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“There are no limits. There are plateaus, but you must not stay there, you must go beyond them. A man 

must constantly exceed his level.” 

– Bruce Lee 

  



 
 
 
Prologue 
 
 
 
 

I’m going to tell you a story. In ancient times, the Athenians fought the invading Persians at the 

town of Marathon. The Athenians sent a courier named Phidippides to ask Sparta for reinforcements. He 

ran 150 miles to Sparta and back. Together, the Greeks defeated the larger Persian army and, according 

to legend, sent Phidippides back to Athens to announce the victory. He ran another 40 miles. 

Phidippides reached the city, cried “We have won!” then collapsed and died. 

The story of Phidippides might not be true. To me, it’s a parable: this is how you should live. Most 

of our generation seems content to live vicariously, experiencing events through a liquid crystal monitor. 

We’re digital natives. Most of us have forgotten how to die for a cause. We are losing something … 

  



 
 
 
Part I 
 
 
 
 

I shot the basketball from beyond the 3-point line, and the ball dropped through the rim and jerked 

the net. I felt the gaze of the coaches. 

“Okay boys, let’s wrap it up!” a coach yelled. 

I followed the rest of the young men over to the cluster of coaches. 

The assistant coach addressed us: “First off, thanks for coming out, I know you’re all busy with 

starting school. We’ll get in touch if we want you on the team.” 

I walked back to the locker room. I noticed a cluster of students near the bleachers. They had 

watched the tryout like sport scouts, talking out of the sides of their mouths and occasionally typing 

something into their phones. 

The cluster broke apart. One of them walked over to me. He was small and wiry, and he wore 

basketball shorts. 



“I’m Evan,” he said. “You looked good out there.” 

“Thanks.” 

Evan followed me as I walked to the locker room. 

“Do you think you’ll make the team?” he asked. 

“Maybe,” I said. 

I wasn’t going to make the team. Nothing separated me from the other players at the tryout. 

“I want you to join my group if you don’t make the team,” he said. 

“Are you recruiting for an intermural team?” I asked. 

“No,” Evan said. “Listen, I know you have a void in your life. You played ball in high school, right? 

This can fill it. Give it a chance.” 

Evan handed me a notecard. He turned and walked away. I watched him go. 

The paper said: 

 

The Pathfinders — parkour, free running 

[phone number redacted] 



 

I called the number. 

  



 
 
 
Part II 
 
 
 
 

I had heard of parkour before I met Evan. You’d have to live without the Internet to miss it. I had 

watched some YouTube videos, those really insane ones that dazzle you. David Belle stuff. If parkour was 

a religion, David Belle would be a demi-god. 

I set a time to meet Evan. After classes on Wednesday, I walked to the college library. I spotted 

Evan standing outside the building. Another student was with him: a tall, muscled guy with facial hair. 

Evan saw me and waved me over. 

“This is Deacon,” Evan said. 

I shook hands with Deacon. He was easily 6’4 and over 200 pounds, and his arms were lean and 

sinewy. He had a thick, full beard like steel fiber. 

“I had a good feeling about you,” Evan said. “You should understand before you continue: This isn’t 

a fraternity or a weekend parkour club. We need a higher level of commitment.” 



“Who are you then?” I asked. “I looked online and found nothing about your group.” 

Deacon spoke for the first time. His voice was rich, resonate. 

“We’re a community of students. You already know we practice parkour — we believe it’s beneficial 

beyond its practicality. We use it to connect with our bodies and the physical world, similar to how 

Buddhist monks use meditation to transform their minds. It’s not an end, it’s a beginning. 

“We call ourselves the Pathfinders for two reasons. First, the art of parkour is finding the fastest 

and most efficient path through a space. But in a larger sense, we are modeling a community structure 

that we believe will help America. Our country must evolve to survive, and we are part of that 

revolution.” 

Evan produced a battered notebook. 

“Okay, I’m going to ask a few questions. Tell the truth — Deacon is a human lie-detector.” 

I looked at Deacon, and he shrugged and smiled. 

Are you dating someone? No. Are you in a fraternity? No. Do you have a criminal record? No. 

“If you could have a super power, what would it be?” Evan asked. 

“ … Telekinesis.” 



Evan took some notes then closed the notebook and looked at me. “We’ll contact you. It’s a crazy 

ride to the bottom of the rabbit hole. I hope you hang on.” 

  



 
 
 
Part III 
 
 
 
 

I was riding in a van with Deacon and three students I had never met. My heart was beating faster 

than normal, and I was reminded of game days in high school. Evan had called me earlier. I asked him 

what we were doing, and he said, “Don’t wear flip-flops.” 

Deacon pulled the van over and stopped on the side of the street. 

“This is it,” he said.  

I jumped out of the 7-seat van and looked around. We had stopped in front of a laundromat. The 

other three recruits got out too. 

“Put your wallets and phones in the bag,” Deacon ordered. 

He held out a drawstring bag, and we put our wallets and phones in. 

“Okay brothers, your goal is to get to the subway station before time runs out. This is your 

initiation. Your baptism.” 



Deacon looked at his phone. 

“You have … 7 minutes.” 

I turned and started running down the street toward the subway. A moment later I heard the 

frantic scrape of sneakers on concrete, and I knew the other recruits were following me. We dashed past 

storefronts like madmen. 

One of the recruits passed me on my right. He must have run track in high school. 

The van roared past us. 

Ahead was a busy intersection. The track guy was a couple of yards in front of the rest of us. He 

sprinted over the crosswalk before the sign blinked “STOP.” 

