You hit me from behind!”


“I never touched you.  My hands have never come out from behind my back,” Rafael replied calmly, pulling his hands out to each side, then returning them behind his back to grasp his wrists once again.  “And since you are the one who is sweating and out of breath, does that not presume that you are the one that has been doing all the fighting?”


Hart gave Rafael an assessing look, then looked down at his former player.  “Well, I guess I could haul both of you to the principal’s office, but since this is the last day of school for the senior class, there really isn’t much point.  But, if I hear of any further scrapping between you two, I’ll call the police and let them sort it out.  Got it, Pack?”

Pack’s face flushed red and he glared at his former coach.  “I got it, Coach.”


“Good.  Now go inside.  Don’t come out of the cafeteria until after lunch.”


Rafael turned and started walking away, as he always did, his hands behind his back under his backpack and his stride slow, easy, almost lazy, as if what happened was nothing less than a mild delay on his afternoon stroll.  And that never failed to enrage Pack even more, that Rafael completely dismissed these little incidents as soon as they were over, that Jeremy Pack was nothing to Rafael de la Varga.  The bully was not feared by his intended victim.  He wasn’t even given any attention.

Satisfied that Pack’s last chance to beat him up had been defused, he returned to his musings as he took his usual lunchtime walk around the campus, something of a ritual for him.   Since he never ate lunch, the lunch period was a time to do homework and enjoy the warm early summer breeze.  It was always so cold here.  Rafael was from Spain, from a small coastal town named A Guarda, literally right across the mouth of the river from Portugal, where the weather was warm almost all the time and the smell of the sea was constantly in one’s nose as the wind blew in off the Atlantic.  Spain’s climate there was much like northern Florida’s, warm summers, very mild winters, somewhat humid along the coast, and with consistent rains that tapered in the summer, which was their dry season.  The land was much different as well.  At home, the land was rugged, hilly, with woods and forests that came all the way down the hills and almost right up to the rocky shores of the Atlantic, with many small household gardens and farmland that contoured around those hills.  Here, it was nothing but corn fields and flat land, but he could admit that there were some woods to the north, and a few small hills…just not in Centerville.  Other parts of America were very pretty, but it was his curse that he was placed…here.  It was as radically different from home as Rafael felt it could get.  There was no warm winter here, no salt smell in the air, because this cursed place was about as far from the ocean as it could get.  The sea was thousands of kilometers away in every direction, and that more than anything had been the hardest thing for him to reconcile when he was sent here after his mother was killed in the fire that destroyed their house while he was at school, sent to his last surviving relative, his aunt Consuela…or Connie as she called herself here.


Two years ago.  It almost seemed like a lifetime ago, him landing at the airport in Omaha, the closest city with a large airport, when it was below zero degrees Celsius and he walked out into the terminal with nothing but a suitcase full of donated clothes and wearing a tee shirt, a windbreaker, and a pair of light slacks …the heaviest clothes he’d owned at the time.  He had lost everything in the fire, not just his mother, but also all his clothes, all his possessions, leaving him orphaned and destitute.  They’d had to take him to a store to buy him a heavy coat and shoes, and he spent the entire winter both shivering with the cold and mourning the loss of his beloved mother.  She had been the only relative he’d ever known, for his grandparents had passed away before he was born and his mother’s only sibling lived in America.  His father…he’d never known his father.  His mother had only told him that he was a good and kind man that had died before he was born, but did say that the necklace that Rafael wore, a simple gold chain with a medallion with an unusual sunburst design, had been his father’s.  She wouldn’t even tell him his father’s last name, just that his first name was Eduardo, and when she died, that information had died with her.  He had come here with nothing but three changes of clothes donated to him by the relief agency, none of which were suitable for the bitterly cold winter, 30 euros in his pocket, and speaking less English than an American toddler commanded.  If not that his aunt Consuela spoke the languages of her hometown, Galician—what they locally called Galego—and Spanish—what they called Castilian, he would have been almost cut adrift in this bastion of America-ness, where thinking in any way other than a patriotic American was heavily discouraged…and Americans spoke English.


He remembered his first few days of school, trying to keep up when nobody spoke a language he understood.  They’d thought he was stupid because he couldn’t speak or read English, so arrogant in their belief that just because he didn’t speak their language that he wasn’t educated or intelligent.  After all, he spoke three languages at that time—four now that he’d learned English—because in most of Europe, if you didn’t speak at least two languages, you couldn’t really function.  In most of Europe, one spoke the local language of one’s home town and also the “official” language of one’s country, and they were very often not the same.  In his home town of A Guarda, the local language was known as Galician to most outside the province, but what they called Galego at home, and the official language of Spain was naturally Spanish, which they called Castilian at home, so one needed to be fluent in both Galician and Castilian Spanish to function effectively in his home town.  Galician was mainly spoken, but since most of the TV and radio channels were in Spanish, and all government business was conducted in Spanish, knowing Spanish was all but necessary.  Since he lived literally across the river from Portugal, he had learned the minor differences between Galician and Portuguese to understand pure Portuguese, but the truth was, the languages were so similar that someone who spoke Galician could understand a good three quarters or more of what someone was saying in Portuguese.  Since he’d gone out of his way to learn the differences between Galician and Portuguese, he could confidently state that he was also fluent in Portuguese.  Galician was actually a branch language of Portuguese instead of Spanish, spoken in the northern coastal region of Spain, which was known as the autonomous community of Galicia.  But it was different enough to be its own language, so knowing Portuguese wasn’t a bad idea to speak to the Portuguese on the other side of the river so those little differences didn’t lead to a misunderstanding.  It was also useful because they also got some radio and TV stations from Portugal in A Guarda, and it was nice to know all of what they were saying.  If one didn’t speak Spanish and either Galician or Portuguese in his village, one wouldn’t be able to communicate completely with all the village residents and enjoy all the available entertainment options that the village’s location had to offer.


Rafael had learned Galician and Spanish from his mother and in school, as they were the “official” languages of the town of A Guarda, but had learned the rest of Portuguese through self-study and from his friends that lived around his house and in school that had come from across the river.  He’d taken a whole year and a half of English in school before the fire, was starting his second semester of his second year when he was forced to move.  His school had offered five different foreign languages; English, French, Basque, German, and Catalan, but he could only take one, so he chose English.  In Europe, English and German were very useful languages to know because they were much more widespread than the more local languages offered, Basque, French, and Catalan.  Basque and Catalan were regional languages in Spain and southern France, where French was mainly only spoken in France and Monaco, but was also spoken by many of the more educated and socially erudite Europeans.  German was a very widely spoken language through several European nations, and English was something of a universal language in most airports, as well as a popular alternate language for people to speak.  He’d had to choose between them, so he chose English because there was a girl in the English class that he rather liked.


Funny how an impulsive decision based on getting into the same class as a pretty girl became critical just a year and a half later.  Without that basic knowledge of English, he might still be completely lost outside his aunt’s house.

It had been a long two years living here, in the cold, away from the sea and the wooded hills and the salt breezes, torn from the only life he had ever known and thrown into an alien culture in a God-forsaken landlocked flat plain that was nothing but cornfields in the summer and snow in the winter, but at least he had found solace in sports.  He may have been disliked because he was an outsider in this tiny town, but his coaches loved him.  Simply put, Rafael was a born athlete.  There was no sport that he could not play, and play better than anyone else, after barely any coaching and instruction.  If it involved hand-eye coordination or body control, Rafael could do it with minimal practice, and got better and better the more he practiced.  Before the fire back home, he had had a whole bookshelf full of trophies from various sports, from popular ones like football, tennis, volleyball, boxing, and basketball to more Spanish-oriented sports, like fencing, water polo, handball, and standard polo.  Fencing and polo both were very popular in A Guarda, throwbacks to Spain’s rich medieval history, and handball was played as often as basketball in the school gym.  After he understood the rules and the strategy of a game and practiced the basic mechanics required for his body, he could perform at a level that left everyone else far behind.  He knew he could have beaten Jeremy Pack into a pulp because he was three times stronger than virtually anyone else in school, even over the American football players that did weightlifting, a ratio that was highly unusual for someone not a weightlifter himself, and with that proportional strength throughout his entire body that was entirely natural.  Rafael didn’t lift weights, but he had the strength of an athlete that did.  That strength gave him an incredible vertical jump, quick feet and very fast running speed, and tremendous power when he swung a baseball bat, but most critically, it gave him, hands down, the hardest fastball in the state of Nebraska.  He was the only high school pitcher in the state of Nebraska that had ever thrown a 100 mile an hour fastball.

But his almost unnatural strength for his body mass wasn’t what impressed his baseball coach the most.  Rafael was naturally and completely ambidextrous, and he had exceptional manual dexterity and agility.  Some people could perform some tasks with either hand, but Rafael could do anything with either hand, and that included highly athletic practices such as pitching.  He was the only pitcher in the state of Nebraska that could pitch with either hand, and there was absolutely no difference in power or accuracy when he threw with his right hand or his left hand.  It was this uncanny ability that had attracted the major league scouts…well, that and the fact that at 16, Rafael was throwing consistent 99 mile an hour fastballs with both hands, and with pinpoint accuracy.  Now that he was nearly 18 and had two years of pitching experience, that velocity was now 101 miles an hour.  His hardest pitch ever had actually been 104, but he had no control when he threw that hard.  101 was as hard as he could throw and maintain his accuracy.

Centerville had had quite a few major league scouts staying in the only hotel in town to watch Centerville High Bison games, to watch Rafael pitch.


In all the realms of athletics, Rafael excelled.  He could run faster than anyone on the track team, outshoot everyone on the basketball team, and he put the players on the football team—soccer, they called it soccer here—to complete and utter shame, since he’d been playing football since he could walk.  He could hit better than anyone on the baseball team and his pitching was faced with abject terror by the players from other schools.  He would have tried American football if not for the fact that Jeremy Pack was on the team, and he didn’t feel like dealing with that day in and day out.


But, as much as he loved his football, he had few options.  His visa was about to expire and he’d be forced to return to Spain, but he had virtually no money, no home in Spain, no family there to help him set himself up, and his two years in America meant that the football scouts in Spain had no idea who he was now, where the baseball teams did know who he was.  That was his best option, granted to him by the Cincinnati Reds:  baseball.  Baseball players made a lot of money, and for a simple villager whose mother had worked as a cook in one of the village cafés, the idea of making a lot of money doing something he enjoyed really appealed to him.  He really did enjoy playing baseball, found the sport to be both athletic and cerebral, and it appealed to him greatly.  He didn’t love it as much as football, but he did enjoy playing the game.  He could make even more money playing football in Europe for one of the big clubs like Real Madrid, but he would start earning good money much faster if he played baseball, enough to allow him to return to his beloved Spain and not have to scramble to find a home and a job, to give him some financial security and allow him to take his time settling back in.


The Cincinnati Reds had told him to report to their AAA farm team in Louisville, Kentucky next week, and as soon as he wrapped up all the loose ends in Centerville, he would be leaving Nebraska behind.  The Reds had promised to put lawyers on his immigration status, since his visa expired in two months.  He’d been granted an emergency “family hardship” visa after his mother died, allowing him to move to America to live with his aunt.  But that kind of visa expired two months after he turned 18, which would give him time to put his affairs in order before returning to his home country as an adult.  The Reds had guaranteed him that he would have a green card before his visa expired, that they could get a professional athlete green card for him that would let him stay in America to play baseball.  They had also told him that there was a very good chance that he’d be called up to the main team to pitch out of the bullpen if he did well with the AAA team, and could eventually earn a spot in the starting rotation by the start of the next season if he did well pitching in relief.

His plan was a simple one.  Play baseball for two years maximum and use that money move back to Spain without being homeless.  AAA players only made about $23,000 a season, but given Rafael would have few expenses, he felt that two years at that salary would allow him to bank enough money to return to Spain and manage to get a decent apartment and have enough cash left over to hold him until he won a position on a local professional football club.  He would move back to Galicia, maybe back to A Guarda, maybe near Vigo or Oia, but definitely somewhere near the sea in his homeland.  He would use what money he had left over from his two years in baseball to get him into a local professional football club, then play his way up the ranks until he reached the top, the Champions League and the Spanish National football team..


He did love to play baseball, it was a very fun game and he was good at it, but football was his true passion.  He hadn’t told the Reds about his plan to leave after a maximum of two years, for that was the maximum amount of time he felt that he could play baseball and not ruin his chances of playing professional football in Spain.  Two years would be pushing it, but if he had two years to earn money playing baseball, he would be able to afford to hire private coaches and trainers to get his football skills honed, and then start in the local Spanish football leagues and work his way up to La Liga teams and then to Champion’s League quality teams, like Real Madrid or Barcelona.  If he quit baseball in two years, he’d be 19 or 20 when he started his football career, and he’d have a good 10 to 15 years of prime football time, depending on how healthy he stayed.  But that was the maximum amount of time.  If he got up to the majors this season, his major league contract would kick in and he’d start earning good money.  If that happened, he’d spend only perhaps a single season with the Reds, earn perhaps fifty or sixty thousand dollars after taxes that was in the bank, and then quit and return to Spain to pursue a football career.  If he found major league baseball to be fun, he would stay for a second season, hopefully put a few hundred thousand dollars in the bank, and then be able to return to Spain with enough money to buy a house and hire personal coaches and trainers to get him ready for playing football.

He’d rather play both sports at once, but that was quite impossible because their seasons coincided too much, and he wouldn’t do that to either team…either leave halfway through the season to go to his other team or show up halfway through the season in the other sport and expect to play.  Besides, he would only play football back home in his native Spain, and that was far too much of a commute if he played baseball at the same time.

He had vowed after moving to this cold, accursed place that he if he could possibly help it, he would never live anywhere but right beside the sea or on a boat.  He would endure up to two years living in Louisville and hopefully Cincinnati to play baseball for them, but after that, he was going home to Spain, to proper weather and the sea, and play for one of the professional teams in his home country…and maybe even the Spanish national football team someday.

He had spent more than one night dreaming of waving to the crowd with the Spanish flag draped over his shoulders after Spain won the World Cup, and naturally, he was the one that kicked the game-winning goal in added time in dramatic fashion.


That was the plan, that was his dream, and he was well on his way.  He would turn 18 in two days, and once he was the legal age of majority in America, he was leaving Centerville.  He would leave almost exactly as he arrived, with nothing but a single suitcase and his guitar.  Everything else he theoretically owned would be left behind, because he didn’t want any of it.  He wanted nothing of Nebraska, he didn’t want to ever think of Nebraska again once he got on that plane and flew out of the airport in Omaha on his way to Louisville.  True, he would miss his aunt Consuela and uncle Hank very much, but that was about all he would miss of Nebraska.  His two cousins Betty an Kasey, on the other hand…he didn’t get along with them.  They were in the “in” crowd in school, and as members of the “in” crowd, they were not allowed to like Rafael de la Varga because he was an outsider, not American, even after living in the small town for two years.  Despite that, both his cousins were petty, self-centered, and a little mean, which he’d found was typical among the social elite in Centerville High.  They made themselves feel better by bullying and denigrating others, and unlike Jeremy Pack, it was harder to ignore them because they did live in the same house as him.


 So, while he’d miss his aunt and uncle, he wouldn’t miss the town in which they lived, or the state, or anything about it. There was nothing about Nebraska that he liked, not in any fashion.  The weather was horrible, the land flat and without character, and the people in the small town of Centerville were extremely hostile to him, even after having lived in the town for two years.  To this day, the shopkeepers and clerks in town watched him like a hawk, as if he would steal them blind the instant they turned their back to him.  After he learned English, he tried to get a part time job to earn some money, but no business in town would hire him.  It had taken Hank and Consuela several years to become accepted by the town, when Hank was transferred to the tiny town to run the county office for the Department of Agriculture’s Farm Services Administration.  Hank and his staff did a lot of work from their office on Main Street overseeing farms and farmers in the entire county from Centerville.

He heard it more than saw it as he stood at the edge of campus, right by Main Street, the sound of heavy feet pounding on the grass, as someone that was very heavy ran towards him…Jeremy Pack.  He made no indication that he knew he was coming, his ears quickly working out just how far away he was, and the gasps he heard from some of the other students out on the campus that no doubt saw the stubborn boy charging the lean Spaniard.


And then time slowed down.


That was how he explained it.   It happened quite frequently when he was playing sports, as the excitement of the game overtook him, where the game seemed to slow down and allow him to see more, take everything in.  Other players seemed to slow down, the ball seemed to slow down, a phenomenon he’d heard about when reporters interviewed professional athletes when they tried to explain what it felt like to be “in the zone.”  It happened most frequently when he was batting, where he could see the ball, see how it spun, see if it was curving, judge how fast it was going, giving him what seemed like entire seconds to decide if it was good pitch to hit.  And when he made his decision and started swinging the bat, it sped up again. When that happened, he connected the bat with the ball every single time.  He didn’t always make a hit, managing a hit a little over half the time, but the ball did not get past him.

He could tell that he was in that zone when the traffic on the street in front of him seemed to slow down, the time between Pack’s heavy footsteps increased, and the sound of his own breath got louder in his ears, almost as if all other sound except that which had his attention and the sound of his own breathing took precedence.  He relaxed his knees and poised himself on the balls of his feet, and just as he heard the footfall that put Pack about two meters behind him, he took a wide, flowing step to the side without turning around, just as time seemed to snap back to normal.


Pack hurtled by him with his arms out, stumbled, and then fell head first into the window of a Ford Ranger pickup truck parked at the curb.  Rafael clearly saw the thick-necked boy’s head crash through the window, shattering it and driving his head through, then his shoulders and body hit the door under the window and made him rebound.  He flopped to the ground like a boned fish, unmoving and unconscious, blood flowing liberally out of a crushed nose and from a mouth filled with now-broken teeth, and with jagged lacerations on his forehead, cheeks, chin, and neck from the glass. He had gone face first into the window, and had knocked himself out…it was a miracle that he hadn’t broken his neck.  Rafael looked down at him in his erect posture, holding his wrists behind his back, then he sighed and turned around.  “Call an ambulance,” he called in a slightly annoyed voice.

His return to his last class of his high school life was almost delayed when Coach Hart came back out and questioned him about what happened.  He told the truth, that Pack had tried to tackle him and missed, and another student corroborated his story while paramedics loaded Pack onto a stretcher.  They’d immobilized his head with a brace and put bandages over the lacerations all over his face and neck.  “And you didn’t help him along a little bit?” Hart pressed.

“No sir, he managed that all by himself,” Rafael answered, glancing at Pack.


“He never touched him, Coach,” Bonnie Miller offered.  “He never even turned around and looked back, he just seemed to jump to the side just as Jeremy reached him.  I never saw anyone move that fast in my whole life!” she gushed.


“You’re positive Varga never touched him?”


“Positive, sir,” Bonnie repeated.


“De la Varga,” Rafael corrected mildly.  After two years, they still couldn’t get his name right.


“Alright, get to class, both of you,” Hart ordered.


His last-ever class was pre-calculus.  Because his school in Spain was much further ahead than the school here, and he didn’t have to take a foreign language, Rafael hadn’t required a full seven classes in his senior year to graduate, only four.  He had three classes before lunch, a free period, then one more afterwards, and then he would go home until he returned for practice of whichever sport he was playing at the time.  But this was the last class of the school year for Rafael, and it was mainly filled with excited gabbing by his classmates about graduation, as well as their plans for the summer and beyond.  Some would find jobs in town.  Some would work full time on their family farms.  Some would go to college.  Two planned to join the military.  And most of them knew through the school rumormill, thanks to his cousins, that Rafael had been drafted into professional baseball and would be leaving school and going straight to his minor league baseball team to begin his journey to the majors.  They’d already taken their final, so this class was mainly about graduation, the teacher getting information from the students about graduation.  Rafael had no plans to attend graduation, since that would require him to stay in Centerville four days longer than he had to, and besides, he had an appointment in Louisville to keep.  They’d have to mail his diploma to his aunt, because he wouldn’t be there to get it.  They wouldn’t be available until next Wednesday, and he was leaving on Monday.


And finally, it was over.  The bell rang and marked the end of his high school education.  The others prepared to go to their next class, to do their next “victory lap” class, but not him.  That was it for him.  He got up and walked out, his hands behind him under his backpack, and walked slowly, almost deliberately towards the exit at the end of the long hallway, nodding absently to the Spanish teacher, one of the few in the school that was happy he was there.  Since Rafael was a native Spaniard, he spoke Castilian Spanish, which was slightly different from the Spanish spoken in Latin America.  The syntax and vocabulary was mainly the same, but Castilian Spanish used some older vocabulary and some grammatical rules that had fallen into disuse in Latin America, mainly because the Spanish didn’t allow their Spanish to change very much.  A Spaniard and a Mexican would have absolutely no problems understanding each other.  The others that passed him, most from the younger classes, they were faces in the crowd, and he would never think of them again after he went out that door.  He would barely think of the people in his own classes.  His time in Nebraska was something he’d prefer to forget, so he didn’t go out of his way to form many memories of this place.  They hadn’t wanted him here, and he had never wanted to come here.  When he left Centerville, it would make everyone happy.


He threw open the main doors of the school and took in a deep, cleansing breath, then stepped out and down the steps, his hands returning behind his back.  Since Rafael did not often wear pants that had pockets, preferring shorts over anything, he was of the habit of putting his hands behind his back.  Back home, he spent more time in a pair of swim trunks or shorts than he did blue jeans or trousers…when he wore anything at all.  The secluded beaches of A Guarda had no rules about bathing suits, and they were much more relaxed about such things in Spain than they were in America.  Rafael’s dark skin had no tan lines on it, a feat he managed to maintain in Nebraska by finding secluded places to lay out without any swim trunks.  The land here was open and sparsely populated, and a curious young man could find himself places open to the sun where he wouldn’t offend the sensibilities of others.


But dios mio, did he ever cause an uproar the first time he wandered out of his bedroom without any clothes on.  Consuela had forgotten those old customs in her many years in America, so she forgot to warn Rafael not to do it.

He strolled down Main Street, walking without a care in the world, just reveling in his newly gained freedom, but not complete freedom.  He would gain that in two days, when he turned 18, and on that blessed day, his aunt and uncle would take him to Omaha and then he’d get on a plane to Louisville with nothing but a suitcase, his guitar, and $297 in his pocket.  It was quite likely that this would be the last time he walked that route down Main Street in the small town, on his way to 3rd Street between 1st and 2nd Avenues, where his aunt’s house was located.  Centerville only had ten streets and five avenues in a crosshatch pattern, where Main Street was actually 3rd Avenue, the central avenue in town and was the main county road that entered and exited town.  His aunt’s house wasn’t very far from the center of town, where the old high school was located on Main Street and 7th street, on the west side of town.  The middle and elementary schools were just outside town to the north, on 6th Street, which turned into Cottonwood Road once it left town.  The architecture was dated on Main Street, most of the buildings erected in the 40’s and 50’s, one and two story buildings erected to be stores and shops with large glass windows in front to show wares. There were a few newer buildings, like the large Tractor Supply store on 4th Street, but by and large, the town showed its age, and in a way, its refusal to change.  New ideas, different things, they were unwelcome in Centerville, as unwelcome as Rafael had been when he moved here.  But, he could admit, that the town had a certain rustic charm and a simple beauty, for the people here were proud of their town.  Buildings were kept in good repair and freshly painted, shopkeepers swept the sidewalks in front of their stores every morning, and there was not a spot of trash laying anywhere.  It was a simple place populated by simple people who embraced their simple condition with almost naïve determination.

It was not the place for him, and it never had been.


Aunt Consuela was home when he arrived.  Consuela was a computer programmer with IBM, but when Hank got his promotion, she moved to part time and did work for them via telecommuting, and often made more money than Hank did when she was given a major project.  But Hank didn’t mind that.  Hank enjoyed his job very much as the district manager for the local Farm Services Administration office.  Where Consuela enjoyed writing computer code, Hank enjoyed being a low-level government bureaucrat, with a good paycheck and not much responsibility.  Consuela was between projects right now, and when she had no computer programs to write and debug, she was quite happy to fulfill the role of housewife.  She was a fantastic cook in both the American and Spanish traditions, though it was hard for her to get the foods they ate in A Guarda in Centerville.  The diet back home was rich in seafoods and hearty soups and stews which were spiced and seasoned, where they loved their meat and potatoes and corn in Nebraska, all of them barely seasoned or flavored.  The Nebraskan concept of the “spice aisle” at the store was the single shelf where the salt and pepper were displayed.  Rafael had managed to get some things from home thanks to his friends back in A Guarda, who mailed him relief packages filled with Spanish non-perishables unattainable virtually anywhere in Nebraska that would survive the journey.  Spices, seasonings, the rice that was popular back home, even the locally milled flour, those combined with long trips to Omaha to get to a supermarket that carried decent fish and shellfish and a variety of vegetables, they had managed to get Hank and their kids accustomed to the occasional flavorful dish from their mother’s homeland.  Rafael had been taught to cook by his mother—most boys were very good cooks back home as cooking didn’t carry the same stigma as a “girl” activity as it did in America—and he refreshed Consuela on the traditional recipes.  Consuela was the better cook between the two, so Rafael got to enjoy the fruits of his tutoring once she remembered the dishes from home.

He would certainly miss his aunt’s cooking when he moved to Louisville.


“Aunt Consuela,” he said as he came in, speaking Galician.  That drove his cousins crazy.  They had never learned the language, and Rafael was almost petty in the fact that he would not speak to Consuela in any other language if what he was saying wasn’t something that others needed to know.  His cousins always thought he was talking bad about them when he spoke to his aunt, but now they were learning Galician from their mother, where they took Spanish as their foreign language in school because they had their mother there to help them, and both of them spoke at least some Spanish as a result.  While they openly pretended to hate Rafael, and he did go out of his way to annoy them a little, he’d overheard that they’d gotten quite interested in their Galician heritage since he had come, and the family was planning to visit Spain next year for their vacation.  They found it almost amazing that he spoke four languages—though not English at first—and had been very curious about their mother’s town of birth since Rafael had come and had long talks with her about their native Spain…or more to the point, Consuela had almost pestered him for stories of the homeland she had left some 22 years ago to emigrate to America, but still loved deep in her heart.


Consuela was a handsome woman.  She had the same dark complexion and thick black hair as Rafael, her waist-length hair with a few streaks of gray in it, but she was very trim and slender and had a very handsome face, and her eyes were a more normal hazel.  She wasn’t very tall, which wasn’t unusual for a Spanish woman, but she was lanky and lean, just like her nephew, and she had slightly narrow hips and a full bust for a woman her size.  “How did your last day go, nephew?” she asked in English as she snapped a quilt and folded it smartly, then laid it over the back of the couch.

“Oh, not too bad.  Jeremy Pack tried to fight me again.”


“Tried?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Tried,” he replied lightly as he came into the large living room.  Consuela’s IBM projects and Hank’s paycheck allowed them to buy a very nice house, large and spacious and squarely in the “good” part of town.  It was four bedrooms with a large yard and had a storm cellar in case of tornado, with a small pool in the backyard.  His bedroom was the guest bedroom that Hank’s parents used when they visited, and he couldn’t complain about it. It was large and roomy, and the furniture they’d had in there had been comfortable.  In fact, the room looked almost exactly as it had when he arrived, since he hadn’t altered it.  The furniture was in the same place, there were no posters on the walls, very few personal items on the dresser and desk.  The room was where he slept, where he kept his clothes and possessions, but it was not his home, and his refusal to make it his had reinforced that.

His home was in Spain.


“And?”


“And he ended up being driven off in an ambulance after he ran head-first into a parked car,” he answered.


She gave him a look, then gave a sigh.  “And did you help him along?”