The cars were speeding through the intersection as we reached the road. Four lanes of traffic. I 

stumbled to a halt and stood at the curb, panting. The two other runners stopped too. A gap opened in 

the traffic. One of the recruits lunged forward. I followed him. 

I heard the shriek of brakes to my left but didn’t look. Ahead a car ground to a stop on the 

crosswalk, almost hitting the runner in front of me. Still running, I jumped and slid across the hood of 

the car and sprinted across the rest of the road. Two of the runners were behind me now. 



Past the intersection was a suburban neighborhood that separated me from the subway. Green 

lawns and clean sidewalks. I could see the track guy farther down the street. I knew I couldn’t chase him 

down. 

I turned left, darted across someone’s lawn, and scrambled over the fence and into a backyard. If I 

cut through the suburbs, I might reach the subway first.  

A boy with a green shirt was standing in the yard. He stared at me, eyes round. 

The fence was higher than my shoulders. I leapt and hurled myself at the fence. My torso slapped 

against the fence, and I seized the top with both hands. Pain flared as splinters cut into my palms. 

I pushed myself up and slung a leg over the fence. I swung my body over and half-leapt, half-fell to 

the ground. I landed and rolled onto my back. 

I was on my feet and running before I saw the dog. The German Shepherd barked, teeth flashing, 

and the sound shot adrenaline into my veins. God’s homemade methamphetamine. 

I saw chain-link pooled around the dog, but I didn’t stop. I ran. With each new step, I kept thinking 

the dog was going to bite my leg. The bite of a German Shepherd has a force of over 230 pounds, and for 

perspective, a human’s bite has only 90 pounds. I didn’t know the facts then, but I knew the terror. 



I didn’t look back until I was in the front yard. I tried to find to get my bearings. Another suburban 

street. I started jogging. 

I darted between two houses — cautious now. I didn’t want to meet another huge wolf-hybrid. I 

vaulted the back fence and entered another back yard. No kids, no dogs. I ran out into the front yard. 

The subway was across the street. I hurried across the street while looking for the van. I found it a 

second later. Deacon was lounged against the gray 7-seater. He grinned when he saw me. 

“Welcome, brother!” he said. 

I walked up to him, sucking in oxygen. 

“Did I win?” I asked. 

He laughed. He placed his big hand on my head and looked into his eyes. 

“You’re alive now,” he told me. “You did well.” 

  



 
 
 
Part IV 
 
 
 
 

After the initiation, Deacon brought me and the other recruits to the House. It was a grand, old 

building that served as the society’s headquarters. Deacon told us more about the society as he drove, 

“We’re not a secret society. You’re allowed to visit the House, but let us know if you’re bringing friends. 

Several members live at the house including me.” 

 He stopped the van in front of a large Victorian-style house. 

“Structurally, we’re similar to fraternities,” Deacon said. “We have officers that settle 

disagreements between members … we’re family, but this isn’t paradise.” 

 The building was old and ornate. No garage. 

Evan met us when we walked inside. 

“Welcome to the House!” he said. “Come on inside. We’ve got drinks in the fridge. Help yourself.” 



He shook hands with the other three recruits. He shook my hand then guided me into the house. 

We passed by a stone fireplace in the living room. 

“I had a good feeling about you,” he said. “I’m an unofficial recruiter for the society, and over time 

I’ve developed a precognitive ability to find the right people. Some recruits fade after a couple of months. 

They get bored. But if you stick with it, you’ll find out how deep the rabbit hole goes.” 

Evan told me that a senior member would teach me the basics of parkour. Gradually, I would learn 

the tenets of the society. 

“We’re dedicated to community,” Evan said. “Isolation is a slow-working poison. Together we are 

strong.” 

He pointed at a thin man with dreadlocks. 

“That’s Paulo. He’s one of the best traceurs I know. He’s not afraid of pain. He was a meth addict 

before. We took him in and helped him quit. Deacon stayed with him while he detoxed.” 

He gestured upstairs. 

“Paulo was driven crazy by the withdrawal. One night, he snapped. He attacked Deacon, arms 

flailing. Deacon just seemed to absorb the blows, and then he grabbed Paulo and pulled him to his chest, 



holding him in this huge bear hug. Paulo was screaming gibberish, spittle flying everywhere. It was the 

craziest thing.” 

Evan shook his head, “He despises the Hatters.” 

“What are the Hatters?” I asked. 

“The Mad Hatters are a gang that controls the drug traffic in town. They’re like a fraternity for 

students previously involved in gangs. The Hatters were the ones that supplied Paulo with his drugs. 

You’re a freshman so I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of them. Watch out for those hombres, they’re 

vicious.” 

  



 
 
 
Part V 
 
 
 
 

Evan said the party after the race was a tradition. Most of the people at the party had gone through 

the initiation, and they wanted to see the new recruits.  He patted me on the back, “Enjoy the party.” 

 I grabbed a can of Mountain Dew and leaned up against a wall. I wasn’t good at mixing at parties: I 

didn’t like having shallow conversations with people I didn’t know. 

I noticed a young woman across the room. She had intense, restless eyes. Her brown hair was 

braided and pulled back from her face. She was drinking a glass of dark liquid that I guessed was wine. 

Like most kids in America, I grew up in a culture obsessed with physical beauty. The Ancient Greek 

boys might have had Aphrodite of Milos, but she doesn’t compare to the images of Hollywood actresses 

and Victoria’s Secret models. Genetic anomalies blessed with ideal facial proportions and molded with 

Photoshop and CGI. They are daughters of Aphrodite. They are fairies and shades — digital gods from 

another dimension. As unreal as Aphrodite. 



The young woman wasn’t a goddess or a super model. She was real, warm and flowing with life-

blood. She was captivating. 