He chuckled.  “Coach Hart asked me that same question, and no, I did not,” he answered.  “He missed trying to tackle me and ended up driving his head through the side window of a pickup truck.  The truck was not impressed.”


She gave him a second glance, then laughed ruefully.  “Well, no doubt I’ll hear no end of it from his mother,” she complained.  “But I won’t care too much.  He’s been trying to pick a fight with you since the first day you were in school.”


“It’s not my problem anymore,” he declared with a beatific smile.  “I never go back to that school.”


“I know, and congratulations for making it through.  The player manager from the Reds called earlier,” she told him.  “They confirmed your airline reservations, and he said that they’ll have someone there to pick you up from the airport in Louisville and take you to a hotel room they have reserved for you.  The man said they’ll pay for the hotel room for two weeks, so you have time to find an apartment.  They also sent a list of furnished apartments in the city that rent on a month to month basis.”


“They said they’d do that for me, which is a relief,” he said with a nod.  “They no doubt have experience helping players find places to live on short notice.”


She chuckled.  “No doubt.  Raf, I’m very proud of you,” she said warmly.  “Not just for getting drafted, but for managing to make it through school without causing as many problems as you could have.  I know that I would have beaten Jeremy Pack into a pulp after a month.  Sometimes I think you have the patience of a saint.”


He chuckled and put his hand on her shoulder.  “Fighting him would only justify his behavior, and that is something I will never do,” he told her.  “And thank you, Aunt Consuela.  Your good opinion of me matters very much.  Now, what’s for dinner?”


She laughed.  “We’re going out for dinner to celebrate your graduation,” she told him with a smile.  “And I mean out.  We’re going to the Road House for steaks.”


“Oh, that’s just fine!” he said brightly.  Steak…now there was an American food that he very much enjoyed, and one of the few saving graces of this God-forsaken place.  The restaurant was a chain restaurant in the midwest called the Road House Grill, but when it came to steaks, they were anything but a chain restaurant.  It was the best place to get a steak in the entire county, and the place was always busy.  They were very serious about cooking steaks there, cooked their steaks with seasoning and exactly to the customer’s wishes, using only the best cuts of steak that were never frozen, and they didn’t just throw them on the grill and burn them to a crisp. They knew what medium rare really meant, and there was no gray area.  Every chef there knew what medium rare meant, and every steak put on the table that was medium rare was just that, medium rare.  It was some 41 kilometers to the restaurant from Centerville, just outside the town of Wheeler, but that was distance gladly traveled by everyone in the house to go to the Road House.  “I take it we leave as soon as Hank gets home and changes?”

She nodded.  “Hopefully we can get there in time to get a table.”  The restaurant often had a waiting line for tables, since it was so popular.  They’d once had to wait for two hours just to get a table.  Getting there before the dinner rush was always best, or they’d be waiting to get a table.  “And I have a new project I’m starting on next week, so you have somewhat good timing,” she chuckled.  “I’ll get the project file the day you leave for Louisville.”

“That’s good, both that you won’t be busy until I leave and you get some work,” he said with a smile.  Consuela used to work on mainframe programming and repair, writing and debugging programs and fixing software problems for IBM’s customers, but when she moved to part time, she shifted to doing apps for smart phones and tablets, something she could do from her home office.  It had taken her a while to retrain for the very different aspect of programming, but she had excelled in her new department.  Consuela’s projects were always completed at or before deadline and they worked perfectly.  She was one of IBM’s best programmers in the midwest division, and despite her being only part time, she made a lot of money.  “Part time” was actually a misnomer, for she put in a lot of hours when she had projects to do, she just had off time between her projects.  Once she began her project, she’d work ten to twelve hours a day five or six days a week until it was complete, then take a few weeks off before notifying IBM she was available for another one.

“College is starting to rear its ugly head for Betty,” she said with a dark chuckle.  “Now, since you’re home, we’re going to sit down and go through the next week.  I want to be absolutely sure you’ll be alright once you leave,” she said briskly as she headed for the kitchen.  No doubt, she had one of her famous checklists ready for him; Consuela was the most organized woman he’d ever met in his life.  But, he could admit, she was very thorough.  With her checklist in hand, he’d know exactly what he’d need to do, including things that he wouldn’t otherwise consider, like changing his driver’s license and filing a change of address card with the post office once he had an apartment.


They were almost through her list of things he either needed to do or needed to know when the girls got home.  Both Betty and Kasey had their mother’s dark complexion and handsome face, which made them look deeply tanned all the time and was a point of pride for them, but they also had their mother’s thick black hair, which did not easily accept dye or coloring.  They’d tried to bleach their hair blond several times, but the lightest they’d ever managed was a light brown…which hadn’t looked that bad.  But it wasn’t blond, so to them, it had been a complete and utter failure.  They often complained about their hair, even as they kept it immaculately groomed and curled, and were quite envied by the other girls in school for how thick and luxuriant it was.  Betty gave that ever-present short look when she heard them speaking in Galician, as she went over the list of things he’d need to do once he found his new apartment, from getting a new cell phone plan to filing a change of address, and also to get himself a car as quickly as he could.  He’d gotten his driver’s license while in America, but they simply had no room for a car that would be his, so he shared one of the two extra cars with his cousin Kasey, who had just gotten her license four months ago.  That car was technically hers, but she had to let him use it when he needed it…so she naturally needed it all the time, to the point where if he asked to use it, she’d drop whatever she was doing and get in the car and drive somewhere, just to keep him from driving it.  So, Rafael ended up driving Consuela’s BMW more often than not in those rare, perhaps once a week instances where he actually needed to go somewhere, a fact that drove his cousins even more crazy.  They weren’t allowed to drive their mother’s BMW, but Consuela showed little pity.  Rafael was a very careful driver, she felt comfortable letting him drive her $80,000 car, and it was Kasey’s selfish refusal to let Rafael use her car that allowed him to drive the BMW.  It was an intolerable situation of her own making.

Consuela loved her daughters, perhaps doted on them and spoiled them a little bit, but even she had been a little alarmed at how childishly petty they had gotten over Rafael in the last few months…right about the time they found out he was going to play professional baseball.  It was almost as if his success nettled them at some personal level, like he was supposed to just go back to Spain homeless and destitute, just the way he arrived.  A certain amount of jealousy Rafael could understand, since in a way, he competed with the girls for their mother’s attention, but this sudden uptake in their spiteful behavior had even shocked their doting mother.


“Did you hear, Mother?  Rafael beat up Jeremy Pack at school today,” Betty declared. “He rammed his head through a window!”


“If he had, they would have called me,” she replied evenly without looking at her daughter.  “I already know what happened, girls.  Now we’re going to the Road House tonight, so stay close to the house until your father gets home.”

“The Road House?  But I was going to a graduation party today for a couple of my friends,” Kasey protested.


“You can go, honey, but it means you get your own dinner,” she replied.  “So decide which you want to do.”


“We’re both going to the party,” Betty declared.  “Jan’s throwing it, it was her last day of school today.”


“She’s so lucky,” Kasey complained.  Jan had won an academic scholarship to USC, and would be leaving for California in just a couple of weeks.  Jan was one of the smart kids in town that knew that her only chance to make something of her life was to leave Centerville, unless she wanted to be a farmer.


“There’s nothing stopping you from doing the same thing, honey.  Just make good grades and look for the opportunity,” Consuela told her.  “I do hope I won’t have to go over the rules?”


“No,” they said in unison.  They knew those rules well enough:  be home by midnight, and no smoking or drinking.  And Consuela checked.  She’d caught Betty with an empty beer can in her car last fall, and the punishment was swift, harsh, and without reprieve.  Betty had tried to plead her case that she didn’t drink the beer, that her friend did, but Consuela did not care.  The can was in her car, therefore it was her punishment.  That month confined to her room without her phone, computer, TV, or even a radio had almost driven Betty insane, and the fact that Consuela never showed leniency when she was driven to the point where she had to punish her daughters made it a very dangerous game to push what few rules Consuela had.  They could get away with a hell of a lot, but when they crossed that final line that set their mother off, there was no mercy given.  Consuela was very Spanish in that regard; when you did something so bad it got you punished, you were punished.  And no amount of crying, whining, wheedling, begging, pleading, or trying to get Hank to talk Consuela into relenting would shorten the punishment.  The pronounced punishment was carried out exactly as sentenced with no time off for good behavior, but plenty of time added on for bad behavior.

“Alright then, go ahead and get ready for the party,” she told them with a smile.

“It’s not til seven,” Betty told her.  “We were just gonna go hang in our rooms or something til then.”


“Then have fun, girls,” she said warmly.  “Maybe I’ll give you some more Galego lessons after I finish going over this checklist with Raf.”


“That’d be cool!” Kasey said eagerly.


“Then we should be done in a little bit, we were almost finished.”


“What’s that about?” Betty asked.


“Going over what he’ll need to do when he moves to Louisville,” she replied, motioning at the checklist.  “Since it’ll be his first time out on his own, I thought he might like having a checklist so he knows what to do.”


“I do appreciate it,” Rafael nodded.  “It will be much different from here.”


“Very,” Consuela nodded. “Louisville is actually a fairly big city, much bigger than here, or A Guarda.  And Cincinnati is even bigger.”


“As big as Vigo?”


“Vigo is bigger, but not by much,” she nodded, obviously dredging her memory for that.  She probably hadn’t been to Vigo since she was a teenager.  She’d moved to America when she was 19, going to the University of Texas on an academic scholarship, but then staying in America when she got a job with IBM.  She’d met Hank not long after starting at IBM’s office in Austin, when he was just a low-level office worker in the Department of Agriculture office there, and that had led them ultimately to Centerville.

“What’s Vigo?” Kasey asked.


“The largest city in Penteverde, the province in Spain where I’m from,” Consuela replied.


“Is it close to Madrid?”


“No, honey.”


“What about Barcelona?”


Consuela chuckled.  “No, that’s all the way on the other side of Spain.  Why don’t you go look it up on a map and see?  Since we’ll be going there next year, getting an idea of where everything is early might be good for you.  Prove you studied the maps enough, and we’ll let you drive,” she promised with a smile.


“Drive in Spain?  Awesome!” Betty gushed.  The two of them hustled out, leaving Consuela with him.


He sighed and glanced at her.  “I thought they were more interested in where you’re from.”


“They are, but only what I tell them,” she said with a rueful look.  “The instant they have to take any initiative to learn on their own, they lose interest very quickly.”


Rafael laughed.  “Lazy, lazy, lazy,” he accused.  “So, you decided on when you’re going?”

She nodded.  “Hank has four weeks of vacation starting next year, so we’re taking two and going to Spain.  I’m just glad we don’t have to go through that passport ordeal again,” she chuckled.  They’d gone to Cancun, Mexico the year before, which was easy on them since Consuela and Rafael spoke fluent Spanish and the girls spoke enough Spanish to get by.  “We’re going in early June, right when the dry season takes hold.”


“Good planning,” he agreed with a nod.  “Where are you staying?”


“Probably Vigo or Oia.  Vigo’s nice and centrally located, but Oia is beautiful,” she mused.  “Or at least it used to be.”


“It still is,” he assured her.  “That’s where I’d go if I was staying in a hotel.”


“Then that’s where I’ll look when I’m finding a hotel.  At least I can call them directly and book the room,” she laughed.  “I’m glad you’ve been here for that much, Raf.  My Galego was getting very rusty.  You’ve been a good practice partner.”


“Yeah, Mom always spoke in Castilian on the phone with you, I always wondered why.”


“Because Dad was never all that good at speaking Castilian, he considered it below his Galician dignity,” she grinned.  “Your grandparents grew up back when the central government tried to crack down on the regional languages and ram Castilian down everyone’s throat, and their generation really resented it, so they actively resisted learning Castilian.  We came along after the first reconciliation laws were passed that recognized the regional languages as official in their provinces in addition to Castilian, so we didn’t have any animosity towards the language.  And since they taught it in school, it was learn it or get bad grades,” she chuckled.  “But Dad never got over how the central government tried to get rid of Galego, so he never really tried to learn Castilian.  So, we spoke to each other in Castilian so we could get away with talking about things we didn’t want him to know about.  The habit sort of stuck, even after we both moved out,” she laughed.


“Huh, I never knew that,” he mused. “But it’s kinda funny really, since our family is from Castille,” he noted with a chuckle.  De la Varga was a Castilian name, a Spanish name.  If it was a Galician name, it would be A Vargas.

“We’ve been in A Guarda for two hundred years, Rafael, that long and you don’t care where you’re from anymore.  We’re Galician now, as much as families who emigrate to America become Americans after a generation,” she winked.

“True.  Anyway, I knew that Grandfather spoke like six languages.”


“About everything but Castilian,” she laughed brightly.  “As long as he didn’t go to Castille, he could talk to just about anyone in Spain.  Dad was a very stubborn man.”


“I would have loved to know him,” Rafael sighed.


“I’m sure he would have loved to know you too, nephew,” she smiled warmly.  “You’ve grown into quite a mature and impressive young man.  Major league baseball right out of high school, that’s quite a feat,” she praised.


“I’m not the only one,” he said modestly.  “Bryce Harper and many others did it.”


“And here’s hoping you have as much success as Bryce Harper has,” she said warmly, patting his hand.