 Deacon was standing near me. 

“Who is that?” I asked. 

 He laughed and grinned. 

“That’s Angel. She’s one of our officers.” 

I felt Deacon watching me. Sometimes I can tell if I’ll connect with somebody by observe them. She 

was alone like me. I had a strong feeling that we could talk. 

I walked over to her. She looked up when I got closer. Now I could see she had light brown eyes 

with darker crystal streaks. 

“You’re Angel,” I said. 

 I was nervous, and my words sounded alien in my ears. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she didn’t 

understand me. 

“Call me Ava,” she said. 

“Ava.” 



I hoped I hadn’t offended her. But her expression was placid. 

“You’re new,” she said. 

 “Yeah.” 

 She glanced down at her glass. “Do you know why you’re here yet?” 

 “I don’t understand.” 

 Angel smiled. 

“Evan joined because this is a family that can be tighter than blood in same ways. He loves people, 

he’s a relational person.” 

“What about Deacon?” I asked. 

Angel glanced over at the big man. “Deacon is here because he’s a true believer.” 

She looked back at me, waiting. 

 I started speaking, slowly making sense of why I was here. “At first I thought this would just 

replace basketball. Maybe I’d make some friends. But it’s more than that, isn’t it? I want something new. 

Something dangerous.” 

 I stopped. I hadn’t meant to share so much. 



She nodded gently and spoke: “‘Long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting … dreaming 

dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.’” 

Abruptly she asked, “Do you have a parkour trainer yet?” 

I shook my head. 

“Good. I’ll train you.” 

And that’s how I met Angel. 

  



 
 
 
Part VI 
 
 
 
 

Ava and I agreed to meet at a local park for lessons. She was sitting on top of a picnic table when I 

arrived. She pushed off with her hands, landed on the ground in one languid movement, and walked up 

to me. She was wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt. 

“Do you need to warm up?” 

I shook my head. 

“You’re going to learn some basic vaults today,” she said. “It’s obvious that you’re athletic. But 

parkour requires a strong mind as well as a strong body. It’s more like a martial art than a sport.” 

Ava pointed at the table. 

“This is your training partner for today,” she said. “Meet Mr. Table.” 

The table was a wooden picnic table, solid and rugged. 

She smiled. “You can view the table as an obstacle. Or as a path. ‘There is no spoon.’” 



Angel ran forward and leaped over the table. She lifted her legs to the side so they passed over the 

table. As she went over, she touched the table for stability. 

“That’s a speed vault,” she said. 

Ava demonstrated the vault again. “You’re not using your hand to push off. It’s just a guide.” 

She had me try it next. I ran and jumped and vaulted over. It was over in an instant. The movement 

felt natural. After a while, Ava said, “Okay, I’m going to teach you the Kong vault next.” 

She ran toward the table, leaped forward, pushed off with both hands, and soared over the table. 

She landed firmly. 

“Stand over there,” she ordered, pointing to the narrow part of the table. “You’ll get a side view of 

the vault.” 

She launched herself over the table again. For an instant before she touched the table, she was 

parallel to the ground. The Kong vault looked unnatural — it looked like I would hit my feet. 

Angel might have sensed my trepidation. She told me to shorten the move by jumping onto the 

table before attempting the full vault. I did that twice. I had to try the vault now. 



I stared at the table, a knot forming in my belly, the familiar tickle of adrenaline surged through 

me. Ava’s presence made me uncomfortable. 

I charged the table and jumped. I pushed off with my hands, and suddenly — I was soaring, almost 

flying, my body unlocked from gravity’s chains. Then it was over. My feet hit the ground.  

A warm glow filled me. Angel smiled and said, “Behold, the king.” 

  



 
 
 
Part VII 
 
 
 
 

I continued my parkour sessions with Ava. Sometimes we met in the park, sometimes we didn’t. 

Other Pathfinders joined us on rare occasions, but most of the time it was only Ava and me. After a 

Friday session, we walked back toward the House. Ava stopped at a convenience store. 

“I’m going to buy some wine,” she said. 

I stayed outside. The night was alive: Students were drawn to the convenience store like bugs 

attracted to a light. These kinds of places catered to the college crowd — making a killer profit on junk 

food, energy drinks, cigarettes, and booze. 

Angel came out with a bottle of wine in a brown paper bag. 

“It’s Moscato,” she said. “It’s sweet. I think you’ll like it.” 

On our way back to the House, we passed frat houses with students holding beer bottles and red 

plastic cups. I could hear the sound of the music but stripped of any vocals or melody. Only raw bass. 



Two young men lounged outside a frat house. They were wearing flat-brim baseball caps. 

“Hey baby, you’re looking good,” one of them said. “Wanna come inside and party with us?” 

Angel ignored them. The two frat boys moved to block our way. 

“Come on,” he said. “Wanna come inside and party? You can bring blondie if you want.” 

Angel shook her head. “Not interested.” 

The alpha male smiled, wide and slow. “You know who we are? We’re Mad Hatters!” 

“Well, my name isn’t Alice,” she told them. 

 He frowned and put his hand on her arm. Angel yanked her arm way and said, “Don’t touch me 

again.” 

The alpha male leaned forward and whispered something to her. 

Angel smashed the wine bottle against his head. I swear she hit him in sync with the bass drop 

from the party. 

His friend lunged toward Angel, but I stepped between them. The Hatter swung a fist at me, I 

jerked away, and his forearm bounced off the side of my head. I shoved him hard with both arms. 

“Back down, asshole,” Ava said. 



We both looked at her. She was still holding the bottle, the wine was bleeding out and soaking the 

paper bag. “You better take care of your friend,” she said. “He had a nasty fall.” 