Hank ambled in, looking relieved to be home.  He was a fairly handsome man, still rather slim despite him being 43, and he still had all his light brown hair.  He was a deceptively complicated man.  He let Consuela run the entire house, pay all the bills, discipline the kids, do absolutely everything while he sat in front of the TV every night or played on the computer in Consuela’s home office, the one that didn’t have any parental controls on it.  He seemed lazy to the casual observer, but when he was told to do something, it got done quickly and it got done right, and he never complained about the tasks he was given.  He was also quite good at home repairs and such things, so when Consuela had him fix something or repaint or whatever, he did it quickly and well.  He had a large workshop in the garage where he could build furniture; indeed, he’d built the kitchen table himself, and it was rock solid and very handsome.  Rafael just got the feeling that after a whole day of making tough decisions that ultimately made some farmer in the county mad about something, he was content to come home and not make any decisions, to just sit around and do nothing until he was given a job to do.  But he did have a work ethic, so when he had a job, he did it to the best of his ability.  He’d never been hostile to Rafael, was actually rather nice after they got to know each other…which had taken time since he sat in front of the TV most of the time, and Rafael didn’t like TV, so they didn’t have all that much quality “bonding time” when he first came to Nebraska.  There was also no doubt that he loved his wife, he loved her deeply, and Consuela returned that affection.  Indeed, she seemed to have tremendous patience with his completely submissive attitude.  Then again, Consuela was a born busybody and was Spanish enough to believe that the household was her realm, so it was probably best for everyone in the house that she ran things.  If she didn’t, she’d drive Hank crazy.

“Hello, love,” Consuela said richly, giving him an earnest smile.  “How was work?”


“Ugh,” he grunted as he undid his tie.  “The Wattersons are going to have a conniption when they read that arbitration decision.”


“They lost?”


“Big time, so no doubt Emmet’s gonna be standing in front of the office tomorrow morning with a pitchfork in one hand and a shotgun in the other.  God, Will Bennett’s gonna be insufferable.  I hope the county sheriff keeps a couple of deputies close to the border between their farms.”  He smiled ruefully.  “But enough of that crap.  I heard you had a pretty eventful last day at school, Raf.”


Rafael chuckled.  “Something like that.  I actually didn’t do a thing.”


“I’ve heard about ten different versions of it, it’s all anyone in town can talk about,” he replied.  “Depending on the two most popular versions, either Jeremy Pack beat you up and you blindsided him with a baseball bat in payback, or you finally found some backbone and threw him headfirst into a parked car and sent him to the hospital.  Since I don’t see any bruises on you, I don’t think that first version is very true,” he grinned.

“The hospital part is true, but I never touched him,” Rafael replied.  “He tried to tackle me from behind, but I saw him coming and got out of the way.  He ran right by me and into a parked car.  His head went through the window, and it knocked him out cold.  The ambulance came and took him to the hospital.”


Hank laughed.  “Good, that bastard deserved it for being such a prick,” he said honestly.


“Language, Hank!” Consuela complained.


“Eh, he’s virtually eighteen, I think he’s old enough to hear the naughty English words, cause he’s been teaching me how to swear in Galego,” Hank grinned.  “So, round up the girls, we’ll head out for Road House as soon as I get out of this monkey suit.”

“They’re going to a graduation party in town tonight, so it’s just us three,” Consuela told him.


“Their loss,” he said easily as he undid his tie. “Be back down in a few minutes.”


“You haven’t been teaching him that,” she complained.


Rafael laughed.  “Afraid so.  He wanted to know how often and how spectacularly you swear and didn’t want anyone to know what you were saying.”


She gave him a surprised look, then burst out laughing.  “He’s always been way sneakier than the girls,” she told him, then laughed again.


After Hank changed, they got into Consuela’s BMW and they headed out.  There was rarely much traffic on the road, so they had no problems getting up to Wheeler, and managed to get to the restaurant before it got so busy that they had to wait for a table.  They talked about his upcoming move to Louisville and baseball in general—Hank was a baseball fan—and Hank confirmed their plans to go to Spain next summer.  “I’ve always wanted to go, but we never got around to it,” he admitted as he lingered over the last of his porterhouse.  “Connie had her own bucket list of vacation destinations, and I wanted to go to those places too, so I didn’t really push the idea. I didn’t want to make her waste a precious vacation just to go back home and see things she’s already seen.”


“You wouldn’t have made me,” she protested.  “And I’m looking forward to it.  I wonder how much things have changed.”


“Not much,” Rafael chuckled.  “We don’t like change there, Aunt Consuela.”


“I’m already planning out our travel itinerary,” Consuela declared.  “We’ll probably stay in about four different hotels while we’re there, as we tour the province.  And probably drive down to Lisbon and over to Madrid too,” she added.


“Lisbon, that’s in Portugal, right?” Hank asked.


They both nodded.  “I’m afraid I never really learned the differences between Galego and Portuguese, so I’ll have to just speak Galego and hope they can understand me, but enough people there will speak Spanish for us to manage if we run into words that don’t translate.”


“Too bad I won’t be able to go, I learned Portuguese as a kid,” Rafael said.  “But that’s baseball season.  I doubt that the girls would appreciate me going along anyway,” he laughed.


“Oh, I think they’ll realize how much they miss you when you’re gone, Raf,” Hank grinned.  “I think most of the town is going to realize how much they miss you when you’re gone too.”

“That town?  They’ll be happy I’m gone,” he snorted.


“They may seem like that, but you’ve been there for two years, and now you’re going to be a sports star.  I’m sure there’ll be a banner on the welcome sign saying hometown of Rafael de la Varga in about a year, along with a sudden explosion of Cincinnati Reds baseball caps in the stores,” he said slyly.


“Probably,” Consuela chuckled.  “I figure you’ll be in the bigs by late August, nephew,” she predicted.


“I hope so, that means my big league contract will kick in,” he said.  “I just need to negotiate it.”


“Still against hiring an agent?” Hank asked.


He nodded.  “I know what I want, I don’t need to pay someone a large chunk of my salary to get it for me,” he replied.  “An agent would want me to stay in baseball so they can continue to earn money.  I’ll be happy with yearly contracts, and I hope to earn maybe a half a million dollars a year.  I’m positive they’ll give it to me, and I shouldn’t need an agent to bargain it.”


Hank burst out laughing.  “They’ll sign the contract so fast it’ll leave scorch marks on the paper,” he said.  “You could get five, maybe even six million a year out of them, Raf, easy.  No other pitcher in the entire league can do what you do.  They can’t put pinch hitters up against you, and since you can pitch with either arm, you won’t get tired so fast.  You’ll have a pitch count in the high hundred territory before they think of pulling you, as long as you’re not pitching just with one arm.  They’ll get complete games out of you almost every time.  Hell, you might be able to pitch on only three days’ rest.  You’ll be the most durable pitcher in baseball.”


“True, but you know I don’t intend to stay in baseball, Uncle Hank.  Yes, I love to play baseball and I want to try my luck in the major leagues, but football has always been my passion, and that is the game I’ll play when I have enough money to go back to Spain and get into football shape without having to work another job.  Since I will probably only play baseball for a few years, I’m happy with yearly contracts and the lower salary that comes with them.  That way they don’t lose very much when I finally quit and go back to Spain to play football.”


“You Spaniards are so weird,” Hank laughed.


“I will take that as a complement,” he replied with a slight smile, “and mind that you married a Spaniard, Uncle Hank,” he said primly, which made Consuela burst out laughing, so loud half the restaurant looked in their direction.


After dinner, they stopped at the gas station near the restaurant to fill up, since gasoline was a few cents cheaper in Wheeler than it was in Centerville, but that wasn’t nearly as eventful as when they ran into traffic stopped on the road back to Centerville.  Traffic was unheard of in their county, and when traffic was backed up like that, it was almost always an accident.  It took them about five minutes to find out that it was a police checkpoint instead.  Two state policemen shined their flashlights into the car as Consuela rolled down the window, shining it into each of their faces for a brief moment.  “What’s wrong, officer?” she asked.

“Nothing serious, ma’am, just a sobriety checkpoint,” he answered with a look at Rafael; his eyes often made those who had never met him do a double-take, he was used to it.  “You’re clearly sober, so please carry on.  Drive safely, now,” he said in a warmer voice.


“Well that was odd,” Consuela noted as she rolled up her window and accelerated.


“That’s not a sobriety checkpoint,” Hank said, almost professionally.  “They’re looking for someone.”


“You think so?”


“I know so,” he answered.

“How do you know, Uncle Hank?” Rafael asked from the back seat.


“If it was a sobriety checkpoint, they’d have asked Connie for her license and documents,” he replied in a serious voice.  “They looked in the car, and when they didn’t see who they were looking for, they waved us through.  They’re searching for someone, most likely a fugitive.  You know how these yahoos like to get boozed up and drive down the back roads,” he said as he leaned back in his seat.  “Someone probably got drunk enough to run from the deputy that tried to stop him, took out a mailbox or crashed into someone, but was sober enough to get away, and now they’re trying to find him.”


“Probably,” Rafael said.  He dismissed it and went back to his phone, answering some texts he’d received from friends back in A Guarda while he was eating dinner, replies that they probably wouldn’t read until they woke up; it was around two in the morning back home.


And now that school was out, he’d have a lot more time to text them in the next two days, before he left Nebraska for good.


He couldn’t wait.


Centerville, Nebraska

Rafael greeted the sunrise, his last one in Nebraska, on the back porch with his guitar in his hands and playing an old Galician folk song.  He’d never needed to sleep much, maybe four hours a night, ever since he was just a little baby.  His mother, being driven crazy by him waking up at 2:00 or 3:00 am almost every day and unable to go back to sleep, had pushed a guitar into his hands at the age of six…and he’d been hooked.  He had taught himself how to play it, and his exceptional natural dexterity and quick mind had allowed him to master the instrument in a matter of a few years, to the point where he could play almost anything.  He could play rock, jazz, folk, country, classical, virtually any style.  He could play by ear, flawlessly reproducing melodies and harmonies he heard, and could improvise.  He could pick, he could flat pick, he could tap, he could do reverb and feedback on his electric guitar, and he could play the three major versions of the instrument:  the six string acoustic, the twelve string acoustic, and the electric guitar.  He had learned everything there was to learn about the guitar by the time he was 14, able to crank out perfect covers of such masters’ songs as Joe Satriani and Eric Clapton, and it filled the long nights when he couldn’t sleep with something far, far better than the beeping of a video game or the droning of late night television.  Plug his electric guitar directly to a set of headphones and spend the long hours of the night lost in the glory of music.

He’d even started to branch out from the guitar, since he felt that he would never get any better with it.  He’d spent the two years in Centerville learning how to play new stringed instruments in the tradition of the guitar, relying on his exceptional dexterity and muscle memory to quickly learn instruments that were similar to one he had already mastered.  He had first learned to play the bass guitar, which was a little different, and last year, he’d driven his cousins insane when he got his hands on a banjo.  Banjos weren’t as rare as he would have thought in Nebraska music wise, but actually finding one to play had required him to resort to Ebay.  He’d found out that a banjo was, by far, the hardest of the stringed instruments he’d learned to play, but it had a unique sound that had grown on him over the year.  He’d mastered the three finger picking style and was capable of playing some of the more complicated bluegrass tunes, like Foggy Bottom Breakdown, and he’d just mastered the alternate playing style that used no picks called clawhammer when Betty had broken his banjo beyond any hope of repair.  She swore up and down that it was an accident, but he knew she did it on purpose.  But, at least Hank had paid him back, since he’d bought it with his own allowance money.  He didn’t buy another banjo, because he figured Betty would just break that one too, so he used the money hank gave him and the rest of his savings to buy himself a really nice new acoustic that he had in his hands at that moment.  He’d wanted to learn how to play an Indian citar, but they were way too expensive, even on sites like Ebay.

Today, everything would change.  He would be leaving Nebraska in about three hours, and after a two hour layover in Chicago, he’d arrive in Louisville in eight.  Today, he would leave the trappings of the child, of the teenager behind, and it would be the man that would step off that plane in Louisville and begin his life as an aspiring professional athlete.  Armed with Consuela’s checklist, he was very confident that he could settle in quickly and get all the errands done, then it would be focusing on improving his pitching to the point where he would be called up to the Reds.  Pitch for the Reds for a couple of years, save his money, then go back to Spain with a full bank account and use it to get himself into shape for playing football.  Then, if dreams do come true, he’d be playing for Real Madrid or Barcelona two or three years after returning to Spain.


He played a complicated melody, his fingers moving with speed and intricate grace on the neck of the guitar as he picked at the strings with his fingertips rather than a pick, wanting the softer tone that finger picking caused.  He heard the back door open, and Consuela stepped out wearing a pair of jeans and a faded tee shirt.  “Good morning, Rafael, and happy birthday.”


“Thank you, Aunt Consuela,” he said in reply, looking up at her.


“You realize you’ve completely ticked off your cousins,” she said lightly in Galician.  “They’ve been complaining since the minute you started playing.”

“I couldn’t let them think I wouldn’t say goodbye, Aunt Consuela.  In my own special little way,” he replied in kind, still playing.  “Is Hank up yet?”


“He is now,” she replied.  “It’s a little over an hour to Omaha, and they said you should get there two hours before your departure time to clear security.  I was going to tell you to get ready, we’ll be leaving as soon as we get dressed.  We’ll stop at McDonald’s or something for breakfast.”

“I have everything by the front door.”


“You’re not taking your electric guitar?”


He shook his head.  “Keep it.  I’m going to buy a better one when I settle in down in Louisville.  This one will be all I need,” he said as he finished the song, then stood up.


“What are we going to do with an electric guitar, Rafael?” she protested.


“Sell it,” he shrugged.  “Or give it to Kasey.  I’ve caught her playing with it.  I think she’s interested in the guitar, but since I play it, she wouldn’t touch it.”


Consuela gave a rueful little chuckle.  “I’d hoped that after this long, they’d get over that.”


“They’re a product of this town, where its intolerance shows in all its ugly glory, Aunt Consuela,” he told her in a calm voice.  “At least you’re a naturalized American citizen.  I’m the illegal immigrant.”


“Like Hank said, I think they’ll change their minds after you’re gone, nephew,” she chuckled as she opened the back door.


“Of course they will.  But they’ll never do it to my face,” he replied simply.


“Well, that’s not a worry for you anymore, nephew.  Give Hank about fifteen minutes to get dressed, and we’ll get going.”


By the time Rafael packed away his guitar and double-checked his room to make sure he had everything, Hank and Consuela were ready to go.  Hank gave him an odd look when they got to the front door, looking at his single suitcase, his backpack, and his guitar case.  “That’s it?  Rafael, you have way more than this.”