The first Hatter was lying curled up on the ground, moaning. His friend cursed us. 

Angel jogged away from the frat house and I followed. She led me down several side streets and 

tossed the cracked bottle in a dumpster. Finally, we slowed to a walk. I glanced over and saw Angel was 

shaking, her arms and clenched hands trembling like a guitar string releasing its last note. Her face was 

blank. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what. 

Eventually she said, “Such a waste of good wine.” 

I walked with Angel to the House and said good-bye. The night was dark and cold, but I didn’t 

mind walking back to my dorm alone. I wore the darkness and solitude like an old leather jacket. 

  



 
 
 
Part VIII 
 
 
 
 

Time passed. My classmates measured time by how many days until Friday, how many weeks until 

exams. How many months a couple had been dating. I recognized this from high school. But now I felt 

separated from the cycle. 

I continued my parkour training with Angel. I was surprised that it was mentally rigorous. I knew it 

would be physically challenging — but I didn’t know it would be mentally tough. 

 

You’ve been waiting for this part of the story. How it all fell apart. This is the real story of 

[redacted] — raw and unfiltered. 

I can tell you. I was there. 



It was March, two months before graduation. On a Friday night, the school’s alternative paper 

published a story saying Franklin might lose accreditation next year. Their source was a trustee that had 

accidentally let the information slip to one of the paper’s reporters. 

Normally the university library was open until midnight. But on that night, the library closed at 9 

p.m. and security guards escorted students outside. The honor students and bookworms were infuriated, 

but most of us were too drunk to notice. The administration had cancelled classes on Monday because of 

“preventative building maintenance,” and the campus was preparing for a wild three-day weekend. 

Saturday began quiet, but questions were being asked. A student posted on Twitter: “the library is 

still CLOSED! whats going on??” 

I remember when it happened. I was sitting in my dorm room alone on Saturday evening because 

my roommate was out partying or something. A male student stepped into my doorway and said, “Check 

your e-mail.” 

He was gone before I could ask why. I opened my school e-mail and saw a message from the 

university president. I stared at my screen, trying to absorb the news. 

 



We are deeply sorry to inform everyone that Franklin College has been forced to close its doors. 

The remaining classes of this semester are cancelled. We will make every possible effort to provide 

information that will help our students complete their programs of study at an alternative 

university. Please watch your e-mail for further information. 

 

I texted Deacon and the other Pathfinders: “did u read the email?” Evan responded almost 

instantly, “Ya. things r gonna get crazy.” 

The news hit the campus like T-12 Cloudmaker demolition bomb. Facebook and Twitter exploded 

– it was like election night. We began to piece together the puzzle. This was when students realized that 

certain buildings were locked and barred, including the library and the president’s office. 

Everyone wanted to know why the school was closed, but the administration was silent. Eventually, 

I called my parents that night and told them the news. My father was angry. I promised to forward him 

the e-mail from the president. 

The campus was restless on Sunday night, a city the first night after a military coup. Everyone was 

angry and confused. I lay in bed with my stomach clenched and finally fell asleep sometime after 1 a.m. 



 
 
 
Part IX 
 
 
 
 

Sunday was the first morning with no promise of graduation. I staggered out of bed around 11 a.m. 

because I didn’t have any reason to wake up. 

The senior class had organized a demonstration outside President’s Hall at 1 p.m. Instead of going 

to the demonstration, I decided to walk over to the House. I passed President’s Hall on my way to the 

House. 

Some students were picketing the building. Except no one was there. Some of the protestors were 

holding cardboard signs. One said: “You Broke our Trust.” Another only said “SNAFU” in blocky letters 

written with a permanent marker. 

I stopped by a cluster of grim students holding signs. 

“Have you heard anything new?” I asked. 



A pretty girl with glasses answered me, “We don’t think anyone is inside. We were hoping a news 

crew would stop by, but nobody has come yet. This is starting to feel useless.” 

The mood at the House was somber. Evan gave me a quick hug when I entered. 

 Later in the day, Evan got an alert on his smartphone. “Hey, hey, we got another e-mail from the 

president!” 

We crowded around Deacon’s laptop to read the e-mail. 

 

Dear students, 

Over the past few days, many of you have asked why Franklin College is closing. The school has 

suffered numerous financial setbacks in the past year, and we do not have the capital to pay our 

employees for the rest of the semester. Even with the recent emergency measures, the school is still 

in considerable debt. Please be assured that the decision to close the school was not taken lightly. 

We are united in this time of difficulty. 

 

I leaned back and let out my breath, “So it’s over.” 



“They’re letting students stay in the dorms,” Deacon said. 

Farther down in the e-mail, the president said the dorms and cafeterias would remain open until 

the end of the semester for students who wanted to stay. The registrar’s office would also remain open. 

 “Why are they letting students stay in the dorms?” Evan asked. “What’s the point?” 

 I didn’t know. But now we had a decision: stay or go. 
 
  



 
 
 
Part X 
 
 
 
 

Our president wasn’t in Ohio. A news article about the closing of the school claimed that the 

university president wasn’t in Ohio anymore. Brovodi had probably been gone since Friday. The story 

quoted an anonymous trustee who said the president had been conducting conference calls from out of 

state. 

The mood on Monday was ugly. 

I joined Deacon and Evan at the House, and we walked across the campus to see the second 

demonstration. The mood was darker, more desperate. I saw more and more students joining us. It was 

going to be bigger than the first demonstration. At first, I saw some students carrying signs. As we got 

closer to President’s Hall, I saw a few students brandishing empty beer bottles. One huge guy was 

carrying a sledgehammer over his meaty shoulder. The air tasted like a schoolyard fight. 