“This is all I need, Uncle Hank, so it’s all I’m taking.  You can keep the rest of it.  I won’t need it.”


“We can always send it to you when you settle in, I suppose.  Well, let’s go, we’re running a little late.  Oh, and happy birthday, Raf.”


“Thanks, Uncle Hank.”


They piled into Hank’s SUV, his work vehicle, and after Consuela handed back a birthday card for him, they got started.  Hank stopped at the lone McDonald’s in Centerville and picked up breakfast, then they left Centerville behind.  Rafael didn’t look back, because he never wanted to see Centerville, Nebraska ever again.  Hank talked about the day he moved out as they drove to Omaha, regaling Rafael and Consuela with what had to be slightly embellished stories of his struggles to find an apartment and make ends meet when he moved out of his own house the day he turned 18, because he and his father had never gotten along.  Rafael wasn’t the only one that noticed the large number of police cars, from both the county and state, that were driving the other way, some two dozen of them by Rafael’s count.  But they weren’t all together, passing by one at a time every minute or two.  “That’s odd,” Hank said as a state trooper passed them.  “That has to be the tenth cop car that’s gone by.”


“Actually, it’s the twenty-third,” Rafael corrected.  “I’ve been counting them.”


“They must be doing an exercise or something, there’s nothing on this road but farms and Centerville,” Hank mused.  “Sucks for them to have to do something like that on a Saturday.”

Four large black SUVs with tinted glass then passed by, going pretty fast, and that made Hank turn and look back.  “Those are feds.”


“How can you tell, honey?” Consuela asked.


“I’ve been working in the government long enough to know fed Expeditions when I see them,” he answered.  “Probably FBI.”  He then laughed.  “Maybe someone tried to rob First State Bank.”


That was the only bank in Centerville.


“On a Saturday?” Consuela protested.


“In this town?  I wouldn’t be surprised,” Hank answered.  “God, if something did happen to bring the feds to Centerville, it’s all anyone’s gonna talk about for the next five years.”


“Or maybe it’s some anti-terrorism exercise like you thought it was, they’re doing it out here in the middle of nowhere so they don’t bother anyone, and the feds are here to coordinate,” Consuela said.  “That’s way more realistic.”


Hank glanced at her, then chuckled and nodded.  “Most likely, but it woulda been way more fun if someone tried to rob the bank.”


“Hank,” she chided, which made him laugh.


“Go ahead, ruin my fun, Connie,” he grinned at her as yet another cop car passed them on the way to Centerville.


It took them about half an hour more to get to Omaha.  Hank drove to Omaha all the time to attend meetings for work, so he knew his way around the city.  He took them through the city to get to the airport on the other side, pulling up to the terminal door.  They’d already decided not to go in, to drop him off, which Rafael didn’t mind at all.  He wasn’t going to make them pay $5 just to go in with him.  He was old enough to find his own way…after all, he was 18 now.  He hugged Consuela and shook Hank’s hand.  “Now, if you have any trouble, you call us, Raf,” he said.  “And we’ll keep your stuff.  When you want it, just let us know and we’ll ship it to you.”

“I don’t—”


“You will, trust me,” he cut him off.  “You don’t know what you’ll miss until you don’t have it anymore, Raf.  Trust me, I know.”


“Well, don’t go to any trouble over me,” he acceded.


“You’ll make us proud, nephew,” Consuela told him as she hugged him again.  “Call me as soon as you get to your hotel room, okay?”


“I will,” he replied, patting her on the back.  “Thank you, both of you, for everything.”


“It was our pleasure, Raf,” Hank told him, patting him on the shoulder.  “Now, when you’re a famous major league baseball player, send us some tickets when you play against Chicago or Saint Louis.  They’re close enough for us to make a trip over to watch you play.”


“That’s a promise, Uncle Hank,” he replied with a smile, then he kissed Consuela on the cheek.  Hank handed him his suitcase and guitar, and he nodded to them, turned, and walked through the terminal doors, already searching for the counter so he could check in.


There was no need to say goodbye.  Relatives never did where he came from, and Consuela had clearly told Hank about it.


After checking in at the counter, they took his guitar and suitcase, gave him his boarding pass, and he moved on to the security checkpoint.  It was fairly early, but there was still a line, forcing him to wait nearly twenty minutes just to get to the agents.  They had him take off his shoes and belt, made him empty his pockets, then after he handed them his boarding pass and walked through the X-ray machine.  As he put his belt and shoes back on, another TSA agent came out of a small office and stopped him before he could walk into the long hallway holding the gates.  “Hold on, sir.  We have a few more questions to ask you,” he said, motioning at the tiny office.


Sighing a bit, Rafael followed the heavy-set, balding man.  He was put in a chair in front of his desk, and the man sat down, referred to his computer, then started asking questions.  And more questions.  And still more questions.  Who he was, where he was going, why he only had a one-way ticket, he got very personal wanting to know why Rafael was flying to Louisville.  He seemed to think Rafael was lying about something, because he asked the same questions over and over, demanded to see his passport and visa, he even called the contact number Rafael had for the man who was going to pick him up from the airport for confirmation.  Even when the man that was going to pick him up, Daniel McCarthy, verified everything Rafael told him, the man continued to question him, getting more aggressive, more confrontational, until his phone rang.  He answered it, listened for barely ten seconds, then hung up.  “You are cleared to get on the plane,” he said in a hostile tone.

“Thank you very much,” Rafael said calmly, standing up and picking up his backpack.  “You have been the ultimate example of the hospitality I have received ever since I moved to Nebraska, Mister Wells,” he added in a slightly caustic tone as he opened the door.


“Don’t tempt me to put you back in this chair, you little punk,” he threatened.


“Then you can explain to the man who just called you why I missed my flight,” he retorted.


The man glared at him, but said nothing.  He deliberately turned to his computer screen and wouldn’t look at Rafael again.


The power-drunk bureaucrat very nearly did make him miss his flight.  He got to the gate as they made the last call, and they closed the hatch as soon as he was aboard.  He found his seat, put his backpack in the overhead, then sat down heavily and blew out his breath as he fastened his seat belt.  He wasn’t entirely surprised.  These Nebraska people were all so…unpleasant, he shouldn’t have been surprised that some wanna-be policeman would detain him at the checkpoint, no doubt because of his very thick accent and dark skin.  The stupid little man probably thought he was an Arab, as many in Centerville had when he first arrived.  And since no Arab would have any earthly business being in Nebraska, well, Captain Vigilant in there must have believed he was foiling some sinister terrorist plot instead of harassing a Spaniard on his way to someplace far, far better than Omaha, Nebraska.


Just another reason why he was so glad that he would never set foot in Nebraska ever again.  The enter state could fall into the pit of hell, as far as he was concerned…at least after his aunt and her family made their escape.  The rest of them?  Complete waste of the precious souls God gave mankind.

As the plane took off, he crossed himself and prayed to the patron saint of patience to carry his prayer to God that he never, ever return to Nebraska. 


Centerville, Nebraska

“What…the…fuck,” Lieutenant Evan Barker breathed as he got out of the Expedition and looked around.


“Welcome to the middle of fuckin’ nowhere, skipper,” Petty Officer Al Torvin said as he got out of the door behind them.  Several townsfolk were looking on with surprise as police car after police car pulled into the largest parking lot in town, at the Foodway grocery store, county deputies and state troopers starting to gather around the four black Expeditions.  Barker’s team disembarked from the SUVs behind him, 16 of the best the military had to offer.  Army Rangers, Green Berets, Navy SEALs like himself, members of the International Delta Force, the elite of the military branches of several nations were represented in the 14 men and two women in his unit.

“Get these locals off the street!” Evan called.  “Sergeant Harper, stage the troopers and deputies, get them organized and start canvassing the town.”

The commander of the state troopers approached him.  “Lieutenant Barker,” he said.


“Yes, Captain?”


“We have the county road blocked off just outside town.”


“Very good, Captain.  Get your men ready for a house to house canvas, we’re looking for anyone that’s a stranger here.  A town like this, these people will know if there’s someone strange in town.  If there is, you call it in to us and do nothing.  The fugitive we’re here to catch is one of the most dangerous men in the world, Captain, so don’t engage him if at all possible.  Let us handle it.  Keep four men at each intersection and roaming patrol units on every street moving in a crosshatch pattern from one end of town to the other.  If anyone tries to leave, detain them if they’re residents, but if it’s our fugitive, you observe from a safe distance and call us in.  And have the roving vehicle units use their PA to warn the locals to stay in their houses.”


“What about that lone car we passed on the way here?” he asked.


“Liza,” he called, glancing back.

“It’s a government vehicle issued to Hank Akers, managing director of a Farm Services Administration office in town,” Liza Childers called as she walked up, a tablet in her hand, speaking in her British accent. She was wearing a business pantsuit rather than a uniform, cut smartly for her attractive figure, which complemented her very pretty face.   “There was a woman and a young man in the car with him, his wife and nephew.  Facial recognition tagged them as Consuela Akers, his wife, and Rafael de la Varga, Spanish national living with them.  The kid has an airplane ticket to Louisville, Kentucky, they must be taking him to the airport.  Kid’s gonna play triple-A baseball there,” she relayed as she read from her tablet.


“Are any of them on the watch list?”

“The kid is.  His file says he displays exceptional physical traits and athletic ability—explains him getting drafted out of high school—and has abnormal eye coloration.  Kid has yellow eyes, skipper, must be why he was put on the watch list.  He was cleared ten months ago after a passive investigation.  Kid’s legit, but they haven’t taken him off the watch list yet.”


“They must have left him on the watch list for a reason,” he said.  “Call back to base and have them tag him for surveillance.  It’s a little too coincidental that one of them is in a town this small when someone on the watch list lives here.”


“Sure thing, skipper,” she replied, taking her phone out of her blazer.


The trooper gave them a surprised look as Liza started talking on her cell phone.  “What’s this watch list you’re talking about?  Terrorism watch list?”


“That’s on a need to know basis, Captain,” he replied bluntly.  “Now get your men ready.”


The trooper stalked off, a little insulted, but Evan Barker honestly didn’t give a shit if he felt like his toes were stepped on or not.  He called his team together around the hood of his SUV, spreading a map of the town over it.  “Alright team, this is a standard search and sweep,” he said, pointing at the center of town.  “While the locals do a house to house search and canvas, we’ll check all the usual hiding places.  All of you keep alert,” he ordered.  “This isn’t one of their grunts or their spies, this is one of their Alpha operatives.  This guy has killed nineteen of our men, so you do not fucking engage him alone.  If you make contact, take a defensive position and call for backup.  Under no circumstance will you expose any vital area to his direct line of sight.  Take cover and use your mirrors.  The only reason he would be here is if there’s something here that they want.  We search for him, but we also search for whatever it is he might be after.  There’s another two hours until the window opens, and it’ll be open for only six minutes.  He can’t go anywhere until then, so let’s make use of the time he’s trapped here.  Liza,” he prompted.


She set a large tablet down and made it display a grainy picture of a tall man with black hair.  “This is operative number eight, code name Longsword,” she began as she read from another tablet.  “This is an Alpha threat Shifter, gents, this is one of their top dogs, so stay on your toes.  This one has no documented powers, but he’s one of their human-looking ones, so he blends into the crowd.  Expert in armed combat, speaks fluent English, Spanish, and French, and knows our technology, so he doesn’t stand out.  He almost always carries a sword or long knife, and he always has at least one handgun.   This fucker does not miss when he’s shooting at you, gents, so keep your heads down and use your mirrors to keep eyes on him.  You make one mistake, and this bastard will kill you before you can blink.”

“Remember that Alpha operatives almost always operate in groups of four, so there may be three others close by,” Barker said.  “We have any intel on this one’s pack?”


“He’s only been documented working with others once,” she replied.  “This guy tends to work alone, probably because he can pass as human.  The one time he was part of a team, he was with codenames Banshee, Tank, and Spitfire.”


“Fuck, the big dogs,” Alvarez growled.

“This is one of their biggest dogs, Alvarez,” Barker told him bluntly.  “Don’t let the fact that he doesn’t have any documented powers make you think he isn’t just as fucking deadly as the other three.  This one has killed more of our men than any of the others, so don’t do anything stupid.”  He stabbed his finger on the map.  “I want a standard radial search pattern in pairs from the center of town.  Check the usual hiding places and keep your eyes open for anything unusual.  This guy wouldn’t come out to the middle of nowhere like this without a reason, so try to figure out what that reason is.  But don’t let that distract you, keep your head on a swivel and be ready at any time.  If you make contact, do not engage,” he repeated.  “And don’t get fucking trigger happy, there’s a couple thousand civilians in this town that aren’t locked down.  CP is right here, check in in standard rotation every ten minutes.”

“You heard the skipper, let’s gear check and get ready to move out,” Torvin barked, loading a clip into his MP-5 and cocking it.


The men started to prepare for the search, leaving Barker to step over to the two women in this detachment.  Liza was an intelligence operative from MI5, while the other woman was an Israeli woman that worked for Mossad, Letka Kashili.  She was an Eastern European whose family immigrated to Israel, her grandparents part of the original settlers that moved to Israel upon its founding right after World War II.  She was short and a little wide-shouldered, not pretty but not plain, just a little handsome, with black hair, large brown eyes, and thin lips. Where Liza was their unit’s intelligence officer, Letka was their consultant.  She knew more about the various Alpha agents than anyone else, knew more about magic than anyone else.  She was an expert of both mundane and occult history, and that made her invaluable.  “They’re not going to find him, Lieutenant,” she said in her husky voice.

“I doubt it, but at least we may keep him pinned down until the window opens.  What in the fuck would he want in a place like this, Letka?”


“Often, the best place to hide something is in a place nobody would ever think to look, Lieutenant.  Had you ever heard of Centerville, Nebraska until two days ago?”


He grunted.  “That’s a good point.  But still, what would they want here?  They haven’t done anything like this in over a hundred years.”