We stood at the edge of the crowd. 



Evan leaned toward me and said, “This is a powder keg, man. One spark and it all goes up.” 

A student started chanting: “No more lies, no more lies!” 

Someone hurled a glass bottle and it shattered against the building. It was a signal. The crowd 

surged forward, shouting. They beat against the glass doors and threw rocks against the building. 

Dozens of students ran away from the demonstration when the violence started. They scattered 

towards the surrounding buildings. 

A few cars were parked in the president’s Hall parking lot. Some students attempted to flip them. 

The giant with the sledgehammer shouted, “Get back!” A space opened around him. He swung the 

hammer and smashed in one of the headlights. The crowd roared. He lifted the sledgehammer again and 

shattered the driver’s window with one blow. 

Across the roiling crowd, I saw a campus security car. A man stood beside it. He wore the campus 

security uniform. But he only watched, eyes hidden by Aviator sunglasses. 

I grabbed Evan and pointed. He shook his head. 

“He can’t stop 100 rioting students, bro, he doesn’t have any backup,” Evan said.  



 
 
 
Part XI: Half Measures 
 
 
 
 

I stayed. My parents protested my decision at first, but I was able to convince them after a few 

talks. My plan was to use my extra time to apply to colleges and study for CLEP tests. Some students fled 

as soon as they could pack. Deacon and Evan and Angel stayed. 

One afternoon, Deacon called me and asked me to come to the House. 

When I arrived, Deacon opened the door and led me into the living room. Paulo was already 

standing in the room, his dreadlocks nestled in the hood of his sweatshirt. We nodded to each other. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“Some guy near here has started selling meth,” Paulo said. “He’s a small-timer, selling weed and 

getting high with his stoner friends. But now he’s dealing crystal. The only people in the meth business 

are the Hatters.” 



“The Hatters are using the confusion to expand,” Deacon said. “We’re going to have a little talk 

with him.” 

The three of us walked over to the house. The house was a two-story building. There was a large 

window on the ground floor, but orange curtains concealed whatever room was behind it. 

Paulo knocked on the door, “Hey Shake, open up.” 

Shake opened the door a sliver like we were a winter wind. A pungent smell flowed out of the door. 

It smelled like freshly cut grass. 

He was wearing a loose tank top that hung off him. Long, tangled brown hair. 

“Hey, Paulo. Thought you were walkin’ the line.” 

“I am. My friends want to have a word.” 

“Yeah? About what?” Shake asked. He was staring at Deacon and me now. Deacon stepped 

forward. 

“My name is Deacon. Listen, I’m going to get right to it. I know you’re selling meth out of here, and 

I can’t allow you to deal that in my neighborhood.” 



Shake lifted his hands, palms open, “Whoa brother. I’m just chilling here, and you accuse me of 

being some kind of drug lord.” 

“Shut up,” Paulo said. “Everybody on this street knows you sell pot. We know you started pushing 

glass for the Hatters.” 

The young man’s face froze for a moment — lips parted, eyes unblinking. 

“I d-don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“We know that the Hatters are supplying you,” Deacon said. “You’re in a tough spot, Shake. We can 

give you protection. Then you can disappear.” 

A sheen of sweat covered Shake’s forehead. 

“I don’t have to talk to you guys. I’m gonna close the door now.” 

“Wait …” 

Before he closed the door, Shake pointed a finger at us, “Nobody crosses the Hatter. No-body.” 

  



 
 
 
Part XII: Full Measure 
 
 
 
 

A week later, Deacon called and asked me to come over to the House. He said Shake hadn’t stopped 

selling meth. I jogged over to the House. 

Deacon let me in and said, “You don’t have to come with us. We’ll probably have to break the law.” 

I shrugged, “I want to go.” 

 Deacon nodded and handed me an equipment bag. Inside were two wooden baseball bats, smooth 

and dead. 

“I’m more of a basketball guy,” I said. 

Paulo laughed. 

The three of us walked out of the House and down the street. The sky was blue, streaked with 

Heaven’s dust. 



 We reached his house, and I saw the faded, orange curtains were still drawn. Deacon told us to take 

the bats out of the bag. I handed one to Paulo and kept the other for myself. Deacon stepped onto the 

concrete porch and knocked on the door. 

 “Hey Shake, open up,” Deacon called. 

I heard the oily snick of the lock withdrawing. 

The young man’s eyes widened when he saw us. He choked out a curse. 

Paulo torn the door open and pushed Shake back into the hallway. The drug dealer slipped on the 

linoleum and fell on his butt. For a short interval, we stared at each other — native and outlanders — as if 

waiting for a divine cue. 

A dog walked into the hallway. It was an adult Boxer with brown hair, square-headed and 

mournful. The dog looked at its owner then swung its blocky head to look at us. 

Shake glanced over at his dog. 

“Get ‘em, Cerb!” he yelled. 

The dog barked and charged us. Deacon darted forward and grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled it 

close. He wrapped his arm around its neck as the dog’s nails scrabbled on the linoleum floor. 



I thought Deacon would snap the animal’s neck like a piece of soggy wood. Instead, he laid his head 

alongside the dog’s square head and whispered in its ear. Slowly, gradually, the animal’s stance relaxed, 

and it stopped struggling. 

“She doesn’t like you very much,” Deacon said. 

“Oh yeah?” Shake said. “Why do you say that?” 

Deacon released the dog. The animal gazed up at him and wagged its tail. Shake grimaced and 

muttering something I didn’t hear. 

Deacon stood. 

“Sit him down over there,” Deacon ordered, pointing to the living room. 

Paulo grabbed the drug dealer’s soiled T-shirt and shoved him down onto the slumped couch. 

Deacon pointed at me. “Search the house. Find his cell phone. Make sure nobody else is here.” 

“You can’t do this …” Shake said. 

Paulo laughed. “You gonna call the cops?” 

I checked the kitchen first. Old pizza boxes on the kitchen table. His smartphone was sitting beside 

the pizza boxes. I palmed it and slid it into my pocket. 



I found his marijuana plants in the basement. A complex lighting system hung from the ceiling, 

now unlit. I had never seen a marijuana plant before. 

I walked back upstairs and handed the phone to Deacon. 

He looked at Shake and asked, “Where is the meth?” 

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Paulo leaned over the drug dealer. 

“Tell us where you hide the glass, or I’ll break your fingers,” Paulo said. 

“I can’t tell you, man!” Shake said. “Do you think they’re going to let this slide?” 

 Deacon walked over to Shake, knelt down in front of him, and looked him in the eyes. 

“You are a pawn in this power struggle,” Deacon said. “In chess, a player will sacrifice a pawn to 

gain an advantage. You are nothing to them. The Hatters don’t care if you cooperate with us or not. 

You’re expendable.” 

He paused. 

“We can protect you, Shake. This is just a smart business move for you. But if you don’t help us, 

then we can’t help you.” 



Shake stared at the ground. Finally he said, “It’s under the kitchen sink …” 

Paulo left the room. He returned and held up a Ziploc bag filled with white crystals. 

“Get rid of it,” Deacon said. 

“Oh, come on … don’t do that!” Shake said. “That’s hot stuff right here. Do you know how much 

dough that’s worth? What’s wrong with you guys??” 

Paulo disappeared. A moment later, we heard the toilet flush. Shake groaned. 

“Who is your contact?” Deacon asked. 

“Why do you want to know that?” 

Deacon handed the drug dealer’s phone back to him, “Call your supplier with the Hatters.” 

Shake stared at Deacon for a long moment. Finally, he dialed a number. Deacon took the phone 

back. A pause. Then he started speaking when someone on the other end answered. 

“Listen very carefully,” he said. “My friends and I just destroyed Shake’s meth supply. Don’t sell 

that shit in my neighborhood.” 

He ended the call and tossed the phone to me. 

“Are you insane?” Shake asked. “I’m dead. We’re all dead!” 



“You have maybe fifteen minutes to pack,” Deacon told Shake. “You’re coming with us. It won’t be 

safe here.” 

  



 
 
 
Part XIII 
 
 
 
 

We were waiting. All four of us were sitting in the family room of the House. 

Deacon had tried convincing Shake to leave town, but the young man wouldn’t listen. Shake had 

packed a few essentials into a backpack then we escorted him to the House. None of us has left since 

then. 

Deacon was reading a book, The Great Gatsby. Shake tapped his feet against the floor — an erratic, 

discordant tap-tapping. 

“Can’t you sit still, man. You coming down?” Paulo asked. 

“No bro, I just want to get out of here … Come on, let me go back to my house,” Shake said. 

“Tweaker …” Paulo muttered. 

Suddenly I heard the screech of metal-on-metal from outside the house. Paulo cursed. We jumped 

to our feet. I saw the door shiver as it was struck again. 



“Get the bag,” Deacon ordered. 

Paulo retrieved the bag and pulled out one of the baseball bats. The door splintered around the 

doorknob from another blow. 

The door shattered and swung open after the next strike. Two guys were outside, one of them was 

holding a crowbar. I saw Deacon lift a wooden bench and hurl it at the two intruders. The bench knocked 

down Crowbar Dude. Paulo tossed the other club to Deacon. Sometimes people try to forget that a 

baseball bat is a glorified club. 

I heard Shake run to the back of the house. A second later, the backdoor opened and slammed 

shut. 

“Follow him!” Deacon yelled. 

I ran through the backdoor. I caught sight of him running down the street. Shake had a big head-

start, but I immediately started closing the distance between us. 

He looked over his shoulder and yelled, “Leave me alone!” 

He ran up to the porch and bounced off the door. He opened the door and scrambled inside. I was 

running across the front yard when he slammed the door shut. I twisted the knob, but it was locked. 



“Open the door!” I yelled. 

I heard Shake say from inside, “What the hell?” 

Someone unlocked the door and opened it. But it wasn’t Shake. 

I had never seen this thick-shouldered male before. The young man had a puzzled expression on 

his face. Behind him, I saw Shake struggling in the grip of another buff guy. 

I shuffled backwards, eyes locked on the bruiser. He started toward me, and I ran. As I ran down 

the street, I realized I shouldn’t lead them back to the House. I cut into a side road and kept running. 

I had no idea what had just happened. 

  



 
 
 
Part XIV 
 
 
 
 

I called Deacon with my cellphone, praying that he’d pick up. 

“Are you guys okay?” I asked. 

“We’re fine,” Deacon said over the phone. “Those two goons were Hatters. We scared them off. 

What happened to you?” 

“I lost him. He ran back to his house, and two guys grabbed him. I didn’t want them to follow me 

back to the House.” 

Silence on the other end. Finally, Deacon said, “They were waiting for him?” 

“Yeah, seemed like it.” 

“Okay, come back to the House. We’ll figure this out.” 



 The police arrived about two hours after the skirmish. Deacon had called them after he talked to 

me. When the police arrived, it was a single officer in a patrol car. The man looked like he had forgotten 

to shave in the morning. 

 The officer listened to our story and took some notes. His expression changed when I told him 

about Shake. 

 “Let’s go over to his house then.” 