“I don’t know, and that worries me.  This is not their usual method.  This means that there is something new on the chessboard, something they must have discovered recently.  Something we have yet to discover.”


“Well, my men are trained to know what to look for,” he told her.


“You said that you put surveillance on that Spanish boy on the watch list?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Increase it.”


“Why is that?”


“A hunch,” she replied, not looking at him.  “I have a feeling that that boy is why he is here.  In a tiny little town like this, he might be the only thing unusual in this place.  If we can’t find anything else, then that boy has to be the reason he’s here.”


“Should we just pick him up if that’s what he’s after?”


“If we leave the boy alone, we might be able to catch him,” she said evenly, looking up at Evan.


“You mean leave him out there as bait?”


“The best bait is what the mouse wants, Evan,” she replied calmly.  “If he was here to kill the boy, he had plenty of chances.  I think he was here to abduct him, take him back to their frame.  He’ll be safe enough for the next 36 days.”


Evan grunted again.  “That’s damn unusual, Letka.  They haven’t shown any interest in a specific person in over a hundred years, since they tried to abduct Theodore Roosevelt.  And their interest in him was pretty plain, since he was the President at the time.  What possible worth could a Spanish kid be to them?”


“If we keep an eye on the boy, we just might find out,” Letka said calmly.  “Because something tells me that was his target.  There’s just nothing else here that they could be interested in.”


“But still, why,” Evan said.  “What possible value could a kid be to them?  He has no intelligence or tactical value to them, he’s just a fucking kid from the middle of nowhere.”


“He is, but he is strange,” Liza said as she came over.  She held out her tablet, which had a picture of a very handsome young man with dark skin, black hair, and luminous yellow eyes that just reached out and grabbed whoever was looking at them.  “Rafael Antonio de la Varga,” she told them.  “Age eighteen.  In fact, today is his birthday,” she mused.  “Born and raised in a little town called A Guarda, on the Atlantic coast of Spain and right on the border of Portugal.  Orphaned two years and two months ago, his mother died in a house fire, his father, well, nobody knows who his father was but his mother, and she’s dead.  His only living relative lives in this backwards little town, one Consuela Akers.  Speaks four languages, straight A student, was offered academic scholarships from six different schools on top of athletic scholarships from about thirty different schools, but turned them all down and accepted a draft into professional baseball.  Seems this kid is more than just a baseball player,” she mused.

“Handsome kid, even with those creepy eyes,” Evan said as he watched as the tablet cycled through several pictures of the kid, in chronological order.  A photo of him as a baby, with those same yellow eyes.  A newspaper photo of a ten year old or so Rafael bouncing a soccer ball off his knee.  A picture of him slightly older, wearing an unusual costume of some sort, probably some kind of traditional Spanish outfit.  A picture of him in a fencing uniform, holding a trophy in one hand and a fencing foil in the other, with other children his age in fencing gear to each side of him each with their own trophies.  A picture of him in a boxing ring, throwing a punch against a teenager a good three inches taller than him, both in full amateur boxing protection gear.  A picture of him and several other young boys holding up a trophy bigger than they were, all of them dressed in soccer uniforms.  A picture of him and three other young boys wearing uniforms with horses behind them, holding a trophy between them.  Another picture of him, this time in a basketball uniform, vaulting high over the others on the floor in preparation of shooting.  Another picture of him in a fencing uniform, at least he assumed so since that mesh-grill helmet was on his head, this time engaged against a foe in a match.  A picture of him looking grief-stricken, pulling away from a Spanish policeman, the blackened ruins of a house behind them.  A yearbook photo of him from Centerville High, where he looked extremely sad and stoic, probably taken not long after the fire.  A picture of him pitching a baseball from the mound.  Evan was about to hand the tablet back, but he stopped suddenly when the tablet cycled to a final picture, a picture of him on a beach in a pair of swim trunks, standing with a willowy woman in a one piece and a handsome middle-aged man in bermuda shorts and a tank top, and two rather pretty teenage girls with dark hair, both in sporty bikinis.  He paused the playback and stared hard at that picture, then looked to Letka.  “I think you’re right,” he said, pushing the tablet out at her.  “Look.”

She took it, then she gasped and snapped a gaze at him.  “Jinn!”

“What’s a Jinn?” Liza asked.  “I’ve never heard of that before.”


“You’re familiar with the angels from Christian religion, Liza?” Letka asked, and she nodded.  “The Jinn are something like them.  They’re a race of beings composed only of energy, one of the three races of sentient beings in the Muslim religion.  Humans, angels, and Jinn,” she said, ticking off her fingers.  “Which is actually correct, far more correct than Christian history.  The Jinn and the angels aren’t native to our frame, they’re native to the frame above us where the Arcadians are from the frame below.  The Jinn and the angels are more or less the same race, with only minor differences.  To put it in human terms, think of the angels as Europeans and the Jinn as Arabs.  Same race, cosmetic differences, different political divisions.  But angels aren’t the angels from the three faiths that believe in them.  We call them angels, but they call themselves the Ae.  The Ae and the Jinn have been at war since before the first human tied a rock to a stick and created a tool, fighting over control of their native frame.  There was a small colony of Jinn in our world that had limited contact with the Persians that disappeared some two thousand years ago, and became the basis of the legends of the Jinn that appear in Persian mythology and Muslim religious history.  Nobody knows for sure what happened to them, but it’s commonly believed that they returned to their native frame to rejoin the war with the Ae.  This necklace is the symbol of the Jinn, something of a standard.  If the Jinn had a flag, this sunburst design is what would be on it.” 

“I wonder why this necklace wasn’t tagged by our image recognition software,” Liza said.


“Because it’s not something we’d usually bother with,” Evan replied.  “We deal with the threat from Arcadia, not ancient beings who disappeared long before the Arcadians started to appear.  But to see a symbol like this hanging around the neck of this Rafael kid, it definitely adds weight to your opinion, Letka.  You wouldn’t find just any kid walking around wearing a necklace bearing the standard of the Jinn.  I think this kid means something to the Shifters, and that means he means something to the Arcadians.  They know something we don’t, so we’d better find out what that it is, and find out fast.”  He pushed the tablet back at Liza.  “There’s more to this kid than our first investigation dug up, Liza.  Fill the holes.  Find out everything about this kid, and start with his father.  That’s the one thing you said nobody knows.  You will solve that mystery.  Find out who his father was, and find out what happened to him every day of his life since he was born.  You have thirty-five days, before the window opens again.  We have to know what this kid means to the Shifters before the window opens again, and they can come after him.  We have to know if we should pick him up or leave him hanging out there as bait to lure them in.”


“I love it when you make it hard for me,” Liza grinned.

“Then get to work,” he ordered.


As Evan expected, the search came up empty.  It wasted three hours of their time, as the police units canvassed the town asking questions and his men conducted their search for the operative codenamed Longsword, the search ending about an hour after the window closed.  If Longsword was still in their frame, he was stuck here for another 36 days, and as such would be damn fucking near impossible to find.  He either escaped back into the Arcadian frame, or he fled Centerville so he could hide.  If he was still in their frame and followed his usual pattern, he’d lay low until just before the window opened again and then act, so the danger was minimal.  The Shifters weren’t stupid, if they had no way to escape, they didn’t bring attention to themselves.  Since Longsword wasn’t in Centerville, he had either escaped back into the Arcadian frame or had managed to get out of town, which meant that they weren’t going to find him easily.  The Shifters understood human technology enough to know what facial recognition software was. 


It was almost personal for Evan. He’d lost three men of his own unit to Longsword some two years ago in Holland, when the man shot and killed his men from over 100 meters away with a pistol, hitting them in the only place they weren’t wearing body armor, the faceplates of their helmets  The guy had aim that was superhuman…and it was where the Shifters were concerned, since none of them were fully human.  Ever since then, Evan had been spoiling for another shot at Longsword, to bring him down for killing his men, and Evan wasn’t the only team commander that had that desire.  Because he looked so human, didn’t stand out, and had learned the nuances of modern human technology enough not to stand out, he was often sent out on missions, and he was the one that they tangled with more often than not.

As his team reassembled in preparation to pull out, Liza came back over to him.  “They’re arranging the increased surveillance on the de la Varga kid now, skipper,” she reported.  “And they’re putting two teams in Louisville.”


“Good,” he said.  “Let’s pack it up, Liza.  You’ve got a lot of work to do.”


Louisville, Kentucky

Life was good.


Rafael pulled to stop at a traffic light just a block from the ball park, in a tank top and shorts and with a duffel slung over his back holding his gear, looking up at the bright sunny sky as a car pulled almost uncomfortably close behind him.  He wasn’t in a car of his own, he was on a mountain bike, but the laws he was used to said that bicycles had to ride on the streets and obey traffic laws, so he was waiting at the light with his goal in sight.


Two weeks he’d been here, and they had been wonderful two weeks.   The player rep from the AAA team had met him at the airport and taken him to a hotel, and the next day, he met the rest of the team, signed his AAA contract, and undertook his first physical…which was always fun for him.  He had yet to have a doctor not give a double-take when taking his pulse and blood pressure, since his heart only beat 40 times a minute at rest and his blood pressure was considered dangerously low when at rest, averaging only 80 over 50.  A lion’s heart, that was what his coach had called it when he had taken his physical just before the Spanish Youth Football national tournament, a requirement for all participants.  When he was in action, his heart rate and blood pressure increased, but they were still lower than most other people’s.  His unusual heart rate certainly didn’t hinder his endurance, since he could run just about anyone else into the ground.


After the physical, he had his first workout with the team, and he awed the coaches and managers.  They’d been told that he was ambidextrous, that he could pitch with either hand, but to see it in action…well, the entire team was standing along the base paths watching as he pitched from the mound of their stadium, which also doubled as their workout facility during the season.  Sam pitched nearly 200 pitches that day, about 100 with each arm, displaying the three pitches he knew how to throw and his velocity and control, as well as his endurance.  Rafael did not tire easily, not after spending almost all his life on a court or pitch or field of some sort, playing or competing in virtually every sport he could find an organized team or league for back home in Spain to try them out, learn them, and find the sports he loved the most.  That endurance translated into around 100 pitches thrown with his left arm, then 100 from his right, showing off his 100 mile an hour fastball, his curve ball, and his breaking ball, which he could pitch with near-pinpoint accuracy with either arm.


By the end of that first day of practice, he was put in the starting rotation.  He pitched his first game two days later.

He’d pitched three games since joining the team, and he was very proud of the fact that not a single opponent had not yet scored a run against him.  The baseball referees had had to discuss his unique skill and make a rule about it, dictating that he had to declare which arm he was going to use to pitch before the first pitch, and he couldn’t change until he faced another batter.  They’d allowed him to indicate that with his glove, for he kept both a right and left handed glove on the mound and switched them when he changed pitching arms.  Once he put on a glove or held up his glove if he wasn’t changing, he was dedicated to pitch with that arm to that batter.  He’d pitched more with his left arm than his right over those games, but his ability to change arms to deal with left-handed batters had made it very hard for opposing batters to hit against him.


Yesterday, his coach had confided to him that if he pitched well in his next few games, the big team might call him up to join the bullpen.  They were in desperate need of dependable bullpen pitchers after two injuries and some inconsistent pitching.

Three complete games, 27 innings, 5 hits, 4 walks, no runs scored either earned or unearned, no wild pitches, no fielding errors, and on top of that, he had a .241 batting average with one home run and 3 RBIs from the plate, so he was by no means a liability when he was up to bat.  And if he had another couple of games like that, he might be in Cincinnati by the end of the month.


That was far better than he expected to do, and he knew it wasn’t going to last.  So far, it was the novelty of him that had allowed him to shut down opposing batters.  The last game, the batters were starting to hit the ball, just not getting hits out of it, and if he ended up in the majors, they’d figure him out much faster.  After all, those players were the best, and they weren’t as intimidated by a 100 mile an hour fastball as the AAA batters were, who didn’t see a pitcher like Rafael very often.  He just had to keep them guessing until he got the call up, and start earning his $500,000 dollars a year for two years, which was the contract he’d negotiated with the Reds, negotiated himself much to their shock…and he could see the strange eagerness in them as he signed it, as if they had tricked some Spanish rube that refused to hire an agent into vastly underpaying him, when the truth was he knew exactly what he was doing and why he had asked for such a low comparative salary given his ability.  They didn’t know that he had no intention to stay in America past the end of next season, and he wasn’t going to milk them for millions of dollars and then quit on them.  That was rude.  If he was called up by the end of the month, then he’d earn nearly $180,000 for the remainder of the season.  And that much money meant that by the end of the season, he would have to decide if he was staying for the second year or returning to Spain with more than enough money to hold him over until he won a position in a professional football club.  It would depend on how fun he found pitching in the major leagues to be.

Until then, he was making $23,000 a year, so he had lots of incentive to get to the bigs as quickly as possible.  His big-league contract wouldn’t activate until he was put on the roster of the big team.


He rode up the block and pulled into the stadium parking lot, riding right up to the player’s entrance on the side.  He dismounted and walked his bike into the clubhouse door, then set it in a rarely-used equipment room, feeling a little relieved to be inside.  Over the last few days—last couple of weeks actually—he’d been having…unsettled feelings.  He could almost swear that someone was watching him.  He knew he was just being a little paranoid after over a year of having to watch his back for Jeremy Pack back in Centerville, but he just couldn’t shake the feeling.  The same feeling he had back in Nebraska when Pack or one of his friends was watching him, he’d been having it almost since the minute he got off the plane in Louisville.


He knew it was ridiculous.  He was finally free of Nebraska, of Pack and the many townsfolk that had either hated him or didn’t like him because he wasn’t one of them, it just had to be nerves.  After all, he was living by himself for the first time in his life, and he was actually doing fairly well for himself.  He’d finished most of Aunt Consuela’s checklist, after all.  He had an apartment now, a month to month place only four blocks from the ball park that had a pretty decent efficiency.  It was a little pricy on his salary, but the convenience of it made it worth it.  There was a grocery store and several restaurants also within walking distance, and when he bought his used mountain bike, he had access to even more shops.  The place was small, but it was furnished, the bed was in pretty good shape, the utilities were included in the rent, and he could walk to the ball park if he so desired, removing the need for him to buy a car and saving him the need to buy one quickly.  Now he had time to look around for a good car at a good price instead of buying what seemed most useful to him in the short term. He’d changed his license to Kentucky, got his address officially changed, got his phone on a new plan, opened a bank account, and had contacted a professional financial planner, accountant, and lawyer in Cincinnati as both she and the ball club had suggested.  He hadn’t retained any of them yet, but if he got called up, he would.  He would need their expertise to help him deal with suddenly getting paychecks with five figures in them, and he needed to plan out his finances so he could hire football coaches to get his skills back to peak for his future football career.

As usual since he’d joined the team, he was the first player there.  They had a game in four hours, and he’d established a habit of arriving hours early to get a little extra practice time in before any official team activity.  It was hard to practice pitching anywhere but on a mound, since he was pitching downhill, so the best place to do that was on a baseball diamond or in the bullpen.  He also wanted to get some pitching in since he wasn’t going to be pitching today, he’d pitched yesterday, and the starting pitcher and bullpen pitchers would have priority.  The manager didn’t exactly like him pitching the day after he pitched a game, he wanted Rafael to rest, but that just wasn’t how Rafael was wired.  He wasn’t that tired, so he’d throw about 40 pitches from each arm just to work on the fourth pitch he’d been trying to learn, the cutter fastball.  The pitching coach, Jerry, he knew how to throw it, and he’d taught Rafael the basic mechanics of it after his last game, where a switch hitter had hit a double off of him.  The cutter was to deal with switch hitters that changed sides after Rafael declared which arm he’d be using, which he had to do before the batter had to step into the box.  He didn’t want to develop a weakness against switch hitters, because he knew that the batters he’d be facing in the bigs would be much better than the batters he was facing now.  He wouldn’t keep his insanely good pitching statistics long once he got to Cincinnati, so he was arming himself with all the weapons he needed to hold his own against major league batters.

After settling into the bullpen, setting up the net and batting dummies on both sides of the plate to give him a visible strike zone, he took the mound and began.  He’d been taught the basic mechanics of the cutter fastball already, and like most things that were athletic or physical, all Rafael needed now was practice to perfect the action.  He learned very quickly when it came to such things, able to master new athletic mechanics much more quickly than most others, what his youth football coach had always called muscle memory.  He’d always joked that Rafael had a “photographic muscle memory,” able to almost perfectly repeat an athletic action once he learned it.  In baseball, it meant that he’d master the cutter fastball in a matter of weeks instead of months, once he fully felt out the nuances of the pitch and learned how to control his own body to produce the desired result.  In two to three weeks of pitching 80-100 cutter fastballs a day in practice, he’d master the pitch and be able to add it to his arsenal.

He spent nearly two hours in the bullpen, where he pitched 51 pitches with his left arm, which he used more than his right due to the large number of right handed batters, and was pleased with his progress.  He was starting to get the hang of the finger placement and mechanics of the pitch, and that familiarity was starting to bring the pitch into control.  He’d thrown a 63% strike ratio his 51 pitches, which was marked improvement from the last practice, where he’d thrown a 57% strike ratio.  When he got his strike ratio up to around 90%, he’d feel comfortable throwing the pitch in a game.  He switched to his right hand after policing up his thrown baseballs and refilling his bin, throwing 47 pitches with his right arm and managing a nearly identical 62% strike ratio.


Jerry wandered into the bullpen as Rafael threw his last few pitches, in a tee shirt and jeans, leaning against the side of the fence and chuckling as Rafael threw the last ball in the bin.  “You know Patty hates it when you do this,” he said easily.


“I’m not pitching today,” Rafael replied.


“He wants you to rest the day after pitching a game, Raf, not just throw fewer pitches in practice.  Anyway, now that I’ve gotten that out of the way, you’re looking really good.  You’re getting the hang of the cutter much faster than I’ve seen any pitcher pick up a new pitch.”

“It’s not much different from a standard fastball,” Rafael replied modestly.  “I hope to be able to start using it in three weeks.”


“Where’s your ratio?”


“Sixty-three left, sixty-two right,” he replied.


Jerry nodded.  “Three weeks might do it,” he agreed.  “You may as well come in and dress out, it’s almost time for the official warm-ups.  They’ll be opening the gates in about an hour.”


He was alone in the locker room as he put on his uniform, then hung around as the others started to drift in.  They were still feeling him out, he could tell, and there was a small bit of internal jealousy there. He could sense it, that they were envious of his athletic ability, but to their credit, most of them handled it very well.  The entire organization knew that Rafael was going to end up on the big team eventually, and those that weren’t honestly happy for him at least hid it well.  The pitchers especially seemed happy for him, but that was mainly so he’d be out of the starting rotation.  The pitchers in the starting rotation were the ones with the greatest chance to move up to the big team, so the sooner Rafael vacated a slot, the sooner the pitcher he bumped out of the rotation would get it back.


That man, Kurt Michaels, was probably the most gracious of them all.  He knew he’d get his slot back when Rafael was called up.

He joined the others outside for warm-ups after they dressed out, and since he’d already practiced his pitching, he was quite firmly benched after initial calisthenics with a very loud and public rebuke by the manager, Patrick “Patty” Warner, of him coming in and pitching before practice the day after he pitched a game.  He studied the lineup of the opposing team while he served his punishment, just in case he might be called upon to pitch, studying the tendencies of the batters so he’d know what not to pitch to them. Even when he didn’t pitch, Rafael always prepared for every game as if he were.  He wanted to be out there playing, maybe in the outfield, but he was no longer a “universal position” high school player, he was now a pitcher, and pitchers did not play other positions on days when they weren’t pitching.  Besides, if he played somewhere else, he’d be bumping someone from their position, and like him they were all trying to play their way up to the big team.  He wouldn’t do that to them.

The bleachers started to fill up as the opposing team came out for their warm-ups.  The stadium here in Louisville was pretty large for a AAA club, seating around 20,000, and it was usually at least half full.   They sold out most weekends and holidays, and today it looked like they’d get to about half capacity for a Thursday night game…that wasn’t bad, not bad at all.  The PA announcer started up, as well as the music, to keep the crowd entertained as the teams finished their final warm-ups, which Rafael was allowed to do once his grounding was over.  He threw around a ball with the other pitchers that wouldn’t be pitching, talking about the upcoming long road trip through Ohio, Illinois, Missouri, and Michigan for twelve games.  They’d be on the road for nearly three weeks, living out of hotels, riding the team bus from venue to venue, eating fast food and whiling away the hours between games with TV, tablets, smart phones, books, and in Rafael’s case, his guitar.  Rafael’s roommate for road trips was Jesus Desparro, a Dominican player whom had been chosen to room with Rafael because Jesus spoke very little English.  Rafael would be there to translate for him as well as teach him more English, and the two of them got along very well.  Jesus also played the guitar, and they’d entertained the clubhouse more than once with their guitar duos, then made them all laugh when Rafael got his hands on a used banjo out of a local pawn shop and taught Jesus the idea behind the song Dueling Banjos.  Jesus was a good guitar player, he picked up on the idea of it almost immediately.  They’d spent their last road trip holed up in their room, Jesus teaching Rafael several Dominican folk songs and him reciprocating, teaching Jesus several Galician and Spanish folk songs.  They played so long into the night that they got a very angry bang on their door from Patty, threatening dire consequences if they didn’t put up the guitars and get some sleep.

The team found it very funny that a Spanish national could play a banjo, which was as American as any American instrument could get.  Few instruments were so identified with an American style of music like the banjo was identified with bluegrass.

After warm-ups, they had a team meeting in the dugout before the anthem, Patty going over the lineup and the game plan, pointing out the opposing batters’ tendencies for when they were playing defense and going over the second base indicators with the pitchers.  Rafael listened intently even if he wasn’t playing, then took up a scoring clipboard so he could keep score with one of the coaches, mainly to give him something to do other than watch the game.


But that would come after the anthem.  They all went back out on the field and lined up along the third base line as a local singer came out to sing the anthem.  Rafael wasn’t American, but he never disrespected the country by being anything but quiet and respectful as they honored the nation which was hosting him, his hat over his heart and his expression sober.  The singer was a very young girl from a local high school, her voice strong and sweet and showing no quaver of nervousness from singing in front of the stadium.


At first.  Her voice broke and she stopped singing, somewhat surprisingly, then she screamed and flinched back, her gaze upwards.


Rafael and the others looked at the singer in unison at this strange turn of events, and then the earth shook under Rafael’s feet.  Something big had landed on the field behind him!


Rafael reacted before anyone else, his reflexes honed, sharp, the product of nearly an entire life of athletic pursuit.  Fearing that it was a light that fell off one of the poles, and it might not be the only one, he reflexively surged forward even as he looked behind to see if there was any other danger.  But it wasn’t a light or a pole that was behind him, it was a man…an impossibly huge man, wearing archaic metal armor, kneeling where he had landed after jumping out of the stands…but there was dust roiling up around him and the ground was impacted, as if he had fallen a great distance.  Rafael’s eyes took in the man as he lifted his head in his kneel and looked right at him, just as the other players started to react, then the man quickly and easily rose to his feet.  And that made Rafael turn around and absolutely gape.


The man was over three meters tall!


That was…that was impossible!  No man could be that tall!  But here he was, a man well over three meters tall and built like a professional bodybuilder, with massive shoulders and arms thicker around than Rafael’s waist, and tree trunks for legs, all covered in archaic metal armor.  The hilt of a sword jutted out over the man’s right shoulder, and the blade was visible on his left side, a sword that looked longer than Rafael was tall!  A barrel-like helmet covered his wide head, but it was open-faced with only cheekguards, showing a very wide face with a large nose and thick lips, as well as small, close-set reddish eyes.  But still, the man was too tall to believe, and he had to weigh 200 kilograms!

He was…was like the nephilim from the Bible!  The gigantic offspring of angels and humans!

Despite his size and his width, he moved with swift purpose.  A hand bigger than Rafael’s head reached out, thick fingers open, and they were reaching for him.


Rafael skittered backwards as that massive hand reached for him, feeling a strange, nameless dread.  The impossibility of the situation surrendered to the immediacy that this man that was too tall, too big to be believed was trying to grab him took complete precedence in his mind.  The man’s impossible size was too much to process, but seeing that huge hand trying to grab him, that he could process.  He weaved to the side, his boxing training taking over, ducked back out of reach, then unlocked his knees and rolled backwards when the man lunged at him with surprising, almost impossible speed, rolling over his shoulders and coming up on a foot, knee, and hand, his eyes locked on this gigantic man that seemed intent on grabbing hold of him.  His yellow eyes took in everything about the man, the slightest movements of his legs, the set and rotation of his shoulders,  the clanking of his metal armor, the shiver of the hilt of that huge sword over his shoulder to predict the man’s next move, the way his fencing coach had taught him to see an attack coming, the way his boxing coach taught him that nearly every punch had a wind-up motion that he could see and react to in order to defend himself.  He saw the lunge coming and rolled again, this time to the side, the hand closing just centimeters from Rafael’s foot as the man moved much faster than he would have believed anyone that big could move, very nearly grabbing hold of him.  Rafael came up on his feet already running, sprinting back towards the dugout; someone that big would have a big problem going through a door, and the closest door was the door in the dugout that led back to the clubhouse.

At the top of the bleachers on the third base side, Evan Barker jumped up, his finger already on his bluetooth.  “Contact!” he almost screamed as he surged ahead.  “Tank is on the field trying to grab the kid!  Get the gas grenades, get the gas grenades.  Wicznewski, call for backup!”  The shocked spectators beside him recoiled and several screamed when Barker tore his MP-5 out of a backpack and charged down the bleachers towards the field along with the rest of his team, which had been spread through the bleachers posing as spectators to keep an eye on the kid.  The weapon would be useless against this particular Shifter, but these alpha shifter almost never worked alone.  He had to have other Shifters nearby to serve as backup, and the weapon would kill them.

What the fuck was going on?  It was clear they were trying to abduct the kid instead of kill him, Tank could have crushed him like a bug when he landed in the park, but to do it now?  The window wasn’t going to open for another five days!  And they attack now, when they had to hold that kid for five whole days with half the known world trying to hunt them down?  It made no sense!


No, it made perfect sense.  The BDH only had one team on the kid since the window wouldn’t open for five more days, just keeping an eye on him more than anything else, and they were striking when they would face the least amount of resistance from within a good-sized city where they could conceivably hole up and hide until the window opened.  Barker only had seven men with him, and they were facing alpha operatives…and Tank was one of their elites even among the alpha operatives.


If Tank was here, then Banshee and Spitfire could not be far away…and he only had seven men here.  Fuck.


Fuck!


Another movement to the side caught his attention, and he dove even as he saw the glint of metal.  He just barely managed to evade the slice of a long blade as it tried to take off his head.  He tumbled over the bleacher seats in a controlled roll, feeling the bite of the corners against his back, sides, and shoulders, then came up and used his MP-5 as a shield, blocking another slash of a long bladed weapon.  He saw the cold eyes of Longsword just over the MP-5, using a bowie knife, a weapon for which he was well known and something he could get into the ball park.  Longsword…fuck!  He was separated from his team and face to face with the most dangerous Shifter of them all!