 The officer drove his cruiser to Shake’s house and got out. We walked up to the porch, and the 

officer knocked on the door. 

 “Hello, this Officer Fields from the New Athens police department. This is just a courtesy visit — 

just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” 

 Silence. The officer looked over at us. 

 “Your friend … you think he knew these people?” 

We looked at each other. “Maybe.” 

“So it’s possible he left with these people.” 

 Officer Fields handed Deacon his card. 



“Call me if you something else happens,” he told us. “You can file a missing persons report if you 

haven’t heard from him. Sorry guys. This town has gone to the wolves since the university shut down. We 

don’t have enough men since they killed the security force.” 

The officer drove away in his cruiser, and we walked back to the House. Deacon decided to call a 

Pathfinder meeting for that evening. 

Later that night, I returned to the House. 

Angel pushed open the shattered front door and stepped into the House. She scanned the room. 

When she spotted me Angel marched over and grabbed my arm, pulling me into the next room. We were 

alone. 

“What the hell is your problem?” she said. 

I didn’t know why she was angry. 

“When this went down, did you think to tell me?” she asked. “I care about this town more than you 

do. The next time you go and do some crazy stunt — tell me first. Got it? I don’t wanna find out because 

Deacon calls us together for a meet-and-greet.” 

“I’m sorry.” 



Angel sighed. 

“There’s a lot happening here,” she said. “And it’s dangerous. We need to stick together, okay?” 

“I can handle myself. I’m not a child.” 

Angel smiled. “I know you can, blondie.” 

She patted me on the shoulder and walked away. 

 The meeting began after the remaining students arrived. 

First, Deacon explaining how Shake started peddling meth. Then Paulo told the group about the 

two visits to Shake’s house. I told them about chasing the drug dealer and the two strong-arms that 

grabbed him. 

“The policeman called me this evening and told me that Shake is in the hospital.” Deacon paused to 

let the phrase sink in. “Shake told them he fell down some stairs. I don’t think anyone believes that.” 

Ryan said, “If we continue provoking them, we’ll have something close to gang warfare very soon. They 

won’t shrink from this. The Hatters will see this as a direct challenge to their turf.” 

  



 
 
 
Part XV: Hospital Visit 
 
 
 
 

We decided to continue their efforts to subvert the Mad Hatters. Evan articulated the group’s 

feeling when he said, “I came here 3 years ago for school. Now it’s my home.” 

Deacon suggested that we should talk to Shake in the hospital. The group agreed and picked me to 

visit the injured drug dealer. 

I went to the hospital the next day to see Shake. 

I walked up to the nurses’ station, and I stammered as I said Shake’s real name. Shake was, of 

course, a nickname. A stage name. 

I walked to his room and pushed the door open. 

His face looked like someone had used it for violent, radical psychotherapy. He was sitting up in 

bed, both eyes black and puffy. I put his phone on the bedside table. We stared at each other for a bit. 

“What happened?” I finally asked. 



“I went back for my other stash of meth.” Shake smirked. “I’m no fool. Any dealer worth his bread 

won’t hide his junk in just one place.” 

His smile faded. “That’s when they jumped me. Those Hatter thugs had been waiting for me. They 

beat me up and took the rest of the meth.” 

He touched his swollen cheek and said, “They really gave me a makeover.” 

“Did you know the guys that jumped you?” 

“Nah, never seen them before,” Shake said. “I’m not really part of the Hatters. I can’t believe you’re 

messing with them. I’m getting out of town as soon as I’m released. This town is a bomb waiting to be 

poked.” 

He looked at me. “You guys still serious about messing with the Hatter?” 

I nodded. 

“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to give you the address of my meth supplier. Give me some paper.” 

I handed him a notepad from the table and a pen marked “New Athens Memorial Hospital.” Shake 

scribbled on the notepad then handed it back to me. 



“His name is Travis, and that’s where he lives. I don’t know if he’s the only one that lives there. I’ve 

only been inside twice.” 

I ripped off the page and stuffed it into my pocket. 

“Thanks. Sorry about your face.” 

He shrugged. “Life is about collecting scars, brother.” 

  



 
 
 
Part XVI 
 
 
 
 

The address belonged to a frat house a few blocks off Main Street. Beer bottles and trash littered 

the yard. 

 “What do you think?” I asked. 

 We were sitting in the van and watching the house. 

 “We don’t know if they’re cooking the meth in the house,” Deacon said. “They might not even have 

any meth in there.” 

 “Shake didn’t know anything else,” I said. 

Deacon grinned. “We’ve got enough information to work with. Let’s get back to the House.” 

He twisted the key and the old van coughed to life. 

 

 Back at the House, we put together a plan of action. 



 “We need to stick this to the Hatters,” Paulo said. “Bloody them and put the spotlight on them. The 

Hatters will crumble if we can put enough police pressure on them.” 

 “So what do we do? We can’t just walk in,” Evan said. 

“I’ve got an idea,” Angel said. She smiled at us. 

  



 
 
 
Part XVII: The Dragon’s Cave 
 
 
 
 

I followed Angel across the lawn and up to the front door. I was carrying a 6-pack of beer that 

Angel had bought earlier. Three guys were sitting on the porch. One of them stood and pointed at me, 

“Scram freshman. We’ve already got a bad ratio.” 

 Angel said, “If you don’t let in my cousin, we’re both leaving.” 

 Before they could respond, I said, “You guys want any beers?” 

 “Give them to me,” the leader said. 

 We walked into the house. The Friday night party had already started, the music pounded into the 

walls, and bottles littered the tops of tables. Angel grabbed my arm and breathed into my ear, “We split 

up.” 