But he was not a coward.  He blocked another slash, then parried aside an attempt to stab him in the chest, reversed, and slammed the butt of the small submachine gun into the upper arm of his black-haired opponent.  The civilians were screaming and scattering in every direction as they saw a man with a gun fighting a man with a knife, the knife-wielding Longsword pressing his attack in a way that prevented Barker from turning the barrel of his weapon against him, forced him to use it as a shield to protect himself from that long blade.  Barker worked to try to get into a position where he could use the MP-5 to take a shot at Longsword, trying to open distance, but the man was well trained and knew that his only chance was to keep Barker so engaged that he couldn’t do that.  Barker locked up Longsword when he tried to stab him again, the two struggling against one another, then Longsword reached up and pulled the clip from Barker’s weapon as he tried to keep that blade from digging into his shoulder and neck.  Longsword threw it in a slashing sidearm down the bleachers, almost landing it on the field, then gave a malicious smile as he twisted them aside and kneed Barker in the side.  Barker grunted with the impact but didn’t fold, rammed his elbow into Longsword’s ribs, then twisted them both aside and managed to knock him off his feet.  Longsword was the one rolling down a few rows of bleachers, and Barker wasted not a second.  He raised his MP-5 and took aim with his one shot, the round in the chamber, and pulled the trigger.

Longsword snapped up off the bleachers with a hand even as he rolled, making the round spark as it ricocheted off the metal bleacher underneath him.


“Get the kid!” Barker managed to say to his bluetooth as he took up the MP-5 as a club once again and lunged at Longsword before he could set his feet.


It was a good idea for about two seconds.


Rafael raced just in front of the impossibly tall man as they boiled into the clubhouse, the man actually managing to get into the door of the clubhouse by kneeling down and turning his wide body, and fast enough to stay right on his tail as Rafael’s cleats skittered and slid on the floor of the locker room…they weren’t designed for him to run in the clubhouse.  He gasped and jerked forwards when he felt those huge fingers close on his shoulder and back, feeling his jersey give away and tear free as the huge man gripped it, literally ripping it from Rafael’s back.  The gigantic man took up almost the entire area between the lockers as he was able to partially stand, taller than the ceiling was high, continuing to lunge and reach forward to try to grab him, tearing the bench out of the floor as he crouch-walked forward. Rafael ran straight across the locker room towards the player entrance to the stadium on the far side, which led to a passageway to the gate leading outside, his cleats making his footing treacherous on the concrete floor.  He slid against the door and had to waste a precious second opening it, and in that second, the giant man had closed the distance, his huge hand lunging towards him.  That hand didn’t grab Rafael, it instead pushed the door closed once again, trapping him inside the locker room.

“Hold still, kid!” the giant growled, and he was speaking Portuguese!


He wasn’t about to listen.  Blocked from the only other way out of the locker room, Rafael lunged forward, almost surprising the giant, ducking under his arm and running back for the passage back to the dugout.  In the time it took the armored giant to turn around, Rafael was already in the tunnel leading back to the field.  At least out there, his cleats wouldn’t work against him, and there was more than one way out.  He burst out of the dugout and into a scene that he could only call complete chaos.  The players were all running for the bullpen in the outfield, and the thousands of spectators were stampeding for the exits.  There was a fight high in the stands on the third base side, Rafael’s eyes took in, a tall burly man fighting a lean man, the burly man with a gun and the lean man with a knife.  Other men with guns were running down the bleachers towards the field, and then a shot rang out.  He glanced to the side as he ran for the outfield, saw the man with the gun had shot at the man with the knife, but the knife-wielding man had somehow avoided it or the gun-wielding man had missed, and they clashed once again.  The armored giant erupted from the tunnel behind Rafael as he sped up, gaining his impressive full speed on the dirt of the infield, his cleats now working for him instead of against him, and he needed every bit of it.  The huge man’s legs were very long, and he carried his metal armor as if it weighed nothing.  He was gaining on him!  Rafael glanced back to see that monstrosity actually catching up to him, his ground-eating strides just as quick as Rafael’s own.  Rafael desperately put on every iota of speed he could, his heart starting to pound in his chest, his breathing rattling in his ears as he charged into the outfield in a straight line, not even daring to turn for fear that the giant would catch up to him.

And then time slowed down.


His breathing got even louder in his ears as everything around his eyes seemed to slow down a little bit, the zone he often entered in the thrill of competition, but this time…this time it was different.  He didn’t feel like he was moving in slow motion himself as he often did when at the plate seeing pitches coming; indeed, he was pulling away from the gigantic man chasing him, as if he’d found a hidden reserve of energy and surged ahead in a burst of speed, but that burst of speed came with a feeling that things were slowing down around him, giving him time to see, to process, to plan out his next move…and that move was the wall.  His only way out of the park was the outfield wall, to get over it and up onto the bleachers, then run out with the fleeing spectators.  If he tried anything else, the man would catch up to him and get hold of him, and that was the last thing Rafael wanted to have happen.  He raced the giant man across the outfield, the wall holding his full attention.  He did not break his stride as he ran straight at the two meter high wall, then he coiled up and launched himself into the air just as he reached it.  His hands hit the top of the wall and he pulled himself up and over the rail by that grip, swinging his body over to the side and clearing the wall.  He landed in the stands that formed the wall, his side and knee going numb for a second when they slammed into the metal seats of the bleachers to abruptly stop his forward momentum, then he dove forward and rolled when he glanced back and saw that the giant was not stopping.  The entire stand shuddered violently when the man crashed into the wall and tore through it like it was made of balsa wood, dust and splinters of wood and metal flying in every direction, and causing a section of the stands behind Rafael to collapse on top of the giant man.

Hands grabbed him and pulled him up, and just as he was about to strike at his attacker, he saw it was one of the men with the guns.  “Move, kid, that won’t stop him long!” the man barked in English, cocking his weapon and pointing it at the cloud of dust.


“What is going on?” Rafael asked in a frenzied voice as the soldier-looking man half-dragged him towards the nearest tunnel.


“No time, just run!” he said as the stands groaned loudly and ominously, and another section collapsed.  Then a massive hand rose up and grabbed the edge of the stands that hadn’t collapsed, and the top of his helmeted head appeared in the dusty hazy.  “I’ve got the kid, skipper, and Tank is hot on our ass!” the man barked as he half-pushed Rafael in front of him.


Several gunshots made Rafael’s eyes jerk across the stadium.  The man with the knife vanished over the side with three men shooting at him, and the fourth, the man that had been fighting him, was charging along the stands towards them, jamming a magazine into his gun as he did so.


He was about to say something, but the breath was crushed out of him when something hit him hard, and he found himself being carried along by whatever it was.  Spots danced in front of his eyes for a second, then he looked up and found himself looking under the chin of what had to be a woman.  She had a firm grip on his shoulders, and she was pulling him…pulling him upwards.


He glanced down and saw nothing but empty air under his cleats.  They were in the air!


The woman…she was flying!


The stadium slid by under his feet as they went out over the parking lot, and he was absolutely sure of it.  They were some 10 meters or more above the ground, and he heard the sound of rushing air, the sound of wings.  Then he saw them, white feathery wings that swooshed into view and then back up.  The woman…she was an angel!

Rafael’s Catholic upbringing roared into his mind, battling his fight or flight instincts triggered by the attack on him by the giant.  He should have nothing to fear from an angel, but there was too much fear about the impossibility of what was going on for him to think that she was saving him.  He struggled against the angel, trying to pull free of her grip before they got too high for him to survive the fall back to the ground, but her hands were like steel, gripping him firmly.  He resorted to his only recourse, coiling his torso and bringing up his legs, then he kicked the woman right under that sharp chin with both feet, and he kicked her with every gram of strength he could muster from the awkward position.


Her head snapped back with a line of blood and she immediately let go, and Rafael’s stomach rose as he dropped away from her.  She swerved to the side and nearly crashed into a light pole as Rafael fell nearly 13 meters, his breath blasting out of his lungs when he landed on the roof of a parked car on his side, shattering the windshield and denting it.  His entire body went numb from the impact and he couldn’t breathe for a terrifying moment as the angel banked erratically away from the lightpole and nearly crashed into the ground.  She looked at him with hot eyes, a thick line of red blood on the corner of her mouth and chin.

Blood?  Angels didn’t bleed.  She was no angel!


Trembling from effort, pain, and fear, Rafael tried to pull himself up out of the depression he formed in the top of the car, but all he could manage was to turn a little on his side, still unable to breathe and his mind swimming with pain and confusion and fear.  He weakly turned his head back towards the park when there was another thunderous crash, and he saw that giant man tear his way through the bottom of the stands and into the parking lot, and his eyes were locked on Rafael.  The winged woman banked away and flew around a building as the men with guns at the top of the stands shot at her, red-hot rounds streaking over Rafael’s head and peppering into the building across the street from the parking lot.

What in the hell was going on?  Men too big to be real, a woman with wings, and men with guns shooting at them?  This was insanity!


Before he could get his breath back, a shadow fell over him.  It was a tall, lithe man with black hair and luminous gray eyes, almost like ice, and he was holding a large knife in his hand.  It was the man with the knife that was fighting the man with the gun!  Rafael tried to move, tried to stop him, but he was still stunned from the impact and dazed from the lack of air.  The man grabbed the necklace he’d worn since he was a little boy and yanked, and almost broke Rafael’s neck when the chain refused to snap.  He tried again, then ripped it up over Rafael’s head, tearing the skin behind his ear when his earlobe was caught by the chain, nearly ripping Rafael’s ear off.  The man vanished from Rafael’s vision as the muted sound of gunshots rang out, and the pank of something near him told what part of his mind that still worked that they’d very nearly shot him.  More shots chattered in Rafael’s ears as he tried to get up, tried to move, then he finally managed to take in a pained, ragged breath.  He coughed up a little blood and felt an icy pain in his back, dully realizing that he’d broken ribs in the impact with the car, but that huge man coming for him meant that he couldn’t lay there.  He had to get up, he had to move, or the man might grab him…and what he would do with him, Rafael had no idea.  And he surely didn’t want to find out.

But the gigantic man didn’t bear down on him.  He turned his head and saw him running away, across the parking lot, as the sounds of sirens started to wail in the distance.  The man vanished around the corner, leaving Rafael laying on the parked car both relieved they were gone and completely stunned that that had just happened.


He struggled to his hip, leaning on his hand, his other hand clutching at his broken ribs as his breath rattled painfully in his chest.  Every breath was like fire, he’d never hurt like this before…but he would take it given he had no idea what would have happened if that winged woman—insanity!!—had managed to spirit him away.  It was a move of desperation, and it had worked.

A tall handsome man with short-cropped brown hair reached him a moment later, carrying a small machine gun and looking like a man used to giving orders.  “You okay, kid?” he asked as he reached the car.


“Broken…ribs,” he managed to wheeze through a grimace of pain.


“I’m shocked it wasn’t more.  That was a pretty gutsy move, kid,” he said.  “No, don’t move!” he barked when Rafael tried to sit up more fully.  “Lay back down right where you are, we have paramedics on the way.  Don’t move til they get here, you don’t want one of those broken ribs going through a lung.”


“What…what was that?” he asked, gingerly lowering himself back onto the roof of the car as the man put a comforting hand on his arm.


“Those were Shifters, kid,” he replied in a grim tone.  “I’m Lieutenant Evan Barker, commander of Strike Team Two from the SCD, an international military organization assembled to combat the Shifters.  We’ve been keeping an eye on you because they were keeping an eye on you.  And they surprised the fuck out of us by actually taking a shot at you five days before the window opens in the middle of broad daylight and in front of a few thousand baseball fans.”


“What…is a…Shifter?”


“You’ll find out very soon, kid.  They’ve revealed themselves to the public, something they’ve never done before, and that means that things are about to get shitstorm-level crazy.  And you seem to be right in the middle of it,” he said absently.


“Why…why me?”


“We don’t know, and until we do, we’re gonna put you inside our headquarters and make sure they don’t get another chance,” he replied.  “What happened with Longsword?  Did he try to kill you?  I couldn’t get a clear view of what happened.”


“Who?” he said, reaching up and touching his chest.  “He took…my necklace,” he wheezed.

“Fuck,” the man Barker growled.  “That might be what they were here for, but it may not.  I’ll let Letka sort that out.”  An ambulance screamed around a corner and into the parking lot, and the man Barker waved to it.  “Here comes the ambulance, kid.  Just stay still and tough it out a couple more minutes, and they’ll take care of you.  Be right back, I need to get my men to calm down this mob before we have a stampede.”  The man Barker turned away from him and shouted for someone, and Rafael saw more men with guns run from the baseball stadium towards them as a large number of police cars roared into the parking lot, one after another after another.  The fans from the game were also pouring into the parking lot, most of them running, and running towards police who were jumping out of their cars and trying to get the frightened mob to calm down.

Rafael stayed right where he was, feeling both too weak and too pained to move, every breath like taking in fire and an ominous wheezing from blood somewhere in his lungs rattling in his ears.  He’d fallen at least 15 meters, maybe even more, and he was damn lucky that a few broken ribs seemed to be the worst of the injuries suffered from it.


But his dazed confusion had much more to do with the fire in his chest…what in the name of merciful God had just happened?  A man too big to be possible, like the nephilim from the book of Genesis, just landing in the ballpark, and trying to grab him?  A woman with wings, who looked like the angels from the bible, snatching him off the bleachers and trying to fly away with him?  Men that looked like undercover soldiers with machine guns shooting at them, as if they knew they were coming?  One of them risking death by coming out into the line of fire of the men with guns to steal his necklace, the only thing he had from his father?  It was crazy!  Just completely crazy!  He was just an athlete from Spain!  He was…he was nobody!

A short, plump, slightly homely woman with her dark hair in a bun reached him.  She was wearing a beige uniform with the medical cross on the shoulder,  and she touched his arm to get his attention.  “We’re gonna take good care of you, son,” she said in a gentle voice.  “Now lay as still as you can and tell me where it hurts.”


Relaxing a bit now that the paramedics were here, that they would know what to do to get him safely off the top of the car without further injuring himself, he put himself in their care, putting the implausibility of everything that happened out of his mind.  The questions the woman and her tall, portly partner asked about his injuries took precedence, as two more men in different uniforms of paramedics rushed over with a backboard. And behind them, standing with his machine gun pointed safely at the ground, was Evan Barker, and the man was watching him intensely.  Why, Rafael had no idea.  But he was.


And it made him a little nervous.