 I walked into the raucous clamor alone. Paulo had shown me a picture of Travis. I was supposed to 

pose as a druggie looking for a score, just one of Shake’s crowd that needed a new supplier. 



I recognized a few people, but I didn’t know them. I finally spotted the target in a side room. He 

was sitting on a couch and smoking a fat cigar. I walked by the room twice, getting up my nerve. Finally, 

I wandered into the room and sat down. He ignored me. 

“Hey, you’re Travis, right?” 

 He looked at me for a moment. “Do I know you?” he asked. 

“No,” I said. “I’m a friend of Shake. He skipped town or something. Can you help me out?” 

I pulled out some bills that the other had fronted me. Travis stared at the cash then looked up at 

me. 

“Wait here.” 

He got up and left. After a minute, Travis stepped back into the door frame. 

“Come on,” he said and beckoned. 

I followed him. He walked to a closed door that led to the basement, He went down first. I looked 

around when I got to the bottom of the stairs. A washer and dryer, some cardboard boxes, a ceremonial 

mask. Travis was standing by an empty workbench. 

He didn’t speak. 



Two guys came down the stairs. I figured these two were Hatter enforcers. I felt the cold rush of 

adrenaline dumping into my system. I was trapped. 

“Who are you?” Travis said. 

“I don’t understand,” I said. 

“Who are you?” Travis demanded. “Shake isn’t a friend of mine. I want to know why you know 

about me.” 

“I already told you. Shake talked about you.” 

Travis gestured, and the two guys grabbed me. Travis stepped closer. “What’s your name, punk?” 

The noise from upstairs became noticeably louder — someone had opened the door. Someone 

started walking down the stairs. The two Hatters loosened their grip on me but didn’t release me. 

I craned my neck to look over my shoulder. It was Angel. She was holding a red cup and looking 

perplexed. 

“Is the bathroom down here?” she asked. 

All three of them stared at her for a moment. 

“Sorry babe, no bathroom down here,” Travis said. “How about you run back upstairs?” 



“The bathroom isn’t down here?” she said. 

He walked around me to escort her back upstairs. Angel kicked Travis in the stomach and slammed 

her knee into the head as he bent over. He crumpled to the concrete floor like a boneless animal. 

I had been waiting for her to do something. I yanked free before the two Hatters could recover. 

“Run!” I yelled. 

Angel turned around and bounded up the stairs. I followed her. 

  



 
 
 
Part XVIII 
 
 
 
 

Angel slammed the door open when she reached the top of the stairs. I heard the two Hatters shout 

at us. We shoved past knots of people and headed for the door. The party continued around us. 

Angel and I burst out of the front door and had almost reached the street before the bouncers on 

the porch reacted. The two Hatters from the basement shouted at us and tried to chase us. But we were 

too fast. Our pursuers soon stumbled to a halt, red-faced and barking expletives. 

I started to slow down, but Angel grabbed my wrist and pulled me along. 

“We need to get off this street before the police get here,” she said. 

“What? Why are the police coming here?” I said. 

“I had Evan call them.” 



We cut through an alley and onto another street. I heard police sirens howling in the direction of 

Travis’s house. We looked at each other and suddenly we were laughing — we had walked into the 

dragon’s den and survived. Together, we jogged back to the House. 

__ 

The town had finally calmed down. The police arrested Travis and two of his housemates for 

possessing of cocaine and methamphetamine. So far, none of them had said anything, but the police 

knew they were part of a larger organization. 

Shake disappeared as soon as he was released from the hospital. I don’t think anybody knows 

where he went. 

Paulo left the town early in case the Hatter tried something. We had one last, big party at the 

House before Paulo left. Deacon bought some pizzas at Pizza Express in Cadiz. Evan said, “This is finals 

week. Right now.” 

It was a good night. At one point, Deacon raised his can of Arnold Palmer and asked for our 

attention. He smiled at us. 



“I’m glad we have this time together before we say good-bye. I will miss all of you. But this is truth: 

A seed must die before it can produce a harvest. The New Athens club will end, but this is just the 

beginning.” 

Deacon raised his can of Arnold Palmer. We raised our plastic cups, glasses, and beer bottles. 

“Run free,” he said. 

“Run free!” we cried. 

  



 
 
 
Part XIX 
 
 
 
 

I walked with Angel to the bus stop. The town had lost half its population with the departure of 

students, and it felt deserted. 

“I’ll miss this town,” Angel said. “But now I won’t have to drive 45 minutes to Chipotle.” 

 I laughed. “You’re gonna go on a fast food binge?” 

 “Chipotle isn’t fast food!” 

 “You know what I mean.” 

The bus stopped at the curb. Angel handed her suitcase to the driver and he stowed it inside. We 

were left standing together. 

I had thought about this moment for a long time. But I was nowhere close to figuring it out — 

Angel was an enigma to me. She was a mentor and friend. And I couldn’t deny I was attracted to her too. 

“I hope the audition goes well,” I said. 



“Thanks. Me too.” 

We embraced briefly. 

“Good-bye, blondie.” 

She got onto the bus, the driver started the engine, and the bus drove away. I watched. I imagined 

myself chasing the bas and catching it. But I didn’t have any words to say if I caught it so I stood still. 

The waning sun stained the sky with streaks of gold, and its last rays hurt my eyes. I had no reason 

to stay in this town. It had been stripped of importance for me, reduced to an empty house. I had come 

here for an education, and when the school closed I stayed for my friends. Now they were gone too, and 

all I had left were memories superimposed on empty streets and vacant buildings. 

I smiled. I turned and started walking back to my dorm room, my hands shoved into my pockets. 

Sometimes memories are enough. 


